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The Pacific Crest Trail — a rugged
path winding through deserts, moun-
tains and rainforests — stretches from
the Mexican border in southern Cali-
fornia all the way to Canada. Strayed
decided to “thru-hike” — walk 11,000
miles of it — a feat only a few hundred
people a year attempt, and fewer com-
plete. 

“Wild,” Strayed’s second book and
first memoir, tells the riveting, heart-
aching, funny story of this walk, and of
the desperate, brilliant attempt to save
herself from self-destruction.

When she signed her divorce papers
a few weeks before her trip, Strayed had
to fill in the surname she would now
carry — but who was she? At 26, she
had no place to call home, and no one to
call family. She had watched her belov-
ed mother die of cancer, and she hadn’t
seen her abusive father since she was a
child. She had wrecked her marriage in
her grief, and tossed a heroin problem
on top of everything else. 

“Every now and then I could see
myself — truly see myself — and a sen-
tence would come to me, thundering
like a god in my head … the woman with
the hole in her heart. That was me.” She
invented a new name: Strayed. Its defi-
nition fit: “To wander from the proper
path, to deviate from the direct course,
to be lost, to become wild, to be without
a mother or father, to be without a
home, to move about aimlessly in
search of something, to diverge or di-
gress.” 

She happened on a guidebook, “The
Pacific Crest Trail, Volume I: Califor-
nia,” and soon she was on the trail, full
of ambitions of deep reflection, re-
demption and transformation.

It doesn’t turn out that way. 
Her pack — crammed with a foldable

saw, a tripod and other semi-useful
items — is so heavy she can barely lift it
off the ground, much less carry it up
mountains. “It was exactly like attempt-
ing to lift a Volkswagen Beetle,” she
wrote. She doesn’t know how to read
her compass and doesn’t know how to
use her ice pick. She runs out of water
in the desert. She runs out of money; at
one point she is down to 65 cents (and
then loses a nickel). She wanders lost
through the snow. She teeters over
rockslides. Her toenails come off, one
by one. She encounters bears, rattle-
snakes, charging bulls, dangerous men,

a trail that suddenly disappears into a
maze of logging trails, shoes that are too
tight, shoes that fall off a cliff, leaving
her to limp wretchedly for miles, her
feet bound in duct tape. 

“The universe, I’d learned, was never,
ever kidding.” 

Strayed describes all this with spell-
binding clarity, and in hilarious detail.
You find yourself cheering as she some-
how makes it through, emerging from
the forest, pausing at campsites or on
the sides of roads, ticking off the miles,
stopping for a shower and a beer with
other thru-hikers before plunging back
in for the next stretch.

The trip is extreme, radical, crazy.
There is no reason to do it, there are
plenty of reasons to give up. But, aston-
ishingly, she doesn’t quit. Slowly her
plan — to come out the other end at
least partially healed — works.

Her name is a record of the time she
nearly destroyed herself but found her
way back. Strayed writes with confi-
dence and wit and also with tremen-
dous compassion, as she studies her
younger self. She finds that self want-
ing, but not without worth. After all, “It
was my life — like all lives, mysterious
and irrevocable and sacred.”

Deb Olin Unferth is the author of the
memoir “Revolution: The Year I Fell in
Love and Went to Join the War.”
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Cheryl Strayed stepped onto the trail. Freshly divorced and with a

heroin-needle bruise on her ankle, she had no idea how unpre-

pared she was for this adventure. 
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“The ocean carried the moon in a
thousand splinters,” she writes, one of
many such poetic phrases.

De Robertis brings the best of two
cultures to bear in her work, melding
the Latin literary tradition of magical
realism with a thoroughly modern,
politically charged North American
sensibility. First popularized in the
1920s by the Argentine poet Jose Luis
Borges, the genre has been carried
across continents and decades by such
greats as Gabriel Garcia Marquez
(“One Hundred Years of Solitude”),
Isabel Allende (“The House of the
Spirits”) and Laura Esquivel, whose
novel-turned-blockbuster movie, “Like
Water for Chocolate,” brought mouth-
watering magical realism to the mass-
es.

De Robertis brings it to her coming-
of-age story of Perla, who grows up in
Argentina in the 1970s. Deceived by her
well-to-do parents about their role in
the country’s brutal military dictator-
ship, Perla enlists her own denial in
order to believe them. She knows that
her beloved Papa was a naval officer in
the deposed regime, but avoids consid-
ering the abuses he must have perpe-
trated on the job. She struggles to ac-
cept her parents’ explanation of the
women who take to the Buenos Aires
streets protesting the Desaparecidos, or
“Disappeared,” but suspects the men
haven’t simply abandoned their fami-
lies, as her parents insist.

And then, home alone in Buenos
Aires while her parents are vacation-
ing, Perla’s delusions are shattered by a
stranger who materializes on her living
room floor, naked, dotted with sea-
weed, in a puddle of his own creation,
oozing water like a soaked sponge.
Perla tries to feed him but he only
wants water, which “he chewed as
though he were eating the water, as
though it were as solid as bread.” 

Just when De Robertis has con-
vinced us the man is, in fact, an appari-
tion, the author takes us inside his
head. There we learn that he is real,
and so is the suffering he endured at
the hands of men like Perla’s Papa.
“The day the black boots came for him

… a hand caught his hair, lifted him
from the ground, then came a fist and
he was down again. … The hood came
over his head, the room went quiet. …
He was rolled into a carpet … and that is
how he disappeared.”

The engine that drives Perla, the
slow-motion collision between Perla’s
denial and the stranger’s past, is based
on a true and tragic story. Between 1976
and 1983, more than 30,000 Argentines
“disappeared.” More than 500 babies
born to women in detention centers
were ripped from their mothers’ arms,
never to be returned. The picture “Per-
la” paints is not a pretty one. But De
Robertis’ extraordinary gift makes this
brave, important book an object of
beauty.

Meredith Maran is the author of “A
Theory of Small Earthquakes” and 10
other books. She’s on Twitter: @mere
dithmaran.

De Robertis works
magic in 2nd book

With her first novel, “The Invisible Mountain,” 32-year-old

Carolina De Robertis established herself on the literary land-

scape, winning an NEA grant and becoming an international

best-seller. ! With “Perla,” the Uruguayan-American writer accomplishes

the near-impossible, producing a second novel that’s even more ambitious,

more compelling and more lyrically written than her first.
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