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			“In her affecting memoir, a chronicle of self-discovery, Pam Wick (full disclosure: we’ve known each other since our teen years) illuminates some perennial truths: that no matter how privileged your background, you are not immune to sorrow; and that happiness must be sought and found within.”

			—Ron Reagan
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			“We write to taste life twice…”

			—Anaïs Nin
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			My brothers were supposed to be doctors or lawyers, and I was supposed to marry one. I was that perfect plastic bride on top of the wedding cake, feet firmly planted in buttercream frosting. When I got married, it was almost like I heard a click—like something got locked into place. Robin was on the road toward becoming an international banker, which automatically made me Mrs. International Banker.

			As I walk up the steps to the White House, all I can do is ask myself where it went so wrong.

			“Darling, I know this is a tough time. You can stay with us as long as you need to.” Dad’s voice cracks like he really feels sorry for me. Six years after my wedding to the handsome Yale husband, witnessed by hundreds of family and friends, it’s as if someone shot open the padlock, metal fragments splintering into the air. It’s as though someone shot me. I got hit and fell over the edge of the wedding cake, tumbling down tiers of icing. I landed upside down, my lace gown and face smeared in sugar.

			I failed my parents and their dream.

			My father takes my hand as he ushers my mother up the steps to the White House. I glance down at my hand in his. I suddenly feel like a parasite that has lost its host. My parents were my original hosts, then I transferred to Robin, and now the only way to ensure my survival is to transfer back to my parents. Although I’m holding my father’s hand, I can’t seem to transfer back. I am lost.

			Once inside, we walk past the Marine Guard to a small elevator to the family quarters. The elevator interior resembles a miniature wood-paneled library. My mother, father, and I stand close together with an attendant wearing white gloves. As the elevator doors close, I look up and spot a hatch in the wooden ceiling. I imagine getting to the elevator ceiling, squeezing myself through the chute, and escaping back to California where the sun is yellow-orange. But that would set off an alarm, the Secret Service would spring into action, the White House would be evacuated, and my shame would be huge.

			I look back down and notice my mother motioning for me to smooth out the wrinkles in my silk blouse. My mother doesn’t get wrinkled because she sits up straight in the car—her back doesn’t touch the seat. She is perfect. But I sit against the car seat.

			We step out of the elevator onto the second floor into the lavish reception hall. President Reagan greets us: “Here you are, my fellow Californians!” He looks dapper in his blazer and plaid slacks, smiling down at me with sparkly Irish eyes. Nancy, effortless in Chanel, grabs my hand and gives it a squeeze as she simultaneously engages a tall man in conversation. I fight an urge to cry, to ask Nancy (Mrs. R, we call her) if I can borrow pajamas and get into bed upstairs in the Lincoln Bedroom, where she would sit on the side of the bed and tell me I am going to be okay and have three children. I’m also angry with myself for ruining this visit to the White House. The actual White House. What if I pretended, just for myself, that Robin was in the bathroom the whole time? That we are still together and still in love, and he just has a bad stomach?

			We are escorted to the living room for cocktails. The room is cheery: lemon-colored rug, needlepoint pillows, silver framed pictures, all punctuated by Nancy’s favorite red in the sofa fabrics and chairs. The room smells of fresh flowers and Rigaud candles. Some of the guests have arrived, and drinks and canapés are being served. I take a white wine from a waiter carrying a silver tray and knock back a glass. I take another, then everything softens. I am momentarily relieved.

			On the coffee table in a porcelain bowl are presidential matchbooks, words printed in gold: “The President’s House.” While no one looks, I grab a handful and stuff them into my purse. This pillaging of White House matchbooks is encouraged by Mrs. R, and, in fact, the previous Christmas when my siblings and I visited with my parents, we began our individual matchbook collections. Mrs. R cheered us on. My sister, over cocktails, said that she wanted to take a bath in the Lincoln bathroom (we like that room, because of all that gold damask fabric). So, Mrs. R got her a towel, and my sister went in and came out a half hour later, just as dinner was served, squeaky and historically clean.

			We eventually make our way into the Family Dining Room for dinner and I am slightly buzzed. I tell myself Robin is still in the bathroom. Twelve of us are seated at a Federal-period mahogany table under crystal chandeliers. White House china and napkins with the presidential seal grace the dining table. I take a big breath as I sit down. I have a lump in my throat as I force a smile. On the table is a place card for the man to my immediate right, Donald Regan, Secretary of the Treasury. He is turned away from me and engaged in conversation with the woman to his right. I survey the table and organize the names in my mind like my house-cleaning chart, which I made to create order against the Kandinsky disorganization of color and shape inside of my brain.
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			Bill Casey is also President Reagan’s former campaign manager. He often stayed at my parents’ house in Los Angeles while on the road during the campaign and they became fast friends. On one of his visits, as he was walking upstairs to pack his bags, he stopped and turned back into the breakfast room where I was having coffee with Mom. He gave us a little tip: Instead of folding his clothes before placing them into his suitcase, he rolled them, which reduced wrinkling and maximized space. I was so amused by his New York accent, which sounded like rubber bands, the vowels boomeranging against consonants when he spoke. He and his wife Sophia are warm, effusive people. Looking across the table at him now, munching his watercress salad, I wonder if Casey now advises his CIA operatives about folding their clothes. The Chardonnay lifts my spirits.

			My mother sits to one side of President Reagan, listening attentively to his concerns about the Soviet Union’s disinformation campaign against the West. Dad joins in and tells the story of how he had recently been featured in the Russian news agency TASS. His aggressive policies as head of the US Information Agency make him a target of the Russians. The Russian news agency reported that “Charles Wick owns brothels in Los Angeles.” My father’s on-the-record response was, “Brothels? I don’t even like hot soup!” Everyone bursts into laughter when he tells this story. Bill Casey has rubber bands springing out of his mouth, he’s laughing so hard. No one laughs harder and longer than my father. He throws his volcanic head back, his mouth wide open; he looks like he is crying.

			I scrutinize the walls wrapped with wallpaper depicting battle scenes of the American Revolution. If Robin were here, he might have appreciated the wallpaper. He is obsessed with military history and I know he would have explained the battle scene to me. But now I am suddenly fighting a battle scene in my own head. I can’t stop thinking about the letter that I found in our living room, which is the reason I finally left Robin. He had written to his friend in Chicago who had just visited: “Dear Mike, I miss you. Didn’t have as much fun today as when you were here.” “Today,” Robin spent the day with me at the zoo. So, he didn’t have as much fun with me. I had no idea I was in a contest with Mike.

			Had our marriage been going well, maybe I would have tried to understand the letter. But it was not going well. Robin went for drinks with his friends after work, he watched basketball games at his friends’ houses when we lived in Chicago, he watched TV while we ate dinner—he did everything but talk to me. When I asked him what was on his mind he simply said, “nothing,” as he pretended to play the drums on our table with one eye still on the TV. I didn’t know a thing about sports, and perhaps if I would read the New York Times cover to cover, better understood Watergate, civil rights, women’s rights, I might have been more interesting to him. But I was just me and no match for Mike. I would understand later that there were complexities that eroded our marriage, to which I contributed. I was unwilling to try things Robin enjoyed, like watching football. I also forced my idea of a proper marriage onto him by insisting we dine nightly at 6:30 p.m., that we keep our apartment tidy in case anyone dropped by, and that we spend Sundays together going to museums. We were so young, but I acted old by being rigid, where everything had to fit my idea of “perfect,” and where only I was in control. Maybe that’s what annoyed Robin. He wanted me to be his partner, not his mother. Now, all I can think about is the letter. An icy slush seeps into my stomach and freezes my insides. I look over at the wallpaper again and wish I were not in battle. Robin doesn’t know I found the letter.

			Later, during dinner, my head throbs and I fight to keep the conversation going, especially with Donald Regan next to me droning on about taxes. He manages to insert every acronym into our conversation…the FCC, the SEC, the DOJ… For me, it’s as though everyone is speaking in code. Finally, he finishes offering his treatise on the Reagan tax cuts, which are part of his policies popularly called Reaganomics.

			“Very interesting—thank you for that valuable information, Secretary Regan,” I lie.

			“KIM,” he quips.

			“KIM?” I ask. My sister’s name is Kim. Does he know her?

			“An old Wall Street expression, ‘Keep It in Mind.’”

			“Oh,” I answer. “Good one.”

			He stares at me with not an ounce of humor.

			I look down at my plate. A pea rolls across the china.

			I turn around to him and promptly say “GTK!”

			“Excuse me?” he asks.

			“Good to Know!” I say, a giant grin on my face.

			Donald Regan looks unamused and turns to butter his dinner roll.

			It doesn’t matter. This is still the highlight of my night. Am I drunk? I actually remember what it is like to be happy. I take a comedic swan dive, and, like my father, I am my own best audience.

			Later, as we are leaving, I hug Mrs. R goodbye. She looks at me with warmth and empathy, her infectious laugh on pause. I know she knows I’m separated from Robin. She holds my gaze.

			“My mother told you?”

			She nods, taking my hands in hers. I feel like I am going to burst into tears. Nancy has that tuberose perfume smell. Her eyes are soft.

			“I’m sorry,” she says.

			I am suddenly homesick for California. For the Reagan days there—when Mrs. R and Mom ran the chili booth at our grammar school, and when we were riding in the carpool and couldn’t wait to go home to finish our homework so we could go out and play. The tuberose of Mrs. R’s perfume is the jasmine outside our house in Los Angeles that covered our garden. Back then there were no acronyms, no battle-scene wallpaper, no missing husbands. Just the yellow-and-white checked wallpaper in our kitchen, the sound of crickets in summer, and the hoot of an owl at night in winter. Driving home, the night sky is dark, nearly black. I look back through the car window as the White House, lit up like a toy lantern, recedes into the distance.
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			Against a backdrop of the Jefferson Memorial, the Washington Monument, and the National Gallery, Robin and I started dating the summer of 1976. We went to concerts at the Kennedy Center. I fell in love with him during Strauss waltzes. I met his family—his father, the congressman with an office in the House Rayburn Building, where we would hang out on summer nights, watching the bicentennial fireworks illuminate the night. We’d stand on the Rayburn balcony, gazing at the humid sky. He kissed my ear with such fervor once, I lost my earring back on the congressional blue-and-gold carpet that had an emblem in the shape of an eagle. We nearly had sex on the floor of his father’s office on a hot July night. The phrase “I have the floor” always held significance after that. Once when we went to get ice cream in Georgetown, Robin leaned into me and spilled chocolate on my linen shirt. He insisted on taking it to the dry cleaners—I thought that was so chivalrous.

			A year later, we got married in Los Angeles. Mrs. R gave me a bridal shower and even served chili in china bowls. Ronald Reagan stopped in to say hi to the ladies and congratulated me. I felt so happy, on the tarmac of my grand life. My mother took me to Saks Fifth Avenue and we bought several nighties with bows. Mom and Mrs. R drove me to their favorite discount luggage store in Culver City, where we picked out a set of navy Lark luggage to begin my new life as Mrs. International Banker.

			Now those joyous times seem ages ago. We’ve already been married for six years, and here we are on the brink of divorce. It has been nearly a week since I left and now I’m standing at the front door to our apartment, holding a pink box filled with glazed donuts. Is a box of pastries enough to save a marriage? Probably not. Still, I have decided to try one last time, to come and to talk to Robin, hoping that if he says the right thing, or if I say the right thing, or if somehow we connect, maybe there is still hope for the two of us.

			As I stand looking at the polished wood of our front door, I realize that I have never knocked on it before. For the first time, I am a visitor to my own home. The thought makes me instantly homesick, and I feel a melancholy, heart-wrenching ache. My life is behind that door and yet here I am, holding donuts, as if I were a stranger. Our sofa and clothes and books and coffeemaker and wedding gifts, the physicality of us, and of course, of Robin, is separate from me as I stand outside.

			After a moment, Robin comes to the door wearing sweats and a Yale T-shirt. “Glazed donuts, your favorite.” I hand him the pink cardboard box, half hoping this brings us another chance. He glances at the box and looks back up at me and smiles. I fell in love with that expression, those dimples, those eyes which crinkle their own smile.

			Does his smile imply we’re okay? But even if he decides we’re okay, I’m suddenly not so sure. What are we going to do about Mike? Should I confront him? Let’s say he admits to the whole Mike thing; I don’t know how I feel about a third wheel in our marriage. I don’t think I’m that progressive.

			In any case, Robin always glosses over everything with a Midwestern-corn-flour denial, much like my mother. And it doesn’t look like today is going to be any different. He smiles as if to say, “It’s all in your head,” much like my mother. “We’re good, you’re back,” his expression seems to say.

			I momentarily smile, hoping to convince myself things are okay. And now I am the one in denial, a shiny, fresh denial that covers my doubt like an oversized picnic blanket.

			It was his Illinois charm that first attracted me to Robin. He was from a small town called Peoria. When we met, he was standing outside in the sun in a striped Oxford shirt, tie, and khakis, chatting with fellow classmates. It was a spring afternoon and my family and I were at a Yale graduation garden party for my brother; he and Robin were in the same class. I spotted Robin from across a crowded quad and he smiled like the sun was rising. When he first said hello, his voice was soft and smooth like buttermilk. It was as if the farm air blew into his childhood room at night and bathed him in goodness, and it was this aura he exuded that made me feel safe around him. Sweet grass and tilled soil, there he was as he spoke, wrapping his voice around his words with respect.

			As Robin and I walk toward the kitchen in our apartment, the memories fade. Our floral sofa in the living room looks just the same as it did the previous week when I had been sobbing so hard, I thought the floral pattern would run. The overstuffed chairs remain in place, holding their collective breath as they wait for life to resume. I can’t seem to remember why I left Robin and our apartment. Maybe everything had been perfect; maybe I just didn’t realize.

			We sit on our kitchen floor, facing each other. This is where I had cooked so many perfect meals for the both of us and perfected Julia Child’s beef stew, which Robin devoured.

			“You just need to come back,” he says, fidgeting with his wedding ring. I so badly want to tell him that I’d love to, but there is the matter of the letter to Mike that I haven’t mentioned yet.

			“We don’t talk. We never talk. In the morning. After work,” I say, hoping he’ll comfort me, promise that he’ll make an effort to change.

			“We talk about stuff.”

			“Not our feelings. What’s going on in here.” I motion to my chest. “The TV’s always on. Basketball. Football. You’re glued to the TV. I have to talk to you during the commercials.” If he meets me halfway, I’m willing to watch sports with him, if that’s what it takes to improve our relationship.

			“You’re telling me not to watch TV?”

			Robin had completely missed the point. Does he not get that it’s not the television that I have a problem with? I just want him to be more present so I don’t have to wait for commercials to speak to him. I wonder what his idea of a marriage is.

			“I’m saying we need to talk more.”

			He sighs, exasperated, but I don’t want to give up just yet. I want him to understand that things need to change between us if we want our relationship to improve.

			“You’re gone so much.” I blame him, without acknowledging my part, and he gets defensive.

			“I have to travel for my job.”

			Robin’s not wrong. He does have to travel for work, but it still feels to me like it’s all his fault.

			“But you have a meeting on a Thursday and then you stay away the weekend.”

			“That was in Chicago. I stay with Mike and Jody.” There. He said it. Mike. Dear Mike. The letter.

			“Mike. You. The letter to him. I found it. I read it.”

			He looks at me, blankly.

			I look over at him. He stares off, gnawing on his fingernail. He is so handsome. Boyishly so. My heart beats too fast.

			“You had more fun with Mike?”

			“What?”

			“In the letter. ‘Went to the zoo today. Didn’t have as much fun as when I went with you.’” I wait for a reply.

			He looks off. Then turns back to me. “I still love you.”

			I want to jump into his arms and to feel safe again. I want to walk to the zoo together, feed the penguins, then come home, eat grilled cheese sandwiches, and maybe have sex. But as I stare at the unopened donut box between us, I know it’s over.

			“I have to go.” I get up and go to the bedroom to pack some clothes. Our bed is unmade. I open the closet door and stare at my skirts and blazers. How much will I need? I’m overwhelmed. I squish several skirts into my Lark suitcase and pull down another one for my shoes and blazers. It chokes me up to think these suitcases were for my new married life and now they are for…what? My divorced single life?

			I drive back into my parents’ long driveway and stop the car in front of their modern concrete-and-glass house. I get out, pick up my suitcases, and walk a few steps. Then I sit down on the driveway pavement, squeezing my knees to my chest. I am having a panic attack. Sounds muffle, birds stop chirping, crunchy leaves are silent. Just the sound of my fiercely beating heart fending off a tsunami of fear. I’m perspiring and sweat is seeping through my shirt. I wipe back my sticky hair and lick salty sweat off my upper lip.
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			“Here, have some water,” my mother says as she hands me a glass. We stand in front of the sink in the kitchen, my suitcases on the floor. She is dressed elegantly in slacks and a cashmere sweater and the midday light shines on her face.

			“Honey, this too shall pass, it’s better you know now, and it is so sad.”

			When is Robin going to tell his parents about us? I imagine he will wait as long as he possibly can; I know he will pretend everything is normal till then. What are they going to do about the family Christmas card? I imagine it’s too late to airbrush me out. The annual photo was recently taken in his father’s congressional office, his family and I standing under framed photographs of politicians, next to an American flag. The photo is the front of a glossy holiday card, with a yearly update inside encircled by holly berries. How sad to think of the edited text for next year, “…our son Robin is working hard at his banking job and enjoying intramural office sports.” Maybe there’d be no mention of our divorce. I would merely no longer be in the family photo. Where I once stood, there would be a small potted tree with twinkle lights.

			“We’re having hamburgers for dinner, sound good?” Mom is revving back up to optimistic as she turns toward the refrigerator.

			“Your father should be home later. He had a meeting with his co-deputy.”

			So that’s it. I am crossing over to the next chapter of my life. I pick up my suitcases and wander out of the kitchen and toward the long hallway with floor-to-ceiling windows in the direction of the guest room, my new home. The rest of the afternoon I spend putting away my clothes and sleeping, dreaming of the life I am leaving as I toss and turn with the afternoon light filtering into the room. Outside, fall leaves descend from their branches on this sad October day.

			Later, the smell of grilled onion and hamburgers leads me into the kitchen. Cody is near the stove; he spots me and trots over, making a beeline for my crotch, his usual way of greeting me. My parents got this Doberman for security reasons, but he himself is a security risk. The two sisters, who live in the house and work for my parents, nicknamed him “Mr. Horny.” Achin, the older sister, is at the sink. She looks over at Cody and notices him goosing me.

			“Mr. Horny! No!” she scolds.

			I laugh, which feels so good. My mother shakes her head in feigned disgust and then my father walks into the kitchen, also led by his nose. He grabs a pickle from a jar on the counter and tells me how sorry he is, that Mom told him about my meeting with Robin. “Look, you’ll get through this. It’s going to take time. Honestly, I think you did the right thing. We like Robin a lot, but it isn’t a good situation anymore. You just focus on you now; you’ll work out all the details.” I watch my father’s face as he talks. On one hand he can be so tough, but on the other he is also deeply empathic.

			“I think we should wait for Robin to tell them, then your mother and I will follow up with a call.” He seems concerned about Robin’s parents, whom we like a lot.

			My parents have always been close to Robin’s family. The first time his parents walked into our house, my father proceeded to play the University of Illinois fight song on his baby grand piano. (Dad, in addition to being a lawyer, is a trained musician. So it was a hit.) The mutual fondness was instantaneous. The fact that Robin’s father was the Republican minority leader in the House of Representatives and my father was a member of Ronald Reagan’s kitchen cabinet solidified their friendship.

			Over dinner, I listen to my parents talk about Washington, their social calendar, upcoming cocktail parties, the Soviet Union, the latest piece in the style section of The Washington Post. I can’t seem to care about these things. In California, we never spoke about social calendars or the Soviet Union. Our home in Los Angeles was a sprawling traditional my parents bought from Lana Turner in the ’50s. Tour buses routinely traveled down the street and idled in front of our house. “This is the house of famed actress Lana Turner,” the tour guide’s voice would boom into our driveway. My father got so tired of the intrusion, he had a sign permanently planted in front of our large hedges, which stated in an elegant script, “Honestly, She Doesn’t Live Here Anymore.”

			Our life in Southern California was filled with the “coo, coo” of mourning doves, the whooshing of traffic on Sunset Boulevard, and the sweet scent of night-blooming jasmine. If I could go back to our house in Los Angeles now, I think I’d still be homesick. I would recognize where I grew up, but I would no longer be a part of it. A piercing, unrelenting longing is my new home. I am homesick for Robin and our apartment and our stuff. I imagine him eating dinner by himself, watching TV. Is he homesick for me?

			This, my first night with the knowledge my marriage is over, feels like a dream. Or, more accurately, it feels like the end of a dream.
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			People don’t get divorced in my family. In fact, no one I knew got divorced when I was growing up. Well, there was one girl—Joan Rinde. I went to school with her at Westlake. Her brother Rob attended school with my brothers. One day Joan came to school, and it looked like she had been crying. Her face was red and she wiped her eyes with the sleeve of her uniform blouse. Then she told someone her parents were divorcing and soon the news was all over school. I would see her walking down the halls, not talking to anyone, her head hanging down. Her mother, Mrs. Rinde, would stand alone at the school’s open house. Mrs. Rinde always wore black as if she were at a funeral, as if being divorced was a kind of memorial to her former, happy life.

			One time she and the other parents were in our geography class admiring our papier-mâché Africa relief maps. I noticed Mrs. Rinde looking around, as if waiting for her husband, Joan’s father, to show up. But why would he? They were divorced. To my sixteen-year-old self, divorce seemed a sort of death. Marriage is supposed to be forever.

			Now, the only evidence that I was ever married is a slight tan line where my wedding ring used to be. We still need to split our wedding gifts, but everything else has been thrown out or given away. It amazes me how a life can be disassembled so quickly, tossed into boxes and be made to suddenly disappear. I catch myself rubbing the little white stripe on my finger, massaging the skin until the white turns red and looks less noticeable. I’m trying to get used to the day when the white no longer exists, when the last lingering evidence has completely faded away.

			My parents are kind. My mother keeps saying, “This too shall pass,” and my father goes out of his way to talk to me more, to ask how I’m doing. But I know I have disappointed them. They had expectations for me, and since I was little, I knew in no uncertain terms what those were. I was going to be like my mother, get married, have perfect children, and support my husband’s career. My sisters and I trained at an early age. Every night after dinner, we cleared the table and did the dishes while our brothers remained at the table talking to our father about “important things.” We all studied hard, but my brothers had to get As—they knew that they would apply to law school. My sisters and I did not consider going to graduate school. After all, we didn’t need a career in our future. It was understood that we would work until we got married. After that, domestic life and children would be the center of our world.

			So, I hide my true feelings from my parents. I tell them I’m okay, that I am feeling like I have done the right thing leaving my marriage. I put on a happy face. I try to laugh extra hard at my father’s jokes, act interested when my mother shows me a new outfit she bought herself or tells me about an upcoming gala at Ford’s Theatre. I try to paint a rosy picture. I feel like I want to make everything okay and that it is expected of me to do so. In my family, we see the glass as half full. My parents are survivors.

			My sister Cindy is the only one I confide in, even though she is younger than me. Since we were little, we have told each other all our secrets. Cindy is an artist and her drawings have even been published in the New York Times. She isn’t married yet and isn’t bound by the responsibilities of “being a wife.” She works at a film-advertising firm in the Paramount Building in New York City. I’ve always been fascinated by what she does for a living—creating movie posters and coming up with taglines for films. She’s just finished the poster for Mr. Mom with Teri Garr and Michael Keaton, a film about a father losing his job and his wife finding a job, leaving him at home with the kids. The tagline is, “When Mom goes to work, Dad goes berserk.”

			I imagine her life, single in her twenties, walking down 78th Street, backpack slung over her shoulder, wool cap over her long hair. On the weekends she and her work friends go out to hip restaurants and stay out all night.

			Cindy calls me every morning and she has this ability, much like our mother, to view situations through the lens of optimism. When we were kids, on Sunday nights our family watched The F.B.I. and Bonanza in our parents’ bedroom. Cindy and I would sit on the floor, sketching fashion models on pads of paper. She’d glance over at my drawing and say she loved it. But I knew my drawing wasn’t of the same caliber as hers. Yet she made me feel talented. She’s always been like that, propping me up.

			“Checking in,” she says today. Her tone is warm and caring. I tell her that the divorce makes me feel like the dream has ended. She replies without hesitating: “I feel like you just woke up.”

			Maybe Cindy is right.

			“Pam, you need a life of your own. Leave Mom and Dad. Get yourself a job,” Cindy tells me. I think about it and I find myself wishing that I hadn’t gotten married so early. I could have explored a career, like Cindy has. Because I was her oldest daughter, my mother wanted to mold me, and I became her project. I was so young and impressionable it was easy for her to do that, and I grew up believing that the correct way to live life was to live like her. I always knew I would get married first—my mother and I talked about it so many times that I hadn’t had a chance to imagine an alternative future. My younger sisters escaped this expectation and now have lives I wish I had.

			How can I suddenly leave my hosts and survive by myself? Cindy makes it sound so simple, but the thought of showing up somewhere and being effective seems beyond my grasp at the moment. I spend much of my time in bed, which has become my second skin, my head buried beneath the pillows so I can hardly breathe.

			“It will get you out of the house. You can start over.”

			For a moment, I can visualize an image of me, briefcase in hand, blazer with shoulder pads and skirt, walking down a busy street to my office, purposeful and belonging.

			But the reality of my circumstances quickly drops me back to earth. Who would hire me? What am I possibly qualified to do? I have spent my life learning how to throw a dinner party and how to line up the salad fork with the entrée fork. No one has ever told me that I could stand up in front of a boardroom.
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