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“Stop it,” Chris commanded one evening as I plastered the dining room ceiling.  

Peering down on him from the ladder, I saw a comic book dialogue bubble form above his head: Who cares if paint is cracking off the ceiling? If the porch is sagging? The kitchen floor peeling back like wilting flower petals? Sometimes he would ask me these questions in a funny way, counting on my own humor to see the absurdity of all the energy I was expending.  Other times he just snapped in exasperation at all the frenzy I unleashed in an already tense house. 
Few weeks later, he asked, “What’s up with that proposal you’ve been working on for the new book?” It was prime working time for us since the boys were sleeping and the basement quiet but I was in the garden.  Chris stood at the back door with a fresh cup of coffee, on a short break from his own work.

I glanced up from the large planter I was tugging across the concrete in hopes of making it look more lush.  
Let’s not talk about that, I replied to myself.  

To him, I said, “Right after I move this,” then returned to shoving the pot.  

He continued to stand at the door, vexed bafflement firmly rooted on his face.  I turned my back, pretending to study the careful arrangement of the other planters I had arranged that morning until he turned and left me alone to quietly heave my pots around until the day somehow slipped fruitlessly away from me.
The truth was my mind wasn’t calm enough to concentrate on anything other than the physical work I immersed myself in.  I had lost something since I had begun working at the college.  Those three books I had accomplished in four years—all those articles I once tossed off—I couldn’t imagine doing any of that again. For one thing, the silence in my head was deafening.  Wait, no, not deafening, it was pulsing, sparkling, a starburst that commanded unrest.  Where once I had feared darkness descending, I now became frightened at the lightning flashes regularly blinding me.  Not literally—not like the signs of epilepsy or migraines I looked up on the Internet—it was more like being the white blur of a scary amusement park ride full of swirling ups and downs.

I think now that those moments when Chris questioned my behavior was when he was catching on, if not fully realizing, that something wasn’t right about me.  But he couldn’t formulate it, couldn’t figure it through because in his optimistic way, he focused on how I always seemed to right myself.  Too centered on trying to stay afloat, I couldn’t help him, either.  How do you explain the heat of those sparks, the whirl they caught you in, to someone who never felt anything remotely like them?   I kept the strangeness inside—had for years—but when I tried to talk about it with people who I thought would understand, my nervous energy, those sleepless nights, inability to simply sit and relax, made me seem, instead, to be a grand multitasker, a doer (my sister’s take; one therapist’s diagnosis), all kinds of somewhat enviable attributes but nothing that touched on how utterly terrified I felt at times.  There were, in fact, many outside manifestations that I was functioning quite well.  At work, I received lots of promotions, handfuls of praise. About this time, I began graduate school, thinking it would help get writing rolling again: with three books under my belt, why wouldn’t I be considered something of a fine pro among the faculty and students?  My friends considered me the model of solid accomplishments. My children were, in their way, finally blossoming.  

Here’s what I should have said to Chris: Listen to me tell you me how I wander the far corners of the campus to hide the sudden waves of sadness and despair that submerge me at my desk; how I sneak down to the basement late at night so I won’t disturb you or the kids to sit in an old chair and weep, to sometimes contemplate the pipes overhead and how much weight could they bear. I’ve been secretly drinking two or three or four more glasses of wine while I cooked the evening meals, not to get drunk but to numb my mind and feel some peace for a little while. My heart feels like it is growing faint, cold, my mind lost under all the sparks illuminating the shadows that frighten me. 
What I would really say to Chris if I had the chance again would be: Please, please help make this all stop. Sweetheart, I would plead make this go away.
I just didn’t have these words back then to say anything remotely like this to Chris, and if not to him, then to anyone else I might have turned to.  My whole life, if I had been anything, it was filled with words.  I was married, for God sakes, to a man as equally full of words, and who I knew even then would have helped me formulate whole sentences if I had just given him a phrase, a subject or verb.  The comedy of the silence between us at this point is not lost on me and I find it even now, years later, tragic and bewildering.  But I still remember how great my fear and shame was, how broken I felt, so frustratingly incapable I was to say anything to him. 
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While Katt swirled a stale tortilla chip around the bowl of guacamole, I told her how I couldn’t seem to catch my breath. Walking or driving, or just sitting at the end of a quiet bar with a small group of friends who regularly propped me up as they related their own woes to me, my chest would contract, my heart would thumb loudly, and then POP!—I could have been an extra in Aliens with a malevolent creature breaking through my rib-cage, forcing a geyser of bloody fear and anxiety to wash over me. I closed my eyes, gulped in air, hung on to whatever secure post was handy. . . . , two, three, five long seconds, after which I’d make a joke to ease the startled people around me, to ease myself: Whoops! Mrs. Rochester’s escaped from the attic again! Where’s the witch doctor when you need one?
Katt didn’t say anything, just nodded her head in a way I took to be encouraging.  Then I delivered the brilliant solution I had just come up with to ease affairs: I was going to move out of the house.  Not forever, just a month.  Lately, that house had become a heavy symbol for me of dull captivity, of feeling stagnate and claustrophobic. It continued to lack the colorful liveliness of our old house, its rooms still full of peeling sags, fading hues, unformed and ugly.  If I shrugged the house off my back, then maybe I(d be able to breathe easier again. Maybe I would begin to write again.  Or, at the very least, stop crying and gasping for air.  Most of all, I just wanted to be alone so I wouldn’t feel so guilty as I fell apart.

“Why just a month?” She asked.

“It’s a nice chunk of time.”
“Where’re you going to go?”
“I’ve been looking on Craigslist.  There’s all these apartments I can babysit while the owners are traveling.”
“What does Chris say?”
“I haven’t told him.”
“Have you told him anything?”
“He still thinks it’s all hormones.”
Katt slapped her hand on the table and admitted a chortling grunt. “Ugh.  Men.”  Then a second later, added. “It’s possible, you know.”
“Don’t you start.”
She shot me a stiff, hard look. “I’m just saying—times like this, you gotta check out everything.”
“It’s not hormones,” I said quietly.

For two weeks I concentrated on finding a room that—Katt was right—I had built all kinds of fantasies around, most involving sleep and padded quiet.  They were listed from $500 to $5,000.  A few were owned by traveling artists, academics, gadabouts—these were the most exquisite places I could sort of see myself in if I rearranged a few things, hid a few gadgets, some unfortunate art and annihilated the owners’ scents.  But these were completely out of my price range.  
The other listings came attached to a twenty-somethings with an unused bedroom or crawl space equipped with an air mattress.  I always answered the postings on Craigslist with an accurate description of who I was and what I was looking for:

I am a 40-ish woman, looking for a place to stay for a month.  I will be bringing a computer and some clothes. That’s it.  I’m quite, fairly neat, and I can cook like no one’s business.
Everyone responded back. Everyone wanted me to drop over and be interviewed.  After work and on weekends, I journeyed to Williamsburg, Bushwick, Flatbush, Clinton Hill, Prospect Heights.  I knocked on doors, rang bells, tapped on barred windows.  Inevitably some bright thing would open up and the look on his/her sweet and not unkind, unlined face marked the clear impact of age on youth: unveiled dismay and wonder, shouting: “Who the hell is this trespassing on my life?” His/her smile would tighten as we walked down hallways into sparsely furnished living rooms: the Ikea futon couch near the posters that too recently hung in dorm rooms, across from a rickety chair, beside a display of cheap wine and liquor bottles on bookshelves loaded with an array of different electronics and DVDs.  One or two pots graced the unused kitchens. A plant might be consuming a corner. The little bedroom up for grabs almost always held the appeal of a prison cell.  

Somewhere along the tours, I would start laughing, slightly uncontrollably, startling my tattooed and pierced tour guide.  I couldn’t help it.  How absurd: To be this old and to so haphazardly intrude on youth.  Oh God, I muttered to myself, shaking my head at the inept follies of first-apartment decor, the real, though goofy, distress of making these younglings bend over backwards to dig out manners that had probably not been used since leaving home.  I almost wanted to hug these children, comfort them as they awkwardly squired me through their homes, itching to be rid of me.  At the same time, I wanted to scream, Did you NOT read my email?, annoyed by their part in putting us all through this farce.  It wasn’t worth it to explain how unobtrusive I would be, how all I was requesting was a cage of a room with a door that closed, locking me inside.  How I really didn’t ever want to run into their friends or lovers. I wouldn’t complain about their music. I didn’t care if they played video games until four in the morning.  I could have told them I would fill their refrigerators with some good cheeses, terrific meatballs and sauce.  Their cabinets would become crammed with seasonings they had never even heard of.   For sure, they could count on me never, ever, acting even remotely motherly toward them, let alone anyone else around them. 
But I just continued to laugh, even as they told me at the door that they had a lot of people to troll through and they’d call me later.  Inevitably, I broke off from laughing to let them off the hook. 

 “It’s really ok,” I always told then, then walked my ancient bones out of their presence.  
“What did you expect?” Katt asked when I reported back to her.  We were sitting on a park bench where I was reporting on the latest apartment encounter.
“I told them who I was.”

“You think they read?”
“You should’ve seen the looks on their faces when they opened the door. I used to think I looked pretty good for my age.”

“They’re babies, honey. They don’t know nothin’,”  she said.  After awhile, she added, “Don’t make me say it.”
“What?”
“Haven’t we earned something better than to sleep on a futon ever again?” She leveled her gaze at me, this fragile-looking tough woman sitting beside me on the park bench where we were holding our council.  “Why would we want to go back to our twenties,” she moaned and briefly shut her eyes. “Oh God, and our thirties! I know you know that.”
After a moment of contemplation, I said, “I don’t know what I know.”
“What’s Chris saying about all this?”
“I’m keeping my humiliations to myself.”
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“Hey,” I said brightly, almost giddily, “Let’s drive out to Brighton Beach.”
He turned around with a look that was a fine cross between annoyance and bewilderment.  “Now?”
“It’s such a great night out.”
“Are you kidding me?”
“Oh come on,” I laughed. In my tipsy mirth, what I was not picking up was his impatience, his preoccupation, any sense that he was loaded down with pressing obligations, or that my request was absurd.  I just wanted him.  I wanted him with me. How could that be wrong? 

“No,” he said bluntly, turning back to the computer.  The sharp motion of his body dislodged my hands from his shoulders.

“What?”
“I have work.”
I laughed a little. “It can wait.”
“No. It can’t.”
And with that, the wine flooded me with rage.  All I saw before me was a man who did not want to be with me, who was choosing work—yet again—over me. I thought of that closed door that had been between us for so many years.  I thought of how happy, how eager, he seemed to have the door closed.  I thought about all the struggles with our children, where Chris was certainly there beside me yet only after being pulled from the preoccupation.  I realized the escape he took with his work. 
Most of all, I saw that he didn’t see how lost and broken I was.   In my complete imbalance, I took his rejection as a sign that he did not care for me—did not love me.  Maybe, I thought, he never had. 
He glanced at a book beside the keyboard. 
He began to type. 
I began to scream.  “I can’t take this.  I can’t take you choosing everything under the sun but me. I just can’t do this anymore.”
And off I ran, down the stairs, grabbing Speedy as I went out the door. I didn’t stay long enough to catch Chris’ reaction; I didn’t know if he got up to run after me.  In fact, I didn’t care.  For all I knew, he remained at his desk where he could see me and Speedy march through the garden and leap into the car.  I gunned the engine, shot out of the driveway and onto the twisting parkway that I somehow navigated without incident.  By the time we arrived at Brighton Beach, the night was ink-stained, starless, but still warm.  Speedy jumped excitedly from the back seat to the front to nuzzle his head under my arm.  He had no idea where he was, but he caught a pretty good salty aroma and, turning his nose from me to the passenger window, he was game for anything. 

Well, at least someone wanted to be with me, I thought, as I parked the car and he jumped out excitedly.  I pranced like Speedy did, as excited to be out and about in these roughen streets as he was. Fuck it, I said defiantly to myself: I was going to enjoy the darkness and the tangy air and the sea.  We found the boardwalk where people were leisurely promenading, some arm and arm, others in a languor solitary amble. There were skaters and skateboard acrobats all performing before the outdoor cafes where crowds enjoyed pastries and sipped glasses of brandy and tea.  

We found more people on the beach—other dogs and their owners, teenagers horsing around across the sand, lovers huddled in the deeper pockets of night by the jetty.  I unleashed Speedy and watched him gallop off; for such a large dog, he executed balletic-like leaps across the sand that made me jealous of his unbound, fearless grace.  The boney chill on the beach didn’t bother me at all so long as I could see what I wanted so clearly before me.  In a minute, though, Speedy tired of the performance and came back to circle around my feet, sniffing nervously about.  Maybe he was beginning to have his doubts about this escapade—so different at this time of night from the usual stretch on the floor before the television or the end of the bed, waiting for the house to darken.  

I ignored him and walked further down the beach.  Dutifully, he treaded after me, brushing against me, his massive head swiveling left to right, Terminator-like, scanning the horizon for targets.   But no one was going where we were.  No one stood so close to the water the white foam frilling about my sneakers. I stopped for a second to gather in the sound of the waves, the coldness, the open-ended blankness before me. Then I took a firm step forward.  Possibly my brake system was clogged with wine, but I kept rolling slowly onward without a thought in my head except relief.  The water on my hot skin felt so luxurious, bracing even as one by one the sparks inside were finally snuffed out.  I took a few more tentative steps, feeling the bumps of shells and stones under the soles of my submerged sneakers, and the welcoming lure of the current’s exquisite push and pull around my legs.  The cold and the wet swirling around my waist were liberating. The rush of adrenaline I felt in the water was the first alive sensation I had felt in weeks—months.  This ocean did not have the fearful roar I was used to from the Jersey shore.  It was more forgiving, more beguiling, promising in its way a fine baptismal freedom.   In this cold gentle ocean, I was carried by a vision of a newborn scrunching into her godparent’s arms as the holy water ran down her forehead.  Only a moment of discomfort: a short cry and that would be it—a leap into eternal salvation.

“Yo,” someone screamed behind me.  A bark underscored the voice. Then two barks and another shout.

“Yo! Hey!” This time the voice and barks rose sharper, more insistent. 

I turned around—a fatal mistake—to see Speedy pacing in the water behind me. Back and forth he marched, each time a little closer, the waves breaking against his chest.

“Your dog, lady,” a teenage boy shouted.  Speedy jumped up and down, in and out of the icy waves, wagging his tail.  His rising barks called out: Stupid girl, stupid girl.
Salvation dissipated: I couldn’t take him with me.  I waded back towards Speedy who leaped up on me, wet paws embracing my shoulders, droplets running down my shivering back.  We stood there swaying for a moment on the wet sand, the strangest dance partners in Brighton Beach that night.   I rubbed his head, nuzzled against his neck, my sober tears trickling into his soft damp fur.

“Come on,” I said and pushed him down.  “Let’s go home.”
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“What does it feel like?” Chris once asked.

I shook my head.  There were no words to describe what was crippling me.

“It’s going to be okay,” he promised.

I shrugged my shoulders.  I wasn’t so sure. I was at the point where I didn’t know if I even cared.

“I love you,” he said.


It broke my heart that I was unable to say back to him anything close to “I love you.”   Still, I let him hold me tight against him, but I could not feel a thing.

