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To Alan, my sweetie forever









“Why does death so catch us by surprise, and why love?”


—Annie Dillard, The Writing Life












CHAPTER 1







January 11, 2020


Willie Nelson crooned a lament from an iPad in the next room as Alan took the deadly cocktail from Beverly’s outstretched hands. When Alan let go of my hand to reach for the mug, I shook some feeling back into my cramped fingers, which Alan had been gripping as if his life depended on it. Beverly, our housemate and friend, had prepared the beverage Alan would drink to end his life, mixing the prescription powder with apple juice according to the pharmacist’s instructions. I had talked her into taking on this task because I wanted to spend every minute of Alan’s last conscious hours with him, at his bedside, not in the kitchen fretting over details. And now the poison was ready to drink. Beverly made sure Alan had a good grip on the mug before she let go.


Two members of Alan’s hospice team—tall and lanky Josh, whose arms teemed with tattoos, and sweet, petite Cara—had stopped by our house earlier to give Alan a sponge bath. When he was clean, I had helped them dress him in his fire-engine-red pullover. He looked almost chipper, as if he might jump out of bed and make lunch for our assembled guests. Never mind that it wasn’t even a remote possibility at that point, given that Alan couldn’t stand up or even sit upright in his wheelchair for very long—he looked so dapper, anything seemed possible.


How could this kind and funny man, this beloved husband of mine, be about to end his life?


Alan’s eyes, brimming with love and gratitude, locked on mine momentarily before he took a slug of the cocktail. I had been dreading this moment for weeks, but I was determined to be strong for Alan. I wanted to sink to the floor and keen, but I couldn’t do it now. It would have to wait until everyone was gone, especially Alan.


His reaction to that first gulp was as swift as it was vehement: “Yuck! This tastes disgusting!” He spit the straw out of his mouth as if a wasp had stung his tongue.


I didn’t know whether to laugh or cry. I can’t tell you whether his daughters laughed or not. Or our minister, who hovered in the background. At that moment, I was tuned to Alan’s wavelength, and everything else was static.


The pharmacist’s instructions had been clear: Once the powder—composed of diazepam, digoxin, morphine, and propranolol—was mixed with liquid, it had to be consumed within two minutes or it would start to solidify. After another minute, it would be too solid to drink. They didn’t send us any extra powder for a do-over.


Leaning in closer, I reminded Alan, “Sweetie, if you want to die, you need to drink it now, even if it tastes awful.” A spark of hope exploded like fireworks in the back of my brain: Maybe the repulsive taste will make him change his mind!


For weeks I’d been waiting for Alan’s determination to waver. You know, maybe I’ll hang around for another week, or maybe another month, I imagined him saying. I knew he was fed up with being in pain, with the indignities he suffered because he couldn’t take care of his own body, with not being able to talk clearly enough for people to understand him. But why was he in such a big rush? He could always ask for more morphine to help him with the physical pain. I didn’t want him to suffer, but even more, I didn’t want him to vanish from my life. I had asked him to postpone his dying until the holidays were over so his daughters, granddaughters, and I would not be mourning every Christmas for the rest of our lives. He had reluctantly agreed, but now, eleven days into the new year, he was impatient to move on. Part of me wished he would at least pretend he was reluctant to die, reluctant to leave me.


From the time I first met him, Alan had proclaimed to anyone who would listen that we treat our pets better than we treat our elders. We euthanize our four-legged family members when their suffering becomes too heavy, so he could not understand why we allowed our human loved ones to endure unbearable pain and unspeakable indignities.


Alan was overjoyed when the voters of Colorado passed the End-of-Life Options Act in 2016, which was before he was diagnosed with a fatal illness. He claimed his worst nightmare was dying of bedsores. It was Alan’s shorthand way of saying he didn’t want to lie in bed—in pain, unable to move, unable to communicate, unable to swallow—for weeks on end, until his heart finally stopped beating. He wanted to die with dignity at a time he chose, at home in his own bedroom, surrounded by family. Which was exactly what he was about to do.


And, despite the fact that he had been my best friend and lover for more than a quarter of a century, my soulmate, my partner in adventures of all sizes and shapes—including making homemade limoncello in Tuscany, hiking through a cloud forest on the Inca Trail to Machu Picchu, and remodeling a house from top to bottom while living in it—despite the fact that I loved him dearly and did not want him to die, I had helped him get to this point. Maybe I wasn’t exactly the genie in the magic lamp who granted his wish, but he couldn’t have pulled it off if I had refused to help him.















CHAPTER 2







1993


When people asked Alan and me how we met, Alan always replied immediately that he had hired me, without adding any further details. He’d raise an eyebrow and smile a mysterious little smile, giving the impression that maybe something salacious had occurred. Not wanting people to think I was a hooker, I would hurry to fill in the blanks: I was a freelance writer producing marketing materials for high-tech and medical companies; Alan was marketing manager for a company that made precision injection–molded plastic parts for medical equipment. He was looking for someone to write a bimonthly newsletter for his company’s customers.


My memory of the interview is blurry at best, but I know that a half-dozen people, all of them men, were present in the windowless, fluorescent-lit conference room decorated with whiteboards and industrial carpeting. The acrid smell of industrial solvents wafted in whenever someone opened the door. I wore my dress-for-success suit and sensible-heeled pumps, and I carried a leather briefcase that had been expensive when I bought it, although at that point it was worn around the edges but not yet shabby. I hoped it conveyed the impression that I was a seasoned professional. Most likely, nobody even noticed my briefcase. I covered up my nervousness with my practiced “How can I help you solve your problems?” job-interview persona and hoped my underarm perspiration was not noticeable. Perhaps I impressed the team with my portfolio of materials produced for previous clients, or maybe I was the only candidate they found to interview. Either way, I got the job.


What I remember most about the interview was the sparkle in Alan’s eyes, the heat waves emanating from his skin, his eagerness to work with me, as if I were the answer to his most fervent prayers. Oh yes, and the wedding band on his left-hand ring finger.


I had been divorced from my second husband for five years at that point, and it was the first time in my life I had spent a significant stretch of time living alone. My job during most of those years, as marketing communications manager for a small start-up company, gave me the opportunity to travel, both in the US and abroad. Under the tutelage of the company’s chairman of the board, a fun-loving, financially savvy man named Daryl, I began investing in the stock market and enjoyed modest success.


I cashed in some of my stock market winnings and some of the stock options Daryl’s company had used to lure me on board to make a down payment on a house in Boulder, a small brick ranch with a two-car garage, a large yard, a mature peach tree off the corner of the deck, and a view of the Flatirons—gigantic rock slabs tilted at precarious angles that form Boulder’s iconic skyline—out the kitchen window. I told friends it was my purple-ceilings house, not that I would ever really paint my ceilings purple. The important point was that I could paint my ceilings purple if I wanted to. I didn’t have to convince anyone it was a good idea or ask anyone’s permission. I didn’t have to get buy-in on the exact shade of purple from anyone. I could do it the way I wanted just because I wanted to. I felt free and unfettered. But at the same time, I longed for a man to share my life with, to go on adventures with, to grow old with. So I dated a lot of men, enjoying the process of looking for the perfect partner.


One of the men I dated, an architect, broke up with me abruptly after several months of dating. His timing was lousy, as I had spent the entire afternoon bonding with his nine-year-old son, oohing and aahing over every one of the baseball cards in his mind-numbing collection. But even worse than the bad timing were his reasons for dumping me: I was too smart, too successful, and too sophisticated for him. Three deadly S-words for a single woman in the 1990s.


At first, I was devastated by being rejected and his reasons for rejecting me. It took me a while to figure out that his inability to accept those S-qualities in me was more of a statement about who he was than about who I was. But it raised a big question for me: Was I ever going to find a man who was comfortable with my brains, my independence, and my career success? I wanted a man who would love me for who I was, who was not going to require me to “dumb down” to make him feel okay about himself. I started being a lot more selective about the men I dated. I even gave up men altogether for a while. That’s when I met Alan.


We were careful with each other, both of us acutely aware of the electricity arcing between us, but neither of us wanting to cross the line into actions we might regret. But I do admit to teasing him a bit. I remember a working lunch at a quiet restaurant, just the two of us, where I wore a tight, black miniskirt I would never have dared wear for a meeting with any other client. It was more of a hot-date skirt than a business-meeting skirt, and I knew it.


Alan followed me as we made our way to our table, and I could feel his eyes burning into my back. As I turned to sit down, I caught him staring at my ass. When our eyes met, a bright blush bloomed on his checks. I probably blushed too. My miniskirt had elicited the response my bratty self had hoped for, but my responsible adult self was ashamed I had intentionally provoked him.


As we waited for our food to arrive, I opened my briefcase and pulled out two copies of my proposed editorial calendar for the next several issues of The Vanguard, the newsletter I was writing for him. My hand brushed his as I handed him his copy, and I wondered if people at nearby tables could see the sparks that flew, or if they were only visible to Alan and me.


Alan perused my proposed story lineup and looked at me appreciatively. “I like the idea of doing a three-part series on statistical process control,” he said. “It will help our customers get a better idea of what goes into producing parts that meet their quality requirements. Steve can teach you what you need to know about statistics and capability ratios. He can get lost in the weeds sometimes, but I’m sure you can keep him on track and get the details you need.”


I was delighted he liked my story ideas and pleased by his confidence in my abilities to understand the statistics involved. I didn’t tell him how much I had struggled with statistics in grad school, although it wasn’t as much about the math as it was my inability to understand the heavy accent of the teaching assistant who taught the course. What baffled me now was how Alan could make my gut do a flip-flop while discussing statistical process control.


As we ate, we talked about possible graphics and photographs we could use to accompany each article. We did not talk about our lust. It sat at the table with us like a silent elephant, an uninvited guest. Mostly uninvited, at least.


I spent about a year working with Alan and his colleagues, writing newsletter articles, press releases and brochures, managing photo shoots, and coaching the management team on communications strategy. During that time, Alan and I did well at keeping our relationship professional.


Then, out of the blue, everything changed.







June 1994


One night, as I was getting ready for bed, my phone rang. It was Alan calling me from a tradeshow he was attending in Chicago. I did have a few clients who called me occasionally in the evening—usually when they were traveling in a different time zone—but never Alan. I knew something was wrong.


“My wife left me for another man,” he moaned into the receiver. He sounded lost.


My heart beat loudly in my ears. How do I respond appropriately? I had no idea his marriage was shaky. “I am so sorry,” I told him, sincerely. I was sorry he was in pain, true, but I was elated he might soon be available. My alter ego turned cartwheels down the hall, while my adult self consoled him on the phone.


“It sounds like she didn’t give you much warning,” I ventured.


“None at all. Over the last few weeks, I could tell something had shifted, but I couldn’t put my finger on what was different. She seemed distracted, but it was subtle.”


“Hmm. Do you know the guy?”


“It’s someone she works with. I met him at a party once, but it barely registered. If I’d known he was going to run off with my wife, I would’ve paid more attention.”


I was amazed he could make jokes when he was in such obvious pain.


“You’re the first person I’ve told,” he added. I didn’t need to ask him why.


Later, I told friends that finding Alan was much like finding a parking place at the library when I attended grad school. With parking spaces scarce in the library lot, the best strategy was to wait in your car, engine running, where the building’s sidewalk emptied into the lot. As a library patron exited the building, you’d slowly cruise behind her, following her to her soon-to-be-empty parking spot.


As Alan’s wife headed for the exit, I swooped in.







July 1994


The first time Alan cooked dinner for me, it was in his sparsely furnished bachelor pad, just weeks after his wife had bailed on their marriage. Alan had responded to a classified ad in the newspaper placed by a University of Colorado student named Chris, who was looking for a roommate. Alan and Chris hit it off, even though Chris was almost twenty years younger than Alan. The only furniture in the living room was Chris’s weight bench, but at least there was a card table in the dining area and a couple of folding chairs so we could sit to eat.


Alan sang and danced his way through the preparation of a pot of spaghetti with homemade marinara sauce. The fact that he was tone deaf didn’t slow him down or mute his volume. He was happy to be alive and overjoyed to be chopping onions, mincing garlic, sipping red wine, and belting out a Willie Nelson classic—albeit horribly off-key—all for me.


I stood at the far end of the kitchen counter prepping ingredients for a salad. Every few minutes, Alan danced his way down to where I stood. If I held a knife in my hands, he’d settle for a peck on my cheek, but if not, he’d wrap me in his arms for a passionate, toe-tingly kiss or he’d twirl me around the narrow room as he showed off his jitterbug moves.


“Do you always dance while you cook?” I asked.


“Only when I cook for you.”


I laughed. “I bet you say that to all the girls.”


“Only the ones I’m trying to seduce.” His eyes twinkled as he refilled my wine glass.


Later, I told him how much I liked his marinara. I didn’t tell him how much I disliked Willie Nelson. That came later.







October 1994


For the first few months of our relationship, I floated around my house with the imaginary purple ceilings, my feet barely touching the floor, and Alan lived with Chris in their apartment on the other side of Boulder. Most days, we talked on the phone or saw each other, and most weekends we spent all our time together. I had found the man I wanted to spend the rest of my life with, but Alan was so newly out of his marriage he was still in shock.


Alan was much more of a party person than I was, and unlike me, he had no qualms about going to gatherings where he hardly knew a soul. He sounded excited when I invited him to be my date for an upcoming party where he would meet the people I had worked with before I became a freelancer. Daryl had planned a huge Halloween extravaganza to be held at his horse stables, and he assigned costumes to each of his guests. I was instructed to come as Madonna, and my date, as a cowboy. Despite the regrettable miniskirt I had worn to lunch with Alan so many months earlier, I had misgivings about wearing anything too risqué in front of people with whom I had professional relationships, but I suspected Daryl’s motive in asking me to come as Madonna was to get me out of my comfort zone. With a cowboy on my arm, I’d feel safe enough, I figured.


I found a purple bustier at The Ritz, Boulder’s iconic costume emporium, with stiff and sparkly cones jutting from the front like gaudy party hats. I experimented with stuffing the spiky cups with various socks and shoulder pads and whatnot until I found a look that worked. I practiced prancing around the house in it to make sure the padding would stay in place. I kept my fingers crossed no neighbors would drop by unexpectedly during my trial runs. Once my stuffed bustier passed the at-home dancing test, I borrowed a fringed black leather jacket and picked up a leopard-print miniskirt at a thrift store. My costume was close to ready.


A week before the party, Alan and I were sitting at my dining room table amidst a clutter of dirty dishes and the remains of a lasagna we had created together and stuffed ourselves with, when I realized Alan hadn’t said much about his costume.


“Do you want help with your cowboy outfit?” I asked.


Alan looked down at his lap and refolded his soiled napkin. “Umm. I think we need to talk.”


“Uh-oh. What’s up? You don’t want to go as a cowboy?”


“I don’t want to go to Daryl’s party,” he said softly, still focused on his napkin. He paused for what seemed like an eternity and then looked up to meet my gaze. “I think I need some space.”


“Oh, no. Oh, Sweetie.” I hadn’t seen this coming. I knew he wasn’t ready for a long-term commitment, but I had no idea our relationship was so tenuous. How could I have been so blind? My stomach tightened into a knot, and I wished I hadn’t just stuffed myself to the gills.


“I don’t want to hurt you, but I’m worried that if I don’t date other women, I’ll spend the rest of my life worrying that I jumped into this relationship too quickly.”


I held my breath as I watched my dreams evaporate. “Are you saying you want a temporary break, or are you saying you want to end our relationship?”


“I don’t know what I want. Right now, I just need some space.” The sun had slipped down behind the Flatirons as we were eating. Under normal circumstances, the darkening dining room might have felt romantic, but at that moment, the darkness felt like a blanket of gloom.


I kicked myself for pushing him too hard when he was still raw from his second wife leaving for another man, just as his first wife had done fifteen years earlier. My rational mind understood his skittishness, but my inner child hated it. I wanted to scream, No! No! No! You’re making a horrible mistake! You’ll be sorry someday!


But I knew a temper tantrum wouldn’t help, and I knew you couldn’t talk someone into being in a relationship they didn’t want to be in.


Alan got up from the table and deposited his plate in the kitchen sink, while I remained at the table, too stunned to move. He must have said, “I’m really sorry,” at least a dozen times as he backed out my front door, leaving me with a kitchen full of dirty dishes and what felt like a rock lodged in my gut.


I didn’t sleep for the rest of the week. I don’t mean I didn’t sleep well. I didn’t sleep at all. For a whole week. It was not my first experience with heartbreak, but it was my first experience with insomnia. I dragged through the week in a fog, unable to think straight, unable to concentrate on my work.


On the Saturday afternoon before the party, my friend Connie came over to do my hair and makeup. I was out of my element with anything more than a mascara wand. I didn’t even wear lipstick most of the time.


“I don’t want to go to this stupid party,” I whined when she arrived at my door. “And I don’t want to wear this stupid costume.”


“Nonsense! You are not going to let Alan ruin this evening for you. We are going to make you look so hot that Alan is going to kick himself from here to Christmas when he sees the pictures,” she said as she laid out her supplies on the bathroom counter. Connie’s husband had divorced her and taken off with his secretary after Connie had worked long hours to put him through law school, and as a result, she had honed a keen appreciation of subtle and not-so-subtle ways to extract revenge. Or at least to lick her wounds.


Connie applied layers of concealer to hide the dark circles under my eyes. After smoothing foundation over my face, she wanted to know where she should put my beauty mark.


“I’ve never understood why people wear fake beauty marks. Is it necessary?”


“Madonna has a beauty mark,” Connie assured me. “Along with a long list of other celebrities who are considered beautiful: Elizabeth Taylor, Dolly Parton, Marilyn Monroe, and Sophia Loren, for example.”


How could I argue with that lineup? I shrugged and let her draw a big, black beauty mark on my right cheek.


Connie moved on to eye liner and mascara, “to give you that come-hither look Madonna wears,” she said. I felt like a raccoon when she was done with my eyes.


Then she tackled my hair using gobs of styling gel and copious quantities of hair spray.


“With hair as thin and fine as yours, I think our best bet is to aim for a ‘naughty’ look,” Connie proclaimed. How on earth does she know all this stuff about makeup and hair styles and celebrities? I wondered. She might have said “knotty” instead of “naughty,” based on all the teasing and back-combing she did. But she did achieve a level of wanton abandon my hair had never seen before, nor has it seen since. Basically, when Connie was done with me, I looked like a slut.


I rode to the party with Connie and her date: Alan’s roommate, Chris. Chris was at least fifteen years younger than Connie, but they shared a Midwestern sensibility—Connie was from Indiana, and Chris grew up in Wisconsin—and laughed a lot when they were together. As a third wheel, I felt awkward and lonely and conspicuous all tarted up in my ridiculous costume.


“I’m not sure I can go in there dressed like this,” I said as Chris pulled the car into the crowded stable parking lot.


“It’s too late to change your mind,” Connie said as she grabbed my arm and ushered me out of the car. Connie was a kindergarten teacher. You could tell she was good at dealing with little kids. She was firm and direct and didn’t accept “no” for an answer. Chris took my other arm, and the two escorted me into the stables as if they were my security detail. Which they were, in a way.


Daryl and his wife had transformed the cavernous indoor riding arena into a magical haunted house populated with gossamer ghosts and goblins, complete with hay bales for seating, pumpkins scattered everywhere, and a wooden dance floor laid over the pea-gravel surface beneath. Guests arrived bedecked in all manner of sartorial splendor. Daryl, dressed as Merlin in a sparkly black robe and a wizard hat, cast spells with his magic wand, while Abraham Lincoln and Mary Todd Lincoln worked the fringes of the room. The band’s loud and frenetic music inspired an undulating crowd of gypsies and pirates, flappers, scarecrows, hula dancers, and mermaids on the dance floor and made it impossible to carry on a conversation.


I hung out by the beer kegs for most of the evening, making it easy to top off my big red Solo cup as I drank away my sorrows and tried to erase my self-consciousness. By the time the band took its second break, I was sloshed. But I didn’t stop topping off my cup. The next thing I knew, I was sitting on a cold concrete floor, leaning against the wall in a brightly lit hallway that led to the stable’s office and rest rooms. Chris, who was dressed as a pirate, had his arm around my shoulder, and the curved blade of his plastic cutlass poked my side. I was weeping, ruining all the meticulous work Connie had done on my eye makeup, the remains of my beauty mark streaked down my cheek.


“Why does he want to date other women?” I sobbed. “What is he thinking? What can I do to make him change his mind?” Chris did his best to comfort me, but he didn’t have any more insight than I had, or if he did, he wasn’t going to betray Alan’s confidence by sharing the answers with me. He disappeared for a minute to find Connie, and the two of them helped me into the back seat of Chris’s car. They drove me home and poured me into bed.


I finally slept. Not the peaceful, restorative slumber required to rejuvenate a sleep-deprived insomniac, but the fretful, sweaty sleep of a drunk, punctuated with sudden, stumbling trips to the bathroom to pee and retch.


The phone’s insistent ring woke me way too early on Sunday morning. I couldn’t let it keep ringing because the shrill sound felt like a dentist’s drill piercing my skull, cleaving it in two. I rolled over and picked up the receiver from my bedside table. A wave of nausea swept over me. Rolling over had not been a good idea. I grunted. It was the best I could do.


“Hi, Joanne,” Alan said.


Oh, God! I cannot retch in Alan’s ear.


“I’d like to talk with you,” Alan said. “Can I come over?”


“No, I can’t talk right now.” I was relieved I could actually form words and articulate them in a way that made sense to another human being. Even though they were not the words I would have liked to have said.


“Please?” Alan said.


“No. I’m sorry.” I heaved myself into a sitting a position, dropped the phone back in the cradle, and lurched into the bathroom, retching as I went. I was forty-three, and I hadn’t been this hungover since I was in college. I grabbed some aspirin and a glass of water and went back to bed.


Two hours later my phone rang, waking me again, piercing my throbbing head once more. I groaned. Was it better to put my pillow over my head and wait for the ringing to stop, or to pick up the call and survive another mortifying experience of being too hungover to talk? What if one of my kids needs help? I’d better answer it. Both of my kids were living on their own near their dad’s house in Pennsylvania, so it wasn’t likely they would call me for help, but I didn’t want to take any chances. Caller ID was not yet available in those days.


It was Alan again. And the second conversation sounded much like the first, but his voice betrayed a hint of nervousness this time. Or maybe I was imagining it.


“I’m sorry, Alan, but I can’t talk right now.” I was too embarrassed by my own stupidity to tell him why. I knew I needed several more hours of sleep and something to settle my stomach before I could face a conversation with anybody. But especially Alan. I wanted to have my act together if I were going to talk with him.


By late afternoon, I finally felt a bit more human. I managed to keep down two glasses of ginger ale and a piece of toast. I dragged myself into the shower and washed away the remainder of my raccoon makeup, erasing the haunted look that clung to my eyes. I used a half bottle of conditioner trying to get all the tangles out of my naughty knotty hair, and even though I was not entirely successful, it was close enough. I felt like I had successfully unsullied myself. I was back to unglamorous Joanne.


When Alan called a third time in the early evening, I finally said, “Yes, Madonna is accepting visitors this evening.” I was nervous about seeing him, unsure what he wanted to say to me, worried he’d be disgusted that I’d gotten so drunk.


When Alan walked in the door, he gave me a perfunctory hug. I didn’t know if that halfhearted greeting signaled good news or bad. I made us cups of herbal tea, and we sat at opposite ends of the couch in my living room. Soft strains of the Bach classical guitar music I’d inserted in my CD player took the edge off the awkwardness between us.


I went first. I hung my head. “I got roaring drunk last night at Daryl’s party,” I confessed. “I was trying to drown my sorrows, but all I did was give myself a massive hangover. I am so mortified by my out-of-control stupidity. When you called this morning, I was way too sick to talk.”


Alan took a long, deep breath and blew it out his mouth in a gust. He scooted over to sit next to me and took my hand in his. “I’m so relieved.” He was smiling, but his eyes brimmed with tears. “I assumed you couldn’t talk to me because you had another man in your bed. And that thought made me crazy. I want to be the man in your bed. The only man in your bed. I don’t want you falling in love with someone else while I’m getting my head on straight.”


I wrapped my arms around him and held on tight as I sobbed. Not dainty little tears slipping down my cheeks, but big gulping sobs accompanied by large quantities of snot. Alan untangled himself and hurried to the bathroom for a box of Kleenex.


As my waves of sobs subsided, Alan gently brushed the hair back from my forehead and looked me in the eyes. “Are you sad that I want to be the only man in your bed?” He sounded puzzled and concerned.


“Oh no! Is that what you thought?” I laughed through my tears. “I always do whatever it takes to get through a crisis, and then I fall apart when the crisis is over. This is me letting go of all the tension and terror of the last week.”


“Terror?”


“I was terrified that the man I love was jitterbugging down the road without me, and petrified I’d be dancing alone again.”


Alan pulled me to my feet and wrapped his arms around me. We swayed gently and shuffled our feet to the rest of the Bach sonata.







July 1995


Even though Alan had decided he was ready to be in an exclusive relationship, it took almost a year before he was ready to move in with me. I invited my parents out to visit so they could meet him before he became my official roommate. As a forty-something adult, I knew it wasn’t necessary for them to meet him first, but I decided it would be polite.


My father and I had had a fraught relationship ever since I married my first husband, Marc, against his wishes, when I was only twenty. When I announced my engagement, my father roared, “No daughter of mine is getting married before she turns twenty-one and has her college degree!” It was the first I’d heard of this rule, after I’d already made a commitment to break it.


With the impetuousness of youth, I roared back, “Oh yeah? Watch me!” as I stomped up the stairs to my room. The age of consent in New York was eighteen, so I knew he couldn’t stop me. That was the beginning of my father not speaking to me for fourteen years, which was how long my marriage to Marc lasted.


So I wanted to be thoughtful with how I introduced Alan to my parents, not because I needed their approval, but because I wanted to avoid any hard feelings, especially long-term hard feelings. I knew Alan would charm them with his wit and kindness, and indeed he did. He listened patiently and asked pertinent questions as my dad told him the entire story of his life. During the recitation, my mother and I escaped to the back yard and puttered in the flower beds together. We told ourselves we were giving the guys some time to bond, but in reality, we’d both heard my father’s stories too many times to count, and neither of us had the patience to sit through them yet again.


On the last night of my parents’ visit, as Alan was saying his goodbyes and preparing to go home to his apartment, Father’s parting comment to him was, “Take good care of our daughter,” which raised the hackles on my neck so swiftly and surely I couldn’t keep my mouth shut.


“Father, I don’t need anyone to take care of me. I am a self-supporting, home-owning, independent woman, with a retirement account and a stock portfolio. I am perfectly capable of taking care of myself.” I didn’t say it with venom, but it was clear I was unhappy. After experiencing his underhanded put-downs for decades, maybe I was overly sensitive, but I was hurt by his suggestion that I needed a caretaker. Father stood in the middle of the living room staring at me and shaking his head. Alan and I had been standing next to the front door when this exchange occurred, and he quickly pulled me out onto the porch, into the cool evening air, and closed the door behind us. He hugged me, gently rubbing my back until I had calmed down, at which point, the front door burst open.


“Alan, I want you to know who you’re getting involved with,” Father barked. “If you tell Joanne to have a nice day, she’ll say ‘Don’t tell me to have a nice day!’” He slammed the door shut. Through the open windows I could hear my mother trying to calm him down in the living room. She hated conflict even more than I did. I was glad they were leaving first thing in the morning.


Father’s outburst didn’t deter Alan from moving in, and “Don’t tell me to have a nice day!” became one of our inside jokes.


Now, looking back at Father’s comment urging Alan to take good care of me, I can imagine he might have meant something different but was incapable of articulating it: “Alan, I like you. I am glad you and Joanne found each other. May your relationship blossom into something beautiful.” It’s a stretch perhaps, but I will give him the posthumous benefit of the doubt.





When Alan finally made the move, I watched him claiming space in my house. I was willing to relinquish the space in order to wake up with him next to me every morning, yet I was aware of what I was giving up too. My ceilings lost the luster of purpleness that had sustained me for my single years.


That night before bed, I stood behind him watching in the bathroom mirror as he brushed his teeth. There wasn’t room for me to stand next to him in front of the sink so we could brush our teeth together because he dominated the sink and surrounding counter space. He moved confidently, as if the space belonged to him alone and always had.


The day after Alan moved in, I hummed as I unpacked a box of his compact discs and alphabetized them with mine in the bookshelf next to my fireplace.


“Wait a minute!” Alan said when he saw what I was doing. “Don’t you think we should mark mine with a sticker or a piece of colored tape?”


“Why do we need to do that?” I was genuinely puzzled.


“In case we need to sort them back out from each other someday.”


“Oh. That hadn’t occurred to me. I guess I assumed you were here to stay.”


“I don’t think we can assume anything until we’ve tried it for a while.”


I was operating under different assumptions than he was, based more on wishful thinking than any concrete discussions we had had about our expectations. “I need some time to adjust to that reality,” I said. “I’m going to let you finish unpacking your CDs. You can mark them any way you choose. I’m going for a walk.”


I wasn’t at all concerned about separating the CDs. Mine were all the Mozart, Bach, and Beethoven, the Handel and Vivaldi. His were all the Willie Nelson, Garth Brooks, Dolly Parton and John Denver. The only overlap was in some Beatles classics, an Eric Clapton album or two, and some James Taylor CDs. Surely, we could sort those out if the necessity arose.


What startled me was how easily I had fooled myself into an assumption of permanence.


The box of Alan’s CDs sat on the floor in front of the bookshelf for more than a month. We both skirted it as we walked in and out of the living room. I stopped noticing it, until one day when I was vacuuming, it struck me that something was missing. Alan had finished the job of integrating his CDs with mine. None of them were marked with tape or a sticker.







Summer 1997


We decided to get married in a church. We’d already had four weddings between the two of us, and none of them had taken place in a church. And none of the marriages had lasted. With the litter of so many dashed hopes trailing behind us, it took courage on both of our parts to step up to another ’til-death-do-us-part commitment, but we trusted that living together happily for two years ahead of time and having the ceremony in a sacred space would bode well for a marriage that would stand the test of time.


Figuring out which church took some compromising, though. There were two Unity churches in town. I belonged to the big one in central Boulder that was led by a charismatic, street-smart New Yorker whom Alan couldn’t stand. Alan belonged to a tiny start-up Unity church that had broken away from the larger congregation three years earlier and was meeting in a middle-school auditorium on the outskirts of town. I had visited his church often enough to know his minister’s sermons put me to sleep, which was why I hadn’t joined the exodus.


“Sweetie, I am not the least bit interested in getting married in a middle-school auditorium.” I crossed my fingers that Alan would understand. “First of all, it doesn’t feel like a sacred space, but the worst part is that the place smells like sweaty sneakers.” With my second husband, I had refused to get married at a dude ranch, his first choice, because it smelled of horse manure. We had had such a big fight about the venue that we almost called off the wedding. I knew Alan would be more flexible.


I reminded Alan that my Unity had just finished building a beautiful new church, complete with a huge stained-glass window and elegant maple pews. It smelled faintly of furniture polish and the patchouli incense burned during meditation services.


“Well, I am not the least bit interested in being married by your minister,” Alan huffed. “I’d vote for eloping to Las Vegas before I’d vote for having him officiate.”


“Do you think they’d let us have the service at my church with your minister as the officiant? I could live with that if your minister promises to keep the homily short.”


“That would work for me.”


It turned out to be a good solution.


Alan asked his friend Andy to be his best man. He and Andy had participated in a men’s group together for several years and had come to understand each other’s deepest pains and vulnerabilities. Alan was a diehard Boston Red Sox fan, and Andy rooted with passion for the New York Yankees. They teased each other endlessly about the teams’ screw-ups, shortcomings, and losing seasons, but always their friendship flourished.


Connie agreed to be my matron of honor. We had met at a divorce recovery workshop when I first moved to Boulder after divorcing my second husband. When I bought my purple-ceilinged house, I had to rebuild the fence surrounding the backyard before I could move in, because the spaces between the pickets were too wide to contain Jasmine, my miniature schnauzer. Connie volunteered to help, and we forged a close friendship as we pried off pickets, pounded nails, and shared the stories of our lives. Connie was the one who dragged me to church at Unity of Boulder for the first time, as I’d been decidedly church averse since earning my last Sunday School pin at the age of twelve. The singles’ group at Unity of Boulder became the center of my social life for a while, and I met many men and women there who became longtime friends, including Beverly, who agreed to play her cello at Alan’s and my wedding.


With the busyness of planning a wedding, reception, and honeymoon in addition to our full-time jobs, Alan and I were struggling to find the time to sit down and write our vows. As our wedding date loomed, we decided to take a long weekend in Steamboat Springs specifically for vow writing. We booked a room in a chalet that was tucked into a stand of pines nestled close to the ski slopes, which were blanketed in summer greenery. The spacious room was dominated by a king-size bed, piled high with goose-down pillows. We parked ourselves among the pillows and stayed there, pretty much around the clock, ordering from the room service menu when we needed sustenance and negotiating our vows.


“Wait a minute. You’re not going to promise to love, honor, and obey me?” Alan asked with mock surprise.


“I’m fine with loving and honoring you to the moon and back, Sweetie, but the thought of obeying makes me break out in hives.”


“Actually, I knew that about you,” Alan said as he massaged my feet with lavender-scented massage oil. “But I always thought you looked kind of sexy with those splotches of hives blooming across your chest.”


I stuck my tongue out at him. In response, he lifted my foot to his mouth and planted slow, voluptuous kisses on each of my toes, without taking his eyes off mine.


“Mmmmm. You keep that up, and we’re not going to get very far with our vows.”


“You’re right. I’m sorry. I promise to behave.” He tucked my feet under the sheet and closed the lid on the massage oil.


“I’ll take a rain check, though.”


“You got it,” Alan agreed without a moment’s hesitation.


“Is there anything else we need to add to the list before we get down to working on the exact wording?” I was the one keeping track of what we decided.


“Yep, I’d like to say something about not trying to change each other,” Alan offered.


“What do you mean by that?”


“Well, I don’t want you nagging me to be someone I’m not.”


“Have I been doing that?”


“No, not at all. But I’m worried once we’re hitched you might start. One of my previous wives did that.”


“Good thing you’re not married to her anymore. How about we each promise to accept the other just the way we are? Would that cover it for you?”


“Baggage and all?”


“Yep, baggage and all.”


“Sounds perfect.”


We finished our negotiations and finalized the wording of our vows early enough on Sunday that we had time to redeem the raincheck and go for a hike before we returned home. We headed up Rabbit Ears Pass, outside Steamboat, where a hiking trail followed the Continental Divide. The rain and snow that fell on the east side of the ridge drained into the Atlantic Ocean, while the basin on the west side drained into the Pacific. I pictured the ridge as a symbol of our upcoming wedding, marking the divide of our lives: before on one side and happily-ever-after on the other.


Splashes of columbine and Indian paintbrush decorated the meadows along the trail, and the raucous caws of Steller’s jays accompanied our footsteps.







August 2, 1997


Before the service, as I waited nervously in the bride’s dressing room, Alan’s younger daughter, Megan, poked her head in the door. Blond, blue-eyed Megan was twenty-three at the time and was just starting out in her career in corporate finance at a firm in Denver. Both of Alan’s daughters were busy with their own lives and careers and boyfriends and didn’t seem very invested in spending time with their father and his soon-to-be-wife, so I didn’t have a close relationship with either of them, but Megan in particular had felt wary over the past three years. I chalked it up to the hard time she’d had with her previous stepmother and tried not to take it personally.


“Can I come in a minute?” Megan asked, as her eyes darted around the messy room that served dual duty as the sound booth for the sanctuary.


“Of course.”


“I wanted to make sure you had your bases covered with ‘something old, something new, something borrowed, something blue.’ I was pretty sure you had ‘something new’ taken care of, since your dress is new, so I only brought the other three.”


“How sweet of you! I do have the ‘new’ and the ‘blue’ under control, but not the rest.” I hoisted my skirt to show off the pale blue garter hugging my thigh beneath my dress. She giggled and pocketed the dainty blue handkerchief she’d brought in case I needed it.


“This bracelet was my Grandmother Kelly’s,” she said as she held it out to me. “I’m not giving it to you, I’m just offering to lend it to you. That way it covers both the ‘old’ and ‘borrowed’ categories.”


“Perfect! Look at how well it goes with my pearl earrings!” I held the bracelet, with its three strands of tiny pearls, next to my earrings and admired it in the full-length mirror. Megan stood behind me, and our reflections smiled at each other. Even if the bracelet had clashed with my outfit, I would have worn it gladly anyway.


I slipped the bracelet over my wrist and held out my arm for Megan to fasten the clasp. It took her several tries before the antique closure cooperated, but she eventually managed to secure it. She gave my hand a quick squeeze when she was done. I pulled Megan to me in a bear hug and whispered in her ear, “Thank you, Megan. I’m touched by your thoughtfulness.” Then she slipped back out the door to join our other guests in the padded maple pews.





The folder containing all my wedding to-do lists, the guest list, the contracts and invoices for the photographer, the reception, the DJ, and even the receipt for Alan’s wedding band hung in the three-drawer file cabinet in the corner of my home office, almost a quarter of a century after the ceremony. The only thing missing from the folder was a copy of our vows, for which I would gladly have traded all the other documents. How could I have allowed that precious piece of paper to escape my grasp?








August 3, 1997


I had found us the perfect honeymoon cottage perched on the banks of the Russian River, on the outskirts of Healdsburg in California’s wine country. Looking back, I wonder how I found that spot. The Internet was still in its infancy then, and while I was definitely an early adopter, perhaps even an early evangelist, I don’t recall finding our cottage online. I’m sure I didn’t call a travel agent. Maybe I had a copy of a Frommer’s guide from the library. In any case, it turned out to be an inspired find, a lovely hideaway.


A redwood tree growing up through the middle of the kitchen was the most notable feature of our cottage. We’d read about it in the brochure they’d sent us, so it wasn’t a surprise, but we found it more charming than either of us had expected.


“I love it!” I exclaimed as I walked in the door. The redwood’s wide trunk emerged through the floor, bifurcating the room, and exited through the roof. “It feels rustic and smells like we’re in the woods, but it’s got all the comforts of home. This is my kind of roughing it!”


“Wow! I wonder how they engineered the floor and the roof to allow for the tree’s expansion as it grows.” Alan always wanted to know how things were made, how they worked. He pulled a chair over to stand on so he could get a closer look at the ceiling.


While Alan was examining the cottage’s kitchen ceiling, I was falling in love with the bedroom. Large French doors stood opposite the bed, and they opened onto a deck that looked out over rolling hills planted with row upon row of grapevines and framed by distant pines, firs, and redwoods. That first evening, we threw the French doors wide open and lay back on our pillows.


“It’s magical,” Alan whispered as we watched the swallows swoop though the twilight, scribing arcs through the air as the stars appeared.


“Do you mean the swallows or my negligee?” I whispered back.


Alan guffawed. “Both, of course.” He turned his attention away from the swallows and nibbled my earlobe between bouts of laughter.


After breakfast each morning, we headed out for wine tasting. We meandered from winery to winery without much of an agenda. At our first winery, Alan had said to the tasting room host, “We know you make the best zinfandel in the valley, but who would you recommend for the second-place prize?” That line had worked so well he used it repeatedly, so we always had a list of good candidates to try next. We crisscrossed the valley on back roads, visiting tiny wineries like Limerick Lane Cellars and Hop Kiln Estates, as well as more corporate establishments like Rodney Strong and Alexander Valley. We took turns on different days being the designated spitter and the person allowed to swallow the samples. By lunchtime, one of us would be tipsy.


We’d stop at the grocery store in Healdsburg to buy a crusty loaf of French bread, some cheese and fruit, some decadent chocolates, and head back to our cottage for a picnic on the riverbank. As the sun climbed high overhead and the heat lulled us into indolence, we’d pull on our bathing suits and slip into the river.


“Yikes! Help!” I squealed as I lost my footing navigating the slippery stone steps leading down to the water. Instead of offering me a hand, Alan gave me a playful shove and I flopped clumsily into the river. I came up sputtering and giggling and grabbed the largest of the innertubes—one from an oversize truck tire that gave me lots of room to lounge—from its perch on the bank.


Alan entered the water more gracefully but had to settle for the smaller innertube since I’d draped myself into the deluxe model. He hooked his feet through the bottom of my tube so we floated together. The current was sluggish at that time of year, and we drifted lazily, barely moving, the sun melting the stress from our faces.


“Do you think we’d get bored if we did this every day for the rest of our lives?” Alan asked me as we drifted.


“I don’t know, but I’d be willing to try,” I said as I listened to the birds’ giddy twittering in the trees along the riverbank.


“Listen! Did you hear that?” Alan sat up straight in his innertube, which made us both tip precariously, and cocked his ear.


“Hear what?”


“The bird that’s saying, ‘Hi, Sweetie.’”


I listened for a few seconds until the voice of a single bird differentiated itself from the background babble of bird calls. “That one?”


“Yep, that one.”


“I heard him earlier but I thought he was saying, ‘Cheeseburger,’” I said with a laugh.


“Boy, do you need to brush up on your birdcall vocabulary,” Alan answered, working hard to keep a straight face. “He’s definitely saying, ‘Hi, Sweetie,’ and I’m pretty sure he’s speaking to you. It’s chickadees who talk like that. We have them at home too.”


“Hmm. Thanks for the birdy language lesson.” I settled back into my tube.


Alan trailed his hand in the water and flicked droplets on my face. “That feels divine,” I whispered, too lazy to add volume to my voice.


After we’d drifted for a while—perhaps an hour—Alan announced, “My fingers are starting to look like prunes. What would you say to a nap?” I knew what would follow the nap, and both the nap and the after party sounded like fine ideas to me. This time, he offered me his hand on the steps.


In the early evening, we showered and headed out for a dinner at a farm-to-table restaurant we had stumbled across on our travels earlier in the day.


And the next day, we did the same all over again.







1998


Shortly before we were married, the plastics company where Alan worked was bought by a nationwide company that was on a spree, buying up small companies with expertise in molding precision plastic parts for the medical industry. At first, it seemed like good news, since the larger company offered a more robust benefits package. But it wasn’t long before Alan got the bad news: The large company had its own national sales and marketing teams, so Alan’s job was being eliminated.


Alan quickly discovered the entire injection molding industry was consolidating, and many plastics jobs were being outsourced to distant parts of the world. A couple of companies offered Alan sales positions, but he was smart enough to turn them down. He viewed sales as having to ask people for something, which made him uncomfortable. He did much better in positions where he viewed himself as helping customers solve problems, where he was offering something rather than asking for something. He picked up a few contract jobs, managing individual projects for various manufacturers, but all of them were short-term positions by design.


After a couple years, Alan felt worn out from trying to string together a steady flow of short-term gigs and battered by the uncertainly of what to do next. He hunkered down and played house husband intensely for months on end, taking over many of my household chores so I could work longer hours at my freelance marketing and writing jobs to make up for his lost income. He devoted endless hours to shopping for food and cooking extravagant meals.


“What are you making for dinner tonight, Sweetie?” I asked as I grabbed a cup of coffee on my way to my office three steps down the hall.


“I found a fabulous-looking recipe in Bon Appetit for an Italian fish stew with fresh fennel. I thought I’d make it with either mahi-mahi or halibut and serve it over polenta. How does that sound?”


“Heavenly!” I answered. “But haven’t we had fresh fennel three times this week already?”


“Yeah. I guess I’m on a fennel bender. Is that a problem?”


“I could use a break from it.” It was a luxury having a live-in personal chef, and I knew Alan was still feeling fragile from all the turmoil in his career, so I didn’t want to be too critical.


“If I make you one of my famous chocolate tarts with the walnut crust, will you forgive the fennel overdose for one more night?”


“It’s a deal! But you have to promise me a whole week off from fennel next week.” I loved his chocolate tart.


The problem was that Alan wasn’t working very hard at finding a new job. I bought him a copy of What Color Is Your Parachute, but I don’t think he ever read it. I’m not sure he even opened it. He talked about maybe going back to school to become a massage therapist or a psychotherapist, but he was in his early fifties and felt like he was too old to go back to school. I urged him to find a therapist who could help him figure out a path that felt right for him. But he didn’t do that, either.


I started getting cranky.


“Alan, I love my work.” I tried to keep my voice neutral, but I could hear myself slipping into crabbiness. “I’ve always been willing to put in long hours to meet urgent deadlines or squeeze in a last-minute job for a desperate client, but I can’t keep doing this nonstop. I need a break and don’t feel like I can afford to take one.” We had just finished a major remodel of a new home, and with Alan not bringing in any income, we had ended up with a much bigger mortgage than we had anticipated. And the money he was spending on lift tickets in the winter and greens fees the rest of the year irked me.


“I’m sorry, Sweetie.” Alan was contrite. He was always contrite when I brought up the subject of finding work, but it wasn’t leading to action.


“How about we go up to the mountains for a long weekend to give you a break?” he suggested.


“We can’t afford a long weekend in the mountains!” I slammed the rolled-up newspaper on the edge of the dining room table, partly out of frustration and partly for emphasis. The breakfast dishes rattled, and Alan jumped up quickly, scanning the room as if he were looking for the closest exit.


“It was not part of the plan for me to support you so you could enjoy an early retirement,” I fumed. “Why aren’t you working harder at finding a job?”


Alan sat back down at the table and hung his head. “I don’t want to go back to the plastics industry,” he confessed. “All the other jobs I’ve looked at don’t pay squat.” He heaved a big sigh and paused before continuing. “What I really want to do is become a handyman, doing fix-it jobs, helping people maintain their homes, and working on small remodeling projects. But I’m pretty nervous about doing that.”


“Because you don’t have the right skills?”


“No. That’s not it.” He fidgeted with a spoon that was resting in a cereal bowl, and I could see the muscles under his left eye twitching.


“What’s the problem, then?”


He sighed again and kept his eyes glued to the spoon. “I’m afraid you’ll leave me if I make my living doing something so menial.”


My anger evaporated. “Sweetie, it took me years to find the man I wanted to spend the rest of my life with. If you think I’d leave you after all that work, you’re not as smart as you look.”


“Are you sure?” Alan sounded incredulous.


“If being a handyman would give you joy, I would support you in doing that,” I answered, taking the spoon from him and giving his hand a squeeze.


“I’m sure I wouldn’t make much money, especially at first.”


“I’d much rather see you doing something you love and not making much money than have you doing a job you hate just to make more money or have more prestige.” I knew we could downsize to a more compact house with a smaller mortgage if we needed to. “If becoming a handyman is what you want to do, go for it!”


And so he did. And he ended up loving it. Helping people with home repair and maintenance fed his soul like nothing he had done before. The learning curve was steep, but Alan was good at problem solving and good at finding books, articles, and videos that showed him step-by-step how to do things like fix leaky toilets, replace garbage disposals, install kitchen cabinets, hang doors, and replace screens. He quickly had a backlog of projects to keep him busy and a growing list of clients who were delighted to have a handyman who was reliable, trustworthy, and intelligent, and who made them laugh.





Working as a freelancer or contractor was a good fit for me. I would attend meetings with my clients at their workplaces, where we would discuss the objectives and project parameters, and I would get up to speed on the target audiences, the products involved, the features and benefits, and the relevant technologies. Then I would go back to my desk in my home office and generate drafts of the requested materials. Working this way suited me because I learned over the years that I need quiet, uninterrupted blocks of time to do my best work. I can’t concentrate well in noisy office spaces where phones are ringing and people are talking to each other and someone is stopping by to ask if I will sign a card for a coworker who is about to retire. When someone or something interrupts me, I have to start all over on the train of thought I was building, word by word, phrase by phrase, in my head.


Writing in the solitude and quiet of my home office worked well until Alan stopped working at a nine-to-five job and became a self-employed contractor himself. As a handyman, his days had more flexibility than when he worked at his previous desk job. He’d be on his way to pick up plumbing supplies or driving across town from one job site to the next, and he couldn’t resist the urge to call me.


“Hi, Sweetie,” he would say when I picked up his call. “I was thinking about how happy I am to be married to you and thought I’d call to tell you how very much I love you.”


What could I say? Most women would be thrilled to have their husbands calling daily to profess their love and appreciation. Most of the time, I would thank him in the moment for being so sweet and thoughtful and return the warm fuzzies. But while we were eating dinner that night, I might mention a study I’d read that said it took people an average of twenty-five minutes to return to the original task after an interruption and remind him how hard it is for me to find my groove again once I’m jolted out of it, even by the sweetest of sweet talk.


Alan would hang his head and apologize, but a few days later, he’d call me again to express his overflowing affection. That night at supper, I would mention again how hard it was for me to pick up the thread of my work after he called.


Of course, I considered not answering his calls during my workday, but I couldn’t bring myself to actually do it. What if he’d been in a car accident and needed me to come pick him up? What if he’d been shot by someone robbing a gas station where he was filling his van? What if he’d just learned his daughter had a massive brain tumor and he needed me to reassure him everything would be okay? Two of those things had actually happened (he’d never been shot during a gas station robbery), but it didn’t stop my mind from making up all sorts of scary stories that distracted me even more than stopping to talk to him would.


Ultimately, we reached a compromise. I stopped complaining as long as he didn’t call me more than once a week during the workday. I finally learned to close my eyes and appreciate all the love humming over the telephone network, all the love enfolding me from my sweet, sweet husband.





Not long after we were married, I gave up my resistance to joining Alan’s church because I wanted to attend church with my husband, to sit next to him and hold his hand, to discuss the sermons with him, to be friends with his community of church friends. And to be perfectly honest, I also wanted to make sure all the single women in the congregation could plainly see he was happily married.


Once I was firmly integrated into the congregation, Alan and I attended the wedding reception of a mutual friend from church. The bride was a member of the quilting circle that met at our house on Tuesday evenings, and the husband was one of Alan’s home-maintenance clients.


During the reception, one of the bride’s neighbors, a woman we hadn’t met before, sat at the table with us. As she sipped her champagne, she kept glancing over at Alan. I suspected she was trying not to stare, but I couldn’t figure out why. His pants were zipped. He didn’t have spinach caught in his teeth. I figured he must look like someone she knew from her past.


As Alan got up to dance with the bride, the neighbor leaned over and whispered to me, “Your husband is the most handsome man I’ve ever laid eyes on.”


“He cleans up well, doesn’t he?” I responded. He did look handsome in his suit and tie, but I was a bit surprised by the woman’s “most handsome man” accolades. That covers a lot of ground, half the human race.


If you looked at the individual elements of Alan’s face, they were not perfect. His nose had a beak-like hook and was large for his face. His front teeth were crooked, overlapping. He had a weak chin, but he kept it well hidden with a carefully trimmed beard.


On the other hand, he had beautiful blue eyes that sparkled when he smiled. His lush and wavy hair always looked well groomed. At the time, Alan’s body was trim and athletic, with only the barest hint of mid-fifties, age-appropriate pudginess around his belly. When you put all the pieces together, he looked distinguished, striking even, but not in an air-brushed male-model sort of way. More in the way that illustrates the Japanese concept of wabi-sabi: the idea that beauty incorporates that which is imperfect or transient.


Teasing out the separate threads that form the weave of attraction between two people is complicated, but I don’t think Alan’s good looks played more than a passing role in the spark between us back when we first met, when he first hired me. Beyond the initial electricity, what drew me to him was the kindness in his smile, the effervescent goodness that lit his eyes, the aura of good humor and friendliness that emanated from his pores. His joie de vivre.
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