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			Advance Praise for Disassembly Required

			 

			“Ostensibly about the break-up of her marriage and loss of her dream house, a four-story Victorian brownstone in Brooklyn’s Carroll Gardens neighborhood, Beverly Willett’s absorbing memoir is really about finding a home in one’s own skin. A delight.”

			—COURTNEY HARGRAVE, author of Burden: A Preacher, A Klansman, and a True Story of Redemption in the Modern South, also a major motion picture starring Forest Whitaker 

			 

			“Sometimes the best way to find yourself is to lose your husband, your home, your bearings—and start all over again, and that’s just what Beverly Willett did in this ebullient memoir about giving up what you thought you wanted to find out what you really need. An enchanting and inspiring look at how less can really be so, so much more.”

			—CAROLINE LEAVITT, New York Times bestselling author of Pictures of You

			 

			“This is the book Sheryl Sandberg might have written if she hadn’t been rich. Beverly Willett had the dream: husband, children, career, and that most important New York achievement, a house in Brooklyn. And then she just had…her kids. She didn’t ‘lean in,’ she sucked it up, moved on, and built a new life. Disassembly Required: A Memoir of Midlife Resurrection is more energizing and inspiring than a triple espresso.”

			—JESSE KORNBLUTH, HeadButler.com

			 

			“Disassembly Required is Beverly Willett’s story of resurrecting her life after a devastating divorce. In it, she reminds us of the sorrow love can bring us as well as that love—of children, of self—really can conquer all. An uplifting and ultimately triumphant story.”

			—ANN HOOD, New York Times bestselling author of The Knitting Circle and The Book That Matters Most

			 

			“In her inspiring debut memoir, Beverly Willett’s account of a devastating divorce and its aftermath is both sharpshooting and poignant. Her ability to push through deep despair and reclaim herself while holding on to grace and wit will give hope to anyone starting over in life.”

			—MELANIE BOWDEN SIMÓN, author of La Americana and a 2016 ‘35 Over 35’ Debut Author
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			To my daughters—
I love you to infinity and beyond.

			 

		


		
			 

			“It’s just about as poignant to be torn from a house 
as it is from a person.”

			—FLANNERY O’CONNOR, 
The Habit of Being: Letters of Flannery O’Connor
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			1

			Les Escaliers

			“You should give your house a name,” one of my girlfriends said when I told her about the Victorian brownstone my husband and I had bought. “Call it Les Escaliers,” French for “The Staircases.”

			There were eight, a total of 120 steps. I finished tallying them sixteen years after we moved in, the day I moved out. 

			One by one, everyone in my family but me had already left. My daughter Ella had started college in the fall. Nicki, my eldest, had graduated the previous spring, then moved in with her boyfriend. That same summer our beloved family cat Thunder died. It was Jake, my ex-husband, who’d begun the exodus over a decade earlier, after meeting another woman and suing me for divorce. 

			That left me, alone in our four-story dream house in Brooklyn. 

			A few months before I left, my aunt and her six-year-old granddaughter Madison came for a visit. That’s when I first began counting the stairs. 

			“You have so many,” Madison said, minutes after she arrived. I asked if she wanted to count them, handed her pen and paper, and followed her up the eighteen stairs from the parlor to the second floor where Nicki and Ella had slept in opposite wings, a hallway and double-sinked bathroom in-between their bedrooms. Portraits of the girls as youngsters, taken by official JFK campaign and presidential photographer Jacques Lowe, flanked the hallway. Another of them together graced the foyer and was the first thing that met your eyes after opening the front door. I’d met Lowe at a party in Manhattan, and he’d offered to spend a day photographing my daughters in his Tribeca loft merely for the price of the prints. How innocent the girls had looked through his lens, untouched by time or hardship, prancing about his loft while Jake and I eavesdropped.

			My real estate broker’s stager told me to remove the photographs before the open house, allowing buyers to envision themselves in my space. But I wouldn’t take the portraits off the walls. Anyone buying my house was buying a home. A place where a family had lived, my family, what remained of it.

			Madison and I continued counting. Two steps on the second-floor landing, where the staircase swiveled, led to sixteen more stairs and then onto the third floor. 

			“Where does that go?” Madison asked when we reached the top floor, leaning her neck back as far as she could to stare up at the green spiral staircase in the master bedroom. 

			“To the roof,” I said. The roof deck, a bit rickety now, had been one of the reasons Jake and I fell in love with the house. We needed more space and had started house hunting a year after Ella, our second baby, came along. The house nearly doubled our square footage, but mostly it was all the light, the backyard, and that rooftop, more than practicalities, that drew us to this particular house. 

			I toured it first, and by the time I’d walked through and gotten to the roof, stood in the brisk winter air and gazed out at the Manhattan skyline, I knew Jake would fall in love as I had. I couldn’t wait to rush home and tell him I’d found our dream house. A few months later we moved in; five and a half years after that, after twenty years of marriage, my husband moved out. 

			What sleep I managed to get after he left had me feeling like someone had punched me in the chest after I woke up. Right after the split-second interval between honest-to-God wondering if Jake’s leaving had been a hallucination, and the shock waves that gripped me when I realized my husband was actually gone. Go lie back down and take a deep breath, I’d tell myself. It’s real, I’d say out loud. Sometimes I squinted my eyes shut, gritted my teeth, and shook my head back and forth in an effort to absorb the truth. 

			I got a prescription for sleeping pills and, on nights when I couldn’t sleep, I sat on my bed, poured the contents of the entire bottle into my hand, and stared back. Sometimes I went downstairs to the kitchen and grabbed the others—samples my shrink gave me for depression, medication I took to ward off panic attacks, and leftover painkillers from knee surgeries. Then I’d try to calibrate in my head how many pills would make sure I never woke up. 

			When I was a kid, my Sunday school teacher taught that people who killed themselves went to hell. After Jake left, hell didn’t scare me half as much as continuing to live in such pain. 

			In my dreams, I stood on our roof deck and leaned slightly over the edge, before spreading my arms, ready for liftoff to the garden four stories below. Only I never jumped. Not even in my dreams. Always, thoughts of my two daughters sleeping one floor below brought me back to life. Jake had left us; I couldn’t desert them. Even the thought ripped my heart wide open. 

			So I’d toss the pills in my nightstand, crawl under the covers, and try and get through one more day, unable to decide if that made me smart or chicken.

			~ ~ ~

			Madison waited for me in my bedroom while I climbed the staircase to the roof. “Nineteen,” I called out when I reached the top. Madison wrote it down on her scrap of paper. 

			After she and I returned to the parlor floor, we walked down eleven steps to the ground floor where my tenants lived. 

			“Are there more stairs?” Madison asked, incredulous, watching me walk down the hallway and open the cellar door. 

			“It’s dark down there,” she said, peering at the metal handrail, peeling concrete wall, and dankness below. 

			“It’s okay,” I said. “You don’t have to go down there. Nicki and Ella think it’s spooky, too.” So did I. Jobs involving the basement had been mostly my ex-husband’s domain. After he left, his jobs upstairs and downstairs—draining the boiler, dealing with the occasional repair, carrying things up and down the cellar stairs—also became mine. 

			“Fourteen stairs,” I said, retracing my steps up the cellar staircase.

			We had somewhere to go that day so Madison and I had never finished our counting. I came across her notes the morning I left home for good and decided to finish. I opened the kitchen door and counted off eleven steps from the deck down to the garden where Ella had once planted her morning glory seeds. Eleven more steps led from the front stoop to the sidewalk and one of Brooklyn’s many grand London plane trees, known for its camouflage bark, which looked in on our picture window. After opening the wrought iron gate at street level, I took two more steps to the ground floor. 

			I left the wooden spiral staircase descending from Ella’s room on the second floor straight down to the kitchen for last. I hadn’t meant to; it simply worked out that way. The previous owners had cut a hole in the floor of what later became Ella’s bedroom in order to combine the ground, parlor, and second floors into a triplex and turn the top floor into a rental. But Jake and I confiscated the top floor for ourselves, including the roof deck from which we watched the Fourth of July fireworks. 

			I’d thought of removing Ella’s private staircase. She was two when we moved in and I thought the stairs were dangerous. But Jake and I thought the staircase looked cool, and Ella was careful—and I put up numerous child gates—and she never got hurt. We bonked our heads on the staircase many times though, and so did our guests. It ate up a huge chunk of kitchen space where I had visions of a pantry. But the staircase remained. 

			As I descended it my final morning, I suddenly saw what Ella must have seen nearly eleven years to the day earlier, when she’d been only seven. Her mother, me, sitting at the kitchen table below, crying, broken. No wonder she’d been frightened. Hers was a picture of Mom she’d never witnessed before. 

			“Mommy, what are you doing up already?” Ella had asked, barefoot, standing at the top of the spiral staircase wearing her pink silky nightgown. 

			“I couldn’t sleep, honey,” I said.

			“Is everything alright?” she asked, rubbing her eyes. 

			Someone once told me they could stare straight through Ella’s big brown eyes and see her soul. That day I felt she was looking directly through to mine. 

			By the time I moved out, I’d downsized three-quarters of our possessions, giving away expensive antiques and artwork. By then, despite the losses I’d endured, I understood what was important.

			And so I kept every single one of the love notes and pictures Ella and Nicki made for me. Many had been taped to the wall above my desk for years, right up until the time I had to box them up to move. “The Wall of Mom,” Ella called it.

			“I’m fine, honey,” I lied to my daughter that long-ago day at the kitchen table. “Get dressed and come down for breakfast.” After she headed upstairs, I walked to the vestibule and put my husband’s cell phone back into his coat pocket.

			The night before I’d worried when Jake hadn’t come home until after midnight. I’d phoned the salon where he told me he was going for a massage after work, but they said he’d never shown up. When he got home, he refused to tell me where he’d been. Restless, I awoke early, the house quiet, my husband and children still slumbering. As I walked downstairs, my eyes were drawn to his brown suede jacket in the vestibule. Feeling like a thief, I reached inside the pockets, drew out Jake’s cell phone, and carried it into the kitchen, shaking. 

			I brewed a pot of coffee, conscious to place a moment between what I feared might be on that phone and whatever came next. And then I sat down at the kitchen table, picked up Jake’s cell phone, and perked up my ears to hear if my powering it on had woken anybody up. 

			My husband and I had had problems in our marriage from the start. But we’d worked through so many of them, or so I believed. I hadn’t dreamed he was having an affair.

			Jake had saved only two numbers—one for his brother, the other for a female lawyer he’d mentioned working with at his new job. No listings for me—his wife—or the children. The other woman held position number one; outgoing and incoming calls and messages corresponded to her number. 

			He hadn’t created password protection so I scrolled to voicemail on my husband’s cell phone. Instantly I heard a woman’s voice I’d never heard before. The same voice, breathless, caressing, almost panting at times, repeated itself over and over as I paged forward. 

			“I love you. Call me at home…not sure what time it is,” the voice said. 

			My hand trembled. I grabbed a pen and stray envelope and copied down snippets as fast as I could, writing the words down to keep a heartbeat’s distance away from falling apart.

			“I love you with all my heart.” 

			“My heart is hurting,” panting, “and…wanting,” more panting, “to be with you. Bye, Baby.” 

			I inhaled my tears, and stuffed my wails inside so the children, one floor above, wouldn’t hear. 

			“Hey sweetie…me.” 

			“It’s five-thirty in the morning and…can’t sleep, needless to say.” 

			“Want to come over here tomorrow and have a little time to be private instead of meeting at the office?” the voice continued.

			Fear exploded in my chest. I couldn’t swallow. I wanted to bolt the doors and keep my family in suspended animation, safe and rolled up in their covers until I could figure out what to do next.

			But I pressed the send button to hear more, unable to stop inflicting my own pain. 

			“Love you so much. Thanks for all your sweet messages…love you dearly.”

			That’s the moment Ella called to me from the top of her stairs, standing where I stood eleven years later, minutes before I left my house forever. Standing where she had stood unexpectedly retriggered the scene that had set in motion the dissolution of our family and the loss of the American dream we’d worked so hard for, right there in our kitchen. 

			Twice before I’d left home, once for college and then again after law school when I moved to New York City. But this time was different. This time I would be leaving the nest I’d built—the nest that had become the symbol of the most important thing I had ever done and the people I loved more than anyone else and the place where it finally and officially crumbled. Everyone but me had moved on and started a new life. Now it was time for me to leave home too. To exit Brooklyn, pick up where I’d left off over thirty years before, and begin again. 

			First, though, I had to sell my house.

		


		
			2

			I Got the House

			My divorce was final in 2009. I got the house. If anyone had told me how hard and expensive it would be to maintain and fight for, I still wouldn’t have listened. The house was our home and that was that. 

			Jake was in favor of me and the children staying there, initially. Before I learned of his affair, before he moved in with his girlfriend, before he served me with divorce papers. One morning before he left, we were standing in our bedroom when I put my arms around him, buried my face in his starched white shirt, and wept. His grip was looser than mine. 

			“If we get divorced, I’ll be fair and generous,” he said. “I’ll give you and the kids whatever you need.”

			“And if I do well at my new job, maybe you won’t have to move out of the house,” he continued, letting go. “I realize what that will do to the children.” And he had done well. He told our therapist he had plenty of money for two households. 

			Then one night I overheard him talking on the phone to his girlfriend from our bedroom. There was talk of a trip and then my husband’s words: “Unless she goes back to work full-time the house will be divided and sold within the year.” I slid to the floor and whimpered. 

			“Beverly’s going back to work or we won’t be able to afford the house. My money is my money and I’ll spend my money any way I want,” he later told our therapist. 

			“We’ll divide things fifty-fifty, but you can’t have the house. That has to be sold,” he told me. I’d later learn family court also viewed divorce as a business transaction, with zero regard for the reconciliation of families. 

			How was this fair? I didn’t want a divorce. Why should my husband have the right to make decisions about my future after he left? We’d made joint decisions before, including how we’d raise the children and allocate family responsibility. So that’s the arrangement I aimed to continue, girlfriend or no girlfriend. 

			We’d been financial partners too. After putting myself through law school, I moved to New York City and worked for a music company where I’d met Jake. Five years later, I landed a succession of prestigious jobs, first at a major Manhattan law firm, then at a television network, and finally as right-arm to one of the city’s top entertainment attorneys. My hours were long and grueling, my husband’s hours more regular. 

			Eight years after we got married Nicki was born, and I became a stay-at-home mom. Five years later, Ella came along. After Nicki was born I had worked at home part-time, those part-time hours turning into frequent fifty hour or more work weeks with regular travel. But we wanted a house, and increased hours meant I could put together a down payment and add substantially to our savings, and so I did. The stress of juggling work, a house, kids, marriage, and travel wore me out. We had bought the house by then and so Jake said he’d bring home the bacon and got a series of plum law partnerships that we mortgaged the house further in order to buy into. Meanwhile, I turned my attention full-time to caring for the kids and house, and building a freelance writing career. 

			“Why can’t we stay in our house?” I begged my husband. 

			“That’s just not happening,” Jake said. When I asked about the kids, he said they’d adjust. 

			Sure, we had problems, but to me this man no longer resembled the one who had broken down crying with me in the bathroom the day we saw the pink dot on the home pregnancy kit. Or the one who shook with tears when Ella came out with her mop of red hair. Before the affair, even during the rough times in our marriage, there were glimmers of the man I thought I knew. Afterwards, I couldn’t find him anywhere. 

			For years I wandered the streets of Brooklyn, perusing real estate boards, making appointments to view condos and apartments, attending open houses while the children were with dad on alternate weekends, one foot in my house, the other out the door. 

			“Mommy, are we moving?” Ella asked the spring she turned eight. She was scared; I could hear it in the pitch of her voice. 

			“No, honey,” I said. 

			“Then why are you always looking at the houses?” It was the first time I’d stopped to read the real estate boards with her, though I usually glanced over while walking by. I hadn’t realized Ella noticed. Perhaps I should have. Ella rarely missed anything.

			“Just looking,” I said, at a loss for anything other than a lie. 

			I’d been scared of leaving too. And frightened of staying. Living the life of a single mother alone in that big house when the kids went to dad’s. 

			A few weeks after Jake left, I collapsed at Barnes & Noble. EMS took me to the emergency room. The panic attacks I’d gotten under control after Jake had been let go from one of his jobs a few years earlier had returned. And I’d quickly dropped nearly forty pounds.

			For years, I drifted from day to day, confused, forcing myself through the motions, dragged in and out of court, my daily rhythm off, like teetering in high heels all the time.

			“You were in shock,” a therapist told me. And perhaps I was. I dreamt of running away, besot with thoughts of escape to remote places I’d never been, where I didn’t know the language and had no inclination to learn. My lawyer said the courts wouldn’t allow me to leave New York City until the children were grown, more than a decade from when Jake left. I felt caged. 

			Move on, make a fresh start, some friends said. Better to be liquid than go broke trying to maintain a big, old house. 

			My final divorce judge (I had seven in total) said she didn’t understand me either. She halted the proceedings and ordered me and my lawyer into chambers one day, one of several off-the-record conversations held during trial. Even though I’d been a lawyer for over twenty years, I hadn’t realized how so much of the justice system operated in the shadows, out of earshot and in effect beyond the reach of the law. 

			Why didn’t I get myself a nice law job and a condo and find a boyfriend? Judge #7 wanted to know. Only I didn’t want a boyfriend or a condo or a law job where I’d barely get to see my children. I loved my husband; I loved my family; I wanted my life back. 

			My marriage eventually ended and still, I clung to my house, the one tangible thing that anchored me and the children. Our haven and reference point for the family that survived. 

			“Forget what’s going on in court,” one of my friends said over tea. “Just believe your husband wants you to stay in the house. Believe that’s the truest wish inside his heart even though he may not realize it.” To me that was crazy talk. But something in me wanted to believe her. She and a group of girlfriends had organized a chanting meditation retreat at my house the weekend before I’d been due back in court to steel me. And after twenty-four hours of round-the-clock prayer, something negative was purged out of me and got me back on my feet.

			Gradually the comfort my house once provided returned, relief settling in whenever I turned the lock and closed the door behind me. Or saw my neighbor Teddy and his ninety-year-old mother, Marie, and wife, Donna, smile when I came up the block. Even the guys in the pizza shop around the corner knew my voice when I called to order. Helen, the Italian woman who lived nearby and had watched the children when I started working from home, had become family, a second grandmother to my daughters and a friend to me. My Brooklyn neighborhood was safe. Shopkeepers knew my kids and me by name. We looked out for each other. 

			Named for the only Roman Catholic signer of the Declaration of Independence, an Irish immigrant named Charles Carroll, my Carroll Gardens Brooklyn neighborhood had been settled by the Irish. Norwegians followed, then Italian-Americans, and next professionals, my husband and I among the first wave. Most recently, there had been an influx of French immigrants. 

			Public gardens were constructed in the mid-19th century. Many of them later became part of huge front gardens in homes on certain coveted blocks. Most brownstones were built in the 1870s and 1880s as part of an architecturally homogenous plan that is still a hallmark of the neighborhood, along with tree-lined streets and parks. Many of the working-class Italian-American residents who settled in the neighborhood had also worked on the nearby Red Hook docks, which closed in the 1960s, when gentrification began. 

			Before gentrification, it was the Italians who predominated, the Italians who gave the neighborhood its character—the Sicilians, the Neapolitans, and the Molesi, from a small coastal town in Southern Italy called Mola di Bari. Along with their bakeries, social clubs, and pizzerias, they were known for their annual procession for the Feast of Our Lady of Sorrows through the streets of town, where Molesi men carried a statue of the blessed mother Mary on their shoulders and swung incense from a thurible while men and women sang and played instruments. 

			I wasn’t Catholic and couldn’t remember the dates of the feast days. But I’d hear music a block away and run to the front door, stepping out onto the stoop to watch even if I was in my robe and slippers. The solemnity and regularity of this tradition honoring the sacred female grounded me and gripped my heart with joy. I too was a mother.

			I know it sounds idyllic, especially in New York City, and maybe it was mostly in my imagination. Still, my little spot in the world seemed a small pocket of comfort in the midst of my turmoil. I refused to willingly leave it, and the stability brought by continuing to live in our home became my mission. 

			My ex-husband moved many times during the divorce, and the girls schlepped their belongings every other weekend to an ever-changing venue. By the time Ella went to college, she’d lived in nine or so different residences. The average number of residences a person in the U.S. lives in during their entire lifetime is only eleven. 

			I watched the girls sitting in the foyer beside their suitcases the first time their father picked them up for visitation. To me, they looked like foster children about to be ferried off to the next family willing to take them in. I went into the kitchen and cried silently into my shirt sleeve. 

			Until they became adults I vowed not to move. And so each time my daughters came home from Dad’s or camp or school or church or play rehearsal or countless other places, they walked through the same front door. They laid their heads down on the same pillow, in the same room, in the same house, in the same neighborhood. We cooked in the same kitchen and carried on the same traditions and hung our stockings on the same coatrack. 

			Did I do the right thing clinging so tightly to my four walls? Was it sensible to spend so much money on a mortgage and home repairs? Sane to fight so hard for stability? How can we know the answers to the decisions we make ahead of time or even in retrospect? You do the best you can, my friend Quinnie always says. 

			You talk as if you were living in a fairy tale, another friend remarked. And perhaps I was. Perhaps my dream world was the only place I could survive during that time, my grief so profound I wasn’t capable of letting go of the fantasy that the crumpled floating pieces of my life would magically reattach. Incapable of realizing I deserved better than my husband’s betrayal. 

			Perhaps I was also holding fast to the American dream, a concept that has existed for centuries and one I’d been schooled in and seen reflected in my own family and community, not that I consciously thought about it that way, not then. In the 20th century, this American dream had become a hallmark of achieving middle-class success through a combination of equal opportunity, hard work, and commitment, which was thought to lead to health and happiness. Marriage, family, a good job, and title to a home were the outward markers of this achievement. Today, as the economic gap widens between those at the top and those in the middle and at the bottom, as marriage and family stability decline, as people lose their homes, there is concern this dream is being replaced by the goal of mere survival. For many, the American dream is one divorce, too, can make vanish. 

			Certainly, those in my family had at one time attained the American dream, though it was by no means easy. “Your father worked hard to send you to college and pay off the mortgage in record time,” was the story my mother was most fond of telling. The most hardworking dedicated father and husband I’ve ever known, he died of a heart attack, but left my mother debt-free, with a modest pension. When I went to college, I had only lived in two houses, and there had never been a divorce in my extended family.

			Unlike every other state, when Jake filed his complaint against me New York hadn’t yet adopted unilateral no-fault divorce—the kind where both individuals consent to tie the knot, but only one need choose to sever it, even without cause. That meant he had to prove I’d committed some actionable wrong like adultery or cruelty in order to obtain a divorce. I wanted to save my marriage so I elected to defend myself against his wrongful charges. After trial, the court dismissed Jake’s divorce complaint. 

			Even then I caught my breath, hopeful somehow that we would reunite. Only Jake never did come home. He moved to New Jersey where the law would have allowed him to get a divorce without my consent, my marriage all but officially over. Law or not, like it or not, I’d been outsmarted in a game I wasn’t even playing. 

			For me it was impossible to have lived with a person so many years, to have gone through so much, to care as deeply as I did, and accept that the person I’d spent twenty years with could be someone I’d never really known. 

			Besides, it’s easy to see the worst in people. To find the love you’ve got to dig way deep down and claw your way back to it, past the poison and the pain and the voices calling you a fool because they don’t feel inside what you do. 

			But sadly there was no way to save my marriage. Nothing to do but give in and learn to accept what I couldn’t understand, then turn my attention to the fight for my home. 

			During the divorce litigation, the court ordered real estate appraisers to enter my house several times. Sunlight streamed in through Ella’s blinds to wake us up the morning the first appraiser came. It was two years after September 11, and there had been a blackout in New York City the day before. The girls and I were in an office building in Manhattan for Nicki’s therapy appointment when the lights went out. 

			“Mom, what’s going on?” Nicki had asked. 

			“I don’t know, honey. I’m sure it’s nothing. A power outage somewhere.” But there was a sick feeling in my stomach as we joined the procession feeding into the stairwells. All I knew then was I needed to get my children home to safety. 

			Nicki walked in front of me, while I held Ella’s right hand in my left and felt our way down twenty flights of stairs even as thousands of New Yorkers fled their office buildings and took to the streets. Jake met us on the sidewalk; he’d been scheduled to take the girls to dinner. After he spent time with them, I herded the children into the car and fired up the ignition. 

			We inched along, my Jeep creeping ahead of the throngs of people surrounding our car. I was sweating, but afraid to open the windows, scared somebody might try to climb in even though the crowd was well-behaved. The gas gauge was low so I kept the air-conditioning mostly off, giving us a periodic short blast of cold air while I clenched the steering wheel and kept my foot on the brakes to keep from running over someone. The odometer read five miles an hour. 

			There could be a bomb strapped underneath, I thought as we ambled across the Brooklyn Bridge. And nothing you can do to prevent it. Hurry, hurry, I screamed in my head to prod the car in front of me. Then breathe. 

			“Mommy, when are we going to be home?” Ella asked. The light continued to fade.

			“Soon, honey, soon,” I said, steadying my voice. Safety waited at home and we were on our way. 

			Four miles and two and a half hours later, we parked half a block from our house. The street lights were out, but there was a bit of a glow in the sky to guide our path.

			“Wait here,” I said to the girls in the vestibule, feeling my way to the kitchen and a basket on the counter containing flashlights. 

			“Hold on to the banister,” I said as we walked upstairs to put on our pajamas. After we returned to the kitchen. I found a couple of cold storage packs, and the girls helped me load meat into it from the freezer. By the time we finished it was nearing nine thirty. We hadn’t eaten since midday. 

			“We should eat up whatever is going to spoil,” I said. 

			For the next few hours, we played Life and our favorite card games, Frog Juice and Rat-a-Tat Cat, by candlelight. We ate deli salami and ham and passed around tubs of ice cream. We talked about Abe Lincoln and Laura Ingalls and what life must have been like on the prairie. Nicki and Ella’s faces glistened in the flickering flames. Brooklyn was hushed and still. My heart finally stopped fluttering. 

			“Time for bed,” I said after midnight. After tucking Nicki in, I laid a flashlight near her pillow, then guided Ella across the hall. I pulled the covers over her, then slid under the sheet of the twin bed opposite hers. 

			A few minutes after we woke up the following day, the power went back on. The world hadn’t ended. No terrorism this time either, merely a massive blackout across the Northeast. I’d begun unloading food from the coolers back into the freezer when the doorbell rang. 

			“Who’s that?” Nicki asked.

			“I don’t know, honey,” I said, walking to the front door. A woman, fifty-something, medium-build, holding a clipboard, stood on the other side. 

			“Can I help you?” I asked, puzzled. 

			“I’m the appraiser. From the court?” I’d forgotten the real estate appraiser ordered by the court to value our house was coming by.

			“Who is it, Mommy?” Ella asked, running to the foyer to see.

			“Just a lady who has to look at the house for the divorce. It’s nothing, sweetie. Go back in the kitchen with Nicki. I’ll be there in a minute.”

			“I’m sorry,” the woman said, noticing the tears that had started down my cheeks. “It’s pretty routine. It’ll only take a minute.” I was so tired of putting up a brave front. 

			“I know you’re just doing your job,” I said, ushering her in. 

			I walked her through the house, up and down each floor, silent and standing aside while she measured and photographed, politely answering her questions. 

			The summer after my husband left I came across a song Elton John wrote with Bernie Taupin in the nineties called “House.” It became my anthem, and I’d blast it from the car radio and sing from the liner notes while I looked out from my bedroom window at the tree in front of my stoop. Determined with all my might that my husband would not strip me and my children of our home too. 

			“I’m sorry,” I said to the appraiser, wiping my face. “It’s just hard.”

			“Don’t worry,” she said, looking into my eyes. “You’ll get the house.” 

			Six years later I had. 
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			Justice for Moms

			Be careful what you ask for, my lawyer warned. 

			I asked for the house and finally got it in the divorce judgment. Jake had offered it in a settlement proposal intertwined with things we couldn’t agree on. The judge said she’d penalize me unless I accepted his offer. I thought she was bluffing; she wasn’t.

			In addition to the house, I got a hefty mortgage and a six-digit bill for attorneys’ fees. Judge #7 ordered me to refinance the house and get my husband off the mortgage, and slashed my alimony, ending it altogether two years after the divorce became final. Luckily, she instructed my ex to pay for college out of his half-a-million-dollar salary, but she cut my child support and imputed income to me as if I had a six-figure job, even though I was unemployed. 

			The job expert my husband hired testified that plenty of employers would offer me a salary of $180,000 (and some possibly $345,000), despite the fact I hadn’t practiced law in a decade and had worked part-time before that. The judge wouldn’t allow my lawyer to finish cross-examining the expert, unless I paid to fly him back to New York from California where he lived. I refused. He was my ex-husband’s witness, not mine. “We were blackmailed,” my attorney told me. “We had the right to cross-examine on their dime. Good appealable issue.”

			So I appealed. And lost. 

			The stock market had crashed. Nine million people had lost their jobs. The New York Times called the job market one of the ugliest for lawyers in over a quarter of a century. It was the time of the subprime mortgage crisis with banks foreclosing on nearly one million homes in 2008, the year before the divorce court’s decision. Before it was over, the housing bubble tore over seven million people from their homes. By 2013, when I sold mine, the rate of U.S. home ownership was approximately 64 percent, its lowest point in two decades.

			I was fifty-three, unemployed, and living in a wildly expensive city the children and I couldn’t leave because my husband, who immediately remarried, had visitation rights. Judge #7 even asked why my husband didn’t have the right to move on with his life. But at what price? What about my rights? I’d labored hard to contribute to the family coffers, raise the children, take care of the household, and support my husband in his career endeavors. The result was to have my marriage dissolved, my family split, and my property taken and divvied up, even though I hadn’t been found guilty of any wrongdoing.

			In the end, I was in better financial shape compared with many people, although at times an emotional wreck. Thankfully, my house was situated in one of the few areas where there had been a real estate boom. But the injustices were no less bitter pills. In some ways perhaps more so, because my own husband and the justice system I’d promised to serve as a lawyer had both betrayed me. And the person who’d made the final decision about my fate? One of my own kind: A woman, the seventh judge I’d been bounced around to before it was all over. 

			What I’d once considered normal was turned upside down. But nothing crushed me more than Judge #7’s smears against me as a mother. 

			“What are you doing with your days to be productive?” she asked me on the witness stand. “Did any therapists for your mental health tell you you’d be better off going back to work? Do you believe you’re a better role model for your children doing volunteer activities? I haven’t heard why you want to stay home and not work.” She really said those words. Stay home and not work. Like one of five million other apparently lazy stay-at-home parents? Where was respect for my choice? And why had I been made to defend it? This was the 21st century, and women had worked hard for equality and fairness. Why was there a seeming preference for mothers who had decided to “lean in” and continue to work outside the home? 

			I pleaded with the judge to understand how much I valued my family, how important I considered my job as a stay-at-home mom. For me, no job was more important than raising precious little girls to become loving, strong women.

			Some mothers have no financial choice but to work outside the home. Others prefer to. I don’t judge them. Why was I judged? As a single mom, every chore, most every decision, was up to me. No wonder I poured pills into my hands before going to sleep. Jake earned a considerable salary. He’d left the marriage, not me. 

			My contributions to the household allegedly had been included in the judge’s final allocation. I felt the numbers didn’t add up and that she’d overlooked what I considered other important evidence, the judge’s determination no more than lip service to the divorce statute which mandated they be factored in. I appealed; the appeals court rubberstamped Judge #7’s decision. 

			Meanwhile, I strained to keep life as close to normal as possible, at least inside the four walls of our home. I continued cooking dinner most school nights, and the girls and I stopped whatever we were doing and sat down together for a meal. One evening, instead of our usual table games, we made up an original one. We thought up wishes and fun things to do, wrote them on strips of papers cut from pink index cards, and tossed them into a glass jar. Every few days we were going to draw a wish.

			“Play hand games,” Ella said.

			Make spitballs. Play Mother May I. Blow bubbles through straws. Those were some of mine. 

			“I’ll teach you and Ella poker,” Nicki suggested. “And we should make up our own recipes and tell scary stories and someone gets a hairdo one night.”

			“Eat peanut butter!” Ella called out. Nearly every night I packed Ella’s lunch and made her favorite sandwich, precisely the way she liked it, a PB&J on whole wheat. As I cut off the crusts, I imagined Ella sitting at the school lunch table with her friends the next day, smiling, because she knew how much love had gone into that sandwich. 

			The girls and I agreed on a repeat of the dessert night we had one evening and added another pink slip to the jar. Afterwards they went off to finish their homework. Before Ella went to bed, she and I made preparations for the sweet-tooth tasting we’d designed for her science project. We made bowls of regular and diet Jell-O and set out supplies for the friends and neighbors coming over the following day—diet and regular soda, candy with sugar and candy with aspartame, sugar cookies and diet cookies, and scarves for blindfolds. 

			Nicki became a teenager right after Jake left, but I still babied her on occasion. The summer after she was born, we rented a house with several other couples and while they mixed cocktails, I sat in our bedroom rocking Nicki and singing to her for hours after she fell asleep. Thirteen years later, not much had changed. One night she showed me an essay she’d written for English class about a weekend we spent together while her father was away with Ella. 

			“As I drifted off to sleep that last night of our wonderful weekend,” Nicki wrote, “I heard my mom reading Huck Finn. Her perfect imitation of [Huck] almost brought me to tears—I was laughing so hard at it. I closed my eyes and drifted off into a deep sleep wondering how much she would read before she would discover I wasn’t listening.” 

			Those were the best days of my life. Even cutting the crust off a PB&J sandwich the way my daughter liked it gave my life meaning and purpose. But my role and job as a mother was apparently a waste of time according to the justice system. 

			When my lawyer asked my ex’s job expert if my being a full-time mom figured into his salary assessment, Judge #7 objected. “This is 2008,” she said. “You are on very dangerous ground here.” 

			I wonder if it’s even trickier for stay-at-home moms and dads a decade later. My first judge, also female, pounced on me too, after my attorney filed a motion for temporary alimony and child support. “She needs a job,” the judge said as I stood before her, emaciated, mere months after being abandoned. 

			At the conclusion of trial, Judge #7 delivered her final verbal blow to me, off the record, the court reporter’s keys silent. I’d prepared a closing statement, but Jake’s lawyer only agreed to let me talk if there was no record of my words. The judge concurred. 

			“I object to Ms. Willett engaging in a soliloquy…” my ex-husband’s lawyer said. Those words appear in the transcript. What is missing, however, is my attorney’s request I be permitted to speak, the discussion about that, the court’s instruction my words not be recorded, my closing statement, and the judge’s admonishments to me. 

			Why conceal my words? Why, purportedly still on the record, had the court reporter failed to record the entire exchange between the judge and my husband’s lawyer about going off the record? 

			I purchased the trial transcripts, despite the expense. When I received the transcript of this final day, I wrote the court reporter’s office noting the omissions. I was told I was mistaken about the missing dialogue. But the objection of my ex-husband’s attorney had been left in, proof of dialogue that had come after. 

			Everyone else sat while I stood before the judge that day, like a criminal about to be sentenced. I had barely begun to speak when the judge interrupted me. 

			You’ve offended every working parent in the courthouse by becoming a stay-at-home mom, she said. Tears streamed down my face and caught in my throat. I choked on my next few sentences before slumping in my seat, unable to finish. One of my own kind had tried to make me feel like I wasn’t a good enough wife or a good enough mother or a good enough woman. You’ve “shirked your responsibility” to support your children and duty to become self-supporting by retiring as a lawyer and staying at home, she later wrote in her decision. My choice undoubtedly inferior measured against a mother who had continued to work outside the home. She had no harsh words for my husband for anything he’d done or said. But me, the judge admonished. 

			From the moment I set foot in the family courts, several female judges had tried to silence me, pressuring me to go back to work, reminding me they held my future in their hands, suggesting I relinquish my right to defend myself. Treating me like the wrongdoer. I had ultimately been allowed to contest the wrongful divorce accusations against me, but hadn’t the exercise of my rights come at a price? Was I punished for challenging the family court status quo? For speaking up about my rights after I’d been, in essence, told to sit down? 

			Despite my professional pedigree, I had been naïve about the way the system worked. I entered family court expecting fairness. I exited seven years later with the conviction that family dissolution and my silence were the goals. Not all women were my sisters, and I would have to find the strength to look after myself. 

			Like other women in history confronted by injustice, I had challenged the status quo. But I hadn’t done it only for me. I’d stood up for other parents too poor or scared or beaten down to stand up for themselves. And if I wasn’t strong enough to demand fairness for myself, how could I show my own daughters how to be women of principle? 

			When I began writing about my experiences, I found out I wasn’t alone. Critics said I’d brought additional hardship on myself by resisting the divorce. In a sense that was true. But I couldn’t face the alternative either; then I’d betray myself. 

			And still for so long the court’s words felt personal, so tangled up with my ex-husband’s betrayal. Years of distance have suggested other possibilities. I wonder now if my last judge, rumored to be a mother herself, had felt uncomfortable about her own career path. If so, was maligning me the antidote to her own guilt? Did her advancement in the judicial hierarchy depend on keeping me in line? After all, I was a smart female who had challenged the way the family court did business. Or maybe impugning motherhood attempted to guarantee my silence. 

			Ironically, in a system historically controlled by men, I had done what good little girls are supposed to by becoming a wife and mother and giving up my own career while supporting my ex in his. So why had I gotten slammed? Were these female judges mere instruments and guardians of a system they believed themselves above? 

			On the other hand, why no credit to me from women for breaking ranks and standing up to my ex-husband? 

			In the years that followed, I would learn how being a working mom was becoming the preferred lifestyle in family law. Today some states cap or place other limits on alimony. And permanent alimony is dying out, deemed incompatible with the rise in working women and the clean break idea behind no-fault divorce. The favored legal approach is “rehabilitative” maintenance with a period of time to afford stay-at-home parents—ordinarily moms, although there is a growing trend in stay-at-home dads—the opportunity to brush up on skills, get back to work, and find daycare. 

			Like other stay-at-home parents, apparently I needed rehabilitating. 

			In her groundbreaking book, Mothers and Divorce, scholar Terry Arendell pointed out the obvious—the same number of women and men divorce. She wrote it’s mostly women, however, who are made poor by it. I was not one of them, but over the years I have learned of so many others. 

			Arendell further observed that the family law system leaves mothers alone to handle the increased responsibilities as well. Indeed, the double shift—women who work outside the home and still spend significantly more time on household chores and childrearing than men—is a well-documented phenomenon. 

			According to the Pew Research Center, in 2016 there were more than eleven million stay-at-home parents. Another ten-year study by the Center found working full-time had lost some of its appeal, with the majority of working mothers with children under seventeen expressing a preference for either part-time work or not working outside the home at all. 

			What will their fate be if faced with divorce?

			I will never understand everything that happened to me. But back then I had no time to ponder. I’d been legally dubbed a single mother, a role I hadn’t chosen. I was reeling. More than six years after the love of my life left, I felt broken all over again. But I needed a plan to save my home, the capstone of my American dream, and that meant finding someone to refinance my jumbo mortgage. Judge #7 gave me only sixty days to find one. 
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