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Dedication

For Peter, and our beloved children





Epigraph

“Well turn on your light, you won’t regret it,
 You’ve got to go for the good and get it.”

—“GOOD LOVIN’ ” AS SUNG BY THE GRATEFUL DEAD

“In the cosmos, there is no refuge from change.”

—CARL SAGAN
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Prologue

Did you know that it only takes six seconds to fall in love?

A friend told me there’s a new study out that proves it. Thank goodness science has weighed in on love at first sight, because I have always loved that human faculty. I believe in it. Six-second love has happened to me. More than once. I’m not talking about a fleeting thought about how someone is hot, and I’m not talking about a crush; I’m talking about knowing with certainty that you could spend your life with this person. In an instant, not only are you down the aisle, but you have had the babies, you have reached old age, and you are buried side by side under a tree for all eternity. In six seconds, you see it all. And you feel it; you feel the love that will make your whole life shift. Six-second love is real, but it doesn’t always get you to happily ever after. With one of my loves, I got to the married part and through the babies part, then we divorced.

And right after you hear the words “I don’t want to be married to you anymore,” there is another kind of time, a transition time. Everyone will handle this period differently, and it will vary in length from one person to the next, but it has a beginning, middle, and end. I’m not saying that you will ever be over the breakup of your marriage. Any relationship that started with that six-second love stays with you forever, and that is as it should be. Like everything else in this life, it changes constantly—it subsides, flares, grows distant, comes close, gets smooth—but, make no mistake, it stays. Meanwhile, the reconstruction of your life happens within a distinct time, during which you pick up your chin, dust off your jeans, collect your belongings, look around at where you have landed. If you have children, you hold them close until they get their bearings. It is a natural time to make lists and organize yourself into being okay. It is also a time to look inside and find out if there is the possibility for even more change. This transformation can be painful, as it often begins when you are wrecked and tender, but it can be extraordinary, too. Even by taking the smallest steps forward, you grow and learn—and to quote the genius Carl Sagan, “Understanding is joyous.” This is an important time, and for me, that time was a year.

Somewhere in the middle of that year, I fell in love again, in six seconds. That’s what happened. And a while after that, I found myself on a road to happiness.





Part
I





Chapter 1

I thought for sure the boys would make him stay. They are the best things I ever had a hand in creating (if one can even take credit for that kind of thing), and if the two of them plus my most sincere and thought-through arguments for our life together didn’t convince him that leaving me was a bad idea, I couldn’t think of anything else that would. Truthfully, he probably would have taken the boys, but I couldn’t bear that, and we both agreed it didn’t make sense for me to stay where we lived, so, stunned and sad, I left behind our long-dreamed-for, recently renovated house, and our beloved, small college town in Oberlin, Ohio, taking our little ones home to the apartment where I grew up, to live with my parents in New York City.

I’d never imagined ending up in the nutty situation I found myself in, carting toddlers, Wallace and James, with only one precious book and one lovey apiece, on an airplane, by myself and separated, to New York, in the middle of what should have been the jolly Christmas season, to live with my parents, wedding ringless (and in the place of the ring was an inexplicable, angry rash), exhausted and humiliated from countless conversations about what happened (unclear) and “the other woman” (also unclear), shaken from banging out custody plans with someone I still loved, and humbled by talking with my poor mother about where the diapers would go in the boys’ new room in Apartment 7A. The only thing I could think (except for images of Meryl Streep at the end of Heartburn or even Berger marching onto the plane in the final moments of Hair) while standing in the taxi line at dreary LaGuardia Airport, one arm wrapped around a baby who desperately needed to be changed and the other holding the hand of an almost-four-year-old in an unbearably sweet but ill-fitting (because it was a hand-me-down, from my sister-in-law) loden coat, was: Crikey.





Chapter 2

Crikey” is my mother’s word. I think it was my grandfather’s word, too, but my mother always uses it in times of wow-this-is-a-pickle-and-I-don’t-know-what-to-do-about-it. Anything from leaving the oven on to something much more serious, like a divorce, gets a “crikey.”

I was going home to the apartment where I grew up to find out what on earth the rest of our life was going to be besides a wild and deeply sad reality. My marriage, which I had treasured, was gone.

“Oh, HELLO! . . . hello . . . ,” my mother called, then she softened as she got closer to me, her arms went up and then fell around my shoulders, kissing me on both sides of my face. She had a kitchen timer in one hand, as if she had just been setting it. “Goodness . . . what a trip . . . Come in, my darlings.”

“Hi, guyz-ies!” my dad bent down and cheerfully said to his grandsons. “How was the plane?” He wrapped one arm around me and squeezed.

The apartment was done up for the holidays, tall boughs of white pine on the piano, the crèche set up with kings, lambs, and the Holy Family, but everywhere there was also evidence that my parents had been rearranging their lives to prepare for an unknowable, intimidating chapter. A wrench had been tossed into my life, but I saw right then, across my mother’s shoulders as she hugged me and I looked out from the front hall and into the living room, that my parents were getting a wrench as big as a city bus tossed into their lives, too. At the far end of the room, where there had once been a window bench and two French bergère upholstered chairs, with plenty of space for sitting quietly, there now were neatly piled puzzles, a low preschool-like table for Legos and blocks—and alongside the table were the Legos and the blocks; also, a bin of 1970s Matchbox cars that had once belonged to my brother Andrew, and an ugly, plastic carpenter tools set in primary colors. The far end of my parents’ living room looked like the set of Romper Room.

My mother is the kind of person who anticipates the basic needs of travelers, especially of travelers who are in some kind of trauma. The first need very well might be for a hot bath, and not any old bath. In the corner where the rounded, old tub meets the bathroom wall, there will be a little glass bottle of Floris Florissa bath oil, like a potion from the Good Witch. You need only shake the tiniest drop under the tap to fill the room with a heady, woodsy, transforming fragrance. I always used to think queens would use that stuff. Any remnant sense of troubling airport travel or a too-cold day or a bad dream evaporates when that brew mixes in with the hot water around you.

A long soak will usually be followed by a good meal. This kind of thinking is instinctive for my mother. I bet you the moment she knew the date we would be arriving she had self-soothed by planning the menus for a first-night-home dinner—one menu for the grown-ups and one for the small children. In my family, the children, because of bedtimes, almost always eat first and in the kitchen. This might sound rigid and formal, and maybe it did come out of a children-must-be-seen-and-not-heard time in the past, but it is actually cozy. At least one adult is always there to sit and talk with the children, pour more milk, maybe give a gentle reminder of manners, and also stir or chop something the older generation will be having for dinner later. When I was little, suppertime in our small Upper West Side kitchen was warm and smelled of browning onions and Uncle Ben’s rice.

Sure enough, soon after we arrived from Ohio, I saw in the kitchen that a little blue-painted table with little blue-painted chairs—an eerie duplicate of the table my brother and I had shared when we were small—had been set with dessert forks on folded paper napkins and with small juice glasses for milk. The boys’ meal of chicken cutlets, peas, and rice waited on the stove, ready to be served as soon as my parents and I ushered them in to sit down.

On a shelf directly above the little table was, as there had always been, a line of identical, clear glass jars, like jars you might see in an old-fashioned mercantile. The lids of the jars looked like chunky hats, with perfectly proportioned, smooth glass pompoms on top so you could open and close each one easily. Inside the jars were flour, brown sugar, white sugar, beans, cornmeal, dried mushrooms, and some kind of grain. If I could pick one image that felt like my entire childhood, it would be those jars—filled with staples.

Flowers. My mother is nuts about flowers. She loves having them near her. She teaches children about them: “Loolie, look at the curve of this stem . . . Isn’t it lovely? . . . Can you imagine something is just . . . shaped like that?” She treats flowers with her best care, and often uses them as first responders. For my mother, flowers and what one does with them—gardening, pruning, arranging, sending—are what it means to be civilized. If one of her kids’ friends comes for the night, or if the Queen of England herself were to arrive, there would be a small vase on a chest or bedside table in their bedroom. If it is early in the summer, lush peonies. (My mother adores peonies because what is not to adore about a peony?, but also because it is the first flower my father gave her. He gave her a single peony on their first date; he bought it on Madison and Seventy-eighth Street, but didn’t know its name.) Later, in August, she’ll go for tangled sweet peas. In the fall, it could be delphiniums. And if it is Christmastime, as it was when I came home with the boys that gloomy December five years ago, there will be holly and little white roses by your bed. Those, bunched together in a glass vase, were what I noticed first when I brought my bags into my old room.

The boys, as if they were detectives entering a crime scene, poked around each room of the apartment, looking for the things that would be familiar: the Lunéville porcelain lion in the middle of the large, low, round wooden coffee table; the corner sofa whose cushions could be made into castles in the dark-red dining room; my brother’s and my childhood copy of Goodnight Moon in the little maid’s room off the kitchen, where the boys would be sleeping that night (and almost every night for the next two years). They thought they were coming to their grandparents’ home for Christmas, something we had done as a family every year since they were born; they didn’t understand that we were going to stay.

All that was required of me that first evening was to go through the motions. Rub washcloths over little backs, locate the right stuffed animal, tuck in, sing lullabies. These routines felt comfortingly rote, but with an ache—the dull ache of doing it alone, knowing that no one would soon be coming home from the office to pitch in, to share. I could hardly look down at the boys’ bewildered faces peering up at me from the single twin bed (the crib wouldn’t be there until their father could drive it from Ohio). Thank God they had each other, I thought.

Once they were quiet, at my mother’s urging, I took a bath. As the water rumbled, and my body relaxed against the old porcelain, I still was thinking: Crikey.

Now what? What on God’s green earth was I going to do? Somehow, when someone is leaving you, everything feels so moment-to-moment. Well, your life as you knew it is hanging in the balance. You are like a surgeon trying to save this poor soul’s life on the table—and the bitch of it is, you haven’t been training for ten years to do this surgery. So you’re in a mad rush to figure out how. And why and because of whom. You? Him? Her? And you are doing this surgery while desperately taking care of children whom you are watching like a hawk to see if there are any effects.

I had to get my shit together. I had to get my life back on track—and quickly, because my parents, well, it just wasn’t their job to feed and shelter me forever and to feed and shelter the next generation forever, was it? They couldn’t handle all of us in their apartment-sized space for very long, could they? Maybe we would always live together, I mused for a second. No. Get it together, Isabel. Deal with this mess you made.

But he left me.

I got out of the bath thinking, Life isn’t fair and it’s hard, but what else is new? I looked in the mirror with the green tile that had always been there, behind me in the reflection. I remembered soaping up those tiles with my brother, Andrew, while we took a bath when we were children. We thought it was fun to pretend we were washing windows. The suds got whiter and smoother as we moved them around with our little hands. I remembered checking to see if my headband was in place in that mirror the morning I graduated from high school. And I remembered leaning against that cool, milky green tile, watching my bridesmaids put mascara on the day I was married to Josiah.

Usually while cooking something that didn’t need all that much attention—while browning meat or peeling potatoes, say—my mother every so often would tell me the story about Julia Child and her spun-sugar basket. On one episode of Julia Child’s famous and beloved television show, she was demonstrating how to drizzle and spin hot sugar around and around on itself until eventually you had a sap-colored, delicate, bird’s nest–like edible basket. All this spinning requires patience, skill, dedication. On the show, Julia spins and spins, building up the gossamer threads until eventually her masterpiece is complete. When she holds it up so the camera can get every angle, the basket drops and crashes to the ground. As my mother tells it (in her Julia Child impersonation that really just sounds like my mother), Mrs. Child briefly glances at the splendid mess on the floor, looks directly into the camera, and announces that the only thing to do at a point like this is to start again. She turns the stove back on and begins measuring sugar.

My beautiful sugar basket that I had put all my eggs into had crashed. I had to clean it up and start again.

In a situation like the one I was in, there’s a big temptation never to examine what really happened, never to explore how the disaster came to be, because, socially at least, the crutch answer “My husband left me” can almost always get you off the hook for whatever relationship crimes you may also have committed. How could it be true that there was no work for me to do, no dark passages to investigate? I mean, who wants to go down a dark passage? But it struck me then, soaking in the tub, in the aroma of Florissa oil, that this broken sugar basket of a marriage had to be my fault, too. Part of getting my life together would be an investigation. I wanted to become a better person. I wanted to grow. I wanted to be married again and I wanted to be married for a much longer time than the six years that had just ended.

I was going to have to fully understand my recent history, and take advantage of the odd but perhaps instructive circumstance of living with both my parents and my children; seeing myself simultaneously as a daughter and a mother was like looking in one of those infinity mirrors. I had a roof over my head and perhaps, if I did it right, the tools to start again.

Still, my situation was weird and sad. I had not lived in Apartment 7A, my parents’ home, for almost twenty years. My siblings (my brother Andrew and my two older half-brothers, David and Douglas) had all grown up and moved on. Even my room had moved on. There were no old ballet slippers or Grateful Dead posters left as reminders that this had once been a place I belonged. My mother had recently converted the room into an office for herself, and even though she had now moved the things she needed for her job as a consultant back into her bedroom, and even though she’d tried to make my old room nice for me by arranging a beautifully made bed, a small TV, a table (with the holly and little white roses in a sweet vase), and a chest of drawers for the boys, the room still felt like what it was supposed to be, her office. It was going to be unnatural for me and the boys to live here. I felt, at first, that we belonged somewhere else. I missed my husband and I worried that the children were in jeopardy without him. Even with the best intentions for plan B, I was lost.

But there were flowers.





Chapter 3

The morning after my little boys and I tumbled into my parents’ apartment for who knew how long, it was December 17, my wedding anniversary.

The kids sat on my bedroom floor and pulled clothes out of our still-packed duffel bags (if I could have, like a snake, I would have shed each item of clothing and started again). I took out the one file I had brought with all of our important documents in it. In my old life I had proper file cabinets that held years of old tax forms, birth certificates, and research info for endless projects, but when everything changed, I took only what was necessary to get me started in a new life. That turned out to be one folder full. In that folder were birth certificates, the children’s medical records, a separation agreement that had only been drawn up three weeks before, my final paycheck from adjunct teaching at Oberlin College. And a recipe or two.

I took the separation agreement out of my everything-that’s-important-in-life folder and folded the document awkwardly to fit it in my month-at-a-glance. I didn’t know where to make the crease. I wasn’t sure you should fold such a pronouncement, and thought maybe I should ask my mother for an 8" × 10" envelope, something I knew she would have (along with paper clips, Wite-Out, and sewing kits with many different colored threads), but I thought better of asking my mother for office supplies that morning. This was my deal.

I was going to need a New York State driver’s license to establish residency now so that I would qualify to take over the lease on my parents’ rent-controlled apartment when they retired and moved to Maine at some point in the future. That apartment might be the only way I could afford to live in Manhattan as a single mother. And I thought that if I accomplished something practical and necessary on this day, it would distract me from the fact that exactly six years before, I had been hanging the wrinkles out of the long tulle veil.

I rode the subway to Penn Station and waited with the rest of New York to adjust my license at the License Express office. Then I proceeded to the Chase bank with my new license to open a bank account. I purposely had not deposited my last paycheck from teaching acting at Oberlin in our joint checking account (a move I felt guilty about, as if I were withholding something from Josiah that we had planned to share), but once it became clear that he was really leaving, I tried to be savvy and prepare for what was ahead. I hoped the check for $524, or something like that, would eventually be joined by the proceeds from the sale of our house, but until then it was enough to get me in at Chase.

Mrs. Bird, a refined, thin-wristed (I stared at her cuff links while she typed) black woman in her sixties, was kind to me as she looked over the separation agreement. I wondered if she noticed that I had been married on that very day six years earlier.

“You moved from Ohio, I see?”

“Yes. My husband left me,” I said plainly. She didn’t look up, but as happened with other people, it seemed that she understood; she made it very easy for me to set up a checking account with only my maiden name on it.

I came home to 275, which is the address of my parents’ apartment building (“275” is what we always called it), like a gal who had just been stomping the pavement for a job. I had all of my new account information and a temporary driver’s license under my arm, as if they were the classified section of the paper with red circles around promising-looking opportunities.

Wallace was out in the park with my dad. My mother was sitting on the window bench watching James playing next to the Christmas tree.

“Success? Was there a horrible line?” she said, referring to the License Express office.

“I got everything done,” I said and picked up James.

“Not easy,” she said. She wasn’t talking about the lines.

“No.” To prevent the tears from welling up, I nuzzled into my boy’s neck, making him giggle a little.

“Well, well done, Loola,” my mother said. Then she got up and walked purposefully toward the kitchen where the things she knew would help—grilled cheese on Pepperidge Farm bread, her cabbage soup, and Mallomars—could be found.

Next, I had to get a doctor for the children. What if they got sick? My friend Lisa told me to go to hers, Dr. Som, who was one of those rock-star Upper West Side pediatricians who took insurance. You would be surprised, but lots of pediatricians in New York don’t. Josiah’s good medical plan was one of the things we had going for us. Nervous, like a teenager calling another teenager, that this doctor wouldn’t have space in his practice, I took a cleansing breath before I called to ask for an appointment. I worried that the receptionist would be able to tell through the telephone that I wasn’t a secure, properly married New York mother, but a single mother. Just the fact that I was looking for a pediatrician for my two- and four-year-old boys made me feel bad because most normal people have had the same pediatrician since the first well-baby visit in the hospital. The doctor knows the children, can hear a different cough, is trusted by the whole family. We didn’t have that, but we did get an appointment, so on a cold day I dressed us all up and headed out to meet Dr. Som.

As we’d waited outside our building for the M10 bus that would take us near the doctor, Sheila, a downstairs neighbor whom I had known since I was ten, was getting out of her taxi. She was slight, Jewish, and had a big friendly smile.

When I was about thirteen, my parents had received a small orange tree as thanks for a dinner from a fancy friend. My brother and I were elated by the tree; it looked exactly like every fantasy one might have about California. Cool people have orange trees in their apartments in New York City; rock stars. My mother, however, was undone by it.

“My goodness,” she exclaimed, reeling from the sight of it. “Where on earth are we going to put it?” She looked at it as if it were a python.

“In the living room!” we begged. I had this feeling that tree was not long for Apartment 7A. She walked around it in her coat, holding her briefcase and a bag of groceries. “Well, I just don’t know the first thing about taking care of an orange tree . . . He”—she was referring to the tree—“is not going to like it in this climate.”

By the morning the tree was gone. My parents had decided to give it to Sheila and Rog, who lived just below us on the sixth floor. They had modern taste and a different view of the world, a view from which orange trees were not so shocking. They loved it for a long time.

Anyway, I’m sure Sheila had heard what had happened to me and knew why I was moving back into the building and onto the seventh floor, but I had not seen her yet. When she got out of her cab, and after she had taken in the scene of my scruffy kids swinging around and around the awning poles like little Gene Kellys in Singin’ in the Rain, she pointed her beautifully manicured finger at me and said in an attractive New York accent, “You know what you need?” She paused briefly, but I knew not to answer. “You need three pounds. And a husband.”

Oh, I didn’t want to live in Manhattan, not really, it’s so . . . loony. Just getting out of a taxi with two little kids is ridiculous in Manhattan. You are trying to pay the twenty-seven dollars you owe to the cabbie for the ten minutes you were in his car, while tugging madly on the stroller that is now stuck under the seat. The toddler is asleep in your lap like a ten-ton sack of flour, and the four-year-old has already scampered out on the curb, having been swerved around by a bike messenger—“Wait, sweetheart! Don’t move! Stay on the sidewalk! Mom’s almost done here!” And then you forget the bag of groceries or the phone has slid out of your coat pocket, never to be seen again.

But Manhattan was where I was, and I had to grow where I was planted. (Or maybe gain three pounds and get a new husband.)

In the doctor’s office, I had to face the music right away. Upon entry I was asked everyone’s name. For the first time in their lives, the children didn’t have the same last name as I did; as of two weeks before, I had been walking around calling myself Isabel Robinson. Now, of course there are millions of mothers who don’t share the same last name as their children, but the fact that I no longer did didn’t make me feel like a feminist, it made me feel like a divorced person.

“Yes, right, I am Gillies, they are Robinson. Sorry—confusing,” I whispered so the kids wouldn’t hear me.

Waiting for the famous Dr. Som in the examining room, I glided my hand up and down the tiny spine and smooth back of my not-yet-two-year-old and stroked the older one’s hair, pulling the robe over and over again back onto his shoulders. Their white underpants and soft feet wrinkled the crinkly paper that covered the bench we were all sitting on, and their curious hands reached for cold medical instruments. It took a long time, so I gave the little one a tiny paper cup to play with and attempted to read them a frayed old children’s book, not caring that most of the pages were ripped out.

While the doctor looked in their ears and eyes, the boys sucked their thumbs.

“They both suck their thumbs?” he asked in interest.

“Yes, they always have. I think it soothes them,” I said, wondering if he thought I was a bad mother.

“Oh, it’s all right,” he said, casually getting out his mallet to bonk their knees.

I felt that I needed to confess to the doctor that we were in a predicament. I thought it would be important for him to know, if he was going to be our trusted pediatrician. The way he said it was all right that they sucked their thumbs made me think that he already knew.

“Doctor,” I said as he was getting ready to leave the room, as the boys were fumbling with clothes. “We have moved back to New York because their dad and I are—” I mimed getting divorced like I was in a bad sitcom. I mimed the ring flying off my finger and sort of crossed my eyes and stuck my tongue out of the side of my mouth like I had just gotten hanged. I needed him to take care of me, too.

“I see. Well, you have fine boys there. Don’t try and stop them from sucking their thumbs, not now,” he said, lifting his unruly eyebrows, and he left the room.

Those were my accomplishments: a driver’s license, a bank balance of $524, and a pediatrician for my children. You cannot imagine how satisfying (even if it is a little galling because you so recently had already had the bank account, driver’s license, et cetera) it is to get those things done. However, getting them done did not leave me with much energy for other domestic efforts. I did cook bacon every morning because I thought the smell would trick the boys into thinking they weren’t from a broken home, but 85 percent of my instinct to nest fizzled when I moved back into 275.

I felt adolescent. I had only enough mental and financial capability to put up a Red Hot Chili Peppers poster, nothing near the wherewithal required to put up a roll of wallpaper (something I’d been able to do in Ohio). I did go with the boys to Staples and buy a corkboard, and I handwrote and tacked up on this corkboard a list of important numbers. I thought this was being responsible (the need for me to maintain a modicum of propriety was strong, although sometimes it felt like a losing battle). But the corkboard looked pathetic, because not only did I not have a printer, but I could only conjure up two numbers: Dr. Som and Josiah. My old list, in Ohio, had been so hearty and impressive. It had many doctors and handymen, office numbers, garbage pickup times, school numbers, neighbors, vets, nearest hospitals. I even had numbers in other states, like Josiah’s first son Ian’s school in Dallas, and Ian’s mother and stepfather’s work numbers. I was in charge, official; I had super-mom style. There were so many people to reach if we were in need, so many contacts, so many connections. But now that I really was in need I could only think up two. Of course, my parents were there with their bulging 1970s rolodexes-worth of connections. (My mother did make a huge effort to join the computer age and has endless and meticulous databases on her PC, but she used to have the most marvelous round rolodexes with hundreds of manila cards jammed in alphabetically. Some of the addresses and numbers were typed using an actual typewriter, either by my mother or by Marion, her longtime secretary at the foundation where she worked, but others were written or updated in my mother’s bizarre, chic, and illegible-to-anyone-not-intimately-close-to-her handwriting, which is vertical and narrow so it looks like a bunch of paper clips mushed together.) To beef up my bulletin board list, I looked in the telephone book and added the numbers for poison control, the local police department, and all of Wallace and James’s paternal grandparents, though it was not like they could do anything in an emergency, as they lived miles away in different states.

I wanted to add pictures of my friends, but initially resisted the urge because I feared it would resemble my wall in high school. I already felt close to re-watching every John Hughes movie ever made; a big photo montage on my wall would reveal for certain that I had lost my standing as a proper lady-of-the-house, that I had reverted to bubble letters. But the cork looked so empty, so stark, and I wasn’t the lady of the house, my mother was, so I tacked up pictures of my friends and their kids. I even did rip out a black-and-white photo of the Red Hot Chili Peppers that I found in Rolling Stone. It was from an article promoting their new album. All the songs were about beginnings, rejuvenation, new love. Most of the guys were just married or remarried, and some had babies. That band went through hell and came out the other side, so I tacked up their photo right alongside my skimpy list. You have to start somewhere, even if it’s with Anthony Kiedis.





Chapter 4

This feels a little weird to write because I’m sure it’s the Drama Mama in me that makes me feel this way, but when your husband or wife leaves you, it’s exciting. It’s also horrible and frightening and so sad, but I have to admit, and hindsight might be helping me admit this a bit, it’s exciting. It’s not exciting like going on a trip somewhere you have never been, it’s exciting like getting in trouble. Nobody wants a storm, but I guess sometimes people need them and feel invigorated by the darkness and uncertainty. You are in the middle of a spectacle, a big, sexy, dark crisis. People call you all the time because you very well may be on the edge of something. For a time, you get to drink one more glass of wine than you should and cry at the drop of a hat. You are allowed to feel pitiful and eat junk food, because let’s face it, when the ship is going down, why not have an éclair?

And because your old life isn’t quite over yet, but you know it will be soon, it’s safe to indulge in tiny moments of fantasizing about what your future could hold. When the daydreams don’t crush you (destitution, depressed children, loneliness), they excite you. (You can fantasize that you marry Prince Harry. Why not? You are certainly older than he is and a commoner, but you are both single. Stranger things have surely happened.) Those fantasy moments are short-lived, and really what you do a lot in the middle of the night is miss your spouse.

Among the many sad losses in my life just then was that I was losing my husband as a friend. It wouldn’t stay that way forever, we are friends now, but there is a clear arena for ex-spouses, and we weren’t there yet, it was too soon. For the time being, losing the title of wife left me feeling unsure of exactly who I was (I loved my eggs being in that wife basket). We spoke, but it was shrouded in uncertainty. It was all a mess. Our oasis was the boys: A discussion about a loose tooth or bad dream went smoothly, and felt free and connected, but when we exhausted the topic, that was it, he didn’t want to chat or linger. And if I am really honest, the loose tooth conversations, at first, had a hint of, See, he’s losing teeth and you are missing it!

Everything we were together was being redefined by the hour. The panicky feeling I had wasn’t only guilt, bills, and unanswered questions, it was that feeling of losing a connection. Being left with life, all alone. I loathe feeling left out. Sometimes when being left alone made me mad, instead of letting Josiah have it, I would e-mail or call Sylvia. Sylvia was who Josiah was leaving me for. There was a lot of talk that that wasn’t actually the case—he had argued that the marriage was over for a ton of reasons besides her—but she was one young, beautiful reason.

Once, I impulsively called her at her office. (My impulsivity was something I was starting to take a look at during this time; it was dawning on me that that kind of behavior might be problematic. I had always thought that being impulsive was sort of chic—flying on impulse to San Francisco to see an English boy playing saxophone in a band, going to the movies in the morning—but moments like the upcoming one were teaching me that restraint might be more attractive than I’d previously imagined.) Anyway, I called from that desk my mother had designed for herself. Even though I was probably in my pajamas looking out on the frumpy-looking Upper West Side in winter, the shape of the desk and the rolling chair made me feel like I was Gordon Gekko. They gave me a false sense of power.

“I would never get in the way of a reconciliation between you and Josiah,” Sylvia said, smooth as silk. This woman, whom I respect a lot these days, is über-composed. A Jedi.

“Oh, yeah,” I said, gearing up for a zinger. “Are you fucking him?”

Silence.

Beat, beat, beat.

“Because if you are, that is seriously getting in the way of reconciliation.”

We hung up simultaneously.

The thing was, I wasn’t really mad at either of them. I was beyond that. I was frustrated, and I felt like I lived in the Twilight Zone or was on acid. Change can feel psychedelic.

How could I rebuild in New York? New York is complicated and expensive, and it seemed impossible that I would be able to live even one day there with any kind of success, much less build a life, even though I was born and raised there. But you can rebuild, because nothing is impossible, especially in New York City. It is a never-ending construction site. It’s actually a great place to start again. There are a million choices in New York City. Choices are good, even small ones; make them, and they keep you moving forward. Be decisive.

I did not have a choice, though, of reuniting with Josiah; that was where he was being very decisive. He never wanted me back. However, one evening right at the beginning of my new life, I got confused.

I had put the boys to bed at 7:00, which may seem early, but it had already been dark for two hours, and for them, the days were long. It’s exhausting to learn to wait for elevators and the walk sign (two things they didn’t have in Ohio). It’s exhausting to watch your mother make a million phone calls (lawyer, real estate people, passport offices, manager, friends) when all you want her to do is play with you on the floor. And it’s exhausting to be adjusting to something constantly, as my boys were, even to volume and texture. “Mama, this place is made of iron,” Wallace said of his new city.

Most little children fight bedtime; I think it’s because their day has been childlike and fun. When the day ended, my boys looked thankful. Bedtime was one story and four of the same lullabies in the same order:

“You Can Close Your Eyes” (James Taylor)

“Here Comes the Sun” (Beatles)

“April Come She Will” (Paul Simon)

“Brahms’ Lullaby” (Brahms)

There was a two-foot space between the boys as they slept. If they reached out, they could hold hands, and sometimes you could catch them doing just that. The wee space was a blessing for the three of us. They had just fallen and didn’t know how badly it was going to hurt yet. When a child falls, my instinct, once I get over the surprise of the spill and give them a moment, is to hold them tight, confine them quickly. The small, simple space of the room felt safe, womblike. At night, I would sit in there, and perhaps the only comfort for any of us was that we were close together.

After I finished singing, they would put their thumbs in their mouths and watch me as I put my hands over my head and shooed away everything scary toward the window, as if there were smoky air above us. Shhh Shhh Shhh Shhh. It sounded like someone threshing wheat. This was a new ritual since we had come to New York, and they counted on it every night. A nuzzle for both of them and I was free to collapse and have a glass of wine. (Some mothers have a glass of wine during the wind-down because it takes the edge off; I save it for when I am really done. Like a reward, I guess, but also like the glass of water the volunteer hands the marathoners at the end of the race. I guess there are a ton of people who don’t even drink, but I am not one of them.)

My mother was at the stove giving something a taste.

“Can I help?” I mouthed. (Ever since the boys and I had moved in, 70 percent of the talking my mother and I did in the kitchen had to be in whispers. Someone was almost always sleeping right next door.) She shook her head no, thankfully. Cooking, something I am usually passionate about and love to do, seemed like a burden. (In fact, my mother recently told me that early on, when I first got back from Ohio, I burst into tears when she started to measure the rice for dinner. The two things in the world that I really couldn’t cook were rice and coffee, so Josiah always cooked the rice. Happily, I have since learned how to make a good cup of coffee, though I still can’t cook rice.) I gingerly walked back to “my room,” sat at the desk my mother had designed for herself, took a deep breath, and checked my e-mail. There was one from Josiah.

It had an attachment, but no words. I opened it and there were about twenty-five pictures of pelicans. I love pelicans. I really love them. I love how big they are, that they fly usually in pairs, and that if there are more than a pair, they always fly in formation. They are symbols of motherhood and of Jesus, and at the end of Jurassic Park, Spielberg closes the movie with an image of one, signaling that they are the living descendants of dinosaurs on earth. I have always loved them and Josiah knew it. When I would go with him to his stepmother’s family’s house in North Carolina, I was able to see them in the wild, flying along the beach like patrollers. Steady, big, confident.

I scrolled down through picture after picture of those beautiful birds and started trembling. It was a love letter! It was his way of saying he had made a mistake and he wanted me back. I smiled a big wide smile and got all the hope in the world that this was my cue to pack up our things from the strange, bizarro world of living with my parents and my children in the same apartment in an intimidating city and get the hell back home where I belonged, to a town with three stoplights and a real five-and-dime, my brick house, my job in the drama department, to my husband who understood me. The father of my sleeping boys was maybe the only person on earth who knew how much I loved pelicans. He was saying he was sorry for leaving me for another woman and asking my forgiveness. Get it, pelicans? Jesus?

I was just waiting, anticipating. How would he ask me? Would he just blurt it out? Maybe he would say something like, “Come home. I’m sorry. I’m a stupid idiot and I would do anything in the world if you would come back.” Or would we chat for a little while about the boys and our life, mistakes and regrets? It would be unspoken, and the next day I would make plane reservations, tell my parents they could change their lives back, as we would be going home.

I ate dinner with my parents, did the dishes, opted out of seeing what was on PBS with bowls of vanilla ice cream and chocolate sauce, went into my room and closed the door.

I climbed into bed with the telephone and called Josiah.

“Hello?” He sounded surprised that the phone had rung at 9:45 p.m.

“Hi, it’s me,” I cooed.

“Is everything all right with the boys?” he worried.

“Yeah, yeah, they’re fine. Sleeping.”

I was lying that they were fine. They really were not. James was all right because he was so little, but Wallace was a wreck. Most of the time he would sit in a corner, one thumb in his mouth, the other over his eyes. If he had two other hands, they would be over his ears. No, he was not all right; he felt all of it more than anyone.

But I didn’t get into that at all with Josiah because this was the call that was about to return everything to normal.

“Oh, good,” he said. “What’s up?”

“Umm, well, I got your e-mail,” I said.

“What e-mail?” he said plainly.

This was not good.

“All those pelicans?” I said.

“Did the boys like them?” he asked. I could feel my chest constrict and suddenly, without being able to stop, I started to cry.

He was silent.

“But they were pelicans.”

“Isabel, I’m sorry, I thought the boys would like them,” he said.

“Yeah, well, I didn’t show them to the boys because I thought they were for me.” I wiped my tears with my arm and felt stupid and like he was fucking with me.

“Oh, I wasn’t thinking. I’m sorry. No, they were for the boys,” he said quietly.

“Well, next time you should fucking think about what you are sending me, Josiah.”

“Okay. Again, I’m sorry.”

We were both quiet.

“Okay,” he said. “I’ll call tomorrow to say hello to the boys,” ending the phone call.

“Okay,” I said.

And we hung up. He never confused me again.

It doesn’t go away, the importance you put on one single person, the value that he had for you, the assumption that you would lie beside him forever; the hope you had for your union is so great that the loss of it doesn’t go away. To move forward you have to dig an internal grave and intentionally put that hope to rest. People will try to help you, but you must do it yourself. You bury it like a body in the earth and pray that whatever it was for you will give life to something else—like a tree—and hope that with every year that new life will become bigger, stronger, and more beautiful. But that loss doesn’t ever go away, not entirely.

Josiah has since sent the boys many pictures of animals on my computer, but they always have a message attached: For the boys.
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