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  One




  I was going to be happy about this. I’d made a decision; it was the right decision. I wasn’t going to throw myself off a bridge with a

  lot of boo-hoo regrets.




  My name is Darcy Van Aiken, and I’d moved from a spacious, stately Victorian-era house in the Forest Hills neighborhood of Washington, D.C., to this much smaller house in the Virginia

  suburbs. My ex-husband hadn’t wanted me to move. He kept telling me that I didn’t need to sell what had been our family home, that I could afford to stay there.




  On paper, I could afford to keep the old house. But being able to afford something on paper is different from actually being able to. Oh, gosh, you think, who needs a lawn service, when the

  front yard is so small and the backyard is planted with ground cover, but then when you have to spend the whole summer planning your week around getting out the mower, suddenly you start missing

  that lawn service. And the ground cover does fine for a while, but by September it starts to look a little ratty, and come June the following year the weeds come up with “ding, dong, the

  witch is dead” exuberance. Either I needed to enlist myself in a Gettysburg-size battle with poison ivy and Virginia creeper or I could move.




  So I moved. Who wouldn’t?




  If I’d stayed in the old house, I would have been chained to my job. What if my dad got sick and I wanted to take a month off work? What if I wanted to take some classes so that I could

  get a different job? What about travel and symphony tickets? What if I had to choose between them and a new roof? I didn’t want my life to become small because I was clinging to a big

  house.




  So I moved . . . even though I always fall asleep at the symphony.




  If Zack, my younger son, had wanted to stay in Forest Hills through the rest of high school, I would have. But he didn’t have such great memories of that house, and if we moved, he would

  get a parking place in the school lot, whereas if we stayed in Forest Hills, he would have to go on taking the city bus.




  If a parking sticker isn’t a reason for moving, I don’t know what is.




  Then there was the fact that Mike, my ex-husband, still walked into the Forest Hills house without knocking. His tools were in the garage workshop. His grandparents’ unsorted memorabilia

  was boxed up in the basement. He nagged me about having the gutters cleaned and the windows recaulked. The Forest Hills house still felt like home to him.




  That, which could have been fixed through goodwill and improved communication skills, would not have been a good reason for moving and so played no role in my decision whatsoever.




  Or so I kept telling myself.




  Mike and I had been divorced for one year and separated for two years before that.




  He was the one who had left. I suppose there’s never a great time to surprise your wife with the news that you’re moving out, but his timing was particularly bad. We had just

  returned from taking our older son, Jeremy, to California for his freshman year of college.




  “I made dinner reservations for tomorrow night.” Mike stopped me as I was carrying a basket of laundry to the basement. “There’re some things we need to talk

  about.”




  I didn’t like the sound of that. Spending twenty-four hours with “some things we need to talk about” hanging over my head? That made me feel like a kid waiting to get lectured

  about falling grades or smoking behind the school Dumpster. Although I’d turned out fine, I hadn’t exactly been Miss Perfect during my high-school years, and I still have moments of

  expecting that the entire world is going to starting lecturing me about some failing or another.




  “Why wait until tomorrow? Why can’t we talk about it now?”




  “Tomorrow will be fine.”




  “Not for me. I have the night shift this week.” I’m a nurse in the intensive-care unit. If we went out to dinner, we would have to eat very early, and I wouldn’t be able

  to drink.




  “Oh.” Apparently he hadn’t checked my schedule, which was, as always, stuck on the refrigerator. He took a breath. “Okay, Darcy, I need you to understand that this is

  just temporary.”




  I set the laundry down. “That sounds bad.”




  “No, I think it may be a very positive step for both of us.”




  That was strange. Our marriage could, I’d be the first to admit, use some positive steps, but it sounded as if he was saying that this time we were both taking a step. He’d always

  maintained that I, and I alone, was the one who needed to pick up the pace.




  We’d met when he was a stressed-out graduate student in economics and I was in nursing school. I have a very good memory, and my dad’s a doctor and my mom was the nurse in his office

  so I was pretty much born knowing the names of all the bones in the foot. Nursing school was easy for me, and as a result, I was a whole lot more fun than Mike’s fellow stressed-out graduate

  students. A tomboy as a kid, I love the outdoors, and I’m willing to try any physical activity, even the ones I am really bad at. Mike fell in love with me for who I was and then immediately

  set about to change me.




  It drove him crazy that I could not close the doors to the kitchen cabinets. I could not, he quickly discovered, be relied on to get the car inspected. There were no systems in our family, and

  whenever he would set one up—our two boys needing to do specific chores for specific percentages of their allowances—I was incapable of enforcing it. Nor was there any order in our

  house. He could never find anything. His athletic socks were sometimes in the drawer with his dress socks, and sometimes they were with his briefs and undershirts, depending on whether or not I had

  been thinking of myself as sorting socks or washing whites. There were still Sesame Street tapes in the kitchen drawer and broken crayons in a bowl on the bookshelf long after the boys had

  topped six feet in height.




  I never sat still to watch television or listen to music; I was always jumping up and doing six things at once. At work I was crisp and decisive, but at home I never labeled anything. I did

  everything at the last minute. I was, again according to him, chaotic and unreliable.




  The “unreliable” had stung. I wasn’t unreliable about important things, not about anything to do with the boys’ health or safety. I was meticulous at work. I had never

  harmed a patient, and my ability to do six things at once had probably saved dozens and dozens of them.




  I never defended myself against Mike’s accusations. All the specifics in his list of charges were so accurate—I could buy a huge Costco multipack of batteries one day, and the next

  day not be able to find a single one—that I felt as guilty as I had when caught smoking behind the high-school Dumpster. When Mike attacked me, I could never remember anything I had done

  right—the heart-rate monitors that suddenly reestablished themselves into a regular rhythm; the IV line that no one could get in but me; my own boys slipping their hands into mine and rubbing

  their cheeks against my arm. I could only think about everything that was wrong with me.




  So I would never stand up for myself, and I do not respect people who won’t stand up for themselves.




  “What are you talking about?” I asked on that August evening. “What kind of step?”




  “It would seem to me,” he answered, “that without the petty irritants of day-to-day life, we could focus better on our core issues.”




  Petty irritants? Core issues? What was he talking about?




  Then I got it. “You’re moving out.” I couldn’t believe it. One minute I had been on my way to the basement with a load of laundry, and now I was hearing this.

  “You’ve found someplace else to live.”




  “As I said, it’s a temporary measure to give us time. We need to get some clarity on our situation.”




  If he’d chosen any other time, I probably would have reacted in my normal, pathetic way. I would have felt rejected and humiliated; I would have begged; I would have promised to change,

  saying all the millions of things I had said a million times before.




  But today I was pissed off. Last week—while he had been finding an apartment and signing a lease—I’d been getting Jeremy ready for college, and Mike, the organized one, the

  list maker, hadn’t helped one bit. Okay, I could understand his not getting interested in the extralong twin sheets and the shower tote, but the new laptop, the credit- or debit-card issue?

  Mike could at least have helped with the research on that, couldn’t he? At a minimum, he could have spent more time with Jeremy. Jeremy normally prided himself on being sensible and focused,

  but he’d dithered his way through this preparation. One day he’d say that we should buy all the sheets and towels in California, and then the next day he’d say no, it would be

  better to get them here.




  His behavior had made no sense . . . unless—I suddenly thought—it did.




  “You didn’t tell Jeremy before you told me,” I demanded of Mike. “You couldn’t have done that. No one would do that.”




  “Well, it might seem like a mistake, but . . .”




  “Might seem like a mistake?” I shrieked. “Might? Have you lost your mind?”




  Mike hates to be wrong, and, had I been more rational, I would have known that his saying that something “might have been a mistake” was as far as he was going to go. But I was not

  rational.




  “No wonder he was such a wreck,” I snapped. “What kind of thing is that to ask of a kid, to keep a secret like that? What were you thinking?”




  “Admittedly I didn’t expect him to react so strongly.” Mike was trying to stay calm. That gave him more power. “Because this is—”




  “Yes, I know,” I chimed in sarcastically, “ ‘only temporary.’ ”




  He ignored me. “I didn’t think it was fair to tell him over the phone, but if he knew and could see that we were still functioning as a family, then—”




  “We were still functioning as a family because you and he were the only ones who knew that we weren’t.”




  “You’re overreacting. We are still a family. This is just so that you and I can get ourselves back on track. It has nothing to do with the boys.”




  “You told Jeremy before you told me!” That’s what I focused on that first night—not the message itself, but how he had told it. That was an issue I could understand and

  be outraged about. I knew how I felt about that. Mike had been wrong to tell Jeremy before he told me. Very, very wrong.




  Everything else, the fact that my husband was moving out . . . well, that was too much to think about, too much to endure.




  The basket of laundry I’d been carrying sat on the kitchen floor for four days. Occasionally I gave it a shove with my foot to get it out of the way, but I refused to pick it up and take

  it to the basement.




  We did go together to see a therapist. Mike had asked that the therapist be a man. He probably thought a man would sympathize with how impossible

  it was to live with me. But the therapist had instead wanted to talk about Mike’s resentment and Mike’s determination that I, and I alone, needed to change. The therapist—traitor

  to his gender—seemed to be implying that Mike’s attitude was a bigger problem in our marriage than the disorganized state of our kitchen drawers.




  This was not what Mike wanted to hear. He started finding himself with last-minute commitments that conflicted with the therapy sessions . . . although “last minute” had always been

  my specialty, not his. But he always urged me to keep the appointment anyway since I, and I alone, was the problem.




  “I work with couples,” the therapist said, “and Mike is not here.”




  So he turned me over to one of his associates, a nice, middle-aged-mom type who helped me see what changes I wanted to make for myself.




  She helped me understand why I, who stand up to insecure interns and pompous doctors every day of my working life, wilted in the face of Mike’s criticism. I had been rebellious as a kid.

  Tired of being known around Grand Rapids as “Dr. Bowersett’s little girl,” sick of being compared to my perfect older brother, I had hung out with the vo-tech kids, refused to

  take any AP courses, and then nailed a 1500 on my SATs. Rather than be angry, my parents were anxious and disappointed, and I had never known how to explain myself.




  So while Mike and I were separated, I did change. I started getting places on time; I kept track of tickets and appointment times. But I didn’t change to please Mike. I found I

  didn’t want him back. When you live with a critical person, you’re always hearing his voice in your head. You’re always trying to anticipate that voice, trying to figure out what

  to do to avoid being criticized. But when I wasn’t living with Mike, I stopped hearing that voice. I felt light and free.




  I also couldn’t forgive him for what he had done to Zack, the son whom he didn’t tell. Mike might have believed that this separation was only about the two of us, but Zack

  didn’t see it that way.




  Our boys were very different. Jeremy, the older by four years, had been easy to raise. He was his father’s son, intense and competitive, driven to push himself. He did well in school, he

  did well in sports, ultimately captaining his high school’s crew team during his senior year. Like a lot of firstborn children, he could be rigid, and he kept out of trouble because he

  didn’t like to take risks. He was deliberate, methodical, excessively prepared at all times, and it was no huge surprise that he had viewed college as a launching pad for medical school.




  Zack, on the other hand, couldn’t seem to do anything right. At the age of four he could lose his lunch box during the very well supervised walk from the preschool’s front door to

  his little storage cubby. Once he started elementary school, I contemplated getting a pair of handcuffs to padlock him to his homework, despairing of any other way of getting his assignments to his

  teachers.




  Both Mike and Jeremy were athletic. They had played catch, shot baskets, taken their clubs to the driving range. They had gone to Maryland football and Georgetown basketball games together,

  watched the World Series on TV together. When Jeremy had been in high school, Mike, an only child, probably felt that he had not only a son but also a brother.




  But Zack hated organized sports. He was agile enough, but skateboarding, not baseball, had been his thing. His fine-motor skills were excellent—give him a set of LEGOs and he could build a

  working model of the Louvre—but he didn’t have the physical urge to move that the rest of us had.




  As early as middle school he’d let his hair grow and gotten involved in the theater. Because he’d worked backstage, it had been hard for us to appreciate his contributions as easily

  as we could Jeremy’s athletic performances. I’d always baked tons of cookies to send to the theater with him, and he knew that I cared about his activities even if I didn’t

  understand what he was doing. He wasn’t so sure about Mike.




  Then Mike moved out right after Jeremy went to college. Zack couldn’t help thinking that he hadn’t been worth staying home for.




  “I guess Dad’s lost his little playmate,” he’d said bitterly.




  I would never, not ever, forgive Mike for that.




  Mike didn’t understand how angry I was during our separation. Once I started writing “paid” on the bottom of bills after I paid them, he was pleased. He thought his

  “break some eggs to make an omelet” strategy had succeeded. Just when he thought that he would be able to live with me again, just when he thought that the omelet was setting and

  browning nicely, I filed for divorce, and he found himself with neither eggs nor omelet, but the cardboard carton in which some eggs had accidentally broken, the shards of the shattered white

  shells glued to the cardboard by crusting albumin.




  Three important things had happened during the year following the divorce decree. Zack and I decided to move, Mike got a lady friend, and Jeremy,

  about to begin his senior year in college, resolved to propose to his girlfriend, fellow pre-med Cami Zander-Brown.




  Last spring Jeremy and Cami had decided to take an apartment together, and since then he had been deliberating about whether or not to propose. Getting married right out of college wasn’t

  what kids his age were doing, but he and Cami had already decided that they wanted to be at the same medical school, even if that meant going to a less prestigious school or taking a year off and

  applying again. That was, he told me, a code for talking about what kind of commitment they wanted to make to each other.




  Mike had thought that they were too young and that we—i.e., me—should tell them to go on living together and weather at least a year of medical school. But I’m a “throw

  your heart over the fence” kind of person. The best way for Cami and Jeremy to survive medical school and then their internships and residencies as a couple was to believe that they

  could.




  All three of these new elements were coming together on my first day in my new house. Jeremy, whose “make yourself look great on your med-school applications” summer job was in

  California, had come home to sort through his stuff and help with the move. He was also picking up my late mother’s engagement ring, which had been left to him as the eldest grandchild.

  Mike’s name was still on our safe deposit box, so Mike was going to go with him to get the ring after they had lunch with Claudia Postlewaite, the lady friend. Zack had already met her a few

  times; Jeremy and I never had.




  Even though I still had a lot of unpacking to do, I spent a couple of hours of that first day in the kitchen. I poached a salmon fillet for our dinner. I made a dill sauce and reduced apple

  juice for a grainy mustard sauce. I roasted some red peppers for a cold soup that wouldn’t be ready until tomorrow. I made my grandmother’s ginger cookies for Jeremy to take back to

  California.




  I was outside, looking for a good spot to plant herbs, when I saw Mike’s very new, very impractical car coming around the curve of my hilly, wooded street. The house was partly screened

  from the street by a big oak tree, which the driveway looped around. Mike maneuvered the loop and parked underneath the tree. I was a little relieved to see only Mike and Jeremy in the car. I

  suppose I’d have to meet Claudia someday, but I can’t say I was in any great rush about it.




  Mike was out of the car first. “This place is hard to find.”




  Why did he have to say that? Why did the first words out of his mouth, the very first words, have to be negative? Why couldn’t he say, “This place is charming,” or, “What

  a pretty neighborhood”? No, he’d had to say, “This place is hard to find.”




  He wouldn’t have realized that he was being negative. If I had challenged him on it, he would have simply said that he was stating a fact.




  But this house was also as cute as a little bunny, and the neighborhood was quite handsome. Those were facts,too. Why couldn’t he have said those? Why couldn’t he have been nice just

  for once?




  Because he was him.




  Jeremy was now coming up the steps, eager to show me the ring. It was in a little square plastic pill case that was imprinted with the name of a now-closed pharmacy in East Grand Rapids,




  Michigan, my hometown. Through its clear lid I looked at the ring that I had been so used to seeing on my mother’s hand. It was pretty, a solitaire in a platinum Tiffany setting with a

  delicate vine pattern engraved around the band. The ring sparkled and the engraved lines were still crisp. Mother’s actual wedding band, which my father had kept, had worn thin, but she had

  taken off this one, her engagement ring, when she worked in the kitchen or the yard.




  I started to choke up a little, thinking about her. She had died four months before Mike had left. I was glad that she hadn’t known. She would have been disappointed with him and worried

  about me.




  Jeremy took the ring back, still admiring it through the box as if he were afraid to open the lid. “Claudia says that I should get it cleaned and checked. Do you know where the nearest

  jeweler is?”




  “I have no idea,” I admitted. I can’t say I loved the idea of the lady friend advising Jeremy on matters related to my mother’s ring . . . even though it was good advice,

  better than he might have gotten from either of us. “You’ll have to look in the phone book. The phone company gave me a new set. It’s upstairs on my desk.”




  Jeremy went inside, and as soon as the door closed behind him, Mike spoke. “It’s hard to imagine him getting married, isn’t it?”




  It was a relief when we could be civil to each other. “But they’re probably as mature as twenty-one-year-olds can be, and she’s great.”




  “I told him that we would still help with his medical-school tuition, and he thinks that the Zander-Browns would do the same.”




  “It’s nice of you to say that we are paying his tuition.” Our divorce settlement stipulated that Mike would pay the boys’ college tuition, but he’d said that

  he would assume responsibility for graduate education as well. So there was absolutely no “we” about these tuition payments.




  He nodded, and for a second I saw a flash of his smile. Mike’s smile was something that you noticed most when looking at his—or his sons’—childhood pictures. It was a

  clear, sweet symmetrical smile without any impishness or mischievousness. It had a purity to it that almost seemed incongruous on an adult face. As Mike didn’t have a trace of the

  glad-handing salesman in his personality—he was an economist—he had no idea of its potential power, so he never smiled for effect. It appeared only when he felt good about something . .

  . hence I didn’t see that smile much anymore.




  “I have to admit,” he said, “that I am glad that he’s not marrying someone who is going to have to take on a lot of debt to finance her education.”




  “My sense is that her parents have a ton of money.”




  “I don’t know about that,” he said.




  He was lying. Of course he knew. He would have made it his business to find out.




  Mike didn’t worship money, but it interested him. It interested him a lot. He was interested in people’s attitude toward money, how they had earned it, how they spent it, what role

  it played in their lives. He was suspicious of people who lived on inherited wealth and contemptuous of those who lived on credit cards. One of his complaints about me—and this one had been

  valid—was that I had never fully appreciated how much security and comfort he’d provided for our family.




  I had no idea how to make amends for that now.




  “We didn’t say anything to Jeremy,” Mike continued, “but Claudia thinks we should give the two of them an engagement party. Some of the Selwyn families, some of the

  neighbors—our old neighbors, that is, people like that.”




  “What a great idea.” Jeremy had gone to Selwyn Hall, a private Episcopal school near the grounds of the National Cathedral, and I hadn’t seen much of those families since

  he’d graduated from high school.




  I like giving parties. I don’t get rattled by all the last-minute stuff you have to do for a big party. I don’t care a lot about the napkin colors, the platter garnishes, and the

  centerpieces, but I do care about the food being good and people having a good time. The old house had been great for parties. The rooms were big, parking was easy, and I’d had so much

  storage space that I could keep lots of things on hand. I wasn’t sure how I would manage in the new one. If we could count on good weather, then—




  “So,” Mike continued, “as soon as Jeremy settles things with Cami, Claudia will be in touch with the Zander-Browns about setting a date.”




  Oh. Oh. The “we” of this party wasn’t Mike and me, but Mike and the lady friend.




  “She has a big house,” Mike explained a little awkwardly. “She can accommodate a crowd, and you and I are both in smaller places now and . . .” His voice trailed off.




  If Mike had really thought that he or I or the two of us together should have hosted this party, we would have figured something out, renting space in a hotel or a restaurant if necessary. But

  apparently Claudia’s having the party at her house had seemed right to him, and so I was going to be a guest at my son’s engagement party.




  

     

  




  Two




  The first party for my son and his fiancée at someone’s else house? I didn’t like the sound of that. Although Cami had spent

  several weekends with us, I’d never met any of her family. Shouldn’t it be me, Jeremy’s mother, who got in touch with her mother to set a date for this party? I didn’t know

  what the etiquette books said about this mother of the bride–mother of the groom stuff, but I was willing to bet that the lady friend didn’t get to go first, especially when she

  hadn’t even met the bride.




  Suddenly the party seemed like a bad idea. “I’m not sure that it will work. Cami and Jeremy are going to be so busy this fall with their medical-school applications and interviews.

  How are they going to come back here just for a party?”




  “It might not work,” Mike said evenly, “but let’s not give up before we start.”




  There was the “we” again, the “we” that didn’t include me.




  It was time to stop thinking of Claudia Postlewaite as “Claudia the lady friend.” She wasn’t a joke. She was a real person, much more a part of Mike’s life than I’d

  realized. If she was a part of Mike’s life, then she was a part of the boys’ lives . . . and therefore also part of mine.




  More than anything else, I wanted my family to be a family. Yes, Mike and I were divorced, and yes, we’d been really angry with each other, but the four of us were still a family, a

  “two-household family” was our term for it. I was never, not ever, going to think of us as a “broken home.”




  So I took a breath. “I’m sure Jeremy would appreciate the opportunity to celebrate with the families of his high-school friends.”




  Mike looked at me suspiciously. “Appreciate the opportunity to celebrate” was not the way I normally talk, but it was the best I could do on such short notice.




  He was still standing at the foot of the three steps that lead up to the narrow front porch. If we had been at the old house, he would have long since been inside. “Would you like to come

  in?” I asked. “See the house?”




  “If you’ve got time.”




  “Of course.” It might be small, but I was proud of my new house. I wanted him to see it. Zack’s friends had been over the day before to help me unpack. Because they were all

  from the theater-tech crowd, they had arranged the first floor like an artful stage set, pots of ivy accenting displays of my grandmother’s Swedish dishes. I’d never had such

  accessorized decor before.




  It had been unfair of me to be annoyed with Mike for saying that the house was hard to find because he had, in fact, been speaking the God’s truth. The house was nearly impossible to

  find.




  I had left the city and moved into Arlington County, the first suburb into Virginia, across the Potomac River. The county’s roads were a hodgepodge of eighteenth-century farm lanes, Civil

  War military roads, and post-World War II developments, twisting around the county’s hilly topography. Furthermore, the excellent schools in the northern part of the county made it a very

  desirable place to live, so every side yard that had been zoned as a buildable lot had sprouted a McMansion, and whenever a small house went on the market, a developer pushed out its side walls and

  tore off the roof, adding massive master suites, second-floor laundry rooms, and family rooms with coffered ceilings.




  My house, a little nineteenth-century farmhouse, had been destined for such remodeling, but the small creek that ran along the back edge of the oddly shaped lot was part of the Potomac River

  watershed. The neighbors joined with environmentalists to raise enough of a ruckus that the developer gave up with his grandiose plans. He installed central air-conditioning, refurbished the

  kitchens and bathrooms, and hoped that someone on the planet still wanted to live in a small house.




  The house itself was white and L-shaped. From the covered front porch, which was just big enough for a porch swing, you walked directly into the living room, the long end of the L. On the far

  wall was a fireplace positioned between a pair of built-in bookcases. The kitchen and dining room formed the short end of the L, and the stairs were in the middle of the house. Upstairs were three

  small bedrooms and one bathroom. The basement, which was going to be Zack’s territory, had a bedroom, a bathroom, and a dark narrow space, which the realtor called a “family

  room,” and it would have been if your family consisted of hobbits.




  I had no garage, no first-floor powder room. There was no room for a table in the kitchen, and I had one-fifth of the counter space that I had had in the old house. I would have to use my dining

  room for dining and my living room for living. People were going to have to walk either upstairs or down when they had to pee. But it was a sturdy, practical little house, and that seemed right for

  me.




  It didn’t take long to show Mike around. He did not, as I expected him to, comment on how small the house was or how few bathrooms there were. He praised the work the builder had done. He

  admired how fresh everything seemed, how nicely arranged the rooms were. I tried not to take that as a criticism of the old house, which had been neither fresh nor nicely arranged. I tried really

  hard.




  He lingered longest in the kitchen. The salmon was coming to room temperature on a white platter. The ginger cookies were cooling on wire racks, and nothing smells as enticing as a fresh ginger

  cookie.




  Mike missed my cooking. Just as I’d gotten used to not worrying about bills for health insurance or car repairs, he’d assumed that all families sat down every night to a perfectly

  sautéed trout fillet with a citrus sauce or a golden-brown roasted chicken, its cavity stuffed with lemon slices and heads of papery garlic. I’m not the Martha Stewart perfect

  homemaker. I do not care about presentation or display. I never do any crafts, and I don’t care what laundry detergent I use. But I love to cook, and because I understand the science behind

  cooking—I know what happens to the bonds of a coiled protein molecule when it is exposed to heat, air, or acid—I’m very good.




  In the three years since he had left, I’d often invited Mike to stay for dinner. His relationship with Zack continued to be problematic, and the best way for the two of them to see each

  other was at the house. Mike had also come for all the holidays, Thanksgiving, Christmas, and Easter, and I’d sent him back to his Capitol Hill condominium with lots of leftovers.




  I could have invited him for dinner today. There was enough salmon for all four of us. But everything seemed different now. This had never been his house; he had not painted this dining room.

  Furthermore, he’d had lunch with a person who was going to give a party for my son. We were starting to build separate lives.




  So I offered him a cookie.




  Jeremy flew back to California the following day, and he promptly proved himself to be every bit as impulsive as his mother. Within hours of his

  getting back, I got an e-mail from Cami. It was a photograph of her left hand with my mother’s lovely ring sparkling on her finger. “I’M SO HAPPY!!!!!!!” the message

  read.




  Three days later I got a handwritten note from Cami’s mother. Rose Zander-Brown had distinctively slanted handwriting, and her stationery was

  thick and flecked.




  She first praised Jeremy, saying how much they liked and admired him. Then she spoke about being eager to meet me, hoping that Zack and I could join them for a weekend at their place on Long

  Island this fall, possibly Columbus Day. She also hoped that I would understand that she couldn’t be firm about the day. She still had two children at home, and she wanted to wait until after

  she got their school calendars before making too definite a commitment.




  It was a perfect letter, flattering without being effusive, politely formal but with the right down-to-earth touch about the school calendars.




  I’m suspicious of people who can write perfect letters. It gives them a weapon the rest of us don’t have. Furthermore, I’ve never had much luck with girls who have pretty

  handwriting and nice stationery. I was never a part of the giggling cluster that gathered around the most popular girl’s locker.




  But Rose Zander-Brown and I weren’t girls. We were two women, two mothers, and the stakes weren’t what we were going to wear to the dance Friday night, but the most precious thing

  ever, our children.




  I’m not one to “borrow trouble.” My normal workday is full of plenty all on its own, but occasionally I’ll start my shift with a bad feeling about a piece of equipment.

  You’re not going to work right today, are you? I wasn’t always right, but considering that I’d had no evidence for my suspicion, it was surprising how often I was. I had

  that feeling now. I fingered the letter; the paper was soft with a feathered edge and a roughened pebbly surface. What kind of trouble are you going to cause me?




  It didn’t answer.




  Although Zack had first attended Selwyn, where Jeremy had gone, he was now at the Alden School, about to start his senior year. The school had

  originally been a prim all-girls school, and in those days the first day of school had been marked by the Senior Entrance. The seniors, clad in floaty white dresses, had swept swanlike into the

  orangerie of the aging mansion while the younger girls applauded admiringly. But since the school had started admitting boys, the event had lost every shred of dignity. The seniors charged into the

  high-school gym while the underclassmen hooted and cheered.




  Each year the Entrance has a theme. It’s supposed to be top secret. Maybe some of the moms who were at the school all the time knew what it was, but I wasn’t one of them. So as soon

  as Zack got home from school the Tuesday after Labor Day, I asked him about it.




  “We kept it simple,” he answered and flipped up one of the straps of his backpack. Pinned to it was a round, white, political-campaign-style button; senior year: all too brief.




  “I don’t get it,” I said.




  “We ran in in our underwear.”




  I love high-school kids. “Good thing you wear boxers, not briefs.”




  He grinned. “A surprising number of girls seem to too.”




  “I bet that was a disappointment.”




  “Yeah, and then Mr. G. said that all the girls had to wear something on top, even the ones who don’t usually wear bras. The debate team tried to argue that that was sexist, but it

  was a no-go.”




  “Mr. G.” was Chris Goddard, the headmaster of the entire school; the high-school kids interacted with him more than they did with their own principal. “There are laws about

  indecent exposure,” I pointed out. I wished that we could talk like this forever. We were facing a year of constant nagging—SAT prep, college essays, senior projects. First-semester

  senior year hadn’t been fun even with our dutiful Jeremy; it was going to be a nightmare with Zack. “Don’t forget we have that meeting with the college counselor

  tomorrow.”




  He made a face. “Is Dad coming?”




  “Of course.”




  He scooped up his backpack. “We had another theme before this one. ‘Senior Year: It’s All Hype.’ ”




  “I don’t get that one either.”




  “HYPe. Capital H, Capital Y, Capital P.”




  Oh. HYP. Harvard, Yale, Princeton. The three highest-ranked colleges in the country.




  “And some girls in the costume department,” he continued, “found this really thin silver fabric that you can see through. They were going to make Harry Potter Invisibility

  Cloaks. The deal was that Invisibility Cloaks were the only way that most of us could get into those places, but the fabric was pretty expensive.”




  “Those schools are pretty expensive, too.”




  “Oh,come on,Mom,” he scoffed. “Don’t you think if I could get into Princeton, Dad would pay anything it took?”




  He was right about that, but even if his transcript showed only his much improved second-semester junior grades, Zack could not have gotten into Princeton. “Let’s see what this

  counselor has to say.”




  “If he uses the word package, I’m walking out.”




  “Me too.”




  So,” Mike said to the college counselor eighteen hours later, “how should we be packaging him?”




  Zack slumped in his chair and kicked at his backpack. Where were the Harry Potter Invisibility Cloaks when you needed them?




  Zack hadn’t done well at Selwyn. Small for his age when he’d started in fourth grade, he’d never had the gang of friends that Jeremy always had. Nor did he do well

  academically. He never brought the right books home from school; he never knew what assignments were due when.




  We’d had him tested for everything—auditory processing disorder, attention deficit disorder, sensory integration disorder. You name it, we tested for it, he didn’t have it.




  These results should have been good news, but Mike was frustrated by the absence of a diagnosis. He was a goal-oriented, problem-solving person. If Zack had a diagnosis, a label, then we could

  design a protocol and set out to fix him. Even better than a protocol would have been a pill—Ritalin, Adderall, Concerta. Mike kept hearing about how other people’s kids had been

  transformed by one of these ADD medications.




  So Mike did research. “Zack’s not hyperactive,” Mike said. “That’s why they missed the diagnosis, but he’s impulsive and inattentive.”




  And if we give him a pill, he will be “fixed.” That’s what Mike really wanted—a pill that would turn Zack into Jeremy.




  Reluctantly I dragged the poor kid in for yet more tests during his middle-school years. The results were the same. One of his scores on the TOVA—Test of Variables of Attention—was

  borderline, but the rest were fine. Zack did not need to be “fixed.” He was Zack, not Jeremy, and the sooner Mike realized that, the better.




  Then Mike left, moving out four days before Zack started high school.




  Zack’s grades immediately got even worse. He started sneaking off with upperclassmen to those kids’ parked cars where they would, at best, smoke cigarettes. His teachers were

  frustrated with him because he would start ambitious projects and not finish them. The school’s athletes shunned him, disappointed that he wasn’t going to contribute what Jeremy had. He

  was miserable. I had no idea how to motivate him to work harder, to care more . . . because I was miserable myself. My mother had died, my husband had left, my younger son was floundering. I had no

  advice for anyone.




  Finally, after an incident that involved storing another kid’s Jell-O shots—little pockets of Jell-O made with more vodka than water—leaving them in his locker overnight so

  that they melted and attracted ants, the school suspended him for three days and strongly encouraged us not to re-enroll him in the fall. He wasn’t formally expelled, but the school staff

  told us that he would be happier someplace else. Both Zack and I agreed.




  His horrible grades were going to make transferring a problem. Tense and angry, believing that he was the reason Mike had left, he insisted that he didn’t care where he went. Wilson, our

  local public high school, was fine with him—fine as in “fine, Mom, fine; now leave me alone.”




  The one school that interested him was Alden. Although its philosophy was as traditional as Selwyn’s, the student body, especially in the high school, was very different. The school had a

  strong arts program, awful athletics, and what Zack had described as a “kick-ass” light board in its theater. This was the single most positive thing he had said in three months.




  Apparently the Chair of the Performing Arts Department at Alden had the pull that athletic coaches have at other schools. She went to the admissions office and said, “This is a kid we

  need.” So he was admitted with the condition that he work with a coach to improve his organizational skills. That helped him some. He also did some self-esteem-building therapy. I have no

  idea if that helped.




  What really made things work for him were the other kids. At many schools the theater kids are a dark bunch, given to risky behavior. But at Alden the best students were those involved in the

  performing arts. They wanted to go to Juilliard and Tisch, so they kept out of trouble and were determined to get good grades even in their much-hated math classes.




  In this case, peer pressure was a good thing. Wanting to fit in is a great motivator for a teen. The theater kids at Alden were not slackers, so Zack stopped slacking. He proved to be unusually

  adept at the mechanics of the light board and the wiring of the sound system. “Let’s find that new kid,” people were saying when he had been at the school less than a month.

  “He’ll know how we can pull that off.”




  That built his self-esteem far more than any of the expensive therapy did.




  His grades during his first year at Alden were erratic, which was an improvement over his Selwyn grades, and by the end of junior year he was doing fine—and not just “fine, Mom,

  fine.”




  Nonetheless, finding the right college for him was not going to be easy.




  He’d been assigned to Alden’s newest college counselor,Travis Jackson. Travis was very young and very new to his job. I was sure that over the years he would see families far more

  messed up than ours, but he might not have yet.




  “Mr. Van Aiken,” Travis said carefully after Mike had asked about packaging Zack as if he were a new species of Fig Newtons, “let’s set the goal first. We want to

  identify the type of school that would be best for Zack; then we’ll start talking about individual schools and their admissions standards.” He turned to Zack. “What kind of

  environment do you best learn in?”




  We got nowhere. Zack was completely uncommunicative. Travis tried asking him about his involvement with the theater, about his community service, about working with the organizational coach.

  Zack gave the briefest answers, never looking at the counselor. I knew what he was thinking—that no decent school would want him, the whole “I would never join a club that would have me

  as a member” thing.




  The bell rang, and Zack shot out of his chair, desperate to get out of the interview. Travis followed Mike and me into the outer office. “He isn’t always like that,” I said,

  still the mom, still needing to apologize, still needing to explain.




  “I’ll talk to him alone. He may be more responsive if his parents aren’t in the room. And if you take him to visit a variety of schools, he’ll get a feeling for

  what’s right for him.”




  “I’ll be taking him,” Mike said.




  Rather than have the seniors miss class to visit colleges, the school adds a Senior Travel Day to the long weekend in October. Mike had already announced to me that he would take Zack to his

  college visits. Clearly he didn’t trust me to do it.




  The two of us headed down one of the paths that skirted the old mansion in which the high-school students took their classes. Mike was shuffling through the brochures Travis had given us.




  “It’s hard to get excited about these schools,” he said. “I’ve never heard of half of them.”




  “But a really big or really competitive school—the ones we have heard of—might not be right for Zack.”




  “He’s doing so well now. He can handle anything.”




  “He is doing great,” I said. “But if he gets in an environment where he’s just one of six thousand, he may find it hard to keep motivated. He has this burden of years of

  underperformance. He still struggles with that. It could drag him down.”




  “Like it does you.”




  “What?” I stopped in the middle of the path. How dare he say that? How dare he? “I hope you aren’t saying that I am underperforming.”




  I am an advanced-practice nurse with a specialty in intensive care. I have a master’s degree. I am one of the most respected nurses at a major teaching hospital. I was not

  underperforming.




  “Not now. Of course not. But when you were his age, you were. You know you were.” He took a breath. “Darcy, when you and the counselor were talking about Zack and this coach

  who usually works with the ADD kids, you said something— Are you ADD?”




  I started walking again. It wasn’t politically correct to say that someone was ADD. Attention deficit disorder was something you had, not something you were. “I

  don’t see that it’s any of your business, Mike.”




  “When did you find out? Why didn’t you tell me? Are you taking those pills?”




  I didn’t answer.




  “Darcy, come on. After we split up, you started getting places on time; you were making lists and not losing them . . . is it because you’re taking pills?”




  I still didn’t answer. Of course I had ADD.




  It was ironic, wasn’t it? For years and years we’d been testing Zack to see if he had ADD. I’d researched the medications, but I hadn’t read much about the diagnostic

  criteria.




  Then, when he had been applying to Alden, the admissions counselor had said that he had some habits similar to—and this phrase seared through me—“even modeled on” ADD

  behavior. Whose behavior would he have modeled but mine? I borrowed a book from the counselor. I started paging through it on the way to the car. Ten minutes later, still in the parking lot, I knew

  that I was the one who needed to be tested.




  I made an appointment with the educational psychologist who’d tested Zack. My parents had kept all my elementary-school report cards, and the psychologist later said that he’d almost

  been willing to diagnosis me from the evidence they provided. But he had me take the computerized test. The results were unquestionable, and so I, a woman in her forties, got a prescription for

  Ritalin.
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