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      “Losing is the price we pay for living. It is also the source of much of our growth and gain.”

      
        — Judith Viorst
      

      It is often said that divorce is like a death. Having mourned the losses of two marriages, I can attest that it does feel very much like the death of a loved one. But divorce is not death. Life goes on. And it gets better in time. Divorce is an ending, yes, but it is also a beginning.

      But when you're in the last hours of a dying marriage, in the throes of divorce, and in the grieving period that follows, it can be difficult to see the light at the end of that long, dark, lonely, scary tunnel. Most about-to-be and newly divorced women wonder, as I certainly did, Am I doing the right thing? How will I survive? Will my children and I ever be okay again? Are my home and my heart broken beyond repair? Do the guilt and shame and pain ever go away?

      Fortunately, women often turn to those who've walked in our shoes and listen raptly to their tales of survival and healing and rebirth. When we are too numb with grief to ask for help, it often comes to us unbidden in the caring words of friends offering up their personal stories of trial and triumph. These stories give us insight, hope, and strength. They tell us that we are not alone in that tunnel, that it isn't as long and scary as it seems, and that there is light ahead. And if you move steadily toward that light, following in the direction of the women who've gone before you, you will find at the end of that tunnel a brilliant new life of your own making.

      The illuminating stories in A Cup of Comfort ® for Divorced Women shed the restorative light of understanding on divorce from a woman's point of view. These personal stories reveal the universal truths that only women who have been through and moved beyond a divorce can know: That time, properly spent, does heal all wounds. That there really are two sides to every breakup, and neither is completely right nor completely wrong. That you can rise above and beyond the devastation. That you can, indeed, grow and gain from divorce.

      
        — Colleen Sell
      

    

  
    
      

      
      On the Road to Redemption
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      Coastal Mexico's road from Puerto Vallarta inland to Mascota is sweet. It winds for a breathtaking ninety minutes through the velvety Green Mountains. Driving it, you can get into a rhythm like dancing: looking ahead, judging the curve, letting the arm muscles make just enough effort to take the inside and ease back over. It's a great game to never use the brakes to slow down, just the motor, downshifting. Once I followed a hightailing, rusty pickup I thought had no brake lights until the very last switchback, when he lost the zone (thoughts of dinner?) and they flashed on. Driving with skill on these mountain roads is fun, and it makes you thank God you have a car.

      But most times now when I make that trip, I take the 3:30 bus out of Vallarta. It's a rickety, old, beat-up blue thing with no suspension left, and the windows don't shut, so the wind whistles, but I've learned to like it fine.

      You see, in the car, there's only one story — mine. On the bus, there are other stories, not sad like mine, but often happy and brave stories, in spite of the fact that the other people who take the blue bus certainly would take their car if they had a car. But they are too poor and thank God for their shoes, instead. Unfortunately, for me, these stories are in Spanish — and not even recognizable Castilian, but the drawled Spanish of country people. And with the wind whistling and with my aging, failing ears popping from the altitude changes as we ascend and descend, I have to guess at the plot lines. But never at the characters; they are always large and clear.

      Riding the bus also requires some give and take. Still, I do my part, even speaking Spanish like a young child. I held the hand of a girl going home to her village to tell her parents the bad news. It took few words to read that old story in her beautiful, tear-filledeyes, hardly any words at all to say they would still love her, of course they would.

      A country woman gave me valuable plant advice, which I struggled to understand but finally got it. “Save the egg shells in water, crush them up, and give them to your plants. Get the best dirt for your plants by the river, where it is rich and black — and free!” An easy place, she told me, is “the flat spot where the road crosses the river in Mascota, where people wash their cars, don't you know, close to Ángel's, with the horses, whose one eye goes off. You know, Ángel, don't you? Señora, get your dirt by Ángel's and your geraniums will have leaves like emeralds!” You can see how I could have gotten the plot wrong there, but finally I sorted the “eye” out from the “emeralds,” and understood.

      These are things women must know, and I can learn them on the bus. These are the things we do for each other. So it is that love is given and taken.

      But what happened on my last bus trip was the best of all. Let me tell you.

      At the stop in Ixtapa, where the workers who service Vallarta live in humble casitas, an elderly couple climbed aboard, laden with shopping bags.

      “Mascota?” the driver inquired.

      “Sí,” the woman answered him with a friendly, gap-toothed grin.

      I shifted my things and made room for her with me in the bigger front seat by the door. I'd been persistent enough to snag it for my long legs, the prize among bus seats. Her husband took the high-perched rumble seat by the driver. I knew he was her husband by the way he had helped her on the bus, with a boost to her generous rump that he followed with a husbandly little pat. Both turned as the bus was pulling away and waved at a group of locals waving back at them — two young women standing arm-in-arm in a storefront, who blew kisses; a whole family from a dusty park bench; a young man on a bicycle; and an older man on horseback on the road. Ixtapa bid them farewell, waving affectionately long after we pulled away. She settled back in the seat and sighed contentedly. Her husband, a slim man with a smiling elfin face and full head of curly hair despite his obvious years, paid their fare and struck up pleasantries with the driver.

      She had the skin problem that takes away the pigmentation in patches, but her face was so frank and friendly, a stranger would notice the discoloration only at the first glance. At first glance, you would see a plump old woman in her seventies, at least, with wind-tousled, grey-streaked hair, wearing a cheap white skirt a little soiled with road dust and peppered with what appears to be cake crumbs, disintegrating cloth Mary Jane shoes, and torn stockings. You would see she wore her rosary around her neck in the way of people here and carried a cheap, pink, plastic purse. And that her olive skin was covered with beige patches. But only at the first glance. Then, you would forget all that. You would look into her sparkling brown eyes and see — mischief! You would see liveliness, compassion, intelligence, and not a shadow of grief.

      Soon, of course, we were deep in conversation. I have no shame about my Spanish, although I should have. She had a country woman's slow speech, which I could understand. We talked about the road, the weather, cooking. We talked about her family. Eleven children, she said with calm satisfaction, six boys, five girls. She named each one for me. This took some time.

      “Are they here,” I asked, “or there?” Many families now are split by the border, and houses stand empty or are populated only by the women and children left behind. “All here,” she told me with a smile. “Were you visiting them in Ixtapa?” I asked. “No, just friends,” she smiled again. “Like you,” she added kindly and actually patted my cheek.

      Every few minutes during our conversation her husband in the rumble seat by the driver would rummage in a shopping bag to offer her a sweet or water, and she would lean out across the aisle and take it without regard for the undignified position of her rear. He gave her a little bag of candy-coated peanuts, then a cellophane bag of jellied candies, and finally a bag of popcorn. Each time, they exchanged an affectionate smile. She offered me some, of course; and, of course, I said no thanks, and considered delivering my carbohydrates lecture. But if there ever was a person about whom I thought it really might not matter, it was her. What difference does it make, as long as you had someone to smile at you like that? When your rump was a little oversized but lovingly patted?

      Then it was my turn in the conversation to talk about family. I named my three sons and how one's wife is from Russia, how another is struggling with alcohol addiction, and how the one who was toughest to parent as a teen is turning out to be a wonderful man.

      Then she had to ask me about my husband. I'd volunteer almost anything personal but never about the husband who wasn't there. I'd never volunteer the information that the husband had “changed addresses.” If I put it that way I can manage not to cry for at least two minutes, and sometimes the conversation will take a turn and I'm safe.

      But this conversation took a most surprising turn — it stopped altogether! She leaned back in her seat and closed her eyes and appeared to go to sleep. Except that she began to strike things. She smacked a fist into her hand. She slapped her knee. She pulled her hair. She kicked the barrier in front of the seat, and then began the sequence all over again. I was quite puzzled. I began to think I had met the physical equivalent of Tourette's syndrome, for she seemed unconscious of her movements and they had no apparent relation to our conversation. It was mystifying. Perhaps I had said something other than what I thought I said? It happens with my Spanish.

      Suddenly, she sat upright and leaned close to my ear. “How many years?” she whispered.

      “I'm sixty-one,” I whispered back.

      “No, no. How many years was your marriage?”

      “Oh. Twenty-seven,” I said sadly.

      I knew for sure my tears were going to come then, darn it. I'd rather run a marathon than have this conversation, I thought, preparing to feel emotionally exhausted, as usual. But she interrupted my thoughts by smacking her thigh smartly, and then I realized: She was angry. She was really angry. She was angry for me!

      What a shock! It sure hadn't been like that at home.

      My own best friend back in the states hadn't been angry when I told her the news that my husband had stood in our kitchen and said as casually as if he were reporting a car problem, “Oh, by the way, I've made us an appointment for mediation next Monday. I've met someone, and I'm moving out. Mediation's the cheapest way to go.” My best friend asked me not to make her choose sides and refused to discuss it further.

      The counselor I found in the phone book shared that she was planning her own divorce and advised me that divorce was perfectly normal, people had to grow, had to move on. The neighbors looked discreetly away. My employer didn't want any tears on the job; they just wanted their cool, calm, collected, and competent teacher, as always. Somebody at school told the students it was important to be neutral. Nobody wanted to hear that it hurt. If it hurt, I had “abandonment issues,” not a divorce problem.

      In my poetry group, a thirty-something woman with two daughters, ages three and five, discussed leaving her husband to improve her poetry. No one argued with her basic premise: The girls will be happy if I'm happy. No one argued that the attitude of “me first” does not even make for very good poetry.

      The very first thing my own divorce lawyer told me, when I was finally able to get one to call me back in the evening so I wouldn't miss work, was, “I am not a vindictive person, so if you want someone to ‘get him’ for you, you need another lawyer.” Then, in the property settlement, she let him have the whole business (we both had borrowed for it), under his lawyer's argument that it wouldn't run without his labor and thus was of zero worth, nothing to be shared. As soon as we signed the property settlement, he sold the machinery my polite lawyer had thus overlooked as an asset, giving me not a dime of the profit, while I was left with my “fair share” of the debt we had incurred to buy it. Welcome to the new no-fault. The new feminism. Nobody's supposed to get mad or get even. This is divorce, twenty-first century American style.

      And here was a stranger getting mad enough to smack herself over it. Getting so angry she ruined her heretofore happy day. What nobody in my hometown would do for me and what I didn't even know I needed. Here it was, falling like sunshine on me in a bouncing bus on a dusty mountain road in the middle of Mexico.

      Suddenly, I didn't feel like crying. Something had shifted inside me, like a bone in its socket. I felt pretty good, all things considered. “There, there,” I murmured, patting the place on her leg where she had hit herself with her little, fat, bi-colored fist. “Don't be upset,” I said to her. “I can bear it.”

      We had not much farther to go to descend into the Mascota Valley and reach the terminal. We exchanged names — Concepción is hers. She gave me explicit directions to her house from the terminal, but I have a feeling I won't have any trouble finding her. I think everyone in Mascota must know Concepción. I wouldn't be surprised if she had a shingle over her doorway that reads “Healing Here Tonight.” I'm going to visit.

      
        — Janet Baker Hayhurst
      

    

  
    
      

      
      Can't Stop the Ocean
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      “Why are you stealing Papa's money?” asked my three-year-old son as I helped him out of the car.

      Even today, eight years later, I could pinpoint that parking space, show where the sun had been in the sky as it curved over his round cheeks. Ben's arms were folded across his chest, and his brow furrowed with accusation and anger.

      No! I thought. Please. Don't let this be the start of how things are going to be.

      But it was.

      My husband and I had separated just a few weeks before. We had talked about the importance of protecting Ben and his baby sister, Charlotte. But the desire to do the right thing was apparently only one of the forces at work in his mind. Other needs were stronger.

      In that instant in the parking lot, I felt a helplessness I had never known before. I could not make Allan stop, nor could I separate him from Ben. I was watching a terrible accident beginning to take place, knowing exactly what would happen and how and being unable to do the slightest thing to stop it.

      On the spot, I said that maybe Papa had misunderstood or maybe Papa was confused. Papa and I had a few disagreements about who owned what, I explained. But there was no stealing involved; just different ideas of what belonged to whom.

      Ben seemed to understand.

      The next time he came back from his father's, though, he had a different explanation.

      “You're stealing Papa's money and you're lying about it,” he said.

      Without children, I could have divorced and moved on to discover and create my own new horizons. Instead, I saw before me a hostage situation that would probably persist, in one form or another, for the next seventeen years. I couldn't solve it. And I now knew that my ex-husband would say one thing to me and something else to my children, and then deny it all. I had not known that about him.

      This conflict was so far from the perfect world we'd hoped to create for our children that I was stunned into inaction. When we'd set out to have children, we were determined to make everything as perfect for them as we possibly could. We read all the recommended books and bought all the necessary equipment, after double-checking with Consumer Reports for the latest safety information. And I prepared for what I thought best: a medication-freebirth.

      The technique I used is called the Bradley technique, and there's deceptively little to it. Visualize each contraction as a wave. Soften into it, let it go right through you, and then rest until the next one. Slowly, unobtrusively, underneath all the flinging advances and apparent retreats, the waves claim more of the shore and eventually bring your baby into your arms. It worked both for Ben's birth and for Charlotte's. As beginnings go, they were perfect.

      I tried to think of how to restore my son's sense that his parents formed a seamless mesh of warmth and protection around him. But my attempts to map out a route to this goal kept losing their momentum, sucked back into the wallow of “this shouldn't be happening.” I so wanted to be done dealing with Allan, and I wanted Ben to be done with him; I knew neither would happen. In desperation, I could almost picture myself leaving the scene — but I could no more walk away from Ben than I could walk away from part of myself.

      I consulted with an older friend, a source of good advice who had been through divorce-with-kids herself.

      “You should tell Ben,” she said indignantly. “You should tell him exactly why you and Allan aren't together anymore. You should tell him how his father betrayed you and broke up your home. He needs to know who's right and who's wrong!”

      No, he didn't. I wasn't going to pull Ben deeper into the antagonism, even farther from the sunny bubble in which I'd hoped he'd spend his childhood. I was clear on what not to do, even though I still didn't know how to keep his father from forcing a rift between me and my son.

      A few days after that moment in the parking lot, I took both children to the beach. I brought a huge bucket filled with bright plastic molds, and we spread towels and filled those molds with damp sand until we were surrounded by little blobs in almost-recognizable shapes. Then Charlotte napped in her infant carrier, a towel shading her from the sun, as Ben busied himself with digging a hole and I stared at the horizon, watching the waves once more.

      One wave can't change a shoreline. Each wave can be so small as to seem insignificant. But if they keep coming, they can add sand to rocky beaches or strip it away, reshaping huge swathes of land in thousands, millions of imperceptible moves over a few years. And no man can stop the ocean.

      I couldn't win an open or covert contest with my children's father. I didn't have to force my son to make choices. Instead, I could be that ocean for my son, once again. Instead of trying to persuade, rationalize, and tell my side of the story, I could just send another wave of warmth, affection, and acceptance rolling toward Ben — again and again, throughout the years that stretched ahead. I couldn't say whether, how, or when it would make a difference. All I knew was that this endless, formless plan was the only way I would ever get my son back. Only these waves could carry him to my arms.

      I reached over to Ben and rested my hand on his sun-warmed T-shirt, feeling the way his shoulder blades moved as he dug, the motion of the vertebrae in his perfect spine. He turned and looked a question at me. I smiled, looking into his eyes, brown like his dad's. “Love you, babe,” I said, and he smiled back.

      
        — Anne-Christine Strugnell
      

    

  
    
      

      
      My Second First Date with My Spouse
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      I know the exact moment when my marriage ended — that instant when the window of my heart finally slammed irrevocably shut and no amount of kisses or conversation could pry it back open.

      After ten tempestuous years, Bill and I finally separated, but months of therapy had failed to move either of us from the stall position to a firm decision. Emotionally, I was stuck in a kind of game show reality where a Bob Barker type was urging me to pick a door. “Well, Karen, door number one is divorce, and behind it lies a world of uncertainty and opportunity. Then there's door number two — reconciliation. Through this door lies security but a possible lifetime of misery. Well, which will it be? The clock is ticking.”

      This was my weekly contemplation as I sat on the saggy, brown-tweed couch in the worn, sage-colored lobby of our couples' therapist's office. Waiting to go in for our session, my mind would make an absolutely convincing argument one way, then seconds later, caught by the gut-gripping panic of “I don't want to make the wrong decision and ruin the rest of my life,” it would go 180 degrees in the opposite direction.

      In order to break this cycle of indecision, our therapist suggested that we start dating — each other. In hindsight, I believe that dating your own soon-to-beex-husband is a very stupid idea. However, at the time, I was desperate and willing to try anything, so at that Wednesday's therapy session we made plans for a Saturday night dinner date — 7:00 P.M. sharp.

      By the time Saturday rolled around, I had hit the red mark on the anxiety thermometer. Dating etiquette questions danced in my head. How does one dress for a date with an estranged husband? What would a good conversation-starter be? What if he tries to kiss me goodnight? Emily Post's Etiquette does not cover these circumstances.

      So I sat on my living room couch in my flouncy floral dress, watched the clock, and waited. When Bill did not arrive or call by 7:00, I told myself he was just a little late. At 7:15, I was convinced he was on his way over. When the clock hit 7:30, I picked up the phone and called him. There was no answer. Over the next eight hours, I phoned at least ten times, leaving the same message: “Bill, we had a date tonight. Where are you? Are you okay? Call me and let me know what is going on.” He never picked up the phone. Finally, at 3:30 A.M., in a state of sheer exhaustion, my head hit the pillow. I had been stood up by my own husband.

      I awoke Sunday morning in a groggy state, sheets twisted around my body from an all-night fidget fest. As soon as my feet touched the ground, my hand reached for the phone. Still no answer. I needed to get out of that house.

      There is a good reason why the phrase “retail therapy” has caught on. As any woman in the middle of a bad breakup will tell you, in addition to calling your girlfriends to cry your heart out at 4:00 in the morning, shopping is a healing experience. It is often assumed that the soul-soothing qualities of retail therapy lie in the acquisition of new things. I believe that the purchases made during these self-help outings are not the point; rather, it is the cocoon-like environment of the stores that brings comfort.

      Walking through Nordstrom early that Sunday morning, the soft lights and live classical piano music playing in the background began to work their magic. I did a pleasant double-take as I passed one of those tilted mirrors designed to add a few inches to your height and remove several from around your middle. I sat at the in-store café, undisturbed, my only companions a hot cappuccino and warm croissant.

      Whatever kooky kismet possessed me to do what I did next I will never know. Against all logic, common sense, and self-preservation, I decided to give Bill a call. I was confident he would pick up the phone, provide a plausible explanation, and profusely apologize. I walked with purpose up to the counter and asked the chic saleswoman if I could use the in-storephone to make a local call.

      “Certainly,” she replied. “Let me dial the number for you.”

      The phone rang twice before he answered.

      “Hi, Bill,” I said calmly. “Where were you last night?”

      “Oh, um, I, I was right here. I was, um, wondering why you didn't call.”

      Why I didn't call? “Bill,” I said (much less calmly), “I called at least ten times.”

      “Well, um, I guess I didn't hear the phone ring.”

      Once, years before I was married and after a bad breakup with a boyfriend, a therapist friend of mine told me, “All the information about a person is available on the first two dates. The trick is that you have to pay attention.” She was right. Standing there, my mind retraced the past ten years to our first date, and even then — had I been paying attention, which I clearly wasn't — I could have seen that his need to avoid conflict at all costs and my inherent impatience were going to be a combustible combination.

      Now, I am not a lawyer, but I have watched enough popular courtroom dramas on television to know that what happened next constitutes an ironclad case of temporary insanity. I simply snapped. Years of well-managed anger and denial came pouring out. I unleashed a torrent of R-rated language in a pitch so high and hysterical that dogs a mile away ran for cover, never mind my fellow, well-heeled Sunday shoppers. It is safe to say that nobody has ever cleared a room faster. With a final insult revolving around various body parts, I slammed down the phone.

      Mortified, I barely managed to croak out “I am sooo sorry” to the saleswoman, staring wide-eyed at me from across the counter. With a perfectly manicured (and ring-less) left hand, she reached out, patted my hand, and in a tone of true sisterhood said, “Don't worry about it, honey. We have all been there.”

      That night, no sheets had their shelf-life shortened from my constant tugging, twisting, and turning. The next day I filed for divorce.

      
        — Karen Leland
      

      The name of the author's former husband has been changed in this story to protect his privacy.

    

  
    
      

      
      Like a Horse and Carriage
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      It took months for my sister, sisters-in-law, and me to plan my parents' fiftieth wedding anniversary. There were invitations to make, a memory book to assemble, and a video of half a century of photographs to be produced. We secretly wrote and recorded a song especially for them. We marked down a hundred RSVPs and ordered the place cards, band, flowers, and blown-up black-and-white photos of their wedding, which would be placed in the center of each specially decorated table.

      In their fifty-year-old wedding pictures, my mother and father have that glow before anything happens, as if you could run for miles without ever looking down at your feet, just positive they could never stumble in a million years. In one of the photos, my mother smiles up at my dad like Ginger Rogers at Fred Astaire.

      At the end of the party, my folks danced to “As Time Goes By.” My mother wore a carefully chosen coffee-colored lace dress, and my father, to my mother's familiar irritation, sported a comfortable old sweater. As the guests began to leave, while the caterers wrapped up the elegant leftovers and the grandchildren gathered up the balloons to take home, I thought about my folks.

      Over the years, my parents gave me everything but the one thing they could not. With their fifty years of work and children, grandchildren, anniversaries, Thanksgivings, and camping trips, they just could not show me how to be divorced.

      In their selfish pursuit of stability and commitment, they never broke our hearts, never moved across the country, 3,000 miles away from one another. They never sent support payments or formal e-mails arranging visitation. The poor souls had full-time custody of all four of us, all of the time. They couldn't offer me an example of how to date while having three children, how to have a boyfriend once I was thirty years out of high school. My mother was never a working single mother. My dad was always there to handle the bills and the yard and the fixing of broken things.

      Obviously, they had no clue.

      I'm not saying that all marriages should be saved. Mine should not have been. Still, as angry and as heartbroken as I have been about the demise of my marriage, my heart knows that the bad parts don't erase the good ones. Sometimes the bad parts just make it impossible to stay.

      Over the years, the picture of my ex-marriage has come to me gradually, in fits and starts, like a composite sketch of an elusive police suspect. I had to really concentrate on the standout details in order to identify what it was and what it was not. And I had to hold the loss and pain at bay in order to peer honestly back in time to when the marriage was still intact, whole and real.

      With some help from my loving, oblivious folks and with some 20/20 hindsight of my own, I think I might have figured some of it out.

      Marriage is loads of raggedy photo albums sitting on a shelf in your living room that you just take for granted. It is DVDs and popcorn, robes and slippers, and bad-hair days. It is checkbooks and irritation and passion and taxes and getting to sleep in, or not. It is laundry and taking turns. It is a rather strange breakfast in bed on Mother's Day and a package of snakey worms and smoke bombs on the Fourth of July for the kids. Marriage is not being able to keep your mouth shut about your in-laws, even though you shouldn't have said anything this time or the last time. It is eating drive-thru in the hubby's new car, even though you promised you wouldn't. It's the 2:00 A.M. terrors shared in the dark and doing the Chicken Dance in boxer shorts to celebrate the promotion that will change your lives. Your shared lives. It is knowing each other's history, each other's small stories. Stories you don't have to tell again and again over lattes to blind dates.

      Marriage is eating Hamburger Helper by candlelight, because that's what the kids are eating. It is the remote control and gritted teeth and Home Depot and shrunken clothes in the laundry and who gets in the shower first. It's no make-up and sweats and that disgusting, old, torn T-shirt that will not die. It is kids throwing up, or you throwing up, in the middle of the night and changing PJs and sheets and comforting a crying child, and still having to wake up and be functional the next day. It's coffee and the morning paper. It is knowing you will see the person you just had a horrible argument with later that night and the night after that, too. Marriage is no holds barred, no cut to commercial, no time-outs.

      Marriage is not dating. Dating says maybe. Marriage says yes. It can be yes for fifty years, and it can fly in the face of every reason to say no.

      I have learned all of this now. I just haven't learned divorce. I have no past history of it, no way to glean wisdom from experience, to predict what will happen.

      Had my parents been a little more concerned about helping me to understand my future and gotten a miserable divorce themselves — instead of applying their hearts and souls to the process of figuring out how to make ends meet with four kids, arranging summer vacations, and deciding which one of them was going to discipline us — they would not have left me with the indelible possibility of, and longing for, a lifetime of commitment.

      They did what they could. And what most of us couldn't.

      I always thought it was dopey when a TV audience would clap for a couple who had been married for decades. Big deal, right? But things change. Now, I would probably give them a standing ovation for decades of devotion; for decades of arguments survived; for decades of past, present, and future; for decades of the daily decision to stay.

      
        — Jolie Kanat
      

    

  
    
      

      
      Isn't That Special

      
        [image: illustration]
      

      I named my little girl Therese, after the nurse who helped me deliver her. Therese Castillo stepped right in and became my birthing partner that night — the evening I threw my then-husband, Gabe, out of the soft-blue birthing room and told him never to come back. I suspect nurses are practiced in those kinds of things.

      Gabe didn't just leave our marriage like a typical cheating husband, head hung in shame, checkbook hidden. No. Gabe took leave shamelessly, boldly, and with brazen abandon. He could have delivered his practiced speech any time that week, while I did the laundry or readied the nursery. But he waited the way the hawks in the field out by the old quarry wait for their opportunity to swoop down and grab something furry for dinner.

      Gabe rewrote our lives on a cold Monday night as angry sleet and freezing rain made roads to the hospital slick and treacherous. While I panted, he planned, waiting and hoping that the evening would deliver him reprieve, forgetting the larger truth … the arrival of our second child.

      As the contractions got closer and closer, Gabe became more and more nervous. Taking a deep breath and gesturing with shaky hands, he said, “I need some coffee.”

      
        Coffee? Now?
      

      A forgotten slipper skittered across the floor under his shoe as he lunged from the room.

      How odd, I thought, as I stretched for ice chips just out of reach. He had assisted in the delivery of Robert, our firstborn, so why the sudden bout of nerves?

      A few minutes later, Gabe stepped back into the antiseptic-smelling room, hands fisted around a steaming Styrofoam cup. He snapped shut his cell phone, just as I was being swept away on the downdraft of another contraction. I looked to him for support, but he looked away before he spoke.

      “Look, Carol Ann, I've been seeing someone. And she's really special. And we want to be together …”

      My mind clicked, snapped, and reeled, like a camera with a broken shutter that keeps clicking but captures nothing at all. My eyes followed a small crack on the ceiling, and my mind took off in flight. How many years would it take that crack to widen into a bleeding, open fissure of drywall and lathe? Would someone fix the split before it got too wide for repair? Where had my marriage cracked? At what point had I failed?

      “… because she makes me feel special …”

      My God! What had he just said? I could only stare at him in my confusion.

      Gabe shrugged and began breaking apart his now-empty cup. Then he continued, finding courage in my shocked silence, using that practical tone he usually saved for his clients at tax time. Cheryl, he said, really liked the idea of living someplace with a pool, and his study had taken so much effort to arrange to his specifications, did I think it would be possible for me to move maybe sometime in the next few weeks?

      I fought the urge to propel myself toward him until I realized I could hardly move.

      As I chewed on ice chips and tried to understand what my husband was saying, I thought I might be sick. I willed myself to push down the nausea, until — splat! — I threw up next to his Italian loafers. I immediately felt better, but then a pall of sadness settled over me like a stifling, too-hot blanket, making it difficult for me to breathe or even form words. Therese didn't even blink; she just grabbed some clean towels and more ice chips. I did notice a tiny smirk around her mouth. I'm sure she had heard the conversation, and from her face I could tell she didn't think much of my husband. Neither did I.
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