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ACCLAIM FOR THE OTHER WOMAN

“With essays from writers as gifted as Susan Cheever, Dani Shapiro, Binnie Kirshenbaum, and Jane Smiley, THE OTHER WOMAN is poignant, funny, honest, sad, and very moving. Turns out The Other Woman isn’t so ‘other’ at all but, rather, one of us.”

—Christine Kehl O’Hagan, author of The Books of Kehls

“Riotous, juicy, and revealing. When it comes to passion, The Other messes with us like no other can. A too-much-fun confessional collection in which the heart forfeits reason every time.” 

—Katia Noyes, author of Crashing America

“The superb prose of this fascinating collection of memoirs about The Other Woman, penned by wives and mistresses, lesbians and straights, by turns warmly affectionate, coldly analytical, horrified, ashamed, and hurt, reveals the ‘other’ as ourselves: Ma Semblable, Ma Soeur, a woman just as vulnerable to love and to the darkest unknowns of our hearts as we ourselves too often are. Reading this collection could prevent a lot of heartache.” 

—Joan K. Peters, author of When Mothers Work: Loving Our Children Without Sacrificing Ourselves

“THE OTHER WOMAN is riveting. These authors bravely pry open the bedroom door, offering honest and intimate explorations of betrayal, love, and lust. Like the best heart-to-hearts with your closest friends, these essays taught me something about my own life. I read each one eagerly and was sorry to see each one end.” 

—Masha Hamilton, author of The Distance Between Us

“THE OTHER WOMAN is not only for those of us who’ve been there, on either side. These witty, poignant, honest stories will resonate with any real woman living a vivid, passionate life.” 

—Kathi Kamen Goldmark, author of And My Shoes Keep Walking Back to You

“With its fierce candor and insights, THE OTHER WOMAN blasts the myths of the mistress and wife. By turns poignant, analytical, witty, and furious, these essays are a satisfying pleasure, high in drama and intelligence.” 

—Rene Steinke, author of Milk: A Novel and Suicide Blonde
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INTRODUCTION

She’s the harpy, the Jezebel, the Lorelei, and the bitch. She seduces our husbands, breaks up our marriages, and occasionally manages to win over our children. Who is this creature who arrives like a wrecking ball to devastate our lives and our families? She’s the other woman. Girls grow up primping and dieting to defend against her; boys grow up developing their pecs and abs to be enticed by her. And yet who among us has intentionally brought up our precious daughters to become her?

The other woman has the power to throw a wrench into our relationships and, quite often, bring the entire mechanism to a grinding halt. She makes us feel frumpy, old, stupid, and frigid. If we’re able to pick ourselves up and muster our self-respect, her existence might also drive us toward feeling empowered and in control. There are wives who want to kill her (some do!) and wives who not only forgive her, but sometimes pity and befriend her.

Who is the other woman? She is our friend, our sister, our doctor, grocery clerk, or neighbor. Sometimes, despite our best intentions, she is us. And while the other woman may believe that she got her man, she understands that what she has gained may be the most she’ll ever get. So she takes what she can, reminded in many little ways of the existence of her lover’s wife, home, and children. Because whether the other woman is old or young, straight or gay, religious or non-observant, she must love or lust in the shadow of someone else’s mate.

In this anthology, you will meet exceptional women, many of whom reveal for the first time their own experiences as a husband or lover beds down with someone else, or when they, themselves, take another woman’s mate into their bed, or when the sexual behavior of someone they love has profoundly influenced their life. Through their vivid writing, you will share their rage and disappointment, and sometimes their amusement and relief.

The notion of the other woman is nothing new. In this anthology, Binnie Kirshenbaum writes about the concept of love and marriage throughout history, reminding us that the wife was selected for childbearing, while the mistress was chosen for her passion and intellectual companionship.

We often think of the wife or girlfriend of the philanderer as the victim, wronged by his lustful eye (and other anatomical parts). What we need to remember, however, is that the don’t-get-mad-get-even philosophy could have been coined by several authors whose work appears in this book. Connie May Fowler delivers the raucous denunciation every injured woman wants to hear, while any woman struggling to pull her life back together will learn about survival from Mary Jo Eustace, who lost her actor husband to starlet Tori Spelling. And for “the plot thickens” fans, there’s Pam Houston’s bitingly funny recollection of a lover who not only had another woman, he had another other woman as well.

As much as we try to protect our children, they are too often drawn into the vortex created by the other woman. Katharine Weber was not only befriended by two of her father’s longtime lovers, but considered one of them a member of her family.

A recurring emotion in nearly every essay is deception. In the case of Caroline Leavitt, her best friend (who was also her sister-in-law) became tangled in a dangerous affair and Caroline was there to offer loving support—until she discovered that her own husband was cheating and his sister had known about it all along.

And what if the other woman is neither friend nor villainess, but she is . . . us? It can happen when we’re young and impressionable, middle-aged and seduced, elderly and unwilling to let that opportunity for passion slip away. We might be innocent, deceitful, or simply fall hard for some juicy guy and then forget (for that moment or perhaps a very long time) the vow of sisterhood about never coveting another woman’s man. And yet, when it happens, when our hearts are driven by love or lust, good intentions and caution are too often jettisoned, right along with common sense. Lynn Freed reveals how, as a married woman, she fell in love with a married man. Being asked to wash his dirty underwear was bad enough; discovering that he had a second lover brought her to her senses. Dani Shapiro was nineteen when her friend’s stepfather swept her off her feet and carried her through years of excitement, deception, anger, and the near death of her spirit. Pulitzer Prize novelist Jane Smiley wooed a man who was still in love with a former girlfriend twenty years his junior who had moved on to other loves, yet still gave him phone sex (and other sex) from time to time. Susan Cheever was methodical in her quest: I looked my best; I turned on all my wit and facility with words. It was my pleasure to make him laugh out loud. I set my charm to stun. And stun she did—but to what end?

These essays are unforgettable because of their candor—how often are we given an intimate glimpse into the lives of such talented writers?—and because they remind us how quickly our safe and predictable lives can be rattled. Just the thought of the other woman keeps us on our toes. And really, how smug can we be about love, marriage, or relationships when we know that she may arrive at any moment, or be lurking in the wings?

Whether we fear the other woman, loathe her, or live in her skin, I think you’ll agree that these highly personal, anguished, and sometimes hilarious essays are a powerful reminder that her story is never dull.


You have ravished me away by a power I cannot resist; and yet I could resist till I saw you; and even since I have seen you I have endeavoured often “to reason against the reason of my Love.” I can do that no more—the pain would be too great—My Love is selfish—I cannot breathe without you.

JOHN KEATS

Letter: To Fanny Brawne (October 1819)


NOT ISTANBUL

Pam Houston

Here’s the thing about the other woman. She lives inside your head. She may live on the next street or in the next town or halfway across the world; she may be five-two or five-nine; she may be rail thin (never skinny) or voluptuous (never fat). But however big or small she is, however much space she takes up in the world, will never compare to the amount of space she’ll take up in your brain. It is there that she will spread herself from wall to wall, eating gift-wrapped chocolates—so many gift-wrapped chocolates that she will ooze into every nook and cranny of your cerebrum, until you won’t be able to think of anything else. And if you let her take up residence there, no matter when you cut her off, no matter how hard you try to starve her, you may never, ever, get her out.

Let’s say, for the purposes of this conversation, that the other woman lives in a foreign city. Let’s say it is Istanbul (though it is not Istanbul). Let’s say she is married to the minister of economics (although she is not married to the minister of economics). Let’s say she practices a religion that does not recognize divorce. Let’s say she and her husband have four children between the ages of two and ten. Let’s say that when the man in your life went over to the city that is not Istanbul to visit her, the man who is not the minister of economics hired other men in trench coats to follow them around. Let’s say one or another of these trench-coated men approached the man in your life in a coffee shop and told him that the price of a life in the city that is not Istanbul is one hundred dollars U.S. Let’s say the man in your life told you this story with an impish grin on his face and his palms raised to the ceiling, like, What is a poor American boy in love with an unhappily married Turkish Muslim mother of four to do?

Which brings us to the man in your life. Let’s say he is a painter (though he is not a painter), and let’s say the Other Woman is a painter, too. Let’s say they met at one of those places in Italy or New Hampshire where painters go for a month to compliment each other’s paintings and gossip about other painters and after a long day of gossiping about other painters, fall together into bed. Why the painter wants to risk getting himself killed in a city that is not Istanbul for a woman who enjoys lying to her husband and her children and all of her friends and her religious co-practitioners is only one of the mysteries of this whole escapade. But then, why you have fallen in love with a man who wants to risk his life for such a woman is at least an equally compelling question.

Let’s say you have known your painter for twenty years. Let’s say you met at a student art show when you were both in graduate school and you had an amazing conversation about some artist who has fallen so far out of fashion in the two decades since that night that you can’t be sure anymore who it was. Let’s say you were attracted to each other immediately but you did not fall into bed together, and now you wonder why. Maybe it was because you were both too young and you knew you would have screwed up your relationship, and maybe fate or God or providence wanted you to wait twenty years so you would be mature enough to see that you really belonged together for the long haul. Or maybe you did not fall into bed together twenty years ago because in those days you only fell into bed with assholes and the painter was not (at least not yet) enough of an asshole to really catch your eye. Or maybe it was because the painter only liked tragic, super-thin (never skinny) women, and you have never been enough of either. Maybe you were too busy noticing the assholes at the art show, and he was too busy noticing the one-legged bulimics who had to sell themselves on the streets of Paris to put themselves through school.

In any case, let’s say you were at a party ten years later (and also ten years before now) where the painter showed up unexpectedly and told you a story about the night his father died and that story made you fall in love with him for certain. Why you didn’t fall into bed together that night is also a mystery because you were more or less out of your asshole phase by then, and he had already lost quite a bit of hair on the top of his head, and probably couldn’t get the tragically thin women to look his way anymore. But let’s say that ten years after the night of the party, your father dies and he is the very first person you want to e-mail and next thing you know, you are back in regular touch.

Let’s say you and the painter plan a weekend together in San Francisco, SF MOMA and the galleries—you’ll drive—and when the e-mail says I’m just a dog waiting for you to lower the tailgate, you know that after twenty long years, you and the painter are going to fall into bed together at last. But first let’s say you spend two days of a three-day weekend acting like (what you are) old friends. Let’s say that when you tell him that being in love with a married Muslim woman who lives five thousand miles away sounds a little self-punishing, he smiles brightly and says that he is waiting for the Other Woman’s husband to die, so he can bring her and her four children to the States. When you ask how old her husband is, he says thirty-eight. When you point out to the painter that he is fifty-one, he says, Turkey is hard on people; I know I’ll live longer than he will.

Let’s say that you decide that what is between the painter and the married Muslim mother of four can only be about the illicit sex, and when you ask (still clinging to the safe distance of long-term flirtatious friendship) Is it about the illicit sex? the painter says not only No, but also volunteers that sex with the Other Woman is not particularly good. He goes on to say (by way of too much information) that the Other Woman doesn’t let him do anything her husband doesn’t do, and given the constraints of their strict religion (not to mention the fact that they dislike each other intensely), her husband doesn’t do very much.

Let’s say that when you finally do have sex with your painter, on the last night before you drive back to your neighboring cities, you let him do every single thing the Other Woman won’t let him do, and you do several things to him that she has never even thought of. You do it for hours and hours and hours, until the front desk calls to ask if you intend to stay another night. Driving across the Bay Bridge, you stare out at the boat lifts that stand over Oakland’s harbor and wonder why, instead of replaying all of the weekend’s good food and great sex and long walks down city streets in the misty dark, you are rehashing every single word he said about the Other Woman. Whatever kind of sex they have, she has lodged herself firmly in the four-bedroom house of your parietal, temporal, frontal, and occipital lobes. The wrapper is off the first box of chocolates and she is making herself comfortable, changing around the furniture to suit her taste and draping her favorite scarves over your medulla oblongata. For not one moment do you consider the possibility that, in this scenario, the Other Woman is actually you.

Let’s say the first post-coital e-mail is full of words like wow and wonderful, but in the third one the painter admits that he has not been able to emerge from the throes of angst regarding the Istanbul situation. Let’s say that this surprises you a little because in the four years since they started sleeping together, the painter and the Other Woman have seen each other three times for a total of eleven days.

Let’s say you decide that the throes of angst are possibly the most unsexy place a man can claim to be, so you ignore the throes entirely and send a suggestive e-mail inviting the painter to your favorite fireplace hotel on the Mendocino Coast. When he turns you down politely, even a little condescendingly, you go to Mendocino anyway and pick up a twenty-nine-year-old professional salmon fisherman with lots of hair, great freckles, and callused hands, and the two of you spend the whole weekend in the fireplace hotel’s king-sized bed. When the painter pops back up on your e-mail a month later, apparently post-throes and wanting to see you, you wait three days, and then agree.

You have known the painter for twenty years, after all, and you convince yourself that in all that time he has to have had some therapy. Surely it will be obvious to him that you—a living, breathing, financially secure, ESPN-watching, blow job–giving (the painter calls them birthday jobs), gourmet-cooking, age-appropriate woman with blue eyes and sexy calves who is right there in his own country with her arms open wide—is far preferable to a woman who runs around dingy Turkish hotel rooms screaming I’m a motel whore, I’m a motel whore whenever the painter tries to give her a foot rub. And let’s say that when the two of you finally make it to Mendocino and the painter tells you he loves you (with no prompting whatsoever from you and no reciprocation afterwards), you decide for sure that you are right.

Let’s say that two weekends later, in Seattle, the painter makes a big point of telling you that he sent an e-mail to his other girlfriend in yet another exotic locale. Let’s say it is Nicaragua (though it is not Nicaragua). Let’s say she is the daughter of a Spanish diplomat (although she is not). This is the Other Other Woman, the other one he told you about the weekend you finally (after twenty years) fell into bed together, and frankly, you have been spending so much time thinking about Istanbul that you haven’t given Managua very much thought.

Let’s say that in San Francisco the painter had called the relationship with the Other Other Woman a lightbulb relationship, as if you would know what he meant. Let’s say that when you looked at him blankly, he said, You know, on again, off again. Let’s say he also told you that the Other Other Woman’s doctor said she was too fat to get pregnant. You tried (at the time) to imagine how fat one would have to be before a Nicaraguan doctor would declare you too fat to get pregnant, and you decided that whatever it might mean, it meant that she was at least fatter than you. Also, he had reported (incredulity creeping into his voice) that the Other Other Woman told him he could do whatever he wanted with whomever he wanted when he was away from Nicaragua, as long as when he was in Nicaragua, he belonged only to her. Let’s say you asked him why he didn’t believe her. Let’s say you asked him why men don’t ever believe a goddamn thing women say.

But let’s say that back in the present, in Seattle, on the fifth “date” since you fell into bed together, the painter tells you he has written a Dear Juan letter to the Nicaraguan, telling her not to wait for him. Let’s say you say, I thought it was a lightbulb! Then let’s say you say, Are we ready to have this conversation? Because I’m not sure we are ready to have this conversation.

Let’s say when you say this you are thinking a little bit about the salmon fisherman, who you have very tentative plans to hook up with in Tobago in the spring, but mostly you are thinking about the way a conversation about the Other Other Woman is sure to lead to a conversation about the Other Woman, and since she is already half naked, watching old Doris Day films and throwing candy wrappers all over your corpus callosum and filling up all your subarachnoid space with half-read People magazines, you are pretty sure that you don’t want to hear what he has to say.

Let’s say he says he thinks it is time to have that conversation, and let’s say he smiles kindly because he can see that you are tensed like a cat, ready to spring away. Let’s say he tells you there is no comparison between you and the Other Other woman; that she, in fact, has started dating a Bolivian (let’s say) and she wishes the painter, and even the painter’s new girlfriend (by which you can only assume he means you), the best. Let’s say you smile back, thinking about how in a perfect parallel universe the conversation would be over at this point, but you can feel the other half of it ticking in the air like a time bomb until, finally, the painter opens his mouth and begins to speak.

Let’s say the painter says it was his intention to send a similar e-mail to the Other Woman in her pathetic circumstances, in her corrupt country, in her loveless life, but when he tried, he just couldn’t do it. Let’s say you take a big deep breath and ask Why, and what he actually says in response to your inquiry will be the subject of every argument you and the painter have until the end of time. You are absolutely, positively certain that he said Because I love you more than the Other Other Woman, but when it comes to you and the Other woman, I feel the same way about you both. You know that this is exactly what he said, because you remember exactly what you said next: Don’t ever say that to another woman as long as you live, even if you think it is what you mean.

Let’s say this is not how he remembers it at all. Let’s say what he says he said in answer to your Why was Out of respect for the history I have with the Other Woman, the years together we shared. And you agree that he did say that, but later, after he had called her the elephant in the room and, well, after you had started crying and screaming. You are absolutely sure that this was the order of things because you remember that you had screamed, You mean the years you didn’t share, right?

Let’s say that because you have spent the last twenty years in therapy, you don’t say, “How dare you tell me you love me, when you love her the same exact way?” Because you have spent the last twenty years in therapy you say, Well, I hear what you are saying, but I have made myself way too vulnerable here, and I have lived too long to settle for being second to anyone, no matter how distant, how tragic, or how thin. When he says, But you aren’t second and because twenty years in therapy only counts for so much, you scream in his face, I don’t want to be first, either! There is still no point in the conversation when it comes anywhere near your consciousness that, technically speaking, the Other Woman is you.

What does start to become clear to you in Seattle is that all the things that make the Other Woman seem to you like such a poor, even self-destructive, choice for the painter are the very things that make her so hard for him to give up: the politically powerful husband who will only have sex in the missionary position; the kids weighing her down like Meryl Streep in Sophie’s Choice. Between her impoverished country and her overbearing husband and her misogynistic religion, there is no chance her paintings will ever make their way into the larger world. The painter will never have to be jealous of the other woman’s successes. The onus will never be on him to be there when she needs him. She will never bleed or fart or hurl a Vlasic dill pickle jar across a sparkling American kitchen. Her thirty-eight-year-old husband will never die. She can exist almost entirely in cyberspace and in the painter’s imagination. She will remain his constant, excretionless muse.

Let’s say you ask whether or not, at age fifty-one, the painter has any twinge of remorse about breaking up a family, and he will tell you in a bored voice (as though he has told you again and again, though he has not told you again and again) that the marriage has been dead for years. But if the marriage has been dead for years, you wonder, what is with the men in the trench coats? If the marriage has been dead for years, why don’t she and the kids move to the States right now? Let’s say he has no answer, but does say, in a fit of frustration, I can’t just abandon her; she risked her life for me. And let’s say you narrow your eyes and say, She didn’t risk her life for you, you fucking idiot; if she risked her life for you for four straight years, she’d be dead. You are glad that you and the painter are finally, after all these years, really getting to know each other. You feel momentarily happy to live in America, a country where, for all its other shortcomings, women can say such things to the men in their lives and not be beheaded, or boiled in oil, or given thirty lashes and locked in a dingy room upstairs; where women have such an outrageous sense of entitlement that we never really see ourselves as the Other Woman. In America, the Other Woman is always somebody else.

Let’s say you drive the painter to Sea-Tac Airport, even though you are only one day into a three-day weekend. Let’s say you tell him to give you a call when he decides which one of you it is he loves more. Let’s say a month goes by and he calls and invites you for Labor Day in San Diego. You don’t ask about the Other Woman and he doesn’t tell you. Let’s say the weather is perfect in San Diego, but the weather has shifted inside of you. In the space between your ears, the Other Woman has gotten too big to have children. She has painted over all the windows and hung depressing art.

Let’s say a few weekends later the painter says, offhandedly, that he went ahead and sent that e-mail to the Other Woman. He seems particularly pleased with himself. The two of you begin calling her Istanbul in conversation because (let’s face it) neither one of you has ever been very good at pronouncing her name. You and the painter start spending more and more time together, but you are never sure if he is really excited to see you. You start to believe that if you could pick up a limp, or an undiagnosable illness, or a childhood where you walked a hundred miles with your ten brothers and sisters (all of you under the age of thirteen) to the Thai border to escape Pol Pot and the Khmer Rouge, then the painter might really love you. The Other Woman visits you nightly in your dreams.

Let’s say one day, helping the painter look for his missing driver’s license, you stumble onto a photo of him and the Other Woman in some dreary-looking Turkish suburb in front of a cement block wall. She looks nothing like the woman who has pulled up all the carpets from your cerebral platform and laid down fine, snow-white Egyptian marble. She looks nothing like the dark-eyed (if expanding) gypsy, dressed in silken cloth with mirrors that wink and baubles that rattle when she twirls over to her stash to open a new box of chocolates.

In the photo, the Other Woman is wearing Levi’s knock-offs and a flannel shirt. The painter is pale and his comb-over is sticking up as if he is about to be struck by lightning. Together, they look as absolutely unhappy as two people can be.

For the entire four years they were (not) together, the Other Woman said repeatedly to the painter in her thickly accented e-mails, “We ’aff to end ziss story,” and as soon as something better came along (being practical in the way men often are), end the story he did.

Let’s say you look around the room and realize that, at this point, you are the only one keeping the Other Woman company. Some days you think you are beginning to prefer her company to the painter’s. It is this thought that allows you to invite her out of your head (whoever she was), to clean up all the chocolate wrappers and bring in a wrecking ball to get rid of all that damn white stone.

Let’s say you buy some steaks for the painter to put on the grill, you open a bottle of Sonoma red and flip through the channels looking for baseball. Let’s say you slip into something silky and tell the painter if the Dodgers win tonight, he might get lucky. When he says Birthday job? you shrug your shoulders: Maybe. This is America, after all, where women have the right.


PALM SPRINGS

Mary Jo Eustace

I’m lying by the pool in Palm Springs, nursing my obligatory margarita, when I notice that my husband is nowhere in sight. In fact, I’ve been losing track of him all day. I do vaguely recall seeing him about an hour ago, but he was on his cell phone, earpiece planted firmly in place, pacing back and forth like a demented receptionist. I assumed he was talking to his agent, but I wasn’t really sure. There had been a lot of phone calls since he joined us a few days ago on our little family vacation. Between the extended telephone time and the three-hour trips to the gym, I’d barely seen him at all. Now, usually I don’t mind this sort of thing; most often, I welcome it. Being married as long as we have, alone time is actually a good thing. But this time, something seemed different.

First of all, I had been left alone in the San Fernando Valley. I had never experienced a California summer before and I was beginning to feel like I had an egg on my head that was in a perpetual state of being fried. Secondly, my actor husband had gone back to our native Canada to shoot a television movie of the week about some woman who gets hit on the head and then can predict the future. It was the usual low-budget schlock, made for a network with romantically challenged viewers suffering from low self-esteem and minor learning disabilities. At least I think that’s what he told me, but I might not have been fully listening—I had been too busy secretly hating him the whole time he was gone. I kept imagining some hot assistant getting him iced lattes and wet towels, while I was slogging it out in our little bungalow with two kids, praying to God that our air conditioner wouldn’t break or that the state of California wouldn’t drain the world’s energy supply.

When my husband did call, he would try and update me on the movie—I think there was some sort of love story and a couple of murders involved—and tell me how great he was getting along with his co-star, Tori Spelling. Apparently, she was fun and caring and much hotter in real life. I assumed this was a good thing. At his farewell dinner party before he left, jokes flew at the prospect of working with the daughter of a Hollywood mogul. Would she be so surgically altered that he’d walk right by her? Would there be love scenes and could he get a body double? The usual juvenile crap. I even suggested he befriend her. “Who knows?” I laughed, it might be good for his career.

But apparently, at the end of the day, jokes aside, Tori wasn’t so bad to work with after all, and things were moving along quite nicely. I guess they got pretty busy with the night shoots because it was impossible to get in touch with Dean. Now, usually I would have made more of an effort, because I did wonder where he was at two in the morning, but I was having a problem sustaining interest. Truth is, I wasn’t really paying much attention at all. I was horribly sleep deprived and couldn’t focus on anything. We had just adopted a baby girl, three weeks before he left, and, at the ripe old age of forty-three, I was finding it extremely difficult to concentrate without my requisite eight hours of sleep. Throw our active seven-year-old into the mix, and the few remaining brain cells I had were definitely overworked.

Now here he is, back from Canada, and I believe staying at the same resort as we were, but completely impossible to locate. I put down my drink, sit up in my lounge chair, and look around for my wayward husband. I see Jack, our son, swimming in the lavish saltwater pool, not much of a surprise since we had become official pool whores this summer with all our aquatic hopping. I spot our friends a few chairs away, monitoring their daughter as she attempts to drown elderly guests. We had been planning this vacation for months—the two couples, our kids—a time to regroup before we headed into another school year and the grind of an actor’s life in Los Angeles. I decide that I should really try and track down my husband and ask our friends to watch my son as I set off to find my missing partner.

I figure I’ll head back up to the hotel room and give Dean a call. I can guarantee that wherever he is, his cell phone is not far away. I pick up our infant daughter, who is lying next to me, and breathe in her smell of sun and fresh air. She is growing at an alarming rate and feels solid and safe in my arms. I hold her close and kiss her sweet little face, still caught off-guard that she is actually ours. Before I head back to the room, I consider for a moment throwing on my cute little cover-up, but then say “Screw it.” For some reason, I’ve always convinced myself that I can carry off anything. The more understated (aka broken in) it is, the better. Through the years, there have been many family interventions over my attachment to certain items of clothing—an old striped shirt, a tired pair of boxer shorts, a threadbare Winnie-the-Pooh nightie—and, of course, my inability to let go. I always thought they looked good, and my outfit today is no exception. I’m wearing my blue bikini with a Hawaiian motif: saggy faded bottoms and a top missing padding in the right breast.

I gather up all the required baby accoutrements and head toward our room. On the way through the lobby, it hits me how nice it is to have Dean back home. Three weeks had felt like quite a long time. I had really missed him. Besides, let’s face it, this “doing it all on your own” thing is way harder than I had anticipated.

Looking back, it’s funny the things you notice just before your life is about to change: nothing. Everything seems fine, quite beautiful, in fact. I am a little tired, though, and I know something is not quite right. The distance between us and the unanswered phone calls have made me feel a little jumpy. But the weather is perfect, the resort is lovely, and I’m sure if we can just locate each other and connect we will be fine.

I get to the room and struggle to find the key. I balance my daughter on one hip, drop the baby gear on my foot, and, for the tenth time that day, wonder why I can’t seem to do anything right—even finding a room key has become a stretch. I finally find it and walk into our lovely, spotless room. The sun is streaming through the window and I go over to the balcony to watch my son swimming in the aquamarine pool. I see his blond head bobbing up and down and, for a moment, I feel a sense of extreme sadness. All I want to do is protect him. It catches me off-guard and I quickly breathe in as I hear the door close. It’s my husband. He finally remembered where our room is.

“Hey,” I say.

“Hey,” he answers in a numb tone. I know instantly that something is wrong. He isn’t looking me in the eye. In fact, he isn’t looking at me at all.

“What’s the matter?”

“Nothing,” he replies.

I decide to push. “I can tell there is something wrong. Just tell me.”

He turns to look at me and then decides on the floor instead.

At that second, I knew. I knew it all. “Have you met someone?”

He nods yes.

I start to feel vaguely nauseous. I turn to the window, as if focusing on the horizon would help. “Is it Tori Spelling?”

I turn around; he nods yes.

My heart stops beating and I have to remind myself to breathe. I want to ask a question but I can barely open my mouth. “Have you slept with her?”

“Yes.”

I try and take in the news. “You slept with Tori Spelling?”

My husband is having an affair with Tori Spelling. I’m not really sure at this point if this is a dream or not. This has happened to me several times before. Not where people I know have slept with Tori Spelling, but where the difference between before and after is so huge, so life-altering, that you’re not sure if it is really happening.

I look at the drapes, trying to ground myself, and notice they’re a really deep shade of gold and made out of a very heavy material. Really more of a winter drape. I begin to wonder what these drapes are doing in Palm Springs. What am I doing in Palm Springs? I’m from Canada and the last time I saw drapes like these were at my friend’s house, just after her mother had a nervous breakdown over a kitchen renovation gone terribly wrong.

Then suddenly, before I know it, I begin to laugh. It was all so absurd. “You slept with Tori Spelling? You’ve got to be kidding, right? Nobody sleeps with Tori Spelling—not by choice anyway.”

“We’re soul mates,” he says. Then, “She loves me unconditionally.”

“What conditions?” I scream. “You’ve only known each other three weeks.”

I’m beginning to think he might be serious and I’m not sure whether to laugh or cry, or what my part is in all of this. I’m pretty sure he said he slept with her, which would make sense if he was leaving me. He would need that sort of validation, you know, for changing horses midstream.

“Look, we’ve made a plan and money will not be an issue. The kids will always be taken care of.”

Oh my god. Kids. That’s right. I look down at my daughter. “But we just adopted a baby.” The phrase single mother pops up in my brain. I start to feel weightless as I cross the divide between together and alone.

“I’m not leaving the kids, or the family,” he says. “I’m leaving you.”

“But I am the family.” The wave crashes. Now it’s I who stares at the floor. I can’t hold in the tears any longer and I begin to sob. It’s a sound I have never heard before. It feels so deep and so sad. My knees begin to shake and I start to become very aware of my vulnerability—my daughter in my arms, my terrible excuse for a bathing suit—and I actually begin to worry that maybe it’s all because I look fat. Maybe he was undecided and this dreadful bikini just sealed the deal. Why the hell didn’t I listen to my family and respond to all those well-meaning interventions? Who knew? A life lesson: Always dress to be prepared for even your worst moment.
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