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vibrating sensation like a cellphone ringer
notifying me that I had ten minutes to get my
leg plugged in or I’d lose power altogether.
We raced home and made it just in time. The
adventure was more thrilling than a car chase
scene in a spy movie. 

My patriarchal blessing says that I will
have a special testimony to bear about living
in this particular time in history. One way I
have interpreted that message is with my
abundant gratitude for living in an era when
I have sophisticated technology to replace
my missing limb. Perhaps that’s not what the
patriarch meant when he pronounced my
blessing, but it seems apt to me.

Some days, however, I feel guilty about
owning a leg that costs more than fifty thou-
sand dollars. I think of my limbless sisters
and brothers in other circumstances, and I re-
alize that dozens—if not hundreds—of low-
tech limbs could be purchased for the price of
my computerized leg. I contemplate the new
amputees returning home from Iraq or the
thousands of people throughout the world
who live in daily fear of loss of life and limb. 

Last year, my leg malfunctioned while I
was traveling in Asia, perhaps a result of us-
ing a faulty power adapter for charging it.
Although there was no way to get the com-
puter repaired during my trip, I was able to
continue my travels with my knee stiff—
walking as if wearing a cast. Despite the im-
pairment, I carried on with typical tourist
activities: scaling the Great Wall, strolling

through the markets, touring gardens. There
were beggars nearly every place we visited,
many of them amputees. I knew I needed to
avoid giving handouts or I would be besieged
by dozens of people asking for the same. So I
kept my hands in my pockets and looked
into their eyes and felt heartsick and smug.
Contemplating the price that had bought my
mobility. Feeling my own betrayal.

JANA BOUCK REMY
Irvine, California

THE LEXUS EPIPHANY

L IKE MOST COLLEGE freshman, I went
to school for one reason: to make

money. However, I didn’t just want to make
money. I wanted to make as much money as
possible. My plan was to complete an MBA in
finance, head off to Wall Street, and spend
the next thirty years reading stock ticker
symbols. 

I started off pretty well, acing my account-
ing classes, landing an internship with a ma-
jor bank, and trying my hand at some
discriminate stock picking. One event
changed all that.

I was living in New Jersey at the time and
stumbled upon Thoreau. Walden Pond was a
mere five hours away, so one night, I packed,
drove to Concord, bought the book, and
camped near Walden Pond. The next morn-
ing, I started reading at 7 a.m. What followed
was the most profound experience I have
ever had. Ever.

Within the first few pages, I felt pene-
trated by the book. My dialogue with the text
became instantly conversational. I felt as if
Thoreau were standing there, searing my
soul with his powerfully incisive gaze. And
then, without asking permission, sitting me
down for a lecture. 

His ideas were so pithy that they came to
me dripping with substance, his meanings so
thick that they could be taken in only by
swallowing them whole. His judgment both
condemned and redeemed me all at once. I
learned that day that the seven deadly sins
are paltry compared to the sacrilege of ne-
glecting real depth of life. There is no savior
who can grant clemency for throwing away
life’s marrow. It was on that day that I de-
cided to become a philosopher and spend
my life seeking wisdom.

Since then, I have had many flashbacks to
my former dreams. These experiences are of-
ten triggered by seeing a new car or vacation
commercial or flipping past CNBC. These
tempting images make me wonder if the
grass really might be greener on the other
side. 

LIVING IN THIS
PARTICULAR TIME 

S OMETIMES I MAKE jokes about
being a “bionic woman” or a “cyborg.”
Having a prosthetic leg with a com-

puter-controlled knee joint lends itself to
such comparisons. Truth be told, the first
thing I’d reach for if there was a house fire
and we needed to exit quickly wouldn’t be
the family photo albums. I’d reach for my ro-
botic leg. It would make sense, given that the
leg cost as much as a luxury car. And, of
course, because it’s essential for my mobility.

I’ve been robotic for about three years.
When I first learned that my insurance
would pay for a computerized knee joint, I
was thrilled to adopt the technology. I knew
that it meant more stability, fewer falls, and a
more natural gait. My prosthetist duly
warned me not to get it wet, to charge the
battery every night for at least three hours,
and to notify him at the first sign of any mal-
function. 

My kids were thrilled with my leg and its
robotic possibilities. We wondered what
might happen if an evil genius repro-
grammed my leg and forced me to rob banks
or steal diamonds? We giggled long and hard
about that scenario. The first time my battery
started running low, I was standing in a gro-
cery checkout line with my son and daugh-
ter. We heard the telltale beeps, and I felt the
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However, recently I had the opposite ex-
perience. While walking out to catch my bus,
I saw a brand-new Lexus. This time, rather
than being struck with self doubt, I felt for
the first time in my life that my understand-
ing was worth far, far, more than that person’s
Lexus. I smiled to myself and realized I just
might become a philosopher after all. 

ALDEN STOUT
West Lafayette, Indiana

TRACKING YOUR LIFE—
ONE TCHOTCHKE

AT A TIME

A FTER TRAIPSING THROUGH Moscow
a few summers back, I decided that I

wanted to live my life as one big vacation. I
would be freer and clearer-headed if my life
were unbound by clutter—if, instead of bag-
gage, I simply had a bag. Author Annie
Dillard, who dutifully folds herself away into
a writing shed in the woods, inspires me. All
one really needs in order to subsist are some

jeans, a book, and contact lens solution.
I returned to Utah with three backpacks

full of tchotchkes. It took enormous strength
to unpeel each clump of toys, CDs, shapkas,
and chocolate from those packs. It would
take eight writing sheds to house all of these
things. While abroad, I kept a journal about
the cathedrals and parks I’d visited, but I
haven’t read it since I got back. Touching the
furry hats and painted dolls is much more
fun. What better way to possess a journey?

Possessions are an amiable way to mark
experiences and track successes. By replacing
actual memories with the simple story an
item tells, you can give your amygdala a re-
freshing break. For example, I keep all of my
schoolbooks from college, yet to read them
again would be repellent. I just like to look at
them all lined up on the bookshelf. The dis-
play is a rewarding sight whereas the real
memory of the achievement is one of sleep
deprivation, debt, and a cadaverous social
life.

In another attempt to nobly evict my
worldly things, I went to California for five

months, my only cargo, a suitcase. I came
back with . . . it’s too embarrassing to quan-
tify. Well, okay: twenty pairs of shoes. But
why not open my wallet and unleash a little
enthusiasm onto objects? I’m ardently com-
mitted to each pair. There’s a story in each
sole (to which my fourteen-year-old brother,
who recently got the closet tour, will testify).
I might start looking at trips not as an escape
from possessions but a chance to become im-
passioned by exotic items. Never mind en-
countering new faces and testing out my
Russian. The best part of traveling might be
stockpiling souvenirs.

CHELSEA BUSH
Salt Lake City, Utah

VALUE

T WO POSSESSIONS IN my life stand in
contrast—my MP3 player and my per-

sonal journal. 
My MP3 player is a little contraption that

not only plays tons of music but also displays
pictures, plays video, broadcasts FM radio,
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has a voice recorder, and many more cool
functions. When I first got it, I spent several
days fiddling with its various features and
uploading music, video, and pictures.
However, the novelty quickly ran out, and
now I have a completely full, seldom-used,
ultra-tiny digital device sitting on my shelf.

My journal has taken different forms
through the years. When I was younger, it
was a book with pages that I filled more or
less diligently as the weeks and months
screamed by. Over time, the book has been
succeeded by a file on my computer, which is
very convenient as I never run out of space
and benefit from the spelling and grammar
check! I enjoy writing every week, making an
account of my personal endeavors and the
developments and progress of my family. For
better or for worse, my journal contains my
life story—often not very interesting, but
personally valuable nonetheless. I often refer
to it as I try to recall details from events in my
past, and my wife and kids love to look
through it and learn new tidbits about their
husband and father. 

Though my MP3 player has a much
higher market value than my journal, there is
no question in my mind which is more valu-
able. 

JONATHAN H. WESTOVER
Tooele, Utah

HOW DID WE GET HERE?

F IVE YEARS AGO, I called insurance
companies to find one to write a policy

for our new home purchase and was repeat-
edly told, “I’m sorry, ma’am, but we are not
presently writing policies on executive
homes.” Executive homes. How did we get
here?

A line in my husband’s patriarchal bless-
ing tells him that he “won’t waste time and
effort on the trinkets of life.” He let me read
his blessing before we married, and the line
caused me consternation. I’d always been
rather fond of life’s trinkets—particularly
those which are multi-faceted and glimmer-
ing. But I wanted to marry him, so I congrat-
ulated myself for winning someone who’d
knuckle right down to the business of ob-
taining trinkets for me instead of wasting his
time and effort before getting them. 

But dental school was expensive. Diapers
were expensive. Food and clothing were ex-
pensive. Pre-school, music lessons, doctor’s
visits, Legos, and American Girl dolls were
expensive. Camp was expensive. College and
missions loomed, and my husband had com-
mitted himself to a full career in the Public
Health Service, which meant he was paid on
the military’s scale. I soon came to appreciate
his no-nonsense approach to finances: We

paid cash, avoided debt, and put every “ex-
tra” cent either into paying down the mort-
gage or into an investment.

My girlfriends felt sorry for me. My an-
cient Chevy Corsica vibrated noticeably (and
audibly) at stoplights, and the ceiling fabric
sagged until it rested on the top of my head.
When the carpet in our family room became
unbearably dog-damaged, my husband
ripped it out. We lived with cold, concrete
floors for more than two years before a girl-
friend, who was employed at a tile outlet, of-
fered us her employee discount if we would
use it to buy tile to cover the floor.

Then 9-11 hit. Our house was nearly paid
off. We were about to have many more extra
cents than ever before, but the stock market
was looking unstable and less appealing to
us. One day, our family was driving through
an upscale neighborhood and, on a whim,
my husband picked up a flyer about a house.
He showed it to me and, laughing, asked if
I’d like to live there. I looked at the asking
price, and my mind automatically did the
math. “Honey,” I said, “we could.” 

“Yeah, right.” He stared at the flyer. Then
he looked at me, stunned, as he realized that,
quite by accident, we really could “move up.” 

Several months later, we moved into our
own “executive home” in a prestigious golf
course community. I drove up in a used, late

model Mercury Voyager that I
thought was fancy because it had
a cup holder, and Bret drove up in
a 1980-something Volkswagen
Cabriolet convertible, the tears in
the soft top flapping in the breeze
like the American flag on the an-
tennae. The illegals cleaning the
homes next door drove away in
newer, better vehicles than we
had arrived in. But we lived here. 

Of course, we are still us. Both
cars have been replaced, but the
great room in our new home has
been empty for the five years we’ve
lived here. If I wanted furniture in
it, all I’d have to do is go choose it.
But every time I consider doing
that, habit kicks in and I think “I
can’t afford it.” Nearly every week-
end, Bret and I shop garage sales
because we like to and because we
like being together. It’s what we
do. Someday I’ll probably furnish
my great room with the discards
from someone else’s executive
home. And no one will know the
difference. 

LISA TORCASSO DOWNING
Heath, Texas

“Vince prides himself on his open mind, and you’d be surprised 
at some of the things that crawl into it.” 
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