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 I was standing in a long corridor that passed for a club’s main room.  People were bashing about, knocking against me while I danced with myself.   It was close to 3 a.m. and the music was loud, the room unbearable hot.  Chris leaned against a wall by the bar with a friend, the two of them competing with the lead singer on the stage. Except the lead singer was screaming anarchy and these two were screeching out show tunes. We all got booted upstairs into Siberia.


“I have to go home,” I told him after ascending all those sloping wooden steps.


“What’s the matter?”


I couldn’t explain it.  I just had to get out of there.  My body was itching; my brain was liquefying with exhaustion. The two beers I gulped over the course of the long night were swashing in a great maelstrom within my stomach.  I needed to lie down RIGHT NOW. I clawed at his t-shirt:   “Get me home.”

Chris put his arm around me and we slid back down the stairs, then washed out into the street. Ah, air and the freshness of a cobblestone city street drenched in morning dew!  I breathed in the Hudson Bay–my stomach revolted and yet I felt submerged in a slipstream of cool, cool lightness.  Chris caught me in his arms and we leaned against a dumpster until I could feel my legs again and could walk slowly to the subway station.


“You’re a mess,” he laughed as he guided me to a bench on the oppressively hot platform.  Then he added, “And you’re still thinking it’s nothing?”


“I don’t know. Maybe...I’m so tired!”


He shook his head. What a dunce, he wanted to say but instead folded me tighter in his arms.  


Chris was thinking family.  He was thinking–at last.  


I was thinking how long could I keep the denial up? What a jumble I had gotten myself in. 

Sensing the disquiet beside him, Chris tightened his arm around me and pressed my head down to his shoulder.

“Close your eyes.” 
“Did you mind leaving the club?” I asked, meaning: aren’t you feeling as trapped, as limited, as boring as I already am?  Are you, by any chance, feeling the heaviness of what we have done?  The enormity of our future?

“Nah,” he replied happily. “It was time to go.”  

The station’s florescent lights sizzled.  Car horns and trucks hollered through the grate above our head.  But the platform and tunnel were eerily quiet, the few people about giving in to the late hour, keeping to their solitude. I followed Chris’ request and closed my eyes, letting my tired body search for relief by easing up against his. 
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Had a man ever been so proud of his diapering skills? Or the way he sailed through his day, accomplishing everything he needed to get done with a baby strapped in a blue corduroy pouch to his chest?  He wheeled our cheap umbrella stroller around the neighborhood like it was a Lamborghini, scattering people in its wake as he and Sam ran all the errands that needed to be run, loading down the  handles with books, laundry, groceries.   No doubt about it, the boys were having a blast being alone together and it was easy to see how this could be true, especially since we won the first-time parent jackpot: a placid, good nature baby, ever-ready for a belly laugh or a new adventure, demanding nothing more than a long morning and afternoon nap.  
How lucky were we?


“Look who’s home,” Chris announced when I came in each night to find them watching the evening news together, Sam nestled against his father’s side blowing milky bubbles while Chris dangled over the mouth of his martini glass.  

I retrieved the drink that was waiting for me in the refrigerator, kicked off my office heels, and folded down beside them, reaching eagerly for Sam.  Sometimes I felt like an interloper among these two, the fumbling stranger, as Chris expertly handed Sam over to me. In the three weeks I took care of him before being called back to work (the Smith grad with the poetry degree Andy insisted on filling in for me swooned in migraines over the smallest office tasks), I barely kept Sam alive.  All the books I had read, the La Leche League woman at the hospital (and her companions on the hotline I frantically kept dialing), as well as the student wife I met one day in the laundry room who had her own newborn securely pressed to her naked breast as she folded clothes, assured me my failures to breast feed would decrease as soon as I succeeded in latching Sam onto my malfunctioning nipples. If I gave in to the evils of formula, they all warned, Sam and I would never bond and I would ruin his health.  So I kept trying, even while sensing he was losing weight.  At some desperate hour, my sister Sue, a prodigious breast-feeder herself, suggested coating my nipples with honey to entice him to latch on and then drink a glass or two of Guinness to make my milk flow.  She also advised to soak in a warm bath with Sam or lie all day with him in bed with him on my chest.  All of which I did, days on end sticky and slightly drunk while cradling my weakening infant.  Nothing worked—my body was a dry desert, unresponsive to the declining cries of my son.   Hadn’t I warn people enough about my crummy mothering skills?  

“Oh, stop being ridiculous,” Mom snapped when she came to visit.  One look at Sam, at the layers of black circles under my eyes, and she immediately went out for a carton of formula.  He fastened on to that bottle like he never did me and as I looked down at him sucking and gurgling, I said to Sam, there goes our bonding, there goes your health, sweetie pie. 

A few months now down the road, Sam was thriving under Chris’ care. They were pals, with inside jokes and rituals I caught only on the side.  This was what I had wanted—to be back at work while Chris, the more competent one, oversaw the nursery.  And yet I zinged dizzily between wishing Chris would drop school and get a good job so I could stay home and be with Sam all day, and admiring his dedication to his studies and proud of his achievements.  Worse of all was how conflicted I felt about Sam, troubled by how little I longed for this little bundle during the day (we hadn’t bonded!), and yet craved only him when I was home (we’ve bonded!).  That Chris seemed perfectly at ease with our son and fatherhood just underscored how unhinged I felt I was becoming about being a mother.  Everything, in fact, seemed easier for Chris: he was happy to hand Sam over, happy to let me in on all the day’s awesome events–all the strangely hilarious gurgles and fascinating bodily emissions the two of them shared.  Still, as I sat beside him holding Sam close, I wondered if this was what creating a family was supposed to be like as Chris got up and took his drink into the bedroom, closed the door and read, while I tried to decipher how to cook dinner and be with Sam at the same time. 
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.  Chris sipped his drink, and then kissed the top of Sam’s head as he flipped through the television channels.

I pushed myself up to begin supper—nothing more than spaghetti puttanasa, a recipe I had found in a new cookbook we received at the office the day before that, thirty years ago,  seemed extraordinary—quick and yet full of flavors.  One of the reasons why I had been so late was that I had gotten off the subway six stops earlier—like I used to do in Manhattan but which I rarely had time for any more.   Shops closed earlier in Brooklyn and there weren’t as many arranged conveniently along a single street, either.  That night, though, I had taken my time, even lingered, remembering what such walks had been like before—not regretting our move because I had fallen in love with the lowness, the lightness, the community of Brooklyn.  On this walk, though, I had felt something new: relishing the singleness of walking alone, unencumbered, without a stroller, without a husband and child, enjoying the moment when I caught the Middle Eastern merchant just locking his door and he let me in to scoop containers of olives and capers from wooden barrels, then walking several blocks more to the bakery and the Italian wine merchant who told me what would go with the recipe I showed him. 

And while I had enjoyed myself, my husband and son were coming to blows—that’s what I thought as I pulled all the ingredients out of the shopping bag: I would put everything to right by making this most perfect of rough sauces.  On the tiny counter, I arranged cloves of garlic, the small plastic containers of olives and capers; tomatoes from the produce stand at the top of our street; the jar of plump anchovies from the fish store on Atlantic Avenue.  The loaf of bread and bottle of wine remained by the door where I had dropped them.  The TV flickered from one scene to the next then settled on a rerun.  Chris laughed at a joke, jiggled the ice cubes in his empting glass.  I eased into the chopping, the sautéing, turning to put a pot of salted water on the stove, making sure the flame was just right.  

I took a sip of my own glass of gin—watery now, but the heady flavors lingered.  I placed the glass by the side of the sink and stirred the thickening sauce.  Everything was returning to normal in our home.

***
A month or two later, on a cool May afternoon, Chris turned to me and said, “I can’t do this anymore.”  We were seated on a park bench watching Sam negotiate some sandbox real estate deal with a group of toddler investors.


“I’m going to quit drinking.” 


He looked at me the way he did when he was serious about something: his lips pressed in determination, his blue eyes sharp with decision. There was nothing light in his voice, no attempt at a quip, at anything close to levity. I sat close beside Chris and watched our son out in the world while what he had just said knitted around me.  I should have been relieved, happy, proud of him. Wasn’t this what I wanted and prayed for?  
But now that he said it, all I felt was fear–the thing I hadn’t anticipated because it was so illogical and yet predictable. What flashed before me were a long queue of pubs and bars, parties and celebrations, and then the truth of the matter: I didn’t know who we were together if we were not drinking with one another.  The truth was, from that first night in Ireland, we had never really been sober together.  In all these years, when had there been a time we were alone with one another without the cover of drink, when we had been just our true selves–no bravado, no masks, simply exposed?  On the park bench, my panic took the form of two questions: Who is Chris?, and Who are we?


I looked at him and saw how much pain he was in, physical pain struggling with the emotional weight of a decision that was even more momentous than the one to marry, to move to this city, to have our son. I felt the weight of Chris’ body beside mine on the bench: the corner of his shoulder pressed lightly against mine, his thigh touching my own. This beloved presence, more desired for what he had just said than ever before and I realized something awful: I could not help him because my own fear stopped me from reaching out to him.


Sam came running from the sandbox with a fistful of plundered Matchbox trucks and slammed his solid body smack into my legs, burying his face into my lap.  He was intoxicated with the delight of being alive, so unconsciously and happily full of himself that it stopped his parents’ hearts.  As I pulled Sam into my lap and drank in his sweaty sweet scent, Chris and I glanced warily at one another. 


Reaching for lightness, the safety of a laugh the way we always did, I asked him in jest, “Now what are we going to do for fun?”


But he didn’t have an answer.

