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Praise for And Now, Back to Me

“Rita Lussier’s And Now, Back to Me is a loving, heartfelt journey of the empty nest: marriage, kids, career, aging parents, and the warm embrace of community.”

—Matt Bombeck, writer and son of Erma Bombeck

“As someone who recently became an empty nester and is approaching retirement, I so appreciated reading about Rita’s journey through this challenging but invigorating time of life. Rita shows us how responsibilities will change, relationships will shift, and opportunities will emerge, and she points out that we need to be prepared to be kind to ourselves as we navigate this uncharted territory. So much of what she shares resonates with my own experiences. Her insights helped me to face the future with optimism.”

—Cynthia Dawson Bonn, Dean of Admission, The University of Rhode Island

“And Now, Back to Me made me laugh, cry and most of all relate. This beautifully written memoir is a collection of essays that tell the story of every woman—or at least many of us—who combine career and family. It explores the mixed joy of reclaiming independence when the last child leaves the house and the ache of taking care of aging parents, all with honesty, insight and tenderness. A great read and a great gift for so many women you know.”

—Jan Brogan, author of The Combat Zone

“It feels like Rita has taken the hand of every mother, to reassure us that even when our kids are fully grown, we get to keep growing too.”

—Liz Gumbinner, writer, creative director, and former editor-in-chief of Cool Mom Picks

“Rita Lussier’s poignant memoir offers a revealing, intimate look into life’s crossroads moments and the choices that define us. It’s a captivating read about the power of shaping the life you desire. With emotional honesty and reflection, she takes the reader on a journey of the heart.”

—Teri Rizvi, director of the Erma Bombeck Writers’ Workshop and author of One Heart with Courage: Essays and Stories

“And Now, Back to Me will resonate with any woman experiencing the many changes that come with our midlife stretch—the pull of children and partners, aging parents, society, and our expectations of ourselves. Through beautiful, authentic, and occasionally melancholic vignettes, Ms. Lussier encourages us to find joy in the everyday moments, in those around us, and especially in our own journeys, past, present, and future.”

—Amy Baumgartel Singer, Director of College Counseling, The Wheeler School, Providence, Rhode Island

“Just in time for my emptying nest, And Now, Back to Me inspired with its wit, optimism, and wisdom. While anyone might enjoy Rita Lussier’s collection of stories, they are especially meaningful for those contending with the empty nest, aging bodies, ailing parents, and, perhaps, having more time on our hands. These personal stories invite us to get to know ourselves in new ways, reinvent our lives and careers, and choose how we spend our time in the meaningful next stage of life.”

—Lisa Tener, author of Stevie Award winner Breathe. Write. Breathe.: 18 Energizing Practices to Spark Your Writing and Free Your Voice
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For Elaine and André

for always believing.

In God.

In love.

In me.




A very important thing is not to make up your mind that you are any one thing.

—Gertrude Stein
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And Now, Back to Me


Four days into my dream job at an advertising agency in Providence, Rhode Island, I discovered what I’d really be doing for the next three decades. The lunchtime appointment would be just a quick walk around the corner to the clinic. The encounter would be awkward. That I knew. But I could endure anything in return for the peace of mind I’d feel once the ordeal was over.

From out of my purse, I took the little jelly jar I’d wrapped in a plastic bag to keep its contents—my first-morning urine—from leaking. I lowered my eyes and handed it to the woman at the desk. The transaction seemed common enough. Dozens of young, anxious women came here every day. I was just another name on the appointment list. Nothing more. That’s what I told myself as I sat in the waiting room, apprehensively thumbing through an old issue of People.

I was not alone. A young woman wrapped in a cozy sweater sat on the other side of the table where the magazines fanned out in a spread of unlikely distractions. She looked over and smiled. “This is my third time here. Hopefully, it’s a charm.”

I managed a weak nod in her direction. Then they called my name. I walked into the inner office and stood in front of another woman behind another desk, shifting back and forth in my new suit and heels until she motioned for me to sit in one of the wooden chairs. I stared at the clock on the wall, noting I’d be late returning to work.

And then, there it was. Just like that. The news rumbled out of her mouth like rolling thunder: Pregnant!

In that one short moment, my life divided into two distinct parts. The first, when nearly everything was about me. The second, when almost nothing was. I wasn’t ready.

Didn’t matter. Sometimes, a power greater than us knows more about who we are, what we need, and where we belong than we could ever imagine, plan, or orchestrate. As reluctant as I was, as accidentally as it happened, motherhood fit me perfectly.

Perhaps you know the feeling. Unexpectedly, something turns your head around, and it just feels right. A new job you almost didn’t accept. A friend you meet who seems to know what you’re going to say even before you do. A lover’s first embrace, which throws you off balance, and suddenly you’re falling, falling, falling. For me, it was tiny fingers grasping my hand so tightly that I felt a tug inside. A shift in my soul. An awakening that someone needed me in a greater way. And just like that, I was home. I was creating a home. This was where I belonged. Where we belonged.

Two kids, two marriages, and more than two career changes later, just as that first visit to the clinic had ushered in sudden and unforeseeable change, another moment would ring in yet another transition for me. This time, however, I knew it was coming. In fact, I’d been preparing for the inevitable day for years.

As it turned out, my preparations didn’t account for Hurricane Irene, the power outage, the last-minute packing by flashlight, the anything-that-didn’t-need-to-be-heated dinner of leftover pizza and Cheerios, all adding to the tension my husband, Ernie, and I were already feeling the night before driving our youngest child, Meredith, to New York University for the first time. But the next morning, the skies brightened, and we climbed into our car as planned, jammed to the hilt with boxes, bags, and nervous excitement.

On the sidewalk in front of her dorm, the day had turned sunny and warm, with a few fallen branches on Twelfth Street the only evidence of a storm. But the morning was anything but quiet. Students in bright blue T-shirts rolled big carts in every direction, talking and laughing as they greeted freshmen and their families, helping to unload all their belongings and ushering them into their new residence.

Once inside Room 3C, we met Meredith’s roommate and her mother, the two of them busy unpacking and organizing. We pitched in, making beds and new acquaintances until a knock on the door summoned the two freshmen to a welcome-to-the-dorm meeting. After a few hugs, while we moms held back more than a few tears, our girls took off chattering down the hallway, leaving us with nothing to do but walk away.

Ernie reached over and took my hand as we made our way to the parking garage and the 180 miles or so of highway that seemed so different than it had just a few hours before.

“Everything went well,” I said as we settled into our car and headed north toward our home in Jamestown, Rhode Island.

“Her roommate was nice,” Ernie said.

“Meredith seemed happy.”

“Hope we hear from her later.”

“Me, too.”

As the miles rolled on, the conversation drifted off. Maybe all the packing and the unpacking, the storm, and the uncertainty had taken their toll. Maybe we were tired. Or maybe we just didn’t know what to say after our youngest child was no longer tethered to our day-to-day comings and goings, her tenuous orbit suddenly ripped free from our watchful eyes. The silence between us was unexpected, but after all, this was uncharted territory. Not to worry. We’d figure it all out once we got home to what some might call an empty nest.

Some. But not me.
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I open the door and realize our home is not empty after all. I am here. Ernie is here. So is our faithful, albeit somewhat crazy, black Labrador, Lizzie. And although I suspect it will take me—and us—a little time and more than a little struggle and introspection to reshape this new life, I’m looking forward to the next part of our journey.

As it turns out, the woman who couldn’t quite accept the news at the clinic all those years ago, the mother who had no idea that bringing children into the world would bring her out into the world in new and unimaginable ways, the career-focused professional who never envisioned that raising kids would also raise her consciousness—that woman is capable of yet another monumental and wondrous shift in her life. At least, I think I am.

And now, back to me.






Up and Running


Stretch out the right leg. Push it up against the tree. Cinch the shoelaces tight and secure. Left leg, same drill. Ready? Doesn’t matter. Just go. Down the driveway, turn right, and head out. Past neighbors walking their dogs in the early morning chill. Past rows of recycling bins ready for pickup at the edge of the road. Past kids and parents waiting for the school bus to arrive.

I used to wait there. Not anymore.

Don’t stop. Don’t think.

It’s okay not to think. That’s what I tell myself. Just run past the confusion clogging my head. My muddled thoughts will settle into a rhythm once my feet do. I should know this by now. I’ve been running since college, ever since I found the pathway to losing the chubbiness that shaped my girlhood, and not in a pleasant way. Over time, running became more to me than a way to keep fit. My early morning run has become a ritual, my meditation, my centering practice. Before I join the rest of the world, I can be alone with my thoughts and feelings. I can sort out my schedule for the day, wrestle with doubt or fear, and come to the finish line in better shape than I started. Running changed me. It strengthened my body, my mind, and my spirit.

I could use some strength now.

For twenty-seven years, my mission had always been clear. Didn’t matter that I had stumbled onto it without all the planning and consideration that had gone into selecting which courses to study in college and graduate school, which positions I’d pursue in marketing and advertising, how to run the consulting business I created with my friend Joyce, or which topics I’d cover in the newspaper column I wrote for a dozen years. I had chosen those steps in my life in a careful, calculated manner. But this mission seemed to have chosen me.

Unlike my career, I had not prepared for motherhood. Growing up in the sixties and seventies, I had passed up the traditional home economics and child development courses, preferring to explore subjects like political science and management—anything empowering me to take advantage of the exciting new possibilities opening up for women. In much the same way, I grew up enthusiastically following all the accomplishments of my father’s career as Bandmaster in the Navy while paying little mind to the sacrifices my mother made in keeping our home and family together while he traveled all over the globe. All I knew was that I wanted a different kind of life than hers; one in which I made my own money, my own success, and maybe even a difference in the world.

On a sunny October day nearly eight months after that awkward visit to the clinic, the mission began. Geoff was born, and I became enamored with an impossibly tiny and perfect human being. Unexpectedly, I found myself falling into a new kind of love, primal and fierce, taking me to places I’d never imagined.

My bathroom, for example.

Geoff was two at the time, with a tousle of red curls and an impish grin. In the tiny house in Newport, Rhode Island, where we were living after his father and I separated, I got locked in the bathroom. Not sure how it happened, although I have a small theory. My only hope of escape was convincing the toddler in the hallway laughing at my predicament to slip the key under the door. Eventually, he did.

When I wasn’t commuting or working at the advertising agency, Geoff and I were inseparable. On spring evenings, we’d walk to the nearby convenience store, playing a game of kicking the same pebble all the way there and then all the way home. On weekends, we’d hike to the beach, ride around Ocean Drive on my bicycle, or play in the neighborhood park until the sun slipped away from us.

I had little time to mourn the end of my marriage with my little prankster by my side. There was the night an odd, spicy aroma drifted into my dreams, and I woke to find the prankster sitting on my bed cross-legged in footed pajamas, grinning while chewing on a stick of pepperoni, the same one that had been forbidden earlier in the evening. When I came home from work on another day, I wondered why all the older neighborhood boys had gathered outside Geoff’s bedroom window. Might have had something to do with the dollar bills he handed them. The ones that had come from my wallet! And on more than one morning, as I headed bleary-eyed into the bathroom to get ready for work, I switched on the light and shrieked. Who would have expected to see a giant, overstuffed bear perched on the toilet seat? During those days, Geoff kept me on my parenting toes for sure, and on more level footing than I might have found on my own.

So when the man I had been dating seemed to be getting more serious about our relationship, perhaps you can understand why I hesitated. I had just dug myself out of a deep, dark, and ugly hole with my own hands, on my own terms, fashioning a fairly smooth and content life for my son and me in our little house. Why, then, would I take a risk that could easily have catapulted me back into the abyss? Even worse, Geoff could fall in there with me. I’d come too far from abandonment and learned that the best person to trust was me. I’d worked too hard to let myself believe again in white lace and promises or happily ever after. And yet, I wanted to.

And then came the night at the sports bar. Ernie and I slid into a booth and ordered two beers and a platter of nachos. I found myself chattering to fill in the silence. “So, how about those Celtics?” “Can you believe how windy it is?” “Tom Hanks, you gotta love the guy.” Nothing I said warmed him up.

Then in a flash, he pulled a tiny box from his pocket. He placed it gingerly on the table in front of me without saying a word. For a moment, I hesitated. I looked around; a basketball game blared on the phalanx of television sets strategically placed throughout the smoky room. I glanced down at the salsa-stained faded jeans and smiled. Sometimes, life catches you when you least expect it.

Crossroad moments are often like that. They knock us off our feet without warning. No instructions tucked inside the box. No directions to turn right, then left, and arrive safely at our destination. Our heads scream, No! Get up and run! We’ve been hurt before. This won’t be any different. He won’t be any different. Yet, we hesitate. Something deeper inside wants us to believe. Needs us to believe. Again. Just one more time. One more chance at magic. One more chance to fly. Maybe this time it will work out. Maybe we will fit together. Tightly, sweetly, and forever.

The next morning, I pulled the tiny box out of my purse and showed Geoff the ring. The look of doubt on my face must have been wildly evident, even to a five-year old.

“Mom, do you love him?”

“Yes.”

“Then you should marry him.”

Do you love him?

Geoff’s question brought me to the essence of things and eventually across the Newport Bridge and over Narragansett Bay from our little house to the one in Jamestown where Ernie waited for us. The same one in the same neighborhood where I’m running past all these memories.

Not long after we settled into our new house, our family of three became four as we welcomed Meredith, another even more impossibly tiny human. With an infant and an eight-year-old, with one hand rocking the cradle and one foot kicking a soccer ball, time just seemed to speed up.

Some mornings, I’d tuck our little auburn-haired baby into her car seat and drive Geoff to school. Sometimes, Ernie came along, and we’d stop to pick up coffee and muffins, one of the perks of running our own businesses from out of our home. On those rides around the island of Jamestown, I tried to freeze frame the scenes of rocky coastline and grassy marshes and rows of pine trees that flashed by outside my window, locking them into my memory just in case I ever needed proof that changing my life, moving from there to here was possible. Not easy. But possible.

One particular Saturday, our morning jaunt took us over the bridge to Newport to our favorite café for breakfast. Our toddler could not stay seated for scrambled eggs or buttered toast, what with all the rhythmic reverberations coming from the dance class on the second floor. “I want to do that,” Meredith said, her tiny feet tapping, her hazel eyes flashing with determination. A call to Miss Miki, the studio’s artistic director, told us what we needed to know. As soon as Meredith was out of diapers, she could start. And she did! Beginning ballet was just that: the beginning of friends, performances, and a centering routine for her young life.

I mentioned that she’s determined. Add to that, persistent. Every December, Meredith wrote the same letter despite not getting an answer:

Dear Santa, please bring me a puppy. Please, please, please! I’ve been extra good this year. I want a black Labrador. I promise I will take care of it. Love, Meredith.

After years of hoping, praying, and—most of all—believing, Santa came through, although he waited until the summer when she was eight. That’s when Lizzie, the black Labrador of all those Christmas wishes, came true—leaping, bounding, licking, and chewing her way into our lives. So many times, we all walked together around this very neighborhood where I’m now running, Lizzie stopping to sniff at every rock, twig, and patch of grass.

Despite the demands coming from so many directions, our little blended family and our puppy grew—even thrived. Days raced into nights, weeks blurred into months, and then years. Ernie and I were two parents, not unlike others, shuttling from business meetings to client presentations, from play dates to school plays, from tennis matches to ballet recitals, from family gatherings to holiday parties, trying to hold on to the moments, as if staying in the busy flow of things could stop the inevitable when one day Geoff would pack up his books, clothes, and computer, and we would drive him to George Washington University, and on the very long trip home from Washington, DC, there would be just three of us sitting in the car left to wonder what had just happened.

It would happen again.

Meredith’s love of dancing and performing led her to acting, and her persistence and determination led her to insist on auditioning for acting programs at colleges despite her high school guidance counselor warning us of the long odds. But odds are just numbers that don’t always predict dreams, and Meredith’s led her to painting her toenails by flashlight so she could put her best foot forward at NYU the next morning. Despite Hurricane Irene. Despite the long odds.

And I’m trying to put my best foot forward here as well, running, thinking, and running some more.

How did I get here so quickly? How is it possible that I’m on the same road, passing the same trees, the same houses, the same faces, and yet, as I turn into my driveway, nothing feels the same, nothing seems to fit anymore?

“Hey, Rita,” my neighbor, June, calls from across the street. “Did you make it to New York?”

“We did. We got Meredith all settled into her dorm. What a big transition!”

“I bet.”

“The house feels so different.”

“You’ll get used to it.”

“I hope you’re right. Have a good day.”

As I climb the stairs to my house, I can’t help wondering why I feel so lost, so empty. It’s the same run, same neighborhood, and same house, but the feeling is as foreign as a distant country.

I’d known this change was coming. For months, I’d been looking forward to having more time to myself for rebuilding my career, reenergizing my marriage, visiting my parents, planning for retirement, catching up with friends, and maybe even renovating our house. But ever since we got back from New York, I just don’t have the energy. I can’t seem to find the inspiration.

But today will be different.

It’s a new dawn.

And I am up.

And I am running.






First Weekend Alone


The narrow street outside the yoga studio in Newport is home to two restaurants, a bank, and several office buildings. During the tourist season, parking spots are hard to come by, and if you’re lucky enough to find one, you’ll need a pocketful of quarters to feed the meters. But when my Friday evening class is over, his car will be out there waiting for me. This I know.

What I don’t know is what we’re doing.

“Why don’t we go out to dinner?” Ernie suggests as I slide into the passenger seat and close the door.

“I’m in my leggings and still sweating. Not sure I’m dressed for it.”

“You want to go home then?”

“Seems like we should do something.”

“What are you thinking?”

“I don’t have any ideas.”

Ernie takes a left turn away from the bridge that would take us home and keeps driving with no apparent destination in mind. The purring engine and my growling stomach make me keenly aware of the silence in the car.

Silence in the car is a new thing. When one kid or the other or both were along for the ride, quiet was unthinkable. If it was just Ernie and I out running errands, we usually had so much pent-up news to catch up on between us. Work. The kids. Running the house and our businesses. Parents, friends, and neighbors. There never seemed to be enough miles to carry us through
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