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GoinG Coastal
Elizabeth Fodaski

When I was very young, perhaps five or six, I began to draw a recurring image 

that would appear in virtually every picture I made throughout my entire 

childhood, or at least until I stopped drawing without inhibition. My stock 

image was of a little girl, a glorified stick figure—instead of lines, I drew thin 

ovals for limbs, like the balloon creatures that can be purchased for a dollar 

at street fairs. The girl had pigtails, dots for eyes, and a small curve of a smile, 

from which sprang a speech bubble that read, “Send away!”

No one in my family has any idea why I wrote these words or where 

the idea came from. It was just one of the things I did, in keeping with my 

other eccentricities, like walking around naked, cutting my own hair, and 

stealing everyone’s pickle when my grandparents took us out to lunch in a 

diner. I called my drawings “send-aways,” the metonym—the wanting to be 

sent away—replacing the figure itself. And I had scads of them. Now I keep 

the only few that have stayed with me—through my parents’ divorce, count-

less moves, college, my travels, marriage, and children—in a worn manila 

legal-size folder marked on the tab with my childhood nickname, Liza. It is 

impossible to know what I was thinking when I drew them, or rather when 

I drew the first figure and wrote that speech bubble for the first time. All 

subsequent drawings were renditions of a favorite figure, a visitation with 

a character well known to me and my family, a familiar albeit peculiar child 

with one urgent wish.

I had orphan fantasies like any other healthy child, but I don’t remember 

ever actually wanting out, which is to say, I knew my home to be the place I 

was meant to be, and I can claim no conviction that I was destined for greater 

things. The drawings were made during my family’s eight or nine ordinary, 

happy years before my parents’ separation, when all hell broke loose in all the 

expected ways (acrimony, blistering rage, thrown objects). As Martin Amis 

recently wrote, “People are original and distinctive in their virtues; in their 

vices they are compromised, hackneyed, and stale.” This strikes me as a re-

versal of Tolstoy’s logic about happy and unhappy families, and I can’t decide 

which philosophy I believe to be truer. All I know is that in my own life, with 
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my own unhappy family—hackneyed or otherwise—we did a lot of staying 

put, in Brooklyn or Wellfleet, but never anywhere else. I never went on a 

trip with both or either of my parents, who didn’t leave the country once in 

my childhood, except for my mother’s quick solo trip to London when my 

sister and I were tiny. I thought I would live resolutely otherwise and saved 

up all summer from a job flipping hamburgers when I was seventeen to visit 

a Spanish girl I’d met in an exchange program. She summered on the Costa 

Brava, and, as it turned out, she was raising herself. We had a fabulous time. 

So I developed a tendency to stray wide in my wanderings, sometimes trav-

eling far from home before returning, a little changed, to my known world

The summer between my sophomore and junior years of high school, 

when I was fifteen, I told my mother I was going with a friend to Califor-

nia for a week but stayed almost three, driving recklessly across the country 

with a twenty-year-old man in a rusted old Volkswagen microbus when she 

thought I was flying. The following spring, I was the only junior in my New 

York City high school to pass driver’s ed, and the road test, the first time. I 

got my license at seventeen, which is also when I bought my first car, a grey 

Toyota Corolla that served me equally well on the back roads of Wellfleet, 

where we spent summers, and the streets of Providence, R.I. where I brought 

it along, against the rules, my freshman year of college. By the time I was a 

senior and Providence had become familiar, my friends and I would occa-

sionally jump in someone’s car late on a Friday or Saturday night and drive 

the 182 miles to New York City, sometimes arriving in time to make last call 

at a late-night bar and other times pulling right up to Veselka for a 6AM 

breakfast. All of which is to say I like to sit near the exit sign.

Perhaps because I like a quick getaway, I have always been a passionate 

driver. I’m usually game for late-night runs to the only store open and have 

always been willing to drive people wherever they need to go. For a year I 

drove the shuttle service on my college campus, and I imagined all the grate-

ful students I shuttled desperate to flee the uncomfortable situations they 

found themselves in. One phone call and there I was, saving them from awk-

ward conversations and drunken mistakes. But more powerful for me than 

the actual ability to flee is the desire, the capacity to choose my fate, and the 

proliferation of options. I love city and country alike, but what keeps me sane 

is the possibility of leaving one for the other. As Frank O’Hara said, “I can’t 
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even enjoy a blade of grass unless I know there’s a subway nearby.” 

Swap subway for sea, and that’s me. Bring me to a dock and I will jump 

off, if only for the splash. And I can say with no equivocation that Wellfleet, 

MA is my favorite place on Earth. That skinny, easternmost peninsula reach-

ing its chicken claw out into the vast Atlantic is the place I am most content. 

Just having an ocean nearby makes a whole day of staying indoors tolerable.

Which is why I could never live in Kansas. Or Colorado or Utah. Or 

Missouri or Kentucky or Nevada. I’d have a hard time in Austria or Switzer-

land or Chad or Mongolia, or any landlocked place. More than just wanting 

to hug a shoreline or tread close to an edge, I need the water and its endless 

possibility. I have no religion, but I have a gut understanding of baptism and 

all its promise of renewal and purification. 

I’m no champion swimmer. I’ve never sailed a boat, put on a pair of water 

skis or mounted a surfboard. A brief, brisk dip in a cold ocean is enough to 

restore my contentment in sitting comfortably in a folding chair, feet in sand, 

with a book. But it’s more than placebo or drug—unlike the (untouched) 

bottle of Ambien in my medicine chest, the ocean promises so much more 

than a quick fix. When I was a girl my father told me to picture Portugal 

across the sea, and that made sense—envisioning small Portuguese children 

building their own Portuguese sandcastles that would eventually be washed 

away by the same water I lived and breathed every day made the world some-

how vaster and smaller at the same time—everything was possible but noth-

ing required. And we were all connected by this enormous anarchic privilege. 

Here was the great connector—that hugest and most magisterial body my 

tiny mind could conjure. No one who has ever felt cramped or squelched or 

blue with rage hasn’t envisioned an escape, the edge of one world and the 

beginning of another—a coast, a new frontier. 

I suppose it’s this living on the edge, on my sliver of land, brackish water 

gurgling below as I stand on my Brooklyn promenade looking out at every-

thing and nothing, that makes all that is inside the perimeter feel open, at 

the very least, to possibility. Just knowing that one block from my home is 

a borderline—a limit but also a cutting edge—the end of this, my land, and 

the beginning of a new element, gives me solace. It’s knowing I can leave that 

helps me stay put. Send away.
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