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			settle (set'l) – vi. 1) to stop moving and stay in one place; come to rest 2) to cast itself, as darkness, fog etc. over a landscape, or gloom or silence over a person or group; descend 3) to become localized in a given part of the body; said of pain or disease 4) to take up permanent residence; make one's home  5) to move downward; sink, esp. gradually (the car settled in the mud).

			• WEBSTER'S NEW WORLD DICTIONARY •

		

	
		
			A New Beginning
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			MY GRANDFATHER walks out onto the deck in Maine and drags a director's chair into the sun. I am typing terrible sentences into my laptop, trying to make something happen on the page.

			Grampy props his feet on the railing and looks out toward Compass Island.

			“You know Nana always wanted to be a writer,” he says.

			Nana, my grandmother, Grampy's wife, has been dead for ten years. She is the relative I most look like, take after. She was difficult in half a million ways.

			“You're kidding,” I say. “I never knew that.”

			“Well, you remember Nanny was always good at telling stories,” says Grampy, grinning now with the memory. Nana's fake Southern accent. The cigarette she waited for a man to light. “Of course, they weren't always true, but they sounded good.”

		

	
		
			Mermaid
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			I'VE NEVER SEEN a mermaid, but for years I felt like one.

			Half pretty woman. Half cold fish.

			No one knows the precise origin of the folklore, but sailors from Scandinavia to the Caribbean have sighted these bare-breasted sirens perched on ocean reefs. The most common explanation is that sailors, overcome by sun and testosterone, mistook a manatee for a beautiful woman. Manatees and women do share certain traits. Both have hair. Both sun themselves. Both breast-feed their young. And, well, that's about it.

			But apparently the isolation of a long sea voyage can take its toll on a man; he learns to let his vision blur with pent-up desire. One Arctic explorer understood this well and hired the ugliest hag he could find to serve as ship cook. When the old crone began to look good to him, he knew it was time to head home.

			Though the myth of the mermaid dates back to ancient Greece, she's lost none of her allure. Wherever I drove that summer, from Kennebunkport to Key Largo, mermaids perked up T-shirts and billboards and roadside menus, inevitably copping the same cartoonish pose—huge breasts, a tantalizing golden mane, a curvaceous tail that slimmed to a wedged bottom fin. Mermaid as sex symbol; it has always struck me as odd. I mean, below the belly button, the woman has nothing but scales.

			Then again, perhaps it's the logistical impossibility of possessing a mermaid that makes her so desirable. She's the lover who can't be kept, the lady fish who swims away. In revenge, the scorned suitor depicts her as caricature—a big-titted monster, a high-maintenance vamp with a hand mirror and comb. Maker of storms. Tormenter of ships. Seducer of seamen. Vargas Girl meets Flipper.

			Yet, for some reason, I'd always seen mermaids as kindred spirits, independent women who artfully slip between worlds. A mermaid can woo a brawny seaman and, when she tires of him, flip her tail and dive down to play with silver fishes. But the more I thought this through, and I did a lot that summer, the more I decided I had it all wrong. A mermaid is the saddest sort of hodgepodge, fulfilled in neither world. Eye on land, tail in the sea, she lingers on the cold rocks, hoping to catch the eye of a passing sailor she'll never call her own.

		

	
		
			At the Bar
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			FENWICK ISLAND, DE . It was Happy Hour and the rummy crowd at Smitty McGee's had knocked back enough half-price drinks to feel sun-flushed and loose. Around large wood tables, beaming vacationers gorged on buckets of steamers. I sat alone at the U-shaped bar, breathing in cigarettes and radon, listening to the blender grind ice cubes into slush. Finally, Christi, with a name tag, arrived with my white wine, which was served in a fish bowl and tasted like apple juice distilled through dirty nickels.

			“It's huge,” I said.

			“Twelve ounces,” said Christi, smiling. Christi had a tan.

			Twelve ounces was fine with me—I was looking to catch a buzz. A month ago, I'd fled New York and the romantic mess I'd made there. I do my best thinking near the ocean, like dull rocks that look brighter when wet, so I'd mapped out a coastal pilgrimage from Maine to Key West. I was thirty-three and single, a woman on the emotional lam. I couldn't go home until I made some decisions, until I knew what to say to whom. But so far, I hadn't come up with any great answers.

			Christi returned with a menu. I wanted oysters, but funds were running low, so opted for a salad. Then I pulled out the Buddha book my friend Maurice had recommended, a three-inch tome I had been too impatient to read for more than a few minutes at a stretch. So far, Buddha was wandering around hoping to find a prophet who could show him the Way. It wasn't much of a plan and, in that way, reminded me of my own venture. As I was discovering, wanting to find the Way and finding the Way were two very different things. Siddhartha had been muddling along for a hundred pages or so, meditating, waiting for truth to reveal itself. He was more patient than Job. Meanwhile, I had meandered a thousand miles from Maine to Delaware, waiting for anything to reveal itself. Frankly, I was getting impatient—for him and for me.

			I read a couple sentences. Buddha was focusing on eternal enlightenment; I started worrying about Stan. Stan was a cop I'd met that morning who'd offered to let me sleep in his trailer, no strings attached, no Stan attached—he'd be out of town working for a couple of days. Though originally this freebie had seemed like a real traveling coup, now that it was nearly dark, the initial trustworthiness he had conveyed seemed like a distant and perhaps unreliable first impression. The idea of sleeping in a strange man's trailer, a man whose face I could no longer clearly picture, a man who said he was a cop but who knew? . . . well, it wasn't the most secure situation. I resolved to drink myself brave or sleepy, whichever came first.

			Of course, if I'd really been brave, I never would have called Stuart. A woman of substance should be able to sustain herself, I lectured the side of my brain willing to listen. A woman of substance should be able to sustain herself without phoning up her ex. Look at Buddha. He left behind his wife and son for seven years and traveled alone, and even when the Way-less monk had company, he ate his meals without speaking, in “mindfulness,” trying to appreciate every precious grain of rice.

			Reaching for my wine, I took a hefty gulp and tried to decide just how much mindfulness I'd need to make this house white grow precious.

			Two men walked in and slid onto the bar stools next to me. The younger one, forty or so, ordered beers and pushed a couple of bucks Christi's way. He had a mustache, straight brown bangs, and reminded me of Sonny Bono, back in the Cher days, only with thick glasses and wafflely sneakers. Beyond him slouched an older guy, bulldoggish with long gray sideburns, neck like a frog. Under his VFW cap, he wore the empty expression of a man thinking hard about his next cold draft.

			I pretended to read until the younger guy, the one sitting next to me, interrupted.

			“You mind if I smoke?”

			I looked up. A scar broke over the bridge of his nose like shattered glass.

			“No,” I said. “Go ahead.”

			I returned to Buddha. Then they ate in silence, mindful of each bite.

			“You visiting?” he asked.

			In bars, as on airplanes, it's always risky to start up a conversation with the guy sitting next to you, particularly if you're a single woman. A single woman at a bar sticks out like the final bowling pin waiting to be taken down. Still, when traveling alone, I'd rather eat with dubious company at the bar than alone in the dining room, if only to avoid that moment when the hostess peers over your shoulder and asks, “Just one?” as if you've never had a friend in your life.

			Besides, tonight, I had nowhere to go but back to Stan's trailer and I wasn't in any hurry to get there, so conversation seemed like a fine idea. I closed Buddha, mindfully, looked hard into this guy's glasses to convey I was not flirting but simply passing time, and set to work opening him up, seeing what lay inside.

			“Visiting,” I said. “I'm in grad school, traveling for the summer. What about you?”

			“Oh, I live here,” he said, pushing back his sleeves. “Work as a dental technician.”

			“What kind?” I asked.

			After being a reporter for ten years before grad school, I could usually gather someone's life story without revealing so much as my name. It isn't hard, really. Most people are desperate to find someone who will listen. Sure enough, this guy began yammering away about his work in dental care. He smoked a Camel, snuffed it out, and lit another. My salad arrived, and I dug into iceberg, while he smoked some more, eventually wrapping up his tale.

			“My name's Carl,” he said, holding out his hand. His nails were bitten to the quick.

			“Lili,” I said.

			“Lily?”

			“No, Lee-lee. Who's your friend?”

			Carl looked confused. I pointed.

			“Oh, that's my dad, Ward.”

			Ward looked over. I smiled and held out a neighborly hand. I felt bad the old guy had been sitting by himself all this time. His hand was shoe leathery, and he had great gray bags under his eyes.

			“Nice to meet you Ward,” I said, trying to be polite. “How are you?”

			“Fine,” he said slowly. “Been drinking since nine A.M.”

			He turned back to the TV.

			Carl grinned, as if this admission were endearing.

			“Is he serious?” I asked.

			“He's retired,” said Carl. “He's free to do what he wants. He's earned it.”

			I sipped my wine, digesting. Did that mean Carl had been drinking since breakfast? He didn't seem drunk, though I was quickly moving that direction. The bar had become warm and pleasantly fuzzy, like a sweatshirt turned inside out.

			“You married?” asked Carl.

			“No,” I said. “You?”

			I was going to hold up my end of the conversation. Tit for tat.

			“Separated,” said Carl, cleaning what was left of his nails with a matchbook. “Getting divorced.”

			“I'm sorry,” I said. And I was. Just one more story of love gone south. We sat quietly for a moment or two. Carl ordered more beers. The bar was filling up. A chubby woman in a red tank top dangled her arm over her froggy guy, then wiggled her hand between two buttons and rubbed his chest.

			“So what went wrong?” I asked.

			“With what?”

			“Your marriage.”

			Carl stirred his dead cigarette in the ashtray, making designs in the cinders.

			“We were married nineteen years. Three kids. We had a house, a big house on the bay, a boat, forty-five horsepower. In the summer, we'd take the boat out on the bay, cruise around. The kids loved it.”

			He stopped. I waited a beat or two.

			“Sounds nice,” I said.

			“It was nice,” he said. “It was nice until it wasn't nice any more.”

			Carl took a defiant swig of beer, wedged his chin against the air. Foam clung to his mustache, tiny bubbles waiting to pop.

			“Is your dad still married?” I said, trying to shift the subject, scrounge up a little hope.

			“My mom passed away last year, but they stayed married for forty-two years.”

			“That's pretty great,” I said, perking up. “So what was his secret?”

			“I don't know.” Carl waved his cigarette. “Why don't you ask him? Hey, Pop, I told this lady you and mom were married forty-two years, and she wants to know how you did it.”

			The old man craned his big head my way.

			“It waren't easy.” He turned back to the TV.

			I smiled like this was a fine joke, then pushed back my salad. A cocktail tomato rolled around the bowl like a head without a body. Carl lit a cigarette, motioned Christi for another round. She brought two drafts and a wine.

			“Oh, wow,” I said. “You didn't have to do that.”

			Carl nodded.

			I couldn't imagine drinking a second glass, mindfully or mindlessly, but I bravely set forth in that direction. Happy Hour was over and the lights had dimmed down to sexy and the tape deck was thumping like a heart in love. Young people pressed against the bar, all big teeth and cleavage.

			Carl spoke up again, his voice thin and ghostly. “I guess it was a communication problem. There wasn't much point in talking any more. So we gave it up.”

			I could hear that silence. I saw his wife, a bony woman, pretty but frayed. She was still wearing her gray work skirt and stubborn pantyhose as she leaned on a vacuum cleaner in the second-floor hallway. Toys were scattered about, and you could tell by vacuum tracks molded into the carpet that she'd steered around the playthings instead of picking them up. On a wooden table under a mirror sat a mug of cold coffee, nondairy creamer congealed into a cumulus cloud. As she looked up, her mouth puckered like yesterday's rose. She took a sip, frowned, turned on the vacuum. The machine growled, sucking and wailing, filling its cavernous belly with whatever dirt it could find.

			I sipped my wine, hoping old Carl was going to lighten up and tell me more about dentures, reassure me that love didn't have to come to this, but he tapped his fingers on the bar, lost in thought.

			“It got so I couldn't stand the sight of her,” Carl said slowly, as if I hadn't understood the first time, as if he wanted to make things perfectly clear. “She couldn't stand the sight of me. We couldn't stand the sight of each other.”

			I shuddered, watched his wife shut off the vacuum, turn her back, walk into the bedroom, close the sky-blue door. No love of mine had gotten that bad, but maybe I'd left before things ran their course.

			It was time to go, but I wanted to get something from this man. A lesson perhaps, some nugget or quote to remember. In my experience, you're as likely to get decent advice from a stranger as a shrink, and you don't have to wait as long or pay as much or think up all the answers yourself. But you do have to be patient because the guy often drops the gem just when you're on the verge of giving up and hunting down someone who is, as TV journalists like to say, a “better talker.”

			Carl folded his cocktail napkin, then unfolded it and refolded it, like some origami project that wasn't going well. I ripped the cuticle on my thumb, a nervous habit I never realize I'm doing until I start to bleed.

			“But I don't get it,” I said, wondering if I sounded drunk and deciding no, not quite. “That's sort of why I'm taking this trip. Marriage terrifies me. I mean, forever is a long time, and how do you know when you've met the right person? What happened between you and your wife?”

			Carl said nothing for several moments, just watched his smoke billow and plume. I sucked down wine like a thirsty plant. Who was I kidding? I was buzzed and feeling gloriously self-destructive, bold as the woman I wanted to be. Just when I assumed Carl had forgotten my question or didn't care to answer it, he looked at me hard, angry even, bullet eyes cocked, like I was the one who'd broken his heart, like this whole fiasco called love was my fault and he was ready to get even.

			“I don't know,” he said, leaning in close, challenging me with his sticky beer breath. “You're a woman. Why don't you tell me? Where does love go?”

		

	
		
			Barbie
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			I'D LIKE TO report that I was once a tomboy, a spitfire who played cowboys and Indians, a brave soldier who marched off to battle to protect women and children with a loaded water gun and a Cracker Jack whistle. But truth be told, I was a girlish girl. In the quiet of my room, I hosted elegant tea parties with my best plastic china and whipped up angel food cake in an Easy Bake oven—just add water and stir. I played with dolls. Not baby dolls, who wet their diapers with real water and spit up on your shoulder. No, I wanted a doll who was nobody's baby. And so my best friend Page and I spent our grade school years living vicariously through the misadventures of you-know-who, that pinup of the playground we all know as Barbie.

			For hours after school, we dressed and undressed our wonder girl. The premise was always the same: Barbie was going on a big date. Ken was picking her up in his red convertible in a half hour, and Barbie needed to look good, really good. Oh, the decisions that lay before us. So many outfits, so little time. We debated the relative merits of a tulip jumper versus a strapless pantsuit, hair in a bun, hair in Indian braids, hair in pigtails with ribbons. We fished through a trunk of accessories, a tangle of Day-Glo belts and batons and princess tiaras, hoping to assemble an outfit that would stop Ken dead in his tracks. We wanted Ken speechless; we wanted Ken down on his knees. In a primping frenzy, we tugged a nylon blouse over Barbie's nippleless chest, snapped a fur-trimmed skirt around her pinched waist, fluffed her bangs, rubbed dirt off her perfect behind.

			Finally, it was time to go.

			“Ding dong,” said Page, ringing the imaginary doorbell.

			“Coming,” I said, opening the imaginary front door.

			“Oh, hi, Ken,” said Barbie. “You look great.”

			“Thanks, Barbie. You look great too. Do you want to go to the movies?”

			“I'd love to. Let me get my purse.”

			Ken drove Barbie to the movies and, before the opening credits rolled, they were making out, their bodies writhing on the popcorn-studded floor like snakes at war. Hair flew. Or rather Barbie's hair flew. Ken's was made of plastic.

			“Oh, Ken,” Barbie giggled. “You're my Dreamboat.”

			“You're beautiful, Barbie,” Ken said. “Kiss me some more.”

			After about thirty seconds, kissing got boring. Kissing wasn't half as much fun as trying on clothes. So we dragged Barbie back home and got her ready for her next big date. This time, a rodeo. Ken as lonesome cowboy. On went the gingham sun dress, the red cowboy boots, the leather lasso. We checked Barbie's muted reflection in the tin-foil mirror to make sure she was still beautiful. She was.

			“Ding dong.”

			Surprise! It was Ken.

			He had ridden into town on a stallion named Jake. This time Barbie didn't wait for the rodeo, she attacked Ken in the doorway. They tumbled onto the shag carpet, groping, Ken on top, of course. After a few frantic seconds, I suggested the beach was nice this time of year and Barbie needed a tan.

			New date. New clothes. New man.

			New man?

			Ken, well, sure he was nice enough, but Barbie was feeling restless. So while Ken was at the office, she flew to the Caribbean with G.I. Joe. When the man in uniform laid down his machine gun and succumbed on the sand, she set her sights on Action Jackson, later dumping the black belt for an orange-haired troll.

			Barbie understood, heaven knows how, that getting a man is more fun than having a man, and dreaming about a man is best of all. Even a hunk like Ken was more desirable in the abstract than he ever was in person. And that's why, eventually, Page and I gave up all pretense. Barbie never had serious relationships; she never got that close. She'd barbie one man and then she'd barbie the next. Pretty soon Barbie didn't date anyone any more. Barbie just got ready.

		

	
		
			Ghost Crab
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			I'VE HEARD IT SAID that people who are still single past thirty are complicated, and I'm not sure if that's a compliment or a curse. In my experience, the world is divided into two distinct camps: the people who have their personal lives in order but their professional lives are a mess and those whose professional lives are in order but their personal lives are a mess. Virtually nobody gets a handle on both.

			Imagine two puppies, one leash.

			I was a card-carrying member of the second camp. Holding down a job had never been a problem: I'd worked for a series of newspapers, for a TV morning show, for an unscrupulous tabloid. But my romantic résumé was a mishmash of long- and short-term calamities. I nearly always had a boyfriend. Sometimes two. Sometimes one and a half. Sometimes two halves, which I counted as a whole. In my experience, it is easy to fall in love and nearly impossible to fall out. For years, I never let go of one man until I had a firm grasp of another, like a string of paper dolls joined at the hand.

			“You've never loved anyone,” Stuart snapped once last spring. Stuart was a veterinarian, my most recent ex. “You've never given anything.”

			We were fighting because I'd fallen in love again, this time with Peter, a dreamy writer from New York. Peter had ringlets. Peter glided his finger down the underside of my arm while I sat drinking wine one night at a bar, trying to convince myself I wasn't really on a date. The man did more with one finger than some guys do with a whole body, or so I imagined. A few picnics, a few confessions, I was sure Peter was The One. I'd been wrong about Stuart, listening to the wrong voices, heeding the wrong muse. There was only one problem with this sudden change of heart. After several years of long-distance dating, Stuart had just moved from Utah to New York to live with me. His brown socks were tucked in my dresser drawer. His dog was snoozing on my carpet. Just when Stuart and I had decided to move in together, my heart had flown off like a runaway kite.

			I wish I could say this was an anomaly, but it felt more like 
déjà-vu.

			While most of my friends were married—many popping out babies—I was stuck in the boyfriend stage, unable to get my heart, head, and body moving in the same direction. The men I loved most I could never marry. The men I could nearly marry I wasn't sure I loved. Or maybe I told myself I didn't love them so I wouldn't have to get married. Or maybe I told myself I couldn't marry them because I didn't know how to love.

			No, I wasn't one of those desperate single women, a trophy hunter trying to bag a stag, any stag, but it was time to build a relationship that would last. I was thirty-three years old, for God's sake. When Christ was crucified at thirty-three, he'd learned to walk on water. By the time Alexander the Great succumbed to fever at thirty-three, he'd conquered the civilized world. By thirty-three, a woman should know when love is real and when it's mere delusion. By thirty-three, a woman should be ready to, as my parents would say, settle down.

			But I couldn't settle down. I could barely sit down. Picture one of those ghost crabs you see at the beach on Cape Cod. Gray legs skittering sideways along the sand, diving into a hole another creature has dug. Those crabs run so fast you're not even sure if you saw them. Naked, scared, homeless. Looking one way, scampering another.

			“Who are you willing to fight for?” Roger, the Washington spin doctor, once asked me after we had broken up. “All these men are willing to fight for you. Who are you willing to fight for?”

			I didn't answer because I didn't know.

			   

			ONE NIGHT, not long after Stuart moved into my apartment, things really came to a head. It was a humid spring night, and we decided to watch the NBA playoffs in the air-conditioned cool of the neighborhood sports bar. Inside, the usual crowd had assembled: clusters of earring-studded college students sharing pitchers of bad beer. Stuart strolled to the bar to check the score.

			I looked up and froze.

			There was Peter, the dreamy writer, nursing a draft beer, staring at the TV screen, standing not four feet away from Stuart. The two had never met, but each knew of the other, and now here they were, the boyfriend, the lover, side by side, two men at the bar. Stuart rooting for the Jazz. Peter rooting for the Bulls.

			My whole life shrunk into a single picture frame.

			That's when everything got really slow. Slow and hushed. Like a squirrel crouched on the roadside as headlights approach, I felt the rumble of tires, danger coming on.

			It was only a matter of seconds before one of them turned around. If Peter turned first, he'd call out my name, and Stuart would figure out this was the latest candidate, the affair I'd confessed a few weeks earlier, the newest in a long line of what Stuart facetiously called “Mr. Perfects.” If Stuart called me over, Peter would turn around and quickly realize this was Stuart, the boyfriend, the veterinarian without the cure. Either way, there would be introductions. Words exchanged.

			It was time to make a decision. Now, while Jordan had the ball.

			There was Stuart, sturdy as a shortstop, an underdog with a tinge of melancholia. There was Peter, basketball tall with glasses, hair froing up like a steel-wool pad, his expression the rescue-me innocence of a man overly steeped in charm.

			Panic rose inside me like a thermometer cooking in a fat man's fist. My head was a thundering bucket of noise. Voices chanting. A Greek chorus of ruination telling me all the ways my life could go wrong. Choose, they chanted, choose someone, choose something. Remember, not choosing is its own choice. What are you so afraid of ? Either man is as much as you deserve, so hurry up and decide. Decide now because you're running out of time.

			But I couldn't decide. I couldn't even begin to decide. Seeing the two of them together didn't clarify a thing. Their juxtaposition brought no epiphany, no greater understanding of what was right or kind or real.

			Jordan drilled a basket from behind the three-point line. Then I made my move. Without a word to Stuart, I backed out of the bar, heading not out the front door but over the patio railing; I squeezed past the potted palm, past the punk girls catsuping their fries, scissored my legs over the leather cord, almost getting high-ended midcrotch, and sprinted down the block to the corner ATM machine, heart in my socks.

			I ran away that night. Then I ran away all summer.

			I got in my car and vowed not to come back until I became somebody I could stand to be with. Instead of choosing one man, I'd leave them both. Escape into the safety of strangers; escape until I could stop hurting the people I cared for the most. Motion—the only consolation for a life that's hopelessly stuck.

			I'd drive. I'd take notes. I'd be a reporter with no story. I would find a story or make a story or be the story, and—here was the really splendid part—all these stories would add up to something, reveal something, so that by journey's end I'd discover how to have and hold the love that continued to elude me. By leaving two men, I'd learn to live with one. By taking off, I'd find a way to stay put.

			Unrealistic? Impractical?

			Of course. I knew that before I left. My scheme was less than half baked; it wasn't even in the oven. Taking a road trip to find direction makes as much sense as looking for love in a singles' bar, but so long as there have been bars and cars, desperate people have tried both.

		

	
		
			Sunrise
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			MOUNT DESERT ISLAND, ME. Any fool knows that when a woman departs on a journey of self-discovery, she's supposed to leave her boyfriend at home. Particularly if the boyfriend is really an ex-boyfriend or, even shakier, a sort of ex-boyfriend. And particularly if the sort-of ex-boyfriend is the proud owner of a one-hundred-pound dog. The adventuring woman drives herself, she's not chauffeured. The adventuring woman drives her own car.

			And yet here we were—the three of us—Stuart behind the wheel, me, sleepy gun moll at his side, and, in back, warming my ear with his gamy breath, Stuart's chocolate Labrador, Brando. It was 3:00 A.M. and we were driving to the top of Cadillac Mountain, the highest point on the Atlantic Coast, the first place in the country to see the sun come up, on this, the longest day of the year. Solstice sunrise, the opening stanza of the poetic metaphor I'd concocted for this trip of mine. Greet the sun in Maine, drive south until I ran out of land in Key West, watch the big ball slip into the sea. It was a fine plan, but already things were running amok. After all my predeparture bravado about setting out alone, I'd ended up as copilot, relegated, as my mother had always been, to squinting at road signs and fiddling with heat controls. I didn't even know my way up the mountain.

			“Where are we going?” I asked.

			“Up,” said Stuart. “Way up.”

			There were reasons for this awkward arrangement. There were always reasons if you rationalized hard enough. Stuart was heading to Vermont to see friends and had suggested we piggyback up the highway, he in his Ford Explorer, me in my little white Mazda. It seemed childish to insist This is my sunrise, shoo! The truth was, neither of us was ready to concede our relationship was kaput. Even now reconciliation seemed within reach. Maybe sleeping together would mend the broken pieces. Sex as Super Glue. But last night we'd lain in our double bed in the Cove Motel like two old logs, thinking of all we would say if we spoke, staring at the cracked ceiling in silence. And yet there was still sunrise, one final smidgen of hope.

			At the summit, Stuart pulled in the parking lot, where a dozen cars had gathered. I opened my door and felt an arctic wind. It was cold, unseasonably cold, or maybe at three in the morning in Maine, June always feels like March. In my gray sweatshirt, dirty sneakers, mussed hair cinched in a fuzzy elastic, I looked like a frazzled housewife yanked from the laundry room on short notice. Stuart, meanwhile, stood snug in his Utah finery: fleece and neoprene and waterproof boots. He could have climbed Everest with all that gear; he could have climbed Everest and survived. Maybe it was his veterinarian thing, but Stuart always looked calm and prepared. He thought nothing of being beeped out of deep slumber, tying his shoes in the dark, driving to the clinic to help a Rottweiler in need. He could handle almost any situation without losing his temper. It was one of the things I loved about him; it was one of the things that drove me nuts.

			With a chilled hand, I patted Brando, who leaned stiff and stoic into the wind, doing his best guard dog impression, nose thrust east, tail extended, soft ears blowing like telltales from a mast.

			“We can wait in the car where it's warm if you want,” Stuart said.

			“That's cheating.” I was still holding on to the illusion that this was an adventure. And as its heroine, I'd probably have to get out of the car. “Let's walk a ways,” I said.

			An elderly lady draped in foul-weather gear passed us like a silent ghost. Brando growled, scared himself, then whimpered.

			“Let me put Brando back in the car,” said Stuart.

			I nodded, shivering, wishing yet again that Stuart hadn't come, thinking yet again how much I'd miss him when he left tomorrow. My old boss Rose once called me the most independent-dependent person she'd ever met. It was a fair assessment. I pushed men away and then ran after them. I hung on hardest when I was trying to let go. Now that I had a mad crush on another man, now that I had confessed this affair and Stuart and I were on the verge of calling it quits, he seemed utterly essential, a treasured being I couldn't live without. Now that our three years together were ending, I could see our enormous potential, everything we'd reached for and just missed. We'd almost gotten married. A year ago in Utah, Stuart had pulled out a little black box and proposed. I hadn't known what to say and had stammered that I needed time to think things over (what exactly, I had no idea, just things), and Stuart had said it wasn't a limited-time offer and the proposal had been left hanging ever since as we waited for me to come round. But I hadn't come round. Or rather, I'd gone round and round, circling over pros and cons, chasing my tail.

			Stuart reappeared. “Where to?”

			I looked ahead. Past the parking lot, giant slabs of pink granite covered the earth like a moonscape. In the distance, people huddled together in blankets. Above the rocks stretched a wide swatch of blackness where the view of Frenchman Bay would emerge, although at this raw hour, it was hard to distinguish land from water from sky. Below this expanse sparkled a glittery cluster of lights, unmistakably Bar Harbor.

			I shivered, then noticed an embankment up ahead, one of those scenic overlooks that tells you what is where.

			“Let's lean up behind that wall and get out of the wind,” I said.

			At the end of the point, we hunched against the backside of a rock podium that supported a large map. It felt like a child's fort, secret and safe.

			Stuart smiled, the wrinkles at the corners of his green eyes forming two delicate fans. At this ridiculous hour, he had the nerve to look handsome: his brown hair clumped in tufts, an endearing 4:00 A.M. shadow. We sat in silence and watched the colors slowly shift, like pigment seeping into paper, blackish blue to midnight blue, navy blue to slate. Soon Frenchman Bay came into focus. Spruce-covered islands filed across the water, stepping-stones for a giant with a loping stride. On the far side of the bay, the Schoodic Peninsula, lavender in this first light, rolled out against the horizon.

			“It's going to be a race to beat the fog,” said Stuart.

			I could see what he meant. A thin strip above the horizon was clear, but just above it, a long bank of purple clouds swept across the sky.

			“I hope we see something,” I said. “Even just a little sun.”

			Voices broke out overhead, tourists watching the sunrise from the lookout above.

			“Ricky, you ready man?”

			“It hasn't hit me yet.”

			Stuart and I crouched silently, pressing ourselves against the wall. There must have been a dozen people up there. We couldn't see them; they couldn't see us, and we eavesdropped like spies.

			“Where's Althea?”

			“The girls are worrying over lipstick and earring stuff.”

			“It goddamn windy up here.”

			“It wouldn't be a wedding if something didn't go wrong.”

			A wedding?

			Stuart laughed silently, his chin forming a mischievous point.

			“Hey, Reverend. Thanks for coming.”

			“Now who's the best man?”

			“No,” I mouthed into the cold air. It couldn't be.

			“A sunrise wedding,” Stuart whispered. “It's perfect. You might want to take some notes.”

			I felt myself sweat, actually sweat in the cold. This could have been us. If I'd had any guts, we'd be getting married this summer, probably somewhere in Maine, where my family has vacationed since I was a kid. Instead, Stuart and I were nothing more than voyeurs, stuck in the cheap seats, with an obstructed view.

			“No, Ricky, I'm telling you, this steak could have fed three people. There was no gristle, just meat and bone.”

			“Grandma, you stand there.”

			I was so embarrassed I couldn't look at Stuart. What was he thinking? I hadn't the foggiest idea until he poked me. “We should go. If anyone looks over the edge, they are going to see us.”

			I shook my head. “I'm staying.”

			Fate had served up a wedding. I would be an uninvited guest. I opened my journal and scratched down a description of the sunrise (long purple cloud, sky turning orange), but what I was really thinking is maybe this wedding was an omen that Stuart and I should get married.

			And why not?

			Stuart was a catch. Kind, caring—a veterinarian, for God's sake. A man who cared for animals. My parents liked Stuart. My friends liked Stuart. I liked Stuart, loved Stuart. My reservations? I only had one, or two, maybe three.

			First off, Stuart was short, the same height as me, shorter if I wore heels. You'd think a mature woman would appreciate vertical equality, but I didn't. Perhaps I was overly sensitive having reached my full height in what felt like second grade but must have been fifth. At school dances, as “Stairway to Heaven” wailed endlessly on, I'd be bent over some boy like a croquet wicket. These scars run deep, but you don't not marry someone because he's short, or do you? (“I'd love to spend the rest of eternity with you, but all applicants must be five foot nine.”)

			Another thing: Stuart didn't sing in the car. He didn't sing anywhere but I noticed it most in the car. “Oh, dear,” fretted my friend Bonnie. “Not even a little?” He had a lousy voice. Who cares? The point was that he should sing in the car despite his lousy voice. That he didn't proved he was too proud to show just how badly he could do something. The father of my old boyfriend Andy used to insist that anything worth doing was worth doing badly. While at the time I found this woefully unambitious, I was beginning to realize he had a point.

			The third reason was the biggie: I wasn't sure I loved Stuart enough to marry him. Just how much love was enough? And what kind of love? After three years, ours was not a zowie passion, lightning in a jar, but maybe lasting marriages were built on the kind of love we now shared, a blend of respect and fondness that grew out of what Stuart called “shared experiences,” a dreary expression that reminded me of a summer camp brochure. “Love can burn or love can last,” Stuart liked to say. The dichotomy troubled me. And yet, after having survived several raging fires—charred bodies carted off on stretchers—a steady warm heat had its appeal.

			But marriage?

			All I could picture were Cheever characters, bent over dishwater, cutting themselves with hidden knives, staring at the blood, smiling. The wife wakes up in the middle of her marriage and realizes she is living with a stranger, that her husband is just a balding man who shares the garage, the bed. That's the way marriage seemed to work. The more familiar you became, the more distant you felt. Familiar like family like famine. How could you promise never to fall in love again? Who would want to?

			“Hey, Ricky. Is there music?”

			“Marjorie brought a box.”

			“Wait, wait. Here comes the bride.”

			Pachelbel's Canon warbled in on short bursts of wind. The sun, now a blinding orange ball, had risen over the hills into the narrow space just below the heavy cloud bank. It was too bright to look at, too beautiful not to try.

			“Welcome everyone,” said the reverend. “In my fifteen years as a minister, I have done weddings at various settings, but none as beautiful as this. As we look out on this day that God has brought . . .”

			Maybe Stuart would propose again. Here in this new sun, in this new day. Maybe he'd take my hands in his and explain why we should spend our lives together and suddenly it would all make sense and we could stop searching for someone better, different, more something, and there would be no need for a journey of self-discovery because we'd have found each other right here.

			“Althea, divest yourself of those flowers. Join hands now, please.”

			I waited.

			“You both shall share all the joys and sorrows . . .”

			And I waited.

			“Althea, will you have Ricky to be your husband, to love and to cherish . . .”

			Perhaps it was up to me to get the ball rolling. I looked over at Stuart and tried to think of what to say, but instead noticed his nose was dripping and his eyes were lined with tears. Maybe he was overcome with emotion. It didn't seem likely. Stuart never cried. He took to the couch, now and then, lay in the gloom with his Scotch on the rocks melting and the Cowboy Junkies simmering and Brando consoling, but he did not cry. The only time I'd seen him break down was after the movie Forrest Gump. He said he felt like Forrest, always following around a girl who had somewhere better to be. He told me this, and I felt terrible.

			I offered him a balled-up tissue.

			“Are you crying?” I asked hopefully.

			“Cry?” Stuart said, making his usual joke. “Never. Just cold.”

			He took the tissue and blew his nose. The drip returned. I pointed. He blew again. The top edge of the sun slid behind a cloud bank.

			“A ring is a symbol of your eternal love. Now, I understand both of you had your rings inscribed. Could each of you share those words with us now. Althea?”

			“I thought about us starting a new life together so mine says ‘A New Beginning.' ”

			That's what we need, I thought, A New Beginning.

			“And you, Ricky?”

			“Well, I had them write ‘I love you, Pumpkin.' ”

			Stuart chortled. I met his laugh. We had to laugh because this wasn't us, because Stuart wasn't crying and I couldn't think of what to say and that meant I was going to have to leave on a journey of self-discovery and lose him for good and I didn't want that, but instead of trying to explain this I whispered: “I wait and I wait, and you never call me Pumpkin.”

			“Oh, my little zucchini squash,” Stuart whispered back, “you know how I feel about you.”

			Stuart always thought I should know how he felt about me. I always wanted him to say it. I wanted him to say it now.

			“I now pronounce you man and wife. Ricky, you may kiss the bride.”

			Wild whooping broke out overhead, cheers carried on the wind. A voice cried out over the commotion.

			“Ohhhhhhh, yes! Ricky got a little tongue.”

			Stuart kissed my cold cheek. I looked at him, wondering if somehow we'd been married by proxy, if maybe Ricky and Althea were movie stand-ins, actors pretending to be us while we got into character.

			“Are you ready to go?” Stuart gently asked.

			All at once, I felt stupid. Of course Stuart wasn't going to propose. After the way I'd treated him, he didn't dare believe in us anymore. We were only intimate from memory, from some old reflex. It was like being on land after a long day of sailing, how you can still feel the ocean rock, reminding you where you've been. And if he did propose, what would I say? That I didn't know. After all this time, I still didn't know.

			I picked up a pebble, hurled it, watched it smack from rock to rock.

			Clouds overwhelmed the sky. It was just another gray Maine day now, as if this brief moment of light had never happened at all.

			“What are we supposed to do now?” I asked.

			“Breakfast,” Stuart said. “Blueberry pancakes.”

			“How is that going to help?”

			“We won't be hungry.”

			Now that the wedding was over and the sun was gone, there was nothing to do but pick ourselves off the rocks, trudge back to the car, circle back down Cadillac Mountain with the heater blasting and my head pounding and Brando wagging happily because we were all back together, the three of us. We pulled into a pancake house for a half stack of buckwheat with blueberries. Poured maple syrup into sticky puddles. Waited for the butter to melt. I'd been on the road for all of three hours and already I wanted to go home.

			“I feel sick,” I said, twisting my fork.

			Stuart jammed a four-story bite into his mouth, then raised a sardonic eyebrow.

			“It could be worse,” he said. “At least you're not married.”

		

	
		
			Traveling
[image: image]

			WE NEVER TOOK family vacations when I was a kid. While my friends and their families were discovering America, jaunting through Europe, barreling around the Bahamas on mopeds, the Wright family stayed put.

			There were reasons for this. The first was that we spent every summer in Maine, and my parents could not imagine any place on the planet half as nice. Money posed another obstacle. The public schools weren't great in the Connecticut town where I grew up, so my older brother, Chip, and I both went to private day school and later boarding school. After my parents shelled out for two hefty tuitions, there wasn't much left over for posh ski trips to Aspen. But the paramount reason we didn't travel was not Maine or money but this: When I was in first or second grade, my dad developed claustrophobia.

			That's what he called it, “claustrophobia,” but actually it was more like agoraphobia, or some kind of all-over fear. He got anxious in crowded places, windowless rooms, social gatherings from which he could not easily escape. In public places, he had panic attacks, sudden bouts of dizziness and anxiety when he felt overwhelmed or trapped. He didn't like being around too many people. People in particular he enjoyed—his fraternity brothers, the fish man, the cashier at the farm stand—with these people, he listened and joked. But he lost stomach for the public, the dumb throng, the pushy women in the deli line, the cars on the highway, the cocktail idiots, the yeah-yeah carpool kids who on rainy days drew hearts and swears in the mist of our station wagon windows and chanted “Bad, Bad Leroy Brown” in his ear, off key, chorus only, in an endless rattle of noise. Noise. Noise was too much. Parties were too much. My mother playing piano was too much.

			Though my father was troubled—afraid of his fears, afraid to trace them back wherever they led—he never sought professional help. Psychiatrists were suspect characters, smarmy opportunists who got rich convincing healthy people they were sick in the head. Instead, Dad refrained from doing things that made him uncomfortable, and over the years, this list continued to grow. He didn't go to movies or eat in restaurants, wouldn't fly in a plane. One day he quit his job at the bank and never went back. He dabbled in real estate but couldn't stay in the game without capital, which we didn't have. Mom went to law school and supported us, while Dad stayed home and cared for me and Chip—a role reversal virtually unheard of in the seventies, at least in our private-school circle, a world where fathers commuted to the insurance office and mothers played paddle tennis at the country club.

			I never understood what was wrong with my dad. It was seldom discussed. When friends asked what my father did for a living, I said he worked in a real estate. (This wasn't really a lie, I told myself, it was the last thing he did and he might, conceivably, go back to it.) My dad worked real estate all through my years in high school and college until he was old enough to take early retirement, which, in a way, is exactly what he did.

			We never learned what caused his anxiety. Was it psychological? Chemical? To this day, Dad blames Manhattan. Years ago, one sweltering August afternoon while he was in business school, the subway broke down, and he was stuck for hours in an airless car, pressed next to strangers, sweating in the dark. The same summer he lived in a steamy railroad apartment. Every night, he'd drag a mattress next to the lone window, trying to find a little air. Dad says he was never the same, although I suspect his troubles started much earlier. His mother, Virginia, Nana to me, divorced when he was a toddler. The split was so bitter my father only saw his natural father twice more in his life. Nana later married Grampy, who adopted Dad and raised him as his own son, but it was not the most secure childhood. While Nana went to graduate school and during the war, she dropped off her little boy with her sister or mother for weeks, months, years at a time. Later, Dad had trouble learning. Teachers instructed him to write with his right hand, not his left. When he read, words jumped around the page, letters flopped side to side. Parents disappearing, home in flux, difficulties in school, they did a number on my dad. I suspect this is why he craves control at all costs. He wants to know what is going to happen next. His mantra is “I hate surprises” (even good ones), and he means it.

			As a child, I didn't understand any of this. All I knew was that at any time, Dad might shatter, like a delicate vase on the edge of a mantel. As if to confirm this, he started carrying a cane to the supermarket. He'd bring the wooden stick with him in case he ever felt boxed in or lost or got stuck in the canned soup aisle, unable to move. I hated that cane and all it stood for, hated how it followed us wherever we went, reminding us how, any time we left the house, something might go terribly wrong.

			Since then, Dad has filled his days with finances and car maintenance and groceries and worry. He worries about many things, particularly me, about my jobs and my love affairs. He worries about my credit rating, my lost credit card, the tires on my car, the paint on my car, the rust that is spreading, that I won't find what I was looking for in the refrigerator so he'd better have a look, that I won't stack the dishwasher to optimal capacity, that I'll never get one of those journalism prizes (What are they called? A Pulitzer), that I'll get lost on the highway, that I'll forget my estimated tax payment, that I'll marry a man I don't love, that I'll marry a dolt, that I'll never marry, that I'll lose my apartment, my job, my patience, my way, my traveler's checks, my proof of insurance, my car keys, my chance to have a baby. Sometimes he jokes about his worries—“Well, you know I have to have something to worry about”—but more often worry festers like a untreated wound. Drinking eases his nerves, but he doesn't want to do too much of that, another worry, so instead he tries to “keep things simple.” Basic people. Basic days. Basic civility. When ATM machines and home computers and voice mail and the Internet came along, Dad said no thanks, he was keeping things simple. But the world doesn't wait around for those who want less. Life got complicated and left my father behind.

			How a father with claustrophobia raised a daughter with wanderlust, how an agorophobic raised a reporter, is beyond me; I just know that it happened. I like to think I take after my grandmothers. There's no doubt I look like Nana, so much so that when the doctors presented my mother with her newborn daughter, she peeked into the swaddling and saw, with more than a little trepidation, that she'd given birth to her mother-in-law. On more than one occasion, when I would make some particularly cutting remark, Dad would accuse me of “turning into

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
		

	
		
			A Journey of Exes
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			Waiting for the Blue Crabs 
to Shed
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			GRAMPY WALKS OUT onto the deck in Maine and drags a director's chair into the sun. I am stretching out, getting ready to run.

			“That was your dad on the phone. He was going on . . .” Grampy shakes his head. “I just don't know how your parents got so straitlaced.”

			“You noticed?”

			“Good God,” Grampy says. “How did they get so proper?”

			“I hold you responsible for Dad,” I say.

			“Well, we tried to teach him how to behave properly, but Nana always had quite a lot of leeway in things, being an anthropologist.”

			Nana did graduate work in anthropology at Cornell.

			“I grew up quite strict,” Grampy continues, “but then I realized that's not the way things should be. I had to rediscover The Way. You know, Taoism. That's where I am at today.”

			“And where is that?” I ask.

			Grampy leans back in his chair, pausing a moment to consider.

			“Well,” he says, looking up. “Wherever I am.”

		

	
		
			Learning to Float
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			GRAMPY WALKS OUT onto the deck in Maine and drags a director's chair into the sun. I am sitting in a wet bathing suit, dripping.

			“Did you go swimming?” he asks.

			“I dunked,” I say. “The water was freezing.”

			“Cold water is good for you,” Grampy says. “Did you know Jean Harlow's mother made her put cold water on her breasts every day to keep them from sagging.”

			“What?”

			“Right, well, it was supposed to restrict the blood vessels.” Grampy makes swimming strokes with arms and grins. “But she died young so I guess that didn't work out so well. You know Nanny and I used to go in once a day, twice when it was hot. Nana loved to wallow about in the water. Of course, she preferred swimming without a bathing suit.”

			“Really?”

			This is hard to imagine; Nana was always so dressed, everything matching.

			“Sure,” says Grampy. “One day, old Edgar was working on the house, and he went home for lunch, and we thought he'd gone for the day. We were down at the beach, and Nana wanted to go swimming, but she'd left her suit up at the house so she went in naked. Well, she was walking back up to the house in her birthday suit, and suddenly Edgar comes back from lunch.”

			Grampy laughs. “Edgar swore he covered his eyes, but I bet you anything he was peeking.”
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