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  Eyes of a Man

  A Confession

  David Bishop





  For Karen,

  who deserved better and stayed anyway.

  And for Ethan and Sophie,

  in hope that you will see more clearly than I did.





  
    "I made a covenant with my eyes not to look lustfully at a young woman."

    — Job 31:1

  

  
    "You have heard that it was said, 'You shall not commit adultery.' But I tell you that anyone who looks at a woman lustfully has already committed adultery with her in his heart."

    — Matthew 5:27-28

  






    Part One
    The Fall
    
Chapter 1
    The Deposition


  

The conference room smelled like burnt coffee and desperation. Fluorescent lights hummed overhead, casting everything in that particular shade of pale that makes even healthy people look like they’re recovering from something. I sat at the long mahogany table—real wood, not veneer, because Morrison & Associates didn’t cut corners on things clients could touch—with my legal pad open and my pen ready.

Her name was Rachel Thornton. Thirty-four years old. Senior account manager at Meridian Financial Services. She was here to give testimony in a breach-of-contract case that had been grinding through the system for eighteen months, the kind of corporate dispute that generates billable hours the way a thunderstorm generates rain. She was a witness, nothing more. Someone who’d been in a meeting where certain promises were allegedly made.

And yet.

She wore a charcoal blazer over a cream blouse. Professional. Appropriate. The blazer was well-cut, and when she shifted in her chair to reach for the water glass, the fabric moved in a way that suggested the body beneath it. I noticed the way the blouse fell across her collarbone. The small gold pendant that rested in the hollow of her throat. The way she tucked a strand of dark hair behind her ear when she was thinking about her answer.

She was talking about quarterly projections. About a PowerPoint presentation from October of the previous year. About what the CFO had said regarding delivery timelines.

I was taking notes. I was also taking inventory.

Her hands were elegant, the nails painted a muted rose. No wedding ring. She crossed her legs beneath the table—I couldn’t see it, but I heard the whisper of fabric against fabric, and my mind filled in the rest. The curve of her calf. The arch of her foot in those low heels. The way her skirt would ride up slightly as she crossed and uncrossed.

“And at that point,” she was saying, “Mr. Henderson indicated that the revised timeline would be acceptable to all parties.”

I wrote: Henderson—revised timeline—acceptable.

What I was thinking: I wonder what her mouth tastes like.

This is the truth. This is what I’m going to tell you. And you’re not going to like all of it.

I don’t like all of it either.



The court reporter sat in the corner, her fingers dancing across the stenotype machine with mechanical precision. She was a woman in her fifties, professional and invisible in that way court reporters learn to be—present but not present, recording everything but reacting to nothing. Across from me, opposing counsel shuffled through his papers. Marcus Webb. We’d faced each other a dozen times over the years. He was competent, aggressive when he needed to be, and utterly predictable.

None of this was unusual. This was just another Tuesday in the life of a corporate litigator. Another deposition. Another witness. Another set of facts to be extracted, organized, and eventually deployed in the service of someone’s version of the truth.

Except that I was watching Rachel Thornton the way a man watches a woman he wants, and I couldn’t seem to stop.

She was answering a question about email correspondence now, something about a chain of messages between October 15th and October 22nd. Her voice was clear, unhurried. She’d been prepared well—probably by her company’s in-house counsel, who would have walked her through the basics. Answer only what’s asked. Don’t volunteer information. If you don’t remember, say you don’t remember.

She was following the script. Professional. Composed.

And I was noticing the way she breathed. The slight rise and fall of her chest. The small movements that bodies make when they’re trying to stay still—the shift of weight, the adjustment of posture, the unconscious revelation of what lies beneath the surface presentation.

I wrote another note. Something about exhibit numbers. Something useful.

In my mind, I was already constructing the fantasy. Not explicit—not yet—but the scaffolding of it. The drinks after work that would never happen. The conversation that would deepen, grow personal, cross lines that should remain uncrossed. The moment when she would look at me differently, when the professional distance would collapse into something else entirely.

This is what I mean when I say it happens automatically. I wasn’t choosing to think these things. They were simply arising, unbidden, as natural as breathing. As persistent as the hum of those fluorescent lights.



My name is Daniel. I’m forty-six years old. I’ve been married to the same woman for twenty-two years. We have two children—a daughter who’s nineteen and a son who’s sixteen. I go to church on Sundays, most Sundays, and I serve on the board of a nonprofit that builds houses for families who’ve lost everything. I give to charity. I hold doors for strangers. I have never cheated on my wife.

I am also, in the privacy of my own mind, a catalog of women’s bodies. A silent assessor. A man who has spent thirty years—since I was old enough to notice, really notice—looking at women and seeing, before anything else, what they might look like without their clothes.

Not always. Not every single time. But often enough that it feels like a reflex. Often enough that I’ve stopped being surprised by it. Often enough that I’ve started to wonder if this is simply what it means to be a man, or if there’s something specifically wrong with me.

I’m writing this because I think it might be both.

Let me be precise about what I’m describing. This isn’t about appreciation of beauty—the simple, human recognition that another person is aesthetically pleasing. That’s normal. That’s healthy. That’s what people mean when they talk about attraction as if it were something clean and uncomplicated.

What I’m describing is something else. Something that operates beneath the surface of appreciation, or alongside it, or through it. A mental process that strips the clothes away, imagines the body beneath, assesses and categorizes and files the information for later retrieval. A process that happens so quickly, so automatically, that it feels less like a choice than like a feature of the hardware itself.

I see a woman. Within seconds—sometimes within fractions of a second—I have registered her body. Not her personality, not her intelligence, not her worth as a human being. Her body. The shape of it. The promise of it. The possibility of it.

And then, if I’m being a good person that day, I override the assessment and try to see the rest. The human being. The soul. The bearer of a dignity that has nothing to do with the curve of her hip or the swell of her breast.

But the assessment comes first. Always. And I don’t know how to make it stop.



The deposition continued for another two hours. Rachel Thornton answered questions about email chains and meeting minutes and corporate hierarchies. She was articulate, composed, occasionally funny in that dry way that suggests intelligence rather than performance. She was good at her job. She was probably good at a lot of things.

I learned all of this. I wrote it down. I will use it to build our case.

I also spent those two hours constructing, in the back of my mind, an elaborate fantasy about what it would be like to take her to dinner. To make her laugh. To reach across the table and touch her wrist. To lean in close enough to smell her perfume. To suggest, with a look, that the evening didn’t have to end.

None of this showed on my face. I’m certain of that. I’ve had decades of practice.

Marcus Webb asked about a phone call on November 3rd. Had she participated? What was discussed? Who else was present?

Rachel Thornton consulted her notes, then answered with careful precision. She remembered the call. She remembered the participants. She remembered the general outline of the discussion, though not the specific language used.

I watched her remember. The slight furrow of her brow. The way she looked up and to the left, accessing some internal file. The small nod she gave herself when the memory clicked into place.

And beneath all of that watching, the other watching continued. The monitoring of her body’s small movements. The silent cataloging. The hunger that has no name.

When we took a break at the two-hour mark, I stepped out into the hallway and walked to the window at the end of the corridor. The city spread out below, a grid of streets and buildings and people living their lives. I stood there for maybe five minutes, not thinking about anything in particular. Letting my mind rest.

Except it wasn’t resting. It was replaying. The way Rachel Thornton had stood up from the table. The smooth motion of it. The straightening of her blazer. The glimpse of her figure as she turned toward the door.

I went to the men’s room. Washed my hands. Looked at myself in the mirror.

Forty-six years old. Gray at the temples. Lines around the eyes that weren’t there ten years ago. A face that looks tired even when I’m not. The face of a middle-aged man who has spent his life doing respectable work and making responsible choices and wondering, in quiet moments, if any of it has made him good.

What kind of man are you? I asked the reflection. The reflection didn’t answer. It never does.



When the deposition ended, I shook her hand—her grip was firm, professional—and thanked her for her time. She smiled, collected her things, and walked out of the conference room. I watched her go. The way she moved. The shape of her from behind.

Then I gathered my notes, returned to my office, and continued with my day.

This is what I mean when I say it feels like a reflex. It happens alongside everything else. The work gets done. The obligations get met. The surface of my life is entirely respectable. But underneath, always, there’s this other thing running. This constant, quiet assessment. This hunger that has no name and no particular object and no end.

I had a meeting at three o’clock. A client consultation about a potential lawsuit. The client was a man—a CFO worried about personal liability in a shareholder dispute—so the particular machinery I’m describing wasn’t engaged. I was able to be fully present. To listen carefully, ask the right questions, provide the reassurance he was paying for.

After that, I reviewed some documents. Drafted a motion. Made a few phone calls. Ordinary work. The texture of professional life.

At 5:47, I began packing up to leave. As I did, Janet knocked on my door frame. Janet Chen, one of the junior associates. Twenty-eight years old, three years out of law school, sharp as a tack and twice as ambitious. She had a question about the discovery process in the Meridian case.

I answered her question. It took maybe ten minutes. We discussed strategy, timelines, the particular quirks of the judge we’d likely draw.

And the whole time, even as I was being helpful, being collegial, being the kind of mentor I’d want my own daughter to have someday, part of my mind was doing the thing. Noticing her body. Cataloging. Filing.

I hate that I’m telling you this. I hate that it’s true.

But this is what honesty looks like. And honesty is all I have to offer.



I became a lawyer because I believed in justice. That sounds naive now, even to me, but it was true once. I was twenty-three years old, fresh out of law school, convinced that the law was a system for making the world fairer. That words on paper could restrain power. That truth, properly argued, would win.

Twenty-three years of practice have complicated that belief. The law is a tool, and like any tool, it serves whoever holds it. I’ve seen guilty men walk free and innocent men ground down by process. I’ve seen corporations bury individuals under avalanches of paperwork. I’ve seen settlements that had nothing to do with right or wrong and everything to do with who could afford to keep fighting.

But I still believe in something. I believe that the truth matters, even when it loses. I believe that bearing witness is its own form of integrity. I believe that trying to be good, even when you fail, is different from not trying at all.

Which is why I’m writing this.

Because the truth is that I have spent my entire adult life looking at women the way I looked at Rachel Thornton in that conference room. The truth is that this looking feels, most of the time, like something that happens to me rather than something I choose. The truth is that I don’t know how to stop, and I’m not even sure I want to, and that uncertainty is perhaps the most honest thing I can tell you.

I’m not writing this to be absolved. I’m not writing this to perform guilt in a way that lets me off the hook. I’m writing this because I think there are other men like me—millions of them, probably—who live inside this same split consciousness, and nobody talks about it honestly. We talk around it. We make jokes that aren’t really jokes. We acknowledge it in locker rooms and deny it everywhere else. We build entire architectures of justification and shame, and the weight of it never gets lighter.

So here’s what I’m going to do. I’m going to tell you what it’s actually like. Not the sanitized version. Not the version that makes me look better than I am. The real thing, as close as I can get to it. And maybe, in the telling, I’ll understand something I don’t understand yet. Or maybe you will. Or maybe we’ll both just sit with the discomfort and that will be its own kind of progress.

I don’t know. I’m not promising answers. I’m only promising honesty.



That evening, I drove home through the usual traffic. The highway stretched out before me, a river of red taillights, everyone inching toward their own version of home. I listened to the news—something about interest rates, something about a hurricane forming in the Atlantic—and let my mind drift.

In the car next to me, a woman was singing along to something I couldn’t hear. Mid-thirties, maybe. Dark hair pulled back. She was really going for it, her mouth wide, her hands occasionally leaving the steering wheel to gesture at invisible audiences. She had no idea I was watching.

I noticed her because she was alive in a way that most people in traffic aren’t. The unselfconsciousness of it. The joy.

And then, because this is how my mind works, I noticed her body. The shape of her shoulders. The curve of her neck. The way her shirt stretched when she raised her arms.

Both things happened almost simultaneously. The appreciation of her joy and the assessment of her form. Two tracks running parallel in my brain, neither one asking permission from the other.

Traffic moved. She pulled ahead. I caught one more glimpse of her—still singing, still oblivious—and then she was gone, absorbed into the flow of cars and the gathering dusk.

I will never see her again. I don’t know her name. I don’t know anything about her except that for approximately ninety seconds, she existed in my field of vision, and in that time, I managed to both admire her humanity and reduce her to a body.

This is what I mean when I say it’s constant. It doesn’t require effort. It doesn’t require intention. It just happens, over and over, all day long, with every woman who crosses my path.

Well. Not every woman. There are exceptions. My mother. My daughter. Women who are old enough that the sexual circuit doesn’t fire—and I’m aware of how ugly that sounds, how it implies a cutoff point, an expiration date, as if a woman’s value is tied to her ability to trigger my desire.

I don’t believe that. I genuinely don’t. But my biology doesn’t seem to care what I believe.

I took the exit for my neighborhood. Familiar streets. Familiar houses. The Hendersons’ lawn that’s always slightly overgrown. The Petersons’ basketball hoop at the edge of their driveway. The Johnson house where old Mrs. Johnson died last spring and the family is still deciding what to do with the property.

This is my life. This is the world I inhabit. A world of ordinary things, ordinary people, ordinary days that accumulate into years. And underneath it all, this hidden current. This constant undertow.



I pulled into the driveway at 6:47. The house looked the same as it always does—two stories, white siding, the oak tree in the front yard that we planted when Sophie was born. Karen’s car was already there. Through the kitchen window, I could see movement, the warm glow of lights against the darkening sky.

I sat in the car for a moment before going in. This is something I do sometimes. A small pause between the world out there and the world in here. A chance to shift gears, to become the version of myself that belongs to this house, to these people.

Which version is the real one? I’ve asked myself that question for years and never arrived at an answer. Maybe both are real. Maybe the self isn’t a single thing but a collection of selves, each one emerging in its appropriate context. The lawyer. The husband. The father. The man in the conference room who can’t stop noticing the way a woman’s blouse moves when she breathes.

I don’t know if that’s an explanation or an excuse. Probably it’s neither. Probably it’s just the truth, which rarely fits neatly into categories.

I went inside.

The smell of dinner hit me first. Garlic and tomatoes and something else—oregano, maybe. Karen’s pasta sauce, the one she makes from scratch, the one that takes hours and fills the house with warmth.

She was at the stove, stirring, her back to me. She wore yoga pants and an old sweater that used to be mine. Her hair was pulled up in a loose knot. Comfortable. Domestic. The woman I married, twenty-two years and counting.

She looked up when I came in, smiled, and said, “How was your day?”

“Long,” I said. “That deposition went almost three hours.”

“The Meridian thing?”

“Yeah.”

I crossed the kitchen and kissed her cheek. She leaned into it slightly, the way she always does, a small gesture of welcome that we’ve been exchanging for more than two decades. Her hair smelled like her shampoo—something with lavender. Up close, I could see the fine lines at the corners of her eyes, the slight softening of her jaw, the gray that’s starting to thread through her hair despite her best efforts.

She’s beautiful. I want to be clear about that. Karen, at forty-five, is still the woman I fell in love with. Her eyes are the same—that particular shade of green that changes in different light. Her laugh is the same. The way she listens, really listens, with her whole attention—that’s the same too.

And yet.

This is the part I find hardest to write. The part where I admit that sometimes, when I look at my wife—this woman I love, this woman I chose, this woman who has given me a life I don’t deserve—I see the years. I see the way time has changed her body. I see the difference between what she is now and what she was when we met.

And I feel, sometimes, a flicker of something that might be disappointment.

I hate that. I hate it more than I can say. Because she has aged exactly as gracefully as any woman could hope to age. Because the changes in her body are no greater than the changes in mine—and she has never, not once, made me feel anything less than desired. Because whatever deal we made when we stood at that altar twenty-two years ago, it wasn’t a deal that included permanent youth.

But my eyes don’t seem to know that. My eyes still look for the firm line, the smooth surface, the body that hasn’t been marked by childbirth and gravity and time. My eyes are stuck at twenty-three, scanning for twenty-three-year-old forms, even though the rest of me is forty-six and should damn well know better.

This is the sickness. This is what I’m trying to understand. Not just the looking, but the standard against which I’m measuring. Where did it come from? Why does it persist? And how do I reconcile it with the fact that I genuinely, truly love this woman standing at the stove, stirring dinner, asking about my day?



Dinner was pasta with a red sauce that Karen makes better than any restaurant. Ethan joined us, emerging from his room with the slightly dazed look of someone who’s been staring at screens for too long. Sophie was at college, three hours away, living a life we only see in glimpses now—photos on Instagram, occasional FaceTime calls, the carefully curated presentation of young adulthood.

We talked about Ethan’s classes, about Karen’s day at the clinic where she works as a physical therapist, about the leak in the basement that we keep meaning to have fixed. Ordinary conversation. The texture of family life.

Ethan is sixteen, caught in that awkward no-man’s-land between childhood and adulthood. His voice has deepened but his face still holds traces of the boy he was. He’s starting to notice girls—I’ve seen the way he looks at his phone sometimes, the way certain names make him self-conscious. I wonder what’s forming in his mind. I wonder if he’s developing the same patterns I have, or if his generation will somehow be different.

I want him to be different. I want him to see women as whole people from the start, not as bodies that happen to have personalities attached. But I don’t know how to teach him that. I don’t even know how to achieve it myself.

I didn’t mention Rachel Thornton at dinner. There was no reason to. She was just a witness in a case, someone I’d spent three hours with and would probably never see again. She had no place at this table, in this conversation, in the life I’ve built with these people.

But she was there anyway. In the back of my mind. A ghost that only I could see.

That’s what it’s like. That’s the constant background radiation of this thing I’m trying to describe. The women I encounter during the day don’t disappear when I come home. They linger, half-remembered, their images available for recall whenever my mind wanders. It’s like a library I never asked for, organized by some principle I don’t control—a face here, a body there, a voice, a gesture, a particular way of moving.

I don’t summon these memories deliberately. They just surface. And when they do, I have a choice: I can follow them down whatever path they’re suggesting, or I can let them pass, acknowledge them the way you might acknowledge a cloud drifting across the sun.

Mostly, I let them pass. But sometimes I don’t. And I’m not going to pretend otherwise.



After dinner, Karen and I watched something on television. I don’t remember what. One of those prestige dramas everyone talks about, with complicated characters and moral ambiguity and a body count that would horrify any normal person. Karen leaned against me on the couch, her feet tucked up, her warmth familiar against my side.

On screen, a woman was undressing. The scene was tasteful by cable standards—shadows and angles, nothing too explicit. But there it was anyway, the unavoidable fact of her body, presented for my viewing.

I watched. Of course I watched. And Karen watched beside me, and neither of us said anything, because what is there to say? This is just what television is now. This is what movies are. This is what you see on billboards and in magazines and scrolling through your phone. The female body, everywhere, all the time, available for consumption.

I wonder sometimes what it’s like for her. For Karen. For any woman. To live in a world where your body is constantly being evaluated, compared, ranked. To know that every time you walk into a room, there are eyes doing the math—the calculation I’ve been describing, the one that separates the person from the form.

She knows. She must know. She’s lived in that world her whole life. But we’ve never talked about it directly—not in any real way. There’s an unspoken agreement between us, the same unspoken agreement that exists in most marriages, I think. A mutual willingness to not look too closely at certain things.

I don’t know if that’s healthy. I don’t know if it’s cowardice or wisdom or just the ordinary compromise of two people trying to share a life. What I know is that I’ve never told her the truth. Not the whole truth. Not the truth I’m telling you now.

Because I’m afraid that if I did, she would look at me differently. And I’m afraid that the way she would look at me is the way I deserve to be looked at.

The show ended. Karen stood, stretched, announced she was going to bed. I said I’d be up in a few minutes. She kissed the top of my head as she passed—another small ritual, another gesture of ordinary love—and then she was gone, and I was alone with the television and the silence and my thoughts.

I sat there for a while. Not watching anything. Just sitting. Thinking about the day. About Rachel Thornton in the conference room. About the woman singing in traffic. About Janet Chen in my office doorway. About all the women who had passed through my field of vision in the last twelve hours, each one cataloged and filed without their knowledge or consent.

What gives me the right? That’s the question, isn’t it? What gives me the right to turn every woman I meet into an object of assessment? To reduce souls to bodies? To take something that doesn’t belong to me?

Nothing gives me the right. That’s the answer. Nothing at all.

And yet I do it anyway. Every day. Over and over. Because I don’t know how to stop.



Later that night, I lay in bed while Karen slept beside me. The room was dark except for the faint glow of the alarm clock. 1:47 AM, it said. Then 1:48. Then 1:49.

I couldn’t sleep. This happens sometimes. The mind refuses to quiet, keeps circling back to things it should have let go hours ago.

Rachel Thornton was there again. Her face. Her voice. The way she’d leaned forward slightly when making a particularly important point, her earnestness, her professionalism, and yes, also, the glimpse of her body in motion beneath her clothes.

I lay there in the dark, next to my sleeping wife, and I thought about Rachel Thornton.

Not in any elaborate way. Not constructing scenarios or indulging fantasies. Just… thinking. Remembering. Letting her occupy space in my mind that she had no right to occupy.

And I asked myself the question I always ask myself in these moments: What kind of man does this make me?

The answer, I think, is: a common one. An ordinary one. A man like millions of other men who lie awake in the dark, haunted by the ghosts of women they’ll never touch, feeling both the pull of desire and the weight of guilt, knowing that something is wrong but not quite understanding what.

That’s not an excuse. Ordinary doesn’t mean okay. Common doesn’t mean right.

But it does mean I’m not alone. And maybe that’s worth something. Maybe that’s where we have to start.

I thought about the Bible, as I often do in moments like this. The stories I grew up with. The words that are supposed to guide a life.

“But I say to you that everyone who looks at a woman with lustful intent has already committed adultery with her in his heart.”

Matthew 5:28. Jesus, in the Sermon on the Mount, taking the commandment against adultery and extending it inward, into the territory of thought and intention. Raising the bar impossibly high. Making the crime not the act but the looking.

By that standard, I commit adultery a hundred times a day. By that standard, I’m a serial offender, a recidivist, a man who cannot stop sinning no matter how many times he repents.

I used to think that verse was harsh. Unfair, even. How can you hold someone accountable for thoughts they don’t choose to have?

Now I think Jesus was simply being honest. He was naming the thing that lives in men—or at least in this man—and refusing to pretend it doesn’t matter. The external restraint isn’t enough. The private fantasy isn’t harmless. The heart is where the real battle is fought, and most of us are losing.



I’m going to tell you a story. It’s my story, but it’s also, I think, a story that belongs to a lot of men who will never tell it themselves. Men who sit in conference rooms and take notes and think thoughts they’ll never speak aloud. Men who drive home through traffic and notice the woman singing in the next car. Men who love their wives and still, still, can’t stop looking elsewhere.

I’m going to tell you where this comes from—the biology, the culture, the ancient wound that runs all the way back to Eden. I’m going to tell you what it costs—the women who carry the weight of our gaze, the relationships that fracture under the pressure of unspoken truth, the soul that erodes when you spend decades at war with your own eyes.

And I’m going to tell you about the wrestle. The long, exhausting, probably-never-finished wrestle to be something other than what I’ve been. To see women—really see them—as something more than bodies. As souls. As people. As bearers of the same image that I bear, whatever that image might finally be.

I don’t know how this story ends. I’m still living it. But I think it’s worth telling anyway.

Because silence hasn’t helped. And shame hasn’t either. And maybe—just maybe—honesty will.

So here we go.

This is how it is. This is how it’s always been.

This is what happens in a man’s mind.



I remember the first time I saw a woman—really saw her, in the way I’m describing. I was thirteen years old. Her name was Mrs. Patterson, and she was my English teacher.

She wasn’t beautiful in any conventional sense. Mid-forties, a little heavy, glasses that made her eyes look larger than they were. But she had a way of moving through the classroom that caught my attention. A grace, maybe. An unselfconsciousness. And one day, when she bent down to pick up a dropped piece of chalk, something in my brain clicked on that had never been on before.

I didn’t have words for it then. I didn’t understand what was happening. I only knew that suddenly this person who had been my teacher, my authority figure, an abstraction called “adult,” had become something else. A body. A form. An object of a feeling I couldn’t name.

I was ashamed of it immediately. Even at thirteen, I knew there was something wrong about looking at Mrs. Patterson that way. She was old enough to be my mother. She was married. She was responsible for my education. And here I was, in the back row of third-period English, unable to stop thinking about what she looked like under her clothes.

I told no one. Of course I told no one. What would I have said? Who would I have said it to? My father, who barely spoke about anything more personal than the weather? My mother, whose views on sexuality began and ended with “wait until marriage”? My friends, who were as confused and hormonal as I was, trading rumors and magazine photos and lies about conquests none of us had made?

So I kept it to myself. The looking, the wanting, the shame. The unholy trinity that would define the next thirty years of my inner life.

And I told myself what every man tells himself at some point: This is normal. This is what men do. You’re not broken. You’re just male.

Maybe that’s true. Maybe the capacity for objectification is written into the male brain, a feature rather than a bug, selected for over millions of years of evolution because the men who looked, who assessed, who constantly scanned for reproductive opportunity—those were the men whose genes got passed on.

But even if it’s natural, is it right? Even if it’s common, is it good?

I don’t think so. Not anymore. Not after all these years of living with it, feeling its weight, seeing what it does to the women who bear its consequences and the men who can’t escape its grip.



In college, I dated a woman named Lisa. She was my first serious relationship, the first person I slept with, the first person I thought I might actually love.

Lisa was beautiful in the way that matters when you’re twenty-one. Long legs, bright smile, the kind of confidence that comes from knowing you’re desired. We were together for two years. We talked about the future. We talked about marriage.

And the whole time, even as I was falling in love with her, I was also looking at other women. Not touching. Not cheating. Just looking. In the dining hall. In the library. Walking across campus on spring afternoons when everyone wore less and the looking was easier.

Lisa caught me once. We were at a party, and a woman walked by in a dress that left very little to the imagination. I watched her pass. Lisa saw me watching.

She didn’t say anything at first. Just gave me a look—hurt, angry, resigned—and turned away. Later that night, when we were alone, she asked me: “Do you want to be with her instead?”

“No,” I said. And it was true. I didn’t want to be with that woman. I didn’t even know that woman. I just… looked. Because that’s what I did. What I always did.

But how do you explain that to someone? How do you say, “I love you completely and also I can’t stop assessing other women’s bodies” without sounding like a monster? Without confirming every fear she has about men, about relationships, about whether anyone can really be trusted?

I didn’t explain it. I apologized. I promised to be better. I meant it.

And then, gradually, I went back to doing exactly what I’d always done. Because I didn’t know how to stop. Because I wasn’t even sure, at that point, that stopping was possible.

Lisa and I broke up eventually, for reasons that had nothing to do with the looking—or maybe everything to do with it. Maybe she sensed something I could never quite articulate. Maybe she knew, on some level, that she would never fully have my attention. That there would always be other women passing through my field of vision, claiming pieces of my mind that should have belonged to her.

I don’t know. I never asked her. Some questions are easier not to answer.



I met Karen at a friend’s wedding. She was a bridesmaid. I was a groomsman. The math practically did itself.

But it wasn’t the math that got me. It was her laugh. The way she threw her head back and let the sound escape without self-consciousness, without that performative edge that some women’s laughter has. She laughed like she meant it, like the world was genuinely funny and she wasn’t going to apologize for finding it so.

We danced. We talked. We stayed up until three in the morning on the hotel balcony, trading stories about our lives, our hopes, our disappointments. By the time the sun came up, I knew I wanted to see her again.

And yes, of course, I noticed her body. The green dress that hugged her waist. The way she moved. The small glimpses of skin that the dress revealed and concealed in equal measure. I’d be lying if I said the attraction was purely spiritual.

But it wasn’t only physical either. That’s what I want you to understand. When I looked at Karen that night, I saw both things at once—the body and the person, the form and the soul. And somehow, for reasons I still don’t fully understand, the soul was winning.

Maybe that’s what love is. The temporary victory of the soul over the body. The willingness to see someone as more than their physical form, to value them for something that can’t be photographed or measured or lost to time.

We were married eighteen months later. I remember standing at the altar, watching her walk toward me, thinking: This is the woman I’m going to spend my life with. This is the woman I’m going to grow old with. This is the woman who will know me better than anyone else ever has.

I meant every word of my vows. I still mean them.

But the looking didn’t stop. It never stopped. Even on my wedding day, there were other women in the room, and some part of my brain was doing what it always does. Noticing. Cataloging. Filing away.

I hate that this is true. But it is.



On our wedding night, Karen and I made love for the first time as husband and wife. It was gentle, familiar, infused with the significance of what we’d just promised each other. She was beautiful in the candlelight of the hotel room, and I was present—fully present—in a way I hadn’t always been with women before.

But even that night, even in that sacred space, the habit was there. When I closed my eyes, other images flickered through. Not deliberately summoned, not welcomed, but present nonetheless. The maid of honor in her fitted dress. A cousin of Karen’s whose name I’d already forgotten but whose body I could still see clearly. The waitress at the reception who’d leaned forward just so when refilling our champagne glasses.

I pushed the images away. I focused on Karen. On her voice, her touch, the reality of her in my arms. And I told myself that this was how it would always be—that marriage would cure me, that commitment would quiet the noise, that having one woman completely would finally be enough.

I was wrong.

The looking continued. Through the honeymoon, through the first year of marriage, through Karen’s pregnancy with Sophie and the exhausted haze of new parenthood. It continued through the second pregnancy, through the years of young children and career building and all the ways that life fills itself with obligations and distractions. It continues now, two decades later, undiminished by time or love or the accumulating weight of promises made and kept.

I don’t know what I expected. Maybe I thought marriage would be a switch, that saying “I do” would rewire something fundamental in my brain. But that’s not how the brain works. The patterns laid down in adolescence don’t dissolve just because you sign a contract or stand before an altar. They persist, stubborn and deep, waiting to be triggered by any passing stimulus.

A woman walks by. The assessment runs. The catalog updates.

It’s automatic. It’s involuntary. It’s exhausting.



When Sophie was born, I thought: This will change everything. I looked at her tiny face, her perfect fingers, her eyes that couldn’t yet focus on anything in particular, and I felt a love so overwhelming that it seemed to push everything else aside. This was my daughter. This was someone I would protect with my life. This was a person who would grow up to be a woman, and who would move through a world full of men like me.

That last thought was the one that stuck. The one that kept me awake in the early days of her life, when I was already awake anyway because newborns don’t sleep and neither do their parents.

Men like me.

Men who would look at her the way I looked at other women. Men who would assess her body, catalog her form, reduce her to an object of desire before they ever bothered to learn her name or hear her voice or understand the person she was inside.

The thought was unbearable. And yet I couldn’t escape the logic of it. If I was this way, other men were too. If the looking was as common as I believed it to be, then my daughter would spend her entire adult life being looked at. Evaluated. Measured against standards she didn’t set and couldn’t meet.

I wanted to protect her from that. I still want to protect her from it. But how do you protect someone from the inside of men’s heads?

You can’t. That’s the answer. You can teach her to be strong, to know her own worth, to demand respect and walk away from anyone who won’t give it. But you can’t reach into the minds of every man she’ll ever meet and switch off the part that sees her as a body first and a person second.

All you can do is try to raise the next generation of men differently. Try to break the cycle. Try to teach your son—and I have a son, Ethan, sixteen years old and right at the age when all of this is crystallizing in his brain—to see women the way they deserve to be seen.

But how do you teach something you haven’t learned yourself?

I don’t know. I’m figuring it out as I go, trying to model a respect I don’t always feel, trying to speak truths I’m only beginning to understand. Trying to be, for him, the father I wish someone had been for me.

It’s not enough. I know it’s not enough. But it’s what I have.



I mentioned earlier that I go to church. This is true, and it’s complicated in ways that matter to this story.

I was raised in the church—a mainline Protestant congregation, nothing too extreme. Sunday school, youth group, the usual milestones of Christian childhood. I learned the stories: Adam and Eve, David and Bathsheba, Jesus and the woman at the well. I memorized verses about purity and lust and the importance of guarding your heart.

None of it stopped the looking. If anything, the emphasis on purity made it worse. Now I wasn’t just a man with wandering eyes; I was a sinner, a transgressor, someone who violated God’s law with every involuntary assessment. The shame I felt naturally was amplified by theology until it became something crushing, something I could barely carry.

I drifted away from the church in college. Came back when Karen and I got married, partly because she wanted to and partly because I wanted our children to have what I’d had—the community, the moral framework, the sense of being part of something larger than yourself.

These days, my faith is complicated. I believe in something—some kind of God, some kind of meaning, some kind of moral order that transcends human preferences. But I’m less certain about the details than I used to be. Less certain about the formulas, the doctrines, the confident pronouncements that religious people make about what God wants and who God loves and what happens to people who fall short.

What I’m certain about is this: whatever God exists, that God sees me. Sees all of me. The lawyer who does good work and contributes to his community. And the man who can’t stop cataloging women’s bodies, who carries a library of images in his head, who loves his wife and looks at other women in the same breath.

If God exists, God knows. And the question that haunts me, the question that surfaces in quiet moments and long nights and the vulnerable space after communion, is: What does God think of me?

I don’t know. The Bible offers various answers, depending on which verses you choose to emphasize. Judgment or grace. Condemnation or forgiveness. The high bar of Matthew 5:28 or the open arms of the prodigal son’s father.

I’m hoping for grace. I’m hoping that whatever weighing of souls occurs at the end of things, the balance will somehow tip in my favor—not because I deserve it, but because grace, by definition, is undeserved. That’s the whole point. That’s the only hope any of us have.

But hoping for grace doesn’t mean I get to stop trying. Doesn’t mean I get to shrug and say, “Well, I’m just a sinner, nothing to be done about it.” Grace is supposed to transform, not excuse. It’s supposed to make you into something new, not give you permission to stay exactly as you are.

So I keep trying. Keep failing. Keep asking for help from a God I’m not sure is listening, for change I’m not sure is possible, for mercy I’m not sure I deserve.

That’s what faith looks like, for me, at forty-six. Not certainty. Not triumph. Just the stubborn refusal to give up, even when giving up seems like the only reasonable option.



So here I am. Forty-six years old, lying in bed at two in the morning, thinking about a woman I met at a deposition and will probably never see again. Thinking about all the women who have passed through my life and left their images behind. Thinking about my wife, sleeping beside me, beautiful and beloved and somehow still not enough to quiet the hunger.

What do you do with a problem that has no solution? How do you live with a flaw that won’t go away?

I don’t know. I really don’t. But I’m going to try to find out.

In the chapters that follow, I’m going to take this thing apart. I’m going to look at where it comes from—the evolutionary inheritance, the cultural saturation, the spiritual wound that runs back to the very first man and the very first woman. I’m going to look at what it costs—the women who bear the weight of our gaze, the relationships that strain under the burden of unspoken truth, the souls that slowly erode when you spend decades fighting a battle you can’t seem to win.

And I’m going to look for a way through. Not a cure—I’m not naive enough to believe in cures. But maybe a way of living with this thing that doesn’t require constant shame. Maybe a practice, a discipline, a way of training the eyes to see what they should see instead of what they want to see.

Maybe grace. That old word, that theological concept that seems so far removed from the fluorescent reality of conference rooms and traffic jams and late-night insomnia. Maybe grace is what I’m looking for. The unearned gift of becoming something other than what you’ve been.

I don’t know if I’ll find it. But I’m going to look.

Which is ironic, I suppose. Another kind of looking. Another kind of wanting. Another hunger that may never be satisfied.

But this time, at least, I’m looking for something that might actually heal me. Something that might set me free.

And that, I think, is where the story has to begin.



Tomorrow, I’ll go back to work. I’ll review the transcript from Rachel Thornton’s deposition. I’ll prepare for the next phase of the case. I’ll be professional, competent, respectable—all the things that people see when they look at me from the outside.

But underneath, the other thing will be running. The constant assessment. The silent catalog. The hunger without end.

And somewhere, in the quiet places where I meet myself, I’ll be asking the same questions I’ve been asking for thirty years:

Why am I like this?

Can I change?

And if I can’t change, can I at least learn to live with it in a way that doesn’t destroy everything I love?

These are the questions that keep me awake. These are the questions I’m going to try to answer.

Not for you. Not to make myself look better or to earn your sympathy or to perform the kind of self-awareness that lets people off the hook.

For me. Because I need to understand. Because understanding feels like the first step toward something—I don’t know what. Freedom, maybe. Or at least a kind of peace.

The clock says 2:34 AM. Karen shifts beside me, murmurs something in her sleep. I reach out and touch her shoulder—gently, so as not to wake her—and feel the warmth of her skin, the solid reality of her presence.

This is what I have. This is what I’ve been given. A wife who loves me. Children who are growing into good people. A life that, from the outside, looks like everything a man could want.

And inside, this other thing. This constant companion. This shadow self that watches and wants and will not be silent.

I close my eyes. Tomorrow is another day. Another set of women to encounter, to notice, to catalog without their knowledge or consent. Another opportunity to fail at being the man I want to be.

But also, maybe, another chance to try.

That’s all any of us get, in the end. Chances to try. Opportunities to be better than we were yesterday, even if we know we’ll fall short today.

So I’ll try. Again and again, for however many days I have left. I’ll try to see women as people instead of bodies. I’ll try to love my wife with the undivided attention she deserves. I’ll try to raise my son to be better than I am, to see women the way they should be seen.

And when I fail—because I will fail, because I always fail—I’ll try to forgive myself enough to get up and try again.

That’s not much. It’s not the triumphant ending anyone hopes for. But it’s what I have.

It’s a beginning.

And maybe, after all these years of silence and shame, a beginning is enough.



I must have slept eventually, because the next thing I knew, light was creeping through the curtains and Karen was already up, moving around the bedroom with the quiet efficiency of long habit. The smell of coffee drifted up from downstairs. Somewhere, a car door closed. The world was waking up, indifferent to the wrestling match that had occupied my night.

“You were restless,” Karen said, pausing by the bed. She was dressed for work, her hair still damp from the shower. “Bad dreams?”

“Something like that,” I said.

She studied me for a moment—that particular look she has, the one that seems to see more than I want seen—and then leaned down to kiss my forehead. “Try to have a better day,” she said.

I watched her go. The way she moved. The familiar shape of her from behind.

And I thought: She deserves better than this. Better than a husband who loves her and still can’t stop looking at other women. Better than a man who lies awake at night thinking about witnesses in depositions and singing strangers in traffic. Better than the divided attention I’ve given her for twenty-two years.

But she chose me. Keeps choosing me, every day. Keeps loving me despite whatever she senses or suspects about the darkness I carry. That’s grace too, isn’t it? Human grace. The grace of someone who sees you clearly and stays anyway.

I got up. Showered. Dressed in the uniform of my profession: dark suit, white shirt, conservative tie. Looked at myself in the mirror and saw what everyone sees: a respectable man in the prime of middle age, slightly tired around the eyes, nothing remarkable, nothing alarming.

The mask fits well. I’ve been wearing it a long time.

Downstairs, Ethan was eating cereal at the kitchen counter, still half-asleep. I poured myself coffee, made small talk about his day ahead, felt the familiar machinery of fatherhood engaging. This is who I am in this context: Dad. Provider. Authority figure. The man who’s supposed to have answers.

He asked me something about homework—math, I think, some concept he was struggling with—and I did my best to help. The specific details don’t matter. What matters is this: for those few minutes, I was fully present. Not cataloging, not assessing, just being a father to my son.

It’s possible. That’s what those moments teach me. It’s possible to be something other than the man I’ve been describing. To inhabit a self that isn’t defined by the looking, the wanting, the endless assessment. The question is whether I can extend those moments, stretch them, make them the rule rather than the exception.

I don’t know if I can. But I’m going to try.

Karen left for work with a wave and a blown kiss. Ethan finished his cereal and disappeared upstairs to finish getting ready. I stood alone in the kitchen, holding my coffee cup, looking out the window at the ordinary morning light.

Today, I will go to the office. I will review the deposition transcript. I will probably see Rachel Thornton’s name on every page, and every time I see it, I will remember her face, her voice, her body in that conference room chair.

Today, I will encounter other women—colleagues, clients, strangers on the street—and the machinery will run. The assessment will happen. The catalog will update.

But today, maybe, I will also notice what I’m doing. Will catch myself in the act. Will take that small, crucial pause between the seeing and the wanting, and will try—just try—to see the person instead of the body. The soul instead of the form. The image of God instead of the object of desire.

It’s not much. It’s not transformation. It’s just a sliver of space, a hairline crack in the wall of habit.

But it’s a beginning.

And that’s where every journey starts. Not with arrival, but with the decision to take the first step. Not with victory, but with the willingness to fight.

So here I am, at the beginning of something I don’t fully understand, embarking on a journey I’m not sure I can complete. A man like millions of other men, wrestling with a problem as old as Eden, hoping for a grace I haven’t earned and a change I can’t create on my own.

This is my confession. This is my question. This is the truth I’ve been carrying alone for thirty years, finally spoken aloud—or at least written down, which is the closest I can come.

In the chapters that follow, I’ll go deeper. I’ll trace the roots. I’ll name the costs. I’ll search for the way through.

But for now, this is enough. This first, frightening, necessary step into the light.

My name is Daniel. I’m forty-six years old. I’ve spent my entire adult life looking at women in ways I’m not proud of.

And I’m ready to talk about it.
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