ABSTRACT

GALA, CHRISTA ANNE. The Ally Girls: A Portrait of Gntemporary Women. (Under the
direction of Dr. Elaine N. Orr.)
This thesis, a work of creative nonfiction, exploi@s subjects. One subject is an enduring
friendship among four women that begins in childhood amtirages into adulthood,
examining the changes these relationships undergo asthen create their own families
and allegiances and loyalties change. Comments arasongi that were once easily
accepted in childhood are taboo as these relationstogsgss. This group of women, The
Ally Girls, navigates the changes and realizes eachamas ultimately on her own journey.
The second subject is the protagonist, myself, asnhécof age’ in the seven-year
time span the piece covers, which culminates in mythiities. During that time, | struggle
to understand the end of my parents’ marriage, my owessh& compulsive tendencies,
depression, pregnancy, childbirth and a chronic healgndgs. Traditionally, young
women come of age in their late teens to early tiwe@nd many literary works document
the experience. However, as a greater number of wattemnd college, pursue careers and
marry and have children later in life, many contempovweomen are not truly dealing with
the full spectrum of conventional adult issues until matér| This thesis is an amalgam of
the issues contemporary women face while underscorngpté female friendship plays in

the discovery of self.
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DEDICATION
This body of work is dedicated to the two remaining Aiyls who have helped me to
weave a story around friendships conceived in middle $¢habare well-fed and ebullient
still today. As Ralph Waldo Emerson said, “A friend masll be reckoned the masterpiece
of nature.” It is truly a gift to be rich in authenfieendship, which does not allow one-
upmanship, fake smiling or answers that in any way releef'm fine.” Disclosure, tears,
cackles, anger, resentment and joy are what is wantedrefact, required. It takes a brave
soul to open herself so fully, but the rewards are great.

And to the Ally Girl we lost: We're here for you ays.
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The Ally Girls:
A Portrait of Contemporary Women

A friend may well be reckoned the masterpiece of Nature.
Ralph Waldo Emerson



Prologue

October 1987

I'd just gotten my driver’s license, but | wasn't drivititat night. Had | been, my
cowardice would have been exposed pretty quickly. Instead imthe bathroom and
stumbled out upon the chaos in the parking lot.

“Lainey! Get in the car, get in the car,” Tara gdll running toward me and
pushing me hastily toward the car and into the back Seatthrew herself in behind me
and Courtney slammed the door. Parker McBraer and Suzseisgear, two other girls
from our high school, were enraged at our getaway, kickieglbors of Britt’s car as we
sped from the McDonald’s, the congregation spot for highslers.

Of the four of us, Courtney and | had been friendsahgdst. | still have a
picture of her at my birthday party in first grade, butdign’t really become good
friends until we were twelve. Tara moved into the neighood that summer and we
formed the perfect trifecta. Britt came much latehigh school, brought in by Tara.

“What happened?” | asked shakily.

“Where the hell were you?” Courtney yelled. “We altraad to leave you. Jesus,
| can’'t believe that just happened.”

Britt seethed. “That stupid bitch. Both of those girlsstjalike. What is her deal?
Saying I'm staring at her boyfriend in school? She&adting. And so what if | was; it's
not like he’s her property. Thank you for sticking up for, @eurtney. Are you okay?”

Courtney was trembling slightly. “I think so. My scélprts. They were pulling

my hair, and | think Parker hit me.”



‘I don’t understand,” | said. “Why were they hitting yibthey were mad at
Britt?”

“Parker was yelling at Britt about the guy, and | yss$ staring at Suzanne,”
Courtney explained. “Then Suzanne said, ‘What are loadifigAnd | said, ‘I guess I'm
looking at you.” And then she said, ‘Do you want to ssarnething? And | said, ‘I think
you should just leave my friend alone,” and then thef pounced on me.”

Tara piped up: “I was trying to get in between them ahd tangs down...”

“Well that wasn’'t working,” Britt interrupted, “so | jusvent and got the car and
somehow Courtney got away and then we couldn’tyfimd”

“I'm sorry,” | managed weakily.

This was big scary news in my world. Parker and Suzesene seniors, known
for having a mean streak and a reputation for fightingyTtever went anywhere
without each other. Quite frankly, they scared me.

Britt and Tara were juniors, and Courtney and | sophosaddet somehow we’d
gotten away. They each played a part in the escape Wwielarly blew it.

Maybe God hid me in the bathroom because he knowa big chicken. I'm a
good friend, but not a very brave one. Courtney and &mitthe sort who have your back
no matter what because they don’t care one bit whairee thinks. Tara’s the mediator;
she’s good at calming people down and looking at all siddsrgfs. | like talking, trying
to make people feel better with jokes and complimentslif&gkills wouldn’t have
worked well with Parker and Suzanne.

| reached in the front seat to touch Courtney’s shoulde



“Girl, I hope you're okay,” | said, half whispering ssnGara and Britt were
talking. “I'm sorry | wasn't there.”

“It's okay,” Courtney said, leaning back with a sigh.



Stress and Distress

April 2005

“Lainey, we’re on our way to Rex Hospital, and Taranted me to call you. She’s too
sick to talk.” It's Tara’s mother, Roberta.

“What's wrong? Why are you going to the hospital? Whet'ong?” | ask, like a
parrot.

Most young women spend years trymgf to get pregnant, thinking when they
finally go off the pill, it will be easy have a chiliihat had not been true for Tara, who
for three years had been trying to have a baby withhbsband Dean.

To get to the root of her infertility, Tara scheduldd@aroscopy, which she had
explained was a minimally invasive procedure that usesreera to look at the ovaries,
fallopian tubes and uterus. The camera, she said, was abbig around as a fountain
pen and twice as long. “In other words, not a big ddalra concluded one night the
week before.

| was doubtful. In my personal experience doctors gegdikadl cutting and
exploring, while nearly always underestimating recoveng.

“If they tell you two weeks recovery, multiply that faye,” | told Tara.

But she brushed me off.

During her laparoscopy, the doctors found a large fibroidama’s ovary and
removed it. Roberta, who was something like a winekargnJune Cleaver, flew in from
Nashville to take care of Tara. Last | knew, hersioti had gotten infected and the
doctor had prescribed antibiotics.

“Roberta?” | ask again. | could tell she was distracted.
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“Okay, Lainey, I'm here. The antibiotics weren’t worg. Her fever never went
away, so | called the doctor back this morning, anddnatted her. We’re on our way
now.”

“I'll meet you over there, Roberta.”

| called Courtney and left her a voicemail and, thémhe last minute, | left a
message for Britt too. By the time | got there, Twes in surgery. | felt | might get sick
and swallowed in an effort to push my stomach back wihéedonged.

“l don’t understand. Why is she in surgery again?” | agkederta in the waiting
room.

“The skin is so badly infected they're going to haveubit out. It's called
Mersa,” Roberta said, brushing back a piece of her danmgykcolored hair. Mersa? My
mind was whirring. It made me want to wash my handme®imes my compulsive need
to have a handle on things serves well. Later, | gaotfkersa and staph” and learned
Tara had an antibiotic-resistant strain of a stafatiion called MRSA, pronounced
Mersa,which is difficult to treat and is most commonly caughhospitals and surgical
centers.

“I've called Don. He’s driving in right now,” Robertaid, looking like she
wanted a cigarette.

Don is Tara’s father—a short but powerfully-built mbafelt a little better to
know he was on his way. Roberta agreed to call me@sa&s Tara was out of surgery.
“There’s nothing you can do,” she said. “Go on hometakd care of your little one.”

That night Roberta called with news that Tara wasgl@irly well, although the
large incision was bothering her and she still hadverféelhe next day | parked in the
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deck and made my way again to the seventh floor, rushsighmafolks who seemed to
be waiting permanently in the lobby. Weren't theyehgesterday? Taped to Tara’s door
was a sign: “Caution: intravenous antibiotics in use.cNildren allowed.”

| slowly pushed open the door. Three doctors and Roserta around Tara’s
bed.

“Hi,” | whispered. They looked at me and continued talkiigoked at one of the
doctor’s nametags; my eyes skimmed over his name aeldam infectious diseases
specialist” He was taking the bandage off of Tara’s stomach.viéi®eso sedated her
eyes look like coin slots.

I've heard stories of people fainting or retching &t slyht of blood, but I never
thought it true. Seeing Tara’s wound, however, at leagrsinches across her abdomen,
crossing right through her belly button, | turned my hdedy away and sucked in my
breath. Her original surgery incision had been justifariéh around the bellybutton to
allow for the camera.

“I'll be back,” I whispered and slipped quietly out of tlm®m.

Although my original intention was to give Tara’s mateeme privacy with the
doctors, | found myself by the elevators quietly fallqEart.She looked so...sickstood
looking out the window, wiping away tears, as the elegatang their arrival and people
filed in and out.

When | went back, Roberta was waiting outside the dodiata’s room.

“What’s going on?” | whispered.

“Lainey, she’s going to have to go back into surgery.”

“But she just came out!”



“It's the staph infection. It's still spreading. Thegn't get it under control.”

“Why not? What about antibiotics?”

“They've got her on so many antibiotics, even darawenous line that runs right
by her heart. They're taking her back to take out amdtitee inches.”

“Another three inches!” | said, nearly wringing mynda. “She’s not going to
have any skin left.”

“Go in and talk to her; she’s really upset,” Robeg.s‘I’ll leave you two alone;
| need a bathroom break anyway.”

| took a deep breathwill not cry in front of Tara] told myself If she’s scared,
then | will be her comfort. She has been mine so many times lgfashed open the
door and put a smile on my face.

“Well, there you are! | checked the hotel gift shoptfiknowing how you love to
shop, but here you are just lying around.”

Tara looked at me and licked her lips. | sat down ofoélaeand held her hand.
Her face was red and swollen, her hair matted wittaswe

“They’re taking me for more surgery,” she said, her mdrgmbling.

“I know,” | said, fighting my own tremble. “It's goingptbe okay. They're good
surgeons. You're in the best place you can be.”

“This may be it, Lainey. They're trying everythingdit's not working.”

“Tara, don't say that!” | said, not successful any enatr holding back the tears.
“This will work. | know you're scared. | would be too. Bydu can do this. You can do
this again.”

“Promise me it’'s going to be okay,” Tara said.
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Don’t make promises you can’t keepy brain chided.

“| promise. You're going to okay, but you've got to do yourtgga help them
make you well.”

Tears slid down Tara’s cheek, and | put my arms aroundewdrand shoulders,
careful not to disturb her intravenous line. The doonedeand Roberta came in with
Tara’s husband, Dean, and two attendants. They busiede¢hes moving poles and
wires and monitors and began wheeling Tara’s bed otmeafdom. They were taking her
to surgery right then. | grabbed Tara’s hand and Dean gulaible other.

“I love you, girl. I'm praying for you.”

“Thank you,” she whispered.

Once she was a safe distance, my tears came fastegrta and | cried together
for a while and she excused herself to take a call Dom rubbing her eyes as she gave
him the latest news. | settled into a hard bucket ahaire waiting room, thRosie
O’Donnell show blaring. | might as well stay. Roberta wasrgleaxhausted. At least
Tyler, my two-year-old son, was in day care and, alfmol had work to do, | couldn’t
imagine being able to concentrate on it under the cstamses. | tried calling Courtney,
but got voicemail again. | thought of calling Britt ageo, but found I didn’t really want
to.

| sighed. How had things between the four of us changediskly? In high
school, we were such a force of solidarity and thiéntrue, we went our separate ways
after college. But it seemed so serendipitous that vemdéd up living back in North
Carolina and picked up right where we’d left off. | usedotcejthat in fifty years we’d all
be bitching at each other on the drive over to Bisgopping on the way to eat at Golden
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Corral. At the very least, | thought we’d continue aadition of seeing each other—sans
husbands and kids—weekly. But it wasn’t working out that waaflaSix years before, |
had been the one who’d brushed off the girls, but onimemarily. Now Britt seemed

lost to us and | didn’t think we’d ever get her back. Baenf Britt had been eager for
the get-togethers. In fact, we had the first “Ally” etiag at her house. | smiled, thinking

of how Ally had gotten started. It was Tara who hadight us together again.
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Six years earlier
The Road Home

January 1999

What a crummy picture. It was humiliating enough to fael N.C. Driver’s License
test—one of the milestones of my move back home—nbutthat had finally passed it,
| would carry this picture around for the next sevens/eline expiration date under the
mug shot: October 25, 2006. | would be thirty-five then.theowords, old. | held it up
to the light, its hologram winking at me in the sunitmy honey-rinsed hair is pressed
flat against the sides of my head, a goofy smile sitsp face, and one eye is open
wider than the other, as always. It didn't matterakvimome—finally—and had been for
about six weeks. Only a few months ago in Tallahasgesge 27, I'd told my husband
Jack that if something didn’t happen soon to get us baclk hiowas going to drink
myself to death.

I hadn’'t meant to rely on alcohol, really, but I’'m anxious person. It's a wonder
| ever made the decision to leave North Carolina aftéege. It took me a year of
pondering. In 1995, | decided to go and live with my long-tioyriend, Jack, who had
transferred to Cincinnati with a corporate job. Weensoth excited, and | was nervous. |
didn't want to leave, but everyone seemed to be movingith life except me.
Courtney, in all her blonde glory, had gotten an offgintrout of college to work in sales
with Kodak, Tara had started real estate school, attdrd a job with IBM in Raleigh.
| had landed a job in Raleigh at an advertising agenaynaadia buyer, a job | hated so
much | planned for months the day | would leave.
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To Cincinnati | took a BA in Journalism from UNC-Qieh Hill and an old Eagle
Premier that | financed for $6,000. My father drove with towing a U-Haul loaded
with secondhand furniture while | followed, crying untéweached the state line. It was
ridiculous, but | couldn’t stop. | would miss my mother thest.

“It's so sad,” | said to her the morning of my departa®she stood, still in her
bathrobe, in the driveway of my childhood home, seemqgff.

“It's not sad,” she said, tears in her eyes toowtuld be sad if you could never
leave, never grow up. This is how things are supposed t.‘wo

| had two large fears about moving away from homeirgamy friends and my
parents and staying at home alone in Cincinnati.dijof, Jack traveled four nights a
week—out on Monday morning, home Friday evening. Theeetitire | worked at the ad
agency, | gave myself pep talks enriched with my owndadretermination: “You can
do this. You can move away even if it kills you.” Andet@ years later, | had thought
maybe it was killing me.

| had to call on those pep talks often because as beavean be sometimes (like
the time | jumped passionately into a fight to defend Jacich to his dismay, or
applying to UNC-Chapel Hill even when my advisor discoudage), deep down I'm a
big old chicken-weenie, afraid of lots of little thingsannot say where this comes from,
exactly, but only that | was the kind of child who didike haunted houses or scary
movies. When | was about six, my mother warned meaia candy from strangers, and
for years | was convinced a strange man would be lurkingails near my house waiting
for me, perhaps even following me on my bike. Tryingeare me didn’t take much
effort, and my sensitivity transferred easily intanigeafraid to stay alone at night.
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One time in middle school, | was baby-sitting and matithat the mother had a
list of sitters stuck on the fridge. Next to my nantes kad written “Timid after dark.”
How did she know that? | brought it up to Courtney, whagsrgot more babysitting
jobs than I. “Well, you are,” she clipped.

| was.

Another time, when | was about thirteen and homeealboalled my older
brother to drive over and search the house for amdatrbecause | was afraid someone
had gotten in while | was out. | remember he evenkdwn the dryer to make me feel
better. I loved him for that, and would have been cri$iael he refused.

The fear continued into high school. When my parents weeour beach house
for the weekend, | would beg one of my girlfriends to sgéedight. Even in college,
when my roommate slept at her boyfriend’s, | stayedkawntil three or four in the
morning, often getting out of bed to peer through the bliftle later it got, the safer |
felt. By four or five a.m., | figured the paper was baiativered, and | would finally
drift off to sleep. It's a strange thing, this fear, bamething Courtney, Tara and Britt
accepted. We all had weaknesses.

Still, I have to take issue with that mommy’s assesdgrof me as “timid after
dark.” Scared of the dark? Certainly. Definitely. Butidith’'m not a timid person. I'm
non-confrontational, sometimes a little insecureriveg on the side of conservative when
it comes to dressing or tattoos and piercings, but tiraith hot. | talk too much and ask
too many questions, laugh too loud, and have no qualmsnghagt the person next to

me in the cereal aisle at the supermarket. I've startieusiness on my own and applied
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to graduate school in the hopes of mingling with sont@efjreat writers and scholars in
the state.

And yet, “timid after dark,” was my moniker among theghéiorhood moms and
probably stunted my ambition as a babysitter. | readmntdy that night-time anxiety such
as mine can be a manifestation of obsessive compuwsoerder or OCD, which is
actually the fourth most common neuropsychiatric ifneshe country. | know this,
because in my obsessive compulsive way, | trackedntfioisnation down after seeing an
article on night-time anxiety that made me sit up amkttthat's me.”

| did move to Cincinnati to be with Jack and, six nhsrater, he was transferred
again—this time to Tallahassee, Florida. We had gotigaged, but still weren't
married. The additional move and job change for me elated the night-time anxiety |
had feared. | missed my friends terribly as well addhaliar landscape of home. And
Jack wasn’t home the majority of the time due to aigel schedule.

Desperate to turn off my brain, | developed a coping nmestmeto sleep:
drinking from six to nine beers a night. After thatl trash into bed, usually after
throwing up, and | would be asleep for the night. Somehbeld interesting jobs,
working either at newspapers or in public relations, bodgoends were hard to make. |
had lots of acquaintances, but few real friends and lil@n€ourtney, Tara or Britt. Jack
and | had gotten engaged in Cincinnati and started planningiedding once we moved.
It felt to me like finding a missing shoe I'd been loakior forever. | felt sturdier, more
balanced, with him. But the novelty of playing house Wwadn off. As much as | loved

him, 1 missed my old life.
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In 1997, we traveled to Raleigh for our wedding: a predictablghern one with
white dress, wedding party, preacher, harpist, unity camtlescriptures. We drank,
danced, and ate coconut shrimp and mini-quiches, thoughamgt ift's true you don't
eat at your own wedding.

After honeymooning in Jamaica, however, it was bacdtiur regular lives. Jack
went back to work, as did I, only with nothing to lookward to or to plan. In
Tallahassee, my closest friend lived across thetstirebshe was, to put it mildly, my
drinking buddy. Angel made me look like a fundamentalist tattotWe often slammed
beers and smoked cigarettes together in the sticky hda &lorida Panhandle. After a
few years of this, one morning in May, | told Jaclatho get out. As if God was
listening, by October, Jack got an offer to be transteto Charlotte.

“It's got to be Raleigh,” | said.

“Come on, Charlotte is just as good.”

“If they can do Charlotte, they can do Raleigh,” Iged. | wanted to go home.

In January 1999, we packed up and headed to North Carolina andvaur
home—me with the worst hangover I'd ever had—and a headdpawuten-hour drive.
Angel had insisted we drink together as a last hurratin§lmy new driver’s license

into my wallet | thought, “I'll never make that drivgain.”
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Ally McBeal
March 1999

Shortly after | moved back, Courtney did too. Tara haleitt She was a full-
fledged Realtor who made more money than any of us. tRain was back home,
married and all, one would think | would’ve been keen oatimg the girls once a week
without husbands or boyfriends, which was Tara’s idea.

“I think we need to have ahlly McBealnight, where we get together once a
week, eat dinner, watch the show, and talk,” she urged.

“That is the dumbest show,” | said. “We might as wetchBuffy the Vampire
Slayer”

“What's wrong with Buffy? | love that show,” said Bri“I’'m for it. We can do it
at my place first.”

“Okay,” Courtney chimed in. She was temporarily livindher mother’s
basement with her husband while he finished schood €&h do it here the next week.”

“l can't believe you guys are going to watch that sfidwaid, rolling my eyes.

“You don’t have to come, girlfriend, it's up to you,” g@diara.

Damn right, it's up to me, | thought. And | didn’t go, tlfiedt time. | sat on my
back deck and read and drank a beer and smoked cigarettes my habit. My husband
still had his travel job. Why wasn'’t | taking advantajen invitation to hang out with
my old friends? Maybe | was used to being alone. Old$adren the ones you want to
lose, sometimes die hard.

The next week | went. If you're a television snab)] am, you're probably not
familiar with Ally McBeal Fox broadcast the comedy-drama from 1997 to 2002, and
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Calista Flockhart played Ally, a young attorney workingdaston for Cage, Fish and
Associates.

Much to my dismay, | actually began to like the shomatdeast to follow it.
Others did tooAlly McBealbasked in the limelight of popular culture and the show’s
popularity became controversial. Feminists thoughidlheMcBealcharacter was
degrading to women because of her flakiness and lack dkiegaledge. In fact, Calista
Flockheart as Ally McBeal was on the coverTahemagazine in 1998 juxtaposed with
the images of Betty Freidan, Susan B. Anthony and &®Bteinem.

Ally was both dumb and smart at the same time, ik aflpeople. A successful
attorney, she pined over unavailable men or went aiitlegers. She was often left
speechless when an injustice rained down upon her, thiokithe perfect thing to say
after it was too late.

An ardent feminist Ally was not, but we identified witkr. The plots drew us all
in. We wondered if Ally would ever marry her childhoo#dgBilly, who was already
married to Georgia. Of course they all worked at theedam firm. We identified with
the dancing baby Ally often saw in her mind (a fewagfalready feeling the tick-tock of
our biological clocks). And Elaine, how could you not I&laine, the sexpot secretary
who schemed and flirted but had a heart of gold?

Tara liked to say that Britt reminded her of Ally, whnicthought was absurd.
First, because it always bothers me when people makparsons between their own
lives and television dramas and, second, because pad whnted Tara to think my life

resembled something on television, not Britt’s. |dikeritt, of course, but there had
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never been any love lost between us, and | didn't Wwanto have the glory. The
jealousies of girlhood friendships don’t necessarily dié girlhood.

“Get inside, ya’ll smokestacks!! It’s starting,” yell&aditt, her dark brown hair
draped around one shoulder like a silky wrap. Tara and | thereccasional smokers in
the group, claiming we only did it on Ally nights. For nieis was a huge improvement.

“Damn, it’s cold. | hate winter,” shivered Tara as walked back in from
Courtney’s concrete mini-stoop, plopping down on the s@fdged into her mother’s
basement.

On the screen, Georgia was giving Ally a superior glascehe slid her arm
around husband Billy and they left the office for thghti It was Ally’s birthday, and she
contemplated the quality of her life, or lack thereof] wondered what the next year
would bring.

An hour later, | was glad to see the credits rollingabee | had more | wanted to
talk about. Before and after the show, we all talked pbgeAlly started, Britt,
especially, would shush you if you tried to continue.

“Okay, so, what | was trying to say before,” | began.

“Wait a minute,” said Courtney. “I need more wine.”

| sighed, waiting patiently until everyone was setttéfdny parents are going to
get divorced, what does that say about me, about myaga#i

“Their divorce doesn’t say anything about your marria¢gu’re grown,”

Courtney pointed out.
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“But now | come from a broken home. You know how peapeys predict the
success of marriages by looking at the marriages diritie’s and groom’s parents.
What does their divorce say about me?”

My parents’ divorce was eating my soul. After neaolyrfyears of being away
from home, | had so looked forward to coming back andgbeith the family. But after
forty-seven years, my parents were calling it quitstardoreak-up was fierce. | was
their youngest child and, at twenty-eight, | was takirgyldt harder than my other
siblings.

My maternal grandmother’s death was the catalyst. Mther had inherited
some farmland, and my father wanted to sell it andhesetbney to start a business or
maybe just to spend. That part was never clear. Imihid, he deserved it for supporting
my mother and the family for so many years. But démel lIhad been inherited jointly by
my mother’s sister. To liquidate the asset, both mah#l to agree to sell, and my aunt
didn’t want to, nor did my mother. It was the beginnifighe end. My mother’s
inheritance turned my father into someone I'd never me

Their breakup consumed me; if | could just find the rightdspthe whole family
could get back to normal. This was my mission, and ltinael for it since | hadn’t started
a job. It was an obsessive responsibility.

Three pairs of eyes looked at me, rapt and sympatbeticlike me, unable to
think of the right words. | was on the verge of crying—kaga

“ just can't believe this is happening. There’s noghlieft. It's like | imagined the
whole world | grew up in—the whole big family with four kjdke Williams clan. The
relationship | thought my mother and father had wasmgseuine; my mother never
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stood up for herself or claimed her place for more foey years. And now that she’s
finally doing it, my father is just going to discard her, and asabse she won’'t do what
he wants,” | felt myself gasping for air. “She talkae all the time about it, but | can’'t
take it; it's too hard to hear all of these things.”

“I know how hard it is to have a parent alone. Lookngtmom. | worry about her
all the time since my dad died,” Courtney said, her gyegolor of stagnant water
tonight, matching her grey wool sweater.

“It's not the same thing! Your datled Britt, your momdied Neither of them
deserted the other. Sometimes, | think this wholegthiould be easier if my dad were
dead!” Tears clouded my vision.

“You don’'t mean that,” someone whispered.

“Yes, | do. | swear it. Then his leaving wouldn’t edhoice. There wouldn’t be
all this hurt, these feelings of betrayal. Why cén@tjust be a better man?”

“He is what he is,” said Tara. “That’s the way halways been. It's the way he'll
always be. He’s never been one to apologize and bemyoining from anyone. You
want him to be something he’s not, Lainey.”

| sighed, spent. These discussions had been going orl smoxed back two
months earlier. | put on my coat and gloves, giving hugg@lnd. | knew the girls were
tired of hearing about the divorce. | was tired of d@,tbut | couldn’t stop. My brain
chewed on the thoughts constantly, like a worn-out pégeim. | had a strong suspicion
these thoughts were replacing my obsessive night-timetgnThe anxiety was still

there, the source different.
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Lately, the thing that haunted me was that | had nandicanymore. In Florida,
I'd wanted to come “home,” and now that | was herergtwas nothing left. The house I
grew up in had been sold. My mother lived in a new haugejad in an apartment. Even
family gatherings were different. My dad refused to cdmg/imom was there, and my
older brothers and sister and | struggled to steer theecgation down neutral paths.
Four of my five nieces were still rather young, and'ttknow what their parents
explained to them, but | said nothing. No one ever engidbwhy Paw-Paw was missing
and the girls never asked me. I'm sure they knew. Kida éwesmarter than we think.

At home, | took advantage of my new Internet cononectiyping “The elderly
and divorce,” and found a ton of information on older peeyio have to get divorced in
order to qualify for long-term care. | found pages of imfation on how to have a “good”
divorce and studies following children over a twenty-ygenod to see how they had
fared. But that wasn't me. | needed to find something/loynpeople my parents’ age
divorced. If | found an explanation, maybe | could fincbltson.

The AARP came through with this: “Increasingly, med aomen...who have
spent decades with the same mate, are willing to foriital security if their union has
been an unhappy one. Experts say the number of peoplg doaljterm marriages after
age 50 is steadily increasing.”

An article called “The Divorce Dilemma” on the Unigéy of Texas website,
made my heart beat a little faster: “Divorce seeanriset the most traumatic on those
children whose parents were not in a high-conflictriage. The divorce catches them

totally by surprise.”
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True, my brothers and sister had been somewhat sufpusenot completely
shocked, as | had been. | remarked to my sister one piglet than me by ten years yet
closer in age than my two brothers, “If you had askedemegrears ago if mom and dad
would ever divorce, I'd have said you were crazy. No Way.

“Not me,” she had shrugged. Maybe it's that she hage¢ars on me and could
understand how my father’'s my-way-or-the-highway attitcoi@ld have simply worn my
mother out. My father wore on me too. As a childcerhember frequently tiptoeing
around sensitive issues in an effort to pacify him,weadvere always full of praise at his
ideas or just in his presence. But we got to move awdyr®y mother did not. At least
not until now.

| crawled into bed. Jack was already asleep and haddregnvhile. Would our
marriage work? We were so different. We didn’t shareharpies; he lived for cycling
and | loved reading. | woke early on a Saturday to go it sales, and he hadn’t been
shopping in a decade. Still, we were both driven. We bathpassion, or maybe it was
ambition. And we talked easily about lots of thingsludimg how the world worked and
how we felt about it, although we completely and totdihagreed on politics. Still, we
would be okay. Wouldn't we?

| closed my eyes and forced some deep breaths. Inrée, thush out for five. |
didn’t have the family I grew up with and everything hadrded, but | did have the Ally
girls, and Jack, and they were all witnesses to my pasty were “home” too, weren’t
they? It's not true that | was left with nothingcduldn’t turn the thoughts off. Where
was my mantra? It had to be here somewhere.

Peace, calm, comfortable. Peace, calm, comfortable
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There it was. Those are the three soothing wordshibden more than three years
ago to help me sleep. That and the booze. If one didik vihe other usually would. I'd

always thought it was good to have a backup plan.
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Road Trip
August 1999

| thought about how much we had grown up. Tara’s whitel@a@TS was
plush. Creme leather seats enveloped me, and | fiddledheittlimate control in the
backseat. We were heading to Emerald Isle for whatilveadled a girl's weekend,
though we considered ourselves mature. In the old daysgdat to be Britt who drove,
Tara riding shotgun, and Courtney and | were in the baata &nd Britt had switched
positions, but the rest was the same, except we hadjah for two of us, mortgages.
Tara’s upcoming marriage would bring our married numberisreet

“So, anyway, do you think it should be Hansen & Blackl®eor Black &
Hansen?” asked Tara, who was thinking of launching herreal estate company with a
fellow realtor and friend named Sarah Hansen. “Blac&Uld be Tara’s new last name
when she married next month.

“What does Sarah think?”

“I haven't asked her yet. We're still in the plannstgges.”

“I think you should marry Dean first and then decideoifitynew last name should
come first or second,” | said, laughing. The last fewths | had been immersed in
helping plan the wedding. Since | was still looking for kydrrode around with Tara
looking at china patterns (fine, casual or both?), céatsercream or whipped?), and

flowers (hand-tied or cascading?). We would all be intbdding as attendants.
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Britt had changed since | had moved back or maybe | keasrie who’d changed.
It was hard to tell. We’d already had quite a #&lly nights and she hardly said a word. It
drove me crazy.

“Why does she even come?” | asked Tara once wheinvigr#in't with us. “She
acts like she doesn’t want to be here.” Tara had @ik had a hard time when you guys
were gone. Just give her time.”

“God, Tara. You're such a pushover,” Courtney had chidedrtGey was always
on the opposite side of any argument. She had “devil'scadgbdown pat. “My dad
died. Lainey’s parents are divorcing. Your dad had canceiveMall had problems.”

Tara had just rolled her eyes. Britt was Tara’s petegtoj

It's true Britt’s mother had died a few years earlied a boy she professed to be
her true love, although they never dated, had beenrshdiunting accident. But it was
hard to come t&\lly every week and watch her sit there tapping her foostarthg at the
television, while the rest of us tried in earnesgébd to know each other again. | thought
her cold and impersonal. All she talked about was dietidgsae didn't need to lose
weight.

Britt had been a lot of fun in high school, always langtand partying, but she
was not the kind of person | would have been friends Wfith just met her. Maybe |
envied her, but she seemed artificial, with fake raail$ enhanced breasts, and big tall
shoes that she somehow managed to walk in withoutgkillerself.

| looked over at Tara. She was still considering bengany’s name. | wondered
how she would make it. She’s often late and thoroughtyrgiized, but the minute she
walks into a room, her energy disperses through it andtthesphere gets fizzy, her high
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laugh floating, while she hugs all around, plump hands patting lyack on her way to
put her bottle of wine in the fridge. She had the pelggar being a real estate broker,
but not the promptness. So far, however, her clieaddsiot minded; referrals came easily
at the nationally known realty company where she webikerently. Unlike Britt, Tara
really did have a weight problem. | wondered if prospedatiemts would be put off by it.
Her father and her fiancé were always giving her gBat. she had been overweight for
so long, the rest of us had forgotten about it.

Then there was Courtney, sitting next to me putting &nesh coat of lipstick
with the aid of a compact mirror. Since I've known,ghe’s always had a mirror close
by. In junior high, she kept a mirror as thin as a ¢trealid, with its own case, in the back
pocket of her Jordache jeans. Aside from that, shes-keeled and damn near normal,
although she certainly had the toughest childhood of anyersfather was an alcoholic
who quit working before she was ten, leaving Courtnegsto foot the bill for all the
household expenses. Her parents fought a lot and her dadpehone calls. He drank
vodka at the kitchen table all day long, spending mosisdfrhe entering contests and
sweepstakes. He wasn’'t a mean drunk, however. Growingliked lhim because he was
always there, unlike my dad, and he bought boxes of &&iks Rolls and made dinner
each night for Courtney and her mother. He always hadat, a starch and a vegetable. |
thought that was very nice and said as much. “You don# ha live with him,”
Courtney would remind me.

Courtney worked all through high school and graduated eiglattrriclass. She
was accepted at UNC-Chapel Hill and paid her way mostlyredit cards, working as a
waitress and fundraiser for the alumni association ychparent and buy groceries. Her
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mother gave her hair bows and belts for Christmaghahade me want to shake her.
Courtney had to work so hard just to pay the bills. lassihe could live without. Cash
she needed.

“Here’s the bridge,” Courtney broke into my reveridfaes car began to climb the
steep incline. The view from the Emerald Isle Bridges wargeous, green-grey water
winking at us, tidal grass waving. As we reached the ofdasie bridge, | watched the
boats underneath, wondering what their occupants werg,deio they were. They must
all have different stories—surely the hardworking shrimpesuld have a different take
on life than the good old boys down for a weekend ohaagdking mackerel in their C-
Hawks, Kencrafts and Grady Whites. The shrimpers fiielivelihood, the others for
sport. The ocean was an equalizer between the workinganeethe privileged, but on
land the privileged had the upper hand.

“God, | remember when we used to come down here indalghol,” Tara said.
“Do you remember all those nights we used to walk dowthédl rav-L-Park and hang
out with guys or even the Marines, remember that?”

“It's amazing we weren't raped or killed,” Courtney aesed. “I swear, if | ever
have a daughter and she’s anything like us, I'll kill her.”

“Come on Courtney, we weren'’t that bad.”

“Lainey, we drank, we skipped school, we smoked pot...”

“You guys smoked pot. | never did that.”

“Well, we used to take rides with guys we didn’t know andkvpddces in the

pitch dark by ourselves.”
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“Still, 1 don’t think we were that bad,” | argued. “Wd did well in school. We
didn’t do any serious drugs.”

“Just wait until you have kids,” Courtney said.

“Like you do,” | challenged.

“Actually, Todd and | have been thinking about it.”

“Are you serious? You guys are still living with your meithi

“But we won’'t be much longer. Todd is graduating in a fevekge and Tara’s
going to start showing us some houses.”

“You are?” | asked, perching myself in the middle of thekseat to peer at the
side of Tara’s face. “I swear you guys never tell mghang at all, nada.”

“I thought | told you,” Courtney said. “And we do tell yoaw.”

“No you don't. It's some old throwback habit from higthsol.”

“Girl,” Tara laughed. “You just used to be so prudish. We’chgok up with
someone and you’d wrinkle your nose and ask why we coyldn’find someone nice to
date. Like it was that easy.”

“I was not that way,” | pouted. Just like that we had etbfrom adulthood back
to adolescent banter.

“Yes, you were. You thought it was so easy to find adgguy because you found
Jack so easily—when you were like, what, sixteen?”

“You were like that, Lainey,” Britt broke in.

“Ah, she speaks!”
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“Shut up. | was just listening,” Britt smiled. “You wese into him and being in a
serious relationship that anytime anyone else did engythut be in a serious relationship,
you disapproved.”

| sighed. “Whatever. This whole thing is totally tdpic.” | was trying to bring us
back to adulthood. “Courtney, how can you think of stgréarfamily when you don’t
even have a house fixed up yet? And Todd hasn'’t got eejolbpn’t you want to, you
know, take some time to get things settled?” | was Ib@mgetting things settled. | was
still working on window treatments and furniture for nwrohouse.

“Even if | got pregnant tomorrow, I'd still have ninenths.”

“What brought this on anyway?” | asked, trying to cohe@sannoyance bred
from my own anxiety and hesitation on the subject.

“l don't know. We've been married four years. And theestday we went to see
Jenna in the hospital with her new baby,” Courtnéy, saferring to a friend she’d gone
to college with. “Todd and | left just thinking how amagihwas, to create a living
human being. We talked about it and thought, why not?”

| could think of plenty of reasons why not; in fact,shof them | had mulled over
obsessively, especially at night when | was tryingaticasleep. You could have a baby
with major health issues. The genetic possibiliti#sefoor were endless. You could
regret having the baby because it took up too much oftyoar It could hurt your
marriage, you could never go back to the way life use@1to.b

“Thank God we're finally here! My back is kiling menked a cigarette,” Tara
announced, interrupting my thoughts as she pulled into thewhy and began
stretching.
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| started gathering my bags and headed up the stairs, kagdn This beach
house, an old A-frame my family referred to as “Thal€éhy” was all that was left of my
family as it used to be.

| unlocked the door and pushed it open, breathing in the dampg beach
smell. Everything was as | remembered. Big wrap-arounéhlie kitchen, a glass bowl
full of sea-shells on the coffee table, comfy old ¢mscyou could sit on with a wet
bottom or sandy legs; it didn’t matter. The only differe was my mother didn’t come
here anymore. | have so many pictures of her stanéiigdbthe bar at the stove boiling
corn-on-the-cob or toasting bread, waiting for mydatbr brothers to bring in fish or
burgers off the grill so we could all eat.

But she was not welcome anymore, and my fathecleatted out most signs of

her a while back. In the bathroom, | sat down to peel@aned over to the pantry to grab
a roll of toilet paper. My mother’s straw beach hated to hang there, but they were

gone.

After unpacking, we went to dinner at Rucker John’s, aalasatery within
walking distance of the chalet. It’s the kind of placat tberves beer and bar food and
some surprisingly tasty specials. Afterward, | was réadyo home and sit on the deck
and drink some beer and talk. Tara and Courtney wantedtm gbar. Britt said she
could go either way.

“Put your big-girl panties on and let’s go,” Tara saidri®. “This is girls’

weekend, not geriatric, sit-around weekend. You can dathaime.”
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| sighed. Drinking beer was great, but drinking beer arll stbmach and then
dancing—not so great. My experience in bars always hae me thankful I didn’t have
to go to them anymore. | never got hit on, unlike ttreeothree and, to be honest, this
lack of public affection was a little embarrassingvétuld be nice to be flirted with
sometimedlt is hard to describe one’s own appearance, but | densiyself fairly
average—about 5-foot-4 and I-don’t-know-how-many pounds gxaatbn't like to
weigh. Even at the doctor’s office, | face away fritna scale and tell the sleeve of the
white lab coat that | don’t want to know, as if myig¥e is an ugly disease or a creditor
calling to tell me what | owe. I'm not tall and ndtost, not fat and not thin. | exercise
regularly and eat well, but I also like happy hour in gooumany and the snacks that
come with it.

The nightclub was located in a strip mall across tteesfrom the restaurant. It
had been there for many years under different namesasutbdy’s and Hunky Dory.
Tonight it was Club Millennium. Courtney walked in firSVe've got four beautiful
women here,” she was saying to the guy at the doamgtty negotiate a lower cover
charge for all of us. “We’ll be good for business. Cande a buy-one, get one free deal?
We'll pay for two of us to get in and the other two mefree.”

The bouncer, hair cut close to his homely head, poddbi® His muscled jaw
jutted out unnaturally with chewing tobacco.

“I don’t know. Not really supposed to,” he said, lookingCaturtney, his eyes
scanning her lithe frame from top to bottom.

“But you can,” she said winking, hand on her hip. “We vtail.”
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The deal was made. He stamped our hands, and | readidtiforyde “walk.”
Tara and | always kidded Courtney about the “walk.” Actuatlykidded both Britt and
Courtney. We always let one of them go first. We caglahally watch men twisting their
necks and straining in their seats as they passed—=#rigieleecause of her long hair and
dark, exotic looks and Courtney because of her brightlbless and cute, trim figure.
Tara and | picked up the rear, her cottony hair bouncmgrar her shoulders, usually
with a funky handbag or beaded sandals (“Jewelry for \emit)f | came last, decent |
hoped, in Capris and an unremarkable top, hair straighbagddown past my
shoulders. | watched people watch us.

The band, a group of five in their late twenties tdyddirties, was called Sugar
Daddy and they dispersed Sugar Daddy candy to the audience terstgpiv. The
songs were a tribute to the 70s and 80s with “Sweet Hdatm#a” and “Pour Some
Sugar on Me” thumping out of the speakers. Britt and Coustiegg good dancers, while
Tara and | just moved to the music, smiling at eachr@the making hand gestures to
communicate because the music was always too loud.

The men started moving in. A shagging-type business nigdpg with
Courtney. Britt moved to dance by herself closer tostage. A man who looked to be in
his mid-60s was shimmying toward Tara and me. | pulled &&d ko my ear.

“Here’s your boyfriend. I'm going to get a drink,” | laughe

“Don’'t!” she yelled.

| waved my fingers at the man, who quickly occupied my.spot

| settled in at our booth to watch the untended pursggbvwhen | got tired of
dancing, and drank my beer. Courtney was twisting to th@canBritt was still seducing
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the stage, apparently eyeing the lead male singer, aadvearleading the older guy to
the bar, no doubt to buy us all a round of drinks. “Whyipgayu can get them for free?”
she liked to ask, laughing. Of course, this was all in furtribate to the old days. Two
of us were married, one soon-to-be, and Britt wadatking.

| motioned to Tara, pointing at the ladies’ room, amel lsrought the drinks and
her guy to our table. On my way back, | stood for a reinuatching Courtney. She could
have fun in a mental hospital if it had a dance fl&re was careful not to get too close
to her partner, but he couldn’t take his eyes off of 8eon | felt a presence beside me.
He was a young guy, maybe 22 or 23, with bad acne and afsdigia.

“It's crowded here, isn't it?” he said.

“Sure is,” | yelled. | felt a little sorry for him. Wén | was a teenager, | could have
been the poster child for Accutane, a controversial thats supposed to cure acne,
except that | was in the small percentage of peoplattain’'t actually cure, although it
helped a lot.

“Do you want to dance?” the boy yelled, nudging me.

“Not really,” | said as his face fell.

“I'm just so tired, and my feet are kiling me,” | addédet’s go sit down.”

We joined Tara and her old man at the table. | foundmyuguy, Patrick, worked
for his dad at the marina, lived at home, and re&idliflying model airplanes.

“How interesting,” | said, which made Tara smile otlex old guy’'s head. “How
interesting” was my favorite public response. A polgsponse, underneath it could mean

anything, that a subject was bizarre, disgusting, wellajdus or, well, interesting.
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Finally, the bartender shouted “Last Call” and soawais time to go. Courtney’s
guy wanted to drive us home, but | shot her a threatdmirkg Britt had to be coerced
into leaving Warren, the lead singer of Sugar Daddy, wéloerd been kissing since his
last set. Agitated by our interruptions, once in the Batt let me have it.

“You are one nerd magnet, Lainey. | swear to God, wiewalked in there, |
pointed out that guy and told Tara, “You watch, Lainey llitalking to him in an hour.
And you were! You do it every single time.” Tara and Coeytstarted chuckling.

“I know! | was totally cracking up when you brought hinthe table,” Tara said.

“You guys, he was really nice,” | said seriously. “H&me was Patrick and he
asked me to dance. | didn't want to, but | felt bad altosd e started talking.”

“Of course you felt bad about it,” Britt said. “You alygado. You are the biggest
wimp. Why didn’t you just say no and walk away. People @d the time.”

“Because she’s Lainey,” Tara said, laughing.

| didn’t mind so much being teased about being a nerd mdgmets a safe
subject that didn’t bother me. We all had those subj¥¢esteased Tara about her
shopping, Britt about her attitude, and Courtney about libéndevil's advocate. We
were careful not to preach on sensitive subjectswibat likely to stand the hair on end:
my drinking, Courtney’s husband Todd (a Yankee transplantdidrot mince words),
and Tara’s weight. And Britt, well, she kept so mangdhiunder wraps we didn’t tease
her much at all.

That night I lay in my bunk and thought about us “girls.& Were lucky to have

found each other again. My sister thought so. My matiher But did the girls think it?
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Did they think they were lucky to have me? I'd been auithclose friends for so long, |

was getting a little superstitious. What if our foursonumndilast?
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The Agents of Bonding

September 2000

Ally McBealwas getting weirder; there was no doubt about it. Adyigdhood love Billy
walks around the law office with a posse of leggy modiedsgsing a lot like Robert
Palmer in a music video. And Ally herself is alwaysniag to her office and slamming
the door when she can't think of anything to say. Amtietimes, when Ally frowns, her
nose whistles. My compadres thought these eccentrigigsialiere endearing, so | didn't
complain.

As | lit a cigarette, inhaling that first deep puff tiadivers a slight shiver of
relaxation, | realized that the weirder Ally got, theirder we were getting—or maybe it
was that we were getting closer and more confessibcalldn't tell.

“You guys will never believe what happened today,” saidr@ey, as Ally ended
and we all went outside to sit on Tara’s screened pargheat place to smoke post-Ally.

“Well, it was first-thing this morning, and | had togm”

“Gross! Too much information,” | yelled.

“Just listen. So, I'm in that bathroom in the basatrat my mom'’s, and | go and
it's really big and it won’t go down. It's stuck there,the opening, you know.”

“Courtney!” Tara shrieked. “That is so gross.”

Courtney’s laughing now. “So | open the window—sinceilirthe basement the
ground is right outside the window—and | find a stick and puslhtihe way down and

flush again.”
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Britt’s nose wrinkled into a cute button-like ball: “\Athin the hell are you
eating?”

“What else was | supposed to do? | couldn’t let Todd séteitwould never let
me live that down.”

“Britt’s right,” | said. “What are you eating? You hathes weirdest bowel system.
| remember in college you used to pass some terribleRgasember that time in the
video store you did it and then walked away from me. Whersmell was finally ripe,
everyone thought I'd done it.”

“You guys, | just eat lots of fiber. And | put a tablespad flaxseed on my cereal
each morning.”

“You're going to have to ask Todd to install one of ghoglustrial toilets,” said
Tara. “Those things that go “whoosh” when you flush iagdu’re not careful it will
suck your purse down the hole.”

“Well, we have officially reached a new low,” | dai'We are now literally
talking shit.”

“Oh, Lainey. Everybody has a poop story. It’s jusbdily function. | don’t know
what you get so embarrassed about,” Courtney said.

“Well, let’s talk about something better,” | offerédara’s bachelorette party in
Charlotte.”

We had all tried to talk Tara out of having her baatette party in Charlotte,
where she went to college. More than once I'd grumlitlatithe bride was not supposed
to tell the bridesmaids where she wanted the partyTBra was nothing if not
persuasive.
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“I've got it all planned out you guys,” Tara said. “Wédhve Saturday afternoon,
stay at my friend Jennifer’s, and then hit the tohat hight.”

Britt, Courtney and | cast each other secret loaksnifer was not one of our
favorite people. | think our main reason for not wantia go to Charlotte was that we
didn’t want to share Tara or include this outsider. Oly #ights were bringing us back
to the way we used to be.

“Well, who's going to drive?” Britt asked. “I'm noéking my car; it’s a total gas
hog.”

“I'll drive,” sighed Tara. “It's going to be fun. | wishdidn't feel like | was
twisting everybody’s arm to go.”

Silence.

“Of course it will be fun,” | blurted. “l can't wait.”

On the way to Charlotte, sadly, the poop stories rased, but the car ride cemented
what had been a tentative start to the remaking dfieliddships. As the miles slid under
the tires, Tara told of taking laxatives to stay skirthgn racing to a rest room at the
Taco Bell, barely making it in time. Britt told heosy—it involved a rush to the rest
room and a hastily discarded pair of pantyhose.

Of course | had a poop story too, but | couldn’t bedellat and | told them so.

“I haven't even told Jack, you guys. It's just too em#ssing. Hands down, it's
the most embarrassing thing that’s ever happened to me.”

“Come on, girl' This is your chance to redeem yours$elbe something besides
the Mother Hen. Just tell it!"” Courtney said.
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| sighed at the three expectant faces. What thel hiebught.

“It happened when | was living in Tallahassee,” | t&tdr “And | wanted to go out
to lunch, so Jack and | went to Applebee’s, which wgl# by a Home Depot. We were
always working on that house so afterward we stoppecene thVe were in some bracket
aisle and all of a sudden, | really had to go. You knowsdleamps you sometimes get
that you can actuallgear? Well, | heard those and they were coming pretty frettyyen
like contractions,” | laughed. “I told Jack, ‘I have to gothe bathroom. I'll be right
back,” and left him there. By the time | got to thel @f the aisle | was practically
running toward the back of the store. But the bathro@snit there!! So | turned around
and | power-walked up to a sales guy, asking, ‘Where’s yatrdam?’ He pointed to
the front and | took off. But | couldn’t find it! The labom was missing. By this time, |
was really almost crying and my stomach hurt so bad padsed just a little bit of gas,
only it wasn'’t gas, it was liquid and it started coming dany leg and plopped onto the
cement floor.”

“NO!” Courtney shrieked. “You pooped in the Home DepottitBrvas laughing
so hard, she was wiping tears away. Tara pulled offdaé and we sat on the shoulder
while 1 finished the story, which involved throwing ayvmy shorts and thanking God |
had on a really long t-shirt that day. The final €tggtof that trip was to get out of the
Home Depot without anyone, including my husband, detectinishap. It worked and
| made a promise to myself, right there, to carry Irditnm AD in my purse for the

foreseeable future.
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Getting closer to Charlotte, Tara interrupted our enatOkay you guys, we're
almost here,” she said. “Now, listen, be nice tanifen | know you’re not crazy about
her, but she’s really nice.”

“Well, she’s never said much to me when I've beeuad her, but damn, Tara,
she’s a little intimidating.” | winced, remembering Iset-foot lithe frame, long blonde
hair and blue eyes. Talking to her was like having la liit-chat with Christie Brinkley.

Once we pulled into Jennifer’s driveway, the antiegraof the evening we’'d
planned for Tara overtook the apprehensions. After dinmerll started getting ready.
Tara was wearing her “Suck for a Buck” shirt that Bratd made for her, which
consisted of a white T-shirt with lifesavers gluedHe thest. The idea was that guys
would suck off a lifesaver and pay a dollar for the pmeleCourtney, Britt and Jennifer
had on hoochey-mama clothes: short skirts and bigshtaés. | had brought an ultra-
short black skirt with psychedelic daisies on it thaadl borrowed from Tara. She had
bought it a few years back when she had lost a loteajiw taking Phen-fen. | felt self-
conscious and kept tugging on the back of it. It was fepliaggy breezy up there.

We went first to a male strip club, called Chippewlaad never seen Courtney
more excited.

“This is awesome! Why haven’t we ever come to ofihese places before?”

“You are so funny,” | yelled over the throbbing mus&ady to engage in a
shouting match for the rest of the night because thad¢'svay it is in bars. “You and
men. | can’t believe you get all hot and bothered bgelgreased-up steroid monsters. |

think they're kind of gross.”
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We found a table around the dance floor, ordered drinksyatahed the guys
perform. It went on this way for some time until Iadeaa comment to Courtney about our
waiter.

“Look at his thing,” | whispered to her when he setMiljer Lite in front of me.
“It’s at half-mast and he’s not even excited. | bistnot real.”

Courtney grabbed his arm.

“Hey! My friend thinks your thing is a fake!” Courtneglied over the music.

“No! I didn't say...”

He turned to me. His penis, bathed in orange satinatvay eye level and he
pushed closer so that it was about three inches frofacey

“You don't think it’s real?” he asked, sneering, pulling dolis g-string. | saw a
flash of skin, about half of his penis, the top halfjcl is a lot better than seeing the
bottom half, if you ask me.

“Okay!” | shouted, turning away and covering my eyesélieve you, | believe
you! Jesus.”

Courtney collapsed into laughter on the table, herdas already looking
bloodshot. She wasn't a big drinker.

“Damn! Why the hell did you do that?” | asked.

“Lainey, you are so funny!” she breathed, doubled dvaighed.

“Come on, girls, it's time to go. Time to hit a nglace.” Tara yelled to us,
standing up, oblivious to our free peep show.

“Good, let’s go to a normal bar.”
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“What? Why are we leaving,” Courtney asked, lookingadatous. “This place is
awesome.”

“Come on,” Britt laughed. “You're already drunk. It's goittgbe a long night.”

| made $26 off Tara’s chest, coaxing men to take her.ofhat alone probably
disqualifies me from ever considering myself a femif@dtcourse it wasn't my money,
but | was in charge of collecting it because Courtneytwa drunk. It's pretty sad when
they put the English major in charge of money. But thaney paid for drinks, an utmost
concern of mine at the time, since | still didn’t bavpermanent job.

That night | bunked with Britt, and Tara and Courtneyetha bed. Jennifer slept
in her own room.

“Don't get all cuddly with me, Lainey,” Britt said laugig.

“Ha, Ha!” | said. “Don’t worry.”

But Britt's remark put me on edge. | spent the rest@hight anxious that |
might cuddle with Britt. It wasn’t the first time | hashfounded fears about my sexual
orientation. It had happened in college too, but | wadistarbed by my fear that I didn’t
discuss it. To me, the idea of discussing the fear wowe hmade it true. And that
thought fueled my obsession further, even though | neagtahy desire for women and
dated men exclusively. My thoughts made me feel crazythis kind of irrational fear
that imprisons the mind of the OCD sufferer.

Later, | found out this fear of being gay is one ofrtiest common themes in
people with obsessive compulsive disorder and additiondigsanated subset called H-

OCD. For those who suffer from this subset of OCRjrgga member of the same sex
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can cause anxiety and triggers unwanted thoughts aboutebkomosexual. Just my

luck.
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Write On

October 2000

Tara’s wedding to Dean went off without a hitch. It val®ut that time that | became a
freelance writer pretty much by accident. In Floridaadl held several jobs | wasn’t
crazy about, writing health benefits booklets and doiRdgd? the Public Service
Commission. A year before we moved, | was hired eafHilahassee Democraand |

had loved that job. Leaving it was the only thing thatde me sad about moving back to
North Carolina.

Once here, | told Jack | wanted to take my time findiregright job and not just
jump into something for the sake of being employed. Tkejfib offer | turned down
was from a PR agency. The next one was from a publicaimed at fire and rescue
personnel. When the publisher called to offer me théeipogsl liked her so much, |
almost felt badly about turning her down, but | wanteldep my options open.

“I'm really sorry,” | said, “but in learning more abbit, I'm not sure it's a
commitment | want to make right now.”

“Well, will you freelance for us until you find somenbi else?” she asked.

| agreed. A few weeks later | turned down another jabthe same question was
asked of me. | started thinking: If | could get a few nf@eple who needed freelance
work, that could be my job.

In Florida, I'd always thought it would be wonderful to nkdreelance—writing
for different people, working from home, making my ownesttile. But Jack was quick
to interrupt my daydreams with “There’d be no money.in i
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But maybe here there would be. Raleigh was a much koggehan Tallahassee,
with more businesses, universities, newspapers and magakimade a few calls to
contacts from college internships. Armed with namdsadl editors, | established a
game plan.

First, | would need a portfolio to showcase the wodkdone in Tallahassee.
After a trip to Hungates in the mall and fifty bucks,dsaall set. | started making calls.

“News & Observer.”

“Carol Hamer, please.” A lovely selection of Muzalgae playingSecret Lovers
by Atlantic Starr. | hummed along.

“This is Carol.”

“Hi Carol,” proudly, I didn’t miss a beat. “My namelisiney Garson. Mike
Zlotney from the paper referred me to you. He said ygitmeed freelance work for
the Real Estate section.”

“Uh-huh.”

“Well, | used to work for th@allahassee Democr&tomes section designing the
page and also occasionally writing stories. | was hopmgould meet for lunch.”

“I think | could do that. What works for you?”

“Really?” | stammered. “Okay, well, what about tomavfj

“That’s not going to work. What about next week? Wedneddapn. Is that
good for you? Let’'s do Caffe Luna, downtown. You know whieis?”

“Of course,” | said, having no idea. Confidence was weportant at a time like

this, 1 was sure of it. “I'll see you there.”
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Damn! This was awesome. Who else could | callzttmy other contacts and
convinced three others to meet with me for coffelioch—never mind that | didn’t
really have the money to be going out to all of tHesehes. Jack and | have always kept
separate accounts. We shared the household expensasglaltte paid more because he
made more. People look at me like I'm on the verge afrde when | tell them we have
separate accounts, but it works for us. The bills get pad we never fight about money.
If he blows $150 playing a round of golf, it doesn’t bother At the same time, if |
spend $300 on a package of massages, | may or may notkebuaneither of us feels
we’re being cheated since we’re both contributing eodbmmunal pot up front. | called
him.

“Bear. Guess what? | just got a lunch appointment \Wwigtheditor of the N&O’s
real estate section.”

“That’s great!”

“Maybe | can really make this work, you know, if | ggtough clients.”

“Just keep calling people. When you meet with her, betsuget the payment
amount up front and find out what the net is.”

“What?”

“You know, net 30, net 60. That's how many days it \aile¢ them to pay you
once you send the invoice.”

“Oh.” | had a lot to learn.

| told my mother and sister about my freelancing pfahthey were dubious. I

don’'t know. Don't you think you should be looking for a redl?” Mom asked.
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“This would be a real job,” | said, exasperated witintyyto explain it all. “That’s
the point—to get enough clients that it would take the pid@enine-to-five job.”

“Well, give it a good try,” my mom said. “And then youncalways get a real job
if it doesn’t pan out.”

“Why does everyone keep saying ‘real job?” | askedselm shouting. “Why is
writing for money not a real job? | don’t understand.thien looking for support and
encouragement.” My outburst wasn't only about freelandiny parents, still separated
and estranged, had not yet signed the final papers fainbeee to be official. Despite
the odds, my father had actually offered to go to coumgselith her in an effort to
discuss things, but my mother said it was “too little kgte.” And that fanned the flames;
he signed the papers the next day. Every child of divgraeehts, no matter how old,
has a little fantasy that their parents will get beokether. My mother had ruined mine.

“Calm down, girl,” my sister said. “We are supportivee’ Y& just trying to be
realistic too.” Sometimes | would like a little legsality in my life. This whole growing
up thing is not nearly what it's cracked up to be. Up atsdmme time every day, into the
same office making a meager salary of which a third ¢mémsxes. On my first pay stub
from the ad agency where | worked right out of colleghpught the accounting
department had made a huge mistake. “Look how much mongyahaken out here,” |
had complained to my pre-divorce dad, still living at h@hthe time. “That’s for taxes,”
he said. “Welcome to the real world.”

Now that | had arrived, | wondered why in the hell sviasuch a hurry.
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The Unofficial Race to Motherhood
March 2001
Ally was at Tara’s that night. Courtney walked in watd0-ounce brown-bagged beer in
her hand. It’s the funniest thing to me. She doesmikdrnuch at all, but she thinks
nothing of driving over here drinking a beer like it’'s tted water. Once she arrives, she
might have one more and she’s through.

“You better pray you don't get pulled over one day, Courtiey’ll have a lot
of explaining to do,” | said.

“What, this? | love this. | stopped on the way over.”

“For your big 40-ouncer of Schlitz Malt Liquor! That’s vitthe brothers drink,
girlfriend, or the construction workers,” | laughed.

“So what? It's a good value. | buy two and I'm all satthe night.”

The Ally girls were thrilled about my freelancing vergubut as Ally started |
could tell they were ready for me to shut up about ity Vs getting on my nerves.

Georgia and Billy (Ally’s childhood love) were breaking tyoit Billy had just
found out he had a brain tumor. | sighed, but Tara, Couemné\Britt were glued to the
set.

“It's always this way on TV,” | said. “Why can't dly just let them get together
already?”

“Well how interesting would that be?” Courtney askedéf it would just be
‘happily ever after.” That's not good TV. Plus, | doubtshgoing to die. This will just
give them a chance to do a bunch of hospital scendsaaeda lot of tears.”
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“Well, | wish he would die. He was never good enougthtaranyway,” Britt
piped up.

“Britt!” the rest of us announced in unison.

“What? If he was stupid enough to marry Georgia instéalseagirl he’s loved
his whole life then he deserves to die.”

More and more Britt was having hostile outbursts. leigrboyfriend, Jeff, for
Valentines Day had given her a bracelet. A fight enswved whether she really liked it,
and the next day he left a book on her doorsdep:You the One for Me? Knowing
Who’s Right and Avoiding Who's Wrohyg Barbara DeAngelis. Needless to say, that
was the end of Jeff.

It was difficult to talk sense into Britt, to point atliat her comment and attitude,
even if it was about a fictional character, was camel heartless. None of us said
anything else and continued watching. Ally and Elaineeviawving a conspiratorial chat
at Elaine’s desk.

“Did | tell you | got a new writing contract yesterdayatage-whispered to
Courtney, leaning toward her with eager eyebrows lifted.

“That’s great! Who's it with?”

“God, hush!” Britt yelled. “Wait ‘til a commercial.”

The next week we met at a local Chili's for drinkggfming the show because it
was a re-run night and it was too cold outside to smoke.

Tara and Britt drank big frosty margaritas, Tara’s s and Britt’s without,
and Courtney and | each had beers. Courtney and Todd hatryeg to get pregnant
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now for several months without luck. In a way, | wakewred, but | knew this was
selffish.

| had just gone to the bathroom for the first time;aall it breaking the seal
because once you go, you have to go a lot more oftdeast | would. My nickname in
high school among the girls used to be Lainey Pee-3mbnihankfully it had been
retired.

“Anyway,” Courtney was saying when | returned. “I'nading to get frustrated.
It's been seven months. Maybe we can't get pregnaritd Bind | were talking about the
possibility of adopting.”

“Courtney, it takes a year before the doctors ara ex@ried about it,” | said,
although how I knew this | couldn’t remember. “I would pably adopt, though, if | ever
had a problem.”

“Not me,” Tara said. “You don’t know what you're gettihg.

“Tara, you don’t know what you'’re getting when you hagaryown baby, either.
| mean, there could be deformities or problems. Youdastt know,” | said.

“Yeah, but at least you know you didn’'t do drugs during your @negyor
whether or not there’s any diseases or hereditargibomns.” We all looked at Britt.

“What about you, Britt? Would you adopt?” Tara asked her.

“I guess; I've never really thought about it.” This wakl because Britt, an only
child, actually was adopted, something none of us found diliyyears after knowing
her. She didn’t even tell us. Her mother did. We weltggh school, and Britt’s family

had taken us to the beach with them on a family tnigt’8mom mentioned it on the
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beach during some discussion and at first | laughed. “Thaceivay. She looks just like
her dad.” And Mrs. Sutherlin said, “It's very true.”

Britt never talked about it, not how she felt abowtritvhat she knew. Her mother
had died of cancer some years before, and we’d askegltiishght she’d ever try to find
her real mother and she always said the same thingnid¥in was my real mother,” but
never much more than that. Tonight was no exception.

Tara had an interesting family story too, one thatlenher reluctant to think
about having children. Her biological mother had leftdred her father when Tara was
ten months old. And although she saw her over the pear$ad a lukewarm relationship
with her, she has never gotten over being that gitlevaiting for her mother to come
and get her for the weekend and, sometimes, having taajoitside, disappointed,
because her mother was a no-show. Her dad remarriechéihwife, Roberta, and
Tara’s father are still married, and she has bearyagood mother to Tara. In fact, Tara
calls the wife “Mom” and her biological mother “Gil.

“I just don’t know if I could be a mother,” Tara conted, taking a drink. “Dean
has been bugging me about it because as he says, ‘heig géter.” But he’s only 37,
that’s not too old.”

“Why don’t you know if you could be a mother?” Coay asked. “You'd be
great.”

“Well, what about never being able to do what you wdrib do and having to get
up in the middle of the night all the time? What aboutingavith sickness and trying to
travel with a baby? I've been making a list of prod aans, and I'm just not sure | could
do it.” Amen, sister, | thought.
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“l imagine you just do it, Tara. You don't even think aba,” Courtney said, her
voice rising. | should say here that of all of us, Coeytand Tara butt heads most often.
Courtney is a staunch Republican and Tara is her Detiwerpal. One often irritates
the other in discussions. | often try to moderate, Buittl usually picks a side. Sometimes
Courtney yells at me and tells me to “quit being Switaret.” Those are how our group
arguments work.

“My own mother didn't just do it, Courtney, so what dan't either?” Tara said,
her voice wavering a little. “It's just something hilg need to think hard about. | wish
Dean wouldn’t pressure me so much. Sometimes it woulddseasrelief if | couldn’t
have children; then the whole issue wouldn’t be an i$3uen her tears came.

“Court-ney,” Britt admonished in a look-what-you-did \aic

“Honey, I'm sorry,” Courtney said, getting off her l&ool to come to Tara’s
chair and give her a hug. People were staring. “It'stjuedt sometimes | think you
overanalyze things. You'd be a great mother. You'reosimd¢) and kind and generous
with everyone you know.”

| inserted my Switzerland self. “Tara, it's okay ifuyoeed to take time to process
everything or even if you decide not to,” | said, sigquah Courtney pointedly. There’s no

rush. It's not a race.” At least not an openly ackiedged one.
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Blooming and Wilting

May 2001

| sat twisting in my new leather swivel chair adngrimy new office. Although I'd
worked here the past few months, today was the day é§uéchme hang my degree on
the wall and moved some of his belongings out—nhis waawhg he believed my
freelance business would succeed. He had quit his trdvehjg was working for a start-
up company that offered him the chance to work at héteesurrendered the official
office to me and we made a makeshift office for hirthm living room. We had gone
from hardly ever seeing each other to working at hargether. | braced myself for
insanity, but it never happened. Jack and | had enough tepdesiests and friends that
we didn’t hang onto each other.

TheNews & Observework was panning out nicely, and | had also gotten some
work with local magazines like tiéew Home GuidandTriangle Newcomer
Assignments | had, but money was something else gnt8eme publications paid
within two weeks, others within thirty days and othiersk three months or longer. As a
result of my poor cash flow, I'd started making purchasesp credit cards and that was
something | knew Jack wouldn’t approve of. Tara was m{idamte. In the tricky world
of real estate, she lived that way a lot. She wasodhose people who, no matter how
much money she made, she never had any.

But Jack was different, and he was the one | had tavitke In some ways, he
raised me. Growing up, my parents had been permissivadumdent. Well, my mother
was permissive and my father was indulgent.
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Jack was teaching me survival-related skills. Takein&iance, balancing a
checkbook. | hate to admit this, but | used to rely @XhM receipt for the balance in
my account. After Jack and | got married, | bounced a $30tkehmy first ever. Jack
was exasperated.

“Okay,” he sighed one night at our Tallahassee housggiticahis suitcases
inside after being on the road all week for his jolriri§ me your checkbook.”

“Here it is,” | said, feebly. He flipped through the gr.

“Where are the check numbers?”

“What?”

“The check numbers. Every time you write a check aodrteit in the register,
you're supposed to write the check number next to the ansouou can track it when
your statement comes in.”

Silence.

“Bring me your bank statements from the last few rnerit

“What do you mean?” | asked.

“Lainey, Jesus Christ! The statements the bank ssaxis month. | need to see
those.”

“Don't yell,” | said. He was starting to remind meray father. “l don’t have
them.”

“Well. Where are they?”

“I threw them away.”

“Are you telling me you don’t balance your checkbook—tmat don't reconcile
the statement with the register in your checkbookdked, incredulously, his
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eyebrows rising like an irate parent. “How do you know mouch money is in the
account?”

“Well,” | said, trying to work up some indignation and samy rapidly
deteriorating image. “I definitely write down all theectks | send, and then | check the
ATM slip to see what the balance is and keep tracktbait way.”

“But you have no way of knowing if what you're keepingclkr®f is right or not?
Or if you've forgotten to write down something, likeleéelwithdrawals or something
else?”

More silence. “Just go,” he said, pressing his thumbsstdais temples. “Let me
look at this.” After a few hours, Jack deemed my checkl@lost cause and decided |
would have to start over. He deposited a $500 “buffer” taogpunt to get me back in
the black. | had strict instructions that once my pagkHrom the paper was deposited,
that buffer was to become “invisible,” only therecise of emergency. And then, Jack
pulled out his own bank statement and showed me how ¢acie it with the register.

After that tutorial, and a few others over the yehl®came quite good at
balancing my checkbook; only it's not much of a tasloii have no money to work
with. That day, my checkbook register read $17.39, and myt cadi expenses were
starting to pile up. I've always been proud of paying offoalance each month, and |
was still trying to do that. But | wasn’t handling giht. As soon as | got any money from
freelancing, | used most of it to pay towards the cretitl, and then | didn’t have
enough to live on, so | started using the card againastavterrible cycle. It felt so
discouraging to get a paycheck because | was never aheadhetbg always went right
back out the door for some debt or another.
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The night before, I'd had a big cry over the wholaghi

“Signature Publishing owes me $750, but | just don’t know whegoing to get
it,” 1 cried, mostly out of frustration, but partly berse | felt like a failure.

“Lainey, listen,” Jack said. “I don’'t know how elsettdl you this, but here it is:
either you figure out how to make this a business, andefigut a way to get your
money, or it’s going to be time for you to get a real jYou're a good writer, but if
you're going to make a living at it, you've got to becaarisusinesswoman.”

The thought of giving up all that I'd worked so hard for goéhg back to sitting
in a cubicle made me feel like throwing up.

Jack continued, “You know why they're not paying you are® Because they
don’t have to. They're paying all the squeaky wheels fifeu’ve got to get firm about
when your check will be cut before you turn the storgloes that make sense?”

| nodded, sniffling.

“Also, once your checks do come in, you've got to make gou have enough to
live on. Pay some on your credit cards, but stop using ttnéhe meantime. It's okay to
have some debt when you first start a business, butywehadon’t want to do is make it
the way you live. You have to live within, and even ungleur means while you're
learning how to do this.”

“It's worth it to me,” | said. “I'll do anything. lyst really want to make this work.
I'd give anything to be able to make as a freelancterwvhat | could in a regular job.
That would be so amazing.”

“You can, but you've got to quit being scared about offepgmople. If they're
not going to pay you in a timely manner, you don’t waetlbusiness.”

56



| was not going to give this dream up. It was somethimagdl thought about for
years and the fact that work had been fairly easpieecby was just a sign to me that
God thought it was a good idea too. Even though | don’t gthtioch regularly, | am still
a very spiritual person. My feeling has always beenitlédod wants you to go down a
certain path, He will make it accessible to you. But fiave to do your part. God will
not do for you what you can do for yourself.

| picked up the phone and the quote from Matthew 7:7, whachhanging in my
new office, caught my eye: “Ask and it shall be giveyda; seek, and you shall find,;
knock, and it shall be opened unto you.” | was going to haget bold about what |
needed and wanted. | certainly wasn't the best writezaoth, and | may not have had the
best experience or the best schooling. But if | faglethis business, it damn sure

wouldn't for lack of trying.
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The Waiting

April 2005

Someone is shaking me and for a moment | think I'noaténand it’'s my son, Tyler’s,
cries that are waking me. But it's Don, Tara’s father.

“She’s out of surgery, Lainey,” he says. Robertaikib side now, yawning.

“And? How did it go?” | ask, sitting up.

“They won’t know for a few hours,” he says, looking doviwhat they're
looking for is the fever to break. The doctors aretiingivisitation until they’re sure the
infection isn’t spreading. She’s heavily sedated anyway.

“Okay. Well. So we just don’t know? When might they kidw

“By this evening. If the fever has dropped, we shoulahlbke clear.”

“And if not?”

Don looked as solemn as I'd ever seen him. “More surgeoye antibiotics.
Right now they're doing every thing they can do so ltjust be more of the same.” |
nod. He doesn’t want to elaborate. He adds: “Courtrimeés calling. She called
Roberta’s line and | filled her in.”

Shit, Courtney. | had called her, left a voicemad #men left the phone in the
car. | was always doing that. Going to the car taeetrmy phone, | called her, already
crying. | told her about the infectious disease spetgafisTara’s room and the

“Caution” sign on the door, of Tara’'s and my tearshay ivheeled her out the door.
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For once, Courtney doesn't think I'm exaggerating. | reabit of relaying
information in a dramatic way, but this time | am pretccurate. There is no reason to
pretend it's serious or dramatic. It already is. Andstary.

Courtney and | meet at Target and pick out a varietyiogshwe know will cheer
Tara: a pink Igloo cooler and several bottles of goujuiet we plan to ice down, mints,
hand sanitizer, lip balm, chocolates, trail mix, aridva trashy magazines, including
People theNational EnquirerandUs. I'm tempted to get her a pack of cigarettes, but
Courtney shoots me a black look. “It'$aspital”

| go home to check email and pick up some reading homewosklmol, The
Modern Tradition, An Anthology of Short Storiéfd’m going to wait at Rex, | might as
well study.

Courtney promises to meet me back at the hospitalasa®oshe finishes her
sales calls. | resume my position on the seventh fiothh Roberta and she starts asking
me about freelancing. She’s genuinely interested. Magtlpehink freelancing is code
for “I don’t work.” But | make a pretty good living at itl have a good situation,” | say,
smiling at Roberta. “I love my work and the flexilyilthat comes with it. It allows me to
stay home with Tyler some and work three days a wedke’nods. Neither of us wants
to have an in-depth conversation but we’re trying tpdlée. Actually, my work days
are times of quiet productivity and sanity. | can’t imagnmot having them at all.
Although | only have daycare three days a week, | wdok at night after Tyler goes to
bed, so in terms of the hours | put in, it's pretty elts a full-time job. | love being a
mom, but | don’t want to lose myself in the processe @ay, Tyler will have his own
friends and interests, and I'll have mine too. Thigtisgent is something I'd never share
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with Roberta, however. She stayed home full-time Wwath Tara and Danny, her
biological son, and even now she doesn’t work outsidadhee. She doesn’t have many
friends either. They are too much work. Roberta hachedhiT ara after Courtney had her
first child that we couldn’'t expect Courtney to keep theesweekly commitment to Ally
nights. But Courtney did. She took a few weeks off and theme trudging back with her
infant in tow for as many weeks as the baby wouldosi®mnce the baby had more awake
time, she would leave him at home with Todd. Tyler siash a fussy baby, | never
brought him to Ally. Jack and | would do a hurried tradeabthe door. “Good luck,” I'd
shout, getting into the car. “Thank God!” I'd think as bde away.

Thinking of Tyler made me remember Tara’s struggle tqogagnant, and that
struggle had led her here. Getting pregnant could be tougbiez, but becoming a
parent was hard for everyone. With an eye on th&kgcldeegan to think about my own
motherhood experience. It had all started with Couramely of course, my own

conflicted desires.
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Guess What?
July 2001
The phone was ringing just as | stepped out of the shdvese a hot shower. That, and
a good night’s sleep, and I'd just had both.

“Hello?”

“Lainey.” It's Courtney. “What are you doing?”

“Nothing much.”

“Well, guess what?”

“You're pregnant!” | blurted.

Courtney gasped. “How did you know? That is so weird; coaldfgel it?”

| knew because over the last few weeks | had startegecgations with “Guess
what?” and that was what the person always guessectdllgt only been kidding; |
didn’t think Courtney would be.

“Courtney that’s so awesome,” | gushed, not quite betieshe was actually
pregnant. One of us was going to be a mom. It was umfetiie.

“I am soexcited,” breathed Courtney. “l didn’t think it was egeing to
happen.”

| sighed. Was it out of wistfulness? Fear? Hard 1o“d¥bu guys are going to be
great parents.”

I had begunhinkingabout having a baby. I had just turned 29, and | was
becoming consumed with fears that | wouldn’t be ablgetiopregnant. “Don’t wait too
long,” my gynecologist said knowingly when | asked her “hadavis too old?”
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But Jack was having none of it. As the eldest of faeefelt as though he’d raised
his kids already. “Lainey, all | remember growing up isydiiapers soaking in a pail all
day,” he said. “Kids are expensive and they’re so muatk W his was going to be a
battle.

“l just wantong” | whined, angry that | was having to talk him into i

“What's wrong with just the two of us?” he asked. “Atdrenough?”

| slammed the door in response and went for a walketrails behind our
house. What if he really never wanted kids? Could | lé&&w@ No. What if | could talk
him into it? But was talking someone into somethingeag®us as having a baby a good

idea? It didn't seem so.
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‘Living at the Bottom of a Well’

February 2002

Dr. Barnhill's office stank like old rain or maybewias mold; it was hard to tell. The
carpeting was flattened and the walls paneled. | don't kmbat | expected. Certainly
not a chaise lounge, but perhaps more than This End UpufierrDr. Barnhill had
excused himself and | waited now, taking in my surroundiNgsfamily pictures on his
desk. Maybe Barnhill had emotional problems himsetfk #dways said that about
shrinks—that they became what they themselves needed.

| surveyed Barnhill's bookcas&he Relaxation Responbg Herbert Benson,
M.D. That sounded nice. Anne Sextoifilse Complete PoenasmdOIld Man and the Sea
by Hemingway. Not bad.

“Lainey?” Dr. Barnhill said, interrupting my private doceview, “I'm sorry |
took so long. Now we were discussing the question: Whytdo’ deserve to be
happy?”

Oh yes. The question. It had taken me by surprise agttediss nearly leaping to
my eyes. Barnhill had excused himself to the restraoouraging me to think about it
while he was gone.

“I don’t know,” | sighed. “l just...maybe | get it from myather. | have the sense
that I'm being too greedy. That if I'm too happy, sonm&bad will happen.”

“Maybe that if you worry enough you can protect yoursélf, Barnhill chimed
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“Yes. But what | worry about. It’s ridiculous. | don't@v know that I'd call it
worrying, just a thrumming anxiety about everything, sbsg over thoughts a regular
person would dismiss. | don’'t know where it comes frdia.do frustrating.”

The beast was back—the depression, the desperatiomxibeyd had
experienced in Tallahassee. Only now it wasn’t aboutdsickness or night-time
anxiety. And this time, it was worse. | was too ansi to sleep and any time | put food in
my mouth, it made me want to throw up. | had lost weigalways look great when I'm
depressed. People say, “You look amazing. Have you loght#&iWhat | really want to
tell them is that I'd give anything to be heavier aag@y again.

It had become a colossal effort to focus or relaxgaeduct an interview for work.
Finally, one morning when Jack was home | startedisglamd couldn’t stop. | called
my doctor—the basic physician | see when | have atbooat—and cried over the
phone to the receptionist while making the appointment.

“It's urgent,” | sobbed. “I really need to see him.”

“What'’s the problem,” she asked gently.

“I'm having....(what was | having?)...some emotional proldém

Jack doesn’t have much patience for emotional probléiysur arm is broken or
someone is cruel to you, he’s your man. He'll give ydwg, stand up for you—
whatever you need. He had tried for a week to encourade mdl out of my
depression.

“I know you can do this,” he'd said. “You're so strong aodcessful. Look at
what you’'ve managed to do with your business. You're dgtoialking a living at it.
Don't let some bad mood bring you down.”
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But my parents’ divorce—final just a year ago—was takmgati on me. The
feeling of loss, of being homeless, persisted. And itk Jack’s discord over the baby
issue had formed a disconnect between us. By my pardeitdyoth neglected and used.
My father and | had stopped talking completely, and my mathe | talked incessantly.
| was her sounding board about what a narcissist heméhbow he never loved her. |
had to tell her | couldn’t talk about it anymore. | atljusaid, “I can’t handle this. It's
damaging me.” | didn’t realize it was happening but, owee tthe whole thing had
unloosed some kind of dreadful fear and anxiety and, asdithié¢d about OCD, it was
impossible to let the thoughts go. That's the differdreteveen a person with OCD and a
typical person. Both might have similar thoughts, buttypeal person will eventually
let them go or at least put them into perspective. TBB-@rone person just keeps
revisiting the thoughts.

My father had put the beach chalet up for sale. It soldur days. It was the last
thing, the last reminder | had of the past. There wermany good memories in that
house, twenty years’ worth. Now those memories sddikeesomeone else’s life. They
weren’'t mine anymore. | was mad at him for sellindpitt too afraid to tell him.

| listened toCrazy Babyby Joan Osborne incessantly. It seemed to put intdsvo
my isolation and separation from what | consideredriea” me.

Oh, my crazy baby, try to hold on tight.

Oh, my crazy baby, don’t turn out the light
| think what finally made me call the doctor was wheealized | was thinking of the
different ways | could die, as casually as one mightidens grocery list. At his office,
the doctor listened to me carefully, prescribed Proama@ntidepressant, and Klonipin, an

65



anti-anxiety drug, to use sparingly until the Prozac kickea/hich would take a few
weeks. | hated talking about how | felt, even though tletatavas kind and
understanding. | told him | felt as if | was going cramg ghat people would think | was
crazy. But he said crazy people didn’t think about goingycitaey just did and didn't
even realize it. That made me feel better. “Laimegryone has times like these that are
difficult to get through—times when we feel hopeless ppraciated that sentiment, but
it just seemed as though I felt that way more than wib&r people. The doctor’'s
condition for prescribing both meds was that | go seeuaselor. Dr. Barnhill was
covered by insurance, but he still wasn’t cheap.

So, there we were, back to the question about why itdldserve happiness,
why | felt fear and guilt so intently.

“l just don’t know,” | said, shaking my head. “I've newéought about it that
way—that | don’t deserve happiness. But sometimes, thatisl feel. Like | shouldn’t
get too comfortable enjoying life.”

“Lainey, | want you to start doing some journalinghihk it would help you
recognize your own thought processes,” he said.

“l can do that,” | said, squinting my eyes to get aaldsok at Dr. Barnhill. What
was he wearing? His pants looked suspiciously like leathtr,a taupe sheen that
reminded me of a Krispy Kreme.

“Even if you can't sleep at night,” Barnhill continuéstart writing whatever
you're feeling.” Now how on earth could a man dispenses& advice wearing leather
pants? The thought almost gave me the giggles. What gug \easiner pants? What girl
wears leather pants? For the first time in a long tinfelt like laughing. | couldn’t wait
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to tell the Ally girls. | would make a big story abouand they would laugh hard. They

would be glad. It had been a while since I'd laughed.
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Lost in Sleeplessness

March 2002

| peered over the mound that was Jack’s body and squintied elbck on his nightstand:
3:40 a.m. | felt like screaming. | couldn’t sleep and it meat me because | knew I'd be
tired, and | had several tough interviews the next desad doing a lot of writing for
business trade magazines that required interviews witbSOkho made me nervous.
Thank God the interviews weren't in person, but | stdihted to be fresh. The harder |
tried to go to sleep, the more anxious and awake | bedasighed | was like Courtney,
who slept like a rock. | wished | wasn't me. | wishembuld be someone who didn’t
think about stuff so much—a person who didn’t have a medakof thoughts running
through her mind. I'd like to be a person who didn’t thibkat much at all actually. I've
met those people. They're kind of clueless and unambitignits.is kind of like that. Or
she seems like that. But | think there’s a lot morkdothan she ever tells us. The other
night at Ally | told her | thought she needed an anti-degaet too. Actually, when | told
her, she was pretty receptive. | only mentioned iabse she had been complaining she
hardly sleeps at all at night, waking up at about twoemtbrning and watching TV

until about five. | commiserated and she mentioned allectying jags too at night,
sometimes, where she just couldn’t stop. She was gairgight too, another sign of
depression for some. From our Ally nights, | knew Basiéts lonely. She felt like she was
never going to find anyone. Beyond that, she wasn’t apent her feelings. It frustrated
me as it always had. Maybe I'd call Britt tomorrowdasee if she wanted me to go to the
doctor with her, for support. Even if she didn’'t open um# at least she’d know | was
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there for her. Support is important to a depressed pdrsald. Jack last night that if he
couldn’t be supportive, he needed to get the hell out okayso | could help myself get
better. Yesterday Courtney had called me, letting me Kdele WAS PREGNANT
AGAIN!! | couldn’t believe it. Courtney and Todd were uginatural conception where
you look at the calendar and check your cervical fluid. @eyrfound some book at the
library about it. At Ally one night, she was telling lnsw it worked and that you had to
take your temperature every morning and write it down aplgpaper and once it
dropped, you knew you’d already ovulated so you're safe (obenawce it peaked you
knew you’d ovulated. | really couldn’t follow). Tara andtBwere arguing with her that
she should go back on the pill. Tara, who'’s Irish, s&dn’'t you know that’s how
people have Irish twins, trying to figure out birth cohthemselves?” And Britt was
laughing too, which pissed Courtney off and she said “I kmgvbody. | know my
body.” She got all huffy about it and the whole thing &vore out, really. My head was
like a ping pong ball going from one to the other, watghdrinking my beer.

Then Courtney called me yesterday. Frankly, | wasistatd get a little scared of
her early morning phone calls, especially when thast stith “Lainey, guess what?” |
wasn’t expecting her news because she’d just gone on hbaghe knew her body, so
when she told me | said “Oh, shit, Courtney.” Theeltl lbad, but she didn’t seem to
notice my slip-up because she said, “I know; | can’elelit.” Courtney was going to

end up having two kids before | even had one.
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Where Do Sitcom Stars Go to Die?

May 2002

It was Ally’'s last season. Frankly, | was ready.\Bilas dead. Ally had grieved and
moved on, and now the Fox network was bringing in allkiof guest stars to keep its
Neilson ratings alive to the bitter end, including Gim& Ricci as Liza Bump and Dame
Edna Everage, who was really a male actor named Blammphries, but played Claire
Otoms, a ridiculous character who was a woman, bubablji a man in drag. | was
frustrated with Ally. Her time had come. She needeake ter neuroses (and | should
talk) and her dancing baby and go wherever sitcom stairs die.

We were at Britt’s and it stank like cats and dogst Bréts not that interested in
keeping a clean house. Neither was Tara. Now, | didnjp keeeat house, but | didn’t
like to let things get grungy. It didn’t seem to both Tand Britt, but Courtney and |
sometimes talked about this when it was just the twaso¥We were bad about having
one-on-ones when it wasn't Ally night.

Tara fished our cigarettes out of Britt's freezer, nehee kept them so we
wouldn’t bring them home and smoke them, and the four ghtisered outside on Britt's
small deck.

“So, what are we going to start watching when Allygo# the air in a few
weeks?” Tara asked.

“NOTHING,” | said. “Why can’'t we just talk? God knowsg have plenty to talk
about.”

“Okay, then. Who's got gossip?” Tara countered.
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Courtney sighed. “Well, | guess | do.” | looked at heentdown at the table. She
was going to have to eat crow after her announcement.

“Well, believe it or not guys, I'm pregnant again.”

“WHAT?” Tara shrieked.

“But | thought you knew your body,” Britt yelled.

“Oh, yeah. Wasn't it just last week? Two weeks agkrtolwv my body, blah, blah,
blah,” mocked Tara, doing her best to imitate Courtfyd what did | tell you about
Irish twins? Oh God, I’'m never going to let you livestdown.”

“I told you, girl,” | said. “I knew they were going to Ibard on you.”

“You knew?” Tara asked. “You told Lainey about it first?”

“Only because | called her about something else antahg@ist found out,” | put

“What did you call her about?” Tara asked me.
“What did | call you about, Courtney? | can’t remembew.”

“| see how ya'll are,” Tara drawled, smiling. She weato us.

The next day, | was on my way to the drugstore to picksupany prescriptions as |
could before our insurance coverage ran out. Jack halg fostl his job. We knew it was
coming. He’d quit his travel job a while back and waedhipy a start-up company. Enron
was one of the start-up’s biggest clients, and onedl,itife knew his job wouldn’t be far

behind. He’d been sending out his resume, but other idex@sstarting to emerge.
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“I've been thinking,” he had started the night bef@®) was pouring a frozen
bag of dinner into a skillet (I view cooking strictly amecessity, no love involved).
“With all of these resumes I've been sending out, whad one will hire me because |
never finished school?”

“What are you talking about? Of course they’ll hire ydsaid, ever his
champion. The Prozac was releasing the beast’s gmpydsrain, and | was able to do at
least some cheerleading now. “Look at all your salpsmence—you have almost ten
years.”

“Yeah, but these days most of the good companies \egait consider you
unless you have some type of degree. | guess | could dwaystravel job again.”

Ugh. A travel job. The money had been good at his pue\pb, six figures, but
he was never home, traveling four days a week. Hont&iday, out again on Monday.
Plus, it was stressful. Not “my-job-is-driving-me-crastyessful,” but “I-can’t-sleep-at-
night-so-1 think-I'll reorganize-the-pots-and-pans-cupbadrdssful.” | was the crazy
person in this coupling, and it unnerved me greatly whestdrged acting like me.

The thing was, it wouldn't take Jack long to finish sdhéle had nearly been
finished with a two-year program in Automation and Raisoat Wake Tech when | was
still in college, but he left to take a sales job.

“How many classes have you got left again?”

“Four. But they're hard and two have labs. Still, ukcbfinish in one semester,
but it would mean not working.”

“Jack, | don't know that | can make this house paymgmhyself. Or the car
payment—and everything else.” Now | was starting to panic
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“No, listen,” he said. “I can collect unemploymentigh will pay the car
payment and other incidentals. I'll still send out ressiméhich you have to do to be
eligible, but I'll enroll in school full-time and finsmy degree. Then, maybe by the time
I’m done, I'll have a job offer.”

“God, I'd have to make the whole house payment?” | askaitjenly
sympathizing with my mom, how she must have felt yagswhen my father would get
mad and quit a good-paying job. For the briefest momewasicatapulted into her
former life.

“Lainey. You know I'm not a slacker,” said Jack. “I'werked hard my entire
life. I'm not above doing whatever it takes to makeaxboney.”

I knew Jack was right. Plus, with a degree maybe he wiutsbnsidered for
other positions that didn’t require constant travelabwaverse to all that traveling. I'd
lived that way already for many years with Jack andhecto think of it, | had lived that
existence the whole time | was growing up, with mydatinaveling. | never felt as if |
knew him or that he was interested in what was goinig ony life. Some jobs, no matter
how good the pay, are just too expensive.

For the next few days, | thought a lot about Jack goand bo school. It inspired
me. | began to think about going to graduate school. lbeeesd with my work and
wanted to branch out and learn more about what | caesiday craft. | requested my
transcripts and signed up to take the GREs with a hopeidttl, it a mind that still

harbored the remnants of depression. When | got mylto’'t stop smiling.
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Stinking Cigarettes
August 2002

Ally was at my house that night. Courtney was alreadye, her hands folded on
her newly pregnant, but already round, belly. Her secoeginaincy was showing a lot
faster.

“Hey!” Britt yelled as she opened the front door andpt to pet Sister, my
aging golden retriever mix who is definitely the sweketlesy in the whole world. | knew
that when she died, | would need a truckload of antideprtssiarat least a decade.

“Is Tara here yet?” Britt asked.

“Not yet,” | answered. “Open your wine. There are clgiasses in the cabinet
over the stove.”

“l can’t. I'm too nervous. | met someone,” she said.

“You did? Who? Where?” Courtney asked.

“Ooohhh. Britt’s in love,” | teased. “Look at you; yoa’all hot and bothered. Tell
us all about it.”

“Not until Tara gets here; | don’t want to have to ipeverything.”

This was a big Ally rule: the heart-to-hearts carsarhmence until everyone is
present. It was kind of annoying, but | did the same thewause repeating big news was
just no fun.

Luckily, Tara was not that late. | could hear her tglkam her cell phone before
she even closed the door. It practically grew out olaemow that her real estate
company was so well established. She wagged her fingaessvéhile we all made faces
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to compel her to “hang up, dammitOkay, honey, that sounds good. Yep. I'll fax that
over first thing in the morning. I've got to run. Yep. That's rightay)k she rolled her
eyes at us'Okay, bye.”

“Hi ladies,” said Tara. “Sorry I'm late.”

“You and that phone,” | sighed. “I swear, | think you em@ge it. You're too
damned friendly.”

“Helloooo,” Tara trilled. “People buy from people thésel Haven't you ever
heard that?”

“I still think you could wind it up a little faster wheneive all sitting here waiting
for you...”

“YOU GUYS!!” Britt interrupted. “I have been waiting fever to tell you this.
Quit arguing about Tara’s damn cell phone. Who the hedis4

“Britt’s right. She said she has exciting news,” Coeytsaid. “She met
someone.”

“You did?” Tara asked. “Where? Who?”

“His name is Joey. Joey Keyes. Don’t you remembarftom high school?”

Silence.

“Well, he was younger than us; by a year or two, ahvhys thought he was
cute.”

“Where did you meet him again?” | asked.

“I was over at David Clark’s one night and Joey issbt@mmate. We started

talking and really hit it off.”
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“David Clark. Eww,” | said, making a face. “He’s such a..awfs the word? |
can’t even think of the word.”

“A player?” said Tara. “A player and a loser AND a mio@c”

“He is not,” said Britt. “How do you even know any 6&t? You haven't seen
him in years.”

“Well, he was in high school.”

“ANYWAY, after that night at David’s, he called and tome out to dinner. Then
we went back to my place...”

“Oh, God, please don't tell me you slept with him,” teirrupted.

“Mother Hen,” Britt smirked. “No! We sat on the backclleand had a few drinks
and just talked. It was awesome. He’s really nice. Yo gul like him. He has a dog,
just like me, and so we talked about that a lot. And dus.jble’s a surveyor with his
dad; they work for the same company.” Just then Bptigne rang.

“Hello,” she said, smiling, indicating it was Joey ¢we {phone. “Sure | can pick
some up. Uh, well, I'm not sure when I'll be leavingust got here. Okay, bye.”

“That was Joey,” she said, excitedly, while all oheslded. “He wants me to
come over after Ally.”

“What did he ask you to bring?” | asked.

“What?”
“He asked you to bring something. You said you’d pick it up.”

“Oh. Cigarettes.”
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Cigarettes. Britt hated cigarettes. Hated when we smitiegd or anyone else,
including her dad. But she left about thirty minutes ledguick up Joey’s cigarettes. It

wouldn’t be the last time she left early.
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Guess What Again

September 2002

It was 7:00, and | was just leaving class to head to'8fiit Ally. For Fall semester, |
had decided to take two classes—and work full-time—whichingasity. | had a lot less
money and less time as a graduate student than | didusslargraduate, which was
actually kind of pitiful. 1 was the last to arrive, anbdurst in the door trying hard to
ignore Britt’s dog.

“Hey, I'm here!”

“How was class?”

“Turn on the light,” | said, indicating the round knob tizwg from a chain that
would turn on the ceiling fan light. They ignored me, pigkirp the conversation where |
interrupted.

“Turn on the light. Turn on the light. TURN ON THE LH3".”

“Girl' What is the matter with you?” Courtney askedesus.”

“God, you guys! | want to show you something. I've besiiting all day.”

| reached into my backpack and pulled out the pee-stick pregtest.

“Look.” | commanded, turning on the light my damn self.

“Oh, my God. That’s two lines,” Courtney said.

“Yeah, but they're faint.”

“It doesn’t matter! You're pregnant! We’re going to begmant together,”

Courtney said, reaching out to hug me. Tara reached @Vergt me too and gave me a
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squeeze. “You're next,” | whispered, squeezing her shoubiitr.was smiling,
“Congratulations,” and leaned in to give me an air hugsboulders bumping.

| was excited about being pregnant, but really nervodsfeankly, not surprised.
The sudden sore breasts, the momentary double-vidigihsb strange and dizzy. Jack
and | had been at the beach for the weekend and | tedinknowing even before |
knew. | decided | would take the test on Monday when wébagck; | hadn’t even missed
a period. If it wasn'’t positive, then | was reallykswith something else. It had only been
three weeks since we’'d decided to “see what happens.’haactnally agreed to that,
and we had enjoyed each other, experiencing a litileahthe thought of the possibility.
But neither of us thought it would happen so fast. It hkent&ourtney eight months and
more than a year for many other women | knew.

“What did Jack say?” Courtney asked.

“He said, and | quote, ‘Oh, shit. Are you sure?”
Jack’s response was hurtful. I'd wanted him to rub my lagitl kiss me and tell me how
happy he was, but the truth was he didn’t have a job anebls pretty damn scared. |
knew all that intellectually, but it still hurt my fa&hs and | told him so. | relayed it to
the Ally girls.

“Then he said, ‘It's okay. We'll figure it out,” whichasn’t quite what | had in
mind, but at least it didn’t include four-letter wordssadid.

Jack didn't like change. He always adjusted well aftefdbe but when it was
introduced he sulked and constantly mentioned the negapesis the new change

would bring. He hadn't started doitigat yet, but it was only Day 1.
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Although | was nervous, the whole thing felt serendistd had had a little one-
on-one with God about it a few weeks ago after Tarit &r1d | had gotten together at
my house on a non-Ally night to party and talk. Courttejng pregnant and having
Nick, her first child, to take care of, hadn’t come. ¥&a out of beer and went to the
store to get more at midnight. Joey was out of towBr#b was being her old self, and
Tara and | got carried away in the excitement of thg things used to be. The next
morning | felt like Clydesdales had taken up residence ihaay. Sitting down to pee, |
said, “I'm ready whenever you are, God,” referring twaly. Not only did | journal to
God, | also walked daily and sometimes talked to God iheayl to relieve my
depression and wear myself out. My conversation wanetuang like thisis this the
right time God? Would | be a good mother? Maybe not. You know best. But Kdliteal
to have a child one day. | think I'd be a good mother. | think if | don’t baskald, I'll
always have regrets. What do you think? But maybe I'm not ready. dfbty, | could
name him Grant. Anne would be great for a girl or maybe Melisdsad a pretty good

idea | was wearing God out.
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Is There Something You Want to Tell Me?
November 2002
The day | found out Jack was planning to start his owmessj | thought | was going to
have a panic attack and there wasn't a thing | couldftake The plan had been for Jack
to finish school and find a job, relieving me and mygmamnt self of the pressure of
paying the majority of the bills. That was my secubignket and it was unraveling. The
only Plan B | could think of was to sit in what wouldeostay be the baby’s room and try
to meditate. That was my incredibly weak plan. Eafllead come home to find Jack and
one of his best friends, Greg, at the kitchen talie ali kinds of books and graphs and
charts. Jack had been mentioning that he and Greg wanstalt an auto repair shop—
Greg had worked in the business for years—»but | just coetpletiried any notion that
they were SERIOUS! Then | came home and saw themistudgd talking and running
numbers—with CALCULATORS—Iike we had any money at aflaive Jack a look and
Greg must have sensed the tension because he scurrigtikavearoach when you turn
on the light.

“Is there something you’'d like to tell me?” | asked Jaalcastically, which |
knew he hated, but | was pregnant and he was thinking 1od dois? So he explained it
all to me and how he’d run the numbers and we weresipeifect demographic and they
may have even found a building, and | just wanted to puinggrs in my ears and sing
“lalalalalal can't hear you.” Then he showedati¢he research he’d done and how he
planned to work the office and the books and the markatidgGreg would manage the
shop. Jack used to work in auto repair right out of highaddwthey would both turn

81



wrenches at first, he reasoned. | went for a walkijrig and terrified. After a while, |
started thinking about how | got to do what | loved. Isway dream to freelance and
Jack supported it; he never once shot me down even wdwerndn’'t get the money part
straight. We might not have a lot in common, but wéichgs supported each other. And
| started thinking about how | didn’'t want Jack to beysodt seventy and look back and
say, “I sure wish I'd tried to open my own auto shogwasgs wanted to.”

And before | could stop myself, | rushed back home and 4aatis do it. I'm
behind you.” And | was, but | was also scared to deathl Blso knew that if anyone
could make it work, Greg and Jack could. They were the hawdtworking people I'd
ever met. Plus, Jack was so smart. Half the timauldod understand what he was
talking about, but you could ask him a question—like how magwetk or why gas is
so expensive—and he’d launch into a detailed explanaaghk.tbought physics was fun
and, in another life, thought he would have been a teatther. | would shudder, half
amazed and half repulsed at these revelations. Anywassted him, but | was scared
that | trusted him. | kept telling myself: “We’re youngitldoesn't work out, we’ll start
over. We can do it.” Still, | found myself wanting tortrol everything about the
business. When | had that urge, | heard a little vage“tet him do it.” And it was odd.
I'd never heard a voice like that. And it wasn'’t a graaice. Instead, it was an urging to
let go, and | really tried to embrace it. | wasn’teswhat would happen. | knew if we
were really going to do it, we would have to borrownteney to retrofit the building to
meet the town’s zoning and building requirements and thewaoykl have to buy lifts,
tools and diagnostic computers. Jack and Greg considerddlfalo&, but the SBA was
often very picky about what businesses they'd fund. Sernded up taking a loan from
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the bank and put up both of our homes as collateral. dfewed about $100,000,
which also gave me a slight push toward the edge. Yet Wiieed to think of solutions
for Jack, | just kept hearing the voice: Let him do imdA thought: Maybe | will. For

once in my life, maybe | would let someone else do it.
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Doris
March 2003

Once Jack’s business opened in February 2003, | did a goo#ligibng him
handle the worries involved, in large part because In@dasing worries of my own.

My stomach was getting bigger and this baby was eveygilhg to come out. It was
happening so fast and Jack had been less than supportizeifWleft? What if the
labor and delivery left me damaged in some way? Whatoimehow harmed the baby? |
knew some of my fears were natural and some had an<D&ibh—pervasive and
irrational. 1 had gone off my antidepressant when I'dggopregnant and when the fears
began to lead to trouble eating and sleeping, | calledmyelr college roommate, Ann, a
clinical psychologist prone to OCD-type worrying as wghe referred me to a therapist
she had worked with a few years prior. Doris lived inrB@o, but she was no leather-
pants-wearing Krispy Kreme. She was worth the fortyuta drive, and | went once a
week until the week before | had the baby. Jack compladimeg we couldn’t afford it. |
ignored him; | couldn’t afford not to go. Doris listenedal of my fears—especially the
irrational ones—and she helped me deal with the obsed®ughts and the fallout of my
emotions when those thoughts spiraled out of control.

Doris was a kind woman, but also blunt and very sméw.|&ked to be in her
mid-sixties and had graying cropped hair and a full figure.dffee had comfortable
couches, and she encouraged me to sit however | wartiedse Indian-style. | knew we
didn’t have much time for therapy before the baby was,six or seven weeks at best,
so | thought I'd better get to the point.
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“With these fears and thoughts | have,” | startedyst want to make it so that
the anxiety doesn’t accompany them. | want to ndttfeeanxiety. Does that make
sense?”

“You're not ready for that,” Doris said. “You're notdre yet.

| was surprised.

“Lainey, you have to learn to accept the anxiety arksh@wledge the thoughts
you have, instead of simply wanting them to go awaychvfgeds the anxiety because
you are running from something you can’t control.” | skheony head, my lips trembling.
This didn’'t sound like help to me. Once again, maybe Inmdound the right words.

But Doris understood what | needed. She gave me a plan.

“Let’s say you can't sleep and you start feeling anxmlusut it because you
know you’re going to be tired the next day. Just say tosglf, “I can't sleep and it’s
okay. Even if | don'’t sleep all night, at least I'mtieg.” That way, the anxiety doesn’t
get any fuel because you’re embracing it.”

When | had irrational fears during the week, Doris unggd me to write them
down and give them a voice so that we could talk about #ighe next session. This
was helpful in that it made me feel better to unloadvoyries immediately and doing so
assured me | had a time and place scheduled to work outarsy @nce in Doris’ office,
we went over the items on my list, and Doris and ulglay out entire scenarios until
my fears seemed impossible, or at least inconsequent&l to me. Later at home, when
the fears came back with sinister undertones, | wopldyen my mind repeatedly the
scene in Doris’ office. | learned later that thisheique is called exposure and response
prevention or ERP. When a patient is instructed to egglweir cause of anxiety, they
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eventually become desensitized to the stimulus. | eshtizis was something | had done
with the sexual orientation obsession that startesliege. | found that if | actually
pictured myself in a homosexual act, it repulsed me. Theyuld think of all the times
I'd had conversations or relationships with men and hawh | enjoyed them. This
pattern of thinking eventually freed me from the anxiegse thoughts provoked. | still
had the fear sometimes, but | had begun to understanitl Wz a trick my mind played
on me.

The other thing | talked to Doris about was making tloeigints go away
completely. This proved harder. But my physician had piestian antidepressant
during those last weeks of my pregnancy and it helped hatimtrusive thoughts.
Sometimes | hated the way my mind worked and hated thehaé | might have to take
SSRIs (selective serotonin reuptake inhibitors), likezBc, for the long-term. But
sometimes | really liked my mind too. | was sensitmel compassionate and a good
writer. Perhaps without the qualities | disliked, | wouldrétve the ones | admired either.
It was kind of like wishing you were younger or older.digd been born later or earlier,
you wouldn’t have the same experiences, parents, chitdriiends. You wouldn't be—
you. Without my neurosis, in all its ugliness, | wouldset me. And | was finding that |

kind of liked me.
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A Quiet Foreclosure

April 2003

| was sitting on the floor rolling change when Courtngked in. Things weren'’t
desperate, but with me paying the mortgage, they werageittetty tight. Freelance
writers aren’t high-rollers. | was hoping my change widotal $34—enough for the
cable bill after we’d drastically cut our service. @sazing how much you can live
without: cell phones, dry cleaning, eating out, new éstIChristmas presents. | tried
canceling our bug service, but the spiders were a nightfheeshop had been open for
about two months and it was doing pretty well, but teFee long hours and the
sometimes-empty parking lot made Jack nervous.

Courtney had Michael with her, her second boy, boiDacember. She had had
to go on bed rest because he threatened to comeseaifigra and | pitched in, helping
her take care of Nick. Tara had done all of her holitdgng at Courtney’'s. When it
finally came time for her to deliver, Courtney had Miel naturally. None of us could
believe it. She didn’t tell any of us beforehand becabsethought we’d try to talk her
out of it. She knows us well. Michael was such a goog.dgtrayed for a good baby
daily—that and for the rescue squad to sleep on the fiexdrta his crib so he wouldn’t
die of SIDS in the middle of the night. If you put a bédgleep on his stomach, he could
die of SIDS, according to all the books I'd been readingpu put him on his back, he
could choke if he threw up. What in the hell were you suggds do, prop the baby up
like a toy soldier and hope for the best? In Januarly feend out we were having a
boy. We weren'’t surprised. When the O.B. said “It'og,bJack and | said, smiling,
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“We know.” Jack went to all of my doctor’s appointmewith me, but he had a Jekyll
and Hyde attitude about the baby. He was thrilled to tieaheartbeat and helped me put
away dishes and carry groceries, but he wasn't exditedtdaby shower gifts or

hanging pictures in the baby's room. When | asked fqr Wwéh those things, it was like

| asked him to hang himself.

| sighed, just thinking about it. But I looked at Michaedl de was so sweet and
cute. Another friend of mind had just had a baby andalicsuld talk about was how
wonderful it was.

Britt was there for once and of course Tara wasltpadded to the kitchen for a
bag of M&M’s to pour in a candy dish. | missed drinking béert what | really wanted
was a glass of wine. I'd gained about 30 pounds which wasahobout | had to admit I'd
been having a party in my mouth. | should’ve beenla fitiore careful. But there was
SO much you couldn’t do when you were pregnant. No alcchéitine, diet sodas,
lunch meat, fish, and certain cheeses. No sleepingansyomach or your back, no bike
riding, no airplane riding, no sex (at that point it w@s uncomfortable to even
consider), and no antihistamines or any other drugshigditt make you slightly
comfortable. So if | wanted some M&Ms and a large Hadmast beef sandwich, |
dared somebody to say anything to me, with the excepfiary obstetrician who had
already counseled me on the evils of sugars—even thosagérom oranges and
grapes, which | thought was just wrong. My right foot Weessize of a Smithfield ham
because, apparently, “the baby was hanging out on thesiitgh” So although | was
wearing men’s size 11 Birkenstock look-alikes from Wal-Mard resembled a clown,
my swollen foot and its five swollen digits at leaat/g Jack a chuckle, who called my
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foot a big “sumbitch” when it was in full view restiog the ottoman. So much for
support. He never said anything about my stomach orerghtvgain, but my foot made
him laugh like Richard Pryor doing stand-up.

“I have some news to tell ya'll,” Britt announcedobked up, concerned. It
sounded suspiciously like a “Guess What” statement.

“I'm moving.”

We all babbled at once. “Why?” “You love that hous®&.6u made a great down
payment on it.” “It’s so cute.”

“Well, the truth is. | have to move. The bank is fdosing on it.”

For a moment, no one said anything.

“Britt, we haven't seen you as much lately, but howldgou not tell us you
were in this kind of trouble?” Tara implored. “Why didgtu at least telne? | could
have sold it for you before the bank foreclosed and yalddhave prevented this from
going on your credit record. Do you have any idea howcdiffit's going to be to buy
anything after this? What is going on?”

Britt bristled. Her face shut down, lips pressed togetiank eyes staring straight
ahead and explained quickly, almost in a fury. She felhdah payments because she’d
gotten laid off and, then, when she found a new jobgcalted the bank and was ready to
make the back payments. But the bank wanted all the mgnégnt. Apparently, she
was so far behind, the bank wasn’t willing to assuminéurrisk. Finally, Britt consulted
her father and they both agreed to let the house go.

Soon, Joey called and Britt was even more eager theh tasleave. Finished
now with my change, | kicked back the recliner and helpggetito a handful of
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M&Ms. Britt was changing. She was heavier, sure, batveis starting to look more
uniform too. Gone were the days of tight jeans, lowstits, big shoes and flashy
jewelry. Britt’s uniform now consisted of long black peand a white tank with a black
knit jacket over top or some other combination ofkland-white, long-and-non-
revealing. | couldn’t remember the last time I'd seenlegs or her arms. To me, that
was even more worrisome than her not telling us atb@utoreclosure. That was the
difference between Britt and the rest of us. We spdledhen desperate, eager for
comfort, advice, reassurance and even admonishmenappatarances were important to

Britt.
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The Hospital

May 12, 2003

Tyler David Gala finally arrived and so did the Ally gjreven Britt. Once | finished with
the breastfeeding lesson, | asked Jack to give us soneampdbe left gladly. | wanted
to tell them the story. | felt like it would take a nibrof Allys for me to wade through
the last 24 hours and | needed them, wanted them, to know.

We didn't name Tyler for the first day because we vegiierying to decide. Jack
offered to let me have my pick because | had such aledelivery. | went with Tyler,
his pick, for the first name and David, my pick, for thieldle name. After his birth they
took me to my room and | asked God, “Why was it so diffcWhy did you forsake
me?” That's a phrase | never thought would leave mylips] was saying it over and
over during the delivery and afterward. I still don’t knetvat happened. But they told
me to stop pushing and then couldn’t find the doctor. Altexe hours of pushing and
twelve hours of labor before that, | was so exhaustgdprehead wet, and Jack at my
hip with a trashcan (okay that part made a good stony)thien everything went black.
When | saw light again, the nurse and Jack were peetmgnyn face, asking “What
happened?” | started panicking that the baby still wasrt'tand it didn’t help that the
nurse was more nervous than | was. When the babgisbeat slowed, they gave me
oxygen and that helped, but the electronic blood pressifrevas cutting off my
circulation. | remembered yelling, “This fucking thingkiling me.” By the time Dr.
Rogers got there, | was hysterical again. | just couldi® the pain and pressure any
longer. And then Tyler wouldn’t come out. And the doctor mgrvous and said, “We're
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going to have this baby right now.” And he used the vacannathe pain was deeper
than anything I'd ever felt, like | was being turneddesout. And | remembered
screaming and sitting up, lunging toward the doctor’s thildan | would remember
why | was there and lie back down, but instinctivelgt ancontrollably | would lunge at
him to get him away from my body because it hurt SOybéddainey!” he yelled, “Look
down,” and when | did | saw the huge mound that had bemwy lvelly for nine months
disappear. But then | heard nothing.

“How much does he weigh?” | kept asking, ridiculously. Bubne answered me
and no one put him on my belly like you hear about. Afteing him oxygen, they put
him under a warming light, naked, and his arms and legsweareg all around, and
that’s when | started crying. But my tears were frefie—and desperation. | was just
so glad that he was out and so exhausted and afraid bypegence. | did not feel the
instant bonding that everyone talked about. And whewltba back of Tyler’s head, |
cried harder. It was like Jell-O, his hair and scalp, §igfling under my fingers. My
mother thought he was deformed. But the pediatriciantsaids a large and scary blood
blister from the vacuum, one of the largest he’d egensAnd then the nurses moved me
to another room and forgot about me. With no pain médicar clean towels or even
water, | cried to Jack, “Why did God forsake me? | wagkilg at the ceiling tiles the
whole time | was trying not to push and | prayed and prapeche never answered me.”

“He did answer you,” Jack said, “And he gave us Tyler.”

| sobbed back, “But look at him. Look at his head...” Tishange went on until
| finally hit the nurse button and cried into the speaKer sure they were laughing at
me, but at last | got some Percocet for my pain, wiiah a lightning current in every
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muscle in my body. Dr. Rogers had been a complete asdhtbken he was stitching me
up—nhe kept saying, irritated, “stay still'” The nurses $edvas going through a
divorce. But | didn’t think that was my problem. | wasrgpthrough childbirth. The only
thing he said to us before leaving was, “Congratulatidhsiade me feel sad and afraid
that | had done something wrong. Of course, | supposeokeoftense at my trying to
strangle him (and that part made me laugh after), bt &ie ©OB; surely, | wasn't his

worst patient ever.
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The Hard Truth

May 28, 2003

| had missed two Ally nights and even though | hadn’t slepte than two hours at a
time since | got home, | had to get out and see the Biils and Joey were renting a
house, and | pulled up into the driveway and looked at myhwatwad roughly two
hours before | had to get home and feed Tyler agaiougft | knew how a dairy cow
must feel.

Britt, Tara and Courtney cheered my arrival, and | graseful. | bummed a
cigarette, and decided I'd have just one beer. “| caat Ising,” | explained. “Tyler will
be ready to eat again in two hours.” Breastfeeding kaslprison sentence.

“Lainey, you can supplement, you know that, right?” Caaytasked.

“No, | didn’t know that,” | sighed. | had called Courtretyleast four times a day
every day to figure out breastfeeding. You need a Ph.ainmary science to get it
right. There were evemorerules about what | couldn’t eat after the baby was llean
when | was pregnant—no tomatoes, onions, broccobhalg sugar, nothing acidic, blah,
blah, blah. Baby fussy? Must be something you ate gbenbe didn’t get enough milk.
But you don’t know whether he’s getting enough milk or betause a breast doesn'’t
come with measuring marks. Plus, | always forgot whié kfed on the last time and
my porn-star breasts hurt so bad, sometimes | wantedke Tyler up just to relieve the
pressure. Giant breasts might sound fun and sexy, buivirey’t. Both Jack and | were

scared of my breasts. They were painful and leaky and diofakle. | didn’t feel the
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tenderness I'd read | was supposed to feel when breastfeéidivas just another thing |
had to do that | wasn'’t getting right.

“Not only can you supplement with formula, Lainey, y@m @lso express your
milk and have Jack or someone else feed the baby,ihcedtCourtney.

“Yeah, well, about that. First of all, | tried expse® with the hand pump | have
and it’s like trying to get chocolate syrup from an M&Rhd, second,” | said, hitting my
stride, “why in thehell didn’t someone tell me | could supplement before now?”
Courtney thought | knew already, like it was an intriqsere of information embedded
in the brains of all women.

“Why didn't they tell me that in the hospital?”

“Oh, the nursing Nazis are never going to tell you.tiau should have asked
me,” Courtney said. | hated her for her experience andjsess, while | was so utterly
hopeless.

“Well, 1 don’t think I’'m going to be lasting much longerth breastfeeding,” |
confessed. “It’s just too much to think about. I've drevery day since Tyler’'s been born
and some days | don’t even get a shower. Jack and Gtéguan’t hired anyone at the
shop so he’s not getting home until 9 or 10 at night anrgesy morning, the toaster
caught on fire and smoked up the place so bad, | took Tndestaod in the driveway
and cried until Jack got home and could turn the damn thingy of

“Oh, honey. | know how hard it is. This part just sudkst | promise you it will
get so much better,” said Courtney.

| had a lot of things working against me, but Tyler geircolicky baby and my
unrelenting back and hip pain made me fragile. My mothipetevhen she could, but
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her new boyfriend had had a pacemaker put in the dayl gféee birth. | resented him.
She should be helping me. Normally, that alone would hzade me obsess about what
a selfish daughter | was, but | was too tired to feetyguilhat was a first.

As each day passed, | kept thinking, “When is the reahenaf this baby going
to come and pick him up?” One night | cried to Jack, taid Itihought we had made a
mistake. “l can’t do this by myself,” | said. It hadelmeso much easier when it was just us
and the dog. Jack told me to look into hiring someonaund a great lady, but she
wanted $12 an hour and that was too steep for us. Sineeckyhe two weeks early, |
had two more stories due. | tried to work when he weepsig, but it was impossible
because | was exhausted. | lost one new client esuli.refelt bad for a moment, but that
was it. | was in self-preservation mode probably ffer first time ever. Usually I'd just go
ahead and destroy myself when things got tough, but I'tyficaund something bigger

than my own neuroses. | was just trying to survive mdthod and not screw things up.
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Always a Bridesmaid

November 2003

As | waited for Tara to pick me up on my front stepsiought to myself: “I am finally
hitting my stride with this baby thing.” Now that Tylvas six months old, he was so
much better and we had a good routine down. | was doi@f ¢burse, as | waited, he
was inside screaming, but it was Jack’s night to hahdie addition to my attitude of
letting him take care of things at the shop, | was leldmmg him take Tyler when it was
his turn and not interfering with the way he did thirbsis was very hard for me, but it
was a good strategy for letting go of control. By lettyo, | had more freedom. By
attempting to control, | felt like | had more power, e¥lough I didn’t. | was finding |
liked freedom better than the complicated frenzy ohgyyo control.

Jack was around a lot more lately. The guys finally fedl &t the shop and while
money was still tight, things were much improved. WheglerTwas about two months
old, | decided that the only way | was going to surviudyaaotherhood was to make fun
of it. | started journaling and shared a few pieces arntleditor at th€ary NewsHe
loved the pieces and offered me a column called “Baby Makeee.”

Ally was at Britt’s again that night. It had been théne week before too, but she
wanted to have it again. If it was at her house we kel get to see her. | was ready to
indulge in a few beers tonight, so | arranged for Tanaidk me up. The breastfeeding
experiment went down in flames before Tyler was atmofd. | just decided | was done
and wanted my body back. | figured there was a pill | ccake to dry everything up, but

when | called the La Leche league, they told me thswad true. They suggested | use
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cabbage leaves inside my bra to relieve the pain asdyreewhile | “dried out.”
Whether this was a cruel joke or a true homeopathiedgm cannot say, but Jack
quickly tired of coming home on his lunch hour to prepagaraen salad under my Ace
bandage and trying to wind it around my chest withounlgtirilting cabbage leaves
escape. | feared surely my breasts would look like oliigevginen the whole debacle was
finished.

| saw Tara’s headlights in the driveway, and | easesklhgff the front porch.
My back and left hip still hurt tremendously, but | figdliad a diagnosis. Tara was on
the phone and as | entered the car, she seemed reet taes

When she finally got off the phone we were nearBrét’s.

“So what’s up with you?” she asked.

“I do have something to tell you guys, but | want to waitil everybody’s there.”

Again, the Ally rule: All parties must be present befarieeart-to-heart or good

gossip.

“Oh God, you're not pregnant, are you?” Tara asked.

“Hell, no. God, I'm still crippled from Tyler. It's dyp been in the last two months
that | can convince Jack to come near me. He'digghtill get pregnant again, even on
the pill, because someone at the shop told him thatraaw is especially fertile after
childbirth.”

“Ha. Well maybe that’'s what | need to do. Give bsthl can get pregnant.”

| sighed because | was sad for Tara. She and Dean &adripag for several
years now to have a baby to no avail. The doctordcfind nothing wrong with either of
them, but it just wasn’t happening. Four years ago Tataushed she couldn’'t have
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children, so torn was she with making the decisiorateetone and now she couldrBe
careful what you wish for

“How's it going with the Clomid?” | asked.

“Terrible. It's making me crazy. I'm a nervous wreck+#able one minute,
crying the next. And the sex thing is so obligatory.”

“Well, at least you have a good sex life,” | said fuits.

But | could see in her eyes it wasn't like that atBdira looked beaten down and
defeated, on the verge of tears. | knew her infertiigde her deeply unhappy, and while
she talked about her procedures, she was hesitant todatkuch about her pain.
Courtney and | encouraged her to let it out and shareusitt any time, but she told us
she was afraid once she started crying about it, sles’'er rstop. Between us, Courtney
and | had made a new Ally rule—just five minutes of kid &dlleach Ally. After that, it
was time to move on to other topics so we could atigipate. Besides, Courtney was
taking care of Tyler two days a week now while | wentlass and worked, so we did all
of our mom-chatting during pick-ups and drop-offs. | loved tin@ergement.

Courtney was already at Britt’'s when we arrived. Joay there, of course, and |
could sense Britt had something she wanted to tell a&ritt take long for her to pull
her left hand from behind her back and show us the srlpay beamed proudly. Oh
shit. She’s actually going to marry him, | thought. Anefne probably going to have to
be bridesmaids, ugh. It was fun eight years ago, but | dieih the idea of squishing
into an ugly dress that I'd never wear again. | knew txatat Tara would say at my

complaints: “She did it for us.”
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It was almost December and Joey lit a fire infifeplace for us and then went to
bake cookies, like nothing delighted him more than entartaus. Courtney, Tara and |
exchanged glances.

“Lainey has something she wants to tell us,” Tam ‘®and she made me wait
until we all got here.”

“Are you pregnant?” Courtney asked.

“No!” | groaned loudly, so sick was | of this questioRemember last week after
Ally when we all got up to leave, and | nearly fell doletause the pain in my legs and
back was so bad? Well, | have something called sporstjlesis.”

“Spondy-what?” Courtney asked. | opened my purse and pullesbmé
information the doctor had given me, as well as in&drom I'd found (of course) on the
Internet. | told them spondylolisthesis was basicaltgally long name for a vertebra
that’s broken away from the spinal column and slippeddodwimpinging on nerve roots
and causing pain and instability in the spine.

“It sounds serious,” Courtney said.

“Well, it is,” | said. “They have all of this consative stuff that they want me to
try first to get rid of the pain—like physical therapy amdi-inflammatory medication
and heat. And if that doesn’t work, they can give mergs of these shots called
epidural steroid injections, which are injected intogpmal nerve to provide pain relief.”
Courtney flinched when | said “epidural.” The girl couldetaltte natural childbirth twice,
but the thought of a needle in her back was too muckdg kwvhich, come to think of it,
was probably why she opted for natural childbirth.

“God, Lainey, that sounds bad,” Tara said. “Can they®
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“Yeah, with surgery. But | just can’t even consider etnmg like that with Tyler
being so little.”

“You're taking it really well, Lainey,” Courtney offed. “I figured you'd be a lot
more upset and stressed out.”

“The worst part is the nerve pain,” | said. “It's justrelenting. But now that |
know what it is and what | can try for it, that makes feel better—more in control.”
Courtney and Tara looked at each other and started laugkimglike to be in control?
You're kidding,” they whooped.

“You may not believe this, you guys,” | smiled. “But l'actually getting better.”

Britt smiled, too, but remained quiet, her eyes fixedoey in the kitchen.
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Going to the Chapel

September 2004

The year was awash with weddings. When | was pregnarigther told me he had a
surprise—a girlfriend named Pat. | hate surprises like ety decided to marry, and
my brothers and sister and | flew to St. Louis, theveito Cape Girardeau, Missouri to
attend the wedding, in a real-life and similarly ridiculeession ofPlanes, Trains and
Automobiles

Then my mother married her boyfriend (that soundsremgeé—manfriend?) that
same year in a small ceremony at the Wake County Qmusé in Raleigh. My
claustrophobic sister, Caryl, was terrified to ride ¢levator to the ninth floor and
begged me with my hip and back problems to climb thesstastumped her
unceremoniously on the daughter of my mother’s new hdsham agreed to stair-
climb with her. And | didn't feel guilty about it. Cargldn’t understand my obsessive
tendencies and | didn’t understand her weirdness abouspghes. As | rode the
elevator with my other siblings, | chuckled at our fgtsigarden variety of neurotic
tendencies.

As for my parents, watching them date had been weiravahching them
remarry, weirder still. I was so thankful they hadn’'ttga divorced when | was young,
which would have required me to refer to the new spousasstepdad or stepmoriNot
only did I have the very good grace of not having towsd any step-parents, | could
simply refer to them as “my father’s wife” and “my ther’s husband.” God was good.

| found a nice, wide parking spot at Lee Tailors for mywmBMW. It wasn'’t
brand-new, but it was new to me. One of the perks—otiee@inly perks—of co-owning
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an auto repair shop is that sometimes you get good deedg®people don't have the
money to fix. Jack bought the '98 BMW 740IL, fixed it, andswaady to sell. “Or,” he
said, “you can drive it for a while.” Well. He didn’t V&to ask twice. The only problem
was that | was a freelance writer driving a BMW, tsloaoked like | made way too much
money.

I lugged the eggplant-colored monstrosity that was nadgbnaid dress from the
car and twisted to unhook it from the backseat. My isaregrve throbbed. It was likely |
was going to have to have another steroid injectimwever, | was making headway in
the weight loss department and with physical therapy;hwihias helping some.

Mr. Lee, presumably, or a close relative, greetedmdenaotioned me to the
changing room when he eyed the eggplant draped in my apusthe dress on as best |
could, unable to zip up the back, and met him outside.

“‘New dreh? Fo weddin?” He asked.

“Yes, | just need it hemmed,” | said, and slipped on tiig glightly less than
orthotic dress pumps | managed to find.

“Yes. Les zip up dreh,” he said. He tugged at the zippeicKesl in. He tried
again. And again, crouching a little to get leverage. Wais very embarrassing. He gave
it one last tug with his tiny fingers. Next to himtive mirror, | looked like the Fruit of
the Loom grape. He was a smart and slender cinnanodn sti

“No fit,” he said, finally. “This dreh no fit. You wame to take out?”

“No, | do not want you to take it out,” | said, angrathhis man | barely knew

was staring at my naked back telling me | was too faafstupid dress I'd already spent
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$200 on and would probably drop another $30 for hemming. Theraovaayl was
spending any more money on this dress.

“| sawee. Your dreh no fit. What | do?”

“You just hem it,” | said, bending over and pointing (amy; back) “to here. And
I'll take care of the rest. Don’t you worry aboutTiat’s my problem.”

“Yes,” he said, shaking his head. “That problem. Wheddin?”

“In a few weeks,” | said, sighing.

“Okay,” he said, backing away from me, nodding. “l meat yp front.”
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Divorce at a Wedding

October 2004

In the end, all it took to fit me into that dress \adgtle fasting, a tube of Zipper Glide
that my mother donated, and a nice tight corset brehwias giving me that biscuits-in-
a-can feeling. | didn’t cry at the wedding, as | had aaBaall | kept thinking was that
my hip was hurting from standing still for so long. Coestihad recently gone back to
work full-time while Todd stayed home with the kids. Stekevup so early now, | swear
| saw her nod off during the ceremony. | almost laughmditiy of my crippled self
bounding over to catch her mid-fall.

It was easy to see where Joey got his personality—Joay had managed to
spruce his up a bit. Joey’s father was boorish, demanaimtjcondescending. Every time
someone made a kind remark about the new couple, Jo#hés Yeould drawl
sarcastically “Awww. Ain’t that sweet?” Not surprigiyg, he was divorced, the mother
having left the family, kids and all, some years earh¢ least she saved herself.

Since her engagement, we had only seen Britt a feastahAlly and for a bridal
shower or two. This fact had Courtney, especialylydething about the cost of being a
bridesmaid and about the fact that we were spending thiisofnoney and were never
going to see Britt again.

Britt and Tara occasionally had lunch together. If ahys wanted to see Britt,
lunch was the only option. It was the only time slindihave to account for her
whereabouts to Joey. Tara went, but Courtney and |, desyuefused after a while.

Maybe our absence would make her come to her senses.
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Of course, the fact that she couldn’t meet outside @hluvas never disclosed;
nothing was ever disclosed. According to Britt, evenglwas just as it had been, only
she couldn’t come to Ally anymore (although she couldlsmea lunch meeting). We
pressed the issue and asked many carefully planned queptarmse(l at Ally of course)
but all we received were very creative excuses. Brixcuses for not attending Ally
were varied—Joey’s mom was in town, her father wasimng to dinner, she had to get
up early in the morning, a friend popped by, they had tehfipainting. Eventually the
excuses stopped altogether. This made me livid. How coelfishpretend nothing was
going on? Or were we so unimportant to her now thawstserelieved to break our 20-
year friendship? | wanted to hear her thought processshe justified it to herself. |
railed about it all the timeShe was well educated; she was raised in a good home by
loving parents. How could she let him dictate her life and control her??Htere was
her self-respect? How could she let him pull her away from us? &kisfar God’s sake,
the 2£' century. What was she thinking?

Tara and Courtney had both dated controlling and abusimemnen they were
younger, so they understoodbu just get lost. You don’t realize how wrong the behavior
is. You love him so muctBut you guys were just kids,” I'd yell. “She’s in heirtles.
She should KNOW better!”

And on it went. More than anything, | wanted Brittatddress it and open up to
us, but she never would. | felt as | had when my paxeats divorcing. If | could just
find the right words myself, | could get her to open ugxplain, to realize. | felt a
desperate need to know what was going on, like if I couldpastmentalize the issue, |
could fix it.
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In addition to not attending Ally nights for the pastryd#itt had also completely
changed her career. After her last lay-off, Britt dadided not to apply to any more jobs
in computer sales. At the time, she’d confessed Joeit didnthat she worked with so
many men and that, on occasion, she was obligedvel ikgth them or share a meal. At
his suggestion, she’d taken a job as an administratbist@s at the same company for
which Joey's sister worked. It was a drastic cut in pég.thought it a temporary
solution and didn’t want to judge her decision. Aftervaé, all needed to earn money.
But Britt stayed on, never inquiring about jobs in heldfi

When we did ask questions, everything was met with “Fldew are you and
Joey? Fine. Do you guys go out a lot? Not really. Homosk? It’s fine. It was
maddening. We were all afraid to push too hard when sheodig to Ally—afraid that
we’d give her a good reason never to come back.

In response to my frustration, Tara prattled on abettirily Britt know we’re
here for her.” Courtney was disgusted but largely unaffeceady to let Britt go, saying
the wedding would be the ‘final hand-washing’ and we’d bdaile. But | couldn’t
believe we were letting Britt go without a fight—or theé very least, an explanation, an
admission. | wanted answers. “After the wedding,” Taoalldl say, trying to pacify me.
“She’s under too much stress right now to confrontwitr it.”

“But this is exactly the time we should confront hettwit,” | said, exasperated,
“beforeshe marries him and is in it forever.”

“Why do you care so much anyway?” asked Courtney. “Whearelly seen her at
all in the past year. She never calls. It's herakist her life. She’s almost 35. She’s a big
girl.”
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And now it was done. The guests were slowly filing outhefchurch. Tara,
Courtney and | were gearing up for the post-wedding photogissssyon.

Tara sighed loudly, her face flushed. “I don’t care iti3eShrist himself gets
married next. | am done with bridesmaid dresses. Doreai# too damn old.”

“Ta-ra,” Courtney admonished as a few guests looked asappiovingly.

“I’'m serious,” she said. “If ya'll ever get married agiago to the damn
courthouse. New Ally rule: no bridesmaid dresses alloweddcond weddings.”
Courtney stifled a laugh.

“Would you shut up!” | hissed. “People are staring at us andg talking about
divorce at a wedding.”

“Yeah, well, we can hope.”
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Good News or Bad

April 2005

The clock reads 3:30 when Roberta and | spied Tara’s dawtbthe infectious diseases
specialist walking toward us. This was it: good news drt ba

As they got closer, we made eye contact with the da@std he smiled, giving us
the thumbs up. Roberta and | exhaled loudly.

“Her temp’s been normal now for more than an hotlng”doctor said, shaking
Roberta’s hand. “I've still got the antibiotics atlfdbsage, so we’ll be monitoring her
very closely for probably another week, maybe twa’$Spoing to need a home
healthcare nurse to change the vacuum bandage for thelwBwinl think you’ll see an
improvement in how she feels. Let me take you guys back.”

Roberta went first. | could hear her liting voice q@dimenting Tara on how
much better she looked, opening the curtains for theafegenoon sunlight to filter
through. They talked for a while. | slid slowly down thall, my knees pulled to my
chest, finally allowing myself to relax in reliefafa was going to be okay.

Finally, Roberta came out. “She’s much better, Laii&y on in; I'm going down
to the cafeteria to get some sodas and snacks.”

The “Caution” sign was gone. | pushed open the door. Tasasiting up. She
looked better. Not as feverish. Not as drugged. Now sh@ysiooked exhausted.

“Oh God,” | said, tears spilling and hugging her gently.yHe

Tara looked at me and patted the mattress. They haddakémer three inches

from her stomach; her incision now measured 10 inches.
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“Well, the good news is, | pretty much had a tummy tudlara joked. “I think
I've lost about 20 pounds and the morphine’s not bad €ithaimost got down on my
knees and gave thanks at her joke.

“With that fibroid gone, I'm betting pregnancy is goingdmme a lot easier. Of
course, you're going to have to heal,” | said gently, quighinking about her incision, |
was scared of what a pregnancy might do to it. As dinggmy negative thoughts,
Tara’s face changed.

“I’'m going to throw up. Get me something.”

| scurried around. What should | get? A cup? A trashcaréhy&hey have
something for vomiting. | handed her the only contaireyuld find. Perspiration dotted
Tara’s temples as she retched into the bowl.

“Press the nurse button...” she coughed.

| rang the button and fled the room to flag down a ni8ke.turned on expert
heels. What if the staph infection was coming back® whas horrible! Every muscle in
my body was clenched. My head ached so badly, it keltl lwas floating away from
myself. Back in the room, the nurse looked at the aositd had given Tara.

“Who gave you that?” she asked Tara.

“It was all | could find,” | answered quickly.

“Well, that’s a bedpan, so let’s get rid of it. Yougeing to be all right, honey,”
she said to Tara. “It’s just the medication. Your terapge is normal. I'll call the doctor
and see if we should reduce the pain meds,” she said,@&lara and the poles to the

bathroom before she left.
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| stayed in the bathroom with Tara until the nauseagzhand then wrung out a
cold wet washcloth for her forehead.

“Thank you,” she sighed, closing her eyes, then slowgned them again. “Look
at you, you’re not here five minutes and you've got me guiira bedpan. You'd better
hope this writing gig works out.”

“Hey, | had the foresight to get the mints. Maybe paychic,” | said, offering
her the box of Altoids Courtney and | had bought. As | flta reached up to give me a
hug. She smelled medicinal and like dried sweat, but hemsisrcool.

“I would hug you closer,” | joked. “But you’ve got puke breathtielped her
back to the bed, dragging her pole, which she dubbed “M&ghkt’then.

“Now, let’s delve into these celebrity rags,” | sdiDo you want me to read
about Britney Spears or J.Lo?”

Tara thought. “They’re both terrible,” she said.

| sighed. We're older now. | should have bougimeor Newsweelor even

Ladies Home Journal
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Never at Peace
May 2005
For once Tyler is sleeping in this morning. It’s furmow that phrase has changed in my
life. “Sleeping in” used to mean 11 am or noon. Nowatigthing past 6 a.m. Not
surprisingly, however, | am awake, so used am | to thed&8®@ake-up call Tyler
consistently gives me. I'm thinking about Tara. | fley toes toward the ceiling and look
at Jack’s empty spot in the bed as he has alreadgteftdrk. Tara will come home
today after nearly two weeks in the hospital. Robemldeave soon, and Courtney and |
are going to take turns going over there to clean arntldaiog out and make food.
That's the plan. | can tell the recovery is wearinglara and Dean. Yesterday in the
hospital, they were snapping at each other. Both argedabout money because Tara
hasn’t been able to work and will basically be out@hmission for another six to eight
weeks because the wound is so large and requires so nemtioattShe will only be
able to sit and sleep a certain way and can’t walk aoouch while it’s healing. A home
healthcare nurse will come three times a week togeghlier bandage. It's a vacuum-
packed bandage that basically looks like a piece of packiay bait with a tube under
the tape that sucks out moisture to prevent any baageowith. It’s like something out of
a science fiction book.

Britt has been coming sporadically to the hospitah@nlunch hour. But her dad,
Rob, and his wife, Barbara, have come regularly, whitimk is so wonderful. Tara told
me that during one visit, Rob asked her if she thouglit Bas happy. Had she been

coming to Ally since the wedding? Tara told Rob thattBradn’t been to Ally regularly
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for about a year and a half. “Really?” he asked, oblyausprised, Tara said. “She has
never mentioned that to me. That’s so strange. | kmom she feels about you guys.”

We thought we knew her, too. We went to high schooltteege We always made
time for each other during breaks from college. We wesee when Britt’'s mother
died—Tara holding vigil with Britt at the bedside until gfessed away from cancer. We
gave each other Sweet Sixteen parties and hosted anotinel when we all turned
thirty. And for six years, we had Ally night, every &ke until Joey. Sometimes | think
maybe we just don't fit her life anymore, but she ddadsrow how to tell us. If she
doesn’t want to come to Ally anymore, or be frierttigt’s fine. | just want to know it, so
I’m not sitting here worrying it's Joey and she’s coittea herself to a bad relationship.

“She’s never been at peace with herself,” Courtnegtpdiout one night,
reminding me of all the artificial things Britt has jgloyed over the years to feel good
about herself and all the times she’d never felt cotalite talking intimately, even

among those she knew loved her the most.
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Caught on Film

July 2005

Britt has called all of us and wants to host Ally at house tonight. I'm immediately
suspicious. The last time she invited us over was tolamge her engagement and that
was a year-and-a-half ago. | call Courtney.

“| bet she’s pregnant,” | say.

“Lainey, they just got married.”

“So? It's been, what, nine months?”

“I think you’re jumping to conclusions,” Courtney sighgan hear her typing on
the computer keyboard in the background.

“I hope so. Because it will make me more than & littitated after everything
Tara’s been through—especially with you being pregnant dgain

The typing stops. “What's that supposed to mean?” Couesley, indignantly.

‘I don’t mean that in a bad way, Court. But it's goto hard on Tara seeing you
pregnant with your third.” | wish | could take back the dsrCourtney felt a tremendous
sense of guilt telling Tara she was pregnant a few wagsShe and her husband Todd
had been conflicted about having another baby, butdextiled they'd like to try for a
girl.

“Courtney,” | backpedal. “I don’t mean it the way youthenking. I've told you a
million times, and Tara agrees, that we all shardiees together and this is a big part of
your life. So don't feel guilty about it and don’t hide yaxcitement or anything else.”

“Then why would it make you so angry if Britt was pregfaiCourtney asks.
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“Because Britt hasn’t been sharing any of her lifalefor the past eighteen
months. And now, if Britt is pregnant, she has thisgrews that she has to share,
regardless of how it will make Tara feel. It’s like 'sheibbing Tara’s nose in it. She
shares all of her great news and nothing personalr tiewvdard times. It just cheapens

the friendship.”

Although the creed of Ally is “no kids, no husbands,” Joeyer complies. So it's
the Ally girls and Joey. Not exactly an environmdrattmakes you feel safe about
crying, complaining, or making jokes at your husband'’s exgemgich we sometimes
do. But maybe that’s the point. Joey can keep an eys @and our influence on Britt.

Tara and | ride together again and Courtney is latg.iddend and
accommodating, giving us all hugs and announcing he’s goigg tlownstairs to give
us some privacy.

Tara and | take our drinks into the living room, andtiagothat Britt is not
drinking. | always notice things like this. When | wéll s college, it was how my older
sister and sisters-in-law used to guess when one ofwaanpregnant. Tara comments
on how nice Britt's house looks. Britt and Joey are/ menting his grandmother’s house
since she’s in a nursing home. It's a home in thergiért of Cary, but Britt has done
some nice things with the paint and decorating.

Courtney is talking about how the transition has lggeing back to work and how
Todd is a lot harder on the boys than she is. Finadign't stand it anymore.

“So Britt,” | drawl sweetly. “Do you have some nefos us?”

She looks a little taken aback. “Well, yes, actualto.”
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“Are you pregnant?” | ask, teasingly.

“Yeah,” she beams, unaware that I've ruined her swpri®ok at Tara and
Courtney and both are smiling and then we’re all givieghugs. “That was fast,”
Courtney says. “When are you due?”

“April 13".”

“Oh my God, I'm due March 28" says Courtney.

“You're pregnant too? That’s great!” Britt gives Coustramother hug.

“That is really cool you guys are going to have kidssidmme age,” | say. Tara
looks at me and | can tell what she’s thinkifigose kids won't ever see each other.

I make my way to the kitchen to get another beer atidena nice video camera
on the counter. It's folded up as tightly as a Rubik’s CtBett, this is a nice video
camera,” | call from the kitchen. “Thanks,” she s&iy dad gave that to us for a
wedding present.” It's a Sony. | pick it up and turn it overeally need to get a camera
so we can start filming Tyler,” | say, putting it backndoand joining the group. Tara is
still wearing her vacuum bandage, but she’s taking catteeoiound herself now and is
back working and generally herself. She’s taken the wihalg in stride really.
Concerning the baby issue, the doctors have advisezhbddean to try naturally for a
few months now that the fibroid is gone and to allcavals body to continue healing.
After that, if nothing happens, it may be necessaottsider in-vitro fertilization.

| pet Britt’s sweet dog, Shelby, and look at my watdbarly 10 pm. Ally
usually goes on for at least another hour or hour-aralfaBut Britt is fidgeting,
Jiggling her leg in an agitated manner.
“Britt!” Joey yells, coming up from the basementnfilgoing on up to bed.”
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“Okay. I'll be up in a bit.”

After a while Tara announces she’s ready for a cigmeand we all plod through
the dining room to the screened porch. Britt’s motheirig\g room furniture looks good
in here. | remember it from high school when it waBritt’s childhood home. On the
top of the buffet I notice the video camera again. @mfytime, it's open and it's
recording. It's been placed on two books and the camerasagointing onto the
screened porch. Tara and | are bringing up the rear dihéhd grab her arm and point.
She looks at me. “It wasn’t there before,” | whispdraking my head.

“Britt?” Tara calls. “Is this thing on? It looks likés recording.”

Britt comes back into the dining room from the sceekporch.

“What? Well, that's weird. Joey must have been fitmearlier today and left it
on,” Britt says, turning it off and folding it back up. Idwm this is untrue because I'd seen
it just forty-five minutes ago in the kitchen in thé pésition. No doubt Joey knew we
would head out here eventually and he wondered what wealkiey about. The
thought gives me the creeps, but | don't say anythingn’t even imagine what | would
say: “Britt is your husband filming us? What else doeddfWhy in the hell are you
having a child with him®hat is going on?”

When we leave Britt’s, Tara grabs Courtney’s armsays “keep your phone
on.” She and | get into her car, and we commence ¢pavthree-way conference on the
way home. There was so little we knew about Britt Zmely’s relationship because on the
surface it seemed so normal. But when we did catch glsnpise tonight or when we

talked with Britt’s dad, we were frightened.
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| feel sorry for Britt, but at the same time I’'m maering what I'm so sorry about.
Maybe she loves life with him. If she didn’t, she acbwlalk away. It's a free country.
Her father could help her financially. But Tara and Coeytsay it’s not that easy. Then
why can't we do something to get her out? Because ftiseacountry, Courtney says.
I’'m frustrated. It seems like there is nothing we camdiess she comes to us or her
father for help. And then there is always the naggingght in my mind that | mention
to Courtney and Tara when we are having these discassSMaybe she doesn’'t want to
leave. Maybe she and Joey are happy. Maybe she justegbof us and we are
completely fabricating that anything is going on.”

Courtney and Tara have stopped responding to me whernhesgy/things. They

just sigh.
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Whatever It Takes
July 2006

As always, the gym smells like forgotten clothes mwasher. | don’t know why
| don't join a better gym, but this one is close antéiTkkes the daycare. Tyler. His
sweet apple cheeks and big eyes, the color of thewsmaas the edge of my mind’s
horizon. | am thinking about him today and also aboubagk. I'm feeling better and
the gym is helping. At home | can never do the phydimabpy exercises without Tyler
crawling on me or the dog licking my face. Here, | spéirtiytminutes on the elliptical
trainer, and fifteen minutes each on core strengtgeaxercises and weights. It's
working. The nerve pain is gone, and I'm not even takmgiaflammatory medicine
anymore. Plus, the gym is a great place for me to unplugrany. Sometimes | close my
eyes while | do the floor work. | don’t want to talkaaybody; | just want to decompress.
| want silence with no demands; | want to processifieyllcan’t believe Tyler is now
three years old. Recently, Jack and | took our venytfigg away from him to celebrate
our ninth anniversary. It was heaven. | felt likedsanineteen again, and we both slept
late and didn’t have to worry about anything but beindp wédch other. That same
weekend, Courtney gave birth to Valerie, the most bieglittile girl. Of course, she did
it naturally again. | told her I'm going to make a medai@nor for her—a purple heart
for natural childbirth. And Britt had a son a few weéter, Davis Joseph Keyes, named
after Joey. She had pre-eclampsia and had to have agesimye C-section. | went to see
her in the hospital after class one night, and shesavddoated it scared me. Joey was
very nice and tried to take me to see the baby, butishimg hours were over. Seeing
Courtney’s baby girl kind of makes me want to have amtiecause | would love a girl,
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but the doctors have been very specific about the inské/ed. I've had three opinions
thus far and two have suggested | get a lumbar fusion imrelydiend definitely before |
consider another pregnancy. But a lumbar fusion cortdistaving screws drilled into
your vertebra to hold them into place, as well asreelgraft from your hip or a cadaver
to secure it. Then, you wait for it to fuse, which kenths, sometimes up to a year
(and that’s what they're admitting to). | feel decemivrand the pain is manageable, so
I’m reluctant to volunteer for such a surgery. The thpdcialist is much more
conservative on the topic of surgery. He told me tolggad and have another child if |
really wanted to, but to be ready for the possibilitgame bad pain and damage that
they won't be able to do anything about during the pregnafter the birth, however, |
could get epidural injections if the pain was really batk fhing is, | just don’'t know if |
want to go through all of that again. Not that T wasrorth it—because he was—I'm
just afraid I'll losemy quality of life. Being a new mom requires stamina arefegn

What if | was in so much pain, | couldn’t do all thentfs I'd need to do? The first two
years of Tyler’s life were really difficult in thaespect. Even, now, | still have a lot of
pain at the end of the day. If Jack wanted more kidsghtfieel differently. But he
thinks we should let well enough alone.

Tyler is our shining star. He is the best, most wofadigning | have ever created,
so funny and smart. He has challenged me in many waydie has a speech delay, and
it’'s profound so we’ve started him in speech therapgvelspent the past few weeks
beating myself up over this. How could I, a communicatiperson, have a son with a
speech delay? Maybe | don’t read enough to him. Mayehirh take the pacifier too
long. | had to go to my mom’s house one day and have @ ggabout it because |
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didn’t want to cry around Tyler. 1 felt overwhelmed antittle desperate. But
motherhood is a lot about feeling overwhelmed and despéhatfinding. This whole
experience has got me thinking a lot about moms. | tglex 1o speech therapy at a
rehabilitation center at Wake Med that also offersupational and physical therapy to
children. A woman | met in the waiting room the otbay was there with her toddler
daughter who hadn’t yet started walking or crawling. Sktetba doctors thought her
daughter might have cerebral palsy or muscular dystrophy.

Another time | watched as a mother and her five-pdéhison locked eyes, both of
them smiling and laughing with joy as he walked to hetHerfirst time, aided by a
walker. I will never forget the love in her eyes as boy came through the door.

For my columrBaby Makes Three talk with other moms in passing, ready to
strangle their teenage sons and daughters who don’tdistewon’t follow the rules.
They despair over the crowds their kids want to hang @bt afraid their child might
take a path that can’'t be reversed.

Regardless of kids and their ages, their abilities ardbitiges, I'm learning that
moms do whatever they need to do—no matter how cdstly,tiring, how frustrating or
how utterly devastating. Simply put, we do the best we Tdrr’'s speech is something |
can’t control, but I can control how much | help hitrs going to mean doing a lot of
extra writing because private speech therapy is one rdidaitiars per half hour and he
needs it twice weekly. Insurance won't cover it. Butdid fail him earlier, I'm sure not
going to do it again. In the fall, he will be able &dé¢ speech with Wake County Public
School's preschool services, which is free of chapgé until then it’s going to cost us.
And it will be worth every penny. It all makes senBee gym is making me stronger.
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And the stronger | am, the harder | can work. The hdrdan work, the more | can help

Tyler. That's my plan.
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New and Improved
October 19, 2006
Today | went to get my driver’s license renewed. | dlthirty-five in six days. After |
had the new one in my hand, | sat in my car and laugioedparing the new license to
the old one from 1999. | look a lot more grown-up. Tara amgrtdey’s plea to wax my
eyebrows was definitely a good idea. Aside from thiatok more confident, less unsure.

Ally tonight is at Tara’s. It's always at Tara’smoCourtney’s three kids make it
impossible for her to host. | used to put Tyler to badithen have the girls over, but he’s
getting too savvy for that now. He hears the car dslare and looks out his window,
walling that he wants to come down and say “Hi.” Atteait, he needs his back scratched
or a cup of water or Baby Tiger and finally | lose mykand yell at him “Go to bed!”
because | want to get downstairs to the Ally girls aelwshat I'm missing. And then |
have to wonder aloud, so | won't dwell on it in my hetiin a good mother. I've
changed, but not completely.

| show Courtney and Tara my license and they have d lgoigh at my old
caterpillar eyebrows. Then Tara says, “Well, | hawme gossip.”

“What?” Courtney and | ask. Tara takes a deep breathpdllsd s

Rob, Britt’s father, had called Tara today, concerrgaireabout Britt. He and his
wife Barbara had agreed to watch Britt's son Davidemdoey and Britt painted the
living room. Britt took Davis, now about six monthslpbver to her dad’s and took him
to the upstairs bedroom where Barbara was folding lauAdigw hours later, Britt came
to pick up Davis and when she got home Joey noticed afpaatly folded boxer shorts
wedged in the car seat carrier, underneath Davis.

123



“Joey went into a rage and Britt called Rob, cryingl said “Dad, you’ve got to
tell him those are your underwear, that they fell mievBarbara was folding laundry,”
Tara says.

“ don't get it,” | say. “Why was Joey so mad?”

Courtney rolls her eyes. “Lainey, obviously Joey thaubl underwear was
another man’s.” Tara nods.

“What? That'’s ridiculous. You mean he thought Britt stoppédn the way
home from her dad’s to have a quickie with some other @lyg¢h would she have the
time in his eyes? He makes Britt call before shedeanywhere.”

“Maybe he thinks she’s lying about where she is winencalls. Who knows?”
says Tara. “Rob was really concerned, and | told hewwsre too, but what can we do
about it?”

“Not a damn thing,” Courtney sighs, taking a sip of wine.

“You know, | was thinking, girls. Maybe we should seeaRvould like to meet
us all for lunch,” | say.

“Why?” Courtney asks.

“So we can compare notes about Britt and see if wieathwk is going on is
really going on.” Courtney and Tara look at each other.

“I don't think so, Lainey. What good will it do? It wjlist be gossiping about her
and if she ever found out, she’d be furious.”

“Yeah,” Courtney agrees. “It would be one thing if wekrghe was ready to
leave Joey, and we all wanted to meet to come up withtarvention or a plan, but she’s
complacent and she’s not going anywhere.”
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| sigh loudly. “You guys are so frustrating to me. | c&@tieve you don’t want to
get to the bottom of this and find out as much as wdroam Rob.”

“Lainey, Britt is not ready to hear what we think abber marriage or how she’s
given up her friendships and her identity,” Tara saysyiirtBhe’s not ready. If we try to
force it, we're going to push her away forever. All @an do is keep the door open and
let her know we’re always here for her.”

“I'm sorry | just can't let this go. I'm not like you gayl need to figure out
what’s going on. | want her to confide and admit, and thaybe she’ll realize how she
sounds and then I, we, can change things,” | say, tignksound a lot like | did when
my parents were divorcing.

“Lainey, it's not about you!” Courtney says. “It's nabout what you need or
want. It's about Britt. This is her journey. And shgtst a kid with this guy and right now
being with Joey is a lot more attractive than mowiagk home with her dad and
admitting the whole thing was a mistake or a failurevbatever. They're not just dating.
She has a lot to lose, and she’s not going to be dyert aommunicating with us until
she’s ready.”

| am silent for a moment. “But that could be years.”

“It could,” Tara points out, rocking on my screened pofithook your mom
forty-seven years.”

| look at Tara, then Courtney. It is not that | aging to be controlling. But | feel
if | say or do the right thing | can prevent someolové from getting hurt or making a
mistake. It is egotistical of me to think these thiags my job—that | am powerful
enough to influence hearts and minds in this way. Buhitdeel superior or
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condescending at all; | just feel as if I'm being cardtuteems likely my wanting a
happy ending for everyone—and feeling burdened by the rebpiontd make it so—
could definitely be another obsession. In fact, it ddadthe obsessionSometimes the
hardest thing you can do is nothirigead this somewhere once, and | didn’t understand
it.

| look at Tara and Courtney and repeaSimetimes the hardest thing you can do
is nothing.Tara smiles. “That’s true,” she says. “But it'sva#t can do. It's not our job to
rescue Britt if she doesn’t want rescuing.” | rock sloahd think about Britt—about all
the years she could lose figuring it out. | think aboutnmayher saying she wished she’d
left my father years before so she would have beanger when she started over.

But the only life I can control is my own and there ao many things about that |
can’t control either. The realization dawns on ni@yly. It is a simultaneous acceptance
and a letting go of all the little pebbles that | cax@erce. | am almost sad to put these

burdens down.

*kk
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Epilogue
Lainey still freelances full-time. She will hopefuthefend her master’s thesis before the
end of 2007.

Courtney continues to work full-time in sales for UR&jle her husband Todd
stays at home with their three children.

Tara and her husband Dean are still battling inferalitd plan to try in-vitro
fertilization in 2008.

Britt is pregnant with her second child, a boy. SHedstes not come to Ally.
The Ally girls still meet once a week sans husbandsdst In 2007, for the first time
since Tara’s surgery, the remaining three Ally girlssgeweekend in Nashville, TN,
hosted by Tara’s mother, Roberta. On the plane adk to Raleigh, amid fits of

laughter, they produced the following:

ALLY GIRLS TOP TEN LIST

You know you're getting old on a Girls’ Weekend when....

» Everyone’s bathing suit has a skirt.

* Your “comfortable” shoes dictate your outfit.

» The doorman at the country music saloon gives you the 8€rog
Card” discount (wink, wink.)

* You're concerned the music at the bar could damage yotingea

* When a cute guy flirts with you, you pat his hand arsigshim he
and his fiancée will be back together tomorrow.

* The guys at the bar, who used to size you up, how pointoout y
wedding band. (As if you need reminding).

» Everyone wants to be in charge (except Lainey).
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* No one laughs when Roberta falls off the boat and into the
Cumberland River.

* Your moles need a haircut.

« AND THE NUMBER ONE REASON YOU KNOW YOU'RE
GETTING OLD: It takes twice as long to recover from wWeekend
as the weekend itself.

*The real names of the main characters in this story have been changed
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