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			To Chet and Ava, the centers of my world1

			
				
					1 And no, I still won’t get us a pet. I already have a puppy and a kitten.
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			Prologue

			Sure, I got some pity right after she left us, but not nearly as much as I deserved. You’d have thought that all those moms at my daughter’s preschool would have been lining up with casseroles for a newly single dad like me, but no. After I put Ava and her baby brother, Chet, to bed, more often than not I ended up either microwaving a Healthy Choice hospital-quality frozen dinner or nuking whatever was left from what Lucia, Chet’s nanny, had fixed him for lunch that day, washing it all down with a few juice boxes (they’re so small!) on the couch in front of HBO. Taxicab Confessions is one of my favorite shows, with cameras hidden all over the back of a taxi giving us a glimpse into the real lives of late-night drunken tourists. I often fantasize about having cameras installed all over my home so people can see how I live, see what an attentive father I am. Over the course of the season, viewers would also discover the other hurdles I’ve vaulted: my cranky kidneys, the deaths of my parents . . . It would become the breakout reality show of the season. In my fantasy, e-mailed (re)marriage proposals would soon be spamming my in-box.

			BEDTIME STORIES: “DADDY! DADDY! COME QUICK!” (SEASON PREMIERE)

			“Daddy! Daddy! Come quick!”

			As fast as a fireman, and not yet fully conscious since it is 4:15 in the morning, I trip toward my kids’ room while trying to hop into the legs of my sweatpants. Their bathroom light is on, and inside it looks like Aerosmith just stayed there: wet, unspooled toilet paper hanging from the medicine cabinet, an entire bottle of deliriously overpriced Mustela baby shampoo puddled on the toilet seat cover. My (almost) two-year-old son is standing in the middle of the wreckage looking confusedly at me. I only learn later, after interrogation, that his sister had to pee in the night and forgot to shut the bathroom door with the childproof plastic bulb over the knob. She then went back to bed, only to be awakened a little later by her brother’s celebration. Why Chet was out of bed at four in the morning I don’t know and never will. He still holds the pot of hair gel that he generously applied to all parts of his face and much of his hair. Devo had less product in their hair. Trying to wipe away the goop only applied it more evenly, so I gave him a warm bath, and by a little after five I was back in my bed, ready to be up again at seven to get Ava to preschool.

			BEDTIME STORIES: CHET LEAVES A PRESENT (EPISODE FIVE)

			I wake up to discover both kids naked and scampering happily around their room. They look like rare, almost mythical forest mammals that I feel privileged to be glimpsing in the wild. At first the vision compels me to smile. Then I start to wonder what has become of Chet’s diaper and notice two little brown stains on his tiny bed. Not too disgusting. I’ve seen worse. A quick swipe with a wipe, a spritz with the Spray ’n Wash, and I pitch the sheets into the dirty clothes. The diaper itself I discover under his bed, miraculously immaculate.

			I give the kids a bath, fearlessly washing, conditioning, and detangling Ava’s dramatic mass of hair like a junior José Eber. Their naked splashings, Ava’s queries—Daddy, why can’t I marry Chetty when I grow up?—all make me feel like the luckiest parent in the whole wide world. Those boring, ordinary, two-parent households have to share indelible moments like this. I get to greedily hoard them for myself without having to compromise with a significant other who might feel that maybe kids shouldn’t be encouraged to see who can burp the loudest or play Wiffle ball in the middle of the living room. In my house I am the tsar. Trey the Terrible.

			I am smiling at these happy thoughts as I walk back into their bedroom. Suddenly I stop. Just next to my foot, on the carpet between an overturned baby stroller and a naked, headless black Ken doll with amazingly ripped abs, looms a mountain of turd nearly as large as my son.

			I pull Chet out of the bathtub and bring him to the cairn of shit. I don’t think he ever looked cuter.

			Do not take your diaper off. Do not leave piles of crap all over the . . . 

			It is getting too complicated, so I midcourse correct to get back on message. Do not take your diaper off.

			I haven’t had a dog since I was five, but I have seen people training them, so I model my tone of voice on theirs.

			Chet just smiles and nods, his thumb as always plugged into his mouth, his index finger hooking his nose.

			“Mommy-Daddy, Mommy-Daddy.”

			That’s what he called me when he first started talking, a little over a year after she left.

			I love it. I loved it in the moment and I love the anecdote it instantly became. I imagine, thanks to my show, that all the world has witnessed me heroically cleaning up the crap and spraying carpet cleaner on the carpet; that all the world has observed that I haven’t strangled my son, raised my voice, or even just slapped him around a little. I imagine I would be a shoo-in for Father of the Year. Being black wouldn’t hurt my chances either, since American men of my race are more renowned for our absence than our presence.

			I even fantasize an elaborate and televised ceremony, warm and funny speeches, my (feigned) embarrassment at all the attention. I imagine my kids at my side, spit-shined and radiating the pure joy of the well-parented child. Bill Clinton on behalf of the Children’s Defense Fund gives me the award, as golden and as weighty as an Oscar.

			Five years later I’m still waiting for that award. Instead, most nights, after giving the kids a bath, brushing their teeth, telling them a story, and singing them a song, a loneliness so great it threatened to swallow me whole would swell inside me. An episode of 24 or The Sopranos later, before going to bed myself, I would return to their room, reorient Ava on her bed, and pick Chet up off the carpet. He was too feral for a crib but flopped around too much to remain in his toddler bed, even with a guardrail, so I had moved his mattress to the floor. More nights than not I’d find him sleeping facedown on the carpet, sometimes as much as five feet from where I’d first laid him. I’d carefully work my arms under his warm, chubby body, and he’d squirm, groan, and smack his lips yet rarely wake up as I gently placed him back on his bed.

			Sometimes I myself would lie down on the carpet, breathing in the warm silence of their room, so tempted to sleep there until they woke me in the morning.

		

	
		
		   

			The conversations are as I remembered them, as are the humiliations, the victories, and the diaper pail changes. Some of the names have been changed, but some haven’t.

			Mine is a true story, recounted as honestly as I dared.

		

	
		
			1

			I met Anna at a black bohemian soirée up in Harlem. Just a few weeks before, I had been dizzyingly in love with a white, six-foot-tall, Yale comparative literature PhD candidate and runway model named Sally. We had friends in common, and she later confessed that as soon as she saw my hands, she knew that she wanted them on her body. For a month Sally and I were intensely together; then I went off on a long-planned trip to Europe, and when I came back, she was back together with her old boyfriend, a former University of Michigan tailback. Since I was six I had grown up being the only black kid in white neighborhoods, yet Sally was my first white girlfriend. Actually, she was also only my third girlfriend ever, even though I was twenty-five years old. I had been so painfully nerdy all the way up through college that I had rarely mustered the courage to let a woman know how I felt about her.

			I had grown into a young novelist with a fantastic apartment on the Upper West Side that I had inherited three years before when my dad died. Still, when Sally broke my heart, I instantly soured on the city and became itching to scram. Since I was dividing my writing time between novels and screenplays anyway, I decided to migrate to Santa Monica for the winter to allow my heart to heal.

			In early January, a week before I was set to leave New York, my friend Greg Tate, writer, genius, and king of black bohemia, was throwing a big holiday party. I assumed I’d know everyone there, but just in case there was a girl I hadn’t already asked out, I decided to dress up. The year was 1988, and I am horrified to inform you that dressing up for me back at that time consisted of putting on a houndstooth WilliWear jacket with Frankenstein-sized shoulder pads, black cowboy boots, and puffy, pleated black pants.

			Moments after entering the party, my heart stopped. Not only I but all the guys in the room were whispering to their boys, Where’d she come from? Joan, a friend of mine, knowing my weakness for the fantastically beautiful, sidled up to me, but before she could even finish asking, Have you checked out that Lisa Bonet–type over ther—?

			I assured her that this new girl was all that I would be thinking of that night.

			In one evening I was determined to make up for my dreary adolescence, not to mention Sally’s icy rejection, by getting this movie star’s phone number.

			I took a deep breath and was swaggering over to ask her to dance when suddenly one of her girlfriends intercepted me.

			I hear you’re from Hamden! I’m from Hamden too!

			Hamden, Connecticut, is a suburb of New Haven and had been my home until my mother died when I was sixteen and my dad moved us to Manhattan. I knew this girl before me was my future wife’s friend so I couldn’t blow her off. (I actually called Anna my future wife in my head that night—but then again, I had said the same thing about a woman I’d glimpsed on the number-one train taking the subway earlier that evening.)

			I watched with horror as an acquaintance of mine, the now-legendary saxophone player Steve Coleman, swooped Anna right onto the dance floor. I wanted to weep but forced myself to just nod and smile as Anna’s friend went on and on about Dixwell Avenue and Hamden High School and did I know Cindy Covington, who apparently was on the track team. Anna and Steve danced through song after song, as my mood continued to sink. I was just about to give up and go home—I had packing to do anyway—when I saw Steve leave her to go get them drinks. My moral compass prevented me from taking advantage of the fact that my friend was at the bar—that would have been just wrong—but that didn’t stop some young pretty boy who leaped right in and asked her to dance. When Steve returned to the dance floor, he tried not to look crushed as he held out her drink. She took it from him, but then turned right back to the new guy she was dancing with. Steve wilted and retreated.

			Oh God, she’s a cold-blooded killer, I remember thinking. Just my type. The good news was that I didn’t know and instantly disliked this new guy she was dancing with, so I hung around the sidelines waiting for the song to end like a shark on a reef.

			Finally, in the tiny gap of silence between Prince and James Brown, I asked her to dance and she said yes. My dancing is not nearly as bad as my basketball playing, but they are both definitely subpar for a brother, so after just one song, I lured her off the dance floor with the offer of another drink. Having learned from Steve’s mistake, I insisted that she come with me to get it. Then for the next two hours I had her pinned in the hallway as I motormouthed my entire life history, name-dropping despicably, Eddie Murphy this, Spike Lee that, in general making a total ass of myself. I had rarely been in the same room with someone so beautiful, let alone one who was actually listening to me. When I finally let her get a word in, she told me that after graduating Wellesley, she had worked in Spain for two years and had just returned. A smart girl, a world traveler, and gorgeous. My head whirled. I had lived in Florence after graduation and had rarely met another black person who was as international as I liked to think I was. She said she might be going to Brazil next to teach English, and I lied that I might be going to Brazil too—who knew?—anything to see her again. But before long, reality started settling on me. I’d never see her again, but I also knew that I’d never forget her.

			I’d like to kiss you.

			Anna blushed sweetly and nodded yes. She was the lady, I was the tramp. I leaned down and gave her the chastest, driest little kiss.

			That wasn’t good enough; I have to have another, I told her.

			Who was this suave Casanova in the boxy suit and cowboy boots? Nerdy Trey was dead and gone.

			And I kissed her again, this time only a little better.

			Her Wellesley girlfriends were itching to go home; Anna was the only one who had found somebody. I gave her my number and she left. I didn’t dare ask for hers because the nerd in me was still skeptical that she would have given it up. As soon as the girls had left the party, my friends encircled me as if I’d just won a prizefight.

			Two days later I drove across the country as planned, with Ben, one of my two best friends since the sixth grade, ready to see if I could live in Los Angeles. But I obsessed about Anna daily and cursed myself for not asking for her number. Three months later I was getting ready to drive back to New York when the friend subletting my place in New York called to tell me that some girl named Anna had left her number for me.

			My heart rattled inside of me.

			Give me the number; give it to me right now.

			I was drunk, my friend said. I can’t read my handwriting; the last number’s either a nine or maybe a seven.

			If it’s the wrong number, I will literally tear you to pieces and feed you to rats.

			I slammed down the phone and immediately dialed. A man answered.

			Hello, sir, I said in my best Eddie Haskell voice. Is Anna there?

			When she got on the phone, my heart seemed to splash life into every dry creek and box canyon in my body. It turned out she had just been in LA herself, had just gotten back, but was on her way to a little town in northern Japan to teach English for a year. Brazil hadn’t worked out. I told her I was driving back to New York the next day and begged to see her before she left. She said she had to leave as soon as her visa came and that could be any day.

			I drove vast stretches of the Southwest at 110 miles per hour. When I got back to Manhattan, she hadn’t left yet so we met for dinner with two of her friends. I wanted her to myself so I could let her know how much I’d been thinking about her since those first two dry little kisses. Desperate to make my feelings known, I slipped my finger near her hand at the table’s edge, and she curled hers around mine like a baby and then slipped our hands to her knee so no one would notice. When I saw she was blushing, I had to remind myself to breathe again.

			The next night we had our first proper date, and somehow we started talking about birthdays. She went first.

			I was born October 14.

			Yeah, right.

			What do you mean?

			When I saw she was serious, I instantly got dizzy.

			I was born October 14.

			Stop lying!

			I scrambled to dig my wallet out of my front pocket and shoved my driver’s license at her.

			Now let me see yours.

			I don’t have one.

			She hadn’t needed one in college or later in Madrid.

			I teased her that I didn’t believe her, but I was secretly surer than ever that I had finally found the person I’d spend the rest of my life with. While waiting for our tiramisu, I imagined putting our two kids to bed, a boy and a girl, and them clamoring for me to tell them yet again the story of how we’d first met.

			Oh, Trey, not that old chestnut, Anna would complain, but she would smile and secretly enjoy the retelling as much as the kids did.

			As perhaps you can tell by now, I am almost psychotically romantic and in fact had had this same fantasy about the three previous loves of my life.

			Every day she called the Japanese consulate, and every day they said her visa would come any day now. We lived each day as if it would be our last together, and most days of the week she would stay over, only occasionally returning to her father’s place in Jersey.

			A week into our romance, we had just made love when she blurted out, I love y—. She bit her tongue before she could finish the sentence, but her eyes burned into mine to gauge my response.

			I love you too.

			I said it without hesitation. I’d wanted to say it after our first dinner.

			By the time she left, three weeks later, I was already looking into getting a ticket to go visit. For two months in the summer, I wrote her almost every day and called her once a week. She was miserable in the little town of Fukushima, in the middle of nowhere, a few hours north of Tokyo by shinkansen, Japan’s bullet trains. I was polishing my second novel and writing a script for Columbia Pictures, so I packed up my laptop so I could keep working in between making love.

			You’re flying around the world to live with a woman you’ve only known for three weeks? asked every single one of my friends.

			I just smiled and nodded. They didn’t know what my heart knew.

			I had planned on staying one month, but that turned into four. Fukushima was our extended honeymoon, the first of our many adventures around the globe. In December we returned briefly to New York and then packed again to move out to a frumpy pink and turquoise apartment building on Venice Beach. We thought we’d stay through the winter and see how it went.

			That was sixteen years ago.

			...

			Four years after we first met, on Christmas Eve at her parents’ house, when I was thirty and she was twenty-seven, I trembled as I poured two glasses of champagne. I toasted to our love and she started to drink. I stopped her hand.

			D-d-do you like the glass?

			It’s nice, yeah, bunny.

			Then, finally, she noticed the pear-shaped diamond ring nestled in the bottom of the champagne flute.

			We were married in our new four-bedroom home overlooking the Pacific in Santa Monica Canyon. I was writing lots of movies, she was getting her PhD in history at UCLA. My dad had taught me some tricks for traveling on the cheap, and I would rent out our house so we could spend months in Paris, on Martha’s Vineyard, and on the Greek island of Santorini. We’d drop in on Madrid and Rio, Amsterdam and Saint Barth’s. For our honeymoon we toured Provence for a week, then settled just outside of Saint-Tropez for three.

			While on Santorini, I was writing a script in the mornings, but in the afternoons, Anna got it in her head to borrow my laptop to try to write a novel. When we returned to Santa Monica, she would study history all day and then continue working on her novel until five in the morning. Two years later, when she finished her book, I warned her that publishing was a tricky business. Even if she was lucky enough to sell it, I told her, she should brace herself for the pitifully low advance. I was paid $5,000 by Random House’s Vintage Contemporaries for my first novel, Platitudes.

			She sent her manuscript to my agent on a Wednesday, and by Monday they had an offer for $100,000. She dropped out of UCLA just short of getting her PhD.

			I thought about the horrible luck of my adolescence and then looked around at where I was now. Somehow I had found a brilliant, talented woman who loved me so much she cried when I was called out of town for longer than a weekend, a woman so beautiful she was routinely stopped in the street by admiring women and men and, on the night we went to the Emmys (I’d been nominated for writing the HBO film The Tuskegee Airmen), by that guy Mr. Blackwell, who said that of all the movie stars and models in the auditorium, she was the most radiant. We held hands in the house, for chrissakes. We were insufferably blissful.

			But not always. Between five and seven days before her period, she would alternate between sobbing that she had to get away, anywhere, and be by herself for a few months and curling up at my feet and just lovingly mooning at me while I wrote. I used to call the latter state Lovey-Dovey Overdrive, and it was during one of these times that she wrote this song:

			We live in paradise,

			Me and my hubby, Trey,

			We live in paradise,

			That is the Ellis way,

			We play, play, play all day,

			We kiss, kiss, kiss all night,

			And if we have a [insert problem here]

			We know that it’s all right,

			Because we live in paradise,

			We live in paradise,

			We live in paradise,

			We do . . . 

			We threw great parties, and often. Anna would cook a deep pot of gumbo or the Brazilian stew feijoada, and dozens of friends would descend upon us. We were the charmed hub of a fascinating social network of young black and white writers and filmmakers. We were convinced we were on our way to becoming the greatest literary union since Dashiell Hammett and Lillian Hellman.

			During our first seven years together, I was the more spiritual. My grandparents began as Baptists back in Dayton, Ohio, when my father, then a teenager, started going to the more bourgeois black Episcopalian church. Eventually he convinced them to switch, but for years the extent of my religious education from my parents was listening to the soundtrack of Jesus Christ Superstar on Sundays. Then suddenly, when I was fourteen, my parents got it into their heads that I should be confirmed as an Episcopalian. This was in the seventies, mind you, and I fervently believed in Jesus and love and peace and even went to New York City to see Godspell. Yet I refused to be confirmed. I saw organized religion as the opiate of the masses. I agreed with Lao Tzu, although I wouldn’t read him until years later, that ritual is but the husk of true religion. My parents were pissed. Finally we hammered out a deal. I was addicted to thrill sports, and if I promised to get confirmed, they would let me take rock-climbing lessons.

			You see, my dad was a child psychiatrist and my mom a child psychologist during the 1970s, so they never absolutely forbade me from doing anything. How I avoided heroin, EST, or  the Reverend Sun Myung Moon is anyone’s guess. My folks were permissive and politically correct and yet I never did drugs, I despised drinking, and I never got into any real trouble. Until I was sixteen, I prayed every night in my own black pseudo-hippie countercultural way, until the day my father returned home gasping that he and the police had found my mother dead in our car in Yale’s Paine Whitney gym parking lot. She had shot herself in the heart.

			I had already been accepted to boarding school—before her death, my parents were divorcing and I was sick of my old school; however, after her death, getting far away meant even more to me. My best friend, Ben, was transferring with me to Andover; yet besides him, there would be nobody else to radiate their pity. I was just learning about stoicism and tragic heroes in English class, and even before my mother died, I knew that that was what I wanted to be when I grew up.

			Three years later I was a freshman at Stanford taking a journal-writing course based in Hindu and Buddhist meditation. Zen instantly spoke to me, and I continue to meditate to this day (less consistently now that my kids pounce on my back the moment I try to sit still, but I try).

			Anna, on the other hand, had no interest in spirituality. Her father had become born again, and her brother was a follower of Siddha Yoga. She was determined to avoid religious extremism of any stripe.

			Then one day she ventured into our lovely backyard, recently landscaped with stepping-stones and moss, the air sprinkled with curious butterflies and hummingbirds, and there God spoke to her.

			When she told me, smiling that luminous smile of hers, she quickly explained that, no, she wasn’t a born again. I sighed and she laughed. Then she said that she had never known for sure whether there was a divinity beyond our own. Now she was positive. She went out and bought every book on spirituality she could get her hands on and, amazingly, she had never seen Jesus Christ Superstar. I bought her the video, and she played it at least daily for the next two years. She stumbled across something called rebirthing, where someone guides you to breathe rapidly with your eyes closed and you put yourself into a trippy, ethereal state. She loved it so much that she enrolled in the teacher training course.

			The change was shocking at first, but I loved her so much I had no choice but to go along for the ride. We decided to have a child, and I crossed my fingers that the responsibility would ground, at least a little bit, her burgeoning New Age flightiness.

			In just three months, Anna was pregnant with a boy, which made our picture-perfect life feel even more so. Then one night she started spotting and cramping. She was crying as I held her, sure that she was miscarrying. I assured her that everything would be all right. The next day at the gynecologist’s, they confirmed that she had miscarried and immediately performed a D&C to remove what was left of the pregnancy. Anna howled and her heartache broke my own heart. This was the only bad thing that had ever happened to us.

			Four months later, we began trying again; and two months after that, Ava began to grow. Anna wanted to birth Ava naturally, so she braved the first six hours of contractions. Finally, however, the fetal heart monitor started beeping quickly, telling us little Ava was showing signs of distress. The doctor called in an anesthesiologist to jab Anna in the back with a huge needle. She was now numb from the waist down, and soon Ava popped out.

			Anna and I instantly cried out, burst into tears, and hugged each other so tightly. It was easily the most amazing, holy, and otherworldly moment of my entire life. The nurse handed me a pair of surgical scissors, and I carefully cut through the chewy umbilical cord. To this day I brag to my kids that although their mother birthed them, it was I who made their belly buttons.

			Anna was determined to be a super mother, but the epidural didn’t heal right so the level of spinal fluid dropped, causing a horrific, wincing and perpetual headache. Breast-feeding went wrong from the very beginning. Anna developed an abscess in her left breast but still tried her best to soldier on. She cried for hours. Her mother had come from Atlanta, and the two of us tried our best to help her; however, Anna’s disappointment at this first stage of motherhood fogged our house with sadness.

			Two months later, when she finally abandoned breast-feeding, our house once again became happy, and we settled into enjoying our magical little baby girl. Our friends wagged their fingers and warned that our jet-setting days were behind us; now we’d be miserable and grounded just like everybody else. Determined to prove them all wrong, it wasn’t long before we wrapped up little Ava and carted her off to Ramatuelle, the medieval village just outside of Saint-Tropez that we frequented before she was born.

			Back in the States, we each continued to crave our freedom. Since we were both working artists, and I an enlightened dad raised in the seventies, we decided to divide child-care duties right down the middle, scrupulously so. I watched Ava every morning, giving her a bottle in the beginning, and then, when she had graduated to solid food, she’d have breakfast nestled under my arm while Anna slept. Lucia, the nanny, arrived at ten and stayed until two, when Anna took over. Then, in the evenings, Anna and I would alternate putting Ava to bed. All day Saturday was Anna’s responsibility and all day Sunday was mine. I was pretty goddamn smug about our politically correct division of labor until I realized that I was seeing less and less of my wife. On Saturdays, I tried to stay close so we could do some sort of family outing together, but on Sundays, Anna would skitter off like a rabbit in the woods. Some Sundays it was her ecstatic dance class, and others she said she simply had to be alone in nature.

			A few months later, while I was in my home office slogging through the first draft of an already overdue script, I heard her across the hall in her room, the door closed, cackling to herself. To add insult to my injury, I could hear that she was typing her new novel almost bionically fast.

			I knocked on her door and she said to come on in. Her eyes were glistening and her fixed smile troubled me. I could smell the pot in the air, but that wasn’t unusual. Then she showed me what she had written and my heart stopped. Fjeikcim mmmieim jmdskaij jkjakop aalkkmmie jajjdakj jjiejfj jieeiieieij jijvmiiuthaian ksjj iej jjj jaiewpppwojgj jjskakkoaiijfai jjisdija jaijfai wpq[[[weomvmi aijfiemviia . . . For more than one hundred pages. Since my sophomore year in college, I smoked pot myself sometimes, most of my friends did too, yet I’d never heard of a reaction like this. With my mom and my dad gone, all I had left in this world was this woman and our little girl. If I lost Anna to madness, I knew that I could not survive. Our Dashiell and Lillian lifestyle was rapidly devolving into that of F. Scott and Zelda.

			At UCLA she had studied the First Great Awakening, the outbreak of religious piety in the American colonies right before the Revolution. She told me that this was her Great Awakening, the first step in changing from a run-of-the-mill buppie into a conscious, spiritual being, and that she’d never felt more fulfilled in all her life. She even went down to the main branch of the LA public library with a printout of what she’d written, trying to discover what language her spirit guide was using to communicate with her. I didn’t know what to do. I was convinced that she was self-medicating for postpartum depression and started looking into different treatment programs. Luckily, a few days later, she started writing in English again, and I thought the crisis had passed. In fact, great times returned. Sure, I had a kooky wife and she a straitlaced husband, but wasn’t that how it was supposed to be? Major Nelson had his Jeannie to dream of; Darrin was bewitched by his Samantha.

			...

			One day about a year later, I noticed that my feet had swollen. After a few days, I finally called up a doctor friend of mine (now family, but in college Karol was the first woman I ever loved). She ordered me to go to the emergency room immediately. I gave a urine sample that turned out to be awash with protein. A biopsy later confirmed that I had focal segmental glomerulosclerosis, FSGS, the most pernicious autoimmune disease of the kidneys. After I was released from the hospital a week later, I started taking thirty pills a day, and still the lower half of my body was flooded with an extra twenty pounds of fluid. Every morning I had to tug on and then unroll up my legs thigh-high, old-lady-looking compression stockings just so I could stand up. If I didn’t wear them, after about three minutes my ankles would disappear and my toes would start throbbing. Sweatpants were about the only pants that would fit over my bloated thighs, and my dick looked like a water balloon. When I should have been trying to write, I would often pull open the waistband of my sweats and just stare at the deformity until abject panic overflowed into my throat. The immunosuppressants I gobbled three times a day made me so susceptible to the tiniest bug that every few weeks I would find myself convulsing face-first over the toilet bowl, only to have to jump to my feet to try to get my ass around to the bowl before another unspeakably messy explosion from my ass. The majority of FSGS sufferers, like basketball players Sean Elliot and Alonzo Mourning, end up getting a kidney transplant (they actually add a third instead of taking out the other two—who knew?), but they still have to take mountains of meds for the rest of their lives. My doctor and I wanted me to fight to keep mine and wait for a cure.

			My medicines have changed a bit during the eight years since I was diagnosed. After five years I got off steroids, thank God. Even just two milligrams sometimes sent me into what is clinically described as steroid psychosis. I would call it simply drunk. Writing, until it passed, was impossible. I don’t know how Faulkner, Hemingway, and Bukowski did it.
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							Purpose

						
							
							Dosage

						
							
							Frequency

						
					

					
							
							Azathioprine

						
							
							Suppresses immune system

						
							
							50 mg

						
							
							Twice a day

						
					

					
							
							Cyclosporine

						
							
							Suppresses immune system

						
							
							100 mg

						
							
							Twice a day

						
					

					
							
							Atorvastatin

						
							
							Reduces cholesterol

						
							
							20 mg

						
							
							Once a day

						
					

					
							
							Amlodipine

						
							
							Lowers blood pressure

						
							
							5 mg

						
							
							Once a day

						
					

					
							
							Lisinopril

						
							
							Lowers blood pressure

						
							
							40 mg

						
							
							Twice a day

						
					

					
							
							Metoprolol

						
							
							Lowers blood pressure

						
							
							25 mg

						
							
							Once a day

						
					

					
							
							Fludrocortisone

						
							
							Controls blood potassium level

						
							
							0.1 mg

						
							
							Once a day

						
					

					
							
							Folic acid

						
							
							Treats anemia

						
							
							1 mg

						
							
							Once a day

						
					

					
							
							Aspirin

						
							
							Thins the blood

						
							
							81 mg

						
							
							Once a day

						
					

					
							
							Niferex

						
							
							Provides iron

						
							
							150 mg

						
							
							Once a day

						
					

					
							
							Omega-3 fish oil

						
							
							Promotes cardiovascular health

						
							
							2000 mg

						
							
							Twice a day

						
					

					
							
							L-arginine

						
							
							Synthesizes nitric oxide

						
							
							8000 mg

						
							
							Once a day

						
					

					
							
							Epoetin alfa

						
							
							Treats anemia

						
							
							20,000 IU

						
							
							Inject every ten days

						
					

				
			

			
			Throughout all of this, Anna was amazingly supportive. She held me when I cried, and lit candles and saged the house to bring white light to help protect me. There was no cure for what I had (there still isn’t), so I was open to anything. In fact, her loving treatments were the only things that made me feel a little better.

			About a year and a half later, the swelling mysteriously disappeared. It wasn’t quite remission in that I still had (and have) to take the same pounds of pills, the same injections; however, my energy came back, so I no longer almost passed out just standing up. I returned to yoga classes and the gym and to wearing a belt instead of only drawstring pants.

			I thought the most difficult chapter of my life was behind me. Instead, as soon as I stopped needing her constant comforting, we started living increasingly separate lives. The center of hers became that ecstatic dance class every Sunday morning. Once she got me to go, and as I walked in, I saw a hundred of them, from now-old original-issue hippies to young wannabes, all twirling, undulating, and hooting. I had been open to many New Age practices that I otherwise would have ridiculed—rebirthing, for instance, was trippy yet amazing—but flailing my arms next to overweight, tie-dyed grandmas named Serenity was a path I just could not bring myself to head down.

			Then one night she went without me to a party for some of her dance friends, wearing red-sequined devil horns and the red Kenzo shearling coat I had bought her one summer in Saint-Tropez (the most expensive article of clothing I have ever bought anyone). The next morning I could tell something had changed. Ava was by now two and a half and Anna and I were in her room, cooing over her as she napped, when Anna told me that at the party the night before, she had made out with a raw vegan, a white guy who’d changed his name to some Indian jumble of vowels, and now she was convinced that he was her soul mate. I had to force myself to keep breathing. I went downstairs and lay down on the scratchy sisal carpeting. Suddenly my entire body started trembling—my legs, my arms, my chest all quivered as if somebody had put a quarter in the slot of some cheap motel’s Magic Fingers bed massager. Anna came down and held me and told me that she still loved me too but that the new her needed to be free to love the world, not just her husband.

			I don’t remember how I survived the rest of that day and that night, but I do remember driving to Denny’s sometime before the next dawn and ordering a Grand Slam Breakfast that I forked but did not eat.

			Before Ava was born, I’d spent a year manning a hotline at a suicide prevention center, and in the next few weeks I found myself so devastated that I often contemplated using a technique a very depressed old woman had once described to me—duct-taping a plastic bag over your head. For weeks I couldn’t write, I couldn’t do anything except drive up and down Wilshire Boulevard wondering how and whether I was going to survive. But eventually I always came home and ended up just playing with Ava. I knew that I could never rob from her what my mom had robbed from me.

			Anna insisted that she still wanted to make our marriage work so she found us a New Age couples’ counseling team who were students of a technique that I had actually turned her on to, based on a series of books advocating absolute and complete honesty. It was exactly what both of us needed to try to clear the undergrowth of mistrust that had been growing between us. I had been trying to morph her into Shirley Jones on The Partridge Family, while she had wanted me to shape-shift into Lenny Kravitz.

			She swore the fucking soul mate was now just a friend, and I gradually began to hope that we could rebuild our life together. Our relationship seemed so solid that we both thought it would be a good idea for me to go off on a weekend yoga retreat in Santa Barbara. Though Anna had started taking classes months before me, I soon became addicted, first to build endurance for surfing; then yoga became my major regular exercise. When my kidneys quit on me, I had to stop for a year, but now that I was feeling so much better, this upcoming retreat would be definitive proof of my getting my life back.

			The night before I left, Anna told me that I could make love with someone there if I found a true heart connection. Even though a yoga class, especially in Santa Monica, is stocked with some of the most beautiful working and nonworking actresses in the nation, and their gyrations have certainly been a factor in the zeal with which I have perfected my asanas, I told her that she was being absurd.

			Her free love pass did not come totally out of the blue. As residents of Southern California, we were practically ordered by the state to practice Tantric sex, and I had discovered this lovely Italian tantrika on the Internet who came over once and gave us both an extremely hands-on, simultaneous lesson. Furthermore, I had not been a saint during our twelve years together. I was no stranger to Internet porn and had slept with two Heidi Fleiss–type girls at my bachelor party in Las Vegas. When I had confessed to her these misdeeds years before, even before couples’ counseling, my friends thought that Anna and I, two nutcases under one roof, deserved each other. Maybe they were right. Though she always said she loved my (retroactive) honesty, as I look back on it now, I know that she never fully trusted me again and that at least part of the reason for her making out with the white boy with the Indian name was old-fashioned payback.

			As luck would have it, when I got to the retreat, I found myself surrounded by gorgeous yoginis (including my tent mates, an almost six-foot-tall blonde Swede and a then-unknown Naomi Watts). Nevertheless, I didn’t try anything with anybody. I didn’t want to. Our marriage was already so fragile that I knew that it would not withstand a fling, no matter how much New Age tolerance Anna spouted.

			More important than sharing a hot tub with a naked Naomi Watts (believe it or not) was the retreat’s signaling my return to full health. Sure, I was still gobbling handfuls of pills three times a day, but there I was, twice a day, sweating my ass off in the most strenuous classes of my life. In Blazing Saddles, when Alex Karras knocked out a horse with a single punch, he said, “I strong like bull.” That’s how I felt. So, as I drove home from Santa Barbara, burning up the Pacific Coast Highway with the top down and my Mustang’s engine growling contentedly, I was sure that we had turned another corner, that our once-fairy-tale lifestyle was returning to us.

			I must have been going at least seventy-five when a cramp mysteriously knotted my gut. I squeezed the steering wheel and concentrated on not crashing, but the pain forced tears from my eyes. I could actually see the contractions in my belly, like just before that thing in Alien bursts out of its human host. The knotting spread down my legs to my driving foot, and I had to force myself to calm down and coast to the road’s shoulder.

			As the other cars screamed past, I actually pushed on my cramped body to make it unfold. The yogic bliss that had filled me that whole weekend had instantly been replaced with breathless terror. The shimmering Pacific at my back must have been gorgeous, but I didn’t notice it. When I had first gotten ill, I was terrified that I would die early, as my parents had, leaving me to finish raising myself. When I got better, I took it to mean that I had returned to perfect health and would live another fifty, maybe sixty years. This mysterious episode, however, brought the terror flooding back, not so much for myself, but for my little girl. Finally I got back in the car and drove home.

			When I arrived in Santa Monica, Anna’s eyes were shimmering. She sat me down and breathlessly told me about the incredible adventures she had had while I was gone. She showed me her new butterfly tattoo, then went on to tell me how one night she had made out with dozens of different guys all over the Westside of LA. With each and every one, she insisted, she had had the type of heart connection she had wished for me on my retreat. I was sure she was just kidding. She is a great storyteller, and I thought this was some sort of prank.

			Now, however, as it started to sink in that she was telling the truth, that the tattoo was as real as the men she had made out with, I began to realize in short little steps over the course of perhaps a minute that everything, everything, everything was about to change.

			Nevertheless, for the next several months we threw ourselves back into couples’ counseling. We even drove up to Santa Barbara for an intensive weekend seminar taught by Gay and Kathlyn Hendricks, the inventors of the relationship technique our counselors were trained in. By Sunday Anna and I ended up crying in each other’s arms, vowing our undying, ever-expanding love for each other. I concluded that I was wrong and our once-storybook romance was not terminal after all.

			Ava was now three years old. Anna and I had been together ten years and had already weathered a lifetime’s marital conflict. We thought we’d come out on the other side with a marriage that was tempered and now invincible. So we decided to have another child. Surely having two kids would ground her through her wilder New Age episodes, and for the first few months after Chet was born, everything did seem perfect again. Thanks to hypnobirthing, he shot out without anesthesia and we got her a breast-feeding coach his first day. Then, when Chet was about six months old, I noticed that Anna seemed again consumed by sadness. I assumed it was postpartum again and would disappear with time, but this time it only got worse. For weeks her eyes would skitter away whenever I tried to find them with my own. The emptiness in her eyes told me that she had spent herself crying, though she rarely let me see the tears. I had had built for her an opulent walk-in closet with shoe racks to the ceiling and silently sliding built-in drawers. Now that Ava had commandeered Anna’s office, she had loaded her movie-star closet floor with pillows, laid her laptop on the floor, and would shut herself inside to write for hours. I would ask her how it was going, what
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