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[bookmark: _Hlk181886779]“The reader is taken step-by-step through this powerful story with deep lessons on grief, life, and suicide. Not an easy read, but one that is ultimately uplifting.”
– BOOKLIST, STARRED REVIEW

“Former lawyer and poet Lerner’s (Protection) debut novel is sure to be an emotional read that readers will be thinking about long after finishing. Lee, who is nonbinary, is overcome by grief after their 23-year-old daughter dies mysteriously. Lerner’s writing style movingly gives readers a view inside Lee’s grief-stricken mind…This novel, which has a feel of a modern classic, is a must purchase addition for people facing grief and looking for hope and healing. It will leave readers with new insights and many questions about grief, suicide, and spirituality.”
—LIBRARY JOURNAL

“Michelle Lerner’s RING is a beautifully written, profoundly moving story of a mother’s journey from grief to hope, marked by lyrical prose and emotional depth. Comparable to Without Jenny and Take Me With You, Lerner’s masterful storytelling captures the transformative power of resilience, love, and the search for renewal.”
—BOOKLIFE/PUBLISHERS WEEKLY

“Somber and emphatic, Ring is a breathtaking novel that muses through the complications of grief via a parent learning how to live through it.”
—CLARION-FOREWORD REVIEWS

“RING is truly a balm for the psyche. I will never forget this beautiful book."
—POROCHISTA KHAKPOUR, AUTHOR OF THE MEMOIR SICK AND OTHER BOOKS

“A beautiful story of a journey fueled by grief and steeped in love. The pages turned themselves for me.” 
—AMY B. SCHER, BESTSELLING AUTHOR OF THIS IS HOW I SAVE MY LIFE

“Unique and powerful, Ring is a stunning, hypnotic book.”
—ELLEN PALL, AUTHOR OF THE ACCLAIMED NOVEL MUST READ WELL

“Do people need to remember how to live before they decide to die? In RING, Michelle Lerner thoughtfully explores the complexities of grief and assisted suicide through Lee’s journey to a snowbound sanctuary. Touching and thought-provoking, the narrative portrays therapeutic interventions as a path toward resolution."
—KIRKUS REVIEWS


URL FOR MICHELLE LERNER’S BOOK LAUNCH IN NYC 012625
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mR629Z8F_U0
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AT A GLANCE: THE STANDOUT ELEMENTS OF RING AND ITS AUTHOR
Critical Acclaim for RING:
· Booklist: Starred review, calling it a "powerful story with deep lessons on grief, life, and suicide."
· Library Journal: Described as a "modern classic," and "a must-purchase addition for people facing grief and looking for hope and healing."
· BookLife/Publishers Weekly: Praised for its "lyrical prose and emotional depth," comparable to Without Jenny and Take Me With You.
· Foreword Reviews: Called "breathtaking," exploring grief with profound empathy.
· Porochista Khakpour: Renowned author described it as "a balm for the psyche" and unforgettable.
· Kirkus Reviews: Noted its thoughtful exploration of grief and assisted suicide.
· Amy B. Scher: Bestselling author said, "The pages turned themselves for me."
· Ellen Pall: Acclaimed novelist called it "a stunning, hypnotic book."
Unique Literary Contributions:
· Non-Binary Representation: Features a non-binary protagonist seamlessly integrated into the narrative without sensationalism, normalizing LGBTQ+ identity in literary fiction.
· Philosophical Depth: Explores profound themes such as grief, suicide, spirituality, and the search for hope, making it emotionally resonant and thought-provoking.
· Atmospheric Setting: Set in a remote Canadian sanctuary with vivid, sensory descriptions that enhance its emotional and visual impact.
Author Achievements:
· Finalist for multiple awards, including the Book Pipeline Contest, Bridge Eight Fiction Prize, and Fiction Five Award.
· Writing informed by personal experiences with chronic illness, grief, and depression, lending authenticity to the narrative.
· Poet and public interest lawyer with a history of impactful, multidisciplinary work.
Themes and Reader Impact:
· Provides insightful perspectives on complicated grief and mental health, resonating with readers facing similar challenges.
· Appeals to diverse audiences, including those interested in animal stories, LGBTQ+ representation, and climate-related themes.
· Offers educational value, recommended for mental health professionals, educators, and book clubs.
Other Highlights:
· Beta readers described it as a page-turner despite its serious themes.
· Rich, multidimensional characters ensure broad reader connection.
· Published by Bancroft Press, an established independent publisher (Top 10 indie since 1992) with a history of acclaimed titles.



NORMALIZING NON-BINARY REPRESENTATION IN LITERARY FICTION
In a literary landscape where stories about gender identity often focus on conflict or self-discovery, Michelle Lerner’s RING offers a refreshing and groundbreaking approach. The novel features a non-binary main character whose identity is not the centerpiece of the narrative. Instead, their non-binary identity is seamlessly woven into the fabric of their existence—acknowledged but not problematized, represented without sensationalism.
This approach sets RING apart as one of the few works of literary fiction to present a non-binary character in a way that normalizes and affirms their identity without making it the focal point of the story. By treating the character’s gender as a natural part of who they are rather than a plot device, Lerner achieves an authenticity that resonates deeply with readers seeking representation that reflects the diversity of human experience.
RING offers a narrative that is universal in its themes yet specific in its inclusivity. It invites all readers—regardless of gender identity—to connect with its characters and explore its rich emotional landscapes. This distinctive portrayal makes RING not just a compelling read but an important cultural milestone in literary fiction.
For readers, critics, and institutions committed to expanding the scope of representation in literature, RING provides an example of how diverse identities can be normalized and celebrated without being diminished or overshadowed. It’s a novel that invites conversation and connection while paving the way for more inclusive storytelling.



OVERVIEW OF COMPLICATED GRIEF
Complicated grief, also known as prolonged grief disorder (PGD), is an intense and persistent form of grief that goes beyond the typical mourning process. It occurs when someone struggles to adapt to the loss of a loved one, leading to prolonged emotional pain, difficulty accepting the death, and an inability to engage in normal life activities. Complicated grief often includes:
· Intense longing or preoccupation with the deceased.
· Avoidance of reminders of the loss.
· Difficulty finding meaning or moving forward in life.
· Persistent feelings of emptiness, anger, or numbness.
Unlike normal grief, which typically subsides with time and support, complicated grief persists for more than 6-12 months and significantly impairs functioning.
Prevalence in the U.S.
The prevalence of complicated grief in the U.S. varies depending on the population studied. Research indicates that 7-10% of bereaved individuals develop complicated grief. Since millions of Americans experience the loss of a loved one annually, it is estimated that 1.5-3 million people may experience complicated grief in any given year.
Risk Factors
Risk factors for developing complicated grief include:
· Sudden, unexpected, or traumatic loss.
· Close relationships with the deceased (e.g., spouses, children).
· History of mental health issues, such as depression or anxiety.
· Lack of social support or ongoing stressors.
If you or someone you know is experiencing symptoms of complicated grief, it’s important to seek professional help, as therapy (e.g., grief counseling or cognitive-behavioral therapy) has been shown to be effective.
Awareness of Complicated Grief Among the Afflicted
Many individuals experiencing complicated grief may not recognize it as a distinct condition. They often attribute their intense and persistent grief to personal failure, weakness, or a natural response to loss. Without awareness of prolonged grief disorder (PGD) as a diagnosable condition, they may:
· Normalize their suffering, believing it’s just part of grieving.
· Feel isolated or ashamed, thinking they should have "moved on."
· Not connect their symptoms (e.g., numbness, avoidance, or intense yearning) with a treatable issue.
Percentage Seeking Professional Help
The percentage of those with complicated grief who seek professional help is relatively low. Estimates suggest:
· Less than 50% of individuals experiencing complicated grief seek therapy or counseling.
· Among those who do seek help, some may enter therapy for symptoms like depression or anxiety without realizing their root problem is prolonged grief.
· Barriers to seeking help include stigma, lack of knowledge about the condition, and difficulty accessing mental health care.
Awareness Among the General Population
Your hunch that very few Americans know about complicated grief is likely accurate. Studies indicate that:
· Public awareness of prolonged grief disorder is minimal, even though it was officially added to the DSM-5-TR in 2022.
· The concept of "stuck" or "complicated" grief may resonate with some people, but they often don’t recognize it as a clinical condition.
· Mental health literacy overall remains low in the U.S., with many people unaware of specific mental health disorders unless they or someone they know is directly affected.
Why Awareness is So Low
· Grief is often considered a deeply personal experience, leading to reluctance to medicalize or pathologize it.
· Cultural norms may pressure individuals to "be strong" or "get over it," discouraging open conversations about ongoing struggles.
· Mental health education and outreach rarely include prolonged grief disorder, focusing instead on conditions like depression, anxiety, or PTSD.
How to Increase Awareness
· Public campaigns: Similar to initiatives for depression or anxiety, campaigns could highlight prolonged grief as a treatable condition.
· Education for healthcare providers: Many primary care doctors, who are often the first point of contact, may not recognize complicated grief or know when to refer a patient to mental health specialists.
· Community and cultural engagement: Integrating discussions of prolonged grief into workplaces, schools, and community centers could help normalize the condition and encourage those affected to seek help.
The Numbers
· Afflicted: 1.5–3 million Americans annually.
· Seeking help: Likely fewer than 1–1.5 million.
· General awareness: Likely very low, with perhaps only a small percentage (under 10%) of the population aware of complicated grief as a clinical issue.
Increasing public unawareness is critical—this lack of knowledge contributes to unnecessary suffering and prevents many from accessing effective treatments.




RING’s Target Audience
· RING appeals to a wide range of readers, including those who have experienced grief or depression, LGBTQ2S+ community for nonbinary representation, lovers of philosophical literary fiction, and enthusiasts of animal stories. 
· It also has cross-border appeal due to its American protagonist and Canadian setting​
· RING is particularly suitable for book clubs with a literary or political focus, especially those including middle-aged and/or LGBTQ2S+ readers​
Comparable Titles
· In structure, "RING" is akin to Jenny Offill's "Weather," while in concept, it resembles Sigrid Nunez's "The Friend." It also draws influences from various works in fiction and non-fiction, offering a unique literary perspective​




Overview of RING
Ring takes you on an unforgettable odyssey through the depths of human emotion, from the hollows of grief to the heights of newfound hope. In the backdrop of a snow-covered sanctuary designed to aid the dying, Lee, a middle-aged non-binary individual from the Midwest, grapples with the unbearable weight of losing their young daughter. Abandoning their previous life and even the comfort of a longtime spouse, Lee is driven by a quest for closure—or an end to it all.
Enter Ring, a seemingly ordinary dog with an extraordinary role. Owned by Robert, a terminally ill man preparing to make his final walk through the sanctuary's Seven Pillars, Ring becomes the catalyst for Lee's own rebirth. As Lee befriends other souls at the sanctuary, each embroiled in their own battles—from Catherine and Samu, the spiritual leaders, to Viviana, a war veteran scarred by trauma—they are nudged toward a revelation that challenges their initial reasons for coming to this remote haven.
The novel deftly weaves themes of loss, hope, and healing, set against the spirituality-infused environment of the sanctuary. It presents a compassionate view on suicide, grappling with the complex questions it raises about the value and sanctity of life. As Lee engages with mindfulness practices and meditation, the story emerges as an enlightening guide for anyone walking the fine line between despair and hope.
Don't miss this emotional journey. It tackles the raw, intricate facets of grief, and leaves you pondering the restorative powers of companionship and the human spirit. Ideal for readers coping with loss, struggling with suicidal thoughts, or seeking a deeply spiritual narrative, Ring promises to resonate long after the last page is turned.


EIGHT REASONS TO READ AND REVIEW RING 
1. Profound Meditation Wrapped in a Gripping Plot: "RING" is celebrated for its rare fusion of an engaging plot with the depth of a profound meditation. This novel not only captivates with its storyline but also offers deep, introspective insights, making it a significant read for those interested in exploring themes of grief, healing, and spiritual growth​​.
2. Universal Themes of Grief and Healing: The novel addresses universal experiences of loss, grief, and the search for healing in a manner that resonates with a wide audience. It explores these themes through a unique lens, offering catharsis and understanding to readers navigating their own journeys of sorrow and recovery​​.
3. Diverse and Relatable Characters: "RING" features a diverse cast of characters, each grappling with their personal tragedies and healing in their own ways. This variety ensures that almost any reader can find a piece of themselves within the pages, fostering a deep connection with the narrative​​.
4. Visual and Atmospheric Setting: The remote sanctuary setting and the symbolic journey of walking the pillars provide a backdrop that is ripe for visual storytelling. The vivid descriptions of the environment and the atmospheric quality of Lerner's writing invite readers into a sensory experience that enhances the emotional impact of the story​​.
5. Critical Acclaim: The novel has garnered praise from notable authors and literary figures, highlighting Lerner’s exceptional writing, her insightful exploration of complex themes, and the novel’s emotional depth and narrative elegance​​.
6. Inspiration from True Experiences and Multifaceted Research: Lerner’s background as a poet, lawyer, and chronic illness survivor enriches the novel with a blend of personal experience, thorough research, and a deep understanding of human psychology and spirituality. This authenticity adds layers of meaning and relatability to the story​​.
7. Educational Value on Mental Health and Healing: "RING" provides insightful perspectives on mental health, suicide prevention, and the healing process. It's recommended for educators, healthcare professionals, and anyone interested in a deeper understanding of these critical issues, offering valuable insights into the power of community and connection in the face of hardship​​.
8. A Journey Toward Hope and Resilience: At its core, "RING" is a story of transformation—from despair to hope, from isolation to connection. It invites readers on a journey that mirrors the protagonist’s path to healing, suggesting that even in the deepest grief, there is potential for renewal and growth​​.
Press Release
From Chronic Illness to Literary Triumph: Michelle Lerner's Inspiring Journey and the Making of Ring
La Crescenta, CA—Michelle Lerner’s journey from battling the debilitating effects of chronic illness to writing her debut novel Ring is as remarkable as the story within its pages. Published by Bancroft Press, Ring is a transformative exploration of grief, hope, and healing that has already garnered critical acclaim. Comparable to works like Without Jenny and Take Me with You, Ring offers readers a profound meditation on loss and resilience through a deeply personal lens.
Michelle’s own personal story begins with an undiagnosed case of neurological Lyme disease that forced her to abandon a thriving career as a public interest lawyer. During the years of physical and social isolation that followed, Michelle discovered solace and purpose in writing. Drawing from her own experiences with trauma and the mind-body connection, she created Ring, a narrative that resonates with universal themes of grief and the power of human connection.
“Practically every other time I communicate with Michelle, she’s overcoming another physical challenge,” says Bruce L. Bortz, publisher at Bancroft Press. “It’s amazing to me that she managed to write such a beautiful, life-affirming book despite these obstacles. Michelle embodies the resilience she writes about, and her ability to turn personal hardship into art is nothing short of inspiring.”
Set in a remote sanctuary for the dying, Ring follows Lee, a non-binary parent grappling with the devastating loss of their child. As Lee connects with others at the sanctuary, including a dog named Ring, the novel weaves a compelling narrative about navigating life’s darkest moments and finding hope again. The setting’s stark beauty and spiritual undertones amplify the emotional depth of the story, making it a page-turner that is also a meditation on life’s fragility and resilience.
Michelle’s personal experiences not only inform the novel’s narrative but also add authenticity to its exploration of themes like the mind-body connection and healing through community. Ring delves into universal questions about grief, resilience, and what it means to heal, while also providing a rare representation of non-binary perspectives in contemporary fiction.
Beyond the book, Michelle has embraced her role as an advocate for chronic illness awareness, LGBTQ+ representation, and mental health. Her story underscores the importance of perseverance and creativity in the face of adversity, offering a beacon of hope for others navigating similar struggles.
“Michelle’s background as a poet and lawyer lends Ring a unique voice, blending lyrical prose with deeply philosophical undertones,” says Bortz. “Her experiences with chronic illness have given her a profound understanding of resilience, and that wisdom shines through in her writing.”
Critical Acclaim for Ring
· “The reader is taken step-by-step through this powerful story with deep lessons on grief, life, and suicide. Not an easy read, but one that is ultimately uplifting.” – BOOKLIST, STARRED REVIEW

· “Somber and emphatic, Ring is a breathtaking novel that muses through the complications of grief via a parent learning how to live through it.”—FOREWORD REVIEWS
· “A beautiful story of a journey fueled by grief and steeped in love. The pages turned themselves for me.”—AMY B. SCHER, BESTSELLING AUTHOR
· “Unique and powerful, Ring is a stunning, hypnotic book.”—ELLEN PALL, AUTHOR OF MUST READ WELL
· [bookmark: _Hlk181956101]“Haunting…Transformative...Hopeful…Unforgettable.”—PUBLISHERS WEEKLY

· “A profound exploration of grief, renewal, and cultural identity…With psychological depth and themes of resilience, it’s a powerful, thought-provoking read for book clubs and libraries.”—MIDWEST BOOK REVIEW

About Bancroft Press Bancroft Press is a leading independent publisher dedicated to bringing unique and thought-provoking works to a broad audience. Founded in 1992, the press has published works by Pulitzer Prize winners and national bestsellers.
For media inquiries or interview requests, please contact: Bruce L. Bortz
Publisher, Bancroft Press
Phone: (410) 627-0608
Email: bruceb@bancroftpress.com
Release Date: January 14, 2025
Available in: Paperback, Ebook, Audiobook
Visit www.bancroftpress.com for more information about Ring and upcoming releases.




Praise for Michelle Lerner’s Debut Novel Ring
[image: ]"It's rare for a novel so well-equipped with the bones and muscle of plot to feel like a profound meditation, but this is exactly what Michelle Lerner's RING felt like to me. Lerner's wisdom about the world seems rooted in her previous work as a poet and public interest lawyer—as well as her experience with chronic illness—but the powers of observation here and the sensitivity of expression made me feel like she was channeling some otherworldly inspiration and transmitting it to us. The spiritual traditions explored here are as lovingly researched as they are artfully rendered—our own journey ends up mirroring the healing sought in these pages. For anyone who has been through the trauma of physical and mental illness, who has yearned for sanctuary across many cultures, who has turned to the animal world to tend to our human anguishes, who longs for a model of turning loss into hope, RING is truly a balm for the psyche. I will never forget this beautiful book."
—POROCHISTA KHAKPOUR, AUTHOR OF THE MEMOIR SICK AND OTHER BOOKS

“RING, by Michelle Lerner, is a haunting and deeply moving exploration of a mother’s journey through the aftermath of unimaginable loss. Lerner’s poignant prose captures the raw intensity of grief and the quiet, transformative power of resilience. Following the heartbreaking death of her daughter, Lee embarks on a soul-searching pilgrimage to the remote Seven Pillars Sanctuary, a haven for weary souls navigating the end of life. There, amid an atmosphere rich in spiritual guidance, Lee confronts the profound question of what it means to live beyond the weight of grief. With her delicately crafted characters, Lerner delivers a narrative where pain and healing coalesce, showing how a parent’s all-consuming sorrow can evolve into an unexpected awakening. In the company of other sanctuary inhabitants—and through a bond with a dog named Ring that symbolizes both the past and a glimmer of hope for the future—Lee’s journey toward forgiveness, gratitude, and renewed purpose unfolds in achingly beautiful detail. Comparisons to Mark Gunther’s Without Jenny and Catherine Ryan Hyde’s Take Me With You underscore the novel’s thematic depth and emotional resonance. Lerner’s RING offers readers an unforgettable portrait of loss, resilience, and the fragile thread between despair and hope—a must-read for anyone who has grappled with the complexities of love and sorrow.”
—BOOKLIFE/PUBLISHERS WEEKLY

“A beautiful story of a journey fueled by grief and steeped in love. The pages turned themselves for me.” 
—AMY B. SCHER, BESTSELLING AUTHOR OF THIS IS HOW I SAVE MY LIFE

“As the editor of a literary magazine, I love the opportunity to champion novel excerpts. I remember reading Ring for the first time. I was immediately immersed in its world, transported to this cold, insular place—a sanctuary both comforting and fraught. The characters all felt so precise, united by grief, but singular in their expressions of it. Lee’s grief in particular pulsated through those pages, even as its exact source was a mystery. I was enthralled, and excited by the questions the book raised about community and care. I could tell the novel would be a published book, and I was thrilled to bring a small piece of it to Shenandoah’s readers. Of all of the novel excerpts we’ve published, this remains one of my favorites, and I'm even more thrilled now that the book is out in the world.”
—BETH STAPLES, EDITOR, SHENANDOAH

“Ring: A Novel" by Michelle Lerner delves into themes of grief, suicide, and renewal, offering a powerful narrative for those dealing with unresolved personal issues. The story follows Lee, a grieving non-binary parent seeking solace after the loss of their only child, Rachel. The novel shifts perspectives between Lee and Rachel, creating a deep understanding of their experiences. Lee's journey intertwines with the fate of Ring, a dog brought to a sanctuary by a man intending to end both their lives. This encounter challenges Lee's views on suicide and grief. The novel also explores the cultural and social issues faced by First People residents at Attawapiskat, enriching the story with broader themes. Lerner's delicate narrative provides psychological insights and atmospheric influences of Canadian culture, making Ring a thought-provoking read for book clubs and psychology groups, and a valuable recommendation for libraries.”
—MIDWEST BOOK REVIEW

“A deeply moving and emotional story about the human experience and finding closure.”
—PRINCETON ALUMNI WEEKLY


“In her spare, elegant, deeply emotional novel, Michelle Lerner takes the reader on a tortuous journey of the heart—the journey of a parent in the aftermath of their daughter’s sudden death. The measured restraint of the writing only makes the book more moving, and as the grieving parent seeks a final cure for their pain, we willingly follow them into the frozen reaches of northernmost Canada. Unique and powerful, Ring is a stunning, hypnotic book.”
—ELLEN PALL, AUTHOR OF THE ACCLAIMED NOVEL MUST READ WELL

“Michelle Lerner's background as a poet illuminates both the language and story arc of Ring, a novel about recovery after wrenching loss. From the name of the title character, the dog Ring (whose recurring presence acts as a bell slowly tolling to draw the protagonist back to life) to the pitch-perfect descriptions of an icy retreat, this meditation on sorrow shines with well-crafted sentences that feel as if the author is singing you the song of life and death. Lerner doesn't hide her environmental sensibilities in this tale, as she leads the reader through a New Age camp for those pondering whether to continue or to stop their personal journeys. At times dark and unsettling, Ring ultimately pulls readers to the brilliant glow of the Northern Lights.”
—LIBBY STERNBERG, AUTHOR OF THE NOVEL DAISY

“With care and sensitivity, Lerner’s gripping book Ring takes readers on a journey into Northern Canada to address grief, mental health, suicide, and healing. All too often, the James Bay region is depicted in a bleak portrait, with media coverage highlighting images of despair. In contrast, Ring offers strength in connection to the landscapes and more-than-human worlds that animate the main character’s grieving process and healing journey. The emotional depth of this novel appears in each sensory detail—the crunch of snow, the taste of cleansing meals, and the touch of companionship to confront feelings of alienation. Readers wanting to learn more about the shadows of loss against the backdrop of Canadian colonialism and the brilliant light of community life when confronting hardship will be inspired and moved by this book. It belongs in the hands of teachers, health professionals, and anyone ready to envision and enact brighter worlds.”
—SARAH MARIE WIEBE, AUTHOR OF LIFE AGAINST STATES OF EMERGENCY

“Crippled by the grief of losing a child, Lee grapples with existence, the ability to put one foot in front of the other, and to keep on living. Lee thinks the answer is a fictional sanctuary in the snowy wilderness of Northern Ontario. The story is lyrically told, inventively crafted, and beautiful. It includes an exploration of different ways to treat deep depression and our connection to the earth and each other. Haunting and inspiring, immersive and uplifting, RING will stay with you long after you turn the final page.”
—DEBRA WHITTALL, FORMER RADIO NEWS ANCHOR, ONTARIO, CANADA


“My god, what a beautiful meditation on grief and the way loss deeply embeds itself into every little fiber of our being. Lerner does such an incredible job here of approaching the topic of loss, especially loss by suicide, in a way that is raw and unflinching without sacrificing compassion. 
I did have the ever-so-slightest hang-up trying to gain momentum when starting this book, but once becoming familiar with the narrator’s voice, it was difficult to put RING down. There's something both haunting and comforting in the way Lerner is able to portray the nuances of grief and paint grieving humans in the most humane of ways. As a mental health worker and mental health advocate, I'm very eager to be able to pick up a physical copy of RING in January and add it to my shelf of other books about grief and loss.”
—BROOKE KIEBE, MENTAL HEALTH WORKER & ADVOCATE

“There are books we choose to read for the pleasure of inhabiting another person’s life, and then there are books that slowly pull us into another life, one that on the surface, and beneath it as well, that we can sympathize with, possibly relate to, but know we will remember long after the last page is read. For many, perhaps most, this is why we read. Set predominantly in a Canadian sanctuary called Seven Pillars, RING is a story of family, of love and loss, of trauma, grief, of searching for something that will fill the empty places inside us, and perhaps finding a way to move through the pain, misunderstandings, and loss… of finding the people (or dog) who love and help us and share our journey. All five stars for this profoundly moving and lovely read with themes of trauma, loss, hope and healing.”
—CHERI STEPHENS, NETGALLEY REVIEWER

“In Ring, Michelle Lerner’s riveting and moving novel, a non-binary parent who has lost their beloved daughter travels to a remote sanctuary in northern Ontario, Canada to prepare themself spiritually to walk into the desolate, snow-covered landscape and end their life. At the sanctuary, they learn various practices that will help them to have a meaningful, conscious death if they decide to go through with it. Compulsively readable and highly recommended.”
—JEANNE WINER, AUTHOR OF HER KIND OF CASE, A NOVEL WHICH RECEIVED STARRED REVIEWS FROM KIRKUS, BOOKLIST, AND LIBRARY JOURNAL

“Brave to tackle such taboo topics, Lerner skillfully weaves together diverse perspectives in this fictional exploration of severe depression and assisted suicide/guided transitioning. The cultural diversity is beautifully represented, and the inclusion of the dog featured on the cover is integral to the story. This book has the potential to lead many readers and book groups into open discussions on tough and important themes.”
—SID SIBO, AWARD-WINNING AUTHOR AND ANIMAL ADVOCATE


“Grief, depression, and suicide are all touch on in this novel from poet Michelle Lerner. It features a nonbinary person from the Midwest and a very special dog.”
—AUTOSTRADDLE, A DIGITAL PUBLICATION AND REAL-LIFE COMMUNITY FOR MULTIPLE GENERATIONS OF LGBTQIA+ HUMANS (AND THEIR FRIENDS)

“Ring, a debut novel by Michelle Lerner, is a deeply moving and extraordinary work of LGBTQIAP+ literary fiction. The story, set at a healing retreat in Canada called "The Seven Pillars," follows Lee, a middle-aged non-binary person grappling with the loss of their young adult daughter, Rachel. The novel beautifully explores themes of grief, healing, and the search for closure. The atmospheric setting, coupled with transformative character interactions, adds depth to the narrative. With its profound emotional resonance and wisdom, Ring stands out as an unforgettable read, perfect for book clubs and further exploration of its rich themes. One of the 22 best books I read in 2024.”
—ELYSE WALTERS, A TOP-RATED GOODREADS REVIEWER AND STAFF REVIEWER FOR TWO INDEPENDENT BOOKSTORES

“A riveting novel of a non-binary parent grieving their beloved daughter and preparing spiritually to end their life in the frozen, desolate landscape of Northern Canada. Among these dark contemplations, Michelle's moving prose proves a balm for the psyche that carries the reader to a sanctuary between despair and hope.” 
— HARVARD ALUMNI ASSOCIATION

"A stunning meditation on grief, Ring dives deep into the fibers of loss, exploring its raw edges and unflinching truths with unparalleled compassion. Lerner’s portrayal of grief, particularly from suicide, is haunting yet profoundly humane. As a mental health worker and advocate, I’m eager to add this remarkable book to my shelf."
— BROOKE EG STORM, MS, LIMHP

“One of the more unique novels we've had the pleasure of reviewing.”
—BOOK PIPELINE, WHICH REVIEWS MORE THAN 30,000 SCRIPTS, BOOKS, PLAYS, AND SHORT FILMS ANNUALLY, SERVING AS A FILTER TO SUPPLY ITS EXTENSIVE NETWORK OF FILM AND TV EXECUTIVES WITH NUMEROUS CLIENTS AND PROJECTS

“With honest, illuminating prose, Lerner imbues the forbidding landscape of the sanctuary—a place for ending one's life—with dignity and warmth. Ring asks big questions and doesn't shy away from the brutal truths they reveal. This book clutched my heart and would not let it go.”
—JONATHAN VATNER, AUTHOR OF THE ACCLAIMED NOVELS CARNEGIE HILL AND THE BRIDESMAIDS UNION

"RING by Michelle Lerner is a stunning meditation on grief—how it can paralyze us, what helps us heal, and the power of the simplest forms of human connection. Set in an unconventional sanctuary in the remote tundra of Western Canada, this extraordinary novel explores deep moral and ethical dilemmas without easy answers, drawing us into the emotional landscape of its main character, Lee. Lerner masterfully immerses the reader in Lee’s scattered mind and numbed body as they grieve their daughter, and we are invited to heal right alongside them—thanks in great part to the titular character, a wonderful dog named Ring. The novel’s beautifully drawn setting, singular characters, and healing rituals make it unforgettable. As intense as this book is, it is ultimately full of hope and inspiration. I read it in one huge gulp because I was so invested!"
—KATHERINE E. SHERBROOKE, AUTHOR, THE HIDDEN LIFE OF ASTER KELLY

“At its core, Ring explores the processes of grief and healing—but it is also so much more. It’s a complex story of an individual’s struggle to extinguish their grief, transporting readers to the far reaches of the Canadian tundra and bringing them along on a profound journey of self-awareness and growth. This carefully researched book thoughtfully engages with relevant and important topics, including immigration, otherness, justice, and forgiveness. Ring is a must-read for anyone seeking to deepen their understanding of themselves and the world beyond their everyday lives.”
—WENDY SWIFT, AUTHOR OF A DREAM LIFE

“RING is a deeply insightful portrait of grief that also manages to be a pageturner… As I read RING, I was constantly drawn in by the perceptiveness of observation, the empathy, and my desire to learn more about the protagonist Lee and their journey. Though the topic might suggest a slow literary novel–and though it is beautifully written–RING constantly kept me turning the pages. This is a wonderful novel for people who think and feel deeply, for people interested in grief and healing, and for anyone who wants to read a meaningful story about what it means to live and love.”
—EMMELINE CHANG, REVIEWER FOR ACM (ANOTHER CHICAGO MAGAZINE) AND THE ASIAN AMERICAN WRITERS WORKSHOP





[bookmark: _Hlk184984366]Q&A WITH AUTHOR MICHELLE LERNER
· What inspired you to write "Ring," and how does it reflect your personal experiences with chronic illness?
My inspiration to write “Ring” initially stemmed from my experience with complicated grief when I was younger. On and off for a few decades, I thought about writing a story about a person struggling so much with grief that they consider ending their own life, because having that feeling, that impetus, is a common facet of complicated grief. 
So the vague contours of the story were there years before I became chronically ill: the sanctuary in the snow, the dog unknowingly brought into a life or death situation, and the dilemma that the dog’s presence poses to the main character. The story was about teasing [image: A person with brown hair and a green shirt

Description automatically generated]out what moves the needle on a person’s internal barometer regarding their ability to go on after significant loss.
But I did not sit down (or sometimes lie down!) to actually write the story until I was several years into a chronic illness triggered by a too-long-undiagnosed case of neurological Lyme Disease. The main reason I didn’t start writing before my illness was that I was too busy. I was a public interest lawyer and always focused on cases and projects, and I never put aside the time to write anything for myself that was longer than a poem or an Op Ed. When I became too sick to work on deadline but recovered enough to write small amounts at a time, even if from bed, I realized I could begin writing this story.
At that point, I was experiencing a sense of physical and social isolation due to being sick. I had also discovered, in my attempts to recover from my illness, a range of healing modalities that calm the nervous system and release trauma stored in the body. The relief I felt from these modalities, and from learning to understand the mind-body connection, gave me another entry point to the story. 
· Your previous work as a poet and public interest lawyer brings a unique perspective to your fiction writing. How do you feel these roles have influenced the narrative and thematic depth of "Ring"?
Both likely influenced how short and spare the novel is. In general, I usually overwrite and then need to edit down. Except with poetry, and except with legal prose, both of which are very compact forms of writing. I think my background in poetry led to me writing the novel in vignettes instead of chapters, and to the moody and descriptive nature of the narrative and its tendency to invoke emotion through observations of seemingly small things—a gesture, a pause, an inhalation, a change in the weather. 
My legal background led me to think always of the bigger issues evoked by the story. And, probably, the dialogue—there is a lot of dialogue that picks apart philosophical and emotional questions and examines their logic. I think that’s likely very influenced from my training and practice as a public interest lawyer. 

· "Ring" intricately weaves themes of loss, hope, and healing. Can you talk about the research or personal introspection that went into exploring these complex topics?
A lot of what may seem like researched material actually came out of my own experiences with loss, depression, and searching for spiritual meaning and healing. A lot of the odd therapies described are things I actually tried, some of which I continue to use. A lot of the dialogue is, in a sense, conversations I’ve had with myself.
I have done a lot of reading that is relevant to the discussions of trauma, loss, and healing in the book, and some of that reading is listed in the further resources section at the end. In particular, I’ve read a lot about the mind-body connection in the processing of trauma, from writers like Gabor Matè, Bessel van der Kolk, Amy Scher, and Bernie Siegal. I also tried to read various material about the philosophy around suicide and prevention of suicide, such as Jennifer Michael Hecht’s Stay. 
Something I researched a lot was the material connected to Attawapiskat, the real Cree community situated near the land on which most of the fictional story takes place. I wanted my portrayal to be accurate, culturally competent, and based not on mainstream media depictions of the community but rather on first-person accounts and interviews with people who actually live there. In addition, I paid multiple sensitivity readers to evaluate those sections of the book and give me feedback. 

· The protagonist, Lee, embarks on an emotional odyssey that is both deeply personal and universally relatable. What was your process for developing such a multi-dimensional character?
Lee actually entered my mind fully formed. It’s hard to explain to anyone who doesn’t write fiction—and I had a hard time understanding it myself until I encountered other fiction writers who have similar processes—but Lee seemed like a person I was observing. I often felt that Lee was telling me what to write, rather than my telling Lee what to think or say or do in my writing. I suspect Lee in part developed from a particular feeling I had watching the actor/comedian Tig Notaro in her limited series, ONE MISSISSIPPI. That character had a specific mix of despair and resilience, strength and vulnerability, depression and dry humor, and it was exhibited in the context of a trip taken to make sense of a recent loss. Lee is definitely not that character, but was in some sense influenced by that character.
I also tried to combine in Lee some of my personality traits with some of the traits my spouse has—qualities that sometimes put us in conflict with one another emotionally. By merging some of these qualities into one person, it allowed me to try to understand those qualities, and us as people, from a different perspective. 
Sometimes writing characters, for me, is about trying to understand someone or something. One example is Susan, Lee’s spouse. Susan is Jewish, and anxious, straightforward, and action-oriented. Lee is both in awe of her and irritated and put off by her. They love each other, but they also alienate each other, especially in the way they cope with grief. I’m in an interethnic marriage where I’m the anxious, action-oriented Jew (but also the one who gets depressed!) and I took the writing of Lee’s character, and Susan’s, as an opportunity to try to put myself in my spouse’s shoes a little bit and see my tendencies from the outside, from the place of stunned bewilderment where my spouse often seems to land. 
· The novel sets a profound meditation against a plot-driven backdrop. How did you balance these elements to maintain reader engagement throughout?
While there is movement in the plot—travel of various sorts—most of the action is emotional and psychological. The tension—the feeling that makes the reader want to turn the page—is largely psychological tension. 
Because of the slow and meditative quality of the book, I was actually surprised when all of my beta readers, and my agent, called the book “a page-turner.” I think I actually laughed out loud the first time someone called it that. But if you think about it, even in the most action-oriented books or movies, the most heightened sense of tension often comes from the emotions that the characters feel and, in turn, cause the reader to feel. 
I had a natural tendency, while writing the novel, to end most sections either on a note of emotional suspense or tension or a moment of emotional release. I think it is this ebb and flow that maintains the reader engagement. Along with, of course, the overarching question of what Lee and other characters will decide to do. 
 
· Environmental sensibilities and the spiritual connection to nature play significant roles in "Ring." Could you share your inspiration for incorporating these elements into the story?
I have two answers to this question.
The first is that I myself feel a spiritual connection to nature and think it’s necessary to healing. It’s also something that people who do not spend a lot of time in nature often don’t understand, and I wanted to show it to them, not just tell them. 
In terms of the specific natural environment, I’ve always felt a spiritual pull to vast northern spaces. And when I am in certain psychological states, these environments make sense to me. After I experienced a loss in my early 20’s, New Jersey experienced an ice storm that left everything covered in sheets of ice, to the extent that the trees and the roads appeared to be encased in glass. It was difficult to drive. It was difficult to walk. It lasted for weeks. And I felt a sense of real relief existing in this environment, because it matched my internal state, and the alignment made it easier to exist in the world. I don’t know if that’s when I started associating the landscapes and language of winter with the internal freeze and thaw that happen after great loss, but I do have that association. 
The second answer is quite different. After I had finished a draft of “Ring,” another writer sent me an article encouraging fiction writers to include climate change in their stories. Because climate change is part of life now, and if we ignore it in our stories, it’s easier to ignore it in the world. And it’s not something we should ignore. I was ashamed to realize I’d written a whole novel that takes place in the subarctic and had not even mentioned, much less described, the impact of climate change there. So, I went back and wove it into the narrative, where it fits very naturally because, in a way, Lee is going through a type of internal climate change. 
· Your ability to paint vivid scenes and evoke strong emotions with descriptive language is notable. Can you share some insights into how you approach the craft of writing to achieve such vividness?
I think very visually. When I read, I see the story inside my head like it’s a movie. When someone describes something to me, I see it. So, when I wrote the scenes in “Ring,” I was seeing them clearly in my head, with all of the attendant feelings, and just needed to pinpoint the language to convey it. 
I also think that my training as a poet helps with this. I write “imagistically,” if that’s a word. 
· The character of Ring, the dog, serves as a pivotal point in the novel. What does Ring symbolize in the journey of the protagonist and the larger narrative?
First, I want to take a little bit of issue with the idea that Ring is there as a symbol. For me, Ring is a fully-fledged character, with his own narrative arc and relationships.
That said, well, OK, Ring does also symbolize something. I actually thought my choice of name for him would make it clear, but so far only one reader has told me they figured that out. In group meditations, the person leading the meditation will often ring a small bell to start and finish the meditation practice, and sometimes during the practice. Part of the point of the bell is to bring us to our senses and the present moment, to remind us of why we are here, and to focus on our breath or whatever other point of focus we’re utilizing for our mind. I think Ring serves that purpose for Lee, bringing Lee back to the present moment and the realization of being a living being in the world, and the decisions and commitments that come with that realization. 
· You’ve received praise for the authenticity of the spiritual traditions explored in the novel. How did you ensure these depictions were both respectful and accurate?
I don’t think I actually explored real spiritual traditions in “Ring.” It’s true that there is meditation and pranayama, which originated with the Vedas in ancient India, but I depicted those practices similarly to the way I was taught them in yoga studios and meditation classes, without much of their very important (and very real) spiritual and philosophical underpinnings. While yoga and meditation are common practices in the U.S. and Canada and much of the rest of the world at this point, they are often taught in a distinctly non-religious manner in these places. I understand that they originated elsewhere and hope I was respectful about that. 
It's also true, I guess, that a lot of the instruction and contemplation at the sanctuary are based in part on my understanding of certain Buddhist principles. My spouse is Buddhist and I’ve studied Buddhism in small ways throughout my adult life. However, while there may be Buddhist echoes throughout the book, the spiritual teachings of the sanctuary and its particular combination of practices and principles are made up. I invented a religion for the story. A religion that draws from other (real) religions, but that is nonetheless made up. I would not want the dialogue in the book to be mistaken for actual Buddhist teachings. 
While there is nothing at the sanctuary that is Jewish in practice (except maybe Samu’s inexplicable donning of something akin to a yarmulke), there is some discussion of Jewish grief rituals. I did not need to research that because I’m Jewish and my own family has practiced those rituals. And they’re rituals I find very helpful for processing and surviving grief, and that I wish were not falling by the wayside for non-religious Jews like myself. 
I think it’s an open question whether the characters in “Ring,” or I as their writer, engaged in any amount of appropriation regarding the practices and ideas that are loosely derived from the Vedas and Buddhism. If so, I hope it’s minimal and done in a loving and respectful manner. I certainly intended it to be loving and respectful. I depicted characters who put pieces of different traditions together with their own ideas in order to try to find a way to navigate life and death. And I guess that reflects my own approach to spirituality, and to survival, in our complicated world. Which is not to say that I agree with everything said and done at the imagined sanctuary. 
· Grief is a central theme of your novel. In writing about such a sensitive topic, what did you hope to convey to readers who might be dealing with their own grief?
Most complicated griefs are not understood by anyone, not by the people in the mourner’s life and often not by the mourner themself. It’s my hope that Ring can serve as company for people experiencing this phenomenon, so that they know they’re not alone and that other people have asked the same questions they’re asking and struggled with the same decisions. And I hope that the book can convey some small flicker of light and hope, and the sense that in this world where everything is impermanent—and where losses resulting from such impermanence can be gut- wrenching—our emotional and psychological states are also impermanent. That to some extent survival is about learning to live in a state of uncertainty and incompletion. That daily life can feel very difficult to get through and yet still have meaning. And that living, and remembering, and taking action in our loved one’s name is how we serve them and maintain the relationship. 

· The setting of a remote sanctuary is almost a character in itself within the novel. How did you go about creating such a compelling and atmospheric location?
It was important to me that the tone and the feel of the story be cold, quiet, and vast, yet also very confined in a way. Because that is what grief feels like. So, I wanted a very defined and limited indoor space where people spent most of their time, contrasted with a feeling of frozen vastness outside that space. 
I had the image of a subarctic setting in my mind for this story. I’ve spent a little bit of time in subarctic terrain, though not in the exact location where this story is told. I also had the sense that Lee would start out from the Midwest U.S.. I then looked at a map and figured out where the most remote northern place was that someone from the Midwest U.S. could reasonably get to in real life, where there is an airport and also a way to get out to vast expanses of snowy land where someplace like the sanctuary could be hidden. I then researched that place—the ecosystems, the views, how the land is described by people who live there.
In terms of the sanctuary itself, I just saw it in my mind as I wrote it. I knew it needed to feel simple. Spare. Pared down to the necessities. Because that is also what living through grief can feel like.  
 "Ring" has been described as a guide for those walking the line between despair and hope. How do you view the role of literature in providing solace or guidance?
Stories have the power to affect us on a very deep emotional level. And, I think that sometimes it’s easier to process our own pain and challenges when we allow ourselves to be absorbed in, and affected by, someone else’s. 
When I first experienced complicated grief, I was desperate to read anything that made sense of what I was going through and gave me any sense of what to do about it. I tried to read psychology books and self-help books, and found no solace. They were cold, dry, impersonal, and prescriptive in a way that felt unhelpful. 
What really helped me was finding two works of literature that approached this state of being in a more emotional, personal, and nonprescriptive manner. One was C.S. Lewis’ memoir, A Grief Observed. The other was the novella Kitchen by Banana Yoshimoto. Reading those books felt like meeting someone who understands exactly what I felt, and who struggled with it in messy and sometimes unresolved ways but still managed to go on. It felt like someone was holding out their hand to me and walking with me on what was otherwise a very lonely path. 
· You’ve incorporated mindfulness practices and meditation into the narrative. How do these elements contribute to the overall message of the novel?
The overall message of the novel is, in some ways, that life goes on for the living. Even when it’s unpleasant. And that there’s a reason for this, or maybe many reasons. But to actually go on living, we need to experience the world around us, and experience our own bodies, which can be very difficult to do while in a traumatized emotional state. Mindfulness practices bring our attention back to the physical world and, to some extent, out of the endless ruminations we tend to engage in while depressed, anxious, or grieving. Becoming aware of your breath, and your feet on the floor, and the sounds in the room, and what your body is actually feeling, can short-circuit emotional states that otherwise feel permanent and unbearable. 
These practices also remind us that we’re physical beings, and our emotions are stored in, and affect, our bodies. We can’t really address our emotional state without addressing our bodies and figuring out where in our bodies we’re holding on to trauma. Some of the most profound releases I’ve ever felt from both depression and anxiety have been through physical experiences like yoga, running, and EFT/tapping. 
That said, I am very bad at following my own prescriptions. I go years sometimes without meditating or doing yoga. Writing Ring was to some extent a meditation for myself about meditation and mindfulness, a way of telling myself, over and over, to remember that this is what helps when nothing else seems to. 
 The novel tackles the complex issue of suicide with compassion and depth. What challenges did you face in addressing this topic, and what message do you hope to impart?
The challenges, of course, have to do with worrying about the effects on the reader. People feel suicidal sometimes. Sometimes people act on it. I did not want to write anything that could make someone feel more likely to act on it. 
On the other hand, the reticence around the subject, and people’s fear of talking about it, also doesn’t help. People who have these feelings will not stop having them simply because you avoid the subject. There is a sense of alienation inherent to suicidal ideation. Entering into a person’s line of vision, and sitting with them in that space, is, I think, more helpful. It’s hard to feel a part of the world and yet keep falling deeper into that kind of ideation, unless there is a great deal of physical distress or threat of physical distress. 
There was a Robin Williams movie many years about the afterlife. It wasn’t a fantastic movie. But there is one part I will always remember, in which his character goes into a dark distant place to find his wife who had taken her own life. She’s so stuck inside her own ruminations that she can’t hear or see him. So, he decides to just stay in that place with her until he starts to lose his own mind. And that is when she suddenly regains awareness and is able to emerge. When she feels him there with her. Reaching in from the outside with logic and pleas didn’t work. He had to be willing to acknowledge what she was actually feeling, and to brave sitting in that space. 
Part of what I wanted to do with this book was sit down in that space with the reader. If it’s a reader who has never experienced suicidal ideation, maybe it will be an education and will allow them to understand and better support people who do. 
If it’s a reader who has experienced it, or is even still experiencing it, I hope that spending time with a character who is willing to inhabit that space will provide some measure of relief and connection, some small step towards reemergence. 
In terms of a message, I guess I hope to impart that living doesn’t necessarily mean getting over difficult things. It doesn’t necessarily mean ever getting to the point of feeling whole again. There are ways to manage grief and despair even as they stay with you, and there are reasons to do so. And the keys to understanding all of this, and to get by on a day-to-day basis, are to be present to the physical world and to focus on helping someone else. 
· Your journey from law to fiction is fascinating. How do you think your background in law has influenced your storytelling, especially in dealing with themes of justice and morality?
I think that my background in law has, to some extent, made me a sparer storyteller. Legal writing is supposed to be concise. It was hard for me to learn to write that way, and every fiber of my being rebelled against it in the beginning. But I got used to doing it. And it taught me to really hone in on the most important details of any story, the details that are relevant to the overall picture, the point I’m trying to make. It also taught me how to be less wordy!
Probably no one but a lawyer would realize this, but there is a real-life legal parallel to the dilemma regarding the character of Ring. There are people who instruct in their wills that, on their death, their animals should be “euthanized.” In New Jersey, where I live, there’s been a bill pending for years that would make such clauses unenforceable. But the bill never even reaches a vote, much less passes, because there are forces that lobby against it, arguing that people should have the right to do this, that there might be reasons for doing so. 
Most people are shocked to hear anyone would do this to their animal, and that anyone would fight such a bill, but it’s real. I run a cat rescue and we have a foster cat who was surrendered to us by a woman’s daughter after the woman died, despite the woman having instructed in her will that her daughter should get the cat “euthanized” (which I put in quotes because the cat was not sick). The daughter thankfully couldn’t get herself to do it. 
I wanted to consider this situation outside the legal context of wills and decedents, and address the moral question in a more direct way. But the fact that I wanted to address it at all probably comes in part from having been a lawyer, and having recently practiced animal law at the time I wrote the book. 
· The reception of "Ring" has been overwhelmingly positive, with mentions of its emotional impact and compelling storytelling. How has the response from readers and critics shaped your view of your own work?
I was worried that readers would find the book depressing and hard to get through. I was really surprised when people instead called it a page-turner and said they came away from it feeling hopeful and healed. I’m happy to hear these things, and it’s made me think of the book as less of a heavy object and more of the “balm” that Porochista Khakpour called it in her endorsement. 
 Can you discuss any challenges you faced in transitioning from poetry and law to writing a full-length novel?
I found myself completely unable to write a normally structured novel with traditional chapters. I definitely think this came from being a poet. I think part of why it took me so long to write this story down is that I couldn’t really figure out how to do it in a “normal” way, with simple linearity, in-depth backstory, and complicated plot points. 
When I finally jettisoned the idea that I had to write it in that way, and approached it structurally more like a poem, it flowed. It’s why it’s written in vignettes and why most of the vignettes center an emotion or sensation rather than a series of actions.
 With "Ring" delving into spirituality and the human connection to animals, can you share any personal beliefs or experiences that influenced these aspects of the story?
I definitely have a personal belief in, and a lot of personal experience with, the power of human-animal connections. Throughout my life, a lot of my most profound relationships have been with animals. I’ve been greatly comforted and even, I would say, healed by them. My soul mate throughout my childhood and early adulthood was a horse named Shire, and I’m not sure I’ve had as close a connection with anyone since. I’ve always lived with animals, and there is a cat purring next to me as I answer this question. My mother says that when she was pregnant with me, her cat Rhubarb would lay on her belly and purr. Perhaps that’s why purring is such a soothing sound for me. 
In terms of the spirituality in “Ring,” I think it emanates from the connections people have to the land, the sky, and the humans and animals around them. And to being present with their bodies and with the natural world around them. And I guess this is the context in which I myself feel spiritual. 
“Ring” also discusses ritual to some extent—the Jewish death rituals practiced after Lee’s daughter died, and the made-up rituals at the sanctuary. While I am not enamored with many aspects of organized religion, I do think that rituals are very important and can help us hold onto our sanity, especially in the wake of traumatic events. I find the Jewish mourning rituals that I grew up with to be profoundly helpful in the aftermath of death. I think that a lot of the alienation and disorientation in contemporary U.S. society is due to the falling away of these kinds of community rituals. When we don’t know what to do, sometimes having tried and true practices to fall back on, in the presence of community, makes all the difference.   
 The sanctuary’s Seven Pillars play a crucial role in the narrative. Can you explain the significance of these pillars and how they came to be part of the story?
I’ll tell you a secret: I don’t know what all of the pillars are! I came up with a few of them that are mentioned early on in the novel, but I never bothered to define them all.
I don’t actually know where the idea for the pillars came from—either the physical pillars in the snow or the metaphorical pillars of the Society’s philosophy/religion. I think my first image of the story that entered my head decades ago was of a person walking in the snow with a dog toward a stone pillar. Why this particular image? I honestly don’t know. But figuring out what the pillar was for, and what it signified, helped me design a structure and setting for the story.
The pillars are important to the story in a number of ways. First, the explanation of the first few pillars allows some sense of the Sanctuary’s philosophy to be conveyed, as well as the instructions to Lee and the other residents as to what they need to do to find healing and peace. Second, they are a concrete manifestation of the connections between mind and body, theory and the physical world. Because they stand for both principles and physical columns in the snow. Part of the point of “Ring” is that nothing exists only in our minds or emotions. Everything is physical; everything is part of the world. The pillars are in our mind and are sticking out of the ground. Our emotions are in our mind and in every cell and organ of our bodies. 
 Finally, what’s next for you as an author? Are there themes or stories you’re eager to explore in your future work?
Believe it or not, my next book is funny! It’s a collection of humorous stories about my life among animals, from my neurologically impaired squirrel to my physically disabled sheep to the six cats with feline leukemia I accidentally adopted. I’m about three-fourths of the way through writing it, though I’ve taken a break from it for the last few months. 
I also have two other books waiting to be written. One is a novel about the Shakers, which I already have planned out and have done research for but keep putting off to write other things. Most people aren’t aware how truly radical the Shakers were. They were egalitarian in terms of both gender and race. They were communist with a small “c.” Their religious leader was a woman. They prohibited marriage, sex, and reproduction, and replenished their ranks by adopting orphans and raising them in the community. At the point of adulthood, they let the adoptees go out into the world and decide whether or not to remain a Shaker. 
My story is about a young woman at this point in her life, deciding whether to remain a Shaker and have access to education, occupation, and leadership positions, or to live in the outside world and have the kind of family life afforded by marriage and childbearing. I want to explore the question of what we are willing to give up in order to fulfil our potential, and what that means in different contexts. 
Also, after the demise of Roe v. Wade, I hope to explore the concept of women’s reproductive autonomy by considering the Shaker movement. The Shakers were started by a woman, Mother Anne, who suffered four still births and didn’t want to do that anymore. The Shakers became one of the only options for women who did not want to marry or bear children, and a very large percentage of every Shaker community at any given time were women of reproductive age. I think this is a story that needs to be told. 
Finally, I have been working for the past couple of years with young Gazan writers, and since October I’ve been working to try to get them out of Gaza and into universities abroad so that they can finish their educations despite every university in Gaza being destroyed. I keep being told that I need to write a book about this effort. Stay tuned! 
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Michelle Lerner ’93 knows that it can be hard to make a career transition later in life. Yet with the publication of her debut novel, Ring, this month, the former public interest lawyer says others shouldn’t wait to do the work they want to do.
Lerner began her writing career before arriving at Princeton — she acquired her first mentor, the poet Laura Boss, when she was 16. She then took poetry writing classes at Princeton with Paul Muldoon and Julie Agoos, and she was the editor of Voices, a women’s literary magazine. “What I had always actually wanted to do was be a writer, it just didn’t feel like a practical pursuit as a career,” she says.
Instead, inspired by student activism at the Women’s Center and against the first Iraq War, she decided to go to law school to work on the causes she cared about. As a public interest lawyer, she worked in impact litigation around disability rights, poverty, language access, environmental law, and animal protection law.
“The whole time I was a lawyer, I felt like it was temporary, but I never seemed able to extricate myself from it,” Lerner says, adding that she really believed in the work she was doing even though she didn’t like the job. “The more skills and experience I had, it became more and more difficult to just decide to stop doing it. I think this happens to a lot of people who are in careers that are maybe not what they think is their ideal career: You get more and more entrenched.”
She continued to submit poems to journals, and many were published. Then, as she continued to work full-time as a lawyer, she went back to school and graduated with an MFA in poetry the year of her 15th reunion. “But even then, I could not get myself to actually leave law,” she says.
Lerner finally was forced to step away from her legal work in the spring of 2016 when she was diagnosed with Neurological Lyme Disease after years of undiagnosed medical issues. She was bedridden for a year and a half, and when she was well enough to start working again, she turned to writing.
“I wanted to write something very realistic about depression and about grief,” Lerner says of the novel she began writing in 2019. Ring is about a person struggling with complicated grief after losing their adult child, and their journey to a sanctuary designed to help those who are dying. “While that sounds extremely heavy and dark, I’ve been told that the book is very psychologically uplifting and helpful and a page turner,” she says. “Honestly … I laughed the first time that I was told that.”
She is now working on her second book: “a creative nonfiction sort of memoir” about  animals she has cared for, including a neurologically impaired squirrel and a physically disabled sheep. She also continues to write poetry, and she has no plans to go back to practicing law.
“I think part of what I learned is I can do this, and if I had really had the wherewithal and given myself permission earlier, I could have done it earlier also,” Lerner says of her career transition. “I’m not sorry I did any of it. ...  I’m glad that I had the experience of doing the work that I did, and that I get to also have this second career focusing on what I wanted to focus on from the beginning.”



20 Book Club Questions
1. How do you interpret the novel's title, "RING," in the context of the story? What significance does Ring the dog hold for Lee and the other characters?
2. "RING" delves deeply into themes of grief and healing. How does the author portray the process of grieving differently through each character?
3. The setting of a remote sanctuary plays a crucial role in the story. How does the author use this setting to explore the themes of isolation and community?
4. Lee's journey is both physical and emotional. Discuss how their physical journey to and within the sanctuary mirrors their internal journey.
5. How does the diverse cast of characters enrich the narrative? Discuss how the inclusion of characters with varied backgrounds and experiences impacts the story's exploration of grief.
6. The novel incorporates elements of spirituality and nature. How do these aspects contribute to the characters' healing processes?
7. Michelle Lerner uses a spare, elegant writing style to tell this deeply emotional story. How does her writing style affect your reading experience and the emotional weight of the story?
8. Discuss the significance of the Seven Pillars in the sanctuary. How do these pillars represent different aspects of healing or coping with grief?
9. The concept of "walking the pillars" is central to the novel. How do you interpret this act, and what does it symbolize for the characters who consider or undertake it?
10. "RING" includes discussions on sensitive topics such as suicide and mental health. How does the author handle these themes with care and sensitivity?
11. The author's background as a poet and lawyer is evident in her writing. Can you identify elements in the novel that reflect her experiences in these fields?
12. Explore the role of animals, specifically Ring, in the healing process. How does Ring's presence affect Lee and other characters' journeys?
13. The novel suggests a strong connection between the physical environment and the characters' emotional states. Discuss examples of this connection and its impact on the narrative.
14. How does the novel's exploration of loss and healing compare with other books you've read on similar topics?
15. The sanctuary offers a blend of various spiritual and therapeutic practices. Discuss how these practices contribute to the novel's exploration of healing.
16. How does the novel address the impact of chronic illness, both on Michelle Lerner's writing process and within the story itself?
17. Discuss the dynamic between Lee and Susan, particularly how they cope with their daughter's death differently. What does this say about the nature of grief?
18. The novel challenges the characters to confront their deepest fears and desires. Discuss how these confrontations lead to personal growth or change.
19. "RING" weaves in themes of environmental consciousness and the effects of climate change. Discuss how these themes enhance the story and relate to the characters' experiences.
20. The ending of "RING" leaves readers with much to ponder. How did the ending affect you, and what do you believe is the takeaway message of the novel?
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Michelle Lerner is a multi-faceted talent whose journey has traversed the fields of law, poetry, and now fiction. She began her academic career at Princeton University, where she graduated summa cum laude in 1993 with an AB in Anthropology. She continued her education at Harvard Law School, earning her JD magna cum laude in 1998. Not one to rest on her laurels, Michelle also acquired an MFA in Poetry from The New School in 2008.
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PROLOGUE

SNow

Taking that first step out of the hut sounded more difficult than what would
come after. Of course, this was just speculation. Its not like I could ask someone

at the final pillar as they took their penultimate breath.

Which seemed harder to me? Leaving my apartment, or whatever might
happen in those last seconds that lighten the body by seven-tenths of an ounce?
Did it matter?

I had a friend once who was almost 98. He had a tumor in his lung. He
wanted to talk to me about what his last moments might be like. I told him I was

sure he had time lefi.

Now I wondered why I couldn’t talk 10 him, when the last moments he was
asking me to imagine were his, not mine. I guess I thought no one was ever ready.

Not ar 98. Not with cancer.

Nor even the suicides.
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UNION STATION

Union Station in Winnipeg was huge. Entering through the glass doors at
the bottom of the concrete facade, I had the sense of walking through a portal.
The space inside was open, round, and clean, with a high circular skylight that

looked like a miniature firmament sitting on the globe of the waiting room.

T don’t know what I'd been expecting, but I suppose something quiet and

discreet. Something out of the way. Winnipeg was not that place.

I had a few hours before the train left for Churchill. There were no
empty benches, and [ was so exhausted I considered lying down on the floor.
Instead, T sat on a bench occupied only by an elderly woman, in the hope

that, once she left, T could lie down or at least rest chere against my backpack.

On the plane ride here, I'd felt no fear, at least not of flying. I had always
been so scared of it, until the trip last summer to claim Rachel’s body. On that
flight, I had barely noticed being in the air. But I hadn’t been sure if that was
just due to the shock, or what to expect on the flight yesterday from Madison
o Winnipeg. So I'd carried my botdle of Xanax in my pocket, planning to
take as much as I needed before the final leg of my trip to Avawapiskar, at
which point I would throw away the rest-—the Seven Pillars Society doesn’t

allow tranquilizers.

‘This trip was the first time I'd left the aparument since the funeral. In
truth, I'd hardly been out of bed in months. I couldn’ even find the energy
to stand in the shower, had resorted to getting into a bathtub when required
by exasperated friends who stopped by to try to get food into my mouth
and stench off my body. What I remembered most about the months after

Rachel’s deach was the olive and white of the aparument walls, and the rough
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woven texture of the mustard-colored curtains in the bedroom. The feel of
the comforter between my fingers as I pulled it over my skin, often as a
shield against Susan’s constant repetition of all the minutiae we knew about
Rachel’s last day. I'd begun taking the Xanax all the time; it was no longer
just for flying.

But yesterday, on the flight to Winnipeg, I'd found I didn’t need it. Fear
of flying has to do with fear of death. After Rachel died, I guess this fear just
disappeared. When the plane landed, I tossed the pills.

Ir didn’t take long for me to realize that was a mistake. After the flight, as
Tlay in the hotel bed, unable to sleep, I remembered that you're not supposed
to0 suddenly stop taking medication like that, that it has to be tapered. That

it can even be dangerous to stop cold turkey.

There was nothing I could do 2bour it at that point.

I was already used to being awake on and off during the night. I hadn’t

had a normal circadian rhythm since Rachel’s death. I was rarely awake or
asleep more than three or four hours in a row. Though I'd lived through
many days since my daughter died, I couldn’t admit they were of the same
nature as when she was alive—similar length, similar weacher. That 1 was

moving through the doors of the same successive hours as the people I saw

walking by the window of my apartment. The days scemed to pass through

me rather than the other way around.

I slept, drug-induced, ar odd times. The hours stood still on top of

me, little demons with weights pinning me to the bed. The stillness wasn’t

natural, but it was complete. Somehow my chest had continued o move,

and air entered my lungs—my only source of amazement for months.

But in the hotel room last night, without the Xanax, the feeling was
different. It was a clearer-headed, pulse-racing awakeness that was not jusr an
interlude between sleep, but something actively opposed to sleep. I lay there
at least half the night with my heart pounding in my chest.

“The snow outside the window had calmed me. It was dark, but I could
see it coming down, feathery and light against the glass. There was a bright

blur in the sky that could only have been the moon behind clouds.
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The benefit of not falling asleep had been avoiding the moments after

waking, when I'd usually forget, and then remember.

RACHEL

Rachel was a clear brook, transparent, deep. Every pebble dropped

straigh to her core.

She was the purest metal, conducting every spark that touched her,
taking everything in and passing on the charge.

Once when she was nine, she told her teacher she couldn’t concentrace
because of singing outside the window. She was sent to the nurse, then the
counselor, then home with a note that she needed a psychiatric evaluation.
But, she insisted, someone really was singing, loudly. She took me there the
next day, to the tired grass below the window of her classroom. Bending
down, she held out her arms with her hands on the ground while a cicada

climbed up her shirt, trilling.

There was before Rachel, and there was after Rachel. There were twenty-

three years in between. The twenty-three years that were Rachel.

When they found her car in the desert, Susan was convinced Border
Patrol was responsible for her death. Rachel was working with a grassroots
group driving food and water to migrants, and was proud of her work. Then
we stopped hearing from her. Then they found her car. Then they found her.
The investigation by local law enforcement found no evidence of anyone
else’s involvement and ruled it an accident or suicide, with heat exhaustion
the cause of death. That Rachel cither had been affected by the heat while
trying to get to a particular spot to meet someone, or that she had just walked

out into the desert alone as a way to kill herself.

Susan didn’t believe any of it, was sure the investigation was tainted
because of Border Controls likely involvement, that Rachel wouldn't have
done this to herself, that she had left no note, that she was experienced in the

desert and the desert heat and couldn’t possibly have been so careless as to
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strand herself and succumb to heat exhaustion.

I¢s not that T thought Susan was wrong. [ just wasn't sure she was right
and I had no energy to fight, no sense of what could possibly be done since
the essential event could not be changed or set right. Susan flailed and raged,
took my resignation about the investigation’s conclusions and my shriveling
withdrawal as an offense, contacted lawyers and human rights organizations.
There was always a new suggestion of where to look, who to contact, what to

ask, but none of it ever led to any answers.

She pursued every detail, wanted to talk through it every minute of every
day, over and over, shuffling papers on her lap, rereading out loud each detail
of the same reports, asking me the same questions. While she talked, I lay
in bed with the demons on top of me, facing the wall. None of it came to
anything. Six months after her death, there was no more information than in

the first days after she was found.

It’s hard to explain, but by that time it almost didn’t matter what had
actually happened; I was devastated to the marrow of my bones. There was
nothing left. She was gone. She had walked through some door, willingly or
unwillingly. The need to understand why eventually ran itself aground in the
stunned silence inside my head. There were no longer meaningful points of
view, things to comprehend or argue about. There were just ideas like piles of
sand that people moved from here to there, separated out into smaller piles,
stood in front of, gave names to, fought about. I would say I stepped around

them, except [ hardly got out of bed.

Because, really, the piles were made of quicksand. Miniscule, nondescript,
meaningless spots of quicksand. All around my bed. Susan and the other
people entering the apartment dragged them in. My bed was solid, so I

stayed there and looked at the ceiling while they talked in the other rooms. I

don't remember if T got up when Susan moved her last box out the door. To

be honest, I don't really remember her leaving.

Sometimes I try to think of Susan before and during Rachel. Because it
doesn’t seem fair to only think about the way she acted after. But every time I
try, all I see is the drawn skin on her face, the plowed furrows on her forehead,

the lines at the sides of her eyes and mouth. For every rung I climbed down
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inside myself after Rachel died, Susan climbed up and out, anger emanating

from her the way heat rises off the pavement in August.

"There must have been a moment when we crossed each other’s latitude.
Maybe it was the day they found Rachel’s body, since I remember Susan’s
fingers gripping the flesh of my sides. I know she wailed, but in my memory,
she was silent, her mouth large and moving without sound, her fingers
gripping me tight.

After that we lived in two different climates. I've been told everyone
grieves differencly. Which presupposes that each person is still there, intact
in their personhood and personality, engaging in the action of grieving as an
experience or a process. But I think grief takes its own form as it consumes a

person from the inside, devouring whatever preexisted.

How it looks from the outside depends on how fast it does the devouring,
how completely, and with what kind of energy. By the end, Susan and I were
just vessels for grief, its fingers reaching out through our previously human
bodies. In Susan’s body, the grief was hot and could not stop running. In me,
it was a glacier, and the ice filling me became me. Cold to the bone, there was

too little of me remaining to stand in her way as she left.

THE TRAIN

The train from Winnipeg to Churchill would rake two days. It was a
crazy way to get to Attawapiskat. It took me farther north than I needed to
go and added more than a day to my travel. But Rachel had been insistent
that we go to Churchill as part of the trip north we'd been planning, because
she wanted to see polar bears, and to satisfy her desire to see every kind of

wilderness.

Tt was close enough to where I was going that I wanted to see it on this
last journey [ was taking, maybe as another way to remember her, to be with
her. I didn’t have the energy to go looking for polar bears, but T could sit

on a train and look out the window for both of us. As strange as it sounds,
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a part of me felc like she was calling me there, like the decision to take this

roundabout route was her idea.

This train in particular had excited her imagination. Traveling more than
five hundred miles through boreal forests and the subarctic region of northern
Manitoba, it boasted a car with floor-to-ceiling windows and panoramic
views, a dining area, and sleeper cabins. The only land route to some of
Canada’s northern-most communities, it promised sightings of wildlife like
black bear, caribou, and wolves. And it passed through towns hundreds of
miles apart from each other, some with human population numbers like
ninety-eight or forty-three. Rachel wanted to know what it looked like, what
it felt like, to be that far north with so few humans and so much space. She'd

experienced it in the desert, and she wanted to experience it in the tundra.

Taking the trip now, alone, I didn't feel the need to buy a sleeper cabin.
It didn't matter to me if I slept, or when, or in what position. I chose a
reclining seat by a window, put my backpack on the rack above, and sat. If
Rachel had been with me, if we'd taken this ride together as we'd planned,
would have sectled in with a book and a cup of tea and alternated between
reading, looking out at the view, and talking to her about the landscape and
our mutual feelings of anticipation. But since Rachel’s death, I hadn’t been
able to read a thing but the guidebook, and T wasn't anticipating anything
but the feeling of snow beneath my body. Before the train pulled out of the
station, I pulled the guidebook out of my backpack and put it on my lap.

GUIDED

In the weeks after Susan left, I mostly stopped eating. Her friends took
turns coming by to check on me, o try to get me out of bed. Jenna was the
only one I really talked to, and even with her I said very little. One day while
she was in the apartment, she found the guidebook that Rachel and T had
been using to plan our trip, though we'd never gotten around to picking a

departure date. Jenna brought the guidebook to the bedroom and handed it

12





image14.jpeg
MICHELLE LERNER

to me without comment.

I don’t know if she was just trying to interest me in something—anything
— or if she actually remembered that Rachel and I had intended to travel
there. If she did remember, P'm not sure why she assumed it would help me
to think about this trip we'd never take, why it didnt occur to her that it

might just make me worse.

But after she left, I sat up in bed, a pillow behind my back against the
headboard, blankets over my legs. The book, tattered and dog-eared, was
102 pages long, with a white laminated cover that was cracked the way a
windshield cracks—a small thick line with tiny spiderweb-like emanations
in every direction. The title, An Outsiders Guide to James Bay, was printed in
large light blue letters in a sans-serif font. Below it was a faded photo of dark

blue water and white snow.

Most of the book was basic travel information for getting to and around
the area. Flights into Fort Albany, visits to Akimski Bird Sanctuary, canoeing
Moose River. Reading it somehow made me feel closer to Rachel, and it
opened some window on the suffocating stillness of my mind. 1 flipped
through the book aimlessly, unable to concentrate on more than a few
sentences at a time, until | saw the breakout box in the last chaprer. Thar's

where I setcled that night, and for all the time since.

The Seven Pillars Sanctuary, the guidebook said, was founded by the
Seven Pillars Society, which was incorporated as its own religion. The
Society had built a small colony at an undisclosed location near, but not in,
Attawapiskat. The book said the Swampy Cree First Nation government in

Attawapiskat had nothing to do with Seven Pillars.

The guidebook chapter contained a map of the lower western shore of
the bay, but the sanctuary was not on the map. Nor was there any contact
information for the Society or the sanctuary. Oddly, in this guidebook filled
with tourism information, the Seven Pillars breakout box was written almost
as a story rather than as a guide to a real place.

I don't remember what went through my head the first time I read it,

because ['ve since read it so many times, and talked to Samu and Catherine,

so it’s hard to sort out which conclusions I came to when. This is what's clear:
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the idea of a place in the snow with no roads or nearby towns, where one
could stay in silence and receive training for weeks or months before heading
out into the snow, where each pillar in the snow represented a journey
through a layer of the self, where the seventh pillar was the end of the line,
and where all that was left was you, the snow, and the air—this was the only
place where it seemed tolerable to exist, even if the expected span of existence
there was limited. All time is limited, after all, and how long it seems to last
is dictated by many things, the ticking of a clock being perhaps the most

objective, but least relevant, measure.

For the first time since Rachel died, I wanted something. I wanted to

go there. [ wanted to walk out into the snow. [ wanted to never come back.

In my condition, the task of finding conract information for the sanctuary
seemed herculean. I wanted nothing to do with my computer. But eventually
I got up, sat at my desk, and turned it on. I tried several direct searches
with no success, but finally found 2 vague reference and, when I clicked on
the link, was taken to a message board of a type I hadn’t seen in a decade.
‘The individual posts were cryptic and contained terms that the few users
seemed to understand, but which meant nothing to me. Yet in the process of
skimming the posts, [ found a name, Catherine, and a phone number that

appeared to be for the sanctuary.

1 wouldn’t talk to Susan, my own wife, but I called this stranger and left
her a voicemail saying I was interested in becoming a devotee and walking
the Seven Pillars. It took almost a week to hear back from her, during which
I wondered if the place was real. The sanctuary’s voicemail had no outgoing

message other than confirmartion of the number and the word “Namaste.”

But she did call back. Catherine apologized for the delay and explained
that the sanctuary had only satellite phone service, and all non-emergency

voicemail messages got returned once a week.

When I repeated my interest in walking the seven pillars, she was friendly
but emphasized that the central devotion of the sancruary was not the Seven
Pillar walk but the training that came before it, and I'd need to commit to
that in order to be allowed to visit. As long as I completed the training, she

added, whether I walked or not was immaterial to the sanctuary and its staff,
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which on further inquiry appeared to be only her and another person named

Samu.

1 must have sounded distressed, because she assured me that she and
Samu would provide all the support needed to walk if that was what I wanted
to do at the end of my stay. But she reiterated that the society only supports
walking to the Seventh Pillar once a guest’s mind is calm and settled, when
the intention can be pure and certain. Walking without this would not be a

religious rite, but simply suicide, and they could not support that.

After all, Catherine asked, if the only thing [ wanted was to die, surely T

could find a way to do that without leaving home?

NORTHERN LIGHTS

T knew the train would be slow, but it seemed to be crawling at the speed
of someone walking, or maybe jogging. The guidebook referred to it as the
slowest train in the world, which I had thought was hyperbole. But the track
condition was terrible because of all the freezing and thawing. And with the
temperatures increasing this far north at twice the rate as in the rest of the
world, the problem had only worsened, even though at this time of year there

was no thawing, only freezing.

We passed through forests of scrubby pines, riding on tracks that seemed
invisible due to the snow-cover. As we made our way closer and closer to the
tundra, the landscape opened up into flat expanses that were extraordinarily
still. If T looked out to the horizon, it sometimes seemed that we weren’t
moving at all. This made my heart palpitate, so | focused my eyes on the near
distance, which provided some sense of movement. I didn’t need the train to
move fast, but [ needed to know I was getting closer.

The stillness inside me was remarkable for its comprehensiveness and
consistency. Even without the Xanax, it was unmarred by bouts of crying
or extreme emotion. All feeling had been carved out of me and disposed

of, other than an interminable, squeezing ache in my chest that called my
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attention to every inhale and exhale. How that pain could exist in such
silence was inexplicable.

Xanax had been the only thing that helped; it didn’t make the ache
go away or populate my thoughts or drop a pebble into the silence, but it
clouded my mind enough to withstand it all for short periods and made
me sleepy enough that I never had to remain conscious for long. Without
the Xanax, T was awake and present to the physical pain of breathing. Bur I
knew it was time-limited, that I was going to relieve it, that I might even join

Rachel in some way, and that made it marginally bearable.

Then, on the second night, the lights came. [ was the only one awake in
the car. They took up half the sky and were different than anything I'd ever
seen. Glowing green fingers curled toward the train, and at first my breath
caught in my throat. But then, watching them, I felt the first peace, true
peace, since Rachel. Because it was her, T knew, beckoning me. And because

I was on my way

CHURCHILL

It Jooked like the whole town was there to greet the train, and maybe it
was. The woman stepping off the train in front of me said there were fewer
than a thousand permanent residents and not much to do, so the weekly

train arrival was a big event. I wasn't sure who she was talking to.

When I entered the station, there were posters of polar bears everywhere,
with conract information for adventure guides. There was also a kiosk
advertising kayaking with beluga whales, but it was unattended. Kayaking
didn’t seem like an option in January at -29 degrees Celsius (about -20
Fahrenheit), even if anyone had an interest.

[ exited the front of the station and the frigid air started me. Winnipeg
had felt cold, but this was something else entirely, and it took my breath
away. Some parts of Wisconsin got this cold, but Madison almost never did,

and it was hard to get used to. | saw a waiting taxi, 2 brown unmarked station
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wagon with a laminated sign taped to the backseat window, and got in.

The heat in the car blasted loudly. “Where 102" the driver tapped his
palm against the steering wheel as I fumbled with my backpack, looking for
my wallet.

“Can you take me to the closest hotel?”

“The closest one? It’s not a great place. We have some really nice lodges—
at onc of them, you can sit in a heated glass dome on the roof and watch the

aurora. You should let me take you there.”

I considered it briefly, remembering the lights from the train and thinking
about what Rachel would do, but I couldn’t muster the interest or the energy.

I knew that even if I went to that hotel, T wouldn’t leave the room.
“The closest one is fine.”

We pulled out of the train station and drove the few short blocks into
town. The road was wide and dusted with snow, and lined with large, oddly
squat wood buildings spaced far apart. A broad blue structure had a sign that
said “Northern” and appeared to be a supermarket. An oversized dark green
building sported writing across its fagade announcing it to be a diner, seafood
restaurant, grill, bar, and lounge. In the space between every business, I could

see far out into the distance over flat, snow-covered land.

A gigantic gray sky hovered above the landscape, and occasional boulders
or tufts of plant matter stuck up through the snow. A few people walked
down the side of the road in animated conversation, didn’t look at us as we

passed.

We turned and drove by a series of small connected row houses painted
in bright primary colors, an identical set of plain wooden steps leading up
to each front door. After the jarring size of the businesses, the houses looked

tiny and understated.

The driver stopped in front of a green building low to the ground,
peppered with tiny windows. It looked like a miniature version of the multi-

purpose restaurant we'd passed, but the sign indicated it was a hotel.




