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AUTHOR’S NOTE


Many, but not all, of the names and some key identifying details of the central individuals about whom I write in this book have been changed in the interest of privacy and anonymity. There are no fictional or composite people or events. Dálvi is based on many years of notes, diaries, letters and my memories and recollections. In the editing process, I have tried my best to respect Sámi culture by employing a Sámi reader for checking of key facts, spellings and impressions, yet it cannot be underscored enough that Dálvi is singularly a product of my urban, outsider lens and experiences in this particular culture, rather than an insider’s view or perspective.









INTRODUCTION


It is minus fifteen Fahrenheit the first time I arrive in the Arctic, in dálvi, the Northern Sámi word for winter. A giant LCD screen at Sweden’s Kiruna airport displays the temperature. As I step off the plane, it is not the snow or the cold or the bleakness that gives me pause. It is the utter silence, muffling even the idling jet engine of the plane. My cheeks bloom red from the brittle cold as I wait for a taxi next to a sign indicating a parking spot for sled dogs. This is the farthest place imaginable from my home in New York, in both temperature and ambience.


The air is completely still and lead-like with the cold, as if words might shatter if spoken. As we drive through the night to my hotel, I’m oblivious to the towering Scots pines and Norwegian spruce that dot the forlorn roadsides and would appear with the golden pink light of morning, laden with layers and layers of snow, creating towering sculptures of spun candyfloss. The beauty is singular, and it is also deceptive; this is, too, a place of dark and endless nights, of bitter cold and of survival.


The Arctic north in winter is a great void, which is perhaps why I am so drawn to it. In its nothingness, there is no chaos, no ambiguity; there is nothing to be done except to be there, swallowed by the enormousness of one’s surroundings, a bleakness which can either foster a sense of retreat or inspire possibility, depending on your state of mind and what you need most at that moment.


I am filled with the sense of aloneness that has travelled with me longer than I can remember, which is a part of me. But in the sting of the cold, I also feel something foreign and unfamiliar, and which I thought had been lost to me long ago: a sense of wonder.
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UNRAVELLED


Freezing cold and tired, I am holding on to a long green tarp, alongside a handful of others, guiding reindeer into an enormous holding enclosure in a remote part of the Norwegian Arctic. A giant buttery moon lies flat against the hard blue twilight sky, so low you feel as if you could easily touch it. It illuminates everything: from the jumpy reindeer moving en masse, a blinding flurry of hooves and poop and antlers, to my warm breath hitting the rimy cold night sky in plumes like a smoker with a phantom cigarette. As I look up at the moon, toes numb in my muddy boots from having stood for what feels like hours waiting for the herders to bring the reindeer in from the tundra, I am struck by the absolute insanity and marvel of life, and of the improbable twists and turns in our stories that we could never begin to imagine.


One year ago, a Saturday night would not have involved standing on the frozen expanse of the Finnmark plateau with a family of Sámi herders, watching steaming blood being scooped out of a reindeer carcass as it’s field-dressed by a grunting Sámi man named Odd Hæ tta with a giant knife. One year ago, I would have been walking through Union Square in New York on my way to a progressively boozy dinner with friends, spending hours talking about their work and my media job, and did you read such and such in the New Yorker, and what show was on at MoMA or what was happening in the increasingly worrying political landscape. And, of course, there would have been talk of relationship problems – and there were always problems – or money problems and how busy everyone was. And then the evening would have slowly unravelled, everyone growing louder and more maudlin, until it was over, faded into a history of Saturdays just like every other one that came before it, followed by a sharp hangover the next day, a raft of emails and stress and worries about everything back in full view in an endless cycle.


Those days were now far behind me, a distant memory of the person I was, tucked away like the dozens of utterly useless high-heeled shoes that sat with all my other earthly possessions in a storage area some two thousand miles away in Manhattan, collecting dust and losing relevance. In my old life, tomorrow I would be heading to City Bakery for an iced coffee, with crippling anxiety about the Monday to come and how I would hang on one more day in a life that was becoming unmanageable to an extent of which no one around me was really aware, unless you happened to be the lucky recipient of a spectacular late-night Laura Galloway Ambien and red-wine phone call.


I was breaking open and falling apart, and to reveal this weakness and vulnerability to anyone might have caused me to die of shame. But the universe seemed to have plans for me, ones that would take me outside of everything I knew, and everything that I thought made me me, to a place where I now think nothing of not showering for three days straight, and Saturday involves helping chop wood for a fence-post, or cutting reeds to dry and braid into shoes for the brittle winter to come, or smoking reindeer meat in a tent called a lávvu while drinking bitter black coffee, the smoke clinging to my hair and clothing and settling into my pores. This is a place where you have to be with yourself because there are no distractions. Only work and nature and time.


*


It all started with a test.


I was at a conference where I received a DNA test in my gift bag. When I got home, I took the test, sent it off and forgot about it, until the result arrived and I was completely bewildered to read its findings: that I shared some portion of extremely ancient DNA with the Sámi people and the Basques, the former being the indigenous Arctic inhabitants of the north of Norway, Sweden, Finland and the Kola Peninsula of Russia. It also indicated that I was nearly 100 per cent Northern European, and showed a picture of what I thought looked oddly like a left-leaning penis: Norway and Sweden on a map. My other 2 per cent was something equally far flung – Yakutian or Siberian: I can no longer remember which. I didn’t understand that either, and wondered if I had a particularly adventurous great-great-great-grandmother somewhere, an idea I relished.


This test carried more weight for me than it might for most; the past wasn’t allowed in the house where I grew up, and I had been raised understanding that I belonged to someone else. I did not have a mother, in the blood and bones sense. So much of my recent family history, beyond my parents and grandparents, was unknown to me, especially on my mother’s side, and because she’d died when I was small, I had longed for explanations, or meaning, or any sense of connection for almost as long as I could remember. At the time, I knew nothing about the nascent science behind these tests. I was perplexed by the result but also riveted on many levels. I loved Scandinavia and had only recently heard about the Sámi people, an entire indigenous group with its own language and culture that existed in four countries that were, in part, defined by their homogeneity. I googled the Sámi and was amazed to see pictures of people who looked quite like me – the blonde people, at least, with the same slightly Asianshaped eyes that had always caused me to wonder what surprises lay in my distant origins. I excitedly emailed friends in Sweden and told them about my discovery. ‘This explains why you were so mesmerized by the reindeer at Skansen!’ said my friend Henrik, referring to a park in Stockholm where I’d once spent hours watching a herd. ‘You must go north!’


For my next vacation, I planned my first visit to the Swedish Arctic, to a small village called Jokkmokk, where a Sámi winter market has been held every February for hundreds of years. In older times, it was a way for people to gather to trade goods and have their children baptized and meet new partners, a respite from the harsh life on the tundra. Now it is also a tourist attraction, with giant Russian women in beaver coats selling wooden spoons and steel-wool pads alongside traditional artisans and their Sámi handicrafts. There are concerts and lectures at the local Sámi museum, Ájtte, and reindeer races. The village buzzes with activity. I am curious about the people, and I instantly love the stark landscapes and the bitter cold, to which I am no stranger, having grown up in Indiana. It is winter that has defined my life.


*


My mother died on 20 January 1975 at 7 a.m. I remember the event, even at three years and four months old, in fine detail in my mind’s eye. The softness of the sheets with clouds printed on them, the orange waffle blanket covering us on the king-sized bed, and my mother not waking up as I prodded her to give me a treat from a steel canister that sat by the bed while I snuggled beside her in the crook of her arm.


I know the exact time of her death because my father is a doctor, and because of his training and background, he has always been precise to the point of obsession about details – even in a moment of crisis, even at the moment of the death of his wife and the mother of his four children. Daddy checked my mom’s pulse, a sharp intake of breath, and I was scooped up and swiftly carried to my room. I had not met with the idea of death before in any shape or form, and I did not understand what was happening. I only registered on an emotional level that something terrible had taken place when my siblings were called home. Book bags hit the slate floor of the entryway, with screams and tears shortly thereafter. My big sister Anna, who was fourteen at the time and already maternal in her leanings, entered my room and grabbed me, hugging me with all of her might, flush with the fever of hot tears, hyperventilating, her brown hair sticking to her face as she shuddered with sobs. My brothers screamed and slammed doors. It was chaos. Grammie, Mom’s mother, arrived, and there were more tears at the sudden and unexpected death of her only child.


Somewhere in another room, my ears pricked up at mention of my name; I heard Grammie discussing arrangements with Daddy as if I could not comprehend that I was being spoken about, the decision that I should not go to the funeral because I was too young and wouldn’t understand. It could be traumatic. Everyone grabbed me. Everyone cried harder when they did so. I only know this now as an adult: in the spectrum of grief, there is almost nothing more tragic than a motherless child, except the actual loss of a child. I was bewildered, confused, and I would not understand for some time that my mother had physically left my life forever, and this moment would be the domino from which all others fell, far into my adulthood.


My mother was plagued with a heart problem; my memories are a series of murky vignettes in which I was powerless to save her. On one occasion, she fainted in the hallway and, unable to revive her, I lifted her up, put on my father’s giant galoshes and went outside, only to be found by neighbours standing in the street in winter with nothing on but a cloth diaper and undershirt. I remember, another time, we fell off a bike, me in a seat on the back, while going down the steep driveway, leaving us both scraped and bloody, and the peach ice cream that came after the fall. She lost her car keys once at my brother’s football game. I don’t know why I remember that, other than she was very confused. I had a gold cheerleading outfit and pom-poms that she had made from scratch. Once, I think, I remember her fainting in the bathroom. I could not help.


My mother was a beautiful, creative artist who designed the modern house in which we lived, although she was not an architect. She collected mid-century furniture – Eames chairs and Eero Saarinen dining sets and all manner of bric-a-brac – before it was in vogue. She played the piano. She knew about fashion. She dressed us to the nines. She loved children and crafts and helped start the local version of a Steiner school. She befriended artists and the gay community, not caring what clucking neighbours may have thought in conservative 1970s Indiana. Yet, the only things I can remember first-hand are her suffering and then her exit. It is a constant thought of mine, this: I am filled with deep envy over daughters with mothers. I wish I could tell women who complain about their mothers – I would give anything, almost, to know mine in life, as an adult. To speak to her one time. To know the sound of her voice. How she moved. The colour of her hair. If our hands look the same.


‘Did you know you’re a bastard?’ my best friend and next-door neighbour Richie Beam asked innocently one day as we hung off my swing set in the backyard. I was four years old then, and we were wearing matching red cowboy boots that my dad had got us during a business trip to Texas. I kicked up the dirt.


‘What’s a bastard?’ I asked him.


‘You have no mommy.’


But I didn’t really think she was gone; I still believed she was just somewhere else. Around but somewhere I couldn’t see. My father told me, only much later, that I would often climb into the car, whispering into the air-conditioning vents, ‘Mom, are you down there?’ I asked the teachers and volunteering mothers at my preschool relentlessly if they’d seen her. I regularly checked behind my toy blocks, in closets and in the woods. But she was not there.


My father spent a year doing his best to manage a demanding medical career and raise four kids alone during an era in which men were not expected to do so. I often accompanied him to work at Wishard Memorial Hospital, where he was doing clinical trials on the first synthetic insulin. I spent time with the ‘jumpsuit men’, the men from the local prison who were doing human trials. They wore orange correctional jumpsuits. They bought me things from the vending machines and told me about their kids. I watched them play pool and watch TV. The nurses and secretaries, most from a combination of genuine compassion and pity for the widowed father and his daughter with the unfortunate bowl cut, gave me candy and pencils and murmured to each other in earshot about how tragic it was that I’d lost my mother. I didn’t understand the context, but the feeling – of being singled out, of being pitied, of being talked about – covered me like a grey film that would not wash off. I am different.


The memories were too painful at our house, and so Dad quickly sold it and moved us into an apartment. I shared a room with Anna, and my brothers had their own room.


My dad was heroic in trying to manage us all; my life was a patchwork of babysitters and kind women that took me in, before school, after school.


We visited Grammie and Pop Pop, Mom’s parents, often – they had moved to Indianapolis from the east coast shortly after I was born – and Grammie took charge of helping us. I found comfort with them; Grammie took me shopping for clothes, made sure my hair was brushed; cooked hearty meals, rubbed my back at night as I fell asleep and sang me the ‘Easter Bonnet’ song, even when it was December. I watched Lawrence Welk and Don Ho with Pop Pop. I even liked the aroma of Grammie’s menthol cigarettes, which she chain-smoked out of nervous energy. The smell calmed me.


And then one day, a year after my mother had died, my father made an announcement to the four of us kids. He was dating. Her name was Joan, and she’d just got her master’s in social work. It was very important to my father that I meet her; for some reason I can’t understand, I was invited to her house for a sleepover. We visited the Indianapolis Museum of Art – she was also a docent there – and she bought me a butterfly kite. At her house, in an apartment building called the Knoll, we had milkshakes called Alba 77s and watched Spartacus on TV. She had white carpet and a blue point Siamese cat named Mousie. Joan was tall and thin with white-blonde hair cut like the ice skater Dorothy Hamill. She had a very large smile. I was tentative towards her – but she swallowed me whole. I went with it.


One month later I was in the car with my dad. I was five years old. He told me that he was going to marry Joan. ‘I will always love you, kiddo,’ he told me. I wasn’t sure what it all meant, but we were all moving in together. They were married in June in Indianapolis. Grammie offered to throw her a shower, but no one came. Pop Pop wrote Dad a long letter, which I only saw for the first time when I was an adult and going through papers. After the wedding Grammie and Pop Pop were moving back to the east coast, to give my father a fresh start with his new wife and family. They wished him the best.


Joan had two daughters, Jane and Linda. They were beautiful. Linda lived in New York and was a journalist. Jane had just graduated from high school and was a student at Indiana University. They did not call Joan mom, or mother, but Joan. I met Linda for the first time at the wedding. She was tall, and thin, and gorgeous. She came with her husband, Chuck. He wore plaid shirts and said the word ‘fuck’ a lot. His brazenness both shocked and delighted me. I felt as if he was the only person that saw me. He was a foreign correspondent. I was the flower girl, and very nervous. Chuck winked at me as I looked back at him during the ceremony, as if to reassure me. Grammie looked miserable. During the photos with the family, Joan put her bouquet over my face. When the car came to pick up the newlyweds, I asked Joan if I could ride with them in the old-timey car. ‘No. This is our wedding,’ she said.


Things unravelled for us shortly after Joan arrived. She told my father that she was ‘over-stimulated’ having two boys in the house. Without explanation, Mark was sent to live in the basement of a minister’s house until he was of age to enlist in the military. Anna left, tearfully, for college. I was alone with my brother Will. Sometimes I told stories in the car about my mom; this upset Joan tremendously. My dad came into my room one night and had a chat with me. I couldn’t talk about my mom in front of Joan any more. It was too distressing for her.


Joan, who had completed a degree in psychology, decided that Will and I should go to Al-Anon meetings. ‘Your mother was a drug addict,’ she informed us authoritatively. I was eight years old. ‘She was addicted to diet pills. You both need to understand the mind of an addict.’ We went to some Al-Anon meetings and got the real-world education of a lifetime. Women talking about their husbands hitting them over the head with frying pans. Broken doors. Broken arms. Gunshots and infidelity. We had never been exposed to things like this. Later, I found out that this wasn’t true of my mother at all – it was just something Joan made up in an attempt to justify her hatred of us. But for many years I was left with questions about my mother, and those questions ate at me. They also made me feel damaged, as if I came from a damaged person. Which wasn’t true, of course.


Shortly afterwards, Will was sent away to a boarding school in Ohio – at least, that’s what I believed was happening at the time. Only much later would I learn that Joan had told him that he was no longer welcome; her psychiatrist had advised that having three adults in the house was too much for her. Will was still in high school. He left, finding work as a cook at a country club one state over and finishing high school alone, away from home and friends.


Then, it was just me and Dad and Joan.
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ÁILU


I meet Áilu at a wedding. Our eyes lock at the wedding feast – not the recognition of a soul mate or even love at first sight, not nearly, but a profound and foreign feeling I will never forget: this person is about to play a major role in my life.


I can feel the piercing stare of his blue eyes from across the crowded wedding hall, past tables and tables of guests in a sea of colourful gáktis, the traditional Sámi dress, oceans of blue and red and ribbons and silver.


Kautokeino is not a town that one comes by easily. It is two hours by car from the nearest airport in Alta, a small and pristine city on one of the northernmost fjords in Norway. The Sámi are inhabitants of an area called Sápmi, which encompasses parts of Norway, Sweden, Finland and the Kola Peninsula of Russia and predates the borders of all of these modern countries. I’d spent most of my time on the Swedish side of Sápmi; Norway was not in my mind to visit until I gave a speech at a private gathering in London about my DNA test and growing interest in Sámi culture. An impossibly tall and striking Norwegian man in the audience, Per, introduced himself at the reception and told me he had spent time in the north of Norway with reindeer herders. I did not know much about the Sámi and their interrelationship with majority cultures at the time but understood already that this was unusual. Many Norwegians might go their entire lives without visiting the north, the Sámi culture remaining a mystery. Per, I would learn, was a military veteran and journalist who had ingratiated himself with the working herders enough to travel with them while they were on the vidda, the Norwegian word for plateau.


We met for coffee, visited a Lucien Freud exhibition at the National Portrait Gallery and became fast and easy friends; Per felt like a third brother. He immediately introduced me to his good friend Mikko, a former reindeer herder who lived in Karasjok, a village two hours from Kautokeino in the pine forests, surrounded by major reindeer migratory areas. Mikko was a compact man with a shock of blond hair and brilliant blue eyes who talked, smoked and drank a blue streak and wore pointy Cuban heels; he reminded me of a blond version of Simon Cowell. On our first meeting in the summer, arranged by Per, Mikko spirited me around Karasjok, taking me to the old people’s home where he was a nurse and introducing me to the local newspaper editor, Stein, who held court in the Karasjok bureau of Ságat, the regional Sámi newspaper written in Norwegian. The office was a small red clapboard building with a white picket fence in the centre of town, next to the petrol station and the local pub, Bivdu. The door was open as long as Stein was there, and the cosy building almost invited visitors: it was fashioned much like a house, with a sitting room and kitchen, and locals and travellers from afar streamed through with stories to report, to make complaints or for conversation with Stein, who, when not on deadline, was always ready with a cup of coffee or, at the right hour, some good Spanish red wine.


Coming from a family of journalists and having started my career in the halcyon days of the Los Angeles Times, I was enthralled by Stein. He was the quintessential editor of a vintage not often seen in present-day news organizations, which operate impersonally via emails and social media. Stein was fuelled by the stories of others and could listen to people endlessly. Born in the sea Sámi village of Lakselv, an hour away on the coast, he was singular in his understanding of the region and the world beyond, able to discuss almost any topic – international affairs, local Sámi politics (the Norwegian Sámi parliament, the Sámediggi, is conveniently located nearby), conspiracy theories, his days in the Norwegian navy, or the time he lived rough in the pine forests for two months. He also seemed to know the complete biography and history of every reindeer-herding family in Finnmark.


People wanted to tell Stein things. The first time I met Stein on my own, in winter, we made a plan to cross the border to Finland for dinner, thirty minutes away, at a well-worn restaurant and watering hole named Hansa Bar. I walked over to the newspaper office from my hotel and found Stein in deep conversation with a heavily tattooed and pierced teen. I would learn later that he was one of the local Sámi kids caught in the crossfire of Anders Breivik, the Norwegian far-right terrorist who killed sixty-nine kids at a summer camp on the island of Utøya in 2011. The shooting in America at Sandy Hook Elementary School, where twenty-six people, mostly kids, were killed, had taken place that day. Our evening unfolded into an hours-long discussion about gun control. Many foreigners might never fully grasp what a profound impact Utøya had on the hearts and psyches of Norwegians, who lived in a country in which police did not carry guns and a single death might be front-page news for days and reported nationally. And this massacre had hit the north directly: several kids from local villages had been at the camp.


Stein was a person with whom people felt safe, felt heard. He could also drink like he had a wooden leg and had a dry and astute sense of humour – you couldn’t help but be drawn to him. Sometimes his stories seemed so outrageous that I’d google them myself later, just to discover they were true. This was Stein.


On a summer visit, we joined Mikko at the local hotel bar, where he spontaneously decided that I needed to come with him to a wedding in Kautokeino, his hometown, the next day. Stein agreed heartily – ‘You will never see anything like it in your life’ – and encouraged me to go along. And so we drove through pine forests, cutting through the lush greenery and into the open landscape and curving roads dotted with large and rippling lakes, past occasional villages consisting of a few houses, with road signs in Sámi with names I found impossible to pronounce, like Šuošjávri and Láhpoluoppal. Mikko was giving a lift to two other Sámi men who were also going to the wedding; they sat in the back seat. They spoke no English, and I spoke no Norwegian or Sámi, and so there was silence until a folksy and irrepressibly jingly Norwegian dance-band song by Ole Ivars called ‘Karasjok and Kautokeino’ came on the radio, and everyone joined in on the refrain with gusto – even the guys in the back, who at that point had started in on Karhu, strong Finnish beer in black cans with a picture of an angry bear on the front, which is how most people who drink the beer end up after several cans.


*


Weddings in Kautokeino are gigantic village-wide affairs, with as many as a thousand guests in attendance at the local community hall. The wedding starts at the church, and then groups begin arriving at the gymnasium, which for every wedding is configured in roughly the same way: rows and rows of tables covered in paper and tea lights, laden with cakes and sweets made by everyone in the village, and at the front of the room, the bride, with heavy silver or gold jewellery on her chest, and groom sitting banquet-style, flanked by their parents. The weddings are community powered, meaning that selected guests, usually friends and family, will take turns serving the biđus, a traditional wedding stew made of reindeer meat, potatoes and carrots, alongside buttered bread and safte, a watered-down form of soft drink. The biđus is cooked in huge vats in a back room, as is the black coffee, of which there is such a volume that it is stirred with a paddle. This part of the wedding may roll on for hours and hours, with people giving up their seats to accommodate the newcomers who wait patiently for their turn to be seated and served. In the evening, a bar is set up, staffed by the men, and the lights are lowered. There is more coffee, and beer, and wine, and music starts – traditional Sámi music called joik combined with dance-band and modern music in a mash up of eras and styles. The women do a traditional dance with the bride at the centre, a sort of swaying around in a circle, a bridal symbol of tradition and unity. The night goes on later and later, and eventually an elaborate second meal, a buffet, comes out, banquet tables heaving with piles of smoked salmon and boiled reindeer and breads and salads and cakes. Mikko refers to this as ‘night meat’, which I find hilarious, although I would come to learn that this was his own English-language invention, and not a translation. The party ends at dawn.


Áilu stays by my side and I joke with him that maybe we could be cousins, a joke that he gets even though his English is halting and I don’t remotely speak either of his languages. He is kind. I learn that reindeer are his life. He wants to know everything about New York; he has scarcely been outside of Kautokeino, save for his fifteen minutes of fame when he went to Trondheim in the south for the 1994 Olympics with his reindeer, as part of the televised opening ceremony. If you are a reindeer herder, it is nearly impossible to travel for any length of time because you must always be ready for your herd or making good use of the weather for essential tasks. Globetrotting doesn’t fit with the job description.


We spend more time together after the wedding, and when I depart for New York, we communicate daily through Facebook messages whenever Áilu isn’t on the mountain, talking about the most mundane details of our days, building a slow and steady friendship, using Google Translate to bridge us when either is at a loss for vocabulary. Our conversations are nothing profound or revealing, just a constant and growing connection that is slowly erasing our greatest commonality: loneliness. In Áilu’s world, men are generally partnered and with several kids by his age; family is central in reindeer-herding culture. Áilu has fathered one daughter, Ida, who is fully grown and making her way in the world, and he has never married. The ‘bachelor club,’ as it is jokingly called in Kautokeino, consists of reindeer-herding men who never managed to settle down or find a partner; they generally live with their mothers until they pass, and then live alone, becoming so set in their ways that they are unlikely to find romantic partners once they reached their fifties, unless they travel to Thailand or the Philippines to find wives, something that happens with increasing frequency in Kautokeino and other Arctic communities. Áilu has simply been so engaged with reindeer herding, and equally so picky, that he has never met anyone with whom to make a life; it was not for lack of women who were interested. But he is very much alone, just as I am alone in New York, an ocean away: meeting a million people a day, never feeling that anyone really knows or understands me.


*


I am terrified to make another mistake in my personal life. I’d met my ex-husband, Richard, through mutual friends on the pretext of possibly working together. He invited me out to lunch several times, on Saturdays, around the corner from my apartment in the Village, at Da Silvano’s. We bonded slowly as we both revealed details of our early childhoods; his mother had died at roughly the same age as mine and he had also had a stepmother who resented him deeply. This gave us an emotional connection that couldn’t be forged, an unspoken language between us that was already there. Like me, and like so many others that have been dealt unexpected loss and then try to make sense and order out of terrible things, Richard had also spent his life seeking meaning. He was interested in psychology and mysticism and, most of all, art, opening my world to things I’d seen but never remotely understood: de Kooning and Serra and Albers, abstract expressionism and architecture and design. He was a gifted artist, with a collection of art books so extensive that he had to catalogue them. After those Saturday lunches, we would visit museums, pausing for hours at MoMA or PS 31 or in the gardens of the Noguchi Museum in Staten Island. He was a big man, Italian American, with a deep voice and commanding presence. Richard made me feel protected, and he looked after me in a way I’d never known before. He took me shopping and taught me about style and the cut of clothing and designers. He got me books and took me to art shows. No one I’d ever dated had spent money or time or attention on me this way; I was the kid who got clothes from the Value City discount chain in Indianapolis, where there was a sign telling customers not to pee in the dressing rooms.


Soon we were living together on the Lower East Side with plans to marry. ‘This is so right that we need to have a child,’ Richard said. I was in my middle thirties; we started trying to get pregnant. In my heart, I wanted a child, but I was also terrified of putting another human on earth that might experience what I had and end up abandoned to an unknown fate. The desire for a child lived side by side with fear, filling me with ambivalence in a time that should have been joyous and hopeful. This should have been a warning. For my birthday that year, as a gift, I’d asked to have a lawyer draw up a joint will – before I was even pregnant – stipulating exactly what would happen to our not-even-conceived child if we died. He or she would be raised by one of my best friends, Natalie, the best mother that I knew. No, this wasn’t crazy or odd at all.


We married in Italy, outside, on a hotel balcony at the edge of the sea. Just the two of us, no family, no friends. A shadow hung over the day. Something had set Richard off the day before we were to travel south to Capri for the wedding. We were strolling through the Villa Borghese gardens in Rome when he received a phone call, hung up and turned to me. He was angry that I had not returned a call relating to his work – I was also handling his media then. He stood, screaming and yelling, cell phone in hand, as I wept, stunned by the change of mood and level of spitting anger, mortified by the tourists staring at us in horror and curiosity. This was followed by twenty-four hours of stone silence, through Rome and a tour of Hadrian’s villa, the temple columns crumbling like my confidence. At breakfast before heading to Capri, I stared into my coffee, feeling sick and wondering whether I should call it all off. But I’d made a commitment, and you just don’t abandon people. What I was really facing was my own fear of abandonment: what would I do? And shame: what would people say? I remember thinking, I wish I had a mom to call.


We were married. We went back to New York. Richard bought an apartment, and in the baby’s room of the home he’d lavishly decorated, he ordered a white ten thousand dollar leather couch, just about the last thing that should exist with baby poop and crayons and snot and all the things that come with growing children. We were still trying to get pregnant but couldn’t. Richard had the house feng shuied and a Korean shaman acupuncturist come over to give me regular treatments. I found his interest in these things fascinating and charming, until I began to realize these gestures were replacing common sense and simply talking to each other.


There were many people in our life, people who I increasingly sensed weren’t real friends, just hangers-on who wanted to be around Richard, who was well known, venerated even, in his field. Crazy hipsters, way too young for either of us to seriously engage with, visited all the time. Richard took them to expensive meals where he’d pontificate. He always paid. I found many of these people vapid and climbing, and it showed in my reactions to them. I had a very high-profile job at that point, and sometimes Richard offered up connections on my behalf without asking. It made me feel used, and I was angry about the inappropriateness.


Nearly a year into our marriage, a giant opportunity presented itself. I was being sent to east Africa for work. I’d dreamed of Africa since I was eleven and writing letters to kids that I’d met through my stepsister, Linda, who was writing a book on the Masai while my brother-in-law, Chuck, was posted in Kenya as the bureau chief of the LA Times. I read anything I could on Kenya and devoured Linda’s detailed letters home to me describing life there. Joan suggested that I’d be able to visit during a summer break just as Chuck’s daughter, Rachel, who was a year older, had done. It was something to look forward to in an otherwise dull Midwestern existence, and I’d spend hours at night in the playground near our house on the swings, flying into the air and fantasizing about meeting my Masai pen pals, William and Joseph, and what I’d bring them (Michael Jackson music and Hershey bars); seeing the cow dung bomas in which they lived; riding on Linda’s motorcycle through the Rift Valley and meeting her dog, Oomba; and, maybe, visiting the Mount Kenya Club, which I imagined to be lush and fragrant with frangipani and hibiscus and faded diplomats drinking gin and tonics. All of these things sparked my imagination because of the tissue-thin, single-spaced letters typed on green airmail paper that arrived from Linda every few months.


Joan, who’d planted the idea in the first place, but whose moods could also turn on a dime, unceremoniously scuttled the dream of Africa. ‘We would never spend that kind of money on you,’ she spat one day, and the topic was closed. But Africa still lived in my mind’s eye, nearly thirty years later. Professionally, it was a new challenge and I was over the moon about the opportunity.


I was gone for a month, the trip falling during our first anniversary. Richard wrote me a lovely email message acknowledging the day, telling me he loved me and that he and the cats missed me. I had a wonderful trip but was also looking forward to coming home to our new apartment and to resume trying to have a baby.


When I got home, though, Richard was acting strangely. Distant and short. We shared office space and his assistant looked at me guiltily, although I couldn’t put my finger on why. Richard was on edge; any small thing would set him off. He thought I’d gained too much weight. And then one night it came, a spear from out of nowhere: ‘I think we should get a divorce.’


This took me completely by surprise. Before we’d married, I’d said many times over that, no matter what happened, I never wanted to divorce. Marriage to me meant that we would plough through any problems together, growing in the process and resolving anything that came up. That was the commitment. Otherwise we could just live together.


We spent a couple of months trying to work it out. He revealed that he was extremely irritated that I’d never gone to a self-help retreat he’d suggested in Northern California, which he’d attended several years earlier. I’d never committed because one of the primary conditions of the retreat was no contact with the outside world for seven days, an impossible task for someone leading a small but growing communications consultancy in which clients expected me to be on call and available – that was the job. Richard thought I needed to work on myself and would benefit and should go right away. Also, no phones, he reminded me.


The lead-up to leaving for a week and being incommunicado was planned in such detail and secrecy, I can only suppose my clients thought I was going to rehab or that I had terminal cancer. I told Natasha, my close friend and the number two at my firm and the only person who knew where I was going, to call and say someone had died if anything urgent came up. I could not bear to tell people I was so desperate to save my marriage that I was going to a self-help retreat. I flew to Northern California to a place in wine country called the Center. In my ‘class’ were several Hollywood people, including a well-known screenwriter and an heiress, and an assorted group of others in active emotional distress, with too much money or time, or both. Our phones were whisked away. I spent the next several days in sharing circles listening to what assholes everyone’s parents or siblings were and hearing laundry lists of betrayals and grievances running the gamut from Thanksgiving snubs to incest. In one exercise we were given baseball bats and encouraged to beat our rage out on pillows. In another we were driven to a graveyard, handed a rose and asked to pick a random grave and imagine it was one of our own parents, dead. What would we tell them? On the last day, the head of the retreat, Tim, an unsettlingly charismatic figure, held a birthday party for our ‘new selves’ and handed out stuffed animals as a token of the work we’d done, supposedly to represent our spirit selves. I got a frog. That’s about right, I thought.


As I was leaving, Tim patted me on the back. ‘I told Richard you did a great job,’ he said. It turned out they were friends. I wondered if Richard had been checking on me the entire time.


I got home and went to more marriage counselling, hopeful we’d work it out. But Richard was still acting strangely, as if he were only half there. I returned to the office to find he’d hired a new head of business development. She had gigantic breasts – I know it’s terrible to say that, but it was literally the first thing I noticed – and he couldn’t stop talking about her. He refused to introduce us. I was sitting at my desk one day when it hit me out of nowhere: Richard is having an affair. I confronted him and he denied it adamantly, but then said he wanted a divorce. I didn’t; we’d only been married a year and I did not want the stain of a separation. We were still living together. One morning, Richard had left for work, and I was hurriedly getting ready to go uptown to join a client who was scheduled to appear on a national morning show. I was late. The intercom buzzed; I looked at the security camera and saw a deliveryman with two dozen roses downstairs. I let him in, elated that Richard wanted to reconcile. I knew we would make it.


I opened the door and the man shoved the flowers at me, a giant piece of paper sticking out of them. ‘You’re served.’


They were divorce papers.


It remains the most spiteful and hurtful thing that anyone has ever done to me.


Three years passed while I threw myself into work, with one disastrous and brief affair in the middle. I was not cut out for the complexity of a relationship.


*


And then there was Áilu. I was drawn to him, and he to me. Our conversations were simple and honest. We were both searching for something we hadn’t found in the worlds we inhabited, which couldn’t be more different. Maybe this is what makes for a successful relationship, having nothing in common at the start, to be moved purely by feeling rather than intellect. With Áilu there were no neuroses or complicated relationship histories or emotional scars or talk about work. We were both learning completely new worlds, and that seemed enough. On my birthday, he sent me a picture of his gift to me: a reindeer doe, wearing a blue collar with my name written on it. She would live free on the tundra.


Our conversations came frequently and easily. I found safety and comfort in my daily messaging with Áilu, and it was not long before these messages turned into love. He was aware that I was contemplating an extended stay in Karasjok; he also knew that I was moving closer to not wanting to be in New York any more, even though it was impossible to explain to him in detail. He was also intent on leaving his family home; he wanted to settle somewhere else when not on the tundra. He wanted us to live together. ‘Come here, Laura,’ he wrote one day. ‘Don’t go to Karasjok. We will be together here.’
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