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LIVE and LET LOVE



INTRODUCTION


There is nothing more universal than love. It’s what we desire to feel, adore to bestow, fight to achieve, and grieve when it’s gone. Some would say love is the reason we are here . . . to give and receive it.

Since the dawn of humankind, love has been studied, pondered, pontificated and written about by scholars and sages of antiquity. From Aristotle to Austen to Ephron, love unadorned and unrequited has been in style. The Holy Bible is one of the oldest texts to talk about love and can likely be credited with starting the infinite fad: love is essential to living a faithful life. One passage I find particularly striking in its definition of love and its meaning was written by the Apostle Paul in I Corinthians:13.

And though I have the gift of prophecy, and understand all mysteries, and all knowledge; and though I have all faith, so that I can remove mountains, and have not love, I am nothing.

I first started to understand that passage when I was fourteen years old. Saint Paul imparted to me that even with exalted powers, and surrounded by gifts, without love everything else is meaningless. I grew up in Texas and I had “found God” in a small, nondenominational Bible church. No one else in my family went to church but me. I was in search of meaning and had deep questions about faith, but I also had a crush on a boy, who would become my high school sweetheart. He was fifteen, had a car, and I was allowed to ride in it with him as long as I went to church and came straight home. So I did, religiously, to every Sunday service (morning and night) and Wednesday evenings for Bible Study. I would hold Ben’s hand on our car rides, and during the Sunday youth group pizza parties. Early on in this phase, I memorized I Corinthians: 13, and would recite it to myself. I was falling in love for the first time and I felt that the words in Corinthians had been written just for me. It was a magical time and I can still recall the way I felt when I was around Ben like it was yesterday. It was so new, so innocent and pure. Whether we were driving with the windows down on a hot Texas summer night, or enjoying a first kiss under the bleachers after a Friday night football game, or discovering one another under the blankets on a van ride to Colorado, falling in love for the first time was a religious experience.

Six years and a couple of painful breakups later, Ben and I had moved on to different colleges and other relationships. God, as defined by the Church, became less important to me. Love, on the other hand, was still a supremely high priority. During this time, I embarked upon what would become a protracted journey through bridesmaid’s hell, where love hides, usually under yards upon yards of taffeta. Participating in the first wedding where I had to buy my own dress and matching shoes, I took my place next to the other eight best friends and bridesmaids, and I had an unexpected pang of beautiful memories and love lost when the preacher read from Corinthians. He also took the opportunity to invite anyone who had not been saved in his captive audience to come up and accept Jesus Christ as their saviour before the groom kissed the bride. I like a good “two for one” sale, but even I thought it was a bit cheap. About that time, I saw my father, who is a striking six foot one and easily agitated, stand up and walk out of the church to go have a smoke, while my beautiful mother stayed patiently in her seat. He was an agnostic, bordering on atheist, and unsavable, and she would never leave before the curtain call. After a few lost souls found their salvation as I did some knee bends to keep from fainting, the groom kissed the bride, the preacher read the famous verse, and I quietly wept, mourning the passing of my youthful first love, and wishing that one day I might have a wedding, without taffeta, but certainly with Corinthians.

Love is patient, love is kind. It does not envy, it does not boast, it is not proud. It is not rude, it is not self-seeking, it is not easily angered, it keeps no record of wrongs. Love does not delight in evil but rejoices with the truth. It always protects, always trusts, always hopes, always perseveres. Love never fails.

While I no longer consider myself a practicing Christian, I consider biblical teachings along with philosophical texts from antiquity’s timeless studies of love as more of an open-ended question than an absolute fact, and I highly value them as I attempt to understand love’s layers and complexities. With love there is no absolute. There are some very smart people out there who have studied this topic extensively. I’m certainly not a scholar of love, with minimal courses in philosophy at the University of North Texas under my belt. My understanding of love comes from the school of hard knocks. I speak from my own experiences of my heart opening and shattering from love fulfilled and unrequited, as do my fellow storytellers in this book.

However, for a moment I’ll put my scholarly shortcomings aside to offer a quick refresher. The English etymology of the word “love” derives from the Germanic form of the Sanskrit lubh—which means desire. And while desire certainly has something to do with feelings that seem like love, desire alone is not love. As we all know, there are so many more forms of love than just all-out-crazy-for-you lust. But lust can be a lot of fun—and sometimes dangerous, which can just add to the rush. Case in point: my college crush, who I’ll call John. We were both sophomores when we met. He was a Sigma Phi Epsilon fraternity brother and I was an honorary little sister to the fraternity. He and I loved to dance, and somehow our grooves fit. Every time a song from the band New Order would come on at a party, we would find one another and clear the floor. Our connection was rhythmically deep, and I was madly in lust. John was a dangerous bad boy with a lot of hard edges, and an incredibly soft spirit. He was Patrick Swayze in Dirty Dancing, and I wanted to be his “Baby.” He rode a motorcycle, every other word out of his mouth was of the four-letter variety, and when we weren’t getting our groove on at fraternity parties we would travel the forty miles into downtown Dallas and dance until the clubs closed.

There was always an element of danger when I was with John, and yet I always felt safe, because he had that Alpha male, badass thing going on. There was an abandoned warehouse in downtown Dallas that he knew about that graffiti artists used as a canvas. We would break into it and leave our artistic imprint with a spray can, smoke some weed, and make out. It was in an undesirable and somewhat dangerous part of the city, and a far cry from my church days, but I loved the thrill of it. We were never officially boyfriend and girlfriend, but that was okay, I knew what we had was special, even if jail time was a possible consequence. I was hot for him and his Alpha nature. Philosophy invokes this kind of love as Eros—the part of love constituting sexual desire and passion. Erotic love is fun, it’s sometimes dangerous, and I believe it’s necessary, for without it none of us would exist. I’m pretty sure John would agree.

The passionate relationship that John and I shared, over time turned into more of a fondness and friendship. Aristotle was obsessed with this kind of love, which he called Philia—a fondness of one’s family, friends, political community, job, or discipline. Loving family and friends comes pretty easily to most people. Loving a job is a different story. I realize that in today’s world, where so many people are unemployed, the idea that you love what you do is often a foreign concept. In a perfect world, we would all love our work, but life certainly isn’t perfect and loving what you do is a luxury that not everyone can afford. I’ve been fortunate in the work department and found something I love to do, but it wasn’t always the case.

As a longtime producer of television in Hollywood, I had begun to feel dissatisfied with the kinds of projects I was involved with. So in 2004, an election year, I decided to make a documentary film with some friends about the March for Women’s Lives in Washington, D.C. While the gig didn’t pay well, it was thrilling to be at the helm of a project that I found meaningful. My political activist side was lit up and I knew that for me, finding meaning in my work life was no longer a luxury, it was an absolute necessity. After that project ended and I found myself in a black hole of filming reality television shows, I longed for something more. I longed to be in love with my work. Like some of the contributors who share their stories in the pages to come, I think falling in love with what you do can absolutely result in a healthy, satisfying relationship that offers plenty of sustainment, in addition to the belief that finding love in another person will come.

The final kind of love as defined by the Greek philosophers is beyond the earthly pleasures of lust, family, and work. It is the all-encompassing Agape, which, appropriated by Christian theology, is the paternal love of God for man and man for God. However, I would argue that Agape is the purest form of love for each other. The concept that love is peace and mutual respect, if truly practiced and adopted, might end all war. Imagine that! John Lennon certainly did, and along with the other fab three put that idea into words, giving us some of the best love songs ever written. “All you need is Love”—the Beatles abridged Corinthians!

A primer on how great thinkers define love wouldn’t be complete if I didn’t include the man who wrote arguably the most powerful works on the subject: the Bard himself. Anyone who has ever fallen hard can identify with Shakespeare’s plays—particularly if they pick up one of his tragedies in the aftermath of getting dumped, since Shakespeare’s idea of love unfulfilled was tragic. You either love or you die, in the case of Romeo and Juliet or Hamlet and Ophelia.

When Ben, my first love, let go of my hand and broke up with me, I felt like Juliet and Ophelia one hundred times over. I stopped eating. I cried all day, every day. I cried before school; during math, history, and English classes; and after school working as a checkout girl at the Tom Thumb grocery store. The bags under my eyes were so big I could have packed them and gone on vacation. I literally begged Ben to take me back, in between sobs, sitting in his banana yellow Cutlass Supreme, where our hand-holding began. I told him I couldn’t live without him, and I meant it. He was very sweet when he told me he was sorry, it was over. And to top it off, my tragedy played out the same week of cheerleading tryouts, which in Texas is tantamount to the Olympic Trials with pom-poms. To add salt to the already open wound, I didn’t make the cheerleading team. It was Rejection with a capital R. Fortunately, no one in my Shakespearean tragedy died. But it felt like death at the time.

Eventually, I replaced the Shakespearean tragedy with a Hollywood movie, “love at first sight” moment that I sometimes, even to this day, find hard to believe. Sixteen years ago I met my husband, Jason, in a smoky, dimly lit bar thanks to an introduction by Paul Rudd, who was just starting his acting career. Jason had just returned from a summer at Oxford University where he studied classical theater with the Juilliard School, and Jason and Paul became close friends. Paul convinced Jason to make the move from New York to Los Angeles to pursue acting and he had been in Los Angeles exactly two weeks the night I met him. Jason was a brooding artist, handsome, and he was fluent in French. I thought he was out of my league, not just because of the sexy foreign language thing, not to mention the Oxford thing, but because I didn’t believe at the time that I might actually fall in love with someone who would not only love me back but catch me when I fell and give me a hand so that I could get up.

Up until meeting Jason, I kept trying to engage in love to please the other person. After a particularly one-sided romance with a much older man who gave me a jar of Dijon mustard for my twenty-third birthday, and the period of celibacy and self-searching that ensued, by my twenty-fifth birthday I was ready to be in a relationship again. My dear friend and roommate, Jill, and I did an improvised “rain dance” in our kitchen, only we wanted it to rain boyfriends for each of us. We were very specific with our wishes: the guys had to be romantic, generous, enlightened, mature, smart, respectful, and nice. Which, at the time, seemed like a tall order, considering that my last boyfriend, the Dijon-giver, broke up with me on Valentine’s Day. Within a week after that dance, I walked into that smoky bar with a sense of peace and joy, and the proverbial lightning strike happened the moment I met Jason. I remember saying to Jill, “I’m going to marry that guy,” like it was yesterday. The words flew out of my mouth as easy as “I’ll have another drink.” I didn’t intellectualize the thought, I just felt it, and then I declared it. It was a feeling that was born out of a primal instinct, a knowledge that the potential for love was in the room and with my potential life partner.

Jason and I didn’t rush into a wedding, by any stretch. It took us about eight years, and a lot of back-and-forth, to finally make that commitment. By that point, all my years as a bridesmaid, standing in taffeta, dreaming of the day where I would hear Corinthians, felt like someone else’s life rather than my own. That girl was long gone, and this new L.A. woman, who had looked for love in all the wrong places, was independent, somewhat confident, and certainly didn’t feel like she needed a marriage license to be loved. The truth was, I was terrified to commit on that level, on a government level, on a level that if I ever wanted to get out, I would need a lawyer, not just some cash in the bank and my car.

But the big day arrived, and I have a picture from it that I adore. The image is of my father walking behind me holding my gorgeous Vera Wang gown that my sister, Cindy, so generously bought for me, so that it wouldn’t drag in the dirt. It was an outdoor wedding, at a friend’s estate in the Hollywood Hills, and the aisle consisted of a dirt path surrounded by ominous, large, prehistoric cacti. In the photograph it looks as though I am running and my dad is pushing me down the makeshift aisle, because if I take my time, I might change my mind. My mouth is making an O shape, and the caption, if there was one, would read: “Oh shit, I can’t believe I’m doing this.” It’s definitely not your typical serene, hopeful, smiling bride photo-op, but more along the lines of Calamity Jane meets Runaway Bride.

As we stood in the middle of a big circle of our friends with a Sikh guru and beloved friend as our officiant and minister, we included Jewish prayers, Native American rituals, and the Beatles’ “In My Life” played on an aluminum cello bellowing across the canyon. I framed that picture of me and my dad, and it sits on my nightstand to remind me of how far I’ve come; that my fear of losing my freedom or my identity was ultimately just a feeling, and that I would have never married Jason if losing either one was going to be part of the deal. The truth is I feel more liberated in this partnership than I did out of it. It was a beautiful day, and while we didn’t read from Corinthians, it was absolutely divine.

Four years after our wedding day, I codirected and wrote a short film about love and longevity in a marriage. In the script, Kris Kristofferson, who plays the husband, is caring for his dying wife in an E.R. When asked by a young nurse played by Robin Wright what the secret to love was, he says, “Stay in the room,” which accounts for the theme of the film and speaks to the idea of not leaving when things get really difficult and when things don’t come easy. That life lesson was imparted to me from a beloved therapist to many of my friends, and in turn to me through them, and we have used it throughout the years whether we are talking about our friendships or our romantic relationships. By staying in the room there won’t always be lightning strikes, although those still happen, but more like small fires that continue to burn if they are stoked.

My life with Jason is the warm glowing fire that can peak with vibrant flames—and we have stayed in the room together when the oxygen was thin and breathing was difficult. We’ve managed to emerge stronger through it all, build a home, rescue and raise dogs, go through midlife crises, travel the world, and laugh until our cheeks hurt. And it’s in this relationship and the laughter and the litter that I have learned more about love than anything else in my life. And the most profound self-love lesson that I have learned is that I am enough.

When I set out to collect stories about love, I was narrowly focused on the Eros brand of love stories; the romance, the passion, the humor, and the redemptions. Not the Shakespearean kind per se, more the Sex and the City kind. However, along the way the collection became so much richer and deeper, thanks to the contributors’ willingness and courage to look the topic in the face and then look within themselves to find their strongest examples of it. Each woman in this book has her own love story that is up close and personal. The essays are reflections of joy and suffering from love, and within those layers, there are gems of wisdom and precious self-realizations that need to be shared. They are pictures of vulnerability, wickedly funny, and one hundred percent raw, and they have added to the long narrative of love. In short, the women in this book are truly awe-inspiring. I love each and every one of them.

My journey has taken me from the Bible to the Beatles, Eros to happily ever after, and while I still have a lot to learn on the topic of love, I do know this: It is messy, it is heartbreaking, and God, is it worth it. It is my wish that if you allow the layers, the laughter, and the litter of love to envelop you, then you will not only have loved but you will have truly and fully lived.

APB
September 13, 2010



The Most Unselfish Love


MARIA BELLO

Maria Bello is an award-winning actress with many diverse roles in films such as The Cooler and A History of Violence, along with close to thirty others. She began her career as an activist at Villanova University, where she majored in Peace and Justice Education, and since then her activist work has taken her around the globe from Darfur to Honduras to Haiti. For the last three years she has worked in Haiti with Artists for Peace and Justice, raising funds and awareness of the extreme poverty there and the plight of women and children. Six days after the January 2010 earthquake she brought emergency relief supplies to Port-au-Prince and continues her work there both politically and as a humanitarian. A proud mother to her son, Bello lives in Los Angeles.

    
On December 5, 2008, I was witness to the most unselfish act of love I could have ever imagined. More than a year before the devastating earthquake in January 2010 that claimed more than 250,000 lives in Haiti, I went to visit the impoverished but beautiful country and my life would never be the same.

I had traveled with a group of friends to the opening of Kay Germaine, the first hospital for disabled children in Port-au-Prince, Haiti. My friend Paul Haggis had met Father Rick Frechette, a priest and doctor who had been working with the poorest of the poor in Haiti for twenty-three years and invited a group of us to witness his work. The first thing you notice about Father are his striking blue eyes and his ever-present smile. He looks like Paul Newman but with a hearty laugh and wicked sense of humor. Father had been a priest working in Haiti for twenty-two years; an American boy from Connecticut, he had gone to Haiti to work with the poorest of the poor in the slums, and when he realized they needed a doctor as much as a priest, he started traveling back to the States each week to take classes and get his medical degree.

Over his years of service, he has built three orphanages and thirty-two schools in the Cite Soleil slums. He delivers the only free drinking water there, feeds 3,500 people a week and gives free medical care to children. He built St. Damien’s pediatric hospital, a bakery, a mechanic shop, sewing facilities, and now Kay Germaine for disabled kids. Give Father a dollar and he will turn it into a hundred in a day to help those in need.

Though I was present as much as I could be, I was not in a very good place in my life. I was traveling with my then boyfriend, and our relationship was falling apart. We would visit the hospital and then come back to our little room and fight like crazy. My eight-year-old was at home in LA, and I was beating myself up for leaving him for three days. I hadn’t worked for months and was worried about how I would pay my son’s tuition in the spring. I was perhaps experiencing a bout of depression, which I have struggled with my whole life. I was beating myself up constantly over all of the things I should be doing and feeling worthless that I could not do them all. I felt lost at sea and couldn’t seem to find my footing and somehow couldn’t remember who I was. I was overwhelmed and exhausted and on the first night ended up crying myself to sleep.

For three days, we followed Father through his community. During the first two days we spent with him we stood by him as he expertly diagnosed a malnourished child, held the mother of a dying boy, delivered huge bags of rice, visited his schools in the slums, lead the most joyous service for the disabled children at the new hospital, and drank red wine with us at midnight. The man, it seemed, never slept. And on the evening that he took us in an open-air truck to what is called the “most dangerous slum in the world,” men, women, and children ran after us, laughing and yelling in Creole, “our Father, our Father!” And he laughed and extended his hand and introduced us to the children who attended his schools, living in streets littered with mountains of trash and eating “mud cakes” made of mud and flour.

We spent our afternoons in St. Damien’s hospital, holding children and changing diapers and giving a hand when one was needed to the tireless and committed staff. On the second afternoon, there was a baby who caught my eye I was particularly drawn to. She looked like she was about six weeks old and had tubes in her nose and arms. Her name, I saw on her chart, was Fedaline. She was one of many abandoned children in Port-au-Prince and was left at the hospital perhaps because her limbs were atrophied and her parents could not take care of her. Of all the many sick children there, for some reason I was most drawn to her. She lay in her bassinette whimpering, too exhausted or sick to really cry. She looked up at me with wet, brown eyes, and I reached down and saw that she was sopping wet. Like any mom would have, I picked her up and changed her diaper. I held her for a bit til she stopped crying and laid her back down.

In the midst of such tragedy, I couldn’t help thinking about my own small life. I thought, “Look at these people who work tirelessly every day to help these kids. What the hell am I doing with my life? Fighting with my boyfriend? Making movies?” Needless to say, I felt like a bit of a dope. My contribution to this world, whatever it was, suddenly didn’t seem to matter in the least. Leaving Fedaline, my heart was heavy with self-judgment.

Being witness to all this helped me for a moment not to fight with my boyfriend or obsess about my child, but nothing could have prepared us for what we witnessed on the third day. We had heard rumblings of Father “burying the dead,” and that day we were to discover why people spoke of this with such gratitude and respect in their voices. Children died in the hospital every day, and the overwhelmed city morgue received two hundred or so bodies a week, so Father and his crew would pick up the bodies and bury them in the papier-mâché coffins that he taught his staff to make. He does this most unselfish act every day to give these poor men, women, and children with no names some dignity in their deaths, which most of them probably never had in their lives.

On that sunny morning, ten of us accompanied Father to the front of the hospital as he blessed the hundred or so women who lined up every day, holding sick children in their arms, hoping to be admitted. (Only the sickest ones would be.) Then, silently, we followed him to a tiny room on the third floor of the hospital. Seeing him dressed in his priest robes for the first time since we’d met him, and standing in the prayerful silence of his crew, we knew something holy was about to take place.

There were two small tables in the room. On each one laid a package in white butcher paper. As Father started to speak, we realized what was in those packages. It was the children who had died the night before. Father spoke of the innocence of these angels, how, no matter if they were abandoned, nameless, and faceless, they were all God’s gifts and had touched this world in some way. He talked of Mary Magdalene, who washed the feet of Jesus, and what a selfless act that was, a sign of respect for all people. A woman stepped forward and unwrapped the first package and started to wash the emaciated frame of a twelve-year-old boy as Father told us how, when Mary Magdalene washed the feet of Jesus, it was a blessing to him and to herself.

Father joined her and gently washed the child with a warm sponge; he held him in his arms and prayed for him and wrapped him in linen cloths, which a group of women from a church in the Midwest had embroidered with crosses and hearts. We watched silently and in awe as he gently placed one of the children back down and opened the next package. The tiny baby inside was Fedaline.

Father looked at me with a kind smile. It was as if he knew what my connection was to her and that I was supposed to step forward. Part of me thought, “Man up and do what needs to be done.” The other part, the lost part, thought, “No fucking way, I’m no saint. If I had to do a confession with Father right now it would take thirty days and nights.” And yet when I looked at Father, I felt somehow that it was my duty to wash her, as if the synchronicity was too great to ignore and something was forcing me to walk toward her. And I did.

I took the sponge and began to do what I had seen Father do. As I bathed her arms, which were soft and limp, I forgot about my boyfriend and how unworthy I was and how I wasn’t enough and how little my life meant. I suddenly felt that she had blessed me by choosing me to hold her in her last hours of life, and I was now a proud witness to her passing. And something shifted in me at that moment. I think my heart became a little more malleable, a little softer, a little more forgiving of myself and others. I truly felt that she was now an angel, blessing me with the words, “It’s okay. You are loved. And you ain’t half bad.” Words I needed to hear.

After the ceremony, Father took off his robes, gave us a smile, and said, “What a beautiful day!” before climbing onto the roof to fix an antenna.

All of us who witnessed Father’s grace that day will never be the same. I know that somehow he sensed my pain and believed that in the gift of service I could be healed. He understood the gift of grace that caring for a dead child could bring. He did this every day. Could there be a more selfless act of love than to bury an abandoned child? There is no one to say thank you, no parents weeping and taking the child away, no pats on the back. I got a taste of his life, his deep humility in the face of grace.

Now, two years later, having spent much more time with Father Rick, I know he would be mortified to read this! He would say that I made him sound like a saint, which he is not. He would say he is just doing what needs to be done. That it is the poor in Haiti, living in the most horrific conditions but making a decision every day to believe in beauty and hope and love in the midst of their poverty, who are the real heroes. He would say that grace isn’t a gift only given to priests and saints but to nameless children and actresses who have forgotten who they are.


Note to self:

There is grace in pure love.



Since the earthquake in January, Father Rick has started a hospital for the deaf and blind, an adult hospital, the first free secondary school in Port-au-Prince, a women’s health and maternity center, and . . . the list goes on.

To find more about Father Rick and his work go to APJNOW.org.



The Chicken or the Egg


ORITTE BENDORY

Oritte Bendory is a New York-based writer, blogger, and producer. Bendory grew up in New Jersey and lived in Los Angeles for six years, where she produced independent films and wrote screenplays, including one purchased by Twentieth Century Fox. She moved back to New York several years ago and is working on her first novel, a sensitive portrait of a marriage in crisis set in Hollywood. Bendory also writes a blog about dating and divorce, and all the Jewish guilt that goes with it, called “The Cougel Chronicles: Tales of a Jewish Cougar.”

When I left my husband after fourteen years of dating and marriage, I wasn’t thinking about time, or the age I’d be when I eventually emerged from the wreckage. I was thirty-five, and all I could think about was saving myself. I felt like I was drowning, being sucked down by a churning vortex, and I had to get out of the water, fast. My singular goal was clawing my way to dry land at all costs, nothing more. It didn’t matter that my husband was trying to get me to stay by highlighting what he knew to be my biggest fears. If I left him, I’d be out there alone, for the first time in my life. If I left him, I could kiss my dream of living a certain kind of life goodbye. But mostly, if I left him, I could lose my chance at having a child. He referenced my age, reminding me that my ovaries were not as young as they used to be. I was no spring chicken.

I hadn’t paused to consider it. A drowning man does not think about his hopes and dreams, about the one thing he wants and will regret not having most, when he is fighting for his life. So, when making my choice between staying married and having a baby, or saving myself and figuring it out later, the choice seemed simple.

My husband and I were living in Los Angeles at the time. We had moved there from New York in our mid-twenties to pursue the far-fetched dream one can only attempt at a young and hopeful age: to make it in the movie business. We wrote together and our scripts were our babies. There was no room in our lives for a real live breathing one, nor were we willing to trade in anything to make the space for it. We both came from large, close-knit families, and we took it for granted that having kids of our own was something we would eventually get around to. We were immune to feeling the passage of time, perpetuated by the lack of seasons in California. It didn’t help that all the while we were surrounded by people with the same attitude as us: actors, writers, and directors who put their fledgling careers before all else, and behaved as if they would be young forever, hanging out in cafés, surfing, and partying like kids. We felt like kids, too, so how could we consider having any?

When we separated, the protective bubble burst. Suddenly, the adolescent lifestyle we had perpetuated, and the six years we had lost pursuing an elusive dream, reared its ugly head. The choices we had made and the price that had been paid for them was flagrant. But I was unable to confront the repercussions yet; the only life I knew had evaporated into thin air. I was leaving my husband, my best friend and partner since college, as well as Hollywood and our shared life and aspirations. I had no reason to stay in Los Angeles, and decided to move back to New York to be near my parents and sisters, where I wouldn’t be alone. And yet, I felt more alone than ever.

I soon discovered that this disorienting journey, by the sheer emotional travel time, creates an acute and never-ending feeling of jetlag. The kind you want to just sleep off. I kept anxiously pressing the fast-forward button on my life, but it failed me every time. I wanted to sleep away the pain and yearned for time to magically leap forward, so I could wake up one year later, with the dislocation—and the grief—banished.

But apparently that’s not how life works. There are no detours around grief, no shortcuts to healing. This time, I would have to inhabit every molecule of time and endure its passage. I could no longer ignore it as I had when I was married and living in La-La land. But still, my biological clock ticking did not factor into the equation. This new stage of my life was strictly about surviving the grief and depression; it was about “getting through it.”

Two years later, when the fog cleared and my drawn-out and litigious divorce was finally official, my husband’s words sank in like long, sharp teeth. There I was, single at thirty-seven, and I was definitely no spring chicken. I had secured a job in a small advertising firm, where my coworkers anticipated my occasional emotional outbursts and were careful not to push my divorce buttons. But then a new hire, a twenty-four-year-old hipster, oblivious to what I had been through, alarmingly called me “Cougs” (short for Cougar). I told myself that he intended it as a compliment to my appearance, rather than as a disparagement of my age.

I knew I looked young. People often thought I was twenty-nine. It was as if my arrested development had frozen both my physical and emotional maturation in time; if only it had done the same thing to my eggs. I knew I wasn’t wrinkled or out of shape yet, nor was I afraid of that happening. I was afraid of my fertility dropping off and disappearing. On some nights I could hear my eggs plotting and whispering in tiny cartoon voices, packing up their bags in preparation to hightail it out of there. I tried to coerce them to stay just a little while longer by using all sorts of rationalizations provided by my girlfriends, who insisted that “we” had plenty of time. But my girlfriends were thirty-two, with eggs five years younger than mine. It wasn’t the same. Even my own well-intentioned mother bombarded me with evidence—research and statistics from fertility specialists she must have Googled—which proved women today could get pregnant until forty-five, including her friend’s daughter, whom she ran into at a Shiva call. Amidst a houseful of mourners grieving their beloved, my mother managed to phone me and whisper that this woman, who was forty-one, recently had twins.

“Good for her,” I said, not meaning it. Unlike me, my mother’s friend’s daughter had planned such critical steps in advance, and in the right order, too. She had her twins with her husband of eight years, using eggs she froze in her early thirties and fertilized later with his sperm. But it was different for me. I no longer had a sperm-ready husband, nor did I see any prospects on the horizon. Whenever I saw my parents and my sisters, they pressured me to get out there and find someone. On a rainy night, on a visit to see them in New Jersey for my niece’s birthday, my father picked me up from the train station, but when I got into his car, he didn’t pull it out of the parking spot. Instead, he turned to me and said, “A woman like you, at your age, needs to be a husband hunter.” Up until that moment, I believed that I was making progress; that I could handle this kind of advice. But my outburst conveyed the opposite. Tears sprung into my eyes and I pumped my fist on the dashboard and yelled: “I don’t want another f——g husband!”

It dawned on me that, no, I didn’t want another husband. Surely not then; maybe not ever. I had already had one in my lifetime, and maybe that was enough. I wanted more time to figure it out. I felt that after everything I’d been through, hell, I deserved more time.

Tough shit, mocked my fleeing eggs. Or was it the echo of my husband’s voice taunting me? I couldn’t tell the difference. The point was, whether or not I felt emotionally ready to find a partner was irrelevant; my fertility couldn’t care less. And then it hit me: I was in the midst of another divorce. Not with another person, but with my biological clock; something that was part of me, that I could not control, negotiate with, or rid myself of. I was stuck. I could not bear to envision my future without a biological child, and yet I felt bereft of the tools and readiness necessary to have one.

Then I found Jeff. Although he had already found me. Jeff had been right under my nose for a year and a half, a devoted friend who dropped whatever he was doing when I needed him. When I sprained my ankle on a bad date, stepping off the curb in heels I hated, I forced myself to walk normally for four blocks, until the guy and I parted ways. I collapsed inside my apartment, unable to make it further than the front door, and called Jeff. It was one o’clock in the morning, and my phone call woke him. Twenty minutes later, after taking a cab from Queens, he came to my rescue. He carried me to the couch and wrapped my ankle in a bag of frozen peas that he’d grabbed from his apartment at the last minute. I hated peas growing up, but I loved them then.

Jeff was from a small town in the South where nice people are made, aptly named “Niceville.” He was the kind of guy every sensible young woman wishes for. He loved me unwaveringly, and eventually I realized I loved him too. But there was one problem: Jeff was twenty-six, almost eleven years my junior. He had a meager salary, a roommate who he liked to order pizza with, and—worst of all—he glowed with the irritating exuberance of unjaded youth. There was something about that untainted excitement, that unblemished soul, that pissed me off. It was as if his lack of baggage was an affront to my own; in a way it made mine feel heavier. I wished he was five years farther along, or that I was five years younger, closer to his stage in life. If only I had woken up and left my husband just a few years sooner, it might have been possible for me to join Jeff at the same point on life’s ladder and have a relationship with him. For a brief, fleeting period, I managed to trick myself into believing that this was possible. Jeff and I dated for several heady summer months, where I allowed myself to be free, young, and in love in New York City, a feeling I had never before experienced. I paused time once again, and muted the ticking of the clock.

It was tempting to live that way forever; or at least for a year or two. But soon enough the gap in our age and experience threatened to swallow us up again, and although I wasn’t necessarily ready to have a baby just then, I knew for certain that I wanted one soon. And Jeff didn’t know what he wanted yet. How could he?

When we broke up, I found myself sifting through the pain of a failed relationship once again. But more so, I was grieving the loss of what I believed was my last chance to have a baby with a partner (while also proving my husband wrong). I realized that I had been holding tightly to that fantasy, hoping that if Jeff and I could make it work, I would be able to have a biological child with him before that window of opportunity slammed shut for good. I found it unusually cruel that right when I was finally able to take a hard look at my life and my future, the universe threw a great guy in my path, but with the biggest obstacle between us being the thing that plagued me most: age and time.

Like most things that become clear only in retrospect, I eventually realized that my relationship with Jeff was not one of life’s acts of malice at all; it was a gift. By coming into my life, Jeff had exposed my issue with time and age and pushed me out of stasis—propelling me forward—while also giving me a taste of hope and love. Our breakup was actually a reconciliation in disguise, forcing me to finally come to terms with my biological clock and accept the cards that had been dealt to me. The decision to let go of my marriage and the conventional path I had been on had come with a price; it turned me down a different and unfamiliar path, and I had to accept it, no matter how unconventional and frightening it appeared.
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