







It was beginning to sink in. There was no punch line here. He was serious. Well, I could be too.



“So, Rick, let’s start with some specifics.” I was swollen-faced but dry-eyed now. “Like who’s this mysterious ‘we,’ and when and how did you get brainwashed into producing a show about Barry Manilow?”

He frowned. “And thank you for your support. I knew I could rely on you for that.”

Now who was being sarcastic and cutting? My turn. “Sorry if I’m not being supportive enough for you. So when did this start?”

“I don’t know.” Pause. “Six months. Give or take.”

Give or take what? “In six months you never got around to mentioning it? I hadn’t even realized you’d switched to the Easy Listening Channel.”

“There hasn’t really been a chance, Cass,” he said. “We never seem to have any couple time anymore.”

I swung back from bewildered to pissed off. No, make that bewildered and pissed off. Really, why should I have to choose? “You know, Rick, even with our busy and sometimes conflicting schedules, I’m pretty sure something like a newfound purpose for living might have cropped up between us. Hi, honey, how was your day? Not bad. Made half a mill on oil futures, had lunch at Citarella, oh, and I’m completely out of my mind, you know.”

“Sarcasm,” he pointed out and then put his hands up again. “Just trying to help.”

Gee, thanks.
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Brooklyn




I am totally not kidding. Even one day before I set up the Blogger account, delivering a public blow-by-blow-delivered-in-pretty-much-daily-installments account of the breakdown of my marriage, it was the last thing on earth I’d ever have imagined myself doing. Really. Ever. In fact, as a lifelong hoarder of any and all unflattering information about myself, I’m convinced that if there had been a Least Likely to Blog about the Intimate Details of Her Life title in my high school yearbook, it would have gone to me. Assuming, of course, that blogging had been invented then. Which it hadn’t.

And while there are other ways of keeping the world informed of life updates, i.e., the dreaded Christmas newsletter, those tend to be restricted to people you actually know, IRL. And even so, I’d always thought they should be packed full of stuff like We all enjoyed our trip to Bermuda, Rick made managing director, the boys are happy and healthy, not The night Rick left me I was on my knees.

Not that I put that in the newsletter—or the blog either, actually. There are some things you just need to keep to yourself. But it was true. Literally. Which makes it sound like I was abasing myself in some interesting or even titillating way, doesn’t it? Sadly, nothing could be further from the truth—unless you have some kind of fetish that makes you consider scrubbing snot off the sofa with Pellegrino water either interesting or titillating.

The upholstery on our living room furniture stained from everything. Red wine, coffee, tea, and chocolate milk were obvious offenders. Less obvious, but equally problematic, were white wine, ginger ale, a long look from anyone under the age of twenty-two, domestic seltzer, and tap water. The only thing that didn’t leave water marks was the damned Pellegrino.

So who buys a sofa like that? No one in their right mind. Which leaves Rick, my husband, and Jordan Hallock, our interior designer. And if you’d like to put money on neither of them ever having de-snotted it at 10:30 at night, you’d be right.

Anyway, we kept a stash of Pellegrino for the sofa. Well, the sofa and Maria, the cleaning lady who didn’t actually clean. Anything else gave her indigestion. Rick insisted on a more highly desirable (translation: impossible to get) brand that we used to have to order from Finland but could now purchase directly from a man in Hoboken, known only as Lars.

This particular night, I was on my knees uncapping the Pellegrino when I heard Rick come in. His keys clattered predictably into the bowl on the foyer table and then, equally predictably, I heard him pause to take off his shoes. Jordan’s rugs made everything around me, including Rick, look low-maintenance. Once after a particularly out-of-control playgroup, I personally (Maria didn’t do hands and knees) had scrubbed at least fifteen hundred square feet of wheat-free carob brownie out of an antique Chobi with a toothbrush.

“Hi.” Rick came in, loosening his tie so that the knot hung low on the still-crisp white of his shirt (hand-ironed for precisely twenty-seven minutes at the organic shirt launderers in Chelsea), and sat down on the sofa opposite. Considering that I delivered his shirts to and collected them from Chelsea (Maria didn’t do across-the-bridge errands), I suspect I could be forgiven for wondering whether this particular shirt could be hung up and worn again. He frowned. “Why do you have the lights so low?”

I liked to leave them dim in the evening so that I could see across the sweep of river to lower Manhattan. It was one of the things I most loved about Brooklyn Heights, this leafy urban suburb, how much a part of Manhattan it felt, and yet how separate it was. Our tenth-floor apartment seemed to hang, suspended over a city that was never exactly the same twice, its unpredictability in some ways its most predictable feature. Tonight the office buildings blazed, reflected back in the glass of the river. The lights of the cars moved steadily across the Brooklyn Bridge, and beneath it sat the ever-present lone police boat with its flashing light.

Inside everything was tranquil and exactly as it should be. For once. Well, except for the snot. The kids had actually eaten balanced meals. Their homework was done, backpacks packed for morning. They were bathed and asleep under their Garnet Hill rocket ship bedding. Cadbury was walked and hunkered down for the night within paw’s reach of her favorite drinking spot, the guest bathroom toilet. The laundry was folded (by me—Maria didn’t, um, fold things). The dishwasher hummed. Or would have if it hadn’t been a Bosch Integra Vision, famed for not making even the smallest encroaching noise.

The evening we’d first looked at the apartment, Rick had stood looking at the view, the way necklaces of lights on the spans of the Brooklyn and Manhattan Bridges to the right and the Verrazano Bridge to the left seemed to frame the city, for so long that I’d feared we were in danger of overstaying our welcome. Chris Taylor, the realtor, had hovered, while Rick had stood in the corner formed by two windows, staring out at the falling dusk. The sky had been ebbing to purple and the Statue of Liberty had glowed against it. I’d been vaguely aware of the spectacle but was almost more struck by Rick’s reaction to it. Rick was not a romantic, melancholy over the view, kind of guy. Rick was a Real estate is an investment. Will this give us a good return? kind of guy.

But as I’d raced back and forth between three-year-old Noah, who had taken a pointed interest in the owners’ collection of antique Chinese porcelain, and one-year-old-just-learned-to-walk-yesterday Jared, who had seemed intent on making sure that his smudgy toddler fingers made contact with every inch of the enormous windows, Rick had stood, visibly seduced.

It was almost like watching your husband glimpse his next wife walk by. The coveting was palpable. But instead of another woman luring him, it was something seducing us both. In fact, I later thought it was one of those marital moments in which you know instinctively that you understand the person with whom you’ve chosen to build a life, that you’re in perfect accord.

“I want it,” Rick had said, as soon as Chris was out of hearing range—even in the throes of intense passion, he wasn’t giving away any negotiating leverage.

Was that cold? Maybe. I don’t know. I only know that at the time I’d seen it as careful. A form of protection of us and what we’d built, an awareness that it wasn’t something to be squandered. “Believe it or not, I could tell,” I’d said. “The drooling was what you might call a tip-off.”

Rick had laughed, one of his rare laughs. We were strapping the kids into car seats at the end of the little tree-shaded cul-de-sac over the East River. The street was right at the point where the river widened into New York Harbor. The BQE was too sharply below us to see the gridlock and, at that moment, anyway, there were none of the traffic helicopters that hugged the air ceaselessly over this part of the city. It felt like an oasis of calm compared to the blaring taxi horns and grime of the upper Upper West Side, where we lived at the time, which anyone will tell you is not at all the same thing as the Upper West Side. Or wasn’t back then, anyway. I watched, across the roof of the car, as he bent down to hand Jared his sippy cup and then straightened and leaned on top of the roof, uncharacteristic longing on his face.

“It’s like…” He shrugged. “I don’t know, meeting you, Cass. I knew that was it and I know this is too.”

I flushed with pleasure. He wasn’t exactly gushy, and still, after all these years, when he said something like that I still felt it go right through me. I knew, too, about the apartment, felt what he was feeling.

But for Rick it couldn’t be that impractical, it couldn’t just be about a feeling, so he was searching for logical, rational words. “Being able to buy it, it’s like an outward sign of everything we’ve accomplished.”

The truth was that there was no “we” involved in our being able to do that. It was him: the accomplishment of going from a math Ph.D. to a hedge fund managing director was all his. He was being generous in sharing the credit.

“Go tell Chris,” I’d said. “Make an offer, but in person, not on his cell.”

He was torn, I could tell, between something he wanted because—well, because he just did—and doing the sensible thing. Looking further, longer, for a better bargain.

“I have to go pee-pee,” Noah had announced from his car seat.

“I don’t know.” I loved this about Rick—his carefulness, his utter lack of impetuousness.

“Mommy! I’m gonna leak soon!”

“Just do it, Rick.” I looked at him and couldn’t help thinking of his mother, with her twelve-room duplex on Fifth Avenue to which we were rarely even invited (not, mind you, that I considered this a loss).

He looked down at something, either his shoe or the car tire. I couldn’t tell from where I was standing. A bird sang in the tree right above my head, almost startling me—no birds sang outside our window at 123rd and Broadway. Rick, apparently having had confirmation from either his shoe or the tire, looked up, nodded, and headed after Chris.

I unbuckled Noah from the booster and let him go pee around the corner of the building, half thinking that if anyone from the co-op board was looking, I’d be saving us a hell of a lot of money.

But the funny thing was that once it was ours, Rick lost interest in the view almost immediately. In fact, whether or not to allow Jordan Hallock to swathe the windows in yards of draperies had been the subject of some disagreement between us. Hiring a designer had felt frighteningly grown up. “These windows are awfully bare,” she’d said, on her first reconnaissance. “I think we want to play them up. Make them dramatic. Get them to make a statement,” she said on her second.

“They’d take the fifth.” I was no way letting her cover my windows.

Her look implied that the two of us would not, in the future, be meeting for any girl talk over skim lattes. “Ha, ha. Chintz. Or maybe linen,” she’d mused, tapping the window frame with a manicured fingernail. “They need to just…pop. Otherwise the view will overwhelm the space. People will look outside instead of in.”

I’d thought that was the point. “I’m sorry, Jordan, but no.” My words sounded blunter than I’d meant them to because I’d held them back too long. “I don’t want curtains.”

She’d seemed curious, as if I was a specimen she’d never seen before and she was highly interested in identifying. “But the sun,” she’d asked. “Isn’t it too strong?”

“Sometimes.”

“And you do know that it fades the furniture?” Her tone was the kind usually reserved for discussing either advanced stage cancer or election-year politics. “Those beautiful things we’ve ordered! That Italian linen. Don’t you want to—”

“No.” I wasn’t even certain why I was so fiercely sure of it. “No curtains.”

She’d shrugged and seemed to give up. But, as it turned out, Rick was subjected to an over-the-phone harangue, and I, in turn, was subjected to an in-person argument. “For God’s sake, Cassie.” Was it my imagination or did his words and his tone smack alarmingly of I can’t take you anywhere? “She’s been featured in Metropolitan Home, Elle Décor, and House & Garden. She knows what she’s doing, and we should leave her alone to do it.”

I’d stood my ground with him too, pointing out that wherever we lived, I actually lived. That he was more like a visitor, breezing in evenings and weekends, using up commodities that needed replenishment, like bottled water, soap, red wine, and toilet paper, and asking questions like whether the next-door neighbors who’d been there for going on two years had just moved in and whether we had any milk, and if so, where would it be?

And even though ownership had seemed to lessen the wonder of the new for Rick, I never got tired of it. The clean, sharp light in the day fascinated me, as did the way the clouds moved in over the river, the way the sun melted and the sky slowly turned purple as the lights came on. The way the river changed from blue to black to green, and the air from the clearest clear to so thick you could practically grab it, the bright orange of the Staten Island Ferry making its predictable way across a black river.

And then, a year after we moved in, I’d watched that first plane. And stood, immobile, thinking both nothing and a million simultaneous thoughts, of Rick somewhere over on that side of the river, of my boys, both safe with me and in as much danger as it was possible to be in.

It had been months after that Tuesday morning before I could even get myself to stand at the window. During those first days when the city had been characterized by silence, by the complete absence of ordinary noise, and the smoke rose and the only cars crossing the bridge were emergency vehicles with their hauntingly unnecessary flashing lights—as though by asserting the need to hurry, they could create it when, in fact, now there was all the time in the world—I’d even thought once or twice about calling Jordan to come over and swag and cover to her heart’s content.

I never picked up the phone to make that call, though, and eventually, the fires stopped burning and the city struggled back to its feet. But the view felt different, altered. First by what so glaringly wasn’t there, but then, after the shock had worn off, by what was there, inside of me. A new awareness of days and chances gone by, and how little it took to change so much so quickly.

By outside glance, my life was pretty perfect. We’d been spared from the disaster literally outside our window. We were healthy, had wealth by anyone’s standards, and if we weren’t greeting each morning with ecstasy, we were certainly happy enough. But here’s the thing about lives: they never feel the same from the inside. And that’s a truth I’m intimately familiar with.

You know those families you see in magazines at Christmas? The house is glamorous, fires are snapping in the hearth? Everyone is glowing with health, good looks and prosperity? The sidebar fills you in on a couple of family traditions and an heirloom recipe? You instantly know that these people have perfect lives and are completely and confidently certain of their place in the world.

They’re clearly having a much better, more meaningful, more joyful family holiday than you are. For sure, Great-aunt Lorraine isn’t taking out her dentures to chew desiccated Butter-ball turkey before demonstrating her technique of hooking her orthopedic stockings up to her Victoria’s Secret garter at their house. No one’s getting drunk and abusive on cheap sherry there because they’re too busy eating the finest food, sipping vintage champagne by a wood fire, and opening boxes from Tiffany’s.

That’s my family (see Good Housekeeping, December 1974 and Gourmet, November 1976—“A Very Concord Christmas” and “A Thanksgiving to Behold,” respectively). The food— those heirloom family recipes?—fake, dreamed up and created completely by food stylists. As fake as the smile my father is wearing as he carves the glistening bourbon-glazed, wild-mushroom-and-chestnut-stuffed turkey in the picture that was taken two days before he drove out of the familial driveway with his belongings in the trunk. By the time the magazine hit the newsstands, six months later, he was living in the Back Bay with his twenty-two-year-old dental assistant.

So I think it’s pretty safe to say that I understood firsthand that externals—silent stainless appliances, interior designers of the moment, killer views, telegenic looks, and family pedigrees that make magazine editors want to do pictorial spreads on you—don’t necessarily buy happiness. Stability, responsibility, constancy, and love. Those buy happiness: a man whose sense of commitment ensures he’ll never leave for the long legs of a dental assistant buys happiness.

And I was grateful every day—or every day that I remembered to be—that despite a few flaws, like a sense of humor that was on the slight side, the occasional lapse into pomposity, the smallest tendency toward rigidity, my husband was that man. Rick had those qualities in spades.
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Something’s Comin’ Up




Tonight, back in the present, Rick leaned back, sprawling his arms along the top of the sofa, and stared absently past me, out at the lights, as though he was seeing them for the first time in a very long while.

He usually changed his clothes the second he walked in the door, but tonight he hadn’t. He actually looked pretty hot, in that way that someone you’ve known intimately for years, slept with hundreds—thousands?—of times can look when they suddenly look different from the way you’re used to seeing them. In fact, I might just find myself needing to jump on him later. True, he looked pretty tired, but he didn’t exactly make a habit of saying no if I offered.

I stared out the window past him. Had I really slept with Rick thousands of times? We’d been together fifteen years and married for eleven—

“Cass? Where are you?” His left hand was at a funny angle, along the top of the sofa. And since his shirt cuffs were customsized to perfectly accommodate his watchband, I could clearly see the face of the Tag Heuer Limited Edition I’d bought him when he’d made managing director. It was almost 11:00.

I wasn’t sure he would see the humor in me trying to figure out how many times we’d had sex. “Have you eaten?”

“No.” His gaze was fixed again on the windows, on the light of the police boat under the bridge. I wondered what it was like in there. Two policemen, listening to the crackle of some kind of police radio. Whiling away the long hours of the night while they waited for someone to try to blow up the Brooklyn Bridge, talking about wives, girlfriends, maybe the Yankees. “I’m not really hungry,” Rick said.

“Rough day?”

“Sort of.” He looked like he was preoccupied by something from the office. “Do you ever wonder”—he motioned around at the living room—“whether there’s more than this?”

Just like that, straight out, no buildup, no I have something big to ask you, no you know that nice, safe world we’ve made for the boys? Kiss it good-bye. Nothing. There are no words that convey exactly how taken by surprise I was. I could tell you stuff about dizziness, my heart slamming into my ribs hard enough to hurt, buzzing in my ears, but it wouldn’t do it. Not really.

I laughed, shakily, because I had a vague notion that by not responding too much, I could limit the damage. “Scrubbing snot off the furniture at eleven at night? Sure. I’d have to be a total idiot not to.”

“No, Cass.” He leaned forward, toward me. “Whether there’s more out there for me.”

“Oh.” I had that falling sensation, like the first time I ever went on the Pirates of the Caribbean at Disneyland. I didn’t know it was a flume ride, and I was terrified to suddenly find myself hurtling down in the dark. “I’m guessing whatever you did all day was more interesting than scrubbing snot.”

“You’d be surprised.”

I doubted that. “Rick, what’s going”—my voice cracked, I swallowed—“on?”

The phone rang, cracking through the hush of the room. I was still on my knees, holding the Pellegrino bottle and the wadded-up paper towels. It was one of those moments when it feels like a bunch of time has passed but not much has. I reached for the phone.

“Leave it.” Rick put his hand on mine. I stared up at him.

It seemed like you could have soft-boiled an egg in the amount of time it took the next three rings. Until, finally, from the kitchen, I heard my own voice announcing cheerfully that we couldn’t get to the phone right now followed by Sue Moriarty’s voice. “Hi, Cassie. I know it’s late, but I figured you’d still be up. Just wanted to remind you that you’re chairing the Committee for Foreign Language meeting tomorrow a.m. Oh, and have you and Rick reserved tickets for the Christmas Carol Ball yet? It was such fun last year, wasn’t it? Okay, see you tomorrow. Bye.”

“Ah. Sue.” In a previous incarnation, before she’d become the Parents Association doyenne of Brooklyn Heights, Sue and Rick had been—in one of those coincidences that seem contrived in fiction but happen in life—in the same class at Wharton, so he’d known her a long time. “Another committee, Cass?” He sounded wryly amused. I don’t know why, but this added to my creeping discomfort. Wry amusement was not his thing. Earnestness, yes, wry amusement, no.

“I’m chairing for Grace Finn who broke her leg, poor thing,” I babbled, trying to quiet the discomfort. “They want foreign language added to the curriculum by the time the kids are four because they think it will help with college admissions.”

“So why do you do it?” Do what? my mind flailed. “Ridiculous committees, benefits, all this time with overinvolved parents with no lives of their own,” he added.

I did it because it was, well, what I did, what we’d both wanted—for me to be involved, there for our children, in a way our parents hadn’t been for us. Did I really, suddenly, need more justification than the fact that I loved the feeling of building a fence of security around my little family, keeping my boys’ worlds safe and comfortable?

“You never wanted to be Sue Moriarty.” He sounded sad, the wryness was gone, or maybe just imagined after all.

“And I’m not,” I said fiercely.

“Are you sure?”

I started to laugh, because it’s in my nature to always try to diffuse an awkward situation with a joke, and Rick was really scaring me, making this a bona fide awkward situation. “Well I’m not sleeping with Tim,” I said. “For starters.”

“Neither is she, I’m guessing,” he said and then gave me a look, you know, a significant one. My heart, which had slowed to probably double time, took off again. “But that’s not what this is about. Cass.” He leaned down, put his forearms on his knees. “Before, when I said do you ever wonder if there’s something more, I meant this, all of”—he motioned at the living room, at me—“this.”

“‘This’ being our life?” My voice was shaking audibly. “Marriage, children?”

He was silent long enough for me to know the answer.

Now, I am a serious worrier. I worry about everything from whether my kids’ sneakers have proper arch support to which subway line is most likely to have a derailment to the polar ice-caps melting to tsunamis in the East River to exactly what North Korea is doing with those nukes. So you might think this scenario was one I’d have been semi-prepared for, but this of course was precisely the one damn thing on earth I’d never given anxiety time to. It had simply never occurred to me.

This was so uncharacteristic that even as Rick was in the very act of doing it and I was watching him, hearing him, do it, I was having trouble making myself believe it was actually happening. This can’t be for real. Because the thing about Rick was that his traits, the good and the bad, were flip sides of the same coin. Heads, his predictability, certainty, absolute rock-solid devotion to family life. Tails, his occasional smugness, inflexibility, utter predictability. But neither side had cowardly, scum-sucking, mid-life-crisis-having, bastard, so obviously there was some kind of misunderstanding. I was going to explain that to him, very calmly and rationally, until I looked up at him again, saw the expression on his face. And then I understood.

All that worrying? Useless. It didn’t stop planes from slamming into the World Trade Center and it hasn’t prevented global warming or the existence of Michael Jackson’s plastic surgeon, kept my kids from getting sick or staved off the arrival of those weird mosquitoes with the tiger striped legs that give bites the size of Frisbees and transmit hideous diseases. And it wasn’t doing a damned thing to keep the inevitable from unfolding in my living room.

Total freaking waste of time.
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You’re Leavin’ too Soon




I’d like to say that right then and there was the end of the worrying, that I realized on the spot that it hadn’t done me any good in the past and therefore was not going to be of any use to me in the future. That I then and there turned over a new leaf and started moving ahead as a happier, healthier, freed person. But I’d be lying. The words weren’t even out of his mouth before I went to work on: Is there someone else? Does he still love us? How devastated on a scale of one to ten will the boys be? Will he be generous with money? If I have to get a job, am I qualified to do anything other than clean toilets? Are we almost done with this national obsession with reality TV? I sat there, staring at him, worrying about all of the above and then some, knowing I should move, say something, do something, but stuck in my mind on his question Do you ever wonder whether there’s more out there?

Anyone who’s been a stay-at-home mom for any length of time (officially defined as longer than a week) will tell you that there is no simple answer to this: yes and no, depends on the day/ hour/minute, always, never, mostly, occasionally, sometimes, of course there’s something more out there, what do you think I am? a moron? and what else could there be? are all in there, mixed up together. Asking someone to pull one answer out is like throwing different colors of paint into a bucket, stirring it up, and trying to take one color out.

On the most basic level, the decision to stay home is often made at a moment when you’re not at your best—i.e., unshowered, unrested, hormonally imbalanced, leaking milk at inopportune moments and unable to fit into anything in your wardrobe. You are alternating second by second between panic at what you’ve done (I’ve ruined my life. This is so not like having a goldfish and actually, how well did that work out?) and the un-shakable conviction that each blink of your child’s eye is the most fascinating spectacle on earth and to miss even one constitutes unthinkable neglect.

That first month, we spent so many hours staring at Noah’s perfect little head it’s a wonder in retrospect that the poor kid wasn’t traumatized by having two zombies looming over him every time he woke up. When he was a week old, Rick rolled over in bed one night, looked at me thoughtfully, and said, “God your face is huge.” Do we sound like people who should have been entrusted with deciding what color to paint the bathroom, never mind life-altering decisions?

Nonetheless, when Noah was nine weeks old, I said, “So I’ve been thinking. Maybe I should freelance instead of going back as a staff writer.” I was, at the time, on staff at City Woman magazine, where I was writing a lot of stories like “The Briefcase You Can’t Live Without: It’s functional, it says power, yet it’s still thrillingly, sexily, feminine.” I didn’t exactly feel like I’d be depriving the world of the next Christiane Amanpour.

Rick spent a few careful seconds observing Noah perform the amazing feat of sleeping in the middle of our bed before saying, “Maybe even wait on the freelancing until he’s a little older, Cass. Wouldn’t it be nice to be able to give him your full attention? You can always go back later.”

“It’s not like knowing how to write is a skill that loses its marketability,” I’d agreed.

Did I regret it? Sometimes. Although to be honest, mostly (a) when discussing the decision with my mother and (b) at Rick’s work dinners.

“Oh come on, before the LTOM became part of LIFFE, the C& F on LPG far outweighed the PPG, unless you’re using the SOFFEX LEPO,” the person across the table from me would say. (I admit this isn’t an exact transcription, more an interpretation and possibly, even, a slight exaggeration.)

Finally, when talk of the PPG waned, which could take several hours—each more thrilling than the last—some twenty-something whiz woman of investment banking with thighs like Kate Moss’s and that perfect work-to-dinner suit would turn to me and say, politely, “Are you in finance, too?”

My reply that I was at home with two kids would be met by an infinitesimal split second of silence—like I’d just said I feel everyone should open themselves to the exotic possibility of eternal damnation. After the silence, a quick inquiry into the age and sex of offspring would follow, and then: “My God! You are working, then!”

“Oh, yes!” I’d say, with an equal degree of false enthusiasm, much as though I was raising a troupe of wacky performing chimps. “They’re a handful!”

Let’s just say that I rarely eyed a wine bottle with as much affection as at these dinners. But I’m not altogether convinced that’s the same thing as real regret. It’s wistfulness in a wouldn’t-it-be-nice-to-be-putting-on-a-designer-skirt, grabbing-an attaché-case-instead-of-this-humongous-tote-bag-stuffed-with-papers-pencils-action figures-plastic-animals-Legos-juice-boxes-and-dried-up-peanut-butter-sandwiches kind of way. And I don’t know one woman with children, regardless of how passionately she loves the choices she’s made, who doesn’t have regrets.

When she was six months pregnant with her third child, my friend Kate Hoenig dumped a high-profile job in advertising. A month into her time as a domestic goddess, we were at one of those indoor play spaces, watching our children hurtle themselves headlong over dangerous objects and wallow in the toxin-infested ball pit. It was the first time that afternoon that one of the four children we had between us wasn’t hanging off us crying and/or expounding on the evil ways of their sibling.

“Do you regret it?” I asked.

“Deciding to stay home?” Kate averted her gaze from the sight of her four-year-old son practicing his javelin-throwing technique on a group of unsuspecting toddlers. “Absolutely not. Being with the kids, despite all the chaos and tedium, it’s the best thing I’ve ever done. The fulfillment is just…impossible to describe.”

And then she carefully removed the glob of Geno’s frozen pizza from her formerly perfectly highlighted hair, looked toward the CIA-style security system she would have to negotiate her pregnant bulk through to get to a garbage can, shrugged, and ate it. “Not bad,” she said.

Ten weeks after the baby was born she’d unresigned and was back in the office. I went into Manhattan to meet her for lunch a few weeks later.

“I feel like such a failure.” She looked down at her black cod with miso, tears in her eyes.

“A failure?” I was trying not to salivate with envy at her Manolos and her once-again perfectly highlit hair. “Kate, what are you talking about?”

“I just couldn’t do it. I tried. I told everyone how fulfilled I was, staying home, but, God! I hated it. It was like I was dead most of the time, and when I didn’t feel dead it was because I was so depressed killing myself seemed like too much effort. I’m not together like you are, Cassie.”

“Together?” I put down my fork, smiling modestly.

“No, really. To do it, day after day, and not mind the numbing tedium, the depression, the boredom.” She took a delicate bite of her cod. “You have to be together to survive that!”

 

“I mean, haven’t you ever wondered if your life would have been more fulfilling if you’d gone in a different direction, Cass?” Rick pulled me back from lunch with Kate to the present. He looked at me encouragingly, like a little support might help me consider the question. “It’s okay if you have. I mean, it’s only natural.”

He pushed his glasses up his nose in a gesture so familiar to me that I felt a split second of confusion over whether it was my habit or his. And I don’t wear glasses. “Do I wish I was editing the New York Times instead of going to PTA meetings? Sometimes, sure.” Mostly while I was at the PTA meetings.

“But what about something really new? Different? Something more unexpected, like, I don’t know…acting?”—was it my imagination, or was he starting to look uncomfortable?— “Singing? Something creative?”

I shot him a look. “Do you know me at all, Rick?”

He smiled. “I like to think I do.”

“In seventh grade I tried out for a part in No, No, Nanette. They suggested I look in a different direction for my future.” And then, feeling completely sick to my stomach, I waited for the train with no brakes I knew was headed right at me to hit. “Why?”

“Actually, Cass, I, um, didn’t so much mean a different direction for you. I meant me.” He looked down at the floor, suddenly bashful.

I could tell he wanted me to probe further, pull it out of him. “So?” I said in as close to a this-better-be-good kind of voice as I could muster. “Can you act? Can you sing?” Because if he (a) could and (b) wanted to, it was a revelation to me.

“I don’t know,” he said. “But that’s not really the point. A person’s creativity’s not always so overt or readily measured by external standards. And maybe, just maybe, mine’s been stifled by all this”—he looked around like he was trying to figure it out—“these—”

“Children? People who love you and rely on you?” I was desperately hoping to break through whatever this was.

He looked at me. Or maybe past me. “Responsibilities. The stuff, the apartment, the wine cellar, the house on Nantucket.”

“Who insisted on all that? Because as far as I’m concerned the whole thing has always been mostly about delivering a great big fuck you, I can do it on my own to your mother.” Then I clapped a hand over my mouth. I have always believed that there are some things you intrinsically understand about your spouse that you hold against your heart for them, that you get but never throw in their faces. And as soon as I said this, I regretted it. It was the panic speaking.

But his voice was mild when he said, “As was yours to become the perfect organic food buying, PTA meeting attending, bake sale organizing, Stepford, private school mom. Different mother, different methods, maybe. Same message, definitely.”

Damn. “Touché, Rick.” I forced myself to look at him.

“See, Cass, I understand now that I don’t need any of that stuff, but thinking I did shackled me to a sterile, deadening, materialistic way of life. And you”—he was definitely not meeting my gaze now—“well, like it or not, you enabled me in those beliefs.”

I enabled him? Was this psychobabble? Coming from Rick Martin?

“I understand that you don’t want to believe you were complicit, Cass, but you’re fooling yourself just as much as I was when I told myself I was happy.”

“Are you saying you’ve never been happy?” If he hadn’t been, I must have been the most insensitive person on earth, because I’d been convinced he was. It was impossible to have this conversation without flashing on all the times that seemed to make his words a lie. Our wedding day, him crying over the boys in the delivery room, nights spent walking Jared when he’d had colic. Us, on Nantucket, on the beach with the kids, making love on the kitchen floor, reading in front of the fire, playing endless games of Sorry and Go Fish. Rick, his eyes misted with tears at the preschool concert. “Never?”

“I thought I was.”

I felt like I’d been punched. Hard. “It’s our life, Rick.” I wasn’t doing much of a job of holding back the tears. “Maybe it is imperfect, but it’s ours.”

“We hate it,” he said.

Tears were sliding down my face now. “Have I ever said I hated our life?”

“No.” He looked down, and I wondered if he was going to blame me for the $75 cashmere socks he was wearing. “But just because you’re willing to lie down and make yourself a doormat doesn’t mean the resentment doesn’t radiate off you in waves, Cass.”

“Resentment?” I said, really surprised. I tore a paper towel off the roll I was still holding and wiped my face. “Resentment at what?”

“You’re just as tied to it as I am. No, was,” he said, looking me straight in the eye for the first time in the past few minutes. “All the stuff, the material stuff, private schools, second houses, you either wanted it more than you told yourself, or you were willing to sacrifice your desires completely. And to be honest, I don’t respect either.”

I was so scared I could hardly breathe. I figured I could live without respect if I had to. “Rick, if you want to make changes, we can do that. But maybe you should go see someone, to talk?” I was almost begging.

“No,” he said, in a way that told me clearly that that discussion wasn’t going to happen. “I understand this perfectly. It’s about me having put myself, my own interests and needs, behind everyone else’s. But don’t you see, Cass?” He reached over and put his hand over mine. “It doesn’t matter what catalyzed this feeling. What matters is that I have it and there’s no denying it. But it’s for you too! Try thinking of it as me gifting you with an opportunity to find your real unshackled self!”

I looked down at his hand on mine and had to repress the quickest flash of myself, leaning down and sinking my teeth, right into his hand. My husband’s going around the bend, and I’m channeling my mother. Shit. What if my real, unshackled self was her?

It was like all the fight had gone. I couldn’t believe he was doing this, just couldn’t. I pulled my hand out from under his. “I don’t know, Rick. Maybe I’m projecting my own childhood here, but when adults talk about chances to find themselves, it seems like it often doesn’t work out so well for the kids involved. What about Jared and Noah?” I was hoping against everything that this would have some magical effect on him, stop him dead, because his dedication as a father was one of the things I’d always loved most about him.

He looked at me blankly. “They’ll be fine, they’ll be great, Cass. I mean, first of all, they have you. And second, I’m doing it partly for them.” Right. Just like he was also doing it partly for me. “Don’t you think it’s better for the kids to have a father who is creatively fulfilled than one who hates his life?”

“No.” The feeling in my stomach had coalesced to terror. I could taste the metallic tang of my own fear. He was leaving us. “Absolutely not. They’re six and eight. They don’t give a damn about your inner workings. They just want you to live with them and love them. I just want you to live with them and love them.”

“I’ll always love them, no matter what. You know that.”

I looked at him. I did know that. It’s one of the reasons I was so confused. “Yeah, but I think the live with them part is critical in their minds, but I get the feeling not in yours. So why don’t you just tell me what’s going on? Are you leaving?”

He closed his eyes for a second and then opened them. “I don’t expect you to understand, Cass, but I’m confident you will”—I was pretty sure I was starting to—“given time. I’ve been offered a very exciting opportunity. Once in a lifetime. I haven’t done anything for myself in years, Cass. And now it’s time. My time.” He sounded like the smooth voice-over on a retirement commercial, maybe life insurance. Something I’d mute, for sure, if I had the remote in my hand.

Was that true? That he hadn’t done anything for himself in years? I mean, yes, we had a Volvo SUV, not the Aston Martin he would have liked, but that hardly seemed like the front line in self-denial. I mean, I’d have preferred a Mercedes convertible myself, but I wasn’t making any radical life changes because of it. “Rick”—if he was leaving us, he could damn well spit it out—“I’m starting to get the psycho-emotional angle of this, but what does it mean in real life?”

“This, it’s, well, a chance to, um, to, you know, ah, helm the production of a retrospective of the career of an American icon.”

He said that last part really fast. Unfortunately, I was still able to decode it as “helm the production of a retrospective of the career of an American icon.” Which did not equate to spitting it out, in my opinion. Bill Gates? Scooter Libby? Tom Brady? I mean, really, what on earth was he talking about? “Rick,” I said patiently, “can you translate this into English?
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Leavin’ in the Morning




“Barry Manilow.”

He actually said that.

And I started to laugh.

Who wouldn’t? I mean: there I was, taking part in possibly the most emotionally significant, life-altering conversation of my life, and Barry Manilow comes into it. Well, apparently—and I tell you this strictly for your own good, in case you’re ever in a similar situation—it was the complete wrong reaction! Who knew?

Rick looked so seriously put out that I stopped in a hurry and went to work on trying to get his words to take on some, you know, meaning. “Barry Manilow?”

“I—we are producing a show about him.” He looked uncomfortable enough that I suspected that if he hadn’t already done so, he’d have been reaching to loosen his tie just about now.

“Barry Manilow!?” I repeated, yet again. You’ll have to excuse my denseness, but this was not a name that had come up in our household, um…ever.

“I know what you’re thinking, Cass.”

“Actually, I’m not so sure about that.”

“No, I do!” He nodded earnestly. “You’re thinking Manilow’s awful. Right?”

“That was more a secondary thought than a primary one.”

“You think he’s total kitsch. But that’s just the point: That very fact makes him the new apex of American Culture. Bell bottoms are back, and so is Barry!”

I was intimately familiar with his tone, having used it myself many times in attempts to convince the boys that if they’d just try it, they’d for sure think broccoli was yummy! Rick was equally successful with me here. “So, um, you, you, Rick, are going to wear bell bottoms instead of custom suits”—I admit I was getting pretty pissy—“and groove to ‘View by the Bay’ instead of watching the market indicators?”

“I knew you’d be dismissive, Cassie. That’s how you always are. The perfect, nurturing, can-do-everything-with-my-eyes-shut-and-one-hand-behind-my-back PTA mom is just the exterior. The real you is always looking for an excuse to say something sarcastic and cutting. Go ahead, I’m ready.” He put his hands up like he was surrendering to the cops.

The sad truth: Never, not once in my life had I been offered a better opportunity to serve up a landslide of sarcastic and cutting remarks and I couldn’t think of a single one, not one. I settled for, “Are you out of your fucking mind?”

Rick leaned further toward me, looking pained. He hated swearing. “It’s OK.” His tone was almost painfully sincere. “Fire away. That’s just you. I’m used to it.”

“Are you implying,” I asked him, “someone else would see this differently?”

“I believe,” he said slowly, like he was giving it some thought, “that even someone more…open…would have the same knee-jerk reaction, because you haven’t really had a chance to consider the issue, which takes education you haven’t had.”

I thought about saying something about having cut all my Prickspeak 101 classes in college, but thought it might not be wise on account of it being possible to interpret it as sarcastic and cutting. I didn’t get the chance, anyway.

“Just think: it’s not really clear whether postmodernism is a cultural condition or a new theoretical paradigm, is it? Does postmodernism in itself deploy irony? Or is it a post-ironic discourse of blank parody?”

“Well, Rick,” I said carefully, the way you speak to your kids when they spend all day baking you a birthday cake that looks like a giant lump of dog poo with canned frosting on it, “you’ve certainly done your homework!”

He just plowed on, gathering steam, “Sure, our generation considers Barry Manilow a joke, but that in and of itself is almost the uberconfirmation of the fact that he’s a veritable postmodern cultural icon. Because don’t you think that in the analysis of cultural capital, postmodernists have often confused intertextuality with the blurring of generic categories, and then gone on to read the collapse of aesthetic distinctions into the processes, as if they necessarily imply the latter?”

I had the weirdest sensation that my role in this conversation had been eliminated. I’d gone from participant to audience. I was pretty sure that what he had said was the fact that Barry Manilow was a joke made him too serious to be a joke. Although it was also possible that he was saying nothing at all. Where had he picked this stuff up? He sounded like he’d cribbed a sociology text onto his hand.

“Shows have been mounted on Broadway based on the music of Billy Joel, Abba, Boy George, Cass.” His eyes were shining with enthusiasm. “In London, Elton John, Rod Stewart, Queen…and that Neil Diamond tribute band is huge! We’re going to do the same for Barry.”

He looked like the same Rick he’d been yesterday, last week, last month. Same face, same hair, same glasses; sexy in a sort of intellectual-looking way. And yet so clearly in some fundamental, invisible way not the same Rick at all. It was almost like an alien kidnapping. Maybe he’d show up in the News of the World in a few months telling about how they’d sucked his brains out his ear and forced him to listen to “Mandy” repeatedly on board their spaceship lab. That actually seemed like a comforting scenario compared to the one where he’d gone nuts of his own volition.

It was beginning to sink in. There was no punch line here. He was serious. Well, I could be too. “So, Rick, let’s start with some specifics.” I was swollen-faced but dry-eyed now. “Like who’s this mysterious ‘we,’ and when and how did you get brainwashed into this?”

He frowned. “And thank you for your support. I knew I could rely on you for that.”

Now who was being sarcastic and cutting? My turn. “Sorry if I’m not being supportive enough for you. So when did this start?”

“I don’t know.” Pause. “Six months. Give or take.”

Give or take what? “In six months you never got around to mentioning it? I hadn’t even realized you’d switched to the Easy Listening Channel.”

“There hasn’t really been a chance, Cass,” he said. “We never seem to have any couple time anymore.”

I swung back from bewildered to pissed off. No, make that bewildered and pissed off. Really, why should I have to choose? “You know, Rick, even with our busy and sometimes conflicting schedules, I’m pretty sure something like a newfound purpose for living might have cropped up between us. Hi, honey, how was your day? Not bad. Made half a mill on oil futures, had lunch at Citarella, oh, and I’m completely out of my mind, you know.”

“Sarcasm,” he pointed out and then put his hands up again. “Just trying to help.”

Gee, thanks. “You know, this sounds like one of Katya’s crazy projects,” I said. My older sister Katya’s first husband left her with about a zillion dollars when he took off. Her second husband, Peter, is a war correspondent for a news network, having apparently deemed getting shot at on a near-daily basis preferable to life with Katya. Her only child is at boarding school. All of which leaves her time and money to run around getting involved in various insane cultural causes.

While I have often been horrified by Katya and Peter’s parenting style (nonexistent), I generally find her lame-duck projects endearing—or I do as long as I’m not required to sit through them too frequently. They generally happen in Lower East Side “performance spaces.” You know, the ones with steel doors, broken plastic chairs, a faint smell of urine, and healthy homemade cookies wrapped in recycled Saran Wrap on sale at intermission to raise money for endangered whales?

“Some of Katya’s things were pretty interesting,” Rick said. “If you really took the time to examine them in context.”

Now I knew my alien brain swap conjectures were on the money, because that might seem like an innocuous enough sentence to you, but to me it was the conversational equivalent of a pipe bomb in my living room. “Rick?” I said, experimentally, to see if he still answered to the name, or whether he was going to ask me to call him Zog, since he had always been at the fore-front of the “Katya’s-a-lunatic-with-too-much-time-and-money-and-would-likely-be-better-off-institutionalized” movement. “Which ones were interesting? Nude Warhol, Off-Broadway? Or that art installation made of Cheez Whiz that had to be condemned by the Board of Health—”

He shrugged. “What can I say? I don’t think my project is crazy, but I knew you would.”

Um, yeah, that’s what sanity will do for you. “Just exactly how did you get involved with this? Were you helping with financing? Or—”

“It, um…came to me,” he admitted. “Sort of on the Internet.”

“I don’t understand—,” I started to say, and then realized. “I get it. It was spam!”

“It was meant to be, Cass,” he said stubbornly.

“Rick,” I said very calmly, because I have been led to understand that’s what you are supposed to do with sleepwalkers and escaped mental patients, but, really, I just had to ask the question. OK. Ask it again. “Have you lost your freaking mind?”

“No, Cass.” He shook his head, then pushed his glasses back up his nose. This time I did not find it endearing. In fact, I couldn’t help but think about how satisfying a crack they’d make if I grabbed them and snapped them right in half. “It’s just time for me to cast off the shackles of materialism and find my creative soul.”

“You do realize that people do not find their creative souls from spam, right, Rick? They get Viagra offers and useless stock tips. They complain about how much crap they get, they do not decide to devote themselves to bizarre”—I stopped, I’d pretty much run out of steam due to my lack of a descriptor—“um, Muzak things.”

“You don’t know the first thing about either this production or Barry.” His jaw was rigid. “And FYI, it’s more interpretive than imitative,” he said. “It’s the man, the music, the life. Not some cheesy karaoke rehash.”

My jaw was rigid, too. “Won’t this affect your job? I mean, people trust you with unthinkable sums of money, are they likely to do that if you spend your nonworking hours draped over a piano in a leisure suit?”

“I left. Today was my last day.”

I had honestly believed there was nothing left that could have sent me reeling further, which just goes to show that you should never, ever assume you’ve hit rock bottom until you’ve felt the splat. “What?” I thought I might faint. “You’ve done what?”

“Left already.” There it went, my last link with my old what-I’d-fiercely-believed-to-be-normal life, gone.

Breathe, I told myself. Then the next minute, OK, forget the breathing. It was a luxury I couldn’t afford. I’d in some way understood what was going on here since the first second he’d opened his mouth tonight, but I wasn’t in a hurry to take it in. “Who is she?” I heard the words like they’d been spoken by someone else. Harsh, completely lacking in sarcasm or bravado or anything except desperation. And then it hit me, hard. They hadn’t been spoken by someone else, but by me. To my husband.

“There’s no one else, Cass.” He looked me in the eye and shook his head. “I’m leaving you for me. Just me.”

He looked and sounded sincere, but did I believe him? Men, in my experience, do not leave the comforts of home unless they have a replacement already in mind. “So you are, you’re really—” I closed my eyes for a second and saw our life, of parenthood and PTA meetings and dinners with friends, theater tickets, reading to the boys at night, summers at the beach, soccer matches, charity fund-raisers, family dinners. “—leaving.” The word was a whisper. “Why can’t you do it from here?”

“I’m sorry. It’s just not possible. It requires travel, commitment. I need time.”

I tried to picture what of this life we’d built so carefully could exist without Rick, without the rhythm that his presence gave to our days, and I couldn’t. Just couldn’t. So I latched onto the practical. “What about money?”

“Money.” He looked at me very intently. “Really it’s all about that to you.”

I wanted to tell him that he was wrong. That not one second before, I’d been thinking about the fact that his presence gave boundary and definition to my life. But I looked at this stranger and just somehow couldn’t let him see the terror, so I said, “If you’re telling me that you’re not only leaving us but throwing away my children’s security, then yeah, I guess it’s at least partly about the money.”

“Well,” he said, “there may need to be a lifestyle adjustment or two, but I’ve more or less given up my life this far to ensure no one’s going to starve.”

“I didn’t realize that you considered yourself to have given up your life, Rick,” I said as calmly as I could. “Because here all this time I was under the impression that you headed out this door every morning to a job you loved, in an atmosphere you thrived in, and then came home every night to a family you adored and treasured.”

“That’s just the point, Cass,” he said. “I never even understood the depth of my own enslavement until this came along and saved me.”

“God, Rick”—my voice broke—“the boys.”

“I’m just going away for a while to clear my head. Think of it like an extended business trip,” he said, in those soothing tones he probably used to explain that, yes, I know the investment looks risky but…“I’m not really leaving.”

“Look, Rick.” I got up off my knees, finally, and sat down beside him. “If you’re unhappy, isn’t there some other solution?”

He reached over and took my hand. I looked at his, with the sure, sturdy fingers and square nails, the gold wedding band that was starting to wear at the edges. We aren’t separate any more, I thought. We’ve been us for so long that we’re almost one. If he really was this new—crazy—person, I would have known it. The thought was so comforting, I continued it to its logical conclusion: It was just not possible to live with someone for so long and love them so thoroughly and have no idea they weren’t who you believed them to be, so there must be hope.

“We can try counseling.” There was warmth in his eyes now, and I felt a sharp flare of hope that the situation could be salvaged, that I could convince him by having sheer willpower to do it. “We’ll figure it out together. And, Rick, I’m sorry about the sarcasm. I never knew it bothered you. I can change.”

“No, Cass.” He shook his head, and the flare of hope died. “I know this sounds ridiculous—” His hair flopped over his forehead. Another time I might have reached up and smoothed it back. “—But it’s like I’ve found my, I don’t know, not my destiny exactly, but something like it.”

That’s when I realized I was mistaken, that it wasn’t warmth in his eyes for me, for the idea of saving his family. It was devotion to this crazy idea. The Rick I knew didn’t talk about destinies. He talked about responsible investing and real estate, books, politics, theater and the symphony, laying in a case of 2000 Chateau Petrus.

He shook his head. “I can’t tell you how free I feel, Cass. I’m not even bringing a cell phone!”

“But how will we be able to get hold of you?” I asked. Stupidly, I knew.

“Don’t worry. I’ll get hold of you.”

Again, the room-tilt thing. My heart was churning away, pounding a sick rhythm. It had been a long time since I’d been the recipient of Don’t call me, I’ll call you, but I still knew it when I heard it. And this time it was from my own husband. “But where will you be?” I asked.

“Here and there.” He managed to invest the words with a sense of airiness.

“Surely this production is headquartered somewhere?”

“Don’t worry, I’ll be in touch,” he said, less airily.

I looked out the window as I struggled to pull in another breath. How odd, I thought dimly, that it’s exactly the same out there as it was a few minutes ago, right down to the police boat under the bridge. Those two imaginary cops still in the middle of that exact same imaginary conversation. It’s only in here that the landscape is unrecognizable.

“Rick, you can’t just go away and leave me no way to contact you. We have young children, responsibilities, a life. This is crazy. People don’t do this.” It was like something you’d read in the New York Post:

“AT THE COPA, THEY FELL IN LOVE: Top Stockbroker Wife in Shock as Hubby Dumps Her for Barry Manilow.” But I had a New York Times life. I’d made sure of that. “You can’t do this.”

“Look,” he said, “that’s part of the point, the part where the doing this for you too aspect comes back in. You worry way too much. It’s neurotic and unhealthy for you, me, and the boys, this always thinking something is going to happen, that you’ll need to get hold of me in some imaginary emergency. I’m sick of living with it.”

Some imaginary emergency. How dare he? “What’s the bottom line, as you bankers like to say?” I struggled to get hold of myself. “Do you see yourself coming back here, Rick? To our marriage, to us? Is this a new direction for your career or your life? God, who are you?”

“Look, Cass—” He shrugged. “Why don’t we decide to take that as it comes?”

“No. You may be the new go-with-the-flow-unenslaved-by-the-tyranny-of-communications-devices, Rick, but I’m the same old lay-it-out-in-advance Cassie, and I need to know: Are you coming back to me?”

“I don’t know.” Silence reverberated off of that, like neither of us could believe he’d said it.

At least the cards were on the table now. “When are you going?”

“Tomorrow. Best to make a clean break, don’t you think?”

“No.” I stared at him and had a memory of myself pulling a Band-Aid off Jared’s elbow. It’ll hurt less if I do it quickly, sweetie. Who had I been kidding? It had still hurt like hell, it had just gotten the whole business over less painfully for me. And now my husband was taking the Band-Aid approach to leaving me.

Somehow the whole aura of premeditation that was permeating this scene made it feel more agonizing. “So you’ve been planning this. Going on normally, knowing all the while that you were coming home to do this tonight?”

He met my gaze. “I had to take my life back, Cass, and you wouldn’t have understood. You’d have tried to talk me out of it.”

“Sounds like that could have been your salvation.”

“I understand you’re not interested in discussing it rationally,” he said.

Damned right. “Can I stop you?” I asked. “Is there anything?” In retrospect I’m not proud of that, but at the moment I was desperate. My marriage, my world, was collapsing in front of me, and I’d never even seen it coming. I just desperately wanted to hold on to it and its familiar aura of stability and security.

He shook his head.

“So,” I said. “When and how are you planning to talk to the kids? Assuming you are planning to.”

He looked offended. “Are you implying that I’d take off on them, Cass?”

“Seems to me that’s exactly what you’re doing.”

“Don’t worry, I’ll talk to them. And, Cass?” He leaned in closer, putting his other hand over mine to draw me toward him. “Let’s spend this last night together.”

“Rick”—I pulled my hand away—“do you mean have sex with you?”

“I’d like to feel a bond with you tonight,” he said, very seriously.

I hoped whoever was writing the Manilow script was making sure it was less clichéd than that. I laughed. “You’re sleeping in the guestroom, Rick, so forget about any last conjugal fucking. And if you so much as hum a note of a Manilow song in this apartment—ironic or post-ironic—I’m killing you with my bare hands.”
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Losing Touch




Then things got worse. I woke up at 4:30, stumbled out of bed, and made my bleary way down the hall to the guestroom, mentally preparing for round two (surely he will have morphed back into an actual human being with whom one can have an actual exchange of ideas, i.e., that thing we call a conversation), only to find him gone. So much for don’t worry. I’ll talk to the kids.

The freedom of the road must have been more alluring than one last espresso from the built-in Miele machine, a leisurely interval under the power shower, and a long, impassioned farewell. I couldn’t believe that this was the man whose side I’d slept against for fifteen years, who’d held my hand and cried when our children were born, who had never once given me reason to doubt his love or constancy.

I made coffee. Barry Manilow? Even on three hours’ sleep and in the dim half-light of 5 a.m. on an October morning, that one defied belief. Rick wasn’t even a music guy. He liked going to the symphony, but other than an occasional wince of distaste for my lowbrow liking for PLJ in the car had never expressed any strong musical feelings.

I also understood, as Rick must have, that unless he’d gone into the Federal Witness Protection Program, it would take me about ten seconds to hire a private detective and about ten more for the PI to track him down and figure out what he was doing and who he was doing it with. So what really was going on?

My hands were shaking so badly that I left a trail of coffee drops between the counter and the table. I looked at the floor and tried to summon the energy to get up, but couldn’t. The windows here in the kitchen looked out on the neighboring buildings. I stared out at the rooftops, tried not to hyperventilate, and took stock. It was too early to call friends. And my family? Well, it was too early to call them too, and the fact was that not one of them was any use in a crisis anyway.

Actually, that’s not true. My parents are the people to know if you chip a bicuspid while eating a bowl of muesli, and my brother, Luke, is brilliant—provided the crisis involves your Internet connection going down. Useful skills, but not applicable here. My mother was un-comforting, singularly un-maternal, and had never made a secret of the fact that she wasn’t exactly leading the Go Rick! cheering section. My father was not interested, and my sister was incredibly charming but useless with any practicalities. In other words, if I was harboring half-baked fantasies about one of them rolling up their sleeves and taking over so I could go back to bed, pull the covers over my head, and cry for a month, it was just not going to happen.

I had no choice other than to keep putting one foot in front of the other. Which meant a shower, getting Jared and Noah up and…telling them what? I took a gulp of coffee even though I knew no amount of caffeine was touching this headache. I couldn’t not tell them. On the other hand—there seemed to be another little voice whispering in my head, the passive-aggressive-conflict-avoiding one—maybe it would be better not to tell them. It really should come from Rick if it came from anyone. Plus, it was perfectly likely that he was going to come to his senses in a few days, and in that case, it made no sense to shatter the boys about nothing.

An unexpected business trip, maybe. Rick had always traveled a lot for work. And somewhere in this, I recognized that trying to slide along in life’s ordinary routine as much as possible was my greatest hope of staying sane. The PTA committee meeting I’d been dreading suddenly beckoned like a life raft of normalcy.

Cadbury came wandering into the kitchen on arthritic legs, and I mentally added walking the dog to the list of things it was going to be virtually impossible to do without another functioning adult in the house. She ambled over and was very good about letting me sob into her fur about how sorry I was that Daddy had abandoned her. She put up with it for a few minutes before emitting a huge, I-could-care-less, disgusting dog breath yawn in my face and lying down for a nap.

Technically Cad was Rick’s. He’d had her before we’d met— one of the things that had attracted me to him in the first place. Who wouldn’t love a single guy with a dog? It was so…solid and responsible. I’d just failed to notice that he’d managed never to be the one who’d walked her. Not that I’d minded doing it. I used to take her running with me, but now she was too old and slow.

This could not be the detail that I made insurmountable, I told myself. I’d manage. I blew my nose, decided to bribe one of the maintenance guys in the building with whatever it took to get them to scoop after Cad, took a quick shower, flinching at the swollen horror of my face—I do not cry well—and hauled the kids out of bed.

Why was it on weekends they were invariably up before first light asking for pancakes and someone to play Monopoly with them right now this second but on school mornings it required pleading, threats, and bribes to haul them out of bed? How was that going to be as a single parent?
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