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If, as I have come to suspect, life is more about surprise and resilience than about predictability and steady achievement, then what I now see as my most important day counts right up there at the top of the list of life’s lessons for me.

Because, if I had to say what the most important day of my life was so far, it wouldn’t be the day in May 1990 that I walked down two aisles. One was at the University of Houston—this was in the morning—to get my Ph.D. in literature and creative writing handed to me. I’d worked hard for five years for this and in all the pictures I look triumphant. Although I’m one of thousands in identical black robes, I’m beaming as if it’s my coronation,


In the afternoon of that same hot Houston day, in a completely different outfit, I walked into the Rothko Chapel to marry my longtime boyfriend, a handsome red-haired poet for whom I felt the deepest passion.


In those pictures I look tired, maybe a little trapped. It had been a long day, after all, and the relationship had its tangles—creative writers are not necessarily known for their stability, or untroubled relationships, or even sobriety. And neither of us, it turned out, was immune to the consequences of any of these.


So that was a big day! The beginning of so much—my career as a writer and professor, my husband’s and my long journey into the night, the setting out to have a home together, to have the family that now exists in two warring spheres—our two boys and me, our two boys and their dad and his family.


I’m here to tell you that divorce isn’t what I thought it was—a tricky but doable solution to a bad marriage choice, a financial challenge that can be managed, a chance to start fresh new relationships, an opportunity for your kids to benefit from an improved home situation.


Or it sure hasn’t been for me—and all of you out there who have sailed out of a bad marriage into a spectacular one, with terrific financial success and little if any leftover baggage from the old one, and whose kids are glad it all happened the way it did and are fantastically well-adjusted—congratulations!—and please don’t tell me about it, because I used to be competitive and now—after watching my financial boat take on water for years, my kids struggle academically and emotionally, and myself have no relationships—well, I just don’t want to hear about it.


So—if it wasn’t the day I got my Ph.D. and married, what was the most important day of my life?


It wasn’t the day I represented myself in court at the closing act of our first custody battle either.


Though that was a big day, though not in a good way, or even a mixed way.


Nineteen years into our relationship—ten of which we’d been divorced and I had raised the kids on my own—my ex-husband sued me for custody of children he had left when they were three and four years old.


It wasn’t the most important day of my life when I came to understand how it could happen that a parent who had little track record with raising his or her children can set in motion the grinding processes of family court—because that took years to understand—but maybe the day I took a stab at saving myself the thousands of dollars it would have cost to have a lawyer lose the battle for me—which they had been doing for years by then—when I could lose it for myself for free represented some sort of high water mark of independence, or chutzpah, or just plain insanity—it was very hard to tell which—for me was surely one of the most important days of my life, wasn’t it?


To stand in front of a judge—as I did that day—in a flowered shirtwaist and bone pumps, as a mother—with a stack of documents and the tabbed notebook of the lawyer (along with a cheat sheet on what the heck a “hearsay” objection—among others—was anyway) on the table in front of me—arguing—no, by then begging, that my children be left in the stable home they’d known all their lives—that had to be most important day.


Win, lose, or draw—I laid it all on the line that day—my brains, my guts, my mother-heart.


It was a draw. I held on to one of my kids.


No, the most important day of my life so far was one I spent in the bathtub.


I was supposed to be writing that Saturday morning, though it rarely happened that I met this goal of mine, notwithstanding its being penciled my planner. Always competitive, always an overachiever, always driven by a desire to improve, raise the bar—to respond to my father’s expectation that I make straight As, be a model, do the family proud—this writing thing was starting to feel like another in the long—life-long—series of hurdles I asked—demanded—that I jump. Deprived long ago of my parents’ real voices exhorting or encouraging me to excel, I have long since internalized the voice that says, “You can do better! You must do better! Don’t rest! Any imperfection is a failure! Any sign of fatigue is a failure! You must—at the very least—keep trying!


I am now years into this effort, where every day I wake up with that voice saying, “Achieve something great at work today! Write that novel! Renovate the house! Lose ten pounds! Groom the dogs! And don’t forget to open up that Roth IRA with a $100,000 deposit! And, oh yes, get out there and find that Brad Pitt look-alike boyfriend!”—only to fall into bed that night having barely managed to get my son to school, answer a chunk of emails at work, feed the dogs, and get one load of laundry half-done (Did you pay the mortgage this month? Walk ten steps, never mind 10,000, today? Do you remember the name of your best friend, never mind the last time you talked to her? There’s a presidential election going on????). 


And then there was the one day last fall when I woke up realizing I had failed at everything I’d really tried to achieve: my marriage went bust, I hardly ever wrote, I lost custody of a son, the class I was teaching was going dismally, those ten pounds were as movable as dried concrete, and, my God, those dogs were so ungroomed there might be another dog’s worth of hair under there. I was pretty sure the cat had peed in the laundry again.


I was in the bathtub that day, soaking out the week’s failures and frustrations, I thought, breathing the rose geranium essential oil I’d dropped in the water with me, when I realized that I hadn’t left the failures outside the tub—I was soaking in them.


I had tried so hard to achieve, then tried so hard not to know that I’d failed, that I’d ended up driving myself through every minute of every day, trying to make up for what I knew in my heart were spectacular defeats, trying not to know. And suddenly I had failed at denial. My cheery little mental “This isn’t so bad—You can handle this!” voice stuttered, squeaked, whispered, and then faded completely to silence.


Uh oh, I thought, we’re going down.


But I didn’t.


The reason I didn’t wasn’t a one-day affair. Years before, thanks (and I mean that) to my own struggle with alcohol, my family’s and my husband’s, I’d started attending twelve step meetings and slowly, by osmosis, I’d slid into some sort of awkward embrace of the spiritual life recommended there. It wasn’t graceful, my taking to prayer—intellectual, secular, a believer in good works much more readily than in faith, I had a lot of resistance. By some miracle, though, I’d let myself do the program badly—upside-down, backwards, a poster child for how not to do the steps—my flight into the spiritual life had been way more of a gooney-bird’s—awkward, failing, improbable.


My prayers were often querulous, or wild demands—don’t let me or anyone I love ever get sick or die! Lately I’d been praying more modestly to have the failure-sense I knew lurked beneath my every minute taken from me. As if.


And then there I was, bathed in it, up to my chin, full of the woeful sense that I had failed at everything that mattered to me.


And yet, there I was, rubicund, apparently healthy, having apparently paid the mortgage because no one was threatening foreclosure. My sons in the basement playing video games at the moment blissfully ignorant of the fact they could be preparing for SATs. The dogs waiting faithfully outside the door for a walk their ever-hopeful hearts always believed was coming, not at all bothered by extra hair. And the big fat cat (not the one who pees) sitting on the bathmat.


I was steeped in failure—and I was smelling like rose geranium (or was that like a lily of the field, who doesn’t spin or toil or do a darned thing!).


That day I soared, flying straight through the clouds of my many and manifest failures, into the clear air of being God’s own mess—and loved for it.


So my most important day would have looked like this: I took a bath, made peanut butter sandwiches for my kids, watched a Cary Grant movie, made hamburgers for the boys, read a magazine. 


I still wake up with the hounds of hell in my head, and sometimes I run with them. But sometimes I run out ahead of them—or, more likely, fall behind, and take to the sofa for what a friend of mine calls a “gown treatment”—where you don’t take your nightgown off all day. And there I may reflect on all my recent failures, stumbles, defeats, Waterloos—and find them sweetly funny, like my children’s stumbles before they (sometimes) take off on a long, good run.
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