
[image: image]



[image: image]



Dedication

For the mothers




Contents


Cover

Title Page

Dedication

The Hero’s Journey

The Butterfly

On the Starbucks Bathroom Floor

Mom Clothes

The Car Seat

An Open Love Letter to Nate Berkus and Jeremiah Brent

Underwear Sandwich

My Future Lesbian Wife

Listening to Beyoncé in the Parking Lot of Party City

Somewhere over the Rainbow

Your Husband Will Remarry Five Minutes After You Die

Talismans

Bread and Cheese

Change of Hands

Hair

Teddy Ruxpin

Bad News

In Defense of Drinking

Eulogy for My Feet

Demon Halloween

Little Books

The Return

Acknowledgments

About the Author

Also by Jessi Klein

Copyright

About the Publisher




The Hero’s Journey

I’m driving the three-minute scoot to the supermarket to pick up a few boxes of very safe, instantly dissolving toddler cookies called Nom-Noms, which is really what all cookies should be called (and, while we’re at it, all food). My two-and-a-half-year-old son, Asher, loves Nom-Noms, and we were about to run out, so this trip needs to happen before the shit hits the fan.

While in the car, I’m listening to the writer Elizabeth Gilbert on Oprah’s Super Soul podcast (as you do). Gilbert is the author of Eat Pray Love, the 2006 bestseller about her soul-awakening travels to India, Italy, and Bali; it’s a book I love and have read an embarrassing number of times.

Nom-Noms are these magical little biscuits that are probably about ninety-nine percent air. The rest is a mysterious blend of I think sweet potato juice and Styrofoam. (If you’re thinking, There’s no such thing as sweet potato juice, you are correct. But this is precisely the mysterious essence of the Nom-Nom.) Every Nom-Nom is reliably about five inches long and shaped like a mini surfboard with very minor irregularities around the edge. (I’m sure they could be baked to be perfectly smooth, but I think they’re going for some kind of wabi-sabi “hand-hewn” aesthetic, which I appreciate in theory, but it also feels like an unnecessary effort given the audience?)

The day stretching out before me as I drove the three minutes from my house to the supermarket was itself a bit like a Nom-Nom; it would be the same as all the other days I’ve been living since my son was born, since we moved to Los Angeles, and since I’ve been working part-time. Part-time at home; part-time, occasionally, in an office; part-time, in an existential sense, as a mother; and the smallest part of the time, feeling like myself. My days look and taste a lot like nothing, and yet they are there. They mostly feel the same, but around the edges, of course, they are different.

The most colorful and sparkly, lovely differences are occasional boozy lunches with dear friends—truly, in my opinion, the greatest luxury of a self-employed person’s life. But they are infrequent, partially because they feel too indulgent in the middle of the day, even though I know this is the rhythm of a writer’s routine, and partially because everyone is busy. I’m supposed to be busy too, writing, and yet the paradox of being busy writing is that so much of writing feels dangerously similar to doing nothing. I sit and stare and, usually (again, this might be specific just to me), sink into a low-grade (but sometimes high-grade) depression. I have at it for as many hours as I can, the clock ticking down until it’s time to go home. I’m supposed to relieve Asher’s nanny at six p.m., but I always attempt to alleviate the guilt I feel about the number of hours our nanny works by letting her go twenty minutes early; I’m aware this is nonsense, and also I feel guilty for thinking this nonsense.

So anyway, Elizabeth Gilbert and Nom-Noms.

Gilbert was telling Oprah about how in the aftermath of Eat Pray Love’s publication, she was often approached, at book signings or talks, by two subsets of women. The first were those who, inspired by her book, bought plane tickets and attempted, in some fashion, to trace Gilbert’s steps. (This group of women famously, if unintentionally, contributed to such a dense wave of tourism in Bali that it got to the point where there were almost more Eat Pray Love fans walking around than there were actual Balinese citizens.) The second subset—and this is the one that really caught my attention as I began my fifteenth circle around the supermarket parking lot, waiting for someone to leave so that I could grab a spot—was that group of women who had similarly been inspired to go on a spiritual globe-trotting quest by the book but were unable to do so for one of many reasons: the financial impossibility, a job that couldn’t be left, a family or kids or sick parents under their care, or a combination of all of these things. Rapt, I parked my car and plugged in my headphones so I could finish the podcast while I was inside the store.

As I finally threw the Nom-Noms into my shopping cart, Gilbert was talking about the archetypal “hero’s journey,” and how throughout the history of literature, the hero’s journey has been represented as, specifically, a man’s journey to a faraway place. There, he conquers or fights some person or army or thing and, in doing so, saves us all. While this quintessential hero is running about, his wife/mother/sister/girlfriend/daughter/all of the above stays home, very much not on a hero’s journey. She cooks or cleans or weeps or Pinterests while he is out and about, slaying and defending and generally being courageous. Though I was familiar with this trope (you’re familiar with it too if you’ve ever seen, literally, any Hollywood movie—Star Wars, for example), I hadn’t heard of the book Gilbert referenced at length, Joseph Campbell’s The Hero with a Thousand Faces, in which he distills the seventeen universally traversed steps of this tale as it’s been told forever by cultures around the world. I realize as a writer I probably should have read (or at least known about?) Campbell’s book, but there are so many episodes of The Bachelor to watch that I’m not sure where I would have ever found the time.

As I waited on the checkout line, staring blankly at the displays of Altoids and magazines and realizing simultaneously that it was 4:23 p.m. and that nothing about my life felt familiar anymore, Gilbert started talking about how we need to reconceive our vision of the hero’s journey. The hero’s journey is not the exclusive territory of men, she said, and it does not have to involve faraway lands . . . I paused the podcast as I swiped my card to pay for the Nom-Noms.

Even after I loaded my recyclable bags (good person) into the back of my car and began the drive home, that concept and those words, “hero’s journey,” kept echoing inside me. Some lonely, estranged part of my old self, some thirsty little leaf, leaned toward the idea, wanting to know more. I find it harder and harder to read an entire book—dealing with a kid, The Bachelor, so very busy—but I can peruse the shit out of a long Wikipedia entry. So I googled “Joseph Campbell hero’s journey” and started reading.

Campbell’s conception of the journey begins with a potential hero, who is just going about his life as normal—you know, texting and taking antidepressants or whatever. He receives a “call to adventure,” to a place that Campbell describes as: “a forest, a kingdom underground, beneath the waves, or above the sky, a secret island, lofty mountaintop, or profound dream state; but it is always a place of strangely fluid and polymorphous beings, unimaginable torments, superhuman deeds, and impossible delight.” Reading this sentence gave me the same adrenaline-filled feeling you get when you are almost certain, but not yet positive, that you’re feeling an earthquake—you freeze, and your whole body listens. In this moment of silent anticipation, for the first time since my son was born—having spent each day since feeling invisible to the mainstream world, over the hill, like a Swiffer on legs, wiping his nose with my hand, and not having sex, and generally functioning as a kind of automated milk-and-comfort-dispensing machine—I began to entertain a thought . . .

Is it possible I’ve been on a hero’s journey this whole time? Is it possible I am on one right now?

What shook me about Campbell’s words is how perfectly they describe motherhood. To begin with: a “profound dream state.” The first three months after my son was born, for sure, were nothing less than a never-ending somnambulance. And even though I was not on a secret island or a lofty mountaintop, once I became a mom, I felt in my bones that deep sense of distance and isolation, of being far away from everyone else, stranded with my new “strangely fluid and polymorphous being”—i.e., my baby. If you’ve ever had a quality hang with a baby or very small child, you know a baby is as polymorphous as it fucking gets. Infants are from one minute to the next, by turns otters, mermen, humans, wombats, and puppies.

I don’t think I even have to justify how “unimaginable torment” applies to child-rearing, but if you’ve ever had to physically wrestle your child into or out of a stroller, or if they’ve ever refused to go to sleep when you feel like you’ve literally passed away about two hours ago, you know what I’m talking about.

And of course, these are the exact same moments in which there is no more “superhuman deed” than steadfastly caring for and feeding your child and not giving in to the temptation to flee the entire situation. (There is a reason hospitals are now legally obligated to give new parents literature about “shaken baby” syndrome before they take a newborn home. It’s not because they’re so invested in ferreting out the one or two demonic people out of millions who might be capable of harming a child in this manner. It’s because they know literally every single one of us, if we weren’t informed that baby skulls are basically made of crème brûlée tops, and their brains are made of very small, even more delicate light bulbs that can shatter with the slightest bump, every single one of us, at some exhausted, delirious moment, would shake the baby.)

And then. Of course. The reason we don’t shake our babies, the one thing that satiates us, even though more often than not it comes in infrequent, tantalizing little drips rather than a gushing faucet, is the “impossible delight” of being a mother. The impossible delight of having your seventeen-month-old child, out of nowhere, in the middle of an absolutely average day filled with building blocks, in which you are slowly evaporating inside from boredom, say to you for the first time, “I’m happy.” And you cry, because this is why you chose his name: Asher, Hebrew for “happy,” the emotion you’ve struggled so hard to feel your whole life.

So I have been thinking and thinking about this. Is it really possible that my trip to buy Nom-Noms is part of a meaningful narrative, a hero’s journey? In trying to process it, I wonder why I’ve felt such inner resistance to accepting that anything I do as a mother might actually be a page in a book. And really, it doesn’t take long to connect that feeling to the fact that in popular culture, at least in America for the past forever years, what mothers do is seen as so unremarkable it’s not just an unimportant story, but not even a story at all.

To illustrate, I invite you to investigate your gut reaction to the term “mommy blog.” Personally, I’ll confess, it always strikes me as mosquito-ish, something small and trivial and undeserving of my attention. If this rings true for you as well, don’t feel guilty; we’ve all just internalized that the word “mommy,” when used as an adjective, automatically diminishes whatever noun comes after it. I guarantee you if Ernest Hemingway were alive and writing an online column about his experience of being a father, no one would call it a “daddy blog.” We’d call it For Whom the Bell Fucking Tolls.

We think this about “mommy” because we live in a world where the majority of mothers we see on television usually pop up in detergent commercials and have triangle hair and don’t seem to have any interests beyond keeping their kids’ clothes absolutely pristine, which, by the way, is an unachievable and dare I say masochistic goal. Yes, I know it’s just a commercial for detergent, so I understand these gals might not need a detailed, dramatic backstory highlighting their addiction to heroin in college. And yet you can actively sense that if this woman’s life were, let’s say, ever to be expanded upon in some kind of spin-off, it would still be about detergent and grass stains and nothing else. There is no story, there is no journey, there is only the stain of this moment followed by the stain of the next moment, going around and around like the washing machine itself.

In the weeks since I listened to Gilbert’s interview, I’ve been realizing that the reason why starting to write this book has been such a heavy lift, and why it’s led to so many afternoons of sitting and staring that look terrifyingly like doing nothing, is for this very reason: I’ve been paralyzed by the internalized fear of writing about being a mother. I’ve been worried that anyone picking up this book at the bookstore and flipping through its pages will see that there’s Mom Stuff in it and immediately think that they are in detergent ad land, a land in which, of course, nothing ever happens that’s worth reading about. Without fully acknowledging why to myself, I’ve desperately scrambled for something else I could write about—and please believe me, no one wishes more than I do that I could write about how I spent the last two years having an affair with a young cobbler I met on a nude beach in Ibiza. But that was not my last two years (or any of my years, if I’m being honest). My last two years were, nominally, Nom-Nom years. But since hearing Gilbert’s talk, I know that while this is a part of the truth, it’s also less than the truth.

The truth is that motherhood is a hero’s journey. For most of us it’s not a journey outward, to the most fantastic and farthest-flung places, but inward, downward, to the deepest parts of your strength, to the innermost buried core of everything you are made of but didn’t know was there. And what I’ve learned, now that I’m finally saying fuck it and taking a Xanax to just calm down and suck it up and write this book: there’s a reason motherhood as a story is so infrequently told.

It’s because, for so many people, our safest, sweetest, earliest memories are of nestling in our mother’s lap, in her rocking warmth, hearing her sing as we get milk-drunk and sleepy and burrow, heavy-eyed, into the crook of her soft arm. And if you knew that your mother’s journey was, intrinsically, a hero’s journey—if that was in any way an established narrative in our culture—you’d have to accept that this memory of womb-like safety, this foundation upon which so much of our identity is built, was often just an illusion. You’d have to realize that while you were blissed out on your mother’s lap, one of those epic battles, the kind that envelops heroes as they fight their way out of a ring of fire, was raging just above your head. No one wants to believe that in the moments you felt the most peaceful, the woman cradling you so softly was shielding you from a sword that she herself was holding.

Every mother you know is in this fight with herself. The sword that hangs over you is a sword of exhaustion, of frustration, of patience run dry, of her bladder practically exploding like a water balloon as she enters her third hour of sitting in a chair trying to get you to sleep. It’s the sword of missing a meal because there wasn’t time to eat while she was packing a diaper bag with the endless amount of stuff you needed to go to the park; the sword of sneaking one bite of string cheese while sitting on the edge of a damp sandbox; the sword of indignation at how little she feels like a human when she so often has to look and behave like an animal. And mostly—and this is the spikiest truth—it is the sword of rage: the rage and shock of how completely she must annihilate herself to keep her child alive.

Ultimately, the hope of impossible delight almost always wins out over the impossible torment. I know this because here I am, alive, writing this, and here you are, alive, reading it, which means our mothers did what heroes do: they kept us all alive to tell our own tales one day. And what I can tell you is that so much of the heroism of motherhood is the ability to swallow the sword. To swallow the pain and frustration and keep everything inside. No one wants to think that their mother, that all-forgiving source of limitless unconditional love, occasionally, in a fit of rage or boredom, met her limits. And yet, of course she did. No one wants to know that after your mother finally placed you in your crib, she walked out of the room and screamed into a blanket, or cried in the bathroom, or drank a bottle of wine, or all of the above. No one wants to know that as she rocked you and sang you the tenth lullaby of the night, she was fantasizing about putting you down, walking out the door, and never coming back.

A mother’s heroic journey is not about how she leaves, but about how she stays.
 




The Butterfly

I receive the email from Kidspace, the local children’s museum that we occasionally visit and to which we have a membership because when you become a parent you will end up getting memberships to a million places you go about three times. It’s butterfly season, and there will be butterfly kits for sale over the weekend. Grow your own caterpillar into a butterfly at home. This seems like a wonderful idea. A wholesome idea. Science and learning all wrapped up in a brief experience with a low-maintenance, beautiful pet. We have the book The Very Hungry Caterpillar and have read it hundreds of times, and this would be a chance to see it in action. One of nature’s most miraculous transformations, plus a front-row seat to one of the world’s favorite metaphors. Wings. For only fifteen dollars.

I have not been feeling like a good mother. Asher is now at an age where I should be teaching him . . . things. The part of his life where the only knowledge I had to impart involved letters and colors and numbers is over (we crushed it). Now the categories of what exists to be learned have expanded into infinity, an infinity that is even larger than when I was a child. I was born in 1975, and in 1975 all knowledge was contained in a set of twelve red encyclopedias that sat on the bottom bookshelf of my parents’ bedroom. Stuffing all the knowledge in the world into these pages required a font the size of sand, but still, it fit. Maybe once or twice on a school project I tried to look something up in the index (its own volume) to find it not there, at which point I would decide that whatever I was looking up must not really matter or exist. But here we are in the twenty-first century, and there’s forty-plus more years of history to know about. Thankfully we have the internet to teach us everything there is to know, but Asher is still too young for the internet, so until then, I am his internet. But it’s hard to know what order to teach the internet in.

Butterflies seem like a good place to start. Even just thinking about this project fills me with a beatific sense of finally doing right. I don’t often go out with my son just the two of us, because I’m scared of living in this city with almost no sidewalks; and even though I’m a good driver I don’t feel safe driving with my son. We are almost never alone, actually. My plan is, I will take my son to the children’s museum, we will have a wonderful afternoon, I will purchase our little caterpillar, and then we will nurture it together, looking at the butterfly, then looking at each other and quietly smiling, like we are in a commercial for some kind of church or organic diaper.

What really happens is none of this. What really happens is that Lucy, our nanny, takes Asher to the children’s museum and they buy the butterfly kit and bring it home. I imagine there will be some kind of lovely little artisanal habitat, like a Swedish crib, but what I find on my arrival home from work is a small clear tube, like a prescription pill bottle, the bottom of which seems to be lined with some kind of lumpy brown curd that truly looks like dog diarrhea. The caterpillar, instead of doing something cute, like munching on a leaf or journaling, sits upside down, frozen, under the cap. As I try to get a look at it, I remember that I am terrified of bugs. In the abstract I’d always thought a caterpillar’s fuzziness makes it slightly more acceptable—closer to a very small, long dog—but on close inspection this caterpillar wasn’t really fuzzy. His body had a rubbery appearance, and being able to look at him close-up I could suddenly make out his (her?) dotty little nightmare of a face, the two little whitehead eyes (oh God, are they eyes?) and some kind of black hole approximating a mouth. Touching a bug is out of the question for me, but even though there’s a closed plastic wall between us, I am still deeply creeped out the moment the caterpillar moves and its feet are directly on the opposite side of the plastic from my finger. I put the tube gently down on the table, the hair on my neck fully standing on end. Still, I’m trying to be a great mom, an earth mother, so I ask Asher what he wants to name the butterfly.

“Buster,” he says firmly.

I look at Buster.

“Welcome home, Buster!” I say.

Buster sits motionless on the ceiling again.

Good Lord, you’re gross, I think.

Despite my full-body revulsion to Buster and his shit-filled tube-house, I still feel a protective motherly urge to make sure this caterpillar survives. That said, at this stage there is almost nothing for us to do. He is surviving on the dog-diarrhea food, and according to the instructions that came with the kit, all we need to do is wait for the moment where he goes to the top of the cap and hangs in a “J-shape,” which will apparently mean he is letting us know it’s time for him to turn into a chrysalis and we must airlift him (with cap) into an enclosure (they suggest putting mesh over an unlidded shoebox). When he emerges from the cocoon, he’ll have to be in the shoebox for a day or two while his wings dry out (ew?) before he can be released.

Until that moment arrives, our main task seems to be keeping the tube out of direct sunlight, because Buster might fry. I fret about where to put the tube that will keep him cool. No matter where it’s placed, it’s a bit of an eyesore. He ends up on top of a cabinet in our dining room. The spot I settle on is safe from sun, but then I worry that Buster doesn’t have much of a view. He is next to a stack of Jewish cookbooks. Oh well. Maybe it’s fitting. His primary view is of the comings and goings of three Jews (two bigs and one little) and a woman from Mexico who cares for the little one. I am struck, over and over, at the mysterious universe that has brought us all together as roommates at this particular moment in time.

Every morning as Asher and I eat breakfast I tell him we should check on Buster. We put his tube on the table and check on his progress. But he does not seem to be making any progress. Every now and then he has a little burst of activity, wiggling around, his tiny legs waving about here and there in a chaotic fashion, but for the most part, he is disturbingly still. I fret about what seems like the very tenuous line dividing a fun project about life turning into a morbid lesson about death. Asher still doesn’t know what dying means, and I do not want to have spent fifteen dollars in exchange for being forced to have an existential discussion if Buster goes legs up.

So I check on Buster frequently, nervously peering into his tube late at night or early in the morning, the way I used to check on Asher when he was a newborn. Even though I should be relieved that he seems (for now?) to be alive, I am still frustrated that he doesn’t seem to be advancing. He is here for one reason, to perform his one magic trick, and all the shit he’s doing beforehand is kind of a bummer. It’s like if you went to a Go-Gos concert and they refused to play “Vacation” and instead just did all their new stuff, and all their new stuff is just them frozen in a pill case covered in brown slime. Fucking get on with it, Buster, I think. I find myself nervously making jokes to excuse Buster’s appearance when people come over. “Sorry about this,” I say. “I realize it’s not the most appetizing thing to look at.” No one seems to care about him one way or another, but I am increasingly fixated. I’m annoyed he’s not in his cocoon yet, but I’m also not entirely a monster—there’s a part of me that feels a deep, empathetic claustrophobia on Buster’s behalf. He can’t possibly be happy in there, I think. I feel responsible for his plight. I’m part of the kids’ museum industrial cruelty-to-animals complex that thinks it’s okay for this little creature, gnarly as he may be, to be kept in a room only slightly larger than a thimble for so long. Normally, this process would be playing out in nature, in . . . well . . . I don’t fucking know where caterpillars hang out while they’re getting ready to get into cocoons. But maybe a field? A tree hole? It must be better than this. I don’t really think about the conflict between my hand-wringing over his tiny cage and the fact that I am desperate for him to go into his cocoon, which is, arguably, the very smallest space a creature can be in, even smaller than the cage.

I am the only one in the family obsessed with Buster. But maybe that’s because I am the only one projecting.

Buster is depressed, I think.

Asher is a few months away from turning four, and for the last few years, I have been in the rather tubelike experience of motherhood. I am twenty pounds overweight, and I feel out of place in Los Angeles, in my marriage, in my house, in my own skin. Even though I’m home all the time, I rarely feel at home. I am a person fully in charge of a small child who walks around doing mother-esque things, and yet I can never fully recognize this person as me. One of the staples of being the mom of a little kid has been that at least once a day, for me, there is some standard annoying little incident (nothing out of the ordinary, but when you have a child the ordinary has a way of feeling both insane and banal at the same time) that makes me fantasize about leaving the tube, the shoebox, my family, the whole thing. I mean, obvs, I would never actually leave—I’m just saying the FANTASY comes and goes.

Fortunately for me, I have a solo work trip back to New York City planned, and I am excited for four nights of hotel fully on my own. Before I had a kid I didn’t know how amazing sitting at a hotel bar alone would be. Now it is one of the great joys of my life. I miss New York City in my bones; walking, looking, the feeling of bursting out a door onto a busy street filled with the completely unpredictable mix of humanity that is flowing down every block at every moment.

The morning I’m leaving, as I rush around at the last minute, throwing Ambien and USB cords into my suitcase, I tell Mike to take care of Buster, reminding him to keep him out of the sun, and about moving him to the shoebox when he becomes a chrysalis. Mike, of course, doesn’t know anything about this. “Just read the printed instructions,” I snip. He doesn’t know where the instructions are. We scramble to find the crumpled instructions as my cab pulls up.

On my flight, I am worried about Buster.

I get to my hotel. I have stayed here a handful of times, so I don’t know exactly where I stand as a “favored customer” or whatever, but I am dying to get a corner room because that’s the kind of insufferable person I’ve become, and when the receptionist tells me the room I originally wanted isn’t available, I say, “Ah oh well sorry to be a pain, it’s just, you know, I’m a mom with a three-year-old at home and this is my little work trip away so gotta make the most of it,” and I can feel as I say it that I hate myself but then they say there’s an even nicer room for a higher price and I hear the price and even I have my limits and I’m like, “Sigh, no, never mind, Buster’s gotta eat” (or does he?), and just then the receptionist is like, “Hold on,” and the manager comes out and they clickity-clack a few more keys and suddenly they are saying, “You know what, we’ll just give you the upgrade for the same price,” and ohmigod I am on the twelfth floor with a corner bathroom and a corner bedroom and here I am, I made it, I am away from my family, I am alone, I am me.

Am I? I don’t know who I am anymore, because this oddly now has become an away place and a not-me body, but I know that what used to be my body and what used to be me lived here, loved here, was here. I starfish out onto my bed, and from the bed I have a view of the Freedom Tower and the neighborhood where I grew up, and I hear waves of traffic and waves of people, and those are my ocean sounds, my womb sounds, what I heard when I was in my little New York City cocoon, lying awake at night, being created, for better or for worse, by all of this.

That night I eat a giant plate of pasta at the hotel bar for dinner and drink a martini and text with old friends. I sit on a couch in the lounge, half reading Mary Karr’s On Memoir and half watching people who are inexplicably younger than me living lives there is now no chance of me ever knowing except in this one little moment that I am watching them saunter through the lounge to the cooler back of the lounge in that cool way that young people do where they sort of display themselves as they move through space and then make you feel bad for looking (somehow without even looking at you).

Afterward I take the elevator back up to my room, where I FaceTime with Asher. He is intrigued by the lights of the big buildings behind me. He is not used to these kinds of buildings, living as we do in squatter, darker LA. He is trying to figure out where I am and how I am his mom in such a different place, where it is night while he is still in day, while I am trying to figure out why I feel so different in the same place I lived for forty years.

“How is Buster?” I ask.

“Not in the cocoon yet,” Mike says.

What the fuck, Buster? I think to myself.

It is the last week of April, which means I happen to be there for those precious few perfect days in a year that New York ever has. It’s seventy-one degrees and ripe and bursting and the sky is bright blue and everyone is so desperate after a long shitty winter to be out of their down jackets that they’ve jumped the gun and are now just walking around basically naked. The whole city feels like it just woke up and is gonna start the day by gently thrusting around to see if anyone’s into morning sex (everyone is). (Or it feels like everyone is.)

My first day I have two meetings five hours apart in Midtown and I’m exhausted, but there isn’t really enough time to go back to my hotel and nap, so I decide instead to go to the Museum of Modern Art and walk around and be the person who is sitting alone having lunch at a museum in the middle of the day and just EMBRACE IT.

It’s been close to a decade since I was last here, but as I walk through the museum I am hit by a wave of nostalgia. I have the sense memory of being a child and being here with my father when I was in grade school and then being here on my own in college, sitting on a bench looking at Jackson Pollock’s Lavender Mist, one of his most famous abstract drip paintings, and feeling very deep I’m-looking-at-a-painting feelings. I pass the Joseph Cornell boxes, which I wrote my art history thesis on; I pass Joan Miró’s Birth of the World. I am so happy to be here in this place where I spent so much time when I was younger, but it’s almost as if the more beauty I see the more I feel the tide of nostalgia reversing backward into an ocean of something sadder than that, and I can’t put my finger on it until I’ve had enough time to watch hundreds of other people doing what I’m doing, the tourists and the weirdo New York old ladies with their blue architect glasses frames and their geometric earrings and the people you expect to be here and the people you don’t expect to be here. Everyone is moving so slowly, and no one is rushing, and it dawns on me, as the clock ticks away and it’s almost time for me to go back onto the street and to my next meeting, that I am mourning the loss of the time in my life when I could endlessly indulge in the joyful selfishness of an afternoon doing nothing but looking at art. Just exploring the relationship between myself and someone’s vision of beauty and not screaming at a young boy to stop throwing a toy Southwest Airlines jet at my face. I walk into the garden for my final few minutes and sit on a little wire chair and try to will the experience of the sun and the peace to remain in my body. I feel like the old me here, but I know it isn’t quite real—it’s like being in a dream in which you’re being visited by someone who’s died and it feels so vivid and you never want to wake up, but then, of course, you do.

The night before I come home, I’m FaceTiming with Asher when Mike appears on the screen to give me some news.

Buster’s gone into his chrysalis, he says.

When I return home a few days later, I walk through the door, give Asher a huge hug, and then run to the kitchen to see Buster. I’m not quite sure what I’m expecting from a chrysalis. It’s a beautiful word, one that evokes some kind of beautiful translucent orb, a Spielberg-worthy ET spaceship aglow with life. And yet, this is not what it looks like. What it looks like is a miniature rotten banana, slightly shorter than the length of my thumb, which hangs ever so tenuously from the ceiling of the shoebox to which he’s been transferred. My dream of coming home to that ugly little worm in a plastic jar having being replaced with a bioluminescent art installation has been dashed as this whole experience has now somehow become an even bigger eyesore with a slightly larger footprint in our home.

Still . . . we are one step closer to the transformation I have been waiting for. The instructions say he should be in there for up to two weeks. During that time, I feel like an anxious husband with a very pregnant wife, powerless to do anything except hand-wring. I remain the person in the house most invested in Buster. Asher is three years old and checks on Buster with me once a day, but I don’t think he has him on the brain, always, the way I do. I don’t really know what Mike thinks about Buster because right now our marriage is strained and I’m not entirely sure what he thinks about anything. That said, if I had to hazard a guess I would say he assumes everything will be fine and Buster will be fine because, not to generalize, but all men just assume things will stay alive with help from others. Maybe I am constantly thinking about Buster because in addition to the skittish experience of my eggshell marriage I’ve just finished a rather difficult job and haven’t yet replaced it with a new one, so I have nothing but time to stare at Buster and fret. But you know the old saying, a psychotically stared-at caterpillar never hatches, so I try to distract myself.

In the morning I take walks around the reservoir near where we live. It’s a nice enough walk, and in LA any kind of walk near your home is a blessing because walks are generally in short supply, but the frustrating thing is the path is a not-very-long two-mile circle that has some prettier parts, and some less pretty parts. There are eucalyptus trees and a view of the mountains and dirt path, which is nice for running (irrelevant for me since I have somehow become too old and tired to run). The consistently less-nice thing about it is that it’s almost entirely enclosed by a high chain-link fence topped with razor wire, a holdover from when this reservoir actually held potable water that had to be protected. Now the water exists just for the view, which the fence kind of ruins. I recognize this is a rather pessimistic perspective, but I’ve recently become a view-half-blocked kind of person. I feel desperate for some unadulterated beauty in my life: in part, I’m sure, because LA has a kind of relentless strip mall ugliness to it; in part because I am still in the necessary drudgery of taking care of a very small child and my evenings are almost always in the house, moving through the two hours from dinner to bath to books and bedtime in excruciatingly small increments of time, marked by a trail of plastic toys that follows us from one room to the next.

I want to go somewhere and see something or do or feel something beautiful, but I feel trapped. Asher needs and wants me at night. I can’t leave. I walk in my circles in the morning and try to focus on the mountains and not the fence. Every night I look at Buster and I can’t help but think it’s not going well in there. Maybe this was a kid museum scam, I think to myself, and then I think, I’m a person who’s looking at a chrysalis and seeing a scam perpetrated by educators.

But then . . .

One morning I walk into the kitchen and look into Buster’s shoebox home and I see him half in, half out. One bright orange wing has popped out, and the chrysalis itself has turned whitish and now seems to be simultaneously a part of and sliding off of Buster’s new body, like a used condom mid-disposal. I yell for Mike and Asher and Lucy, and we all stare, because it is, honestly, amazing. Over the course of the day, the other wing pokes through, and then, when I’m not looking, at some point, Buster is just a butterfly, sitting very still on the floor of the shoebox. Lucy slides an orange slice into the box, per the instructions, as well as a little stick (I’m not sure of its purpose: Perch? Ambiance?). In any case, the final instruction tells us that after two or three days of his wings drying out, he will be ready for release back into . . . the wild? (Or whatever LA is. The City. Something.)

Mike and I agree that we need to prepare Asher emotionally for letting Buster go. While he may have been a temporary pet, he’s still the only pet Asher’s ever known. Over lunch, I tell him that soon Buster will be ready to fly away, and that it will be exciting and we should be proud that we helped him get to this point in his life. I tell him that we will need to encourage Buster. “What does that mean?” he asks. I think for a second. “It means we have to tell him we believe he can do it,” I say.

The night before his release, I’m up long after everyone else has gone to bed. I look again at Buster, feeling so relieved we have gotten this far. Earlier in the day he was sitting on top of the orange slice, which made me happy in a way that was almost embarrassing. Right now he is on the floor of the shoebox again. He is still, but then gives his wings a little practice flutter. I know I don’t know anything about butterflies, but he seems a little small to me. Do butterflies continue to grow once they’re out of their chrysalis? He is orange and black, like a monarch, but still, he looks quite small. I wonder if he’s really a moth. Maybe the museum scammed us by selling us a moth. Why even now am I worried that something about Buster isn’t enough? Is he a beautiful enough butterfly? Do I have enough? Is trying to teach Asher about growth and life enough?

I should give Buster a fresh orange, I decide.

On Saturday afternoon, Mike, Asher, his babysitter Lara, and I ever so carefully, ever so gently, bring Buster’s shoebox into the backyard. I quickly peel off the mesh from the front of the box, certain that Buster is going to make a break for it, and not wanting to feel his legs brush against my arm. But Buster just sits there. We are staring at him in silence. It can’t feel great.

Then Asher says, “You can do it, Buster.”

And the moment the words leave his mouth, Buster flies up like a shot out of a cannon. Asher ducks, a little scared and a little excited. Buster does one loopty-loop right before he goes over our fence, but then he goes over it, and over a tree, and he is gone.

It is odd how quickly I feel tears running down my face.

I didn’t think
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