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			Once she roots herself, she will take care of herself.

		

	
		
			PROLOGUE

			Her Voice

			September 16, 1993 

			It was 4:15 p.m. Mom would be home from school by now and out of her work clothes, lying on her bed with The New York Times crossword puzzle, waiting for my call. I flipped on Barney, Olivia’s favorite show, and gave her some apple slices with peanut butter. Then I jumped up on my bed, fluffed the pillows behind me, pulled my white knit throw blanket over my legs and, for the thousandth time in my life, dialed 215-295-3740. 

			The phone rang twice, and I heard the sweet sound of my mother’s voice. 

			“Hello?” 

			“Hi, Mom, it’s me. How was school?” 

			“Remember I told you last night I had off today, so I spent most of the day scrubbing my skin. One of the boys I work with in the special needs classroom said I smell like a banana peel. What about yours?” 

			“Right, right. I told you to stop wearing that fake suntan stuff. We had a good day. I dressed Olivia up in that blue dress you bought her last weekend, and we went to Rich’s office to surprise him. He loved that. He was showing her off, telling everyone that she was a Ford model. I felt like an ass, but what can I say? He’s a proud daddy.” 

			“Did you hear about the magazine cover?” 

			“They photographed four babies for the December issue. We won’t know who got it until the magazine is released. It’s fucking ridiculous that they don’t tell us.” 

			“Tricia, please try just a little to clean up your mouth. What are you doing for dinner tonight?” 

			“I don’t know,” I sighed. “God, I hate cooking. Eating is so overrated. Once a day, five times a week, okay, but how am I supposed to be responsible for feeding two other people three times a day every day? I’m baffled by this responsibility society has placed on me simply because I have a uterus.” 

			“Luckily, your uterus lives in Manhattan,” said Mom. “You can always order out. But what are you talking about, two other people? Aren’t you still nursing that baby?” 

			“Mom, give it up. She eats food too, but I’m weaning her and I’m moving her out of the bedroom before Rich gets blue balls. It’s hard, really hard, to do, but it’s time.” 

			“Blue balls?” 

			“Oh my God, Mother, blue balls! When a guy doesn’t get laid enough, so his balls turn blue. Anyway, Rich has a business dinner tonight so I’m off the hook. I will order in and force someone from the floor to eat with me after class. Their lives are all so exciting, and I’m like the floor mom who feeds everyone now, or should I say orders in for everyone.” 

			“Well, you have your schooling and you will be a fabulous psychologist one day.” 

			“Oh, I’m not complaining. I love my life. And I love how we are constantly in and out of each other’s apartments, and I love all the attention Olivia gets; being the floor mom is great. I’ll finish school and go back to work when Olivia gets a little older, but for now I couldn’t be happier. Life is good.” 

			“I remember you cutting pictures of engagement rings out of the Sunday paper and taping them to your finger,” said Mom. 

			“The poor guy didn’t have a chance. I spotted a good catch and went for it—married in less than two years, pregnant six weeks later,” I said. “Hey, you are coming up this weekend, right?” 

			“Yes, I thought I’d take the train up tomorrow afternoon, because I have off Friday. Daddy and I are taking Julianne to Toys “R” Us for her birthday tonight. I’ll call you when I get home.” 

			“I can’t believe she’s turning seven years old.” I glanced at Olivia, thinking it was less than five minutes ago that my sister’s sweet blue-eyed daughter was exactly that small. “I’m not letting Olivia grow up. I’m keeping her small and on my hip forever.” 

			Mom laughed. “Okay, honey, I’ll talk to you in a few hours. Enjoy your class. I love you.” 

			On my way out a little while later, I dropped Olivia across the hall with Carol. Our apartment building was fifty-one stories high, filled with babysitters, friends, interesting people to ride the elevator with, and odd people to ponder. And our floor was the best, like the ensemble cast of a sitcom—the beautiful model, the computer nerd in geek glasses, the uptight banker, the hot young actor, the Realtor in search of love, and the newly divorced adorable platinum blond trying out her new freedom. The building was perfectly located: two blocks from Central Park, a block and a half from Lincoln Center, and right across the street from Fordham University, where I was working on my master’s in Educational Psychology. St. Vincent’s Church backed right up to our building. I was not a Sunday regular, but I stopped by often to light a candle and say thank you to God. 

			Manhattan was divine that day. The leaves were turning early with blazing orange, red, and yellow decorating Columbus Avenue. Taxicabs hustled and dodged, cutting in front of one another, beeping their horns. Pedestrians strode down the sidewalk with that Upper West Side air of late-for-my-critically-important manicure. 

			My professor wasn’t feeling well, so class was short, and I headed home. When the elevator doors opened to the thirty-sixth floor, I hollered, “Mommy’s home.” 

			Carol opened her door, and Olivia wobbled towards me on her fifteen-month-old legs, arms reaching out, calling, “Mommy!” 

			“Was she okay?” I lifted Olivia in my arms, kissing and nuzzling her, making her giggle. 

			“We played princess,” said Carol, “and watered the plants a hundred times.” 

			“Thank you so much. I finally started weaning her and getting her on a schedule. Hey, I’m ordering dinner. Do you want anything?” 

			“I’ll have whatever you’re getting.” 

			“Hot roast beef sandwich, open-faced with fries, smothered in ketchup.” 

			“Heinz ketchup.” 

			“Of course!” 

			“I’ll be over in ten.” 

			I phoned the local diner on the corner of 60th Street and Tenth Avenue. The moment they heard my voice, a hot roast beef sandwich was cooking. Then, for the first time ever, I put Olivia to bed with ease. The schedule thing was new to me: setting limits, making lists, planning, organizing—these things were not my forte. 

			As Carol walked in, the phone rang. 

			“That’s my mom,” I said. “She’s coming up tomorrow.” 

			But it was not my mother’s voice on the phone. It was my sister’s. 

			“Tricia,” she said…Tricia…“there’s been an accident.” 

			October something, maybe November, 1993

			It was 4:15 p.m. Mom should be home from school by now and out of her work clothes, lying on her bed with The New York Times crossword puzzle, waiting for my call. I flipped on the television and gave Olivia some pretzels. I climbed onto my bed but never got comfortable. For the thousandth time in my life, I dialed 215-295-3740. 

			The phone rang four times, and I heard the sweet sound of my mother’s voice. 

			“Hi, we’re not home right now, but if you would like to leave a message, we’ll call you back when we get in. Have a nice day.” 

			“Hi, Mom, it’s me again. How was your day? Mine was all right. Olivia’s good. I started nursing her again. She’s starting to talk a lot. She asks for you all the time.” Olivia chatted along to Sesame Street in the background. 

			“I need help with her, Mom. I’m too tough on her, and I’m yelling at her for making messes. I have asked for help. I tell Rich I’m too hard on her, but he says she’s fine and I need to take care of myself. But I yell at her a lot, Mom, and last week I smacked her bottom. Please don’t tell Daddy. He’d come unglued if he knew I touched that baby. How is Daddy? Tell him I got an A on my Cognitive Psychology test. The teacher said he would give me an extra week to study, but I took the test with the rest of the class and received one of the only As. 

			“Oh! I finally got my bedspread. It looks great. You were right about going with the earth tones. The white spread was beautiful but too plain. Hey, you should come visit me this weekend. We could walk to Lincoln Center or have lunch at Tavern on the Green. Or we could just lie on my bed and talk. Perfect, right? Sounds perfect to me too.” 

			I settled in a chair by the window. The blazing autumn colors had given way to the gray overcast of early winter. Grimy salt littered the icy sidewalks. Somber rings of dirty snow circled the feet of the skeletal trees. 

			“Mom, I’m not doing so well. I was going to die today, but I had to bring Olivia to a Mommy and Me class, so I didn’t. I’m getting really skinny, and I don’t know how to stop it. I lost eleven pounds since the last time you saw me. I’m eating. I’m not throwing up. I don’t have diarrhea. It’s like my body is eating away at itself. I don’t know if it knows what to do. Rich doesn’t know what to do either.” 

			“Mommy, juice!” Olivia chirped. 

			“Okay, baby. Mom, hold on. Olivia needs more juice.” I laid the receiver down on the bed and went to Olivia. “Here you go, baby. Be careful.” 

			As I picked up the phone, I heard the faint beep that meant the time allotted to leave a message had run out. 

			“Okay, I’m back. Where were we? I want a baby. I know. I said I was waiting until Olivia turned three, but nothing I said in the past matters. Everything is different now. 

			“I was pregnant for a minute last week. I did one of those home tests last Friday. I should buy stock in those home-pregnancy-test companies. God knows I’ve bought enough of them. I know my way around a home pregnancy test, and I could definitely see the faintest blue line. Mom, I couldn’t wait to tell you. I was going to call you over the weekend, but Rich was home, and I didn’t want him to hear us on the phone together. My period wasn’t even due until tomorrow, so I figured that’s why the line was faint. But you know what’s even sadder than not being pregnant? I got my period today. I miscarried. If I hadn’t done the test, I never would have known. I’m positive I saw a blue line, and then—I just cried and cried. 

			“No, I still won’t let Rich hold me. I’ll have sex to have a baby but no holding. He’s a guy, Mom. He won’t feel used. Okay, that was mean, but I promise you, he’ll be happy with whatever he can get at this point. I know, I know, he is a wonderful man, and no one could ever love me like Rich does. I’m just telling you, I feel so disconnected. No, I’m not giving him a chance. I don’t want to be held or touched by anyone right now. 

			“We had an awful fight last week. Rich had asked a girl in his office to watch Olivia. He felt she was doing us a big favor by helping out at the last minute because he scored tickets to this basketball game, and everyone keeps saying I need to get out and—well, I wasn’t so sure of this girl, so when we got to the game, I called home, and her boyfriend was at the apartment. I called Carol and asked her to watch Olivia until I got home, and then—I don’t know, things just went sideways. Rich put his face really close to mine and yelled, and I know he would never hit me, but I just reacted. I kicked him in the shin with my cowboy boot. A security guard saw and came running over. ‘Hey! Hey! Do you need help, ma’am?’ And Rich just stormed off. I told the guard, ‘Please, leave him alone. His parents were just killed in a car accident.’ 

			“I got a taxi, and when I got home, I put Olivia to bed and sat in the kitchen window, thirty-six floors high. You can see a lot of Manhattan. The night was cold, and the streets were covered in snow. I saw a homeless man wandering around in the church parking lot. I watched him for a long time. Swaying. Searching one trash can after another. And I felt as if I was going to die. I thought, That homeless man and I will both die tonight. But Olivia started crying, so I decided not to. She’s nursing again. Did I mention that? I think enough time has gone by now that I’m getting it. You and Daddy are gone. I get that you’re not coming back. Rich is trying so hard to be good to me, but he just doesn’t get it. He’s never lost anyone in his perfect little American life. Think about it, he’s the only boy of four children, treated like King of the Family. His parents never fought in front of the kids. He has a successful career. No girl has broken his heart. I mean, come on! Life has been a picnic for him. He can’t begin to understand the pain I’m in. The other day he asked me how many times a day I think about you and Dad. Mom, I almost died. I said, ‘Rich, I don’t stop thinking of them for a second.’ 

			“I took the train home to Yardley a few weeks ago. When Olivia and I got off the train, she was looking for Daddy. She is so used to him picking us up. She was yelling, ‘Papa? Papa?’ I was going to die, but Liz was waiting to pick me up, so I didn’t. Julianne was running around with a cast on her leg. Liz was nervous because of—you know. Julianne hit her head pretty hard that night. Don’t worry, Mom, she’ll be okay—or at least…better. I think I saw her smile. But you know what she did last week? She took your clothes and taped them to the wall. Liz said that the Sunday-school teacher asked the kids to draw a picture about Jesus, and Julianne drew a picture of two cars crashing. 

			“I went and watched Aaron play soccer while I was in town. He did real good, quickest nine-year-old on the field. He doesn’t talk much anymore. Liz is trying to help him, but he just wants his grandparents. 

			“No. Mother, please don’t tell me there’s a reason for everything or that you’re in a better place or some such bullshit. I will kick the next person who says something like that to me. I know they’re trying to help. They always say they’re praying for me and change the subject to make me feel better. Well, I don’t want to feel better, and I’m not praying. If I can’t talk to you, I’m not talking to him. I’m angry. God and I broke up. If God is so wonderful and loves me unconditionally, then he should understand. What fucking good has praying done for me? I’m sorry for the language, Mom, but what would you like me to say? ‘Dear God, I have negative feelings towards you due to the grave misfortune you have placed upon me and my sisters.’ My whole life I have asked for so little. My prayers were prayers of gratitude! Pardon me if I forgot to say, ‘Oh, by the way, God, please don’t let some asshole slam into my parents at a red light and kill them.’” 

			I was silent for a minute. Olivia had fallen asleep on the floor, her hands curled around her bottle, bright drops of juice still on her lips. 

			“Liz and Eva and I went through your things. Sorry for looking at your personal stuff, Mom. I went through your closet and smelled your clothes. They still smell like you. I really miss you, Mom. I know Daddy would be so upset if he knew Rich and I were fighting. Rich kept moaning in the middle of the night, reaching down to hold his leg. That homeless man seemed so out of it. 

			“It’s almost Christmastime. I went into a store on Fifth Avenue yesterday, and they were playing Christmas music. I couldn’t take it so I left. The city is decorated beautifully and people are happy. I don’t think they know what has happened. The homeless man looked really cold. I don’t think he had a coat on. I called down to the front desk and asked them to make sure he was cared for. Oh, Mom—I almost forgot. I need that noodle chili recipe. I tried to make it last night and screwed it up.”

			December 1993 

			It was 4:15 p.m. Mom should be home from school by now and out of her work clothes, lying on her bed with The New York Times crossword puzzle, waiting for my call. I flipped on Barney and gave Olivia…something. And for the thousandth time in my life, I dialed 215-295-3740. 

			The phone rang and rang. And then I heard an unfamiliar voice say, “The number you have reached has been disconnected and is no longer in service.” 

			My breath hitched in my chest. I hung up and quickly redialed. 

			“The number you have reached has been disconnected and is no longer—” 

			“No, no, no…please…” I redialed, pacing the floor by the window. 

			“The number you have reached has been—” 

			“No! Please, let me talk to her! Please. I need to hear her voice.” 

			I crumpled onto the bed and buried my face in my pillow so Olivia wouldn’t hear my crying turn to screams. The pain suffocated me. The pillow stole my air. Olivia stirred and instinctively searched for my breast, the only form of physical contact she could rely on anymore. 

			“Mommy,” she said, “nursies, nursies.” 

			“No!” I jerked away. “No more goddamn nursies!” 

			Her sweet eyes widened, her lip curled, and she rolled her little body into the pillow and cried as I stumbled to the bathroom. I didn’t recognize the face staring back at me from the beveled mirror. My eyes were gray. My skin hugged my bones. My expression was vacant. The urge to throw up overcame me. My stomach muscles convulsed violently until there was nothing left except the lining of my stomach and bile from my liver. I heaved until that was gone too, heaved until my head throbbed and I felt a warm stream of urine down the inside of my leg. I flushed the toilet and pulled the sleeve on my cotton T-shirt over to wipe my lips and chin, staring at the yellowish contents swirling around the bowl. 

			I understood then. In that moment. The world and I were forever changed. I was different. Broken. Slumped on the cold tile floor, I allowed the anger inside me to turn to rage. I looked up to the sky and said, “Fuck you. Fuck you. FUCK. YOU.” 

			For a split second, I could breathe. 

		

	
		
			 

			PART ONE

			LONELINESS

			Twelve years later…
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			CHAPTER 1

			Hello, Martha

			I was lying on the grass in the Connecticut sun next to Martha. We were having one of our typical conversations, during which I talked my guts out and she listened. 

			“What if we had all the answers, Martha? I’m not talking about faith and what a book tells us to believe, I am talking cold-stone facts. Let’s say God came and sat right across from you and She told you everything. She just laid it all out for you, giving you superpowers to see beyond the limitations of the human mind, to perceive existence with no beginning and no end. Let’s say She had a really good explanation for suffering and tragedy, fear and hatred. 

			“And what if She just gave up the roadmap to peace and happiness? Would you take it and skip all the lessons of life? How differently would you live? Would you live without so much fear in your life? Would you live without judgment? Oh please, we are all judgmental. But what about those stories in your head, would you give them up? Would you speak your mind, take more risks? And what about forgiveness: do you think if you had all the answers, you would forgive others more easily? 

			“Oh, and what about yourself: would you forgive yourself? They say life is a journey. I hate that phrase; it makes me want to eat yogurt and chant. But would you give up the journey in order to get all the answers up front? 

			“Don’t count on me to get the answers for you; God and I are in a fight, again! What about fear? Oh please don’t tell me you have no fears. The world is riddled with fear, Martha; it competes with love as the most powerful human emotion. 

			“Okay, maybe you do know more about this than I am giving you credit for. What do I know about what you know? Feel free to tell me to fuck off, that needs to be an option in our relationship if we hope to have one of any value.” 
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			I AM A GENIUS at moving to a new environment and seeking out women of love and strength. I’m not sure if it is my birth order, my strong connection to femininity in general, or my desire to be like these women, but as soon as I saw her I was sure that Martha was like no one else I had ever known. 

			I had met her only recently, but it felt like I knew her my whole life and—more important—she knew me, she got me, and she accepted me: all of me. It was a typical morning when I opened my front door and did what I do most days: I walked. I walked through the neighborhood. Houses lined the streets, but true life was to be seen and heard amidst nature. Every day, I tried to take it in, but the voice in my head was too loud.

			All my life, I had been surrounded by people—and now there was no one’s voice but my own, reminding me what a loser I was for not being grateful. My own voice, telling me I deserved to be miserable and how horrible everyone else was for not understanding. 

			I knew what people were thinking; I took Psych 101 too. Aaron’s death had unleashed the demons that had once haunted my mind before I brilliantly hid them from the light. I had come to trust life again. I had trusted God and he screwed me yet again…just when I was feeling the love, I got fucked again. 

			So only my own voice accompanied me on those walks, and the panic rot in my stomach, which was a reminder of everyone who was gone forever. My own voice, telling me that the actively fun life I used to hide behind was over; that was for other people to live. My parents would never show up at a school event for one of my children; that was for other families to enjoy. My nephew, a child so close to my heart, would never have the chance to figure out what life was all about; that was for other teenagers to experience. And my sister would never get to watch her child grow up; that was for other mothers to do. 

			My own voice, telling me that people die in my family so I’d better stay anxious, stay sick, without anyone knowing. Because if I dare to trust again, next time it may be one of my children. As I walked, my own voice was the only one I could hear, and it was screaming at me that I was lost, lost, lost. 

			As I headed up the driveway with this familiar pit in my stomach and twirl in my head, I felt the presence of someone watching me. But I wasn’t scared; I felt almost safe. And then I spotted her, so beautiful and grand, a pillar of strength and love just sitting on the edge of our driveway as if she had been waiting for me for years. 

			How kindly she overlooked the children’s bedrooms. Behind her was a forest, thick and thriving; in front of her was our home. She had been there from the moment we moved in, of course, but it wasn’t until that moment that I found her: the most loving tree my heart could bear. 

			The bottom half of her was covered in ivy so that it looked like she was wearing a skirt. And her upper branches sprouted out like arms reaching to hold me. It was surreal—overwhelming—a feeling I had never experienced before; but I had the strongest sense she was a very wise old woman watching over my house, making sure my children stayed safe, making sure I would be okay. She was a Martha, I felt it. 
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			“YOU KNOW, MARTHA, I used to say that if I could talk to my parents just once more, I would say, ‘Mom and Dad, guess what? I have four babies.’ I thought that would tell them everything they needed to know about how I’d moved on and time healed all wounds and I’d survived. I was whole again. Rest in peace. Good to go. 

			“By all practical standards, for both purpose and appearances, I did get it together. I mean, look at my life, Martha. Here I am, living in Connecticut in a beautiful house with four healthy children and a husband who loves me. I’ve always done everything I was supposed to do. I’ve always had friends. I’ve laughed. I’ve tried to help people. But I’m not whole, and I’m not sure whether peace is possible anymore. I’m alone and sad and I feel so ashamed that I feel this way. 

			“My parents brought us to church enough times for me to know that I was not a good Catholic girl, because I did not go religiously. Shame haunted me much of my life with no explanation other than that I was alive, a creature of God on a journey called life. During Easter of sixth grade, I stood in a circle in the middle of the church with the Janowsky family. We had all just finished confession and were praising the priest when he pointed out it was my voice he heard in ‘the little black box’ and I was a naughty girl. I felt that shame. 

			“But Martha, what could I have possibly told him? That I lied to my mother, talked behind a friend’s back? What horrible sins had I committed in twelve short years of life—or at least in the month since my last confession—that I was chastised in such a way that I can recall it now? Fucker. 

			“Yes, Martha, I know shame, and I also know suffering. I’m not talking about pain, I’m talking about suffering: the state of being physically alive while emotionally dead. Those moments when you need to function, all the while wishing you were physically dead. Suffering: when you keep fear closest to your heart, thinking nothing bad can happen again as long as you feed the fear big bloody bites of your soul. 

			“My whole childhood, I got homesick, but there was always my mother’s arm to run to as soon as I called for her to come get me—wherever I was. There are no arms waiting for me now. I find myself living between the latte and the chardonnay. I wake up in the morning thinking how soon I can get to Starbucks, and after I live out my caffeine buzz, I eat and drink very little, waiting for that glass of chardonnay in the evenings. 

			“Many times it turns into two glasses, which only adds to my self-loathing in the morning. I repeat this cycle daily, except for weekends, when I leave guilt behind. 

			“My kids are great; they don’t seem to notice that I’m sad but the dog and my husband do. Do you see my husband going off to work every morning in that little sports car? He bought that for me, thinking it would make me happy. He tries, but I would rather drive a beaten-down VW and live in a mobile home with friends than live in this big house in the middle of nowhere. 

			“Martha, the kids are clueless that I’m unhappy in Connecticut. Actually, if you ask them, they may think I’m even happier than usual because they are my only focus. My sadness slows me down, which gives me more time to just sit and be present with them. But Rich notices a difference, and for the first time in my marriage, I’m not happy. I don’t mean unhappy with the marriage, just unhappy with life. Oh, I have been plenty sad before but this feels different. Rich hates that I’m so unhappy—as if I have a choice. 

			“Life is totally different for him here. He has his best friend, and every morning he walks through the door at work and people say ‘good morning’ to him. The same faces every day, and he works on projects and has people kissing his ass all day long. My marriage to Rich has worked because he is a simple, easy guy who works his ass off. He doesn’t have many needs, so I am able to meet his needs. I’m a tad more complicated. I need a lot of emotional intimacy and deep emotional connection. We worked because I had my mother to talk to all day long, and girlfriends. And Rich loved it—it was a girl thing to him. 

			“After my mother died, there was Terese and then Barbara, plus a plethora of other women friends that fulfilled the voids my marriage did not. Now, I have very little of that emotional bonding going on with friends, and Rich can’t fill that void. Even if he tried, it is just not part of his DNA. 

			“He’s not used to me being anything but the family sunshine, and when I’m not shining, he’s frustrated. Sensing Rich’s unhappiness is scary for me. No matter how close I am to my girlfriends, I need things to be okay with Rich and me. I always made sure he was happy with me, and I made sure he was taken care of. I’m used to him being happy with me, so I feel his frustration and unhappiness, and it makes me anxious. He is a wonderful man, my family. I can’t lose him. 

			“Do you see my beautiful children? I know you can see right into Olivia’s window from where you stand. That must be scary sometimes, as she is thirteen going on thirty. She’s our oldest and only girl. I wanted to give her a sister so badly at one time, but now, I see it is perfect this way. There is no room for two girls in this family. 

			“That’s Billy’s room over there—he’s eleven and quite the joker. Please keep a good eye on that one. He is always climbing and jumping. You will never see him without a ball of some sort. The two younger boys treat him like he is a king. It drives Olivia crazy. She says they should make a religion out of him. 

			“The room down there on the end belongs to Jack. Jack is a fabulous nine-year-old. He is different from the other kids. I hope I am doing the right thing by allowing it. He seems happy, but he is alone a lot. He’s our artist and thinker. Thinkers are great as long as they don’t over think. I was told a lot growing up, ‘Don’t think so much.’ Not by my parents but by friends and then once, a therapist. Jack didn’t start talking until he was three. I know my friends were worried, but I wasn’t. Jack is a fabulous sculptor. One morning I picked him up at Montessori school, and the teacher grabbed me at the door and said, ‘Look at him, he hasn’t moved since you dropped him off this morning.’ Jack was sitting in his little chair with a mound of Play-Doh in front of him that was skillfully shaped into a dinosaur. He has had a piece of clay in his hand ever since. He can make any animal you ask him to make without even looking down or looking at a picture. He even gives them buttholes, he is so into detail. We never have to buy him toys; just clay because he makes all his own creatures and toys. 

			“You can’t see Bobby’s room from here, because it’s around back. He’s the baby of the family, five now. He is just the sweetest little boy in the whole world. He is so friendly that I have to watch him really carefully, because he will go off with anyone. Can you help me with that? Please? 

			“The kids are all I have now, but they are meeting new friends and settling in here, so I need to give them that space to live their innocent lives. 

			“I don’t know if my friends abandoned me on purpose or if life just carried on. Maybe I just used up my allotment of empathy, burned everyone out on the last round of misery. I’ve learned that, after a while, people don’t care if you have reason to be miserable; they have their own problems and you get dumped if you don’t show up with a smile on your face. 

			“So I feel embarrassed and ashamed—pathetic, actually—as all this begins to trickle down to my marriage. My wonderful marriage has always been my base, my core; but it feels so fragile now. Rich just doesn’t know what to do with me. His happy, ‘I will take care of you’ wife, is miserable, and he’s pissed. From his point of view, he’s given me everything, worked his ass off daily to provide for me much of anything I want. But how silly for a man to think that is all I need. 

			“Martha, are you thinking poor Rich would be so much better off if he married someone else? I think that sometimes too. He had known me less than three years before all hell broke loose. How different his life might have been if he’d chosen a different partner. 

			“I worry about whether we’ll make it, Martha, and I feel guilty for not being more grateful, but then I get angry at him for not getting it. I need him to sit with me and talk about his day, talk about what I’m thinking and understand my feelings. Not a chance. He comes home from work exhausted after talking all day, and what he needs is a good dinner, a back massage, and some quiet time to play chess. Of course he needs sex too, so in my misery, I’d better put on that happy face and be the sex kitten he married. I pull the ‘not in the mood’ card from time to time, but the price I pay for that isn’t worth it. He wholeheartedly denies giving me any backlash when I say no to sex, but I feel that cloud permeating the house. I’d rather take one for the team. Keep everybody happy. 

			“I could turn to God, but that feels hopeless. I’ve given up on Catholicism. In the past, Mass brought love to my heart, a connection with the community, a sense of peace. Now it brings frustration. Bobby is the last of the children to make his Communion, so I bring him regularly to the local church. A life-sized Jesus, skin and bones, hangs over the altar to remind us of our sins. I wondered why he looked so malnourished and if he actually looked anything like the representation before us.

			“I watch Bobby looking up at him as the priest speaks about Jesus dying for all of us, because we have sinned. It goes against all of my parenting beliefs; yet out of tradition and guilt and fear, I return my child to those pews week after week, and every week I spend the drive home telling him what a good person he is. My father did his best trying to drill that into me. He would say, ‘You may do a bad thing from time to time, but you are always a good person.’ 

			“Why would God make his world so beautiful and wonderful and then make his people sinners and bad? And why, Martha, would he give us this beautiful gift of life and then make us feel so guilty for having it? It’s like giving your children everything they wanted for Christmas, and then—just when their little faces can’t smile any longer—you nail them with how hard you had to work to pay for all of it. Sure, you want them to be appreciative and grateful, but is it necessary to remind them every time they pull the toys out, what you gave up so they could play? Is that what God wants?” 

			I sat up, apprehensive, and looked closely at Martha. Had I crossed the line, I wondered, and gone nuts in my loneliness and silence? But Martha stood tall and strong and seemed to say, “I understand. I will listen.” 

			So I lay back down in the warmth of her company. “That’s why I sit here and talk to you. Because I’m not crazy, Martha. I’m surviving.” 

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 2

			Tell It Like It Is

			“We don’t talk like this around here.” 

			“What do you mean? How do you talk?” I asked. 

			“I mean, we just don’t talk about those things.” 

			“Well, I promise you, each and every one of you knows someone who has had plastic surgery and someone who is not circumcised,” I said. 

			I tried to appear interested as we sipped our coffee at the local Starbucks. I had met one of the three women I was sitting with at the same Starbucks a week earlier. They were kind and polite, all dressed in Anne Taylor or maybe it was Banana Republic. I wore a floral sundress with a scoop neck. Since moving to Connecticut, I had learned to reel in my cleavage. 

			Moving had become part of my life. I could not remember the last time I’d lived somewhere for more than five years. It wasn’t supposed to be that way. It was just the way things turned out in Rich’s career. We started our family with two children in New York, then we moved to San Francisco, where I gave birth to two more, before moving to Los Angeles, where Rich put a stop to my reproducing with a simple incision. And then we moved to a small town outside of Hartford, Connecticut. 

			Our first summer in Connecticut went by pretty quickly. Rich was crazy busy at work and was reuniting with some colleagues he had known for years. I kept in email contact with friends. 

			Dear Friends, 

			If you are missing any socks, they are on the floor of my laundry room. Also, there are some myths I would like to debunk after living in the suburban woods: 

			1. A lot of sex does not bring you closer, it just gives you a yeast infection. 

			2. Being alone with your family all the time does not bring you closer, it makes you fight more. 

			3. Absence does not make the heart grow fonder, the heart doesn’t grow at all when it is absent.

			4. Grocery shopping in your PJs is okay as long as you don’t make eye contact with anyone.

			Love, Tricia 

			I called anyone I could get to pick up the phone. I promised my friends that I would try to make some new friends. And I tried. But not very hard. 

			Summer passed and I went through the motions of September, my annual month of reliving loss, because in that month both my parents and Aaron had died. It was unbearable to think a year had passed since my nephew died. I remained completely numb to my own pain as I tried as best as possible to be support for my sister Liz. 

			“Liz and I have always been close, Martha, but after our parents’ accident we bonded in a strange, beautiful way through the suffering. We filled in the blanks our parents left, becoming more maternal with each other and with each other’s children. I loved Aaron very much, but my deep mourning needs to be private. I need to be there for my sister now, and I try, Martha, I really try. I just don’t feel like I’m helping. I take the train to visit her, I call her all the time, but I feel like I say the wrong things. I just don’t know what to do, how to help. 

			“I am frozen with uncertainty, not knowing which way to move, forward or backward, to the left or to the right, in a song with no lyrics. Fear, suspicions, and doubt rob my harmony.” 

			[image: ]

			AS MORE TIME MARCHED ON, and people got busy with their own lives, I spoke with my friends less and less. I stopped sending funny emails—I didn’t feel funny or sociable. When I did speak to my West Coast friends, I felt like everyone in Los Angeles had moved on with their lives, and the only person who missed me was me. I could sense them tiring of my unhappiness. 

			“Martha, Connecticut is beautiful. The new house is beautiful. The people are thoughtful. It’s quiet and slow-paced. It’s a lot like the town I grew up in. However, after so many years living in cities, I don’t fit in. With the other moves, I’d started a new life as soon as I hit the ground. I was busy with babies, new schools, and hosting. But now the kids are older and do not need me in the same way. Also, I’m sick of making new friends. I had great friends in New York and then San Francisco and then Los Angeles. I’m not so sure this town is right for me or if I’m right for it. 

			“Rich tries; he really does. Of course, I get plenty pissed when I complain about being lonely and his buddy still shows up to play chess. But I appreciate that Rich tries to talk to me more about the little things, and that he takes me out when he wants to just rest after a tough workweek. I want to feel better, to be better, but there is no magic wand that lifts you from despair and drops you in the land of All Better. 

			“I don’t know about trees, but people are supposed to think and do. There is a quote I learned at Sunday school one of the few times I was listening: ‘The idle mind is the devil’s workshop.’ That’s what the loneliness does to me. It makes me feel lost and crazy, miserable, the devil’s workshop of wicked thoughts. I never had such darkness in my thoughts before. I’m so lost, Martha, I don’t know where to turn. I don’t think anyone has any idea how sad I am and how lost I feel right now. If I tell them, I know they will all say I should go to therapy, get medication. I don’t feel like I want to die, but I feel like a piece of me has died. 
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