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With love and thanks to our children, for the joy they bring us, and to our husbands, for endless inspiration.
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Introduction

First, the two of us happily bitched about our husbands as we cleaned up after family dinner parties. What were we doing with those guys sprawled on the sofa? Why didn’t we just lose ten pounds and see how well we’d do out there? A fresh start with someone who did all the things our husbands didn’t do—was all the things our husbands weren’t. We spent more than a few evenings hissing under our breaths, laughing, plotting, drinking wine—we found it all very cathartic. But neither of us were prepared for the day when things went from pretty good to bad and then from bad to worse. When both of us hit rocky patches in our marriages, when it was crisis time and looked like divorce might be the only solution, we wondered how women knew what to do when they reached that fork in the road. And what about the children?

To stay or to leave a marriage can be an agonizing, impossible choice. But people make this decision every day; one of every two marriages ends in divorce. When we pore over the wedding pages of the Sunday newspaper, part of the fascination is: Will these two have a better married life than I’ve had? Do they hold the key to success? Who in this gallery of smiling faces will stay married and who will not?

In the class directories at our children’s schools, the divorce rate rises each year. At dinner parties, at the playground, in our own backyards, we regularly hear bulletins of new breakups. “Till death do us part,” it seems, is more appropriate for a Shakespeare sonnet than a wedding vow; many marriages today might not last any longer than they did in the Elizabethan era, but it’s usually divorce not death that ends them.

We started questioning our friends to get at the heart of what makes or breaks a marriage. Even the “happily” married women told us: “Oh, I think of divorce every day.” Indeed, in trying to figure out our own marriages, we noticed a trend: Divorce is no longer a dirty word. From the young divorcée’s memoir celebrating her return to single life, to articles trumpeting festive divorce parties, divorce clearly doesn’t carry the stigma it did fifty years ago. But does it make the decision to end a marriage any easier? Maybe not easier, but certainly more socially acceptable. Even among retirees divorce is growing more common than ever. In these late-in-life breakups, it’s often the women who decide to end a marriage after thirty or forty years, leaving the men stunned and bereft.

When a union is over and when it isn’t is very personal territory: What pushes one relationship to the brink might be something the couple down the street has lived with for years, or even decades. At buttoned-up business lunches we hear stories of married couples who don’t speak to each other for days on end, those who haven’t had “marital relations” in a decade, those who live in different apartments in the same building; we hear even more dramatic stories when gossiping with the gals—infidelities, addictions, compulsive gambling, stealing from one’s spouse; the list goes on. Even with less obviously fraught marriages, modern couples continue to struggle with their roles. Who’s supposed to make the money, cook the mac and cheese, pick up the kids from school, scrub the tub, shop for last-minute birthday party presents, and play social secretary?

Since what happens in a marriage—how one survives it or doesn’t—is a constant topic of conversation, we decided to talk with women writers and see what they had to say.

It was comforting for us to realize just how exhausting marriage can be, for nearly everyone. As one of our writers notes in her essay about her dream second marriage, “Even answered prayers come with work.” Marriage, no surprise, is often a very difficult task, an endless workout, where you have to pull your chin to the bar even when you feel all your strength is gone. The strongest and happiest marriages are a lot of work, and even long-lasting couples go through ugly times. As another writer quips, “Divorce? Never. Homicide often.”

Divorce is painful, though sometimes it is absolutely necessary and ultimately freeing. Many of the authors who came from divorced homes were willing to work a lot harder on their marriages to avoid inflicting divorce on their own children. Women in their second marriages seemed to choose better mates and by then were better equipped themselves to make a marriage work. (Statistics show that on average men remarry within three years of divorce, while it takes women longer, nine years, to gather the courage to do it again.) As one of our writers notes, there’s an old country saying that upon finding oneself lost in the woods, it is a great advantage to have been lost in the woods before: “I know where I can find ripe berries and where the alligators will try to find me.”

It may be easier to write about a marriage gone wrong than to divulge the inner workings of one kept afloat. As a novelist friend of ours wrote to us when she declined to be part of the anthology, “It’s too personal for me . . . I would love to be able to tell you why I’ve been able to remain married to my husband, but if I did, he would divorce me.”

Luckily, we did find married and divorced women willing to tackle the divisive issues in their relationships with candor and wit. Conflicts in marriages run the gamut—from problems that need constant care and attention to the unexpected events that blindside you. We’ve culled frank and hopeful stories that explore “sticking it out” as well as “ditching it” when women reach a crisis point in marriage, and we hope that readers will find comfort in the fact that no one’s honeymoon lasts forever.

—Andrea Chapin and Sally Wofford-Girand



Thursday

Daniela Kuper

It’s 1971 and Ram Dass has recently come out with Be Here Now. You read it in the Chevy to the sound of sweat plopping on plain brown pages in the unbreathable southern Illinois summer. You read the whole thing without stopping, easy because it’s mostly pictures and thoughts you’ve never seen words for.

This is what you take from the book: Underneath this life, which is mostly ego and lies, sits another life that smells like sweet peas—a dormant life that smells like Dad when he was in one of his good moods doing magic tricks for the family. He could take his thumb apart, wiggle both halves, and make cousin Johnny cry till he cemented it back together. He could put the lit part of a cigar inside his mouth and puff. Sometimes he’d make it disappear. He was a traveling chocolate salesman, who once gave his paycheck to an Indian with a sad story. He brought home two gifts you remember: a box of Sputnik bubble gum that turned your tongue aqua, and silk days-of-the-week panties. Your mother takes the panties. She says they’ll give you an infection, then bawls out your father in Yiddish. You steal Thursday, though. Thursday will be yours forever.

Dad says when you’re good enough, there’s a present waiting in the vault of Harris Trust and Savings Bank on La Salle Street in Chicago. He says it’s a ring of truth, a band with so much light coming from it, they had to put it in a sealed box for dangerous substances.

“When you get it, you won’t need electricity and strangers will come to you,” he says.

You have no idea what he’s talking about, but you want the thing bad.

“Aw, you’ll know when you got it. I had it a coupla years. Sold everything I lugged around. Stillicious syrup, Eskimo pie coating, Kayo by the truck. Guy tried to buy my hat off me once. I was a big ball of everything they ever wanted. Get it, kid?”

Sure, Dad.

You’re eight. You want to know more. Rubies? Opals? You don’t give up on that ring till you’re fourteen and tired of his mercurial Ten Commandments. Thou shalt not wear Maybelline. Thou shalt never read dirty books including the poetry of that Russian, Yevtushenko. If God wanted you to sleep over at Judy Cohen’s, he wouldn’t have given you a decent bed.

You don’t go to basement parties with the kids on Friday night, you go to B’nai Zion temple wearing Mom’s black coat, her stand-in, waiting for something to happen on that pulpit. But nothing happens, and nothing will happen until college when you’re reading that Ram Dass book, a relic now with its clunky drawings of big-hipped women, that fringe-shirted man running down the church aisle yelling, “Listen to those words you’re saying” to a stupefied congregation. A cult joke, that book, if you can even find it anymore.

You’re nineteen and perspiring on words that read like the godmother who never showed up. Yes dear! Yes dear! Here’s the life. Smell those sweet peas. Come and get it.

After college, you sell the Smith Corona, winter coat, anything to get to the Bay Area and meet people like in the book. You work as a secretary in the Law Department at Berkeley, go Sufi dancing, meditate, grow out your leg hair.

Sufi dancing is where you meet Jesse. He’s tall with a good body and hair thick to his shoulders. A stunning blond man on stage with a stunning blonde woman. It’s not clear what they’re doing up there looking more like kingdoms than people, but Jesse is holding the room. Right then you want to marry him and become a kingdom. He takes you camping by the ocean in Bolinas, stars falling into waves. You can see his face in the dark. You can see his face when it isn’t there. He smells like sandalwood and tells stories with the intensity of a dying man. His voice is Alabama homeboy, and it touches you down there.

Strangers ask him personal questions. He takes as much time as they need; that’s how giving he is. He gives and gives. You get pregnant on your third date, but you’re still your mother’s daughter. You buy day-old bread and would never give your paycheck to anyone.

Things come easily to you and you never question this. As a kid, you read everything. Archie. Rally Round the Flag, Boys. You read whatever you could sneak from their headboard. Carpetbaggers. Kinsey Report. You make grades without studying, write plays involving can-can skirts and tropical themes that get performed in bored sixth-grade classrooms. The school visits your parents, tells them to put you in Francis Parker, a fancy Chicago private school for creative kids with money. Your parents take this as a death threat. They don’t want you to be different. Different is the evil eye. Different is death. You don’t hear about the Francis Parker business till you almost flunk out of high school, having spent four years doodling another planet. You could name every river, battle, and monarch.

They give you a name. Daydreamer. Bed wetter would be preferable. Ass kisser. Daydreamer means you’re someplace else, missing in action—and they know you’re gone. Daydreamer will be your tar baby until you meet Jesse, who doesn’t care. He tells you this world is all illusion anyway. He calls you Mahakali, Radha, the Divine Mother, and all the little Gopis rolled into one. Tells you creation stories as he rubs almond oil on your nipples, which are sore from nursing the baby and, though it’s technically impossible, because you’re pregnant again.

“But I never got my period.”

“This girl is coming from the heavens to us,” he says.

You don’t question this. What you question is if you have enough calcium to produce more bones. You’ve been dreaming of losing your teeth and hair.

Jesse puts his big arms around you and the baby, gets in the bathtub, the three of you, and nobody cares that the mat is soaked from the overflow. He rubs your underarms with a French crystal that keeps your sweat from smelling. He lets the boy sleep between you and never crushes him. You can see Jesse’s face in the blank bedroom, animated, lit up like he’s telling stories when he sleeps.

Life is happening, man.

Everybody comes to stay at your duplex, pulled in by your husband’s growing reputation as a spunky spiritual guy teaching at Naropa in Boulder, Colorado. With their special diets, they come. The head of the Sufi Order, Sikhs, dervishes, calligraphers, Buddhists, Hopis, Robert Bly, Paul Reps. You hand Ram Dass a cup of chamomile tea but are too shy to mention his book. You go to parties and get served the first piece of cake.

When the girl baby is nursing, the boy patting your breast, trying to slip in a turn, you ask Jesse to take out the garbage.

“Could you?”

There is a point when a marriage is over, and every woman can tell you precisely that point. Yours is garbage.

One woman tells you she was packing her husband’s socks for a business trip, brown to brown, navy to navy—when she notices his socks are wet and digs three times into his drawer before she realizes they are wet with her tears.

Another says her husband was doing the dishes, and she asks him a question. “You want me to talk to you and do the dishes?” was her moment.

“Hey, guess what. I’ve transcended the garbage,” Jesse said.

“What?”

“Alhumdulillah! We should talk.”

You haven’t talked for months, though secretly you’ve been worrying about the marriage. No money, no laughing, no “You cook and I’ll do the dishes.” You don’t take vacations or go to Scott Carpenter Park or eat together anymore. Little things. Like that.

You think of marriage as a mystery illness they’re on the verge of finding a cure for.

“Could we talk after the garbage?”

“I’m a guru.” He scratches a spot on his pant leg, smiles with that lit face of his.

The baby pops off the nipple and laughs, milk running sideways out her mouth. Daddy was a man, now he’s a guru. Oh that daddy.

You smell old bananas, or maybe the diaper pail or lentils in the Crock-Pot. There are a lot of smells to be dealt with, but Jesse was never a man with a plan. And with the famous lacto-intolerant coming and going, drawing crowds for their evolved lectures, demanding top sheets from you, who needs plans? Boring plans.

Your husband suddenly has ideas typed on paper, compiled into a notebook. He will teach, they will pay. If the lactos can do it, why not him? Somebody gives him a house. Give the teacher a house. It’s only four blocks away; the wife is welcome anytime. Get a babysitter. Come on down.

It’s remarkable, the size and girth of unseen truths we share our beds with. Like lemon writing that only appears in the sunlight, they were waiting for you the whole time.

You do not give up on family in a day.

You sit in on his classes and want to break the spell, scream things out. Listen you people, he doesn’t pick up his underwear. You can’t stay with the program and besides, something more worrisome is going on.

He’s calling your son Judah Buddha, wants to take him on the road. A road show. He says in Tibet, they know by the time a kid is three or four if he’s the next incarnation of Pooh Bear. He doesn’t say Pooh Bear, but your ears are mixed up with mothering. You say your son is two and has an ear infection and over your dead body.

It’s Thursday. Valentine’s Day. You wake and know the boy is gone.

You go through the motions, look in the closet for his clothes, call the disciples. They’re disciples now. Everything has a name as if a huge spiritual corporation landed in a day, mission statement intact. Nobody will tell you where your son is.

You say the word kidnapped. It’s the most negative word you’ve said in years. The baby pats your chest like you finally got something right.

You saw West Side Story thirteen times and still know the songs and most of the lines by heart. There are three or four days in your life you remember like that. This becomes the Thursday you cut your long hair, shave your legs, threaten to choke a disciple named Allah or Eeore if he doesn’t tell you where the boy is. You are not coming from your feminine side when you say this. Your hands are squeezing his neck till you get “Alabama” out of him.

You hire a cowboy lawyer who finds another lawyer in Tuscaloosa, where the boy is. This second lawyer hires a private plane to get you there with your best Irish girlfriend who says, “a Jew alone in Alabama?” And she cuts her hair for you.

“Are you married to him?” the cowboy lawyer says. “’Cause I can’t take the case if you’re married, it isn’t technically a kidnapping.”

“Then divorce me,” you say.

See? How easy?

You are divorced. The lawyer is making phone calls, writing papers that will take months to finalize, but that doesn’t matter. You take off your wedding band; there is no white mark where the ring was. No band of light. Nothing.

The Alabama lawyer has an Alabama vendetta with Jesse’s father. He takes the case for free and tracks Jesse down at his brother’s health food store. Yes, the boy is with him. Call him now. Tell him you want the boy home and maybe we can make this easy.

With your Irish girlfriend holding the baby girl in the Tuscaloosa Ramada Inn, you call Jesse. But he thinks you’re in Boulder. He thinks you’re cold cereal, not a woman who will force him to appear in court within two hours, who will ignore his pleas to TALK TO ME and stand in that To Kill a Mockingbird courtroom under that slow ceiling fan with bubba judge leaning over you from a high, high place, baby girl in your arms. Listen to these words I’m saying. 

Bubba gives you temporary custody of the boy, and Jesse has visitation rights. Back in Colorado, you will keep a journal of his caretaking for a year.

1.	He brought the girl home sans diaper.

2.	He took the children to a mortuary so they could visit death.

3.	No naps.

All things are equal in the journal, and your careful handwriting proves you are the sane parent. Something has bent and turned inside you, but emotions cost. Emotions are expensive. You make a living, banish diaper rash, read the kids Maurice Sendak like you were trying out for the role. The children laugh, you win.

In the meantime you meet the man who should have been their father, who to this day is their father. A gentle, Ron Howard of a man who will testify at the custody hearing with such nervous sincerity, he will swear to tell the truth by raising his left hand, then his right, then his left.

During a break, Jesse grabs your arm.

“I’ll cut you a deal,” he says. “You don’t ask me for money, I’ll give up the parental rights. I won’t bother you again.”

For the first time, he keeps his word.

He never sees his children until they’re old enough to make plane reservations on their own. They come home quiet. Your son puts his arm around you. Your daughter starts a journal. They ask you why.

Why, Mom?

You didn’t know then, you don’t know now. Not really. A kingdom, a band of light, the determination to live in a world you made up, Daydreamer. Of course, you don’t tell the children these things. You look at their faces and have nothing lofty to give them.

Walt, who should have been their father, with his good-smelling skin, says, “Nobody loves you more than me and your mom.” He tells the children he will never leave them, and he does not.

You try talking divorce with other divorced women who complain about their husbands’ sins. Emotional unavailability. Lack of financial support. Toilet seat up. You don’t say much, but even back then, you know where the funny parts are. Garbage. Can you imagine? Ha ha ha. You don’t have the heart to unleash an incomprehensible new age sociopathic circus on women with good sweaters, let alone your children.

You become known as a risk taker, an entrepreneur who can make a million-dollar business out of 350 bucks and her kitchen table. You are in a Forbes cover story for this feat, which you stop cold to begin writing at forty. Nobody sells a first novel, plus you’re old. Novel in the drawer, novel under the bed, they don’t know who you are. You are elaborate with reasoning. Unstoppable. The children will never know poor.

The day of garbage is a time you rarely visit. Those were busy days, life arrangements that lasted decades. And you almost made it dry until last year, that car accident in Maine, T-boned by a truck on icy old Route 46.

You don’t remember anything but the sound of your daughter crying in a strange room that has nothing to do with time. You don’t know what happened. You ask her why she’s crying. She tells you she’s afraid she can’t take care of you the way you’ve taken care of her.

She’s twenty-nine; your son is thirty. Here they are, those children who waited until they were past eighteen to meet their father, still a guru. Those children who stopped asking about their dad and started asking how you pulled together a life they remember as mostly decent.

You’re cracked up bad from the inside. Hangman’s fracture, they tell you, fastest way to get out of this world.

They tell you so many times that you shouldn’t have walked away from this accident—you’re ready to offer up apologies. Anyway, you’re not looking for a way out of the world anymore.

They rig you up in a somi brace, neck to ribs, for six immobile months. In the end you’ll be okay, you’ll be fine, but somewhere around the third month, you start weeping and don’t stop until you get to that whorl of a marriage, the dreamy girl you were, the shoulder-padded woman you became. You weep until you don’t anymore, and you begin to move again.



The Stories We Tell

Joyce Maynard

Seventeen years have passed since my husband and I parted. Parted. There’s a mild word for you. Describing an event so full of rancor and pain that even a person simply standing on the sidelines, taking in the scene, might have felt the need to shield her gaze—the way we are told to do when viewing a total eclipse of the sun.

But the bitterness gradually subsided, to the point where I could tell the story without the muscles of my face tightening into an ugly mask. My right eye no longer twitches, as it did for one whole season, beginning around October 1989 and continuing all through the long and bitter winter that followed. I seldom feel a need to talk about those days anymore. (And, in fact, when I meet someone still freshly divorcing and inhabiting that terrible place where I once lived, I can spot the signs. When I do, I generally beat a hasty retreat.)

I was once such a person myself—obsessively recounting, to my patient but no doubt weary friends, the injustices, as I perceived them, of the man I’d once loved, the father of my children, the one whose face was going to be the one I looked at as I took my last breath, if mine wasn’t that, for him, first.

I have finally gotten on with my life, as they say—preferring to concern myself with the present and the future, rather than dissecting the failures of the past—and things took a dramatic turn for the better when I began doing that. Still, I am well acquainted with the plot of the story, as I told it easily a few hundred times. Title: My Divorce. Hero: me. Villain: my ex-husband. Unfortunate witnesses: our children, aged five, seven, and eleven when the whole thing started. Now in their twenties, they’ve survived the whole mess, with their love of us both miraculously intact.

I am a storyteller by profession, so of course I got particularly good at telling this one. When someone asked me, “How did your marriage end?” I had my answer down.

We married young, my husband and I, and with no shortage of passion going for us. He was a painter. I was a newspaper reporter. We lived in New York City, but yearned for a life in the country, a home, a family. In an era when young women were more typically focused on career advancement and personal fulfillment, I burned to be a parent and gave birth to our first child (our daughter) at age twenty-four, almost a year to the day from the night of my first date with her father. In the six years that followed, her two brothers joined her.

So we had hardly known what it was to be simply lovers and partners before we became parents. Before making the decision to marry and to have babies, we had never explored the questions of who would take care of them or who would pay the bills, but how it worked out was that I kept writing magazine articles and books, and he made beautiful art works nobody bought. We came up short a lot, and when we did, I took on more work.

I told myself this was okay with me, but it wasn’t. I never even kidded myself that the other part was acceptable: I took the martyr role as the main child care provider, while he stepped in on occasion—here’s a term no woman is ever likely to use—“to babysit.” He played on a softball team, went mountain biking. I stayed home with the children, and hauled them off to his games. He had a six-pack. I had stretch marks.

“When do I get to go out and just have fun on a Saturday morning?” I asked him one time.

“You wouldn’t know what to do with a day to yourself if you had one,” he told me, and as heartless as his words appeared, he was actually right.

We argued a lot about that, and more. No doubt I felt anger, resentment, bitterness—emotions I expressed with tears, speeches, and sometimes with large and dramatic demonstrations of frustration and rage. One time I held a pair of scissors to one of my long braids, announcing, “I’m going to cut off my hair.”  Once I upended a bottle of beer and poured it over my head. It was not a particularly successful way to get my point across.

Finding time to do our work was always a problem. Money was always a problem. Child care was a problem. Sex was a problem. We communicated poorly. (I deluged him with words. He gave me silence.)

He gave me a pressure cooker for my birthday, when I wanted a nightgown and flowers. He marked our tenth anniversary by replastering and painting our bedroom, when I wanted to go away someplace, other than our house. I accumulated my list of grievances, and it was a long one.

We went to counseling, without much success. We talked about separating, but were haunted by the prospect of what a split might do to our children. At night, we kept to our own sides of the mattress, and days went by sometimes in which we hardly spoke. I kept a postcard in my desk drawer of that famous photograph by Doisneau, showing a couple kissing in Paris. I wanted to be kissed like that.

In our twelfth year of marriage—when I was thirty-five years old and our youngest son just five—news came that my mother had been diagnosed with an inoperable brain tumor, and I left home to take care of her during what would be the last summer of her life. Before I took off, I hired two babysitters to replace me. One was a married woman with two young children of her own, hired to clean the house and do the shopping; the other (our longtime teenage babysitter) was going to entertain everyone—play games, go on bike rides, take our kids bowling, provide the fun.

Partway through that long and painful summer of caring for my mother, I came home to see my family for a few days. Setting down my bags in the kitchen, I breathed in the smell of chocolate chip cookies fresh from the oven, baked by our teenage babysitter, my replacement for the summer. I looked out the window to the field behind our house and saw my children playing. And a few feet over, my husband and our beautiful young babysitter, looking at each other and laughing in a way he and I had not done in a long time.

That night, when I asked him about her, he didn’t say much, but when I asked if he had fallen in love with her, he didn’t deny it. I told him I wanted to save our marriage (for no better reason, I think now, than because another loss at that moment seemed intolerable); he said he was done trying to work things out. We’d been unhappy long enough.

So that fall, two hard things happened, within a week of each other. My mother died. And I moved out of our house. 

And though I concealed, from our children, the part about our babysitter, all of this became a part of the story I recounted to sympathetic friends.

“I was mistreated” was my message, and of course, my friends (and the series of supportive-seeming men who came into my life over the years) all agreed that this was so. These other men would do better, they suggested, and in many ways, many of them did, for a while anyway. These men kissed me the way that couple on the postcard did, and brought me flowers, and since we had no children together, there could be no arguments about child care or who paid for the orthodontist. But though none of my relationships with any of these other men ended in the manner that my marriage had, neither did any other of those men go on to become my life partner. There are many ways, of course, for a relationship to fail, and infidelity, or neglect, is only one.

Here’s something that happens, over the years, in the aftermath of a painful divorce. (There’s a redundancy for you. A divorce.) Maybe because the actual events were so hard to live through, you stop revisiting them, and instead, you revisit only the story you have come up with to explain what happened. The process is not unlike how the perceptions of our childhood and youth come to be based less on actual memory than on photographs in the family album—memories of memories. In the same way, the story of how a marriage played out, and most of all, how it ended, may be obscured by the story we form to make sense of it.

I got mine down, and I hauled it out many times over the years: the part about my having to earn the money, the part about getting a pressure cooker for my birthday and a plastering job for our anniversary, the part about walking into the house and seeing the plate of chocolate chip cookies on the table.

Among the stories I recounted over the years, there was a little trilogy involving the births of our children, in which, once again, the man I’d been married to took the role of the bad guy. Our second child, our son Charlie, was born at home, and because the birth had come on with extraordinary swiftness, I found myself about to deliver our son with the midwife still a half hour’s drive away, and nobody present but my husband. He responded to the situation by telling me he needed to step outside for a minute and have a cigarette.

It was everything a man shouldn’t do with a woman in labor, and I had suffered it greatly.

The story didn’t even end with my son Charlie’s birth, in fact. Two years later, I would go on to say, I was once again giving birth. This time, my husband had stayed at my side for the birth of our third child, second son. This time, nobody smoked. The trouble came after. The day after our youngest son’s birth, the very day of our daughter’s sixth birthday party, she took a fall on her new Rollerblades and broke her arm. Two days after that, my husband took off to attend an art show in Georgia for five days, leaving me to care for a six-year-old in a cast and a two-year-old and a newborn.

But it was what happened after that which formed the climactic moment in the story: He’d returned home, just as the rescheduled birthday party was to take place. With twenty children coming to our house the next day, he’d left to go skiing—making the observation, as he departed, that I was always hard to deal with when I was arranging a birthday party.

That afternoon, the call came from the ski slope: He’d fallen badly, and not simply broken his wrist, but shattered it. It was unclear whether my artist/athlete husband would ever have the full use of that hand again.

In the end he did, but only after expensive surgery that nearly bankrupted us, and months of recuperation during which all of his energy had gone to physical therapy and rehabilitation, with little left for our children, and nothing for me.

I always say, when talking about the art of storytelling—fiction or nonfiction, either way—that a crucial element is what you choose to tell and what you leave out. The filmmaker establishes point of view simply by placement of the camera: where to zoom in, how to light the actors, what music will play on the soundtrack, even. Even with documentary, we’re not getting the whole story, ever. Only the story the director wants us to see. Only the story as he or she sees it.

It took me a long time to admit this, but the same could be said of my own most well-known oeuvre, The Divorce Saga. (Most well known to myself, anyway. The one I’ve been telling for close to two decades now.) The Greeks had their mythology. I had mine. There comes a point when the story takes on a life of its own, and it is hard to know the full truth anymore, if you ever did.

I know now there was another side of the story. When I talked about the divorce, I omitted this part. Not just to keep my listeners from considering certain details, but more destructively, to keep them from my own scrutiny, too.

It is the part my former husband would spin—if he were the type to regale sympathetic listeners with a saga, himself, which he is not likely to do. And in this one, I am a less heroic figure. Not simply a long-suffering victim, but a woman who engaged in her own brand of hurtful behavior, inflicted wounds on the marriage, as damaging perhaps as those of her partner.

Rewind to the spring when I was thirty-one years old, the seventh year of our marriage. Six weeks after my husband smashed his wrist—seven weeks after the birth of our third child—I was on a highway coming back from New York City late one Friday afternoon, with my infant son in the seat beside me. 

I’m sure I was feeling neglected and put upon. I was tired from three long days of working in the city, cleaning up manuscripts for a women’s magazine. It was a job I’d taken on, with a certain weariness and regret, as the medical bills for the wrist operation piled up. For three days a month, now, I made the round trip to New York City this way, to sit in an airless cubicle and ghost-write articles for a magazine designed to help women take charge of their lives, even as my own spun more and more out of control.

Now the three days were finished; I was heading home with my son (a nursing baby, he came with me everywhere), and I was exhausted. And though I didn’t tell myself this, no doubt I was angry, too.

Just as I reached the New Haven exit, I remembered that this was the weekend of my husband’s tenth Yale reunion, and that a bunch of his old friends would be there. The thought came to me to pull off the highway, have dinner, show off our baby, before heading back on the road for the last few hours of the drive home. But who knows, maybe I was thinking something else, too. Maybe I was enjoying the picture of getting, from my husband’s classmates, a kind of tenderness and support that had been lacking in my life with him, for a while.

One of the people in attendance at this reunion dinner was an old friend of my husband’s, whose wife had recently died of non-Hodgkin’s lymphoma at the age of thirty-one. He and I barely knew each other. We had met at the funeral, in fact, only a few weeks earlier. He was my husband’s friend more than mine.

Now we sat together at dinner, he and I. And in a way I only came to understand years later, we recognized each other: two lonely people, each one grieving a different kind of loss and heartbreak. His was the death of the woman he loved. Mine, the dream of the marriage I didn’t have—the kiss in Paris, and the husband who would stay home and help with the birthday party rather than go skiing.

Over dinner and a glass of wine, we talked about our lives, with a kind of naked trust I might not have possessed if he weren’t a new widower and I the mother of a newborn son. Over dessert and a second glass of wine, he asked if he could hold my baby, and he did. By the time the meal was over, I knew I was too tired, with too much wine in me, to drive back home that night, so he walked me over to the dormitory where attendees at the reunion were housed, to find me a room.

Then we were sitting on a hard little single student cot, and then we were kissing. Then I pulled out a drawer, from the dormitory bureau, and laid it on the floor, with a folded-up towel in the bottom, and set my baby son inside. Then I lay down beside the young man, still raw with grief from his wife’s death, and spent the night with him.

In the morning, I drove home to my family. At her school picnic later that day, I remember my six-year-old daughter commenting on a red mark on my neck. It was where the widower had kissed me the night before.

My husband’s widowed classmate paid us a visit that summer, and when my husband suggested that he might like to stay on for a while with us, nobody argued. All that summer—as my husband continued to rebuild his shattered wrist, and I cared for our newborn baby and my other two children—it was the widower who kept me company, coming along with me when I brought the children to the beach or prepared dinner.

On rare occasions, we’d head out by ourselves to the waterfall down the road, or to a brook I knew in the woods behind our house. Affair strikes me as an odd word for what took place that summer, but if my husband were telling the story, he could call it that. Though the better terms for what was going on would be betrayal, abandonment. The very words I later used, in my head, to describe what he had done to me.

When the summer ended, the young widower returned to New York City and slowly resumed his life. I stayed in my lonely marriage—lonely for us both, I now recognize. The only indication anything unusual had happened that summer lay in how we never talked about it, how his friend’s name never came up, until the day—a full two years later—when my husband asked me, in the middle of an argument, if something had been going on between me and his friend that summer, and I told him yes.

We never spoke of it again until a few years after that, when our marriage was breaking down for the last time, and we were in counseling. I brought it up because he hadn’t. Otherwise, the fact of my infidelity lay like a piece of rotten food in the crisper drawer of the refrigerator, or a pair of blood-soaked gloves in the back of a murderer’s garage.

And when I think back over the many small deaths it took before our marriage was finally, irretrievably over, the events of what happened that long-ago spring and summer, with my husband’s newly bereaved friend, are as much a part of the list as the one—much more prominently featured over the years of my storytelling—about the night of Charlie’s birth, and the broken wrist on the ski slope, and the babysitter.

Selective editing. It transforms the story, of course, and not just for the listeners. For the teller, too. Because every time, over the years, that I recounted my version of our divorce, I locked it more firmly in place, until it was hard to remember what I had ever loved about this man, what had been good, and what aspects of what had not been good were my fault, as much or more than they were his.

Anger and bitterness breeds more of the same. I look back with huge regret now, on the years from age thirty-five to forty-eight or so, as having been filled with a foolish and wasteful measure of self-righteousness and blame. The fact was, the man to whom I was once married, and I, both did a poor job of treating each other with love, a poor job of being partners to each other. We knew nothing of stepping outside of our own stories with sufficient imagination and compassion to recognize what the other person’s story might have been.

Somewhere around age fifty—having lived longer divorced from him than I did married—with our children in their twenties, and the son who was born the night of that costly cigarette approaching the age his father was the night he said, “Let’s get married and have babies”—something changed, finally.

I was immersed, that year, in writing the story of a woman my age who had murdered her husband after a thirty-year marriage. (With a hatchet, yet.) And so I was thinking a lot about rage and bitterness and the stories we tell ourselves about what is going on in our lives, that may be easier to stomach than the truth.

The story of this particular woman, the murderer, was that her husband had been abusing her for years—a claim only one of the couple’s two adult sons supported, while the other laid out a very different version of what had gone on in their family all those years. And though I had entered into my exploration of the tragedy with a certain predisposition to sympathize with the wife, I ended up viewing her as a liar. Though I knew, too, she probably believed her own story, she’d been spinning it so long.

It was around this time that I found myself having a conversation with a young woman going through a divorce—and practically dripping with bile, she was so angry at her children’s father. The thought came to me that I must have been a woman like her once, and I was ashamed. 

I looked at my children—at how they loved their father, and at the kind of adults they’d become, many aspects of which were easily attributable to him—and because I loved them so much, I had to love those parts of the man who’d produced them. So many things about them—the way they tackled demanding physical endeavor, the unconventional eye they brought to the making of art or music or the formation of ideas—were things I had once loved about him. Even the part of our life that had caused me so much grief in the past—the shakiness of our finances, over the years, and my husband’s role in that—had, in some ways, contributed to a set of values in my children that I felt proud of now: their refusal to view material success and comfort as the measure of a person’s worth, or to let that determine their happiness.

I looked around at all the trouble people I loved were struggling with: health problems and money problems, career disappointments, depression, ailing parents, sadness over what was happening in so many parts of the planet—and the idea that I would still be sitting in a coffee shop somewhere, recounting the story of some injury inflicted over two decades back, seemed petty and foolish and wasteful.

I was sick of my story. And if I were truly to hold on to the habit of talking about it, I knew I would have to add the other part to my telling: the part that I had played in the whole mess, the betrayal that was mine.

My children had evidently forgiven me for the many years they’d lived through of witnessing my anger at their father. It seemed fair to forgive him, then. It had never occurred to me before, but I needed his forgiveness back.

This wasn’t a totally new concept, I should add. Many times, over the years, I’d imagined a scene in which some large and dramatic truce occurred between my children’s father and me—something along the lines of the Japanese surrender aboard the USS Missouri.

More than once, I delivered some dramatic pronouncement: I won’t talk about it anymore. One time, I concocted the plan that we might all of us get into a raft, in class-five rapids, and barrel down the American River together (or cross the San Francisco Bay in a kayak, to Angel Island). If we could traverse some large and chilly and even dangerous body of water and reach dry land, maybe then it would be over, I thought, though each of my plans was rejected, ultimately, and wisely too, I suspect.

But when the sense of forgiveness finally overtook me, I felt no need for large dramatic gestures. I didn’t call anyone up and talk about it. I did not notify my ex-husband that a change of attitude had occurred. It was enough to know this was so.

There was a time, when people asked why my marriage ended, when I used to say, “My husband fell in love with our babysitter.” But this was not the answer, anymore than it would have been the answer to tell them, “I had an affair with his friend.” It was never about the babysitter, or about the young widower, or about the cigarette, or about his playing softball and my folding laundry, or my earning the money and his not doing that, or my failure to recognize—as I do now, so many years later—that plastering the bedroom, slowly, and carefully, by the traditional method, to mark your tenth anniversary, was in fact a beautiful gift. And one I rejected.

Though in another way, that was it precisely. What he offered I didn’t value. What I offered back he also missed. We were two people who loved each other, I think, but we had such different ideas about how to express it. The other people we sought out (both of them long gone from our lives now) were really just a way of making the connection, somewhere, that we couldn’t make with each other.

I was in Michigan recently, researching the book about the woman who murdered her husband, and talking with a young man, age nineteen, who had loved and admired the murdered man. This young man was debating whether or not to trust me enough to participate in my book. So he had agreed to meet me at a restaurant, for the purpose of putting a series of questions to me, he said.

I had supposed he’d be asking about my career, my previous books, my credentials as a journalist. So it took me by surprise when this not particularly savvy or worldly young man had begun his interview of me by asking, “Why did your marriage end?”

It was a question I’d considered a thousand times, of course, and one for which I’d supplied abundant data, over the years, in coffee shops like this one, on a few hundred blind dates and visits with friends. Now he was asking, I suppose, as a way of assessing where my loyalties might lie in the story of this particular disastrous marriage I was writing about. Maybe he wanted to know if I’d been a battered wife and was therefore inclined to sympathize with a woman who claimed to be one herself.

But the fact was, his question left me without words. I sat there in the coffee shop, unable to form a single sentence. Something about the openness and guilelessness of this young man’s face, and the simplicity of what he was asking, made it unthinkable to haul out my old stories.

“We both screwed up,” I finally told him. Nothing particularly profound there, but it was true.

All right, he said. Then, evidently believing my story, he told me his. And we moved on from there.




Here Is a Boy

Nicole Lea Helget

Here is a boy. Look at him. He’s almost three, has the face of a fresco cherub. He has an enormous blond head, curly yellow hair. He’s the youngest of three, the baby, the beloved one, the child who sometimes climbs into the same bed as his mother in nights black as pitch. No bother about the feet in her face or the drool on her pillow. He’s one of three children from the marriage of a father and a mother that lasted almost eight years. He’s a child who is now “shared” by his divorced parents, meaning that each week, he, along with his brother and sister, travels back and forth between both homes. He puts his shoes in two different places. He drinks from different sippy cups. He watches different TV shows, adjusts to different rules, wears different clothes. He doesn’t use the same shampoo or toothpaste or toothbrush. When he sleepwalks, he uses different walls to guide him. He’s a child you want to bury in your womb to protect from the nonsense of his parents, of divorce, of the world of courts and lawyers and affidavits.

He’s also the boy plagued by a patch of psoriasis on his scalp and a nose rubbed raw from wiping. Here is the child who pulls his sister Isabella’s hair out by the handful, who eats his brother Mitchell’s crayons and crumples up drawings because they’re ugwy, who bites his cousin on the back and, once, on the cheek; the child who hit the neighbor girl with a stick and told her she was dumb and a cwybaby. Here is the child who once ran away in Home Depot and hid in a cupboard and wouldn’t respond for twenty minutes while his mother, sister, brother, and most of the staff of said establishment looked high and low for a boy in a Bob the Builder shirt. Here is the child who set his mother’s chair on fire. This boy, standing here with his hand down his pants (he’s newly potty-trained and now wears Scooby-Doo underwear rather than diapers—he likes to feel down there, make sure everything is in its place), can be naughty, very naughty. This boy is Phillip Raymond. Pip for short.

It’s all my fault. I am this boy’s mother. I am the one who was called from my shower by my screaming daughter. Phillip set the chair on fire! Phillip set the chair on fire! I twisted a towel around myself and dashed downstairs to find, lo and behold, my chair on fire, flames spiking up the wall, smoke filling my living room.

I interrogated Pip with my video camera shortly after I put out the flames, cleaned up the water damage, painted over the scorch stains on the wall, and hauled the charred mess out to the porch. Why did I want the interrogation on tape? I’m not sure. Mostly, I think, because this child is gorgeous. Honestly, I can’t get over him. I want to capture every nook and cranny of his face at every age and memorialize him forever on film. Even when he’s naughtiest, he’s gorgeous. I did the same with the other two. I have tapes of them with Cheerios stuffed in their diapers, tapes of them with spaghetti in their hair, a tape of Isabella with popcorn kernels stuck in her nose, of Mitchell’s atomic poop on the wall. I keep the video camera handy always. Always charged. Always set at the right place on the tape. Just in case. Just for moments like this.

In the video, Pip looks cherubic. His bright blue eyes are deceptively innocent. He inherited the color from my mother. She looks deceptively innocent, too.

Video Interrogation, December 19, 2004

Me:	    Pip, why did you set the chair on fire?

Pip:	    Da Wockababy got on fy-oo. (The Rock-a-Baby got on fire.)

Me:	    I know. How did it get on fire? 

(Pip looks off camera, out the window.)

Pip:	    Hey. Dawoo’s snow. (Hey. There’s snow.)

Me:	    Pip. How did the chair get on fire?

Pip:	    It got on fy-oo.

Isabella (off camera): Put him in time-out, Mom.

Mitchell (off camera): Yeah, Mom, put him in time-out.

He’s naughty.

(Pip snaps his face toward his brother and sister off camera.)

Pip:	    No. I not nonny. You go in time-out, Bewa-Mitchoo.

(No. I’m not naughty. You go in time-out, Isabella and Mitchell.)

(Pip runs off camera, arms swinging. Video goes black.)

(Five minutes later, video back on. Pip stands in same position as before, only poutier and with more snot smeared across his cheek.)

Me:	    Pip. What happened to the Rock-a-Baby?

Pip:	    It’s on da pooch. 

Me:	    Why’s it on the porch?

Pip:	    It got on fy-oo.

Me:	    How did it get on fire?

Pip:	    A pencow. 

Me:	    A pencil started the chair on fire?

Pip:	    Da chai-oo got on fy-oo.

Me:	    Did you use a pencil to start the chair on fire?

Pip:	    Yeah.

Me:	    How did you get the chair on fire?

Pip:	    (indistinguishable)

Me:	    What?

Pip:	    I got up dawoo. (He points to the bookcase behind him.)

Me:	    Did you climb up the bookcase?

Pip:	    I got up dawoo with a pencow.

Me:	    Did you put the pencil in the candle?

Pip:	    Yeah.

Me:	    Then what did you do?

Pip:	    Da Wockababy got on fy-oo.

Me:	    Who got the Rock-a-Baby on fire?

Pip:	    I do it.

The chair waited patiently for weeks on the snowy porch for the insurance adjuster to determine its replacement worth ($550). The chair was one of the very few things I took from my old house, the house I left behind when my husband and I separated a year and a half ago. The chair came to me shortly after I discovered I was pregnant with Isabella, my oldest, almost nine years ago. I was a twenty-year-old, pregnant, stay-at-home newlywed then. I didn’t know anything about anything in the world except how to be pregnant and how to cook a hot dish or two. Her due date came and went. For seven days, I sat in that chair waiting for any sign of labor. I stared out the window and remained completely silent. Something seems biblical about that now, though it didn’t then. Then, the staring and the rocking seemed to indicate that I might be crazy. After seven days, the doctor, who’d been at his family’s lake cabin for the week, induced me. 

I rocked her in that chair while my next child, Mitchell, grew long and fat in my womb. He grew even longer and fatter once he arrived, and still all three of us rocked in that chair. It was crowded. I went into labor with my third child, Phillip, on that chair. I was rocking myself after I put Isabella and Mitchell to bed. The pain started low in my back, I remember, and moved to my center where a great pressure settled. The rocking helped ease the heaviness of the contractions until the babysitter arrived. After Phillip’s delivery and homecoming, I rocked him there, too. Isabella and Mitchell hung on to the chair’s armrests.

In the depths of postpartum depression, I sat silent again, for hours and sometimes days, in that chair. I spoke to no one but my children. I only read, rocked, and looked out the window. My husband threatened to throw the chair and my books away. I just stared at him, sat in the chair, and piled the kids on top of me. Just try it, I was probably saying.

When my kids got older, could go to school or day care, I went back to college, something I had abandoned when I got pregnant with Isabella. God, how I had missed the university world, how it seemed to solve every iota of loneliness and boredom and lack of intellectual stimulation.

I had an affair. But it wasn’t just a regular old affair where you cover it up and keep it as this sweet little secret you have with yourself. Maybe look in the mirror and smile at yourself once in a while. This was the kind of affair that begins a new relationship and that ends a marriage. This was the kind of affair that makes you give your own reflection a dirty look, but where the reflection looks back at you with such hope and desperation that it won’t be denied. That’s the kind of affair I had.

My co-affair-haver, Nate, once sat in that chair while my husband was away on business and while my kids were sleeping. We talked about what we were going to do with our situation. We wondered if a happy life for my kids and me was possible with him. I took him to the doorway of each of the kids’ rooms, and we peeked in on them. How could we even consider changing the lives of each of these children? Look how peacefully they sleep. Look how comfortable they look, all wrapped up tight in familiar blankets in a familiar place. Back in the chair, Nate asked why my connotation with change was negative. I had to think. I didn’t know. Was change always bad? It couldn’t be. Hard in the present doesn’t always mean bad in the future.

We decided yes. A happy life for my kids and me with Nate was possible, even probable. So we flew headfirst into that happy life with the kids on our backs. I packed that chair into my Suburban and hauled it away to a two-bedroom apartment when I left my husband standing and staring at me from the garage. I rocked all three of my crying children in that chair then. Isabella and Mitchell asked me really hard questions. I tried to answer them. Pip just plugged the ear of his stuffed animal into his mouth and looked around at the new walls. And, sometimes, we’d all cry together and wipe our noses and eyes on the chair’s green fabric. It’s about this time I decided that I was the world’s most selfish woman, the worst mother, the meanest, ugliest, awfulest creature alive. I had to make it up to them. I decided I would. My first act of penance was out with discipline, in with bribing. Out with consequences for bad behavior and in with rewards for good, or for mediocre, or for just being alive.

The nightly rockings helped my children rebound from the divorce. So have the new bikes, clothes, and cat that I’m allergic to. Helping with dishes? No longer necessary. Picking your clothes off the floor? What for? Cleaning the cat litter? Yuck. Clean room club? Who cares. I remember the first tentative looks from Isabella and Mitchell. Hmmm. I haven’t fixed my bed. Let’s just see if I can make it to the door before she notices. Yes! I made it.

Nate and I and the kids bought a new house last year. The chair was one of the first things to find a home, a nice spot under a dull lamp and next to a case full of books. I’ve read and sung to and rocked a child in that chair almost every night for nine years. Lately, Pip’s been the one who settles on my lap most nights. He wears Pooh Bear pajamas. And his head is bigger than any other part of him. I always sing a little jingle to him until his lids cover his eyes and his breaths come even and full. Rock-a-baby, rock-a-baby, rock the little baby. Rock-a-baby, rock-a-baby, Mom’s a nice lady. It’s silly, I know. But Pip loves the song, loves the swaying motion, loves to fall asleep there—Phillip, who’s three, who we call Pip, and who started the fire that ruined the chair.

We’re raising a terrorist, says Nate of Pip. 

He’s only a terrorist sometimes, I say. Mostly he’s too charming and cute to stand. Honestly, I can’t stand it. Can you stand how cute he is? Look at him. Doesn’t it drive you nuts?

Nuts? says Nate. No. His cuteness doesn’t drive anybody nuts but you. He’s cute, sure, but he’s got major behavior issues. He can be a tyrant. He rules this house. It’s ridiculous.

Put him in time-out, Mom, says Isabella.

Yeah, Mom, put him in time-out, says Mitchell.

Mitchell takes the brunt of Phillip’s bad behavior. Phillip takes Mitchell’s rescue heroes, his trading cards, his Popsicles, his place on my lap. My mommy. Get off. Oh, there’s room enough for both. Here, Mitchell, scoot over. See Pip? Here’s a nice spot for you. My mommy. Not you mommy. Don’t pay any attention to him, Mitchell. He’s just a little boy. He doesn’t know any better.

Put him in time-out, says Mitchell. He hops down, goes to play video games with Isabella and Nate.

Do you wike me, Mommy?

I love you, Phillip. I love you like crazy.

I wuv you, too. Mitchoo’s nonny.

When I called Nate at work to tell him that Pip lit the chair on fire, he listed off a catalog of Pip’s recent, unpunished offenses:

•   Locked himself in the bathroom, on purpose, wouldn’t open the door

•   Wrote with a pen on the new couch

•   Markered my white dining room chairs

•   Destroyed Isabella’s snowman

•   Colored on the wall

•   Stuck an army man down the tub drain

•   Told a complete stranger (an adult) at McDonald’s to get out a da playgwound

•   Kicked our friend, Hans, in the leg

•   Whacked Nate’s French relative (she’s eighty) in the arm, told her she’s nonny

•   Peed in Nate’s shirt closet

•   Pulled down the curtains in his room

•   Sat on our friend Dan’s cat

•   Hid my cell phone

•   Ran away in the mall, hid in the center of a jeans rack, wouldn’t respond when I called him

I told Nate how I’d interviewed Pip on videotape. I told Nate how cute he looked all snotty-faced and messy-haired. 

Nicole, you’ve got to stop indulging him. Rather than videotape him, give him a swat on the behind.

No, I can’t. I don’t spank.

The boy needs some guidance. You’re letting him down if you let him get away with this.

I think it was an accident.

He climbed up to the top of the bookshelf with a pencil, lit the pencil on fire, and set the chair on fire by accident?

(yelling from the other room) Mom, put him in time-out, says Isabella.

(yelling from the other room) Yeah, Mom, put him in time-out.

(a swatting noise from the other room)

Ouch, says Mitchell. Mom, Phillip hit me.

Isabella and Mitchell are well behaved. Seriously. Their report cards read, What polite children you have. They’re so kind. They’re good friends to other students. Say please and thank you all the time. Offer to help clean up. Volunteer to aid other students. So how has Pip avoided the benefits of my obvious great parenting skills? you might wonder. I don’t know. Maybe it’s just his genes. Maybe he’s just different from Isabella and Mitchell. Maybe he has more testosterone, less patience, less fear, more physicality. Maybe he’s so smart that he’s bored by the childish games and rhymes that once entertained Isabella and Mitchell for hours. So maybe he has to find other ways to stimulate himself. With fire and toilet paper bombs, for instance. Or maybe, it’s really because I indulge him. Maybe there aren’t enough consequences, or any, for naughty behavior.

I share the kids with my ex-husband. It’s a situation that has brought me to my knees in tears before; it’s a situation that brought on my worst stretch of depression ever last winter. There were times, when the kids were with their dad, that I’d go back to that chair and just sit and rock and cry the day away. I didn’t teach my writing classes, didn’t go to my own classes, didn’t see anybody, and wouldn’t answer the phone. I’d think about the mess I made of everything, of everybody’s lives, how my kids would be scarred for life, how I might make Nate go crazy. And I hoped that my ex-husband would commit suicide so that the kids would be where they belonged. Every day. But he didn’t. Those bad times were the reality of the choice I made to leave my husband. The reality of divorce in this day and age is that moms don’t automatically get the kids anymore. If the dad wants them, he gets to spend time with them, too. I didn’t really think that it would work that way. I told the judge, I’ve raised them. He’s been working the entire time. I changed their diapers, got up to feed them in the middle of the night, rocked them to sleep, not him. They’ve been with me every single day of their lives.

He gets the chance to be a good dad, the court said. He wants to be.

And he really has been a good dad since our divorce. That comforts me some. I know the kids are well taken care of and, more important, loved when they’re with him.

But that doesn’t stop me from feeling guilty, from feeling like I don’t want to spend any of my mothering time bothering about consequences and punishments. While I was married, I was the enforcer. I was the person home all day who had to reprimand the back talk and sibling fighting. I’ve never spanked the kids, but time-outs or missed privileges were common. When my husband was home, he was the fun one. The one who could make a mess with the kids and tear around the house and throw balls in the living room and eat snacks all day and stay up late with the kids. But then he’d be gone again on another business trip. And the kids and I would be back to the same old routines. Memories of their cool dad hung around their little heads like pesky mosquitoes. Mom, you’re no fun, they’d say. After I rocked, read to them, and got them to bed (by curfew, of course), I’d settle into that rocking chair and stare out the window and be bitter about my husband’s life—his great career, his large paychecks, his multitude of friends, his education, his merry, only merry, times with the kids.

Since I left him, I’m getting some of that for myself. But it comes with a huge price: Three days a week, I don’t have my kids. Mondays, Tuesdays, and Wednesdays the kids spend with their dad. At first, I used to do nothing on these days. I didn’t know who I was without my kids. Finally, Nate told me to get off my ass, stop indulging my despair, and do something. I started reading, then I started writing, and before I knew it, I wrote an entire book, and then sold another one. And I started taking my classes seriously, and I started planning my Composition class more carefully. I started making some friends. I started picking up the telephone sometimes. I tried to work on my relationship with Nate. Now we try to make sure we never put my kids through another separation like the one they’ve already suffered. Now I’m refreshed, not desperate, when my kids come back to me on Thursday morning. Around the time I decided to get off my ass and do something with my life, I also stopped punishing my kids for misbehavior. I figured I’d let my ex handle that. It’s the least he can do.

After I put the video camera away, I gather all three kids into the chairless living room. Okay, I say. Time to practice Stop, Drop, and Roll. We stop, drop, and roll for a long while. Nobody gets a time-out. Nobody bothers about the burned chair. Nobody’s thinking Pip might grow up to be a terrorist. Nobody calls for a time-out. Soon, we get blankets and pretend to put out each other’s flames by smothering and wrapping. There’s giggling all around.

When Nate gets home, he plants Pip on his lap. His face is serious. Pip, he says, what happened to the chair?

I bwoke it, he says.

What should you say to your mother?

Pip looks at me. I’m folding blankets.

I’s sowwy, Mommy.

Oh baby, I say. I know you are.

Nate pops Pip off his lap, tells him, Off you go. Go play with Mitch and Isabella.

See, says Nate to me. You’ve got to hold him accountable. He needs it.

Yep, I say. I see.
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