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AROUND THE HOUSE

AND IN THE GARDEN











WHAT’S IT ALL ABOUT?



When I was divorced my sense of home fell apart. And so, too, did my house. The rooms looked ravaged, sacked as they were of furniture, art, books, the mementos of a life constructed with someone else; everything fallen into disrepair. For a long time I couldn’t bring myself to buy new furniture. I couldn’t replaster and repaint; it took too much energy even to consider choosing colors. Except for the children’s rooms, I wanted everything to be clean, but empty, redolent of failed love. I was very, very sad. I went throughdays, months, and maybe even years fully able to be a good mother, and to be a friend, and to work—in fact, taking comfort in the time-consuming distraction of it as well as in the structure the job’s demands gave to my days. It was only my house—disheveled, lonely-looking, pale, and crumbling—that showed the symptoms of my uneasiness in my new life.
I am a slowpoke, in some profound ways, and always have been. Some people bounce quickly out of divorce into new relationships, new marriages, and new houses; lucky for them, I say. But it took me years to renovate my attitude, and it was a messy job, proceeding in fits and starts. So there is no chronology in the writing that follows; there was no narrative to my heartbreak or my healing. Just a starting point—but maybe not even that, as divorce, or any kind of suffering, usually does not seem like the beginning of anything, just the end of something.

Strangely enough, my divorce came through when I was starting a new job as the editor ofHouse & Garden,a magazine about making homes. Nothing in my professional background could have prepared me for this subject; I had worked at magazines likeNewsweekandTexas MonthlyandEsquire,which, if they have anything to do with home, say so only indirectly. Maybe because I was now making a living thinking about houses, I was more self-conscious about the state of my own home. But because I was so intensely busy with the magazine, I didn’t have to press myself actually to do anything about it. I lived vicariously, in other people’s tailored, well-appointed rooms, surrounded by their beautiful things. Whatever I was looking for I found in photographsthat seemed always to capture domestic perfection. So long as the children were comfortable, I felt free to go my own, slow, meditative way in pulling things back together. My children saw that their house—one of their houses—looked strange, but they were graciously, instinctively generous in their acceptance of it.

I began to pay close attention to how people talk about making homes, whether they are decorators, architects, clients, or people like me, who have always done it—or not—themselves. I began to appreciate how deeply charged a subject home is; it really is not about chintz as opposed to toile—or it is that, and much more. We invest our homes with such hope, such dreams, such longing for love, security, a good life—and stylishness to boot. That’s what I have been trying to explore in what follows. Sure, making a home is a materialistic endeavor. But it is often, maybe usually, undertaken with intense spiritual energy.

I cannot say my home healed my heart. But I can say that, as my heart healed, my home reflected it. Perhaps my house forced my hand, at times, with its unrelenting demands. And perhaps at times my heart, gladdened, let me turn my attention homeward. Whatever the strange, looping path I took out of sadness, it wound its way from room to room, like a recurring dream I had as a child, in which I kept looking for something in a cavernous, empty old house, never finding it, but never being able to stop the ceaseless searching, either.

Maybe my subject is yearning; maybe that’s the case for most of us. We yearn to live in houses full of love, happiness,passion, and peace, too. We yearn for domestic bliss. Even when we have found it, we are restless about wanting things to be better. As soon as we get what we want, we want more. That’s the nature of being alive, of persevering, of striving.

And that is the nature of redecorating.











WHEN IT WAS OVER



You always know when it’s over, and it is almost never during one of those familiar moments of high drama—a big fight, a big betrayal, a big disgrace. We don’t hit love’s bottom with door-slamming, fist-clenching, sob-choking fury. That’s when we’re alive. Instead, the death of a relationship seems to creep up quietly, achingly; it makes its slow, sour presence felt in strange and subtle moments. The things you think you’re fighting about—sex, money, work, children—those are never really the main event. They’re theskewed translations of deeper problems, curled up in the dark belly of love: problems with fear, or grief, problems with scar tissue that may long ago have knit itself over too thickly.
When I think back over the unraveling of my marriage, things are clear now that were not then. But this story isn’t about marriage, and in any event I intend to protect the privacy of a couple that no longer exists to protest the accuracy of anything I might say. My story begins with the end of a marriage, the end of a household, the end of a home. It is about mourning, and the passage through what I came to think of as a living death—or perhaps, living a death. And it is about the way a house can express loss, and then bereavement, and then, finally, the rebuilding of a life.

It was in the middle of one of our traditional Sunday lunch parties that I knew our marriage was permanently derailed. We were in our house in suburban New York; Nick and I had married young, for our East Coast circle, and we were the first to have children and live in a house. Because our friends were still living in their city apartments, we had to make special efforts to get them to ride the train, cross the river (a psychological deterrent for New Yorkers), and come for a visit “in the country”—as we billed it. The country: sidewalks, mailboxes, birds, trees, lawns, barbecue grills, sprinklers, swing sets, mowers, cars. A kitchen, full of bookcases and cupboards, that was not only roomy enough to cook a huge meal in but pleasant and comfortable to sit in as well (my own studio kitchen in New York City during my single days was shoehorned into a coat closet; I used the stove to heat the apartment).

Our house had a dining room, another novelty. Bedrooms for the children, their own playroom. And a guest room. We had it all, and our suburban life was so unusual that our friends came to see us with the slight hauteur and detached curiosity with which anthropologists would observe a new tribe. Little did they know that within a decade most of them would have their own houses and gardens and babies.

That late winter day, a fire was crackling in the fireplace next to the long table, and our guests, old friends and some new ones, were groaning with the pleasure of full bellies. Our faces were flushed with heat, wine, conversation. The moment that comes back to me began in the middle of some political argument, the gist of which I lost long ago.

I was drifting along with the conversation when I began to be overcome by a sensation of floating away, of disconnecting and hovering over the table. From somewhere outside of myself, I glanced around the beautiful dining room, admiring the golden quality of the late afternoon sun slanting in through windows whose glass was slumping into their panes under nearly a hundred years of age—all except one that had recently been shattered by a child’s errant baseball. It caught my eye, its pristine flatness put into relief by the nearly liquid quality of the light. The trunks and bare branches of the trees outside seemed to be carved into the radiant sky.

The logs crackled and popped, the table danced—the striations of the wood looked alive. We had moved that table to New York from our first home together in Texas, where I had collaborated in designing it with a localnetmaker. Cooking was a passion of my husband’s; eating was mine. I had a walloping china fetish, and loved to set a beautiful table, and to serve friends; I even loved to clean up. Dinner parties had become a kind of glue in the relationship that we had built over the last fifteen years; the table was a place where we could come together in a performance of partnership that gave us pleasure. I had grown up in a home where dinner parties were impossible. The anxiety of preparation was insupportable for my mother; my father, a surgeon, was liable to disappear to save a life and ruin a meal at any moment; it is doubtful that had we had guests at the table they could have withstood the sharp correction of their manners with every forkful—lessons my French mother inflicted on her children, that we not become boorish Americans. So it seemed something of a miracle to me that I had become a grown-up who could actually have friends at the table, and pots bubbling on the stove, and conversation about things we read in the paper—a miracle of tranquility, civility. An ideal.

That Sunday, everything gleamed with a patina of contentment, perfect domesticity.

Except that I seemed to be detaching from it all, peeling away. The sensation was so strong that I felt sure I must have a bubble over my head, filled with a life-size cartoon character, telling everyone—in fat, screaming capital letters—what I was really thinking. There I was, serving, passing, clearing, laughing, talking. There I was, smiling at my husband. And the bubble over my head said, What am I doing? You all think I’m here, and happy, and engaged,and I am not. And why am I not happy when everything is so beautiful, so polished? Why can’t I engage with people I love, in a home I love? Why does it seem inconceivable to me, the idea of spending the rest of my life this way—this was so much a part of what I had wanted. Why can’t this work?

I watched a candle sputter, and just as I became conscious that the flame was burning too far into the crystal candlestick, there was a slow, violent, cracking sound, and the hunk of gorgeous old glass split in two. The candlestick had been a wedding present from my father. The conversation was stilled by the geological drama of the moment. I stood to pick up the pieces, feeling myself move heavily with the weight of a sadness I had finally acknowledged. No one could see how charged a moment it was for me, and I’m not sure I understood it for a long time; I knew simply that the disturbance ran deep.

Nick and I blew out the rest of the candles later in the evening, when everyone had gone home. And as I had done dozens of times before, I put away silver and platters, threw linens into the washing machine, poked the logs apart in their iron cradle, picked wax drippings off the table and rubbed oil into its clean surface. I dimmed the lights in the dining room, gave it one last look, and closed the door.

That dining room stayed closed, and empty, for a long time.











WHO GETS THE HOUSE?



The day eventually came—perhaps a year after that lunch party—when it was time for my ex-husband to move out of our house. A van was parked in the driveway, ramps were set up at the kitchen steps, burly men swept through the rooms, boxing things marked with a piece of red tape—his. The boys, who were five and nine years old at the time, had been packed off to my parents’ house so they wouldn’t have to witness the dismantling of their home. And then it was done.
As he was leaving, Nick took one last walk through a house that seemed awkward in its nakedness. He stopped in the kitchen and turned to me. “This was a paradise,” he said.

“I never knew you felt that way,” I replied.

In the fifteen years we lived together, he had seemed oblivious to anything having to do with furnishing, decoration, arrangement. I had enjoyed setting up the household, shopping for it, and tending to each room’s needs for chairs, rugs, lamps, art. I saw husbanding the home as one of my roles in the marriage, a way that I could show love, and nurture the place we made for it, just as he took on, as one of his jobs, making dinner for the family. This division had been fine with us, or so I thought, until his comment made me weep—with gratitude for the kindness of it and hurt anger that not until he was on his way out the door had he acknowledged what I had contributed to our lives together.

So be it. But how strange it is what we withhold from one another. Is it that we take the making of a house for granted? Maybe. Until it is time to decide who gets the house, perhaps one of the most rancorous moments in most breakups these days.

I guess it used to be that the housewife kept the house to which she had been married, perhaps as much as to the husband, who was abandoning them both. He might have paid for it, but she breathed the day’s life into it; and it was there that the children would continue to be raised. Thankfully we live in other times now; men are not cast out of their children’s lives as frequently; women are not tied to their houses,either. It doesn’t mean we have more clarity about how to proceed, though; there are no more rule books.

I ended up buying my husband’s half of the house after a series of complicated psycho-emotional negotiations. I had found the house—or, more precisely, recognized its potential. I had fallen in love with it at first sight. I was taken with the forthright symmetry of its neo-colonial architecture: front door in the middle, windows, a whopping sixteen panes in each large frame, arranged on either side of the door, like a schoolchild’s drawing of a house. Dark old wooden shingles, the bright contrast of the trim painted chalk white—outlining the shape of the house—black shutters, fat, simple columns, like old soda bottles, holding up balconies. Even a tiny sleeping porch clinging to the second story at the back. The house was nearly a hundred years old, and though it had been well loved by the previous owners, it had gone into a gentle decline that spoke of children having left home, money having gotten tighter, energy drawn down. The house had a fading elegance that drew me in immediately because I knew I could be of help. I knew exactly, instinctively, what needed to be done. I loved the feeling of the place: quiet, reserved, dignified in its poise. Nothing about it was showy, but it was beautifully built—hand-plastered walls, rare fruitwood floors—and its many qualities, though slow to reveal themselves, gave the house a strong presence. The gardens, too, looked promising, full of large old shrubs, towering trees, tangles of ivy—all well into old age and grown slightly out of control, a charming combination.

I had thrown myself into engineering the renovationsand the decoration with great enthusiasm. It often seems that one person shoulders the job of caring for a house, and takes on the endless tasks of furnishing, arranging, stocking up, and maintaining the luster of it all. I had been happy to be the one to do it. I had devoted hours to nursing camellias and azaleas and hydrangea and peonies and althea back to their bloom. And I had helped pay for it all, too. Of course, my husband had filled the house with the aroma of delicious food for friends and family; he had made his livelihood from the house, working from an office he had created in one of the bedrooms; he had indulged my wish to make it all as beautiful as possible, and he had helped pay for it, too.

Ultimately my success in contriving to stay planted in that house probably came down to the fact that I was completely incapable of even imagining moving to another house, let alone actually going out to look for one. I was paralyzed by the thought. I knew I would never find another house in that town that I could love as well.

After my husband moved out, I walked from one room to another, slowly, lingering in each doorway. That was where the painting of the ghostly man in the canoe had hung. That was where the armoire had stood, full of china for the next dinner party. Under that table had been a beautiful Persian rug. That was where I had once sat in a big, comfortable armchair and nursed my second son. Only the children’s rooms had been left intact; the rest of the rooms were hollow, the walls ringing with memory. Each room bore the marks of hearts breaking—and our divorce had been an easy one, mutually agreed upon, finally, as the best solution to animpossible sadness. But even if it was right, it was not painless. I felt as if my heart were suspended over a vast emptiness. And my house looked that way for a long time, too.

I went upstairs to the third-floor room that my husband had used as his office. I had dragged a futon into it, intending to sleep there because I couldn’t imagine staying in the master bedroom. I spent weeks, and then months, on that futon, tossing and turning; it was worse during the nights when the children stayed at his new house and I was alone, and everything was too strangely quiet. I stayed there, on that floor, in the spot where his desk had been, unable to move back into what had been our room and was now to be my room. I stayed for months, until I realized that I was behaving like an old dog whose master is long gone, and still she sleeps by the fire next to the chair, waiting for a return, head jerking up at every creaking floorboard.

I spent months simply looking at the shell of our marriage. I felt alienated from the house; every room reminded me of our lives there, and it seemed unfathomable, how to move on. I felt as if I couldn’t move at all; I felt listless, weary around the house—everything seemed drab. I wondered about the wisdom of staying there. It seemed impossible to move forward, to make the house just mine, just then; I couldn’t see how to rinse the tears from the air. Each room held an accusation of failure. There seemed very little to love about the place, except for the pleasure the children took in returning to their old rooms every week; that alone was fortifying. I began to think about putting the house on the market and forcing myself into a new setting.

It was during the time that I was too emotionally devastated to make a new home for myself—and for my children—that I began to think seriously about what it had meant to make a house, and a garden, at all. Houses and gardens express so much about ourselves, the state of our hearts, our lives. We all know that strange, uncomfortable feeling as we walk into a house in which something is wrong with the owners; we learn, over time, to read the cracks in the foundations by the way they zigzag up the walls. Ask the architects or decorators—anyone involved in the craft of building—and they’ll tell you how easy it is to spot signs of structural and emotional collapse. If they’re paying attention—and generally, they have to, for it falls to them to navigate, and then cover up, the shoals of the relationship—they can tell the state of a marriage by the interaction between their clients; sometimes they see the trouble before anyone else. Of course, it is always easier to spot someone else’s fault lines.

But if our houses display the symptoms of our unease, they are also capable of showing us a way out of our troubles. Houses, if we take them seriously, and I do, are very demanding. You can leave them to disrepair only so long before the plaster starts raining down around your ears. And then you have to start paying attention.

Very late one early spring night, I sat in the only armchair left in the living room. Next to me was a candelabra, all four tapers burning to stubs. I had laid a fire and, in those small hours, the embers were glowing a smooth, silky orange. There was one other piece of furniture in the room, a tablepiled high with the books I was not interested in reading. I was listening to an opera, by Delibes, I think; I remember the music was grandiose and passionate and full of desperate, miserable longing. The French doors were open to the garden, it was cool outside, and unexpectedly, mingling with the music, came the sound of a fierce rainstorm. Gusts of damp air blew in the doors; the floors gleamed as lightning flashed. I could appreciate, all of a sudden, what was around me, in the wind, the hard rain, the thunder, and, too, in the crumbling plaster of the walls, the dark wood planks, the hot coals piled in the deep fireplace, the austere panes of glass in windows that glowed white with each crack of light. Beauty was all around. I was seeing it again for the first time since I had been on my own. I sat very still, taking in the spirit of the night, until I felt that I was in a place as holy as a church. And I was ready to be home.











BEDROOM Rx



Ihave always been sympathetic to the idea of taking to your bed when the going gets tough. It seemed like many of my friends were doing just that, sick of lovers, or husbands, or jobs, or just sick of everything. I felt homesick. I couldn’t muster the energy to pull everything together again. I know plenty of people for whom a breakup is a battle cry for redecoration. For me, it brought on the existential crisis of decorating: what was the point?
What I really needed was to hibernate beneath theblankets,where most of us have spent a good amount of time. Bed is, paradoxically, where we might be surprised by our greatest happiness and haunted by our greatest despair. Some of us are confined to bed because of devastating illness—the cancers, brittle bones, strokes that hit with blunt and brutal energy and leave everyone in Job-like despair. Why him? Why her? Why me? Why? Dark thoughts. I was seeing too many loved ones suffer—or perhaps feeling their suffering more deeply, as mine was washing over me. So when I was finally ready to move off the futon on the floor in the old office, I went to my bedroom to heal.

The master bedroom. What an idea. I don’t know how much incense I burned in an effort to appease the angry gods presiding over doomed love; they may have helped me, but the bedroom itself needed more than that. It was in pretty bad shape. For one thing, it was empty; I had gotten rid of all the furniture. For another, the walls had not been painted in years, and the plaster on the ceiling was badly cracked. Naturally the largest crack of all zippered right over the bed, and I had anxious fantasies of the ceiling collapsing on me while I slept. Major repairs were already underway in the living and dining rooms; I had hired painters to come in and fix walls and blanket everything in white, but I had intended to avoid the expense of having work done on the bedrooms; I guess I didn’t believe in the master bedroom idea enough to commit money to it. So I decided to be a bit slapdash, much to the chagrin of the meticulous painter I had hired. Out of pity for my situation, I think—he used to cluck at me, every morning when hearrived, bringing in the paper, righting a trash can that had been knocked over during the night, how can a woman live without a husband?—the painter reluctantly agreed to skip the replastering and simply bandage the bedroom’s wounded walls with a couple of coats of paint.

I had ripped a fashion ad out of a magazine that had been shot against striated walls of clay, in the open vein of a mine, perhaps. I paid no attention to the model or the dress; it was the background color that was extraordinary: dark, rich, comforting. A little somber, perhaps, but that seemed to match my mood. I was going to ground. I brought the ad to the paint store and asked for the closest thing to the color in the picture. Twelve quarts of botched attempts later—and a good deal more clucking about women alone—we got a match. My bedroom became a clay cave.

It may be that no man or woman is an island. Yes, we are all connected, sometimes in spite of our best efforts to shove off on our own. But what’s wrong with islands? I would like to posit the homemaker’s corollary to the dictum of the poet: All beds are islands—and pretty wonderful for refuge.
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