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Death of the Good Girl


Sooner murder an infant in its cradle than nurse unacted desires.


—WILLIAM BLAKE,


“The Marriage of Heaven and Hell”
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The Threshold


IT WAS A RARE BALMY EVENING in San Francisco. Raindrops splattered the long windows of the second-floor bar overlooking the Castro, blurring its neon signs and the headlights below. As the city’s offices emptied for the weekend, the bar filled, the DJ upped the volume, and the waiter delivered the first round of sweating margaritas. I was the only woman, and the only straight person, in the room. Chris, a friend I affectionately called my gay husband, was chatting with his buddies as I reached into my pocket, grabbed my phone, and hit Paul’s name.


I did it without forethought. The few sips of margarita probably helped me along, but in truth, that night was the perfect storm. It was early, my husband knew I was out with my gay friend, and I wasn’t due home for hours. That Friday night in July 2007, some part of me—hidden yet willful enough to pick up the phone—felt it had license to do whatever it wanted. While I went about my business, it was tracking, with silent precision, the changes in my marriage down to the day.


What are you up to? I texted.


Just on my couch watching TV. 


Can I come over?


Nothing for five minutes. In that span, I vacillated between anticipating the thrill of a yes and the relief of a no.


Yes. 2140 Jackson.


The indigo characters “2140 Jackson” threw off a crystalline charge that snaked up my arm and lit my chest from inside, as if I’d been sent the combination to a bank vault, or plucked the enemy’s secret code off the wires.


Needing encouragement, I pulled Chris aside and showed him the text. He was aware of my recent crush on Paul. He also knew and liked my husband, Scott, but in his world—the microcosm of gay male life in San Francisco—couples who’d been together seventeen years, like Scott and I had, didn’t necessarily read disaster into casual flings. Many of Chris’s friends indulged their attraction to others now and then without seeming to damage their primary relationship.


He looked from the phone to me. “Are you sure?”


“No, I’m not sure at all,” I said, my eyes darting toward the door. I slid into my raincoat.


“Listen,” he said, holding my elbow like a football coach instructing a rookie on the sidelines. “Go slow. You can stop anytime you want.”


“All right. I need to go.”


“Text me later to let me know you’re okay.”


The sidewalk was a sea of umbrellas. I made my way to the curb and shot my hand up, prepared to wait twenty minutes for one of San Francisco’s limited number of cabs. A driver immediately flashed his headlights and pulled over. I gave him the address.


I opened the fogged window and looked up at the starless, heavy sky. The pavement shone with moisture as we ascended Divisadero Street, the long hill that separates the eastern and western halves of the city. As the rooftops swished by, I mentally retraced my steps, taking one last chance to reconsider before I ruined my life.


I’d known Paul, five years my junior, for a few years. He’d always flirted, which had seemed harmless enough until about six months ago. I’d invited him and several others to a party hosted by the magazine where I worked, one of those five-star-hotel soirees where the free booze makes everyone giddy. I’d been chatting away when Paul interrupted, lightly placing his fingertips on my forearm. “I think you might be the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen,” he’d said, eyeing me without apology. Because he’d met Scott, and because I knew him to be something of a good-natured ladies’ man, I tried not to take his compliment to heart. I was used to being called cute, sometimes pretty. No man had ever called me beautiful. I quickened to it despite myself.


And then, two months ago, as I was packing to leave Mexico after a vacation, Paul sprang to mind unexpectedly. I remembered the precise moment. I was folding my bikini into my suitcase and noting with sadness how rapidly my bikini-wearing days were coming to a close. Even so, I told myself, Paul would kill to see me in this.


Finally, there was another cab ride, just three weeks ago. Paul and I had shared a taxi after impromptu drinks with friends. Once we were ensconced in the cab alone, all I needed to do was sit back and wait. I gave in to the hush that fell over the backseat. I gazed out the window, feeling him watch me. The second I turned to look at him, he lunged, pinning me to the vinyl. His lips on mine. His big hand around the back of my neck. What thrilled me as much as the kiss was how he didn’t ask, how his eyes narrowed, animal-like, honing in on my mouth. It lasted only a few seconds. When the taxi stopped in front of my house I quickly pulled away and ran inside, mentally repeating, It was just a kiss.


As Divisadero’s rambling storefronts approached and then receded amid the wet sounds of the night, I glanced at the driver’s heavy brow in the rearview mirror. I should ask him to pull over. This was a midlife crisis, a cliché. I’d get out, walk through Pacific Heights, and clear my head. I should tell him to turn back toward the Castro and my cozy flat, where my husband waited with a book and a glass of wine.


Perhaps at this early juncture you’re already picturing him, imagining some rationale for my behavior: that he was a jerk, that our marriage was sexless. Inconveniently for me, neither was true. Scott had his limits but he loved me, and I loved him.


On the other hand, you might also be thinking this particular cab ride was a simple matter of my being a slut. In fact, with the exception of one very traditional friend, I was the least experienced forty-three-year-old woman I knew, a first-born, over-responsible good girl who’d practiced monogamy my entire life. By “good girl,” I don’t mean prudish. I’d slept with a few guys—four, to be exact, including Scott—and I enjoyed sex. Neither do I mean especially kind or generous. What I mean is that I was terrified of misbehaving, of causing harm to anyone. My bad deeds didn’t come easily and my good deeds were fueled by an overwhelming need for approval. I internalized instead of acting out. Until now.


As the driver turned off Divisadero and headed down Jackson, my phone buzzed with a text message.


Should I open a bottle of wine?


Without hesitating I typed Definitely. My stomach churned with anticipation. I was sailing on a strange new momentum, and the simple fact of its energy, the revelation that some kind of internal velocity was still possible, brought such a surprised joy that I easily let it carry me.


The residential streets at the edge of Pacific Heights were dark and quiet in the rain. I paid the cabbie and stood on Paul’s front porch. In the distance, a foghorn bellowed its repetitive warning out in the cold black bay. I raised my hand to the doorbell and paused. I knew that the events of my marriage didn’t grant permission for this. And yet a renegade voice cheered me on, assuring me I was past the point of needing permission, that indeed it was time to bend a few rules and see where that got us. Lubricated by half a margarita and a cascade of adrenaline, my brain’s shadowy and bright chambers held both sides of the argument in balance.


But my body had lost all interest in Aristotelian logic. It had somehow broken from its usual confines to act on its own for the first time in—how long? I couldn’t even remember. Perhaps for the first time ever.


I watched as my finger pushed the doorbell.


Thus began my journey away from the straight and narrow. This chronicle of that journey can be read as either a manifesto of freedom or a cautionary tale. For me, it’s a little of both. I’ll try to tell it as straight as I can and let you decide for yourself.
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Refugee (Sacramento)


I RESISTED SCOTT for months. He asked me to a concert, then to dinner, and when I said no to both of those, to dinner with a mutual friend. I sat shaking through the whole thing because I knew from the moment we’d met three years earlier that he would alter the course of my life. The setting of that first meeting, a sprawling software company in the parched suburbs of Sacramento, belied the sense of destiny unfolding in its midst. His sandy hair brushed the collar of his button-down shirt. I reached out to shake his hand and it flashed through me: sunshine, forest, a peace as deep and still as a summer lake.


On paper, it didn’t look promising. He had a girlfriend studying in Spain, though they were technically free to see others. He’d been my boss until recently and we still worked together. His last girlfriend had been married and her husband had approved of the arrangement. I was an open wound and he was invulnerable, the last thing I needed.


In the flesh, I was losing ground. After work, our team would gather for drinks and he’d regale us with stories of hitchhiking from Indiana to California, nearly getting stabbed by a dwarf in Colorado, falling from a beam several stories up on a construction site in Texas. He would certainly have died, he said, if a mysterious voice, an older male with a southern accent, hadn’t suddenly spoken in his mind.


“What did he say?” I asked.


“He said, ‘There’s a purlin over your left shoulder.’ I grabbed it just as the beam fell away.”


“What’s a purlin?”


“It’s like a rafter.”


That was notable. He knew the names of things: flowers, trees, parts of machines. And he knew how things worked. On Monday mornings, when we’d all report on our weekends, he’d talk about replacing the transmission in his antique Volvo or laying linoleum in his kitchen at midnight.


He’d grown up along the dunes of Lake Michigan, tall and strong-featured thanks to his German-Scottish blood, cheeks ruddied with a trace of Native American. He looked ten years younger, my age. He owned a tidy little house with hardwood floors, bereft of all furniture except a table and chairs, so full of framed prints it resembled a gallery. He had a cat named Kato and a garden where he grew tomatoes and peaches. He wrote surrealistic short stories with titles like “Mother of Ten Thousand Beings.” He quoted Walt Whitman and Epicurus. He kept his old Boy Scout Handbook on his crowded bookshelf, tucked between Bertrand Russell’s Why I Am Not a Christian and William Burroughs’s The Western Lands. Those three inches of bookshelf sum him up: midwestern, self-sovereign, and below it all, something feral.


He had an MBA and began investing in his mid-twenties. By the time we met it seemed there was nothing he hadn’t done, from living out of his car in the Indiana woods to dropping psychedelics to mastering the real estate and stock markets. In the three years we spent as friends before dating, I watched women send him flowers and bake him cookies.


Finally he asked me to drive out to the Sierra foothills for a Saturday picnic. The girl who went to twelve-step meetings wanted to say no; the girl who longed to see the world and learn how to live in it kept drawing nearer.


“I’ll go,” I told him, “as long as you agree to turn back if I want to.” That’s how I was then: twenty-six years old and afraid of cars, afraid of men, afraid of any town or highway I didn’t know by heart.


“Of course,” he said. “We can always have the picnic in my backyard.”


When you grow up in a defunct mining town near Scranton, Pennsylvania, your eye trains on every drop of beauty it can find. The apples deepening to red on the trees, the sun rising milky and pink through the clouds, the dilapidated charm of sooty brick and rusted iron set against blue mountains in all directions. On a Paris street, surrounded by grandeur, you might barely note the smell of rain. It might register as merely pleasant, an addendum. On a summer night in northeastern Pennsylvania, after you’ve swum all day and are lazing in the backseat as your friend drives past abandoned coal breakers and fluorescent pizza joints, one leg hanging out the window, the entire surface of your teenage skin taut with sunburn and chlorine, you learn the essence of rain.


I didn’t even notice my father’s drinking until I was in high school and he was downing vodka for breakfast. The more pressing problems to my child mind were that he was a bookie, a dangerous secret that could get him thrown in jail, and that he was always threatening to kill my mother. That my mother couldn’t go to the grocery store alone or drive on the highway. A weaker woman would have retreated to bed altogether or been carted off to the hospital for nerves, but some engine kept my mother functioning at the very threshold of overwhelm, frying pork chops, vacuuming, doling out hugs and medicine despite her panic attacks. My parents were twenty-two years older than me.


The hate I came to feel for my father never erased my biological adoration of him. My absolute dependence on my mother never erased the fact that she was also my child, coming to me for advice and rides to the doctor. The love I felt for my three younger brothers, that marrow love you feel for an infant with your own DNA that makes you want to eat them and protect them at the same time, didn’t stop me running from the house every day to flee the noise and chaos of their constant boy-fury.


Each morning I headed out under the fat clouds, past the apple tree to school to gather perfect grades. Afternoons I went to the ballet studio, where I manipulated my body into demanding, artificial positions. Nights I drove to the woods with my friends, where I listened to Led Zeppelin, drank pony bottles of Michelob, smoked the occasional joint, and learned the numerous ways in which a girl could dabble in foreplay without plummeting into intercourse. Each dawn represented another catastrophe I somehow made it through unscathed.


I spent the rest of my life marveling at how joyful I felt during my turbulent childhood, so connected to the mountains, the little town, my friends and wounded family. How it was only after the childhood ended that I collapsed under its weight.


I blamed it on the cloudless, infinite sky above Sacramento, as one-dimensional as the prosaic suburbs fanning out below it. I came there with a boyfriend when I was twenty to escape, and it worked for a few years while I graduated college and secured a good job as a technical writer. It was a stark letdown from the California of my imagination but it was also three thousand miles from the emotional magnet of home, where my dad was entering rehab, my mom was checking herself into a treatment center for anxiety, my grandfather was dying, and a divorce was in process.


When my grief erupted, it felt like I might tumble off the face of the earth. The flat sky and mountainless expanse of the Sacramento Valley couldn’t contain me. Places and routines lost all familiarity. I suddenly belonged nowhere: not to my boyfriend or my job, not in California or Pennsylvania, not even in my own skin. Streets, buildings, sidewalks appeared as if painted on a sheer curtain. I lived in continual fear of the moment when an omnipotent hand might sweep the curtain aside and push me into the void behind it. When that happened I had to run from my desk, pull over on the highway. Sobs burst from me that were more screams than sobs.


My company’s employee assistance counselor said I was processing the post-traumatic stress of growing up in a violent, alcoholic family. On the phone, my mother agreed. She told me to call a therapist and get myself to a twelve-step meeting. I was twenty-four. My teenage dreams of becoming a journalist and traveling through Europe would have to wait while I fixed myself. I attended five Adult Children of Alcoholics meetings a week, bought all the self-help books, and showed up religiously for therapy. By day I wrote mind-numbing software manuals; by night I penned angry letters to my father for his abuse and my mother for enlisting my help to put up with it instead of getting us all out of there.


My boyfriend had to go, not because he’d done anything wrong but because I was clearly dependent on him and needed to live alone. I would be celibate for a year. I found a garden-level apartment on a leafy street in Midtown Sacramento—the city at least had trees, I’d give it that—and set about trying to grow into a healthy adult. For two years I didn’t allow myself a beer or a glass of wine. I was dead set on avoiding the textbook pitfalls of young women with backgrounds like mine: abusive relationships, addiction, promiscuous sex, and the mental hospital.


That’s the girl who agreed to go on a picnic with Scott, seven months into her year of intentional celibacy.


Scott drove us past the little town of Sutter Creek and parked the car near a sign that read “Electra Road.” We walked awhile on a trail. He spread a blanket next to a small brook and put out cheese, bread, fruit. I hadn’t been out in nature for years—I’d traveled in a circle from apartment to cubicle to therapist’s office or self-help meeting nearly every day of the week for the past eighteen months. The woods were both silent and, when I listened closely, brimming with the sounds of water, leaves, insects.


He told me about his dad, a radio announcer who’d built the family’s homes in his spare time, and his mom, a woman who’d loved flowers and making things with her own hands, and who’d died three years earlier at only fifty-eight from colon cancer. From his backpack Scott took a printout of a story he’d written called “The Replicant.” Lying on his stomach, he propped himself onto his elbows and began reading. The story told of a grown son who downloaded his dying mother’s memories into a robot. After her death, he’d turn the robot on whenever he missed his mother, then turn it off when he left the house. Upon returning from work one day and seeing the robot motionless and silent in the corner, he was stricken with guilt and sorrow for leaving it alone.


Scott suddenly dropped the pages and hung his head, tears bursting from him so unexpectedly, I didn’t even think before wrapping my arms around him.


“Sorry,” he said, pulling himself together. “I’ve never shown that story to anyone before.”


“Don’t be sorry,” I said. It was too good to be true—that this worldly man was more emotional than he seemed, not so different from me after all. My fear evaporated. A few minutes later, we were kissing. He rolled me onto my back and slipped his hand down my shorts. His body was so long, his shoulders so broad, I was cast completely in shadow. He climbed on top of me. “Not here,” I said. “Someone might come by.”


We drove home listening to Bonnie Raitt. When we got to his house, he dragged a mattress out from his guest room to the living room floor. Perhaps he avoided the bedroom because of the framed photo of his Spain-dwelling girlfriend on the bureau.


In the months to follow, we drove all over Northern California’s back roads. He showed me the high Sierras, the small foothill towns like Volcano and Nevada City, the ramshackle bars and outposts on the Sacramento River Delta. We drove down mountain roads and around hairpin curves listening to an audio-tape of the poetry of William Butler Yeats. I learned every word of “Sailing to Byzantium.” Scott got me reading T. S. Eliot’s Four Quartets, William Blake’s “Proverbs of Hell,” and Walt Whitman’s Song of Myself. I began to feel like I might just get a chance to live after all.


One Sunday afternoon, on our way down Highway 1 where it hugs the Mendocino coast, Scott ejected the Yeats tape and inserted Brian Eno and John Cale’s Wrong Way Up. Eno began singing “Spinning Away”—One by one, all the stars appear—a lone violin string tugging an octave above the lyrics. I stood up on the passenger seat, stuck my upper body out the sunroof, and threw my arms back, letting the sea wind hit my face until the road became too curvy to keep balanced. I plopped back down in the seat, laughing, and looked over at Scott. He said, “I’m so happy I feel like my heart could burst right out of my chest.”


In my memory, that statement stands as the most passionate one he ever uttered, and the tears he shed at Electra Road were the last for nearly a decade. But I shunned the general dating wisdom of the time, which advised seeking out a verbal, “emotionally available” man. I wanted Scott and no one else. Though I often wished he would offer more of the vulnerability I saw on our first date, his reticence only ended up pulling me in deeper. He was solid and large, and against this solidity I surrendered body, heart, and soul.


We would come to call that day at Electra Road our anniversary. We’d use it ten years later as our wedding date.


During those ten years, Scott was the still point around which I revolved. I fed him passion and he fed me stability. It also felt, at times, like I was a crash test dummy and he was a wall, and the only way to obtain information, or a reaction, or any kind of headway, was to ram into him. You could look at photos of us talking at a party or lying on a couch and see instantly why we put up with each other, a depth of mutual adoration evident in our eyes and bodies that surprised even me when I saw it captured in freeze-frame. You could note that for those ten years, and throughout the entire marriage that followed, we never entered or departed each other’s company without kissing. I showed my love by asking him to live together three years in and then haranguing him to propose seven years in; he showed his by eventually giving in to my requests. Many others had tried to secure Scott’s monogamy and failed.


When Scott did finally propose, over a Valentine’s Day dinner at my favorite restaurant, my reaction astounded me. There was no ring yet, just a letter he’d typed—about the origins of Valentine’s Day—in which he’d buried the words “Marry Me” in a slightly different, slightly larger font. As the letters coalesced before my eyes, I began to cry from happiness. Within moments, though, a cloud swooped in, a chill that caused me to say, unbelievably, “Can I think about it?”


Soon I announced that I needed space. I’d become too dependent on him; I needed to live alone one more time before we married, just to make sure I still could. By this time I was finally working as a journalist at a newspaper downtown. I rented a tiny apartment near the paper and routinely went to sit in its kitchen at lunchtime, silently staring out the third-floor window at the tops of palm trees. But I spent very few nights there. Away from Scott and the house we’d shared for years, my hands shook. Ordinary activity fatigued me, as if I were moving through something viscous. Was it the pathological anxiety of being alone—something I wanted to purge myself of—or the more acute anxiety of threatening my relationship with the person I loved most? I couldn’t tell and I got sick of trying. When the six-month lease was up, I was ready to set a wedding date.


From the convoluted way we got engaged, such a far cry from the scenes in movies and Tiffany ads, it was easy to assume we weren’t meant for each other. But I knew that our commitment fears originated outside of our relationship. I wasn’t sure where Scott’s came from—possibly a fiancée who’d broken it off when he was only twenty, possibly a subsequent girlfriend who’d betrayed him. It mattered little, because once he made a commitment he’d work on it and succeed at it every day, just like he worked on running a certain number of miles and saving a certain amount of his paycheck.


My fear of commitment was much more obvious in origin. I tried to picture a man so ideal that marrying him would feel natural. I couldn’t. One of my clearest memories was of a morning in eighth grade, on my way out the door to school. My father was on the couch, sleeping off a hangover. My mother stood at the kitchen counter, wiping it. There was a crying infant on her hip, a two-year-old crashing a toy against the floor, and an eight-downing cereal at the table. She looked up at me, exhausted but determined, and said, “Robin, don’t ever get married. And if by chance you do get married, then whatever you do, don’t have kids.”


I wasn’t planning on it. And since marriage occupied so little importance in my youthful mind, it was a no-brainer, when my foreign boyfriend’s student visa ran out soon after we got to California, to drive to Nevada with him and marry him on the spot. We were in love, monogamous, and living together, so I couldn’t see the harm. But deep down I knew it wasn’t forever. His family and friends called me his wife, but to my own family and friends I continued to refer to him as my boyfriend.


With Scott it was different. I was thirty-five and this was for real. I was ready and willing to push past my mother’s indictment of marriage. The only hitch was that I’d never done what I’d imagined most women my age had done: date a variety of men, sleep around a little, have a one-night stand. An incomplete, restless feeling came over me every so often, and I occasionally brought it up with Scott, but even when he’d once given me permission to fool around on a weekend trip to New Orleans with my friends, I couldn’t go through with it. I wasn’t built for casual sex. Scott and I had a healthy sex life, a bit vanilla perhaps, but it worked. From what I’d gathered, my sexual peak was still a few years away, and since monogamy looked to be my natural state, why not just cross that bridge when we came to it? There were all kinds of things married couples could try. Tantra, for instance. New positions. Toys. We had time for all that.


No, there was no way I could give up a man like Scott just to get a few more lovers under my belt, lovers I probably wouldn’t even enjoy. I would sacrifice breadth for depth. Scott was the only man I could conceive of marrying, and certainly the only one I could ever have a child with. We had our share of issues, but there was also a deeper battle going on inside me: fear versus hope. I clung to hope.
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The Leap


I STOOD ON PAUL’S PORCH at the edge of Pacific Heights, listening to the rain and the foghorn, willing him to answer the doorbell quickly. He did. Though in his late thirties, he had a baby face—smooth pink cheeks framing emerald-green eyes. His rumpled shorts and T-shirt hung over thick bone and muscle.


He drew me into a hug. I lay my head on his shoulder, hiding beneath the humid tangle of my hair. “Kiss me,” he ordered, and though lusty commands were half the reason I was there, I was too shy to instantly obey. Instead I took off my raincoat and walked to his couch, where he’d opened a bottle of Cabernet. We took a sip, and as soon as I put the glass back down on the coffee table, he was on me. His kisses were lingering and firm. His hands—one against the small of my back, the other on my collarbone, then the tie of my halter top, then my breast—emitted a slow, insistent pressure to which I simply yielded.


The entire time, he whispered steadily into my ear. “I want to fuck you from behind, then turn you over and suck on your tits until you come. When I fuck you will you keep your dress on?”


“Yes.”


“Will you keep these boots on while I bend you over?”


“Yes.”


He leaned back and unzipped his pants, taking out his penis. “Do you like it?”


“Yes.”


“Will you suck it?”


“Yes.”


He stuck his finger in my mouth and I sucked that instead.


“When you suck it, can I come in your mouth?”


I nodded yes.


“Will you swallow?”


I looked him in the eye and nodded more slowly. I was drunk on dopamine, ecstatic. It was more than just his touch. It was all the pent-up words I’d craved for years. Words my husband didn’t say, that I couldn’t make myself say to him.


He took his finger from my mouth and put it between my legs, pushing it high up into me against the front wall. I arched back and my eyes watered. Reflexively I gasped, “Stop, Paul, stop,” but what I meant was that if this didn’t stop, I would go skidding over a precipice and never return. And even though I was verbally, instinctively pressing the brakes, I had no intention of stopping. I wanted him to hook his middle finger into my center and hurl me over, landing me in a heap of bones at the bottom.


We went on like this for two hours, just hands and words. I wasn’t avoiding intercourse out of some misguided theory that what we were doing didn’t constitute cheating. I was simply taking it one step at a time, and since our foreplay produced more heady intoxication than I could ever remember from an act of coitus, I didn’t mind waiting.


It was almost 11:00 p.m. when we finally sat up, fastened our clothes, and called a cab. We sipped our long-ignored wine and chatted about his relationship problems while we waited. Paul had recently begun dating a woman I’d met a few times, but things between them were vague and rocky.


“I don’t want to ruin your marriage,” he said.


“You won’t,” I lied.


“Are you afraid I’ll fall in love with you?” he asked. This was exactly why I’d chosen Paul, for the good heart evident beneath the bad-boy demeanor. I knew without a doubt that he was salt of the earth, someone I could actually call in an emergency. That’s how I categorized people: those I could and could not depend on in a crisis.


“No,” I said. “I’m more likely to fall in love with you. That’s what I do.”


When the cabbie phoned to say he was outside, I stood on syrupy legs. As I bent to gather up my purse, Paul slapped my ass, hard.


“Ow!” I yelled, turning to him. We both laughed and he winked. Then he walked me down the long hallway, opened the door, kissed me on the cheek, and freed me into the damp night.
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Wife (Philadelphia)


GEORGE WAS THE WISEST PERSON I’d ever met. Trim, in his sixties, with a thick head of salt-and-pepper hair, he was always dressed immaculately in creased slacks, button-down shirt, shiny oxford shoes, and a silk tie. George was not the kind of therapist who listened for forty-five minutes and then announced that time was up. He routinely doled out practical advice that I could tell he’d learned from his own life. I wrote the best nuggets down so I wouldn’t forget them.


“Let yourself experience the distance your conflicts create, so that you’ll have the space to fall in love again.”


“You are not responsible for your pain but you are responsible to it.”


“Apply Occam’s Razor: Always use the simplest possible explanation.”


George could often get Scott to admit feelings that remained otherwise inaccessible to me. We sought him out for premarital counseling to talk about kids. Scott had never wanted them, and I couldn’t say that I did either. I’d entered adulthood with my mother’s anti-childbearing warning firmly in place. Yet telltale signs of a biological clock began to emerge. Right from the start I told Scott that if I accidentally got pregnant, I’d have the baby. I’d already survived one abortion at nineteen and didn’t feel I could handle, or justify, another. “I’ll support whatever you decide,” he’d said. “It’s your body.”


Shortly after we began living together, two of his friends got vasectomies. He scheduled a consultation for one as well at Planned Parenthood. When we showed up and the counselor asked if I was on board, I instinctually said no, so he canceled without a word. By the time we got engaged, I’d had nearly a decade of therapy, and the further I got from the chaos of my upbringing, the more I noticed myself drawn to children. At parties that included kids, I often excused myself from small talk to huddle on the floor with a toddler. If a friend was being run ragged by her infant’s crying jag, I habitually scooped the baby up and began bouncing and rocking it, as I had my brothers. I suspected my maternal instinct might intensify once we married, and worried about how far Scott would dig in his heels.


George was not one to let emotional explorations go on forever. He was there to help us decide whether and how to move forward. After several weeks of hashing it over, he put down his pen and said, “I think we’ve talked this out as far as we can. Scott, I have to say, you’re one of the most understated people I’ve ever met. And Robin’s the opposite. You remind me, Robin, of that old commercial for gelato: ‘So Italian, so intense.’ Remember that?” We all smiled.


“Yep, that’s her,” Scott said.


“But you balance each other out, and, more important, you love each other. In most couples, there’s the partner whose job is to rock the boat and instigate change and the partner who keeps the boat steady.”


I took Scott’s hand while we waited for the punch line.


“I don’t know whether you two will end up having kids. But my feeling, Robin, is that if you eventually want children badly enough, Scott will get on board.”


That was exactly what I wanted to hear. After all, he’d eventually gotten on board with every new phase I’d initiated. I’d remained in Sacramento much longer than I’d wanted, because of Scott’s job and the house he owned, but after many years of my waiting it out he’d agreed to move back east.


Scott bowed his head, mulled it over for a second, then looked up at me and arched his eyebrows as if to say, Well, that’s that.


George put his notepad on the floor next to his chair, signaling an end to the session. He folded his hands in his lap, smiled warmly, and said, “There’s no way you two are getting out of this without getting married first.”


His unexpected, world-wise conclusion soothed me into a sense of clarity. It seemed as close to a commitment as a driven and doubtful woman like me could possibly hope to come.


After we married, ten years to the day from that first picnic, we quit our jobs, bought a small RV, and drove around the country for a while. Eventually, we landed in downtown Philadelphia on the second floor of a three-story brownstone with soaring ceilings, built-in bookshelves, and a five-foot-high marble fireplace. Scott got a job as a project manager in the IT department of an international law firm, and I landed a job as a food columnist at the weekly paper, which meant we ate at a new restaurant once a week. In the stainless steel kitchenette, Scott delved into his home-brewing hobby, emptying cans of malt over the stove, boiling honey and fruit juice to make mead.


If the anticipation of marriage had frightened me, the experience of it agreed with me. I liked calling Scott my husband and being referred to as his wife. I loved receiving Christmas cards and invitations addressed to “Mr. and Mrs. Mansfield,” even though I hadn’t officially changed my name. My favorite thing was to cook him dinner and, while it was simmering, bring him a drink or ask if he needed anything.


Living just two hours from the family I had fled sixteen years before submerged me in a whole new layer of anxieties. I suddenly had a hard time navigating bridges, supermarket aisles, large pedestrian intersections, and especially the Pennsylvania Turnpike, a road with few exits, unlit at night, that cut a swath through endless forest from Philadelphia north to Scranton. At the halfway point loomed the Lehigh Tunnel, two lanes blasted into an imposing mountain. As soon as the car entered the fluorescent-lit passageway, my heart hammered violently, my skin prickled, and my vision faltered. I had to count my breaths to get from one end to the other.


But the fear was worth it, because amid the same sensory cues that could press in around me claustrophobically—the smell of fresh-cut grass in summer, the sight of red and orange leaves bundled into a patchwork so thick it obscured the tree trunks, the silent blanket of winter snow—I found relics of my soul. Little by little, I was returned to myself. We spent more time with our five-year-old nephew, and out in California, my best friend, Susan, decided to have a child and began the process of finding a sperm donor. No sooner had my pieces begun to coalesce into something resembling a crooked, weary whole than they began vibrating with the urge to reproduce.


At night, the talks would begin. “Just tell me why you don’t want to try,” I’d start.


“I’ve just never felt the need. I don’t want to spend Saturdays at soccer games. I want to do other things with my time.” He measured each sentence out in reasoned strokes, using only the necessary amount of words.


“I can do most of the work,” I’d say, some distant, rational part of me shocked at such an offering. “Once the baby is born, you’ll fall in love with it. I’m not asking you to go to great lengths with fertility. I just want to take the birth control away.” We’d been religiously using a combination of cervical cap and spermicide forever.


I approached the topic from every angle—the purpose it would bring, the sense of connection, the emotional and physical challenges, the spiritual growth. Given my background, my latent desire to create a family with Scott felt weighted with significance. It attested to the enormous trust we shared, a trust it had taken more than a decade to build. Yet he always responded with some version of a calm shrug.


“We don’t have to give up our lives just because we have a kid,” I’d say. “People with kids still travel. They write symphonies and novels.” My verbal style was the opposite of Scott’s. Every sentence I uttered stripped away another degree of self-control. Each word seemed to land on him with less impact than its predecessor.


One day after Scott left for work, our neighbor Catherine, a political consultant who was my age and seeing a fertility doctor with her husband, showed up at our door in her tailored business suit, a briefcase slung over her shoulder and a plain brown paper bag in hand.


“I want you to have this,” she said. We had talked once or twice about babies and age. I peered inside the bag to find three plastic urine specimen cups, their bright yellow tops secured with white labels that read “Sterile.”


“Fresh sperm stays viable for thirty minutes,” she said. “All you have to do is collect it and get it to a lab. They can separate out saliva from the sperm, too.”


It took a few seconds for that last piece of information to register. I laughed. “Are you kidding?”


“No, I’m not,” she said, her eyes shining with resolve.


I lowered my voice. “I don’t think I could do that.”


“Robin, you’ll resent him forever if you don’t make this happen. Do you understand?”


I nodded. “Yeah.” I hugged her then, because she reminded me that there was indeed a sisterhood at work behind the dealings of the world. “Thanks, Catherine.” She squeezed my arm and strode off to work.


I didn’t use Catherine’s little sterile cups, though she wasn’t the first friend to recommend trickery. Later that day, however, as I hid them away under the bathroom sink, the solution dawned on me. It was so reasonable, so mathematical that I couldn’t believe it had taken me this long to see it.


I bolted into my home office and looked up fertility rates by age. When Scott walked in the door that night, I sat him down at the dining room table.


“I did research today,” I said. “It takes the average thirty-eight-year-old sixteen months to get pregnant naturally, when she’s trying. If we try for sixteen months straight, I have a pretty good chance of getting my way. If we don’t try at all, you have a hundred percent chance of getting your way.”


Scott leaned a few inches back in the chair, so I sped up the presentation. “So, if we tried for eight months and then stopped, it would be statistically fair. We’d both have a fifty-fifty chance of getting our way.”


He furrowed his brow.


“If we don’t get pregnant in eight months, we could go back to birth control and I’ll never bring it up again. Fifty-fifty. Mother Nature decides, and we accept the outcome.”


Scott stood up from the table. The sun had just gone down and bluish light angled into the room. “No!” he boomed, raising his voice for only the third time since we’d met. “How many times do I have to tell you? I don’t want to have a kid!”


I watched him ascend the spiral staircase to our bedroom, wondering if it was the airtight logic of the proposal that had enraged him. At the same time, I knew no amount of logic could persuade someone who didn’t want children. If the tables were turned and he were pressuring me, I might get angry too.


The fleeting thought arose: I should leave him. This is never going to change. Before it fully formed, it dissolved into impossibility, for when I removed Scott from the equation, my desire for a family flew right out the window with him. I couldn’t do it myself and I could never trust another man with such an endeavor. Thus we spent the next several years locked inside a dilemma born of extreme stubbornness or extreme love or both: I wanted a child, but only with him. He didn’t want a child but wanted to keep me.


I began to awaken at 3:00 a.m. I’d lie in bed listening to Scott breathe. He slept on his left side, facing away from me, and he could fall asleep no matter how stressful the day had been, even immediately after an argument. I always tried hard not to wake him. In our twelve years together, we’d never once made love in the middle of the night.


In my dreams, my body morphed into subhuman form. I tugged at the charred flesh of my arm and it lifted away like snakeskin, revealing new pink growth beneath. My back bloomed into a sea anemone, its spongy white tentacles swaying. My chest became a starburst-shaped succulent, the swollen green leaves tinged in red. Repulsed and awed, I tapped their pointed tips gingerly, wondering if the desert plant had taken the place of my heart, whether its insides flowed with its own milky water or my blood.


I looked up the succulent to find a clue to the dream’s meaning. It had a long Latin name and was commonly known as a hen-and-chicks plant.


According to Mama Gena, arguing was not the way to convince a man to do anything. Seduction was. That was just one of the many skills she taught at the School of Womanly Arts in New York, which I’d stumbled across while researching a newspaper assignment. Mama Gena was a leggy middle-aged Manhattanite named Regena Thomashauer. Photos on her website showed her styled in all manner of hot pink minidresses and feather boas. High-powered career women flocked to her classes to learn the ways of flirtation, sensuality, and abundance. She claimed to have studied ancient matriarchal religions and aimed, she said, to put the feminine back in feminism—out with suffering, in with pleasure. Her pupils called themselves sister goddesses.


At an earlier point in my life, phrases like “sister goddess” and “womanly arts” would have sent a serious woman like me running. Feminism wasn’t a label I felt free to choose or discard. It was a fundamental shift, a tectonic righting that might have completely changed my mother’s life had it appeared just a few years earlier than it did. In college I marched in pro-choice rallies, picketed in front of porn outlets, and made a short documentary on domestic abuse as a senior project. That same strident year, I tossed all my makeup straight into the wastebasket. The minute college was over, I grew just as intent about healing as I had about equal rights. I would die a feminist but I was long overdue for some fun.


My first teleconference class found me sitting on my bed with ten other women from around the country on speakerphone as Regena instructed, “Okay, sister goddesses, time to take off your panties.” Thus began a lesson on the anatomy of the vulva and the best way to stroke the clitoris’s eight thousand nerve endings—twice as many as in a penis, she noted. Our homework was to “self-pleasure” daily, flirt with everyone we met regardless of gender or age, and continually ask ourselves what small thing we could do to increase our enjoyment. Our mantra was, “I have a pussy.”


“From now on you must brag at least once a day,” Regena said. “Ditch the communal bemoaning that usually passes for female bonding. Brag to your girlfriends instead of complaining.”


Frivolous as it initially sounded, Regena’s advice proved life-changing. As I began to make pleasure the basis for my decisions, I relaxed. I wore brighter colors and laughed more. I took up the habit of smiling at the barista, the cranky cashier, the wrinkled old man sitting on a park bench. I didn’t have to try to argue less with Scott; I simply lost interest in it. When a discussion became entangled, I changed the topic. It was like I’d switched my wavelength from the work to the play channel.
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