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      To Julian,
my partner in change,
who gladly gave me my dream


   

      Introduction


      [image: art] The idea for this book came innocently enough when a friend made a confession at dinner one night. He often said things to

         get a rise out of my husband and me… all right, just me. But as we lingered over mussels and fries, he blurted out something

         that took us all by surprise: He’s hot for middle-aged women. Suddenly, he finds them—us?—to be incredibly alluring. (I assumed

         this included his wife, who was sitting right next to him, but that wasn’t clear.) He even slows down at the school-bus stop

         to check out the moms, wondering, and I quote, “what their lives are like and what they’re thinking about.”

      


      “You’ve got to be kidding,” I said, laughing. I poked fun at him the rest of the night but couldn’t get his admitted proclivity

         out of my mind. The next time I was on the phone with a man other than my husband I had to ask: Do middle-aged men really

         feel this way?

      


      Absolutely, said author and essay contributor Cameron Stracher. His forty-something friends often talk about middle-aged women,

         or Yummy Mommies, as one of them likes to say.

      


      Where had I been?


      In a cave, apparently, along with many other middle-aged women who have never once thought of cruising barbershops or bus

         stations for interesting-looking dads.

      


      I am the last person I’d expect to do a book on middle-aged intimacy. The public discussion of sex—mine or anyone else’s—makes

         me squirm. (For more on this sentiment, see Satellite Sister and author Lian Dolan’s essay; she sums up my feelings perfectly.)

         But I was so intrigued by the Yummy Mommy thing that I wanted to do this book almost immediately.

      


      I figured there’d be a disconnect between how middle-aged men and women experience love and sexuality, and that a collection

         of essays from both would result in an amusing he said/she said dialogue. But in the process of talking to male and female

         writers I discovered that their stories are not disconnected at all—nor are they truly about sex. In the broadest sense, they

         are reflections of who we are and how we cope with midlife’s ups and downs.

      


      By this age we know that change is constant, and often unpredictable. Some changes hit like bricks: illness, infidelity, pregnancy,

         divorce, and head-spinning love. Others are subtle and creeping, the result of living four or more decades—we get bored, grow

         weary, wise up, take stock, change direction, seek answers. We wake up to find that our love lives, among other things, have

         mutated—for better or for worse, but not forever. And we accept that.

      


      Last year my annual mammogram revealed an atypical growth. By the time they took it out and biopsied it, I had spent eight

         weeks waiting to hear that I didn’t have cancer. Eight weeks of stress and virtually no sex. Fear and worry had made me so

         tense that I was literally untouchable. Ironic, because there had been a period in my marriage, not so long ago, when I was

         equally unavailable—out of anger then, not anxiety. (The details are different, but the emotions are similar to what writer

         Eric Bartels describes in his essay.) Then a year or so ago, and for no particular reason, the anger lifted and sex became

         fun and easy again.

      


      First a subtle shift.


      Then a brick.


      I walked away from the surgery with a huge sense of relief (obviously) and an unwanted souvenir: a one-and-a-half-inch purple

         scar and puckering indent above my right nipple. It was an ugly intrusion, and if I were younger, if I didn’t already have

         stretch marks, cellulite, wrinkles, and a scar near my collarbone from skin cancer surgery, I might have been devastated.

         Instead I was just depressed.

      


      My breast, the source of so much pleasure over the years, was now nasty-looking and painful. The scar was a built-in reminder

         that many women my age are not as lucky as I had been—and that I might not be so lucky next time. There was nothing enjoyable

         about that breast now, as far as I was concerned. But my husband thought differently. He wasn’t fazed by it. Wasn’t repulsed

         or afraid to touch it. So eventually my breast became just my breast again… with one big nick and dent. And I moved on.

      


      When change hit novelist Caroline Leavitt, it nearly killed. In her early forties, after giving birth to her first child,

         Leavitt became deathly ill with a rare blood-clotting disorder. It was months before she could hold her baby and even longer

         before she could sleep with her husband—or even think about sleeping with him, since the state of arousal would stimulate

         blood flow and might cause her to bleed to death. She went overnight from being the sexiest pregnant woman alive to a being

         a bloated, battle-scarred survivor. And still, she managed to find her way back. To sex. And health. And looking toward the

         future, however altered it might be.

      


      Change delivered editor and writer Michael Corcoran from a nearly sexless second half. Married young, he and his wife had

         three kids before they were twenty-five, effectively killing any real desire for sex. They might have gone on like that forever—he

         was resigned to it, in fact—but one little move shook up everything.

      


      More or less, better or worse, empty or full—in middle age, we just deal.


      The essays in this collection are as varied as the lives and experiences of the writers themselves. Sarah Mahoney discovers

         phone sex in wartime. Jacquelyn Mitchard finds love in a hammock with a younger man. Anne Burt loses a love child. Cameron

         Stracher tries to escape real life with an ill-fated weekend in Vegas. Ann Hood and her husband are torn apart by grief… and

         held together by passion.

      


      They all strike a chord because they all reflect a universal truth: with age comes acceptance.


      Defining middle age for the purposes of this book was tricky since, really, it is a stage more than a statistic. If I had

         taken the mathematical approach using the latest government life-expectancy figures, the male contributors would all be thirty-seven

         and the females would all be forty. If, however, I had used Freedictionary.com as my guide, they’d range in age from forty-five

         to sixty-five. And had I consulted Answers.com, which defines middle age as “the time of life between youth and old age,”

         they’d be somewhere between forty and sixty. But I didn’t need numbers to know that just as Stephan Wilkinson wasn’t old when

         he became impotent at sixty, Marek Fuchs wasn’t young when he had a vasectomy at thirty-six.

      


      It used to be that we had few expectations of sex in middle age. Now, the bar is set pretty high. In popular culture today,

         midlife sex is hot, hot, hot—and women are getting as much as men. We’ve got the Desperate Housewives, who have never been desperate a day in their lives, and the Sex and the City girls, with their million-dollar shoes and their unbridled passion. These new icons are buff and beautiful—and the fact that

         they are played by buff, beautiful middle-aged actresses makes them somehow plausible. Most of us, however, neither look like

         that nor live like that.

      


      In a recent study of adults forty-five and older, more than half of the respondents said they believe that “sexual activity

         is a critical part of a good relationship, and that a satisfying sexual relationship is an important factor affecting their

         quality of life.” Well, who doesn’t? The study Sexuality at Midlife and Beyond: 2004 Update of Attitudes and Behaviors reports that half of those who have regular partners said they have sex once a week or more. Good for them. But we all know

         that numbers rarely tell the whole truth—and that, sometimes, they out and out lie.

      


   

      Part I


      [image: art]


      FOR BETTER OR FOR WORSE


   

      SEX AND THE YOUNGER MAN


      by Jacquelyn Mitchard


      [image: art] I loved my husband Dan. We were married when I was in my early twenties and he a bit older. At forty-three, he was diagnosed

         with end-stage cancer. But I continued to crave the touch of him—this strong, comic, stand-up Italian guy from the west side

         of Chicago—as he waned to a shade. Each time we made love, there was a special poignancy and power, because we both knew the

         last time would have to come soon. A month before Dan died, his pain overcame our love.

      


      What followed Dan’s death was nearly three years of monastic motherhood, interrupted only by a few rabbity encounters (including

         one in a lifeboat on the Queen Elizabeth, and I’m not making that up). A year of desultory dating followed as I looked for Mr. Better-Than-Nothing. I felt as though

         my womanhood, if not my attractiveness, was utterly extinguished. The man who’d lit up my board was gone, and the board went

         dark. It looked like forever.

      


      Given what came before it, the story of my meeting with an absolutely brilliant-looking young man in his thirties who unaccountably

         found the idea of marrying a woman in her forties (and all her children) deeply erotic is all the more remarkable. He called

         what he hoped to have with me “a dynasty,” and his point of view was so exhilarating in a commitment-fearful world, well…

         I couldn’t help but fall in love too.

      


      As the poet said, everyone who couldn’t hear the music thought the dancers were mad.


      Our friends literally laid bets on whether it would last six weeks or six months.


      But this is what really happened.


      I met him just as I walked into my house from a run. Sweaty and bedraggled in my Texas Rangers ball cap and baggy bike shorts,

         I was dressed to impress no one, especially not the carpenter who was helping remodel a bedroom into an office.

      


      Did I notice his eyes, the translucent blue of a good sapphire, his natural grace, his ripped shoulders under a paint-smeared

         T-shirt?

      


      Of course I did; I was human.


      But our handshake was businesslike, not electric.


      And that was just how I wanted it.


      Months before, I’d informed all my friends that I was finished. Through. The blind dates, long-distance e-romances, rendezvous

         with recycled past beaux, and all other passionate connection with life-forms bearing the Y chromosome—excepting, of course,

         my three young sons—were over and done with. I’d learned some not-very-surprising news from my dull dates. A widow who’d crossed

         the critical age meridian (forty), was neither genetically engineered nor artificially tweaked to look like Susan Sarandon,

         and who had children under twelve exuded a sort of reverse pheromonal allure.

      


      But that critical age bridge had rendered me balky, too. I was unable to look dewy-eyed while listening to a monologue on

         the subject of one man’s entire existence from eighth grade forward. Not even for the sake of being adored would I put up

         with self-centered recitations about the glory days of college sports, amazing business achievements, a hard-won par at that

         day’s golf match; stinginess; passive aggression; a compulsion to discuss the shortcomings of the crazy third wife—or worst

         of all, the sad tale of the young lovely who (sob) didn’t return his affections. The few who weren’t leery or narcissistic simply didn’t do it for me.

      


      My life as a person and mother would endure. My life as a woman below the neck was over. I was a woman alone and at her sexual

         peak, but I could have appetizer affairs that would not involve my three sons—who were lonely, too, for another kind of male

         attention. The fathers of their friends, who could at least throw a ball overhand, were gracious. It would have to do. There

         would be no new papa in the offing. My children were too precious to me to settle for less. I was too precious to me to settle for less. Longing for the experience of new love (and to thumb my nose at the men who didn’t

         consider my children value added), I went far out onto the end of a limb and adopted a baby daughter.

      


      So there!


      Now the man who crossed the moat would have to be a man of parts indeed! He had a specific description: He had to be robust,

         emotionally and physically, enough for the long haul. He had to have a degree, a tool belt, a sense of adventure, the desire

         for a big family, and something to talk about other than himself. And yes, he would have to make me weak in the knees. Absolutely

         sick with passion. Nothing less.

      


      Wistfully, I’d made up just such a man for my second novel, The Most Wanted. All my girlfriends who read about Charley Wilder fell in love with him. All of them were rueful about the fact that such

         a man didn’t exist in nature.

      


      And so I meditated. Exercised. Went to therapy. Kept hoping that yearning would be extinguished simply by time and lack of

         oxygen. “How long will it be,” I asked my pal Mark one day, “before I stop wanting to howl at the moon?”

      


      He sized me up with a sad smile. “That would be never, I think,” he said.


      I was working in my bedroom one late afternoon when I saw Chris the carpenter leaning in the door frame. My breath quickened.

         Oh, he was a doll. I could see why the interior decorator who’d referred Chris to me had set her cap firmly to snare him.

         By then, I’d realized he was too cute and alluring to be pals with me, so I was brief in asking him what he needed.

      


      He shrugged those chiseled shoulders.


      “Just to talk,” he said. I sighed. He looked like an athlete, so I waited for him to recount, in numbing detail, that championship

         season when the Avengers beat the Huskies in double overtime. But he wanted to talk about landscaping. And Thomas Jefferson.

         About astronomy and the grammatical oddities of English as compared with Spanish. We talked about pyramids and computer programming,

         symphonies and swing dance, the “Marseilles” scene in Casablanca and Chris’s biological clock: He was (and remains) the only man I ever met who was worried he wouldn’t marry soon enough

         to have as many children as he wanted. We talked for two hours.

      


      By the end of the following day, I was weak in the knees. Sick with desire. Unable to eat.


      I gave Chris an early copy of my not yet published novel to read. I was secretly hoping that he couldn’t read and was for

         this reason doing remodeling instead of putting his degree in studio arts to a more profound use. However, he read the book

         overnight and told me the next day that the character named Charley reminded him of… him. Our chats grew longer. We ate lunch

         together and took rides after work, driving around in his crummy yellow van, singing old Tom Petty songs at the tops of our

         lungs, sitting on the hood and drinking champagne from paper cups, playing connect-the-dots with the stars. Chris’s voice

         on the answering machine gave me goose bumps. I made up excuses (urgent remodeling issues) to call him back. One day as we

         sat talking on the porch, he took my hand. “I’m not making a pass,” he said. “I just wanted to see how your hand felt in mine.”

         I almost crawled up onto the roof. I felt as though I were sixteen again, cruising with the cutest boy in class.

      


      It was great and time-limited. I told myself that was part of the allure. So I let Chris play basketball with the boys, and,

         in my faded jeans and my flannel shirt with the sleeves rolled up, I joined in, feeling as sexy as someone cavorting on the

         cover of a magazine. Nothing about it was serious, so nothing about it could hurt me.

      


      Soon, Chris would be gone. He had a white-collar job lined up in New Mexico and was keen on relocating. My remodeling work

         would be his last job. Not once during all those three-hour lunch breaks did we even kiss.

      


      “I think he’s flirting with you,” my assistant told me one night. “I think you should date him.”


      “I think I should adopt him,” I said. “We’re just friends. He’s a child.”


      But he wasn’t a child. Though he looked younger, he was thirty-two, little more than a decade younger than I. He was smart

         and capable. He was a carpenter because he liked it and didn’t care what anyone thought of that. He’d had a couple of enduring

         relationships but never lived with a woman. In one sense, that was good. A bond had never failed him. In another sense, it

         was awful: He’d expect every day (probably with the interior decorator) to be Valentine’s Day. I had children. I couldn’t

         be a doting bride. Bride? I was a nun! When I began thinking this way about Chris, I scolded myself. Everything about him

         and me as more than friends was ridiculous. Altogether. Especially the age difference, which might seem fairly trivial in

         this narrow moment of time but would yawn widely later on.

      


      But I was so smitten that I finally rationalized I could risk… an appetizer.


      So I asked him out for coffee. And when I dropped him off, I leaned over and kissed him well and truly. And it was he who

         pulled away.

      


      “What’s wrong?” I cried, sure he was thinking, Here’s a middle-aged crazy who’s mistaken a little friendship for attraction.


      “I just don’t like things that end,” he told me. My eyes filled with tears. I wanted to grab him and hold on tight. I wanted

         to push him off an overpass. I’d taken an emotional protractor and drawn a careful circle around my heart. Did I want it breached?

      


      “Go to New Mexico,” I told him, “I’ll find someone else to finish the job.”


      “Let’s have dinner instead and talk about it, because I don’t think you know what I mean,” he suggested. “You do eat, don’t

         you?”

      


      Not so much anymore, I thought, having dropped a size in two weeks. But we had dinner that night, a Friday.


      Afterward, we went to Chris’s tiny apartment. He’d locked himself out, and so he leaped up, grabbed the balcony rail with

         one arm, swung himself over, and opened the patio slider. I was positively woozy with lust. He came downstairs and opened

         the door. Everything was scrupulously neat and spare, except that he—like Charley Wilder in my novel—had strung across his

         living room an eighteen-foot hammock from the Yucatan. In a gesture both touching and telling, he showed me his photo album:

         his parents, including his mother who had married and given birth to him and his brother before she was twenty; his sister,

         from his father’s second marriage, who was, at the time, five years old; and all the girls he’d loved before. Each of them looked as though she’d just finished her shift at Hooters. (Much

         later, a friend, commenting on one of those pictures, remarked what a beauty one of them was, adding kindly that she was probably

         as dumb as a post. She was a pediatrician, I admitted with a sigh. My friend asked, in honest befuddlement, “What was he looking

         for?”)

      


      He was looking, evidently, for me.


      I thought we’d tumble into the hammock for a cheerful hour or so, but Chris wanted to sit on the terrace and smoke a cigar

         his stepfather had given him. An addiction! I thought gratefully. A way out! But he told me that he smoked perhaps one a year.

         After smoking it and brushing his teeth, he came back outside. We sat together in the dark against the wall that had been

         baked warm by the day’s sun.

      


      “You’re a man of few words,” I told him. “You tend not to speak in whole sentences.”


      “I’m in love with you,” he said. “That’s a sentence.”


      I was dumbstruck.


      Then I said, “Come on. You’re a kid. You have all these Robert Palmer girls in your photo album. Don’t play silly games. Or

         better yet, do play silly games. But not for keeps.”

      


      “I always play for keeps,” Chris said.


      We undressed carefully. I took a long time folding my clothes and modestly putting on the long T-shirt he’d given me.


      Chris, who’s never told a lie, later revealed that he was as worried as I was. I’d told him I had a cesarean scar as big as

         the Rio Grande, and he was honestly concerned that sex with an older woman might not “work out,” that he might miss the effortless

         bounce of younger flesh. I was worried, terribly worried, about the same thing. Gravity and childbirth had not been pals to

         my breasts or my behind, though I was as fit as I reasonably could be given the demands of being an around-the-clock parent

         and wage earner. Still, when we finally fell into each other’s bodies (after exchanging results of our HIV tests), Chris said

         aloud he hoped that I would get pregnant, because it would solve a whole slew of other things. I didn’t know what he meant,

         and I don’t know if the earth moved. But the hammock nearly came out of the wall. And the board I thought would never light

         up again blew all its fuses. People say of sex that it’s the most fun they’ve ever had lying down. This was the most fun I’d

         ever had horizontal or vertical.

      


      “You’re like a poem that gets up and walks around,” I told him.


      “You have the softest skin,” he said.


      “But am I beautiful to you? Is it like it was with younger women?”


      “The truth?” he asked.


      “The truth,” I told him, biting my lip. “How do you feel?”


      “Relieved,” he said. “Relieved because yes, it was different, but it was different in a good way. I like that you’re experienced.

         I like that your body shows that. I like feeling that there’s a mind inside the body. You’re a woman of endless possibility,”

         he said, “in bed and out.”

      


      We spent the night in bouts of talk and urgent replays of the original act. I knew that I’d have trouble walking in the morning,

         but I told myself I was front-loading this pleasure, since it might be a long time before I felt such heat again. But when

         it was nearly morning, Chris said suddenly, “I thought…”

      


      “You thought…”


      “I thought you might…”


      “Might what?” I prompted him.


      “Do me the honor of marrying me,” he said, and swallowed hard.


      I thought, He’s hallucinating.


      But I shouted, “Yes!” without thinking.


      And then, when I’d recovered and begun thinking, I wanted to recant. I asked, “What about the age difference? What about when

         I’m sixty and you’re only pushing fifty? What about New Mexico? What about the children? What about the fact that I don’t

         even know you?”

      


      “As long as we talk all of it out, every step of the way, it’ll be okay,” Chris said, with a Zen calm that was deep but, I

         was to learn, only occasional. “And I always thought I’d marry an older woman with children and then have more.”

      


      “More?” I squeaked.


      “And so this wedding…” he said.


      “Everyone will try to talk us out of it,” I told him. “My father. Your father. My brother. Your brother. My friends. Your

         friends. We’d have to fight people off. People will be laying bets on whether it will last six weeks or six months.”

      


      “What day is it?” Chris asked.


      “It’s… well, it’s Sunday now.”


      “Okay. Do they do weddings on Monday?” he asked. “I’ve never done this before.”


      “I thought you didn’t rush into things,” I said.


      “Who’s rushing?” he asked. “I found the woman I want to marry. I’m not going to wait until you talk yourself out of it.”


      We ended up waiting.


      Until Wednesday.


      I would love to tell you that Chris and I have spent the past seven years in a beatific recapitulation of that first night.


      In fact, we almost didn’t make our first anniversary. We’d married in the middle, unlike most newlyweds, and never had the

         luxury of long, delectable days to explore each other’s bodies and hearts. When someone mistook Chris for my younger brother,

         I refused to speak to Chris for three days. When an old boyfriend and I spent an hour on the phone, Chris sulked away a Sunday. I was a veteran parent,

         used to steering the ship. Single for nearly five years, I’d forgotten how much sheer breath a man took up in a house. Chris

         was a raw rookie, accustomed to the footloose schedule of a long bachelorhood. My insecurities and his inexperience nearly

         overwhelmed us. Those fine-boned Danish good looks drew stares from other women. Chris wondered why I spent time e-mailing

         other authors who were men.

      


      Time, however, sealed us.


      Eight months after we married, Chris adopted my children.


      Nine months and two miscarriages later, we adopted our daughter, Mia.


      Three years after that, through marvels of modern technology, we had a baby son.


      Once, in the heat of battle, Chris told me, “You might want to leave me, but you can’t. I’m a reformed narcissist, and you’re

         responsible for that!”

      


      Gradually, it became clear that my sons accepted Chris. In fact, my youngest boy, just three when his father died, knew no

         other Dad but this one, though my eldest son, already thirteen when we married, gave Chris the run of his life before grudgingly

         giving in to the power of his gentle presence.

      


      It began to annoy me when strangers, learning I had a much younger husband, assumed he’d married me for power or because I

         knew some arcane European tricks of sensuality. “You go, girl!” they marveled when they met Chris, and I fumed. His family

         gave him some grief for opting to be a dad at home whose wife “wore the pants.”

      


      Still, as years passed, Chris looked less like a boy model and more like a young father; and I, by dint of a little Botox

         and a lot of walking mingled with the tonic of joy, looked younger than I had when we met. We blended into a comfortable middle

         ground; the age issue melted, and we were able to tell the kids, when in doubt, stick it out. In our hardest times, I have

         never felt less than graced by having practically stumbled across a man with a gift for fatherhood.

      


      And passion? Well, passion sometimes has to give way to exhaustion, midnight colic and early-morning spelling drills, nights

         at the emergency room and days in the grocery aisle. After a few months, we settled into the routine so common among parents:

         hiring a sitter and having a Saturday-night date in our bedroom.

      


      But when we get the chance to be away together, even for a day, things between us are combustible. And the lights on my board

         that went dark so many years ago gleam again—sometimes filling the whole sky with sparks.

      


   

      TILL FAITH DO US PART


      by Ann Hood


      [image: art] When I met my husband-to-be Lorne I used to walk every Saturday morning from my apartment in the West Village in New York

         City up Hudson Street to St. Luke’s Church, where I helped cook meals for people with AIDS. This was in 1992, and my neighborhood,

         near Christopher Street, with its condom shops and gay bars with blackened windows, was especially ravaged by the disease.

         It was common to see young men whose faces had splotches of red and purple leaning heavily on canes or walkers as they made

         their slow way down the block.

      


      I never actually set foot in that church. Instead, I walked through a gate, past a garden that bloomed bright in warm weather,

         and into the kitchen. I am Italian American, raised with the philosophy that feeding people nourishes their souls as well

         as their stomachs. Someone else plated the potatoes au gratin and crème brûlées; someone else sliced the leg of lamb marinated

         in yogurt and spices; someone else set the tables and served the food and cleaned up afterward. Me, I cooked. And by cooking

         those few hours, I nourished my own soul as well.

      


      By this time in my life, I had dabbled in and explored just about everything spiritual. When I ruptured my Achilles tendon

         hiking when I was twenty-two, I wrote Buddhist on the emergency room form under RELIGION. I puzzled over the silence and simplicity of Quaker meetings in the Berkshires one long lonely winter there. I lit seder

         candles and ate challah bread on Friday nights during a relationship with a Jewish man and visited the Ethical Culture Society

         down the street from my apartment in Brooklyn. I read everyone from Saint Augustine to Lao-tzu to the Bhagwan Rashneesh, and

         finally, when I reached the age of thirty-five, newly divorced, moderately successful, my spirituality felt rich and large

         and comfortable.

      


      In many ways, by the time I met Lorne, I had come full circle. My family’s spirituality came from other people—helping them,

         sharing with them, talking to them, and, yes, feeding them. I grew up sitting around a kitchen table with a platter of spaghetti

         and meatballs in the center, a pot of coffee bubbling on the stove, and various generations of aunts, uncles, cousins, and

         friends filling every chair and corner of the room. At that table, I learned about love and loss, faraway places and broken

         hearts, strange diseases and miracle cures. As one of the youngest, I didn’t say very much. I ate wine biscuits twisted into

         pretzel shapes and hard bread dipped into tomato sauce, tight batons of prosciutto and crunchy stalks of fennel dripping with

         olive oil. I ate and I listened and my soul and heart grew and expanded in that kitchen.

      


      Ostensibly we were Catholic. But on snowy Sundays, or busy Sundays, or sometimes on any old Sunday, my grandmother climbed

         onto our kitchen table, threw holy water at us, and gave us special dispensation to stay home from church. Instead, I helped

         her mix the meat and spices for meatballs and got to eat them hot from the frying pan. In summer, we abandoned church altogether

         and spent Sundays from sunrise until dusk at a lake an hour from home. There, in the cold early morning, my father fried bacon

         and eggs in a cast-iron skillet over an open fire. When it got dark, we huddled together at campfires after dinners of barbecued

         chicken and marinated London broil, and desserts of marshmallows toasted on the long branches we had collected during the

         late afternoon.

      


      When I was twelve, I abandoned Catholicism and churchgoing after the priest told me during confession that my entire family

         was going to hell because we spent summer Sundays together at the lake instead of attending Mass. Even then I understood that

         my spirituality came more from those long days swimming, hiking, and eating together than it did from sitting bored in an

         overheated church.

      


      Although mutual lapsed Catholicism was one of the things we shared, Lorne had in fact been a more serious Catholic than I

         ever was. Various family members sang in the choir, and the kids all joined the youth group, playing guitars and taking ski

         trips and camping trips. While my parents looked relieved when I announced I was finished with church, Lorne continued attending

         Mass all the way through college and into adulthood.

      


      I realized right away that Lorne was more religious than I. He had joined a Protestant church, and when his marriage was falling

         apart, he had gone to talk to his minister; when mine was on the rocks, I sought solace with friends and family. I didn’t

         have a minister, of course. But Lorne did. He attended a big ornate Congregational church in Providence, where he joined various

         committees and ate at potluck suppers. When he drove, he got inspiration from tapes of famous sermons by renowned preachers.

         One summer, years earlier, when he was in graduate school, he worked for Church World Service, and he still counted the various

         ministers and Riverside Church administrators among his best friends. It seemed to me that church and spirituality were linked

         in Lorne’s world, and separated in mine.

      


      But when we fell in love that spring, it was fast and furious. The power and passion of that love made me believe that we

         could overcome everything: ex-spouses, political differences, the two hundred miles that lay between us. Spirituality—a private

         thing—and religious alliances and alienations seemed easier to work with than all of the other obstacles in our path. Besides,

         when kissing someone makes you swoon, makes your mind go blank, makes your stomach tumble, it feels at that moment like nothing

         else really matters.

      


      That was why, in what felt like a minute, I left my beloved New York City behind to be with Lorne in Providence. Pregnant

         with our first child, Sam, I became a recalcitrant, though not entirely unhappy, member of that Congregational church. By

         the time I had our second baby, Grace, I was almost enjoying the social aspects the church offered. At the coffee hours and

         auctions and sing-alongs, I would spot another mom from Sam’s preschool or the parents of a baby Grace’s age. Taken out of

         my familiar single, childless world of Manhattan, I had to find new friends, new places to meet people, a new way of life.

         Church became one more way to navigate this new territory of wife and mother, one more connection in a marriage already solidly

         passionate and intimate.

      


      Although sometimes I left church spiritually invigorated or intellectually challenged, more often I left simply happy to have

         watched Sam lead Grace hand in hand to children’s hour or delighted at the sight of them in makeshift costumes during the

         Christmas pageant. Even now, I can muster something like that spiritual bliss I felt back then when I imagine this tableau:

         my family—Lorne, Sam, Grace, and I—dressed in our Sunday best, Sam’s shirt untucked, Grace’s hair snarled, my hand folded

         into my husband’s, our bellies full of homemade waffles, the four of us entering that big yellow church with the sun streaming

         through its elaborate Tiffany windows.

      


      Then the unthinkable happened. In April 2002, Grace, five years old, died suddenly from a virulent form of strep. The family

         life I had so carefully nurtured for a decade came to a grinding, confusing halt. Who does a mother turn to for blame and

         hate at a time like this? God, of course. For all the uncountable moments over these past ten years when I had paused to thank

         God, now I turned on Him. One sunny morning, just a few days before Grace died, I dropped her off at her kindergarten. It

         was uncharacteristically warm for April, and I swear the sunlight pouring from that bright blue sky looked positively golden

         spilling onto my station wagon as I watched Grace walk inside, her purple-spotted backpack bobbing, bouncing behind her. The

         sight of her and all that sunshine made me so grateful that I was overcome. I pulled over and thanked God for this day and

         these beautiful children.

      


      When Grace died a few days later, my sense of betrayal was enormous. I told this story to our minister, a woman with two young

         children of her own. “It’s so terrible,” she kept saying over and over. But had I drawn attention to our good fortune that

         day in my car? Had I jinxed my family? I had read somewhere that Hmong babies wear elaborate hats that look like flowers from

         above, so that spirits flying past will mistake them for blossoms and leave them alone. Had my gratitude somehow tempted fate?

         But the minister could only shake her head and tell me how terribly sad it all was. Please, I told my friends who stood sentry

         by my door and telephones, please don’t make me talk to her again.

      


      Foolishly, I believed that other clergypeople might hold the answers I screamed to God for every night. I watched as my husband’s

         seemingly unshakable faith wobbled too. Together, a unified force, we drove to talk to famous rabbis, priests, religious experts

         on loss. Dutifully, Lorne took notes, asked questions, listened. But I saw how their eyes drifted toward the clocks on their

         office walls, and when an hour passed, they assured us time would heal and sent us on our miserable way.

      


      Still, Lorne took solace in these visits in a way that I could not. The only shard of comfort I could find was in friends’

         willingness to sit with me for endless hours and let me wail at God and the world. Lorne believed in a randomness in the world

         that I did not; I sought answers where he believed there were none.

      


      Yet even in our grief, we made room for each other’s spiritual differences. People fed us with aluminum pans of lasagna and

         fancy stuffed chicken and thick creamy soups; chocolate chip cookies and brownies; expensive wine and single-malt whiskey.

         But at night, in our three-legged house, we found comfort, as we always had, in each other’s arms. Despite the long hours

         apart—Lorne at his office, me at home with friends—in our bed, our old passion helped us get through until morning. The powerful

         connection that had brought us together remained, amazingly unchanged. More often than not, crying became part of our lovemaking.

         Our bed, into which Sam and Grace had so happily tumbled each morning, where we all had squeezed together to watch movies,

         now held our grief and our fragile selves together.

      


      That summer, when I was teaching writing at the Chautauqua Institution in upstate New York, the minister there gave a series

         of morning sermons on the landscape of grief. His own wife had died young, and that loss sent him on a spiritual journey away

         from the familiar church and city he had known. Changing from minister to teacher, moving from Nashville to Indianapolis,

         traveling to far-flung places, had all been part of his journey of grief. When the sermon ended, I made an appointment to

         talk with him.

      


      That afternoon, in the hot study of the Victorian house where he stayed, I told him about losing Grace. I told him how ministers

         and priests and rabbis had been able to offer only platitudes, instead of answers, or even comfort. Then I said out loud the

         horrible thing that I had been thinking for months now. “I don’t believe in God anymore,” I said. Dan nodded. He understood.

         It’s difficult to believe in something that doesn’t make sense anymore, he told me.

      


      When he stood, I realized my hour was up. Although I knew he wouldn’t make hollow promises about time healing as he ushered

         me to the door, I still felt the familiar anger rising in me. Who had taught these religious people, I wondered, that a mother’s

         heart could be healed in sixty minutes? But Dan surprised me. “Well,” he said, “you’re stuck with me now. Here’s my e-mail

         address, my home phone, my cell phone. Contact me any time. Day or night.”

      


      Surprised and grateful, I left that room feeling spiritually validated. I could hate God. I could not believe in Him at all.

         Why should I put myself through the motions of going to church when I felt betrayed by it? There were so many things I had

         stopped doing to avoid the horrible pain they brought. I never drove down the tree-lined street where Grace’s school sat or

         the block behind Brown University where she had taken ballet class. When I passed the Children’s Hospital, where she died,

         I kept my eyes focused on the highway ahead, never glancing to my right. I didn’t go to Old Navy or open the Hanna Andersson

         catalogs that seemed to slide through my mail slot with alarming frequency. If I could avoid all of this, then why would I

         go to church ever again?

      


      No sooner had that first autumn without Grace arrived, with its onslaught of back-to-school clothes and lunch boxes and promise,

         than Grace’s birthday came. I drank too much rose and ate her favorite foods of sliced cucumbers and shells with butter and

         Parmesan. Birthdays, back to school, and the horrible promise of Thanksgiving and Christmas right around the corner. How was

         I going to get through it all?
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