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For my mother
And for all mothers
who are doing the very best they can




To a Friend


I ask but one thing of you, only one,
That always you will be my dream of you;
That never shall I wake to find untrue
All this I have believed and rested on,
Forever vanished, like a vision gone
Out into the night. Alas, how few
There are who strike in us a chord we knew
Existed, but so seldom heard its tone
We tremble at the half-forgotten sound.
The world is full of rude awakenings
And heaven-born castles shattered to the ground,
Yet still our human longing vainly clings
To a belief in beauty through all wrongs.
O stay your hand, and leave my heart its songs!


—Amy Lowell




Part One


People only see what they are prepared to see.


—Ralph Waldo Emerson




1 The Blow


It’s the clink of ice against glass that wakes me. I hear my husband, Dave, in the kitchen, a slosh of something being poured, and I look over from where I was dozing on the sofa to see him come into the room with two fingers of amber liquid in a highball. Scotch on the rocks. I sit up. It’s not his habit to have a drink alone. In fact, we don’t usually have alcohol in the house. But recently, since joining a neighborhood poker group, he’s begun discerning between single and double malt scotches and seems to be relishing the good ol’ boy status it gives him.


He sets the drink carefully on the dining room table. I turn back to the television show I was watching before I nodded off, called House, about a misanthropic medical genius. Dr. House is growling something demeaning to a female doctor. It’s his way of being adorable, and because he’s brilliant and saves people’s lives, he gets a pass on basic civility.


“Is your show almost done?” Dave asks. “Can you come sit at the table?”


“Why?” It’s drafty in the house, and there’s a bare Christmas tree propped in the corner. The scent of pine adds to my sense of being exposed to the elements and makes me want to burrow back under the flannel throw blanket over my knees.


He doesn’t answer. I get up, flip off the TV, and move to join him at the table. He has his drink and a piece of paper in front of him.


“I have to tell you something and I want you to let me get through it without interrupting me because it will be hard for me.”


I nod, but my mouth goes dry. He’s been fired! And right before Christmas! But in a nanosecond, that thought is rejected. Dave was a freelance writer for many years and would not be worried to be back on his own.


“Number one,” he says, looking down at his paper. “About ten years ago, when we’d been married a couple of years, I had an affair. It was someone in radio, someone I knew from being in the band, and I ended it pretty quickly.”


My heart skids. I silently repeat the words ten years ago, and I ended it. Before I can process this, Dave goes on.


“Number two: I’ve been using escorts on my business trips.”


No, no, no. Flashes of soulless, transactional sex assault me but I refuse to look. I stare straight ahead, not blinking, not breathing.


“You know what escorts are, don’t you?” He adds this patiently, almost gently, as if I’m a child. Or maybe he’s only reacting to the incomprehension in my face. The absurdity of his question short circuits something in my brain. Do I know what escorts are? I feel myself sinking to the floor, reaching for the hardwood as it slides eerily away from me.


I’m on my knees, gripping my thighs. “I’m going to be sick,” I say, and begin peeling off my sweatshirt. Dave doesn’t move, and I know there’s more. “Say it! Just say it!”


“Three weeks ago, when I was in Las Vegas, I met someone.”


Dizzy, I scramble on the floor in a sort of stunned crab-crawl. White-hot, blinding terror envelops me like a blanket: This must be what death feels like. Dave does nothing to help me and that’s when, for a brief moment, I wonder if I ever existed.


When I come back into my body (Moments later? Minutes?) Dave is talking, saying something about moving upstairs. I don’t understand. How could he move upstairs? Our tenant lives there. I hear the words committed father. What is he talking about? What about me?


His explanations are like blades pinning me to a wall: He spent twelve hours with a woman named Allison in Las Vegas. He’s in love. She lives in Texas. He wants to visit her. He will ask our tenant to leave. He will move into the upstairs apartment. He would like to “wrap things up” with me in four weeks. He is going to leave the house now because he needs to call Allison. She’s waiting to hear from him.


I hear him walk out the door and panic overtakes me. I get up, pacing and flailing my arms, trying to feel my hands and feet. I’m alone in the house, and my children are sleeping in their beds, and I can’t faint or scream or lose it. I begin to cry but it’s more of a moan. I grab my phone and call my friend and neighbor Abigail. No answer. I try my college friend. No answer. My brother. No answer. I consider calling my mother, but I know she’ll be sleeping, and I can’t wake her with this. I don’t know how much time passes before I finally realize another crushing truth: I have no one to call but Dave.


“You have to come home,” I say when he finally answers. “Please come home. Don’t leave me here alone.”


I wait by the front window, half hidden behind the Christmas tree, the pine needles poking my shoulder every time I breathe. Dave needs to bring the ornaments and lights up from the basement. Dave needs to. . . . Dave needs to. . . . The words replay in my head until he gets back. By then I’ve found a way to frame this: Dave needs me to help him. Dave is having a crisis and it’s up to me to pull him back from the ledge. I go wash my face and brush my teeth, moving like an automaton until, minutes later, we’re lying beside each other in bed. It’s a habit of twenty years, and disrupting it doesn’t occur to me. I stare at the ugly ceiling fixture I’ve been wanting to replace with a small chandelier, an idea that now seems misguided and theatrical.


“What about the kids?”


Dave seems genuinely surprised, as if he’d forgotten them.


“Do you want them to be from a broken family?”


He uses the word resilient. “If we’re friendly, they’ll be fine.”


I glimpse the role he wants me to play: Tammy will go away quietly, with a smile on her face. He makes a point of saying that he’s not like my dad. He’ll be a good parent. I want to remind him that the pain I feel about my father continues because he never acknowledged any wrongdoing. He left my family without looking back, never caring how I was personally affected. I want to warn Dave that he’ll have to put honesty and remorse before resilience. But this seems too much to bite off just now, so I scramble for the correct words. I only need to make the right points, in the right order, to lead him out of this. I think of a TV show I saw once about divorce, where a therapist went to the couple’s house to give them a reality check on what they were about to do. They had to sit in front of photos of their kids and deliver the news. In the show, this simple role play was upsetting enough to bring reconciliation.


Carefully, I ask, “What will you tell them?” My words are weighted but I can’t tell if he catches my emphasis. I mean to say that he will tell them and they will know that this is his choosing.


He says nothing.


“Have you thought about what it will be like not living with them?”


Tears thicken his voice. “No, no, I don’t want that!”


Okay, then. I can do this. I can restore his reason. I won’t allow my children to be products of divorce, to feel the confusion, anger, and self-blame that I felt as a teenager. I’ve been handed a divine task, a chance to do things differently than my parents. To be better. Dave has always said he wants us to be extraordinary, so this is our gift. We’ll take a devastating event and rise above it. What an example we’ll be.


Silently I take his hand, imagining our children here in the room with us, reminding Dave of his duty. I’ll let this sink in while I remain a loving, solid presence.


I will be our rock. And like a rock, I won’t think. I won’t feel.




2 The Dream


Every year Dave and I host a dinner for our friends the Saturday after Thanksgiving. This year I was especially excited, thanks to my newly-spiffed living room. As a long time interior design junkie, I had labored valiantly to bring some style to that room. I’d hand-painted a beautiful oak cabinet I found in the alley, upholstered an armchair a friend didn’t want, bartered for a sofa. But no matter how much HGTV I watched, I couldn’t get my Design on a Dime to look anything but chintzy. So I splurged by spending four hundred dollars on a team of home staging experts. Using my own things, they spent four hours working magic. When I stepped into my new room, I was stunned. They did that with my old stuff? It was, finally, a look as polished as what I had long imagined.


As our friends gathered, I took pictures of everyone chatting in the living room—the lighting was perfect, the seating ample!—and I was so proud and pleased of the tableau Dave and I had created. When we moved to the dining room and began our dinner with each of us giving thanks, Dave was the last to go. He stood at the head of the table and raised his glass.


“I’m grateful for my beautiful wife,” he said. Then he added that he was also thankful for Eckhart Tolle’s book A New Earth. I’d read it recently and was so inspired that I’d urged it on Dave. Since he doesn’t share my self-help or spiritual interests, I was surprised when he picked it up. I was also surprised that he included it in his toast. He didn’t discuss it with me, so I was unaware that it had moved him. But how encouraging! I even went so far as to imagine a new era for the two of us, one where Dave might embrace some sort of spirituality and want to discuss life’s Big Questions with me.


Days after our glowing soiree, I was happily planted in my fresh digs, watching television, while Dave put the kids to bed. This was my break time, when I got to hand the reins to him. Dave enjoyed reading bedtime stories, which was great, except that he often fell asleep while reading; meantime, I sat waiting for him to join me. There were conversations, some mundane, some self-centered, that I saved to share with him. Yet by the time he came down I was often too groggy or hooked into a favorite show. It will wait had become all too common.


That night, even the irascible Dr. House couldn’t keep me awake. I first heard the creak of Dave’s foot on the wooden stair. Or was it the glug of liquid? No, that’s right—it was the unlikely pop of ice in Dave’s glass. I saw the piece of paper in his hand and the fold marks on it that told me it had lived in his pocket. He stood at the table and placed his glass down so carefully.


“Can you come sit at the table?” That’s what he said.
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On Thanksgiving morning I was driving with Dave and the kids through the cornfields and flat land of northern Illinois. Prairie land, it’s called, though to me those words have a forced nostalgia. Prairie is Laura Ingalls Wilder’s domain—tall flowing grasses, gingham dresses and sunbonnets, wildflowers and grazing cows. Our minivan, disentangled at last from Chicago traffic, passed industrial complexes, billboards and water towers, fallow, snow-covered fields. The kids were briefly diverted counting the line of incoming airplanes descending toward O’Hare airport. After that, April, our three-year-old daughter, set her sights on counting horses. That tally, even stretched over two hours, took one hand, and she fell asleep halfway through.


For the twentieth year in a row, we were headed for a table loaded with turkey, ham, more varieties of bread and potatoes than Betty Crocker could count, and a Jell-O mold. For dessert there were palm-sized cookies shaped like turkeys and iced with soft pillows of whipped sugar. Americana. It was family tradition, unsurprising and predictable, as comfortable as the way your own cheek rests in the curve of your hand when you’re allowed to put your elbows on the table, suggesting boredom, maybe, but look how the pieces fit!


We fit, my Midwestern, middle-income, minivan-clad clan. Dave and I were proud to be urbanites. We were both creatives—marketing copywriters by day, but by night Dave wrote songs and played music, and I dreamed of writing books. We made a beeline to Chicago after attending Big Ten schools, eager to soak up culture and diversity and micro-brewed beer. We’d become a bit puffed up, honestly, fairly dripping with self-satisfaction. Holidays were like washing onto a beach. We dried out, dwindling down to spiny shells, neither more remarkable than the other. Two days of this and we risked extinction if we didn’t throw ourselves back into our life.


For me it was a life that revolved around my kids. I’d spent the previous day with my son Jed’s class on a field trip to a writing and literacy program in Chicago called Open Books. On the bus, Jed sat beside another boy, but they didn’t talk. I was watchful and curious, wondering. Does he have friends? Do the kids like him? Why isn’t he participating? I worried that my own quietness had cursed Jed with a gene that made it hard for him to be one of the crowd. During the presentation he was like a noodle, clinging to me, and I was embarrassed. The kids were asked to write about a loved one. Jed didn’t show me his work, but when they asked someone to share, he startled me by raising his hand. He said he chose to write about me. He stood and told the other kids that I’m good at jokes, smart at math, and five feet tall. None of this is true, but isn’t poetic license beautiful?


He also told everyone that I’m a writer and that, more than anything, made me cringe. It took me thirteen years to finish my first book—a novel called, coincidentally enough, Hello Loved Ones—between having three kids, moving three times, renovating a one-hundred-year-old two-flat, and owning, growing, and selling my own business. Lately I’d been discouraged by the tedious and time-consuming process of looking for an agent. The last blow to my confidence had come at a writers’ conference I attended where I had the opportunity to pitch my book to several New York agents. One of them—she couldn’t have been older than twenty-five—told me bluntly that no one was interested in reading a story set in 1968. It made me want to give up. But that field trip, with its focus on writers and books, has had me thinking again about my novel and my dream of having it published. Author, novelist, writer. I love the ring of those words. But the characters that were once so real to me have been shelved to make room for the living, breathing members of my family.


My writing has to wait.
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I offered to take the wheel first, and by the time we neared Rockford and rounded the exit ramp past Magic Waters Theme Park, everyone, including Dave, was asleep. I felt slightly bereft. I was still attached to a seventies mentality that believed road trips were a time for rounds of “slug bug” or show tune sing-alongs. No, that wasn’t my childhood, but I hadn’t stopped hoping. After an hour of listening to my daughter’s stuffy-nosed snore and wondering how long my oldest son, Logan, could sleep with his neck squashed at that angle, my cell phone rang. It was my older brother, Bryan. I asked what he was doing and he said he was going to spend Thanksgiving with our dad.


There was a pause.


I’m not sure when my family landscape changed. Growing up, there were definite territories. Me, my mom, and my siblings on one side, my dad across the Great Divide. My dad was the type who seemed . . . I would say uncomfortable with fatherhood. He was not a committed father, like Dave. When my parents divorced, I was sixteen, and I’ve had little contact with him since. I lived my early adulthood waiting to be handed a map to Dadland, or better, to be rescued by a search party, while my brother apparently forged over on his own. I imagined the two of them making historic discoveries together, killing a fatted calf, mugs raised high, bonding in a way that requires Y chromosomes.


I felt again the familiar sense of being left out, but I recovered enough to chat with Bryan. When I hung up, something happened in my chest. A pressure built and I began to cry in what I call the movie star way, one or two tears slipping elegantly down my cheek. I saw myself as if through a lens. I only wished I had a director to explain the scene. I’m one who likes a script, something to tell me how to act. But there was no director, only me having a sad, private moment in a carload of people. I felt surprised, indignant, betrayed, hurt. There was a petulance rising. I want a dad! Why can’t I have a dad?


Why was that moment significant? The phone call came. I heard my brother’s plans. I hung up. I felt something. I cried. Total elapsed time? Five minutes, max. Maybe this was normal for most people, but my normal was a little more complex. I liked to take a feeling and push it into a capsule, then send it whizzing through an elaborate, intricate scaffold constructed over many years, consisting of shoots and trapdoors, dead ends and derailments, like a marble dropping and twisting while I waited, never knowing where it would land. This time, though, the marble hit a catapult (who put that there?), and in one fell swoop it shot up and out. It was free. Like a psychic Heimlich, something came unstuck, and I was clear. I was having, at last, what my therapist has described as an emotion in real time.


I considered waking Dave, but what would I say? Boo-hoo, I’m sad about my dad. I’d sound like a five-year-old (or a Dr. Seuss rhyme), a regression that made sense if you were into, you know, the whole therapy thing. But Dave was not. We were on the way to his intact family who lived in a state of abiding Sameness: same food, same traditions, same house, same small town. All the dysfunction was reserved for my family.


Besides, Dave already saw me as overly analytical. I sensed a rolling of the eyes over my continuing family dramas and my need to understand them. Certainly I was guilty of some navel-gazing. But one payoff was Dave himself. He was solid as the day was long, opposite in all ways from my father. I’d chosen well, and this was one thing I gave thanks for on that day—silently, because Dave’s family was not religious, a trait I decided long ago to see as refreshing and forward-thinking. So no prayers were said, but I was grateful, as always, that Dave was my dream of him.




3 The Pieces


Webster’s Dictionary defines the word “moment” as an indefinitely short period of time. Also, as a definite period or stage. I love that contradiction and the fact that both are true. There are happy moments, defining moments, transcendent moments. Dave has spoken often of the moment of our first son’s birth. A stubborn breech baby, Logan arrived through a planned cesarean section. I worried about Dave’s presence in the operating room because he has a strange relationship with blood. A small amount, from a cut or gash, will launch his vasovagal response, and he’ll feel faint. But large scale gore, especially the movie kind, doesn’t bother him, nor did it faze him to see the doctors pull out my insides and set them on my stomach before extracting the baby. He likes to say that he saw me gutted. I wonder how a person can look at another person’s insides and not have some consideration for the heart that beats that blood.


I also wonder how it’s possible to be in the middle of something and at the same time watching from a distance. I felt that way during the C-section. My head was like a balloon drifting away from what I knew to be my body. I barely managed to croak out a warning to the anesthesiologist that I couldn’t swallow, and if she hadn’t eased up on the dials, I’m convinced I would have disappeared in a puff of smoke. Yet as surreal as that surgery felt, I was anchored by the promise of my son. His arrival made it all worthwhile. Now I can’t conceive of any eventual joy. I feel fractured, as if pieces have fallen with such force that I’ll never find them. Again, I imagine my life as a movie and this is where the film comes dangerously close to breaking. It flickers, flashing segments that are interspersed with white static and whirring blankness:


I stand on my friend Abigail’s doorstep. It’s early morning, just hours after The Blow. Her children and husband must be there getting ready for their day, but I don’t see them. There’s a black leather sofa. I’m crying. And cold. So cold I can’t stop shivering. There’s a blanket. Abigail listens, stunned. She’s weathered some harsh storms herself, and this has made her unshakable. She steadies me with immediate practicalities. A cup of tea. A few sleeping pills. Have I left a message for my therapist? I don’t want to leave her house. I’m very afraid. I see already the blight I carry, like a cancer. I see how I will be feared, set apart, avoided. But not by Abigail. She sits quietly and lets me be.
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I’m in bed. It’s 4:30 a.m. I’m crying. Dave turns and puts his arms around me. I’m relieved that there is still comfort there. How much longer will that be the case? He may soon be gone. How soon? I know I should force him out, but I can’t bear the finality of that. I feel his breath on my ear. He says he has an idea. He would like for each of us to say something about the other that we appreciate. He wants to do this every morning before we greet the kids and every evening when he’s in the car on his way home from work. I’m surprised but tell myself that he’s trying. But trying what? I don’t know what he wants or what’s going to happen. I don’t know if this is his attempt to create a pleasant environment so he can leave me with less guilt, or if he really wants to heal something with me. Whatever his reasons, I agree, and he begins. He’s emotional and struggling. He’s grateful, he says, that I have been—I don’t catch the word he uses and it’s so important. Is it good? I have been good about all this? Reasonable? He says he appreciates that I didn’t lose it and I want to interject, how would you know? Sure, I didn’t rage or shriek or lunge at him with balled fists, but only because I’m still reeling. I’ve lost my claim to a happy marriage; lost the pride that came with being smarter or luckier than so many others; lost the separation between me and “those women” who must be, somehow, to blame for their cheating husbands; lost respect for the father of my children—the list of things I’ve lost seems endless. But I don’t say any of this. Dave thanks me for talking to him and for being loving. I wonder what he expected of me. I wonder who the hell he thinks I am.
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I schedule an emergency session with my therapist, Walter. I’m basically paying him to listen to me cry, but I would gladly give my last cent for his solid, unflinching presence. I relate Dave’s idea to share our appreciation with each other, and Walter says it’s a lovely practice in a loving relationship, but a little odd in this case, when Dave is most likely not coming clean. Walter says he’s touched by my commitment to my family and marriage, and that if we come through this, and I stay with him, Dave will never be able to thank me enough. This makes me cry even harder. I don’t want to be a fucking martyr. I want to believe in love, and I don’t see how, if I live to be one hundred, I will ever get that back.
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I find Dave sleeping in our bed with the boys asleep beside him, their books still open. I wake my older son, Logan, and help him to bed before carrying Jed, still asleep, to his room. I take a sleeping pill at 9:00 p.m. and sleep hard until 4:30 a.m., a time that is quickly becoming the witching hour, when my demons are most powerful. I wake to the sound of Dave snoring. I lay for awhile, listening, growing more and more indignant. How can he sleep? I know he didn’t take a sleeping pill. He never does. Yet I’m certain he’s been asleep for hours. The lying, cheating bastard confesses, thereby transferring his load of shit to me, and he sleeps like a baby! When the alarm rings at 6:30 a. m., I don’t think I can get up. My head is thick and pounding, and I’m nauseated. I try to work it out; what exactly has Dave said? He’s had many affairs. He thinks he loves a woman he just met. He wants to move upstairs. But he doesn’t want the kids coming from a broken home. What does it mean? Now I do want to rage at him, to grab him and shake him out of his sickening nonchalance. I want to turn his world upside down in an instant and ask him how resilient he feels.


I elbow him, hard, and he groans. I ask him what he talked to Allison about when he called her the other night.


He stretches and rolls over to face the ceiling. “She agrees with you that we should have no contact.”


“Well, gold star for her!” I snap. “What about you?”


He hesitates, then says that they will probably do that. Somehow I get it out of him that Allison has been in his cell phone contacts under the name Ken. Ken is his boss. I think of all the times I’ve seen that name, and my stomach lurches. I make it to the bathroom before retching, but nothing comes up. I’m an empty shell.
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The subject of telling Dave’s parents comes up, and I say I’d like to be present when he calls them, not because I have any idea what to say, but because I want to hear what Dave will say. He agrees, yet when I walk into the basement that night, I find him locked in his office on the phone. There are french doors separating it from the playroom, so I can see him through the glass. He sees my quizzical look, mouths my mom, and makes a vague motion that I interpret as don’t worry, everything’s fine. But I am worried. And angry. This is so blatantly the opposite of what we discussed. When he emerges, his attitude is nonchalant, as if it’s no big deal. He assures me that he told them the truth, and I finally get to see what he looks like when he lies.


I go to my computer and compose an email to Dave’s parents, my in-laws of twelve years. I know that Dave has told you the news that he met someone recently in Las Vegas and wants a divorce. I want you to know that I love him and am committed to working this out. I say this because I think it’s true. I say it because it has to be true. Because if it’s not true, then what?
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I’m in an evening yoga class with the woman we call The Yoga Goddess. What am I doing here? Abigail brought me, and I followed like a still-blind kitten, weak and helpless. How can I move my body through poses when the mat is calling me to lie down and curl into myself? Even in this room of mostly strangers, I feel ashamed and embarrassed, as if everyone can see what my husband has done. I don’t want anyone to look at me, yet I’m certain everyone is. I burn with humiliation. I’m aware of the dimness of the room and the radiance of the instructor. I love her and hate her too, for being happy and beautiful. My life is over. With each exhale comes the only mantra I can manage: Why? Why? Why?
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I’m waiting on my front porch for a friend. We’re going to check out a new Montessori program being offered at a public school. Our daughters go to Montessori preschool together, and we’ve been debating their options for the fall. This open house has been on my calendar for weeks, but today it feels so trivial. I don’t bother looking for the questions I’ve compiled; I know I won’t ask any. I’m going simply because I told my friend I would, and I don’t know what else to do. Part of me is impressed that I’m soldiering on, getting my kids to school, and keeping appointments. But my armor must show cracks because as soon as I climb into the car she asks what’s wrong. I blurt out what happened. All of it. But I don’t cry, and for this I’m grateful. I don’t know her well enough to dissolve in a puddle on her car seat, especially when she is trying to focus on one of the most challenging tasks facing Chicago parents: public school placement.


At the school, we walk down a long, gray hallway. I touch the lockers along the wall to steady myself. I know my daughter will not get into the program. I know that her life, too, will not be following my best-laid plans.
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Dave and I get a session with a therapist recommended by a friend. Her name is Mary, and she’s straightforward and practical. After we’ve told our story, she asks if we are here for marriage therapy or divorce therapy. Neither of us can answer. She advises me to negotiate with Dave. What will it take for him to stay in the marriage? How will I deal with his lies? Do I require verification and how will I get it? I ask to see phone bills to check for Allison’s number. Dave flatly refuses. Mary, unfazed, forges on. She encourages us to devise a plan to divide our time with the kids. Make a schedule, she says, and what about the upcoming holidays?


“I like the idea of bird-nesting,” Dave says. This involves keeping the kids in the marital house full time while the parents rotate in and out. We have friends, recently separated, who are doing it, and while it may work for them, it hardly seems feasible for us. It would require that we each have our own apartments, in addition to the house, and that we alternately use the same bedroom while we are in the house.


“We can’t afford that.”


“We can share an apartment,” he says.


I know I’ve never been through this before, and I may be a bad judge of divorce protocol, but this seems asinine. I leave feeling overwhelmed, anxious, and more than a little afraid for my sanity.
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I drive straight from dropping Jed at school to my friend Cathy’s house to tell her the news. Cathy has a real estate agent coming to give an estimate on her house, but she tells me to stay. She makes me tea, and I ask if I can have a piece of toast. I don’t remember when I last ate. As we talk, outrage begins rising in me. It feels like a catalyst of some kind, but I’m afraid of it and just so tired. The agent arrives, and he’s trim and handsome and has the most beautiful, sonorous voice. While she gives him a tour, I lie on the sofa in her living room. It’s soft and comfortable. I don’t want to move. It soothes me to listen to the two of them talking in some distant room, to hear such innocuous words like square footage, custom blinds, open floor plan. I drift asleep but eventually start awake as they come into the living room.


“Don’t worry,” I tell him. “The crazy lady on the sofa doesn’t come with the house. Woman having breakdown, not good for equity.” I say it with no embarrassment. That’s how happy I am for this respite.


From Cathy’s I go to Target and buy Christmas stockings, robes, and toothbrushes for the kids. It’s a start. Checking out, I overhear a young girl on her cell phone saying, “That’s a boring idea for a gift. I only buy gifts that will benefit me.” When I get home I go to the computer and order myself a pink iPod, with a leather case and an inscription: I AM HERE.


Merry Christmas to me.


[image: Images]


It’s late on a Tuesday night. The temperature outside has dropped to the single digits. I’m listening to the furnace run continuously, the heat seeping wastefully through the cracks of our decaying Victorian house. Dave sits across from me. It’s my turn to say what I’m grateful for, and I don’t want to. Dave waits. Finally I say, “I appreciate the courage it must have taken for you to tell me.” I don’t mean a word of this, but it seems to melt something in him and he says, tearfully, that I don’t know how much that means to him. I move to put my arms around him, but he stops me.


“I don’t want you to go there,” he says. “I don’t want this to turn the corner into something else.”


I freeze, confused and angry. How am I ever going to find two grateful things to say about him every day? I may have to find one thing and repeat it. I’m thankful you used a condom. How’s that?


[image: Images]


While Dave is at work, Abigail and I take his clothes from the bedroom and hang them in a closet in the family room. She puts a vase of flowers and some framed photos of my kids on my bedside table.


“Is this happening?” I ask her. “Am I getting divorced?” I can barely say the word without a lump of fear threatening to gag me.


“Right now you’re giving yourself space,” she says. “That’s all.”


When Dave gets home, I say, “The bedroom is off-limits to you now. I moved you into the basement.” He doesn’t argue and I’m relieved. My next challenge is to explain it to the kids. Mary has prepared us: If the children are needy, meet their needs. If they have questions, give simple, honest answers. Tell them Dad is sleeping on the sofa because Mom and Dad aren’t getting along very well right now. You want everyone to be as happy as possible, so right now you’re sleeping apart. So I say this as casually as I can to the kids and it works.


That night, my first alone in our bedroom, I fall asleep a little easier and wake to the sound of a bird singing. The sky is black. It’s not the first time I’ve heard birds singing in the night, and this doesn’t seem natural. I wonder if it’s unique to city birds. Maybe the city lights have them confused. Maybe they are as confused as I am, not knowing up from down or night from day. I hear Paul McCartney: Blackbird singing in the dead of night. Take these broken wings and learn to fly. I feel God very close to me, like a baby’s breath on my cheek. He’s nudged these words into my theta waves, and I will take them gently and hold them while they heal me. Like it or not, it’s true: I have been waiting for this moment to arise.




4 No Drink for Me


By the end of the week, I have a bad cold that seems to be a result of so much crying. My nose is stuffy and my throat hurts. I’m sleeping enough, thanks to the hydroxyzine from Abigail, and though I’m foggy, I feel as if I’m able to lift my head and my gaze slightly higher and see, if not a path before me, at least some pebbles. My condition is a blessing, really, because I can tell the kids that Mommy is sick. Their exquisite perception has had them up between five and six the last two mornings, pushing into my bed.


As luck would have it, an annual girls’ weekend was already planned for the weekend. There are six or seven of us who go to Michigan each year, most from Chicago, plus a couple of friends I’ve known for twenty or more years. Abigail is there. Also, my oldest friend, Carly. We go back to infancy. Our parents were friends, and she used to chase my brother Bryan around our church basement trying to kiss him.


Our destination is the Lakeside Inn, less than ninety minutes from Chicago, on the shores of Lake Michigan. It’s a landmark inn, with a history as a resort and health spa in the late 1880s, then a longtime artist colony. Today it’s a rustic, no-frills getaway decorated with the owner’s collection of Native American artifacts. There are large, somber, black-and-white portraits in every room, photos so intense that Carly has to take the one of the wizened Indian matriarch off the wall and hide it before she can sleep. Dave and I were married here twelve years ago on a rainy and unseasonably cold September day. The theme of the weekend was “story.” The invitations looked like bookmarks, the floral centerpieces were arranged atop piles of worn and weathered hardcover books, and the ceremony was performed by my long-time writing instructor, John, whom we called our narrator; he used the lyrics of the song Paper Moon to talk about how love makes us real to one another: It’s only a paper moon . . . but it wouldn’t be make believe if you believed in me. I wonder briefly if it’s a good idea for me to be here, if it will be too painful, but I quickly dismiss this fear. Despite our wedding, I have a proprietary attitude toward the Lakeside Inn. I discovered it, and I’ve been meeting my girlfriends here for years.


We arrive amid a swirling snowstorm. The hundred-foot-long front porch and wooden rocking chairs are blanketed with snow, and there’s more falling. The lobby is decked out for Christmas, and this startles me momentarily. Christmas. It’s less than three weeks away. I avoid the thought, fearing that this respite, with its warm, pine-scented walls, twinkling lights, and blazing fire, may be the only serving of holiday cheer I’ll get this year. I doubt I’ll have the strength to decorate my own house. I can’t even imagine shopping any more for my kids. An avalanche of feeling threatens at the pairing of those two thoughts—kids and Christmas—but I remind myself that the only pressing storm is outside. I am safe and, finally, warm as I hunker down in front of the massive fieldstone hearth.
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