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I am out with lanterns, looking for myself.

—Emily Dickinson








PROLOGUE

Before we go any further together, me with my lanterns, you following close behind, light flickering on both of our faces, I want to be clear about something: This isn’t a tell-all. A tell-all would need an omniscient narrator—godlike, hovering over the whole scene, seeing into the houses, listening to the conversations and phone calls, reading the texts and emails. I’m jealous of this all-knowing narrator, even though she doesn’t exist. I want to know what she knows.

This isn’t a tell-all because “all” is something we can’t access. We don’t get “all.” “Some,” yes. “Most” if we’re lucky. “All,” no. There’s no such thing as a tell-all, only a tell-some—a tell-most, maybe. This is a tell-mine, and the mine keeps changing, because I keep changing. The mine is slippery like that.

This isn’t a tell-all because some of what I’m telling you is what I don’t know. I’m offering the absences, too—the spaces I know aren’t empty, but I can’t see what’s inside them. Like the white spaces between stanzas in a poem: What is unspoken, unwritten there? How do we read those silences?

The book you’re holding in your hands was many books before it was this one. Nested inside this version are the others: the version I began deep inside my sadness, thumbed into my phone in bed on sleepless nights; the one I scribbled out with sparks in my hair. You’ll see pieces of those books inside this one. Why? Because I’m trying to get to the truth, and I can’t get there except by looking at the whole, even the parts I don’t want to see. Maybe especially those parts. I’ve had to move into—and through—the darkness to find the beauty.

Spoiler alert: It’s there. The beauty’s there.

I know the real people who are part of this story, the story of my life, may read it. Most importantly, my children may read this book someday (hi kids, I love you). I share this story with them because we share the life. But this tell-mine is just that—my experience. There’s no such thing as a tell-all because we can only ever speak for ourselves.

Where do I begin? I could begin in my childhood. I could begin in a college classroom where I sat across from the man I would later marry; or in a Denny’s on State Route 23, where we wrote private jokes on the sugar packets; or in our first apartment in Grandview, where I was hit by lightning the night we moved in; or in the hospital where my children were born and I was born and my mother was born; or on our last family vacation, when I packed my sadness and took it with us to the beach; or in my lawyer’s office, rubbing a small, sharp piece of rose quartz under the conference table; or at the end of everything that was also somehow the beginning; or in this moment, writing to you, watching fog skim the roofs of houses across the street, as if the clouds had grown tired of treading air and had let themselves sink; or, or, or…

This story could begin in any of these places. I’m beginning here.






PINECONE

It was an unusual pinecone, the one my husband brought home from a business trip as a souvenir for our five-year-old son, Rhett. Like a small wooden grenade, I thought.

My son has always been one to collect what he calls “nature treasures”—pinecones, acorns, stones, flowers, shells. I find them when I empty his pockets, doing the laundry. I find them in my purses and coat pockets, where he’s slipped them for me to find.

This pinecone, brought home to Ohio on an airplane, sat on one of our two dining room sideboards. We bought the pair years ago to house our white wedding dishes, the ones we’d registered for, because the serving platters and even the dinner plates were too large for our kitchen cabinets.

The house was built in 1925. It’s periwinkle and white—periwinkle just like the crayon, likely an accident of paint that looked gray enough in the can. Built before central air-conditioning, the house has so many windows, and so few walls without them, we had no idea when we bought the house where we would put the couch or hang the large paintings.

There are so many windows, the house is lit naturally all day long, and you can follow the sunlight as it moves from the back of the house at sunrise to the front at sunset. There are so many windows, I couldn’t bear to hang blinds or full curtain panels. With only café curtains covering the lower halves of all the windows, my head can be seen floating from room to room at night from the street. There are so many windows, living in this house is like living in a glass display case, especially after dark. There are few places to hide.

A few weeks after my husband returned from his latest business trip, one of a few trips he’d taken to the same city in recent months, something felt off. Something had shifted, maybe just slightly, but perceptibly.

One night he went to bed before me, and I stayed up late writing, sitting on the brown sectional sofa we’d had to float in the middle of the living room. The leather messenger bag he carried to work was sitting in its usual spot on a dining room chair, open, its unbuckled flap hanging over the back of the chair.

Everyone was asleep in the house but me; even the dog, our brindle-and-white Boston terrier, Phoebe, was likely snoring on the couch. I call her “the marble rye” because of the way she looks like a dense loaf of bread when she’s curled up.

Everyone was asleep, so no one was watching what I did next, but I felt watched. There are so many windows that someone walking by our house that night could’ve seen me from the front walk, but that wasn’t what made me feel uneasy, nearly seasick, as if I’d just stepped off a boat. It was as if an omniscient narrator—the one I imagine now, the one whose knowledge I envy—was watching me as I set my laptop down and walked over to the chair. I cringe to think of it now—my hand reaching into the bag, rifling through the manila file folders and legal pads inside. I was—am—ashamed, yes, for snooping. Though I would be more ashamed if I had found nothing. Nothing was not what I found.

There was a postcard. I saw a woman’s name. An address in the city he’d been visiting for work. Her address. I read what he’d written to her. He didn’t know what kind of pinecone it was, the one they’d picked up on their walk together.

After I read the postcard and slid it back into the bag where I’d found it, I kept looking. What else was there? I pulled out the blank book he kept in his bag, like the one I carry for jotting down ideas for poems, lists, phone numbers, funny things my kids say.

I flipped to the last entry, the one followed by blank pages. I wanted what I read there—the story of a walk, a woman, a house, her sleeping children upstairs—to be notes for a novel or a play he was working on. But I knew these weren’t characters. They were people. I knew this wasn’t fiction. It was his life. My life. Ours.




How I picture it: That life—the past, the beforelife, the beforemath—was a boat. I was on it with my husband, and later our daughter joined us, and still later, our son.

The sea was sometimes calm, and we could see right down into the water. We could see everything beneath us. I felt like we were being held—kept afloat, buoyed—by everything we saw. Other times the sea was rough and gray, ruffles on the waves when they curled over and broke.

There are stowaways in so many stories about long journeys across the sea. There are storms—the water gnawing at the hull, desperately wanting to find its way inside. There are shipwrecks. But sometimes it is less dramatic but more tense. There is something moving, dark and slow, in the water beneath the boat—something you don’t want to see, but you have to see it.

Otherwise, what passes for plot?




POSTCARD

That night, standing in my dining room, then our dining room, in the house where we lived, the house where I still live with our children, I slid the postcard and the notebook back into the bag, trying to put them exactly where I’d found them.

Did I go straight upstairs and confront my husband? No, I went back to the couch, opened my laptop, and googled The Addressee’s name. I had to see her face. And there she was. And—click, click, scroll—there she was again, smiling with her children, the ones I’d read about in the notebook. They were all real, not characters in some story or play. They have names I won’t use here.

It was after midnight when I shut my laptop and walked upstairs, entering our dark room. I sat down on our bed and felt him stir. What do I remember about waking him? I remember my husband being disoriented. Of course he was disoriented—his wife woke him up, using another woman’s name in the dark, a name she wasn’t supposed to know. Maybe you want a scene here—you want “show don’t tell,” you want to “see it,” you want the author to “put you in the room”—but I can’t build a scene from this amnesia. I can’t show you because I can’t see it or hear it myself. But while we’re on the subject: Why would you want to be in that room with us? Why would you want to see the faded turquoise quilt on our bed, and the laundry basket full of clean, folded clothes near the closet doors, and the narrow sliver of streetlight making its way through a crack in the curtains? Maybe I’m sparing you something.






GRENADE

The night after I found the postcard and the notebook, the next night, I did it again: I checked my husband’s work bag after he went up to bed. This time I didn’t care who saw me—someone walking their dog after third shift, or the narrator hovering godlike above the house. I pulled out the notebook and opened to the most recent entry, but—where were the pages I’d read the night before? They were gone. I could see where they had been neatly cut out, as if with an X-Acto knife. Surgically removed. Excised.

I can only imagine what the omniscient narrator would’ve said about that.

That night I held the pinecone like a grenade in my hand, and then I threw it away. I threw the pinecone away, but the pinecone wasn’t the problem.






A NOTE ON CONVENTIONS

After I finally read Nora Ephron’s Heartburn, I joked to my agent on the phone, “Why didn’t I think to do that? Why didn’t I think to novelize my life?” It would’ve been less vulnerable, less complicated than writing this book. Yes, this could’ve been a novel—a tell-hers, not a tell-mine. The Wife, our protagonist, rummages through The Husband’s work bag and finds a postcard addressed to a woman in another city, another state. Or maybe in the novel it’s a letter, because you can do that in novels—change things. The Wife keeps looking through the bag and finds a notebook. She flips to the last written pages and reads about the woman in that other city, that other state. The Wife knows more than she’s been told but less than she should.

You know what happens next: The Wife confronts her husband. She wakes him up in bed, shouting or not shouting. The reader leans in, wondering: Will she tell him that she found the notebook?

She doesn’t. The Wife doesn’t want to “catch” him, she wants to be told. The truth won’t count if she has to wrestle it away from him; it will only count if he hands it to her. She wants to reach her hand out, palm open, and take it—even though she knows it will burn her hand.

The next night, The Wife returns to the notebook, the way she might press on a bruise to feel the ache of it again. But the pages she’s looking for have been cut out—not torn, but neatly removed. The word that comes to mind, not a real word, is X-Acto-ed. The audience sees where this is going. It’s going nowhere. Nowhere is the only place it can go.

There are versions of this story everywhere. When I watched The Crown, I held my breath a little during the scene where Elizabeth finds something in her husband’s briefcase: a photograph of a woman. She says nothing. Because of her role, nothing can change.

I can’t change what happened—it’s not a novel, it’s my life—but I’m glad at least to be living now, and here, free to make this life my own. I’m glad not to be queen.






SLEIGHT OF HAND

One afternoon I was listening to Derek DelGaudio, a master of sleight of hand, on NPR. He talked about secrets—their weight, their heft. He talked about how carrying them affects your breathing, your speech, your movements. You have to remember who knows what. You have to remember which versions of the stories you’ve told, and to whom, and when. If you tell the truth, there’s nothing to “keep straight,” nothing to work at. The truth isn’t easy, but it’s simple.

What I wanted from my husband was the truth. I asked for it, and I waited for it, and eventually I stopped waiting. What I was given was something different. It was shaped like it’s-not-what-you-think. It held the weight of you-don’t-understand.

How did I not see the heft? How did I not hear it? The question I keep asking myself is the same question we ask about someone who’s good at sleight of hand: How did he do that?

Reader, I’m trying to give you the truth here. I’m trying to show you my hands.






SOME PEOPLE ASK

“So, how would you describe your marriage? What happened?”

Every time someone asks me a question like this, every time someone asks about my marriage, or about my divorce experience, I pause for a moment.

Inside that imperceptible pause, I’m thinking about the cost of answering fully. I’m weighing it against the cost of silence.


—I could tell the story about the pinecone, the postcard, the notebook, the face attached to the name I googled, the name I googled written in the handwriting I’d seen my name in, and the names of our children, for years and years. I could tell them how much I’ve spent on lawyers, or how much I’ve spent on therapy, or how much I’ve spent on dental work from grinding my teeth in my sleep, and how many hours I sleep, which is not many, but at least if I’m only sleeping a few hours a night, then I’m only grinding my teeth a few hours a night. I could talk about how a lie is worse than whatever the lie is draped over to conceal. I could talk about what a complete mindfuck it is to lose the shelter of your marriage, but also how expansive the view is without that shelter, how big the sky is—



“Sometimes people just grow apart,” I say. I smile, take a sip of water. Next question.






A FRIEND SAYS EVERY BOOK BEGINS WITH AN UNANSWERABLE QUESTION

Then what is mine?

how to carry this





If we opened people up, we’d find landscapes.

—Agnès Varda






A NOTE ON SETTING

If you opened me up, you’d find Ohio. I’ve lived here, in a roughly heart-shaped state, all my life. The state slogan is the heart of it all, and I’m in the middle of the state, which means I live in the heart of the heart of it all. I’m telling you this so you know: Setting is not just where I am, it’s who I am and what I am and why. It’s not just where I live, it’s how I live.

For me, the heart of the heart is Bexley, Ohio, a suburb just east of downtown Columbus. My house is about fifteen minutes from the hospital where I was born, where my mother was born, where my children were born. The “hospital curve” is what we call the stretch of highway 315 that wraps around Riverside Hospital, which gets its name from the Olentangy River. Fun fact: Ohio means “great river,” so Ohio River means “Great River River.” The “Great River River” draws the southern border of my state in thick blue ink.

I live now about twenty-five minutes from my childhood home in Westerville, a suburb just northeast of Columbus, where my parents still live. My childhood bedroom, where I wrote my first poem on loose-leaf paper, is now my father’s den. A deer head hangs where my armoire once stood, knotty pine with painted green vines and red flowers winding down it. I kept my stereo behind its double doors, and all my high school CDs: The Replacements, Pixies, Liz Phair, Tori Amos, The Cure, Uncle Tupelo, The Breeders, The Sundays. On another wall, a mounted small mouth bass is frozen mid-wriggle.

My family gathers every Sunday for dinner around the same table I sat at as a child. Myself, my son and daughter, my mother, my father, my two younger sisters, their husbands, and their children—all of us gather for a meal each week, and before the divorce, my husband was there, too, sitting beside me.






HOW IT BEGAN

My husband and I became friends in an advanced creative writing workshop in college. You might want to dog-ear this detail in your mind so you can come back to it later. I never would have guessed I’d marry the person who sat directly across the seminar table from me. I was a senior; he was a junior. He was working on plays; I was writing mostly prose poems. All of us around the table wanted to be writers. I don’t know if any of us thought it would actually happen, but we were there, trying.

When I graduated and moved home with my parents while applying to MFA programs, he had one year of college left. We stayed in touch: postcards, mixtapes, emails. Yes, postcards.

That fall when he came to Ohio for his senior year of college, we started meeting for Wednesday night beers at a pub about halfway between the college and my parents’ house. Pints of Guinness, to be precise, and usually a basket of deep-fried pickle spears and ranch dressing. It sounds disgusting, I know, but it’s delicious.

By the spring, we were a couple. Soon before he graduated, he had a short play produced in a festival at a local theater. I remember how proud I felt, seeing his picture and bio in the program with the other playwrights, and sitting beside him in the dark theater, watching actors say the words he’d written. The play was about infidelity, secrets, and betrayal. (I couldn’t make this stuff up.) In the play, it slowly dawns on the poor, dumb husband what’s been going on behind his back: His friend is having an affair with his wife. I don’t remember how he figures it out. I don’t remember how it ends.





Narrative is an accumulation of knowledge about the future.

—Sarah Ruhl






THE PLAY

Let’s imagine that’s what this is.

Before the play begins, before the actors take their places on the stage, something happens: the inciting incident. Offstage a man and woman walk among pines, and one of them picks up a pinecone. It’s invisible to us—we don’t see it—but it’s what makes everything that comes next happen. It’s the marble set rolling through the Rube Goldberg machine.

The play begins later, when the man’s wife finds a postcard that references the pinecone. It’s addressed to a woman she doesn’t know in a state she’s never visited. The Wife is an actor in the play but doesn’t know it yet. She doesn’t know the full cast. Sometimes there will seem to be no director; other times, The Husband will seem to be both starring and directing, which must be a lot of work.

It’s too bad the walk through the pines has to happen before the play begins, unseen by the audience, because it would be a lovely scene for the stage—the set pieces, the music. It would have been magical, but we can only imagine it. The Wife has imagined it.

The play is about a woman who loses her husband, and in losing her husband loses her knowledge about the future. She isn’t sent the script ahead of time, and no one gives her any notes. It’s improv work. On the bright side, she has no lines to memorize, but she never knows what’s going to happen next, or what scenes she’s even supposed to be in.

In fact, no one knows what to do with a character who is called The Wife at the beginning of the play, but by the middle of the play she’s no longer a wife. What should we call her character? The Snoop? The Finder? The Finder is softer, less judgmental.

The Finder didn’t lose the future, only her knowledge about it. She lost the narrative. The Finder stopped knowing how to tell herself the story of her life. Where there had been a future, or at least the promise of one, there was now an ellipsis: dot dot dot. The ellipsis is where the sentence trails off, where you drop the thread, where the train of thought steams off in some unknown direction. The ellipsis is where you lose your partner, or your parents, or your child, or the idea of a child, or the hope for a child. The ellipsis is where you lose your house, or your job, or your health, or your appetite, or your ability to sleep. Maybe you lose twenty pounds. Maybe you lose your ability to make small talk, to act like everything is fine, to say “fine” when people ask you how you are. Maybe…

Dot dot dot.

And the sentence could pick up again anywhere. Or it could dissolve into silence for some time.






A NOTE ON PLOT

It’s a mistake to think of my life as plot, but isn’t this what I’m tasked with now—making sense of what happened by telling it as a story? Or, rather, making sense of what is happening. When you lose someone you love, you start to look for new ways to understand the world.

It’s a mistake to visualize the narrative arc I was handed in school—inciting incident, rising action, crisis, climax, falling action, resolution, denouement—and to try to map my life onto it. It’s a mistake to lay that shape over my lived experience, like a transparency the teacher would align over a worksheet, projected, so we could watch her write on it.

It is a mistake to ask oneself, Is this falling action? Is this crisis?

Plot is what happened, and what happened is one thing. What the book—the life—is about is another thing entirely.






THERE’S KUBRICK, AND THEN THERE’S THIS

I don’t have to understand everything, and I don’t believe understanding is owed me. I don’t get 2001: A Space OdysseyI—fine, I can live with that. But my own life? It would be nice to get it.


	
I. Seriously, what’s with the apes?








LIVING IN SIN

After six months of dating, that August we moved into our first apartment in Grandview, just west of The Ohio State University campus. I wouldn’t recommend moving in with anyone that quickly, but it was practical: If we wanted to stay together, we’d have to live together. I was starting graduate school in September, and he had just been hired at his first post-college job. Neither of us could afford to live alone.

That first apartment was right next to a little fast-food restaurant, Marino’s Fish and Chips. When we saw Marino’s spinning sign from the kitchen window, we laughed: Best Smelts in Town. We’d take it.

We moved in on a classic Ohio August day: hot and thunder-storming with torrential rain and lightning zigzagging the sky. His mother had driven in from out of state to help him move his things from his college rental house to the new apartment, but my parents, who lived just twenty minutes away, didn’t offer to help. They disapproved of us moving in together for reasons that seem sensible now but hurt me then.

That first night in our new place, we cranked open the old casement window in the bedroom and stood together, watching the storm. I had one hand on the window frame when a blue flash of light bloomed around my hand, and I felt a current move through my right arm, down the side of my body and my right leg, and through my right foot. Lightning had hit the building.

I called my parents. My mother answered, and I told her what happened, no doubt full of adrenaline: “I just got hit by lightning! At the window!”

“That’s what you get for living in sin,” she said dryly.

So that was that. My husband and I joked for years about the black footprints burned into the beige carpet at the bedroom window. There were no footprints.

What I remember most about that apartment, apart from the spinning Marino’s Fish and Chips sign, was the garish, pink-tiled bathroom. Once, when the kitchen sink was clogged and the landlord was taking his sweet time sending a plumber, we used the bathtub faucet to wash our dishes. In a photo album from those years, I have a black-and-white Polaroid of him sitting on the edge of the tub, smiling, holding a cereal bowl and a scrub brush. He’s wearing a knit cap and a tee shirt that had been his in Little League—it must have been huge on him as a child, but it fit when he was twenty-two. Something about his kind eyes then remind me of my son’s eyes now. He was still a boy, really. I think about how we took baths in that tub together, him sitting behind me, washing my back, and I hover like a camera on a boom over those two young people, just kids, and I pity them because they have no idea what’s coming.




How I picture it: We are all nesting dolls, carrying the earlier iterations of ourselves inside. We carry the past inside us. We take ourselves—all of our selves—wherever we go.

Inside forty-something me is the woman I was in my thirties, the woman I was in my twenties, the teenager I was, the child I was.

Inside divorced me: married me, the me who loved my husband, the me who believed what we had was irrevocable and permanent, the me who believed in permanence.

I still carry these versions of myself. It’s a kind of reincarnation without death: all these different lives we get to live in this one body, as ourselves.




A NOTE ON FORESHADOWING

It’s a mistake to think of one’s life as plot, to think of the events of one’s life as events in a story. It’s a mistake. And yet, there’s foreshadowing everywhere, foreshadowing I would’ve seen myself if I’d been watching a play or reading a novel, not living a life.






THE PLAY

The Finder pictures the ellipsis as something she needs to move beyond, something she needs to cross, as if that pause—dot dot dot—were a canyon between mountains. She thinks she needs to send a stronger version of herself into the future, a version that can somehow leap over the chasm.

The Finder begins to write prose when she loses her husband. What does it mean to start writing prose when you’ve lost your narrative? Is it an attempt to build momentum, writing furiously to the right margin, building strength and speed to overcome the ellipsis, the trailing off, as if she might be able to sail over the dot dot dot and land on solid ground again?

What does it mean to write about trauma in real time? Instead of going to work to avoid processing the loss, The Finder makes the processing her work. She’s lost her narrative, but she’s writing her story. She lets the loss touch everything, as if she has a choice.

The play continues, and there’s no indication of when it might end. Even if she refuses to speak, even if she refuses to move, it continues around her. Her power is limited. The curtain hasn’t fallen.






HALF-DOUBLE

After graduate school I taught creative writing at Gettysburg College in Pennsylvania. It was a one-year appointment for an emerging writer. My boyfriend, not yet my husband, stayed behind in our apartment, because his job was in Columbus, and my lectureship would last only about nine months. What was the point of uprooting us both? Every few weeks, I would drive the six hours to Columbus for a long weekend, braving the specific hell that was the Pennsylvania Turnpike.

In Gettysburg I lived in an old, Civil War–era house that belonged to a professor on sabbatical for the year, and the rent was cheap because I also kept her cat alive while she was abroad. The town was full of tourists: they rode in double-decker buses or walked the streets on ghost tours, following a man in a top hat and old-timey suit, his lantern held high.

(Is that what a memoir is—a ghost tour? I’m confronting what haunts me. I’m out with lanterns, looking.)

The fall I began teaching, I was also sending out my first book manuscript, a revision of my MFA thesis. When I returned to Gettysburg after spending the winter break in Columbus, there was a message on the house’s ancient woodgrain answering machine, left a week earlier: Would I please call to confirm the book was still available? I returned the editor’s call, unsuspecting, and was shocked speechless when he told me my manuscript had won their annual book prize and would be published. Lamp of the Body would be real, in the world, in another year or so.

When I returned to Columbus full-time, we lived in a half-double on Arcadia Avenue, across from the high school my grandfather, my mother’s father, had attended. This is what it is to be rooted in a place, or to have a place rooted inside you: Every bit means something to someone you know, and therefore, every bit means something to you.

When I moved home, instead of continuing to teach, I began working as an editor for a children’s book publisher. I left that position after a couple of years for a slightly better-paying gig with a large educational publisher. Most weeks I worked ten- to twelve-hour days alongside my colleagues, all of us in our cubicles eating sad, lukewarm dinners the company had ordered in for us. I ate so much Chinese takeout at my desk, I shook out my computer keyboard over my trash can each week, watching the rice snow down. I was overworked and underpaid, but I needed the job. We weren’t married, so we each had to carry our own health insurance, and besides, I was getting paid to write. Wasn’t this what I wanted? Or some version of what I wanted? The version I thought I could have?

On weekends, I’d sit with my not-yet-husband at one of the coffee shops we frequented. I’d read a little, then work on poems. He’d read or work on a play. I thought of our life together as a life in words. I thought it was a beautiful life.




How I picture it: I am a half-double now—half a couple, half a whole.




A NOTE ON FORESHADOWING

My mother brought it up not long ago, how early on—maybe even when we were just friends, maybe even over pints at the pub—my husband didn’t think he wanted to get married or have kids. When a friend tells you this, you don’t think too much about it. Plenty of people in their early twenties can’t wrap their heads around marriage and kids. But if you fall in love with that friend…

Dot dot dot.

And I did. I fell in love with him, and I didn’t just want those things—marriage, kids, a family of my own—I wanted those things with him. I did what many people do when they fall in love with someone who seems to have different dreams from their own: I waited him out. I thought over time he would change his mind.

When I was in graduate school, when we were first living together in that tiny apartment where lightning struck, the apartment with the pink-tiled bathroom and Best Smelts in Town sign spinning outside the dining room window, I wrote a poem about the trepidation I was feeling. Years later, after the divorce, paging through Lamp of the Body, I turned to this poem and my breath caught in my throat. The word prescient came to mind. I knew there was a fork in the road coming, but I thought the two paths were get married, or split up. I didn’t know that in time we’d do both.






AFTER READING “MOCK ORANGE”


Already, it was so:

the scent of orange blossoms

at the window, sun-jostled, bearing

the sting of the finite.

I thought of birds in those branches

as jewels, hard, refracting

light onto our walls, and knew

whatever gleaming they may have done

was not for us.

Knowledge came

disguised in sweetness

and with such ease, it astonished.

We knew, eventually, we would want

different things. Then

we started wanting them.








A FRIEND SAYS EVERY BOOK BEGINS WITH AN UNANSWERABLE QUESTION

Then what is mine?

how to set it down






BITTERSWEET

I waited him out, and it worked. It “worked.” He proposed the weekend of my twenty-eighth birthday, at the little cabin in southeastern Ohio we called “our happy place.” The cabin’s name was Bittersweet.

At our wedding, our college creative writing professor read a poem—John Ciardi’s “Most Like an Arch This Marriage.” It’s a poem about imperfection, about being more together than we can be on our own: “Most like an arch—two weaknesses that lean / into a strength. Two fallings become firm.” Being married isn’t being two columns, standing so straight and tall on their own, they never touch. Being married is leaning and being caught, and catching the one who leans toward you.

I still joke that our ceremony was really more a roast than a wedding. After reading the poem, Flanagan, as his students called him, told stories about us that had everyone laughing. “Maggie’s laugh sounds like someone stepped on a crow,” he said, and we all cracked up. The bride’s laugh was the loudest in the room, black and feathered.






VIOLET

The year after we got married, my husband started law school. As I saw it, we took turns supporting one another, each working while the other was in graduate school. Most like an arch.

On a cold afternoon in December 2008, mercifully after law school finals, our daughter, Violet, was born. She was three days late and right on her own time. I was scheduled to be induced the night before, and I’d been told they didn’t let you eat during labor (ice chips!?), so my plan was to fill up on some of my favorite foods before going to the hospital. I’d be prepared. We went to a diner called the Tip Top for lunch, where I had a pot roast sandwich on a pretzel roll—I wasn’t yet a vegetarian—and a side of sweet potato fries. What happened next is why, to this day, I refer to the Tip Top’s famous pot roast sandwich as “The Water Breaker.” No, the menu hasn’t been changed to reflect this.

I suspected I was leaking—just slightly—but there was no rush of water like in the movies. I felt fine. Maybe it was nothing, I thought. I was convinced that if we called the OB, the midwife on call would tell me to stay home until my contractions began. I’d probably still be able to have dinner at home! My heart was set on a specific burrito from the prepared section of Whole Foods (I know, right), so we headed there next.

I was standing near the salad bar, holding my coveted Brazilian shrimp burrito, when I felt it: whoosh. Water. I couldn’t deny it this time. Did I put the burrito back and walk out? Did I rush home to pack my hospital bag? No, I stood in the checkout line in wet underwear. I’d heard about the hours and hours of ice chips and Jell-O cups in the maternity ward. I would be prepared. With protein.

I turned to my husband as we left: “Can we stop by Half Price to get a crossword book on the way home? In case I’m bored at the hospital?”

Wanting to stop at a bookstore in wet underwear was taking it too far. He drove me home, and I called the OB’s office. When I described what had happened, they told me to go straight to the hospital. But my induction wasn’t until 7:00 that night! It was only midafternoon! I hadn’t even packed my bag yet! None of this mattered. So I threw what I thought I would need into a duffel bag—pajamas, robe, socks and underwear, toothbrush and toothpaste, face wash and contact solution, and a mix CD I’d made with Welcome, Pickle! written on the disc in Sharpie. (Pickle is what we’d been calling the baby, since seeing the first blobby ultrasound.)
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