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He wasn’t snooping really.  I don’t remember what he was looking for anymore after all these years, but I certainly remember what he found. It was a red spiral journal, bigger than a paperback novel but smaller than a notebook and after quickly flipping its pages to reveal the loopy beautiful handwriting, only then did I believe it was a cache of my mother’s purest thoughts and feelings. 
My brother showed me where he found it – in the bottom cupboard of the mahogany Ethan Allen china hutch, at the back of the top shelf, balanced on Mom’s gold leaf rimmed tea cups. I insisted on knowing where he found it, making sure he really hadn’t intentionally violated our mother’s privacy, before I allowed him to reveal to me what was inside. 
Even though the journal’s location further reinforced my suspicions that he might have been snooping just a little, after all, what would a twelve year old boy be looking for in a china hutch? I gave in to his insistence that I needed to see what he just read. Maybe it was because he looked like he had seen a ghost, or maybe because I was intrigued by evidence that Mom was prolific enough to fill dozens of pages with personal revelations. Whatever the reason, twenty-six years later I still suspect reading her private anguish opened the Pandora’s Box of bad karma.
“Kelli, you have to read this,” my older brother Ron demanded.   
“I think you should put it back where you found it,” I remember saying. “I just doesn’t seem right. I don’t think she’d want us to read it.”

“I already did,” he admitted.

“The whole thing? When did you find it?”
“A few days ago. At first I put it back without reading it, but then I couldn’t stop thinking about it. So I read just a little bit…”

He had me intrigued. “What did it say?” 
“Mostly it was about dreams she had and what she thought they meant. I always planned to stop and not read anymore, but it was so interesting.”

I could see the allure. Mom was just mom to us. It was weird to think of her as someone who could write and philosophize. 

Then I saw Ron’s face twist up into an expression I hadn’t seen since the last time Dad spanked him with a wooden spoon. Was he trying not to cry?
He bravely proceeded. “Then I got to this. You need to read this, Kelli. I think…I think Mom and Dad are going to get a divorce!”

The word slapped me across my face. In my ten year old world it was still a nasty word that only the saddest, most hopeless children at school knew the meaning of it. 
“No they’re not! They love each other! Why would you say that?” I hated him at that moment for his latest awful trick.

But he shoved the red journal at me, flipping it open to a page he had marked with his finger. “I’m not lying. Just read it.”

I stepped back. “I don’t want to.”

“Fine. I’ll read it to you then…” and before I could stop him he read aloud, “‘I am so sad and miserable, I don’t think I can take it anymore. I just want a divorce.’”

The offensive words stabbed straight through to my heart and an unfamiliar ache took hold throbbing there. I quickly grabbed the journal away from him, scanning the page, but unable to make out the blurry, watery words.
“Right there,” Ron pointed toward the bottom of the page.

I wiped away the tears and the writing came into focus. The truth was in front of me. He wasn’t lying. In her elegant elongated cursive that seemed too lovely to write something so vile, I saw it.  My mother didn’t love us anymore. Because weren’t we all a package deal, our family?
“What are we going to do?” Ron’s voice squeaked. 

Now I understood my brother’s need for me to read the journal entry. It was as if he saw a glimpse of the future and it was so horrible and unimaginable that he needed denial or verification that it could possibly be true.  

I needed to read more. I wanted to see if it was out of context. Maybe it was just a nightmare she had and Ron misunderstood it. It had to be wrong. Mom and Dad were so happy. We took family vacations together and made fun memories together. We never heard them fight. Weren’t they just laughing at the dinner table last night? Didn’t I see them holding hands when we all walked to ice cream the other day?
I flipped back through the journal and read a few preceding pages. I flipped forward and scanned the afterthoughts. My brother had sat down at the formal dining table in the room nobody every used, and rested his head on his arms while I read.
I always thought the day my sister died, when I was twelve, was the day I lost my childhood innocence. But really, that was just the beginning of the end. Reading my mother’s private words of sorrow and despair violently threw me into a world I wasn’t ready for. A world where ensuring your children’s happiness means pretending to love someone you don’t. Where stability comes at the cost of sanity. A place where you have to wonder, if your mother doesn’t love the other half of who made you, then do they no longer love that part of you?
My brother and I decided after much anguished discussion to not confront our mother, as was one of our plans, but to quietly put the journal back in its breached hiding place and pretend, as mom was, that everything was okay.

But just as a judge can order unsubstantiated questioning stricken from the record, the implications still echo through courtroom acknowledged but disallowed. Every time I witnessed anything less than loving in our home, my mother’s words would bubble up, desperately repressed but forever burned on my mind.
And one day, two and a half years down the road, after the trauma of my sister’s accidental death, after the despair that followed, beyond the struggle for the life of our reduced family, my mom and dad sat my brother and me down in the formal dining room that nobody ever used.

“We have something we want to tell you,” my dad’s choking voice began. “Your mother and I are getting a divorce.”

My mom, with tears running down her face, reached for my brother’s hand to offer comfort for the inevitable sorrow, just as my dad reached for mine.

But there were no tears. There was no shock. There was no more aching pain. My brother and I looked at each other with a hint of a smile. To the surprise reaction of our parents there was acceptance and relief. The weight of the charade was lifted.
The curse of the stolen journal was finally acknowledged, its foreboding prophecy revealed, but its horror had already been reckoned. We were ready for the first steps or our new, unencumbered journey. 
