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      “Courtney, is there something you’d like to share with James?”

      I glance at our marriage counselor Regina. While it’s typical for her to cue one of us to speak directly to the other, I was in the middle of talking about the progress Courtney and I had made since our last session. We both put in an effort to communicate better. We rekindled our physical intimacy, rediscovering that exciting part of our relationship. I hadn’t even shared yet with Regina that we were looking into taking a long weekend together in the Berkshires later that month.

      Regina’s facial expression is muted, perhaps veering slightly toward maternal sympathy as she sits quietly at her beaded armchair, which I think of as her throne. Courtney and I are sitting a foot apart on the green, patterned couch in her eclectic, Afrocentric office. I turn to him. He won’t look at me.

      “James, I’m flying to San Francisco tomorrow.” I watch him heave a deep breath and recross his legs. “I’ll be staying with Carolyn while I sort things out. I need some space. For a month. Maybe longer.”

      I think he’s putting me on. I even smile. At the drop of a hat, he’s going to visit his older sister Carolyn, who he can barely stand? Sorting out what?

      Deathly silence falls over the room. Courtney looks tortured and keeps skirting my gaze.

      “You’re staying with Carolyn for a month or maybe longer,” I repeat. “Why? Is something wrong with her?”

      “No. She’s fine.” He wrestles with what to say, and then it comes out, sharply. “It’s me. I need to take a break from this.”

      His meaning comes together in my head rapidly, dizzyingly. Regina regards Courtney as though to convey he was brave for sharing that. They talked about him telling me this today? My breath catches in my throat. It’s like the world rearranged itself, and I’m suddenly in his safe space to break up with me.

      “What does that mean? You want a separation? A divorce?”

      “I don’t know.”

      I glance at him. “How long have you been planning this?”

      “I wasn’t planning this.”

      “How were you not planning this? You told Carolyn.” I cross my legs, and then I look at Regina. Anger swells inside me. “This was the set up for today? To let me know my marriage is over?” I return to Courtney. “You could’ve told me at home. We could’ve saved the two hundred and fifty dollars.”

      He sinks into his seat and runs his hand over the armrest of the couch.

      “James, I understand this is hard to hear,” Regina says. “But it’s not a set up. Courtney and I talked earlier this week. He asked for my support to say something to you that was difficult for him to express. I’d like to support you as well. Can you tell Courtney how you feel about what he said?”

      I hold back a snotty response. Somewhat. “Devastated. Back-stabbed–”

      “This couldn’t have been a total surprise,” Courtney says. “You knew things weren’t going well.”

      “They weren’t going well, which is why we’re in marriage counseling. I thought…” I was going to say: we were getting better, but obviously I’ve been in the dark.  I swipe my face. He was the one who found Regina. A recommendation from one of his friends, Sheila or Rosemary. “Was this what you wanted all along? To get me into counseling so you can tell me you’re walking out on seven years of marriage?”

      “No. But I need a break, James. Don’t you? For six of the past seven years, we’ve been trying to make this relationship work. Twenty-four hours a day. It’s mentally and physically exhausting.”

      “Did you quit your job?”

      “No. Allison gave me three weeks personal leave. After that, she said I can work remotely until I decide whether I’m coming back or transferring to the West Coast office.”

      Allison is his boss at Merrill Lynch, where Courtney is a senior financial advisor. Another wave of whiplash hits me. To get approval for his leave, clear his schedule, and reconfigure duties on his team, he was planning his escape act for at least a week or two. The past Saturday, we had what I thought was the perfect romantic night with a feast of Thai takeout, two bottles of rosé, and a marathon of gay indie films on Netflix, interspersed with the best lovemaking we’d had in years. My whole interpretation of that night is rocked. It was goodbye sex, not make-up sex. I hate Regina’s piteous gaze.

      My voice comes out thin. “Did you meet someone in San Francisco?”

      “No. Naturally, that’s the first thing you’d think.”

      “What else am I supposed to think? This isn’t normal, Courtney.”

      “It’s something you can’t control. That’s what’s abnormal.”

      He’s blaming me? “I’ve never been able to control you.” I correct myself. “I never wanted to control you. I didn’t stop you from fucking Shane.” I look at Regina. “Was that my fault?” I turn back to Courtney. “Are you getting back together with him?”

      Courtney stands. “I can’t do this.” He glances at Regina helplessly and walks out the door.

      The world has collapsed on top of me, and I’m too stunned to cry. Weren’t we just holding hands in the backseat of an Uber on our way to the appointment? He said his friend Charles, who’s a dancer, has a show at BAM on Friday and set aside tickets for us.

      “James, how are you feeling?”

      Regina’s soothing voice. I swallow the lump in my throat and shrug. “What can you do?” I feel like she’s complicit. I can imagine her encouraging Courtney to take some time for himself, explore his freedom, practice “self-care.” She always liked Courtney better than me. God, the way she deflected every time I mentioned his affair with Shane. As though I have no right to be angry and distrustful. Like I’m so terrible, I drove Courtney to do it. I have to get out of her office.

      I wipe my clammy palms on the lap of my corduroys and stand. “Thanks for everything.”

      “James, I understand this is painful, but this is an opportunity for both you and Courtney. Think about what it would mean to not have to try so hard in this marriage. You have some time to focus on yourself. I have this slot open. We can use it to work on you. Something you mentioned at our first session struck me as very significant. That young man, Isaiah. I’d like to hear more about him.”

      I force a tight grin. “Thanks. I’ll think about it. But go ahead and give our slot to someone else who needs it. I can always book an appointment on your website.”

      Even if I had a shred of interest in processing my feelings with her about Courtney dumping me, I couldn’t afford her fee by myself. She stands, and for an awkward moment, she’s gazing warmly at me, perhaps inviting a goodbye hug. I turn from her and step out of her office.

      

      I WAS TWENTY-EIGHT when Courtney and I met. We both loved telling people the story. We had the same physician for PrEP, a hunky Israeli doctor whose entire practice seemed to be young gay men. His waiting room was nearly as cruisy as the steam room at the NY Sports Club.

      Courtney and I were sitting across from each other in the rows of cushioned sled chairs one afternoon, both scrolling through our phones and trying not to be too obvious about checking each other out. Courtney was the courageous one who sparked up a conversation. He’s always been more confident than me. It was a strange place to get hit on, but I found him irresistibly sexy.

      He was called to see the doctor first, but before he went in, he asked if I’d like to exchange phone numbers. We went through that routine, though I doubted it would go anywhere. I’d been single for over a year, and in my experience, the attention span of your average guy was shorter than a commercial break on network TV. I had my appointment and jumped on the subway to Brooklyn, where I was living at the time. I was climbing the stairs at my stop on Morgan Avenue when my phone pinged with a text message.

      
        
          
            
              
        Is it too soon to ask you on a date?

      

      

      

      

      

      A big grin blossomed on my face. At the top of the stairs, I wandered over to a quiet spot by the curb.

      
        
          
            
              
        I haven’t even picked up my prescription yet.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Bold! I get mine through the mail.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        I would too. But people steal things from the mailboxes in my building.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Where do you live? A room house on Skid Row? Forget I asked. I thought you were bougie. [image: smirking face]

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        What made you think I was bougie?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Your eyes.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        My eyes??

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Like sapphires.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Awww, that’s sweet.[image: smiling face with smiling eyes]

      

      

      

      

      

      There was a pause, during which I wondered if I should’ve come up with a more clever reply. Then,

      
        
          
            
              
        You’re easy, aren’t you?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Are you looking for easy?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Not lately. I was more interested in your mind. You said you were a grad student.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        I’m in a PhD program.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Fancy. What are you studying? I’ll have to bone up on my edumacation before our date.

      

      

      

      

      

      I grinned to myself.

      
        
          
            
              
        What date?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Damn. I thought I was getting somewhere. Are you the guy I met at Starbucks this morning? We had chemistry, didn’t we?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Like vinegar and baking soda. I’m blocking you now.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Salty, James! You think I’d forget your sapphire eyes?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        I always wear them when I’m getting checked for STDs. Guess it was your lucky day.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Smart! So which one was it? The PhD thing is making me think syphilis.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Jesus, Courtney. I’m not in the humanities. Is that how little you think of me?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        I’m sorry. I assumed. Crabs?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Nothing like that. I just have to be a little careful getting in and out of a sex swing. The last time, one of my toes fell off.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Got it! So is that a yes to a date? [image: folded hands, medium-dark skin tone][image: folded hands, medium-dark skin tone][image: folded hands, medium-dark skin tone]

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        What did you have in mind?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        [image: person biking, medium-dark skin tone][image: person biking, medium-dark skin tone]

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        I haven’t dated for a while so you’ll have to remind me…is that code for the reverse cowboy or smoking weed? I just want to know what to wear.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        We’ll work out that stuff later. I had this totally cringy idea that we could rent bikes at the Chelsea Piers and ride down to Battery Park to watch the sunset.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Totally cringy. What time were you thinking?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        The sun sets at 8:01. Can you meet me at the piers in an hour?

      

      

      

      

      

      I hesitated. I’d never been so spontaneous with someone I’d casually met. But it was quarter to five and totally doable. I’d just hop in the shower, try not to overthink my outfit, and catch a train back to Manhattan. If he didn’t live up to his text game, I’d cut out early with the excuse that I had a big paper due tomorrow, which was true, actually. If the date did go well, I’d just make sure I got home at a reasonable hour so I could get up early in the morning and finish my paper before my 1:00 class.

      
        
          
            
              
        Just give me an extra five minutes to polish my eyeballs.

      

      

      

      

      

      We met up that night and had an awesome time riding Citibikes side-by-side down the Hudson Greenway. At Battery Park, we grabbed a spot at the railing overlooking the water, and watched the sun set over New Jersey. Courtney was a little shyer than he’d been at Dr. Maimon’s waiting room and on our text thread. I thought that was really cute. He was really cute in his short sleeve biking shirt and track shorts. I loved his strong jaw and his goatee. I never made the first move without a drink or two under my belt, but I leaned closer to him, flirting with my eyes. He drew an arm around me, and we kissed.

      The date stretched on to having hot dogs at a beer garden, and then around ten, we said goodbye at the subway station. He was headed uptown, and I was going back to Brooklyn. Courtney was such a gentleman. He walked me to the Brooklyn-bound platform and waited until the train came. I remember the ache in my chest when it did, and I remember the huge smile on my face when my phone dinged a few stops later. He sent me a gif of a little kid doing the happy dance.

      We got together the following weekend, and I slept over at his apartment. We started meeting up three or four nights a week. For our “four month anniversary,” we took a trip to Puerto Rico over a long weekend, and later that year, he invited me to Thanksgiving dinner at his older sister Cassie’s apartment in Flatbush. On New Year’s Day, while we were cuddled up on his sofa, nursing hangovers from an all-nighter with his friends, Courtney asked me to marry him. We’d only been seeing each other for eight months, but I couldn’t imagine ever finding someone so perfect to spend the rest of my life with. We got married in June at an event space in Soho and went to Greece for our honeymoon. My life before Courtney had been scarred and unsettled. I hadn’t expected to find such happiness. I thought we were going to grow old together.

      

      COURTNEY FINALLY COMES home that night at eleven thirty. He hasn’t called or texted since that four o’clock appointment with Regina, and I talked myself out of calling or texting him at least a dozen times. I told myself, it’s over. Fuck him. The sooner I accept it, the better. More quietly, I told myself, he’ll change his mind. He just needs space. We’ll have a conversation when he’s ready and work things out. We’ve done that before.

      I hear the front door close behind him and his footsteps down the hall.

      We have the second floor of a brownstone in Gramercy Park, and I’m sitting at the dining table with my laptop in the combined living/dining room in the front of the house. The Blackboard pages for my courses are a mess, and I’ve been struggling to find the concentration to organize them. My first class is Monday, less than a week away. I have a tumbler of Scotch on the rocks next to me. My second.

      I peek at the hall and see him pass by. Then I hear luggage being pulled out of the hallway closet. I take a sip of my scotch and try to refocus on my work. Minutes later, I stand and stretch. Then I toss back a big gulp of scotch and drift slowly down the hall to our bedroom in the back of the house. It’s like I’m sneaking around in my own home. Or forcing myself to look at a bloody murder scene.

      Inside, Courtney is grabbing clothes from closets and drawers to fill his suitcases, which are thrown open atop our Nordic platform bed. He’s doing it in a rushed, haphazard way. A thief on the run. I stop under the door frame. Does he even notice I’m there? He tosses his favorite sweater into the bigger suitcase. It’s a black, oversized crewneck I bought him for Christmas five years ago. He grabs an armful of his dress shirts, on their hangers, and throws them in. Half of the boxer briefs from our underwear drawer. His entire collection of wool skull caps. I don’t know why he’s doing this. I’m scared to say anything.

      Courtney stops for a moment, half turned away from me. “I paid the mortgage through December. And the electric and the Verizon. I’ll leave you half the cash for Maritza. I stopped by an ATM.”

      Maritza cleans the apartment every Tuesday. I’m going to have to tell her Courtney moved out. I’m going to have to tell friends, colleagues, my mom. Everyone is going to know I’m a failure.

      “Courtney, is this really happening?” I gulp. “You don’t love me anymore?”

      He looks ragged and sleep-deprived. He bows his head. “This isn’t about that.”

      I edge a little closer to the mound of clothes and suitcases on the bed. Adults address their problems, don’t they? Especially when they made a lifelong commitment to each other. “Then what’s it about?”

      “It’s about me.”

      “Are you in love with someone else? You can tell me. It’ll hurt, but I’d rather know and start getting used to it.”

      He swings over to the cabinet where he has his bottles of cologne and a suede tray for his chain link necklaces and wristbands. He scoops his Versace Eros cologne bottle into his hand. Then he fully faces me.

      “I can’t stay here feeling like everything’s my fault, all of the time.” He sniffs and wipes his nose with a wad of tissues from the pocket of his brushed cotton slacks.

      “If I’ve been too hard on you about Shane, I’ll accept that. I know it’ll take some work on my part, but that’s why we’re meeting with Regina, isn’t it? I only brought him up today because I was trying to understand why you want to move across the country.”

      “You’re entitled to your feelings. But I can’t deal with my own when I’m surrounded by yours. Regina agreed. We need to take a pause and figure out our personal stuff.”

      Tears well in my sinuses. I try to sniff them back. “I can get over Shane. Really. I can.”

      He steps around me and places the cologne bottle in his suitcase. “That’s your choice.”

      I’m hurting so bad, and now he’s playing games with me? “What do you mean?”

      He zips up one suitcase and goes into the bathroom. I follow him and stand there while he collects his shaving set. He’s not even going to answer?

      “What did I do to make you hate me so much?”

      “I don’t hate you.”

      “It feels like it.”

      “I didn’t want to have this conversation. Not tonight.”

      “You’re fucking abandoning me. Don’t I deserve an explanation?”

      For the first time, he raises his voice. “I can’t talk to you about this now. Why can’t you respect that?” The shaving cream slips out of his grasp, and he drops everything in the sink. He covers his face with his hand, trembling. Strangely, I’m a little more at ease. At least he’s registering some emotion.

      “I’ll respect it, C. You don’t have to move across the country for me to do that. You can sleep in the guest room if you need some space.”

      “You won’t respect it. You know that. You’ll try to get answers to every little question, and I’ll just continue feeling shittier and shittier about myself.”

      “What are you talking about? I’m just trying to communicate.”

      “It’s too much. You can’t accept the answers you don’t want to hear. Not everything is about you.” He shrugs and snorts, and then he fixes on my reflection in the mirror above the sink. “When will it be enough for you? When the world stops, and everyone acknowledges they’ve let you down? Do you know how many times I held back saying maybe Isaiah had the right idea? You punish anyone who lets you down, even after they’re dead.”

      I’m suddenly freezing cold, and I don’t want to be around him anymore. I walk back to the living room, finish my tumbler of scotch, and go into the kitchen for a refill. Add a few more ice cubes. Twist open the bottle. Pour to three-quarters full. Even when my world is falling apart, I can do things when I take them step-by-step.

      I go back to my laptop, retype my password, and face the Blackboard page I was working on. I’ll fix it. Get all the readings in order and organize the week-by-week modules perfectly like I always do. I’ll also need to make plans for the weekend. Maybe with Vaughn. He’s been after me about getting together before the semester starts.

      I hear Courtney pulling his luggage down the hall. He stops at the door to look in on me, and then he steps into the room. In my peripheral vision, he looks remorseful and defeated.

      “I thought I’d stay at a hotel by the airport. My flight’s at nine, and I’d have to head out really early to beat the traffic.”

      I turn a little toward him. “Is this a pause on our marriage or do you want out completely?” I blink at his wounded face.

      “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said that thing about Isaiah.”

      I frown equivocally. “Let’s just define things. Is our marriage over from your point of view? Should we be thinking about letting people know and splitting assets?”

      “Why are you acting so businesslike about this?”

      “I need to know, Courtney.”

      “I told you, I just need some time.”

      “You want to call it a pause or a separation?”

      He doesn’t answer.

      “You’re moving across the country for an indefinite period of time. Should I be telling people we’re still trying to work things out?”

      “You can tell people whatever you want.”

      “Got it. And I assume you’ll do the same.”

      “I only told a handful of people we’re spending some time apart. Carolyn. Allison. A few people from the office.”

      Fair enough, I guess. I’m somewhere between the third and twentieth person he told that he wants out of our relationship. “And how will we know when the pause is over?” My brow pinches up from his blank face. “I just think we should be practical about this, and I’m sorry if I’m sounding businesslike. We should be on the same page, don’t you think?”

      “I’ll call you this weekend. We can check in then.”

      “Does this pause mean you’ll be exploring other relationships? Are we opening the door to sleeping with other people?”

      “Fucking around is the farthest thing from my mind.”

      “But that could change. We have to be realistic.” I shrug. “It could change for me. I don’t think it will, but if it does, is that something you’d like to know?”

      “James, you do you.”

      He approaches me with an air of finality, and I stand to receive his stiff, awkward goodbye hug.

      “Text me when you land.”

      He steps away, pulls his luggage to the door and hauls it out of the house. I sit down on the couch, pull up my legs, and bury my face in a throw pillow.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

        

      

    

    
      I GET ALL three of my Blackboard pages organized and looking sharp, and Saturday night, I meet Vaughn at a bar in Astoria, which is where he lives. I can’t say that I’m excited about getting out and seeing people, but I know I need to do it. Since Courtney walked out on me, I haven’t left the apartment, showered, or changed out of my sleeping boxers and T-shirt for that matter, until that night. I also haven’t told anyone what happened.

      It’s an unassuming Irish pub, all brick and wood, and not too busy at eight o’clock, all of which I’d assume of a place that Vaughn had picked. I find him at a booth and see that he’s already done some work on a pint. He scoots out and gives me a big, brotherly hug, which gets me feeling a little crumbly. I break things off sooner than I usually do.

      Vaughn Potts is one year ahead of me as an assistant professor in the sociology department. I only finished my PhD and landed my first faculty position last year. He’s thirty-seven and I’m thirty-six, and as the youngest members of our department, we gravitated to each other from the start. After my first faculty meeting last year, we walked out together, and then we got coffee in the Commons, and he filled me in on everything I needed to know about the department’s politics.

      We vibed instantaneously, and I was thrilled to make my first friend at Stuyvesant University. Vaughn’s a brilliant researcher with a focus on economic sociology and labor movements, and he’s an anti-establishment bruh who doesn’t take himself too seriously. Our department chair, Dr. Harvey Minkoff, pronounced us ‘work husbands,’ because we spend so much time together. Though Harvey couched the remark with his usual oily humor, Vaughn and I are pretty sure it was a veiled, homophobic dig, and we play it up to make Harvey uncomfortable whenever we can. In the university world, no one ever attacks you overtly. It’s all done through microaggressions and blindsides. As Vaughn said: “Academia was the original survival reality series. It’s just worse because when someone gets voted off the island, they come back as a member of your tenure committee.”

      “Courtney couldn’t make it,” I tell him.

      “That’s cool. Everything okay?”

      I nod and slide into the booth across from him. He gets the server’s attention, and I order a local IPA. Vaughn says he’ll take another stout and swigs down the rest of his pint.

      I ask about his summer, and Vaughn tells me about his three week camping trip in Québec, which he did on his own with just a backpack and a mountain bike. He’s a lone wolf hippie at heart, and from little things he’s shared, I’m pretty sure he comes from money. He went to boarding school and Dartmouth, and his family lives in an affluent suburb outside of Boston. His dirty blond hair is overgrown, as is his beard, and I’ve never seen him in ironed clothes. Tonight, he’s wearing an open buttoned Henley shirt, beat up jeans, and Boho sneakers that are probably a lot more expensive than they look.

      “What have they got you teaching?” he asks.

      “Stats and two sections of 101, including the night class.”

      Vaughn winces. “That’s shit.” He takes a draw on his beer and looks at me instructively. “They’ll have you teaching grunt courses for another year, and then you make sure Harvey gives you at least one graduate class for your credit load. I got two thesis seminars and PhD advisement. Less than twenty students between them.”

      I don’t hate teaching big introductory classes, but it’s damn hard to get writing and research done when you’ve got over a hundred assignments to grade every week. I currently have two projects I’m trying to work on in my specialty of gender and sexuality, and they involve collaborating with colleagues from other universities. Harvey and the other tenured faculty make sure those introductory courses get assigned to poor souls like me. It’s academic hazing to make it as hard as possible to build up a strong portfolio for tenure.

      I tell Vaughn about my projects, and he shares that the guy from Duke University, with whom he’s coauthoring a textbook, has been flaking out on him. He’s got less time than me to pad his tenure application, but Vaughn is pretty much immune to stress.

      “It’s all a game,” he says. “Look at fucking Robert. His publication history is a joke, but Harvey pushed through his tenure promotion last year because he takes Harvey’s side every time one of us wants to diversify the course readings lists. Robert’s such a phony libertarian. You know he told me he steers his advisees away from taking Simone’s course on race and racism? He said it’s too reductionist. I don’t think he even knows what reductionism is.”

      Vaughn and I can gossip about our colleagues for hours, and we do that night through two rounds of drinks. Then Vaughn throws me a question I knew was bound to come up at some point.

      “So where did you guys end up going this summer? You told me Courtney was looking into some kind of Iceland and Scandinavia combo.”

      He was. Then we got into a petty argument about the itinerary, he called the whole thing off, and we spent our vacation money on marriage counseling. I’ve just about polished off my third beer, and I’m feeling like I can handle the conversation.

      “Courtney put our marriage on pause. He’s in San Francisco, living with his sister.”

      Vaughn’s face deflates. I fill him in on some more background. He already knows about how I’d been struggling with Courtney’s affair with Shane. He looks stricken by the news, and funny enough, I feel like I need to comfort him.

      “I’ll be okay.”

      “Why would he do this?”

      I let out a deep breath. “He said he’s been unhappy for a while. I think the trust thing has been wearing on him. He doesn’t believe I’ll ever get over his affair, which isn’t true. I thought we were making progress in therapy.”

      Vaughn grabs the attention of our server and orders us another round. Then he gets up and slides into my bench and stretches his arm around my shoulder. “I’m sorry, dude. I had no idea you were going through all this.”

      I’m surrounded by his familiar earthy, slightly spicy scent. The incense that he uses at home soaks into his hair and clothes. I’m heartened by his support, though I also feel like I’m crumbling again.

      “You’re a fucking rock star, James. But you don’t have to be a martyr about this. How’re you feeling, really?”

      “Like a loser.” My nose itches, and I rub it. “Like maybe I’ve been blind for seven years, and Courtney was never as committed as I was.”

      “If he wasn’t, he’s the loser. James, you’re the real-est, smartest, hottest guy I know. Courtney’s gonna regret this. Whether he comes to his senses in a week or so or realizes what he lost a year from now.”

      A dam inside me that’s been holding back a well of tears breaks. Vaughn rubs my back while I’m losing it.

      “It’s fucking bullshit, man,” he mutters.

      I take a cocktail napkin from the table and clean myself up a bit. “I just wish I knew where we stood. He left things in this gray area, and it’s killing me. Like, it would be better if I knew for sure we’re getting divorced, and I could move on from clinging to the hope that we’ll figure it out and be stronger together. It’s not that I want to split up, but at least I’d know. I could start accepting it.”

      “I hear you, man.”

      I set my hand down on the table with my wadded napkin. “You’re the first person I’ve told. Sorry to bring down our pre-semester get-together.”

      “Dude, you don’t have to apologize.”

      I peek at him and smile a little. He’s a great friend. My best friend, really. The people I was closest to while I was getting my PhD are scattered across the country, and I wouldn’t be able to talk so easily with anyone Courtney and I hang out with. They were all Courtney’s friends first. As for my family, they’ve never been a source of support. My older brother Braydon is a born-again Christian who can’t hold a conversation without bringing up Jesus. My parents divorced when we were in middle school, and though my mom tries to take an interest in me, they both remarried shortly after the divorce. They’re focused on their new families. My mom married a divorced sports journalist, and they had my twin stepsisters when I was seventeen. My dad had three kids with his second wife, and they moved to Tampa, Florida before I graduated from high school.

      Later, Vaughn takes me out in front of the bar to smoke a joint. He’s the only person I’ve gotten high with in years. He once convinced me to toke up with him before a faculty meeting, which made for the most paranoid ninety minutes in my life, though we laughed together until our ribs cracked afterwards. I’m feeling pretty wrecked after two tokes and the five IPAs I downed before. Vaughn is a little squinty, but he can hold his buzz a lot better than me.

      “The two of us, we’re gonna shake things up this year,” he says. “You with me? We’re pushing back on Harvey and all the dinosaurs in the department, and taking the department into the twenty-first century. That queer studies course you’ve been working on. The externship with labor unions I’ve been trying to get off the ground with the law school.”

      “Hell yeah,” I tell him. Though it’s coming back to me, I’m going to have to tell people at the university about Courtney. The department administrative assistant Ingrid is a sweet, older woman who always asks about him. Dozens of people will casually ask what we did over the summer.

      Vaughn hands me his spliff, and I take a shallow drag and pass it back to him to finish the rest. “You know what sucks?”

      He glances at me.

      “Expectations. Like, I’m sure a failed marriage sucks for anybody, but here I am–out and proud and single again. It’s like I let down everyone who was rooting for gay marriage, and I know, there’s nothing inherently more noble about fulfilling the heteronormative dream, but it’s how I feel.”

      Vaughn gazes at me warmly. Then he smirks a little. “As someone rapidly approaching the acceptable age limit for a straight guy to be a bachelor, I think I know how you’re feeling. My younger brother’s getting married in October. Expectations suck.”

      We’ve never talked about these things.

      His eyes twinkle. “Hey, if you’re free, how ‘bout being my date?”

      I break out in a grin. I think he’s serious, but I’m not completely sure.

      “They’re having it at a vineyard in Napa. I won’t lie, the reception’s going to be dull as fuck, but we can make fun of it together and get drunk for free.”

      He is serious. A bleary chortle bursts out of me. The THC is definitely kicking in.

      “C’mon James, you can be my gay beard. It’ll preempt all the questions about why I haven’t got a girlfriend. I’m really digging this idea.”

      I’m laughing because it’s so absurd, and then I can’t stop because I’m high. That wave passes, and I’m suddenly holding on to Vaughn because it feels like the pavement is rocking like a boat on a choppy sea.

      I’m vaguely aware of puking on the curb of Steinway Street while a parked taxi driver shouts obscenities at me, and then Vaughn is helping me walk to his apartment. I can barely raise my eyelids. I haven’t been this fucked up in, I don’t know, ten years? Vaughn steers me to his bedroom. I lie down on his mattress face first in one of his pillows, fully clothed. Then I’m lights out.

      

      ABOUT TWO YEARS into our marriage, I suspected that Courtney was seeing someone. He’d been acting more private. Just little things like coming home late on weekdays. He’d say he got held up at work and act like he was too annoyed to talk about it further. Sometimes, he wouldn’t answer my texts for hours, and he started keeping his iPhone in his pocket rather than leaving it out around the house.

      Our sex life had dwindled since we moved into the apartment in Gramercy Park. I attributed that to his resentment over having my name on the deed while he’d come up with the money for the down payment and paid for most of the closing costs. Not that I hadn’t asked him several times if he was truly okay with it. Not that I hadn’t suggested we look for an apartment that was more affordable. I was in the third year of my PhD and making twenty grand a year with my teaching assistantship.

      Courtney was getting six digit bonuses at his job in finance. It was his idea to split costs equitably rather than equally. He insisted we needed to live in Manhattan for the convenience. He could afford it, so there was no reason we shouldn’t get the kind of place we wanted. But once we moved in, he became moody and obsessive. Complaining about the slight warping of the floorboards in places. The central air and heating that was never quite right. While he was ranting, he’d have this grudge on his face, like I should be pulling my weight and fixing these problems. I’d started retreating from him emotionally in my own ways, I’ll admit. Whether his resentment or my detachment came first was the subject of many of our arguments.

      I couldn’t shake the feeling he was cheating on me. Spending less time at home. No more kisses in the morning when he left for work. No physical affection at all, although again, I admit, I wasn’t initiating that either. One time, when we went out for drinks with his best friend Rosemary, they spent most of the night chatting privately, and I could swear Rosemary knew something I didn’t. We’d never hit it off, and when she smiled at me, it seemed smug, almost taunting.

      Then I noticed Courtney getting out of bed in the middle of the night. I don’t know how long it had been going on, but I tracked him doing it three times in one week, and he didn’t return to bed for over an hour. One night, I finally got the nerve to check on what he was doing. Outside our bedroom, I saw a light was on in the living room. I stepped quietly down the hall in my bare feet and halted when I heard his voice.

      He was on his phone in the living room. I could only make out his half of the conversation, and I hadn’t heard the flirty tone in his voice since we first started dating.

      “C’mon, I know you’re happy to hear from me.”

      “Yeah it’s late. I couldn’t stop thinking about you.”

      I felt carved hollow. I didn’t want to hear more, but I had to hear more.

      What have I been thinking? Specifically? I’ve been thinking about the way you look when you’re on your back with your ankles over your head. I’ve been thinking about eating your ass and making you come with my cock inside you like we did Monday.

      I stood there, struck to stone, while I listened to Courtney getting comfy on the couch, stripping down his boxers, and palming himself while he talked dirty to some other man. I heard the name: Shane. I think they were on a video call. Then I stumbled to the bathroom and wretched into the toilet. I was sweating, puking, and I wanted to just crawl into a burrow and die like a wounded animal.

      Tentative footsteps gained up on the bathroom door. I realized I must’ve made a racket.

      “James? You okay in there?”

      I mumbled an affirmative. He lingered outside the door for a moment, and then his footfall traveled away. I was embarrassed that I eavesdropped on him. I got off the floor, cranked on the sink, and washed my face and brushed my teeth. I was so stunned by everything, so mortified, I just wanted to get out of the apartment without saying a word to Courtney. I’d throw on some clothes and shoes, pack a few things in my backpack and walk over to the all-night diner on Third Avenue. From there, I could call Christiana, who was a classmate at the time and my closest friend. Hopefully, she’d let me crash at her place, and I could figure out what to do next in the morning.

      I emerged from the bathroom and stepped into the bedroom. In the weak aura of the night table lamp I’d left on, Courtney sat on the bed, facing the door. He looked wrecked. Once again, I couldn’t move.

      “I’m sorry,” he said.

      “What are you sorry for?”

      “I met someone. It was selfish. Disrespectful. I’ve just been lonely and confused, not knowing where this is going between us.”

      My jaw set. “I’m sorry if I interrupted. Did you at least get off?”

      “You have every right to be angry,” he said, hiding his face.

      I went to the closet to find my backpack. I was so raw from emotions, though, I couldn’t contain them from coming out. “Would we be having this conversation if I hadn’t woken up?”

      “I was going to tell you.”

      “Oh. I see. Are you in love with him?” Shane. I imagined some fair skinned Irish jock. Courtney was always attracted to that type.

      He buried his face in his hands. “I don’t know. It’s easy with him. Nothing feels easy with us anymore.”

      I finally found my canvas backpack on the top drawer of the closet and yanked it down. “You should explore it then. Y’know, FOMO.”

      “James, I know this is hard, but can we have a real conversation about this? It’s our marriage.”

      “I don’t think I’m the one who needs to be reminded of that.” A primal rage rose up in me. “Are you fucking kidding me? You’ve been having an affair behind my back, lying to me, probably hundreds of times, and now, because I happened to catch you sneaking out of bed in the middle of the night to have phone sex with him, you want to have a ‘real’ conversation about our marriage?”

      His voice trembled. “I’m glad you caught me. I think I wanted you to catch me.”

      I threw down my backpack and grabbed a comforter instead. I didn’t have the energy to pack clothes and leave the apartment on the chance that I could wake Christiana up and stay at her place. I’d just sleep in the guest bedroom.

      “James, I screwed up. I didn’t mean to hurt you. I want to make this work. I just don’t know how to do it.”

      I left him and went to the guest bedroom and threw myself down on the bed, clinging to the comforter.

      

      ON SUNDAY, AROUND noon, a call from Courtney comes up on my phone screen while I’m letting myself into our apartment. I’m physically depleted from all the beer and pot and vomiting the night before. Vaughn wouldn’t have minded if I stayed at his place all day, but I told him I’d imposed enough, and really, I just want to bury myself in my own bed for the rest of the day.

      I guess I can give Courtney credit for one thing. He said he’d call early Sunday afternoon to check in, and he has. I sit down on the living room couch and pick him up.

      “Hey.”

      “Hey.”

      I fidget with the frayed knee of my jeans, which must’ve been a casualty of my drunken meltdown last night. An awkward silence stretches on.

      “How are you doing?” he asks.

      “Fine.” That came out kind of bitter. “How are you?”

      “Good. Yesterday, I went with Carolyn and the kids to a farmer’s market where they have a petting zoo. Today, it’s disco roller skating at the Sixth Avenue park.”

      “How’s Carolyn doing?”

      “She’s good.” His voice trails off, and he comes back in a quieter tone. “Driving me a little crazy, to be honest. No shoes in the house. No eating or drinking outside of the kitchen. I already got yelled at for shaving in the shower.”

      We once came over for dinner at Carolyn’s place while we were visiting San Francisco, so I know what he means. She’s a germaphobe and a control freak. Not that I’m feeling particularly sympathetic. I tell Courtney I met Vaughn at an Irish pub last night and leave it at that.

      “That sounds like fun.”

      “I nearly canceled. But I figured I should start getting used to going out on my own.”

      Another long silence.

      “I bet Kevin and Marcus would love to hear from you.”

      “Kevin and Marcus are your friends, Courtney.”

      “They’re friends of both of us.”

      “You were friends with them like ten years before we met.”

      “I met Kevin after college. Marcus, I met through Rosemary, like six months before we started dating.”

      “Did you tell them?”

      He hesitates. “Yeah. We talked Friday night. One of the first things they asked was how you’re doing.”

      A little snort comes out of my nose. Neither of them reached out to me, but they’re supposedly completely impartial with regard to our relationship. It’s not worth pointing out. Courtney is going to believe whatever makes this easier for him.

      “How are you feeling about starting the semester tomorrow?” he asks.

      “Great. I’ll really be able to put my all into it this year.”

      “How do you mean?”

      “Never mind. It doesn’t matter. So, did you come to a decision? Will you be dating while you’re out there?”

      “I haven’t even thought about that. I’m not dating anyone, if that’s what you’re asking.”

      I have one of those yawns that comes from tension rather than tiredness. I know I’m being bitchy and passive-aggressive, but it’s taking a phenomenal amount of energy for me to keep it together.

      “I wasn’t asking that. You said you’d give some thought to the boundaries of this ‘pause,’ and we’d talk about it over the weekend.”

      “No, you asked me about opening up our relationship, and I told you I didn’t have an answer. It’s something we should both agree on. Not just me.”

      “Okay.” My voice dwindles. “I guess I’m open to it if you are.”

      “You’re open to me dating other people?”

      He sounds incredulous, like I’m such a controlling prick I’d never be open to that.

      “I never had a choice, C. It’s always been your decision. That’s why I’m asking.”

      “Right. Well, I didn’t come out here to start dating again. Are you going to be angry at me forever?”

      “I get to be angry the first three days after you walked out on me, don’t you think?”

      “This is what I’m trying to figure out. I know I hurt you, James. If I could take back what happened with Shane, I would. I’ve taken responsibility and asked for your forgiveness, not expecting it instantaneously. I’ve given you space. I can’t do anything else on my end, but I can’t wait forever. What kind of relationship do we have if we can’t trust each other?”

      I’ve heard many versions of the same thing from him over the past five years. I’m ruining our marriage because I can’t forgive him for cheating on me, in the most deliberate and deceptive way possible. Still, I’ve tried because I want us to work. I don’t enjoy always being cold and distrustful. I don’t know what I need him to say or do to make the resentment inside me go away. And I can’t allow myself to be so wretchedly vulnerable as to tell him that I forgive him and really mean it. I know people do that. I’ve listened to podcasts about gay couples working through trust and jealousy and getting to that place. I don’t know if I have it in me to be that kind of partner. I never promised Courtney that when we exchanged wedding vows. When we talked about getting married, we both said we wanted a monogamous relationship. So why is it all up to me to repair what he broke?

      “I want us to be like we used to be,” he goes on. “I want the James I fell in love with. And I know I put you in a bad place. I’m not blaming you. But can you see my side? I keep waiting for the moment when you’ll accept that what I did doesn’t change who I am.”

      “I’m confused. You want the ‘old James?’ Your last words to me were that I’ve always been an evil, punishing bitch.”

      “My last words to you? That’s not what I said at all.”

      “Oh, and you said that Isaiah did the right thing since I’m such an awful person. That was a nice touch.”

      He says nothing.

      “What do you want me to say, C? That I forgive you for your affair with Shane and I forgive you for walking out on me in the middle of the night? With barely any explanation, other than I make you constantly feel like shit.”

      “How ‘bout we try this again in a couple of days?”

      “Um…okay.”

      “I hear that you’re angry. I guess I thought this would go better today, but I can see you need more time.”

      “Right.”

      “Do you even want to work on us?”

      I spring up to a stand. “I’m the one who’s still living in our fucking house. You walked out, Courtney. I never stopped working on us.”

      “I didn’t…” He stops himself. “All right, you want to let me know when you’re ready to talk? Should I give you a few days? I could send you a text.”

      “Sure.”

      “Which one?”

      “You can text me, if you want.”

      We say goodbye, and I go straight to bed and pull the covers over me.
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