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      A man, I tell my wife: all day I climb myself Bowlegged up those damned poles rooster-heeled in all Kinds of weather and what

         is there when I get Home?

      


      —James Dickey
“Power and Light”


   

      Dear Reader


      I have changed the names or otherwise protected the identities of many people involved in my story. Also, I completely fabricated

         some shit in order to make these 87 percent true events a little more entertaining. If you really wanna know what’s true and

         what isn’t, feel free to e-mail me at 

         anneeducoq@hotmail.com, and I’ll be more than happy to shoot straight.
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      Oct. 14, 2005, 1:45 a.m.


      IT’S DAY FIVE and I don’t want to be here or anywhere else.


      Being back here is doing me no good at all. I am not the man she once loved, nor even the one who walked out the door. I am

            not a man at all. I’ve made yet another wrong turn in this ruinous year and I should leave tonight, while she sleeps, write

            a pretty note and split forever.


      For once I should give her what she deserves and just go the fuck away.


      All my things are still boxed up in the closet where she stashed them, out of view: my books, the few clothes I’d left hanging,

            the canvases I painted for her a few years ago that turned out surprisingly good enough to hang on the dining room wall. I

            can’t shake the thought of it—yet another imagining I can’t dislodge: of my poor wife rampaging around the house, pulling

            my things out of drawers, off walls and shelves, disappearing any sign of the life we shared and are now, somehow, supposed

            to resume.


      She’s still so angry and if she only knew the half of it, what I’m thinking and doing when she turns the other way.


      I am hurting and so so sad. I’ve fallen fast over the last days, gone a million steps backward and—shit that I am—taken her

            with me. I’ve returned full-bore to my rituals. Dr. Goodson ordered me to stop—“The thoughts are only reinforced by the behaviors,”

            he said—but I can’t—CAN’T—and, at this rate, may never. Late at nights I run a scalding-hot tub and strip off my clothes in

            front of the long mirror that hangs on the wall above the low cupboards in our second bathroom, the one furthest from the

            bedroom where Sam’s fast asleep, with no idea that hours ago I left the bed and am now standing naked in front of that pitiless

            glass—again!—looking, palpating, pulling, stretching, inspecting, measuring.


      My cock, my hair, my hands. My hair, my hands, my cock.


      If she only knew.


      When I first enter the tub I want the hot water to melt me to nothing, so that I can speed down the drain and be gone from

            Sam’s life and my own. But then… then the water cools slightly, becomes livable, and I sip my whiskey, and for a moment it

            feels okay to still be alive, and as I begin to stretch my warm, wet cock I feel a flicker of hope.


      Tug straight out for thirty seconds, out and to the left, out and to the right, outward rotary. Up, up and to the right, up

            and to the left, upward rotary. Down, down and to the left, right, downward rotary. Back between the legs, hold, right, hold,

            switch hands, left, hold.


      Repeat.


      Afterward I can see my flaccid penis twitching and pulsating in the mirror, veiny and chafed and flushed with blood: Fuller,

            stronger… bigger?


      No, no, no.


      My penis is too small, too small, too small. Dr. Goodson says—everything I’ve read says—that writing down the thought is supposed

            to give me some power over it, but no matter how many times I try, see the idea’s raging illogic on the page for what it is,

            it does not surrender or fade.


      You are a writer, the doctor says smugly. So write. Put it in words you can control. Tell a story. Find the funny.

      


      Okay, Doc, if you say so.


      My penis is too small. There’s less hair on my head than before, no, more, no, less. These hands are stubby and weak and not

            mine.


      How am I supposed to write anything with these hands if they’re not even fucking MINE?


   

      1.0


      IN EARLY FEBRUARY 2005, the Year of the Rooster, I moved out on Samantha, my wife of two and a half years. I announced my decision to her on

         a Thursday evening, explaining very little, saying very little, with the same curt efficiency I’d use to update my production

         staff of a location change. “I just need a few weeks on my own to figure things out,” I think I put it; but neither she nor

         I believed I had any intention of coming back. And by Friday afternoon I’d gathered up a few necessities (Hefty bags stuffed

         with clothes and toiletries, my Xbox console and copies of Grand Theft Auto: Vice City and Medal of Honor, a cigar box full of family photographs, a stovetop espresso pot, my mp3 player, a Tizio desk lamp, a Moby-Dick paperback), loaded them into my producing partner’s pickup truck, and—to Sam’s mute amazement—split.

      


      Steve Sobel, my partner and best friend of twenty-five years, and I had just finished producing two high-profile network reality

         TV series (My Big Fat Obnoxious Fiancé and My Big Fat Obnoxious Boss) that had gobbled up the last eighteen months of our lives. Eighteen consecutive months of eighteen-hour days, lengthy location

         shoots, and marathon editing sessions had left my marriage in shambles and me too enervated to save it. After ten mostly happy

         years with Sam, I believed somehow, callous as it may come across, that I was done with her. Steve urged me to get into couples

         counseling and try to work things out. My mom and dad couldn’t make sense of it: Sam and I had always been so perfect together.

         My friends were equally taken aback—aggrieved, even: “You were, like, my go-to example of how young marriage can work,” one

         recently engaged friend said when I told him my wife and I were splitting up. “Jesus, Alan, I proposed because of you. What the fuck am I supposed to do now?!” And Sam, who had come to severely resent my absence while I was in production, had remained hopeful that our life would

         return to normal as soon as I was on hiatus. But now, at the first opportunity I had to rejoin my marriage, I was immovably

         convinced that my only option was to leave. I was just so tired: tired of her constant angry outbursts, of having to explain to her why I worked so much and so hard, of having to work so

         hard at the office and at home—too damn tired to repair the massive toll my profession had taken on us, only to watch the marriage go to shit again

         when the next series came along. My lifestyle and Sam’s were simply incompatible, grown apart, our relationship beyond fixing,

         our futures irreparably unmarried. I’d essentially been living the life of a career-obsessed single man, and now I wanted,

         for the sake of expediency, simplicity—I’m still not sure what—to be single.

      


      So began my journey into bachelorhood. After ten years in a committed relationship—my whole adult life—I suddenly found myself

         a single guy. My new life, I must say, got off to a very favorable start. Those first few days of freedom—oh, those first few days!—were exhilarating: I was giddy with my newfound unattached-ness and all the possibilities for self-gratifying behavior it

         would enable. Just about every married guy I knew openly and quite pitifully fantasized about how kick-ass his life would

         be if he could only figure out how to give Wifey the heave-ho. Now here I was actually going through with it! An indefinite

         future of suffocating sameness vaporized in an instant, giving way to an electrifying rush of unexpected wants and altered

         appetites: A few days after I moved out, I exited my agent’s office in Beverly Hills and decided, on a whim, to purchase a

         stainless Rolex Perpetual Datejust, even though I’d always hated wearing wristwatches. I experienced a sudden strong craving

         for guacamole, which had previously made me gag. After a lifetime of finding hip-hop vacuous and repetitive, I became obsessed

         with the genre and started spending hours searching the Web for obscure Diplomats and D-Block mixtapes. I felt like a different person, at the cellular level, as if my brain and blood and hormones had conspired to neurochemically underwrite my new lease on

         life.

      


      In my heedless and slaphappy first days as a bachelor, my marriage took on a grotesquely ugly aspect. My years with Sam seemed

         in close retrospect a soul-destroying gulag from which, after years of voluntary thralldom, I’d finally mustered the courage

         to escape. Being single, I was certain, was going to FUCKING RULE. Los Angeles is of course a town acrawl with sexy young

         women, even the least desperate of whom I felt confident I could lure home to my tastefully decorated future bachelor pad.

         After all, I was a six-five, decent-looking thirty-one-year-old with a bank account that—even cut in half—would be impressive

         enough. I loved to hang out in bars and drink vast amounts of alcohol, an activity which I got to do far too little as a married man. My

         career as a producer was burgeoning and my professional future far brighter than most dudes my age struggling to make it in

         Hollywood. And moreover, if all else failed, I still possessed my really enchanting collection of cereal-box toys—featuring

         a complete set, still in wrappers, of the Cap’n Crunch magic kit—which I’d successfully busted out, ten years earlier, to

         charm the pants off the then-twenty Sam.

      


      The only thing working against me was my copious back and shoulder hair. As it happens, I suffer from a rare and lamentable

         genetic condition (inherited from Dad) called senex scapulae, which translates as “old man shoulders.” It’s characterized by swirling formations of pubiclike hair along the upper arms,

         shoulders, and neckline that link my luxuriant carpet of chest hair to the also-quite-shaggy coat on my back, creating one

         unbroken, and quite unsightly, poncho of hair. Fortunately, however, with the help of a skilled waxer—not terribly hard to

         come by in L.A.—this is a remediable affliction, and one that if regularly groomed would likely pose no major obstacle to

         my philandering. Profuse body-hairiness hardly kept Alec Baldwin in check, I thought, with not enough sense at that moment

         to realize how preposterous it was for me to compare myself to the suavest, sexiest, studliest man in history, whose fling

         with Ally Sheedy I’d so envied as a lad.

      


      And with no wife or potential kids to worry about, I could do with my disposable income what I felt I should have been doing

         for the past decade: disposing of it! Gone forever were the days of scouring the aisles of Whole Foods for elusive discounts

         on Ezekiel 4:9 sprouted-grain bread, raw fruit snack bars, and organic seitan steaks with my health-and-money-conscious wife.

         Now I’d toss whatever the fuck I felt like eating into my cart, no matter what it cost. Gone were the days of having to sock away $300 a month for our future child’s overpriced

         private high school and assumedly Ivy League education. Put another round of Patrón shots on my tab for the hot chicks in

         the window booth! Gone—at last!—were the days of giving a shit about anything other than work and play, making money and spending

         every last red cent of it on the advancement of me.

      


      Fuck savings! Fuck my health! Fuck every grain of security and comfort my marriage afforded but also required of me. It was time, well past it, to be on my own. Steve—who, at the time of all this, was himself headed to the altar with

         his longtime girlfriend—had a long-running joke about the “fantasy” bachelor pad that he “fantasy”-lived in as a “fantasy”

         single guy. This imaginary den of iniquity overlooked a “fantasy” private beach and was complete with “fantasy” cool chrome

         kitchen appliances, a sweet “fantasy” hi-fi media room, and a “fantasy” ‘67 Stingray parked in the “fantasy” driveway out

         front. Well… fuck fantasy. Now I could rent an actual bachelor pad on an actual beach in Malibu or Topanga Canyon or wherever else I actually wanted to live, which was anywhere other than in my apartment with my wife. Fuck spending my Friday nights at home in my

         pajamas and socks, eating a healthful home-cooked meal, drinking a glass or two of Coppola cabernet, and falling asleep on

         the sofa to a Claude Chabrol movie Sam had thoughtfully picked out on Netflix. Now I was going to go out Friday night—and

         every other night of the week I felt up to it, for that matter—and get pie-eyed drunk in pursuit of the innumerable trivial

         sexual encounters I wished I’d racked up in my early twenties. And when I didn’t feel like doing that I’d go home to my future

         bachelor pad, strip down to my underpants, eat a Wahoo’s fish taco combo platter on my comfy Ligne Roset “Togo” sofa in front

         of my 55-inch flat-panel TV, jerk off to Brazilian porn, and pass the fuck out in my big, delectably empty California king-size

         bed.

      


      I embarked at once on a mission to do and buy and experience every single thing that as a married man I’d been either forbidden or discouraged or disinclined to pursue. My imagined bachelor existence was

         a place of illimitable extravagance and opportunity, unfettered by the realities of what I could sensibly afford or even pull

         off within this space-time continuum. I would buy a vintage Lotus Elite and a brand-new Gibson Black Beauty Les Paul. I’d

         triple my already unmanageable collection of punk-rock vinyl. I’d start a band, even though the last one I’d started, in college,

         kinda sucked because I wasn’t a very good bass player—but hey, now I’d have all the time in the world to practice! I’d pick

         up and go on a beer tour of Ireland. Accompanied by one of the three women I was juggling I’d finally take that road trip

         to Groom Lake, a.k.a. Area 51, and camp out under the stars, scanning the night skies for black-budget aircraft between sessions

         of open-air lovemaking. I’d adopt a quirky pet—like a pig, a badger, or a wallaroo. I’d take up surfing and dirt biking and

         Ji Do Kwan Tae Kwon Do. I’d finally get to finish my novel—oh, to be able to spend my Saturday and Sunday afternoons sitting alone at my future antique writing desk, sipping Cuban coffee, smoking cigarettes, and pecking away at the novel that, with a wife

         in the picture, I could never justify tending to in the meager time I had off!

      


      And most important of all, I’d be free to work. To work, all day and all night and every weekend of the year if I so chose, free of the responsibilities of being a husband

         and the shitheap of guilt Sam would make me feel when the demands of production forced me to dodge those duties. Truth was,

         despite the unforgiving schedules on which most television is made—and especially reality television, that tawdry, tightfisted,

         bastard breed of entertainment that I helped propagate—I loved what I did for a living. I loved everything about it: the creative

         challenges and budgetary quagmires of preproduction; the breathless, unstoppable sprint of production; the exquisitely protracted

         torture of editing, a.k.a. “post.” I loved sitting in an editing room more than just about anything in the world: more than

         driving around in my car listening to really loud death metal, more than drinking tequila gimlets, more than reading a good

         Charles Willeford novel on the beach, all of which I fucking loved to do. During postproduction on my most recent reality series, I would arrive punctually at ten in the morning, cheerfully

         join my unsociable but masterly editor in his tenebrous bay, and cut footage for fifteen, sixteen hours on end, powering through

         lunch and dinner, drinking black coffee till my eyelids twitched, stopping only to smoke a cigarette, take a crap, and—with

         ever-decreasing frequency—call my lonely and pissed-off wife. Then, when my editor clocked out around one a.m., and even my

         extremely assiduous partner had the good sense to call it a night, I’d stay there—crashing on the couch for a jerky hour or two before a surge of adrenaline woke me, somehow fully reinvigorated. Then I’d

         review the day’s cuts from the top, again and again and again—looking for shots to improve, music cues to swap, running time

         to lose—and then scan the next day’s material until I was too addled to make sense of it and I was finally forced to head

         home and, after a numbing bolt of whiskey, take my place in bed beside my wife, who, with ever-increasing frequency, I’d find crying herself to sleep.

      


      Naturally, it never occurred to me how, even as a wifeless man, I would manage to keep working at this ungodly pace and also make time for the litany of whimsical new bachelor hobbies and activities enumerated a few paragraphs ago, let alone maintain

         a nurturing environment for a wallaroo—which apparently must be hand-raised, require two to three hours of vigorous exercise

         daily, and can become quite irascible and combative unless provided with a near-constant supply of Bermuda grass. But more

         on that later.

      


      I must clarify something. Heady and impulsive as it all sounds, my decision to leave my wife was in fact a fairly rational

         attempt to lift myself out of a deep and prolonged funk. You see, in the year leading up to my separation, I had become disaffected

         not merely with being in my particular troubled marriage, but with being married, period. Yes, certainly, Samantha and I did have real problems as a couple—a whole bevy of tangible and plaguing relationship

         issues, in fact, many of them rooted in my exasperating work schedule and others that I’ll get into later. Whenever I spoke

         to Steve about what was going on at home—how that poor patient bastard listened to me krecht and geshrei!—I could readily cite a rash of recent incidents to substantiate my domestic discord: So check this out: I finally take her on this romantic getaway to Vancouver Island, which is all she was saying she wanted

            for six months, and she spent the whole weekend angry at me about the fact that I might—might!—have to work over our anniversary weekend—which is THREE MONTHS FROM NOW! God forbid we should make the most of the time

            we DO have together—God forbid we should actually ENJOY this four-hundred-dollar-a-night hotel with its deep soaker tub that

            looks out onto a panoramic view of the rocky headlands of the Pacific Rim in the peak of storm season and for which I wasted

            an extra hundred twenty-five a night, apparently, because she seemed to have no interest in having sex with me in it… And so on. But truth be told, my relationship woes, in and of themselves, were not uncommon for a couple of our profile—one

         in the industry, the other not—and probably very survivable with the assistance of a decent marriage counselor. And despite

         all her animosity, Sam was and is a loving, smart, clever, beautiful, ambitious, and all-around exceptional woman (and a first-rate

         chef, to boot), who, it must be said, had stuck by me during a very challenging professional period that would have driven

         a less-devoted wife into the arms of another dude, or into the office of a divorce attorney hell-bent on bankrupting my workaholic

         ass.

      


      No: my marital collapse, I now realize, did not really stem from our circumstances—the misunderstandings and misalignments that had accumulated between us as a result of a work-life balance out of whack.

         What propelled me to leave my wife was more penetrating and—oy—existential than all that. And it had begun long before—indeed likely catalyzed—the precipitous decline of my marriage.

      


      Allow me now, if you would, to take you back two or so years, where my story properly begins. It’s a crisp, bright Saturday

         morning in October ’03, the Year of the Sheep. I wake up beside my sleeping wife—who looks beautiful and breathtakingly serene

         in her Hanro nightgown. The night before I took a Dead Sea salt bath, and I feel all clean and fresh and relaxed. I’m naked

         and semierect beneath the down comforter and am just snuggly as all shit. I think, I’m going to have sex with my wife. Afterward

         I’ll have an espresso and a raisin scone and read the paper for a while. For a minute or two that sounds just perfect: I’m going to have sex with my wife. Afterward I’ll have an espresso and a raisin scone and read the paper for a while. But then, all of a sudden, I start chewing on the reality—really thinking about it—and it doesn’t seem so hot anymore: Sex with my wife? Since when has that been interesting? Coffee and a pastry and Thomas L. Friedman? BOOOOOO-RRRRRRING!


      Why my hitherto happy marriage suddenly seems so terribly lame-o, and why today of all days, I have no clue: It just does. A blanketing self-pity comes over me, as I direct at myself the kind of smug sympathy I usually feel for men whose lives

         are vapid and stuck. I’m going to have sex with my wife. Afterward I’ll have an espresso and a raisin scone and read the paper for a while. Repeating the phrase again and again, I try in vain to recapture its formerly comforting resonance, smother my burgeoning

         chagrin beneath a heap of counted blessings.

      


      A question seizes my brain, as racking and intrusive as it is painfully clichéd: Of all the places in the world I could be right now, of all the things I could be doing, does this—spending the morning in

            Los Angeles with my wife—even make my hypothetical top ten? Fuck, my top fifty? Instantly, my mind is ablaze with alternate existences and life scenarios, even the most fantastical and asinine of which

         seem, in that moment, perfectly attainable, and none of which involve Sam—or, for that matter, any wife. I picture myself sitting in a café in Budapest, drinking a Tokaji with a Russian girl I met only days before in Istanbul. Taking a jog at sunup with my Airedale through the Bois de Boulogne,

         as my Sorbonne grad student girlfriend cooks me breakfast at her airy single across from Les Invalides. Driving up to Vegas

         to visit “Ocean,” an intriguing Australian stripper at the Spearmint Rhino who once gave me a lap dance, and whom I’m now

         casually dating….

      


      I lie there for a good half hour in a cold sweat, my heart in a sprint, my imagination viciously determined to show me how

         small and nugatory my actual life is—what little I’m doing with my precious time on Earth. My boner wilts to the size of an eraser head. Just twelve hours before I went to

         sleep a contented married guy who was ready to begin the part of his life in which he would hopefully become a rich and successful

         TV producer, have a few kids, go on some exotic family vacations, maybe write a book or two in his spare time. And now, in

         the light of day, I am terrified that I’m settling for that very same low-hanging fruit of a future: sliding ineluctably, unless I do something radical, toward a destiny already

         in place, in which I’m a homeowner with two-to-three children and a wife I met just after college, when I was flat broke and

         renting cars for a living and she was the most valuable thing—shit, the only valuable thing—I had going.

      


      I get up and go to the bathroom, wash my face, stand naked in front of the mirror, and give myself a good tongue-lashing:

         Schmuck, wake up! How the fuck did this happen? What have you been doing for the last eight years, aside from working and

            hurrying home for dinner and folding laundry and paying bills and watching HBO and eating low-fat frozen yogurt and going

            home for Christmas and grocery shopping and yelling at your wife and getting yelled at? You’re almost thirty fucking years

            old! Forty’s around the corner! There’s a whole world out there—a world of strange experiences and strange pussy in strange

            and distant parts of the globe—and you’ve utterly failed to avail yourself of any of it! Why? BECAUSE YOU’VE BEEN TOO BUSY

            BEING MARRIED, YOU COMPLACENT PIECE OF SHIT!


      After excoriating myself for ten straight minutes, I finally manage to calm down enough to crawl back into bed. I want to

         sleep for another hour but I find my wife wide awake and, it so happens, unexpectedly amorous. “I love you, Alan,” she whispers

         as she wraps her warm body around mine, puts her hand down my pajama bottoms and—not to be crass—takes my penis into her tender

         palm. My mind instantly issues a reactive garble of negative thoughts that aim to stem any urge I have to carry off the thing

         that now fills me with morbid disgust: Sex with my wife! The horror! But then, after very little coaxing, my wang shoots up in irrefutable assent, and I am obliged to follow its lead. I proceed

         to have sex with my wife; I lift up the skirt of Sam’s nightgown and caress her smooth belly and give it to her with gusto,

         finishing together in that gentle side position she really seems to get a kick out of. And—to my great relief—it’s absolutely fine. Fantastic, actually: Afterward we softly kiss and lie in each other’s arms with the same loving languor as when she came

         over in the middle of the night to the apartment I was house-sitting above Washington Square in the summer of ’95, to have

         wild groping sex on the kitchen floor, on the sofa by the mantle lined with photos of a cool-looking family I wished intensely

         was mine, the building rooftop, and every other spot worth defiling at 25 Fifth Avenue. And when we’re done, I walk to Starbucks

         in my pajama bottoms, buy a triple macchiato and a slice of pumpkin bread, and proudly embrace my fate: If the next thirty to sixty years are just like this, I think, what is so bad about that? I have a wonderful wife whom I love and a piece of cake that one can unobjectionably eat before ten in the morning. I’m good.

         I’m great. Now if you’ll excuse me, I have some pedestrian op-ed pieces to read….

      


      But I am not good, not good at all. I am good for an hour or two at most before my anxiety returns full force, and an ill-founded

         notion blossoms into an unshakable belief: That for a guy like me, with my prospects and ambitions and bust-ass lifestyle, marriage was a nice idea but more or less

         untenable. That marriage was for marketing execs and guys named Bill who work in accounts receivable and play golf and live

         in Pasadena. That even the most contented of married men were in truth a mirthless, castrated lot whose lives were effectively

         terminated; and that those dudes who had the balls to be single—despite their claims to want to settle down, despite their

         complaints of chronic loneliness and purposelessness and their professed fears of dying alone—were, as a rule, hyperproductive,

         vivacious, insouciant, and strong. Guys who got shit done, got laid, and got to do whatever they wanted in between. Guys,

         it seemed, who had the right idea.

      


      And in my particular line of work, littered as it is with failed relationships, I didn’t have to look far to find living proof

         of this thesis: My sad-sack married production coordinator would arrive at work every day and relate a fresh story of a horrific

         row he and his wife of ten years had had that morning, in one instance of which the woman had actually tried to run him over

         with their Ford Excursion and wound up plowing into the garage door he’d spent two fucking weekends installing at her insistence.

         My line producer, two years married, was convinced that his wife loathed him, a theory that propelled him into cycles of torrid

         infidelity that he barely managed to keep secret, followed by bouts of consuming guilt that would prompt him to dump whatever

         chick he was banging and take his wife on an extravagant getaway that he couldn’t really afford, but that did manage briefly

         to quell what he perceived as her seething contempt for him until it would resurface, unavoidably, and he would again have

         no choice but to seek solace in the arms of some new and unfortunate other woman, professing his love to her and breaking her heart

         in the space of ten days, only then to pass the next week of sleepless nights shopping for vacation packages to Cape Town

         or Cuixmala on 

         expedia.com.

      


      Meanwhile, conversely, one recently divorced editor with whom I worked closely was having the time of his life—throwing beach BBQs at his new Venice bachelor pad, riding

         around in convertibles with twenty-two-year-old hotties (I nearly dropped my iced cappuccino one morning as, at the intersection

         of La Cienega and Santa Monica Boulevard, I saw him wave to me from the passenger seat of a BMW M3 being driven by a delightful

         lass in a triangle bikini top), staying up till three and strolling into work at noon, Bay Cities Italian sub in hand, to

         fire up his Avid and launch into unsparing descriptions of the rowdy and, it would seem, empirically verifiable sex he was

         having nightly with different impressionable young women. And my thirty-eight-year-old boss, Chris Cowan, a dogged bachelor,

         had just dumped his girlfriend and was busy hosting booze-drenched poker nights and dating a sweet and smokin’ hot ex-reality-TV

         temptress.

      


      In the face of all this unarguable evidence—after being bombarded with it daily—I grew, in a matter of months, deeply fatalistic

         about my own relationship’s prospects and openly cynical about marriage, wives, fiancées, long-term girlfriends, and, for

         that matter, steadies of any sort. All of a sudden I became that guy, The Bitter Married Guy At The Office, who upon hearing

         even the most mundane or innocuous gripes of his married male colleagues launches into inordinately angry invectives: Oh man, you’ve had to spend your last three weekends at Home Depot because she won’t stop nagging you about all the work you

            promised to do around the house? Dude, your wife sounds like she needs a fuckin’ beat-down! What? She doesn’t want your recently

            divorced fraternity brother staying in your living room for the next five weeks? Duuuude! Your fraternity brother! You gonna tolerate that shit? Where does the skank come off?! What’s that? You found a Tenth Anniversary Trans Am in mint

            condition and can finally afford it but she won’t let you buy it because it’s not safe enough for your baby? Christ, bro,

            when are you gonna grow some stones and leave that stupid cunt already!


      No one was spared this aspersion—employees, friends, my hopelessly monogamous assistant—and especially not Steve, whom I felt

         a special responsibility to shield from all the misery he would doubtless bring upon himself if he were actually stupid enough

         to go through with his impending marriage. When he was ten months from his wedding day and experiencing what any married man

         would call normal pangs of suffocating panic, I offered the following consoling bit of wisdom:

      


      “Don’t worry, partner. Just remember, marriage is merely a gateway to divorce.”


      “Excuse me?” he said.


      “Think about it,” I said. “I mean, at this point, you can’t really get out of the relationship without marrying Marita. I mean, you’ve been together for seven-plus years, she’s gonna be thirty-three… It’s only fair that you

         marry her. But once you marry her, you can always divorce her, right? I mean, not right away, but like in a year or two…”

      


      “Ahhhh, I see,” Steve said, carried along for a moment by the alluring cogency of the idea. “’Cause my intentions were noble,

         and I gave it my best effort, but in the end our marriage just didn’t work out…”

      


      “Most marriages don’t. Just check the stats.”


      “Thanks, man,” he said. “I feel a little better… I think.”


      “Hey, anytime.”


      And so, as this distorted logic took hold, I found myself falling away, every day, from a woman I had adored without question

         for so many years. Moreover, I was reluctant to do anything to reverse this downward spiral—no, if anything, I welcomed it.

         As my work schedule dragged on, and our fights grew more frequent and explosive, I came on some level to savor the feeling that my marriage was speeding toward some fatal boundary past which it would be beyond salvaging, and past which,

         therefore, I could defensibly succumb to the irresistible prospect of swingin’ bachelorhood. With mounting desperation, Sam

         proposed gestalt couples therapy, Tantric sex, cute things we could do together—like cheese-tasting seminars and meditation

         retreats—holding out hope, till the very end, that I still cared enough to “work on us.” But I repeatedly sidestepped, postponed,

         and, when she issued ultimatums, adamantly refused. I just knew—with impossible clarity I knew—that I had to leave her, that any constructive effort to deny it would unnecessarily perpetuate our agony and waste money we’d both

         sorely need when it was all said and done. The question I faced was not whether to move out but when, and how to ensure that when Sam and I finally parted ways, she too would be convinced that it was our only recourse. I wanted

         to do that much for her.

      


      So I deployed the bury-myself-in-my-career-till-she-snaps approach—a trusted and effective, if not exactly honorable, method

         of marital sabotage. In hindsight, it was perhaps a cruel and chickenshit thing to do, but it was also the most practical.

         Because I was already obliged to put in a fourteen- to sixteen-hour workday, it was easy to up the ante to eighteen, pushing

         Sam past her already extended threshold. Instead of coming home at one or two in the morning, sleeping till eight, and spending

         a few hours with her before heading back to work, I would purposely loiter at the office—usually drinking hard liquor, smoking

         weed, and playing Madden Football with our night editor, Tyler—for an extra few hours, return home past four absolutely cashed, pass out till ten thirty, wake

         up, and rush out the door again before she and I could exchange a word. I reduced our daily phone calls from five to two tops,

         kept them painfully short at that, and canceled our once-sacred lunch and dinner dates. “Sweetheart, I’m sorry, but Chris

         just gave us a shitload of notes on this cut. I’m gonna be up all night. Can we do dinner tomorrow?” I’d ask, knowing full

         well that she already had plans tomorrow and I’d be off the hook. “Babe, I’m sorry, but I got three producers sitting in my

         office. Can we talk later on?” when there was no one in my office, and I knew that it was already past her bedtime and there

         would be no “later on.”

      


      My hope was that after six or eight months of this passive-aggressive torture, my marriage would de facto cease to exist,

         and Sam would simply be compelled to move on. Being that she was a highly desirable woman, it seemed that any minute she’d

         commence an affair with some dude with a more normal lifestyle and a much sunnier attitude and an actual interest in spending

         time with her—a scenario I began, after a point, to desperately wish for; or she’d pack up her shit and move in with one of

         her many sympathetic friends who thought I was a total prick; or pack up my shit and finally kick my ass out. Returning home from an editing session in the wee, wee hours, reeking of coffee and cigarettes

         and, all too often, Knob Creek bourbon, I’d tiptoe into our bedroom and, before quietly turning on the light, wish upon a

         star to find our bed empty save for a letter, in her magnificent prose, telling me to fuck off and have a nice life.

      


      Were it only that easy. Instead I found my wife, always my wife, sleeping fitfully beside a cluster of balled-up Kleenex.

         Sam didn’t leave, no matter how painfully obvious I made it that I wanted her to. Day after day, night after night, the sweet

         woman waited for me, and she’d wait as long as it took. She tried to do her thing in the meanwhile: While I was at work she

         kept herself busy—meeting friends for dinner, watching TV, reading, writing, painting, taking a nighttime cooking class, often

         working late into the night herself. But then, when enough was enough and it was time to see her husband, to look into his

         eyes and see whether there was any love left there, she would call me on the phone and beg me to come home—just for a quick

         bite, just for an hour or two to watch a movie or walk around the neighborhood—and when I said no she’d shout, and cry, and

         call me all sorts of horrible names I wished she really meant.

      


      But she never left. She’d never leave, because she’d promised me on our wedding day that she never would, in health or in

         sickness. So, I felt, I had to.

      


      Those of you who are still reading this may be wondering how and why my wife tolerated, for so long, such raging assholishness

         from a man, even from one who, granted, had treated her very attentively and lovingly for eight solid years before everything

         went south. Did she not have a sliver of self-respect? I will explain everything, but the fact is, the primary reason for

         her steadfastness was that she loved me. She loved me to no end, more than enough for us both, which I would only realize

         a few months later when I was alone in a perfect little bachelor pad in Hollywood, lying in a big empty California king-size

         bed, staring down at my flaccid penis with disgust, wishing I was dead.
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      2.0


      WHEN I MOVED OUT, I didn’t have much of a plan, but I’d planned it that way. The day before I left my wife I’d asked my good friend and former

         boss, Chris, who lived alone in a huge house in the Los Feliz hills, whether I could rent his guest apartment for a few weeks

         until I found a place to live. Partly because he’s a generous dude by nature, and partly out of guilt, I suspect, over having

         been the overseer of my marriage-wrecking work schedule, Chris kindly offered to let me stay in the apartment for as long

         as I wanted, even months if it became necessary, for free. This was a huge relief to me, as I already planned to continue covering the pricey rent at my old apartment so that Sam wouldn’t

         have to move, and I gratefully took him up on the offer. All Chris asked me to do in exchange was keep an eye on Ching Ching,

         his lovably decrepit thirteen-year-old Shar-Pei who slept nineteen hours a day and whom I expected to demand little, if any,

         of my attention.

      


      As I mentioned, Chris had just ended his relationship with his live-in girlfriend of five years, and was presently in full-on

         bachelor mode—playing softball several times a week, dating with decided nonchalance, and throwing out-of-hand house parties

         that raged till sunup. Steve theorized that Chris offered me the free apartment primarily out of self-interest—that his main

         motivation was that he wanted a roommate, a live-in frat buddy with whom he could get regularly drunk and who could keep the

         creator of Temptation Island, in his weaker moments, from reuniting with his ex. I have to admit that I was a bit thrown by Chris’s largesse. But there

         seemed to be no potential downside to forging a closer friendship with a highly successful executive producer whom I happened

         to be very fond of, who had a kick-ass party pad, and who also seemed to enjoy boozing even more than I did. Any way you cut

         it, this was one sweet fuckin’ deal.

      


      Steve pulled up to Chris’s house, a turreted, 7,500-square-foot Spanish-style hillside fortress that looked like something

         Pablo Escobar might find a little overstated. My ex-boss and now quasi landlord came into the driveway, tasty-lookin’ Harp

         Lager in hand. He was wearing a fitted Cleveland Indians cap turned backward, a threadbare Argentina soccer jersey, side-pocketed

         Bermudas, and Oakley sport sandals, looking very much the jock he was. He greeted me warmly.

      


      “Wieder! I have your apartment all cleaned for ya,” he said. “But are you sure you don’t want to stay in the house with me? You’re more than welcome… Up to you, bro, but check this out.”

      


      We went up in an elevator to the fourth floor of his home, where Chris showed me a huge furnished guest suite whose high French

         doors gave out onto a sprawling private balcony with the most spectacular view of L.A. I’d ever seen. I pictured going out

         there after work to drink a whiskey and write or play my guitar, or to share a dinner I’d prepared in Chris’s chef’s kitchen

         with a woman I’d met two days before in yoga class, and the idea struck me as deeply sad—given that any effort to make myself

         at home presupposed a certain degree of self-delusion that this ridiculous mansion was mine—but also terribly inviting.

      


      “Why don’t you just stay here till we can furnish the apartment?” he suggested, for some reason bringing upon himself the

         additional responsibility of outfitting the apartment he was already giving me for nothing. “I think Ching Ching would really

         enjoy having you in the house.”

      


      At that moment the wizened pooch was fast asleep in her down bed in the hallway, looking as if she had long outgrown her interest

         in man’s friendship. Steve grinned at me privately as if to confirm his theory that it was not the dog who would truly relish

         my presence.

      


      I agreed to live in the guest room for a few days, and Chris, a man whose suggestions are meant to be followed rather than

         merely appreciated, seemed very pleased. He then ushered me down the imposing marble staircase that wound around the exterior

         of the house, until we reached a small terrace at the mezzanine level. There, through a private entrance, we entered the efficiency

         apartment that would be mine as soon as I could get it up and running.

      


      It was a terrific little pad, an entirely remodeled unit with untouched hardwood floors, spic-and-span appliances, a marble

         bath—a charming studio that would easily have fetched $1,700 a month in that neighborhood, on the posh outskirts of Hollywood

         and a stone’s throw from Griffith Park. As we moved in my things, Chris began pitching past the sell, as we TV-mongers say,

         enumerating the apartment’s many obvious perks long after I clearly needed no more convincing: “It’s got central air, mini

         Sub-Zero fridge, dishwasher… and hey, Wieder, check out this showerhead…” Steve, for his part, began sauntering around the

         apartment making various lewd humping motions, in the corner beneath the skylight, in the walk-in glass shower, in the area

         where it’d be a natural place for a sofa or love seat—acting out, for my benefit, all the crazy sex I’d soon be having, in

         infinite creative configurations, in every nook and cranny of the single room.

      


      “Very mature, Steve,” I said reproachfully, then joined right in, humping the shit out of an imaginary female who lay, legs

         splayed, on the granite kitchen countertop. This sent my friend into a fit of hyenic laughter, as I knew it would.

      


      “You boys have fun,” Chris said, smiling but obviously less amused by the puerile antics of the two men whom he’d spent three

         years mentoring. “I gotta run to practice.”

      


      Chris tossed me a set of keys not only to the apartment but to the main house as well, telling me to feel free to come and

         go as I pleased, use the pool, Jacuzzi, media room, liquor cabinet. I thanked him and, casting aside a lifetime of devout

         agnosticism, the Lord for his munificence.

      


      I made my few belongings as homey as possible in the barren apartment. I placed my stovetop espresso pot on the range, my

         clothes in the closet, the few books I’d brought on a built-in shelf, my Tizio lamp and Boston Acoustics alarm radio on a

         bright orange Kartell nesting table I’d orphaned from its two larger counterparts, still sitting at my bedside in my former

         home. I put a few provisions away, the proud spoils of my First Grocery Run As A Single Man: bottles of Bushmills and Grey

         Goose; a tin of Bustelo coffee; a six of Wittekerke white beer; a half-gallon of milk; dried pasta; a sourdough fiçelle and

         a hunk of Iberico cheese; a bag of peanut-butter-filled pretzels; canned sardines; and assorted jarred spreads, dips, sauces,

         and condiments that would pep up the many probably crummy and insipid meals I would be consuming in the absence of my wife’s

         fine cooking. And I put a few toiletries in the bathroom, among which was an unfamiliar and highly titillating box of LifeStyles

         spermicidal condoms—the same type I’d fumblingly applied in college, now a beacon heralding all the new vaginas into which

         my intrepid penis would soon be venturing (and uteruses I wouldn’t be impregnating).

      


      I decided I wouldn’t need much in the way of furnishings to make the studio comfortable, that I would live spartanly until

         I figured out where to settle long-term. I needed a firm bed, some respectable-threadcount sheets, a two-seater sofa, a coffee

         table, dishware for two, and, to shore up this austere living arrangement, a decent flat-panel TV. I needed a desk and chair

         and a doormat and perhaps an area rug to complement the small Persian I’d swiped from my former second bedroom. Later on,

         when I moved into my real bachelor pad, I’d add the high-def surround-sound system and wireless kitchen appliances and Gregory Crewdson photographs

         on the dining room wall, but for now I needed to impart only enough livability to avoid embarrassing myself in front of whatever

         chicks I brought home—beyond, of course, the obvious indignity that as a fairly reputable thirty-one-year-old television producer,

         I was temporarily residing in—to call a spade a spade—my boss’s maid’s quarters.

      


      That February we were in the middle of a spell of torrential late winter rains, an anomaly in sunny L.A., and that afternoon

         it was falling hard. It was Friday, my first real day off in nearly six months and my first without Samantha in over a decade,

         and after I put my stuff away and Steve went home to his fiancée, I had, to my delight, no fucking idea what to do with myself.

         I poured a stiff neat Bushmills and walked up to the pool deck, taking a seat in one of the chaises beneath a large patio

         umbrella, and watched the city guzzle the seemingly inexhaustible rain.

      


      I dialed my mother and father to tell them the big news. I owed them a call. Both of them got on the line. I sipped my drink.


      “I did it, guys,” I said, probably a little too exultantly. “I moved out.”


      I’d kept my folks pretty well apprised, over the previous six months, of my deepening marital crisis, and had even warned

         them earlier that week that I was moving out any day now. So there was no real reason for either of them to get too worked

         up. But despite all the clear warning signs, my mother—a nervous little French lady who’d worried about me incessantly until

         I met Sam, a woman she adored and had depended on to take care of me—went out of her fuckin’ tête.


      “Oh mais non… oh mon fils,” she exhaled, with thick French désespoir. “I can’t believe it. Are you okay? How’s Samantha? Poor girl! You think it will be easy to find another woman like that?

         Where are you living? At your boss’s house? You can’t stay there long. Nothing comes free, Alain. It will get awkward. You’ll need an apartment. You’ll have to keep paying for Samantha in the meantime. You can’t put her

         out in the street! It will get very expensive. What are you going to do? Have you ever heard of anything so crazy? I can’t

         believe it—”
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