
Hope, Despair, and the Wisdom of the Catfish 
 
 
Thank you to Reverend Pam for inviting me to speak again, I am delighted to be here. In 
fact, it’s one of my favorite places to be.  
 
It was almost exactly a year ago that I spoke here last. At that time I talked about 
transitions. My husband and I had just bought a new house, left the country for the city, 
given up our studios to work from home, and put one of our dogs to sleep. I talked about 
how life is all about change, and that the point is not to avoid transition, or live in fear of 
it or muddle through it, but to honor it. And we honor it by paying attention to it, by 
being conscious of what, exactly, is changing, and how, and why, and what that change 
means for us.  
 
Well I’m here today to take all that back.To say fight change at all costs! It’s too hard!  
 
My talk today is called Hope, Despair and the Wisdom of the Catfish. I know a lot of us 
made new years resolutions and if it’s going well, we’re still REALLY focused on what 
changes we hope to make this year. Well today, I invite you to forget about change. 
Today I invite you to consider instead staying exactly where you without looking or 
wishing for anything to be different.  
 
I invite you to dwell—really dwell—in the present.  
 
You know, there’s a lot of talk these days about living in the present. It’s like the new big 
thing. Everyone’s either doing it or at talking about doing it. But have you ever noticed 
WHEN it is you’re most likely to remind yourself to stay in the present? It’s when you’re 
on vacation in the Bahamas isn’t it? Or in yoga class, or sitting over a big fat plate of 
tiramisu at the Cheesecake Factory. Has anyone EVER said, “I am going to totally be 
present for my life starting right now” at the moment their car broke down on the 
highway in the driving rain? Or at the moment they got fired?  
 
Well, that’s exactly what I want to talk about today, that immensely difficult struggle to 
remain present in the face of uncertainty or even despair. So I want to offer a disclaimer 
here: I was talking to a girlfriend the other night about this talk, and she said those words 
that every public speaker just loves to hear: how can you get up there and talk the talk 
when you can’t walk the walk? So I’m compelled to tell you right up front that I don’t 
claim to have all the answers. I just want to share what I have learned on my journey, in 
the hopes that it in some way informs your own journey.  In fact, when I posted to 
Facebook that I’d be the guest speaker today, I accidentally wrote “quest” speaker. 
Which I think is actually a pretty good way to think of it.  
 
I’m going to tell you a very personal story. Although my talk has the words hope and 
despair in it, I’ll tell you up front my story is not a tragedy. It’s just my particular tale of 
disappointment and disillusionment. This is the story about my attempt to get a book 



published, and what I learned about groundlessness, not fighting what is, and letting go of 
the illusion of—and the need to control--outcomes.  
 
About 15 years ago, I wrote a book called The Body Tourist. It was the story of my 2 year 
struggle with anorexia when I was in my early 20s. The book quickly got the attention of 
two agents, one of whom said she loved it but felt the marketplace was too crowded. The 
other agent took my book and submitted it to the one publishing house she had placed 
other authors with—Farrar, Strauss and Giroux. Great, right? The problem was, she 
submitted it as a children’s book. Why a children’s book? Maybe it was the frank 
discussion of sex in an early chapter, or perhaps it was the philosophical meditation on 
the nature of the struggle for immortality, and my paradoxical quest for eternal life by 
starvation.  
 
Surprisingly, FSG did not feel that The Body Tourist was appropriate for children, and 
they declined it. I did however receive a note from Francis Foster, then senior editor, 
saying that although the book was not suitable for children it was a powerful read that she 
was certain would very soon find a home in print. I was disappointed, but encouraged.  
 
So I continued to submit it. For years.  And then more years.  
 
Friends and other writers reminded me that first books were a hard sell. They reminded 
me that many writers have their 1st book published AFTER their 2nd. I knew it was true. 
So I started to work on a second memoir, called A Better House. “I love bad houses the 
way some women love bad men,” opened an early essay on which the book was based. It 
was about my attraction to architectural disarray and dishevelment, but it was also about 
the disarray and dishevelment left in the wake of my eating disorder. It was about the thin 
line between mental health and mental illness, and it was set in the small town of Tifton, 
Georgia in a halfway house for drug addicts where I, weighing all of 96 pounds, was a 
counselor.   
 
It took me 4 years to write the book. I revised it for another 4. I worked with 3 different 
writing mentors, joined a writers group, and went to writing conferences. I wrote query 
letters to agents describing my project in the most evocative language possible. “Dear 
Agent, Where do our deeply flawed obsessions, such as the wish for obliteration, go once 
a person sets foot on the road to recovery? For me, they lived on beneath the radar of my 
supposed newfound health. From my overblown beginnings as a self-described 
“psychological superhero” to the moment when I at last understand that the client with 
whom I’ve fallen in love is “the face of my own illness,” this memoir is an exploration of 
the commitment we bring to illness, and of what it really means to save oneself.”  
 
My query letter sparked the interest of a few agents. “Send me 50 pages,” said one. “Send 
me the 1st 3 chapters,” said another. Send me the whole manuscript,” said yet another.  
 
When one agent told me I had no platform—that’s the aura of professionalism and 
excitement a writer constructs around herself to make herself appear larger than what she 
actually is--which is a lonely individual in an overheated attic, hunched over a keyboard 



sweating blood—I hit the campaign trail. I submitted essays for publication & started 
doing readings, entering writing contests, and speaking. I created a website and listed 
every newspaper, magazine, newsletter, literary journal, and radio show I’d ever written 
for or spoken on, and I uploaded pictures of myself at podiums, in front of audiences at 
book stores, and in conference centers to prove that I was, in fact, larger than myself.  
 
Meanwhile I rewrote A Better House a few more times.  
 
You might be asking yourself about now, Why did I do it?  
 
I did it because I wanted nothing more in the world than to have my book published. 
Only “wanted” is the wrong word. I NEEDED to have my book published. 
 
Pema Chodron writes that the cause of our suffering is not impermanence, or even 
knowing we are going to die. Our discomfort, she writes, arises from all of our efforts 
to put ground under our feet, to realize our dream of constant okayness.  
 
Publishing a book was going to save me. It was going to fix, retroactively, everything that 
was, and ever had been, wrong with my life. It was going to switch off all the toxic 
voices in my head, including the ones that had driven me to think starvation was a viable, 
practical path toward enlightenment and happiness. In fact, the faith I had in the magical 
powers of publication was not unlike the faith I had 30 years ago in the magical powers 
of losing weight. Being thin, I wrote in A Better House, “…was going to elevate me to an 
external platform of mattering.” Publishing a book would do the same. With a book, I 
would realize my dream of constant okayness.  
 
And then. In November of 2012, two days before my 51st birthday, I got the letter I’d 
been waiting and working over a decade to get.  
 
Dear Dana, it said. You are an exceedingly gifted writer.  Your writing is fine and lyrical, 
yet remains relatable and nervy and funny throughout. It also carries the piercing weight 
of psychological astuteness & insight. I am really excited about your talent and the 
potential of your book.  
 
There was just one teeny weenie little caveat. She wanted me to rewrite the already five-
times rewritten manuscript, combining my 1st and 2nd books into a third book. She felt 
this would bring the book to life, tighten up the narrative line, and make it a stronger, 
better read. She had clear ideas about how I could do this. Was I up to the challenge?  
 
Was she kidding? What was one more rewrite in the face of attaining the immortality and 
exaltation I’d been seeking my entire life?  
 
I went upstairs to my writing garret where for 7 long months I did nothing but craft the 
third book. I cancelled art festivals, pleasure trips, and I stopped painting entirely. While 
my husband travelled the US with a fellow artist friend whose life was not wrapped 
around salvation thru publishing, I agonized over comma choices, the relative emotional 



heft of words beginning with “P” and “J,” and the simultaneous winnowing and 
expansion of my book’s plotline.  
 
At the end of the 7 months I sent the manuscript to the agent. She was excited to read it, 
she said, and would get back to me shortly.  
 
I did not exhale for 3 weeks. When I couldn’t stand the suspense any longer I emailed the 
agent. Well? I said. I’m loving it! she wrote back. Decision soon!  
 
More weeks went by during which time I also did not exhale. And then the weeks 
stretched in to a month, and then 2 months. Why wasn’t she writing me back? Why 
wasn’t she calling? Had she forgotten about my potential?  
 
With great trepidation, I decided to look her up on Facebook to see if perhaps she had 
died. This had actually happened to one agent who expressed interest in my work. What I 
discovered was that my agent had not died. She HAD moved to LA, however, and, by the 
tenor of her posts she was somewhat desperate to land a boyfriend. I emailed her again. 
This time I asked for an answer—any answer—so that I could move on.  
 
I never heard from her again.  
 
It’s my guess that everyone in this room has had an unattainable dream, the realization of 
which they believed would somehow save them. If, like me, your self-worth hinged on 
the attainment of that dream, then you, too might have felt as if all was lost. As if, 
without that dream, there was nothing left to pin your life to.  
 
About the time I realized my dream was not to be, I did something I had never done 
before. I ate a catfish. For those of you unfamiliar with kosher law, catfish is high on a 
list of foods Jews are forbidden by the torah to eat, for reasons that are diverse and 
confusing and completely understood only by a select few Orthodox Jews and religious 
scholars. Pork, sea mammals, deer, rodents, shellfish, and the family pet are all on this 
list as well.   
 
I have to admit that while I don’t eat pork, I do eat shellfish, but I had never, ever, so 
much as looked a catfish in the eye. There are reasons I abide by some of the kosher laws 
and not others, and they are as complex and seemingly capricious as the laws themselves. 
They have to do with a fervent desire for connection to the Judaism of my youth and a  
convoluted blend of respect and apathy toward religion, all of which is fueled by a potent 
combination of fear, hope, and mysticism.  
 
Speaking in the context of Buddhism, Pema Chodron says, “The difference between 
theism and nontheism is not whether one does or does not believe in God. . . Theism is a 
deep-seated conviction that there's some hand to hold: if we just do the right things, 
someone will appreciate us and take care of us. . . Nontheism is relaxing with the 
ambiguity and uncertainty of the present moment without reaching for anything to protect 
ourselves.” 



 
The decision to eat the forbidden catfish was, I would realize later, a surrender. With it, I 
let go of the idea that God was watching and might possibly reward—or punish—me and 
I stepped into the uncertainty of the present moment. If I had held onto a few tenets of 
religious law, I saw that it was for a kind of protection I now sensed I no longer had, and 
in fact, had never had. There was the realization that nothing I did or didn’t do—eat a 
catfish, publish a book, weigh more than an eight year-old—was going to put any more 
ground under my feet, was going to save me from the ultimate condition of being human: 
the fundamental not-okay-ness that is our cross to bear.   
 
Pema goes on to say that  None of us wants to be miserable; we all want to be happy. But 
No matter how much we long for joy, it will elude us if we continue buying into concepts 
of right and wrong, good and bad, acceptance and rejection. What ultimately frees us 
from these constricting patterns is to stop reifying our experience, (stop assigning 
concrete interpretations to abstract phenomena) and to connect with the ineffable, 
groundless nature of all phenomena.  
 
This means no longer fighting with what is. It means letting go of the dream or the person 
or the success that’s finally going to make you and your life bearable. It means letting go, 
and sinking into the present moment, which doesn’t have a horizon and is only itself. And 
it means staying there, even and maybe especially in discomfort, without flailing, without 
protest, without desperately seeking a way out. Why? Because pain is as valid a part of 
the human experience as is joy.  
 
Was I mad at the agent? Are you kidding? I’m STILL mad. I have cycled through all the 
stages of grief with the notable exception of acceptance, and then cycled through them all 
again. And then at some point I happened across a quote by one of my favorite writers, 
Anne Lamott. She said “If someone comes along and shoots an arrow into your heart, it’s 
fruitless to stand there and yell at the person. It would be much better to turn your 
attention to the fact that there’s an arrow in your heart.” 
 
YES. There was an arrow in my heart. But it wasn’t the agent who put it there. The arrow 
had always been there. It was what drove me to the extremes of weight loss and it was 
what breathed life into my publish a book or die mentality. It was the voice that told me, 
all those long years ago, that there was such a thing as an external platform of mattering, 
and that the way onto it was through external, concrete  success.  
 
“Facing what we are dealt,” says Anne Lamott, isn’t what makes us crazy. Rather it’s 
“trying to set life straight where it is unstraightenable.” 
 
I couldn’t fix my agent problem. I couldn’t will her to get off Facebook, stop her vapid 
search for a boyfriend, and get back to the business of saving me from myself.    
 
But thanks to Anne Lamott, I got it. I had to forgive her. “Not forgiving is like drinking 
rat poison and then waiting for the rat to die,” she wrote. I had to forgive the agent 



because the agent wasn’t my problem. The arrow was my problem, that and everything 
that grew up around my attempts to deny and starve and publish it away. 
 
It’s been four months since the agent didn’t write me back. Am I ok? Well--I’m reminded 
the time my father tripped over a little crack in a sidewalk and fell down. “Are you ok?” 
my brother asked, to which my father responded, “Well, I’d rather not have done it.”  
 
Writer Cheryl Strayed says that at the end of a successfully written essay, the reader 
should unconsciously insert the following line after the last sentence: And nothing would 
ever be the same again.  
 
The answer is Yes, I’m ok, though like my father I’d rather it not have happened. In some 
ways it was easer to believe I controlled outcomes by the things I accomplished, ate or 
didn’t eat, believed or didn’t believe. But that’s not the truth. The truth is there’s an arrow 
in my heart—in all of our hearts—and we will discover it over and over. For me, the 
realization that there was in fact no platform on which to scramble for safety—that 
external success did not guard against pain or oblivion—was both the moment of my fall 
and the moment of my getting up. Once I knew this—that mattering was nonmaterial—
the arrow shifted. And nothing would ever be the same again.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


