Erin Ergenbright

I’'m the One

CCan®repeat the past?Ohe asked increduloudy. QVhy of course you can!O

BF. SCcoTT FITZGERALD, The Great Gatsby

At twenty-two, | remember startling awake in the threadbae sheets and rented
roomof my then boyfriend, athirty year-old, ADD-afflicted geology PhD candidate.
Newly graduaed, | was aboutto leave both him and the state of Oregon,and as | looked
at my neglected surroundingsl though, QVhen I’m thirty, 1®n gaing to be married, own
ahous, and bewritingfor aliving.O

| bdieved myself to beindgendent because | spent alot of time alonein the
sunset fieldsof Finley wildlife refuge revelingin the shimmer of green-gold grasses and
thelondy honking of southward geese. | once lay down for alongtime in the giant,
frozen imprint of atractor tire, watching the sunst cloudsfeather aboveme, hgppy tha
no oneknew where | was. But | was far fromindependentN in fact, thereason | was
leaving the state was because | couldn®walk down the streets of my small collegetown
withoutrunning into somebody | @ dated. | was ridiculoudy open to the possibility of
love, and could see its seed in everyonebsoulful, shaggy-hared poes, muddy mountin
bikers, cham-schooled frat boys tattooad baristas, straight-laced geology students or the
impossibly beautiful boy with a stack of gunmagazines unde his bed. And my fruitless
and sometimes frantic search findly rendered me unable to remember who | was, what |
loved, or why | condgdered the attention and opinions of men the only proof of my worth

in theworld.



So | droveto Savannah, Georgia, where my best friend wasin art school, and
where | planned to take ayear off before gradude school, take a year off men, and get
myself back. Speeding across the windswvept expanse of Nebraska | wept with relief at
being so free, so doneunde thewide bright sky. | didn®spesk to anyonefor three days,
save thelndian woman at a fleabag motel wholoaned me her clodk radio, and | imagined
my own voice incubding, growing stronge.

It took me jud over three weeks to abandonmy self-improvement gods for aguy
| worked with at the coffee shopingde BooksA-Million. He was funny, hewas nice, and
we were sitting in thedak corer of an Irish pubon theriverfrontwhen hetold me he
knew he could assuage my relationship fears and untangle my issues.

QWVon®you trug me?Ohe asked, pushing aside our basket of friesto grab my
hands CBwestie, |®n the one,Ohesaid.

Theband began QVhisky in the Jar,Owhich at that point 1@ only heard twice in
my life and still really appreciated, and the subsequent clapping muffled thevoice in my

head that said, QHim? He® the one? Shouldn® | get to decide?O

Now, at thirty-two, with far too many similar inddents behind me, | was onthe
flip sdeof tha familiar crossroads For thelast two years | @ been in an agonizing,
confudgng, al-conauming, on/off relationdhip that was suddenly, findly, and truly over.

Weeks after the break-up, | was still waking at four in the morning with my heart
pounding. The ache behind my breastbonecould be pushed on and dulled for amoment,
thoughl certainly knew tha this heartachewas in my body,my mind. | wandered the

darkened apartment, asif to make sure everything besides me was still in theright place,



andin thekitchen | stoodin thepderefrigerator lightuntl theinfuriating horde of late
summer fruit flies drove me back to bed. | remembered how a week before the new girl
appeared Henry said held never felt closer to me, tha he envisioned a future with me, and
| @ fallen asleep with his feet pressing minein a Morse codeof tenderness. Thoughs and
memories of him circled and hoveed like thefruit fliesbno matter how many | killed,
they multiplied, seeming to feed on air.

| likewise fed my sorrow by thinking aboutthetrip Henry and | had recently
taken to Lake Georgefor afriend®wedding. A week after histende wordsand two
weeks before thetrip, he@ simultaneoudy annourced tha hefinaly saw all theamazing
thingsin me he@ mostly been blind to before, andthat he was seeing someoneelse.

After afew hours onthe beach, we lay on our motel bedgpread looking at
guidebooks Our bare feet toudhed. Theelectricity of proximity was nearly audible. |
imagine he@ told the new girl, GDh, no, we have separate beds, separate rooms; wede
separate.O

His shoulder pressed harder agang mineand we moved closer. His hand hading
the guidebookwas ahand | knew by heart, by toud, texture, sight. Thewords swam
before my eyes; | wasn®even pretending to read. | knew he had a dae the night we came
home, butsaid | didn®care. | didn®. | could only see this moment, this room, this man
| @ wanted for so long.

Are you sure?Ohe asked.

| was.

Orhen | guess we don®need this,Ohe said, dropping the guidebook and pulling

me clos.



At thelate afternoonwedding luau onthe shores of Lake George mog guests
wore grass skirts over ther jeansand were hgppy to let therented hula girls teach them a
few steps But Henry and | remained at our table, refusng the many hollered requests to
GBet out here and dance! Ountil the bride herself forced usonto the carpet of fake grassto
betaughtthe movements and hand gesturesb a pantomime of fishing. We@ never danced
togdher before, save for onebdlroomdance lessonin thegym of alocal community
college, butwe laughel and | blushed, giving it our best. Henry mimed casting me off,
reeling me in, and then casting me off agan. We were giddy and goodtogether.

We danced untl the sun glittered and sank over the lake. And after we said our
goodbye Henry put hisarm aroundme tightly, keeping me close as we walked through

thesummer dark to our motel room

Our weekend together changead nothing, of course. On theflight home we were
more tende with each than usud, and when we touched down ontherunway Henry
smiled at me, sadly, and pressed his forehead againg mine But, as plannal, hewent over
to thenew girl@ hous. Shegave him an ultimatum, which hebdieved. And early
Monday morning | woke, along to thebodiy sensation of beng cast off andreeled in. It
was like my childhooddays at the beach, when the pushing, pulling motion of the waves
stayed with me, and at night, rocked me to seep.

But now | was wide awake. And | ached.

| also undestood,findly, tha the very motion of come here/go away iswha |

had been steeping in, and what 1@ come to expect, during my years with Henry. Even



thoughl knew well howit always ended, each go-roundinspired hope But thistimeis
different, Ol @ say, earnestly. (He really wantsto try.O

Orou said that last time,Othey said, tiredly, sadly.

| didn®really like Henry when | first met him. We were at alocal winery,
listening to a mutud friend crooning Radiohead covers, and thoughl thoughtHenry very
handome and fairly chaming, | aso thoughthim rather vain. He had come on his
motorcycle, and carried his hdmet aroundto mark thefact. He clearly had atrug fund.
Andtakingto him | had oneof those moments where you receive a messagefrom
yourself so clear it@ asif it were tapped outin chak on ablackboad: Do not get
involved with this guy.

It wasn®an unfamiliar blackboad or anew message, but, asusud, | ignared it.

For monthsHenry and | went out once aweekN to winebars, to horse races, to
see live musicN and sent each other long, playful emails. | didn®know exactly how he
felt aboutme, butdidn®think he@ pay me so much attention if he weren® interested.
And his knowedgeand opinionsand stories and bright smile literally mesmerized me. He
seemed to suck theair outof aroom; sometimes, aroundhim, | foundl was barely
breathing, or rather, breathing shdlowly, asif frightened, waiting, always, for the
inevitable dropping of the other shoe

Onenight Henry took me home and then, ten minutes later, rapped on my front
window:. 1@ had far too much Rioja, and so had stripped off my clothes and essentially
passed out the moment my body hit the bed, but his knod jolted me awake like the

whine of atornado siren. | knew it was Henry, knew why he® come back, and was so



afraid held changehis mind and leave tha | didn®waste time getting dressed, just
wrapped myself in my bedgpread and ran to open thedoor.

He looked disheveled and shy. GCan | kiss you goodnight?0

QWVhat took you so long?l said, nearly feverish with gratitude pulling him
indgde.

And over ayear later Henry revealed he@® come back tha night not because he
felt compelled by love or passion but because he knew | was getting impatient. He wasn®
sure hewanted me, but hewasn®sure he didn®, either.

Coming back is oneof theoldest tricks in thebook It illudrates both reserve and
passion, and plants the seed of never quite knowing what to expect. And this seed
blossomed. But with time, our lives became increasingly enmeshed. We@ stopped daing
afew monthsafter that first kiss (hel@ broken thingsoff by phoneon Vaentine® Day)
buthad continued aphyscal relationship tha hinged on his moods his needs or his
opinion of me. | was ever attuned to the subtie and regular energetic shifts between us
and knew, within minutes of seeing him, where we were headed tha day. But even onthe
daysit was clear we were headed nowhere, | didn®leave: | knew it was only a matter of
time until he®@ come back.

Soon, | began freelandng for the magazine he edited. Then he offered his
basement apartment in exchangefor thirty hours of work on hisin-progress hous each
month. Everyoneknew it was ahorrible idea, butl bdieved then wha hemuch later
admitted was actudly true He was scared. He cared so much aboutme and was offering

as much as he could give. And | wanted whatever | could get.



Toward tha end, when hedecided to runfor public office, | dipped into therole
of campagn manage. Campagn headquaters were my apartment, his campagn lawvn
signsstacked high on my kitchen table and cluttering the backseat of my car. | spokehis
name many, many times, every day.

Henry@ idess are clearly better than any other candidate, Ol @ say. He@ the
only onesaying anything at all. This city has so much possibility! Do yourealy want
thingsto stay exactly theway they are?0

Many nights, late, we sat on theback porch, debriefing. We@ huggoodnght, then
stand breathing againg each other@ cheeks and ears, not acknowledging what was about
to happen, what always hgppened. We@ have weeks of closeness, but at some point he@
hug me goodnight and withouta word we@ goneback to being companions friends
housmates. We didn@talk aboutit. And onae we did, over a year later, the drama and
confusonincreased as| tried to connect the dots between his actionsand hiswords 'm
in love with you, but don’t know if youre good for me; I think of you mostly platonically;
You are the woman I want to come home to, my constant; I’'m interested in someone else,
but mostly because it’s simple; I'm not ready for you—not yet.

We came togehe and parted so many times the pan of each ending became
familiar, as was the energy and hopeof beginning agan. Sometimes | thoughttha had
we been on smooth waters for more than five minutes, and 1@ had the chance to examine
thereationdhip withoutthe distraction of trying to keep my baance, | mightnot have
wanted it. A few times | wokenext to him, slightly panicked, thinking, Qe ’s the one?

Shouldn®7 get to chooe?0



My gentle therapist findly gave me an ultimatum: Henry or he. A few friends
did, too. So, since | couldn®see Henry, | spread the L ake George pictures on thekitchen
table. We@ boughta disposable camera, and uponlooking throughthem thefirst time, in
the car outside Camera World, | was surprised to realize they were nearly al of HenryN
Henry clowning, smiling, posng as afashion model or a secret agent, thesun glinting
brightly off his golden head. Thefew pictures of me were dark, unfocused; in onemy
head had blended with thebackgroundasif | werein theinitial stages of vanishing.

For thefirst timein two years, | truly, desply undestood there wasn®going to be
another beginning, anext goround This end was thereal deal, and an old friend said,
evenly, Orhisisthebest thing tha ever happened. You are interesting, but zis is boring. O

| was horrified. Both from hearing such a stark and true view of my sad, fruitless
pursuit and from theraw, howling, animal pan | fet, butalso because | realized my
friend was right This relationship was just a new version of the same dance | @ been
doing my entire life. Going throughthe spiral bourd joumads | filled throughmy
twenties, | kept finding repeating phrases and epiphanies. | foundunsent letters | assumed
were to oneboyfriend then realized, no, in fact they were to another three years later.
Same issues, same words

| don®remember what | felt previousto discovering that my epiphanies were not
really epiphanies, butthistime, at thirty-two, | log it. | cried intermittently for three days,
both fromthelog possibility of Henry and the yawning, embarassing redlization that | @
spent an inordinate amount of mental and emotional energy plowing hopdully through
the perfected patern of running from men who loved me, while pursuing men who didn®

butwere happy to keep me around.And despite myself, 1@ managed to live and work



and maintain friendshipsbut this was despite myself, thevery @ersonGvho should
provide suppot and self-preservation. Thistime, | had to changemy life, or loseit.

Tha day | drank too much red wineand had soggy, sad, dighty hyserical phone
conveasationswith seven friends and three ex-boyfriendswho conferred with my
findings What awaste, | kept thinking. And that night, standing againg the bahroom
sink, | swirled my toothbrush with blue gd then looked up to my face in themirror, my
sad, soft, beautiful eyes, and suddenly felt enarmous compassion and tendeness for
myself. It was like seeing a picture of yourself as ateenager and recognizing how lovdy
and pefect you® been, thoughyou clearly had had noidea.

Then oneof thefruit fliesfrom the kitchen zigged in front of my face, having
followed thewineglass, and | remembered the small army massed in thekitchen. Orha@
it,0l said, aloud | was throughbeing apahetic. | climbed on countrs, chased them from
refrigerator to cupboad door. | squished them with spongeand finge's. It took nearly two
hours, butthen, they were gone and my kitchen was clean and empty.

Thenext morning | wokewith a throbbing head and the clear remembrance of a
convasation with alithe clothing designa who did NIA, adance form tha incorporated
yoga tai chi, jazz and aikido with moden dance. She was obsessed with it. Shewas also
dating theindructor, so it was free. | recalled the class ran every morning at nine-thirty,
and | knew | had to bethere. | droveto the downtown studio, crying thewhole way.

Thesun brokethoughthecloudsin ajagged golden line over the autumn hued

hills, and it seemed like asign. And waiting for alight| puled alongsde afifty-ish



woman in apurple beret, who, ingead of turning away, embarassed at my tears, smiled
at mekindly, asif sheundestood,as if she cared.

Thewoman at the desk was a dancer, thin-shouldered and calm, and before
buying amonth-longpass | asked her if shethough it was agoodworkout Qt@ simply
transformative,Oshe said.

| started to cry agan. Q jug think | need a month of healing,Ol whimpered.

Shetoudhed my hand, @ knowwhat it& like,Oshe said, more sincerely than |
knew it could besaid.

Theingrucor, Carlos welcomed me as | took off my shoes and steppead into the
studio to join thecircle. Small and wiry, with curly, shoulder length harr, Carloswas
wearing gold nal polish and arhinestone studded bdt. In his gorgeousMexican accent
hetalked aboutmoving from the heart, aboutthedifference between gettinglog in the
movements and getting lost.

We spread out on the smooth wooden floor. | stood near the back of theroom
watching Carlosas he pulsed his hipsto thethurmping drumsN feet wide, then bending to
scooptheair and then whoosh it over his head. His movements seemed very silly, butl
couldn®jug stand thereN all aroundme, women in bright leotards and men with long
sdebumsand unfortunae tank topsswooped and grunted. GFor fuck@® sake, jus move Ol
told myself, and joined the mix of colorful, moving bodies tha now were dandng around
theroomin abig, counterclockwise circle. We kicked toward thewindowlike warriors,
we croudhed and crept like cats stalking a bugin the grass, we pretended to bethrowing
and catching imaginary beach bdls. | was aware of the wood beneath my feet, thewomen

breathing next to me, thesmell of liliesin avase in thefront of theroom We croudhed
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and twirled and shimmied. And | stoppel thinking it was silly and was swooning in
pleasure how goodit felt to move. Then all of a sudden | was weeping. Only theloud
music kept my keening from ruining everyone® goodtime, but! didn® want to stop
moving, or stop feeling, and as quickly asthetears came on, | felt ragerisingin me,
throughmy stomach and arms and toes. We followed Carlos forcefully karate chopping
theair, andyelling, “Uhh! Hail!”

Theair fromthecelling fansglanced off my arms and chest, and | felt myself
moving with an abandon|@ longago abandonel, or maybe had never had. We were all
sweating and smiling, and | was serioudy in lovewith everyonein theroom induding
myself, and moved by the bright sheen of thewoad floor and the sheer curtainsbillowing
fromthetall, east-facing windows, and the nearby clatter of early morning sdewalks. |
was exactly where | was suppogd to be at tha exact moment, and | was taking myself
back, goddamn it. | was going to heal myself if it killed me.

| left the class sweaty, spent and withoutany ability to donmy narmal-person
farade | cried in the car, thinking abouttheridiculous horible war we(@ started, and the
genoddein Sudan and theterror of the hurricane victims and my mother@ sad childhood.
| cried at the Verizon cubicle at themall, and while waitingin line at the Pog Office and
onthestreet corna while signing up to sponr twelve-year-old Julie in the Philippines.
At dinneg with friendsthat night, | tried my best to keep it togeher butwelled up talking
aboutwhaes bang killed by sona testing. Orhey@e found dead, bleeding from the ears,O
| cried.

QWVe know, honegy,O
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These thingscannotbe cancelled by adance class, certainly, butthenext day |
wokethe opposte of hyserical. | felt acalm stillness 1@ forgotten existed. At dance
class, | only gotalittle teary during the deep breathing. By thethird day of class | didn®
simply walk from place to placeBl swayed. | heard mudc in my head and my hips |
couldn®stop smiling. My body could scarcely contain my hope or my heart. | thoughtof
how often | @ filled myself with men, literally, andtha suddenly | felt full of myself.

On thefourth day, during our warm-up, Carlos shared some of his own history.
CFor thirty years | lived in my head, and was unaware of how much hagppiness and joy
and power | was missing,Ohe said. We followed him as he changed his stepsto a chacha
cha OY ou undestand, you and your bodyare co-creatorsN your body connects you to the
world! Andyou are creating your world, throughyour body OHis handsreached
heavenward, and then outto us and we mirrored him. QVith your handsyou are creating
naure! Now big strokes like a paintbrush! Now little wiggles of your fingasN you®e
creating thetrees and all thelittle creaturest O

Someone speaking with a beautiful accent while wearing arhinestonebdt and
gold nail polish can get away with saying thingsthat mos of us can®, and we were all
grinning a him and each other like idiots. But hewas rightN we do create our world with
our thoughs and actions And with Henry, and those before him, | had created alot of
unnecessary suffering.

ONow, you can either dance a dance you know, or you can dance a dance you
want to know,0OCarlos said.

| smiled at myself in themirror and thought Or ou get to choo. Do something

different thistime.O
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Thenext day afew fruit flies came back, butl gotoutthe Simple Green andkilled
them calmly, aimos cheerfully, before leaving for dance class. | redized | couldn®
expect them to begonefor goodso soon;it would be, like mod things aprocess. On the
freeway | was overwhdmed by the gorgeousmorning. The golden lightilluminated the
edges of buildingsand trees, and ther dimensonswere strangeand immediate, asif they
were cutouts in an enarmouspop-up book,and looking aroundl teared up for the
millionth time in months

But thistime, | cried in sheer joy. Orhis is where you live,Ol thought
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