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GASLIT: A LOVE STORY




The truth will set you free, but first it will piss you off.


—Gloria Steinem (Maybe)1





My ex-fiancé orchestrated the raid on Osama bin Laden.


He received a Purple Heart for his military service and a medal of honor from Golda Meir, which he tucked neatly away in a private vault. He thwarted a bioterrorism attack in New York City and saved the grandson of one of the world’s wealthiest men from an attempted kidnapping.


That I know all this is a privilege in itself. None of it was public. He wasn’t in it for glory; he made guest appearances at major events but refused the acclaim or even a paycheck. He didn’t write a book about his escapades, or sell his story to Hollywood. His goal wasn’t to become rich and famous but to keep his children—and all of America—safe from the “bad guys.”


“I’m not going to sit by while people are in danger,” he’d often say as he packed his bags for a secret mission.


It was wonderfully noble, except for one minor detail: none of it was true.


BUT THAT’S GETTING ahead of the story.


Let’s rewind to early 2006, when I was writing a newspaper article on detox diets, those lemon-and-hot-water cleanses said to eradicate toxins, inflammation, cellulite, and hangnails. I needed an expert to tell me if they were at all legitimate. Someone recommended a doctor with a posh Beverly Hills practice.


I am most comfortable interviewing people remotely, from behind the warm, safe glow of my computer screen. The roles are clear: I ask questions and the other person answers them. So it went with the doctor.


He told me that adherents of detox programs ran the risk of “hypervitaminosis.” These diets were, in essence, bullshit, he said.


He had me at hypervitaminosis.


The quote made it into the story, but the article was put on indefinite hold. Nearly a year later, when the piece was finally slated to run, I called the doctor to fact-check. Had anything changed? Was he still in Los Angeles?


“No,” he said. “I’m in the military now. A navy doc.” He had quit his lucrative practice and moved to Jacksonville, Florida, to work at a naval hospital.


“How can you be in the military?” I teased. “You’re Jewish!”


He lobbed the ball right back at me. “There are seven of us,” he deadpanned.


I’d never known anyone who’d joined the military in later life. But then, I’d never known anyone in the military. The doctor told me he’d served years earlier and had reenlisted in order to open a hospital in Iraq for kids with cancer. He was a lieutenant commander. Soon, he would start a job at the Pentagon.


What a coincidence! I was planning on moving to the capital to attend graduate school at Johns Hopkins School of Advanced International Studies, for what I half-jokingly dubbed my Second Useless Master’s. I wanted to write about global human rights issues, and this hospital project was a story worth pursuing.


“Keep me posted,” I said.


And so he did, emailing every few months with snippets of information. His emails were laden with medical jargon and slightly odd; the language was indecipherable to me. But I was still interested in the story, so I responded enthusiastically.


In December 2009, the emails began picking up in frequency. By late January, they had blossomed into daily, almost hourly, telephone calls. Apparently he, too, had felt a connection during our initial call; he confessed to visiting my website and watching various television interviews I’d done.


“You looked great in that green dress,” he said, referring to my appearance on a morning TV show. He waxed poetic on my sternal notch, the indentation in the middle of the clavicle.


We spoke deeply, honestly. The Commander, as I took to calling him, was fifty-eight, a former Navy SEAL, divorced a few years earlier. His two children, then five and twelve, lived on the West Coast with his ex-wife. It hadn’t been an amicable split, but he spoke to his kids often and visited frequently.


I told him about my ambivalence toward relationships, how they were really not my area of expertise. I’d just emerged from a brief and disappointing dalliance with a guy I’d known at summer camp. I’d been trying so hard to find a good man I hadn’t even cared that he was a Wall Street Republican who played fantasy football.


“I’m not going to learn anything or grow spiritually from another failed romance,” I told the Commander. “I’ve paid my dues. It’s time for something good.”


“I understand,” he said. “I’ve suffered enough, too.”


The demise of his marriage had been excruciating, which was why he’d fled LA. “I couldn’t stand the breakup of my family,” he told me. “I couldn’t bear to live in the city of my failure. The navy saved me.”


Moving across the country from your adored young children didn’t seem like Father Knows Best behavior to me, but I don’t have kids and have not endured a divorce. We’re all so fragile in our own unique ways. Anyway, it seemed like a good sign that his ex-wife was open to him spending so much time with his kids.


And I was impressed that he was so loyal to the country. Such passion! Such dedication! He didn’t care about money. He cared about people.


One of the main issues in his marriage, in fact, had been that he wasn’t earning enough to placate his ex. She sounded like such a diva. Both she and the other doctors in his office—he was a partner there—had pressured him to refuse Medicaid patients, but he wouldn’t. “I’m not going to turn people away just because they can’t afford it,” he said.


On our first date, in early February 2010, he took me to the Four Seasons in Manhattan—“somewhere celebratory,” as he’d put it. I wore a gray silk dress and thigh-high black suede boots; he’d just come from addressing the United Nations and was in navy whites. We embraced as if he were returning from Iwo Jima. The bartender was so moved that he plied us with free drinks (red wine for me, vodka for him). As a present, the Commander brought me a white navy cap—a “cover,” in military parlance. I slipped it on, feeling like Debra Winger in An Officer and a Gentleman.


Granted, he was no Richard Gere. I’d only seen a few photos of him online, and most were from a distance. In person, he looked a decade younger, but his nose was beakish and he had an overbite and a mouthful of capped teeth. His shoulders hunched forward when he walked, as if he were midbow; he suffered from asthma and squirted nasal spray in public. But his smile was bright and wide, and his hair, though slightly receding, was a beautiful black and silver. He had not a centimeter of fat on his body. And he was entranced with me.


Later, over seared tuna and pinot noir, he confessed that the great trauma of his life was not becoming a brain surgeon, his true calling. He’d wanted to treat glioblastomas, one of the deadliest types of brain tumors, but he hadn’t received any surgical fellowships. My grandmother had died of the same cancer. How weird.


This hospital project was his chance to “hit the reset button.” “Who gets to start over at my age?” He beamed.


Then he told me that during the previous summer he’d been the medical director at Guantánamo, treating high-level terrorists. He lowered his voice. At Gitmo, a “country club for bad guys,” one of his patients was a Very Important Terrorist. He gave me a rundown of the VIT’s medical history: kidney trouble, diabetes, enlarged heart.


Bin Laden?


That made no sense to me. If it were true, wouldn’t the president want to take credit for his capture? That would guarantee reelection. Besides, a secret that big would never remain that way.


“The president doesn’t know,” he said.


That seemed even more absurd. I told him that was a stupid thing to tell a journalist.


“It’s not verifiable,” he said. “I’d deny it. It would be my word against yours.”


When I pressed further, he backpedaled: “Maybe it wasn’t bin Laden. All I know is what they told me.”


“You would know what he looked like! He’s six foot six!”


“They all look alike,” he said. His glance never wavered.


Every so often he still did undercover work, black ops, in conjunction with the CIA. He had a vault brimming with medals for operations that “did not officially exist.” “I’ll show you one day,” he said.


That was how he had met his ex-wife twenty years earlier. It was when she was being held hostage in Iran and he swooped in like Superman to pluck her out of captivity. “In 1990?” I said. “Why was she being held hostage?”


He told me a long, involved story about her dissident Iranian uncle and the government. When I asked why I’d never read any press on it, the answer was prompt: “Secret mission.”


“So, you put your life on the line and you get no public accolades?” In New York, where I live, people are reluctant to get out of bed in the morning unless there’s the possibility for some kind of acclaim. But this guy was working under the radar to make the world a better place. He was like no one I’d ever known, a regular Jason Bournestein.


“I want to have an impact,” he said. “As long as my kids are in danger, I’ll do what I have to do to make the world safe for them.”


The acid in my gut started churning a bit. Danger from what, exactly? If this had been a story, I’d have fact-checked the hell out of it. But he was right, there was no way to verify anything, since it was all sub rosa. And maybe there was something to it. Someone has to do these jobs in real life, don’t they? Isn’t that what we’ve learned from Homeland and Zero Dark Thirty? The Commander looked nothing like a CIA operative. But what better decoy than an asthmatic, adenoidal physician with bad posture? Such a perfect disguise! His stories were so ludicrous they had to be true.


I’m not a connoisseur of spy novels; I find the Bond movies a bit of a snooze. Nor am I a conspiracy theorist—except when I am. Let’s face it: things are not always what they seem. Eleven words are still missing from the Pentagon Papers. We don’t know the full story behind JFK’s death, or Princess Diana’s. Maybe the doctor was nuts. But maybe he wasn’t. I knew a bad product when I saw one, and he wasn’t it. There’s a whole galaxy of unknown unknowns, and I was intrigued.


After dinner, he invited me back to his hotel for that fabled drink. I went. I didn’t want the night to end. We kissed, got naked, rolled around on the bed, and then … nothing.


“Sometimes it doesn’t work,” he said. “I’ll do better next time.” He sounded like an overgrown five-year-old.


“It’s okay,” I said. “We’ve been drinking. It happens.”


“Not with me it doesn’t,” he said. “I promise I’ll do better next time.”


He had a key-shaped scar on his abdomen. I traced it with my forefinger. “What’s this?”


He sighed and took a swig of water. “I got into a pole-vaulting accident in college.” He paused. “And I was shot.”


Shot? That’s when he told me about being held hostage in China, detained in a crawl-space room, and tortured mercilessly. Sometimes the guards beat him in the middle of the night, so he took to sleeping sitting up to remain alert. Finally—miraculously—after twenty-three days, he managed to escape. Thank God he’d been a long-distance runner in college.


He was still afraid of the dark and still slept in a reclining position, three pillows propped against the headboard, lights blazing and Food Network blaring. Sometimes he kept a tennis racket by his bed as protection.


“When was the US in China?” I asked. “What were you doing there?”


“Secret operation,” he said. “You wouldn’t have heard about it.”


AFTER THAT NIGHT, we spoke three, four, five times a day. He was reliable and steady. He did not pull the Great American Disappearing Act, a trick perfected by many a man involving telephones, emails, texts, and a sudden inability to use them. He called when he said he would and sent generous gifts: an enormous bouquet of flowers, a strand of pearls, a replica of a Jacqueline Kennedy Onassis emerald-and-diamond necklace. They were “rehearsals” for when he could buy me the real thing. I was falling for him. And why not? It’s easy to adore someone who adores you.


And he did, that was obvious. “I would support you through anything,” he often said. “I would harbor you, I would protect you. You could tell me you were an ax murderer and I wouldn’t care, that’s how much I love you.” His twelve-year-old son welcomed me into the fold with a charming and surprisingly mature email.


We saw each other every ten days or so, sharing romantic weekends in DC, Maine, and Manhattan. He always bought first-class plane tickets and put us up at five-star hotels. He sent love letters and adoring notes on slips of paper. He was good and decent and exciting and noble. Intense, for sure, but that was okay. He was so passionate about everything! And driven!


And it was so easy. There were no games. On a trip to LA to meet his kids, I decided to put it out there. My biological clock had never thrummed loudly, but adoption always appealed to me. I’d already given money to an agency and was planning to move forward on my own. I wasn’t sure if I should continue as a single person or wait to see how things went with him.


“If you’re in this, great,” I said. “If not, that’s okay, too. Just let me know. I’m not interested in any more pain in the relationship department.”


“I’m mad for you,” he said. “I’m crazy about you. At some point I’m going to ask you to marry me, so I’m on board with whatever you want to do.”


A wave of calm washed over me, the antithesis of how I usually felt when men spoke that way. This was the first time I’d ever discussed marriage without wanting to flee. I’d been passionately in love once and “pre-engaged” twice, and both times a ball of rubber bands had traveled up my stomach and into my throat whenever the subject of marriage came up.


The Commander, however, was different. We were on the same page about everything: religion, career, money, family. The relationship seemed preordained, if you believe in that sort of thing. And even if you don’t, there were some mighty strange coincidences.


A few months before we’d begun dating, I’d gone to see a chain-smoking Yonkers psychic named Carmella, who owned a dog the size of a small horse. While the animal lolled about, Carmella received instant messages from the Other World and doodled them on a piece of paper until her pencil tip was down to the nub. She predicted that I’d link up with a man I’d known in the past. He would be wearing a uniform, and his initials were R, P, B, or D (apparently psychics often confuse letters).


“I don’t know anyone in uniform other than the FedEx guy,” I said.


“Not the FedEx guy!” she rasped. “You’re going to move for a man in a uniform. A professional man.” A few months later, I got back in touch with the doctor. His initials did indeed include an R, P, B, or D.


I was moving to Washington for grad school; his next assignment was at the Pentagon. I wanted to write about global human rights issues; he was opening a medical facility in Afghanistan. My first book had been about food and fat and eating disorders; he had a background in nutrition. We also both had weird eating habits. I’m a Diet Coke addict; Mountain Dew was his beverage of choice. That made me happy. Nothing’s worse than a sanctimonious non–soda drinker.


He led a big life of travel and adventure. I abhor routine. He talked of sailing the world, trekking Aconcagua, visiting the White House. Power! Excitement! And yes, love. Grown-up love. Not backbreaking, mind-numbing passion, which tends to induce craziness. But life-mate kind of love. The kind of love on which foundations are built.


The beauty of it was that he wasn’t the sort of man I usually went for, which is to say he didn’t know a Burning Man from a burning bush, nor did he care. He (non-ironically) liked the music of the 1970s Muzak band Bread. He was up at 5:00 a.m. As far as I’m concerned, nothing good happens before 10:00. I worried about our different nocturnal habits. But compromise is key, right? The person you end up with is rarely the person you thought you’d end up with. The person you have the best sex with is not necessarily the person you should marry.


(That department had cranked itself up quite nicely, by the way. He made up for that first flaccid night. The main problem now was that the sex went on and on and on. “That’s what you do to me,” he said. “I can’t get enough of you.”)


When you’ve been single long enough and dated everyone from heteroquestionable set designers to alcoholic chefs, you become flexible. All those years of men with empty bank accounts and woodchips under their fingernails, and now, finally: a doctor! The Jewish Holy Grail. He was so good with my parents, listening to their medical woes and commending them for raising a terrific daughter.


For years my mother had been wishing I’d embrace a nice dentist or lawyer, and I hadn’t been able to sprint fast enough in the opposite direction. It pained me to admit it, but maybe all along my future had involved a mezuzah, a stethoscope, and a drawer full of medals for operations that didn’t officially exist.


My mother, however, was a little confused about his job status. “It doesn’t make sense,” she said. “What doctor leaves a private practice in Beverly Hills? I wish you could call his ex-wife, but of course you can’t.”


I fumed. “Why do you have to question everything?” I said. “Why are you so mistrustful?”


But secretly, I wondered, too. He traveled often; for an old guy, he was in high demand. He dutifully called from Haiti, Iraq, and Afghanistan, where he was doing things he would tell me about “when there’s a secure line.” My friends thought it amusing: the insatiably curious journalist involved with someone who couldn’t tell her what exactly he did for work. They knew it drove me bananas; I’ve been known to flip to the last page of a book, just to see how it ends.


My friend Steve suggested I reach out to a private eye he knew. It was tempting, but I didn’t think spying would be a loving way to kick off a relationship. Besides, could a detective penetrate the hallowed walls of the Pentagon and the CIA?


My friend Jill suggested that this was simply The Lesson I Needed to Learn. “This is the universe’s way of telling you that there are some things you’re not supposed to know,” she said. “You have to learn to trust.”


I don’t believe the universe has a personal shout-out for me, or any of us.If it does, then its priorities are totally out of whack. That’s simply the excuse we use to pretend we have a modicum of control, because, let’s face it: shit happens because it happens.


Except. Maybe it doesn’t. Maybe Jill was right. Maybe my attitude needed a complete overhaul. Maybe I just needed to salute the sun and inhale gratitude. Trust, after all, was a choice, was it not?


As a journalist, someone whose job it is to ask questions, I pride myself on my gut, my ability to suss out deception. I’m curious about everything, even when I’m not technically on the clock. I don’t even realize I’m doing it. I like to get to the bottom of things, even—especially—when the bottom is muddy and cakey and teeming with snakes.


More than one boyfriend had said that my inquisitiveness was about as pleasant as a root canal. “You interrogate,” they’d say. “You should have been a trial lawyer.” (A friend put it more succinctly: “You’re exhausting.”)


They’re right. But I come from a long line of skeptics. Doubt is in my DNA. And my digging has usually uncovered good stuff: Drug addiction. Infidelities. Debt.


Maybe a state of denial is the place to live if you want to be happy, but I couldn’t reside there.


Curiosity didn’t kill the cat. It just left her single.


A BRIEF WORD on marriage.


I am not the sort of woman who puts all her eggs in one trousseau. They’d be cracked and runny by now, anyway, and probably all over my face.


Meeting men was never a problem. They were everywhere: on buses and planes, in offices and malls, on city streets and online. But I found it hard to meet men I liked who liked me back.


I preferred first dates, beginnings. I don’t care for quotidian details. I was happiest casually dating one or two people at the same time, so I could keep both at arm’s length. Abandonment issues? Fear of intimacy? Gross insecurity?Doubtless all three.


But I’ve never longed to be a wife. I can’t even imagine uttering the words “my” and “husband” in the same sentence. I’d be lying if I didn’t admit to desiring a nice big diamond, a beaded white gown, and a giant gala celebrating “me.” (I mean—us.) But that’s mostly about materialism and being a star, not the drudgery of long-term cohabitation, which never looked like much fun. Plus, I didn’t see the point of lingering in a relationship if I knew it wasn’t going to last. That’s just killing time, and what good is that?


The stories in my head weren’t about romance and weddings; they were about excitement. Passion.


Drama was my aphrodisiac, and it had fueled my relationship with an earlier boyfriend, Will, a luthier I’d met in Chilean Patagonia. He’d just battled Stage 4 tonsil cancer; the trip to South America had been his first hurrah since the diagnosis. We’d had one crazy romantic night together in a cabin with no electricity or hot water, and the next day I’d taken off for Machu Picchu.


Not long afterward, he’d bitten into an apple, and his jaw, already weakened from radiation, cracked in half. He’d returned to the States immediately, and we’d plunged headfirst into a relationship, commuting between New York City and the mountains of Virginia. He’d had to do a month’s worth of hyperbaric oxygen treatments before he could do jaw reconstruction surgery, to try to increase the blood flow to a necrotic area. We’d trekked all over the place trying to find the best hospital—Sloan Kettering? Duke University?—and settled on Chapel Hill. I was his Do Not Resuscitate person. This was all within the first three months of knowing each other, but it had felt natural. Who had time to waste when he could be disfigured for life, or die? Oh, the plotlines!


He wasn’t disfigured, and he didn’t die. But the relationship did. The commute was arduous for both of us; I had a life in the city, and he had a woodworking business in the country. We loved each other, but we couldn’t be together. Within two months, he met the “farm girl” he would later marry. I spent a good year on my couch, watching Sex and the City reruns and nursing my sorrow.


I’ve never understood why marching down the aisle is seen as some kind of triumph. And it is seen that way, don’t let anyone tell you otherwise— especially for women. We might be shouting from rooftops and marching for equal rights (as we goddamn well should), but make no mistake: marriage is still considered a victory for women, perhaps the ultimate one. (Consider the reality show Say Yes to the Dress, in which future brides and their coterie vote on a gown. But is there a Big Bucks for the Tux? No, there is not.)


Before my maternal grandmother died of brain cancer, she said her big regret was not seeing her grandchildren marry. I was twenty-three at the time, imperious and angry. This was a woman who had been separated from my grandfather for forty years. Why didn’t she regret not seeing us win Academy Awards or Pulitzers? Why was marriage such an indicator of life success?


“I don’t know,” my mother said. “She wants to see you settled.”


How did being married “settle” you? And how did my grandmother still believe that it did? It wasn’t as if my grandparents’ union was happy, and neither one of them had remarried.


Both my mother’s generation and my own pitied my single state. It infuriated me. An accomplished magazine editor, who’d been divorced in her twenties and was having a terrible time dating in her forties, put it to me this way: “Even if I never marry again, at least I can say I was married.” But I’d never defined myself in those terms. While I wanted a life partner, it never seemed possible to have a relationship and also maintain the independence so critical to my sense of self. I didn’t want to stay home with the kids. I wanted a big life, with options.


Even though I didn’t feel bad about my frequently single status, everyone else was concerned with it: cab drivers, my parents’ friends in South Florida, a former college professor who had never been married, my four-year-old pal Katie, the daughter of a friend.


“Do you have a husband?” she asked during her princess phase.


“No,” I replied.


“You should,” she said.


“Why?”


“It’s just better. Don’t you get lonely?”


How to tell her that yes, I’d had debilitating, aching bouts of loneliness, a hole in my chest so vast that neither food nor booze nor sex nor work could plug it? That I’d woken up every day for the past thirty-five years hoping that on this day the love of my life might make his entrance? How to tell her that I was most alone when in the wrong relationship—and most sure-footed when by myself? I’d mastered the art of doing anything on my own. I like my company. Being with another person? That was a real challenge.


Like many women who’ve dated extensively, I’ve spent godawful nights analyzing the situation. Why couldn’t I find anyone right for me? Was it my physical appearance? My personality? Was I paying karmic debts from my past life as Lizzie Borden?


Though marriage was never my goal, I did want a playmate, a lover, someone with whom to get into benign mischief. Someone I dug who dug me too: mutual digment.


By the time the Commander entered my life, I’d been actively trying to combat my issues. I would throw my cynicism to the side, stop the Inquisition, and open my heart. So I filed away the Gitmo thing, the Chinese torture, the hidden medals and super-secret missions. Not completely away, but in a synaptic cabinet beneath my amygdala. He was the best person I knew, a grown-up whose life philosophy matched mine in so many ways.


I wanted to trust him. I wanted this relationship to work.


WHEN THE COMMANDER proposed five months into the relationship, handing me a tiny round solitaire—“a token, I’ll do better when I have more money”—I said, “Yes.” Maybe it was rushed, but we weren’t kids: I was forty-two and he was fifty-eight. My parents had met at a singles week in the Catskills and had been married within twelve weeks. Three kids and 18,980 days later, they’re still together.


He popped the question right after we got back from a jog, with a pithy “I need a running partner for life.” He held out a rust-colored box. “Will you be it?” he asked. “Will you marry me?”


Man, I thought. He must really love me. He knows exactly what he’s getting, poor guy. Because when a man asks for your hand while you’re in your sweaty sports bra and shorts, your hair matted under a Red Sox cap—that’s a special man. You say “Yes!” to that man. You cherish that man. You think maybe there is a Universe, and maybe it does have your back.


I watched him dial his aunt, his late mother’s sister, to share the joyous news. “She screamed, she was so happy!” he told me after hanging up.


“Did you call your son?” I asked.


“Not yet,” he said. “I already told him I was going to ask you to marry me.”


“What did he say?”


“He said, ‘What took you so long?’”


I vaguely began planning a wedding, something I’d never imagined doing. My parents had eloped; they believed couples were better off using the money they’d waste on a wedding as a down payment for a house. I agreed.


For the past twenty years, I’ve contributed to the Vows column in the New York Times, which spotlights a euphoric couple’s journey to the altar. I often refer to it as “Other People’s Happiness.”


I’ve been to beautiful weddings and fancy weddings and elaborately catered affairs and City Hall gatherings with fizzy wine in plastic cups. I’ve covered people whose unions were clearly written in the stars, and a couple who broke up on their honeymoon. I met a nonagenarian who married his eighty-year-old bride after their fifty-year adulterous affair. The celebrations were exultant and often beautiful, but despite my queen-for-a-day fantasies, it looked like an awful lot of work.


Nonetheless, with everyone excited for me (I got hundreds of Facebook “likes” when I announced my engagement, basically the digital equivalent of a Nobel) and my friends lobbying hard for a wedding, I decided to do it up. I did want a party. And a dress. I quickly settled on a strapless, bejeweled, mermaid-style gown: Rita Hayworth meets Jessica Rabbit. The Commander and I talked about having a blowout in Vegas in November. Or maybe his buddy Seth MacFarlane, creator of Family Guy, would throw us a shindig at his mansion.


I made a list of all the people we wanted to invite, mostly from my side. Besides his son, brother, and aunt, he didn’t have anyone.


OKAY. I DID something else. I bought a fake ring.


I know, I know. Find the hypocrite in that sentence. Despite my protests, I’m as superficial as everyone else. But I hated the one he gave me; I’ve had larger pimples. I’d held out all those years for a Diamond as Big as a Whitehead?


So one early October afternoon I trudged over to the Indian district in New York and rummaged through racks of velvet trays. I told myself I was being protective of the Commander. He was such an important guy; I didn’t want people to think he couldn’t afford a nice ring.


And okay, yes, it was partly my own ego. At my advanced age, I wanted something with a little gravitas.


I settled on a 2.5-carat cubic zirconia. It cost less than $50. I told no one other than my mother and a few of my septuagenarian friends, all of whom had been married for decades. None of them thought it was a big deal. “A lot of women I know wear fake jewelry,” said my friend Evelyn, a well-heeled Upper East Sider.


I also wrote an email to Bob Woletz, my editor in the New York Times wedding section, asking to be featured in the Vows column. I could see the headline: “Chronicler of Other People’s Happiness Finally Marries!” This had Major Motion Picture all over it.


At my monthly authors’ group, I casually waved my sparkling finger in the air. “I’m engaged!” I said, amusing them with anecdotes about my Jewish doctor Navy SEAL.


My friend Gretchen’s eyes opened wide. “What if he’s an impostor?” she asked.


“I thought of that,” I said. “But I’ve met his friends and family. I’ve seen the Pentagon website. He’s legit.”


Ada marveled at my ring. “Look at that rock!” she said. I didn’t tell her that was the real impostor.


IN LATE AUGUST 2010, when Washington is the tenth circle of hell, the Commander and I moved into the Watergate, ground zero for deception. We landed in one of the only rental properties amid the million-dollar condos, a 900-square-foot one-bedroom for $1,500 a month, which the navy was paying for, he said. I hadn’t seen the place in advance, but I trusted his choice.


We hadn’t seen each other for a while. He’d been in Afghanistan earlier in the summer and returned home with a case of asthma so incapacitating he could barely walk across the street. He didn’t want me to witness that, so we were apart for almost five weeks.


During this time, he hired some interns to drive to Jacksonville, pick up his belongings, and transport them back to DC. “Why don’t we drive down when you’re better?” I asked. “I’d like to see where you lived.”


“I’m too old for that,” he said.


This bothered me. He could traipse around the Middle East and kill terrorists but was unable to reclaim his belongings? Road trips were one activity I longed to do with a partner. But I figured this was yet another relationship compromise.


Since he was so sick, he couldn’t come to New York and help me move out of my place. So I arrived in Washington by train, lugging two suitcases and three shopping bags. The DC air was as thick as old oatmeal. My hair hung limp and my clothes stuck to me. I cabbed over to the Watergate, where he was waiting for me outside.


I was tickled to be living in the famed complex and eager to meet our neighbors. I hadn’t gone to the board interview, but apparently Plácido Domingo and William Kennedy Smith had both been there. The Commander knew the latter, the exonerated alleged rapist, from medical school. “I told Kennedy I’d kill him if he even looked at you,” he said.


“Plácido Domingo?” my mother said when I told her. “Don’t you think he’s a little too busy to go to board meetings?”


“Maybe he actually cares about where he lives,” I said snottily.


My excitement evaporated when I saw the place. We were living in Watergate West, the slummy cousin of tony Watergate East. The lobby was nice—for the Ford administration. Worn carpet, ragged sofas. The floral wallpaper, marble tiles, and gold-plated mirrors were feeble attempts at elegance. We were among the youngest residents; the median age hovered between decrepit and deceased. (I once ran into a neighbor carrying an urn. “This is my landlord,” he explained. Oh.)


On my first night there, the Commander set up a little mise-en-scène: a vase of irises and chilled white wine on a metal table, along with a gushy card. “I want this to be a sanctuary for us,” he said. “An oasis where we can be together.” We toasted our life. Our future.


Later that night, in bed, I briefed him on different wedding venues. Seth MacFarlane hadn’t responded to his numerous calls, so that was out. But I had found other options.


“There’s a restaurant at the Mandalay Bay in Vegas that looks great. It has a spiral staircase that I could walk down. We could hold the ceremony and reception there.”


Silence.


“Or we could go to Caesar’s,” I continued. “They have a nice chapel. Not so expensive.”


More silence.


Finally, he mumbled: “I don’t think we should get married in November. Let’s wait.”


The air sucked out of me, and yet I wasn’t surprised. “You were the one who wanted a rushed wedding!” I said. “What changed?”


Apparently his son, who’d initially been so effusive, was having a delayed response to his parents’ divorce. “He’s having a really hard time, and I don’t think I can do it to him right now,” he said.


And then he started weeping, violently, his shoulders heaving like an old Italian widow. “I’m so overwhelmed,” he said, snot dripping from his nose and onto the sheets. He couldn’t even speak, he was crying so hard.


What to do? Be supportive. Comfort him. Tell him I loved him and that we were a team. So I did all that. But my insides turned to water. Had he been jerking me around all this time?


Later that night, I was awakened by a piercing, shrill wail that sounded like a tortured coyote. I knew he had nightmares, remnants from being brutalized in China, but I’d never experienced them.


“It’s okay, baby,” I said, gently hugging him. “I’m right here.”


I figured we’d eventually get separate bedrooms.


THE NEXT MORNING, he left a series of Post-its on the bathroom mirror, in the refrigerator, and on the stove, a scavenger hunt of sticky notes. He apologized for being such a disaster, telling me how lucky he was, how excited he was, to make our union official.


I brushed my hurt aside. The guy had suffered mightily.


About a week later, I borrowed his laptop to type an email while mine was being charged. A note he’d written to his ex-wife before going to Afghanistan a few months earlier popped up. “I’m sorry for all I put you through,” he wrote, adding that if he survived the mission he would do his damnedest to “make things right” between them.


It felt like a Brillo Pad had scraped against my insides, leaving them bloody and raw. I called him at his Pentagon office. “Do you want to get back together with your wife?” I demanded.


He was livid that I’d read the email. “You had no business snooping around on my computer!” he said. “You don’t know the context! You leap to conclusions without knowing the facts.”


He was right. But all bets are off when someone’s manipulating you. “So give me the facts,” I said.


He told me that the military required everyone to write letters before deploying; he was simply following orders. He’d really written it to “flash” before his suffering son. He wanted to show him that he hadn’t abandoned him, that he was willing to try once again with his ex-wife even though she’d dumped him. He had an answer and an excuse for everything.


I felt bad for reading it, but the whole thing gnawed at me. If he wasn’t lying to me, then he was lying to his son. What good was that?


The enormity of my situation hit me: I was stuck.


I’d been the first person to point a finger at women who stayed with bad men—men who lied, men who cheated, men who drank, men who hit. I’d condemned women who stayed in abusive relationships. Why didn’t she leave? I would wonder. If I were in that situation, I thought condescendingly, I’d walk away so fast they’d think I’d been a hallucination.


Now finally I understood what it was like to be trapped. My situation was minor compared to people whose lives were embroiled with children, finances, real estate. But I had nowhere to go. My New York apartment was rented, and I knew no one else in Washington.


I called my parents, sobbing. They offered to give me money to move out, but I didn’t want that. I was forty-two years old! It wasn’t their responsibility.


The Commander came home that night proffering a bouquet of roses. “I can’t imagine what you must have felt reading that,” he said, stroking my hair. “I was really just trying to help my son. I’m so sorry.”


I forgave him. Sort of.


We settled into a groove: every morning he starched his uniform and shined his shoes and went to the Pentagon, where he was on a task force relating to the Middle East. His name and bio were on the website in big bold letters; I met some of the people he worked with, including the grandson of one of the richest men in America. But he would never take me to work fêtes or even the office. Every time he considered it, he would come up with a reason—security was too tight or the event was only open to employees.


I overheard him on the phone, enthusiastically, then increasingly desperately, trying to get funding for his hospital. He called former patients from Beverly Hills, including the movie producer Jerry Bruckheimer and the architect Zaha Hadid, who might design the building.


While I went to grad school, he often took off for parts unknown at a moment’s notice: he was active-duty military, and we were a nation at war. Of course, he couldn’t tell me the specifics of what he was doing, but he would when he returned.


Sometimes he couldn’t be reached even when he was in Washington. He was off meeting with high-level officials from foreign governments, or conducting a secret military exercise in the middle of the night.


HERE WAS THE other problem, though I didn’t want to admit it: he was kind of a drag. He wasn’t up for sightseeing; he couldn’t stay awake in movies. He liked to eat dinner around 6:00, Early Bird Special time. And even then he’d nod off, his fork poised in midair.


I was so lonely. Wasn’t the whole point of having a partner to help fill the void? He canceled plans with zero awareness that his actions might affect me, or anyone else. But that seemed to fit right in with his job description: he was just someone who was not trained to emotionally engage with or worry about the impact he had on others.


I missed New York. In Washington, no one is who they seem to be. In New York, no one is who they want to be. At least in New York you knew where you stood.


Mostly, the Commander liked to lie in bed and watch TV. In addition to his asthma, he had chronic malaria, which he’d acquired years earlier in some tropical locale. Every so often the disease would attack his body and leave him itchy and shaking, wracked with diarrhea.


Still, he was loving and romantic. I often came home to a fabulous gift: A military coin he was going to get engraved with my name. A blouse from a Georgetown boutique. I tried to be happy. But I wasn’t. And I hated myself for it.


I don’t know if my loneliness stirred up my doubts or if my doubts ignited my loneliness, but my sense that the Commander was “truth-challenged” increased. I worried that my commitment issues were getting the best of me, and I needed to work through them. But I couldn’t.


One day he showed up with a strand of creamy white pearls. “Mikimoto!” he announced proudly.


I turned them over in my hands. Not my style, but lovely, the gemstones smooth and perfectly round. I peered at the clasp. A more emotionally intelligent woman would have kept her mouth shut.


“Mikimoto? I don’t think so,” I said. “If they were, they would have an insignia or monogram. There’s nothing.”


He exploded. “What do you want from me? I don’t know from pearls! The guy told me they were Mikimoto! Why can’t you just take things in the spirit in which they’re given?”


I realized how ungracious I sounded, the ultimate emasculator. But in what spirit were they given? “I’m just worried someone sold you a fake,” I said quickly. “But maybe they don’t stamp their necklaces.” I apologized for doubting him.


Then there were stories that seemed to leap right off the pages of a Tom Clancy novel, which he read nightly. Hillary Clinton requested he sit next to her on a flight to New York. He had a twenty-minute audience with President Obama, who’d autographed a baseball for his son. Somewhere between their conversations about national security and the Chicago Cubs, they’d discussed the book I’d written on childhood obesity, which the president was certainly going to share with Michelle. One day soon the Obamas would invite us for a visit, the Commander was sure. But nothing ever came.


Or there was the time he was standing with a colleague, the grandson of the famous rich guy, on a DC Metro platform. Someone stuck a gun in the grandson’s back. Thank God, my man was there to judo chop the assailant. I waited for news coverage of the incident, but he said no one was around to see it. Not even surveillance cameras picked it up.


“Don’t mention it when you meet him,” the Commander told me when we were en route to brunch with his colleagues. “His fiancée doesn’t know it happened. We don’t want to scare her.”


EVEN THOUGH I was suspicious, no one else seemed to be. I asked his brother—the only person who I believed might know the full scope of the Commander’s antics—how best to talk to him. “He has an important job,” he told me. “He’s busy. You’ve got to go easy on him.”


The Commander’s adolescent son, who worshiped him, knew all about his father’s work. He wanted to join the military like his dad. Once he called and asked his father if the black sedan parked outside their house was “one of his guys.” Apparently, the Commander was in danger of being hurt by the “bad guys” he had foiled. Just to be safe, he and his loved ones were being followed by the Secret Service.


“I’ve never noticed anyone,” I said, peering out the window.


“That’s the point,” he said.


“Really? They’re spending their time watching us? In hiding?”


“Yes.”


Sounded ridiculous to me, but just in case, why not put them to good use?


“Next time they’re around, ask them to give me a lift,” I said. “I can save money on cabs.”


My sarcasm did not amuse him.


“Stop doubting me!” he said. “You’re like Jekyll and Hyde. I never know which one I’m going to get. You can’t have a relationship without trust.”


He was right. You can’t. But here’s how we differed: if my partner didn’t trust me, I’d do everything in my power to make him feel safe. I told him that. He told me I should believe him no matter what. Should I? Was that what people did? I didn’t know.


Like my mother, I often wanted to call the bitchy ex-wife, but what would she say? In any case, he’d deny everything and spin it. As he told it, she’d never been nice to him, and then one day she’d changed the locks and that was it.


Once I joked about wanting to work for the CIA. “You couldn’t do it,” he said. “You’re not subtle enough.” Besides, he said, CIA people were scary because they were “paid liars.”


Ah. So was that it? Was my fiancé a paid liar? Maybe I should never have expected him to be honest; he was trained not to be. If you’re taught to compartmentalize, it becomes second nature. And that’s bound to seep into every aspect of your life.


The more I pressed, the more circumspect he became. “I have no problem with my honor,” he often said, thumping his fist against his heart. Semper fucking fi!


I became increasingly paranoid, questioning my own sanity. Gaslights flickered like a semaphore. I longed for some good old-fashioned infidelity; I wished he could be like other men and lie about sex with the babysitter. The questions I had about him weren’t verifiable. There was no way to tell what was true and what wasn’t. I worried that I was a terrible person, suspicious and unworthy of love.


AFTER FIGHTS, HE sent notes, full of lavish declarations and promises, proclaiming his love for me and showering me with compliments—he said I was sexy, achingly beautiful, athletic, funny, poignant, intelligent, vulnerable … that he wanted to explore the romantic cities of the world together, and raise a child with me. Then he’d sign his letters “Bman,” as if he were the star of a Top Gun sequel. I read one letter to my friend. “What a charmer!” she said. “I’ve never gotten a letter like that.”


“But it’s meaningless,” I said.


“You are so cynical! Why would he say those things if he didn’t mean them?”


I didn’t know. I’m a writer; I take words seriously. But I was learning not to.


Worse than not trusting him, I no longer trusted myself.


In November, I asked him to mail a birthday card for my friend’s son. He swore he had sent it, but it never arrived. Finally, it came back to me. I’d forgotten to put on the stamp.


IN THE END, Brussels sprouts, not national security, were our undoing.


One night we went out to dinner with my parents. The restaurant was nothing special, but he gushed, unsolicited, about the meal—the best sprouts he’d ever eaten, the culinary love child of Mario Batali and Eric Ripert. My folks were pleased, which pleased me.


So I was dumbfounded when he told me later how much he’d hated the food. I’d had no idea—not a smidgeon of an inkling—that he’d disliked it so much. “Why did you tell them you loved it?” I asked.


“I was trying to make them feel good,” he said. “I was being polite.”


“There’s etiquette and there’s unnecessary lying!” I replied. “No one asked you what you thought. Why rave over something you hate?”


And that’s when I finally got it: if he could lie so convincingly about something so inconsequential, then he could lie about anything.


I still had no idea if I was with Jason Bourne, Walter Mitty, or a psychotic combination of the two, but I couldn’t live in that liminal space anymore. I decided the best thing to do was conduct my own investigative research: Nancy Drew and the Mystery of the Navy SEAL.


I began at Johns Hopkins, where I was studying with some of the greatest political thinkers and military strategists in academia, including a former deputy director of the CIA. My classmates were Army Rangers, SEALs, and Marines. On a class field trip to the Pentagon, I asked one of them if anything the Commander had told me was possible. “The guy’s pulling your leg,” he said.


One afternoon I bolted the apartment door. I pulled open boxes the doctor kept in the closet, in the dresser, but all I found were notes from students praising his teaching and a photo of him and his ex-wife as newlyweds. There was also a bottle of Vicodin in the medicine cabinet, but that wasn’t much of a surprise. I knew he took a painkiller every so often.


Then I worked the phones. In the spring, he’d booked us a romantic weekend at the Inn at Little Washington, an elegant Virginia hotel. But the day before the trip he’d told me he’d received an “unexpected tax bill” for investments he had with his ex-father-in-law. “I can’t swing the trip,” he said. It was simply too much money; he’d leave the $1,000 deposit he’d already paid for another time. I called the hotel, my heart thumping as I waited, and the answer was yes, we were in the system: a nonrefundable deposit was in place to be used for a future visit. So he really had made a reservation. I was happy about that. But then, why’d he cancel the trip? Had he really been in business with his former wife’s father?


What did this all amount to? I didn’t know what to think. I suggested couple’s therapy, but he said he was too emotionally fragile for that—they were probably the most honest words he ever uttered.


THE FINAL GASP took place over Christmas, when I overheard him and his son talking behind a closed door. We were all staying with his brother’s family in Georgetown.


“What’s up with the ring on Abby’s finger?” his son asked. “Is that from you, Dad?”


“No, child,” I felt like saying. “But the real source is a CIA secret.”


I pressed my ear to the door but I couldn’t make out the Commander’s response. But I could imagine him denying it.


“You told me your son knew we were engaged!” I said when we were alone.


“I did!” he said. “He forgot.”


“Kids don’t forget that their father’s getting married,” I snapped.


“He’s got a lot on his mind,” he said. “This is a tough time for him.”


That was true. His parents were recently divorced, and his mother had remarried only a few months earlier. But I didn’t believe that was really the problem. “You’re making a fool out of me,” I said, “and I’m not sure why.”


“What do you want from me?” he screamed.


“Maybe some honesty?”


Later that night, I took the train back to New York. I had no immediate plans; I just knew I had to get away from him and his family, and he didn’t protest. I hugged his kids and aunt goodbye, and thanked his brother and sister-in-law for their hospitality. That was the last time I saw any of them.


Once I got to the city, I felt like I could finally breathe. I was free. But then the disorientation set in. Of course his son had been upset! He was a teenager! He was dealing with so much transition! I was such a bitch. I decided I would take a few days and then return to DC to spend the first day of 2011 with the Commander.


But that was not to be. He couldn’t get together on New Year’s Day, because his expertise was needed to deter a “bioterrorism attack” in New York. The water supply was in danger of contamination, and only he could save the day. While thousands of people were tossing confetti in Times Square, the Commander was on a secret mission around the corner, protecting the city from dirty bombs.


I went out to dinner with friends at an Upper East Side bistro. It was no different from being single.


The next day I called him up and told him I was done. “I can’t do this anymore,” I said. No tears, no anger. I was too exhausted for that.


“I agree,” he said, equally calmly.


And just like that, I was no longer engaged.


THE PLAN WAS for me to stay at the Watergate until I found a new apartment in Washington, while he stayed with his brother in Georgetown. And then one day in late January 2011, right before school started back up, he told me that we both had to be out of the apartment in two weeks. The navy needed the place for someone else, and he was going to move everything, the furniture and dishes, the TV and futon, into his brother’s basement. I needed to vacate.


It sounded fishy to me, but I handed over my keys, and he shipped my clothes back to my parents’ apartment in New York. “It’s the least I can do,” he said.


I commuted to DC once a week for classes—$1 each way on the Megabus! The Commander and I spoke on occasion; he was busy trying to get the clinic opened, but the project wasn’t moving as fast as he wanted.


About six weeks after we broke up I passed by the Watergate in a taxi. A light glowed in the apartment. The new tenant? I emailed the Commander. He told me the navy had changed its mind and he was back in the apartment.
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“If you've ever been lied to, or told a lie, you will want to read this.
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