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			Praise for Eat Pray Love

			“If a more likable writer than Gilbert is currently in print, I haven’t found him or her. . . . Gilbert’s prose is fueled by a mix of intelligence, wit, and colloquial exuberance that is close to irresistible, and makes the reader only too glad to join the posse of friends and devotees who have the pleasure of listening in.”

			—Jennifer Egan, The New York Times Book Review

			“An engaging, intelligent, and highly entertaining memoir . . . [Her] account of her time in India is beautiful and honest and free of patchouli-scented obscurities.”	

			—Lev Grossman, Time

			“A meditation on love in many forms . . . Gilbert’s wry, unfettered account of her extraordinary journey makes even the most cynical reader dare to dream of someday finding God deep within a meditation cave in India, or perhaps over a transcendent slice of pizza.”

			—Los Angeles Times

			“Gilbert’s memoir reads like the journal of your most insightful, funny friend as she describes encounters with healers, ex-junkies, and (yes!) kind, handsome men.”

			—Glamour

			“Readable [and] funny . . . By the time she and her lover sailed into a Bali sunset, Gilbert had won me over. She’s a gutsy gal, this Liz, flaunting her psychic wounds and her search for faith in a pop-culture world.”

			—The Washington Post

			“This insightful, funny account of her travels reads like a mix of Susan Orlean and Frances Mayes. . . . Gilbert’s journey is well worth taking.”

			—Entertainment Weekly (“A” rating)

			“Be advised that the supremely entertaining Eat Pray Love—a mid-thirties memoir by the endlessly talented Elizabeth Gilbert—is not just for the ladies, fellas.”			

			—GQ

			“Compulsively readable. . . . Think Carrie Bradshaw cut loose from her weekly column, her beloved New York City, and her trio of friends, riffing her way across the globe on an assortment of subjects ranging from the ‘hands-down most amazing’ Sicilian pasta she’s ever tasted to her reason for buying sexy lingerie to our collective, species-driven instinct for being on the planet.”	

			—Elle

			“Gilbert’s exuberance and her self-deprecating humor enliven the proceedings: recalling the first time she attempted to speak directly to God, she says, ‘It was all I could do to stop myself from saying, “I’ve always been a big fan of your work.” ’”	

			—The New Yorker

			“An intriguing and substantive journey recounted with verve, humor, and insight. Others have preceded Gilbert in writing this sort of memoir, but few indeed have done it better.”	

			—Seattle Post-Intelligencer

			“In this engrossing and captivating travel memoir, journalist Liz Gilbert globe-trots for a year to Italy, India, and Indonesia. . . . Lucky for us, the lessons she learns are entirely importable.”	

			—Marie Claire

			“Gilbert’s writing is chatty and deep, confident and self-deprecating . . . that makes her work engaging and accessible.”	

			—San Francisco Chronicle

			“As a friend—and as a writer—Gilbert is innocently trusting, generous, loving, and expressive.”	

			—The Boston Globe

			“Gilbert is an irresistible narrator—funny, self-deprecating, fiercely intelligent. . . . [She’s] such a sincere seeker. . . . [It’s] impossible not to applaud her breakthrough.”	

			—Salon.com

			“An intimate account of a spiritual journey. But it’s also a zippy travelogue with rich, likeable characters. . . . You will laugh, cry, and love with a more open heart.”	

			—Rocky Mountain News

			“Gilbert is a witty, funny, and likeable pilgrim on a hero’s journey.”

			—The Oregonian

			“Run-of-the-mill envy doesn’t begin to describe what many readers must feel when devouring Elizabeth Gilbert’s Eat Pray Love.”

			—St. Louis Post-Dispatch

			“A captivating storyteller with a gift for enlivening metaphors, Gilbert is Anne Lamott’s hip, yoga-practicing, footloose younger sister, and readers will laugh and cry as she recounts her nervy and outlandish experiences and profiles the extraordinary people she meets. . . . [Her] sensuous and audacious spiritual odyssey is as deeply pleasurable as it is enlightening.”	

			—Booklist (starred review)

			“Sustaining a chatty, conspiratorial tone, Gilbert fully engages readers in the year’s cultural and emotional tapestry—conveying rapture with infectious brio, recalling anguish with touching candor—as she details her exotic tableau with history, anecdote, and impression.”

			—Publishers Weekly (starred review)

			“Gilbert takes us on a pilgrimage, with the humor, insight, and charm that only come with honest self-revelation and good writing.”

			—Jack Kornfield, The Omega Institute

			“Spilling out of this funny (and profound) circus car of a book are dozens of mesmerizing characters; people you’ll envy Liz Gilbert for finding, valuing, loving and, I couldn’t help noticing, joining for irresistible meals. I’ve never read an adventure quite like this one, where a writer packs up her entire life and takes it on the road.”	

			—Alan Richman

			“This is a wonderful book, brilliant and personal, rich in spiritual insight . . . Gilbert is everything you would love in a tour guide of magical places she has traveled to both deep inside and across the oceans: she’s wise, jaunty, human, ethereal, hilarious, heartbreaking, and, God, does she pay great attention to the things that really matter.”

			—Anne Lamott
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			For Susan Bowen—

		

		who provided refuge

			even from 12,000 miles away

		

	
		
			Tell the truth, tell the truth, tell the truth.*

			—SHERYL LOUISE MOLLER

			* Except when trying to solve emergency Balinese real estate transactions, such as described in Book Three.
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			I realized recently that I hadn’t read Eat Pray Love in ten years.

			This was a curious realization, because I’d certainly spent the last ten years talking about Eat Pray Love—presenting it, explaining it, defending it, expounding upon it and oftentimes flat-out joking about it. But I hadn’t actually read the thing—not since I finished editing the final draft of the book, several months before it was published back in January 2006.

			This is not uncommon. I don’t know many authors who go back and reread their books once their work is done. Sometimes this is because of embarrassment (we all tend to wince at our words, in retrospect); sometimes it’s because of boredom (we already know how the story ends!) and sometimes it’s just because we have moved on to other projects.

			But with Eat Pray Love, my feeling was this: I had no business reading this book again, because it wasn’t really mine anymore. You see, very quickly upon publication, Eat Pray Love was gobbled up by the world, and the world made it theirs—theirs to love, theirs to hate, theirs to emulate, theirs to parody.

			After my book became such a surprisingly big bestseller, advertisers started using the “Eat Pray _____ ” construct to sell just about anything. (Eat Pray Shop! Eat Pray Ski! Eat Pray Drink! Eat Pray Bark!) Travel agencies made it into a cash cow (you can now go on “Eat Pray Love tours” all over the world—none of them officially sanctioned by me, by the way, though I’m always happy to see people travel). Hollywood turned my story into a movie in which my husband and I got seriously upgraded by Julia Roberts and Javier Bardem. (Sad truth: My husband and I don’t actually look like Julia Roberts and Javier Bardem. Not even in low light. But I still loved the movie. No, wait—that’s why I loved the movie . . .) Marge was glimpsed reading Eat Pray Love on Season 21 of The Simpsons; Tina Fey joked about it on 30 Rock; Raj and Penny both read it on The Big Bang Theory. And one day several years ago, sweetest of all, a little girl in my niece’s third grade class walked into school with a book report on the eating habits of her pet turtle, which she had gloriously entitled “Eat Cut Poop.”

			Yeah, this thing definitely took on a life of its own.

			Some of the reaction to Eat Pray Love has struck me as beautiful, some of it has been hateful, much of it has been incomprehensible—but all of it has been astonishing to me. Millions of women seem to have used the book as a recovery manual for their own heartbreaks and spiritual explorations, which has been magnificent to behold. I’ve tried to show up for as many of those women as I can, in a spirit of friendship and global sisterhood, but sometimes I’ve been unable to manage the flood of it all. Over the last ten years, I’ve had to learn how to set boundaries with people—and believe me, boundary-setting has never been one of my special talents. I’ve also had to learn how to balance my privacy (never before a concern of mine) against my public accessibility (never before a concern of anyone else’s). I’ve had to figure out how to keep on writing and publishing, even in the intimidating aftermath of the whole phenomenon. And I’ve had to learn how to say no to so many new and wild opportunities—including, for instance, the opportunity to host my own reality television show.

			It’s certainly been a whirlwind of a decade. I’ve made a determined effort to remain as steady and sane as possible, though, in the midst of this whirlwind. Some of my steadiness came from the good luck of having been the right age (mid-thirties) and in the right relationship (a happy second marriage) when success hit me. Some of my sanity came from having already lived through my own version of insanity, and never wanting to dip into those dark and turbulent waters again. People often say to me, “Things must have gotten so crazy for you after Eat Pray Love happened!” and I always respond with this truthful answer: “No, my friend—all the craziness in my life was before Eat Pray Love happened, back in my twenties.” (And I thank God that none of you were around to witness it, by the way.) Writing this book, in fact, was one of the ways I pulled myself out of crazy.

			Anchored in as much steadiness and sanity as I can summon, then, I have never stopped being grateful to Eat Pray Love for all that it’s brought me. But grateful as I am, I’ve also learned to keep a few inches of protective space between myself and . . . this. It just feels safer and calmer that way. Which is probably the best explanation I can offer as to why I had not read this book in over a decade.

			But finally—in preparation for the ten-year anniversary of Eat Pray Love—I sat down and read it again.

			And the experience was remarkable for me.
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			For one thing, I had forgotten so much!

			This memoir recounts a year of wide-ranging travel and exploration, but so many of the details had gone missing from my memory already. (This is a good argument, by the way, for writing things down.) Over the last decade, I think I’d narrowed down the whole Eat Pray Love experience to: pizza, pizza, pizza. So there were people and incidents and scenes (and even meals!) that I’d totally forgotten about. I’d forgotten about that week I spent in Sicily, where all I did was ask strangers on the street where I should eat next. I’d forgotten some of the nuances of the hilarious but always transformative conversations I’d had in India with my friend Richard from Texas—who is sadly no longer with us. I’d forgotten about that road trip I took across Bali with my Indonesian friend Yude.

			I was struck by how very much of the world I got to see during that year, and by how very lucky I was to have seen it. A good deal of the criticism leveled against Eat Pray Love has been about my extraordinary privilege, and I have to say in response: I get it. The woman who went on this trip was exceedingly lucky—lucky as all hell. Reading about this journey again drove that point home for me more deeply than ever, because: Who gets to do such a thing? Who has twelve free months to spare, just to kick around the globe? Who has the freedom or the money for that? Who has weeks and weeks upon end to wander through Italy, learning a new language? Who has months and months to study meditation in India and Indonesia with some of the world’s greatest teachers?

			Over the years, I’ve had so many people say to me, “I wish I could do what you did,” but as I was rereading Eat Pray Love, I thought to myself, “I wish I could do what I did! What an incredible adventure!”

			In other words, I thought I had been grateful for this experience before, but perhaps I have not been grateful enough. I should kiss the ground every single day for what I got to do during that exquisite year of freedom, self-exploration and travel.

			But I also realized in my rereading that one of the reasons I was so free that year was because I was such a mess. It was easy for me to leave everything behind because I didn’t have much to leave behind. I had no property, because I’d lost it all in my divorce. I had no romantic relationships, because I’d exploded them. I had no job, because I’d quit it. Everything was in turmoil, everything was in flux and I was so bloody sad.

			I had forgotten how sad I was.

			Put simply: I was not in a good place before I flew away to Italy. I’d been so depressed that I couldn’t eat, couldn’t sleep, could barely function. I was heavily medicated with antidepressants, anti-anxiety pills and sleeping pills. I was as skinny as a stray dog. My joints and muscles and digestion didn’t work correctly, so I was always in pain. Everything about my life made me anxious, and the anxiety made my hands shake like the hands of a Bowery bum.

			I had forgotten about all this. I mean, I remembered it in a very general sense, but I had forgotten the fearsomely intimate details of that unhappiness—much of which is laid out in these pages. I’d forgotten the punishing shame of what it feels like to have failed at marriage, or what it feels like to have failed at life. I had forgotten, regarding my rebound relationship with David, what it feels like to love somebody who doesn’t love you back. I had forgotten what it feels like to not trust yourself in the least.

			It’s been so long since I felt this sad, and I guess I’d put that miserable version of myself out of my memory. Which is maybe a good thing. Maybe we don’t want to spend our lives remembering ourselves at our very worst. (Maybe this is an argument, in other words, for not writing things down.)

			But what really struck me about the person who wrote Eat Pray Love was that she apparently felt so freaking old. This was the biggest surprise for me—how many times I use the word old in these pages, in referring to myself.

			To put things in perspective, folks, I was only thirty-four years old at the time of this adventure. Thirty-four feels like infancy to me now, but apparently I felt ancient back then. This is a real point of cognitive dissonance, because now I am nearly forty-six, and I do not feel old in the least. I ran five miles this morning and nothing hurts. I slept like a baby last night. I take no medications, unless you count melted cheese. (And I do.) I cannot wait to unfold this day, this week, this year. That sort of enthusiasm and vitality, I think, might be the operative definition of “youthfulness”—that sense of endlessly unspooling possibility.

			But I sure did feel old back then. I describe myself in these pages as being too old to be reasonably attracted to my handsome young Italian-language partner Giovanni. I also say that I’m too old for my cute little Swedish friend Sofie—claiming that she is more like my daughter than my peer when we are separated by just a few years. I worry that I’m too old to be traveling around the world with a backpack, at my ripe age (as if I should’ve been embarrassed by that fact, not proud of it!). I say that I’m too old to even imagine having wild sex like the sex I overheard one night happening above me in my Roman apartment. . . .

			And when I use the word old in these pages, I don’t mean it in a good way. I don’t mean wise and seasoned.

			I mean: desiccated, tired, spent.

			Reading this made me realize all over again what great harm depression and stress do to us. The word stress comes from the Latin word for compression, and that compression is what prematurely ages us—compacting us, physically and emotionally, into a feeling of frailty and brokenness. (“There is no old age like anxiety,” said one of the monks I met in India. “And there is no freedom from old age like the freedom from anxiety.”) To fight against that compression is to open up your life, to create possibility where once there was nothing but pressure. Within that newly opened space, youth has a chance to return.

			Opening up space for ourselves is a life-affirming act, a sacred act. I believe we must all be allowed to affirm and open our own lives, in celebration of the miracle of our existence. I do not believe we were put here on Earth to feel sick and weary and sad forever. I do not believe we were put here to grow old when we are still young.

			This is the message, I think, that made Eat Pray Love resonate so deeply with so many millions of women—the message that, if your life has become a trash compactor, then you are allowed to try to escape that trash compactor, whatever it takes. By escaping your own trash compactor of an existence, you can revive, reinvigorate and reinvent yourself, almost at a cellular level. To put it mildly, this is not a message that women have been receiving for centuries. On the contrary, society’s message to women has always been the opposite: Embrace the trash compactor that is your life. Bow down beneath your burdens and shut your mouth about it. Be a good sport. Give up more. Work harder. Surrender more. Endure more. Sacrifice more. Become a good martyr. Remember that your life is not your own; your life belongs to everyone else. Your life belongs to your father, your husband, your children, your community . . .

			But Eat Pray Love asked this question: “What if your life belongs to you?”

			This is the question that I asked myself back when I was lost in a fog of sickness, shame and sadness, and then—with the publication of this book—I turned around and asked that same question of the world. And from what I heard back, from women from a wide variety of backgrounds, in a vast number of countries, Eat Pray Love was the first time many readers had ever really considered this question for themselves. I received a letter recently from a middle-aged woman in Japan that read simply: “It never occurred to me before reading Eat Pray Love that I could change my own life! Oh my goodness! What shall I do with myself now that I know this?”

			Such a dangerous and beautiful question—which has yielded such dangerous and beautiful results!
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			I also realized, upon rereading this book, how much I had internalized society’s messages back then about who and what a woman is supposed to be by the age of thirty-four. I don’t know why this surprises me, but I had forgotten how obsessed I was back then with the fact that I did not yet have children, and did not know if I ever wanted them. I speak about my childlessness constantly in these pages, and I wonder about it, and worry about it, and analyze it from every angle. I can see now that this obsession, too, was making me feel old. I had been trained to believe that a woman was supposed to have children by her mid-thirties—or at least that she was supposed to want them. And if you didn’t follow that path, what kind of woman were you?

			Desiccated, tired, useless.

			Sexless.

			A spinster. A hag.

			An old bag. An old maid.

			Old.

			Old, old, old.

			Again, this reminder of who I was then took me by surprise, because it is so different from how I feel today. I am comfortable with my childlessness. I feel no ambivalence over the children I do not have; I feel only gratitude to be living my life in its own appropriate (for me) directions.

			But the suffering of that younger woman over this question of children/no children is still painful for me to behold. I want to reach into the past and say to her: “It’s okay! You don’t need to be a mother if you don’t want to be one! Your life is going to be wonderful! Relax!” But I couldn’t relax back then, because I wasn’t yet certain I was allowed to take such a different path from my mom, my sister, my grandmothers, my aunts—from pretty much every woman in my family’s lineage, in other words, since the world was new.

			Which reminds me of a story that I did not tell in the original pages of Eat Pray Love, but which I will tell now.

			It happened when I was in Italy. I was taking the train from Florence to Bologna. It’s a quick ride, less than an hour. I shared a compartment with an exhausted young mother and her rambunctious toddler. I could see that the woman, much as she adored her child, was plumb worn out from traveling alone with him.

			But I was not worn out that day, and I found the child charming, so I jumped in to try to give her a chance to read her book in peace. For the duration of the train ride, the bambino and I played peek-a-boo, patty-cake and I’ve-got-your-nose. We went through every object in my bag, as though excavating an archaeological site. I let him scribble in my journal, and I allowed him to try on my sunglasses. We pointed to objects out the window, and I practiced my Italian nouns with him. (At age two and still a beginner in Italian himself, he was a perfect conversation partner for me.) It was a lovely encounter.

			When the train arrived in Bologna, I helped the woman disembark. She had all her own luggage to manage, plus a stroller, plus all her baby’s gear. I carried the child out onto the platform while the woman got herself organized. Then we gave each other a kiss good-bye, and they went to catch their next train.

			I watched them walk away—this devoted young mother, who was around my age, and her gorgeous and impossible handful of a son. Then I turned around and walked in the opposite direction—a solo young woman, carrying only her backpack, ready to spend a few days in Bologna doing nothing but eating pasta and practicing her Italian. The sun was warm on my face. It was a beautiful day. I was deliriously happy.

			And that was the moment when I knew.

			I would never have a child of my own. I could love children; I could delight in children; I could help other women take care of their children . . . but I would never have one myself. I was literally and emotionally heading in a different direction. I was going off to become something else in this world—I did not yet know what—but not a mother.

			It was a glorious moment.

			I don’t know why I didn’t write about this incident in the original version of Eat Pray Love. It seems terribly important to me now. I have forgotten so many details about that year of travel, but I have never forgotten that moment of realization and liberation on the platform of the Bologna train station.

			Maybe I didn’t write about it because I felt it was too dangerous and subversive, to speak publicly of that joy and that immense relief.

			Maybe I didn’t trust my own revelation.

			Maybe I didn’t trust my own sunlight.

			I honestly don’t know.

			All I can say is: I trust it now.
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			I’ve received a lot of letters over the last decade about Eat Pray Love. Sometimes people send me gifts, sometimes they send me requests. They ask me to read their own manuscripts, or to ghostwrite their stories for them. Sometimes they send me painfully personal questions that I am not qualified to answer—though I do my best to try to help them.

			The strangest letter I ever received, though, was from a woman who began her correspondence: “Listen, bitch!” This unusual salutation probably should’ve been a warning for me not to read any further. But I did. She went on to say: “Don’t you think I hate my marriage, too, bitch? Don’t you think I’m miserable, bitch? Don’t you think I wish I’d made different choices in my life? Don’t you think I would love to get a divorce and go find myself in the world? But I don’t, bitch! I stick with it, bitch! Because this is what marriage means, bitch! It means honoring a commitment, bitch!”

			How do you even respond to something like that?

			Perhaps: “Well . . . um . . . congratulations, I guess?”

			But that letter certainly gave me things to think about.

			First of all, I disagree that this is what marriage means, bitch! I don’t think that marriage means to suffer endlessly, in order to prove that you can honor a commitment. I don’t think marriage is supposed to be an endurance contest. Indeed marriage is a contract, but in most of the modern world, it is a voluntary contract. We often forget this fact. We marry these days for love and for companionship—otherwise, we don’t need it. And if the love has gone sour or the companionship has turned toxic, we are allowed to leave. We can change our lives. We can go off and be alone, or we can go off and try to find healthier love. We can enter into new contracts, new commitments.

			Marriage can be something besides misery, as I have personally learned in the last ten years. Eat Pray Love is—among other things—a love story, and I can tell you right now that this love story has not only continued but grown. Felipe and I have been married for eight years now, and I have learned that marriage can be more than just a stubborn, white-knuckled commitment; it can be a delight, a comfort, a compass, a refuge. Back then, I did not know that such happiness in marriage could be possible, but I know it now. As my dear friend Giovanni taught me to say: L’ho provato nella mia pelle: I have felt this on my own skin.

			But the “Listen, bitch!” lady seemed to think that I had ordered her to leave her unhappy marriage. In defending her life to me so ferociously, she seemed to feel that I had personally challenged her—maybe even accosted her. I would never do such a thing to anyone. It had been hard enough for me to make that decision for myself.

			I have never presented my Eat Pray Love journey as a prescription for other people’s lives. Nobody has to get divorced and move to India just because I did; that was my path; it does not have to be yours. As the great Cheryl Strayed has put it: “My truth is not a condemnation of yours.”

			What I will say to people, however, is this: “Don’t do what I did; ask what I asked.”

			In other words, you don’t need to go eat all the pizza in Italy in order to find yourself—unless you want to, of course! But maybe you do need to ask yourself what you are willing to risk or change, in order to find a sense of freedom, joy and reanimation within your own life.

			My journey began with a series of questions. That’s how all journeys begin. The shape of my journey was a reflection of my own personal answers to those questions. The shape of your journey will be different from mine, but at bottom, our questions will be the same. These are not easy questions, by the way. They are merely the biggest and oldest questions of any human life:

			Who am I?

			Who does my life belong to?

			What is my relationship to divinity?

			What have I come here to do?

			Do I have the right to change my own path?

			With whom do I want to share my path—if anyone?

			Do I have the right to experience pleasure and peace?

			If so, what would bring me pleasure and peace?

			It is true that—for most of world history—women were not allowed to ask any of these powerful questions, but we can finally ask them today. Maybe that’s why Eat Pray Love had such a big impact. Maybe that’s why I had such an alarming encounter one afternoon in a television studio with an angry young man who said to me, “You’re ruining all the women! You’re making them all leave! My sisters, my girlfriends—they’re all leaving!”

			I just smiled and backed away from him, with my hands up in a gesture of friendly surrender, but I must admit that I felt a shiver of pleasure to see how upset he was getting about all this—to see his panic over the prospect that so many women might be leaving.

			And where were all those women going, exactly?

			I don’t know, but I assume they were going wherever they wanted to go.

			Which is radical. Which is radical and new.
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			People sometimes make fun of this book. Sometimes I make fun of it. Sincere as she was, its author is terribly earnest and occasionally grandiose.

			But let’s forget for a moment about who wrote Eat Pray Love, and let’s remember who read it—millions and millions of women all over the world, who used it as a doorway through which they stepped into an expanded sense of their own worth, their own possibilities, their own destinies. They used this story as a permission slip to ask themselves their own questions—often for the first time in their lives.

			And you cannot make fun of that, because that’s important.

			The most beautiful fan letter I ever received about Eat Pray Love was not a letter at all, but a tiny little message on Twitter. This woman didn’t even use all 140 characters of her tweet; she didn’t need all 140 characters.

			She simply wrote this:

			“Please know that you are 85.5% of the reason I walked away from abusive situation after 27 years and started journey of me.”

			That’s what it’s all about, people.

			To which I can only say: Onward.

			Onward, and thank you.
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				When you’re traveling in India—especially through holy sites and Ashrams—you see a lot of people wearing beads around their necks. You also see a lot of old photographs of naked, skinny and intimidating Yogis (or sometimes even plump, kindly and radiant Yogis) wearing beads, too. These strings of beads are called japa malas. They have been used in India for centuries to assist devout Hindus and Buddhists in staying focused during prayerful meditation. The necklace is held in one hand and fingered in a circle—one bead touched for every repetition of mantra. When the medieval Crusaders drove East for the holy wars, they witnessed worshippers praying with these japa malas, admired the technique, and brought the idea home to Europe as rosary.

				The traditional japa mala is strung with 108 beads. Amid the more esoteric circles of Eastern philosophers, the number 108 is held to be most auspicious, a perfect three-digit multiple of three, its components adding up to nine, which is three threes. And three, of course, is the number representing supreme balance, as anyone who has ever studied either the Holy Trinity or a simple barstool can plainly see. Being as this whole book is about my efforts to find balance, I have decided to structure it like a japa mala, dividing my story into 108 tales, or beads. This string of 108 tales is further divided into three sections about Italy, India and Indonesia—the three countries I visited during this year of self-inquiry. This division means that there are 36 tales in each section, which appeals to me on a personal level because I am writing all this during my thirty-sixth year.

				Now before I get too Louis Farrakhan here with this numerology business, let me conclude by saying that I also like the idea of stringing these stories along the structure of a japa mala because it is so…structured. Sincere spiritual investigation is, and always has been, an endeavor of methodical discipline. Looking for Truth is not some kind of spazzy free-for-all, not even during this, the great age of the spazzy free-for-all. As both a seeker and a writer, I find it helpful to hang on to the beads as much as possible, the better to keep my attention focused on what it is I’m trying to accomplish.

				In any case, every japa mala has a special, extra bead—the 109th bead—which dangles outside that balanced circle of 108 like a pendant. I used to think the 109th bead was an emergency spare, like the extra button on a fancy sweater, or the youngest son in a royal family. But apparently there is an even higher purpose. When your fingers reach this marker during prayer, you are meant to pause from your absorption in meditation and thank your teachers. So here, at my own 109th bead, I pause before I even begin. I offer thanks to all my teachers, who have appeared before me this year in so many curious forms.

				But most especially I thank my Guru, who is compassion’s very heartbeat, and who so generously permitted me to study at her Ashram while I was in India. This is also the moment where I would like to clarify that I write about my experiences in India purely from a personal standpoint and not as a theological scholar or as anybody’s official spokesperson. This is why I will not be using my Guru’s name throughout this book—because I cannot speak for her. Her teachings speak best for themselves. Nor will I reveal either the name or the location of her Ashram, thereby sparing that fine institution publicity which it may have neither the interest in nor the resources for managing.

				One final expression of gratitude: While scattered names throughout this book have been changed for various reasons, I’ve elected to change the names of every single person I met—both Indian and Western—at this Ashram in India. This is out of respect for the fact that most people don’t go on a spiritual pilgrimage in order to appear later as a character in a book. (Unless, of course, they are me.) I’ve made only one exception to this self-imposed policy of anonymity. Richard from Texas really is named Richard, and he really is from Texas. I wanted to use his real name because he was so important to me when I was in India.

				One last thing—when I asked Richard if it was OK with him if I mentioned in my book that he used to be a junkie and a drunk, he said that would be totally fine.

				He said, “I’d been trying to figure out how to get the word out about that, anyhow.”

				But first—Italy…
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				I wish Giovanni would kiss me.

				Oh, but there are so many reasons why this would be a terrible idea. To begin with, Giovanni is ten years younger than I am, and—like most Italian guys in their twenties—he still lives with his mother. These facts alone make him an unlikely romantic partner for me, given that I am a professional American woman in my mid-thirties, who has just come through a failed marriage and a devastating, interminable divorce, followed immediately by a passionate love affair that ended in sickening heartbreak. This loss upon loss has left me feeling sad and brittle and about seven thousand years old. Purely as a matter of principle I wouldn’t inflict my sorry, busted-up old self on the lovely, unsullied Giovanni. Not to mention that I have finally arrived at that age where a woman starts to question whether the wisest way to get over the loss of one beautiful brown-eyed young man is indeed to promptly invite another one into her bed. This is why I have been alone for many months now. This is why, in fact, I have decided to spend this entire year in celibacy.

				To which the savvy observer might inquire: “Then why did you come to Italy?”

				To which I can only reply—especially when looking across the table at handsome Giovanni—“Excellent question.”

				Giovanni is my Tandem Exchange Partner. That sounds like an innuendo, but unfortunately it’s not. All it really means is that we meet a few evenings a week here in Rome to practice each other’s languages. We speak first in Italian, and he is patient with me; then we speak in English, and I am patient with him. I discovered Giovanni a few weeks after I’d arrived in Rome, thanks to that big Internet café at the Piazza Barbarini, across the street from that fountain with the sculpture of that sexy merman blowing into his conch shell. He (Giovanni, that is—not the merman) had posted a flier on the bulletin board explaining that a native Italian speaker was seeking a native English speaker for conversational language practice. Right beside his appeal was another flier with the same request, word-for-word identical in every way, right down to the typeface. The only difference was the contact information. One flier listed an e-mail address for somebody named Giovanni; the other introduced somebody named Dario. But even the home phone number was the same.

				Using my keen intuitive powers, I e-mailed both men at the same time, asking in Italian, “Are you perhaps brothers?”

				It was Giovanni who wrote back this very provocativo message: “Even better. Twins!”

				Yes—much better. Tall, dark and handsome identical twenty-five-year-old twins, as it turned out, with those giant brown liquid-center Italian eyes that just unstitch me. After meeting the boys in person, I began to wonder if perhaps I should adjust my rule somewhat about remaining celibate this year. For instance, perhaps I could remain totally celibate except for keeping a pair of handsome twenty-five-year-old Italian twin brothers as lovers. Which was slightly reminiscent of a friend of mine who is vegetarian except for bacon, but nonetheless…I was already composing my letter to Penthouse:

				In the flickering, candlelit shadows of the Roman café, it was impossible to tell whose hands were caress—

				But, no.

				No and no.

				I chopped the fantasy off in mid-word. This was not my moment to be seeking romance and (as day follows night) to further complicate my already knotty life. This was my moment to look for the kind of healing and peace that can only come from solitude.

				Anyway, by now, by the middle of November, the shy, studious Giovanni and I have become dear buddies. As for Dario—the more razzle-dazzle swinger brother of the two—I have introduced him to my adorable little Swedish friend Sofie, and how they’ve been sharing their evenings in Rome is another kind of Tandem Exchange altogether. But Giovanni and I, we only talk. Well, we eat and we talk. We have been eating and talking for many pleasant weeks now, sharing pizzas and gentle grammatical corrections, and tonight has been no exception. A lovely evening of new idioms and fresh mozzarella.

				Now it is midnight and foggy, and Giovanni is walking me home to my apartment through these back streets of Rome, which meander organically around the ancient buildings like bayou streams snaking around shadowy clumps of cypress groves. Now we are at my door. We face each other. He gives me a warm hug. This is an improvement; for the first few weeks, he would only shake my hand. I think if I were to stay in Italy for another three years, he might actually get up the juice to kiss me. On the other hand, he might just kiss me right now, tonight, right here by my door…there’s still a chance…I mean we’re pressed up against each other’s bodies beneath this moonlight…and of course it would be a terrible mistake…but it’s still such a wonderful possibility that he might actually do it right now…that he might just bend down…and…and…

				Nope.

				He separates himself from the embrace.

				“Good night, my dear Liz,” he says.

				“Buona notte, caro mio,” I reply.

				I walk up the stairs to my fourth-floor apartment, all alone. I let myself into my tiny little studio, all alone. I shut the door behind me. Another solitary bedtime in Rome. Another long night’s sleep ahead of me, with nobody and nothing in my bed except a pile of Italian phrasebooks and dictionaries.

				I am alone, I am all alone, I am completely alone.

				Grasping this reality, I let go of my bag, drop to my knees and press my forehead against the floor. There, I offer up to the universe a fervent prayer of thanks.

				First in English.

				Then in Italian.

				And then—just to get the point across—in Sanskrit.
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				And since I am already down there in supplication on the floor, let me hold that position as I reach back in time three years earlier to the moment when this entire story began—a moment which also found me in this exact same posture: on my knees, on a floor, praying.

				Everything else about the three-years-ago scene was different, though. That time, I was not in Rome but in the upstairs bathroom of the big house in the suburbs of New York which I’d recently purchased with my husband. It was a cold November, around three o’clock in the morning. My husband was sleeping in our bed. I was hiding in the bathroom for something like the forty-seventh consecutive night, and—just as during all those nights before—I was sobbing. Sobbing so hard, in fact, that a great lake of tears and snot was spreading before me on the bathroom tiles, a veritable Lake Inferior (if you will) of all my shame and fear and confusion and grief.

				I don’t want to be married anymore.

				I was trying so hard not to know this, but the truth kept insisting itself to me.

				I don’t want to be married anymore. I don’t want to live in this big house. I don’t want to have a baby.

				But I was supposed to want to have a baby. I was thirty-one years old. My husband and I—who had been together for eight years, married for six—had built our entire life around the common expectation that, after passing the doddering old age of thirty, I would want to settle down and have children. By then, we mutually anticipated, I would have grown weary of traveling and would be happy to live in a big, busy household full of children and homemade quilts, with a garden in the backyard and a cozy stew bubbling on the stovetop. (The fact that this was a fairly accurate portrait of my own mother is a quick indicator of how difficult it once was for me to tell the difference between myself and the powerful woman who had raised me.) But I didn’t—as I was appalled to be finding out—want any of these things. Instead, as my twenties had come to a close, that deadline of THIRTY had loomed over me like a death sentence, and I discovered that I did not want to be pregnant. I kept waiting to want to have a baby, but it didn’t happen. And I know what it feels like to want something, believe me. I well know what desire feels like. But it wasn’t there. Moreover, I couldn’t stop thinking about what my sister had said to me once, as she was breast-feeding her firstborn: “Having a baby is like getting a tattoo on your face. You really need to be certain it’s what you want before you commit.”

				How could I turn back now, though? Everything was in place. This was supposed to be the year. In fact, we’d been trying to get pregnant for a few months already. But nothing had happened (aside from the fact that—in an almost sarcastic mockery of pregnancy—I was experiencing psychosomatic morning sickness, nervously throwing up my breakfast every day). And every month when I got my period I would find myself whispering furtively in the bathroom: Thank you, thank you, thank you, thank you for giving me one more month to live…

				I’d been attempting to convince myself that this was normal. All women must feel this way when they’re trying to get pregnant, I’d decided. (“Ambivalent” was the word I used, avoiding the much more accurate description: “utterly consumed with dread.”) I was trying to convince myself that my feelings were customary, despite all evidence to the contrary—such as the acquaintance I’d run into last week who’d just discovered that she was pregnant for the first time, after spending two years and a king’s ransom in fertility treatments. She was ecstatic. She had wanted to be a mother forever, she told me. She admitted she’d been secretly buying baby clothes for years and hiding them under the bed, where her husband wouldn’t find them. I saw the joy in her face and I recognized it. This was the exact joy my own face had radiated last spring, the day I discovered that the magazine I worked for was going to send me on assignment to New Zealand, to write an article about the search for giant squid. And I thought, “Until I can feel as ecstatic about having a baby as I felt about going to New Zealand to search for a giant squid, I cannot have a baby.”

				I don’t want to be married anymore.

				In daylight hours, I refused that thought, but at night it would consume me. What a catastrophe. How could I be such a criminal jerk as to proceed this deep into a marriage, only to leave it? We’d only just bought this house a year ago. Hadn’t I wanted this nice house? Hadn’t I loved it? So why was I haunting its halls every night now, howling like Medea? Wasn’t I proud of all we’d accumulated—the prestigious home in the Hudson Valley, the apartment in Manhattan, the eight phone lines, the friends and the picnics and the parties, the weekends spent roaming the aisles of some box-shaped superstore of our choice, buying ever more appliances on credit? I had actively participated in every moment of the creation of this life—so why did I feel like none of it resembled me? Why did I feel so overwhelmed with duty, tired of being the primary breadwinner and the housekeeper and the social coordinator and the dog-walker and the wife and the soon-to-be mother, and—somewhere in my stolen moments—a writer…?

				I don’t want to be married anymore.

				My husband was sleeping in the other room, in our bed. I equal parts loved him and could not stand him. I couldn’t wake him to share in my distress—what would be the point? He’d already been watching me fall apart for months now, watching me behave like a madwoman (we both agreed on that word), and I only exhausted him. We both knew there was something wrong with me, and he’d been losing patience with it. We’d been fighting and crying, and we were weary in that way that only a couple whose marriage is collapsing can be weary. We had the eyes of refugees.

				The many reasons I didn’t want to be this man’s wife anymore are too personal and too sad to share here. Much of it had to do with my problems, but a good portion of our troubles were related to his issues, as well. That’s only natural; there are always two figures in a marriage, after all—two votes, two opinions, two conflicting sets of decisions, desires and limitations. But I don’t think it’s appropriate for me to discuss his issues in my book. Nor would I ask anyone to believe that I am capable of reporting an unbiased version of our story, and therefore the chronicle of our marriage’s failure will remain untold here. I also will not discuss here all the reasons why I did still want to be his wife, or all his wonderfulness, or why I loved him and why I had married him and why I was unable to imagine life without him. I won’t open any of that. Let it be sufficient to say that, on this night, he was still my lighthouse and my albatross in equal measure. The only thing more unthinkable than leaving was staying; the only thing more impossible than staying was leaving. I didn’t want to destroy anything or anybody. I just wanted to slip quietly out the back door, without causing any fuss or consequences, and then not stop running until I reached Greenland.

				This part of my story is not a happy one, I know. But I share it here because something was about to occur on that bathroom floor that would change forever the progression of my life—almost like one of those crazy astronomical super-events when a planet flips over in outer space for no reason whatsoever, and its molten core shifts, relocating its poles and altering its shape radically, such that the whole mass of the planet suddenly becomes oblong instead of spherical. Something like that.

				What happened was that I started to pray.

				You know—like, to God.
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				Now, this was a first for me. And since this is the first time I have introduced that loaded word—GOD—into my book, and since this is a word which will appear many times again throughout these pages, it seems only fair that I pause here for a moment to explain exactly what I mean when I say that word, just so people can decide right away how offended they need to get.

				Saving for later the argument about whether God exists at all (no—here’s a better idea: let’s skip that argument completely), let me first explain why I use the word God, when I could just as easily use the words Jehovah, Allah, Shiva, Brahma, Vishnu or Zeus. Alternatively, I could call God “That,” which is how the ancient Sanskrit scriptures say it, and which I think comes close to the all-inclusive and unspeakable entity I have sometimes experienced. But that “That” feels impersonal to me—a thing, not a being—and I myself cannot pray to a That. I need a proper name, in order to fully sense a personal attendance. For this same reason, when I pray, I do not address my prayers to The Universe, The Great Void, The Force, The Supreme Self, The Whole, The Creator, The Light, The Higher Power, or even the most poetic manifestation of God’s name, taken, I believe, from the Gnostic gospels: “The Shadow of the Turning.”

				I have nothing against any of these terms. I feel they are all equal because they are all equally adequate and inadequate descriptions of the indescribable. But we each do need a functional name for this indescribability, and “God” is the name that feels the most warm to me, so that’s what I use. I should also confess that I generally refer to God as “Him,” which doesn’t bother me because, to my mind, it’s just a convenient personalizing pronoun, not a precise anatomical description or a cause for revolution. Of course, I don’t mind if people call God “Her,” and I understand the urge to do so. Again—to me, these are both equal terms, equally adequate and inadequate. Though I do think the capitalization of either pronoun is a nice touch, a small politeness in the presence of the divine.

				Culturally, though not theologically, I’m a Christian. I was born a Protestant of the white Anglo-Saxon persuasion. And while I do love that great teacher of peace who was called Jesus, and while I do reserve the right to ask myself in certain trying situations what indeed He would do, I can’t swallow that one fixed rule of Christianity insisting that Christ is the only path to God. Strictly speaking, then, I cannot call myself a Christian. Most of the Christians I know accept my feelings on this with grace and open-mindedness. Then again, most of the Christians I know don’t speak very strictly. To those who do speak (and think) strictly, all I can do here is offer my regrets for any hurt feelings and now excuse myself from their business.

				Traditionally, I have responded to the transcendent mystics of all religions. I have always responded with breathless excitement to anyone who has ever said that God does not live in a dogmatic scripture or in a distant throne in the sky, but instead abides very close to us indeed—much closer than we can imagine, breathing right through our own hearts. I respond with gratitude to anyone who has ever voyaged to the center of that heart, and who has then returned to the world with a report for the rest of us that God is an experience of supreme love. In every religious tradition on earth, there have always been mystical saints and transcendents who report exactly this experience. Unfortunately many of them have ended up arrested and killed. Still, I think very highly of them.

				In the end, what I have come to believe about God is simple. It’s like this—I used to have this really great dog. She came from the pound. She was a mixture of about ten different breeds, but seemed to have inherited the finest features of them all. She was brown. When people asked me, “What kind of dog is that?” I would always give the same answer: “She’s a brown dog.” Similarly, when the question is raised, “What kind of God do you believe in?” my answer is easy: “I believe in a magnificent God.”
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				Of course, I’ve had a lot of time to formulate my opinions about divinity since that night on the bathroom floor when I spoke to God directly for the first time. In the middle of that dark November crisis, though, I was not interested in formulating my views on theology. I was interested only in saving my life. I had finally noticed that I seemed to have reached a state of hopeless and life-threatening despair, and it occurred to me that sometimes people in this state will approach God for help. I think I’d read that in a book somewhere.

				What I said to God through my gasping sobs was something like this: “Hello, God. How are you? I’m Liz. It’s nice to meet you.”

				That’s right—I was speaking to the creator of the universe as though we’d just been introduced at a cocktail party. But we work with what we know in this life, and these are the words I always use at the beginning of a relationship. In fact, it was all I could do to stop myself from saying, “I’ve always been a big fan of your work…”

				“I’m sorry to bother you so late at night,” I continued. “But I’m in serious trouble. And I’m sorry I haven’t ever spoken directly to you before, but I do hope I have always expressed ample gratitude for all the blessings that you’ve given me in my life.”

				This thought caused me to sob even harder. God waited me out. I pulled myself together enough to go on: “I am not an expert at praying, as you know. But can you please help me? I am in desperate need of help. I don’t know what to do. I need an answer. Please tell me what to do. Please tell me what to do. Please tell me what to do…”

				And so the prayer narrowed itself down to that simple entreaty—Please tell me what to do—repeated again and again. I don’t know how many times I begged. I only know that I begged like someone who was pleading for her life. And the crying went on forever.

				Until—quite abruptly—it stopped.

				Quite abruptly, I found that I was not crying anymore. I’d stopped crying, in fact, in mid-sob. My misery had been completely vacuumed out of me. I lifted my forehead off the floor and sat up in surprise, wondering if I would see now some Great Being who had taken my weeping away. But nobody was there. I was just alone. But not really alone, either. I was surrounded by something I can only describe as a little pocket of silence—a silence so rare that I didn’t want to exhale, for fear of scaring it off. I was seamlessly still. I don’t know when I’d ever felt such stillness.

				Then I heard a voice. Please don’t be alarmed—it was not an Old Testament Hollywood Charlton Heston voice, nor was it a voice telling me I must build a baseball field in my backyard. It was merely my own voice, speaking from within my own self. But this was my voice as I had never heard it before. This was my voice, but perfectly wise, calm and compassionate. This was what my voice would sound like if I’d only ever experienced love and certainty in my life. How can I describe the warmth of affection in that voice, as it gave me the answer that would forever seal my faith in the divine?

				The voice said: Go back to bed, Liz.

				I exhaled.

				It was so immediately clear that this was the only thing to do. I would not have accepted any other answer. I would not have trusted a great booming voice that said either: You Must Divorce Your Husband! or You Must Not Divorce Your Husband! Because that’s not true wisdom. True wisdom gives the only possible answer at any given moment, and that night, going back to bed was the only possible answer. Go back to bed, said this omniscient interior voice, because you don’t need to know the final answer right now, at three o’clock in the morning on a Thursday in November. Go back to bed, because I love you. Go back to bed, because the only thing you need to do for now is get some rest and take good care of yourself until you do know the answer. Go back to bed so that, when the tempest comes, you’ll be strong enough to deal with it. And the tempest is coming, dear one. Very soon. But not tonight. Therefore:

				Go back to bed, Liz.

				In a way, this little episode had all the hallmarks of a typical Christian conversion experience—the dark night of the soul, the call for help, the responding voice, the sense of transformation. But I would not say that this was a religious conversion for me, not in that traditional manner of being born again or saved. Instead, I would call what happened that night the beginning of a religious conversation. The first words of an open and exploratory dialogue that would, ultimately, bring me very close to God, indeed.
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				If I’d had any way of knowing that things were—as Lily Tomlin once said—going to get a whole lot worse before they got worse, I’m not sure how well I would have slept that night. But seven very difficult months later, I did leave my husband. When I finally made that decision, I thought the worst of it was over. This only shows how little I knew about divorce.

				There was once a cartoon in The New Yorker magazine. Two women talking, one saying to the other: “If you really want to get to know someone, you have to divorce him.” Of course, my experience was the opposite. I would say that if you really want to STOP knowing someone, you have to divorce him. Or her. Because this is what happened between me and my husband. I believe that we shocked each other by how swiftly we went from being the people who knew each other best in the world to being a pair of the most mutually incomprehensible strangers who ever lived. At the bottom of that strangeness was the abysmal fact that we were both doing something the other person would never have conceived possible; he never dreamed I would actually leave him, and I never in my wildest imagination thought he would make it so difficult for me to go.

				It was my most sincere belief when I left my husband that we could settle our practical affairs in a few hours with a calculator, some common sense and a bit of goodwill toward the person we’d once loved. My initial suggestion was that we sell the house and divide all the assets fifty-fifty; it never occurred to me we’d proceed in any other way. He didn’t find this suggestion fair. So I upped my offer, even suggesting this different kind of fifty-fifty split: What if he took all the assets and I took all the blame? But not even that offer would bring a settlement. Now I was at a loss. How do you negotiate once you’ve offered everything? I could do nothing now but wait for his counterproposal. My guilt at having left him forbade me from thinking I should be allowed to keep even a dime of the money I’d made in the last decade. Moreover, my newfound spirituality made it essential to me that we not battle. So this was my position—I would neither defend myself from him, nor would I fight him. For the longest time, against the counsel of all who cared about me, I resisted even consulting a lawyer, because I considered even that to be an act of war. I wanted to be all Gandhi about this. I wanted to be all Nelson Mandela about this. Not realizing at the time that both Gandhi and Mandela were lawyers.

				Months passed. My life hung in limbo as I waited to be released, waited to see what the terms would be. We were living separately (he had moved into our Manhattan apartment), but nothing was resolved. Bills piled up, careers stalled, the house fell into ruin and my husband’s silences were broken only by his occasional communications reminding me what a criminal jerk I was.

				And then there was David.

				All the complications and traumas of those ugly divorce years were multiplied by the drama of David—the guy I fell in love with as I was taking leave of my marriage. Did I say that I “fell in love” with David? What I meant to say is that I dove out of my marriage and into David’s arms exactly the same way a cartoon circus performer dives off a high platform and into a small cup of water, vanishing completely. I clung to David for escape from marriage as if he were the last helicopter pulling out of Saigon. I inflicted upon him my every hope for my salvation and happiness. And, yes, I did love him. But if I could think of a stronger word than “desperately” to describe how I loved David, I would use that word here, and desperate love is always the toughest way to do it.

				I moved right in with David after I left my husband. He was—is—a gorgeous young man. A born New Yorker, an actor and writer, with those brown liquid-center Italian eyes that have always (have I already mentioned this?) unstitched me. Street-smart, independent, vegetarian, foulmouthed, spiritual, seductive. A rebel poet-Yogi from Yonkers. God’s own sexy rookie shortstop. Bigger than life. Bigger than big. Or at least he was to me. The first time my best friend Susan heard me talking about him, she took one look at the high fever in my face and said to me, “Oh my God, baby, you are in so much trouble.”

				David and I met because he was performing in a play based on short stories I’d written. He was playing a character I had invented, which is somewhat telling. In desperate love, it’s always like this, isn’t it? In desperate love, we always invent the characters of our partners, demanding that they be what we need of them, and then feeling devastated when they refuse to perform the role we created in the first place.

				But, oh, we had such a great time together during those early months when he was still my romantic hero and I was still his living dream. It was excitement and compatibility like I’d never imagined. We invented our own language. We went on day trips and road trips. We hiked to the top of things, swam to the bottom of other things, planned the journeys across the world we would take together. We had more fun waiting in line together at the Department of Motor Vehicles than most couples have on their honeymoons. We gave each other the same nickname, so there would be no separation between us. We made goals, vows, promises and dinner together. He read books to me, and he did my laundry. (The first time that happened, I called Susan to report the marvel in astonishment, like I’d just seen a camel using a pay phone. I said, “A man just did my laundry! And he even hand-washed my delicates!” And she repeated: “Oh my God, baby, you are in so much trouble.”)

				The first summer of Liz and David looked like the falling-in-love montage of every romantic movie you’ve ever seen, right down to the splashing in the surf and the running hand-in-hand through the golden meadows at twilight. At this time I was still thinking my divorce might actually proceed gracefully, though I was giving my husband the summer off from talking about it so we could both cool down. Anyway, it was so easy not to think about all that loss in the midst of such happiness. Then that summer (otherwise known as “the reprieve”) ended.

				On September 9, 2001, I met with my husband face-to-face for the last time, not realizing that every future meeting would necessitate lawyers between us, to mediate. We had dinner in a restaurant. I tried to talk about our separation, but all we did was fight. He let me know that I was a liar and a traitor and that he hated me and would never speak to me again. Two mornings later I woke up after a troubled night’s sleep to find that hijacked airplanes were crashing into the two tallest buildings of my city, as everything invincible that had once stood together now became a smoldering avalanche of ruin. I called my husband to make sure he was safe and we wept together over this disaster, but I did not go to him. During that week, when everyone in New York City dropped animosity in deference to the larger tragedy at hand, I still did not go back to my husband. Which is how we both knew it was very, very over.

				It’s not much of an exaggeration to say that I did not sleep again for the next four months.

				I thought I had fallen to bits before, but now (in harmony with the apparent collapse of the entire world) my life really turned to smash. I wince now to think of what I imposed on David during those months we lived together, right after 9/11 and my separation from my husband. Imagine his surprise to discover that the happiest, most confident woman he’d ever met was actually—when you got her alone—a murky hole of bottomless grief. Once again, I could not stop crying. This is when he started to retreat, and that’s when I saw the other side of my passionate romantic hero—the David who was solitary as a castaway, cool to the touch, in need of more personal space than a herd of American bison.

				David’s sudden emotional back-stepping probably would’ve been a catastrophe for me even under the best of circumstances, given that I am the planet’s most affectionate life-form (something like a cross between a golden retriever and a barnacle), but this was my very worst of circumstances. I was despondent and dependent, needing more care than an armful of premature infant triplets. His withdrawal only made me more needy, and my neediness only advanced his withdrawals, until soon he was retreating under fire of my weeping pleas of, “Where are you going? What happened to us?”

				(Dating tip: Men LOVE this.)

				The fact is, I had become addicted to David (in my defense, he had fostered this, being something of a “man-fatale”), and now that his attention was wavering, I was suffering the easily foreseeable consequences. Addiction is the hallmark of every infatuation-based love story. It all begins when the object of your adoration bestows upon you a heady, hallucinogenic dose of something you never even dared to admit that you wanted—an emotional speedball, perhaps, of thunderous love and roiling excitement. Soon you start craving that intense attention, with the hungry obsession of any junkie. When the drug is withheld, you promptly turn sick, crazy and depleted (not to mention resentful of the dealer who encouraged this addiction in the first place but who now refuses to pony up the good stuff anymore—despite the fact that you know he has it hidden somewhere, goddamn it, because he used to give it to you for free). Next stage finds you skinny and shaking in a corner, certain only that you would sell your soul or rob your neighbors just to have that thing even one more time. Meanwhile, the object of your adoration has now become repulsed by you. He looks at you like you’re someone he’s never met before, much less someone he once loved with high passion. The irony is, you can hardly blame him. I mean, check yourself out. You’re a pathetic mess, unrecognizable even to your own eyes.

				So that’s it. You have now reached infatuation’s final destination—the complete and merciless devaluation of self.

				The fact that I can even write calmly about this today is mighty evidence of time’s healing powers, because I didn’t take it well as it was happening. To be losing David right after the failure of my marriage, and right after the terrorizing of my city, and right during the worst ugliness of divorce (a life experience my friend Brian has compared to “having a really bad car accident every single day for about two years”)…well, this was simply too much.

				David and I continued to have our bouts of fun and compatibility during the days, but at night, in his bed, I became the only survivor of a nuclear winter as he visibly retreated from me, more every day, as though I were infectious. I came to fear nighttime like it was a torturer’s cellar. I would lie there beside David’s beautiful, inaccessible sleeping body and I would spin into a panic of loneliness and meticulously detailed suicidal thoughts. Every part of my body pained me. I felt like I was some kind of primitive spring-loaded machine, placed under far more tension than it had ever been built to sustain, about to blast apart at great danger to anyone standing nearby. I imagined my body parts flying off my torso in order to escape the volcanic core of unhappiness that had become: me. Most mornings, David would wake to find me sleeping fitfully on the floor beside his bed, huddled on a pile of bathroom towels, like a dog.

				“What happened now?” he would ask—another man thoroughly exhausted by me.

				I think I lost something like thirty pounds during that time.
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