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Author’s Note

These pages embark on a gritty and absurd journey. My telling of divorce is probably not for the squeamish or the morally impeccable. If you are any of these things, put this book back on the shelf. Do it right now.


I’ve changed plenty of details and events too squalid and banal to inflict upon both you and the innocent.

It should be noted that my son and I are well and happy… he and his father are quite close. So there is hope, even though there is also despair and the destruction of hope. I consider divorce the most ugly word in the English language and it set me free.
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I
Denial
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We do not see things as they are.
We see things as we are.

—Anaïs Nin

Flight

By the time N left, running out of the house one evening with nothing but the clothes on his back and a voluminous gym bag, I had loved him for seven years. The die was cast.


I see it now as if it is freshly happening, the two of us facing off on a stage set, each in our appointed place for a major scene. It was a cold Friday night, the end of the week, a time primordially loaded for endings and therefore immaculate, befitting. My husband was methodical about everything he chose to do. He also had the trick of making set plans seem spontaneous.

I am wearing a fitted white shirt rolled at the sleeves, black cigarette pants, and red lipstick. I’m also wearing shoes with spike heels, something I normally don’t do around the house. I want height. I am aware that I’ve been waiting for him, have recently started to prepare for his homecoming as I would prepare for a first date.

In our builder’s grade kitchen, I am alone yet still conscious of posture and makeup, makeup I now wear every day, a dubious bow to vanity. Putting on my Face, my mother, Bunny, calls it. War paint is what I thought as I applied sheer foundation and eye pencil, brushing my eyebrows upward in small, intense strokes. My hands shake and I don’t know why. The walls shimmer, too white; my fault: I’ve never been good at discerning shades of color. Makeup seems to complicate this problem, engage it. I stay with neutral tones. I check my lipstick in the chrome toaster. I am distorted, but the lines are all there.

Precisely at 6:10, he walks through the rain-spattered oak door and kisses my cheek. I breathe the scent of his neck and something else, some nascent excitement or fear. As he kisses my cheek, his sinewy hands are already on the martini shaker, mixing himself a drink. I take two chilled glasses out of the freezer, placing them next to a bucket of crushed ice. I spear olives (three) onto red plastic toothpicks; drop them into the clear icy liquid just as he is pouring out his first cocktail. He tells me I look beautiful and walks swiftly downstairs to our bedroom to change his shirt, though we have no plans that I am aware of.

I have been greeted and kissed in the smooth normalized way of a television show housewife. I am now waiting for some form of recognition that I exist beyond the second dimension, that we both exist together. The fact that it has come to this is not outside my consciousness, but it seems to be muffled. I love N and he loves me, although not as much as I love him; I accept this. We have A, our toddler son, and I am playing it through.

And yet here he comes, here it comes.

He capers up the carpeted stairs; slung over his arm is a charcoal wool blazer, his best. It is then I feel the fear itself, a small, ghastly tapping at my right shoulder.

I hand him an oversize frosted martini glass, his second in ten, maybe five, minutes. He takes it with one hand, the other busily buttoning his fresh dress shirt, tearing out the paper collar stay, and letting its ragged length fall with uncharacteristic carelessness to the floor.

In my mind this is the formal beginning of the end: his visibly urgent need for fresh attire, the copious vodka, his odd pheromones, the unauthorized appearance of the blazer. Yet I know that this is not the real beginning of the end, this is illusion, a false start. It is only my primitive marking in time. The real genesis is forbidden to me, vis-à-vis N’s inability to confess even the mildest transgressions. His beginning of all this, both psychologically and physically, has been sliced with great precision from my wifely vista. Theoretically, he wants his way without inflicting pain or suffering, this I know.

Yet he is saying something, my husband, actually several things at once, each more shocking and flamboyantly absurd than the last, like watching dozens of clowns exit a Volkswagen.

“We’re different people.…”

I stand with a jar of garlic-stuffed olives in hand, motionless, waiting for exactly how, in his estimation, different we were, and why he is speaking to me as if someone else, a third party, were listening. Outside the kitchen window, redwoods loom silent and apart. A master shot would establish a simple wood-shingle house perched atop Madrone Canyon in the town of Larkspur, population 12,014. A split-level hodgepodge of bright rooms and jutting decks, a vase of calla lilies splayed like a white hand at the kitchen windowsill. Through three large bay windows we see a robust male and a statuesque wife and mother meeting companionably at the end of the day in Marin County, home of an elite group of perpetually concerned wealthy Californians who materialize en masse at the Sausalito Art Festival each Labor Day, purchasing signed lithographs, Zen fountains, and wind chimes. Our house is modest by county standards; it is small but well appointed with a two-car garage. There are no illegal rental units, no recreational vehicles, and no aluminum siding or driveway mechanics. Everything is up to Code, although our refrigerator is leaking. I can see a small pool of ice water at its base. I have to stop myself from cleaning it up as he stands there.

“I DESERVE HAPPINESS,” N said, raising his voice.

Escalation. Oh, dear. N orates with a large, clear martini glass passing through my airspace, vodka sloshing onto the carpet in a gesture of freedom. Yet I was lulled by his predictability—once again, without preamble or rational discussion, he was stating his inalienable human right to have happiness in his life. By now this was a popular theme in our home, N’s Happiness, a kind of precious yet difficult pet. It had become repertoire and had lost some of its original force. Although I’d never said so, it all sounded as whimsical as a lost pinwheel. He (we) have everything… gainful employment, a home, health, a sound child. Food, warmth. It ought to be enough; he shouldn’t force us all to go delving on some quixotic hunt.

It’s his happiness, I thought, slightly hysterical by now. Therefore he should find it on his own. Had he looked everywhere? I almost laughed; a small titter escaped my lips. From this brittle emotion I stepped off, as if from an unseen curb, into a different life.

I hear N say Divorce; and then the word Lawyer coming at me, a javelin.

I put down the olives and place my hands in my hair, tugging at its roots to create a counter sensation. I am not crying yet, but my throat burns. Updike claims if you talk about divorce it will happen. Yet we were not talking about it; I was being informed, and he was leaving at once. Intellectually, I knew this was often how it was done: quickly, like a careful exchange of hearts, a swift transplant. A heart can stop beating for a while, one can still live.

Realizing he has the stage, N warms to his topic. The term visitation is brandished. He is talking about visiting our son, A, as though he were a wonderful exhibit. A custodial schedule can be arranged, child support payments made. I realize with a wave of nausea that this is what his Happiness has meant: a euphemism for my removal. Hearing his tone, I know there is no possible chance of rebuttal or rescheduling; he is on a live feed to his new life.

“No matter what, you can’t stop me from seeing A,” he suddenly flashes.

Yet here he was, preparing to leave A. It made no sense. I am going insane. Yes. That is what’s happening. Good. Insane.

“I never would. You’re his father,” I say, as if explaining a minor detail he has forgotten. My eyes are two X’s in a white oval; my face, I feel certain, a vulgar cartoon. Because this isn’t happening, it’s some sort of exceptionally realistic holograph. A hallucination, perhaps caused by the antidepressants he urged on me last winter, or biochemical warfare.

Aghast to hear the words that involuntarily passed my lips, I stammered out the requisite clichés:

Why?

How can you do this?

What about the baby?

Why can’t we talk about it?

Where will you go?

His reaction was a perfect zero. He had successfully flatlined, a technique he’d mastered by age forty. I had started talking Swahili, and N did not speak Swahili. He was sorry, but not regretful. Why should he know Swahili?

When someone says he wants a divorce, there is an inevitable exclamation point affixed to that statement, as in the statement Help! Or Fire! Therefore, there will be no thoughtful or complete answering of questions, because an exclamation point has rendered all questions moot. Fire!

In a move best described as cinematic, I slide slowly to the floor, to the white entryway tiles of our home. Like Alice, I feel suddenly small, surprised to have gone through the looking glass. Our house, I think. We knew it was ours before we’d even seen it; the very street hummed our names, two weeks back from our honeymoon in France, eight days wherein he fed me bouillabaisse from Michael’s in Nice and we made love every night, often without waiting to get our clothes off. As my mind performs this nostalgic synapse, it simultaneously grasps for some way to make N stay within the door.

“You’ve seen a lawyer?” I finally ask, admittedly slow on the uptake, from my position on the floor.

I spy a tiny plastic Tyrannosaurus rex wreathed in dust behind the umbrella stand. Our son, I think. It seemed to me that I was having some sort of stroke, a kind where one’s senses are alive and crackling but articulation impossible, no words to get the needed relief.

N brushes my question aside; he stares at a point on the ceiling and says, “I. Want. A. Divorce.”

He is playing to the rear seats, firmly repeating words he’d said earlier, four words I was already busily trying to erase, un-hear. Irrationally, I think, Will You Marry Me? Four words. I Want a Divorce. Four words. I would like time to count the letters as well, but there is no time. I can see by his face that there is no time.

I stare at his crooked and beautiful Basque features, oddly bright and alive with a defiant pleasure. His silver hair shines with some newly purchased styling product that comes in a hard stick. There is nothing soft in his usually supine body; it is drawn taut. Also there is an echo, the word lawyer bouncing about in my head, and divorce, the brute ugliness of the words covering me in a brackish film.

His mouth is a thick line that rebuffs conversation or obstacles. He puts on the blazer, shoots his cuffs. I sink a bit further because I know that this gesture, not the upcoming words, is the sign that professionals have been called in to help N achieve what is now his immediate goal. I know at once that were I to look, there would be a business card from a law firm in his wallet. And not just any law firm; he has come to a time in his life where he will trust only the services of crisp, seasoned professionals: dry cleaners that deliver, hotels with concierges, and local butchers who will preorder certified organic free-range turkeys for Thanksgiving.

I blink. Pull a deep breath in and out of my lungs; somehow I am not getting enough oxygen.

He says: “I have a lawyer. Someone in Kentfield.”

Oh, dear. Kentfield: the rich white epicenter of the entire chocolate box county. The very word seemed to exude money and nefarious intent. Kentfield already in motion. I ingest this fact; I clamp my hands onto my thighs. The pace was brisk; I had to focus to keep up with all the new information. I could not look away from the slightly bulging veins in his neck and his cocked head, pointed at me with firm intent. N isn’t just a vice president at a major marketing firm; he is a very skilled technical writer, used to having things his way and knowing the precise terms for everything. He knows what’s coming out and what’s going out. We had one of the first rear-projection televisions. It was N who taught me that technology was sexy. He had been described in conversations more than once as The King of New Media.

I was summarily presented with another factoid: a second bullet, what the police call a double tap. It is meant to ensure that the assailant is firmly down.

“You should get the papers next month.”

Even now, after much reflection and puzzling aloud in the dark, I honestly can’t say why that very evening, accepting the martini with three olives, he told me I looked beautiful; doubtless it was part of his sudden overall madness. He said it with a small smile, and I said thank you. Afterward came the wardrobe change, and a few minutes later he said the rest and walked out, looking natty.

“Good-bye, darling,” he said.

And then drove away, his automatic window sliding up. The axis of my world snapped, sending me into a place that was black and where there was no time.

On the entryway floor I repeatedly recited the Lord’s Prayer, and realized with a sucking sense of preposterous misfortune that no, I was mistaken; life was going to go right on. Minutes were passing with a terrible lethargy; the parsing of time would be harsh.

In the living room the grandmother clock struck the half hour. A was asleep beneath these floorboards. Our son was asleep and his father had left us, with me having a ministroke on the floor. This seemed, above and beyond the proposed divorce, a terrible social breach.

Yes. I regret to admit that either N is barking mad or else he is to be regarded as deliberately evil, a grotesque chimera made manifest in khaki pants. I am not ready to think of him as either insane or evil, to consider in full how I could love and have a child with such a person. I am not ready to think about anything, except ways in which this may still be averted. In my mind I reverse time as one does after a car accident, I retrace each step but end up at the same conclusion, the same large deductible. Everything happens just the same.

I make one telephone call that night, to my mother, Bunny.

“It’s me. He’s left.”

I was still on the floor, having pulled my cell phone from the pocket of my jeans jacket, conveniently located next to the umbrella stand. There is a long pause, during which I am not crying but have the hiccups. My mother is a firm believer in the long pause, useful in interrogations, proclamations of truth, and the occasional cutting dead of someone without their knowing it.

“That son of a bitch,” Bunny says.

I make no response. I listen to the heat shut off, a cessation of noise from the vent on the floorboard. Sixty-eight degrees, I think. Always.

Bunny was rapidly summing up the situation, as would Christiane Amanpour in a disheveled kibbutz, somehow managing to make sense of it all.

“He has no idea what he’s done,” Bunny announces.

“He seems to have his heart set on it,” I mumble.

I want Bunny to contradict me, to say it’s ridiculous, he’s only bluffing. My mother does not do this. Bunny has been divorced once, from my late father, Richard. It happened in 1967, a vintage year for divorce. Bunny married Ron in 1969; I consider Ron my real father.

“So he’s got a lawyer,” Bunny said; it was not a question.

“Oh, yeah,” I said, but it turned out I had shouted it. A did not wake up. We both waited on the telephone, to see if he would.

“Is A asleep, Suzanne?” Bunny asked.

“Oh, yeah,” I said, softly this time, remembering that I was a mother, a terrible mistake at this point. Someone who can make things happen must be alerted.

My mother suggested they drive in from Hayward, a fortymile distance. I told her no. Bunny said she would come in the morning and to call her at any time during the night, and that A and I would be fine; she said it as though it were a threat. I half expected her to hang up and deploy a makeshift posse, but Bunny had no idea where he was, any more than I did. N could be anywhere. It was past dark, and I did not know where my husband was. Fortunately I could not dwell on this, as I had to survive the night.

Then Bunny stopped speaking. I heard my stepfather, Ron, shuffling about in the background, grabbing car keys, or maybe he was putting them away, back on their places on the wall of their town house. A B for Bunny’s keys, an R for Ron’s keys, both the letters shaped like hooks. My mind was doing some strange review of everything I knew to be true. I looked around our living room, everything still there. Unbelievable.

I told my mother I would see her tomorrow.

“Good,” Bunny said. “I’ll bring something the doctor gave me for my knee.”

I hear myself agreeing to this; I didn’t care what was brought, I would take it and my mother would come tomorrow. She would stay here until I was better and N came to his senses. Bunny would sleep in the guest room, and be available to A at all times to create a false feeling of normalcy and routine. Ron would stay home and mind the grandparental fort. This was all understood, although we had never rehearsed. Yet I didn’t even have an extra key to give my mother. I would give Bunny my key. I would not be leaving the house, I reasoned. No one was leaving the house ever again.

Bushwhacked, I examined my hands. Same hands. Rings still there but no longer valid. Same trembling Kate Hepburn thing happening, but without the elegance. My mind floats like ash. I blame myself most cruelly. We should have had a master plan of some kind, as in an earthquake. N and I live on a major fault line, the San Andreas, a fact now sharply significant. California, the Golden State with a divorce rate bubbling along at 58 percent. The long and deep fault line splitting the bedrock, spreading with the brisk rate of dissolution down toward Los Angeles, just a few hundred miles south: home of the La Brea Tar Pits, Disneyland, Loma Prieta, Hollywood. All of this ricocheting across the nation to New York and back again, exploding in a quasar of terrorism and cultural disintegration. The velocity of doom seemed quite high, an obvious, palpable pall over the entire state and the country as well.

I should have seen this coming, and left N first. Gone on religious sabbatical, Outward Bound, Vietnam, something. It seemed a great deal of people were going to Vietnam.

“Are you certain you don’t want me to come over right now?” Bunny broke the silence.

“No. I’ll be all right tonight.”

I was very far from all right, far enough for it not to matter if Bunny came over or not. In point of fact, I needed this night to have a complete yet finite and private nervous breakdown. I actually thought this might be possible. A was asleep: Well. A miracle already, I thought. He had slept through his father leaving. He would not even remember this night.

Something in my neck tightened. I stood up and went to the freezer, extracting the pack of Winston Lights I’d stored there since we were trying to get pregnant and I had quit smoking. I open the pack with my teeth.

I have a new mantra, which I chant softly to myself: “Oh My God Oh My God.”

I take a bottle of aspirin and a tumbler of mandarin-flavored vodka into the attic guest loft along with the cigarettes. I didn’t know it then, but I was setting up camp, retrenching until I could ascertain my next move. How to continue.

I didn’t think this would happen to me, I didn’t think it could happen to me, I don’t want it to happen to me.

Any way I slice reality it comes out poorly, and I feel an urge to not exist, something I have never felt before; and now here it comes with conviction, almost panic. I mentally bless and exonerate anyone who has kicked a chair out from beneath them or swallowed opium in large chunks. My mind has met their environment, here in the void. I understand perfectly.

In the vicinity of his bureau, I notice that he has left his martini glass with the three olives on the floor. That isn’t like him. N loves to eat garnish, all forms of garnish. Is it a sign?

I eat the three olives, sucking the vodka from each one. I drink fresh vodka from his glass, neat. It is the last act I fully remember before I pass out naked on the futon, a full ashtray at both ends.




Good for Charlie

My mother sweeps into the house with all the majesty of a barrister. I can almost hear the air start to move again. Bunny is wearing a poncho made of orange pleather and stretch pants with stirrups that disappear into sling-back pumps. Her purse means business; it is the extra-large duffel from Coach with the tags that jingle like spurs. From her purse she extracts a fifth of Jack Daniel’s and places it on the living room table; also a half gallon of butter pecan ice cream, which is whisked into the freezer as she roots about for snifters. It is nine thirty in the morning.


“Do you have any peanuts?” Bunny asks brightly, carefully emptying an ashtray into a can of duck fat that N had been saving for something really special. He loves to cook for special occasions, many of which involve clients or potential clients, which is anyone with tech skills or money or both.

“No,” I say. “I don’t have any peanuts.”

“I see,” Bunny says, squinting into the refrigerator. “We’re going to have to make a trip to the store.”

We all go to the store. I walk behind my mother and son with the slump of the defeated and the abandoned. I look at all the food, the army of overstuffed carts packed full of Economy sizes of everything, huge sacks of mesquite coals, and red meat Value Packs displaying six fat steaks on a white tray. These people know where their husbands are. I would like to vomit. I would like to vomit my soul out.

Bunny piles anything that has no nutritional value into the shopping cart. Raspberry Zingers, bacon marbled with fat, sausage patties, Dr Pepper, frozen latkes, sour cream, whipped cream, half-and-half, coffee, doughnuts, potato chips, French onion dip, cookies, frozen turnovers, and, in a moment of weakness, a bag of fresh avocados.

“Can you think of anything else you need?”

“A rope,” I say.

Bunny gives me a look and then hands over The National Enquirer, saying, “Read this. Charlie Sheen is getting another divorce.”

“Yes. We’re like twins, Mom. Charlie and me. We’re like this,” I say, holding up two straight fingers pressed close together.

I step away, examine a package of edamame. I look at the expiration date: today. Why is edamame always ready to expire? It’s so urgent for a vegetable. Edamame. It sounds like an assisted form of suicide. Is there an advertising concept in this? I wonder, trying to focus on something tangible. My frequent work as a freelance copywriter strays rather far from the realm of soy, but one never knows. Here in Marin, organically farmed vegetables are worshipped as cats were once worshipped in Egypt. I have found that people who feel strongly about organic vegetables and fruit are likely to be very, very angry.

I pick up an artichoke, $2.49, organic. It looks bitter. You can tell, the leaves are trying to get away from the thing itself, they curl outward. I have been an estranged wife for one day and already I have been warned against becoming bitter; I was told this immediately by a close friend whom I formerly thought of as sane. Upon regaining consciousness this morning, and after giving A a hideously cheerful breakfast? That was my emergency-girlfriend-telephone-call reward:

Don’t get bitter.

“Help me with these groceries, honey,” Bunny says, getting into the front seat of her car and turning on the radio to KABL, where Sinatra is singing “Summer Wind.” I load the six bags of groceries into the back of my mother’s Chrysler LeBaron while Bunny slams the empty shopping cart back into its corral.

N always used to load the groceries on Saturdays, I think. Already things are changing, it’s starting with small shit but oh it’s starting, the change, the irrevocable impossible change. The divorce concept seems to be something I am carrying around under my coat, keeping to myself and so afraid to look at, a human head in a hatbox. The whole world seems tilted, my inner ear displaced by a hole where my spouse used to be.

“Technology is full of holes,” N always says.




Eyes

It was my eyes that had drawn N. I know this. His first word on being introduced to me was, “Wonderful.”


Some genetic mutation, my eyes are wide-set and almost crossed, but in such agreement so as to startle. As a child I had been teased, had wished I could change them with a wand. Later I had used my eyes mostly to attract; this had lessened my insight into men. I saw my reflection in their eyes, but not the men themselves, not clearly. This preserved the idea that all intelligent and even vaguely attractive men were essentially good. Delusion detests focus and romance provides the veil.

N revealed his name and spoke the one word, reaching out his hand with such immediate pleasure that I felt we had met before and I hadn’t remembered. This being San Francisco, everyone seemed to be from somewhere else altogether. He wore neat jeans with a black T-shirt and good soft leather shoes and thin socks and a stylish but unobtrusive watch. He could have been from anywhere, which was very alluring. I didn’t want to know, thought it might be enough just to lightly hold hands until I had regained my bearings and prepared myself in some way for this encounter.

“Wonderful”: such an active word, to be full of wonder. He tossed some other truths, about media and Apple. He suggested I invest in Yahoo! at our first crossing; I regret to say I didn’t. He never said I told you so. It seemed he was a kind of pedestrian prophet, doling out droll information in nice pieces. A genius at accessorizing and conversation, a man of few but precise words; he would select them as instruments for edification and union.

My last boyfriend, James, had spoken rapidly and often; his words had filled the air with dense molecules. It was like being in a crowd, being with James. Whereas, from the very beginning, being with N was very much like being alone, enhanced by low, resonant syllables. In this way we slid at once down the chute of mutual consent.

I remember how pleased I felt when N did speak at any length. It was not a torrent of dewy revelations and difficult questions; it was a nice sprinkling of words. Only his eyes and hands moved, he was fully contained. We both refused the hors d’oeuvres and fell silent when Rostropovich came on the stereo. For small reasons we took to each other like urchin children. It had all seemed as inevitable as sunset. Instead it was the beauty of the sun glinting upon the scythe.




Man Swears to God

It was April Fools’ Day when my husband came to pick up his clothes. I had the bizarre feeling that it might, in the very final analysis, be some kind of elaborate prank. That for a man so thoughtful and precise to do this on April Fools’ meant he was not entirely serious about this divorce.


I look at our bed, his leather garment bag spread across it like a prostitute. N once recited the entire text from “The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock” to me on that same bed. I remember the boxers he was wearing. Blue paisley.

As he packs his best clothes into his luggage, I can’t seem to tear my eyes away. I need him to tell me if there is another woman in his life, someone important and close at hand.

“Don’t make me hear it from someone else,” I beg. “PLEASE spare me that humiliation. Show me that modicum of respect.”

“No, I swear it’s untrue,” N said, choosing socks.

Our son toddles over to N’s luggage and tosses his knotty doll in. N tosses the doll out and snaps his suitcase shut. He winces and hobbles upstairs with what looks like extreme suffering, and probably is.
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