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      Praise for This is Not the Story You Think it is:

      
      “Laura Munson takes the spiritual stuff and the personal stuff and the love stuff and the pain stuff, and she brews them all
         together in a very fun and touching memoir. I’m a fan. This is a wonderful book”
      

      
      Marianne Williamson

      
      “This book is fabulous. Laura Munson’s noble quest to become the source of her own happiness will take you by the hand and
         heart as it guides you through the steps to living a life without suffering. Her story pulls back the curtain on the only
         magic we ever need to know: how to make the shift from fear to love”
      

      
      Arielle Ford, author of The Soulmate Secret

      
      “Laura Munson’s powerful and buoyant book gives us wisdom in generous slices. But it is Munson’s abilities as a storyteller
         that show us how to discover—how to find and feel—the real wisdom that may arise from our lives, as messy and heartbreaking
         as they may be. Woman, wife, mother, neighbor—this fine writer converts her own life’s journeys into a series of vignettes
         so focused and compelling, so heartbreaking, sometimes so funny, that they resound with the force of parables”
      

      
      David Baker, poetry editor of The Kenyon Review

      
      “Let me tell you what this book is about. This is a book about saying yes. It’s the story of Laura Munson’s alchemical ability
         to create abundance and bounty in the face of scarcity and abandonment—no small triumph. Filled with gems big and small …
         Munson is a wonderful guide—wise, brave, and tenaciously honest”
      

      
      Melanie Gideon, author of The Slippery Year:
A Meditation on Happily Ever After

      
      
      “Laura Munson has served up a whopping portion of sanity. This book has the potential to start a cultural revolution”

      
      Leif Peterson, author of Catherine Wheels and Normal Like Us

      
      “I loved this book. It’s unusual, memorable, and wry; laugh-out-loud funny”

      
      Leslie Morgan Steiner, author of Crazy Love and Mommy Wars
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      To my husband

      
      The map’s no good without the territory.

      
      We always said we wanted adventure … I love you.

      
      To my father,

      
      John Chester Munson (1918–2004)

      
      Here’s your blue Duesenberg.

      
      Though I don’t suppose you need a car wherever you are,

      namely in my heart. Thank you for believing in me.

   




      

      
      I’ve decided to make up my mind

      
      about nothing, to assume the water mask,

      
      to finish my life disguised as a creek,

      
      an eddy, joining at night the full,

      
      sweet flow, to absorb the sky,

      
      to swallow the heat and cold, the moon

      
      and the stars, to swallow myself

      
      in ceaseless flow.

      
      —Jim Harrison, “Cabin Poem”

   




      
      
      Are You There,

Clarence? It’s Me,

 George Bailey’s Wife
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      5:00 a.m.
Summer. Montana.

      
      At this moment in my life, I am strangely serene. In fact, I may have never felt more calm. Or more freed. Or more certain
         that these things owe themselves to a simple choice: to accept life as it is. Even and especially when it really fucking sucks.
         Even and especially if my husband left last night to go to the dump after announcing that he isn’t sure he loves me anymore
         … and nine hours later, still hasn’t come back.
      

      
      You might think all this would find me in a place of intense pain. Panic, even. State of emergency. But I’m choosing something
         else. I am choosing not to suffer.
      

      
      How is this possible? you might ask.
      

      
      Let me introduce you to my bedside table (see page 303), which at present holds a perversely vertical half-cracked and sometimes
         devoured stack of books telling me all about it: inner peace, harmony, love, non-suffering, freedom … from the Buddha to Jesus
         to the Sufis to the Christian mystics to Dr. Seuss and beyond. (I’ve always been a seeker of wisdom. I’m not picky where it comes from.) And they
         all hint at, or even proclaim, this simple truth: the end of suffering happens with the end of wanting. The end of wanting.
      

      
      I’ve read this hundreds of times, in different word arrangements, ever since I had my first metaphysical thought a long time
         ago. But up until just this blink of a moment (that’s how it happens, finally—in a blink), I have bashed myself bloody. Because
         with all this arsenal of wisdom, I have never been able to understand how not to want.
      

      
      How, for instance, am I not to want my husband to walk through the door and tell me some drop-dead beautiful story about how
         he sat all night at the dump and was spoken to by heavenly hosts and sung to by an angelic choir and experienced an epiphany
         that resulted in him realizing what I’ve just learned? That we both have been psychically touched by the same odd angel who
         has let us into the secrets of the universe:
      

      
      Suffering sucks. Don’t do it. Go home and love your wife. Go home and love yourself. Go home and base your happiness on one
            thing and one thing only: freedom. Choose freedom, not suffering. Create a life of freedom, not wanting. Have some really
            good coffee and listen to the red-winged blackbirds in the marsh. Ignore the mosquitoes.

      
      But my husband doesn’t come home. He doesn’t call. He doesn’t answer his mobile phone. And I get to practice this ridiculous
         “bliss.”
      

      
      Probably the wisest words that were ever uttered to me came from a therapist. I was sitting in her office, crying my eyes
         out over my then unsuccessful writing career and my husband’s challenges at work, and she said, “So let me get this straight. You
         base your personal happiness on things entirely outside of your control.”
      

      
      “Yeah. I guess. If you put it that way,” I agreed. “I’m not writing novels not to see them published. Fourteen of them to
         be exact—spanning over half my life! I’m not raising kids—two of them—a girl, twelve, and a boy, eight—pouring my entire
         heart into every fiber of their beings not to make sure they’re healthy and happy and have the right size shoes and find a
         life that they love. I’m not married—to the same man, whom I’ve adored since my senior year in college—to live in loneliness.
         And I can’t control any of those results. But I want them to be good ones. I’d be lying if I told you I didn’t believe those
         positive results would make me happy.”
      

      
      “That’s insanity,” she said. “Just so you know.”

      
      “Fine. It might be insanity. But it’s human nature to want. I can’t deny myself my human nature. It’s impossible.”

      
      “Really,” she said, and she did that lift-of-the-eyebrow thing she does.

      
      I know to pay attention when she does that. That there’s more coming and it’s gonna be good.

      
      “There’s a big difference between wanting and creating,” she said. “Do you want to stop feeling anxious and depressed and
         scared and angry?”
      

      
      “Of course. That’s why I’m here in this office. But I’m not allowed to want, remember?”

      
      “Fair enough. Do you believe you can create a life in which you are happy?”

      
      “Absolutely. But doesn’t it take two to tango?”

      
      “Does it?” she said, her eyebrow raising. Then she saw my pain and filled it in for me. I love her for this quality. “It’s when you stop wanting things outside of your control that
         you’ll be happy.”
      

      
      Easy for her to say. Sitting there on her mauve couch with her manicure and her neat scarf and her presumably more-miserable-than-she
         clientele.
      

      
      How can a person not want? You are born—you want to live. You get married—you want to build a life with your spouse. You have
         kids—you want them to live even though it seems at first like they’re doing their best to try to off themselves—and later,
         you want them to be happy, and you want them to live even longer—long enough to provide you grandchildren. And you want them
         to live, too. In fact, you worry about them not living before they’re even born. Because what would that do to your child,
         outliving their child? You want everybody to live, and you want to live until you are one hundred, still driving, mind intact,
         cheekbones and legs still not too bad, and then you want to die in your sleep. You want to be Katharine Hepburn. And in the
         meantime, you want a calling. You want to work hard at that calling—you want talent and you want success. How is it possible
         to live in this human body in this human world and not want?
      

      
      Easy, too, for my fabulously famous, spiritually evolved novelist friend to say when I asked him in a letter: How do you spend your life writing without wanting to be published?

      
      He responded with a phone call; that’s when I know it’s important news and that I should widen my third eye. “The only difference
         between being published and not being published,” he said, “is being published.”
      

      
      Fine, Mr. I-hang-out-with-modern-day-prophet-sorts-and-get-scads-of-adoring-fan-mail-and-speak-at-sold-out-venues. I’m not sitting on my ass all day in a dark room, year after
         year, page after page, spilling my guts, martyring myself, my abs, my glutes, to the gruesome art of channeling the human
         condition for a whole lot of nothin’! Not wanting a direct line from this dark office to the bedside tables of people everywhere.
         Well, excuse my lack of spiritual enlightenment, but to me that’s one thing: a colossal cop-out.
      

      
      Or so I thought, until just this moment in my life.

      
      Back to the novelist friend.

      
      I retorted with, “The thing is, I’m good! I’ve been working at this craft for years and years, and I can honestly say with
         confidence … that I’m good! And it’s not just me. Editors at major publishing houses love my work. My agent’s never seen such
         positive rejection letters. But I don’t have a ‘platform,’ they call it. I’m a no-name from Montana.”
      

      
      “You just need to keep writing. Stop thinking about getting published. But be careful. There’s a vast difference between being
         detached … and being un-attached. You wanna shoot for the latter.”
      

      
      “But,” I whimpered, “I’m in a spiritual cul-de-sac. I don’t know how not to want. I’m very, very attached. Not in the least
         Zen. More … I don’t know … Episcopalian.”
      

      
      He laughed. And I could tell he was withholding valuable information. Information that is only earned, not inherited. The
         Big Journey was all mine—just like Dorothy. God, I hate that.
      

      
      But back to this moment in my life.

      
      At this moment in my life, I am not sure where my husband is. He left last night to take the rubbish to the dump after announcing
         that he’s not sure he loves me anymore, and hasn’t come home. He isn’t answering his mobile phone. He isn’t responding to texts.
      

      
      But I don’t buy it. The part about him not loving me. As much as it’s devastating to hear, I believe there’s more to the story.
         I believe he’s in a state of personal crisis. I believe this is about him.
      

      
      I’m going to give you a challenge here. I’m going to give both you and me a challenge here. Let’s try in all this not to take
         sides. Because how does it feel to take sides? Do we get to be right? Self-righteous? I think there’s more suffering in self-righteousness
         than most of us are willing to fathom.
      

      
      I see it like this: we all have our seasons of personal woe. I’ve certainly had mine. I know how much he hates his job, how
         much he punishes himself for not making enough money and not knowing where to go next with his career; how stuck and desperate
         he feels, especially in our small mountain town where the high-paying jobs are NOT plentiful. I know that he’s suffering intensely.
         I know because I’ve been there. I feel his pain and I’ve told him so.
      

      
      But he’s not hearing my voice. His own is too thunderous. He has to come to the end of it by himself. Just like Dorothy and
         me. And I know it’s more helpful to practice empathy here. Not anger. Or fear. Even though his words were like sharp sleet.
      

      
      It’s like when teenagers scream “I hate you” and slam the door in their parents’ face. Does that “I hate you” have credibility?
         Or does the parent know instinctually that something upsetting happened at school? That it’s not about the parent at all?
         I’m not saying that my husband is acting like a teenager. (Or, God forbid, that I’m his parent!) I’m just saying that I think
         there’s more to the story.
      

      
      
      My husband is a great guy. Loyal. Supportive. Loving. A true family man. Staying out to all hours of the night and not calling
         isn’t something he does. But he’s been doing it a lot lately. I figure it’s his version of slamming the door in my face. And
         that’s when I know something really bad happened at work. He apologetically calls it “blowing off steam,” which is fairly
         easy to do in a place where there are countless lakes and rivers all around, a national park nearby, not to mention ten bars
         in three blocks.
      

      
      On those nights, he sleeps on the couch in his office, a short walk from downtown. How do I know this? It’s a small town.
         Everybody is under a microscope here. People like to report on each other like it’s an assignment for social studies class.
      

      
      Without any prompting they’ll offer, “I saw your old man gettin’ after it at the bar last night.” (“It,” in our town, is beer.
         Not necessarily pussy.) Or, “Saw your hubby brushing his teeth in the office bathroom this morning at the crack of dawn. He
         had sleep marks on his face in the pattern of his office couch.” The coda to these field reports usually goes like this: “Is
         he doing okay?”
      

      
      “Why don’t you ask him that question?” is my usual response.

      
      So you can detonate your suspicious fantasies of him off with some woman in her fabulous log home on the lake. Even though
         I’ve had those suspicions, too. Believe me. Even though there is absolutely no evidence of it. Or arrows pointing me to that
         conclusion.
      

      
      Here’s a good place to ask you a very important question. It’s a tricky one, and you might resist it at first, but I’d like
         you to really open your heart and mind right now because I believe it will help us all. It’s a question I’ve had to ask myself with the same openness, and I promise you, it’s intensely
         powerful.
      

      
      I’ll pose it to myself, in fact, because I’m doing this work, too: Just how important is it for me to know right now in my
         life … that in no uncertain terms … my husband is or is not having an affair?
      

      
      Hang on—don’t go away. Stay with me here.

      
      It’s such a powerful question to ponder. How will the definitive truth help my commitment to not suffer? Never mind my marriage.
         To what extent is knowledge power right now?
      

      
      Because what exactly am I supposed to do with that information?

      
      If he is, in fact, having an affair, is it a deal breaker? Is it the automatic end of the marriage? Do I issue ultimatums
         and temporarily kick him out and turn the family on its ass? Is there any leveraging power there for me? Like—aha! Now I can
         FORCE you to go to therapy because … because … because—wait, why?
      

      
      If I wanted to make him wrong, I wouldn’t have to work very hard. Because isn’t the declaration that his love for me is in
         question, by nature, an act of unfaithfulness in and of itself? A violation of our marriage vows? It does, however, beg the
         question:
      

      
      What is the “worse” I signed up for in “for better, for worse”? Maybe it would be a good exercise for minister types to make
         us write down our criteria when it comes to “worse.” But truth be told, I always knew that “worse” could be really, really
         bad.
      

      
      The definitive truth I know for sure is this: my husband is in crisis, whether or not he’s having an affair. Whether or not he loves me.
      

      
      And I love him.

      
      So let’s do a one-eighty. What if, just for now, I looked at it like whatever it is that has him not coming home is a symptom
         of something deeper in his soul. Some level of personal pain that is not mine to bear. Would I be any better off accusing
         him of infidelity, demanding the truth, or hiring a private detective and obsessing over a potential affair when there’s absolutely
         no evidence of one? Stealing his mobile phone in a rare opportunity and scrolling through to see if there are suspicious texts
         or strange phone numbers? Do I think so little of my husband?
      

      
      And I ask us this: Who would I be in that moment, sneaking around behind his back? What kind of integrity would I have? How
         would that play out in my own soul?
      

      
      And let me ask us this: How would that phone feel in our hand? Is it on fire, burning a hole in our palm? Is that a level
         of suffering we’re willing to accept in order to get to some sort of truth? How will that truth set us free? How used to suffering
         are we in this life of ours? Dare I suggest that suffering has become our normal?
      

      
      I’m not doing it. I’ve been there before in other aspects of life—lying to myself that some levels of suffering are worth
         it. I’m not in that lie anymore.
      

      
      So for now, I’ll be calmed by what information has come my way, without my trying to control or meddle or suffer to get to
         it. The general consensus is: he goes to the bar, drinks with the guys, and sleeps on his office couch. Sometimes there’s
         fishing involved. It’s that erotic.
      

      
      Even the kids have come to understand lately that when Daddy doesn’t come home at his usual hour, and sometimes not at all … he’s got this steam to blow. Not that it’s right.
      

      
      Historically, my husband and I pride ourselves on our parenting. On our healthy relationships with our children. But we’re
         not selling them myths. And times are tough. So we’ve told them that mommies and daddies are human, too. We all make mistakes.
         Adults go through hard times and don’t always act responsibly. But we’re still a family. Even when we mess up. We love each
         other and we protect each other. And we forgive each other.
      

      
      But it’s hard not to take his absence like a slap in the face. I can see it in their eyes. I wonder if they can see it in
         mine.
      

      
      One of my husband’s and my favorite quotes emphasizes being guardians of each other’s solitude:

      
      
         The point of marriage is not to create a quick commonality by tearing down all boundaries; on the contrary, a good marriage
               is one in which each partner appoints the other to be the guardian of his solitude, and thus they show each other the greatest
               possible trust. A merging of two people is an impossibility, and where it seems to exist, it is a hemming-in, a mutual consent
               that robs one party or both parties of their fullest freedom and development. But once the realization is accepted that even
               between the closest people infinite distances exist, a marvelous living side-by-side can grow up for them, if they succeed
               in loving the expanse between them, which gives them the possibility of always seeing each other as a whole and before an
               immense sky.

         —RILKE

      

      
      
      Guardians of each other’s solitude. Their fullest freedom. Loving the expanse. (Though I’m fairly certain that when Rilke
         wrote those sagacious words, he wasn’t referring to the bar. Fishing, maybe.)
      

      
      I want him to have time alone. I cherish my own. We’ve always given each other that room in Rilke’s “greatest possible trust.”
         Still, regardless of his personal crisis, regardless if he’s telling himself he doesn’t love me anymore, is he willing to
         ruin the years of trust we’ve built?
      

      
      And what about respect? All I’ve asked for is a phone call so that I don’t worry. How hard is that? The commitment to healing
         and even to couples therapy would be great, too. But we’re not there. Rather, much, much further away than I thought.
      

      
      I’m not going to try to justify his behavior, because I know it’s not justifiable. I simply want to understand instead of
         freak out. It’s not behavior I’m willing to put up with for too long. Whatever “too long” will come to mean. But in the meantime,
         am I to react to the part of our society that wants us to lie about our marriages being somehow perfect? Until they’re not.
         Black and white. One false move and you’re out. I’m sure that in reality, most of us married people have had a lot more than
         even three strikes. No. This is not a time to react. This is a time for deep rooting, like the writer Terry Tempest Williams
         calls for.
      

      
      But my brain winds and wends. Back and forth. Up and down. It feels like the county fair has inhabited my mind—complete with
         sketchy rides, carnies, and sugar-amped kids crying over lost balloons. So loud and disorienting. I want it to pack up and
         move on to the next town. I want my mind to be an open grassy field again with crickets and dandelions. Besides, my husband isn’t there to ring the bell with the mallet—to win us all a stuffed animal, which, in that one summer
         moment, is the most important thing in the world. I am most certainly at this county fair alone.
      

      
      Fear lunges at my throat. It scares me to think what life might be like without him on my side. But I know at least this:
         fear is not my friend. Better to return to empathy right now, rather than fear.
      

      
      Even so, I’m worried this morning. Though I try to let it wash over me in waves, I have to admit that I am very worried. Like
         Mary in It’s a Wonderful Life when George yells at their kid playing Christmas carols, meets with the broken banister knob one too many times, and takes
         off thinking he’d be better dead than alive. Yet like Mary (and I ain’t no Donna Reed), even though she does bust out a “George,
         why must you torture the children!” … in my heart of hearts, I know that nothing will be gained by really letting loose on
         him, or giving him ultimatums. But, oh, for a visit from Clarence the guardian angel. Like George Bailey, I know that so much
         of my husband’s crisis is directly related to the stresses of money and unrealized dreams. And as much as I want to try to
         heal his pain, I know that I can’t. It’s not possible. This is his work. He’s going to have to pop out of this equation on
         his own.
      

      
      I understand that equation. The treacherous terrain of shame built on years of career failure. It took me the better part
         of two years with a really good therapist to trudge through it. How can I ask him to do it all on a summer’s day?
      

      
      Still, this morning, sitting here typing these words, fast and furious … in my worst moments, I’m weak. I go back to old ways.
         I get hooked by fear and I careen toward the center of suffering: What if it IS another woman???
      

      
      
      Now, I know, dear reader, there’s a strong possibility that you’ve got your hackles up. You want to tell me I’m being a fool
         to put up with this unacceptable behavior. You want me to fight.
      

      
      Well, I do, too. I’m a good fighter. I’m famous for cutting to the chase and expediting genius makeups at Mach speed.

      
      But I’m opting for a different strategy, and I’m going to believe it will work in a way that fighting, persuading, and demanding
         never have. Because whether or not he comes back to me, I will be ultimately empowered by my commitment not to suffer. It’s
         a way of life. A way to life. And it’s about many and no religions. Plug it in wherever it meets your life. We all want to
         be free, don’t we?
      

      
      And yes—this strategy is new to me, too. I’m sure it’ll be shaky at times. But I’m going for it. And I’m going to write my
         way through it. Both for my process. And for yours. For anyone in any situation in which one is tempted to go into panic mode,
         or worse, victim mode, rather than taking responsibility for one’s own well-being.
      

      
      I look up at my Author’s Statement taped above my desk, next to the photos of my son running midair on a beach, my daughter
         wearing a halo of daisies, my husband kissing me on our wedding day. I take my Author’s Statement very seriously. It came
         to me one day, and I typed it up and printed it out and put it next to the picture of the mountain bluebird that comes back
         in the spring when there’s still snow. My daughter calls him Hello, Friend. He is the very symbol of hope after a long Montana
         winter.
      

      
      It says: “I write to shine a light on an otherwise dim or even pitch-black corner, to provide relief for myself and others.”

      
      
      That’s what this book is all about. Maybe it will help people. Maybe even save marriages, and jobs, and children’s hearts
         from breaking. I wish I had this book on my bedside table right now. If only just to know that I am not alone.
      

      
      If my husband and I come out the other side, together, in love, still married, and unsuffering, then this summer will have
         been worth it. This book will be worth it.
      

      
      And even if we don’t, then I know I will be a better person for living this way.

      
      So stay with me. Like a gentle friend. Maybe we will both learn something that will change our lives. I’m willing to try.
         On our behalf.
      

   




      
      
      The Cloud of Unknowing
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      8:45 a.m. Same morning.

      
      At this moment in my life, my children are stirring and I’m wondering how to handle this. How to tell them or not tell them
         about their daddy’s suffering. If I should attempt to translate, in a language they can understand, how he sat me down yesterday
         and told me that he’s absolutely miserable. Stuck. That his company is totally broke. That we’re in insane debt. That our
         savings are dwindling. That we might lose the farmhouse that we custom built so that our children’s bookshelves hold their
         exact collections of toy horses and trucks, plumb and true. The land that holds our dogs and horses, cat, beta fish, and even
         my daughter’s beloved pet rat.
      

      
      And especially I’m wondering how not to let on to the fact that he said, looking into my eyes for the first time in months,
         that after more than half our lives together, he needs to be alone before he puts a bullet in his head. That he’s not sure
         he loves me anymore. Or ever did. That he’s not sure that he knows how to love.
      

      
      This last point gets me out of my head, and into his heart: he questions his capacity to love.

      
      I, on the other hand, do not question his capacity to love. I’ve been a witness to and a recipient of his love for a long
         time. For him to be thinking this way, there must be a disconnect deep inside him. And I think of the times when I have been
         at my lowest. What is that like for me? Have I questioned my capacity to love? Maybe I have. But I find that I can access
         love for myself and the world around me almost immediately when I enter into the act of creating. Especially if I can create
         something beautiful.
      

      
      Creating beauty is something I’ve valued all my life. My mother and grandmothers inspired it in me. They knew the names of
         things—fine things. And they taught them to me with seriousness in their brow. It wasn’t an issue of snobbery. It was an
         issue of aesthetics and family pride. Tradition. The care of legacy, one generation to the next. Like china and crystal and
         sterling batons.
      

      
      Only ours hasn’t been a relay race. It’s been rather a slow evolution of principle and will, from the Mayflower, through the Revolutionary War, Civil War, the homesteading days, and beyond. You should see the stack of Bibles I have on
         my shelf, going back to the 1600s. The handmade lace made by so many young women for so many trousseaus. The tea services
         and fussy silver vessels for things like toast and buns and gravy. As little as it has to do with my Montana life, that was
         the beauty in my childhood and I loved it. Still do.
      

      
      Because for me, those things went beyond beauty. They stood for safety. When there were hybrid tea roses in a polished silver
         vase by my bed or the table was set with the best Limoges and Steuben and Irish linen, then I knew I could trust my little
         world to be in harmony, at least for that rose-scented sleep, that shiny meal with family gathered around.
      

      
      
      I’ve repeated that beauty in my Montana home and gardens, to the degree that it’s applicable, and so, yes, I’m sure I have
         let down many grandmother ghosts. But living in Montana for fifteen years has inspired me to see a new kind of beauty. I keep
         my eye out for it as I wander around in nature. A heart-shaped rock is as beautiful as a hand-painted porcelain heart-shaped
         figurine. A verdant patch of moss as pleasing to touch as a piece of silk chenille. Nature’s beauty has worked in me. And
         the longer I live here, the more I feel connected to the Designer of that beauty. However you choose to refer to that Designer.
      

      
      What a wonderful world we live in that a thing like beauty is subjective. Truly, in the eye of the beholder. There’s fathomless
         hope in that fact. I don’t care how a person sees beauty. I just care that beauty is beheld. Created. It’s something I take
         seriously and have passed to my children. Because when we’re creating beauty, we align ourselves with our Designer. When we’re
         receiving beauty, we’re receiving “the kingdom” in its best form. And in that divine-aligned act, we’re creating and receiving
         ourselves, not separate as us and them, or me and you or it. Maybe that is what it is to be truly alive. To love. To be in
         our true nature. Maybe that is what’s missing for my husband. And why he feels he cannot love me.
      

      
      I want my children to be surrounded, then, by beauty today.

      
      But here’s the most painful part—the conundrum that shows me my husband’s inner war and challenges my commitment to non-suffering
         to the core. His final words before he left for the dump were: “I just want a woman who doesn’t have any baggage.”
      

      
      
      So … does he really question his capacity to love? Or just to love me? Trying to wrap my mind around his confusion puts my
         brain into contortions—and I want to abandon beauty and thoughts of his limping heart and go straight into bitterness.
      

      
      Here’s where I land and it’s not graceful: my husband, the father of my children, thinks there’s someone out there who is
         better for him than I am. Somebody who’s gotten this far in life unscathed. That he then, in effect, believes in fairy tales.
         And fairy-tale princesses. And maybe even fairy-tale princes, too. (Even though he’s terrified of horses.) But this sort of
         thinking cuts, and I put on the brakes. I even laugh, trying to imagine a human being without “baggage.”
      

      
      Why am I able to laugh—to hope for and even achieve any level of calm this morning? Any hope for a beautiful day with my children?
         Why am I not rifling through those books on my bedside table looking for underlined passages; a few inspired words of my own
         in the margins like prophetic life preservers, pre-flung to myself on some other morning in my life, early, with tea and pillows
         around me snug—husband asleep gently snoring next to me, before the world awakes?
      

      
      Why? Because I know what they’re all trying to say. Under their Bo tree, or at their Golgotha, or in their ashram in India,
         or their church basement addicts’ meeting with the bad coffee. I know. Finally, I know. You get to the end of suffering. Or
         you don’t. That’s it. You choose.
      

      
      And I can’t say it enough: I am committed to the end of suffering. Being told I am very possibly unloved by my husband sealed
         the deal.
      

      
      You don’t need any more books. Well, maybe this one. (Or not. I don’t care anymore. I’m done with suffering. I am. Are you convinced? Am I convinced? We’ll see, won’t we?)
      

      
      While we’re being cynical, let me add here that, yes, I am well aware that there is far worse suffering than this. And yes,
         ’tis true that I grew up in tennis whites at a fancy-ass Chicago country club, went to a New England prep school, and was
         a debutante, for that matter. But I’m here to tell you that those things don’t make it any easier to be happy. Not happy in
         the way I mean happy. Not free.
      

      
      In fact, those things can make it easier to pretend that you’re happy. There’s suffering in pretending. Suffering is a relative
         term, and is only as important as it ultimately pertains to you—that is, if we want to change the world. And I do. But before
         we can do that, we have to start with what we can control and be responsible for, and that’s good ol’ number one.
      

      
      And you, too. You and me. We need each other, at least in these pages. We’re in this together. What’s the condition of the
         heart and mind of your husband/wife/partner/friend/child/ sibling/parent/relative? Are you sure about that?
      

      
      At this moment in my life, for the first time ever, I have finger nails and not “bloody stubs,” as I’ve liked to endearingly
         call them. A four-decade habit broken subconsciously. I simply looked down the other day, and I had fingernails. At this moment
         in my life, right after I finish this chapter on the end of suffering, instead of biting them all off, I’m booking my first
         manicure.
      

      
      I used to say that happiness was a myth, constructed by the folks at Disney. We went to Disney World. Signed up for the dinner
         with Sleeping Beauty, who looked like she’d dropped a couple of Vicodins. Not so happy.
      

      
      
      And neither was I. I kinda wished Uncle Walt’s vision didn’t leave the Magic Kingdom dry. Not even a rum drink at the Pirates
         of the Caribbean. But that’s just because I still believed that happiness was a cop-out. In other words, something to be gained
         from the outside in. And that even if it did at one time exist, in the end, Disney killed it.
      

      
      I also believed that freedom was a cop-out. And if your husband chose the bar or his office couch or even a woman over you,
         and it didn’t make you want to put a bullet in your own head, and maybe his, too … you were one thing: a sucker. A sucker
         living a sucky life. Everything sucky sucky sucky. And that’s just the way life is.
      

      
      So go have a glass of wine and bitch to your baggageless, still-skinny-at-forty-one girlfriend about your husband. The same
         one who’s probably lying next to him right now, in a cheap motel somewhere on the strip, being complimented on her still-great
         ass, still-great cheekbones, still-great legs.
      

      
      Oh no! Victim mode! I’m derailed. I … I … can’t stop myself!

      
      That asshole!

      
      Breathe. Make some tea.

      
      I don’t want to breathe. And I don’t want tea.

      
      I want coffee! Black and strong and … agitating.

      
      I want I want I want! How am I ever going to live up to this strategy—this practice?

      
      But I know … it’s moment by moment. By moment.

      
      
      9:30 a.m. Same morning.
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      My twelve-year-old daughter comes in crying because one of her best friends won’t talk to her. It’s been going on for weeks,
         she says, and finally she can’t stand it anymore. It’s eating her alive. She needs advice.
      

      
      And I tell her all of this. The theory, that is. The stuff about suffering. Not that her father’s capacity to love is in question.

      
      And she gets it. She’s suffering because she’s chosen to base her personal happiness on things outside of her control. And
         as she sits there on the stairs shaking and crying, I can see that she really does get it. Suffering is no fun. She doesn’t
         like it one bit. She’d rather be happy. She goes upstairs to wash her face.
      

      
      I’m not going to write much about my children in this book for obvious reasons, but I’ll write this here: What if someone
         told you that when you were twelve years old? What if you’d spent your whole life understanding that we have a choice? And that we can
         choose freedom simply by committing ourselves to ending suffering. It doesn’t have to be so hard all the time.
      

      
      To that end, I decide that after this morning of writing, I’m going to take the kids to buy plants to fill our terra-cotta
         pots on the patio. We’ll get chartreuse and aubergine sweet potato vine and mix in tall prairie grasses and maybe some white
         clematis to climb out of the pots and up the sides of the house. We’re going to create beauty despite him. But not to spite
         him.
      

      
      All through breakfast, neither of them asks where their father is and I don’t tell them. They assume he came home late last night and left early today for work. It calms me not to have to share my burden. That it’s not theirs to bear. Yet.
         It calms me to think of creating beauty today with them. Especially given the situation. It calms me that I’ve just given
         my daughter the pearl of wisdom that I took forty-one years to find. And that today my children will learn about botany and
         creating and receiving beauty.
      

      
      But guess what? I don’t want to be calm. I want to ditch this philosophy, and I want to rage and suffer! I want to want.

      
      I want my husband to come home. Say he’s sorry. Tell me he loves me. And pour himself a cup of coffee.

      
      Breathe, I tell myself. Remember you don’t question his capacity to love. You don’t question his love for you. You don’t see this as a state of emergency.
            You simply know your husband better than he currently knows himself. This is not about you. Not yet. You’re going to ride
            this out. For now. Just for now. Breathe.

      
      At this moment in my life, I know I can at least do that. Just breathe.

      
      But I can’t “just breathe”! I’m choking! I’m weak and small and scared. Aren’t I?

      
      And then I remember an excerpt from a book that has seen me through hard times before.

      
      It’s called The Cloud of Unknowing.
      

      
      In it, an anonymous fourteenth-century Christian mystic writer asks us to choose a word. One word. And to fasten it to our
         hearts. That word, working in us, will bring us through the hardest times. Or so the anonymous writer promises.
      

      
      In my life, that word has been many things. God, love, hope, truth, joy, grace, beauty, wonder, surrender, freedom.

      
      
      Right now it is more simple than any of those things. It is not a deity or a goal or a state of being. It’s an action verb.
         It is simply: breathe.
      

      
      
         From The Cloud of Unknowing
         

         Take just a little word of one syllable rather than two … Such a one is the word God or the word love. Choose which you prefer
               … and fasten this word to your heart so that whatever happens it will never go away. This word is to be your shield and your
               spear, whether you are riding in peace or in war. With this word you are to beat upon the cloud and the darkness above and
               beneath you. With this word you are to strike down every kind of thought, driving it down into a pool of forgetting. If any
               thought should press upon you, asking what you would have, answer with no word but this one. If your thoughts should offer,
               out of their great learning to analyze your word for you and tell you its meanings, say to your thoughts that you want to
               keep it whole … It is not a matter of analyzing or elucidating … No one can truly think of God. It is therefore my wish to
               leave everything that I can think and choose for my love the thing that I cannot think. God can be loved but not thought.
               He can be taken and held by love, but not by thought.

   

      
      I lie on my back on my office floor.

      
      No one can truly think of God. He can be taken and held by love.

      
      It’s clear to me that a crisis like this requires us not even to think of God. Like the writer says, to go beyond thinking.
         Into a place of forgetting, even. Maybe even beyond creating, receiving, aligning. Maybe this sort of crisis requires the
         individual, my husband and me both, to unlayer down to our most true naked nature. Where there is just the beating of the
         heart. And the breath. Held by love.
      

      
      I read it again.

      
      And I do. I just … breathe.

   




      
      
      Rilke’s World at Play

in Rumi’s Field
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      An hour or two until we leave
for the nursery. Another mug of tea.

      
      Even though I try, as a rule, not to dwell too long in the past, it seems important right now to look back in time. At our
         beginnings. In order for me to get a grasp on what is upon us.
      

      
      This was read at our wedding:

      
      
         Loving does not at first mean merging, surrendering, and uniting with another person (for what would a union be of two people
               who are unclarified, unfinished, and still incoherent—?), it is a high inducement for the individual to ripen, to become something
               in himself, to become world, to become world in himself for the sake of another person; it is a great demanding claim on him,
               something that chooses him and calls him to vast distances.

         —RILKE, AGAIN

      

      
      Even though we stood at the altar of the prominent suburban Chicago Episcopal church where I’d been baptized and confirmed,
         and had sung in the choir—me in my mother’s wedding gown, and he in a black cutaway morning suit, four hundred-plus people surrounding us on the rainiest day I can remember
         (rain and weddings: good luck. Steak knives and weddings: bad luck. I think it should be the other way around) … and even
         though a thirteen-piece swing orchestra awaited us at the country club reception to follow—the country club where F. Scott
         Fitzgerald purportedly met the inspiration for his Daisy in The Great Gatsby … even though we stood there holding hands, gazing into each other’s eyes over lavender roses, knowing we were making our
         parents exceedingly proud at that moment in our lives … we both knew damn well that who we really were to each other were
         partners in crime.
      

      
      Okay, maybe just gentle rebels of institution, finally, after six years of courtship, taking on the Institution of Marriage.
         We dared it to take down our spirits. We loved our spirits best of all. With every vow that we took, that was our private
         subtext. We had a favorite quote: “Out beyond ideas of wrong-doing and right-doing there is a field. I will meet you there.”—
         Rumi. Rumi was our inner MC, there at the altar, that rainy day. In Rumi’s field, the rules of institutions were reduced to
         puddles reflecting summer clouds—puddles we’d splash through, running hand in hand.
      

      
      “Why buy into the Institution of Marriage at all, then?” we asked ourselves. Our answer: At the end of the day, it was nice
         to come in out of the field, dry off, hang up your coat in a world that felt familiar. Safe. Traditional. We never said we
         were opposed to tradition. Not when it came to family.
      

      
      We weren’t afraid of marriage, even when confronted by the worst pessimists. For us, marriage was not uncharted territory.
         On our wedding day, we were going where many of our loved ones had gone before. We were the cabooses—each of us by at least seven years. Collectively, we’d been to a lot of weddings.
         In fact, rather than bridesmaids and groomsmen, we had our young nieces and nephews as our wedding party—twelve of them. We
         were entering into family hallowed territory. And we liked that. We loved that.
      

      
      Our siblings were older—much older in some cases. This gap in generations owed itself to the fact that our parents were World
         War II people, born prior to, or smack dab in the midst of, the Great Depression. The cigarette and cocktail generation of
         uncomfortable footwear that wasn’t so hell-bent on the 2.2-offspringed family. If they popped one out at the end a bit by
         mistake, it wouldn’t be a big deal. The kid would figure it out.
      

      
      Our brothers and sisters came of age in 1960s counter-culture, and had put our parents through enough of a crash course in
         dope and miniskirts and LSD and Grateful Dead concerts and anti-patriotism … that by the time we came around, all we had to
         do to stay in their parental favor was keep our hair a decent length and try not to do anything too terribly publicly embarrassing.
      

      
      As a result, we’d both gotten away with murder, as it were—he in his New York suburb, I in my Chicago one. We loved that about
         each other—saw it in each other’s eyes the moment we met: The two of us liked to have fun. And get away with it.
      

      
      But it was also kind of lonely back there in the 1970s, being the cabooses; for all intents and purposes, only children. Like
         we’d missed all the fun. So when my husband and I met, we recognized each other. We’d spent a lot of our childhoods lonely.
         Longing for our older sisters and brothers off at boarding school and college. Wanting companionship. Wanting our families assembled. No wonder we were both so keen
         on building our own family in the not too distant future.
      

      
      In addition to having older parents and siblings, from well-appointed houses, we had fathers who commuted to work in wool
         overcoats and felt fedoras, who dined and napped at private men’s city clubs; well-dressed mothers who were fine hostesses,
         and had taught us how to shake hands and use the correct forks. We’d been sent off to ruddy summer camps, and then to New
         England boarding schools, and then to a private liberal arts college in Ohio, where we met.
      

      
      I was, at the time, heartbroken by the sudden end of a three-year relationship, and after sitting in the dark for a few weeks
         in my room, some friends convinced me to go to a frat party. I didn’t really go to frat parties at that point in my college
         career. I’d just spent a year studying in Florence, Italy, and had experienced for the first time in my life what it felt
         like to be free-spirited and inspired. The whole college frat scene, simply put, paled in comparison with the Renaissance.
         But there he was. Looking like Michelangelo’s David. So handsome and cocksure and able.
      

      
      My husband has soft edges. Wavy hair. Round muscles. A huge smile. His sisters and his mother have this smile, which can sometimes
         make it weird for me because I’m used to seeing that smile and thinking, Gosh, I want to kiss that.

      
      That’s what I thought that night, standing at the top of a frat house staircase, looking down into a mosh pit of partying,
         and saying to my friend, “What’s that guy’s name?”
      

      
      But I didn’t listen to the answer. I descended the staircase, went up to him, and said, “Hi, I’m Laura.”

      
      
      “I know who you are,” he said. “Everybody knows who you are.”

      
      “You like theater, then?” I said, pleasantly surprised. I’d been a drama/film major my first few years until I discovered
         writing.
      

      
      “Not exactly,” he hedged. “I just meant that … you’re beautiful.”

      
      I blushed. Which was a lot for an obnoxiously PC feminist who’d deactivated from her sorority on principles of image discrimination.

      
      And then his dog, Mickey Jagger—a mutt Lab cross in a red bandanna—bit me.

      
      So, like a gentleman, he took me back to my house, butterfly-stitched up my thumb using camp counselor-esque techniques, kissed
         my finger, and left.
      

      
      And the rest is history. More or less.

      
      When people ask me why I love my husband, I don’t gush. I’m a WASP. A smart one. A modern woman with very specific career
         aspirations. Women like me are not supposed to gush about why we love a man. We’re supposed to act part lesbian, part cranky
         Yankee. What do we need men for?! So I give them my marriage elevator speech. It’s short and it nails it. I say, “He’s like
         a camp counselor.” That’s a lofty compliment. I had a crush on every one of my male camp counselors. I like to have fun. In
         relative safety, that is.
      

      
      We said we were like two hot-air balloons. We were going to float up above the institutions from which we hailed, and go somewhere
         far away and be fun and alive and free-spirited together. I called him my Radiant Stallion. He called me the Prettiest Girl
         at the Party.
      

      
      To future financial world whizzes and ladies of the Junior League, I bragged about how he wanted to do cool guy stuff like fly helicopters. Scuba dive the Great Barrier Reef. Climb
         Everest.
      

      
      He bragged about how I already knew that I wanted to be a writer; that I’d already started my first novel. He even said I
         had “great childbearing hips,” at which some women would have taken offense. But I liked that he believed a woman could be
         a mother and a writer both. I knew I wanted to be both.
      

      
      I also liked that he was a good driver. Competent and controlled. But that he liked speed. I’d always had a thing for speed.
         Horses. Cars. Boats. With so much pushing at me to fit into a fine small box—Tiffany blue, whether or not I belonged … speed
         felt like freedom. He felt like freedom.
      

      
      Unlike me, he seemed unscathed by the pressures of society. He was the sort of man who didn’t let things get under his skin.
         The sort who handled things. Calmly. Adeptly. But still with this element of danger that I liked. We’d crank Steely Dan and
         speed down the country roads around our college, blaring “Bodhi sattva,” not having the slightest idea what that word meant.
         I wasn’t like “a regular chick,” he said. I was more “like a guy.” That struck me as a great compliment because it meant to
         me that not only did he see me as attractive and smart, but also as his friend. He prized friendship.
      

      
      I’d never been in a relationship with someone like him. Being with him was easy. And it occurred to me that I’d spent a lot
         of time in my life being attracted to hard things. With this man, I felt like I could go anywhere. Be anything. And everything
         would be okay. He’d have my back. For a girl who knew she was about to part from her societal orientation, that seemed vastly
         important.
      

      
      
      And let me be perfectly honest: it didn’t hurt that the guy knew his way around a pair of khaki pants and a Brooks Brothers
         shirt. To me, that was code for: We’ll never go totally off the deep end, dear. I never wanted to go off the deep end. I just wanted some reasonable adventure.
      

      
      Ours began in a car. In fact, you could analyze our entire relationship by who he is in the driver seat and who I am in the
         passenger seat. Put it this way: with him, I’ve never had any reason to be a backseat driver. You can get a lot accomplished
         when you don’t have to worry about who’s doing the driving. (Calm down. I’m not saying that he’s the driver in our relationship.
         Just in the car. It’s a role. A skill. A vibe. It suits him. And it works for me. I’ve written novels sitting in the passenger
         seat.)
      

      
      I’ve learned that in a courtship revving its way toward marriage, there’s an agreement that the two parties come to mutually,
         either spoken or not. Ours went something like this:
      

      
      We believed we were golden—that the world was full of shocking possibility with the occasion for joy and wonder in places
         we never dreamed existed. And we would find those things together.
      

      
      Even though in our early years together we knew we were slightly reckless and wanted it that way, we also knew that whether
         or not we ended up together, we both had the full intention of one day being married people with children. In a house somewhere,
         not too different from the ones in which we’d grown up. Maybe more artsy and modern and informal, but still well-appointed.
         Beautiful like the beauty our mothers created, and new beauty, too—beauty we’d create all on our own in ways we’d come to
         learn all on our own. We welcomed that journey of self-discovery. We welcomed that unknown beauty. And we wanted children to pass on its legacy.
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