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Chapter One

I haven’t been sick a day in my life.
Not even a cold or the flu. I don’t remember having any of the
standard childhood diseases. Never even broke a bone. I’ve been
healthy as a horse, and glad of it, knock on wood. I don’t really
know what that means, knock on wood, but I guess people say it for
good luck. I don’t know what luck is, either. All I mean is that
whenever Meredith nagged me to get a checkup, I was puzzled. Why
would I do that? Going to a doctor was not part of my life, never
had been, and I had no symptoms of anything. You never know, she’d
argue, which is true in a tautological sense, but that didn’t
strike me as a reason to see a doctor.

So a new adventure began when I made an appointment
to see Dr. Vito Prasad, a fertility specialist at Swedish Hospital.
After six months of unsuccessfully trying to get pregnant, Meredith
had gone in for an exam and her doctor had declared all systems go,
which made me the suspect.

It was a strange experience, in a world I knew of
only indirectly through television and advertising. I sat in a
dreary waiting room and filled out forms about who I was and, most
importantly, how I expected to pay for my medical services. I had
good health insurance then. Not that I’d ever needed it.

I met the doctor for five minutes. He called me “Mr.
Bolton” rather than “Andy.” He was tall, thin, and his shiny
forehead extended over his pate to the crown, with thickets of wild
gray hair erupting from the sides, making him look like the
archetypal mad scientist. He glanced over my forms, nodded, hmm-ed
and asked me to supply a semen sample, then was gone.

A short, rotund woman escorted me to a comfortable
private room supplied with massage oils and pornographic magazines.
She handed me a condom and a labeled jar and explained in
matter-of-fact tones that if there was a problem producing the
sample because of the clinical environment, I could do it at home,
as long as the sample made it to the lab within one hour. I was
momentarily puzzled. What kind of problem was she talking about?
Ejaculation is a spinal reflex. Nothing could go wrong. I was
curious, but she, like everybody else in the clinic, seemed
extremely busy, so I didn’t ask. I nodded, took the materials and
went in to perform my duty.

Late that afternoon I was standing at my desk,
gathering my things to leave the office, when Dr. Prasad’s office
called to say that everything was normal. A young woman, whose name
I didn’t catch, said that using World Health Organization reference
values, the semen volume was adequate, the sperm count was a
hundred million, more than double the minimum required, and nearly
100 percent of the little tadpoles were active, none deformed.
That’s what she called my spermatozoa: little tadpoles. I sat in my
chair with my briefcase in my lap.

My pH was good, she said, and I had no antibodies
against infections. All indicators were positive. The problem had
to be with Mrs. Bolton.

“But Meredith’s doctor gave her a clear pass.”

“Same as you. But it wouldn’t hurt for your wife to
get a second exam.”

“I’ll suggest it.”

“And if you want to be doubly sure, you can come
back in yourself for a retest after three months. Go ahead and use
up all the reserve troops. In three months you’ll have an entirely
new army.”

We did use up my reserve troops, but still Meredith
didn’t get pregnant. During that time I read up a little on human
reproduction, something I understood only vaguely, and it seemed
inefficient. A lot was left to chance. Millions of tiny sperms,
loaded with DNA weapons, embark on a long and perilous journey to a
giant star. Only one of them can survive the ordeal and penetrate
the defenses to achieve victory. Just like in the movies. But
sometimes nobody gets through and the drama is over for another
month. Engineers are all about efficiency. I was an engineer, and
this didn’t seem like a very efficient system to me.

Three months later we were both retested and the
outcome was the same: no abnormalities in either of us. Fertility
specialist Dr. Elsie Drake, a middle-aged woman with heavy black
glasses, spoke with a Swedish accent. She assured us the lab would
get to the bottom of the problem. We sat in upholstered guest
chairs in her shiny, angular office and listened across a
paper-cluttered desk.

“You’ve both got healthy gametes and good plumbing,
but something is preventing fertilization. We’ll find it, don’t
worry.”

But they didn’t.

“There’s no reason for this,” Dr. Drake said five
weeks later, turning over pages of laboratory results. Meredith and
I again sat in padded chairs across from her.

“Anyone looking at these results and at you two
would believe you were fertile. Young, healthy, in the prime of
your reproductive lives.”

I glanced sideways at Meredith. She didn’t look
particularly reproductive to me. She looked like an ordinary woman,
twenty-eight, Caucasian like me, shapely, dyed blond, well dressed,
conventionally attractive. I tried to guess what you would look for
in a person to come to the conclusion that they were particularly
“reproductive” but couldn’t come up with anything. Maybe it was
just the age. I was two years older and, according to Meredith, I
had a boyish face. But young boys weren’t always reproductive, so
that couldn’t be it.

“We’ll sequence the DNA in each gamete looking for
genetic abnormality. We would have done that already but we ran
into a technical glitch.”

“A glitch?” I said.

“A fault in the laboratory equipment. Meredith’s
chromatograph is normal, but we couldn’t get a readout on sperm
chromosomes. The lab didn’t find any.”

“No chromosomes? That’s impossible. Every cell in
the body has chromosomes.”

“Yes. We’ll fix whatever’s gone wrong in the lab and
run the analysis again. No cost to you, of course. Our error.”

But a week later, another round of laboratory
analysis had produced the same report. The equipment was not
recording my DNA. It very was frustrating for Meredith.



We shared a Mediterranean pizza at Machiavelli’s, a
cavernous place with brick walls two blocks from our apartment.
Living among a bounty of great Seattle restaurants, we only ate
dinner at home once or twice a week. We admired our colorful pizza
perched on a wire rack between us. The server put tall glasses of
iced Coke in front of each of us and left.

“I don’t think it’s the lab,” I said. “It’s me.”

I lifted triangles while Meredith held up
plates.

“I doubt it. I thought there was something wrong
with me at first too, but Dr. Drake said it was definitely a
problem with the lab.”

“They do these analyses all day, every day, on
dozens of patients. Why do I come up zeroes every time? Not you,
only me. Why me and only me? The probability of equipment failure
on only my tests is extremely low. That’s not a logical conclusion.
I’m impotent.”

Meredith spoke across the top of a slice held near
her mouth.

“How is that logical? You can’t have no DNA. That
would make you a machine or something.”

“I don’t know.” I wiped my fingers on a real cloth
napkin. “But whatever the problem is, the trouble is with me. Not
you, not all their other patients, not their laboratory equipment,
not their reports. Only me. All the evidence points to me.”

She lowered her pizza slice. “I have an aunt who has
no fingerprints. She went to get police clearance for her teaching
license, and all they got from her fingers were smooth blurs. It’s
genetic. Maybe you have something like that.”

I regarded my wife and tried to understand the
meaning of what she’d said but couldn’t. I could have questioned
her, but experience had taught me it would only lead in circles, so
I gave up. I lifted my triangle of pizza and bit off its nose.

I knew the lab could calibrate their machinery
forever and the result wouldn’t change. Meredith and I could go to
another clinic and the result would be the same. She would continue
to be disappointed and frustrated. She was already becoming more
moody, angry and distant as the weeks of the ordeal wore on. That
trend would continue and get worse, no end in sight. I didn’t want
to follow that route. Something had to change.

“Let’s reconsider,” I said. I took a sip of
soda.

“Reconsider how?”

“What if we adopted a child? Would that make you
happy?”

Meredith stopped chewing. She swallowed.

“No.”

“Why not? You’d have a baby to keep you fully
engaged. Wouldn’t that solve the problem?”

“I can’t believe you’re serious. That’s not the
point at all.”

“What is, then?”

“Having a baby is not some kind of amusement, Andy.
It’s our statement to the world. We don’t want to raise some
stranger’s abandoned child. That’s what Child Protective Services
is for.”

I wasn’t sure why one baby wasn’t as good as another
for making a statement to the world, but she was clearly insisting
on a self-produced baby. For a better sense of ownership,
perhaps.

“What about a sperm donor? You’d give birth and the
baby would clearly be your own, right from the start.”

“It would only be half ours. Whose would the other
half be? It could be anybody’s.”

“Why does it matter? It would be our baby.”

“It matters.” She looked at me with a perplexed
expression. “It matters because it wouldn’t really be us. If it’s
not us, then why are we even together?”

It was my turn to be surprised. The answer was
obvious.

“We’re together because it’s convenient,
comfortable, economically efficient, socially acceptable and
pleasant.”

“Pleasant?” The volume and pitch of her voice
increased. “Is that what you think? You want a baby to humor me so
you can continue a relationship you find pleasant?”

“What’s wrong with that?”

She lifted a cloth napkin from her lap and put it on
the table.

“I can’t believe you. What about love? Don’t you
love me?”

“I’ve said so many times.”

I watched her face, searching for some familiar
pattern I could recognize. She stood and raised her volume another
notch.

“You’re impossible. You know, I think you’re right.
There is something wrong with you, and it isn’t your sperm!”

The couple at the table next to us turned to look at
her. She ignored them.

“I’m doing everything a woman is supposed to do, and
you’re not even here. I’m alone.”

She turned and walked to the door. The nearby couple
watched her leave, then looked back at me for a reaction. My first
thought was that I should point out that Meredith’s last statement
was patently false. I was indeed “here,” as they could see. But
Meredith said a lot of odd things, and I knew her unhappiness went
deeper than one false statement.

I opened my hands as if showing nothing was
hidden.

“No chromosomes,” I said.

The couple stared, expressionless, as if they were
watching a television show in a foreign language. The pizza was
only half-eaten. Perfectly good pizza. I asked the server for a
box.



Meredith and I began to travel the path I had
foreseen. She became more sullen and distant. I refused to go back
to the fertility clinic. I was convinced it would lead to no new
information and just make things worse in our relationship. I again
broached the idea of adoption or using a sperm donor, but she
hardened her language on those topics, so I gave up talking about
them. I can tell when I’m being rejected.

My life was all about being accepted by people, and
that certainly included my wife, and it was going badly. Usually I
could read the signs, dissect the language patterns, the vocal
intonations and the gestures to pinpoint what the exact problem
was, then fix it. Not in this case. I had no experience with the
emotions around reproduction, and what I found online made little
sense to me.

Meredith began to come home from work late in the
evenings, always with some explanation about meetings and
deadlines. I ate alone most nights, which I didn’t mind, since I
could watch sports on TV while I ate, something forbidden when
Meredith and I ate together. I was watching football when she came
in late one evening and marched across the living room and
disappeared into the bathroom without saying a word. After a few
minutes she emerged in a bathrobe and came over to the television
area and flopped into a big stuffed chair near the couch. I leaned
forward and put my plate on the coffee table to indicate that I was
not eating while watching television.

“Retirement party for Barney,” she said, answering a
question I hadn’t asked.

I noticed anomalous patterns in her speech.

“You had a few drinks?”

“Yeah, a couple. What if I did? You don’t own
me.”

“No, of course not. That would be premodern. I just
wanted to validate my perception.”

I glanced at the television to watch a long
pass.

She sighed heavily. “How come all you ever do is
watch TV?”

I turned to her. “What should I do?”

“I don’t know. Our lives are boring. We can’t just
sit here and watch TV every night.”

“You want to go down to Keller’s for a beer?”

“No! We should be building something. Doing
something with our lives. Moving up.”

“This apartment is the top floor of the
building.”

She didn’t answer but looked across the open space
of the apartment. It was the second story of a hundred-year-old
redbrick building that once had been a J.C. Penney and then a car
dealer. Now the lower level was filled with trendy shops, cafes and
bars, which we enjoyed. It was a thriving neighborhood on East Pine
Street, just up the hill from the Convention Center. We lived in
one large space with foot-square wooden pillars holding up exposed
roof timbers, and floor-to-ceiling windows with wavy glass on one
wall. Instead of having rooms we had left the space open, except
for the bathroom. Different living zones, like bedroom and kitchen,
were defined by décor and function, not with walls.

Meredith turned back to me and said, “Don’t you want
more out of life?”

“My work at Quantum Engineering keeps me challenged.
I have no complaints there. The pay’s good, you have to admit.”

I smiled, but she didn’t.

“It’s not about Quantum. It’s about you. And us. You
do the same exact thing every single day, as if you were on a
treadmill. You’ll never get anywhere on a treadmill.”

“One doesn’t.”

“You could start your own company. Have you ever
thought of that?”

“Are you concerned that I don’t make enough
money?”

“Don’t be dense. Our lives are going stale. We’ve
become bumps on a log. We’re rotting away.”

The conversation was losing direction and I sensed
trouble.

“Are you unhappy?”

She picked up a pillow and hugged it to her chest
and spoke quietly.

“This isn’t what I signed up for.”

“You’re not worried about money, then. Is it
sex?”

She looked at me sharply, then looked away.

“No. Not really,” she said to the windows. “But the
truth is, it’s boring like everything else. It’s mechanical.”

Mechanical. Of course it’s mechanical, I
thought. It’s sex. Was there something I could do to change
the pattern? Maybe, but I detected that her unhappiness was
diffuse, not specific. I inferred that she was feeling routinized,
scripted. She wanted a change. Not in the sex but in the patterns
of our activity more generally. Yes, that was it.

“Would you like to travel somewhere? Go to Paris or
someplace far away?”

“You’re humoring me. I don’t need to be distracted
like a child. I’m trying to point out a serious problem.”

“I’m sorry. I can see you’re upset. What would you
say the problem is, then, exactly?”

“The problem exactly is you. You have no
imagination. You lack ambition. You don’t want anything. You’re not
competitive. You have no drive, no passion. Anything’s as good as
anything else to you. Steak? Fine. Tofu? Fine. Ferrari or Honda?
Either one. Rolex or Timex? Doesn’t matter. You don’t care about
anything. You never get tired, never get sick, never get upset.
You’re so . . . so damned even-tempered I could scream.”

On the television the crowd roared at a touchdown.
She scowled at it.

“Can you turn that thing off for a minute? I have
something to say.”

I picked up the remote and clicked the game into
oblivion.

“I’m moving out,” she said, dropping her eyes to her
lap. “This weekend.”

It took me a long moment to process that, and then I
wasn’t sure what kind of response I should give.

“Where will you go?”

“Out of this barn.” She turned her head to take in
the large open space of the apartment. “To a real house with a
lawn, to live like a normal person.”

“Why would you want a lawn? It’s a conflation of
carpeting and fur. They’re expensive, troublesome and
nonfunctional.”

“Are you even listening to me? I’m moving out
because there’s nothing going on here. I’m tired of living
alone.”

She hesitated, then added more quietly, “I’ve met
somebody.”

“That’s to be expected in sales.”

She ignored the remark.

“It’s somebody who cares about having a future with
me. Somebody with DNA. A real human, not a Martian.”

I was thrown off by the unexpected reference to
extraterrestrial beings, but I quickly put together the gist of her
comment.

“Meredith, you’re unhappy with me. I’m sorry I’m
infertile. I can’t do anything about my biology. Other than that,
though, we get along pretty well, don’t you think? We never fight,
for example.”

“We don’t fight because you’re not serious about
anything. You don’t care. I feel like I live by myself.”

Her eyes welled up with moisture. I got up and half
sat on the arm of her chair. It was an awkward perch. I laid my
hand on her shoulder, trying to be reassuring.

“Tell me what you’d like to be different. You want
to move out of the city so you can have a lawn? We can do
that.”

“It’s not about a stupid lawn. It’s about us. It’s
about you. You’re not going anywhere, and neither am I. Mark is a
man with ambition.”

“Mark?”

“He’s a corporate lawyer with HP. In line to become
COO. He plans to own a yacht and sail to Monaco.”

“What’s in Monaco?”

“Aargh!”

She stood suddenly, almost toppling me backward from
the arm of the chair.

“It’s his dream, Andy. Something you can’t
understand.”

“I don’t remember my dreams.”

Meredith put her hands on her hips and looked down
at me, still balanced on the edge of the chair. She turned and
stalked toward the bedroom area. I watched her for a minute, then
returned to the couch. I had absolutely no pointers to anything
further that I could say or do that would make the situation
better. I sat and snapped on the game, but with the sound muted so
I wouldn’t further disturb her. That was the considerate thing to
do, I thought.


Chapter Two

I drove home across the long, narrow lake that
divides Seattle from its eastern suburbs and Quantum Engineering.
The floating bridge automatically charged the transponder on my
windshield $3.50 every time I crossed. I could have telecommuted a
couple days a week. Some people in the office did that, but I
thought it was important to be with my colleagues. How can you be
part of a team if you aren’t there? I figured $35 a week in tolls
was the cost of belonging. A northerly blew choppy waves from the
surface up almost as high as the roadway. It was like driving right
on the lake, an exhilarating, open sensation I marveled at every
time.

I liked my job as a software engineer even if
Meredith thought it was boring. It was what I was trained for. All
those years studying computer science at Carnegie Mellon were . . .
Well, they must have been difficult. I’d thought about that often
as I crossed the lake to and from work, and it bothered me that I
didn’t remember anything about my college years. It said on my
résumé that I’d graduated and gone on to work in industrial
programming at PPG in Pittsburgh, but I simply didn’t remember much
about it.

I knew computer science like a textbook, so
obviously I’d done well, but I couldn’t recall any particular
classes or lectures, any long nights studying for exams, any
evenings in bars with friends. I had only fragmentary memories, no
more than fleeting images of those years. The kitchen of the
apartment I’d lived in. A restaurant I might have eaten at
regularly. It seemed odd for someone my age to have amnesia about
an important phase of life, especially since my college years were
not that long ago. I hadn’t even been out ten years. I sometimes
wondered if there was something wrong with my brain, the memory
centers, whatever those are.

I’d read that autobiographical memory is mostly a
series of fuzzy snapshots for everybody, which is why people take
pictures all the time and tell stories about what happened, to fill
in the perforated past. Maybe it wasn’t so unusual that my past was
sketchy. I didn’t really know what other people experienced, after
all. Maybe it was the same for everyone. And my recent memories—at
Quantum, with Meredith, living in Seattle—all that was detailed and
clear, so I probably didn’t really have amnesia.

It was the same for my childhood, though, and my
family. That was the disturbing thing. I could draw my family tree,
but it was an abstraction. I didn’t actually remember any family
events—picnics, parties, holidays, weddings, births, graduations.
They must have happened and I surely had been at them—some of them
anyway—but I only had thin, wispy images of scenes I didn’t quite
recognize, as if they were somebody else’s memories, except that
would be crazy. You couldn’t have somebody else’s memories.

I wasn’t even really sure how I got to Seattle from
Pittsburgh. I didn’t remember anything about the trip. I probably
drove. I had no memory of flying. Or driving either, though. Maybe
it had been just an uneventful trip. People remember going from
point A to point B, but based on the stories people tell, they
don’t remember much, or anything about the actual journey itself. A
car trip’s a car trip, and one plane ride is like another, so maybe
it wasn’t so unusual to have no memory of traveling.

Another question that often bothered me on my
commute over the bridge was, How had I ended up at Quantum
Engineering? I’d checked my computer at home and found my letter of
application, but why hadn’t I also applied for work at Microsoft,
or Amazon, or at any of the dozens of technology companies in
Seattle? I found no evidence that I’d made any attempt to do so. I
did remember going to my appointment with Dave Westbrook at
Quantum. From that morning on I remembered everything that had
happened to me. That strange morning, three years ago, had been the
big bang of my detailed memory.

I’d awakened suddenly, not from sleep but from
nothingness. I remembered being alert, knowing nothing, not even
where I was or who I was. I hadn’t been confused, just empty,
devoid of content. I saw white. That is the first experience I
remember: white. No shapes or objects, just a generic visual input
that meant nothing. Then I felt covers on my body. I could wiggle
toes and fingers. Full bodily awareness coalesced quickly, but it
hadn’t been instantaneous. It faded in over a period of about
fifteen seconds. I remember that. I looked left and right across
the room, not recognizing anything. I had no idea where I was but
appreciated that the space offered potential for behavior. I just
knew, without reason or evidence, that I would be able to walk on
the flat floor across the room. Outside the window, I saw bare
branches of a tree moving against a gray sky and I knew it was sky,
knew it was a tree. Like the fading in of my bodily awareness
thought, my general knowledge of time, space and things came in
gradually. Quickly but not all at once, like a glass of water being
filled from a pitcher. Objects in the room became familiar one by
one—the dresser with a vase of paper poppies, a brown stuffed chair
with a rust-colored cotton blanket on one arm, a colorful area rug.
I had to pee.

I sat up in bed and became aware of the names of
people I didn’t know. Robert, Julia, Christopher, David. The names
thickened into images and impressions of people I didn’t recognize,
and then I did know them and they solidified into a network of
family and friends. It was my tribe. I had a place in that network.
Andy Bolton was my node. I was Andy Bolton, always had been. I
remember that moment as if it were yesterday.

As I neared the end of the floating bridge, I
thought about how, as soon as I knew who I was, hazy incidents came
to mind from the day before. I’d printed out a résumé. I’d watched
the news on television. I’d eaten rice. Then I remembered similar
scenes from the day before, and then the day before that, and from
the previous week, and within just a few seconds I had a continuous
life stretching back years, though with decreasing detail. But at
least I was located in time and society and I had appointments to
keep. I’d gotten up out of bed and gone about my day’s
business.

I’d never awakened like that again, as a blank
slate, the world fading in section by section, brick by brick.
Maybe I’d had a bad hangover. People told me they sometimes had
trouble assembling themselves after a wild night out, so for a
while I assumed that was what had happened to me, and that was why
I couldn’t remember much detail from my past, even though I
couldn’t remember a wild night out, but if it had been that wild, I
wouldn’t, would I? So that must have been it.

Ever since that morning, I have arisen promptly from
bed with full self-awareness when it’s time to start the day. I
don’t own an alarm clock, because I never really sleep anyway, not
as other people describe their experience. I lie still for about
eight hours every night, but I don’t black out or forget who I am.
I’m a light sleeper. I spend the hours of the night thinking about
things, linking facts that don’t seem connected, separating complex
ideas into distinct categories so they’re easier to recall,
deriving origins and meanings of language expressions and social
gestures, solving problems, reviewing history, breaking down social
interactions into their components. I enjoy the quiet and stillness
of night, its contrast to the daytime’s relentless sensory input.
When it’s time to start the day, I mentally optimize my agenda and
get up, simple as that.

That morning when I’d awakened out of nothing into
nothing, that was an anomalous outlier. It bothered me still, and I
thought about it often, but I had adopted the hangover explanation.
I preferred that over anything more ponderous, like that something
strange had happened in my brain, which would make less sense than
a hangover.

I braked hard to avoid a collision when a red
Volkswagen cut in front of me. I have extremely fast reflexes and I
understand trajectories. I don’t explicitly calculate anything, but
I know, based on perception of mass and velocity, where every car
around me will be in the next few seconds. It’s pure physics and
math. However, there’s no defense against somebody behaving
irrationally, so when I drive I also run a continuously updated
risk assessment and adjust my driving accordingly. My
three-year-old Honda Accord didn’t have a single dent.

I exited Highway 520 to I-5 south, exited again and
migrated to my neighborhood on East Pine. As I approached my
building, I clicked the garage door opener and watched a plastic
screen scroll up into an overhead cylinder, revealing a wooden ramp
on the side of the building. It led up to the second floor and my
private garage. That ramp configuration was left over from the
building’s incarnation as a car dealer’s showroom seventy-five
years ago. Even then, space in the city was tight and inventory was
kept upstairs. I parked, closed the garage door and let myself into
the upstairs foyer and my apartment.

Meredith was already home, standing barefoot at the
kitchen counter next to the sink, eating cottage cheese out of a
carton while she read mail.

“Hey, I can make some pasta for a real dinner,” I
said as I came into the kitchen. I put my canvas messenger bag down
near the door and hung my coat on a wooden rack.

“No, thanks. This is all I want.” She didn’t look up
from her reading.

I doubted that a half cup of reduced-fat cottage
cheese would hold her for long. She was five seven and 130 pounds,
strong, active and athletic. I knew she’d be blending up some
concoction of yogurt and protein powder before long, or warming up
couscous and lentils, or making something equally uninteresting.
She liked to “eat healthy,” she said, but she didn’t mind scarfing
down a half-pint of Cherry Garcia ice cream once in a while. After
two years of marriage, I knew her patterns.

“Tough day?” This was the protocol. You always asked
about the other person’s recent experience to keep a relationship
working. Maybe she would change her mind if I just kept it
going.

“Maintenance contracts and license extensions,” she
said, still reading. “No new sales. It’s getting harder and harder
in this economy.”

“Yeah,” I said, trying to be present.

I met Meredith at Quantum. She worked for
Hewlett-Packard selling IT services and hardware, which Quantum
consumed a lot of. I’d seen her there several times hawking her
wares, and I was looking for a life partner. According to my
research, questions would be raised about my sociability if I
didn’t have a partner by around thirty. I also learned that,
statistically, a female partner would be best. I’d asked among my
male friends at work and learned that Meredith was considered
“eligible,” so I started dating her, following patterns I learned
by reading sociology and popular culture. Friends assured me I
would be a good catch—young and smart, good income and prospects,
healthy and not bad looking. We were married within a year and we
hadn’t had any major problems until the recent fertility fiasco.
Now, inexplicably, she would be leaving me in twenty-four
hours.

I opened the refrigerator and scanned. I calculated
what I needed from the ingredients of each item. I picked up and
ate three uncooked frankfurters, several cheese sticks, and four
raw Brussels sprouts. I never bother to cook when I’m eating for
myself, and I’ve learned over the years that I can digest just
about any food. Meredith thought my eating habits were disgusting,
but she had become used to it, and besides, I could cook a nice
meal for us if necessary. I poured a glass of Pellegrino. I noticed
Meredith was studiously ignoring me.

“You want to go out for a beer?” I said. “Keller’s
on Pike?”

“That place is too loud.”

“The wine bar downstairs?”

“You go ahead if you want to.” She was now looking
through a catalog of travelers’ supplies. I sipped my bubbles.

“Listen, Meredith, what would make things
interesting again? For us. For you. What would change how we live
in a way you would like?” I could think of dozens of changes we
could make, but they all seemed arbitrary to me.

Meredith was silent. She raised her head and looked
past me into the big, open space of our apartment. Her gaze
lingered at the tall windows. The streetlights had come on. She
looked at me. She dropped her eyes back to the glossy catalog and
turned a page.

I waited and waited more. Finally I turned and went
to the TV area and clicked on a Mariners game.


Chapter
Three

Meredith was true to her word. The next day she
packed boxes and suitcases. I offered to help, but she seemed
offended by the offer. She didn’t want help and didn’t want to
talk, either. I watched helplessly as she gathered her things. She
left with her car full on Saturday afternoon, came back Sunday
morning to finish the job, and after that she was gone. It was
surreal. I didn’t even know exactly where she went. To ambitious
Mark, presumably.

I sat at the kitchen table with coffee and looked
over the open space that was the apartment. Sunday afternoon was
quiet, even out on the street. The windows were gray with spring
rain, giving the room a uniform gray tone inside. Even the orange
couch looked gray.

The situation was awkward. I would have to explain
to my coworkers that Meredith was gone. The topic would come up and
I’d need a story. What was my story? She wanted a lawn? That was
ridiculous. She hated the apartment? Not sufficient. She’d said I
wasn’t ambitious, but that was an empty label. I wasn’t a lot of
things. I wasn’t a boat. I wasn’t a toothbrush.

I had a good job, made good money, stayed fit,
enjoyed life, had no complaints. What was her complaint, exactly?
That I didn’t want to visit Monaco?

As I reviewed recent chronology, it was apparent
that the relationship had started to crack at that first fertility
incident, and it had continued crumbling since. That was the truth
of the matter: she’d left because we couldn’t reproduce. I didn’t
understand why that was a deal breaker, but it did give me a story
to tell. I could shrug my shoulders and say, “Women, hey? Whattya
gonna do?” I’d seen that on television.

It was awkward too, because I was again a single
male over thirty, so I would need a new partner, but I was still
married and I wasn’t sure what amount of time was considered decent
before I could acquire a new relationship. I decided to wait and
hope that some other incident might clarify the situation.

An incident did. Divorce papers, only two months
later. I researched divorce law and quickly understood that it
would be a simple matter of signing some papers and appearing once
in court. Meredith was not asking for property or alimony,
furniture or anything. She just wanted out.

Well, there it is then, I thought, putting
down the papers on the kitchen table one evening. It will be
painless and permanent. I would have to endure diminished
social acceptability for a while longer, but then I’d be free to
try again. Everybody has some imagination.

People at work were aware of my situation and some
had expressed condolence or commiseration. Don said, “I heard she
ran off with another man.” I nodded and realized that was the best
story. She ran off with another man. People were sympathetic with
that story, but even so I detected strains of increased social
distance in these conversations, as if my misfortune might be
contagious. I would need to take action soon.

I was hesitant to act, though, without understanding
exactly what had gone wrong. The divorce papers named only vague
“irreconcilable differences.” I didn’t want to repeat my mistake,
so I resolved to undertake an investigation. I reviewed all the
facts as I understood them but couldn’t make them fit into a
satisfactory explanation. “Ran off with another man” was a
description, not an explanation. I needed advice.

I decided to confide in Lucy Larkin, someone I
worked with every day and who I judged could keep a confidence. We
met after work at Damian’s, a sports bar in a nearby shopping mall.
We sat on tall chairs around a high, tiny circle of a table.

“I’m hardly one to be giving marital advice,” Lucy
said. “I’ve had one boyfriend for three years and that’s it.” She
turned her palms up to show she had no hidden boyfriends. I noticed
that the buttons of her black blouse were under high tension, as if
they might pop off. Was that on purpose? She was good looking, with
an archetypal female figure, but I was sure she could afford a
larger blouse. The black color matched the shade of her
collar-length hair, so maybe that was it.

“The institution of marriage is not at question,” I
said. “I understand how that works legally, socially, financially.
It’s the relationship thing I don’t get. How can everything be
going fine and then one day it’s all suddenly over? What should I
have done differently?”

Lucy had ordered a fruity Belgian beer I could smell
from my side of the table. I drank iced tea. I’m not good with
alcohol. It increases errors in memory storage and retrieval.

“Well, if the other guy—Mark?—if he just swept her
off her feet, then that’s the end of the story right there.
Something like that can happen to anyone at any time. We never know
when the gods will roll the dice and we crap out.”

I processed Lucy’s gambling metaphor quickly but
didn’t accept it. “You’re saying a breakup can be nondeterministic.
Uncaused.”

“My Robert could meet his dream girl tomorrow and
I’d be toast. You never know.”

“And you’re okay with toast hanging over your
head?”

“I’m a realist.”

“I don’t believe it. Robert might meet his dream
girl, but he’d decide to stay with you, anyway. He would do a
calculation. The new person has many unknown variables and that
would entail a high risk-premium. He’d factor that in.”

Lucy smiled. “You’re talking as if it were all
rational.”

“That’s how I’d think it through.”

“The logic of relationships. That’s funny.” She
sipped her beer, licked foam from her lip and put a serious
expression on her face. “What did Meredith actually say was the
reason she left? She must have given a reason.”

I told her about Meredith’s belief that I was
insufficiently ambitious.

She considered. “She would have known when she met
you, right? She knew you weren’t on your way to Wall Street or
something.”

“Of course.”

“And she had a good job, didn’t she?”

“Still does as far as I know.”

“And the sex?” She peered across the top of her
unnecessarily tall and thin beer glass to meet my eyes. “You said
you wanted advice, so you have to tell me how things were with
you.”

“No sexual problems I was aware of. I have a lot of
stamina. I can go for hours if necessary, so she was never
unsatisfied.”

“Oh. Maybe that’s too much information. Sorry. I was
just trying to diagnose the situation.”

“Sure.” I wasn’t embarrassed talking about sex, but
I knew it made most people nervous, so I tried to reassure Lucy.
“The sex was fine . . . Well, except for the other thing.”

“Aha,” she said. “The other thing.” She waited with
eyebrows raised.

“The reproductive part of it. She wanted to have a
baby but couldn’t get pregnant.”

Lucy sat back on her tall bar-height chair.

“Okay, I think this case is solved. But first tell
me what happened.”

So I told her about the experience at the fertility
clinic over the previous year, the clinic’s inability to diagnose
my condition, my conclusion that I was infertile, and Meredith’s
refusal to consider alternatives.

“Wait. You’re telling me the clinic couldn’t find
your DNA?”

“Obviously it was a problem with their analysis, but
the fact was I couldn’t get Meredith pregnant.”

“I’m sorry, Andy. I didn’t mean to pry.”

“I don’t feel pried. Just tell me what went wrong so
it doesn’t happen again.”

Lucy told me that women—most women—have a need to
reproduce, and if that is frustrated the relationship is over.
Against my questions, she could not explain why an entire multiyear
relationship, a lifetime of commitment, would be sacrificed if
reproduction was not in the cards.

“Some women will do adoption, but others insist on
exporting the whole husband-wife relationship into the baby, so it
has to be a baby by normal means. It’s instinct. That’s all I can
tell you.”

“It’s not logical.”

She drained her beer and set the unstable glass
down.

“Database table with a missing foreign key, buddy.
What can I tell you? But next time around, during early
reconnaissance try to get the woman’s views on having children. Not
like you’re trying to rush things, but before you tie the knot, if
you’re thinking about doing that again. Just ask. Kids or no kids?
Of course, no matter what she says, you never know for sure.”

“She’d lie about something like that?”

“Not lie. Change her mind. Maybe like Meredith
did.”

“That’s virtually unknowable, then.” I finished my
drink. “Wouldn’t it be better for me to choose a man as a long-term
partner? Then the reproductive issue wouldn’t come up.”

Lucy coughed, then said, “You’re joking, right?”

“I’m just thinking out loud. That would seem to
solve a lot of problems.”

“Would you like that? To be with another man?”

“It would have to be a good match of course, the
same as it would with a woman. It’s not a random selection. There
has to be compatibility.”

“So you don’t care, man or woman?”

“It’s a close call. Any woman would have these
reproductive issues—these unknowable, unmanageable, unpredictable
instincts as you call them—that could turn on me at any time. On
the other hand, having a man as a partner, statistically that
brings less social acceptance in general society—although that’s
changing these days. So if the goal is to maximize social
acceptance, the better choice is a woman, but then you have those
instinct things to deal with.”

“I see.”

The waiter came and offered drink refills. Lucy
declined and asked for the check. When the waiter left, she turned
to me and leaned forward.

“Look, Andy, I didn’t know. Maybe your situation is
more complicated than I thought. I’m not really qualified to give
advice on things like this. So here’s my advice.” She smiled. “You
should talk to a professional. See a counselor and ask your
questions. Those people know what the hell they’re talking about. I
don’t know anything.”

“No, you’ve been great, Lucy. I really appreciate
everything. I have a better sense of what happened now.”

“There’s a lot more to it, believe me. See a
counselor.”

“I’ll look into that. Thanks.”

We split the tab and left a wad of money in the
padded vinyl folder.

 


I sat in front of my TV without turning it on. I
stared at the blank black screen, watching my own show. My facts
and theories and hypotheses needed to be lined up. Meredith’s
leaving was not a fact that fit, and that was a data anomaly, and I
didn’t like it. Lucy had helped me with the idea of a reproductive
instinct in most females, but it wasn’t a strong explanation. The
term “instinct” is opaque, a word you can’t see inside of. It’s
really just another way to say “don’t know.”

My main goal, as long as I can remember, has been to
fit in with other people, be accepted, included, trusted. I just
wanted to be a regular guy that people liked to be around, and that
was how it had been with Meredith. I was always nice to her,
accommodated her wishes, tried to give no offense. That is, I still
think, the secret to getting along with people: just don’t rub them
the wrong way. Go with the flow and be the guy who won’t ruffle
feathers. That’s always worked. But Meredith seemed to say
something like, “You’re too nice, you never ruffle any feathers.” I
couldn’t win with her.

Even when she decided to leave, I didn’t put up a
big fuss. I don’t want to stand in the way of anybody’s legitimate
desires. She wanted to leave? Okay, that’s her choice. I’ll deal
with it. Except that was the exact point where things didn’t add
up. I was, as always, accommodating of her desire to leave me.
That’s my philosophy in life: don’t rock the boat. Yet here I was
in a rocky boat—I was not satisfied. How could I be not satisfied?
I had done the right thing by letting her walk out without a fight.
I was absolutely sure of that. That’s how I live. So why, then, was
I feeling unsettled, even confused, about what had happened? It
didn’t seem right somehow, even though I had done everything
right.
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