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To my role model and best friend—my wondrously
unfinished mother—who continues to evolve
and transcend herself

Her wisdom, and that of her mother,
whispers throughout these pages.
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There is a tide in the affairs of men,

Which, taken at the flood, leads on to fortune;

Omitted, all the voyage of their life

Is bound in shallows and in miseries.

On such a full sea are we now afloat;

And we must take the current when it serves,

Or lose our ventures.

—Shakespeare, Julius Caesar, ACT IV, SCENE 3
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Be patient toward all that is unsolved in your heart and try to love the questions themselves.

Do not now seek the answers, which cannot be given you because you would not be able to live them. And the point is to live everything.

Live the questions now. Perhaps you will then gradually, without noticing it, live along some distant day into the answers.

—Rainer Maria Rilke, LETTER TO A YOUNG POET



The decision to separate seemed to happen overnight. My husband came home from work one day and announced that he was taking a job hundreds of miles away. As he yammered on about the details, I sat blank-faced, hard-pressed for an excuse not to accompany him. After all, our two sons were grown, the big old family house in which we had resided for seventeen years had long since outlived its usefulness, and my job was portable. So where was my resistance coming from? Why was I frozen, frightened, and full of anger?

It didn’t take long to realize my uncomplicated truth. I simply did not have the inclination or the energy to move with him. Trying to start a new life, in a strange place, when the marriage had gone stale was simply too overwhelming. I surprised myself when I blurted out the only alternative I could think of: retreating to our Cape Cod cottage to figure things out. I was alarmed by my numbness, my seeming lack of compassion, but there it was staring me in the face.

Consciously, I wasn’t thinking this would be a legal separation, just a little breathing space that would be a sort of time-out, a vacation from relationship. For all intents and purposes, we would be back together again in a few months.

My husband met my challenge with little or no emotion, becoming remote, even blasé. We went about making plans for our futureless future with a frightening politeness, casually announcing the decision to friends who gathered after a garage sale in our living room, now emptied of stuff, extraneous and otherwise. While most of them stood aghast, one quickly filled the stunned silence with “Well, what kind of memories do you have about this place?”

I felt myself shudder as one of our sons began recalling celebrations I had created. Others followed, and the remembering continued until the room reverberated with nostalgia. Just then it seemed all right that this chapter of our life was closing. We had lived hard and loved this place much and, perhaps most important, shared it with others.

As we turned out the lights and flopped onto our mattress, now on the floor because we had just sold the four-poster bed, I panicked about my immediate destiny. Mellow moments have a way of erasing all the others. I turned onto my side and draped my arm around his portly middle, reaching out for I-don’t-know-what. I would miss the comfort of familiarity, I thought, snuggling closer to the back of him. He stirred, and for a moment I thought he might turn over, say something, perhaps even take me in his arms. But in seconds he fell into a deep sleep, and I was left to be lulled by the pattern of his breathing.

So many nights I had lain beside him wondering what his dreams were made of, what haunted him so. I had known from the beginning that his childhood was harshly lonely, raised as he was in an alcoholic family, sent away at the tender age of twelve to an Episcopalian boarding school he hated. As we were falling in love, he made sure I realized the strikes against him, the baggage he carried, but I, the ultimate caregiver, was all the more challenged by his shadows. I found a sort of comfort going into a marriage where my role as resident nurturer was already defined, and thought I’d fix his melancholia somehow, lifting him above the darkness he had grown so used to carrying.

But alas, over the years I wearied of his pain, which seemed impossible to exorcise. Too often I translated his emotional unavailability as rejection and began pleading for attention: “I have needs, too, you know,” I would reiterate, hungering for connection and affirmation. He would look up from the book he was reading and inform me that “Needs are a roof over your head and food in your stomach. Period.” That kind of answer generally shut me down, as well as other remarks that always sounded accurate enough to make me feel the fool for asking. He would trivialize my outbursts with a practical saneness, as befits a pragmatic man who favors semantics. Over the years, being on the other side of strained reasonableness became more than frustrating.

Still, there were a few times when he was actually jealous of me. After a dinner party where I had regaled the guests with stories and jokes, as he remained typically quiet and withdrawn, he said, “You’re Technicolor and I’m black and white.”

“So?” I retorted. “Why not add some color to your life?”

My answers were rarely that clever, and humor was seldom a part of our discourse. I found myself feeling more and more oppressed by a role I had undoubtedly created. My twisted sense of loving was about giving and giving and giving until I saw the pleasure of my efforts on the other’s face, so my own happiness was wrapped up in making him feel good. I think he thought I was nicer when I forgot myself. My needs so often must have sounded like demands that he would choose not to meet. When he did try, his attempts fell short of my expectations. In any case, the joy of living had been sucked out of him, and I had given up any resuscitation attempts.

A relationship to me was supposed to be about adventure, having fun, sharing. He saw his primary role as breadwinner and occasional participant in the periphery of our family life. I would fill the weekends with people and parties, hoping to ignite his spirit, but often such occasions made him retreat all the more. When I would try to pry him out of his shell, his retort would be “When will you ever be satisfied with what is? If it’s excitement you want, then go get it!”

So I did, promptly developing a crush on a married man—running away from the intensity of those feelings to a writer’s conference in Maine, returning with new contacts to energize my career, signing up book projects, thus burying my personal needs in the glamour of the writing profession. Although each escapade offered momentary titillation, all of them failed to bring me what I craved—intimacy and relatedness.

So here I am, with the only alternative I have left: refusing relationship for the time being, or perhaps seeking relationship with myself. It is late. Tomorrow is a big day. I roll over on my thoughts and sink into sleep.

It was 5 A.M. when I awoke, an hour later for him, and we scurried to finish packing both cars before he took off for his new job and I for a new life. “I can’t believe we’re doing this,” I said, complicating the leave-taking and knowing what could come back to me in response.

“You can’t believe it,” he retorted, through clenched teeth. “This was all your idea!” My words infuriated him, as usual, and his body language conveyed anger as he crammed the last few bags into my already cramped trunk and slammed down the lid.

“I gotta get going,” he said, softening his bluntness with a smile, “getting on with my life just as you are getting on with yours.” I prepared myself for more punishment as he walked away, not even looking back. But then he turned, and his dark gaze, though pained, was eerily peaceful. “See ya,” he said, and that was it.

The weight of his departure was stunning. I leaned my forehead on the roof of the car and began to cry, having no other remedy for my pain, and then stifled my sobs when two friends stopped by with a Thermos of coffee, food for the road, and hugs. These celibate wives, whose marriages had grown angry and cold long ago, stood there with longing in their eyes. They said I was brave, that they wished they had the guts to do the same, that they dreamed of being able to stand on their own. I raised my chin and placed a finger under my nose to keep more tears from flowing, wanting so badly to protest. “Desperate” was the operative word to describe me that very moment. I could hardly categorize my move as brave. I had been trained to believe in “whither thou goest, I will go …” and now I was running in the opposite direction. Each minute that I lingered was bringing me dangerously closer to changing my mind.

Female friendships have been my panacea, always a salve on dark days. But this time I was in a crisis that needed my full attention, not the distraction friends would provide. Staying with the familiar would only serve to prolong my inertia. And so I climbed into my rusting old Volvo, stuffed mostly with books, papers, unfinished manuscripts, and other writer’s paraphernalia, and took off, gazing at the FOR SALE sign on the front lawn. My last stop would be the bank, where I would clear out what was left of my savings, $3,782.42. He was to cover the big bills, but I was to take care of myself, a fair deal, since over the years my writing income had paid for such things as the boys’ education, taxes, and most of the extras.

As I drove out of Nyack and headed for the Tappan Zee Bridge, I repeated not once, but many times, “You’re making the right move—keep going—you’re making the right move.” Once I paid the bridge toll and saw the sign for New England, my shoulders began to drop and my back molded into the seat. I was finally on my way, and it felt as though this move had been in the works for a long time.

Perhaps it had. There had been other false starts, times when I had run away on impulse but then learned if you run away too often it loses its dramatic effect. This time was different, monumental even. I had tied up significant loose ends before bolting. I felt suddenly Machiavellian, a master planner, or like someone about to die, putting her affairs in order. The lives of everyone I had been responsible for were in place. I fear sometimes, that in my impatience for my own freedom, I had hurried the boys along, encouraging my older son to take the plunge into marriage long before any of his friends had even considered such a move, giving my own engagement ring to the younger one so the diamond could be made into a ring for his bride.

What should that have told me? If I no longer had a handle on my own happiness, perhaps I wanted to ensure theirs. Their weddings, coming as they did at the height of our disillusionment, served to distract us for a time. I’ve seen many of our friends get into the “wedding machine,” with all of its accompanying minutiae. My husband and I were no exceptions. If we were no longer to experience the headiness of romance, then maybe our consolation prize was to get a brush of it vicariously. I often wondered if that was the reason so many people cry at weddings. They see love and want some for themselves, all the while knowing that such a dream eludes them. It felt good being the proud mama and papa at our sons’ weddings, being part of the pageant. Was the hope I held for them the hope I still had for us?

But the magic evaporated as soon as the rice was thrown and it was back to business as usual. Even the cat, who was our last dependent, conveniently died, dropping dead of a stroke in our basement one Sunday while we were at church. Nothing seemed to be holding us together anymore.

My head was spinning as I careened onto the Merritt Parkway, and I reached for a pen to jot down my thoughts. “One of these days you’re going to die writing in the car,” a good friend once warned. “I know, I know,” I said, never heeding her warning.
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Cocooned in my Volvo, heading away from everything that was, I now find myself thinking more clearly, feeling miraculously light. I tune the radio to a classical station playing Vivaldi’s Four Seasons, music I used to run to, a good omen, as I am running to a new life. I once heard that Olympic coaches play baroque music in the locker room before big meets to quell their athletes’ anxiety. I take a deep breath and wish for such a calm to overtake me.

Still, I feel naughty, even bad. The one who leaves is always wrong, while the other partner, who passively goes along, gets all the sympathy. Most men, I’ve noticed, are reluctant to walk out. They may want out of their marriage, but set it up so the wife actually does the walking. Surely, when the boys begin to question what is going on, they will worry far more about their father than about me. They have rarely seen his faults, perhaps because his usual persona is rational, responsible, honest. I, on the other hand, am the one who flails, who has the big mouth, the outrageous moods, who ends up screaming at situations—but rarely at the man who might have caused them.

I’m barreling north now on Interstate 95, far away from anything that resembles city, speeding to the racing violins in the allegro portion of Vivaldi’s “Spring.” Yet, I can’t get away from the negative voices that say I am a spoiled brat. After all, my husband is not a wife beater, he’s never called me a bitch (although he has called me bitchy), and he seems so forlorn. “You’ve really done it this time, Joan!” I say, hitting the steering wheel as if to smack myself. I wish I could have a drink, or some Valium, or even a punching bag!

Just then I am distracted by a sign: NEW HAVEN. God, I’ve passed this place hundreds of times and never bothered connecting it to my past. This is where we met. Yale was the beginning. I slam on the brakes and skid onto an exit, hell-bent on seeing the past, finding an old haunt or two.

In minutes I’m staring at the White Tower Diner, right across from the Green, where free refills of coffee had kept us talking long into the night when we were first discovering each other. Trusting my rusty memory, I turn onto Trinity and see the Drama School, its garish red doors just as I remembered them, and nearby, the alleyway where we used to neck. A couple of kids are leaning against the stone wall doing much the same thing. I drive around the block and spot the dump of a house where I had a basement apartment and where we dry-humped but didn’t dare try much more.

There is purpose and excitement everywhere, just as there should be in autumn at the beginning of a school year. I see students with beautifully scrubbed faces, some in spirited conversation, others walking with jaunty determination toward class. Just like us back then, except I suddenly remember his running away when our relationship was getting serious. Perhaps I should have let him go, but I was determined to get a husband, and he seemed a most likely candidate. So I chased him until he caught me, and soon thereafter we were engaged, with a ring handed to him by his mother, given to me moments later. An “arranged marriage” it was, or so it seems as I think back on it now. I had already known he had brought other women home, but as far as his mother was concerned, I had taken the prize. My mother, on the other hand, was duly impressed because he was the son of a doctor, therefore well heeled. She overlooked his parents’ heavy drinking in favor of the fancy house and beach club, stuck as she was on appearances, hardly the best manure to spread over a marriage bed.

A car behind me honks as I stall at a green light. I turn the ignition key and gun it, lifting a finger at the guy’s impatience and remind myself that I’m trying to move forward and leave the past behind. Once on the highway I open the car window to let the air blow through my hair and feel a rush as I begin speeding toward my future.

I never feel legitimately in New England until I’ve crossed the border from Connecticut to Rhode Island. That’s when I become giddy, excited even, knowing the journey’s end is only a couple of hours away. Going home or to a place that feels like home evokes an unmistakable aura of settledness. The Cape permits such feelings because it’s where I’ve spent every summer since I was a child.

A new beginning in an old place. I like the sound of it. Posted over the sink in our cottage is a Wendell Berry quote: “If you don’t know where you are, then you don’t know who you are.” Once there I always feel more secure about who I am, perhaps because its well-worn paths are familiar to me. What’s more, I can indulge in a kind of knowing that doesn’t involve my head but rather engages my senses. There is not a channel or dune or marsh that is not associated with a time or event or person from my past, and I think I am counting on these memories to remind me of who I was before—that raw-material person I seem to have lost.

I suppose it became truly home after my father died and was buried in the cemetery beside the First Congregational Church, circa 1746, along with one grandfather, two grandmothers, an aunt, and a cousin. I was startled at first upon seeing the gravestone marked ANDERSON, but soon thereafter felt somehow grounded by it. All the other towns and cities in which I had previously resided became mere temporary stops on my way home.

Change occurs slowly on an elbow of land where there is just so much earth surrounded by sea. I know where to find huckleberries in August and bittersweet in September, where the sand dollars nestle and the starfish cling. Even my feelings of anticipation about getting there are no different than they were years ago when my brother and I sat huddled in the backseat of our father’s old Buick, watching for the telltale signs that indicated arrival was imminent. First we’d notice the soil at the edge of the highway turning sandy; then spot a gull or two hovering overhead; eventually we’d see the Sagamore Bridge, gateway to our paradise. Once over and onto the other side, we’d open the windows, rain or shine, sniff the moist air with its aroma of dried pine needles, knowing that before long we’d be wending our way through town, past the church whose steeple bell rings every hour, past the soda fountain across the street where we would slurp coffee frappes, past the harbor where our little boat is moored, and finally to the sandy trail that leads to our cottage door.

Lost as I am in my thoughts, I am startled to actually see the bridge so soon. It seems as though I’ve just left New Haven, and it is barely noon! The sun is welcoming, yet I feel as disoriented as a gull circling overhead before a storm, uncertain where to put down. I seem to want to delay landing, settling in too soon. I remind myself that I have no schedule. After all, no one is at the cottage waiting for me. That thought alone creates anxiety. I’ll head for the shore, give myself time to ease into the move here, and think what it might mean—let the rhythm of the ocean cradle me and bring me to a state of simply being.

Once in the parking lot of my favorite beach, I slip out of my shoes to feel the moist sand on my feet and then run to the top of a dune as if to claim my territory. Since I am wholly unprepared for what comes next in my life, I am forced to content myself with that which is before me. I think it was Thomas Merton who said that the easiest way to rid yourself of neurosis is to surround yourself with nature, or more specifically trees. “You can’t be neurotic in front of a bunch of trees,” he claimed; nor, I hasten to add, in front of dunes or sea or humble scrub pine. Standing here at the edge of the world shows me how exaggerated my own emotions seem to be. This strong, silent place interrupts confusion, rage, and depression, and just now I feel more at home with the landscape than with people.

I’m staring at the autumn-brown beach, taking in the aging white lighthouse towering to my left, the gently lapping water to my right, and under my feet the sienna-stained dune grass. Circling my head is a monarch butterfly, which long ago should have been on its way to Brazil. “Perhaps you, too, need some extra time by the sea,” I say, as it flaps its wings and settles on my shoulder. I eventually wander down from the bluff toward the calm surf, where the water is not going anywhere, neither coming in nor going out, ebb tide, I suppose—the sea at a standstill, as am I. It was always the nothingness of ebb tide that drove me to distraction—when the wind stopped breathing and the water was still—when there wasn’t enough depth to have a good swim and not enough current to make it a challenge.

High tide was the one my cousin and I liked best. Her family owned a cottage at the edge of a marsh near a wonderful channel that wound its way out to the open sea. When we were kids, it was there that we would swim, but only when the tide was just right, when the whitecaps were churning and the ocean was charged with energy. We would run to the end of a very long jetty, plunge into the cool salt water, and let the current carry us all the way back to her cottage door.

On stormy days, when the boat traffic was light, we would slip off our bathing suits and skinny-dip, letting the rush of water and sea lettuce caress our bodies. Our glee was punctuated with high-pitched squeals as one or the other hit a cold spot or chanced a foot on the sandy bottom, where crabs lay in wait to nibble on our toes.

We tolerated low tide only because it provided us with plenty to do in the way of shelling and clamming or just general mucking about. But it still beat ebb tide, when you couldn’t do anything but sit passively by and watch while the sea turned itself around. It occurs to me, just now, that perhaps ebbing can be a rest time, a “psychic slumber” from a lifetime of learning to be a woman. I never thought about just being still, caught up as I was with escape and all it entails.

I’m tired of swimming upstream, against the current, only to arrive at unnatural destinations with little sense of where to yield, when to sow, what to ask, how to find. More than anything I wish to be carried out with the surf and be buoyed by the salt water. But reality keeps me beached for the time being. I need to hunker down like a nesting crab or a plump clam and take stock while the tides wash over me.

It is eerily quiet. My soul is as drab as the September beach upon which I sit. I must be still and listen to the primitive squawk of birds and breathe, breathe deeply of the moist, clean air and be open to whatever comes my way.
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