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Praise for Wayward


‘An urgent, deeply moving, wholly original novel by one of the most wildly talented writers in America. This is Spiotta’s best book yet, rich with all the joyful immersion-in-culture that characterised her earlier work, and of which she is a master, but with, it seems to me, more heart, hope and urgency. There’s not a smarter, more engaging, more celebratory writer working today than Dana Spiotta, and here she shows us to ourselves with stunning, sometimes lacerating, honesty, but also with a feeling of genuine hope for us, i.e., with kindness. I finished the book last night and woke this morning both fonder of, and more terrified for, America’ George Saunders


‘A dazzling lightning bolt of a novel which illuminates the sometimes exhilarating, sometimes heart-breaking moments of connection and disconnection in our lives. What begins as a vertiginous leap into hilarious rabbit holes ends as a brilliant meditation on mortality and time. How does she do it? Only Dana Spiotta knows. I’m just happy to see her work her magic’ Jenny Offill


‘What a thrilling experience to take a wayward journey along with Dana Spiotta’s heroine, in the social landscape of America when America is probing its future, in a woman’s complex internal landscape as she forges forward. Wayward is a fiercely funny and deliciously subversive novel’ Yiyun Li


‘Furious and addictive … Sam [is] an ideal guide, rash, funny, searching, entirely unpredictable, appalled at her own entitlement and ineffectuality – drawn with a kind of sceptical fondness … So much contemporary fiction swims about in its own theories; what a pleasure to encounter not just ideas about the thing, but the thing itself – descriptions that irradiate the pleasure centres of the brain, a protagonist so densely, exuberantly imagined, she feels like a visitation’ Parul Sehgal, New York Times


‘Dana Spiotta is one of the most alert, ambitious, nuanced and, yes, smartest of our contemporary novelists … Spiotta’s novels, always rich with ideas and atmosphere, often focus on the arts … Here, architecture connects to Wayward’s larger meditations about impermanence and decay – human, structural and even national’ Maureen Corrigan, Fresh Air


‘In literature and film, something happens when women hit forty, or nowadays perhaps forty-five: the earth opens up and swallows them, until they’re spat out again decades later as grandmothers or wise old aunts in peripheral roles. The menopausal (or in this case, perimenopausal) protagonist is rare, which is just one thrilling aspect of Dana Spiotta’s new novel, Wayward … There’s much comedy in the asking, but the novel makes clear that the answers aren’t straightforward … Spiotta’s novels are unfailingly dense with life - the textures, digressions and details thereof - and Wayward is no exception. Spiotta offers grand themes and beautiful peripheral incidents … she writes with sly humour and utter seriousness; a rare articulation of midlife now’ Claire Messud, Harper’s Magazine


‘Masterful … a mordant, coruscating indictment of these times, liberal politics, affluenza, self-improvement and social identity … Wayward explores the ironies and frailties of modern life, the human tendency to constantly gaze inward to become better, to move further … [Spiotta] swings for the fences’ Washington Post


‘Exhilarating … Wayward reads like a burning fever dream. A virtuosic, singular and very funny portrait of a woman seeking sanity and purpose in a world gone mad’ Joanna Rakoff, New York Times Book Review


‘Wayward is a strikingly human and affecting story… gloriously cool, deftly assembled, brimming with mood … a hymn to iconoclasm, a piercing novel about what we lose and gain by when we step out of life’s deepest worn grooves’ Vogue


‘A comic, vital new novel’ Alexandra Schwartz, New Yorker


‘Riddled with insights into aging, womanhood and discontent, Wayward is as elegant as it is raw, and almost as funny as it is sad’ Philadelphia Inquirer


‘Wayward is about rescuing your life from the mess you’ve made of it so far, while your body goes haywire … Simmering under Spiotta’s deceptively breezy, fluid description of everyday life in 2017 Syracuse are large and perplexing questions about the eternal interplay of idealism and pragmatism, of the longing for a better world and the reality of human frailty … Sam dissects many flavours of contemporary delusion and distraction with consummate precision’ Laura Miller, Slate


‘A wonderfully mischievous and witty story … A knockout’ Publishers Weekly


‘Wayward takes on marriage and motherhood – and shatters our safe, tidy concepts of each. Razor-sharp … Wayward stands tall in its representation of these harried times’ San Francisco Chronicle


‘Defiantly, poignantly a novel of middle age … One of the many strengths of Wayward is its unflinching portrayal of anger both personal and collective’ Los Angeles Times


‘Spiotta writes beautifully about parenthood, aging and other calamities that come with being alive in an unforgettable meditation on the indignities of life in the modern age’ Town & Country


‘Spiotta mines [her] material with laser precision and wit’ People


‘An engrossing, interior mother-daughter story that expands into a sharp social commentary’ Kirkus
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A kind of wild forest blood runs in your veins.
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One way to understand what had happened to her (what she had made happen, what she had insisted upon): it began with the house. It was the particular house, but it also was where the house was and where she discovered she wanted to be. It was a run-down, abandoned Arts and Crafts cottage in a neglected, once-vibrant neighborhood in the city of Syracuse.
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The house sat high on a tiny lot on Highland Street, which ran atop a hill that bordered a long expanse of grass and trees. It looked like a small, sloping park, but it was actually a cemetery, the old graves scattered across the rise. Unless you were squeamish about graves—Sam wasn’t—the sloping green hill was quite pretty. Highland itself offered a wide view of downtown. You could see the steeples of churches, and you could see how the small city was in a valley surrounded by hills. You could even see the kidney shape of Onondaga Lake, although it was often partly obscured by low-hanging clouds. If you turned your head to the left, or if you looked out the side windows of the house, you could see Syracuse University up on another hill. You would locate it by the quilted low white bubble of the Carrier Dome (named for the nearly absent Carrier corporation—all that remained were a handful of jobs, the dome, and Carrier Circle, a treacherous traffic roundabout that Sam hated). Soon after you spotted the dome you would notice the various spired and turreted campus buildings.


The decision to leave her husband—the act of leaving, really—began the moment she made an offer on the house. It was a Sunday; Sam woke up at five a.m., unable to continue sleeping. She attributed this unnecessarily early waking to the approach of menopause. Her period still came each month, but odd things had started changing in her body, even her brain. One of which was suddenly becoming awake at five a.m. on a Sunday, her mind shaking off sleep with unnegotiable clarity, as if she had already drunk a cup of coffee. And just as with coffee, she felt alert, an adrenal burst, but she could also feel the fatigue underneath it all, the weariness. That morning the wood floor was cold against her bare feet, but she couldn’t find her slippers. It was still dark. She tried not to wake her husband. She used her phone to illuminate the way to the bathroom. She peed, flushed, washed. She brushed her teeth without looking in the mirror. She pushed up the blinds to peek outside. The sky was gradually lightening with the dawn, and half a foot of snow had fallen overnight. It was one of those Syracuse March snow dumps. Everyone complained because it “should be spring,” but why say that when it never was spring in March in Syracuse. Besides, snow in March was often spectacular because of the spring light. The sunrise that was creeping up now cast a pink-and-gold glimmer, and a little crust of ice on top of the snow glittered from the sky and from the streetlamps. The trees, the roofs of the houses, even the salt-crusted cars looked beautiful. And like most spectacularly beautiful effects, it was almost too much, too dramatic, nearly lurid. Sam loved the drama of a March snow. March meant the sky would be bright, blindingly bright, not the cloudy darkness of January or the dingy gray monotony of February, the worst month. As the day progressed, sharp shadows would be cast across the snow crust, your eyes would squint from the brightness, and, with no wind, you might unzip your coat. Syracuse in these moments could be a Colorado ski slope. March was different because the light brought the promise of spring, and the snow made everything lovely, freshly covered and pristine.


But here was the important part: Sam figured that she was the only person on earth who thought March snowstorms were wonderful, and this made her feel a bit proud of herself. Always she liked to imagine herself as subtly different from everyone else, enjoying the tension and mystique of being ordinary on the surface but with a radical, original interior life. For example, back when Sam used to shop the sales at the Talbots in DeWitt with the other suburban ladies of her class and age, she separated herself. Sure, Sam had discovered that the classic A-line or sheath dresses made of solid-colored ponte knits were so forgiving, so flattering (“flattering,” that tragic word) to a grotesque midlife misshapenness—a blurriness, a squareness, really. But despite being there and shopping because of an “insider” email-blast notification of a super sale, Sam believed that she was different from the other women. Inside she was mocking the calibrated manipulations, mocking herself, noting the corporate branding and lifestyle implications of the preppy styles and colors. The classic plaids, the buttons on the sleeves, the ballerina flats evoking a tastefully understated sensibility. It even occurred to her that the other women could be having the same interior thoughts and that the idea of conformity—at least in modern America—was never consciously sought after. No one older than a teenager thought, I want this because everyone else has it. No, Sam knew that you were sold the idea that you could be independent-minded even as you bought what everyone else bought. You were allowed to keep a vain and precious sense of agency. This was the very secret to consumerism working in a savvy, self-conscious culture. Her sense of resistance was as manufactured as her need to buy flattering clothing. Nevertheless (!), Sam also believed that her having such self-critical, self-reflexive thoughts as she shopped set her apart from the other women. Surely. So she still believed herself to be (however stealthily) an eccentric person, not suited to conventions of thought or sensibility.


Lately this desire to be contrary to convention had taken on a new urgency well beyond clothes or matters of taste. An unruly, even perverse inclination animated her. It had been looking for a place to land, for something to fasten on. So now (not before), this odd inner state pushed her toward a highly destabilizing wildness (a recklessness) that she couldn’t suppress any longer.


She pulled on the same clothes she had worn the day before: stretched-out jeans and a black cowl-neck sweater. She no longer wanted to open her closet full of clothes. Why did she need so many, so much? In the last few months, things that used to captivate her no longer did.


She crept downstairs and made herself a coffee.


It was Sam’s habit to check out the real estate listings online. She had the bored-housewife pastime of attending open houses. She knew many of the other people there also had no intention to buy but had come to snoop into other people’s lives or to calculate land values or to imagine a fantasy life brought on by the frame of fresh architecture. This last impulse made sense to her. She had even wanted, at one point, to study architecture (and history, and women’s studies, and literature), but she had talked herself out of it and, in what she characterized to her friends as a retro move, she had gotten married and then pregnant instead. She settled for becoming an architectural amateur. And a “stay-at-home mom” (a term she found degrading, as if she were a prisoner under house arrest).


Unusual old structures (Syracuse had many) excited her: they were a visible-but-secret code, the past rendered in materials that could be seen and touched. For example, the abandoned People’s AME Zion Church on East Fayette Street. Its tiny perfect form sat on a sturdy, intact limestone foundation. Paint-peeled crumbling white brick rose into a modest bell tower next to a large Gothic-pointed stained-glass window. But the building was lost in the concrete dead zone around I-81, grown over with box maple saplings and covered with graffiti, the windows long boarded up. It belonged to the oldest Black congregation in Syracuse, built a hundred years ago to replace a structure at another site that dated to the 1840s, when it had been a part of the Underground Railroad. Sam had seen old photos of this church when it was a thriving center of the Fifteenth Ward, before the neighborhood was destroyed in the name of urban renewal. Yet it sat stranded and forgotten. Syracuse had so much history that it could neglect wide swaths of it. When Sam saw a building that no one else seemed to see anymore, she would stop her car, get out, walk around the perimeter, and even lay her hand on a brick as a form of communion and respect. Fascinating old buildings and houses, empty or still in use, called to her from all over the city. She sometimes drove out of her way just to glimpse one of her favorites.


But open houses gave her the rare chance to go inside, which was a much more intimate experience. As soon as she crossed the threshold into a house’s space, she could feel it shape who she was—or would be—in some deep way. Whenever she had a chance to walk inside one, she did, which always worked as an act of imagination, an act she loved. What would it feel like to live here, wake up here, argue with your husband here?


This open house intrigued her because it was cross-listed on an Instagram account for architecture nerds:




Unique Arts and Crafts bungalow designed by Ward Wellington Ward in 1913. For sale for $38,000! Intrepid buyers only—needs complete rehab. Most original details intact. 110 Highland St., Syracuse, 11am–2pm Sunday. See link in bio for more #cheapoldhouses#saveoldstuff#bungalow#restoration#casementwindowsforthewin





She was the only fantasy lurker attending the open house at 110 Highland Street that Sunday morning.


The house was falling apart. The house was beautiful.


It had leaded glass windows, built-in shelves, and hidden storage benches. Two of the benches were framed by wood-beamed closures (“the inglenook”) and sat at either end of (oh, what she longed for!) an elaborate tile-lined fireplace (“Mercer Moravian tiles”). Sam imagined sitting in the nook, gazing at the fire, reading a book. The tiles were dirty with layers of dust but still intact. She could pick out a narrative in the relief images. (“Saint George and the Dragon,” the agent said.) The clay finish was a rustic, uneven glaze, the colors pink, green, and white. She touched her fingertips to the tiles and felt an undeniable connection. Someone on some podcast had talked about “grounding.” It was when you walked outside with bare feet and let the earth connect with your body. It was supposed to right you, your circadian rhythms or something. Help you get over jet lag. Or maybe it was to mitigate the endocrine disruption of chronic toxic exposure. Or to counter EMF, the low-level but constant electromagnetic waves from Wi-Fi and cellular towers. Or maybe all of that, grounding promoted as a systemic cure-all. Sam scoffed at the idea, even despised it as New Age crap, yet as her fingers touched the tiles, she felt grounded. There was no other word for it, as if a corrective current flowed from the house through the dusty tile and into her hand and, truly, her whole body.


The tiles were set against patterned deep red brick topped by a mantel made of dark oak, also dirty but intact. Maybe it was Gustav Stickley or it was William Morris who wrote about the Arts and Crafts ideal, how the fireplace should be a work of everyday art. It looked handmade and warm, and its beauty was in its utility and simplicity: she was cold, she needed a fire. The hearth drew her in, invited her to sit. She now understood the fireplace as a form of secular worship. She imagined it would make her feel close to something elemental. (“Obviously, the chimney will have to be looked at.”) To keep her sanity over the long Syracuse winter, Sam needed this beautiful, old, heat-squandering open fire. At her house in the suburbs, they had a glass-fronted gas fireplace that gave off some regulated, efficient BTUs of heat and a low, exhausting fan hum. The gas flame had a cold blue at its center.


“This house is on the historic register as the Garrett House. It even has a Wikipedia page. Designed by the architect Ward Wellington Ward.”


“Yes, I read that in the notice,” Sam said. “I’m familiar with him.” She had seen some of his house plans at the Onondaga Historical Association. Meticulous, in colored pencil and ink. The three W’s of his name, the repetition of the “Ward”s at each end, the short-long-short look of it, all drawn in that distinctive Arts and Crafts lettering. Everything was a work of art, even his name.


“Oh good. So you know his houses are very special. Garrett had it built in 1913. After he and his wife died, it fell into neglectful hands, but none of the original details are ruined. Clearly it needs some TLC: a heating system, electrical updates, new roof, mold abatement. Possibly a chimney rebuild. Better drainage in the basement. Shore up the foundations. But it’s still a wonderful house, no?”


“Yes,” Sam said.


Later she drove to the big suburban Wegmans and bought some wild halibut, diced sweet potato, and triple-washed organic baby spinach for dinner. She also got Ally’s favorite fruit, mango, and her husband’s favorite cereal, No-Grain Vanilla Granola, and several liter bottles of that German mineral water she liked. She took the groceries to their house. No one was home yet. And then, instead of cooking, she got in her car and drove back into the city. It was nearly six, and the sun was starting to go down. The sky was backlit, iridescent, spring bright, and as she drove she watched the clouds close to the horizon glow pink and orange. She drove back to the city because she had to see the house in this dusk light, this ridiculous, almost garish light. She crested the hill. She pulled into the house’s tiny driveway. The roofline was steep, and the shitty asphalt tiles were coming undone. But. The front windows and the side windows faced the sunset. The city in all directions gleamed, and it looked as if an ocean lay beyond the clouds, some giant lake or shore. Ward Wellington Ward, this architect, he must have known. He thought of the sky and the trees as he designed his house; he knew how much you need those early-spring sunsets in Syracuse, even if they glisten off a foot of snow.


She retrieved the business card from her coat pocket and called the real estate agent. “I want it,” the words coming up from some reptilian (perhaps paleomammalian, limbic, sublimbic) area of her brain, some part of her she never knew existed. “I want to make an offer, I mean. Can we do that today?” It felt easy. She signed the papers and wrote a check for the deposit. Inner life had spilled out and become outer life. She wrote an X in the box to waive the inspection. As is.


What drew her to the house was its nature: the house was a paradox, both rustic and elegant. It was contrived to be functional, but emotionally functional. After all, who needs a built-in bench by the fire? The huge hearth was clearly inefficient. Beauty was its own value, as was the experience of living. It felt hand-constructed, personal. Yet it reeked of artifice, “Arts and Crafts” meant to evoke home and nostalgia through cozy appropriations of English cottages and, oddly enough, some idea of a country church. Also, the state of the house. Dirty, falling apart, empty for too long.


It was wrecked. It was hers.


She got in her car, and she looked back once more at the house, maybe to imprint its image in her heart, the way you might look at a departing loved one. Sam noticed a white bit of paper tucked into the front door’s frame. She got out of the car and walked over to see what it was. She plucked a corner with two fingers, and as she pulled it, she felt a heavier paper stock than she was expecting. Almost like an index card, but smaller and more rectangular, palm-sized. She turned it over. It had letterpress printing, blue on creamy white:


BEWARE: NTE IS COMING


Sam shrugged. What was NTE? Was it an ad? A religious message? Or a sort of warning? But the production values of the message gave it weight and substance, so she tucked the little card into her jean pocket.


She drove back to her home in the suburb, and only then did she realize, as she drove, that she was leaving her husband. Matt. That she would go live in the broken-down house in the city, the unloved, forgotten house with the view of the unloved, forgotten city. Why? Because she alone could see the beauty. It was meant for her. She couldn’t—shouldn’t—resist. And saying yes to this version of her life would mean saying no to another version of her life.
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As she drove, she held her phone in her left hand, pressed it awake, tapped her password, and tried not to glance at the device as she found her way to the Favorites screen and pressed “Ma.” She touched the speaker icon, and then she looked at the road, once again admonishing herself for driving and messing with her phone. It was a steady beat, that admonishment, and yet it changed nothing.


“Hello?” her mother said, as if she didn’t know it was Sam, as if she didn’t see Sam’s name on the phone, as if Sam didn’t call every day.


“Hey, Ma.”


“Hi, sweetheart.”


“How are you? Are you feeling—”


“I’m fine,” she said, like a warning. Sam’s mother, Lily, was sick but Sam wasn’t supposed to ask her about it; “please don’t dwell” on it, she had told Sam.


“Good.” Sam pushed it off, undwelled. She would dwell elsewhere.


“But are you okay? You sound strange.”


“Yeah, I do,” Sam said. She laughed.


“What happened?”


She told her mother about the house in detail, the words rushing out with infatuated breathlessness.


“You really made an offer? Did you sign a contract?”


“Yes,” she said.


“Does Matt know?”


“Not yet.”


“Sam, you have to discuss this with him. You might have to cancel it. I think you have three days, right?”


“I don’t want to cancel it.” She felt herself getting tearful.


“You can’t buy a house and not tell Matt—”


“You don’t understand. It’s not just a house.”


“—even if it is cheap. It’s cheap for a house, but not cheap like an impulse buy of some shoes or something. Come on, Sam. Are you trying to provoke something?”


“No! Don’t be ridiculous. I will tell him, I’m going to tell him.”


“I’m ridiculous? You’re not thinking. This is silly, irrational.”


“I know it is. That’s the point. I know it.”


“Call me after you talk to him. Talk to him. Do you want me to call him?”


“No! I’ll talk to him myself.”









[image: image]


4


Sam didn’t tell her husband that night, or the night after. She ignored her mother’s voicemail. She instead sent her an email saying everything was fine and she would update her soon. She had planned on calling her closest friend, Emily, but Emily had gotten on her nerves lately. Plus Sam’s mother’s reaction made her hesitate. Not about her decision, but about discussing it. She didn’t need to crowdsource her fucking life, did she?


When Sam woke in the early morning of the third day, she felt her usual weariness about her sudden awakening, and then she remembered the house and felt a strange giddiness, an excitement. That evening, when her daughter, Ally, was at an away soccer game, Sam finally confessed to Matt what she had done. Not the way she had rehearsed it while driving in her car, with calm logic and gentle segues. But like a lunatic, impulsive and incoherent. It was interior monologue made audible. It included an elaborate description of 110 Highland Street. Then:


“I have to leave this house,” she said. “I’m sorry.” As if she were leaving the house instead of him. She had once fallen in love with their large cedar-and-glass, open-plan, contemporary suburban home. High ceilings and new white-pine flooring. Concrete patio with a fire pit. Surrounded by dense woods that made it feel private, no other houses to contaminate the view. They had fallen in love with it. But now she felt the hollowness in the doors, the casual way it was built, which was apparent in the details. Living in it left her cold. (Actually freezing in the early mornings. Baseboard heating in these huge spaces, conceived by some cheap contractor. They did have radiant heat under the floor tiles in the master bath, and she found herself huddling there, taking bath after bath, not willing to leave, all winter long.)


“What are you talking about?” Matt said, barely looking at her. He was reading something on his phone; he didn’t have time for this. That made it easier on Sam, much. Out it fell.


“I can’t stand it here, in this house.” Sam’s voice trembled; the intensity of her emotion surprised her. She touched the door of the small bath off the kitchen. “Who puts a bathroom off a kitchen, you know? And this door—” She pounded on the wood and the hollow, shallow sound disgusted her. She turned the button knob. “I could break down this door. It’s cheap and ugly. I can’t bear it.”


“You want a new door?”


“Yes. I mean, no.” Why should she have to explain herself? She started crying. “I hate this awful house. Us. You. I have to leave, I can’t stay with you,” she said. Now she had his attention.


“What’s happened? What’s wrong?”


“Our marriage is over, I think. I know.”


Matt started laughing. She glared at him.


“Sam, what are you talking about?”


“I’m leaving.”


Matt raised his eyebrows and lowered his chin to indicate disbelief. And irritation. The irritation came through in his voice as well, that familiar tone of his: weary, impatient, unenchanted. “What is this really about?” he said. He was standing at the counter, making some kind of post-workout smoothie. He didn’t stop what he was doing.


Usually when he got home, she would tell him what happened to her that day. Who came to Clara Loomis House, where she worked (volunteered, practically), and what questions they had asked. (“One woman asked me if it was true that Clara invented abortions! I was like, most def! Sure! Like no one ever thought to terminate an unwanted pregnancy before 1895.”) Sam would exaggerate the lameness of the questions to amuse, or try to amuse, Matt. He might laugh, but he would be distracted, occupied with his phone and finishing his post-workout branched-chain amino-acid supplements blended into his stevia chocolate-and-whey protein shake. That was her idea, these enhancing supplements, something she had heard about or read about and bought for him. He used them, and at least he didn’t tell her she was being ridiculous, which she sometimes felt when she explained something she was excited about. Since the election, and certainly since the inauguration, when he came home from work she would go on about the president and the latest related drama. As she spoke, she lost her urgency or she increased her urgency as she realized how she would seem to him: like a person who had spent the day on the internet or watching cable news or listening to podcasts. She herself had done little all day; instead she reported from the edge of an unlived life. He would give her a polite nod, respond, but he was not really interested. He treated her the way someone would treat a talkative child or a needy dog: doling out just enough attention to be acceptable but not enough to encourage her to keep going. He tolerated her. Patronized her. Which she resented but also couldn’t blame him for. She agreed with him, she was pathetic, she felt it as her words spilled out. But now, in this moment, she understood something new. His workouts, his distant looks, and his phone fondling aside, all those seemingly tolerant expressions served only one purpose. He was caring for himself, taking care of his needs, and it had nothing to do with her. She was the air to be got through.


“You’ve been gaslighting me, that’s what this is about,” she said quietly.


“What does that even mean?”


“What does it mean? It’s a movie with Ingrid Bergman, Gaslight, in which her husband is trying to make her think she is going crazy.”


“I know it’s a fucking movie.”


“He keeps dimming the gas light and when she notices, he lies about it. Tells her it’s all in her head, her problem.”


He had finally stopped making his smoothie. Oh how she hated that smoothie in this moment. The impossible-to-clean heavy grooved glass container and the whey-crusted blades. And that word, “smoothie,” my god, how could anyone use that word, ever? The blender was full, but he stopped before he pressed the “pulse” button. Even he, the relentlessly efficient multitasker, knew that making a blender noise as your wife was leaving you would be tacky.


“You don’t care about me. You aren’t interested in me or what I think or feel or have to say. And you pretend this is okay, normal, a marriage.”


Matt said nothing, looked at her. Really looked at her. Unnerving, that look.


“You don’t love me,” she said. “You put up with me out of loyalty and habit.” Her voice cracked.


“You know that isn’t true,” he said. “You know that can’t be true, Sam.” His voice lowered.


“And maybe that is all I deserve. Maybe. But I don’t like it,” she said. He watched her carefully. She grabbed a tissue and held it to her eyes. Hot, swollen, the tears streamed down her face and stung her cheeks. The emotion seemed to build as she spoke, the anger (anger, that’s what it was!) overwhelmed her. She was on the verge of fainting all of a sudden. She inhaled deeply, and on the exhale, she sighed. “I don’t like you.” The act of saying it made it so. “Not anymore.”


“What happened? I know you aren’t happy, but this is over the top.”


“We are not happy,” she said.


“Is this about the election?”


“No!”


“It is the election. You aren’t the only one in the world who is upset over the election, you know.”


“You think I want a divorce because of the election?”


“You do seem deranged. You took it very personally. But I’m stressed by it too. I think about it every day.”
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It was true that on election night they both were upset, but at some point during the unfolding disaster, he shrugged it off. She spent the night on the couch, actually cowering under a blanket, peeking at the TV. He drank beer and then scotch. She closed her eyes, tried to hide; then she opened the blanket enough to watch John King on CNN. He was pressing counties on a magic map of Florida, looking for unreported precincts full of Democratic voters. Michigan was too close to call. Pennsylvania was too close to call. She finally fell into a raw, fragile sleep as she watched. She woke up a few hours later. He was still sitting there, still watching CNN, no longer drinking.


“What happened?” she said.


“It’s over,” he said. “They are waiting for her to concede. And he’s about to speak.”


She stared at the TV for a minute, at the ecstatic celebrants. The feed underneath reported his electoral votes. Then she got off the couch and went to bed.


They were no comfort to each other. For days she woke in the early morning, ready to begin her normal routine, and then she remembered what had happened and felt the world shrink into a new, weird shape. It was very close to how she’d felt right after her father died and she would have some kind of sleep-propelled respite from her grief. What she realized—as the weeks went by and it sank in, until finally she woke knowing what the world was—what she realized was that the world had moved against her more than it had moved against Matt. To him it was the equivalent of watching his beloved Mets lose a closely contested World Series. To her it was much more than that; what exactly it was, she did not yet know.


On Facebook, shortly after the venting and the disbelief, she discovered that an online but also in-real-life protest group was forming. A Facebook algorithm suggested it to her, and she read the group’s page:




Don’t give up. Don’t just vent on Facebook! Take action IRL. Resist! Refuse! Organize! (Henceforth referred to as RRO!) Women Won’t Wilt! (Henceforth referred to as WWW!)





Then she discovered the Syracuse offshoot of the national effort. One of the people she knew from her daughter’s school posted about the local event. The description:




Syracuse WWWers!


Come talk strategy with other like-minded community members. We will begin with writing letters to our congressional representatives. We will not take this lying down. We will resist. Wine and light refreshments will be served.





The event took place in a beautifully restored stone farmhouse in one of the wooded and wealthy enclaves between Syracuse and Ithaca. The host was a Cornell professor. Her husband taught at Syracuse University, so they lived among farmers in this commutable-to-both area.


The professors’ house stood on a hill with panoramic views in two directions. A large matching barn stood to one side, and Sam could see a wide, rocky stream behind the house at the bottom of the hill. She stood on the porch and listened for a moment. A sign was taped to the door:




WWW GATHERING


No need to knock. Come right in.





The large living room was filled with women, mostly her age. Already the mid-range New Zealand sauvignon blanc was being passed around, which she had to admit she appreciated (finally chardonnay and pinot grigio had become cliché and déclassé even in Syracuse). Crudités, cheese, and crackers as promised. The vibe was bright and cheerful as the women buzzed around, chatting and commiserating, each reporting her blow-by-blow election night story with the same boring annotated specificity with which women report their labor narratives after giving birth (“I sat on the sectional, incessantly switching between MSNBC and CNN, like that would make the news change. I finally went to bed at eleven after they called Florida. Michigan, Wisconsin, and Pennsylvania were still too close to call, but I knew by then it was a disaster and I couldn’t stand to watch any more. When I woke up in the morning, my daughter came in and said, ‘I am so sorry, Mommy.’ It was then I burst into tears. We were supposed to have a woman president. I practically promised her. But she comforted me, can you imagine?”)


After some mingling, the host shushed everyone and invited them to sit in a circle. She was trim in a blue wool sheath dress, sleeveless to show off her age-defying, sculpted shoulders and upper arms. Her bobbed hair fell to a face-framing point; it had been angle-cut from her ear line to just below her jawline. When she stood under the chandelier (antique stamped brass with bare incandescent bulbs), Sam could see her expertly balayaged highlights, the same gray-disguising ash-blond most of the women in the room had. The living room was very warm from all the people and a fire burning in the glass-windowed, cast-iron stove. Sam peeled off her black ribbed turtleneck. She already felt sloppy in her jeans, and now she wore a tank top that said “No Sleep Till …” in purple letters, which she had bought in Brooklyn for Ally, but Ally had never worn it, not once, so Sam wore it sometimes as an undershirt.


They were going around the circle, introducing themselves. It was then that Sam noticed two women sitting at the edge of the room. They were young—early twenties—and exotically beautiful. One had vivid cobalt streaks in her shoulder-length, thick hair. The other had a platinum buzz cut, her pretty skull shapely beneath the stubble. Both had copious tattoos and piercings, and they were clearly a couple.


One after the other, the women spoke, repeating the same lines of disbelief and resilience. As the icebreaker moved around, it stopped at a stout, sixtyish woman with gray braids hanging behind each ear. She sat in front of the two young women. Why would someone over the age of ten wear braids? An almost ostentatious display of not caring about her appearance. Why didn’t Sam admire it, then? She didn’t, though, the dull gray, coarse-looking yet thin hair repulsed her, which made Sam feel like a traitor, an age traitor. The gray-braided woman looked back at the younger women and smiled, deferring, and the rest of the room waited for them to introduce themselves. The young women made eye contact with each other and then looked down. The one with the buzz cut looked up at the rest of the women and frowned. Then she spoke, her voice shaky with emotion (which Sam could identify as fury, specifically, this despite the fact that her voice went up at the ends of her sentences as if she were asking questions. What is that called? Uptalk?).


“Look, I’m Larisa and this is Emma (?). We are from Ithaca (?). And I have to be honest with you all, I’m feeling pretty angry (?). At all the white women that voted for him (?).” This girl was, of course, as white as one can be, her skin made almost bluish and translucent by her platinum hair. Then Emma (black hair with cobalt streak) spoke, her voice low and somewhat adjacent to a hiss. “We had no idea this meeting would be so full of cis, straight, white, privileged women. You have a lot to answer for.” It was funny to Sam that she didn’t include “old” in her list of adjectives, or “middle-aged,” but Sam understood that age was really the crux of it, nevertheless.


There were some awkward, audible exhales of disbelief. The hostess shook her balayaged head and held up her hand as if to quiet everyone. “You must know that none of us voted for him. That is why we are all here. We are as upset about him as you are.” But the young, beautiful women shook their heads. Then Larisa pointed an emphatic index finger at the hostess.


“It was white women over forty (?), who voted for him, who put him over the top (?).” Over forty! The crux! The crux ansata!


“That is awful, shameful, but what about the much bigger majority of men who voted for him? Are they not to bear some blame?”


“All I know is that people our age, queer people, people of color—we didn’t elect him (?).” And with a curt, frowny nod to each other, Sam watched as they lifted their lithe, elegant, plant-powered, bike-muscled bodies practically clanking with hidden piercings and scooted out of the house in a veil of righteous disgust. The remaining women exchanged shocked and outraged expressions.


“Un-fucking-believable,” the hostess said. A person whose face Sam couldn’t see suggested that the two women probably voted for Jill Stein and were actually to blame. Sam didn’t speak, but something surprising came to her:


She agreed with the young women. In a way. Not that the women in the room were responsible for the election, exactly. But she agreed with how these young women looked at these middle-aged women. Although Sam was one of the middle-aged women, she too hated the smug entitlement that seemed manifested in their silvery haircuts, their Eileen Fisher linen pants, their expensive, ergonomic shoes. They reeked of status quo collusion, safely protected from it all. But it was worse than that. Sam hated their lumpish midsections and their aged necks, which she knew was awful, unfair. She slipped into these bouts of midlife misogyny sometimes. She did not feel solidarity just because they were all women; she felt estranged from them. At the gym she felt it when she saw the intense fifty-year-olds, yoga mats tucked under bony muscled arms, their faces lined and unmade-up, unsmiling and hard. Bikrami Bitches, she thought. Also the stupid pantsuits of the losing candidate, the ubiquitous highlights in the hair, the discreet eyeliner on the upper lash line, the scolding disposition, the postsexual benign vibe of her style and how she held herself. Ick, no. She understood why the world despised comfortable older white women. And age was the point—even if they didn’t vote for him, they had been around long enough that the horrible state of things was partly on them, it was. Sam didn’t want to garden or drink white wine or have anything to do with these women. Somehow, the disdain, the hate felt irresistible and also allowable, because, after all, she was one of them. She knew that wasn’t quite right, that it was a problem, a mean reduction. And, after all, who is really safe? But she felt it all the same. Alienated from the well-off old women and the obnoxious young women. Plus, of course, all the men of all ages. Ha.


She didn’t attend any more WWWers meetings after that. But Facebook kindly suggested some other local groups. One was CNY Crones, which was a “closed” group. When she applied to join—because who doesn’t want to join something “closed” and exclusive?—she was sent these questions by the “admin”:




1.Name two ways you have resisted youth-culture hegemony?


2.That was boring, and probably a lie. Give us two real ways you have resisted youth culture, and make it good.


3.What offends you?


4.And what have you done to offend others?


5.Rage much?





She responded in this way:




1. None of your business


2.Fuck you


3.Everything. Nothing.


4.See 1–3


5.Fuck yeah





She “got in,” but she suspected it was only a formality. It was kind of a silly group, with a lot of posts about embracing your wrinkles, though only sort of (“learning to love my neck wattles, haha, scarves!”), and refusing to get plastic surgery on principle, but with posters often still obsessing—albeit through protesting and professing the opposite—over how they looked. Sam reached the breaking point when she saw this:




Delia West


I know you all will flame me for this, but I am newly divorced and 55. I lost a lot of weight recently (combo of boot camp, barre, fasting). I really have trouble with being naked with my post childbirth stretched stomach skin (post = twenty years later lol). The skin is like a kangaroo pouch. No amount of exercise or diet will fix it. I hate the way it looks. I can’t live with it, I can’t make it work, it repulses me. Not for male approval, but for my own self-esteem, I am considering a tummy tuck. Here is my question: Can a crone spend money on looking good? I say she can. Isn’t it empowering to decide what you want to look like?


Susan Healy


Uh, no. If what you want to look like coincides with what the culture says you should look like, you might want to *interrogate* it.


Jill Blanchard


I disagree. I think you decide for yourself, that is the whole point.


Liza Winters


You do you, Delia.





Sam so hated that expression. Something arose in her, an almost thrilling desire to post something nasty to Liza Winters. Whoever she was. But then the desire passed. Inexplicably, Sam read on. (But it was explicable, she knew that as things escalated, she would feel a little touristic thrill. A posting meltdown was coming, and to a lurker, it was a lurid yet irresistible entertainment.)




Antonia Luciano


I think “crone” is whatever you need it to be. I won’t judge you.


Michelle Delcort


You are inspiring me, Delia. I might get one myself.


Liza Winters


What about cool sculpting? Less invasive and not technically surgery.


Susan Healy


Seriously, you are all on board for this? What about the money? Aren’t there more useful things you can spend money on?


Michelle Delcort


I am reporting you for money-shaming!


*Admin


That actually is not a thing. Money-shaming.


Laci Cortez


I say burn this backsliding bitch at the stake. I mean, I am out.





Sam didn’t post a comment, but she “liked” Laci’s comment. It was the only one that seemed truly “crone-ish” to her. They friended each other, and after perusing Laci’s page, her “likes” and groups, Sam ended up, or she found herself (because the path to the point is never clear in retrospect and also never-ending), invited to join a series of odd groups. Women-only, mostly, but also niche groups: Surviving the Anthropocene, which Sam discovered was a prepper group but on the political left, preparing for the climate apocalypse. The suggested Canning, Fermentation, and Preserving seemed to exist at the Venn diagram crossover of far right and far left, because if you are prepping for a racial Armageddon, a federal crackdown, or an environmental disaster and the consequent social meltdown, you will need a significant stockpile of preserved food. Although Sam did not can or preserve, she applied to join. Her admission to this group led her to myriad homesteading groups: urban homesteading (posts about the legalities of keeping chickens in a city and how to grow a vertical garden on your fire escape); off-the-grid (coed) homesteading groups focused on practical, Whole Earth Catalog–type skills from Morse code communications and well digging to sundial timekeeping, osmosis water purification, and first aid; and a plethora of (women-only) anti-tech homesteaders dedicated to living as if it were the past, with a specific cutoff date, such as 1912 or 1860 (interesting year choice on that). As far as Sam could tell, these tech restrictions involved a lot of posts about sewing denim, mastering hand-cranked washing machines, and the challenges of butter churning and molding, as well as many posts detailing the satisfaction and empowerment of “hands-on housekeeping,” or HOH. Yet somehow living as a 1912 woman or as an 1860 woman involved being on Facebook a lot. Sam wanted to post a damning quote about the suffocations of housework from Elizabeth Cady Stanton or the Feminine Mystique, or just simply post, “Chosen drudgery is a form of feminist slumming” or “Out of the house and onto the ramparts, bitches!” but why pick a fight? Women join the groups to be with others who agree with them, to get tips, to post pics, to support their life choices. So what? But something about Facebook brought out truly juvenile impulses, which Sam had to actively repress.
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