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PREFACE





Psychologists don’t do this.


Psychologists don’t write memoirs revealing their intimate secrets. They don’t tell what they do behind closed doors. As a therapist, I’m not supposed to share my family life, my deepest fears, insecurities, or desires—certainly not my sexual experiences. As a therapist, I listen to other people’s problems. I encourage them to be vulnerable. Them. Not me. It’s easier that way.


So why am I doing this?


Because life doesn’t always turn out as expected. It didn’t for me. In that, I know I am not alone. I learned that there are alternatives to curling up or giving up. There are options for living a fuller life—being a fuller person—body, mind, soul . . . and sex.


Yes, this book is about sex. Maybe that makes you uncomfortable. If so, challenge yourself. Get curious. As I have learned, growth is about getting comfortable with discomfort. Often we aren’t taught to talk about sex; it is everywhere we look, yet seldom discussed openly. People don’t always speak candidly about it to their friends, partners, or even their therapist.


As I became more open about this natural, exciting, and, at times, confusing aspect of life, people around me opened up as well. Too many people are unhappy in their marriage or relationship; they are uncomfortable sexually and cannot ask for what they want due to fear or shame or not knowing their own desires. I was there, in a sexless marriage. I didn’t feel desired or feel desire. I was unsure about sex and of myself as a sexual person.


I had the skills to help others; it was time to help myself. I got out of the therapist’s chair and into the hot seat. I became my own research subject. My life became the experiment. I took risks, both emotional and physical—not just in terms of sex but also in love and relationships with others and with myself. I let go of old habits and beliefs. I opened myself up to new possibilities. I allowed myself to feel things deeply: pain, fear, loss, loneliness, excitement, ecstasy.


It was quite an experiment. A fascinating, sexy, daring experiment.


Sex and relationships are not one-size-fits-all. There are many ways to love. We have options, whether we choose to exercise them or not. Sometimes, though, we need permission to do things differently—permission for pleasure. I hope my story helps to provide that permission. I want people to find freedom and fulfillment. Don’t we all deserve that?


I am inspired by the clients who walk through my door, sit on my couch, and share their most personal experiences. Their honesty, willingness, and trust are courageous.


I want my story to inspire others to be vulnerable, to grow, and to question the arbitrary limits placed on us not only by social norms but also by ourselves.


—Alisa Kriegel, PhD









And the day came when the risk to remain tight in a bud was more painful than the risk it took to blossom.


Life shrinks or expands in proportion to one’s courage.


—ANAÏS NIN


The more sex you have, the faster your hair grows.


—ANONYMOUS















PART I

Filling Holes
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WONDERLAND





Naked in a sparse room, empty other than the oversized mattress on the floor and three bare bodies beside me. Unclothed strangers peering through the open archway. Sex noises all around. As strange as this scene was, it was surprisingly refreshing and free.


Everyone has sex.


This experience felt more natural than my previous, furtive approach to sex. I used to feel self-conscious and embarrassed just to hear people talk about sex, let alone hear them doing it through thin apartment or hotel walls. But here I was, forty-nine years old, in a sex club. Not just merely comfortable, but reveling in it.


That I should be here was inevitable. One of the earliest discussions we had when I started dating Michael concerned his desire to experiment sexually. Like him, I was curious. I was on my own mission to learn more about sex and relationships beyond monogamy, especially after twenty-five years in a marriage with barely any sex. I wanted to do things differently. I needed to push my boundaries.


On the mattress next to us lay the cool couple who had met us for drinks earlier in the evening. A whole new definition of “double date.” There was occasional touching of body parts, hands reaching in all directions. It felt playful and erotic. At one point, the other woman and I were each on top, straddling our partners. Side by side, close enough to stroke each other’s breasts, graze a nipple. Upon encouragement from the men, we kissed—my first time. Katy Perry’s “I Kissed a Girl” ran through my head as the background soundtrack. I knew it turned Michael on, but it also felt sexy to be flirting and playing in this new way.


It was as if I had fallen down a rabbit hole into a world where nothing was as I had known and everything was surreal and new.


Although truth be told, I didn’t fall at all.


I jumped.













A NOTE ON JUMPING





I have learned to let go and jump. It took me a long time to get here, many years of feeling stuck and afraid. It can be terrifying standing on the precipice, not knowing.


Life. Love. Sex. It’s all the same, really . . . let go, scream, a few seconds floating in blissful terror until you catch your breath, open your eyes, and see where you land.


To appreciate where I landed, it may be helpful to understand where I started. Before letting go.


Like many psychologists, I am often accused of—or feared for—digging too much into the past. While I prefer to learn from the present and not dwell on things that can’t be changed, I do like to dip into the past in order to understand the patterns and puzzle pieces that make up the blueprint of who someone is and why they make the choices they do.


Such as jumping.













SHAME





I stopped wearing dresses in the first grade. Before then, I loved them; I even went through a phase where I refused to wear anything else—until it all changed. Standing in line with my classmates, I remember a boy saying he could see my underwear. A loud, obnoxious boy announcing to the whole class, “I see Alisa’s underwear!” As other children laughed, pointed, and echoed his words, I felt intensely exposed and embarrassed.


I had always been a shy child, and this felt unbearable. A part of me that had been private was revealed as something bad. I didn’t know the word then, but I recognize it now. Shame. I vowed that I would do everything in my power never to let myself experience that again.


I became silent and stopped wearing the dresses I loved. I barely spoke in class. I did what shame drives us to do—I hid. I didn’t want to reveal my body, my brain, or anything else that could get me noticed. Exposure. That was my fear. I would never let myself be vulnerable again. Play it safe. Stay small. Become a therapist to whom others share themselves while I remain hidden and neutral. Marry a man with whom I can stay detached from my own body. Keep my closest romantic relationship intellectual, emotional, and friendly. Not sexual.


I didn’t know then to beware of the vows we make early. The tapes on repeat in our heads become silent mantras, guiding our beliefs and behaviors.













A QUIET REBEL





I liked to think of myself as a rebel, but a quiet one as the rebel bar was set low. I spent most of my childhood and teenage years in an extremely conservative, formerly “restricted” (no Jews or non-whites) suburb of New Jersey, where generations of families remained isolated from the larger world and where few dared brave the thirty-minute journey across the Hudson River into New York City. Add to that being one of a tiny minority of Jewish kids and it was easy to feel different.


I had a sense of who I was and a unique style, different from the preppy uniforms surrounding me. I was a tomboy who grew to love fashion and vintage clothes. I canceled my bat mitzvah plans, explaining to my parents that I would only have been doing it for the money and gifts. So instead, they threw me a thirteenth-birthday luncheon to celebrate with family and friends. I wore a blue velvet pantsuit with a matching vest and a light-blue silk blouse. At a time when most girls my age were wearing flowery Laura Ashley dresses, I was more inspired by Annie Hall.


Over the years, it became clear that nonconformity was a guiding principle for my life. How I dressed, not always following rules, and my creative pursuits were all in this spirit. Growing up, I didn’t fantasize much about marriage. My artist mother encouraged me to live with someone before tying the knot. I never dreamed of diamond rings or white dresses. My ideal wedding had me in my favorite ripped jeans and Converse high-tops. However, in true, quiet rebel fashion, I defied everyone’s expectations by getting married to my college boyfriend, Robert, right out of college at twenty-two.


This was not the usual scenario of young lovers declaring their undying passion for one another. Pragmatism and bohemian romanticism played a much bigger part. Robert and I met at the beginning of our junior year while performing in a play, Doctor Faustus, about a man who sells his soul to the devil. We noticed each other at callbacks but didn’t speak until several weeks into rehearsals. When we finally talked to each other, we learned we were the final two cast members to audition, having been brought in at the last minute by friends. This felt fateful, as neither of us intended to be in the play; in fact, Robert had never done any prior acting. We each ended up there due to random forces. I held on to the “meant-to-be-ness” of our meeting this way as the beginning of a great love story.


We were together for over a year and a half, including six weeks traveling in Europe and co-directing and starring in our own production of Sam Shepard’s Cowboy Mouth. We talked about moving to New York City together after graduation. One wrinkle: He was Canadian. His proposal went something like, “So if we’re going to live together in New York, would you marry me so I can get my green card?” No knee, no ring. Of course, I said yes. I liked that it defied convention.


The plan was to elope to Vegas, get married by Elvis, and not tell anyone until years had passed, and we casually mentioned it at some family gathering. Robert and I preferred our own space—us against the world.


Just the two of us and our secrets.


Our Vegas wedding plot was ultimately thwarted by a close friend who, against our judgment, convinced us to reveal the idea to our parents. After that, our plans were no longer our own and we quickly discovered how families like to co-opt a young couple’s life and dreams. The elopement was off; a small backyard wedding took its place.


Not running away or getting wed by The King was a regret that haunted the first decade of our married life. It symbolized our giving in to others and not staying true to ourselves.













LET’S NOT TALK ABOUT SEX, BABY





I never really understood sex. I’m not talking about fooling around, kissing, or any foreplay-type activities, but about actual intercourse. I didn’t lose my virginity until I was eighteen and a freshman in college. My first time was painful, but I hid my tears. I thought I had to be strong. After, I remember agreeing with a friend that if we had to choose one, we would take cuddling over sex. Unbeknownst to me at the time, this was a “be careful what you wish for” moment.


Before I met Robert, I never had what I would describe as incredible sex, not even much beyond mediocre. I had two longer-term boyfriends before him and only a few “flings.” Penetrative sex never felt pleasurable. I never had an orgasm. I rarely received oral sex or knew how to request it. Throughout college, I would sleep over at a guy’s place, fool around, make out, but not have sex.


Looking back, I was too ill at ease in my body and with myself sexually to be able to relax and enjoy myself. I also had an intense fear of getting pregnant despite being on the pill. I had a prophetic sense that I was extremely fertile, which proved to be prescient nearly two decades later when I got pregnant on my first attempt at thirty-nine. And over a decade after that, with an accidental pregnancy at fifty-two.


My discomfort and inexperience with sex became a factor in my sex life with Robert. It started fine enough, although it was never passionate or the focus of our relationship. At some point after Robert and I were married, sex began to hurt. I didn’t know why. I had been on birth control pills since I was seventeen; I didn’t know they could make it harder to get wet. No one ever mentioned lube, which probably would have helped. But I felt something was wrong with me if I couldn’t get sufficiently “turned on.” We were young and naive. We thought sex was something that didn’t have to be talked about and should just work naturally.


Once, I told Robert he was hurting me during sex. I may have sounded angry, as though I thought he was doing it intentionally. Or, reflecting my own limited (and traditional) understanding of sex, I expected that he should know how to solve the problem. Robert took it personally. He held on to my blaming him for a very long time.


Years later, he suggested that perhaps if I’d been with a different man, one who was more sexually experienced and passionate, then I might have had a partner with greater ability to help figure out my pain. Robert did not have much interest or patience to explore it. I hurt physically, he hurt emotionally, and that’s where we left it for years: unresolved, resentful, and both hurting—such a swirling spiral of shame and lack of information.


I am amazed at how little I knew and how little sex was talked about in an open and straightforward way, even by professionals. It wasn’t until my pregnancy at thirty-nine years old that my doctor informed me I had a tilted uterus, where the uterus tips backward toward the spine instead of forward toward the abdomen, as is more common. She didn’t elaborate other than to assure me it wouldn’t interfere with the pregnancy. As I began reading about this condition, though, I discovered that what it can interfere with is sex, that it can make intercourse painful.


I couldn’t believe I had never known about this. All those years of pain, self-doubt, and blame may have had more physiological underpinnings than I realized. Not that it would have fixed everything, but it certainly could have helped. Understanding my own body would have been liberating; it could have diminished my shame.


I wouldn’t have blamed Robert. Or myself.













HOW IT STARTS





Throughout our marriage, I pushed away little things. That’s how it starts: cutting off parts of yourself, of your needs, yielding to the desire to make things between you as a couple easier, until, before you know it, significant parts of your identity are gone.


I was good at rationalizing and believed the discarded parts were for the best; I needed to grow. Kissing, for example—I loved to get lost in kissing—long, wet, passionate kisses. I loved the boundaryless nature of feeling so connected. Robert had more rigid boundaries. He wasn’t crazy about making out. He hated wet-tongue, saliva-mixing kisses and criticized me for “wanting to lose myself.” So, making out didn’t happen often—sometimes during sex, but that was infrequent. I missed kissing, but convinced myself I was learning to be more mature and to set better boundaries.


It’s surprising how much we can rationalize away our joy, how it gets slowly snuffed out until life becomes duller and far less shiny.


My situation with Robert wasn’t unusual. I found countless articles and conversations about how a relationship changes over time. The excitement wanes; kissing, holding hands, and other giddy expressions of affection start to decrease. We grew together as close friends and partners but not as lovers. We still held hands and remained physically affectionate, so I convinced myself, perhaps not entirely falsely, that we had more going for us than most couples. Our deep friendship, companionship, and comfort were what I held on to above all else.


In my work as a psychologist, I discovered that one factor in depression is a person feeling disconnected from their “true self.” I struggled with depressive periods, as did Robert. Looking back now at how much we bent for the comfort of each other, it made sense. We ultimately sacrificed much more of ourselves than either of us realized at the time.













HOW SEXLESS IS SEXLESS?





People are curious creatures. We want to understand. We want to know what goes on behind closed doors and in other couples’ beds. So, when I say I was in a sexless marriage, people want to know precisely what that means. Was there any sex at all? If so, how much? What kind of sex? Was I okay with it? Most experts define sexless marriage as no sex at all to less than ten times a year. For us, most years were far less than ten and slightly more than none at all.


Over the years, I suspected something was wrong but brushed it away. Physical affection and expressions of caring had always been important to us, and those never waned. I once heard an expert on the radio discuss sex in marriage as not only penetrative intercourse or orgasms but as any affection, such as holding hands or cuddling. She played right into my denial. By her terms, I wasn’t in a sexless marriage at all. While I agree those physical gestures are essential, anyone who has enjoyed sex knows it is not the same as holding hands.


Sex, like anything else, becomes about habits—what you know and what is easiest. For us, it was easier not to deal with it. Oral sex was never a part of our love life. Even early on, we never explored it. Touching or manual stimulation was what we both were most comfortable with and continued to do. After intercourse became painful, we occasionally worked out a frottage-type technique in which Robert rubbed his penis between my labia and against my clitoris. It usually worked; he was able to come and I felt some pleasure, but it wasn’t easy or enjoyable enough to make it worth doing often. Cuddling and affectionate touch were far easier and more pleasurable than the effort and sense of failure from our sexual work-around.













BLACK BUSTIER





I often wondered if I could go the rest of my life without sex or romance. I had cut them off and boxed them up, afraid to ask for anything directly and risk an even greater rejection. I had learned how to ignore the minor disappointments I felt daily. No one gets everything, I reminded myself repeatedly, trying to quash the anguish of not being desired.


I had read that women’s sexuality peaks around forty. I was a few years away and thinking more about sex. Part of me held on to the hope that I might still have a chance. Maybe, I thought, I’m just a very late bloomer.


I considered whether a gesture, a signifying gift for our upcoming fifteenth anniversary, might be easier than talking. A popular piece of advice in magazine articles directed at couples is to spice up your sex life with a lacy bra or negligee. Could it be that simple? For me, lingerie was a foreign object, something out of the movies. My “lingerie” of choice had always been a soft old pair of Robert’s boxers and a tank top.


I had always intellectualized that a man buying pretty undergarments for his partner was patriarchal, or worse even, tacky and clichéd. Secretly, however, I thought it was the ultimate gesture of passion and romance: a man longing to see his lover looking beautiful, giving permission for her to feel desirable and desired. I don’t know if I realized all the layers that lay beneath my secret fantasy. Deep down, I wanted to be desired, but it was a longing I couldn’t articulate, not for lack of words but due to inexperience. I couldn’t name it because I had never permitted myself to feel it.


But maybe, I reasoned, I should try.


The black lace bustier lay on the bed next to the discount store bag from which it had just emerged. I felt excited looking at it in the store. Tingly. Maybe I could be sexy? I rarely felt that way with Robert. Usually, I felt insecure and unsure whether it was even okay to be sexual. This purchase felt like a bold leap. I had never bought anything sexy for myself. Nor had Robert.


As I imagined slipping the bustier on to surprise Robert, my titillation turned to panic and doubt. How would he react? I didn’t like feeling vulnerable. I preferred to be in control and know exactly what to expect. I was about to put the bustier away when Robert walked into the room; I didn’t have to wait long to get my answer. “What’s that?” he questioned, as repulsed as if he were looking at a dead animal on the bed. Maybe he didn’t mean to sound harsh, but at that moment, I heard more disgust than desire. He reinforced my sense of inadequacy in an instant. What I had longed for was proven to have been an unrealistic desire.


Feeling ashamed and foolish, I snatched the lingerie off the bed and tucked it away in the back of my underwear drawer, along with my pain and disappointment. Over the years, now and then, I spied a corner of it, black and lacy peeking out, and was reminded of my longing for what might never be.


Once in a while, though, if the moon shone just right, the black bustier looked like a secret beacon, a glimmer of hidden hope that something more might, one day, be possible.













AMBIVALENT





Babies and small children never held my interest. Nor did I crave the idea or identity of being a mother. Immediately after Robert and I got married, random people and family members began inquiring about our plans for children. I was surprised. Was this some type of groupthink, misery-loves-company, join-the-club type thing? I was never a “joiner.” I loved that Robert and I did things our own way. Our standard response became, “We’re on a ten-year plan.”


Besides, we were young. Having gotten married at twenty-two, we were in no rush. However, as our years together added up, the “ten-year plan” never diminished. Then, at thirty-five, my similarly aged gynecologist with three kids of her own sternly warned me that if I wanted any chance of having children, I should start immediately. I left her office and found a new gynecologist. My role model was a psychiatrist I worked with, who had her first child at forty-seven and her second at fifty-two, both through in vitro fertilization. While that was older than I wanted, I figured I at least had some leeway.


It wasn’t until I turned thirty-eight that I realized our ten-year plan might no longer be viable if I wanted to get pregnant naturally. My maternal instincts, unfortunately, were out of sync with my biological clock. I was still unsure, as was Robert. We liked our life, our freedom to travel, our jobs, and especially our independence. Long, deep, emotional conversations about how a baby might change our lives for better or worse took place frequently. Then a colleague shared that she never liked kids before she had her son. “I love him intensely, but I still don’t like other kids.” Her words rang with hope. Maybe my own child could elicit the maternal feelings I never felt for the offspring of others.


My lifelong suspicion that I was highly fertile turned out to have been correct. I got pregnant almost immediately, within a month of trying. Three months later, however, during what felt like a violent vaginal ultrasound administered by a bitter, cold nurse, prodding and poking every which way, we learned that I had miscarried. She couldn’t find a heartbeat. Part of me blamed her for causing it.


With the experience of this devastating sadness and loss, Robert and I realized how attached we had already grown to this little being. I felt a sense of maternal longing for the first time. I was still scared of the changes a child would bring (as well as the possibility of another miscarriage). But the long-standing uncertainty was gone. I finally and fully desired to have a baby.


I gave myself time to heal, physically and emotionally, from the miscarriage; then we tried again a year later. I monitored my temperature for a month to gauge my ovulation. We had sex once—I was still highly fertile at thirty-nine. However, I was disappointed to miss out on the opportunity for sex that comes with a more extended period of attempts.


Nine months later, baby Leo was born. On the morning of our eighteenth wedding anniversary, “chai” in Judaism, symbolizing life and good luck. I told everyone he was the best anniversary present we could ever receive. Yet, hours earlier, lying on the operating table, zoned out on painkillers to help me through a C-section after sixteen hours of painful forced contractions, another thought crossed my mind. His birth on our anniversary meant our son’s birthday might take precedence over our anniversary.


I had a realization, or perhaps a premonition, that our relationship as we knew it was over.













AND THE DAY CAME





Most people know a marriage is over long before they’re ready to admit it’s over. When you don’t have the courage to end it on your own, life intervenes.


I don’t remember much about the evening except that it was the end of summer. Leo was six years old and home with a sitter. Robert and I were out for date night “gourmet” tacos at Empellon, a favorite casually trendy spot in Greenwich Village. We were seated in the quiet back room.


We had been living apart more days than not—Robert’s firm had fewer local projects to justify being in the city so they had asked him to work out of their Washington, DC, office. As his time in DC increased, he rented a small apartment near his office.


By that summer night, Robert was in DC most weeks and coming home on weekends, which was less than ideal for both of us. He hated being away from Leo and me. He shared that living alone in his tiny studio apartment with a Murphy bed was depressing. I was struggling with starting my own private therapy practice and being a “single mom” during the week while he was away.


Like many parents of young children, we started making date night a regular thing. We needed time to decompress away from Leo and to maintain our time together, not so much for romantic reasons as for our sanity, to have adult time together, to stay connected.


I didn’t expect anything out of the usual that evening, but then, out of nowhere, Robert burst into tears. He repeated several times what a terrible person he was. He kept apologizing. His pain was palpable; it filled the silence and hung in the air.


The rest of that moment is a blur. I remember being there as if in the eye of a tornado, thoughts and feelings swirling around: worry, panic, embarrassment, sadness. I don’t remember many details; he said something about being lonely and being with men. At first, he explained, it was only sex, just release. As he spoke, I heard more than remorse; he was filled with shame and self-loathing.


We tried to escape the restaurant as quickly and inconspicuously as we could, faces down, attempting to hide the steady gush of tears streaming down our faces. We walked and found a quiet, dark street corner off Sixth Avenue below Houston Street with benches and few passersby to continue talking, crying, and trying to understand.


He revealed that he was falling in love with someone—a neurologist who lived in DC. His name was Thomas.


If Robert’s had been a typical affair with a woman, I probably would have been furious. But I wasn’t. Not yet. The anger came later and lingered longer. At first, I mostly felt sad and scared for him.


Early in our marriage, we lived in the Village and Robert worked in a restaurant with mostly older gay waiters. They gave him a nickname: “Pretty Pretty.” He got hit on frequently. Sometimes he went with colleagues to gay bars. He shared with me that he was curious.


From the beginning, a big part of our relationship and connection was the idea of self-actualization. We each wanted to be our fullest selves and help each other accomplish that. I told him that if he had questions regarding his sexuality, I would support his exploration; I felt it was vital that we both know.


He told me that his response to being propositioned was, “I’m open to having sex, but I love my wife and have no intention of changing that.” I felt reassured. He said he was able to compartmentalize sex outside our marriage as “just sex.” I never understood that myself—or at least I didn’t then, but I understood how that was the case for him. He only once followed through on a proposition to fool around with a friend and his boyfriend, which he said felt awkward. He never felt at home in the few gay bars he went to. In fact, none of these experiences appealed to him or resonated in the way he thought they might. He concluded that he wasn’t gay, and the exploration ended there.


I would love to say that his conclusion meant this phase was over: He loved and chose me. No problem existed. At least, that’s what I wanted to convince myself. However, if I’m being truthful, things changed for me from that point forward. A seed was planted that he might not fully be finished with his exploration. That I might never be enough.


On a deep level, I always knew this day would come.


Perhaps I could feel concern and compassion for Robert because I wasn’t completely surprised.


Sitting on the street corner that summer night, through the darkness and tears, a truth was revealed, a secret told. What was known and unknown collided, healing and pain for both of us as we tried to muddle through it.


The telling and the finding out was only the beginning of what lay ahead.













OTHERS’ FEELINGS FIRST





I feel others’ feelings before my own. I was trained for that, not by four years in graduate school, although that helped. My training started many years before as a young girl with an emotionally erratic mother.


An artist, my mother could be fun and charming but also intense and reactive. Her emotions took up a great deal of space and felt impossible to avoid. When I was twelve, my mother and I were away at her friend’s home on the Jersey Shore. While there, she had an emotional meltdown about her desire to leave my father. Witnessing her so out of control was terrifying. I couldn’t tell you what the trigger was, but in the tidal wave of emotions—crying, screaming, cursing—she leaned on me as her sounding board. Stunned and upset, held hostage to her spewing hatred toward a father I dearly loved, I didn’t feel that I had a choice other than to listen.


At that moment, scared and alone, I had no support or stability, no one I could rely on for comfort while my world felt like it was breaking apart. What happens when the person who is supposed to be your protector is the one you need protection from? She had no boundaries at all; she expected me to take care of her. I was angry. I wanted to scream. Why are you telling me this? I’m only twelve. But it became clear that this was my role. I felt paralyzed to say anything. If I wanted love and attention, this was how I would receive it: by suppressing my feelings and needs in favor of hers.


As I got older, I became better at recognizing my mom’s agitated states, the freak-outs, yelling over nothing, or minor infractions that triggered her irrational reactions. I built up emotional guards. When her screaming would start, I would leave the house, take a walk, and wait for her to calm down. No longer the sounding board, I was old enough to decide my boundaries; I didn’t need to hear her. My behavior might seem callous, but it was self-protective and necessary. Hurt, covered over repeatedly, hardens the place where the pain lives.


We tend to play out the blueprints from our early parental relationships in our intimate, romantic ones, even decades later. How we experienced love from each of our parents and how we learned to behave to get and keep that love creates a habitual foundation that follows us into the future relationships we try to build.


What happened to my emotions? I wrote about my feelings in journals, stories, and poems. Often I cried. Sometimes I disappeared for a few hours. Mostly I hid my mood from others, sometimes from myself. I never shared my pain.


Years passed in my marriage. Problems would get discussed, at length even, but not the big emotions—or the more painful ones. I had learned to keep those hidden. No one was there to support me. No one was there to hear my feelings. That night, when Robert told me about his affair, his guilt and his pain, my first reaction was to help him. Be there for him. He couldn’t support me, not in his state.


It was only with time that my pain rose to the surface; primitive and deep, the pain coursed through my body. For weeks, I couldn’t catch my breath. I found myself crying constantly, loud guttural noises pouring out of my mouth as if they came directly from the painful contractions and difficult emotions that formed in my twisted gut. Years of hidden hurt bubbled up to the surface in constant spasms of panic and fear.


What would happen to me?


Would I be alone?


Maybe I had always been alone.


I was filled with doubt and insecurity. Was our marriage, our love, our friendship all bullshit and lies? I worried that everything I had worked hard for and valued had been reduced to ashes—dust, so easily blown away.


Our past, present, and future had unraveled with a pull of this thread that had been woven throughout every aspect of our complex story.













DID I KNOW?





I always knew.


It’s the first question people ask me. I knew Robert was at least bisexual from the very beginning, although I don’t think we used that word in the mid-eighties. When we met in college, he described himself as loving people regardless of their gender. I thought it was cool. It was the era of Annie Lennox and Boy George. I was fascinated by androgyny and anything unconventional.


Robert was dark and edgy, sweet and smart. We bonded over hating the Rotor, an amusement park ride that spins so fast, centrifugal force pins you against the wall, and the bottom drops out, leaving you feeling trapped, dizzy, and dangling at the same time.


Little did I know then that my life would end up feeling a lot like that ride.













CHASMS





As my emotions intensified, so did the tension between us. Whenever Robert was home, we still slept together in the same bed—awkwardly trying not to touch. The shattered remnants of who we had once been created a chasm vastly wider than the space between our two bodies in a queen-size bed.


The pain was visceral; it permeated every cell. It felt worse when he was there. I would sometimes find myself clinging to the edge of our bed, trying to escape the pain of feeling so alone near him. Trying to get away from the pain of loss, the pain of rejection, the pain of remembering who we were to each other.


When all touching stops, you become much less forgiving of everything your partner does. Much less connected. Much more ornery.


“You’re so mean,” Robert would repeat to me, his mantra. And I would repeat mine to him: “You don’t understand.” We went in circles, round and round, for months while making little headway. I tried to explain how hurt I was. He was frustrated that his apologies didn’t change the situation or soften my feelings.


He was right; I was mean to him. I was angry because he seemed to bring about this pain. He couldn’t understand its depth—how it burned and stung and made me hurt in ways I never had before. The pain forced me to realize brutal truths about who we were, who I was, and what I had sacrificed for us and our life together for over twenty-five years to find myself here, feeling lost and alone.


So yes, I lashed out, sometimes loudly. I didn’t mean to. I spat out biting, cutting words and snide comments on things he said or did. I told him to “grow some balls,” which was unlike anything I had ever said. Most times, I would mutter curses under my breath, in a loop, “You’re such an asshole,” or “Fuck you.” It never failed to surprise me, the intensity of my hurt and rage and why it didn’t seem to lighten with time.


I would try to be kind and understanding, to see that he was struggling too. My efforts would last only briefly. He would do or say something, often nothing new, things that had bothered me but that I’d chosen to ignore for years. Parts of him that I realized I had never liked but had more easily overlooked when we were more closely connected.


In those moments, I was so lost in my pain that I saw nothing wrong with my anger and didn’t understand why he saw it as me being cruel. I didn’t know why he couldn’t see that the anger was just the flip side of my hurt. I wanted him to hug me, hold me, and try everything he could to soothe my pain. His not doing so made me more hurt and angrier.













A LESS CRAPPY YEAR





The holiday season had come to an end. We did our best to set aside our struggles for Leo, and for us, to celebrate the season in a way that felt lighter than the raw emotions of the past months. Throughout, I had felt sentimental, wondering if this would be our last Christmas celebrated together as a family. We welcomed the new year at a big party with friends in the neighborhood, where no one was aware that our relationship and my world had blown up. I had no resolutions for the year ahead, just a recurring wish echoing on loop:


Please let this be a less crappy year than last year.


Sadly, my hopes would be dashed before we even made it through day one. That evening at bedtime, Robert knelt down to hug Leo as he whispered what I assumed was “good night.” He looked up at me with panic and urgency and asked me something, but all that came out were garbled words. Immediately, I called 911. We spent all night in the ER. The doctor who discharged him showed little concern and said that it was possibly a mini-stroke, something called a TIA (transient ischemic attack), but they didn’t find anything of significance.


Three weeks later, it happened again while he was at his office in Washington, DC. This time he was hospitalized. At first, he insisted he was fine and that I didn’t need to be there. The next day, however, he sounded scared and asked me to come down. When I arrived, the doctor told me several times how lucky it was that Robert hadn’t died. They found a dissected artery, most likely from a recent chiropractic neck adjustment, that had cut off 70 percent of blood to his brain. I slept on a chair in his hospital room by his side, terrified but relieved to be there with him.



OEBPS/images/logo2.jpg






OEBPS/images/pg1.jpg





OEBPS/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Cover



		Title Page



		Copyright



		Dedication



		Preface





		Part I. Filling Holes



		Wonderland



		A Note On Jumping



		Shame



		A Quiet Rebel



		Let’s Not Talk About Sex, Baby



		How It Starts



		How Sexless Is Sexless?



		Black Bustier



		Ambivalent



		And the Day Came



		Others’ Feelings First



		Did I Know?



		Chasms



		A Less Crappy Year



		BFFS



		Keeping Secrets



		Not Quite Separating



		Let’s Talk About Sex, Baby



		How a Hula-Hoop Taught Me To Get Out of My Head and Into My Body



		Badass Hair



		OKC



		Mr. Big



		Nose Hairs and Other Nuisances



		Intrigued and a Bit Freaked Out



		First First Date



		Worth Waiting for



		Thoughts of You Keep Me Going



		Gucci Makeup Bag



		Joy Is Sexy



		Separate Vacations



		The Adventure Begins



		An Unexpected Anniversary Gift



		Dining Tables, Water Taxis, and Bear Island—Oh My!



		Confusion









		Part II. Fumbling Toward Ecstasy



		Different Definitions of Relationships



		Bath Chats



		Knock Knock



		Out of Context



		Closure



		Guarded



		Torn



		Cleaning Out My Closet



		Playing With Fire



		Best Advice



		Best Advice—Part II



		Fantasies



		Anticipation



		A Hard Act to Follow



		Feeling



		A New Experiment



		Ordering Appetizers



		Swingers are Flaky



		Pussy Galore



		A First Time for Everything



		Oops, I Did It Again



		Head Games



		The Cats Came Back



		Stories Old and New



		Mission Accomplished



		A Disappointment Waiting To Happen



		Varvatos Scarves Make Excellent Blindfolds









		Part III. On the Ledge



		What I Want



		Growing Pains



		The Right Place



		You Had Me At “Hello”



		Nothing Is What It Seems



		NRE



		It’s All About the Talk



		Believe



		Happy New Year



		Naked Snow Angel



		Retreat



		Take the Fear With You



		Ch-Ch-Changes



		A Room of One’s Own



		Georgia On My Mind



		Cocoon



		An Unexpected Souvenir



		Third Time’s the Charm(er)



		(Desperately) Seeking Soulmates



		Dinklage



		More Gentle With Your Heart



		Not Enough



		Keep Moving



		Offline









		Part IV. Jump On



		Ultimate Soccer Mom



		Meet the Pain



		Telling Leo



		Ruining Sushi



		Magic All Around You



		Looking Back, Letting Go



		Making Space



		Summertime and the Living Is Easy



		If the Dick Fits



		Abundance



		Never Say Never



		Coming Apart



		Leather Jacket



		The Sex Goddess I Never Knew I Could Be



		Almost Speechless



		Now



		Be Careful What You Wish









		Not the End



		Acknowledgments



		About the Author



		Looking for your next great read?











Guide





		Cover



		Title Page



		Copyright



		Dedication



		Preface



		Part I. Filling Holes



		Wonderland



		Acknowledgments



		Start of Content











Pagebreaks of the Print Version





		Cover Page



		iii



		iv



		v



		vii



		viii



		ix



		1



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		105



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		129



		130



		131



		132



		133



		134



		135



		136



		137



		138



		139



		140



		141



		142



		143



		144



		145



		146



		147



		148



		149



		150



		151



		152



		153



		154



		155



		156



		157



		158



		159



		160



		161



		162



		163



		164



		165



		166



		167



		168



		169



		170



		171



		172



		173



		174



		175



		176



		177



		178



		179



		180



		181



		183



		184



		185



		186



		187



		188



		189



		190



		191



		192



		193



		194



		195



		196



		197



		198



		199



		200



		201



		202



		203



		204



		205



		206



		207



		208



		209



		210



		211



		212



		213



		214



		215



		216



		217



		218



		219



		220



		221



		222



		223



		224



		225



		226



		227



		228



		229



		230



		231



		232



		233



		234



		235



		236



		237



		238



		239



		240



		241



		242



		243



		245



		246



		247



		248



		249



		250



		251



		252



		253



		254



		255



		256



		257



		258



		259



		260



		261



		262



		263



		264



		265



		266



		267



		268



		269



		270



		271



		272



		273



		274



		275



		276



		277



		278



		279



		280



		281



		282



		283



		284



		285



		286



		287



		288



		290



		291



		293



		295















OEBPS/images/tit.jpg
AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAA

SSSSSSSSSSSSSS







OEBPS/images/9798896360070.jpg
£ "

S .

ALISA KRIEGEL,PhD











