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			To BDP. 
There really is happily ever after!


		


	




	

		

			1


			There are moments that forever change our lives. I just didn’t realize this would be one of them.


			It began with an unexpected bit of bright spring rain and was followed by a simple event that derailed me from completing my endless list of errands. Instead of tracking down the missing dry-cleaning or checking to see if the hardware for the downstairs bathroom remodel had arrived, I found myself standing inside the edge of Lithia Park, sketching a pond full of playful waterfowl. They frolicked in the drops, stretching, hopping, flapping wings through a bird ballet—a bunch of ducks, with brains the size of cherry tomatoes, all of them never happier. Sidetracked by the comical sight and unable to resist, I had given way to creative temptation and was now thrown completely off schedule. My pencil stopped mid-line as I realized the consequence of such self-indulgence: pulling up late to the school to find my four sopping wet, tired, and hungry children. The oldest would be indignant he’d been made to wait, while his younger brother wouldn’t even register the maternal misdeed. Their first little sister might already be in the grips of worry mania, unfortunately a place she knew too well for someone so young. The youngest would greet her mother with a huge smile and tumble awkwardly into the backseat of the minivan, her daily report about life in the first grade bubbling forth with nary a pause for a breath.


			The image of my bedraggled offspring, and the hell I would pay, propelled me into action. Stuffing pencil and paper into the oversized bag hanging off my shoulder, I leaned into the cool, fresh drops and headed for the deserted sidewalk. But after just one block, my concentration was broken again, this time by a flash of color in the corner of my eye. Turning quickly, as a bull to the cape, a solitary crimson chair was revealed standing elegantly, proudly in the window. Draped with an imported silk curtain panel, it was simply lit by an antique floor lamp. The shadows cast by the overstuffed wingback intrigued me, and there was mystery in the subtle shades of burgundy and scarlet. 


			Every detail of the chair landed deep within my brain. As the gentle spring drizzle fell on my back, I knew it would be mine. It made no logical sense, of course. Where would it fit in our old farmhouse? And what about our budget, already stretched to the limit? None of that mattered. Something about the rain and the red chair added up to an epiphany, and I knew better than to question the significance, preferring to trust my history of meaningful moments that had the nearly mystic capacity of altering my life. 


			My first real epiphany occurred nearly fifteen years before the red chair sighting, when I dropped an entire kettle of beans on the kitchen floor. Pregnant and feeling much like a beached whale, I had completely misjudged how much room would be required to navigate both my belly and the brimming kettle from the sink to the stove, the kitchen in our first apartment not much larger than an airplane bathroom. The Bean Pot Epiphany (I always named my epiphanies) spoke to the stupidity of making Cuban black beans, from scratch no less, for the twenty-five people coming to our apartment that night to organize a fight against the new zoning regulations being considered by the City Council. But standing there with cold, slimy beans all over my swollen bare feet, it became clear that the true meaning of the Bean Pot Epiphany was really about my failure to take care of myself. I had to wonder why, at eight months pregnant, I was still working four days a week at the grocery store as well as tutoring the kid downstairs in hopes he’d pass his GED. Even worse, here I was, hosting a mass of loud, angry, idealistic students who didn’t even pay taxes yet but had opinions as big as the state itself over something that was pretty much a done deal. The very pregnant, overworked young wife of Ashland’s up-and-coming Southern Oregon University engineering professor clearly wasn’t taking care of herself. 


			When that lightbulb went on, I left the beans on the floor, called the dogs into the apartment, jumped into our rusty 1952 Chevy truck, and drove into town to buy fifteen cans of black beans, five tubs of salsa, and four large cans of tomatoes. I wisely skipped the fresh cilantro. Not enough time, and really, would the impassioned activists even know? 


			When I returned, the floor only needed mopping—not shoveling—and the dogs were smiling. The canned concoction was simmering within minutes, and no one was ever the wiser. 


			 


			The red chair sighting was a similar kind of “take care of yourself” realization. As I stood and stared through the wet glass that April day, thoughts about the chaos that my life had become ricocheted through my brain—four kids, one husband, three dogs, two cats, a potbellied pig, one nearly blind and certainly deaf horse, cranky chickens, a smelly hamster with a skin condition, and even a llama. The one common denominator? It seemed as though everything I owned had to somehow be shared with each and every one of those beings. Kids clamored for a bite of my toast. They crept into my bed weeping from nightmares or ready to throw up. The hamster required my time for a trip to the vet. Piles of two-legged humanity and four-legged critters spilled over every seat in the minivan. Sure, the kids stayed out of my underwear drawer (except that time the boys decided a 34B would make a great double slingshot), but mostly, everything I owned seemed as though it was up for grabs. (The only exception was my precious treasure, the violin I’d owned and played since the fourth grade. Children and spouse alike knew it was completely off-limits. The kids weren’t even allowed to touch the faded black case, so convinced was I that this could somehow damage its contents.) 


			So on that wet afternoon, while visually tracing the seductive curves of the lush chair, I decided then and there that I would not share it with one living soul. It would be the one possession in the entire house that I would lay claim to, and it didn’t matter what my family thought. This was not a matter of selfishness. It was simply a matter of having one tiny yet luxurious space all to myself. 


			* * *


			On this particular day, so many years after that soggy Red Chair Epiphany, not one soul was demanding to share my beloved, four-legged refuge. More significantly, there would not be anyone around to share it with until the next holiday, months down the road. And that was the beauty of the moment. I, Lee MacPhearson, age fifty-three, was completely and utterly alone in my house. For the first time in twenty-six years, no one was going to run into the living room crying, walk through burping the alphabet, or throw him- or herself at my feet, certain they were about to die, screaming, “I’m staaaaaarving!” No husband would pass through without a word, no teenage daughter would race by at breakneck speed, scattering the newspaper I had been trying to read, in a contest to beat her siblings to the ringing phone. No. I was all alone, beautifully, peacefully, delightfully alone. I thought, “Surely, if there is a heaven, this is it. My red chair, the wind in the trees, the sun through the windows, and not another living soul in sight.”


			The situation shocked this middle-aged mother of four because feeling good was the last thing in the world I had expected to be feeling. Just five hours before, I had been in excruciating pain, the kind of pain only a mother knows—the kind that’s black and steals your breath and makes you want to close your eyes and open them and have everything be all better, but it never is.


			Five hours before, my sort-of-husband Brian (I’d taken to calling him that because technically he wasn’t my ex-husband. Although we hadn’t lived together for nearly a year, for some reason we hadn’t made it official yet) and I had said good-bye to our youngest child, the one who it seemed just moments before had been that breathless first grader. I could hardly bear seeing my tiny, beautiful Ellanora in that dorm room. It was no bigger than a cell—convicted felons got bigger accommodations. I was incensed, just as I had been over the size of each of my children’s dorm rooms. How do colleges and universities get away with calling the closets they offer up for the big bucks a room? Yet little Ella, as was her way, was thrilled to be there, happy with the view of the quad and the proximity to the stairs, wasting no time getting to know her obviously overwhelmed and rather timid roommate. Our shiny-eyed daughter unpacked her multitude of boxes with the same enthusiasm she had had throughout her entire life. It boggled my mind: How could anyone have a zeal for unpacking? Yet Ella did, and that’s why people adored her. 


			It had been an excruciating experience for me to give that buzzing little body one last hug. It was the moment I had been dreading, for years really, that last squeeze when all I wanted to do was turn back the clock and start all over again. Instead, I put on my best poker face (which that morning I had literally practiced in the bathroom mirror, dripping wet from my shower, only to have huge tears start streaming down my face). Once again playing the steady and reliable mom, my goal was to not embarrass either Ella or myself. So I did a lot of hugging, cracked a couple of lame jokes, made a passing reference to my watery eyes, speculating that the cause was the off-gassing carpet, and tried hard not to think about the first time I had held this sweet beauty seventeen years earlier in a dilapidated but seemingly happy orphanage in Guatemala. 


			Seeing my face, Ella patted me and stood on tiptoe to whisper in my ear, “I’ll be fine Mom, really, I will.” I knew that, too, but it didn’t help in the slightest. Of course she would be fine; she would be better than fine. If anyone was ready to set the world on fire, it was this kid.


			No, I was the one I figured wouldn’t be fine. The end of an era—four children, all gone off to make their way in the world. Parenting was what I had loved most about my life, and now, in some ways, it was really gone. Well, it would never be totally gone. I knew that. But the chance to giggle with my kids about the weird neighbor down the road who fed his horses gigantic, homegrown zucchinis for breakfast? Gone. Sitting in the shade after a roaring game of baseball in the back pasture, listening to them tease each other, laughing at the terrible throw I had made? No more. Having them scattered around the house, calling out for something? Bye-bye. Looking at Ella, I felt alone and odd, as if I’d been cut completely adrift. There was only one thing left to do. I threw out a final joke, grabbed one last hug, and quickly left the room.


			As soon as we got into the Cherokee, my sort-of-husband blasted his favorite CD, a remix of Frank Sinatra, and began his customary stream-of-consciousness jabber. (My friends had always been jealous, one of them observing that “Brian is the only man on the planet who actually talks when he gets behind the wheel of the car. You should be grateful. My husband approaches driving as if we are on a mission from God and as though any verbiage, including all three kids screaming from the backseat, in deafening decibels, ‘I have to peeeeeee!’ will not break through his silent and determined assault on the road.”) 


			No, words tumbled out of Brian’s mouth at the speed of light. They careened around the interior of the vehicle, bounced off the dash, and smacked me in the face, right and left, up and down. He’d stop for a nanosecond for a brief intake of oxygen, sucking the air right out of the car. I gazed out of the window and wondered how bad it would hurt if I quietly slid out of my door onto the pavement. A sixty-five-mile-per-hour landing on hot asphalt didn’t seem so bad considering my current circumstances. 


			But instead, I did what I had always done: stared out the window and imagined I was in a bubble, protected from the semantic missiles roaring by my head. I sat inside my soft, transparent bubble and tried to think happy thoughts. It was a little easier now that it was just the two of us. It had been a thoroughly challenging exercise all the years we’d had four children strapped into their respective traveling positions, seating that was typically determined by who had outfought whom for what seat. During those countless miles, my time in the bubble was a little crazy making. I was in. Then, “Sam is looking at me.” I was out. Three seconds later, I was in. Then, “Sean farted. Make him stop.” Out. The most fascinating thing about Brian’s filibusters was that his ears completely stopped working when his mouth opened up. Every single complaint the kids made went whizzing right by him. While I was mildly intrigued by this phenomenon, I ultimately decided that he couldn’t hear anyone else because it was already so damned noisy inside his head and there just wasn’t any room for sound to penetrate his wall of words. 


			I managed to stay in my bubble for most of the drive home, wondering if Brian even noticed my silence, knowing that he never had before. When we stopped for lunch, he was rambling on about what we could do “now that the nest was empty.” I looked up at him over my spinach salad and finally tuned into what he was proposing.


			“We can give it a real go now, Lee. Like the old days, before the kids and all the other crap I brought down around our ears. Really, what’s the first thing you want to do now that the house is empty?”


			“Not have you move back in.” It came out too fast, shooting across the table like a poison dart. Brian choked briefly on his lunch. “I’m sorry. I’m just tired and I want to try all this on for a while,” I added. His color slowly returned to normal, as did my sanity. “Bri, you know it’s what we have been talking about.”


			Brian knew all too well what I was talking about. We had spent months, years, talking about the sad reality that had become our lives. By now, he also knew he had screwed up the best thing a man could ever have, and for what? The freedom to go fishing when he wanted and to have sex with women stupid enough to have sex with a fifty-six-year-old, slightly balding, mini-paunched, separated father of four? This could have been the best time of our lives. But it wasn’t, and even though he still thought of me as his wife, apparently he had yet to come to terms with the fact that I was determined to move on. 


			 Brian’s face had gone sour. I could tell he was heading straight into that dark place he had come to know too well, and his mood was the last thing I wanted to deal with. 


			We finished our lunch and drove the rest of the way home in cold silence.


			It was a productive drive for the woman in the bubble because I was able to finally and clearly think about what I wanted, now that I had only myself to think about. And even though my heart felt bruised by the day’s events—driven over by one of John Deere’s finest—I began to try on the bewildering opportunity to decide for myself and myself alone. It had been a struggle to make my way to this point, and Lordy be, here it was. I dared not smile, lest Brian react the wrong way. Instead, I chose to travel deeper and deeper into the safety of my bubble and give thought to all things wonderful.


			We finally, blessedly, arrived at the farmhouse. With the practiced gentility of a veterinarian tending a mangled puppy, I made it clear to my sort-of-husband that I needed to be alone. I couldn’t bear to look at him and his desperate hunger to put all the pieces back together again. Instead, I gave him a hug, the kind you give someone you need to be polite to, and ducked quickly into the house. 


			Just one short hour later and here I sit in my luscious red chair, soaking in the familiar sounds of my life. The ducks splash about out on our pond. Two of my dogs lie at my feet, sleeping and breathing deeply, and the third is out on the porch, his rhythmic, flea-scratching thumping a comfort to my ears. My grandmother’s clock ticks steadily away on the mantel. I discover that I feel surprisingly content.


			 I’m thinking granola might be a fine dinner, maybe with the last of the blueberries from the garden. Maybe not. Perhaps I’ll just eat mango sorbet straight out of the carton and look for an old black-and-white movie on the tube. Of course, a long bubble bath is on my agenda, every last drop of hot water for my very own consumption. There won’t be five other showers to consider or a dishwasher to run. No husband will be complaining about the propane bill. The thought of all those bubbles makes me smile. I decide to take the entire pint of sorbet into the bath. 


			* * *


			On the edge of town, Brian sits on the balcony of his apartment and looks out across the street. It’s a lousy view, nothing but more apartments. A peace-symbol flag hangs from a distant window; he can see a poster of J Lo through an open sliding glass door. He wonders why men drool over her. Sure, she has a pretty face, but he’s always thought the woman has a big butt. Music blares, the bass turned up so high that it rattles the walls and shakes the entire complex. Houston, we have liftoff. The sun is setting on student housing, and here he sits. 


			He takes a sip of his beer and thinks about driving away from Lee, from his home and his life. The beer tastes flat, much like he felt after surveying the damage he had done to his life. He considers spitting out the bitter liquid, but where? On the balcony below him? He looks over the railing and sees his three young, beefy neighbors hammering down their own brews. Shit. He has no other choice but to swallow, and the foul, cold sludge slides down his throat, once again reminding him of his stupidity. 


			If someone had told him four years ago that he’d be sitting all alone on the balcony of this plastic apartment, he would have called that person a fool. Back then he felt he had it all—a job he could hardly wait to get to each day, a beautiful, smart wife, and three kids who showed great promise and only one who left him sleepless, a good ratio nonetheless. He had a huge old farmhouse he had completely restored that sat on twelve acres of the most beautiful piece of earth imaginable and his very own natural pond that made for great times for everyone in the family. Who could ask for anything more?


			It had been that pond that had been his demise. Bullshit. He had been his own demise—his foolishness, his middle-aged, dumb-ass stupidity. It seemed to make so much sense a couple of years ago. The restlessness, the need to think for himself and himself alone—to be free of the mundane chores of the family man, the endless requirements of child rearing, something Lee had always been better at than he. The freedom to take off on a Saturday morning to fish or spend the entire day in his office without any thought of who needed what. And women. They started catching his eye in a very different sort of way. For the first time since he had known Lee, he wanted to go beyond just looking. He wanted to touch. 


			Jim, his best friend for as long as he could remember, had recently divorced and was having the time of his life. Brian had watched Jim go through some desperate times, much like Brian was going through himself. But eventually divorce proved to be the right decision for Jim. Brian knew he and Jim had very different marriages. Jim’s wife, Pam, was a clingy, sour, miserable woman who couldn’t have been more different from Lee. But so many things marriage required plagued both men. 


			For months, Brian, the controlled, contained engineering professor, tried everything he knew to ignore the thoughts, the frustration. He told himself daily that he had a wonderful wife, which he knew he did, because it wasn’t really about Lee. It was about Mr. Responsible being very tired of being responsible. When he was absolutely honest with himself, he knew he didn’t want to have to put his dirty clothes in the hamper or call home to see if Lee had forgotten anything for dinner. He didn’t want to pay a stack of bills and move money from one account to another to cover the property taxes. He was sick and tired of being responsible because it was all he had done for as long as he could remember. “It’s the Scottish way,” his mother would pound into him. And although they were about ten generations away from those ancestors who left the island behind in search of a new life, it was the way his mother got everyone in the family to behave. She shot the orders at them. They all worked their asses off. He never once heard his father complain. Instead, the man just volunteered for every possible mail shift that came up. The quiet, beaten-down father of six said it was to provide for his family. But by the time Brian had reached adolescence, he thought his father was a genius, for he had figured out the perfect way to distance himself from his demanding, controlling, and very critical wife. 


			As the dutiful son, Brian had done what was expected of him and more. Though he worked a part-time job all the way through high school, he managed to graduate with honors and get a handsome scholarship to college. On the home front, he helped his five younger siblings with their homework and their chores, and he even ferried them to activities when their mother was up to her elbows in her own chores. It seemed like all the MacPhearsons ever did was work. There were no vacations. “Can’t afford them,” his mother would say. “Besides, what in the world would we ever do?” Not even a Friday night Disney movie for the clan. Brian grew up believing that relaxing was a sure sign that the devil had taken your soul. God forbid you ever actually played! 


			And that’s how he approached his adult life—providing twenty-four-seven for his wife and kids. Not that it was what Lee expected, or what she particularly wanted. His wife was the one to tell him, on a very regular basis, that he needed to work less and play more. In fact, that had been one of the reasons he had fallen in love with her. She knew how to play, big-time. A simple meat loaf and mashed potato dinner could turn into a party for two; mucking out stalls became a race, with the winner receiving a blue ribbon that Lee would somehow magically produce on the spot. Brian had been happy to let Lee lead him and the kids through years of fun and play, until one day it wasn’t enough. 


			No, he was trapped. He knew it, felt it, didn’t really understand it, and was embarrassed to acknowledge it. Talk about cliché. What middle-aged man didn’t feel trapped? When such thoughts broke through into the real world, Brian would simply bury himself in more work, more responsibility, hoping the tried-and-true ways of managing his life would carry him through until some point when it would all make sense. But it never did, and the swirl of conflicting feelings and thoughts and guilt would inevitably return. 


			Even when they did, they hadn’t been enough for Brian to broach the topic with Lee. It had taken much longer for him to tell Lee what was happening because it had taken a couple of years for him to stare it down and decide that it wasn’t going to go away, no matter how many times he went fishing or hung out in the bar with Jim. 


			The conversation had been the ugliest they had ever had in the entire twenty-eight years they had known each other. But really, it wasn’t a conversation at all. 


			He stood at the kitchen counter, as he had done a thousand times before. Lee was making bread. It was something she had always done, and it was something he liked. Brian took a deep breath. 


			“Lee, I’ve been thinking,” he began.


			Lee looked up briefly but kept kneading the bread with her strong hands. 


			“Sounds serious,” she replied.


			“It is,” was all he managed to get out before Lee burst forth.


			“Well good, you’re finally going to talk. You’ve been moping around here for months. The kids have been asking me, ‘What’s wrong with Dad?’ and I’ve been telling them, ‘He’ll tell us when he’s ready. That’s just how your father is.’” Slapping the dough, Lee inhaled sharply, then finally asked, “So, what’s up?” 


			With that, she stopped cold and looked him eyeball to eyeball. He hated it when Lee did that. Those were the only times he wished his wife weren’t six feet tall. His knees felt slightly weak. He pulled out a stool, slid onto it, took a deep breath, and continued. 


			“I guess you’ve sensed that I’ve been unhappy. I know I’ve pulled away from you and the kids. But I’ve come to realize, well, it’s this way. Here it is. I think I got married too young, that maybe I took you and the kids on out of some misguided sense of responsibility. I love you all, I do. I just feel trapped. Trust me, this isn’t about you, really, it isn’t—I find you attractive and smart and… ” 


			Lee cut him off. 


			“Let me guess? You need to find yourself, like Jim did. Leave your wife and kids so you can go fish and barhop with the students and maybe even score with some little chickie-poo who thinks Dr. MacPhearson walks on water right next to Jesus Christ himself. That about sums it up, doesn’t it, Bri—this domesticity stuff sucks, this ‘til death do us part’ deal is for other people. 


			“You think I didn’t know this was coming? Yeah, I’m smart, but it doesn’t take a genius to figure out that when a fifty-five-year-old man stops coming home on time for dinner for the first time ever or when he stops kissing your cheek when he walks by, like he’s been doing for over a quarter of a century, or when he leaves the house first thing Saturday morning and doesn’t come home until dusk, that something major and very stinky is about to hit the fan.” 


			 Lee returned to kneading the bread dough. Brian stared at her strong hands muscling the dough into submission. He knew there’d be no air bubbles in that loaf. It occurred to him that he might have something in common with the mass of flour and yeast. 


			His wife raged on.


			“I did what I could on my end. Did you even notice? I stopped asking for your help with so many things. Have your precious recycling bins ever been so organized and well maintained? I never said a word about your countless fishing trips. Better yet, I didn’t pressure you to talk to me, because Mr. Motor Mouth talks nonstop, until it’s something important. I lost those thirteen pounds I’d carried around for the last couple of years, bought that ridiculous lingerie last year, and even had my hair highlighted, figuring it might bring you back to me. But nothing was working and I knew it.” 


			Lee threw the bread dough down on the counter. It landed with a dull thud. 


			“You foolish man. You stupid, stupid man. You have no idea how good your life is. Too much responsibility? What the hell is life about except responsibility? It’s the deal we all make or else we lead lives that are empty, lacking purpose and direction. That’s why we have to play. You never could figure that out along the way, could you? But now you get it, don’t you? You really think old Jimmy has it licked—his bachelor pad, the coeds who adore him, the kayaking trips on the weekends. Well, Mr. Dumb Shit, I’m not giving up as easily as Pam did. You know me—we made a deal and you’re going to honor it.” She sliced the dough in two with one swift stroke of the butcher knife.


			They began marriage counseling. He hated every minute of it. Lee was right. He could talk a monkey out of a tree, but talk about serious crap in front of a weird little pissant man with an irritating habit of clearing his throat every three minutes? No way. They sat there, week after week, not getting anywhere. On some level, Brian knew that he didn’t really want to leave his wife and family, but he sure didn’t want to be married and be a full-time father anymore. He wanted the comfort and security of the life he had built, but he wanted the freedom of the twenty-one-year-old he had once been even more. 


			What made it even worse was that his wife was trying 150 percent, which only made him feel guiltier. Lee miraculously somehow managed to keep her anger in check… most of the time. More often, she’d try to reassure them both, saying stuff like, “All marriages have ups and downs, and people work their way through them. We’re not going to bail just because we’re on a down.” 


			During their counseling sessions, they took their marriage apart, one painful detail after another. They discussed the pressure that Sam, their second son, had brought on the entire family—the endless behavior problems, the frustration of his alcohol abuse, how responsible Brian had felt for that, how relentless Sam’s problems seemed. They pored over each and every remodeling job. Brian admitted that he had hated most of them. This one surprised and shocked Lee, and her temper flared. “I wish you could have told me at the time instead of pushing through. How can I combat damage that’s already been done?” They pored over the pressures his career had foisted upon them, the endless hours he had felt compelled to give to his position, his advancement. No stone was left unturned.


			But what he hated the most was when they talked about their “relationship.” He hated it because a part of him knew it wasn’t all that bad. He really did still love Lee. In fact, he secretly wished it was just the two of them again, wondering if those were their best years, when being responsible hadn’t been such a drain, when they’d had the most fun. Not that he didn’t love his kids, but being a father had required so much of him, and he was tired. He kept saying that this “wasn’t about” Lee. He really couldn’t imagine his life without her. But he knew that Lee was wrapped up in all the responsibilities he was trying to get untangled from. Given that, how could he possibly stay with her? 


			And the fact was, which he finally had to admit, he fantasized about other women. The idea of a new naked body to explore, to pound away at—what man wouldn’t find that appealing, he asked? Pissant Man said he couldn’t relate to that. Brian wasn’t surprised. It had been those fantasies that finally forced him into telling Lee what was troubling him. Much as he wanted to secretly cheat, he knew an affair would be a crushing blow to his wife. He wasn’t ready to cause her that much pain, no matter how good the new secretary in the Biology Department looked to him. 


			So they made countless deals—agreements, the shrink called them—dates on Saturday nights, weekends when he had total and complete freedom, answering to no one but himself, nights when he wouldn’t be expected home until late. They all seemed to work for a while, but really, when put to the wall by Pissant Man, Brian had to admit that they just felt like Band-Aids, that nothing was really going to stop the hemorrhage. He felt he had simply waited too long. The damage was done.


			But then Lee had another one of her epiphanies.


			Brian found her that morning on the porch drinking her coffee. It was where he often found her on weekend mornings, the only mornings she would get up before him, all wrapped up in one of her homemade quilts, happily swaying back and forth in the bench swing he and the kids had made for her one Mother’s Day. He walked out onto the porch, but Lee didn’t stop looking down at the pond, that sweet little body of water that had sealed the deal so many years before. Twelve acres with a natural pond—what better place to spend a life together? Finally, Lee broke away from the pond and looked him straight in the eye. A chill ran through him.


			“I owe you a huge apology, Bri,” Lee began. Her words hung between them. Moving over on the swing, Lee patted the wood next to her. He sat.


			She continued. 


			“I was sitting here this morning, and you know what, the ducklings have hatched. Look.” Brian checked out the water’s edge, and sure enough, seven little ducklings were bobbing on the water with their parents. Each year, the hatching of the ducks was a much-celebrated event. Lee and the kids had been known to throw huge birthday parties for the ducklings. “I looked at those ducks and thought about how many times I’ve sat here waiting for them to hatch. Then it hit me. The last time I saw Pissant Man” (they each had individual sessions with him, something Brian hated), “he asked me why I was afraid to be alone. I told him it was a stupid question, that this mess wasn’t about me being alone. But this morning, I realized that I’ve been fighting you about the separation all these months, making it all your fault because, in fact, a huge part of me is afraid. I couldn’t imagine being alone out here, with just the girls to cook for, to take care of, to laugh with. The thought of sleeping all by myself made me sick to my stomach. Facing my future without someone to share it with? Bone chilling. Having my life and my life alone to manage? Daunting.


			 “And then this morning I looked at those ducks, and for the first time, I wondered where I had gone. I’m not who you married. I was the free spirit, the one who got you to loosen up, to have fun, to step out of your stupid, tight-ass engineering suit and enjoy life. Wasn’t I the one who said we should live life without regrets? So why haven’t I ever gone back and finished my MFA? I was always the one to jump into the middle of a challenge, the crap heap, and find that pony. I was the one who said be passionate about your beliefs, yet over the years, my passion slowly fizzled into thin air. We’ve both been completely defined by our responsibilities, driven in a way, not able to see any other options.” 


			Lee stared down at the pond, as if the water might hold the right words. Finally, she spoke. 


			“I am so sorry, Brian. I get it now. I know exactly what you have been trying to say all this time. You’re right, a separation would be a good thing. I’m not about to live the rest of my life being afraid. God—why have I been so dense? Sure you love me, just like I love you, but I guess not in that ‘happily ever after’ kind of way. And in spite of what you’ve said, I know we both adore this brood of ours. But where is it written that two people have to spend fifty years together? I know I haven’t wanted to let go of the familiar, the family that has given me so much. And yeah, I’ve been devastated by the discovery that I’m not the be-all, end-all for you. But I’m seeing that there’s a lot more to all this than I ever thought, and it has my name written all over it. I’m sorry to have put us through this. You just figured it out before I did. And I thank you for having the decency to not act on any of it before I caught up with you. Always the gentleman. I’ve just been sitting here this morning trying on all the possibilities both of us can have by being apart.” She filled her lungs with clean spring air. “It’s kind of a little exciting, isn’t it?”


			Brian stared at his wife and tried to breathe. Lee went on.


			“Sure, we have the girls for a couple more years and everything that goes with them. There will always be Sam to deal with, but hey, that doesn’t mean we have to be tied to old definitions, to the ways we’ve always done things. So, yeah, I’m finally on board. Where do we start?”


			Brian still wasn’t breathing right. Lee reached over and took his hand. “I hope you think of me as always owning up to my mistakes. Well, that’s what I’m trying to do now, tell you that I was a little slow on the uptake but I have been mistaken about this part of things, and I’ll happily work with you to decide the best way to go about a separation.” 


			Brian felt like one of the many fish he had landed after it flopped around on the bottom of the boat for a few minutes and then took on that gray, gasping-for-breath, fear-in-the-eye kind of look. 


			Fighting panic, Brian stood up and walked the length of the porch. He stared down at the pond and watched the ducks swimming all around each other, oblivious to the human drama being played out just a few short yards away. Lee and her damned lifetime of epiphanies flooded his brain. He looked back at her now, her simple elegance, so beautifully poised in the swing. For the millionth time since he had known her, the sun caught in her hair. Lee’s hair. It had always been so amazingly shiny. It was something that managed to keep him curious about her—how come his hair was dull, how come so many people had flat, lackluster hair? But never Lee. And now, he was about to lose her. His eyes filled with tears.


			“Oh, shit,” said Lee. “I’ve called your bluff, haven’t I?” 


			 


			And now here he was, nearly two years later, alone on his crappy little concrete balcony, surrounded by youth and their age-appropriate stupidity. It struck him that his own indecision and fuckups were far more distressing than those of his young neighbors. After all, he was supposed to be old enough to know better. 
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			The phone rang just as I was moving the couch to the other side of the living room. I knew it had to be Barb, and I was a little surprised my friend of nearly twenty years had managed to wait this long before she called. Of course, what was even more surprising was that Barb would be up this early. Noon was her usual time to rise but rarely shine. 


			For a brief instant, I worried that it might be Brian, morose after parting the night before, wanting to talk when I had nothing to say. I waited to hear a voice coming through the answering machine.


			“I know you’re there.” It was Barb. “Pick up or I’ll figure you aren’t alone and I won’t bug you again, except… ” I grabbed the phone, relieved I didn’t have to deal with Brian.


			“I’m here,” I gasped, breathless from heaving the couch into submission. 


			Barb didn’t miss a beat. “Sounds like I’m interrupting something good. Should I call back?”


			“If shoving a sleeper sofa to the opposite wall is good, then my life can only improve. No, you’re not interrupting. I just woke up this morning wanting my entire life to be different, so it made sense to start with the couch. Do you know where I can buy those slidey things advertised on television at three in the morning, where a petite woman single-handedly pushes her SUV into the garage and never breaks a sweat? If I’m going to be single, I think I may need a dozen or so of them.”


			In her usual fashion, Barb cut to the chase. “Yesterday, how was it? Are you really single?” 


			I had to smile—women were refreshing, so efficient. Do not pass go, out with it, dish me the dirt. That’s what women do.


			“How was what? How was the ‘I’ve left my last-born child three hours away in a prison cell and she was cheerful and I was bleak’? Or the ‘No, you may not move back in now and play house with me just because there aren’t any kids left to get in the way’?” I realized a lot had happened in the last twenty-four hours. No wonder I was having trouble with the couch.


			“Well, both of those. All of it. I couldn’t stand waiting a minute longer. Silly me. I thought you might be a good friend and at least leave me a message last night. I couldn’t decide if no news was good or not. Were you out there on that lonesome hilltop trying to figure out how to commit suicide in an electric oven, or were you fucking your brains out with your sort-of-husband, which you swore you wouldn’t do, but hey—the house was empty after all, and you always told me that the best sex you guys ever had was when all four of the kids were farmed out.” I could hear Barb bite into something and then continue with her mouth full. “So, is he there?”


			“No, he’s not here, and he won’t be here, and I am thrilled to be able to say that.” I plopped down on the couch and surveyed the room from the very middle. It had some promise. 


			I decided to put her out of her misery.


			 “You can relax now. You’re right, I was more than a little nervous about the moment I’d have to look him in the eye and tell him to take his sorry ol’ ass down the road. But did I crash and burn? No. In fact, it seemed so easy. Well, that’s not exactly right. It wasn’t easy at all. I mean, I know in some distinct ways I still love him and all that crap, but really, all I could think of was how I was going to rearrange the furniture and what did I want to have for dinner. Isn’t that strange? I wondered a lot about how Ella was doing and when I would talk to her again, but I sure as hell wasn’t thinking lovey-dovey thoughts about Brian.”


			I caught my breath. “That’s kind of awful, I think. If he knew, he’d be heartbroken. He’d undoubtedly be so pissed off that his head would spin around like a roulette wheel and poisonous arrows would come shooting from his eyes and I’d be looking at an eternity in hell. Perhaps, if there is a God, I already am. But here’s the strangest part, Barb—I don’t give a rat’s ass about that. I woke up this morning feeling better than I have in a couple of years.” The line went quiet for a minute. I whispered, “Shit, we decided this wasn’t hormonal, right?” 


			“No, no, no. Don’t go there,” Barb howled. “You and I both know this isn’t about your damned hormones. Remember how good you felt when you finally ditched all your reproductive organs? You’ve been sailing hormonally steady ever since. I wish I could say the same thing about myself—I’m like the Wicked Witch of the West one minute and freakin’ Mother Teresa the next. And you know me: Mother Teresa is a real stretch. Promise me this will go away when my little baby muffin pops out of the oven?”


			I contemplated the somewhat alarming image of forty-year-old Barbara popping out a baby muffin. At five feet even, Barb was exactly one foot shorter than I was. She also outweighed me, though neither of us knew by exactly how much, but we were both certain it was by a lot. There had been that one time years ago when we had made ourselves a huge pitcher of margaritas, drinking it all down like college girls. Somehow we ended up on the bathroom scale because Barb bet she weighed more, and good, very drunk friend that I was, I insisted that it was impossible. Lo and behold, Barbara was right. Fortunately, we were both so far gone that the next day neither of us could remember by how much. And neither of us really wanted to know, so it became one of our little jokes that could throw us into riotous chuckles for no reason at all. 


			And now Barb was tremendous, surely weighing nearly twice what I did, because all she had done for the last six months was eat, and she still had three months to go before popping out her first baby muffin.


			 But it wasn’t just her weight that had me a little concerned about this pregnancy. How in the hell would my friend ever make her way through labor, Barb being perhaps the most out-of-shape citizen in the entire state of Oregon? She willingly, loudly, and regularly shared her opinion on the national fitness craze and my most favorite activity.


			“Why would anyone in her right mind want to run until they are sweating and completely breathless? Even animals know when to find a good shadow to hang out in and patiently wait for the unsuspecting dinner morsel to wander by.” 


			No, personal experience told me that muffin popping was no easy feat. I knew that Barb was the last person to be physically ready for the task, and worse yet, she showed no apparent interest in getting ready.


			Of course, there had been a few times over the years when Barb got up on her high horse and decided to “try to get healthy, just for the hell of it.” Once, after a particularly inspiring all-nighter sitting in front of an exercise cable channel, she called to announce her intentions. 


			“Oh my God, all I have to do is walk. That’s what they said, just walk away the pounds!”


			I was happy to support the idea, suggesting we walk together on deserted back roads. But it wasn’t just Barb’s meager motivation that sabotaged this particular trespass into health. It was also her very short legs. After no more than ten minutes, she lagged at least fifty yards behind me. 


			She yelled out to me and all the grazing cows, “We look like a giraffe and a possum out for a stroll.” Trying to catch her breath, she continued. “There’s no way I can possibly keep up with you. You’re a freak, a mutant. You have the femurs of a dinosaur.” After two more days of walks, Barb sat down by the edge of the road. “The way I figure it, I’m most likely to end up road kill.” She took a long drink of water. “Go get the car. Our days as exercise partners are over!” 


			Then there was the time, right before she got pregnant, when Barb was of the mind to “embrace her curves,” which she admitted she’d recently read in some feminist book. “I think that theory was laid out in chapter 7—and I’m pretty sure the only reason I remember that was because I was on a sugar high, having just consumed an entire pint of Ben & Jerry’s Chunky Monkey. Damn it was good.” She celebrated with food until she made herself sick. It had been a particularly difficult phase. We both seemed equally happy when it eventually came to a quiet halt.


			Now here she was, my very best friend in the world, six months pregnant, rounder than humanly possible, chewing on something yet again and talking about popping out muffins. All I could muster was “Baby muffins… ?” before I burst into laughter. 


			Barb pulled me up short. “Okay, it wasn’t that funny. Let’s leave my screwed-up life out of it for the moment and just talk about yours. So you managed to hang tight with him. Good girl. But enough about the adult drama for the moment. How tough was it with Ella, my sweet little godchild?”


			It had been a little odd to make Barb Ella’s godmother, beginning with the fact that she had requested the honor. “Always a little unorthodox, that Barb,” was how I presented the request to Bri. 


			He thought it was beyond unorthodox. “We’re not even Catholic or Episcopalian, or whoever it is that signs up godparents. Worse than that, we’re nothings in the religion department, big zeros to be exact. And what about the other kids? They’ll all be jealous. They’ll want their very own godparent, maybe even two. And, well,” he tried to find the right words, “I know Barb’s your best friend, but you’re always saying she doesn’t understand the first thing about kids. You know how she can throw herself into things—what if she does that with Ella? The poor kid would be screwed up before her third birthday. Naw, it will never work.”
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