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To Jim and Eli, with love and respect






INTRODUCTION


One chilly Thursday night in late October 2006, Eli and I find ourselves approached by a handful of National Guard troops at Boston’s international airport. Several nervous-looking young men with rifles and a German shepherd halt a few yards away from us—not a situation you want to find yourself in at Logan, still rattled and wary after its disastrous role in 9/11. This incident occurs as we’re preparing to board a nearly empty, late-evening flight to La Guardia.

Eli and I have plans to join his mother and brother for a birthday dinner in Greenwich Village the next night. Then on Saturday night we’ve scheduled our semiannual dinner with Jim, a lively friend of Eli’s whom I know mostly from these occasional get-togethers. The two men first met as students at Columbia University while protesting the Vietnam War. I don’t know it at the time, of course, but this de rigueur journey to Manhattan changes everything for Jim, Eli, and me.

Other events intervene, as well. In just a few weeks, Eli will languish in intensive care, hallucinating and wild with fever. “It’s going to  be a long haul,” one of the doctors tells me. She sketches his digestive tract and indicates where the cancer has spread. To keep his stomach empty and to prevent what seems to be failure of his kidneys, the doctors have withdrawn all his psych meds, most significantly lithium, and Eli, who’s bipolar, falls into a state of unrelenting delirium and depression. He embarks on a year of utter hell—hell for all of us—highlighted by nine hospitalizations and numerous threats of suicide.

“I can’t take him home like this,” I will eventually tell every doctor, every social worker. “I’m not safe.”

So what was I to do—just weeks after this exhausting trip to New York City with its unexpected consequences—when I realized that I must choose between my own survival and that of Eli’s? How could I ever betray Eli that way? How could I consign him to what I pictured as the inevitable—homelessness, the realm of the crazy people no one wants?

Few people come forward to help.

Jim hears the stories of Eli’s worsening condition over the telephone. He lowers his voice, compressing the emotion, turning steely and uncompromising. “It’s you or him. You have to choose you.”

I choose myself and in doing so, I choose Jim.

How can I regret what I have done? Jim’s kisses bore in, suck, probe, penetrate. It goes on and on, this aggressive taking over. I don’t see it at first, but in time I realize that his kisses tell me exactly what’s going to happen to me.

I open my eyes and glimpse a bit of his face pressing hard against mine. His jaw is cocked open and I see a deep line along the side of his face. I am amazed by the intensity and drive. My sexual fantasies about Jim often start there, the place where the laugh line turns hard  and rigid and intent upon wearing me down till I am totally lost to him and whatever it is he wants to do next.
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That night at Logan things start to go very wrong when a small pocket-knife Eli forgot about sets off the metal detector. I’m stepping onto the plane when I hear shouts. It has to be Eli. His bipolar disorder is always right on the surface when we travel. He has trouble with transitions. After eighteen years with him, I’m as aware of his vulnerabilities as I am of those qualities I treasure in him.

Despite how well I know Eli and how good I am at anticipating trouble, I’m stunned by what I see when I get back to the security gate. Guards are nearby and there’s a lot of yelling. I rush to Eli, grab his arm, and squeeze hard. His loud, near-pleading screams alarm me. “Stop it right now,” I shout into his face. “Everything’s going to be okay.” Like lurching for a child who’s toddling into traffic, I yank at Eli, try to pull him out of this mess.

He’s hopelessly flummoxed. I see that he’s dumped his jacket on the floor, and his briefcase and its contents are also strewn around his shoeless feet. He’s clutching a wad of papers in his right hand, including a bunched-up boarding pass. A guard says something about a driver’s license, which Eli may have been trying to search for. He’s confused and flustered. He can’t figure out what to do with the stuff in his hand so he drops the whole parcel and begins a frantic search of his pockets.

“We need that boarding pass and your license,” the guard at the security gate says.

“Just leave me the fuck alone,” he cries, and his plea does sound like crying. Eli is so disturbed he has no sense of the danger he’s in—the danger we’re both in. I again insist that he calm down and he turns to me and yells, “Just shut up and leave me alone.”

I understand what’s happening. He just wants time to get calm and regroup, but he doesn’t have a way to say that or to do that in the face of all this pressure.

Eli turns to leave and I block his exit. “We’ve paid and we’re going.” My legs shake so hard I can barely stand. I catch movement and turn to see the young men inch perceptibly closer. “Eli,” I shout. “You’ve got to stop this. Just hold still a minute.”

It’s almost 9 PM, the time the plane is scheduled to take off, and we’ve been told that this will be the last flight of the evening. I’d raced from work to home to the airport in three hours. There’d been no time for dinner and I’d just spent the last half hour driving frantically around the congested construction zone of a long-term parking lot trying to find any empty space. In the midst of all that, I’d managed an increasingly irritated sixty-one-year-old man who wanted to see his mother like he wanted to have a colonoscopy.

I summon bluster and bravado. My instincts tell me to take charge and sound in control. I realize I need to do this more for the guards than Eli. Those men are just kids, kids with guns. How trained can they be? They are scared to death. They aren’t even making eye contact. They’re edging ever closer. They’re going to lose it and shoot.

I’m fifty-eight years old. Kent State is seared into my soul, one of the top ten pivotal events in my lifetime. Kent State for me wasn’t a shooting, it was a life lesson, an example of how bad things can get in a nanosecond when you mix unrelenting tension and awful fear and lack of training.

I look around. Something tells me I am the only one in control and, then, just barely. My knees feel like they’re going to buckle any second. I’m terrified. It’s not just the crisis at hand, but everything. I can’t. I just can’t. I just can’t do this anymore.

Just minutes earlier, Eli, the guards, and I had all chatted and laughed with actor Richard Dreyfuss, who stood beside me at the ticket counter talking about a movie he was making. He was upbeat, full of energy, bald, and rumpled looking in loose-fitting blue jeans and a sweatshirt, and he would have been unrecognizable were it not for his signature, nasal-sounding voice.

It was a quiet night because of the icy conditions in Boston and New York City. The remaining shuttles had already been canceled. What had seemed like an intimate evening with all of us gathered in the dim light around a natural-born storyteller had turned into trouble for Logan and Eli and me.

But that’s how it often was with Eli. His ability to provoke danger seemed to be escalating with his advancing age and his worsening mental condition.

I find Eli’s driver’s license and boarding pass and hand them over to the security guard. The knife will be mailed back to Rockport and Eli gets through the metal detector this time without incident. He moves onto the boarding ramp and I pick up his belongings and hand them to a flight attendant, who’s been called over to help.

Eli boards the plane, leaving me to submit to a second search, as well, since I’d gone back through the security checkpoint to help him. Still mindful of the armed guards and the dog, I grit my teeth as a female security guard approaches and pats me down as if I were a criminal. It hurts when she squeezes my breasts and prods my  crotch in front of everyone. Afterward, she says, “Don’t ever let that man fly again.”

Poor Eli. It’s as if they can smell him coming.
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My love affair with Jim does not begin that Saturday night in Chinatown. Possibility happens. But for someone like me, for whom hope is the only currency I’ve ever had, possibility is all I need. If I have any sense of what is to come, it is this—a split-second awareness, an instantaneous energy flaring, then going dark.

At the time I wonder, did something just happen or did I imagine it? I look at Jim. No, there’s nothing of note. Everything’s steady, everything’s normal.
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Our weekend struggles continue on Friday night at the birthday dinner. Eli’s mother complains often during the delicious repast, held in a private room in an upscale Village restaurant. Eli’s brother Simon tries to excuse her, “She hates her birthday.” Not to mention that the Alzheimer’s, even at this early stage, has altered her behavior. At the start of the evening she turns to me, seated to her right at the table crowded with friends and family, and snipes, “Couldn’t you dress up a little bit for this?”

“Never again,” I tell Eli. “I’m never traveling with you again and I’m never coming with you to visit your mother.” After a summer of intensifying frustrations, I pull further away from him and his family.

Few people understand my unwavering allegiance to Eli, in part because no one dares ask. For me the early attraction was sexual, intellectual, and rooted in a certain welcome simpatico. Eli was forty-two and a working poet when I met him. I liked his dark Semitic looks, his quiet sense of humor, his rare ability to be both candid and kind simultaneously, and his enviable facility with language. There was also a dark side to the psychological attraction, though I never looked in that direction early on.

I wish people could know Eli as I do, but people are not always open to him. In Al-Anon there’s a saying—Take what you like and leave the rest. Eli offers up plenty that I like. And where would my daughter and I be without him?

Eli was there when my larger-than-life younger brother died of a drug overdose after a weeklong binge in an L.A. hotel room. “You’ll be okay,” Eli said. “I’m right here.”

Just a year later, he shared the weight of my wretched ambivalence when my mother died. It was self-inflicted, as well, though her death was wielded like a weapon—angrily, resolutely aimed at her small, disappointing family. She swallowed drugs and alcohol in her Beverly Hills condominium after sending a spate of nasty letters. We drove to the mountains to grieve her. At a small Vermont restaurant near the Canadian border, Eli, a practicing Buddhist, picked up his wineglass and toasted her: To Muriel. May her next life be a happy one.

Eli’s family resented him, especially early on. He often needed money because he had a hard time supporting himself. Like most people, his family took him at face value and blamed him for his deficiencies. In an ironic bit of bad luck, he was endowed with above-average intellect; thus, much was expected of Eli. Why wasn’t he a doctor like  his cousins? A famous poet? Self-supporting would certainly have helped appease his mother. Eli shared their frustrations and wondered why he couldn’t do better.

I could help some, but my wages as a journalist and editor were meager and I had a daughter who went to college and graduate school and then embarked on a modestly paid career as a department manager in a library. She and I saw Eli as a good and caring man whose integrity was beyond question. For eighteen years Eli kept house and ran all the errands while I worked long hours as a writer, editor, and creative services director at an art museum. Though he didn’t like gardening, he weeded and watered my vegetable garden because I was too busy. He made my coffee every morning and handed me a thermos to take to work with me. And he had hot meals waiting every evening because he felt bad about my four-hour-a-day commute to and from Boston.

Could any man be more considerate? When I turned fifty, he gave me a fabulous birthday party that concluded with big fluffy bowls of tapioca pudding. He’d remembered that this was my favorite dessert from childhood.

What I liked best about my life with Eli, though, were the quiet nights we spent together as we read, chatted, and soaked up companionship and serenity—essential nutrients for hurts we’d both suffered over the years.

People know Eli as a talented, quirky poet who can be counted on to say something coyly irreverent. He grew up in the Bronx and blames the fact that he skipped two grades in elementary school for most of his social ills. He is known for his entertaining, affecting poetry readings. His vast store of knowledge and emotional intelligence  are assets he shares with me, to my great advantage. Perhaps he is a bit of a savant. Or perhaps he’s just typically crazy in the way so many bipolar poets are. We lived for a long time without television, without the clamor of commercialism, without noise and affectation—except for his occasional rages, so devastating, unpredictable, and ultimately impossible to endure.

I bore witness to the horrific injustices and continual suffering those with mental illness—in particular Eli—had to accept. Eli never complained. He just tried harder. I saw all of this and privately vowed never to abandon my true friend.

As change neared, I also saw—with growing clarity—that my friends were uncomfortable with Eli’s moods. No doubt they also wondered about me, someone who purported to find refuge and emotional sustenance with a man they viewed as a misfit. I saw, as well, the exorbitant price I was paying in terms of my own health and emotional well-being. It was almost as if Eli were an extravagance I could no longer afford.
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The tension continues to build for Eli over the long weekend that he and I are in Manhattan. His mother seems unusually hostile to Eli, who she sometimes sees as one of her disappointments in a life characterized by compromise. He employs a very effective self-defense. He shuts down, falls asleep, pretends not to hear.

So I’m not surprised when he gets us lost walking around the back streets of the Village as we attempt to meet up with Jim on Saturday night. Eli has reached some sort of stimuli overload and can barely  function. It’s as if there’s stress-induced static building in his brain. He stutters. He trips over his own feet.

What’s supposed to be the fun part of our trip—Saturday night dinner with Jim in Chinatown—is turning out to be another fiasco. We’re cold. We’re tired. We’ve been walking around the Village for forty minutes and we still can’t find the corner where we’re supposed to meet Jim. He’ll be there any minute and we have no clue where there is.

Jim calls Eli. He takes a sounding and gives Eli directions. They are in cell phone communication repeatedly. Talk. Walk. Talk. Walk. Still, we stay lost. Eli is just hopeless, half listening, forgetting what Jim says before we get to the next intersection. These are Eli’s old stomping grounds but the weekend’s stressors are making everything much harder to negotiate.

We discover we’re walking in circles. I cannot believe this. Eli by now is agitated and limping. He’s got a blister that’s bleeding and infected. He says he can’t go on for much longer. We’re both hungry and we’ve both had enough. As always in these situations, I fight back the panic with something falsely cheerful like, “We’ll find him any minute.” It’s so disingenuous I can’t stand the sound of my own voice.

Then I hear Jim’s laugh on Eli’s cell phone. “What the fuck?” Jim chides Eli. At least Jim’s reaction sounds relaxed, normal, honest. I find myself thinking: Once we get there, I’ll let down and relax. I’m going to let Jim deal with Eli for a while.

In some ways, Jim and Eli haven’t changed since the anti-Vietnam War riots. They’re passionate about politics and critical of authority. I love this about them. While they were facing down riot police at Columbia, I was trying to protect myself from one of several SWAT teams in Harvard Square. The police, looking ruthless and robotic in full-body  armor that glinted in the streetlights, wielded clubs against antiwar protesters. Struck at and kicked at, I rolled under a hedge to protect myself from serious injury. When I stood up again, I was fully radicalized. If people can feel like home, then Jim and Eli do that for me.

Tonight there’s another war to rail about and several months to catch up on, since Jim lives in Chelsea and Eli and I live in Rockport, Massachusetts, 250 miles away. I look forward to these semiannual check-ins. I’m especially looking forward to seeing Jim this evening, when I will give him his old friend and say, “Here, you take over for a while.”
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Jim and I often say we were separated at birth. Our compatibility feels cultural, like maybe we grew up as neighbors or maybe we experienced the same womb. We savor avocados and could subsist on tuna sandwiches if he weren’t worried about the toxins and I weren’t opposed to all that bread. We love sex and laughing and our kids. We grew up on the West Coast but got away as fast as we could. The East Coast feels more like home. He once hated flying and so did I, though now we look forward to taking trips together. He loves to tell stories and he gravitates to storytellers and so do I. We’re tall. We’re comfortable as leaders. We’re way left of center.

But we’re not a perfect fit. He was sixty-seven and I was fifty-eight when we began our love affair. Age and experience shaped us as they do everyone, gave us jagged edges that, when placed up against the other, did not smoothly align. Time teaches tolerance, on the other hand, and I see that we’re both good at letting go.

Jim left his home in Southern California in his teens just as I did. He joined the Army. After his discharge, he traveled to Manhattan, took a room for $13.50 a week, and began an apprenticeship as a stained-glass artisan. He also took advantage of his veteran’s benefits and got a college education. He never looked back.

For twenty-five years he belonged to the Gurdjieff Work, an international spiritual practice with a following in Manhattan. Through education, the work in the program, and meditation he developed an incredible ability to stay in the moment. Early on he would caution me, “We are good now, in this moment.”

What? Fuck off, you Alpha Male.

When I stopped resenting the “moment,” I picked up a few helpful tips on living a more peaceful life.

Jim’s two ex-wives both have law degrees and both of them have other fields of expertise as well. He has three grown children, all living and working in New York City. When Jim told his oldest son that he and I were thinking of living together, the forty-two-year-old reacted with alarm: “But you’re a bachelor. What about how much you like your freedom?”

Jim tells me that story and I cringe. Well, I think, by the time we’re tired of each other, we’ll be on our deathbeds. We both like to look on the bright side.
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Jim’s voice on Eli’s phone sounds cheery. Perhaps he’s unaware of what’s happening with his old friend; more likely, he’s just ignoring it. On other occasions I’ve noticed Jim look past Eli when Eli was misbehaving.  I glom on to this carefree attitude. I take comfort in that deep calm voice coming from Eli’s phone. Yes. Absolutely. I’m turning this whole mess over to Jim. Voilà! Suddenly a fantasy, only one of two I’ve allowed myself since meeting Jim twenty years earlier, has taken hold—Jim stepping in, throwing out his long arms, taking me into his zone of safety.

I spot him, finally, on a corner, looking right at us. Jim’s a watcher. He’s seen us long before we see him. He’s a beacon, six foot five, erect under a streetlight, grinning. His striking mane of white curly hair is heads above the Saturday night crowds. He beckons us in all the sly ways he has of drawing people to him. With a laugh Jim admonishes Eli for his lousy sense of direction. We all hug, relieved and a little bit on edge, and head down the street in search of dinner.

The burden of Eli lifted, I feel like a kid. I’m out in front of the two men, perusing restaurant menus affixed to window storefronts. I glance behind me and Jim’s saying something to Eli while watching me. I catch his eye and we smile. Neither of us lets go.

I choose the first restaurant that looks good. Vietnamese pho soups. It’s cold outside and we’re all shivering. Steaming bowls of Vietnamese rice noodle soup seem right, but so does stopping and sitting down and immediately ordering drinks.

We barely talk at first. The waiter brings us our wine and beer and our heads drop over our menus, where we hover in silence. Thinking about what to order is my excuse for a respite from all the noise, confusion, and pent-up anxiety. I drink the wine like it’s medicine and feel myself start to relax for the first time in days. I tell myself I’ll just sit, get drunk, and slurp the delicious salty soup while the two of them catch up. I don’t need to talk. I don’t need to focus. I drink more wine  and weigh whether I want rare or well-done steak in my pho soup. Life is so much simpler when all I have to worry about is what kind of soup to eat.

I start to notice what’s going on around me. It’s a small restaurant and it’s sweaty hot. Young Thai couples enjoy outsize bowls of noodle soup into which they’ve floated tiny, fiery green peppers, handfuls of fresh basil leaves, and even bigger fistfuls of crunchy young mung sprouts. Using chopsticks, they extract pieces of beef from the soup and dip the beef into a searing red-pepper sauce. Everyone’s faces are flushed pink and they glisten with sweat.

When our food shows up we dive in. The windows are fogged, Jim and Eli have stripped down to shirtsleeves, and there’s moistness to everything I touch. Aromatics like the basil, lime, and long-simmering chicken stock are so thick in the humid air you can taste them.

As the wine kicks in and the soup warms me from the inside, I sit back and finally take a good look at Jim. Good lord. What a gorgeous man he is and so surprisingly unself-conscious about it. He picks up a napkin and wipes the sweat off his face, motions to a waiter for a stack of napkins, and repeats the gesture throughout the meal.

Everyone inside this little restaurant is sweating. I’m reminded of the ceremonial sweat lodges I’ve heard about and imagine how intimate the experience must feel at times—just like this.
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In that moment of companionable warmth I have no inkling that, one night a few months from then, I will slide right off Jim’s torso, he is so slick with sweat. We are so wet with each other’s sweat, in fact, that  we wrestle and writhe and roll right off the bed, bringing the mattress down with us. We are shocked by the abrupt dumping, the hardness of the floor. Our lovemaking turns hilarious then.

There’s no heat in my tiny attic bedroom and a fierce winter storm rocks my three-story house likes it’s bobbing at sea. We literally sway to and fro and I feel slightly seasick. We lie, spent, and listen. The waves pound the sand on Front Beach. Our sweat begins to chill and we climb under the heavy down comforter.

“I can’t really see very far into the future,” Jim says that night. “But I do see us here in this bed this summer. We’ll be totally covered in sweat. It will be one hundred degrees in here and we’re going to be drippy wet. I’m going to like that.”

My craving for him seems to have no bounds. He may have no vision of the future, he may be locked into the moment, but I am not Jim in those ways. I see the future. I see us locked together. I see nothing big enough, save death, to get in my way.

I am shameless. I will slide over every inch of him, kissing him back, wrestling in all that sweat to stay on top. I am sure I will never get enough of him. He will find this out and, being the man he is, he will revel in trying to find the outer limits of my stamina and prowess. He never will.
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We say little as we eat. I look over at Eli, who’s chewing some marinated cabbage, and Jim, who catches my eye, again, and smiles. He’s ordered something with bits of stir-fried chicken. Still, nobody’s saying anything and I’m not the quiet type. I blurt the first stupid thing  that comes to mind. “What’s new?” What I say is simply idiotic but it’s too late to take it back. And I’ve had three days of unrelenting stress and a big glass of wine. Why do I expect so much of myself?

Shit. I’ve got that bravado thing going again, that tough-girl, fake-it persona I invoke when I start to feel desperate. Part of the discomfort is due to the fact that it’s been a long time since we’ve dined alone with Jim. For the last five years, we’ve been a foursome, Jim’s girlfriend Ruth a lively conversationalist. I liked spending time with Ruth and we had a lot in common, from our high-stress jobs in marketing to quirky phobias to the fact that she’d married and divorced a man who was bipolar. Without Ruth, a friend to all, we were going to have to regroup.

Jim’s not inspired by my “What’s new?” and shrugs. “Not a hell of a lot. Ruth and I broke up last June, but I already told Eli about that.”

I’m curious about this but can find no polite way to ask what happened. So I blurt a follow-up question. “Are you happy?” as if one thing leads to the other. For Jim, this question takes on special meaning.

“I’m no more, no less happy than I was,” he answers, not so much squinting as turning his head, narrowing his eyes, seeing me anew. He later tells me the question is a boundary violation and that I’d veered into intimate territory. I never quite believe that and suspect that the breakup is simply a sensitive topic even six months later.

He gets back at me and I learn right away that Jim never restrains his pique. “It looks like you’ve been doing a lot more running.” He’s referring to my weight loss, a comment that makes me uncomfortable. It tells me that he’s looking at me, seeing me, sparring with me. He’s stepped out of bounds. These games are to him a devilish foreplay and he wastes little time smashing through all the defenses, yielding a certain type of lover with a certain love of danger.

“I run no more, no less than ever.” I respond to his combativeness by parroting his earlier response.

“And what’s new with you,” he asks me. I note that he’s angled his chair closer, to face me. I note, as well, that Eli is on the sidelines now, eating, barely paying attention. I worry about him, that he’s feeling alone and left out.

“You okay,” I ask Eli.

He nods yes and smiles.

“You don’t mind?”

He shakes his head no.

I turn back to Jim, where the fun is. And it’s right then that I sense something, some heat, some energy, some kind of flare-up. But it’s nothing I can put my finger on.

“New with me?” I say. “Let’s see.” I think about Jim and Eli’s friendship before answering that question the way I’d like to answer it. I know how much Eli values his connection to Jim and I don’t want to put Jim in the awkward position of knowing too much about Eli and me, the couple.

I could tell Jim about the new photo department I’ve started up in creative services, the division I manage at the Peabody Essex Museum. I could tell him about my daughter’s new job as manager of adult services at the Watertown Public Library. I could tell him about the novel I’ve just finished. But what I want to tell him is that I’ve asked Eli to move out. I’ve asked him every day for six months.

I look at Jim and betray Eli. “I’m in the middle of a midlife crisis, I guess.”

I’m shocked by his response. He laughs. His laugh is loud, manly, and, always, I think, somewhat lewd. “Aren’t you a little old for that?”

Now he definitely crosses a line. No one has ever called me old before and I don’t like it at all. I tell myself, I’m fifty-eight. I am old. I still don’t like it.

But then I see how he’s edged in, moved closer. An actual boundary violation. That, I like. I like having him closer. His impertinent remark has invaded my space, sliced through all my protective layers. I couldn’t find bluster and bravado at that moment if my life depended on it.
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Jim and his penchant for breaking me down. His pugilistic irreverence. He’d begun a process that would lead to a nakedness in me that only the most mature woman would dare allow. Whatever fantasies I’d conjured about Jim keeping me safe that night were totally absurd and completely sentimental. He’d ripped away my defenses and pushed me way out of my comfort zone. Had I ever felt that vulnerable, that unsafe?

Here, I said at the end of the dinner, take my email address. Who would have thought feeling unsafe would feel this good?






CHAPTER 1

SWEET SURRENDER


Sometimes when we make love, Jim grabs both of my hands and pulls them over my head. I love this. He holds my wrists so tight it hurts. He puts his other huge hand over my mouth, the mouth he has been kissing so long and so passionately that my lips have swollen like a sex organ. They are fat and wet and soft and blood red, something I know from having seen myself in the bathroom mirror after kissing him. Jim is strong—his biceps are round and hard and wrapped in a skin so smooth and white that I desperately want to bite down—but I haven’t let myself do that. He’s a presence wherever he is, certainly in bed, where, at six foot five, he is vast and powerful and prone to quick decisions. And though I am nearly six feet tall myself, I am helpless in his tight grip. Soon, I struggle. I am desperate for a breath.
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He calls us a complete and total surprise. After our first night together, we sit down to breakfast at Moonstruck, the neighborhood diner. The tall leather-bound menus with page after page of omelets, salads, sandwiches, and more lie flat on the table between us. The coffee’s been poured but sits, ignored, the steam now feeble tendrils. I’m as spent as that—sexually, physically, emotionally. It took so much to get to this place. I prop myself in the corner of the booth to keep from sliding onto the floor. It’s a good feeling. If I were a cat, I’d purr.

He likes me like this—all melty, he calls it. He’s done this to me and he takes the credit. I act out my satisfaction more than I articulate it verbally. I try but give up. There are no words for this. It’s too primal. The closest I ever get is, “You own me. After what you’ve done to me, you own me.” I hope he understands. I hope he’s careful.

After a morning like we just had, it takes hours for the hormones to settle down, for the sex organs to shrink back to normal. Until they do, I’m not myself. I smile shyly. I’m this new, softer person.

How does a woman who’s been taken over and who’s allowed it, who’s had so many things done to her with fingers and lips and penis, who has screamed out and been shocked by the sound of her own voice, how is this woman supposed to behave? I blink as if to call up comprehension, but finding none, drop my head. I worry whether or not my appreciation shows. I want him to know.

In the booth I sink into the cushions. I soften even more. Hispanic men with blue-black hair—thick and short, sharply cut angles, virile in the lift and body and texture—approach us. They wear crisp white shirts and black slacks and they proffer service in tandem. Water? More coffee? Food?

Yes, more water. My mouth is dry. I have no fluids left in me. Come back soon to give me more coffee. I’m sleepy and wish this booth were bed. But no more sinking. Maybe I’ll have seven-grain toast. Maybe a poached egg. It should be well done.

I eye the dish of butter that one of the young men has put in front of me and my brain, functioning languidly, finds butter fascinating. I already know what’s under those gold foil lids, the tiny dollops extruded by machinery into plastic containers the size of Chiclets gum. The drops of butter resemble flowers until they warm up, turn squishy, lose their edges, give up their details, their identity. They succumb to malleability, like me. Melty me. I am hopelessly drunk on sex and I smile, all my secrets right there in plain view. My lips, plumped up and blood red, look like the rutting mandrill. I can’t avoid seeing myself. The walls in Moonstruck are lined with mirrors.

Jim, the watcher, is looking directly at me. There’s nothing melty there, that’s for sure. I’m starting to notice something, a hesitation going on between us. We’re not poring over menus. We’re not sugaring up the warm beverages. We’re here. Landed. Suddenly cognizant.

Jim’s got something to say, it seems. His face forms a question that he doesn’t ask. “Well?” I say, a little worried. “What is it?”

He brightens and laughs. “What the hell? How did this happen, anyway?” He picks up the cup of coffee, finally, and asks, “What’s Rae doing here in Chelsea?”

I don’t like this question. I know where it’s coming from. He doesn’t want responsibility for us. He doesn’t want to take any credit for this eventuality, for the conception of this thing. He is saying I started it and I don’t think that’s fair, but I keep it to myself. I’ve only known him in this new way for less than ten hours.

In one sense, I understand the surprise. Pinch me. I’m with Jim. He’s been at me all morning, since our love affair didn’t officially start till 3 or 4 AM. Jim’s across from me now. He’s the man I never really looked at, which might well mean he’s the man I wanted most to look at. There are taboos about men like him, your significant other’s old friend and special confidant.

There’s a role some women inhabit when they need to be social but safely detached. A certain rigidity rides up the spine. A certain unladylike distance in the placement of the feet assures reliable grounding. A certain way you focus your eyes to look at people obscures many of the details you don’t want to see. You impart a certain sharp quality to the tone of your voice—all business. A certain lift to the chin. Think Hillary Clinton—polite, geared up, a little abrupt.

With Jim in the old days, I looked away more than I looked. It’s as if I set my inner aperture to wide-open. This setting yields more fuzziness than detail. An open aperture is used in low light, when seeing is a problem. It is imperative that things viewed this way remain perfectly still. They must remain as is. What you get in these circumstances is an impressionistic rendering.

Jim a surprise?

Perhaps it’s true. It’s certainly a good story for when we get found out. It wasn’t our fault. We were unsuspecting. It just happened.


But there were moments of intent; small and hesitant negotiations that grew bolder as the expected resistance on both sides failed to materialize. Intent got us here, to this place in Moonstruck where we, for the first time, marvel at the fact of us.

I wonder, reaching for butter, how bad is this going to hurt?
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After our dinner in Chinatown I take it for granted that there is more to come. I have no idea what and it never occurs to me to speculate. Open to possibility, I move on with my life. I feel good.

I mention Jim for the first time in a journal entry I make on December 5. By this time my intentions are clear and Jim has become a secret I am keeping from myself. Nothing manifests, nothing assumes dimension till I record it and examine it in one of my sequential notebooks. You could call it a life log, though I don’t call it anything. It’s a pragmatic exercise lacking in profundity on any level. These are soundings taken in bed, late at night, on the cusp of sleep. They are, in part, fact-based notations made in interesting little booklets I’ve accumulated, always with an excellent pen. If I weren’t so tired when I get to my notebook, it would be a very satisfying experience. I never burden myself with emotional rants for the simple reason that I don’t have any desire to revisit the painful parts. My fact-based reporting begins with the date and temperature and a mention of anything dramatic, such as a deep snowfall or a news event. I often list the day’s accomplishments and, if there’s time before I fall asleep, I note what’s uppermost in my thoughts. Often I work on a problem I’m having somewhere in my life. These solutions, which I work out step by step, are reliable, authentic, and doable.

By the night of December 5 a lot has been said between us and Jim has become a heavy thought surrounded by a huge static charge. Things are, by now, moving very quickly. Anxiety forces me out of my denial. I put Jim on a page this evening and make him real.

I find it odd, as I write, that I never questioned my intentions back in October and November. Instead I simply opened up and waited with uncharacteristic calm and absolutely no reflection. As I’ve  often heard Buddhists say, especially with regard to meditation, we have monkey minds. Our thoughts dart and crisscross like monkeys swinging through the arboreal canopy. As a rule, I have double monkey mind. I’ve been called a worrier. What I am is an optimist who expects success for my hard efforts but who imagines the worst. I am, therefore, always on alert. I am also acutely appreciative of everything that comes my way.

But there has been no imagining the worst where Jim is concerned, just sexual fantasies, growing ever more frequent and intense as the date of our rendezvous nears.

When I got back to Rockport from that October weekend in New York City, I stepped right back into the frenzied budgeting process at work on top of the usual production deadlines. Eventually it occurred to me that I had not received an email from Jim, as expected, so in early November I emailed him one evening from home and asked if he’d tried to contact me at work using the address on my business card. He had. I checked with our IT department, who then authorized his email and retrieved the message, which had been diverted by a security wall of some kind. When it showed up, I forwarded it to my home address.

That evening I sipped wine and read how Jim spent a lot of time with his kids and that, since his breakup with Ruth, he felt that he was between social networks. His reporting of his social situation told me that he wanted to expand it, to possibly include me. I had to read between the lines to make this deduction. I thought of Eli, then, and how he’d feel if I, too, had Jim as a friend. Perhaps it wasn’t a good idea but they spoke infrequently and saw each other only a couple of times a year. And I was always included in those get-togethers.

Fine, I conclude. I can do that. I’ll be Jim’s friend. I send a friendly email in response. Though I am very social, I write, my social life is limited because of the choices I’ve made. These are not choices I regret but I, too, could use a friend and confidant. Jim will be the first person I talk to about the other Eli, the one who suffers and who, occasionally, rages.
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Until Jim, I’d limited my email correspondence on my home computer. Home is where I write. I have just a few hours each morning, beginning at 5:30, to work on my novel. In the evenings I often make revisions. So it isn’t until a weekend morning toward the end of November that I click on my home email icon and see: I want to talk. Jim had given me a day and an approximate time that I was to call, but I’d missed the date entirely. So I write back and say, Tomorrow, 10 AM. I’ll call.


Now Jim haunts me. I want to talk. This is new. Everything changes with those four words. No man has ever spoken to me like this before. No one in my circle of friends and none of my former lovers even employed “I want” in their syntax. In my circles, interactions were more exploratory, more tentative, more time consuming and complicated. Here is a novel idea: I want to talk. It sounds so imperative, so direct, so childlike, so clear. Is Jim one of those people, not unlike Eli, who refuses to abide by convention? Who still has many of the great attributes from childhood that most of us are socialized out of? Or is Jim just a big bold alpha male?


I want to talk. How interesting.

About what?

With me?

How come?

Who cares? This is fun.

[image: 014]

Halfway through my run the following Sunday morning I stop. It’s early December. Sixty-five degrees. I’m wearing shorts and a T-shirt and I head over to the wooden bench that overlooks Old Garden Beach on Rockport’s shoreline. Normally I’d be dressed in polypropylene long underwear, wool socks, a hat and gloves, and a nylon or fleece jacket to block the wind that typically blows off the ocean in winter. How could this be December? I watch as, down in the water, a handful of men bob in a circle. They’re novice divers, probably with vacations in the tropics coming up. They’re taking instruction from a professional who’s advising caution, yelling over the sound of the small waves slapping the sand behind them.

I stretch my legs across the length of the bench, feel the pull in my hamstrings, and look beyond the divers. Gorgeous. Baby-blue ocean and matching sky. It’s usually slate gray this time of year, with contrasting whitecaps. It’s so warm that my sweat has dried and my hair has puffed out like the Chia pet my young daughter gave me one year for Christmas. I slip my cell phone out of my shorts pocket and punch in Jim’s number. It occurs to me that this will be the first time I speak with Jim alone, one-on-one.

The discussion is like a Seinfeld episode, about nothing. It’s friendly and full of laughs. He calls me sweetheart but, I later realize, everybody’s  sweetheart to him, including his thirty-seven-year-old son.  Nonetheless I like Jim’s bubbliness. He’s easy to talk with and the jokes and laughs are second nature. I tell him all about Old Garden Beach, the pastel colors, the flatness of the ocean, the men squeezed into their wet suits, the oceanfront loop that is my usual run, how I left the house this morning with my little oval of a cell phone curled up in my hand. He listens as he eats his morning toast and drinks coffee. He was all ready for me. He had arranged his morning ritual to coincide with our chat. I call. He eats. We joke. We sustain our conversation without ever saying much. Yet this is really it for me—the true beginning of my love affair with Jim.

I stand up from the bench very reluctantly. I know that almost as soon as I run off from this little bubble of perfection, up the hill and away from Old Garden Beach, everything is going to change. Winter will come back. I will betray Eli. It ends up being far worse for Eli than even I can imagine.

For the moment, though, I’m happy. I resume my run and barely give Jim another thought that day.
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Did you know it would be like this? He asks me this question while making love to me for the first time.

Like this? I am trying to think but he is all over me. Like this? I can’t figure out what he means. I resent that he is asking me to think. I wonder, why can he think? How is he so together right now?
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