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Women and children knew deep in themselves that no misfortune was too great to bear if their men were whole.


—JOHN STEINBECK, THE GRAPES OF WRATH











PROLOGUE







About a week after we got home it hit me, hard: “I’m almost thirty-five years old and I’ve just crossed close to four thousand miles of America in a hatchback with a two-month-old baby, a ninety-pound dog and my husband, Dan, to move in with my mother in Maine. My life as I knew it has officially collapsed and ended. I’m in some new zone: part limbo, part full-on life-altering change, part grace. And Dan and I are sleeping in separate beds.”


It was this last thing that made me feel totally upside down. Somehow, two years earlier, when Dan and I got married, as if my independence had been magically erased, I became a person who has trouble sleeping if Dan’s not in bed with me. I’m all too aware that his big lump of six feet and five inches of cozy flesh isn’t a few inches away breathing, sometimes snoring, dreaming and twitching.


But in my mother’s house, there simply wasn’t a bed comfortably big enough for both of us and our son safely in between. So I was sleeping in my childhood bed, which my mother had moved down to a small room off her living room. We call this room “the library,” or sometimes “the Christmas room” because it’s where we put our tree. Admittedly, “the library” sounds terribly grand; in reality, it’s a small, bright room lined with simple wooden shelves filled with books and in one corner stands a desk that used to be Grammar’s, my grandmother. It has a few comfortable cushions piled together on the floor and a cozy chair in another corner. Off the library is a tiny room, which we call “the back room,” big enough for a single bed and a desk and above which my mother had a sleeping loft put in that fits one double mattress on its floor. Dan was sleeping in that loft. Although I missed Dan in the bed, our baby still needed me throughout the night to nurse. Giving up this mammalian bonding and putting him in a crib right then, when everything else about our lives was in such flux, felt like another big loss no one was up for. So, at night, in my childhood bed, with one eye open and one hand on his little body, I kept vigil to protect my son from our lives.


The worry wasn’t that living with my mother this way would never end or that Dan and I would never be in the same bed again, although there were days when my skeptical optimism was certainly challenged. What this watchfulness meant and what kept me awake at night was that we were, in every way, a family trying to pull itself together, no matter how our basic survival needs might affect our lifestyle, personal dreams, or flimsy notions of what our lives should look like. I had no idea how long we’d be like this. From the distance of time I scoff a little at this anxiety because, truthfully, thank God we had somewhere to go—since the bottom fell out of the economy, many people have lost their homes or their spouses; some lost their lives. Families have had to hole up in motels or, worse, in cardboard shelters on the street. Still, for us, in our young marriage, in our story of our lives falling apart while we tried to do whatever it took to take care of our son, our dog and ourselves, we felt, essentially, flattened. Actually, it was worse than that: What we felt was that we could no longer dream. That was, possibly, the most dangerous aspect of what had happened to us.


Every night, Dan climbed the ladder to his perch, the mattress set on the floor underneath a skylight, and looked up through white pine branches to the stars and moon, and turned out the light. Every night, after I cocooned myself in bed next to my sleeping son’s body and after our dog, Hopper, had climbed into the bed with me, I’d lie awake in the darkness. Not only was my mind bubbling with worry, but my body ached from being contorted into a snail shape around my son, my legs positioned diagonally across the mattress to give Hopper as much room as he needed. I used to carry with me a New Yorker cover from 2006, which I affixed to every fridge door in every apartment I ever lived in, of a blond man, who looked a lot like a cartoon depiction of John Updike, piled into a bed with his wife, children and cat. No one has any room in the drawing except the cat, who is sprawled out, the covers pulled up to its chin, taking up the whole bed while everyone else tries to accommodate it. This, in a nutshell, is how Dan and I have always slept with our animals and, now, our son. I can hear the hardliners already: We’ve inverted the natural hierarchy of the world. Or, worse, we’re just plain nuts. Perhaps. But there must be something in it for us.


Honestly, at my mother’s, I felt scared at night with Dan sleeping in the loft. That was the bigger thing—more than missing his body, per se—I was just plain frightened. He seemed miles away, which is part of the reason the dog was on the bed and I was holding on to my son (you might, then, ask the totally justifiable question: Who’s protecting and parenting whom?). The library’s double glass doors to the woods outside felt like a vulnerable porthole where anything or anyone could come in and hurt us. It seems almost silly to say that, since I grew up in these woods, in the boonies: I should have known better. What’s there to be afraid of? Pine trees? The passing bears, coyote, bobcats, fishers, deer, fox, varying hares, bats and tree frogs? Truthfully, even with a pack of hungry coyotes, a starving bear and a bobcat gone mad, those woods are safer than most streets in Los Angeles. I knew this. My mother had taught me (nay, more like ingrained in me) a deep and passionate respect for the land and the animals we shared this piece of earth with. Because my mother was a wild bird rehabilitator when I was a child, on any given week, we had robins in our basement, a baby red-eyed vireo in our kitchen screaming for us to feed her, a saw-whet owl in the bathroom (not the most fun thing to encounter when you had to pee in the middle of the night), a raven named Chac who loved to steal my jewelry and suntan lotion while I was busy “lying out” on the lawn and listening to Casey Kasem’s American Top 40, and an eider duck who hung out on our dining room table, reeking of fish. Because of my mother, I had raised three baby raccoons and, once, a baby skunk. These guests, although at times borderline humiliating to anyone who wanted to keep human friends, became our family. They also became part of the fabric that our family still weaves to tell our story to each other, to our friends and spouses, to our children.


Also, ever since my parents’ divorce, my mother had made this small, protected piece of ground she lived on even more sacred. She had helped create a wildlife sanctuary in the acres surrounding the house, which protected the land from future development. Inside, she had rearranged the existing furniture and bought new furniture, giving away or tossing many of the objects of our past. Despite losing some of the stuff that signified our history, we gained my mother’s cleaning out of her soul and mind to a point where she could make her own place in our family house. And she did all the things that somehow never got done with a marriage foundering, two kids, a dog, two cats, various wild animals and a couple of creative careers in one small house. For instance, she put doors that reached the floor on all the bedrooms—this may seem like an odd luxury, but when you’ve grown up in a house where your parents installed all these “beautiful” antique doors from yard sales and junk shops and then just affixed them—often with two-to-three-inch gaps at the bottom—when a new, solid, tight door gets put in, you feel like you’ve finally gotten a level of privacy fit for a king. A peaceful quiet had come over the house; it was now just a lovely home without the baggage of marital anguish. For all of these reasons, there was no reason not to feel emotionally or physically safe inside the house or outside, even in the pitch darkness.


I did, at least tangentially, know real danger in other places. Long before Dan and I went west, I taught acting for a time at a juvenile jail outside of Portland, Maine. What I saw there—from both the law-enforcement perspective and also the children’s side—was that violence is so terrifyingly ingrained in our culture, it’s no wonder some people feel that trying to fix anything or anyone with jail is a pointless Band-Aid for a much larger problem. Also, once, many years ago, while still living in Portland, I was followed home by a man who exposed himself and started masturbating on my front stoop while I somehow managed to get my key in the lock and myself through the door and then upstairs. And, later, I certainly wasn’t safer from danger while living in L.A., which may be unrivaled in its glaring disparity between rich and poor and the violent tension that hovers in between. But here, home, I somehow felt more scared. My fear was something inside me, something existential that might not have been assuaged even if Dan had been able to fit in the bed.


Hopper was also scared of the dark. This was not very comforting. When I told Dan this, Dan told me I was crazy and that Hopper would rip anyone’s head off who came near us. “Look at him,” he’d say, and we’d both regard Hopper’s enormous bulk of black and tan rottweiler-shepherd mix. But sometimes, when I took Hopper out for a late-night tinkle, we’d both stand on the porch, neither one of us interested in being the first to step off. He’d turn and look at me, his long Eeyore’s face fairly confident I wasn’t going to force him because then I, too, would need to get off the porch. I’d tell him, “Go on, Buddy. Go pee. I’m right here (ready to bolt, but nonetheless). Go on, Bud!” We’d stand like this for a moment and then, without even discussing it, we’d both turn back, no peeing having taken place. Neither one of us had stepped off into the dark and onto the damp, early spring ground that smelled so pungently of loamy earth and ice thawing, it made my mouth water. Neither one had disrupted the perfect orbs of light from the house which illuminated the first brave tendrils of grass coming up, feathery and emerald green. As soon as our backs were turned, we’d run the ten feet to the door like we were freaking Orpheus. I’d slam the door behind us and then we’d both be so relieved.


Some nights I’d find myself at four thirty a.m. standing at the bottom of the ladder to the loft where Dan was sleeping. I’d call up to him, “Dan, are you sleeping?” Silence. Of course he’s sleeping, because he’s willing to accept for the moment where our lives are and do what any sane person would do: get some rest so he can tackle all of it tomorrow.


I’d call him again. “Dan?”


Then I’d hear, muffled, like from underneath ten comforters, “No . . . ? What’s wrong?” Whenever he says “no” like that, I know he’s definitely been sleeping but that he’s hoping that I’ll think he was awake, too, working on figuring out whatever I’m awake mulling over, even though he was blissfully, irritatingly, asleep while I was doing all the mental gymnastics.


“I can’t sleep. Our lives are chaos. And I hate this. I mean, I hate our lives being like this. I hate not sleeping in the same bed. I hate that nothing is solid and the only place we have that’s ours is our car, which isn’t even ours, it belongs to Toyota. And I feel overwhelmed and hysterical.”


“Do you want to come cuddle?”


Pause. “No.” I’m too wired for cuddling. Plus, cuddling seems like a hop, skip and a jump away from something else.


Always forgiving, always optimistic, my husband decides to ignore the sting of my “no” for the moment and focus on the hysteria at the bottom of the ladder. “Cait, I don’t know what to tell you. It will get better. It has to.”


In the half-light I look at the pile of bills that came across the country with us and still hasn’t been opened. They’re looming on my brother’s dresser, which we’ve set up in this room for our clothes. Its three drawers are ornamented with a butterfly, a dragonfly and a ladybug my father painted when my brother was born—all of which are so picture perfect and beautiful they should be in National Geographic. “Someday,” I think, “someday, our baby will have his own room, his own bed, his own dresser with paintings like that on it.” But that day feels so far away, I almost can’t bear it.


I want to scream, “How did we get here? Where did we go wrong?”


Instead, I say, “OK.” And I go back to my bed and curl around my son, his little body safe as houses next to me. He reaches out his tiny hand and smiles in his sleep. I take it, and, like this, I fall asleep.
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I got California on my mind
 I’m leavin’ this old town behind…


—“CALIFORNIA ON MY MIND,”
 MERLE HAGGARD & THE STRANGERS











CHAPTER 1







My new husband was packing and unpacking all of our belongings onto a dirty snowbank. It was the 30th of March, 2008, and unseasonably cold. Even though the sun was brilliantly shining, the temperature hovered around thirty degrees before windchill. From behind our living room window I could hear Dan swearing a blue streak. For two hours I’d been watching him reach in, shove things around inside the car, rip at our bags and throw them out onto the snow, then shove them in again. We were supposed to leave Portland, Maine, that afternoon for a weeklong drive across the country to start a new life in Los Angeles. Dan and four of his friends had already spent over three hours in the wind trying to negotiate our Thule bin onto the top of our car. A few days before, the movers had started out ahead of us with a truck full of our belongings. Now the things we’d earmarked to go with us in our car would not cooperate. There was no room for all our stuff; us; our dog, Hopper; and our cat, Ellison. Something, or someone, was going to have to go. Dan kept coming into our empty apartment to warm up his hands. Every time he came in, I’d say, “Hey, Dan, this isn’t working. Maybe we need to rethink, sleep on this and leave tomorrow?” I was starting to get that kind of anxious that makes me freeze in one place and become totally useless. I was supposed to be packing the bathroom, but all I could do was watch my husband and freak out.


“No, Cait, we’re going today,” he responded. And then he went back outside to yank everything out of the car again and line it all up on the dirty snowbank. I had washed everything and neatly folded and packed it so that we could start out brand new and clean in our new life. I had gone so far as to buy two beautiful boat bags from L.L. Bean, one for each animal’s gear. I had wanted to get them monogrammed with their respective names in big embroidered block letters, but Dan said that was a ridiculous waste of money. Looking outside at our duffel bags, CD cases, boat bags, one lone sleeping bag, pillows and books all strewn this way and that, I wasn’t sure anything we had amounted to much. And, suddenly, I had no idea why we were leaving everything and everyone we knew.


Dan unpacked the car again and brought the bags and pillows, CD books and CDs all back inside and told me I needed to start throwing stuff out. When he gets like this I call him Deputy Dan. Because he’s generally mild-mannered and mostly kind, when he’s on a tear, I do what he says. I figure he’s taking charge because we’re in a crisis and this is what men do; they manage crises. Our friends Molly, Brian and Joelle had come over to say goodbye. They were starting to look a little nervous because, I’m sure, this whole thing seemed more disorganized and more wrenchingly unpleasant than anyone wanted to be party to. I was unclear about what things I was supposed to be tossing, exactly. I had just given most of our lives away to the church ladies down the street, including Dan’s only pair of gloves, which could have been warming his hands right then. Meanwhile, thirty-five boxes of books, a bed, a bunch of wedding presents in the form of china and kitchenware, all of our dishes, an IKEA mattress, a Little Debbie rack we’d found outside of a burned-out convenience store and a couple of bookcases were all being shipped across the country by movers for close to three grand. Three grand was more than all of it was worth. Based on what I saw of the guys who packed our boxes onto the eighteen-wheeler, I wouldn’t have been surprised to find out they were also running drugs. I was convinced I’d never see any of our things again.


“Uh, what stuff are you suggesting?”


“All that stuff you’re packing in the bathroom—all that perfume you hardly ever wear. This pillow, this hat, this bag, these books, half of your clothes. They won’t fit. We’ll get this stuff again.”


“But—”


“Cait. I’m serious. In a couple of months we’ll buy all this shit, new. Nicer. Trust me.”


“Are you sure?”


“It won’t fit. I’m sure.” He had a firm but slightly pleading look on his face that was hard to ignore.


I turned to Molly and said, “Hey, want these perfumes?” (One of which was a Christmas gift I had bought for myself when I was eighteen and living in Paris.) I was reluctant to actually hand the perfume to her and, as stupid as this is, I started crying about it. She was standing there like a deer caught in headlights, unsure as I described how wonderful my perfume was, if she should want it or not want it given she was Dan’s friend as well. Instead I started trying to make my cosmetics bag thinner. I pulled out some nail polish and a few cotton balls. Deputy Dan was watching this parsimonious gesture. He walked past me into the bathroom, where I’d been trying all afternoon to concentrate enough to sort and pack our toiletries, and, in one swipe, took out a whole shelf of stuff with what seemed like the longest arm I’d ever seen and then dumped it all into a trash bag.


“We can get all that crap again.” Then into the pile went the straw cowboy hat he got in Texas one spring break from college, a sweater, a few books and some jeans. Joelle put her head down and started helping me sort through our bags like she knew now was not the time to start arguing with Dan. Of course not, because he was acting like a maniac.


Dan pulled out my wedding dress and said, “This is not something you need right now.” Yeah, no kidding.


Molly rushed in and said, “I’ll hold on to it for you.” I handed it over, even though I wanted it to go with us. Dan and I had only been married a few months, and this wedding dress—in which I looked, I will brag, fabulous—seemed like the most important material object to tether me to the lives we were leaving and also the future unfolding in front of us. Molly was getting married in six months and was starting to look for her own dress. Something in me started to worry that she might steal my dress and my whole wedding, even. Let’s face it, she already had my perfume. Everything started to whirl around me like it does when a panic attack is starting. It was getting dark outside and I’ve always thought it’s a terrible idea to start any trip in the dark. Morning is the time to leave places. Our wedding, just seven months earlier, flooded my boggled brain; my dress, his suit, the rain all morning clearing to the most beautiful puffy-white-clouds-against-a-blue-sky day, the wind. And I got this memory, as if I were behind a camera watching us that day: Dan and I are standing at the edge of a golden, undulating field. The bay by my mother’s house is shimmering just over our shoulders, the pine trees bearing witness from the edges of the tall grass. Around us more than a hundred of our closest friends and relatives sit in the late-August light, their sun hats and dark glasses occluding their faces, their dresses and ties blowing in the wind. Dan, always a guy to stand on tradition, says his vows flawlessly. But when it comes time for me to repeat the richer or poorer line, I turn to my audience and say, “For what I hope will be richer!” and then mug for a laugh.


“OK,” I thought. “This is what we’re doing. We’re doing the richer part. We’re leaving Maine and moving to the land of milk and honey to make some money because my husband thinks this is the best thing we can do in an economy going south. He says we can replace all these things and he must be right. It’s just stuff, anyway.”


I let everyone else take over at that point because I was having trouble breathing. Before I knew it, I was sitting with three bags between my feet and Dan was shoving Hopper into the backseat on top of a pile of bags. I heard Brian say to Dan, “We can take Hopper if you don’t have room for him” and Dan snapped, “No, he’s fine,” and then he slammed the door on Hoppy’s tail. At this point the Deputy cracked and yelled, “Fuck!” and opened the door to hold Hop, saying, “I’m so sorry, buddy.” But this fissure in his armor was only momentary. A second later, he closed the door, this time with controlled gentleness, Hopper looking out at him, his face vulnerable. Ellison was as quiet as snow in the backseat. Deputy Dan turned, efficiently gave hugs to our friends, got in and started driving. Hopper was panting and tried to get from the backseat to the front to sit on my lap. The darkness fell like a pitch-black shroud around our tiny, rolling universe and I was crying my eyes out. “What are we doing?” I kept saying over and over and over again. What are we doing?














CHAPTER 2







When my parents, Susan Hand Shetterly and Robert Browne Shetterly Jr., moved to Maine in 1970, they were going back to the land. My father, a Harvard graduate, had handed over his draft card to William Sloane Coffin, the chaplain of Yale who was righteously opposed to the Vietnam War and supported young men who wanted to resist it. Dad had been arrested for protesting the war and had participated in the Harvard Strike of 1969. He and my mother, who had earned a master’s of education from Harvard University, were pregnant with my brother, Aran. They wanted something else, something they could control from the earth up. The way they tell it, they were on their way to Canada, but Maine was too beautiful to not stop and so they ended up buying sixty acres on the coast in a town called Gouldsboro. The land was dense with both hard and soft wood, had a pond, a sand pit full of crickets and a small house on it, all for seven thousand dollars, their entire savings. They drove up their new driveway in a taupe-colored VW bus my paternal grandfather, Pop, had given them for a wedding present and started putting down roots, literally. They planted a garden, built a root cellar, got some chickens, erected an outhouse and bought a generator. They read everything about homesteading they could get their hands on and made a go of it.


In my memory, my parents were gorgeous people: My mother was thin and had long, honey-colored hair, bright blue eyes and a smile as big as the Atlantic Ocean. Some people said she looked like Jane Fonda and others, even more flatteringly, like Julie Christie. My father looked like a beat version of the young Marlon Brando with his dark hair and eyes and intense physical musculature. They were artists, but they weren’t snobby, having been brought up to believe that they should give back rather than take. And they weren’t into drugs. At all. Which always makes me laugh because in high school I asked my dad if he’d ever smoked pot and he told me he’d tried it twice but that it didn’t do anything but give him a headache. Then he gave me a perplexed look as if to ask, “Is it just me?” There were people in Gouldsboro who surely thought my parents were educated but had no common sense to hole up in a house in the woods with no electricity, running water, or telephone and to try to grow everything they ate. But for others, I imagine, they were some kind of glamour couple, an example to be met and followed.


I don’t know what my brother, Aran’s, first four years were like as my parents tried gardening, killing chickens, digging ditches and clearing the land for firewood, but my guess is there were failures and successes, some bigger than others. By the time I came along, this was a life they were doing with perseverance and, also, some success. At least, the routine of it was becoming clear.


I remember our lives there as if we were living in some kind of Eden. And the truth of that and what we, as a family, eventually lost when we left there still aches like an old wound that never healed right. I have pictures of myself as a little girl picking vegetables in the garden or tapping trees for maple syrup with my father in the woods. I remember the path from the house to the garden, through a small grove of pine trees like I’m walking it right now: I can still taste the wintergreen that grew on its sides, smell the earthy white pine needles, feel the soft, giving ground underneath my feet. I can still remember with a heart’s long clarity the winter nights, cold and dark, the yellow lights from the kerosene lamps and my father’s deep voice as he sat by my bunk bed reading Little House in the Big Woods aloud to me, validating our lives with Laura’s story. I loved it in Gouldsboro. What my parents built was magical.


But it was hard work. At the same time they were building this exceptional place in the world, doing it with a fervor as if they were specifically rejecting the war and the commercial trappings of our society with what they grew, what they ate and where they lived, they were teaching themselves to be artists. My father was learning to paint beautifully, in acrylics and oils, and also to draw animals and plants with precision. My mother was teaching herself everything she could about the natural world that surrounded her for essays she began publishing. And she was writing poetry. Their marriage was intense and hard. If you add all that together and then throw in two small children and inevitable financial strain, you have a potential time bomb. Eden, it turns out, is hard to sustain.


And so, when I was seven years old, we moved farther south down the coast to a small village. There our lives began to change. My parents built a house that had electricity, running water, a real toilet and private rooms for my brother and me. We were footsteps from the ocean. I was put, with help from my grandparents and a scholarship, in a private Waldorf School that, at that time, only went through the fourth grade. My brother started sixth grade at the local elementary. From a distance it might look like things were improving. Except they weren’t. The problems in my parents’ marriage followed them. I hated the school where I had to do everything, even math, with huge square crayons. The boys in the older grades started to tease and flirt with me, which made me intensely uncomfortable, as if the blankets had been pulled off while I was asleep. My brother became a stranger as he courageously went out into his new life playing sports, making friends and going to a different school. I know my parents thought they were giving Aran and me opportunities we couldn’t have had in our old community. And they were right. The schools were better and the values of the teachers and the people around us seemed to mimic ours more closely. But it was as if our lives had been cauterized at a certain point and an expulsion had somehow taken place. We all grieved for what we had built in the woods just an hour away—so close it seemed like we could go back at any moment, except we couldn’t.


It took twelve years for my parents to split up and divorce and for our lives to move on. We began trying to learn a new version of the word “family,” something we pieced together as we grew and changed.


For most of my life I was haunted by this loss of perceived, complicated paradise. Something in me was always reaching home to Gouldsboro, comparing everything in my life and my choices to those my parents had made. After a gap year in Paris and my college years in Providence, I moved to New York City to be a writer and an actor. Both my brother and I always, for whatever reason, seemed to end up in cities, far away from our roots. I missed Maine, though, and felt, somehow, inferior to my parents for not being married and having children by my early twenties, for not raising a garden and making a sustainable life. It felt callous to be career-chasing, wearing all black and smoking Camel Lights. During summers in the city, I would lie in bed and miss Maine—not just Maine; I still, almost fifteen years later, missed Gouldsboro—so much it hurt.


But in the summer of 2001, I suddenly, unexpectedly, fell in love with New York City. This wasn’t the same kind of soul-filling devotion I’d had for Gouldsboro or the heady love I’d felt for Paris, or even the ironic appreciation I’d had for the wackiness of Providence. I don’t know what changed, except that it was one of the most beautiful summers in the city I’d ever known—cool and dry, deliciously empty. And something about my life felt settled in a way that I had hungered for. I was starting to make a home for myself, and my career was beginning to come together: My first book—a book of short stories I had collected and edited about divorce—was coming out that fall, on September 4. I was excited about the small tour the publisher had arranged and proud of the book. I had begun working freelance for public radio and had published a few pieces in some national women’s magazines. I was studying acting and had directed a short play I’d written. In many ways my life was beginning to feel, to quote Walker Percy, “certified.”


There were some problems, though. Ben, the man I was living with, was the kind of person you can never pin down; I was always hungry for more, always insecure. And I hated our dark apartment, which we never managed to make into a home together. I couldn’t stand that he subsisted mainly on Coke, pizza, McDonald’s, Cap’n Crunch and instant flavored oatmeal, whereas I worked at the farmer’s market on the corner of Ninety-Seventh and Amsterdam, selling vegetables from an upstate farm (a whiff each week from whence I came) and brought home garbage bags full of veggies that I taught myself to cook in unexpected and wonderful ways. (The best way, I found, to make okra—something I had previously thought was a slimy, disgusting mess—was to wash it, slice it into thin rounds, throw it into a pan with some olive oil, a little sliced, fresh Serrano pepper, and some salt and then fry it until crispy. I like to serve okra this way with eggs in the morning or for dinner with a nice piece of flank steak seared in brown butter and a hunk of warm, crusty bread.) I spent many meals savoring my creations alone while Ben scarfed down two takeout slices from the Sal & Carmine’s a few blocks up on Broadway and washed them down with a Nesquik chocolate milk. Even so, New York was opening up to me.


Then 9/11 happened and everything changed. I remember the blue blue sky, the still air, the roiling sense of panic turning into dread and then deep anguish. I remember looking at Ben, who wanted to stay in our Upper West Side apartment and “hold down the fort” while I wanted to go out and do something, anything, to help. And I realized, This is over. I cannot stay with this person in this life. It was like a page had been turned.


My book came out to little fanfare because, obviously, Americans were focused on our national tragedy. And, soon, we began a war in Afghanistan. Although more than 50 percent of us are divorced, war and fear, understandably, loom larger in the American psyche than anything else.


So, a long year later, in the fall of 2002, I called a writer friend of mine who spends some of his time on the coast of Maine and I said to him, “I think I’m done with this chapter of my life.” He said, “Pack up and come home, Caitlin.” So I did. I gathered up my cat Ellison, my laptop, a pair of boots and a down coat and came home to Maine for Thanksgiving. I never went back. In one fell swoop I knew that I was finished with my boyfriend and New York City. I needed a life that felt safer.


For a couple of weeks I surfed between my parents’ houses, toting Ellison in a small plastic cage. Finally, I presented my father with what I figured was a totally reasonable plan: He would help me move to Rome, Italy. He looked a little shocked. So I suggested, as a fallback, Paris, France (this was, at least, familiar ground for me, and I could easily move there with my cat—no quarantines and she’d love French cheese!). He told me that in my fragile state he felt I should go no farther than Boston. So I moved three hours south to Portland because I could get a bigger bang for Daddy’s buck; the apartments were large and cheap and I wanted, more than anything, space. I spent my first year detoxing—everything from cigarettes to my ex-boyfriend to the physical fear I’d been carrying around in my body since 9/11 seeped, slowly, out my pores. I threw myself into my work and filed more stories for public radio than ever before. I began a column for a local paper about love and relationships in a small town and I founded a nonprofit theater company, a dream I’d never had the gumption or the energy to fulfill in New York. I started loving being alone.


And then I met Dan.


Here’s the thing: I really really didn’t want to meet Dan. I was thirty and thin and boyfriendless and loving my life and my small, perfect apartment with a tiny office to write in and a huge view of all of downtown Portland, the harbor, out to the ocean and three lighthouses. I spent every evening doing yoga or writing.


But one Saturday night, the weekend before Thanksgiving, in the fall of 2004, at about ten thirty p.m., while I was in the midst of writing a column for that week, my doorbell rang. My friend Apple was standing there. She asked me out to a bar to meet another friend of hers, a guy photographer, up from Boston. I went, grumbling, because I really was having a very nice time by myself. However, I am preternaturally disposed to say “yes” when I mean “no,” a problem that has gotten me in more scrapes than I’d like to admit, even to my therapist. I was still wearing an old black turtleneck sweater with a hole under the arm that I’d had for years, a pair of faded “misses” Levi’s, and some Merrell sneakers I’d bought to go hiking in Baxter State Park that fall with my mother. I pulled on my ripped, white, fake fur jacket, which I’d purchased years before at the Salvation Army on Ninety-Sixth and Broadway and had named Marilyn for Marilyn Monroe. I threw my hair into a loose ponytail. There was a part of me that knew this was a possible set-up with Apple’s unnamed “friend.” But I wasn’t interested. I was sure I could make that clear with my insouciant appearance. I may have deigned to put on some lipstick, but I don’t think so.


When Dan walked in, I was sitting at the bar of Norm’s Downtown Lounge on Congress Street, drinking a cosmopolitan. He was six foot five, blond, blue eyed and handsome in an all-American kind of way. The way he hugged himself, with his hands in the pockets of his black boiled-wool jacket, reminded me of Jon Voigt in Midnight Cowboy. I don’t know why. He certainly doesn’t look like Jon Voigt. But, maybe, it’s because there’s a searching, fragile quality to his aspect which I associate with that character. He was soft-spoken and there was a shy kindness about him and also a determined and firm morality that immediately tethered me. I took one look as Dan walked toward me, hand outstretched, and thought, “Shit.”


When Dan first kissed me, he leaned into my car like some kind of Tom-Cruise-you-complete-me-maverick and took my whole face in his hands. I was stunned. Everything up till then had been very polite and chaste. I felt connected to him but unsure that I really wanted to get into all the messiness that joining your life with another person’s entails. I liked the control of what I had: my Bikram yoga practice, my cat and my stock dinner of black beans simmered in olive oil with fresh farmer’s market tomatoes, onion, garlic, hot cherry bomb peppers, a splash of balsamic vinegar and some salt and pepper, served with a baked potato and salad. My life was, like the twenty-six postures of Bikram, wonderfully predictable.


But Dan had gotten to me. That first night at Norm’s he told me about a film he was obsessed with called The Killer of Sheep, a black-and-white made by a guy named Charles Burnett about the isolation of poor blacks in America. Dan related to the desperation of poverty that stifles dreams. He said he knew firsthand what it was like to feel invisible. He spoke so eloquently and openly about both the film and his own experience growing up poor and white in a trailer park outside of Portland, I was stunned into paying attention, because most people weren’t this honest or this real. I had been searching a long time for both honest and real. While he talked, I watched his very large, capable hands rest in front of him on the bar with a calm that was weighted by a bottle of beer. His face was open, but something also told me he had street smarts—a quality I’ve always lacked and respected. Late that night, after talking for hours and hours, our small group got up to leave Norm’s. Dan held the door open for me as I pulled Marilyn around my shoulders. When we got to the street he stuck out his hand and gave mine a shake good night and then he and his friend Nicky took off into the darkness, Dan’s six-five, hands-in-his-Levi’s form walking a shortened gait to stay in step with Nicky’s smaller, livelier, springy pace.


A few days later, just before Thanksgiving, I checked my e-mail at my mother’s, where I’d gone for the long weekend. There was a note from Dan. It said simply: “I lost my cell phone on the bus back to Boston. I can’t find Apple’s phone number. Can you send it to me?” It didn’t occur to me that this was ridiculously helpless because, clearly, if he had any brains he would call 411 or look it up in the phone book. So I wrote back. And then, about four days later, he wrote to thank me and to tell me he’d bought a new phone. He then asked me for my phone number. I gave it to him and he called the next day. We started having these wonderful conversations that were more like happenings than self-conscious “I want to sleep with you but am willing to jump through the conversation hoops to make you feel safe” calls. I’d get off the phone exhilarated by the discussions we were having about art and film, my brain whirring with ideas. I didn’t feel pressured in any direction. There was no “Hey, want to go out on a date this week or next,” or anything that came dangerously close to that. These conversations weren’t building to an obvious crescendo. They were just wonderful moments.


Finally, he did ask me if I wanted to go out to dinner and we agreed I would come down to Boston, where he was living, just before Christmas and we’d have a meal and see a movie. Over saag paneer, chana masala, naan, and mango lassi at a small Indian storefront in Cambridge, we talked and talked and talked until the restaurant closed and then we went across the street to the coffee shop and talked some more. We never made it to the movie.


Dan drove back up to Portland with me—ostensibly to spend the night with friends, but he tells me now that he just wanted to spend more time gabbing in the car. Later, after all that conversation, which had made me hoarse (I was unused to talking that much to anyone!), he got out of the car and said good night. He didn’t try anything. He just went off into the darkness. I drove home and lay down on my bed and realized I felt happy, relaxed and totally open to the world in a way I hadn’t felt in a long time or, maybe, ever.


The next night Dan called and asked if I wanted to go out for a beer. It was then, at the end of that second night, after close to a month of phone calls and one dinner, that he kissed me.


I spent the better part of the next four months trying to lose him. I was scared of the commitment and I knew, intuitively, that if I was going to be stuck with this guy for what might end up being a long time, I should try to shake him first. Something adhered me to him in a way I’d never felt, and this frustrated me because I still harbored cowgirl fantasies from my childhood about going west, riding horses and becoming a cowboy’s sweetheart. I still had some big, sunny dreams I wanted to chase. Also, I’d been burned enough in relationships, which, when combined with my fear of divorce, had made me exceedingly skittish. But he stayed right there, patiently.


Dan drove me crazy by doing things like taking all my laundry to the Laundromat and then coming home with some much heavier woman’s clothes—sweatpants and enormous pairs of cotton granny underwear, none of which he’d ever seen me wear before. He lost things constantly (he once left our car keys in the sand at the beach, never to be recovered once the tide roared in as we swam), he couldn’t hear me speak to him from the other room but could listen to a conversation three tables over in a noisy restaurant just fine, he suffered from male pattern refrigerator blindness, and he and his buddy Frank were always up to cockamamie shenanigans that involved repairing old cars and cameras to one day sell and, often, just breaking them more. But he tried hard and his heart was in the right place. Also, he was tolerant of me in a way that was either just plain stupid or saintly. He allowed me to write about our lives in my dating column, using, ironically, “cowboy” as his moniker because of a big belt buckle he wore (and still wears to this day) with a rooster on its face. He was supportive. He wasn’t threatened by my career or goals. Instead, he was inspired. And he gave me lots of space in which to figure out how I felt.


When Dan asked me to marry him, he almost drove us off the road. We had been together for two years and were basically living in my place but, as a safety net (this was my idea), he still had his own apartment. We’d gone ahead and adopted Hopper together from The Animal Refuge League; we were already making a feline/canine/human family together. That Saturday night, after a lobster feast twenty-five minutes away at my dad’s, we were driving home to my mother’s little saltbox in the woods. We’d taken the animals up for the weekend to savor the last halcyon days of August and were indulging in everything from blueberry pie to ice cream to daylong swims in the ocean. Dan jerked the car to the side of the road with the erratic energy of John Cleese in a Fawlty Towers episode. He killed the engine in front of the long golden field by the bay where I grew up, opened the glove box, pulled out a ring and said, “Will you marry me?”


I had no idea this was coming. My first words were not the appropriate “Yes!” or even “Horrors, no!” but “You’re so fucking stupid.” I have no idea why I said that. But later he would jokingly tell me that he should have heeded those words. The next thing I said was “Yes.” And I really meant it.


A year later we were married in that same field. Anyone who ever saw a photo or was there will tell you it was the most beautiful wedding, ever. We planned it and executed it ourselves. Our friend Joelle picked our flowers from roadsides and her parents’ gardens, and Frank helped hang lights and build a bridge from the road to the field. We had a huge white tent, candles everywhere and the most gorgeous blueberry-vanilla-lemon cake covered with a shimmery, sugary fondant that was, in turn, covered with blue and yellow edible flowers. I still dream about how that cake tasted—like bottled sunshine and summer in Maine. We found every blue canning jar for flowers and every speckled enamel tub for lobster shells at yard sales and flea markets. Our steak came from a nearby farm, our seafood from local fishermen and our appetizers, salad and coleslaw all from the gardens of people we knew. Everything was homespun and gorgeous. We also wrote our own vows. Mine were funny and sharp with a little heartfelt thrown in. Dan’s, on the other hand, were something out of a movie. He had remembered my telling him how much I loved that scene in Shakespeare’s Henry V, when Henry asks Katherine to marry him. She can’t really say no—he’s just won her country and her hand—but nonetheless, for dramatic purposes, the scene is there. And it’s funny and sweet, sexy and swooningly beautiful. I guess I always related to her because she was named “Kate” and, also, there was a part of me that didn’t believe that a modern girl like me would ever get the chance to be wooed with such stalwart eloquence. In the middle of his vows (and I almost didn’t get it at first) Dan started saying: If thou would have such a one, take me; and take me, take a soldier; take a soldier, take a king. My heart was putty.


Our first dance was to Tom Waits’s “Long Way Home,” which, I did not know at the time, would become the theme of the first few years of our marriage:


“I put food on the table/and a roof over our head/But I’d trade it all tomorrow for the highway instead/Watch your back/keep your eyes shut tight/your love’s the only thing I’ve ever known/One thing’s for sure pretty baby/I always take the long way home . . .”


I relive that day often and go back and back and back, wishing I could do it again and just be there once more to experience the food and the sunshine and my husband in his beautiful brown Italian wool suit and my gorgeous, flowing dress that was made of a material that crinkled all over with silvery threads, had a train that fanned out behind me like a mermaid’s tail and was strapless. I’d had a shawl woven for me of ivory bamboo with the tiniest amount of gold thread running through the stitching that made it shimmer when I moved. I wore, at the V of my dress where my cleavage began, a round, golden starfish brooch covered with tiny white pearls, which my mother had worn at her wedding, her sister had worn at hers and, before that, my grandmother, Grammar.


But that’s the problem with weddings: After all that work, they’re just over too quickly. For our honeymoon we drove up to Prince Edward Island to camp. We spent our days swimming and, in the evenings, we ate mussels. We drove all over the island making photographs and super-8 movies until, finally, it began to rain, filling our tent with pools of standing water despite two tarps. The rain got to Dan, and late one night he decided that he must be allergic to mussels and was possibly dying from eating too many. I asked him a series of (what I thought were pertinent) questions about the level of pain and suffering he was enduring until he cried out that I wasn’t “validating his feelings.” “Welcome to marriage, folks,” our friend Ken told us when we got home and told him our story.


Many things in our lives were perfect: We loved our animals, we loved each other, we loved much of the work we did and we loved our rented apartment. But there was this small corner of us, individually and together, that wanted more. For different reasons we were both people who had spent a good deal of time running from our lives. I wanted to run from the pain of my parents’ ruptured marriage, and Dan wanted to get as far away from the trailer park as he could. With all of this running built into our DNA, neither of us enjoyed standing still for too long. And, also, our ambitions and dreams were always trained on what we thought might be greener pastures somewhere else, where we might be bigger players in more expansive markets. There was something, always, about Portland and Maine that felt too small somehow, like there was a glass ceiling that we were always banging our heads against. In the backs of our minds we just expected that someday—sooner rather than later—we’d try to live someplace else, somewhere that might give our careers the playing fields we craved.


But at that time, this desire was more like the intermittent drone of an elusive mosquito in a hot July bedroom. We didn’t yet know how real it was about to become.
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