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    Just Me and My Three Sons



    


    Weldon hurled a new copper-bottomed teakettle into the kitchen trash with a twanging thud.


    “Couldn’t we just keep it and not think about it as his?” I asked.


    “It is his,” he insisted.


    It was a Saturday morning in June 2005, and the eldest of my three sons, Weldon, had already spent hours ripping through everything in the house that had once belonged to his father; shoving the old clothes, photos, artwork, letters, blankets, a sleeping bag, and a worn blue comforter into trash bags he took outside and dumped into the garbage cans near the garage.


    As a 16-year-old high school junior, Weldon did a lot of things that puzzled me. Most of the time I didn’t know what set him off, but I knew he would tell me later; he always did.


    It had been a year and a half since my sons’ father moved to Europe, eight years since our divorce. Ours was not one of those amicable, let’s-stay-friends divorces. It was tumultuous, painful, chaotic, contentious, expensive. Three weeks after I filed for an order of protection that required my husband to move out of our house in 1995, he filed for divorce and never came back.


    To the surprise of everyone who thought they knew the handsome, charming attorney who lived happily with his smiling family in the neat brick Tudor down the street, my former husband had been physically and emotionally abusive to me over a nine-year marriage. I grew tired of apologies, roses, and promises delivered in counseling offices and at home. There would be no more second, third, fourth, tenth chances. I lost the will to forgive.


    I would start over, as a single mother, determined to make a life without fear or uncertainty for myself and my boys, without the unpredictability of a man who could be either the most charismatic person in the room or the most terrifying.


    After full psychiatric evaluations of both of us, and an evaluation by a court-appointed legal guardian, the judge granted me sole custody of Weldon, Brendan, and Colin, who at the start of divorce proceedings were 6, 4, and 1.


    The years following the divorce were never easy. I worked hard to stay above water—as a university assistant professor and journalist, writing books, giving speeches and workshops, and editing other writers’ work. The acrimony between my former husband and me lessened but never disappeared. He was erratic in his attention to our sons, missing visits, canceling dinners; I learned never to count on him for anything when it had to do with the boys. He remarried within a few months of our divorce, fathered another child—a daughter—and in three years was again divorced.


    After his second failed marriage, my ex lived in three apartments in three years; the second one the boys called the “submarine” because it was a basement apartment with huge pipes across the ceiling. Over the years his presence in the boys’ lives was disintegrating incrementally, like a Polaroid photo that extinguishes itself in a closed drawer, the colors fading to greenish yellow until the image is gone completely. Time and again, this man chose himself over his sons. It was an abandonment, slowly accumulating momentum until, in 2004, he abruptly left the country with a woman named Marijke—another one who appeared bedazzled by him. She seemed gullible, wounded, and bound to him in what looked to me like irrational hopefulness. I recognized the signs.


    During an otherwise unremarkable weekend visit with the boys, their father announced he was moving to Amsterdam in two weeks. I had no hint of his intentions, didn’t know what he would be doing, only that Marijke lived there and had a landscaping business. There was some talk about her being involved in seminars on spirituality, but in the months they’d been together and the few times I’d met her, I admit I paid little attention.


    Hours after his announcement to Weldon, Brendan, and Colin—at the time 15, 13, and 10—their father loaded his pale gray Chevy van with trash bags filled with everything they’d ever given him—the Father’s Day presents from kindergarten, their homemade paintings, cards, and photos of themselves. He told the boys to keep it all for him in case he came back. In case he came back. And then he dropped them off at home with his leftover reminders of their childhoods dumped into plastic bags. Because I had no idea this was happening, I wasn’t home to catch them in this latest free fall.


    That Sunday night I walked in the door a few hours later and saw the piles of boxes and bags stacked in the front hall. The house was quiet. The boys were in their rooms.


    “Whose stuff is this?” I asked. Knowing they would never go on a cleaning binge without several months of daily prodding, I was confused.


    “Dad’s,” Colin said.


    According to Colin, their father had said that the reason he was moving to Amsterdam was that all he did every other weekend was watch their wrestling tournaments, football, basketball, and baseball games and help with homework. His life was much bigger than that, he told the boys.


    Mine was bigger because of that, I thought.


    Besides, every parent should know: you don’t feed your children chicken that is pink and milk that smells sour, and you don’t say you’re moving away because of them.


    I walked downstairs, my heart pounding. I called my former husband on his cell. “What did you do?” I shrieked.


    He told me he was building a better life for himself. He was no longer a practicing attorney, having left the large firm in Chicago years earlier when he didn’t make partner. First, he became a salesman for energy products, then a salesman for something else, I never really knew what. I knew only that he paid less in child support every year, until he paid nothing at all. He sold the blue striped couch I lent him for his apartment, the one that my mother had given us when we moved back to Chicago. He kept the $200.


    This move to Amsterdam was all for our sons, he said on the phone, though he offered no specifics about how that would work—or how it would include their school and sports, their friends, or any part of their lives. He made no sense. It was like listening to a random caller to a radio talk show spouting off claims that you knew weren’t true. He said he was giving them the opportunity of a life in Europe.
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