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“So Happy Together exposes disturbance beneath the surface of innocence and desire amid a group of college students during the tumultuous ‘60s. Twenty years later and with grit, humor, and compassion, a spirited Caro unpacks a past shadowed by secrets, unrequited passion, and the consequences of settling. This is a page-turning road trip story of a human heart coming to terms with brokenness and regret, not just once, but finally, and where the map gets drawn as we go.”


—JODI PALONI, author of They Could Live with Themselves


“Spoiler alert: no one is really happy together in So Happy Together. That’s because the road trip we join herein is about busting through such fantasies to get to self-actualization. And although perfect happiness may be elusive, along the way we do get candid, carnal exploration, as our exuberant narrator takers her “journey to parts unknown”—geographic and metaphoric. Bouncing back and forth between love beads and yuppie ‘80s trappings, loveless sex and sexless love, Shepherd’s novel is like sharing late-night gossip with a good friend.”


—ARIELLE GREENBERG, author of I Live in the Country & Other Dirty Poems


“Shepherd takes us on a literal ride into the not-so-distant past, remembering how naïve we were before we understood there are things you just can’t change—even if you’re destined, even if you’re soulmates, even if you’re willing to risk everything . . . some calls are louder than love . . . The reader will ache at the forced (and quite salty) sass of the young narrator, desperate to show it doesn’t hurt. And highly enjoy the ironic wit of the mature voice who knows better and goes for it all the same. A story for anyone who can relate to how we cling to a fantasy of the past to avoid committing to the present.”


—RITA DRAGONETTE, author of The Fourteenth of September


“Shepherd’s novel carries us on a journey many of us think of taking when we reach mid-life, when family responsibilities threaten to drown our creative selves. Who were we back in our vibrant youth? Can we recapture some part of that? I was captivated as the protagonist, Caro, sets off to find both her lost love and her identity as a youthful playwright and finds self-knowledge and joy in the process.”


—ELAYNE KLASSON, award-winning author of Love is a Rebellious Bird
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Tucson, Arizona, 1967


Peter never stuttered when he was on stage. Framed by a proscenium, he was as eloquent as Sirs Richard Burton, Laurence Olivier, and Alec Guinness put together, and could vanquish those plosives and fricatives and bilabials like Hamlet dispatching his duplicitous mother and murderous stepfather with a thrust of his sword.


Offstage, Peter MacKinley (first name starting with a plosive, last name with a bilabial) couldn’t even introduce himself without grimacing and grunting and repeatedly pursing his lips. At first, it was painful to watch, but I got used to it. Except for that stuttering and his surprisingly wry sense of humor, you might not even notice he was there. He was a sweet, shy, soft-spoken, self-effacing, church-going college boy who blushed easily, was good to his mother, and rescued stray cats.


But somewhere between the green room and the wings, he transformed. It wasn’t just the makeup or the costume or the lights or all the theatrical abracadabra that I knew was just an illusion. It happened every time he stepped on stage. To me, he seemed broader and taller and more at home in his own skin. And did I mention brave? He didn’t just play the part, he was alive in it.


That blossom in my heart, I’ll fling to you—


Armfuls of loose bloom! Love, I love beyond


Breath, beyond reason, beyond love’s own power


Of loving! Your name is like a golden bell


Hung in my heart; and when I think of you,


I tremble, and the bell swings and rings—


‘Roxanne! Roxanne!’ . . . Along my veins, ‘Roxanne. . .’


Each night, I hovered in the wings and held my breath as he declaimed these words to my stage rival. Each night, he could have had me right then and there, on those floorboards, curtain up or down, audience be damned.


And then, after the bows and the adulation, the cold-creamed makeup removal and the costume change, swashbuckling Cyrano de Bergerac became sweet, shy, stuttering Peter MacKinley again.


I loved him in both his personas.





CHAPTER ONE  [image: Images]



Westport, Connecticut, 1987


I don’t remember exactly when it started—it had been awhile since I’d given Peter much thought—but then, there he was, dropping by with increasing frequency and always at the most inconvenient moments, distracting me from one chore or another, until I had to shoo him away so I could get the kids to basketball practice or take my husband’s suits to the cleaners or put dinner on the table. I took his visitations as a sign of my unhappiness, until the nightmare, and after that, I knew there was more to it. I just knew he was in trouble. And so was I.


It was right out of the awful last scene of that Stephen King movie, Carrie, when Sissy Spacek’s bloody arm reaches up from under the ground to grab Amy Irving. Only this arm was skeletal, and it was Peter’s. I woke up screaming my head off, just like Amy, but I was in our bedroom and it was Jack who reached out to comfort me.


“Honey, what is it? Bad dream? Shh, shh. It’s alright. Everything’s alright.”


He wrapped his arms around me, still making those “shh, shh” sounds, and then started rubbing my back. And, against my better judgment, I snuggled into him for comfort. And he kept rubbing. “Shh, shh.” Rub. Rub. Rub.


And then, because my back is my second most erogenous zone, and despite the fact that I had not desired my husband for months, and he had pretty much given up on trying, we were there.


I knew Jack’s contours as well as I knew my own, maybe better, and we were moving to our bodies’ shared memory of so many years, so many couplings.


But it was Peter who made me come.


And once I had committed adultery in my heart, in my husband’s embrace, I knew it would only be a matter of time.


But the next morning, I started doubting myself. Maybe the bad dream was just another manifestation of the spring, summer, fall, and winter of my discontent? There was a simple way to find out. Peter’s number was indelibly printed on my brain. I could just pick up the phone and call him and ask him if everything was okay. Wait, no, I couldn’t, not after the life-altering debacle of our last time together in Tucson, not to mention it had been twenty years since I had laid eyes on him. He was probably fine, and I would look like some kind of idiot, still connected to him after all these years, despite everything I had learned. It would be humiliating and so painfully awkward. I wouldn’t know what to say. Neither would he. I would beat myself up for months afterwards (maybe forever), and I would still be stuck in my stultifying marriage and I just couldn’t bear it.


I put it out of my head and filled the empty space with plans for my father-in-law’s surprise sixty-fifth birthday party. But it was Peter who reminded me to order both a chocolate and a carrot cake, because my mother-in-law is allergic to chocolate. Uh uh, not taking dessert orders from someone who separated his Oreos and licked the icing before dunking the plain wafers in milk. And I rejected his ideas for redecorating my daughter’s bedroom. Pretty nervy of him, suggesting color schemes and telling me what kind of wallpaper to buy. Yeah, as if I would take the advice of someone whose apartment looked like it came straight from the pages of “Trends in Tacky Motel Décor, circa 1958.” I found Peter looking over my shoulder while I was leafing through garden catalogs for next spring’s perennials. He told me not to buy the rose bushes I was coveting because they attracted Japanese beetles, and pointed out some stunning orange dahlias, instead. I had to tell him that here in the Northeast, dahlias were not technically perennials, that the tubers had to be dug up in the fall, stored through the winter, and then replanted in the spring, and stunning though they were, I didn’t have time for such labor-intensive flowers. He insisted that their beauty made them worth it. Easy for him to say.


And yet, and yet . . . I’d have given anything to have him here in the flesh, my partner in crime, just like he used to be.


I couldn’t call him, and I couldn’t live with his phantasmagoric presence. But I could call Ernesto. He would know. Once upon a time, Ernesto, his boyfriend Scott, Peter, and I were The Fabulous Foursome (not a rock group, but the best of friends). I had a hunch Ernesto would still be in contact with Peter.


“Hey, Caro, it’s been ages. How are you?”


“Fine, Ernesto. How about you?”


“All good here.”


And then there was a pause. He knew I hadn’t called six years after we’d last run into each other, on Manhattan’s Upper West Side, to inquire about his health.


“Listen, I know this sounds weird, but I just have this feeling about Peter . . . I don’t know, Ernesto, I think he might be in some kind of trouble . . .”


There was a beat, and then another, before he answered.


“You know, I always thought you two had this deep, otherworldly connection, like you could read each other’s minds . . .”


“Oh, God, Ernesto, is he dead?”


“No, no, no, he’s not dead, Caro. Something did happen, but he’s okay now, or as okay as Peter ever was. I’m not being judgmental, we just all know Peter can’t be really okay until he . . .”


“Ernesto . . .”


“Oh, sorry. Look, I’m not sure he’d want me to tell you, but . . . he had a breakdown. Remember I told you when I saw you that I could see that coming? Anyway, a couple of weeks ago, he took pills, but then changed his mind. They pumped his stomach and then he signed himself into the hospital until they could stabilize him.”


“Oh my God!” My hands, which had been trembling since I’d picked up the phone, started shaking so hard I was sure Ernesto could hear my bracelets rattling, and I nearly dropped the receiver.


“Don’t worry, he’s out now and he’s on Wellbutrin and lithium, I think he said. Anyway, that’s allowed him to go back to work and everything. He certainly sounded better than the last time I talked to him a few months ago. But he’s not a happy camper, kiddo. You know, he’s still alone, still living in the middle of Nowheresville . . .”


I was crying and wiping my dripping nose on my sleeve so he wouldn’t hear me sniff, and then biting my lip so hard to keep myself from dissolving into big, heaving sobs.


“But, hey, we should get together sometime, Caro. Next time you’re going to be in the city, let me know.”


After we hung up, I remembered that I hadn’t asked about Peter’s mother. Well, Ernesto did say he was alone, so she must’ve died. But I couldn’t call him back to verify. I didn’t want him to know what I was thinking. He already pitied me for loving Peter so desperately back then. But he did give me the answer I was and wasn’t looking for: Peter still needed me.


So now I had the why. I just didn’t have the how. How could I come to Peter’s rescue when my life was here? Mothers don’t walk out on their children, no matter how loudly the siren song of a past love calls to them. Peter might need me, but my kids needed me more. Mothers don’t leave.
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Patience is a virtue, but not one of mine. A couple of times over the next few months—no, more than a couple of times—I dialed Peter’s number, only to hang up as soon as the receiver was lifted at the other end, before he even had a chance to speak. It was creepy, I know, but I just wanted to make sure he was still alive. I don’t know what I would have done if the phone had rung on and on or if that message had come on that said the number was no longer in service. I am so antsy these days, like I just want to jump out of my skin and teleport myself somewhere else. I don’t know where. Just not here.


So, lately, in an attempt to self-soothe, I’ve taken to playing solitaire on the antique farmhouse table (lovingly refinished by a man I no longer love): endless rounds of meaningless games, cards turned over and over, well into the night. Sometimes, too tired to shuffle and set up the cards again, I cheat, turning over one or two cards instead of three.


The solitaire is a new distraction. I play to keep myself from fantasizing about Peter. Sometimes it works, sometimes it doesn’t.


Once in a while, when I want to feel productive, I do needlework. As I plot to leave my husband, I am pulling peach-colored thread through the canvas, cross-stitching a sampler that bears the legend:


Contentment is not the fulfillment of what you want,


but the realization of how much you already have.


But usually it’s solitaire, my drug of choice. And then, long after the children have finally turned out their lights, and hours after Jack has fallen asleep, I reluctantly tuck the worn blue deck into its vinyl slipcase and squirrel it away under the dishtowels in the kitchen drawer that no one ever opens but me.


Then I check the doors to make sure all is secure, flip the porch light on and off to scare away possible intruders, check (twice) that the burglar alarm is activated, unplug the TV and the toaster, lest an electrical fire consume the house and all its inhabitants while we sleep, hover over the children until I’m sure they’re breathing. I do all this to ward off some kind of divine retribution for what I am about to do, even though I don’t believe in God. Just hedging my bets. And then I check my hairline to see if my roots are showing.


Exhausted beyond the point of sleepiness, I crawl quietly into my marriage bed, as if I don’t belong there, fearful that the shifting of the mattress, the pulling up of covers could awaken Jack, who, forgetting we have not touched each other in months, might reach out to me.


Ever since that nightmare business last winter, I’ve thought of myself as a woman who deserves to be cheated on. I am always looking for clues. Each time Jack returns from a business trip and I’m sorting his dirty laundry, I bury my nose in his shirts, hoping I will sniff out Chanel No5, or Obsession, or even Jean Naté, that my nose will find the evidence I can’t see. But all I find are traces of his aftershave. It smells of bergamot and orange and rosemary, no girly notes of lilac or lily-of-the-valley or rose at all. I go through his pockets and fish out his credit card receipts: always dinners for one, with a glass or two of wine, never evidence of an expensive bauble purchased for a mistress. The truth is, I want him to hurt me in this way. If I did find something, I don’t think I would confront him. I’d just sit with my abject pain. And then maybe I could embrace the role of betrayed wife and justify my unannounced flight from domesticity. It won’t play out that way, though. I can’t be 100 percent sure, because God knows spouses have been known to stray, but Jack is such a straight arrow and so devoted to the children and, yes, to our happy family image. So, even though we’re not having sex, I would bet he’s not having it with anyone else, either. I am the obvious villain in this story.


Every day, I entertain at least two or three escape fantasies. Standing in the take-out line at the coffee shop, waiting to order my cappuccino, I think about making a caffeine-fueled all-night trip west, and then catch myself: Not tonight. It’s Tuesday, my turn to carpool my older son and his friends to swim team practice. And when I voice my opinion about the Israeli–Palestinian conflict or the Iran-Contra hearings, and Jack tells me all the reasons why my ideas are regurgitated from unsubstantiated sources, I will myself to the place where Peter thought everything that came out of my mouth was brilliant, and clever and original. But I don’t know if he’d think that today. Maybe he’d also tell me I’m trite. Maybe I am.


No one except me ever notices the smudgy circles under my eyes. It’s been years since I appeared at the breakfast table with a naked face. My husband, like some 1950s comic-strip denizen, eats his breakfast behind the Times, and then leaves for the train after depositing a perfunctory peck on my foundation-and-blush-covered cheek. The children are always embroiled in early morning squabbles, frantic searches for lost library books—“But it’s due today, Mom, and I’ll get detention if I have one more overdue book!”—stray sneakers—“They won’t let me play dodge ball without my sneakers!”—and matching socks and, finally, the twenty-five-meter dash to the school bus. Sometimes I catch my youngest, Caleb, eyeing me curiously. Sometimes I think he knows, though he never says anything but “I love you, Mommy,” as he gives me a quick, hard hug before he, too, is out the door.


It wasn’t even any one thing that had brought me to this place, even before my phone call to Ernesto. It was more like the slow drip, drip of the everyday misery, like water on stone over the millennia, that has eroded the bedrock of our marriage. I knew I needed to leave before I became as insignificant as the way I felt, like a grain of sand. But I stayed. There was nothing to leave for, no place to go—until I learned that Peter was still alone. And then I couldn’t not leave.


The children would be in camp for July and August, and the idea of spending a silent summer in this house with a man I hardly knew anymore, and without the buffer of the kids, seemed too awful to contemplate.


In the end, I was afforded the perfect opportunity for my getaway, and I grabbed it.


Some days the thought of it feels brave and exhilarating, like jumping out of a plane and being 99.9 percent sure that the people who packed the parachute knew what they were doing. But on other days, I am so terrified I can hardly catch my breath. Those are the days when the to-do list plays itself out in my brain, with no let up, like the news scroll that circles Times Square: 1. Find a lawyer (someone who doesn’t play golf with Jack); 2. Find new schools for the kids in North Dakota (Better, right? They need to grow up in a simpler, less entitled place. They’re getting so spoiled); 3. Figure out child support and see if I can get alimony; and then, 4. The “C” word, custody, and I can’t get beyond that. North Dakota is awfully far away from Connecticut. When would they ever see their father? Maybe once I reconnect with Peter, we can find an apartment in Brooklyn and Jack and I can share custody . . . So much healthier than raising the kids within the confines of a loveless marriage. They pick up on that, no matter how you try to conceal it by being polite to each other. That would fuck them up way more than my leaving to find true happiness and fulfillment . . . right? And Peter will be a wonderful stepfather. Maybe we’ll buy the kids a dog, one of those little ones they recommend for apartments, like a Yorkie or a Shih Tzu. Maybe we’ll all get together for Thanksgiving, one big happy family.


As if, as if. As if Jack would let them go without a fight.


Sometimes, though, another thought flits around the edges of my consciousness, but I can’t allow it to become fully realized. Surely, I am engaged in some sort of magical thinking. If I were completely rational, I would have been stopped short by the call to Ernesto, not seduced by it. Suicide attempt, mood-stabilizing drugs—what kind of scene would I be walking my children into? If these flags were any redder, they would have been dipped in blood. But my obsession with Peter subsumes all of this. Better to focus on Shih Tzus and Norman Rockwell Thanksgivings.


Anyway, I have two months to figure all this out.


I am up at six. I brush my teeth and take a shower in the downstairs bathroom so I won’t wake the others. The troops will be up soon enough, and I need an hour to myself. I pack an overnight bag with the essentials I had stashed in the guest room last night: A few layers of clothing to cope with mercurial weather, my toothbrush, contact lens solution, make-up case, black lace underwear so new the tags are still on, and my diaphragm, and set it down by the front door where the kids’ duffle bags, Sarah’s riding boots, and the boys’ baseball gloves have been lined up the night before. With all the camp paraphernalia being loaded into the station wagon, the children will never notice an extra bag, and Jack won’t even look.


I really had had little time to plan the nuts and bolts of this escape (even though it has occupied my mind for the past six months), what with camp physicals, orthodontist appointments, sneaker buying, name-tape ironing, and trunk packing; and with that nagging worry that Caleb, at eight, is too young to be sent off to sleep-away camp all summer. I hadn’t wanted him to go, but Jack had other ideas.


“Best thing in the world would be for him to get away for a while. It’ll help him stand on his own two feet,” Jack insisted on one of the rare nights last winter when we were up talking, instead of reading on our respective sides of the king-size bed, with Jack’s legal briefs piled like a bundling board between us. It was a couple of months after I’d had the nightmare about Peter, that last time Jack and I had made love. “You baby him too much, Caro.”


“But he is a baby, Jack. He’s only eight. Greg and Sarah were ten when they first went. And two months is such a long time . . .”


“Look, I was exactly the same age as Caleb when I got sent off to camp. And, yeah, I was a little scared at first, but then there was so much to do, so many new things to try, that I never even missed my parents. That was the summer I learned to sail, and it opened up a whole new world for me. Don’t you think we should give him that chance?”


“Why don’t we let him decide?”


I am pretty sure that Caleb would choose to stay home. He is the child who is most like I was. I think I would have found summer camp excruciating. One more place to be the weird kid, the one chosen last, the one without friends.


“Let him decide? He’s a baby, Caro.”


Exactly. Isn’t that what I just said? But coming out of Jack’s mouth, it sounds so negative. He’s shifted the argument, using his lawyerly skills to play into my tendency to second-guess myself.


I cave. Jack has won again. I feel like shit. And then, the light bulb goes on: Caleb’s possibly premature first camp experience affords me the means to leave my marriage and buys me some time. I am giddy. And that makes me feel even shittier.


“Guess what, Caleb? You get to go to Camp Willoway with Greg and Sarah this year! Isn’t that super? Daddy and I decided that it wasn’t fair that they got to have all the fun and you had to stay home all summer. So, all three of you are going. Won’t that be neat?”


Jack turns to Caleb. “You’re the same age I was when I spent my first summer at camp. It was great!”


I bite my lip and glance across the dinner table at my youngest child. Caleb, too, is biting his lip, and tears are threatening to spill over. Even Greg and Sarah are quiet for once. Jack continues to eat his dinner. The rest of us seem to have developed a sudden swallowing problem, and four portions of pasta primavera get scraped into the garbage. I wish our dog was still alive: I hate wasting food.


So today’s the day. My bag is waiting at the door and I proceed to the next step: blueberry pancakes for our farewell breakfast. I retrieve the second-to-last bag of last summer’s berry harvest from the freezer and set the can of maple syrup in a saucepan of simmering water, keeping my mind on the tasks at hand.


I know that pre-camp jitters will have my oldest ricocheting off the wall like a Bouncy Ball, my tween daughter hypercritical, and my little guy positively morose. Three kids in the back of a station wagon under normal circumstances is chaotic. First day of camp? I don’t even want to think about it. First day of camp when their mother is leaving their father? Oh, dear God.


Greg, Mr. Reliable, does not fail me: “You know what the guys in my bunk call cherry pie?” he asks, his mouth full of pancake.


“Not at the table, Greg.”


“Menstrual pudding,” he guffaws, throwing out his arms, snorting milk up his nose, knocking off his glasses, and spilling Sarah’s orange juice in the process. He seems all huge hands and feet lately, almost like they’re gallivanting free from the rest of his body, and he has no command over them. This is not the first breakfast (or lunch, or dinner) mishap we’ve had lately. It’s like having a giant toddler with poor impulse control, oscillating hormones, and incipient acne.


“Ewww, gross!” Sarah makes gagging noises.


“Mop up the juice, son,” comes the disembodied voice from behind the sports section.


“And cooked carrots are sliced baby legs,” Greg chortles as I hand him the paper towels.


“Mom, tell him to stop. I can’t eat my breakfast. God, boys are so disgusting! Except you, Caleb, you’re sweet.”


Sarah tends to mother her little brother. I guess she thinks I’m not doing such a hot job. Either that or she’s trying to enlist him on her side against Greg. But Caleb seldom takes sides or enters into the fray, choosing, instead, to just tune out.


Like now. My baby is twirling a piece of pancake around and around in a puddle of syrup. He hasn’t eaten anything.


“Caleb, I made those pancakes especially for you. They’re your favorite.”


He gives me a baleful look. Does he know?


“I’m sorry, Mommy. I’m not very hungry.” A hopeful note creeps into his voice. “Maybe I’m coming down with something.”


“No, sweetie, I don’t think so. Look, I’m sure you’ll have a great time at camp. There’ll be lots of kids your age and you’ll get to swim every day and play baseball . . .”


“I could swim with you at the club every day and you could play catch with me.” He is starting to whine.


“Aw, c’mon baby snot, grow up!” Greg rarely misses a torture opportunity lately. How could he have turned into such a little monster? Was it bile he was imbibing as I suckled him? Had I been so unhappy, even then? But he’d been such a sunny little boy. What happened? I wonder if he senses that everything he’s known is about to change. All my fault, all my fault, goes the broken record in my head. And then I remind myself: he’s fourteen, and no doubt adolescence in and of itself should have its own diagnostic axis in the DSM-III, right up there with borderline personality disorder. I give myself—but not him—a pass.


“Greg, enough! Apologize to your brother. Remember what it was like your first day of camp? You were so antsy you couldn’t sit still for a week before, and you were ten!”


“Sorry, Caleb.” But he doesn’t sound one bit like he means it.


“Finish up, kids, and kiss Daddy goodbye. I’ve got a golf game in ten minutes. Gotta hustle.” Jack gulps the last of his coffee.


“Aw, Daddy, aren’t you going to come with us?” Sarah is his little princess, but neither snow nor sleet nor first day of camp will keep him from his appointed rounds on the links.


“I’m sorry, Princess, but you know I can’t miss my game. Other people are depending on me.”


“Yeah, I know, Daddy. See you at parents’ weekend.” She sighs and shrugs her shoulders, just like Jack does when I have done something to irk him, like wearing my old huarache sandals to the grocery store instead of the handmade driving moccasins he bought me. The boys take after me, but Sarah is her father’s daughter, down to the blonde hair and hazel eyes, as well as the aped gestures that today seem like a reproach of me, rather than of the one who has disappointed her.


“Right, Princess. I’ll be there. Wouldn’t miss it. Behave yourself, guys.” He kisses the younger two and claps Greg on the back.


“Take care of your brother and sister, Greg . . . and Caleb, make me proud of you, okay son?”


“Yes, Daddy,” Caleb barely squeaks. And he tugs on his left ear lobe, a nervous tic he’s developed lately. Jack doesn’t notice.


“Atta boy. Caro, we have reservations at the club for 7:30 tonight, with George and Elaine. Wear the yellow dress, would you?” And he is off.


I hate the yellow dress. Jack picked it out. It’s cut too low in front. I think he gets off on parading me in front of George Frampton, his boss and a senior partner at the firm, like he’s pimping me or something. Whenever we have dinner together, George spends the evening pretending he’s not staring at my breasts while his wife, after three too many whiskey sours, doesn’t give a crap that everyone can see her glancing yearningly at my husband. But then, who wouldn’t stare? Even graying at the temples, Jack is still Peter Fonda-handsome (although no longer the Easy Rider look-alike I fell in love with).


There’s a lot Jack doesn’t notice anymore, like how much weight I’ve lost lately. I doubt if I can even fill that dress, let alone show any cleavage. In any case, I’m never going to wear it again. I make a mental note to throw it into the Goodwill bag tomorrow and then remember: I’m not going to be here tomorrow.


“Okay, kidderoonies, your chariot awaits you. Grab your gear and load it up.”


Greg takes three bags (mine included) and his baseball glove and heads for the car. He can’t wait to get away. I can’t say that I blame him.


Sarah and Caleb hang back, conferring. His little brow is furrowed and he is tugging on his earlobe again.


“I’ll tell her, Caleb. I know it’ll be okay.” She gives him a hug.


“Mom, Caleb told me he has a problem. He wants to take Snoopy to camp because he’ll feel real bad if he’s left at home, but he’s afraid the other kids will laugh at him. I told him they wouldn’t, but he’s still worried, you know?” This is delivered with the unselfconscious egotism that only a preteen can get away with.


“Oh, honey, thanks for helping him. That’s really sweet of you. I’m so proud of my growing-up daughter.”


She flashes a grin, flicks her long blonde ponytail (which I would have given anything to have when I was her age) and is off to make sure Greg hasn’t put his bag in the space she’s reserved for hers.


Wait! Is that lip gloss she’s wearing? And her eyelashes look suspiciously black. She’s only twelve, for God’s sake. Oh, please, baby girl, don’t be in such a hurry to grow up.


But I know if I say something, she’ll bristle, and then we’ll get into it, and I don’t want her to go off for the summer hating me. She’ll have time enough for that.


Poor Caleb. Snoopy has been his companion since infancy. The dog is missing one eye, and I keep having to sew his tail back on, but my son has never slept without him. How could I have forgotten? Have my mothering skills slipped that much? Is that why he went to Sarah instead of coming to me?


“Sweetie, I’ll bet most of the kids in your bunk will bring their stuffed animals to sleep with, but if you’re worried, why don’t you keep him in your duffle bag under your bed?”


“But Mommy, if he’s in the duffle bag, he won’t be able to breathe.”


My boy looks so earnest. He’s a young eight, on that cusp between babyhood and youth and not quite ready to let go of Santa Claus, the Easter Bunny, or his fervent hope that Snoopy could actually turn into a living, breathing confidant, even though he knows better.


“Oh, don’t zip it all the way up and he’ll be fine. And if he’s under your bed, and you’re feeling lonely at night, you can just reach down and touch him, and no one will know, okay?


He nods.


“Okay, then, why don’t you run up and get him. But hurry, we don’t want to miss the bus.”


I don’t know if I’ll miss this house. It never really felt like mine. I never wanted to live in the suburbs. I was pretty happy being an Upper-West-Side mom, but Lois, my mother-in-law, was horrified that we could even think of raising children there, so she found us the “perfect” five bedroom, three-and-a-half bath, center-hall Colonial on this “perfect” little cul-de-sac, just a few miles from my in-laws’ house.


She also gave us the services of her interior decorator as a housewarming present, and I suppose I was too afraid of hurting her feelings (Lois was the nearest thing I had to a mother) and too unsure of myself to demur when the model-thin, Diane von Furstenberg-wrapped, platinum-blonde, British-accented decorator gushed, “Oh my dear, this fabric (or color or pattern or sofa) is really you!” After all, how did I know it wasn’t me? I didn’t have any idea who I was, and if the decorator thought an ecru velvet sofa was me, maybe she knew something I didn’t. And when I timidly volunteered that perhaps, just perhaps mind you, ecru wasn’t such a great idea, given that one member of the household was a toddler and I was six months pregnant , she reacted with mock (or maybe not so mock) horror: “Surely you’re not going to allow children in the living room!”


I bought slipcovers, which never fit very well, and the children had the crawl and later the run of the house. They and the dog did a number (a couple of numbers, actually) on the (also) ecru Karastan carpeting. I had the whole damn wall-to-wall removed and sent to Goodwill. Lois, bless her, never said a word.


When the hell did I become ecru?


The house is a constant reminder of all the years I have been without a voice, all the years I have tried to please others instead of myself, all the years I have fashioned myself into what a good wife is supposed to act like and look like. I’m an imposter here.


And then, one day, in the midst of putting Greg’s socks away and, as usual, wishing I were somewhere else, I catch myself remembering a conversation we had when he was five and about to lose his first baby tooth.


“Greggy, it’s been years since the Tooth Fairy visited anyone in our family, and she doesn’t remember how much money to leave under your pillow. Can you help her out?”


“Of course, Mommy. Tell her a penny, a nickel, a dime, a quarter, a dollar, and a credit card!”


And how, when Sarah was about four, she named all her dolls (even the boys) and stuffed animals “Elizabeth” (except she had a slight lisp, so it came out “Elithabeth” and I thought it was adorable, but Jack wanted her to have speech therapy) and she identified them by size and/or color of their costume and/or taxonomy: Big Elizabeth, Baby Elizabeth, Red Elizabeth, Yellow Elizabeth, Cowboy Elizabeth, Elizabeth the Bear, Elizabeth the Duck (not to be confused with Yellow Elizabeth, a baby doll with a gingham dress, who was not to be confused with Baby Elizabeth, who had lost her clothes).


And this cul-de-sac, my road to nowhere, is where Caleb, at six, insisted that we remove the training wheels from his bike, and in less than fifteen minutes had gone from a terrified “Don’t let go, Daddy. Don’t let go!” to “Mommy, look at me! Look at me!” as he flew up the street.


And the backyard, where all three of them hung upside down from the swing set and where we buried the ashes of our beloved chocolate lab. Where the children collaborated on constructing his plywood tombstone and writing his epitaph: HERE LIES BRUNO, A DOG. WE THANK HIM FOR THE HAPPINESS HE GAVE US WHEN HE WAS YOUNG.


This is my children’s home. This is the keep of all their childhood memories. I almost lose my resolve, but then shake my head to send those lovely pictures back to my heart where they belong. The children will be all right. They have to be.


I take one last look around my white-on-white kitchen. The gleaming copper pots hanging from the ceiling are lovely. I reach up to touch one, but then remember what a pain in the ass it is to keep them shiny. I think I’m ready for take-out pizza eaten in a furnished room. Or better still, in a crash pad in the East Village. Whatever happened to crash pads? They’ve all gone condo, I guess.


I promise myself that I will devote my full attention to the kids: no daydreaming, no thinking about where I am going or who I hope to find, until after they’re on the bus. I will pay attention to every word, precious or otherwise, make a mental note of each request, and store up enough memories of that last morning, when my children’s world was still intact, to get me through the summer.


That flies out the window as soon as I hand out the gum. I’m a “no junk food” mom, and Greg and Sarah aren’t supposed to be chewing gum, per orders from the orthodontist, but today I’m breaking all the rules.


I’m giving the kids gum this morning because if I leave for good and if, somehow, Jack keeps me from getting custody of my babies, I don’t want them to remember me as the witch who not only had the nerve to abandon them, but never let them chew gum, buy crap cereal, or stay up late to watch Miami Vice (“Hey, she was okay. I remember she let us have gum once.”).


I hand each of them a pack of Juicy Fruit.


“Why are you giving us gum?” Sarah sounds suspicious.


“Yuk, Juicy Fruit. I hate Juicy Fruit. Why didn’t you get Bubble Yum?” Greg demands, his voice cracking on “Bubble.” Even though he’s being snotty, I feel for him. Puberty sucks.


“Yeah, the purple kind,” Sarah adds.


Caleb says nothing. He unwraps a piece of gum, carefully folds it into his mouth, and then remembers his manners: “Thanks, Mommy.”


Despite the protests, two more pieces are hurriedly unwrapped and stuffed between two sets of wire-encased teeth, lest mean, stupid Mom have second thoughts and take back the not-quite-right offering.


An unmistakably artificial fruity odor fills the car, and my resolve disappears. I can’t help it. It brings me back to Peter, and that time we both tried to quit smoking by chewing packs and packs of the stuff until our jaws ached and our tongues were coated white and our teeth were set on edge. And it didn’t work: it sent us right back to our Marlboros.


I can barely remember what he looked like then, although I still have one blurry photograph. He was clean-shaven. It was taken several months before he grew the beard that made him appear so Christlike. Or was that an attribute I assigned him later? Nevertheless, the bearded image is the one I’ve carried all this time.


It’s a mystery, my ties to this man. I don’t know why I never severed the connection. I certainly did with the others from those years, but not with Peter. The thread that binds me to him has woven in and out of whatever garment happens to be my life at any given moment, sometimes out for months or years at a time. But it always wends its way back, and it has never broken.


“Mom, put your signal on! You’re gonna miss the exit! Mom, I’ve been telling you that for the last five minutes. Mom, what’s wrong with you? Are you deaf?” Greg is frantic.


“I’m sorry, honey, I guess I was thinking of everything I have to do this week.”


“Yeah, like have a great time now that we’re out of your hair!” Sarah loves camp, but that doesn’t stop her from laying on a little guilt. As if I needed any reminders to feel guilty.


“I will miss you every single day,” I reply truthfully. “All three of you. I’ll probably even miss the bickering.”


With Greg’s timely reminder, I manage to make the exit for the Stamford shopping mall where the Willoway bus is waiting. Greg and Sarah, spotting long-lost summer friends, grab their gear and are off, forgetting all about their well-intentioned promises to look after their brother. Caleb hangs back, biting his nails.


“Honey, you’ll get to know some really neat kids and by next summer, you’ll be acting just like Greg and Sarah, rushing off to see your friends and forgetting all about your old Mom.”


“I’d never forget you, Mommy. Please, please don’t make me go,” he implores hoarsely.


“C’mon Caleb, I got some guys I want you to meet,” Greg has suddenly reappeared.


Reluctantly, my youngest drops my hand, squares his shoulders, and follows his brother. He is still looking at the ground as he joins Greg’s meet-and-greet, and no doubt an awkward “Hi” is all he can manage in the midst of those older boys. I see him whisper something to Greg and, in a moment, all three of my offspring surround me to receive last-minute hugs and kisses, and, impatiently, last-minute instructions.


“You two, don’t forget about using the Water-Pic every night. And if any wires break, don’t pull on them or try to fix them yourselves. I’ve left instructions on your health forms for the camp to contact a local orthodontist, don’t forget. And don’t chew any more gum.”


They giggle.


“And help Caleb make friends.”


Greg and Sarah roll their eyes and Caleb is suddenly fascinated by his shoelaces.


“And don’t let anyone touch you where you don’t want to be touched. . .”


“Mom, you are so weird. That’s just gross!” Sarah grimaces and shakes her head, her ponytail whipping back and forth.


Yeah, she is definitely wearing mascara.


The camp director’s whistle breaks into my litany, and with quick hugs and “Love you”’s two of them are on the bus, but Caleb turns to me in one more desperate attempt to change his fate.


“Mommy, what if I lose another tooth at camp? The Tooth Fairy won’t know where to find me. She’ll get lost. I have to go home!” He is clinging to me and trying not to cry.


“Oh, sweetie, I’ll send her your camp address this afternoon, I promise,” and I shoo him up the steps.


He lingers a moment in the doorway, sensing my ambivalence, hoping for a last-minute reprieve, but when he sees that I will not relent, he, too, moves towards a seat.


In a moment, to the strains of “Camp Willoway Forever,” my offspring are off to the Maine woods. I head to the car. The back seat is empty, save for some yellow gum wrappers, a forgotten G.I. Joe comic book, and the echoes of three children’s voices.


“I love you,” I mouth as I embark on my own journey to parts unknown, to a person who, after twenty years, is also an unknown. I am off to a small town in North Dakota to find Peter, who might need me as much as I need him. Never once, since my phone call to Ernesto, did I entertain the thought that Peter might not even be there. I guess I figured if inertia had kept him home for the last twenty years, it would have the decency to pin him down for another six months, give or take a few days, until my arrival. So, I am driving 1,537 miles to see if I can go back, make that other choice, and pick up that other road. Perhaps, just perhaps, it will make all the difference.





CHAPTER THREE  [image: Images]



Long distance driving leaves a lot of time for thinking, especially in those radio dead zones where nothing but easy listening comes over the airwaves. I find myself going back to my laundry list: Where am I going to find a lawyer who doesn’t know Jack or his firm? Will Jack contest the divorce? Will he try to get custody, based on the fact that I am a crazy woman who left her kids to follow . . . what? A twenty-year-old rescue fantasy? Oh, shit, did I remember to unplug the iron this morning? It’s too painful to think about the children and what my present actions might mean for their future. What if Peter’s not interested in being a stepfather—then I’d be a single parent. Do I even know any? Oh, yeah, Tricia, back in Tucson . . . but she, at least, could depend on her mother for help. And she only had one kid. How would I raise three? It’s too guilt-inducing to think about Jack. I wonder if he’ll miss me. To be absolutely fair, he does have some very admirable qualities, not the least of which is that he really does love our children, and if I were in his shoes, and he left for another woman, would I move heaven and earth to make sure I got the kids? I’d like to think I would. No, I know I would . . .


Oh, God, I was so cavalier with Caleb about the Tooth Fairy this morning. What if he does lose a tooth? He’ll never believe in her again . . . or in me, either. Maybe I’d better call Jack and ask him to arrange something with the camp . . . oops, nope, can’t do that.


And that gets me started thinking about him again. Jack’s not a bad guy, and he still, on occasion, can make me laugh . . . and, in those rare instances when we found ourselves in the mood for sex, it was still pretty good. But it wasn’t enough. Truth be told, I doubt very much that anyone looking at our marriage would have reason to believe that “I’m just not happy,” should tip the scales. But I can’t even find myself in this family. When I look at the picture of the Tanners of Westport, Connecticut, Jack and the children stand out in bold, bright colors. I am barely etched in bas relief. And then, of course, there’s Peter. I used to be bold and bright and colorful when I was with him. Sometimes I even sparkled.


But I keep second-guessing myself. What am I doing, all alone, driving west across the country when I should be home planning the PTA fall fundraising fair, dressing for dinner at the club, doing the laundry or writing my monthly column for our local newspaper? That’s where I belong, right? I am not without doubt.


About an hour into my trip, I pull into a rest stop to use the pay phone. No one answers, so I leave a message.


“Hi, this is Carolyn Tanner. Greg, Sarah and Caleb’s mom? Listen, could you do me a huge favor? Caleb was pretty anxious this morning when he got on the bus. He’s only eight and it’s his first time. He was worried that the Tooth Fairy wouldn’t be able to find him at camp. So, if he loses a tooth, could you please ask his counselor to remind him to put it under his pillow, and then could someone collect it and leave a dollar there? I’ll pay it back. Thanks so much.”


I am breaking so many promises to my children right now, but this one, at least, I’ve kept. And then, as I am tallying up all my failures, I remember this: even before I had my kids, I was determined that my mothering would be a 180 from the way I was mothered. But look what I’m doing now. Maybe this apple hasn’t fallen far from that tree after all.


Yeah, about that tree. . .


A couple of years ago, waiting in the dentist’s office, I started to read a magazine article about adult children of alcoholics. And I suddenly heard my mother’s voice berating me: What, you’re going to blame me because you’re an approval-seeker and have lost your identity? I had nothing to do with that. Because you think like a victim and are attracted by that weakness in your love relationships? So, this is what you saw in that Peter-person? So maybe you confused pity with love? Because you have a low sense of self-esteem? Don’t blame me, Carolyn. Look in the mirror. You’re a smart girl and you let people walk all over you. Especially that shiksa mother-in-law of yours. And that stuck-up husband? Please! You weren’t good enough for him the way you were? I’m ashamed that any daughter of mine turned into such a doormat.


Guilt is exhausting. After mustering all my energy to create a normal going-off-to-camp morning, to not give myself away, and then that whole Tooth Fairy scenario, and picturing my mother’s disapproval, I already need another cup of coffee. I linger at the rest stop and try to focus on the details of the trip ahead. I’m an hour into the twenty-three hours from Westport to Peter’s home in western North Dakota. I figure I can drive about seven hours a day, with coffee and pee breaks, so a little over three days, maybe four at the most, and I should be there. The nearness of it excites me but then terrifies me, and then I start to think about Jack and home and a kind of clipped-wing safety that I am defying with my flight.


Once I was going to be a writer, a playwright, to be specific. But now, once a month, I write a newspaper column called “Running in Place,” in which I voice my opinion on school budgets, extoll the virtues of our local library, and come up with tricks to get your kids to eat their vegetables. Jack calls these efforts my “little hobby,” an acceptable outlet for my trickling creative juices and naive politics. Sometimes I wonder if he, too, is disappointed in me, that I didn’t become the next Jean Kerr or Lillian Hellman, and that Wendy Wasserstein did. But if I try to reach into my brain and find the words that once flowed to paper, I come up empty. Maybe I was just kidding myself. Maybe I wasn’t that good in the first place.


But no, I was, and when I find Peter, it will all come back. I know it will. At least, I think it will.


And then I start doubting again and suddenly my gutsy flight seems pointless and ill-conceived.


It’s not too late, I can turn around now, stop at the mall, pick up a few things, and when I get home, Jack will ask how the leave-taking went and I will tell him about Caleb and the Tooth Fairy and he’ll say he wished he could have been there but, I needed to understand, the golf game had been with an important potential client and they really wanted to represent him and then he’ll give me a swing by putt by chip description of the game, blah, blah, blah, and I’ll pretend to listen, and somewhere in there he might actually ask me what I did after I dropped off the kids.


“Oh, nothing all that interesting, just stopped at the mall and bought some new tablecloths, then picked up the dry cleaning.”


If I used this as material for my column, I’d call it “Fear of Flying.”


And then I think about the whole empty summer spooling out in front of me, and I press on.


Back when I used to hang onto his every word, Jack told me this sweet story: When he was little, maybe six or seven, his mother used to park him and his brothers (two at the time, with three more to join them in a few years) in front of the TV so she could get a couple of hours of peace and quiet. Jack loved the old films from the 1930s and ’40s on Million Dollar Movie, and since he was the oldest, he usually got to decide what they watched, even though his younger brothers would have chosen cartoons. All those Busby Berkeley extravaganzas had him convinced that in those bygone eras, in real life, everyone tap-danced and rode around in Packards with running boards, and they all lived in a black-and-white world.


I saw my parents’ 1940s, though, in glorious Technicolor, like the Emerald City. Their story began in 1943. Manhattan was teeming with young soldiers and sailors, ready to embark for hostile shores. My mother and her best friend, both from Orthodox Jewish families in Borough Park, Brooklyn, decided to sneak into “the city,” each telling their parents that they were spending the night at the other’s house. My grandparents did not own a telephone, and not in their wildest dreams could they imagine that their pious eldest daughter would disobey them and behave like some kind of hoor, so there was little chance that she would be found out. The girls were going to a USO dance for some harmless flirtation, to do their part for the war effort by providing our brave young men a few hours’ distraction from the horrors they would be facing overseas. I can see those two—they were barely nineteen—on the Brooklyn Manhattan Transit train, applying forbidden red lipstick and the blackest mascara, both exhilarated and terrified at what they were about to do.


And it was there, at that dance, on an evening she recalled years later as the most exciting night of her life, that she met my father, a Methodist farm boy from Vermont who was studying to become a large-animal vet.


“He was so handsome, Carolyn,” she would tell me on those infrequent afternoons when I dragged out the old leather suitcase full of photographs and we both sat cross-legged on my parents’ chenille-covered bed.


“Look . . . so tall and blond and dashing, just like Prince Charming . . .”


Yes, I could see them, the dazzling second lieutenant, Charlie Mills, and the kosher butcher’s knock-out beautiful daughter, Shulamith Goldstone, the lights of Broadway behind them, falling in love while dancing the Lindy Hop to Kay Kyser’s music. I wish I could have met those two.


Then her voice would turn bitter as she recited the familiar litany: “How was I to know that Prince Charming would spend most of his days with his arm up a cow’s tuchus and come home smelling like the barn floor? And we’d live in this godforsaken place where they think the height of culture is talent night at the Grange?” She’d spew this out while lighting one cigarette after another.


I always knew what was coming next.


“I could’ve had a career on Broadway if it hadn’t been for him. I could have kept my family . . .”


I was too afraid of her wrath to point out, with a twelve-year-old’s unfailing logic, that a family that disowned a daughter for marrying a gentile would surely do the same to a daughter who opted for a life of sin on the wicked and un-kosher Broadway stage.


“What did you expect?” I wanted to yell at her. (I was feeling a little protective of my dad). “That it would be like all White Christmas-y, and Bing Crosby and Rosemary Clooney would come over for dinner?”


But I didn’t. The furthest Shulamith had ever been from Borough Park was Jones Beach.


Why she stayed married to my father, why she stayed in a community that never made her feel welcome, was beyond me, but, even at twelve, I thought it must have had something to do with the magical night of the USO dance (and maybe that her family would refuse to take back damaged goods?). It never even entered my mind that they may have been staying together because of me. In any case, when my own marriage started unraveling some twenty-five years later, I had no paradigm for how to work things out. Two weeks after they met, four days before my father shipped overseas, they were married at City Hall. No one from either family was there. Two city employees were enlisted as witnesses, as Shulamith Goldstone became Shelly Mills.
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