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In the beginning I was only myself. Everything that happened to me, I thought, was mine alone.


Then I married a man, as women do. My life became archetypal, a drag show of nuclear familyhood. I got enmeshed in a story that had already been told ten billion times.


But before all that, back at the beginning, I remember looking out the door of my apartment, watching John’s head appear as he climbed the stairs, and then, step by step, more and more of him.


Which is when I said, You’re real!


Which was my first mistake.
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Upstate for the summer, I was house-sitting and making vigorous use of the fireplace. I walked by the Hudson and sometimes swam. The locals said that you could pick through the river bottom and find pure garnets, but I never found any, so I tried to write poems about not finding them.


I pretended that the house was mine, and that I’d paid it off and lived alone. I pretended I was fifty years old and had published many books translated into many languages. I imagined seducing the beautiful young men who installed satellite dishes and fixed cars and lived in my neighbors’ converted stables.


The house didn’t have a satellite dish, and the only theater in town screened Hollywood fluff that had played in the city months earlier, but in late June a film festival came to town.


The reception after opening night was the first party I’d attended in a long time, and I introduced myself to the Canadian filmmaker whose film had been my favorite. The action took place at the foot of a mountain over hundreds of years. The last shot was just the landscape. It was calm and forthright. It resembled him. His name was John.


He and I drank two drinks together, and then I followed him to his room in the inn, where I saw all the things he’d collected over his three days in town. Mugs with dried red wine at the bottom, or half an inch of milky old coffee. Overdue books from the New York Public Library, river stones, castoffs from a local flea market, and all the birch bark he’d found on the ground all week, apparently—it was everywhere. I hadn’t picked up any of it. Because it was everywhere.


It was dark, and I was afraid of the dark—the real dark, the country dark. It isn’t dark in the city even though we refer to dark alleys and dark nightclubs. Those are only city dark. In the country, under the right circumstances of moon and weather, the dark can be depthless. I had never seen this dark before, but John was from Alberta and didn’t mind it. In fact he seemed to love it. I didn’t hold his hand in the dark, that first night, but I took his arm, and he led me back to my little house in the night.


Over the next week he hand-delivered a birch-bark note to me in my mailbox every day, and halfway through that week we started fucking and didn’t stop for almost fifteen years.


I tried to understand that first ferocious hunger and couldn’t. It came from somewhere beyond reason.


He had the calm, unguarded eyes of someone who had already seen everything. Those eyes, his heavy limbs, the raucous black bloom of pubic hair. He smelled like cedar. I asked him whether this happened to him often, because it hadn’t ever happened to me. Not like this, he said.


He said that in the next two years he wanted to make a name for himself, put his finances in order, and find gallery representation for his photographs. I wanted to publish a book-length poem and get a tenure-track teaching job.


He wanted to win the Akadimía Prize, which would take him to Athens, Greece, for a year, to live in a beautiful villa and work in an airy studio and eat food prepared by chefs.


He said that I should apply, too—every year the fellowships were given to two artists, two writers, two architects, two medievalists, and so on.


I felt dull when I remembered that John could write, draw, and make photographs and films, while I could only write. I wondered if I’d feel like a failure next to him. But then I remembered that he thought clearly, felt deeply, worked hard, made art, was dark and handsome, and wanted to marry me. I’d ordered à la carte and gotten everything I’d wanted.


He said he’d dated two women at once, one year, and that they’d found out about each other.


He said that his last relationship had died a slow death and ended in guarded friendship, but I knew it might yet be there, steering him.


He said he’d known right away that he’d spend the rest of his life with me. Then he said, That’s what’s called showing one’s hand, or putting all one’s cards on the table, and then I said, I’ll totally marry you.
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Back in the city, where we both lived, providentially on the same subway line, we visited each other’s apartments. His was in a cruddy row house in a neighborhood that hadn’t been gentrified yet; all his neighbors were in their eighties. His apartment, a top floor walk-through, was dotted with glass vases from rummage sales, stones and seashells, an old edition of Poe nibbled beautifully by bookworms. He crouched next to some bookshelves he’d made and plugged something into the wall outlet and then looked up at me. In a translucent orange vase the size of a pineapple, a ball of wadded-up Christmas lights was suddenly aglow.


John said that we had to be discreet while walking in his neighborhood. He hadn’t told his ex-girlfriend about me, and I said that that wasn’t good enough, and he listened to me and then rescinded the rule.


But Naomi still called him every night. He claimed she was suicidal and that it was his responsibility to save her.


She’s . . . unstable, he said, the little pause making the second word even darker, more dangerous.


I said that he was valuing her feelings above mine. I said that she couldn’t control our relationship with her phone calls and suicide threats, and I asked John to limit his communication with her.


I couldn’t sleep unless no one was touching me, but John couldn’t sleep unless he was holding on to me. Tight.


I wish I were more like you, he said.


Then I found his Friendster profile, which he’d logged into within twenty-four hours, and which listed him as thirty-four and single.


My mother said that John wasn’t ready to settle down right away because he hadn’t expected to meet me.


Then John emailed me and said that Naomi had found out about me, that she would come over that weekend for the final breakup, after which he’d change his profile.


I wrote back, I’m not going to have a meltdown and break up with you. You’re going to have to work consistently and effortfully to sabotage this. It’s not impossible, but I don’t think you have the heart to do it. At least I really, really hope you don’t.


I signed it, I love you, Mumbun. Mumbun, our pet name for each other, derived very early on from Bunny. John, my tender arctic hare.


That night he visited, heartbroken over something else—a friend had lost his dead father’s jigsaw and bought him a used one to replace it, even though he’d requested that she buy a new one, and then she’d lied and said he’d never said it. I petted him and massaged his back and listened to his sadness, and I sensed that he was learning.


The next morning he sexily disassembled my old inkjet printer, looking for parts he could use to make a robot for a photography project. I was revising a book review. It was late morning when the mail came. Mostly junk. Two magazines. A letter.


I put the magazines on the desk, put the junk mail in the bin under the kitchen sink, and opened the letter from the Akadimía. When I read that I’d won the Akadimía Prize I went cold, knowing I’d have to conceal my pride when I told John. Affectless, he said, I want to be as successful in my field as you are in yours. Then he put down his little tools and took me out for brunch. We waited forty minutes for a table while we both stewed, him about not having won the photography fellowship, me about wishing we’d eaten oatmeal at home for free.
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Fifteen years earlier, when I’d gone away to college, I wore a fur coat I’d bought for ten dollars at a thrift store. It was Persian lamb, the fur rotting off the skin. I used reeking permanent black markers to color in the skin as the fur fell off. My mother had showed me how to do it.


I sang in the choir; that was six hundred dollars a semester. I was a research assistant for a doctoral student; that was eleven dollars an hour. I shelved books at the music library in the afternoons; that was minimum wage, four twenty-five.


One night in the dining hall I’d bumped into a classmate who worked in the kitchen. I spilled my plastic cup of grape juice all over his white chef’s jacket. I wanted to pay for the cleaning, but the jacket would just go into the institutional wash. I’d needed to pay for something, though. I’d felt guilty for having any money at all.


When one day someone casually referred to my tony Manhattan girls’ school, I proudly told him I’d gone to public school in Massachusetts. He seemed impressed that I could play rich so convincingly. He was from Ohio. I was a liar, but I didn’t know it yet.
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John and I went together to the first meeting of that year’s class of Akadimía Fellows. All around the big table stood chairs at equal intervals, with stacks of paper in front of each one. John sat down next to me. The other spouses and partners all sat in the chairs against the wall.


Mortified, I didn’t say anything. I didn’t want to insult John. A seat at the table is too much to ask? he would have said. But none of the other fellows’ partners are at the table, I would have said. Then he would have said it wasn’t worth discussing, a man sitting in one chair when he could have been sitting in a different one, why was I making it an issue, what was wrong with me. John would do what he wanted, I was crazy, he was the partner of a crazy person. Whom he loved anyway, dearly.


That night he went out and didn’t call and came home late. In the morning he said he’d gone out drinking, a phrase that repelled me. I hated the person John became when he drank, tormented by the idea that he wasn’t smart enough, able only to regale everyone about how bright a student he’d once been.


He had a hangover and didn’t remember what he’d said to his graduate students, but he’d probably gossiped about his colleagues again while the students tittered. When I told him he had to stop doing that, he laughed at me.


[image: Paragraph break image]


In September, I packed three suitcases and moved to Greece and became an Akadimía Fellow at the Amerikanikí Akadimía in Athens. John stayed in New York for a couple of months, working and saving money and, I hated myself for thinking it, brooding about not having won the prize. One night my neck and shoulders were so tense, I needed a massage so desperately, that several other fellows came to visit me in my apartment in the villa. They rubbed my neck and spoke kindly to me.


Each morning, after I showered and dressed and colored in my patchy eyebrows with a pencil, I went downstairs to the coffee bar. The barman was capable of communicating entire sentences using just his eyes. His mouth never moved. He knew I wanted a makiáto before I was capable of waking sufficiently to speak Greek or any other language.


He called out the names of those who dared to keep their coffee on the bar for more than ten seconds, after which the particulate begins to drift toward the bottom of the cup and the shot is ruined. I always jumped up to seize mine, hurried to it like a wife. After drinking it I gave the barman a two-euro coin and he snapped my change onto the marble bar—usually something between thirty and forty cents even though I always bought the same coffee and bougatsa. When I got fifty cents back one morning I thought he must approve of me.


When John arrived it was almost winter. I led him through the entrance and past the fountain and up the marble steps. Then I dragged open the massive iron gate and we walked into the courtyard. John looked around and I watched him take it all in. Thousand-year-old stones were mounted in the ochre walls. It was a second layer, a higher level, of knowing the place. Whoa, he said. It fed me. We’d been together a year.
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John sulked, fixated on his unsuccessful fellowship applications. Maybe I can’t be a mellow, easygoing guy and also an art star, he said.


In the beginning, everything about him had shone, but as time passed, I noticed that he used the word phenomena as a singular noun, couldn’t spell the word necessary, couldn’t write a coherent paragraph. Next to him, I was brilliant. Next to me, he was beautiful, charming, and initially capable of hiding all the things that, in my wrinkly little heart, made me consider him inferior.


I lay in bed naked, and John sketched me all day long, with encounters every now and then. I came in his mouth, rode him, and let him pull my hair, then came again in his hand just as he came in my mouth. At the end of the day he asked, Do you think we could get into that marriage column in The New York Times?


At dinner, the painter said, You seem like a completely different person now that John’s here. It makes me think that you have a good relationship.


Without meaning to, I began to restrict the material in my diary. I had become unable to articulate certain feelings. And so my body became their cultivation dish.
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After we took care of the painter’s baby for the afternoon, the painter’s wife said to me, I don’t know how many points you give for good-with-kids, but John gets them all.


That night John said, Is it a comfort to you that I’ve always assumed we’d get married? but a moment later he said he didn’t want to be the unsuccessful partner of the successful person. Then he apologized and said that he’d just wanted to be honest. I said, It was brave and considerate to tell me.


I signed up for extra Greek conversation lessons with a couple of the other fellows. John had been skipping the regular classes. When I told him I’d signed up for another round of lessons without him, he sat and cried silently without moving his face. Tears dripped from his jaw. I was surprised.


That night there was a dance party. I left at one in the morning. John said he’d stay another fifteen minutes, but he stayed three more hours. In the morning he seemed contrite and frightened.


A week later, the photography fellow showed photos from the party, including two of John and a classicist posing as if they were about to make out. In shock, I asked John how he would feel if he were me. Sad, hurt, angry, he said.


God, but he was funny. The painter’s wife was pregnant again, and we all signed a card. John wrote, Good luck! The last time I had a baby they still let you drink and gamble in the delivery room. I was so doped up I bet on the Cleveland Browns to win the Kentucky Derby.


Every now and then one of the fellows was invited to give a talk or mount a show in Spain or Germany or Slovenia. The painter and his wife were trying to decide whether to leave the Akadimía for a research trip to Morocco. The wife wasn’t sure she wanted to go. We’re a team, the painter said to her. She and the baby went with him.
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My best friend Hannah was married to her first husband for thirteen years. We met after I sent her a fan letter through a magazine editor, and we became best friends immediately.


One night we went to a party, Hannah and her husband and I, and she left before we did. While her husband and I waited for a bus home, he lit a cigarette. He smoked half of it, dropped it, sprayed his mouth with mint spray, unwrapped and chewed a piece of gum, took a little bottle of hand sanitizer out of his coat, and rubbed it all over his hands and forearms in front of me so that we’d have a secret. Testing me to see if I’d lie for him.


Hannah finally divorced him while I was in Greece. She knew so much more than I did about being with a man. Nothing I told her ever shocked her. The contours of her life lay beyond the outer limits of mine. She sublet my apartment while I was gone, and she reminded me constantly that my life with John was normal.
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At lunch John trash-talked James Joyce, as he often did when he despaired that his work didn’t sufficiently represent him in the world. Then he walked into town with some of the other fellows. I didn’t want to go. We’re a team, he said, and then went without me.


Instead of calling me and telling me where to meet them for dinner, he emailed from a kiosk, but I didn’t have email that day because he’d used my IP address to download a movie and we’d been kicked off the server for using too much data. My screaming heart told me that John had pretended to try to reach me but really just wanted to hurt me. I spent three hours worried sick, and then the restaurants all closed and I had nothing for dinner.


I made up the foldout bed in my studio.


John woke me at two in the morning, and we fought in screaming whispers. At four I went back to the dorm, nauseated. John hugged onto me right away and fell asleep. In the morning he left without telling me where he was going. Treading water, awaiting death—how interesting, the future had disappeared. I wondered what would happen next.
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On the night of my birthday I sat at a white-draped table at the Akadimía and thought, Maybe someone will stick a candle in my kassato. Then the lights dimmed. Everyone looked up. Into the dining room John and the chefs wheeled a trolley bearing a massive frosted cake. Six months into a ten-month fellowship, no one had ever had a birthday cake. Everyone sang. By morning we heard that the director was furious that John hadn’t asked permission to hijack the kitchen. It didn’t matter. Everyone in the kitchen loved him.


While we all ate the cake, the filmmaker said that he’d known he couldn’t afford a nice ring, so he’d just bought a cheap one and took his wife out to lunch after their courthouse wedding.


That night John and I sat in bed and wrote and sketched in our little books, having tuned out everything including each other, but just having him there, next to me, seemed to calm my autonomic nervous system. I loved it.


John said, We’ve had a lot of external validation this year that we work well as a couple.


I didn’t want to give up my apartment back home until we were really engaged, so John said, My beloved, will you marry me? And I said yes. And that I didn’t need an expensive ring.


He said we’d be engaged, for real, by Christmas. He said that the only reason we weren’t engaged was that he couldn’t afford a ring. Then he arranged to get six more shirts made.
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On the day before we flew home, after a steamy walk back to the villa in the height of the Athenian summer, John and I quarreled. I accused him of contradicting everything I said just for the sake of it. As after every quarrel, we then examined and speculated on our friends’ relationships, describing lovingly to each other their myriad flaws.


Then I got into the fountain in my black dress and floated on my back and watched the fast clouds in the dark sky. John watched me swim and laugh. I prayed to remember the joy of that moment until the end of my life.
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Back home in New York, we threw a party. John’s ex-girlfriend Naomi showed up in a backless evening gown and no bra. She stood much too close to John, gazing into his eyes and brushing against his body at every opportunity.


Just let this be her problem, John said later. She’s not going to stop until you set a boundary, I said. I love you, and I don’t want needless obstacles getting in the way of my love.


The next day he wrote me a note. I will actively work on this. Thank you for telling me. I don’t ever want you to doubt that you are my love. Because you are.
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I grew up half crazy, living with people who were more than half crazy, and I left home and paid for ten years of psychotherapy and chose the wrong people, over and over, and if they were any good I left them because I thought I deserved only ruined people, and that to be alone was my destiny, and I never shared my home with a partner until I was thirty-four and moved in with a man who’d said he would propose to me by Christmas, and I believed him because we’d been together two years, and I loaned him eight thousand dollars for a film and he didn’t propose to me by Christmas, and then I turned thirty-five.


Still owing me eight thousand dollars, John asked for more. My shame felt like a fever. He said he’d ask his mother for some money. Then he ordered a two-hundred-dollar lamp.


Alone in a hotel in a faraway town for a poetry reading, I took a bath, rubbed one out, slept alone in a giant bed, and relaxed for the first time in weeks.


Then I realized that I liked to work when John wasn’t there.


Then I realized that without John, I had more fun at parties.


The night I got home, during sex John slapped my face playfully but too hard and I erupted, sobbing, as surprised as he looked. Afterward, almost asleep, I heard myself say, You’re the best thing that’s ever happened to me.


In the morning I bought a used cream-colored silk dress for fifty-five dollars to get married in.
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And then one night John made a reservation at the oyster bar for no discernible reason.


We took the train to the Village and climbed the stairs. It was so cold. We turned left onto a twisty street, and in front of my favorite haunted house, John stopped.


He said, Uh, I guess this is as good a moment as any to ask you to be my wife. But we’d already agreed that I’d become his wife. He wasn’t looking at me. He sounded detached and frightened. I was laughing, trying to encourage him. I was happy, grinning. I wanted this part of my life to be over already, and I was so glad that it finally was.


I looked down at the ring. The little diamond was gray and tear-shaped. I loved it. I put it on, and it was too big.


Then we walked the rest of the way to the restaurant and sat down and immediately ordered prosecco. John toasted, Here’s to every other day.
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At last I was ready to give up my apartment. As we packed my things, a framed picture fell to the floor. The glass shattered. I went to the kitchen for a paper bag, dustpan, and brush. We swept up the broken glass. When we finished, John said, Being an adult is really annoying, trying for levity. Had he never swept a floor? I tucked away the little shard of the day because I couldn’t imagine that it could be true, that he would actually think what he appeared to be thinking.


I moved into John’s apartment and decided to tidy up. With his permission I sorted through the three drawers of his metal filing cabinet and gathered up all the old utility bills and brought them to the office supply store to be shredded.


I found the letter he’d written to the deans of his college after they’d declined his application to study abroad. I read their letters, too. I gave him the letters in a neat stack. I didn’t say I’d read them, and he never asked.


The filing cabinet had been his father’s. It was dotted with old labels and American flag stickers. When it was finally empty, we put it out on the street.
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I cooked pork chops in garlic and red wine and cleaned the kitchen while John took phone calls. He’d started a production company with a meek, diligent graduate student. It had begun as a lark, but John’s childhood friends Felix and Victoria had somehow found money in Calgary, people who wanted to invest in a production company in New York with connections to Alberta. They called the company Cloudberry Productions. I’m a real wife, I thought, setting the table with cloth napkins. It felt like a parlor game.


John and Felix and Felix’s wife, Victoria, had all grown up together, and John and Felix acted like brothers. They insulted each other constantly, but they did it while laughing. John didn’t have any blood siblings. Neither did I.


After high school, they had all gone to college in Calgary, and after that, John had moved to New York, the only one in his whole class.


Victoria worked full-time as a legal secretary, and Felix was the primary parent to their three children. This made them strange. For their other high school friends, the women were always the wives.
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John was still an artist, but now he was an entrepreneur, too. I practiced saying the word out loud so it sounded effortless, normal, not an aberration at all. Entrepreneur. The company would be easy to run, John had explained, and it would fund his art career. It was easy to be a writer—all I needed was time—but John needed to buy supplies and ship pieces and travel to shows and meet collectors. His career was more expensive and more difficult than mine, and the potential return was greater. Lucky for us, the production company would become profitable almost immediately. He showed me a spreadsheet that I didn’t understand. He explained that we would soon be rich.


John would make a lot of money, and I’d still be a writer, alone with my thoughts. It would be like having two lives. Instead of adding hot water to a cupful of dehydrated chili, I’d eat sushi with John. The dream money swirled around us. I was an island of thrift within it, but it still touched me. The money felt like dress-up. It was a costume. I didn’t need it, but it was good to have.
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A waterfall of paper responsibilities flooded the house, books and manuscripts to address with polite enthusiasm while I gradually learned that John had never sent a thankyou note or deep-cleaned the house except for a party.


I needed him to share in the housekeeping, to have one date with me per week, to have two intimate sessions with me per week, to socialize with friends biweekly, and to pay me back the seven grand that he still owed me.


He’d started calling his photography installations art that moves. John said his phrase with a little hitch in his voice to suggest that he’d just thought of it that very moment, and also that he thought very highly of himself for thinking of it.
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The night before John had to leave to install his first solo art show, the rotating platforms for his photographs were delivered. They were a half inch too short on each side. There was no way to fix them. It was a four-thousand-dollar mistake. We were sitting at the big blue table John had made out of police barriers, the table that would stand on our deck and fill with carpenter bees in a few years, after we moved to California and then back again.


I sat across from John and prepared to let the wave of shame wash over us. This was his first big show. I watched John to see what he would do. He sat and held his head in his hands, silent. No tears fell. I saw the shame pass by him like a specter.


He didn’t mention it to the curators, and he didn’t prepare for the lecture he had to give at the opening.


A week after he got home, the museum sent a note informing him that they were disappointed in his lecture and in the show. After that day he never spoke of it again.
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The trouble with getting engaged is that the second you mention it to some people, they start screaming at you that if you haven’t already registered for gifts and planned your honeymoon, you’re mentally ill.


I asked John whether he was nervous about getting married and he just smiled and said, No.


I got drunk on white wine at a bar and dragged John home for a glorious session. Still feeling good, I scheduled a meeting with him to discuss our honeymoon. I asked him when he’d be able to buy the plane tickets with his credit card miles, and he got quiet. A sneer grew in his beautiful mouth.


Then he said, I get to not talk about money if I don’t want to, and I said, We aren’t ready to get married.


[image: Paragraph break image]


Walking on the beach during our honeymoon, we passed a gaggle of drunk women. One of them said, Look at their rings, how bright they are! They’re probably on their honeymoon!


John had ordered himself a custom-made hammered white gold ring. I’d ordered the most basic yellow gold band I could find online. Over the years it got scratched up and dulled, and I loved taking it off and looking at how smooth it was on the inside, how it seemed to glow, how it was perfect.
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When I was young, all that fathers ever had to do was sit in offices, eat at restaurants for lunch, do whatever they wanted wherever they went, and then come home and appear hardworking and loyal. Loyal, just for coming home to eat food and enjoy a clean and well-run house that a woman maintained just so a father could do whatever he wanted inside and outside of it.


I wrote to Hannah, Tonight I learned why my mother always squealed and shrank away when my father tried to touch her: She was a fortress. And inside that fortress was rage, and in the center of that rage was the pain of the insult of being treated like a stupid maid. My fortress is the same, with smaller hips, surrounded by a corona of migraine.


John said he would do the dishes and be in bed by eleven to fuck. At eleven o’clock, alone in the house, I did the dishes.


When he got home he explained why he was late. It didn’t make sense. He taunted me, You can’t even follow a conversation, and then, unable to stop the torrent of his confusing explanation, I yelled, Quiet! and then he shoved me and said, Get out.


After that, I cried from the deepest part of the pain tank, took a tranquilizer, and slept until noon.


When I finally got out of bed, we agreed to do our best to take care of each other and forgive each other.


Then John said that he wouldn’t be able to put his share in the joint account that month, after all. I took a deep breath; at once my back seized up and I understood why people divorce.


I’d already asked John to email me his itinerary for Calgary, where he was going to meet with Felix’s uncle, a venture capitalist. Vibrating like a tuning fork, I sent him the same email for the fourth time. When he finally responded, I explained, Since I can’t control my personal life, my professional life, and my financial life right now, when I also lose control of my social calendar, it feels like the last straw.


John wrote back, I’m really sorry, I thought I’d sent this to you. I love you very much.
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UPS lost track of yet another shipment of lights that John needed to finish his new film. He was on the phone for three days, impotent, filing complaints. I put on my boots and my warmest coat and went outside to look for the UPS truck. The snow was ankle-deep and made everything quiet.


In ten minutes I was back with the shipment, my arms wrapped around its slippery wet cardboard box.


At our scheduled household budget meeting, John spent half an hour recalculating the expenses I’d calculated. At one point, when he said he didn’t have money to produce his art show and contribute to the household, I said, So basically you’re living in my house.


But John and his co-founder had landed an investment in their little film production company, and we would move to Los Angeles to staff it and build it in a cheap warehouse space. I feared that, after we moved west, John would divide his time between Cloudberry and his art, and I would be a lonely wife with no support system, maybe saddled with a baby, unable to write or teach—a real wife, the one thing I’d sworn to myself I’d never be.
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At an art dealer’s party, John drank too much and spoke too carelessly and too long with the wrong people.


When I prompted him, he admitted he’d noticed that powerful people never get drunk at parties. Then he said, I don’t want to be a footnote in someone else’s biography.


I’d just sold another book. It was my biography that he was talking about.


John’s mother sent a photo card of the four of us on the Brooklyn Bridge. In June we welcomed John’s wife, Jane, into our family. Happy Holidays.
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Every few weeks I remembered something I’d said to John within days of meeting him. I’m kind of a workaholic, I’d said. And immediately he’d said, Oh, thank God.


I’d found someone for whom making art was central and being in a relationship was incidental. I loved sitting in a room with John, both of us on our laptops, working silently, fiercely. I could feel our energies awake and together. We didn’t need anything else from each other.


But by then I knew that John was often the one who arrived late to a party, overstayed his welcome, and forgot the gift. When I asked him if he’d be better off with a servant-wife than a human wife, he said, I get up and shower and have breakfast waiting for me, and nine times out of ten you do the laundry and think about dinner and remind me to mail things and make phone calls . . . I can’t imagine anyone being more helpful.


He gave me a look of love. I felt wonderful. Then I felt trapped.


After John left to work in his studio, saying he’d grab a sandwich at the diner and be home by nine, I packed our things and hailed a cab and moved us from one sublet to another. We were bouncing around in those last days before our cross-country move.


As I unpacked, prepared to teach a class, and cooked myself dinner, I thought that maybe John would do something nice for me since I’d done so much for him in the past few weeks. At nine he called, drunk, having gone out with a friend, and asked me if I’d made dinner yet, and could he have some.


When he got home, he said he’d been stewing about some slightly belittling thing I’d said to him in front of someone else. He tossed his head like a teenager. What he failed to remember was that I’d said the slightly belittling thing mere moments after he’d stopped flirting with a messily drunk woman while I sat alone and ashamed with Hannah and her new boyfriend.


Agreeing to be someone’s wife should be done only if you can’t help yourself, I thought, but of course no one can help herself.
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Then we moved to Los Angeles. I’d never driven on a freeway. The sun gave me migraines and also, somehow, one giant freckle in the middle of my forehead.


We bought a sofa and a car. John spent ten-hour days at Cloudberry, setting up the office, and I sat on the sofa in our otherwise empty house, staring into my laptop, waiting for our things to arrive. We slept on an air mattress. It was surprisingly cold at night.


I asked everyone I knew to connect me with people who wanted to work on their writing, one-on-one. That first year I had a dozen private students. Because of my preexisting autoimmune condition I couldn’t get in-state health insurance, and this lack produced a fog of anxiety that followed me wherever I went.


One of my students came over for a one-on-one session and sat beside me while I went through my notes on her manuscript. After a few minutes John sat down across from us and started offering general advice on writing. I couldn’t believe it, but my instinct was to pretend that nothing was happening, to protect the sheen of normalcy of the person who thought it would be appropriate to sit down and become my student’s other teacher.


Was he demonstrating that he knew more than she did, or that he knew more than I did? Did he need her attention or mine? The reality I wanted didn’t include this event, so I stepped around it and continued on.


A few weeks later a neighbor came over to borrow a screwdriver. I went to the kitchen, opened the cabinet under the sink, and took out my red toolbox while John ran to the garage to get one of his tools. Why lend someone two screwdrivers? The neighbor took both screwdrivers with a friendly smile. When she returned them later in the day, I asked her which screwdriver she’d used. John was lurking in the next room. I could hear him breathing. I knew you’d ask that, she sweetly said. I used both of them equally.
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My father said that John had three things in his life—his production company, his art, and me—and that I couldn’t be the third priority. He added, You’re smarter than I am, but I wasn’t even smart enough to remember not to get married.


I taught John how to open and sort all his mail: shred, trash, file, action items. I found a coupon for free document shredding. I dealt with the action items. All he needed to do from then on was sign checks and documents.


After I sent the final email to confirm the housewarming party I’d been planning for a month, John said, Wait, I’m going to be in Calgary that night.


I took one of John’s favorite mugs out of the cupboard, shattered it on the front steps, carefully swept up all the pieces, and then cleaned the entire house.


My old friend Eben, who had been married longer than anyone I knew, said, I can only recommend moving forward. Eben and I had grown up together and had lately become close again. He was a life stage or two ahead of me, with a mortgage and a baby, and his insights were useful. By then he’d lived in Los Angeles for ten years.


I sobbed and stammered when I told John I’d been unhappy since we’d moved to California for his job, which required him to travel much of the time and might not last the year. I had neither the solace of company nor the solace of financial stability nor the solace of utility to others. I’d thought I was trading the last thing for the other two, but in reality I’d just been giving everything up.
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And yet no married woman I knew was any better off, so I determined to carry on. After all, a person can be grandiose without being a clinical narcissist. And I was a control freak, a neat freak, a crazy person. A long time ago, in my twenties, I’d even spent ten days on a psych ward after a hospital-administered overdose of steroids for my autoimmune condition. John seemed awed by that hospitalization. He seemed to think it was cool, that I was a legitimately mad artist, touched with fire.


I decided to examine my rage, determine what I needed, and rely on John for no part of it. I imagined never needing to ask him for anything ever again.


By noon I’d showered, dressed, tidied the house of John’s shoes and clothes, put away laundry, swept the floor, watered the garden, moved boxes to the garage, cooked breakfast, eaten, done the dishes, taken out the recycling, handled correspondence, and made the bed. John had gotten up and taken a shit.


For our first anniversary, the paper anniversary, I collected the hundreds of paper business cards he’d collected from people who might be interested in investing in Cloudberry, and added them to his online address book. John built me a pretty new website.


He said that since getting married he felt he’d lost a weight he didn’t know he’d been carrying.


Then he told me that he’d sent a new collector the art piece she’d bought six months earlier and that it had arrived broken. Five minutes later I shitted a gallon.


Elegies are the best love stories because they’re the whole story.
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After we agreed to meet in the desert for Christmas, John’s mother made a reservation for us at a ski mountain. Then she announced that we’d all drive up together and spend a week.


When John told her we’d spend two nights, as discussed, she called him and said, I sure would love it if you could spend more time with us.


She withheld all information about the place, hoping we’d just give up asking.


Disclosing only five days beforehand the no-pets rule, John’s mother said she’d pay for us to board our cat.


She told us each this news separately.


At the end of my email she added, I feel bad!


Her cancer was in remission, but she knew that John was still afraid she’d die.


For Christmas we gave her herbal tea, almonds, and artisanal cooking salt.


She left the gifts on the kitchen counter and ate blocks of grocery-store cheese, cookies, cake, and cinnamon rolls spread with half an inch of butter.


Every afternoon John’s stepfather drove their rented Jeep five hundred yards into town and bought a few more things.


Christmas dinner was at a restaurant draped in polyester napkins, all the food sprinkled with powdered cheese, chocolate syrup drizzled on the dessert plates.


[image: Paragraph break image]


An old friend emailed some photos of her baby. There should be a word for the feeling that comes when your most neurotic friends bear children before you do. Surprise. Confusion. Shame.


That night John said, I have a lot of guilt about how unsettled our lives have been since we moved here. I said, I didn’t know that. And at that moment, the veil lifted.


Then he got weeping drunk. I’m so proud of you, he kept saying. I know that there are hard things, but there are also glamorous things, he said, referring to being with me, being broke, getting to go to the Akadimía. I don’t have any cushion and my credit cards are maxed out. I don’t know what I’m going to do . . .


After investing five years of my life, I didn’t want to have to start over again.


Then he said, I know how disappointed you are, and I poured tears.


I had two friends whose lives seemed palatable, who had jobs befitting their intelligence and education. Both of their husbands were dying of impotent rage.


I’d given up two and a half years of my academic career for Cloudberry, following John around in lieu of going on the market for a full-time teaching job. I was a layer cake of abandonment and hurt and fury, iced with a smile.


I thought, If I had the energy I’d leave him, and then I folded up that little thought, wrapped it in gauze, and swallowed it.
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After Cloudberry landed its first big project, John’s cofounder wanted to reallocate everyone’s equity.


When John refused to hand over his equity to an outside financial advisor, the advisor told John he was fired. He didn’t have the power to do that, but then John’s partner stopped picking up the phone.


John started calling everyone at the company who still took his calls. I took a tranquilizer with lunch and began writing a call log, not knowing what else to do.


When the tranquilizer wore off I started shaking. John marched me into the bedroom and lay me down, supine. He lay on top of me, his heavy body weighing me down from shoulders to ankles. The pressure calmed me. It always did.
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There were holes in my days then, through which I dropped out of the bottom of my life and found myself inconsolable by anything in the known world. I visualized hanging myself from the lemon tree.


John’s next day job would drag us either across town or across the country, back to New York. The circumstances of my life were no longer mine to control.


Then Eve’s cancer came back.


I wrote to her, When I first met John and saw that he admired strong women, I knew he must have a strong mother. Thank you for the love you gave him, and for raising him to be a funny and gentle person. I know you must be so proud of him. I’m so glad I found him.


Then I heard John on the phone, telling his mother, I might have to move back to New York for these jobs instead of using the first-person-plural pronoun. My skin started to fizz with shame. He was the main character, and I was his wife. His mother had also been a wife. Wives and more wives, all the way down.
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While I deep-cleaned the kitchen, John scrubbed the tub and vacuumed. Watching him clean made me want to get pregnant. But being pregnant and materially dependent on my husband felt dangerous. Even using the word husband felt unsafe.


Later in the day he said, I love you so much. Every time I read your work I fall in love with you again.


I’d never wanted a child, and John and I had both always been artists first, adamantly, with no urge to marry or procreate. Lately John seemed to think we could have a child, but I didn’t think two artists could raise a child, that there must be a wife somewhere, but I didn’t want to be a wife, but if I were a wife, I knew I’d be very good at it.
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