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One late August afternoon in our new house in Oberlin, Ohio, my husband, Josiah, took it upon himself to wallpaper the bathroom with pictures of our family. Over the years, we had collected an enormous number of framed pictures. Some were generations old and really should be called photographs; like the one of Josiah’s grandfather, a Daniel Day-Lewis–like, strong-looking man, sitting in profile on a porch, casually surrounded by all his family, including my father-in-law, Sherman, at age ten. I always thought that picture would have been a good album cover for a southern rock band like Lynyrd Skynyrd. There was one of my great-grandmothers looking beautiful, rich, and Bostonian on her wedding day in 1913. There was a picture of my mother sitting on stairs at Sarah Lawrence College in Jackie O sunglasses and pigtails. Numerous black-and-white pictures of various family dogs.

My grandparents on my mother’s side always had somewhere between two and six black labs around at any given time. There were also two St. Bernards, one named McKinley and the one before that, Matterhorn. They lived in Croton, New York, on the Hudson River, on Quaker Ridge Road and belonged to that John Cheever group of eccentric intellectuals that had a little extra money, mostly from prior generations, and a lot of time on their hands. My grandparents and John Cheever used to write letters to each other in the voices of their Labradors. Seriously. My grandfather had the mother, Sadie (“one of the great Labradors,” he would say in his Brahmin accent), and Mr. Cheever had the daughter, Cassiopeia. Dogs are important in my family. But in addition to dogs my grandparents also had a raccoon, Conney, who would sit on one’s shoulder during drinks and beg for scotch-coated ice cubes; a toucan; a sheep named Elizabeth; and, for a short time, two lion cubs. It sounds like they were vets or they lived on a farm, or they were nuts, but really they just loved animals and birds. The house that my mother grew up in was big and white with lots of lawn. They had a mimeograph in the living room that my grandmother Mimi knew how to operate and, as a family, they created The Quaker Ridge Bugle, which was later printed as a little local paper. My grandmother was an artist. She mainly painted and drew birds. My brother Andrew and I now have them on our walls. I remember her as very beautiful but thin. She wore long braids and black socks with sandals. She and my grandfather, who was a photographer among other things, lived in Guatemala later in their life, so I remember her shrouded in lots of brightly colored striped ponchos. In her day, though, she looked like a fey Katharine Hepburn. Like my grandfather, she was from a nice old American family. She was an odd bird. She was an intellectual, a good writer of letters, and also was probably one of the first anorexics. She rebelled against her aristocratic, proper upbringing as much as she could by becoming an artist and leading a somewhat alternative life filled with books and chaos. She spent many hours in her studio alone, away from her children, whom she didn’t really know what to do with. My mother, the eldest, ended up running the show a bit, which is probably why she is such an organizational dynamo now. “It sounds a little looney, and it was,” my mother says.

Among the pictures Josiah hung on the bathroom wall was one of my father shaking hands at an Upper West Side street fair when he ran for New York City Council in 1977. He didn’t win the election, but my memory of that is not as strong as my memory of his photograph plastered on the front of the Eighty-sixth Street crosstown bus that I took to school. I’ll never forget the image of my father bounding toward me, his hand strongly gesturing forward, as I got out my bus pass. ARCH GILLIES CITY COUNCIL AT LARGE. I thought he should have won. As far as I am concerned my father really should have been the president of the United States. He can see the big picture and he is fair. His grandparents were Scottish immigrants. His parents were of modest means but made a sturdy, dependable, nice life for their only son in Port Washington, Long Island. My grandfather was in the navy, and by hook or by crook, having never gone to college, he made his way up the ranks to rear admiral. When he found himself surrounded by other high-ranking officers he learned that they had all gone to something called boarding school. So he came home on leave one day and told my grandmother that they would only have one child, my father, and he would go to school at a place called Choate, a school in Connecticut where a colleague had gone. So my father, who thought he would do what all his other friends did, work at La Guardia Airport, was sent to Choate, which led him on a very successful path. His life took a different turn. He went on to Princeton, where he was on the student council and president of all the eating clubs. He helped change their policies so that all students were eligible to join the eating clubs. He has run things ever since. My parents met on Rockefeller’s 1968 presidential campaign. He was the finance director and my mother was the office manager. At the end of the long days they would have a drink in the office together. “I had the scotch and she had the rocks,” he would say as he gave my mother a wink.

Also among the sea of photographs was a snapshot of Josiah and his brother, ages four and five, leaning against their father, who was driving somewhere in the South—not a seat belt on anyone. There was another of Josiah’s mother, Julia, holding hands with her husband, John, Josiah’s stepfather, whose other hand was linked in a chain with four children. One of the children was an eight-year-old Josiah. They were walking across a lawn in Palm Beach in crisp white shorts and brightly colored Izods. Everybody matched.

There were old framed Christmas cards from both of our families—lots of gangly, long-haired boy and girl teenagers standing in front of various mountains in Georgia and on rocky beaches in Dark Harbor, Maine. Both of us have parents who had been married more than once, so we both have an array of step and half and real siblings that we love very much. The titles that came before the word brother or sister never mattered much.

There was a black-and-white picture of my girlfriends from high school at a Grateful Dead show in Providence, Rhode Island. The slightly curved picture in the frame gave away the fact that I had developed it myself in a photography class at RISD. And there was one of Josiah in a crew shell at his boarding school looking focused. Josiah often made fun of the fact that he was positioned in the middle of the boat to serve as weight, the “meat,” rather than being placed in the front as the coxswain, the “brains” of the boat, who navigates the race. Out of the eight rowers, though, Josiah was the one who stood out. When someone in the picture looks like Adonis, it’s hard not to notice.

There was a large silver framed picture of me and Josiah walking down the aisle on our wedding day. We got married at Christmastime. I wanted the wedding to feel like a New York Christmas party, so there were paperwhites everywhere. We ate chicken potpie and coconut cake. And then there were many, many photographs of our three boys. Josiah had a son, Ian, from his first marriage, whom I met when he was three. Ian lives in Texas with his mother and is the spitting image of Josiah, dark curly hair and almond eyes that remind me of a sparrow. My favorite picture of him is in black and white and was taken on a pristine beach in the South. It’s almost annoying it’s so beautiful, but he is wearing a T-shirt with a fierce shark on it that makes the whole thing palatable. Josiah and I have two boys, Wallace, age three on the day that Josiah was bathroom decorating, and James, who was sixteen months old. Both names were in our family trees, but Wallace we came to because we were watching Braveheart while I was pregnant. Like I said, I am Scottish. The boys are fair, their coloring more like mine. Josiah is dark. I think of Wallace as the sun: bright, vibrant, and warm and James as the moon: round, steady, and funny. James even likes colder baths. Wallace, like me, wants to be scalded.

We had been hauling all these pictures around with us in boxes. One reason for that was because Josiah was an English professor and we had moved from one college town to another for a number of years. The other was because we were both pretty big WASPs and in our worlds it was looked down upon to have too many beautiful pictures of one’s own family ostentatiously displayed in frames around the house. My mother said it was okay to have small framed pictures on your personal desk (she gets everything printed in 3 x 5), but anything more than that was showy and, as she would say, “too much.” I always felt sort of sad about this, that there wasn’t more evidence of our happy family around for people to see—but I never questioned it. Most of the advice and direction my mother gives I take, but there are a few things I have thrown in the garbage. The picture thing I followed like a good girl, but my mother also thinks cars should be spotless; I like mine to look like my purse. She has shoe polish in brown, black, cordovan, and white and all the brushes and flannels to use them. I have never bought a can in my life. Josiah felt the same way as my mother did about framed pictures. He thought it was embarrassing and silly to take up space with big goopy silver frames filled with frozen happiness, so that he did what he did in the bathroom was mind-blowing.


I am from New York and Josiah is from Florida, where his mother and stepfather lived, and Georgia, where his father and stepmother lived. And although he feels like a northeastern guy, mostly because he went to boarding school in New England at age thirteen, actually he is 100 percent southern.

We were living in Oberlin, Ohio, because Josiah was teaching poetry at the college. Oberlin is a funky, tiny, political, young hot spot in the middle of northeast Ohio that vibed New York City to me a lot because most of the students who went to Oberlin College were from the East Coast if not New York City itself. But it was in Ohio—and it was rural and it was minuscule. A faculty member said that in the summer, when the students were gone, it felt like living in Central Park with no people—and that was kind of right. For the record, I absolutely loved it.

We had gotten the job (in academics you end up saying “we” even if it actually isn’t “we,” because you move around so much together from job to job that one person slowly loses his or her identity) right after I gave birth in Cambridge, Massachusetts, to our son James Thacher. Because of our chaotic life with a two-year-old, a newborn, a dog, and two cats, I ended up not going out to Ohio to check it out before we moved. I had faith in my dream of a bucolic, happy, secure, academic life. It’s a great, great dream if you have it in your head right. Here’s what was in my head. I had married a very good-looking (think Gregory Peck), brilliant (most people hate the word brilliant to describe a person, but I frankly can’t think of any other word to do it—at our wedding Josiah’s best friend described his brain as a cathedral) childhood friend that I had re-met at his sister’s wedding in Maine. As six-and seven-year-olds we had sailed in little bathtub boats on the Penobscot Bay together, but at the time of his sister’s wedding he was getting his Ph.D. in poetry at Harvard and I was being a New York girl in New York. I had not seen him in fifteen years. He was Heathcliff with an earring. It sounds romantic to be married to an actual poetry scholar, but truthfully he never recited poetry to me much or wrote me a poem. It’s hard to admit, but I don’t really like poetry or jazz. I just don’t get it a lot of the time. If someone (and Josiah once in a blue moon would do this) teaches me through every line of a poem I can get it, but it’s rare that it hits me in the gut the way a Rolling Stones song does, or the unfinished Pietà that I saw in Florence when I was fifteen. Right at the start of our love affair he did give me one of the only poems I do recognize as sublime, a John Ashbery poem called “At North Farm.”


Somewhere someone is traveling furiously toward you,

At incredible speed, traveling day and night,

Through blizzards and desert heat, across torrents, through narrow passes.

But will he know where to find you,

Recognize you when he sees you,

Give you the thing he has for you?



We fell in love in two hours at that wedding on a rare night so foggy it felt like when I was a girl in the 1970s, when it seemed to be foggy all summer. Maine has lost a lot of its fog.


The day after Sarah’s wedding was the same day that Princess Diana died in a car crash in Paris. I had hardly slept during the night. I think sudden love fills you with adrenaline, making it impossible for your body to function properly. I heard the news of the princess’s death in the morning, but because of my giddy excitement about Josiah, I didn’t give myself a chance to take in the sad news until a few hours later when I drove over to meet him for a walk. When I was paused at the stop sign at the end of our road, a wave of grief came over me and I cried for Diana. She was so young, but just that much older than me that I was always taken by her, like you are with your very best, prettiest babysitter. It didn’t even occur to me then that she had such small children. Sixteen years earlier, my mother and I had gotten up at four in the morning to watch Diana and Prince Charles get married. When she died she was at the start of something new, like I was then.

For those first three days of September, Josiah and I walked and sat on the beach for hours and talked about what had happened during the years we had missed each other. (It turned out that during his twenties he avoided many summers in Maine. His first wife didn’t like it up there so much.) He cooked salmon for me one night and mushroom pasta another. Salmon and mushrooms are the only two foods in the world I don’t like. I confessed to him I wasn’t nuts about salmon, wanting to be honest, but the next night I ate the mushrooms, not wanting to seem fussy. We went sailing in his parent’s 12 (a small, pretty wooden boat) and kissed every chance we got. When it was time for us to go back to our lives, we sat on the rocks at the ferry dock with our datebooks and a thermos of tea Josiah had brought. We planned every single weekend of the upcoming fall. One weekend he would drive down in his white Subaru station wagon to New York. (I was living in Williamsburg in an apartment that had the largest rosebush in the United States. The curator of the botanical gardens came to prune it himself it was such a treasure.) And the next I would take Amtrak up to Cambridge to stay in his apartment, where he allegedly had roommates, though I never met them, and four cats, whom I did meet. I was casually dating an architect, but Josiah told me to stop immediately because I was his now and he was mine. I was flooded with love. He was forceful (“I am going to make you dinner tonight and then we will play Scrabble”; “I will call you at two thirty and if you aren’t there I’ll try every minute after until you are”) and passionate—we had sex for the first time on a rocky beach in the middle of the day. He was a better cook than I am, and when he was ready to serve the meal, the kitchen was almost spotless. At twenty-eight, he had been married and divorced already, something that should have been a red flag, but instead I saw him as fearless and romantic.

He and his first wife, Samantha, were married right out of Yale, so young that it was easy for me to write it off as a mistake. I even ignored the red flag that he had left her when she was pregnant to fool around with Edith the weirdo (who ended up plaguing me throughout our marriage). His wife moved to her family’s house in Dallas, where she stayed, had the baby, divorced Josiah, and later married a really nice lawyer with white hair. Josiah went religiously every month to see his son. It all felt a tad complicated, but it didn’t matter to me because I knew how much he loved me. He was nuts about me. It was one of those times that you feel no need to eat, but do together constantly in sexy restaurants, making out after until they close. I felt suddenly grown-up. He knew me everywhere. He knew me at every time of my life. He knew my parents and I his for our entire lives. I felt seen and understood and accepted. He said he wanted to be by my side forever and there was nothing I could do that would ever make him go away. I had met the man I was to have a big, big future with and he knew it and wanted it even more than I did. On the eleventh day after his sister’s wedding, in my kitchen, he told me he was in love with me and three weeks after that we had a big conversation in the Public Garden in Boston and he said that Octavia was a name he always loved if we ever had a girl. I had always thought that Octavia was one of the great names. There was no way in the world I could have escaped this love. It devoured us both.

We met each other’s friends and cooked together and started fighting almost immediately. Our first fight was in Maine during the long Columbus Day weekend. We got in a fight about the fact that he had four cats that he had collected in his first marriage—four cats. The fight started slowly, but got heated and scary fast. It shocked me to fight so passionately with someone other than my mother (who during one of our fights when I was a teenager took a pair of shoes out of her closet, gave me one, and instructed me to throw it as hard as I could at the wall, and she threw the other one) that it sort of turned me on, but on the other hand I was pretty frightened of how strong the feelings were from both of us. We knew we had to work it out, though, because we were so in love that one fight or one thousand was not going to stop us. Neither one of us was going to say, Hold on, this feels insane, let’s throw in the towel! So we started making chicken curry.

“All I meant to say was that, well, doesn’t it seem obvious that your marriage was failing and you guys just kept getting more and more cats? Hoping that each one would fix the problem?” I said, using my best shrink language. We measured cumin.

“It’s useless to equate a cat, a living thing—all of whom are very real and meaningful to me, I should reiterate—to a Band-Aid, no matter how convenient it might be for you. The fact is I have four cats,” he said, shredding chicken.

“But I can’t live in a New York apartment with four cats! Nobody would. There are all sorts of clichés that only crazy, lonely people live with multiple cats. And I love animals so I don’t want to come out of this looking like some sort of animal rejecter,” I said, now crying over simmering stock.

“You aren’t an animal rejecter, but you must look at the reality of my life,” he said, chopping the coriander.

“I can live with two cats,” I said, and handed him the pepper mill.

“Well, I have four.” He peppered.

We didn’t solve it then but by the time the rice was done and the Major Grey’s chutney was on the table we had stopped the bad fighting and decided since we were not moving in together yet (we had just met), we would “shelve” it until later. We were made up. We called it “The Working It Out Curry.” I really thought we were smart to be able to get through a fight and make dinner at the same time.

But I digress. Starting this story with the lining-the-bathroom-walls-with-family-photos event is really what I wanted to do. Five years after we re-met, we had ended up in Oberlin—in a big 1877, redbrick house we never could have afforded on the East Coast. It was our second year in Ohio. Before we bought the house on Elm Street we had lived for a year in a rented faculty house, but when we saw “Bricky,” as we called it, we could not help but buy it and renovate it into our dream house. We spent all our money and took out a home-equity loan for William Morris wallpaper and a new water heater. I wish I had a picture because I’ll never be able to write how great it was.

My favorite thing that I still miss was a window seat I had put in the kitchen. When my parents built a country house in Connecticut, the architect said to my mother that teenagers will never talk to you unless your back is facing them, so put a sitting place behind the stove. Then they can lounge the way teenagers do while you cook, and apparently all sorts of their deep, dark life secrets will come out because they are not making eye contact with you. My mother insists to this day that the architect was right because according to her, we would hang out, all leggy and intense, and blab away while she made shirred eggs. Remembering that, I designed a little window seat to the side of the stove, perfect for Wallace and James to slump on when they were teenagers and I was cooking our supper. When you sat on it you looked up at these really old, tall pines that hugged that side of the house.

We had been living there for a week. I was downstairs unpacking endless serving dishes his mother had given us. Julia, Josiah’s mother, is one of the all-time most generous women. She wants her children and those who love them to have anything they ever desire. If you say you might need a serving tray or two for your new house, you will undoubtedly get at least six, and they will come wrapped in six rolls of paper towels, and sheets and sheets of bubble wrap, all bound by so much packing tape it will take you a half hour to cut through. She is from the deep South, as beautiful as Grace Kelly and thorough beyond belief. If she hadn’t ended up married to a man (Josiah’s stepfather) who traveled a lot and required a wife to run the household, I am positive she would have headed up NASA or MIT. She is a whiz at math.

Wallace ran in and out of the front door and James played with a lemon in a cardboard box. Josiah was upstairs ripping into boxes, hauling books into the guest room, but when I heard the clacking around of picture frames and spinning of measuring tapes my interest perked up. Leaving young James alone in the box—something ill advised that one always ends up doing in a multifloored house—I climbed the terrifyingly steep staircase and peeked into the bathroom. Josiah was on the floor, surrounded by all of our life in frames. “I’m hanging these in here,” he said. I was so amazed and touched that I just left the house with the boys on a made-up trip to Home Depot in the neighboring town, which I would surely get lost trying to find. I was wholly in love with my life: two healthy children, a brilliant, tall (my father is tall and my mother when describing someone she approves of mentions if he or she is tall) professor husband who was carefully placing the evidence of our happy family all over the bathroom walls so everyone could see. When I came back, there in the main upstairs bathroom, was a love letter to our family, and to me. Frame after frame of generations of us, our people, and the little ones we made. It was security and peace, and everything I had always wanted.

Josiah left me and the boys a month later for a new member of the faculty. A female professor in his department hired to teach eighteenth-century English literature.
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I am not a writer but I have been told I write good emails, which has led me to sit here at the library and tell this story. My story about me and Josiah is mine. Josiah could tell another view of the story and of course it would be different, but the end result for both of us is that we did get married and have children, and then we got divorced. The divorce part all happened in six months—although getting through a divorce when you have children actually takes a lifetime. The surviving it became my life rope. Turning the shirt right side in again started to define me and energize me. How I navigated it might just be my greatest accomplishment, like my own little Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band. Going ahead in the story for a second, I remember my father coming into my childhood room in our New York apartment, where I had to return to from Ohio with my two boys after Josiah left. The room that once had Ranger Rick stickers on the mirror and posters of Duran Duran on the walls had been converted into my mother’s office. I was sitting at the desk she had designed for herself, filling out a financial-aid application for a way-too-expensive nursery school that by a miracle I had gotten Wallace into midyear.

Daddy looked over my shoulder, put his hand on my head, and said, “Wanna hear something famous that Adlai Stevenson once said about Eleanor Roosevelt at her funeral?”

“Yeah,” I said.

He said she was the kind of person who would rather light a candle than curse the darkness.

It has become my motto.

Soon after I married Josiah and after our first son Wallace was born we decided to follow his dream of being a professor over mine of being an actress. I was a working actress but was not famous or anything. At the beginning of my career, I had been in a smart independent movie, Metropolitan, that became kind of a WASP cult film. I had been on a few TV shows and in one very long-running, lucrative Luvs diaper commercial. Academic life seemed like a better life choice. It was steady, not much money, but lots of perks. Long summers, weird child-friendly hours in interesting college towns where you can live in rambling old houses with rosebushes tangled in the front yard for not much money. We would always be surrounded by youth and smart people, and I was versatile and friendly enough to make friends and a life pretty much wherever the academic job market winds blew us.

One thing I never knew until I married an academic was that getting a teaching job at a college is harder than being elected president, as far as I can see—and this is coming from an actress. It’s a barbaric process that thousands of hardworking, way overly educated people slog through year after year, dearly hoping to get paid $43,000 at the University of Shagoog in North Who-knows-where Nevada. The process of narrowing down candidates takes six months. First, you scour through a list that comes out on October 15 of all the possible jobs open in your field nationally. Then, of course, because it is school we are talking about here, there’s a series of tests that you must pass.

In Cambridge, where Josiah was adjunct teaching at Harvard, we lived in a crappy brown house that was nice enough from the outside, but inside smelled like dead animal. I think the entire place was floored in linoleum, and there was one shallow pink tub in a light brown tiled bathroom. The house also was like a walk-in refrigerator it was so cold. Never in my life have I been as cold as I was in Cambridge.

I was pregnant with James and taking a bath in that shallow tub when Josiah came in with a printed-out list and a map of the United States. He sat down on the little stool Wallace used to reach the sink to brush his teeth.

“Here’s what we got. A twentieth-century English lit job at McGill, which I’ll never get because I’m not Canadian. You know where McGill is?” he said, holding out the map. Ever since I went to my friend Vanessa’s wedding in Montreal, I have always wanted to live there. I love French things, and in Montreal everything seems French. You can easily find a good baguette and it’s a pretty drive to New York. Whenever I heard of any of these jobs I couldn’t stop my mind from having us already living there—sort of like when you have a hot first date with someone, then later that night in your own bed you imagine your wedding. Montreal was a good fantasy.

“Won’t they actually like it that you’re not from Canada? Diversity?” I said.

“I wish. No, it’s like a law there.” He rechecked the list and sighed. “But then there is one at the University of Louisiana,” he continued. I immediately thought too many snakes and no fresh vegetables.

“One at Fordham University.” New York! “One at Harvard that I’ll never get because it’s really not a poetry job and I know the guy they want. But I might try,” he says. Fine, it’s Harvard…but I really can’t stand Cambridge with all its frumpy pilgrims and sancti-mommies.

“And then there is an interesting one at Oberlin College in Ohio—I’m sort of scared to show you where it is on the map.”

I held out a wet hand to take a good look. There was something in my gut (besides James) that made me know we were going to end up there. As I looked and the bathwater rolled over the Great Lakes and into the Midwest, he said, “It’s sort of in the middle of nowhere, well, there’s Cleveland, but I don’t know that that’s saying much. It’s supposed to look like Connecticut, not that people from Connecticut believe that—does it make you want to scream?” he said.

“No, it doesn’t,” I said bravely. “It’s supposed to be cool there, and fuck it, I bet we can get a house for two dollars.”

So you apply. If you pass the first round of applications you submit a writing sample—hopefully part of a book that is about to be published (another impossible academic hoop to jump through), even though only three people will ever read it. Then you anxiously await a phone call made sometime in late December (ruining any holiday you might want to celebrate and, in our case, your son Wallace’s birthday) inviting you to interview at a huge yearly conference where every university and college looking for a hire meets with all the academic hopefuls. It’s called the Modern Language Association—or the MLA. If that goes well you may be asked to come give a talk (like teaching a class) at the actual college. This is the Wimbledon of getting a teaching job and it’s exciting because you uncontrollably imagine you and your family plunked down in the middle of that beautiful college in the Berkshires, but that is dangerous because there are probably three to five candidates left in consideration. Then it’s all a matter of praying that they won’t notice you are not an Asian, lesbian, Jewish, black woman from Tanzania who did her undergraduate work at Yale and her grad work at Oxford—which is what all colleges and universities are dying to have on their staff. Hateful to say but true. When I was at college, if I’d had any idea how hard my teachers had to work to get the job, I would have done more of my reading.

Josiah ended up getting the Oberlin job. It was the first poetry job to come on the market in four years.
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I had completely accepted the fact that I was going to take on the new role of housewife. A “stay-at-home mom” is a glamorous title that mothers in New York tend to use, but in the rest of the country where people rarely have nannies, Fresh Direct, or housekeepers, the more applicable term is housewife. I got a thrill out of knowing I was going to take on my children without help, cook every meal, and go it on my own in a new town where I knew nobody. I left a job on the television show Law & Order: Special Victims Unit playing the wife of the lead detective. A solid little job I had gotten when I was engaged to Josiah and we were both living in New York while he was writing his dissertation. Every once in a while they would fly me back to do a scene or two, but when I left New York I had really left acting and it had left me.

My mother had worked outside the house ever since I was three weeks old. For most of my life she ran a famous and powerful foundation in New York. She liked working hard and she was successful. Both of my parents were. Now that I think of it, they always ran whatever it was they did. They were always the presidents or directors. Other kids’ moms picked them up from school or were around at the playdates afterward, but if I wanted to see my mother during the day I went to her office on Park Avenue. Now that I know what the offices of other important people look like, I am endlessly impressed with how big and cool my mother’s office was. She had a secretary named Marian who did lovely dictation and knew everything about where my mother was at all times in case my brother or I needed her.

The incredible thing about my mother, though, was that she would come home at six every night and cook supper for our family, which we ate together at the dining room table. I can remember hearing the door open and she would call, “Cooo cooo!” then the door would slam and she would go directly into the kitchen to unload the pork chops or fish that she had bought on the way home from work.

“We have the cod cakes from Rosedale’s on the East Side toniiiight!” she would call.

I think she thought food from the East Side was better than food from the West Side, where we lived. The fact that my mother worked so hard never got in the way of her being a marvelous cook, hostess, and homemaker. She never was late with a permission slip, I always had a clean purple shirt for “purple shirt day” at school, and there was always a bunch of fresh flowers next to her armchair in the living room and Mallomars in the cupboard. I never heard her say she was tired or complain one bit about having to make dinner or sew ribbons on toe shoes. If we got sick she made us get out of bed while she remade it. “Nothing is worse than a falling-apart bed when you are sick,” she would say as she beat the daylights out of the sheets. I don’t know how she did it, and let me tell you, living up to her example hasn’t been easy.

The first time I ever saw Ohio was when Wallace, James, a summer babysitter, and I arrived to meet Josiah, who had gone out ahead of us to set up shop. We had flown from Maine, where we had all just spent the summer. One mom, one two-year-old, one three-month-old nursing baby, and one shy, blond Dutch Reformed babysitter from deep in the woods of Canada. My father (always ready to give you a ride) drove us two hours to the airport. Then the plan was to take two planes, one from Portland to Newark and one from there to Cleveland to meet Josiah. My father, as he left us at the gate in Portland, looked like someone sending four toddlers into Penn Station. Like parachuters, Molly (the babysitter) and I had purses and diaper bags strapped all over us. We each had a kid, snacks, picture books under our arms, and our hair stuffed in ponytails. I was trying to be organized, but the first thing that happened was that a kind (thank God) security guard noticed that my driver’s license was expired by six months. By a miracle she let us on the plane anyway (remember Portland was the airport the 9/11 bombers sailed through three years before) and somehow we arrived in Cleveland, where Josiah was waiting for us. When we had finally piled in the minivan that he had driven out to Ohio, I asked him before we left the terminal what was for supper.

“I don’t know—I have been at Sears all day in Elyria buying a washing machine,” he said.


Even though I had a faint idea that spending the day in Elyria, Ohio, at Sears buying a washing machine was probably a taxing endeavor, the fact that he had not managed to come up with a plan for our first night together in what was sure to be the next huge chapter in our life made me feel like he had ripped off my wedding ring, flung it on the road, and told us all to walk to Oberlin.

“Are you kidding?” I said, the tears welling up.

“Are you?” he said.

For the next twenty minutes I sat in the front seat with my head pressed on the rolled-up window, quietly sobbing. Outside, I could see the enormous, looming industrial (and famously empty) factories from the turn of the century, and miles and miles of suburban strip-mall sprawl that you see in most of the country.

I cried for my life in New York and for my parents, whom I had just left in Maine, and for my broken dream that I had married a man who would have a dinner plan for his family who had just given up everything to join him. I cried because my New York license had expired and the next one I’d get would be an Ohio license. I cried for my children having to say they were from the Midwest. I cried because it was spoiled to cry. I cried and cried and cried. Josiah had ruined our first day there for me and I had ruined it for him by not saying thank you for dealing with the washing machine and by crying for half an hour on the drive to our new little town. He tried to give me a tour of the various school buildings and point out the IGA supermarket, but I was in my own world of misery. We just missed that chance one has for a good shared experience and ended up having our own solitary bad ones. We constantly did that to each other—we wouldn’t plan well enough not to have a fight at an important time.

Now that I think about it, we had a fight maybe at every important time. Wallace’s christening was ruined because the godfather, Josiah’s best friend, had flown in from his teaching job at Iowa to celebrate with us. He and Josiah went out way too late and drank way too much. I was livid by the time they got home and ranted deep into the night about how Josiah had let me down instead of getting a good sleep. If we had had any foresight, we could have avoided it altogether. Of course they were going to go out and have fun, but of course I couldn’t be blamed for wanting a not-hungover husband on the first day of my son’s life as a Christian. We botched that day. We botched a lot of days. If I had ever been able to let go of my jealousy about ex-girlfriends, or if he had let go of ex-girlfriends, we could have avoided hours of fighting and replaced them with nicer times, but we couldn’t. We often couldn’t see the other person’s way. So we fought. And we were fighting now on the eve of our new life together.

It was our gray faculty house that saved the day. It was worn from years of professors and their families making their lives for a bit of time in it. It was like a bird’s nest that just stays in the tree for years while different birds use it to raise their young. It was warm, generous, and smelled of must and wood. There was an enormous lilac bush in the yard that I knew in the spring would bring me endless happiness, as I would be able to fill the house over and over again with the light and dark purple, intensely fragrant flowers that blossomed three weeks a year. It was a jolly house and it saved our night and possibly the first year of our lives in Oberlin. The second I stepped into the double living room with the dark beams on the ceiling and the beautifully paned windows all around, I knew we would be happy there. We put the kids to sleep in their new rooms. I took a bath upstairs and Josiah went out for Chinese food and bought a bottle of wine for me. Molly, the babysitter, Josiah, and I sat on boxes, ate shrimp and broccoli, and toasted our safe arrival and our new lives.
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Molly left the next day to go teach preschool in Michigan, and Josiah went to the English department to settle in. I was left to organize and settle the boys and get myself acquainted with the house and town. There were bumps and moments of sheer panic, like when I failed my Ohio driver’s license test by knocking into three cones when I was trying to parallel park our minivan. In New York you take your driver’s license test on Delancey Street in Lower Manhattan with all the traffic and pedestrians swarming around, so I thought an empty parking lot would be a cinch, but no. Also, for three entire days I honestly believed that there was no cable television in Ohio. But quite soon, like a week in, I got the overwhelming sense that the world was mine to have if I wanted it. Life felt good right away. Oberlin feels like fertile ground. Like if you have a plan or an idea, you can make it happen there. I felt like a pioneer. I knew when a place was not going to work. I had had that feeling in Cambridge, and this felt entirely different and exciting.


During that first year there were two things that really turned me on. One was a little organic farm just outside of town and one was the 2004 presidential election. Oberlin the city was established in 1833, at the same time as Oberlin the college. It was the very first college in the country to accept everyone—women, men, any race or religion—right from the very start. Because the college is the town and the town is the college, it’s a very liberal place to live. This was perfect for Josiah and me, two overeducated lefties just like our parents before us. We reveled in the fact that our faculty house was right next to the environmental building where they recycled poo-poo (they actually had a program where they paid you twenty-five cents to use their facilities—it was called the Poo-Poo Project) and across the lane from the only nudist dorm in America. The very first weekend we got there we went to a tiny (really I cannot impress upon you enough how tiny everything is) farmers’ market. At the biggest stand there was a girl farmer in a backward baseball hat. She had dirt all over her jeans and a Hershey’s bar T-shirt that looked great because of her Susan Sarandon–like bosom. She grabbed handfuls of beans and beets like a jewel merchant in Burma. I had James in the BabyBjörn and Wallace was running around dancing to the drumming of three students with their djembes. Whenever I picture Oberlin there is always some eighteen-year-old scruffy student playing a didgeridoo in the background. This setting was perfect for Wallace. He came out of the womb with an unusual and amazing sensitivity to music. When he was only three months old, and Josiah would sing one of his standard lullabies, “All Night, All Day,” my little baby would swell with real emotion. His eyes rimmed with tears and his face crumbled into a million pieces. It got so we couldn’t sing the song to him because it was just too heartbreaking.

Going along with the housewife plan to cook every meal, I bought armfuls of zucchini and tomatoes from the girl farmer. As I was shelling out barely seven dollars for thirty pounds of vegetables, my New York opportunistic mind got to thinking, How can I use this scene to my advantage? I listened to the crowds. “Lydia, are the squash ready this week?” “Lydia, will you have turkeys this year?” “Lydia, where are the duck eggs?”
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