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Praise for Mama, Mama, Only Mama


“Lara Lillibridge’s memoir, Mama, Mama, Only Mama, is a raw, honest, and very relatable tale of motherhood. I laughed, I cried, I shook my fist in solidarity. All moms out there need to read this one, even if your kids are grown or still in egg form. You won’t regret it!”

—Whitney Dineen, author of Motherhood, Martyrdom & Costco Runs

“Mama, Mama, Only Mama is engaging, relatable, and addictive. All sorts of parents will love this unforgettable memoir. Since I’m the sort that enjoys belly laughs, it’s the perfect fit.”

—Terri Libenson, syndicated cartoonist of The Pajama Diaries and bestselling author of Invisible Emmie and Positively Izzy

“Mama, Mama, Only Mama is hilarious, achingly real, and one of those books that will end up being passed around the carpool line. You’ll crack up, you’ll relate, you’ll wish you could hang out at Lara Lillibridge’s house on Saturday afternoons.”

—Lisa Daily, bestselling author of Single-Minded

“A delicious, open-hearted, delightful collection.”

—Erin Judge, stand-up comedian and author of Vow of Celibacy

“An absolute must for single parents, at any stage. Lara Lillibridge’s memoir, Mama, Mama, Only Mama, is hilarious, sweet, and hopeful. As a single mum myself, I could relate to almost every word—each page gave me strength, made me laugh and cry, and reminded me of what is important.”

—Shannon Leone Fowler, author of Traveling with Ghosts

“Real, raw and ridiculously funny—Lara is the unabashedly honest mum we’ve all been waiting for.”

—Amy Baker, author of Miss-Adventures: A Tale of Ignoring Life Advice While Backpacking Around South America
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For L. and R.,

the real-life Big and Tiny Pants

(No, you’re not old enough to read it yet.)





Disclaimer: I’m not a chef. I’m not entirely sure what I do counts as cooking. What my family likes is not necessarily what your family likes, and as you will read, my family doesn’t even like all the recipes contained herein. Proceed at your own risk: push up your sleeves, use oven mitts accordingly, and it never hurts to keep a fire extinguisher handy.





PART ONE

THE DISSOLUTION OF OUR MARRIAGE





Step Stools

Everyone wants to know why my marriage ended. It’s a natural curiosity, I suppose, but it’s not a question I want to answer. There’s the easy answer, and the hard answer. Easy answers are all about what he or I did or didn’t do, but they always end with, “yeah, but couldn’t you have tried harder?”

Then there’s the hard answer, which takes time to understand in my own head and longer still to codify for everyone else. Still, I should have an answer. Whether others find it satisfying or not is irrelevant.

To say why my marriage failed, I have to first talk about a pair of step stools of the same approximate size and shape. One is pale green, the color of a tulip stem. Made of lightweight, molded plastic, its design is clean, simple, functional. As far as step stools go, it is perfectly adequate. The other step stool is old wood, long ago painted red but now covered with paint splatter from other people’s projects and also a few of my own. I cannot tell you why I had to buy it at that garage sale last summer, the one we walked to around the corner, where my youngest child bought a mini tape recorder and I found so many things that pleased me that I left with my arms overflowing. The red step stool was only one dollar, but I would have paid five or even ten dollars for it, even though I already had a perfectly adequate step stool at home. I couldn’t live with new molded plastic once I found old wood painted red and worn in spots by years of other children’s feet.

My ex-husband is a good man, but he will always choose the pale green step stool the color of tulip stems and our cat’s eyes. When he looks at the old red wood stool, he sees only junk past its prime and destined for the garbage heap. When I look at the green plastic one, I see only cheap, prefabricated function-over-form nonsense. I told him when we met that I liked the plastic one better, that I wanted new and clean and functional, and I wanted to want that, I really did. But I woke up one day and saw that there was no old paint-splattered wood anywhere and I couldn’t live like that anymore. There was no room for worn-down red in our fresh, new, and functional tract home filled with soft beige and ivory and a dash of pale blue.
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My ex-husband will tell you that one day I woke up and had gone crazy, and nothing worked right after that no matter how hard he tried. His version is also true. What can you say to someone who sees old paint-splattered wood as junk without sounding crazy? How can you live without old wood and not become crazy?

When I go to my ex-husband’s house now—the one we bought and furnished together—little has changed in the five years since I left. I left no lasting impression; I painted no walls, hung no art. That’s not true. I sewed the throw pillows on the couch. I hung the posters in the playroom, the ones his sister sent. But what I did was so anonymous and bland it could have been done by anyone. I can’t believe I ever lived like that. When my ex comes to my house—the one I have lived in for the last five years—it is overflowing with chaos and toy splatter and half-finished projects. He can’t imagine anyone would want to live like this.





Swedish Meatballs

My mother and her wusband (woman-husband) are feminists. They view anything domestic as oppressive labor, including cooking.

When I was in high school I worked at a flower shop with a bunch of gay men. I was invited to my first gay (as opposed to lesbian) party. They had caviar. They had flower arrangements. They had sparkling glass bowls and tea light candles and all their food was displayed on little risers so everything was at a different height. I went home and called my mother in indignation.

“You aren’t really gay!” I exclaimed.

“What do you mean I’m not gay?” she asked, somewhat justifiably flabbergasted.

“I went to a party at William’s house and there was caviar and candles, and flowers, and all the food was up in risers on different heights. Your party food was cocktail weenies and Doritos in a basket lined with a paper towel!” My mother’s laughter interrupted my rant.

“Oh, honey, you just learned the difference between gays and lesbians. Gay parties are Hollywood. Lesbian parties are Doritos in a basket.”

I swore I wouldn’t learn to cook from my mother. Instead, I learned the fine art of making Hamburger Helper from my high school boyfriend and pretty much everything else from my first husband: omelets, soup, pasta sauce from scratch. I was competent in the kitchen, but took no joy in it.

After my first divorce, I met my future second-ex-husband, whom my parents adored. This was the kind of man they had always dreamed of me marrying. He even had red hair—my stepmother’s absolute favorite color that hair comes in. For my birthday, my parents gave me one of Betty Crocker’s easy cookbooks so I could woo him properly. I was not thrilled. I knew how to cook, for fuck’s sake. And the irony of my lesbian stepmother giving me man-trapping secrets was a record screech of a role-reversal.

“I’ll teach you my secret recipe for Swedish meatballs,” my stepmother told me with an evil/unstable/completely irrational gleam in her eye, “so you can cook it for your future-second-ex-husband!” Let the record reflect she had not ever made Swedish meatballs in my lifetime.

“Let me guess, you make meatballs and cook them in Campbell’s Cream of Mushroom soup?” I answered, having never cooked them myself, but having a basic understanding of such things.

“And I add sour cream!” she purred.

“Let me get this right—my lesbian stepmother is giving me man-trapping secrets?” I asked.

“You should make sure your apartment is clean anytime he comes over,” she answered.

I never made Swedish meatballs for my future-ex-second-husband, because he doesn’t like Swedish meatballs. However, as a single mother, I made them all the freaking time, because it turns out that I do like Swedish meatballs, and they are wicked easy to make.




How to Make Swedish Meatballs

1. Buy Lean Cuisine Swedish Meatballs. All other brands are too salty.

2. Remove convenient plastic tray from box in such a way that you can save the box. This is important.

3. Stab package several times with sharp knife (or the scissors on your desk if you are at work) to vent the package and relieve some of your latent rage. If you do not have any latent rage you probably won’t relate to anything in this book and might as well stop reading now. WARNING: control your rage to the degree that you do not pierce the convenient plastic serving tray.

4. Set the nicely stabbed/vented (but not too much) convenient plastic tray on top of the empty box inside the microwave. This facilitates airflow or maybe just adds magic.

5. Ignore the directions about 50 percent power blah blah blah. Just nuke the fucker on high for 4 minutes.

6. Remove from microwave, slide back into the box, and carry to your desk/table/sofa. This prevents you from burning your hands or spilling the contents on your shirt.

7. Remove plastic film and stuff inside box. Set convenient plastic tray on top of slightly flattened box which now doubles as a cheap placemat. Enjoy!
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The Beginning Always Starts with an Ending

Mike “Daddy Pants” and I sat side by side on the smooth wooden bench. I remember it being blond wood—maple maybe—and slightly curved in the back. Hard, yes, but designed to be sat on for hours if needed. Luckily, we didn’t need to wait that long. We whispered back and forth, making jokes about the lawyers and other people whose turn came before ours. I gave him a piece of gum. I wanted to reach out and touch his hand or playfully swat his thigh, but I couldn’t, of course. We were waiting for our divorce hearing, and the casual intimacy of the moment was an unexpected respite from the previous months of arguing.

I’d say neither of us expected it would come to this, but no one ever goes into a marriage expecting to wind up in divorce court four years and two children later.

• • •

We’d started in the usual way—facing each other in front of a rented floral arch, bathed in Chicago’s May light. I wanted to reach out and touch his hand that day, too, but everyone was watching, and I was suddenly shy. He glowed, but then, he had always glowed to me. His face was naturally ruddy, and sunlight found the tips of his crew-cut strawberry-blond hair and surrounded his face in halo, like a church painting. It was my sign that he was the right one for me. He was my beloved friend, the person I had chosen to stand beside in front of minister and family, gazing toward a future composed of children and white picket fences. I did not love him passionately, the way a wife should love her husband, but I told myself it didn’t matter.

It was my second time down the aisle. My first marriage began when I was twenty years old, wearing a dress bought from the classifieds, and ended when I was twenty-six, driving with my stepmother from New York to Key West without much more than the clothes on my back, a Rottweiler in the back seat, and a cat that wouldn’t stop howling.

• • •

Unlike my first husband, Mike was a man who didn’t get into fistfights with strangers or make me cry until my head ached. He tolerated my family and made tinfoil hats for my cat to wear. Marriage seemed like the right thing to do—crazy love had almost destroyed me the first time around. I could not trust myself to free-fall into passion again. And he deserved someone who was overwhelmingly in love with him, and though I knew it was not me, still I said I would be his wife.





Whitefish Girl

My teenage years had earned me a reputation of being easy. Easy as in yielding, promiscuous, achievable, unchaste, yes, but also easy as in straightforward, uninhibited, vulnerable. My feminist upbringing left me naive—I did not know the rules of teenaged sexuality that everyone else seemed to follow. I didn’t understand that my eyes were hungry, or that I stood too close to men when I talked to them. I was taught to never wait by the phone for a boy to call me, but instead to pursue whomever interested me. This turned me into a boy-chaser, a girl you didn’t take home to your mother. I was incapable of being coy, and I was guileless, naive. Moreover, I wasn’t raised to view sexual acts with shame, and this lack of shame translated into a lack of quality in other people’s eyes.

I still don’t understand how sexual eagerness translates into disgrace for a girl but prowess for a boy of the same age, and I’m not sure that I even want to anymore. I don’t wish that I was cunning, evasive, or any of the other things that good girls need to be to remain un-dirty. I didn’t want to say no when I meant yes. I didn’t want to pretend to be browbeaten into having sex when it was something I wanted to do, just because some code insisted that’s how good girls stayed clean.

Maybe the slut rules—which I was surprised to learn do not end in adolescence—are what we as a society should be ashamed of. Rules that say that a woman must be persuaded and pressured if she expects to both be sexually active and retain value. I wish that I had flouted the rules intentionally and with derision, instead of blindly. I wish that I had looked at those boys—the ones who touched me in the dark and called me slut in the light—and told them that they were not good enough to ever again touch my littlest toenail. Instead I said nothing and tried my best not to cry.

• • •

One year, a few friends of Mike’s visited us in Key West. One man, who was married, had sex in a hot tub with a girl he had met at a bar that night. The other guys laughed when he told us, and called her “Coney Island Whitefish,” whatever that meant. To have slept with someone who wanted to sleep with him, to have expected that a man without a ring on his finger was not married made her trash in their eyes. Was it because she slept with him on the first date, or because her face was acne-scarred? I listened to them mock and tease her after she left and I said nothing. The married man had kept her panties as a trophy, and he laughed when his friends threw them off our fourth-floor balcony.

• • •

I had slept with Mike on our first date. I had had one-night stands and mutual friends-with-benefits relationships before that. I was tired of men telling me, “I forgive you for your past,” when nothing about my past had anything to do with them. I had done all sorts of things that I did not feel ashamed of, until I saw them through other people’s eyes. And these men that mocked this whitefish girl, part of their behavior resulted from resentment that she didn’t choose them, and part of it was envy that she had more experience than they had. If I were a man, they would ask me for advice and send me porn. But I was a woman. Therefore, they could never, ever know how experienced I was, or else I would be a whitefish, too. I still did not know what that meant, but I knew that I didn’t want that word directed at me. I wish I had shamed them into silence that day. I wish I defended the whitefish girl, but I had been too afraid of them directing their attention in my direction.

So when Mike asked me to pretend to be a virgin when we met, and never speak of anything that happened in my life before he came along, of course I went along with it. It seemed the only way to keep him. I didn’t understand that our subterfuge would create an uncrossable crevasse between who I was and who I thought he wanted me to be. I didn’t know that trying to be someone I wasn’t was not the ideal way to start a relationship.

I wanted to be a good girl. I knew how quickly crazy love can turn deranged, and I was afraid to trust my heart to lead me anywhere good. A healthy relationship, I decided, began in the head, with logical choices and compatibility of goals. I may not have had a relationship frenzied with excitement, but then again, I didn’t have agony, either. Mike had a pilot’s license, just like my father. He was an air traffic controller with a bachelor’s degree, going to school to finish his master’s, and that was sexy and impressive—not just to me, but to everyone I told. I was vicariously cool in his wake. I was a college dropout, always looking for a shortcut to success.

I did not know that he would never pilot a plane again, or that he would never finish his graduate degree. Back then, the future was filled with bright hope and pretty daydreams. We had floor plans of houses taped to our refrigerator long before we knew what state we would move to next. We made lists of all the things we would do as soon as we moved to a bigger town—things that we could not do in Key West, like eat Arby’s, or go to the ballet. We were going to find at least one really good Mexican restaurant that served tacos on corn tortillas instead of flour, go to concerts and family reunions. We’d name our next cat Arugula and get a yellow Labrador retriever named Zulu Time. Then we’d buy a bulldog and name her Bougainvillea—Bogie for short. We had names picked out for a baby girl and a baby boy long before we tried to conceive them.

The first night I spent at Mike’s house we slept in a tangled heap of arms and legs, like a pile of pick-up sticks. By the third night, though, he had moved to the other side of the bed, and there he remained for the rest of our relationship. He needed sleep. I needed touch, but I understood that my need for closeness wasn’t as important as his need for rest. He was an air traffic controller, after all. He held many lives in his hands—more in any given day than a surgeon, or so the rhetoric went. I was in awe of him, and acquiescence became my natural state. I didn’t realize on that third night all that I would lose by reluctantly moving to the other side of the bed.

I liked our brand-new, shiny apartment that was identical to the other sixty units in the complex. I loved our clean white walls, devoid of art, and the beige living-room furniture we bought together. I still had boxes of all of my precious knickknacks and dolls in the guest room closet, and I looked forward to someday having a house in which I could display them—I didn’t know then that although we would live in five more apartments and own three different houses, he and I would never live in a place where my sentimental flotsam would be considered appropriate.

He was my favorite person, even if I wasn’t batshit nuts over him. The I-will-die-without-you experience almost killed me the first time around, and I felt mostly sure that what I gained in stability would more than make up for the fire that we lacked. Besides, all the relationship books said that lovesick fervor died down pretty quickly anyway, so if you expect to succeed in a relationship, you had better be sure that there was substance underneath. I wanted to be a bride. My parents loved him, he got along with my brother, and his family accepted me as well. Mike was one of five siblings and his mother was one of six, so he provided all of the cousins and aunts and uncles that I had never had. Unlike my first marriage, Mom and Pat approved of this union, although Pat pulled me into the garage after dinner one night to ask, “Do you really love him? Are you sure he’s interesting enough—not too boring? I’m just worried he’s too much of a homebody for you.” I reassured her that Mike was plenty interesting, and besides, I was done with drama. I’m not sure I convinced either one of us, but I wanted it to be true so damn badly.





Drag Fish

I bought a Christmas ornament, a fish with red glittery lips that reminded me of the drag queens I adored at the 801 Bar in Key West. My lesbian parents took me to the 801 for bingo every Sunday, and my brother introduced me to my first drag show there. From then on, every man I was serious about had to pass the 801 comfort test—if they wouldn’t go, I wouldn’t date them.

I had looked at the fish ornament through the store window for months on my lunch break, and even though I knew it was a foolish thing to want so badly, I finally bought the drag queen fish after the Christmas season was over. I strung rainbow-colored beads to make a chain and hung my fish from the rearview mirror of my car. For the next two years I drove around Key West with the sun sparkling on that fish’s big lips, and it made me happy every day.

Mike was hired by the FAA. Even though he did not yet have a start date, he left the navy and we left Key West. We packed up our apartment and sold his car so that we could make the twenty-eight-hour drive north in one vehicle. I felt wistful about leaving my island, but I couldn’t wait for the white-picket-fence life waiting for us in suburbia.

Mike and I were in the covered car park, trying to cram our life into the trunk of my Toyota Echo. I was going to miss the ocean breeze like I would miss a friend. I had sworn that I would never move north again—I had donated all my sweaters and coats to the Salvation Army years ago—but love and family were the only goals I had. I would get to be a stay-at-home mother, now. I’d finally have the life I’d dreamed of since I was a child.
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• • •

“You are taking that fish down, aren’t you? I’m not driving off the island in a car with a drag queen fish hanging from the rearview mirror,” Mike said. I was shocked into silence—I didn’t even know how to close my half-opened mouth. All the happy bits of me crumbled like a fistful of dried leaves. I thought that he loved my quirkiness. I didn’t know why he was suddenly embarrassed. I wordlessly took my fish down and packed it away. I tried not to think of who I was supposed be now that I was returning to the continental United States—what parts of me would need to join the fish in that shoebox as no longer appropriate. I had already quit my job and we had given up the apartment—it was too late to develop reservations.

I was trying very hard and earnestly not to be so much me anymore. I wanted to be neat and tidy and restrained. I stopped kissing girls and going to gay bars. I grew out my short, spiky hair until it was long and ordinary, and stopped streaking it surfer blond. I was happy to finally fit in—it was all I had ever wanted. Me, the daughter of a lesbian mother and a father living in far-off Alaska who no one entirely believed existed. I grew up with bad hair and braces and knowing too many answers in class. Marrying Mike would blur out who I used to be—help me finally be just like everyone else. I did not realize that “commonplace” was not something I was capable of maintaining. Nor was it something worth aspiring to become. This was what Mike wanted more than anything—to take his place in the family as a fully formed adult, well equipped with matching china and sturdy plans for the future. Perhaps I was a means to an end for him as well.

• • •

Mike and I moved to Kansas for a temporary job while we waited for the FAA’s hiring freeze to lift. He was told to seek other employment for six weeks but we wound up waiting two and a half years. We were told every month to call back in another four weeks. I yearned for my island every day—I missed it like it was a person. My bones ached for home.

As a newlywed of two months, I counted fifty-seven days since we last made love. I told myself it didn’t matter—sex was trivial, unimportant. I worried that there was something wrong with my craving it so much, perhaps something inherited from my father.





Warning Signs Are for Wimps

The puppy should have been a sign to give in and go back home. Zulu Time was a nearly white polar bear–looking yellow lab puppy, adorable and fluffy and about eight thousand times more work than either of us anticipated. After a week, we gave him back to the breeder. It was the first time I saw Mike cry. We wrapped our arms around each other at the side of the road and sobbed. After a few days we went back and retrieved the puppy.

The dog got up every few hours all night long. We both worked full-time jobs, so we alternated who would let the dog out at 2:00 a.m. Since we lived in an apartment, letting out the dog required pants. I traded my satin nightgowns for sweats. When it was Mike’s turn to walk the dog, he pulled a pillow over his head and ignored the barking. If he waited long enough, I’d always get up and take care of the dog for him. One night I was up listening to my husband’s awake-sounding breathing as the puppy barked and whined in his cage at the foot of our bed. I was tired of being the one to always give in. I kicked Mike under the covers. Hard. He got up and took care of the dog, and I went back to sleep.

The next morning, we had the biggest fight of our marriage—even bigger than any fights we had when we broke up.

“I can’t believe you resorted to physical abuse,” he said, or something along those lines. He denied that he was awake and ignoring the dog.

“I must have kicked you in my sleep,” I replied. I was always a good liar. He chose to believe me.

• • •

At the time, I had just turned thirty and was working an entry-level job for the United States Department of Agriculture. I desperately wanted a baby—it was the only life goal I’d ever had. I was sure everything would work out once I finally had a tiny human creature of my own. After I saw that blue plus sign on the pregnancy test, nothing else mattered. From the time I was a little girl, I had wanted to be a mother. When a job opened for my husband in Cleveland, it seemed that all of our dreams were coming true.
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• • •

Childbirth changed everything. So far, I had experienced a lot of the hard side of life—my first husband’s motorcycle accident, followed by a house fire and running away to Key West with just the clothes on my back—but this was somehow different. When the pain hit, I was alone in it. Mike did not leave my side for twelve hours. He changed the music when I asked. He watched the monitor and told me when I was close to the peak of pain. He did not eat or sleep or rub my arm the wrong way, but I did not feel comforted by him. I had always kept a wall between us—I never let him see my broken side. Now that I needed to lean on him, I did not know how.

None of that mattered once our son was born. He had wavy brown hair and enormous blue eyes. When the doctor held him up, his tiny wrinkled face bore an expression of, “What the fuck is this?” How could we not fall head over heels for this grouchy little creature?

The second night we were home from the hospital the baby refused to sleep. Mike made a yrnffh noise as I crept past his side of the bed to go to the babe. I picked up my son’s eight-pound body and turned him so I could look into his little balled-up face. “Listen, kid,” I told him. “I’m all you got. It’s just you and me here, and I’m out of ideas, so you’re gonna have to meet me halfway.” From that moment on, the baby and I were a team, and Mike was on the sidelines. I soothed the baby throughout that long night: walking up and down the stairs, rocking him in a chair, singing, even vacuuming around his crib in an effort to soothe him with the sound. I was not supposed to go up and down stairs or walk the baby up and down the hall but what could I do? I could not let him cry. Mike needed sleep.

I had been told to expect to pass tissue the size of golf balls after childbirth, but if I passed one the size of my fist I needed to call the doctor right away. The next day when I stood up, a blood clot larger than my hand slid wetly down my leg and landed on the floor. It scared me—I was doing too much. I took a mirror and saw that I had pulled out some of my stitches. What of it? I was a mother now. It was my job to do everything necessary to comfort this child. I did not think much about the part that Mike wasn’t playing, not until later.

At first, parenting made my husband and me a team. We took turns diapering, we made charts of everything we could think of to track what helped the baby sleep—bath time, feedings, thermostat settings, pajamas. Mike was no good at night-waking though. He could not afford to be tired at work due to the many lives he held in his hands every day. I was only a secretary. I didn’t mind nursing the baby at night in the tiny hard-backed rocking chair my grandfather had made long before I was born. I thought of all of the other mothers of newborns sitting in the dark and nursing their babies, and I did not feel alone. I had fallen into a deeper love with this little feral creature than I had known was possible, and I did not mind sacrificing sleep for him. I learned that people don’t need nearly as much sleep as they think they do. I fell into a rhythm of waking and sleeping every few hours that lasted nearly two years.





The End of It All

That first year of our baby’s life was the happiest Mike and I ever were as a couple, but it was all over when we bought the recliner.

For years, I had watched TV with my head in Mike’s lap, his hands stroking my hair until I fell asleep. But now I needed to rock the baby, feed the baby, persuade the baby to go to sleep, so we bought an Ultrasuede rocking recliner. Officially, it was a present for me, but Mike quickly took it over. Night after night, Mike sat in the recliner, and I lay on the couch six feet away. He never stroked my hair again.

• • •

We both wanted a second child, so I started to chart my fertile days on a calendar in the kitchen. “Can’t we just figure out your fertile days, and we only have to have sex then?” Mike asked me. Some months, he could not bring himself to manage that. I was silently furious—not only did I feel spurned, but I wanted a second child very badly. Still, he eventually managed to bring himself to have sex with me on a day that might be productive, and we did conceive a second child.

• • •

I had never allowed myself to dream of anything beyond becoming a wife and mother. Then I woke up one day during my second pregnancy flooded with stories, and I could not stop writing. The words came pouring out of me and I wrote every minute I could tuck in between caring for our toddler, and then lay awake in the dark beside my sleeping husband and dreamed of sentences and characters instead of family vacations and preschools. I asked Mike to read what I had written, but he wasn’t interested. The second time around, pregnancy filled me with sexual hormones, and his words, “No, not now, don’t you start that,” left me seething.

One day I woke with a stabbing headache that made my eyes blur and my stomach rise up.

“I can’t miss work,” Mike told me. “I just got a warning letter for excessive absences. Can’t you call one of your friends?”

I called the few friends I had in town—my parents lived several hours away—but no one could help. Our toddler and I were alone in the apartment for the ten hours Mike was gone, and I alternated between pressing my face into a facial steamer and vomiting over the toilet, while the Baby Einstein DVD played on repeat. Two days later, Mike called off work again. “I just can’t do it today,” he said. That’s when I started to hate him.

I asked Mike to go to a special labor and delivery class. My first labor had been so painful, and I felt sure that there had to be a better way. He asked if he could just read the book instead, and then he asked me to just highlight the relevant pages so he didn’t have to read the whole thing. In the end, he never read more than a few sentences. It was another resentment I could not forget.

• • •

Labor and delivery were different the second time around. My anger, which I had never spoken aloud, had eaten away all of my affection toward Mike. I hoped that childbirth would erase the bitterness that had settled into my shoulders, sternum, and the pit of my stomach. I attempted a water birth, and he climbed into the bathtub fully clothed to put pressure on my back. The doula and midwife lauded him for being an exceptional husband and father, but once again, I could not lean on him when I needed him the most—not because he wasn’t there, but because I had created a shell and I could not dismantle it now when my insides were being ripped apart. Mike caught our second child and eased him out of my body. He cut the umbilical cord. But he found the pull-out couch in the hospital room too uncomfortable to sleep on, and insisted that we leave the hospital after one night, even though I had not yet showered off the residue of childbirth. I didn’t know how to refuse him.

It was easy for me to think of this baby as entirely my own. Because I nursed, Mike never did a feeding. When I switched to cloth diapers, something that disgusted him, Mike no longer wiped any bottoms. Many nights, he didn’t come to bed. The baby and I were alone together night after night.

One day my best friend asked if she could come over while her husband had an appointment in the neighborhood. Mike said no, because she had already been over once that week, and he didn’t like visitors. I was glad I told her over the phone, so I would not see the pity and disgust in her eyes. I did not know when my husband became my father, able to tell me what I could and couldn’t do, and I didn’t know how to rewind back to who I used to be.

• • •

I quit my job to be a stay-at-home mother, and we relied solely on Mike’s income, so when Mike made the rules, I did not argue. The children and I had to be kept safe so nothing could hurt us, but this protection restricted me to a flat, one-dimensional world. If it was raining out, Mike pleaded with me to stay home. He forbade me to take the babies to any playground that was not visible from the street. He did not want me to go walking with them in the woods in the neighborhood park. I couldn’t fly, I couldn’t scuba dive. I couldn’t swim in the ocean or Lake Erie. I couldn’t go out and I couldn’t have anyone in. I could write, but only if no one knew it was me that was writing. I gave the love and he paid the bills, sitting blankly in his recliner night after night while I slept alone.

The monotony of staying home all day drove me crazy, doing nothing but wiping bottoms and noses to the soundtrack of children’s television. I was tired of having no money of my own, so I decided to go back to work part-time, to save my sanity and the children. I wasn’t sure all three of us would survive if I continued staying home with them all day, every day.

“I want to go back to work,” I told Mike.

“You aren’t allowed to work until the baby is in kindergarten,” he replied. He kept looking straight ahead. “That’s the deal.”

I didn’t say anything. My mouth couldn’t form the words to stand up for myself. All my indignation rattled around inside my body, a mass of roiling discontent and an angry energy that could not get out. We’ll see, I thought, though I said nothing. I wasn’t going to stay with a man who thought he could dictate the terms of my life. Not again.

• • •

We lived as roommates. Within a few weeks after childbirth I was eager to resume sex, but Mike was completely disinterested. His constant refusal—no, not now, don’t you start that—shredded me. I did not know then that he considered sex too dirty to have with the mother of his children. I told him my deepest sexual fantasy, and he spat on the ground.

I turned online to find readers of my stories and affirmation that I was not invisible. I started taking pictures of myself—zoomed and cropped to show cleavage, but never my face, and never naked—teasing pictures that made me feel desirable. I texted and exchanged selfies with other men, but didn’t have sex with anyone. Was it cheating? It certainly wasn’t proper married behavior. Realizing the injustice of showing these pictures to other men and not to my husband, I emailed Mike a picture of my leopard thong peeking out of the back of my low-rise jeans. He demanded that I never send him such a picture again.

It wasn’t only physical intimacy I missed. I asked to go to the Nutcracker, part of my Christmas tradition from childhood. He told me, “I don’t have to do that anymore, we’re married now.” I no longer wanted to be married to this man. Affection alone could no longer sustain me. We tried counseling, but I wasn’t looking for a way to save our marriage. I wanted permission to leave it.

• • •

How could I break my children’s family apart merely to pursue my own happiness? I remember standing in my pink bedroom when I was eight or nine years old, promising myself that if I ever had children, I would not get divorced, unless my husband hit me or cheated on me. I’d always remember how it felt to be a child, and I would always put my children first. I had tried so hard to blend into blue and beige, but once I achieved it, I realized all those quirky, colorful things were what made me whole. My weird wonky funkiness was what made me beautiful. If I didn’t revive my best self, I would never be able to mother my children properly.

• • •

I realized that I would not make it eighteen more years until the boys were out of high school. If I were going to leave, I needed to do it now, while both of them were still in diapers, before they grew old enough to remember a life with both parents living in the same house. I’d lie awake at night and feel time ticking away—the pressure of my children’s developing memory. I told myself over and over, “But he would not read the words I wrote.” These words stood in for all the other words I could not say aloud, wound-words caused by both our actions and our inactions. I couldn’t let my dreams fade, growing a little fainter every year until they vanished. I did not want my boys to become blank faces staring into a television set next to their father, too afraid to go out and play, uninspired by a mother who drained all the color out of herself in an effort to fit in.

I lived in words and dreamed on pages, my once-starved passion now robust and hungry. Run-on sentences devoured the empty space on my computer screen night after night. This dream life hovered at the tip of my fingers, if only I could dive into who I longed to be. I wrote my yearning into hundreds of pages of romantic stories and trusted the words would carry me back to the self I had abandoned, the one that I had hidden from the light for the past seven years.

[image: images]

• • •

I dreamed over and over again of a house I didn’t own—an old colonial, quirky and full of charm. It had hardwood floors that didn’t need refinishing and I covered them with Oriental rugs and funky area rugs. There was thick solid-wood trim and heavy oak doors. I would paint the dining room aubergine—no, not that dark, but a little redder than plum—more exactly the color of the sky when the sunset fades into the ocean. In my dream I would paint my bedroom orange, or sometimes it was my kitchen that was tangerine or burnished copper, glazed so that brushstrokes were visible. I dreamed of cupboards filled with Fiestaware that I had never owned. The rooms in my dream house were no longer exactly square but that was okay—the long hallway would be perfect for racing Matchbox cars and sliding around in socks.

I had a lover, too, in these dreams, with thick, dark hair. He was smart and we laughed a lot, and we painted the whole house together in paint-splattered, well-worn jeans before we moved in, and we danced barefoot in the empty house. We held hands often and walked in the rain. He made me get off the couch and do something, I made him lounge around the house on a Saturday afternoon. Our clothes were old and our dishes chipped but that made them softer and better, because we didn’t have to worry too much about breaking them. I sewed beads onto everything and covered the couch with too many throw pillows that I made myself, and I tossed them at my lover when we argued over movies and how they should have ended. We had a piano that the cat walked across in the middle of the night and cracks in the plaster ceiling we meant to fix but never cared enough to bother with. We made love for hours on crisp white linens. We had parties and let the kids stay up late to watch TV in our bedroom while we laughed and played music and drank wine, and there were never enough chairs for people so I just sat on the floor.

I told myself this was a sappy, naive dream, but it kept reappearing, no matter how hard I tried to squelch it. There was no room for Mike in my dream house, not only because he wasn’t my dream man, but because his dreams were of new construction—pressboard cabinets, linoleum floors and Berber carpeting. I could not sacrifice the life I wanted in order to keep the life I had. I didn’t know how to resolve it. Depression settled in to my bones, my muscles, my hair follicles. Mike sat at the foot of the recliner as I sobbed. I had no words for what was wrong—not that I could tell him in a way that made sense. He vowed to do anything he could to help me feel better. I longed to throw myself under a bus. If you have felt sadness and despair so deep that you long for gravel under your face and tire rubber crushing you, then you understand that there are other problems besides adultery or abuse that are irreconcilable.

If I died, my children’s lives would be simpler. They wouldn’t be torn between two houses. They would grow up just having a daddy, their mother dead before they could remember her. In the end, I decided they’d be happier with divorced parents than no mother—that leaving actually was a form of putting the children first. We would just have to make parenting work from two houses.

• • •

The word passion derives from the Latin patere: to suffer. But to fulfill my passion, it was Mike who had to suffer the most. I dismantled his dreams and abandoned his life like they were detritus after a parade: old candy wrappers and red plastic cups mixing with pebbles and cigarette butts at the edge of the road. The truth was, though, that I never was who he needed, either. He longed for long fingernails, and mine were bitten to the quick. The ultimate irony—you cast your pearls before swine, and the boar says he prefers rhinestones.

• • •

Mike told me, “You weren’t crazy until after you left me.” He was wrong—I had been crazy all along but I starved and denied and hid the crazy that made me beautiful: the part of me that loved orange sneakers and glitter, my urge to dance on sidewalks and speak in funny accents at restaurants, my love of inappropriate conversations and the way parades always made me cry—the part of me that was wounded and fragile, and that desperately needed to live in the light.

I needed a climactic moment to allow myself to escape this life, but neither Mike nor I would instigate one. We both avoided conflict, carefully smiling and stepping around each other in our bland, beige house. We discussed the children, the dogs, his job, but we both refused to talk about anything that mattered. I slowly vanished, going to my mother’s every weekend with the children, lying on my parents’ living-room rug and begging my parents to tell me what to do, while my toddler played with his toy cars nearby and the baby struggled to push his little round belly up off the carpet and hold himself up with his chubby little arms.

“Have an affair,” my mother told me.

“Leave him,” Pat said, “and I will make sure you and the children are okay.”

One day when Mike went to work, I wanted to pull my veins out of my skin, tear out my hair, hit the walls and scream, “Look at me—I’m not just a mother, I’m still a sexual being! I’m still an adult with dreams and needs of her own.” That day, instead of retreating to my online world of friends and stories, I emptied the children’s dresser drawers, packed up the car, and drove to my parents’ house.

“Please, Lara, you have to wait and tell him after he gets home from work,” my mother admonished me, but I couldn’t say the words to his face. Over the phone, I told my husband, “I can’t do this anymore, I have to go.” It took him four days to understand that “I have to go” meant “forever,” not a weekend visit at my parents’ house.

“Not seeing my children every day is a death sentence,” he told me. Still, I did not go back.

When we were married, Mike refused to watch both boys at the same time, insisting that I drag either a newborn or a toddler to the grocery store—even in the cold, even in the rain. When I left him and he insisted on keeping the boys overnight three nights of every week, I was astonished. I do not know if I could have left if I had known. I thought in leaving I would make the boys more mine—I wound up making them less. That first year, everyone told me to wait it out—my parents, my lawyer, my boss—that Mike would tire of taking the children, especially when he had to drive them a half an hour to school in the mornings. Cleveland rush hour was guaranteed to wear him down and I would have the children all the time.

In the end, the traffic wasn’t enough to break my ex-husband. It turned out that he was a much better single father than he had ever been when we were married. I had to accept that I was not keeping my boys full-time, and realize that although it was devastating for me, it was best for them to have both parents in their lives. I created this split family dynamic, and now we all had to live with it.





PART TWO

BECOMING ONLY MAMA





Preparing the Reader for the Ensuing Chaos: How to Make a Light Whiskey Sour

I didn’t drink alcohol at all from the time I was fifteen until I was twenty-six. I was a little late to learn about things like the important ratio of food to alcohol, but I eventually gained that knowledge as most people do—the hard and embarrassing way involving kneeling in front of a toilet while moaning. However, I did learn most of these important lessons well before I got pregnant. Of course, I couldn’t drink while pregnant, and couldn’t drink much while nursing, so it was several years before alcohol came back into my life.

As a single mother, I mostly drank wine, though I had other beverages in the house for friends. Once, I ran out of wine and filled my glass up with whiskey, and I am here to say that there is a very big difference between a glass of pinot grigio and a glass of Jack Daniel’s, even though they aren’t horribly different in color. The difference is mainly detectable in terms of emotional response to things like tiny duckie slippers found when the children are at their father’s, or sad abandoned dog commercials set to music by Sarah McLachlan, and the urge to write melodramatic poetry. I needed a lighter drink for when I ran out of wine and only had whiskey and also didn’t want to cry or write bad poetry, so I learned to make a whiskey sour. Although I like to drink alcohol, I don’t like the calories or to get really drunk, so I make a weaker whiskey sour than most people. Probably all people.
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