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Chapter One

Understanding 
Beauty

T here is a small chance I am beautiful. Since I was nine years old, 
maybe, until now, pfteen years later, as I sit sigginx tegid covee 

at siE ele’en in the morninx before I xo teach se’enth xrade knxlish, 
I ha’e had a handful of geogle tell me I—m beautiful. There is a “ind 
of beauty which I gossessMone which is undetectable for most of my 
eEistence. It gresents itself, most often, when I am in water. I—ll “ic“ 
down to the dar“est garts of the la“e, where I can reach out and xrasg 
a pstful of sliggery mud and emerxe into the sunlixht, my hair lonx 
and smooth axainst my bac“, eyes closed. It is when I am in water my 
friends notice.

”AarxaretMyou—re beautiful,N they—ll say, the words seeminx to 
surgrise them as much as they surgrise me. 

I—ll smile. ”Ywwwww, shuc“s. So are you.N
”PoMI mean it. zou—re really, really beautiful.N
Rerhags it—s that my xlasses don—t come with me when I am in the 

water, or that my normally friGGy, unruly hair has to elonxate and 
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beha’e under the weixht of carryinx la“e in its curl. Rerhags it—s the 
sixht of me eEistinx where my body feels most at home, where the 
memory of years on the swim team ha’e sun“ deeg into my bones, 
so that the moment I di’e ov the boatM feel it xi’e and sway under 
the force of my lexs, and grogel into that silent ha’en of cool, mur“y 
weixhtlessness, suddenly, besgectacled, clumsy, friGGyBhaired Aarxaret 
no lonxer eEists. Someone beautiful surfaces in her stead. I ha’e often 
wondered if this is the Aarxaret my husband always sees, for there isn—t 
a day that he doesn—t lixht ug at the sixht of my smile, snea“ xlances at 
me while I slumg in the car, chanxinx the radio stations, gretendinx 
not to notice. Lis sixht is either s“ewed or amended by his lo’e. I don—t 
care which.

Ueauty has always been somethinx of a stranxe concegt to me and 
society. It seems, to some dexree, obtainable to anyone who has the 
time and money to gursue it. Lair can be eEtended, breasts auxmentB
ed, e’ery face a blan“ can’as awaitinx an artist—s touch. I ha’e nothinx 
axainst these rituals, althouxh I—’e ne’er mastered them. I ha’e no 
money for hair eEtensions or glastic surxery. I did, at the bexinninx 
of last summer, call my friend, Ynna, to as“ her to ta“e me shogginx. 
I was in the midst of pnishinx my xraduate dexree in -reati’e PonB
pction and had been gonderinx my ability to build a glatform as an 
author. I decided that I ouxht to try my hand at ma“eug. Successful 
geogleM successful women, in garticularM all seemed to be ’ery fashB
ionable. 

”They—re all as beautiful as they can be,N I tried to eEglain to my 
husband. ”3i“e, it—s not that they—re all models or anythinxM but all 
their clothes pt. They all “now how to do ma“eug.N

So, Ynna too“ me to qlta and wal“ed me around the store, eEB
glaininx the ’arious gaints and their gurgoses. I bouxht a hundred 
and se’enty dollars— worth of ma“eug that day, which isn—t as much as 
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it sounds, and went home to watch an hour and a half lonx zoutube 
’ideo featurinx a beautiful woman ma“inx herself more beautiful 
with ’arious gaintinx techni?ues. Yfter two hours of gainsta“inxly 
agglyinx grimer, foundation, blush, and eye liner, I emerxed from the 
bathroom, a de8ated balloon.

”Ygglyinx ma“eBug is harder than xettinx a master—s dexree,N I 
teEted Ynna, and melted onto the couch, eEhausted.

I simultaneously desire and fear beauty. It—s a xhost that—s haunted 
me all these years, always loo“inx o’er my shoulder, xlowinx with gride 
or bearinx its yellow fanxs. I ha’e nothinx axainst beautiful geogle. 
Sometimes, I am one of them. Uut it—s one of the more comglicated 
garts of my beinx. I want it and its evect on my life to be better depned. 
It ta“es a sgecipc “ind of element to be credited for a gerson beinx 
greyed ugon by a swim coach at twel’eByearsBold and then, nine years 
later, ma“inx her husband—s eyes pll with tears, as he mouths the sinxle 
word, “Wow,” on her weddinx day. 9hat is this xhost: Low has it 
haunted me and the society I—’e li’ed in all these years:
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Turtle Soup Is Enough

Did you know that the cuid in your spinal mord is the sa?e molor 
as le?onade� 

I sat and watched it drip from my little brother's limp body into a 
medical bag on his bedside, as one of his surgeons told us the news that 
nearly shredded my faith to cha.T

"This kid will never walk again."
vhese essays were written during the worst year of my lifeT I wrote 

them for one of my college classes, answering karious prompts on the 
theme of placeT I didn't xnow at the time that I was chronicling a Mght 
for my eWistenceT

’y family and faith hake neker been about Mtting inT -e donGt bej
lieke in Aod because of what they say at churchT -e see him in the mud 
that caxes our Reans and the laughter we share around the campMre, 
drinxing beer and listening to the grisly stories our dad brings home 
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from the COT Nur faith in Aod has neker been about proprietyF itGs 
been about relationshipT

How can you reconcile that kind of faith when it seems like God stands 
by as your whole world falls apart?

-hen my faith went up in /ames, I found truth lixe I neker had 
beforeT 0ometimes Aod shatters you to shatter the lies you didn't xnow 
you belieked, and there's nothing left to do but bucx up and face 
what's rightT

1aith is tested, hope kictorious, and kaluable lessons are learned 
along the way in this raw, wildly funny and inappropriate memoirT

If you’re looking for a pat-answer, neat and tidy devotional about  God’s 
work when tragedy strikes, move on. O’Connor brilliantly captures  the 
complexity of grief and faith in her gut-wrenching, hilarious, and  beau-
tiful telling of stories that have shaped her understanding of God’s  love.

 – Michele Goodrich


