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Praise for

RECIPES FOR A BEAUTIFUL LIFE

“You will rip through these stories and find a bit of your best and worst self on every page. Rebecca Barry is one of us.”

—Kelly Corrigan, New York Times bestselling author of Glitter and Glue

“Barry writes about writing, while balancing two children with her other arm. It’s raw and true, heartbreaking and naked. And in the end it’s the story of all of us who strive and settle, grunt and bear it, while still managing to laugh. Which is easy, ’cause Barry is sly and very, very funny.”

—Julia Sweeney, nationally bestselling author of If It’s Not One Thing, It’s Your Mother

“Rebecca Barry looks straight at her life and describes it—sometimes hilariously, sometimes movingly. Her generosity of spirit makes for an engaging, wise, and delightful read.”

—Ian Frazier, nationally bestselling author of Travels in Siberia

“Recipes is anecdotal, funny and telling, with the kinds of momentary glimpses of ordinary days that reflect something larger—and funny. Did I mention funny?”

—New York Times Motherlode Blog

“Spontaneous dinners with good friends, soul-searching through meditation and yoga, and hilarious snippets of child rearing—all come alive in Barry’s memoir, which the reader will relish.”

—Booklist

“Dip in and out without missing a beat or the message: Contentment isn’t about getting everything . . . but finding magic in the mess.”

—Redbook

“Unblinking honesty and bright humor . . . [Barry’s] book is refreshing and hopeful, yet not afraid to examine moments of despair . . . warm, authentic, and funny. She manages somehow to be truthful about parenthood without falling into treacle or sanctimony. An expert at vignettes, she easily conjures up the people in her life and the various moods of our landscape.”

—Ithaca Times

“This book will bring a welcome dose of brightness—leavened with acerbic wit—to those who, like Barry, are simply trying to do worthwhile work and care for the people they love.”

—Shelf Awareness

“Writing with a delicate balance of humor and truth, critically acclaimed author Rebecca Barry reflects on motherhood, work, and marriage in her new memoir about trying to build a creative life.”

—Sweet Paul Magazine

“A solid addition to the growing genre of short, witty essays written by women about having a career while trying to raise a family.”

—Kirkus Reviews

“Meet Rebecca Barry—she’ll make you laugh on one page and maybe get a little misty-eyed on the next with this new ‘memoir in stories’ which is full of hilarious dialogue, recipes for things like ‘Angry Mommy Tea,’ and tips on how to fool your kids into picking up their toys (scare them with stories about a green-toothed fairy named Gladys who steals un-picked-up toys at night). Recipes for a Beautiful Life is the book Rebecca Barry wrote while she was on her way to write another book—and, frankly, I think it’s the most beautiful thing that could have happened to all of us.”

—The Quivering Pen

“This woman was me. Somehow, she had reached inside my heart and revealed myself to me, told my story far better than I ever could.”

—Bookriot

“This is not a parenting book, but those who are in the thick of early motherhood will appreciate this book—this Not-A-How-To-How-To collection of stories that expose the sordid details of marriage and parenthood, the ones that lie behind the scenes of a life that seems romantic and wonderful and magical to everyone else. And the stories are funny because they are true. I know Rebecca Barry. I am Rebecca Barry. I know dozens of Rebecca Barrys. We Rebecca Barrys dream a world of farm shares, starlit summer skies, neighborhood coffee shops, family nearby, friends at the ready with wine and cheese and bread and company.”

—The Real Nani
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This book is dedicated to my family.

Thank you.

I love you so much.

I love you like crazy.


Introduction

How to Get a Life
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Some time ago, a few years into our marriage, my husband, Tommy, and I began to think about creating a life we really wanted to live. I was in graduate school in Ohio, about a year away from my degree, and Tommy was working part-time in New York as a copy editor for People magazine. (“It’s a modern marriage,” my mother-in-law said. “I saw it on Oprah.”) Every month or so, we’d find ourselves sitting at the kitchen table with a cocktail, playing Scrabble, and having one of three conversations.

Conversation One was why my husband thought we should have a baby. He is Catholic and wanted four children (he has three siblings) and at thirty-seven years old felt it was time to get going. I’m a Quaker, was concerned about overpopulation, and was feeling pregnant enough with a collection of short stories. I was worried that once I had babies, my writing days would be over, so I kept bargaining for a few more years.

Conversation Two was how much I hated it when he beat me at Scrabble. That one often ended badly.

Conversation Three was about where we would live once I finished my MFA and what our new life would look like.

Because our jobs had a certain amount of flexibility, we weren’t tethered to any particular place except maybe the East Coast, so we started with what we wanted in a town. We wanted a place where natural beauty was a big part of the landscape. We wanted to be able to live inexpensively so we could have time to enjoy ourselves and our children. We wanted to be able to walk to most of the things we needed—friends, a good coffee shop, groceries, a nice restaurant. I wanted to write fiction. Tommy wanted to fix up an old house and ultimately start a green living magazine. This was Plan A.

We thought about moving back to Manhattan, where we’d met and both lived before we got married. We knew we could get work there: Tommy had spent most of his career working at national magazines, and before I started writing fiction I had spent years writing for magazines too, often giving readers tidy solutions to complicated problems—how to quit your job, how to make gossip work for you, how to deal with the other woman who wants to steal your boyfriend (actually I never finished that one). We thought about Cape Cod, because we both loved the sea. We thought about upstate New York, where I grew up, because the area was so beautiful and will probably always be in my bones.

We decided to make a list.

“Okay,” I said. “So we want someplace beautiful but not too expensive. A place where we can make a living doing what we love but not have to work so hard that we can’t enjoy our lives.”

“Yes,” Tommy said. “Urban or rural—nothing in between. And family nearby to help with child care.”

“Right,” I said. “And preferably a beautiful old house with lots of character that we can fix up, and an excellent coffee shop within walking distance.”

“Right,” said Tommy. “Just make it close enough to the city so I can go to New York if I need to.”

I wrote that down.

“And also fresh, organic food,” I said. “And a house with sun-porches so I can paint murals and do crafts.”

“Great,” said Tommy.

“And children who play quietly at my feet while I write my novel,” I said.

Tommy looked at his letter tiles, then at the Scrabble board.

“That seems simple enough,” I said.

“Mm-hm,” said Tommy, looking at my list, which looked a little like something the princess in “The Princess and the Pea” might have come up with.

Then he beat me at Scrabble and I told him that was it—we were never having sex again, so he could forget about a baby.

•  •  •

Six months later I was pregnant.

I don’t know how to explain this except to say that my husband just seems to have that effect on me. When we first met I was thirty-one and dating lots of people. “I’m seeing a lot of people,” I said on our second date. “I don’t want anything serious.”

“Okay,” he said.

Then I broke up with everyone I was seeing and asked him to marry me.

All I can say is that my heart knew what it wanted, and that was that.

•  •  •

We ended up looking for houses in upstate New York, in a small town about half an hour from the house I grew up in, where my parents still lived. It had everything we wanted—a small bistro, a bar with live music, a bookstore, and a coffee shop with great espresso. One mile east there was woodland, pastures of sheep and cows, and fields of wheat and soy. A little bit farther was the lake—deep, blue, and wide and forty miles long. Tommy was a little worried about being far away from his industry and not getting any visitors. Don’t be silly, I said. (a) We’ll be in the middle of wine country and all our friends love wine. (b) We won’t need to make money because everything will be so cheap. “Nouveau poor is the new nouveau riche!” I said.

Tommy wasn’t entirely convinced, but he loved me and knew I would be happy here and figured he could be content anywhere near water. He also knew that the lifestyle he wanted to explore if he did start his own magazine was flourishing in the area, so it was a good fit for what he wanted to do.

The first house we looked at was a brick building painted yellow, with an elegant entry way and spacious bedrooms upstairs. It was affordable, although it needed a lot of work.

“What do you think?” I said to Tommy.

“I like it,” he said, and went down to inspect the basement.

I stood in the living room, looking at the vinyl folding wall that separated it from the dining room. I could still sense whiffs of the last person who lived there—the beveled mirror hanging on a wall with no sideboard beneath it, a calendar from 1972, the smell of antiseptic. I knew from the Realtor (who was my older sister, Maria, who had moved back to the area from Washington, D.C., about a year before we did and was currently looking for a husband) that the woman who owned it had died recently. The house still had that bittersweet feel of a person leaving this realm—dark carpets, dusty walls. Dim lights.

“Old woman,” I whispered. “Old woman, are you still here?”

There was silence.

Then the dead woman’s phone rang.

I jumped and the baby—who I was sure was a girl, I’d always assumed I’d have girls—did a backflip.

“Answer it,” said Maria.

“You answer it,” I said. “It’s a ghost.”

“It’s not a ghost and it isn’t for you, so neither of you answer it,” said my husband.

But I didn’t want the house after that.

•  •  •

“Maybe we’re pushing things,” I said as we drove back to my parents’ house. “Maybe the timing is off and we should just go back to Columbus and wait until I graduate.”

“What about that one?” said my husband, pointing to a brick building on Main Street with a For Sale sign in front.

“Oh, that place,” said my sister. “It’s been on the market for a while. I think the financing fell through on the last offer because there weren’t any comps. It’s a great building.”

We made an appointment to see it the next day.

The house—a big, square, brick Italianate built in 1865—was a duplex that had been broken up into six units. It was a fabulous building: plaster walls, big windows, some still holding bubbled glass from the nineteenth century, with deep sills because the exterior walls were three bricks thick. Each apartment had its own special details: tin ceilings in one, wainscoting in another, built-ins in some of the kitchens, ornately decorated old fireplaces (five in all). Like the other building we’d seen, or maybe all old houses in the world, it needed work. There were water stains on the ceilings in several apartments, the floors slanted toward the middle of the house where the foundation had sunk after a flood, and there were bricks loose on the back wall. But the ceilings were high and majestic. And there were three sunporches.

“As is,” the brochure stated firmly.

“Look!” we said. “Pocket doors!”

Tommy went outside to inspect the yard, and I stood in the downstairs parlor on the north side, which was flooded with bright light. From the living room I could see through to the mullioned kitchen window to the backyard, which sloped down through a wooded hill to a wide creek. “Old ghosts, are you here?” There was no answer. No flicker of lights, no ringing phone, just the crows calling to each other outside.

I looked out the window. I could feel the openness of the farmland that stretched a few blocks beyond Main Street.

“What do you think, baby?” I said to the baby.

It didn’t kick or flutter, as if to say, “You’re on your own on this one. I’m gestating.”

Tommy poked his head in the door and asked me to come and see the yard. Outside, the air smelled sweet, and I could hear the creek tumbling along in the valley behind me. I looked up at the house, at the three glassed-in porches I could already imagine as candidates for a studio or writing room. I could almost feel the history of the place just by standing near it. I could feel something else too, a pulse, a beckoning that came from not just the building but somewhere deep within the land and the trees and the water that sang in the background.

If we did a few repairs, Tommy said, the rentals from the apartments could pay for the mortgage. We could live on half a New York salary and not have to work eighty-hour weeks and I could sell my short stories and write a novel while raising our kids and Tommy could start his magazine. We could get a farm share. I could ride my bike everywhere. My sister could move into the building. It could all work out. It could be fantastic.

“What do you think?” I said to Tommy when he came up from investigating one of the outbuildings. The wind had tousled his hair and he looked happy. “Should we make an offer?”

“I think we should,” he said.

From the walnut tree by the old outhouse, a murder of crows rose in a shimmering black body of flight.

•  •  •

We closed on the house seven months later, soon after I finished graduate school. A few months after that we moved in: me, my husband, our two cats, my sister Maria, and our baby, who, as fate would have it, was not a girl after all, but a boy named Liam.

Over the next two years we worked on implementing Plan A. We moved in and out of three apartments in our own building, fixing them up as we went. (Luckily Liam would sleep only in a baby swing, so his nursery was fairly easy to move around those first few months.) We bought a share from a CSA farm up the road, a green four or five acres with vegetable patches and swaths of sunflowers, zinnias, cornflower blue bachelor’s buttons. That meant that once a week I could bike to the farm to pick up a supply of freshly picked veggies, and anytime I wanted I could drop by and pick flowers and seasonal herbs and berries.

We got to know the owners of the farm, Paul and Evangeline, who were in their early thirties and robust and good-humored, even though Evangeline was pregnant or nursing and farming the first three or four years I knew her. We made friends with Isabel and John, who owned an antiques store in the next town over. My older sister met and married a local winemaker named Dave and the two of them moved into an adjoining apartment. Liam turned one and began to walk—actually he began to run, which he’d been trying to do from the time he was born. I began reworking the novel in stories I’d finished in graduate school so my agent could send it out.

•  •  •

Then I got pregnant again.

“What?” I said to my husband. “How?” I mean I knew how. “But when?”

“I think it was that night you said we didn’t have to worry . . . ,” Tommy said.

I put my head in my hands and started to cry.

“Can’t, just once, this be a happy occasion?” Tommy said, taking my hands in his.

“Yes,” I said, and went to the bathroom to throw up.

Forty weeks later, three weeks after his due date, Dawson was born. That year we finished up work on one side of the house and moved into the other side. My novel in stories sold three weeks after Dawson came home from the hospital, and Tommy worked a deal out with the magazine he worked for in New York that allowed him to spend just a week to ten days in New York every month instead of three weeks.

•  •  •

So, we were on our way. We had the town we wanted and the old house with character to fix up, Tommy had a part-time job that gave us enough of a salary to live on, and I was carving out a living writing books.

Everything was going exactly as we’d planned.

Which should have been the surest sign that things might not turn out the way we’d imagined.


PART ONE

In Pursuit of a Beautiful Life

October 2007–September 2008


How to Have a More Positive Outlook
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October 4, 2007

Yesterday morning I was very pleased to see that my horoscope is great for October. My favorite astrologer is Susan Miller because not only does she seem uncannily accurate, she writes my horoscope as if she is looking out for me, personally. She’ll say things like “Dear Pisces” (and I read “Dear Rebecca”), “You may have been feeling like you’ve been working hard and getting small returns,” and I think, As a matter of fact, I do feel like I’ve been working extremely hard for small returns and I’m so glad someone finally noticed! Then she’ll say something like, “Don’t worry. That was because there was a quinzbykz in your something house”—my words not hers—”but now things are about to change in a big way!” And then I’ll think, Excellent! Maybe I’ll win an award. And I’ll be happy until I realize that the horoscope is for all Pisces, not just me, and since Pisces tend to be creative people, all of us are headed for a good month and not all of us can get a Pulitzer. Still, it makes me feel like I have something to look forward to, which in general is a pretty good way to live.

My husband thinks my addiction to astrology is especially funny because there was a time in my life when I edited the astrology column at one of the magazines I worked for, and half of my time was spent adding in lines like “This would be a perfect month to clean out your address book” or “Date whoever you want! The stars are all for it!”

“That doesn’t mean it was bad advice or that it wasn’t true,” I said.

My younger sister, Emily, a therapist and yoga teacher who lives in Oregon, agrees with me. She and her husband had their charts read to figure out what would be the most fortuitous time for their wedding. (“I’m hoping they’ll be told it’s at six o’clock,” said my father, who is a very literal person. “What if they’re told to have it at three in the morning? I’m not staying up that late.”) Luckily that did not happen, although the astrologer did get a little uncomfortable when she read their charts. “Are you sure you two want to get married?” she said. “Really? Okay. If you insist. Go for June.” June was beautiful, and they are still married, so obviously, the point is, horoscopes work.

Anyway, this month is supposed to be great. All kinds of special days and career leaps, etc. It’s perfect timing too, because I love October. I love the dip in temperature, the way you can smell apples, grapes, and turning leaves. The way the wind seems to pick up and excitement swirls through the town around Halloween.

“Things are going to be looking up around here,” I said to my husband. He was in the kitchen/playroom that is upstairs near the bathroom because we are still renovating and haven’t moved our kitchen downstairs. I was in the bathroom, trying to keep the boys, who were in the bath, from drinking the bathwater.

“Don’t drink that!” I said. Dawson, who is nineteen months old, just laughed and took another gulp.

Dawson is one of those alarming children who just doesn’t seem to care about winning adult approval. He’ll knock over his brother’s trains and then climb up on the naughty chair and sit there with a pout on his face he made up, wait about a minute, get down, and knock over Liam’s trains again. “Dawson!” I’ll say, and he’ll put himself back in the naughty chair and put on his fake contrite look. It has nothing to do with making us happy or being sorry. I think he just likes to sit in the naughty chair and pretend that he feels bad about it.

I pulled Dawson out of the tub. Then I said to Liam, age three, “Do you know what’s in the bathwater? Dawson’s pee.”

“What?” said Liam.

“Dawson pees in the water and that’s why you shouldn’t drink it.”

“What?” said Liam. This is what he does when I say something he doesn’t like. He just keeps saying “What?” until I say something different. It’s not a bad tactic, actually.

“You heard me.” I went into the playroom and handed my husband the baby.

“My horoscope says my career is going to explode this month,” I said.

“Great,” said Tommy. “Maybe you should start working on another book instead of sitting around reading your horoscope.”

But who wants to work when it’s so beautiful outside? When the leaves are turning and the air smells like wood smoke and apples, and people are canning tomatoes and the trees are so yellow and orange it’s almost as if they can’t contain their own light?

In the bathroom, I could hear water draining from the tub. “Are you ready to get out, Liam?” I said.

“I’m just letting Dawson’s pee out of the tub,” he said, and took another swig of bathwater.

“Fine,” I said. “Fine. If you want to drink pee, that’s okay with me.”

“Did you just say what I thought you said?” said my husband. “To our child?”

Yes, I’m afraid I did. If you want to drink pee, that’s okay with me.

So. This is going to be a great month.

I can’t wait.


[image: Images]

Recipe: Butternut Squash Soup

This is an adaptation of a recipe I found years ago in a Jane Brody cookbook. I’ve been making this for so long that I can’t remember exactly how it goes, so here’s what I do.

Makes 5 to 6 bowls of soup

1. Take some butternut squash, one if it’s large, and two if they’re medium sized, and boil it for five to ten minutes. If you need to, cut the squash in half to submerge it. (I got this tip from my mother-in-law, Helene, who came into the kitchen one day while I was nearly cutting my arm off trying to peel a raw butternut squash. “Why don’t you just boil it first?” she said. It was a very good question, and while I had an answer—”Because it will lose flavor”—it didn’t happen to be correct.)

2. When the squash is beginning to get soft—just soft enough to peel easily—take it out and let it cool for a few minutes. Then peel it with a knife. Cut it open and scoop out the seeds and gelatinous goop and give them to your cat Ryely, who for some reason loves to eat it. Cut what’s left into chunks, about one to two inches big, or three. (It doesn’t really matter because you’re going to puree it all later.)

3. Put the squash aside and cut up an onion. In a big pot, sauté the onion in butter, about 4 tablespoons. (I sometimes like to use a mix of butter and olive oil, but that’s only when I’m feeling like I should eat less butter, which doesn’t usually last very long.) Add salt, a teaspoon or two of pepper, and one to two teaspoons or so of curry. Stir over medium-high heat until this mixture turns yellowy brown and smells delicious, about five minutes.

4. Add chicken or vegetable bouillon and about a cup of water. Bring the whole mixture to a boil. Add the butternut squash and about six cups of water, just enough to cover. Bring to a boil, then simmer for about 25 minutes.

5. Puree. (I use a hand mixer now. I used to put all of this in a blender, but it makes a mess.) Add salt and pepper to taste. For a touch of sweetness, add a tablespoon or two of apple cider.
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How to Get the Romance Back into Your Marriage
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October 13, 2007

Last night we stopped by our friends Isabel and John’s house on the way home from grocery shopping and ended up staying for dinner.

Isabel and John live six miles away from us in a town that’s smaller than ours. We met them through Isabel’s mother, who has an antiques store up the road from us. Tommy and I had gone in looking for something we could use for storage since our 1865 house has no closets, and Isabel’s mother took one look at Liam and said, “You should meet my daughter. She has children about the same age as your son.”

I’ll confess that the first thought I had was, “I don’t see that happening.” I imagined that if she had kids my kids’ age she would either be like me and too tired to do anything, or well-adjusted with a clean house and children who played quietly, in which case we wouldn’t have anything in common. (I’m not sure why I thought those were my only choices, but that’s how I felt at the time.) Still, I wanted a friend, and a few days later Tommy and I stopped by Isabel and John’s antique/curio store, which was in a former blacksmith’s shop on their property.

We took to each other instantly. Our babies were just a few weeks apart, and we’d all grown up in small places, lived in cities, and come back to small places to raise our families. (John, like me, grew up here although we went to different schools and didn’t know each other. Isabel had spent summers in the town where we now live, but much of her childhood was spent overseas where her father did agricultural work.) At the end of the visit I asked Isabel if she wanted to go for a walk sometime, and a few days later she came over and we put our babies in the strollers and walked around our country block, which was two or three miles long. We talked and talked, slowly venturing into more and more personal territory—marriage, love, children—finding more and more things we had in common and holding less and less back until we had walked for over an hour and the babies were starting to cry. “I guess we should go inside,” I said. “Our children are getting cold.”

“But we’ll get together again soon, right?” we said, because we could already tell that we needed each other as much as our children needed us.

Anyway, today Isabel and John had just returned from a visit to the Amish farmstand they go to on the outskirts of town. John was cutting some tomatoes, and Isabel was talking about how great the Amish were, which she does every time she comes back from their stand.

“Why don’t you just marry the Amish?” I said, as she went on about the beauty of the children, and the way they obeyed their parents and all seemed to have jobs.

“Can’t,” John said happily, “it’s against their code.”

“And they had peacock chicks,” Isabel went on, unfazed.

“Yes, they did,” said John, filling a copper pot with couscous. “And that doesn’t mean we should, too.”

“All I did was mention that it might be nice to have one or two,” Isabel said. “And ever since then he’s been saying things like, ‘That’s easy for you to say. Who’s going to clean the cage?’ ”

“First of all,” said John, “peacocks make a sound like someone is being murdered. And foxes like to eat them.”

“He’s just talking to himself,” said Isabel, putting a yellow flowered tablecloth down on the table.

“Believe me,” said John, “I would like nothing more than to have a pride of peacocks strutting around in the backyard screaming their heads off. I just know that having livestock never ends well.”

We sat down to dinner, and afterwards Tommy and John sat at the table while the children played in the living room, and Isabel and I took a walk.

We walked on the back path of their property, which winds through tall grass and an abandoned orchard, then by a flowering marsh to a pond. Actually, Isabel said, John was driving her crazy. Earlier that day they had taken their children out to the community-supported farm we all belong to to pick green beans and raspberries, and one of the younger kids had started crying. He has a yell that goes straight into John’s spine, so John said that was it, they had to leave. “I said okay and walked back,” said Isabel. “But on the way I wanted to pick some more beans and flowers. When I got in the car John was furious. I said, ‘What’s wrong with you,’ and he said, ‘Nothing. I’m not mad. It’s just that I told you we had to go and whenever I looked back all I saw was your butt in the air.’ ”

I started laughing.

“Can you believe he said that to me?” she said. “Wouldn’t you kill your husband? I was so mad I stopped talking to him, and then he got all huffy, like ‘What, is this some new kind of torture?’ And I said, ‘No, it’s not some new kind of torture, it’s called I am ignoring you, and women have been doing it to men for centuries.’ ”

“At least he notices when you stop talking to him,” I said. “Tommy just thinks things have gotten nice and quiet.”

“We’ve been married a lot longer,” she said.

This made us both start laughing, and then we started talking about an article I’d read about getting romance back into your marriage and how they always say things like “Schedule time for sex,” or “Spend more alone time together,” but no one ever says, “Get someone else to do the cooking,” or “Spend more time alone reading magazines.” When we got back, John and Tommy were sitting by the fireplace while the kids happily dismantled the cushions on the couch in the playroom. It was a beautiful evening—bright and cool, but with enough dampness in the air that it smelled delicious and fresh, the way autumn can up here. I remembered another article I’d read about marriage, and in it the writer had said that one of the problems with the modern incarnation of marriage is that we act as if the husband and wife are supposed to fulfill all of each other’s needs—for creative inspiration, intimacy, friendship—there were a bunch of other things but I can’t remember what they were because my children ran off with my brain cells. But her point was that this is a ridiculous amount of pressure for just two people and that it’s even hard on the institution of marriage itself. What we should be doing instead, she argued, is cultivating lots of other intergenerational relationships outside of our marriage—with friends and family, with co-workers—that can nourish the partnership itself.

On the way home the kids fell asleep in the car. The stars were out, and the leaves, still orange even in the moonlight, glowed gently like lanterns. “Do you think it’s unhealthy that instead of going on date nights we’d rather go visit our friends?” I said to Tommy.

“Of course not,” said Tommy, and pointed out that when we go on date nights we have the same conversations we’ve been having at the house only in a different setting. “At least this way we get some new perspectives.”

Yes, I thought. Like you get to see your spouse through the eyes of other adults, not just your own.

“I like you,” I said, putting my hand on his knee. He covered my fingers with his.

Maybe, I thought, the problem with trying to get romance back into your marriage is that we keep narrowing the idea of what romance is. Maybe it’s sometimes about going on date nights or scheduling time for sex. But maybe other times all you need to do is get out of the house and see other people, and breathe the same air under a cool night sky.


How to Unleash Your Inner Superwoman
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October 16, 2007

This morning I was sitting on the couch reading a story to Liam when he interrupted me, looked at my chest, and said, “Mom, do you use your boobs every day?”

I looked down at my breasts, sitting in their underwire harness. “Not as much as I used to,” I said to Liam.

“Why do you have boobs?” he said, and I told him that I used them to feed him and Dawson when they were babies. “You ate all the time,” I said.

“Do you use them to feed people now?” Liam said.

“No,” I said. “And to clarify, I wasn’t feeding just anyone with these.”

“Do you have milk in them now?”

“I don’t think so,” I said.

“Let’s see,” said Liam.

I took a breast out and squeezed it. (I know. But motherhood is an altered state.) A tiny jet of colostrum shot out.

“Hey!” said Liam. “You have stuff in there!”

“That’s right,” I said. “Mommy is very powerful.”

“Okay,” he said. “Put it away.”

Which is the conversation we’ve been having about female power for centuries: “Wow! Look at that! You have stuff in there! Now put it away.”

It made me think of one of my favorite Anne Sexton poems, “You, Doctor Martin.”

I’d been reading a lot of Anne Sexton lately, in part because short form is easier to read when you have small children, but also because I relate to her more now.

“Really?” said my sister Maria, who often disagrees with me. She is three years older than I am, with high cheekbones and our mother’s pretty heart-shaped face. We love each other fiercely, but either one of us, at any time, can start a three-day fight over something as simple as who left the fan on in the bathroom. And tension we have from sisterhood alone is heightened lately because all she wants is to have a baby and I have two, and all I want is my own apartment. “I always had a hard time reading her in college,” she went on. “She’s so depressing.”

Maybe, I said. I might have felt that way too, back in my twenties when I didn’t want to think anything was wrong. But now I just feel like she’s real. It’s the way she writes about motherhood and marriage, fully seeing all of it, not just what’s good or what’s bad. “Never loving ourselves, hating even our shoes and our hats, we love each other,” she writes in “The Black Art.” Or my favorite, in “You, Doctor Martin,” which she wrote when she was institutionalized for severe depression after having a baby: “We are magic talking to itself, noisy and alone.”

I love that line so much—I keep thinking it’s how motherhood often feels. We are magic talking to itself, noisy and alone. We used to be something, in our black sleeveless tops and tall shoes. Now we are standing in front of a pile of laundry, changing endless diapers, our essence dripping onto stained shirts, stuffed into hungry mouths. Now we are invisible, even in our best skirts, lost in a small boat of dishes, dried oatmeal, and a cat that needs his thyroid medicine.

And sometimes I think motherhood is a particular kind of madness—one that is both irrational and tender—and this is where the soul of it lies.

Why put it away? Why stifle this place, which is vulnerable but fierce, loving yet ferocious? Why put it away when I feel crazy but know that I’ve probably never been more sane because I’m so tired that I’m finally saying exactly what I mean? Why not just accept that this isn’t about being good or bad, it’s about trying to love the people you would give your own life for, even if they make you nuts—so everyone just take a few steps back or the stuffed rabbit goes right out the window.

“Once I was beautiful,” Sexton writes at the end of the piece. “Now I am myself, counting this row and that row of moccasins, waiting on the silent shelf.”

Once we were beautiful. Now we are ourselves.

•  •  •

I did, however, put my boobs away. Even if they do have power and feed people, it’s not really convenient to have them hanging out all day.

“But just so you know,” I said to Liam, “mommies do have a lot of stuff. All women do.”

“Oh, I know!” he said. “That’s why I can’t wait to be a girl!”


How to Teach Your Children to Clean Up

[image: Images]

November 6, 2007

I have finally figured out how to get the kids to clean up before bed—it’s a fairy I invented named Gladys. For the past few months I’ve been picking up toys, because I sort of figured Liam was still too young to do it himself every night. Then one day I picked him up at Montessori school and he said, “Just a minute, I have to clean up my paints,” and neatly put all his paints and paintbrushes away. I went home and said to my husband, “That’s it. He’s cleaning up his toys every night before bed.”

So I introduced a Pick Up Fairy, a sort of grouchy fairy who lives in the woods. Every night she listens to the world, and if she hears small children saying things like, “I’m not picking up my toys,” she calls the parents of that child and asks if she can come over. If the mother says yes, she comes over with a big sack and takes all the toys to her house for a week.

My thinking was that if he didn’t pick up the toys, I would hide them for a week and then give them back. Liam was entranced. “What does she look like?” he said. “Does she wear a dress?”

“Yes,” I said. “Every day but Tuesday. On Tuesday she wears overalls.”

“Is she scary?” Liam is obsessed with scary things. It’s actually a compliment from him if he thinks you’re scary.

“Yes,” I said.

“Does she like tights?”

“She loves them.”

“What color are her teeth?”

“Green.”

“Oh. Maybe she doesn’t have a good toothbrush.”

“Probably,” I said.

Miraculously, Liam began picking up his toys every night. In fact, he has become a little obsessed with the Pick Up Fairy. “Tell me a story about the Pick Up Fairy,” he started saying. Liam loves stories (I’m guessing all children do), although he tends to correct the plot midway through. “No, the monster did not go away. He kept coming closer. No, he did not disappear. He ate Liam. And Mommy cried and cried and cried forever.” So I started telling stories about the Pick Up Fairy, whose real name is Gladys, and how she lives next door to the Dessert Fairy, who eats up your dessert if you don’t eat your vegetables, only the Dessert Fairy is invisible, so she always wins when she and the Pick Up Fairy play hide-and-seek. “That’s why the Pick Up Fairy likes to take toys,” I said. “So she can see where the Dessert Fairy is.”
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