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Praise for Saying Yes






“Few books capture the real, lived experience of opening a relationship with such honesty and heart. In Saying Yes, Natalie Davis invites us into the raw, beautiful, and sometimes messy process of navigating love, jealousy, desire, and growth outside traditional norms. With refreshing candor and courage, she illuminates the longing, uncertainty, joy, and heartbreak that can arise along the way. For anyone curious about consensual non-monogamy or seeking to better understand their own relationship landscape, this book is a generous and affirming companion.”


—Jessica Fern, author of Polysecure, Polywise, and Transforming the Shame Triangle


“This memoir is witty, refreshingly honest, and deeply relatable. Natalie’s voice is endearing without ever turning saccharine, offering a vulnerable and candid exploration of polyamory with all its trials, tribulations, and hard-earned triumphs. The result is a thoughtful and often humorous portrait of love, identity, and connection, told through the many ups and downs of real life.”


—Kate Kincaid, LPC, author of Polyamory Journal


“Saying Yes is a brutally honest and beautifully rendered account of how one happily married couple chose to expand their love into a polyamory lifestyle. Natalie Davis shows every vulnerable, humorous, and challenging aspect of this choice, all while educating ‘normies’ with pertinent terminology and sharing her deepest feelings, fears, failures, and triumphs. The sincerity, earnestness, and authenticity of their journey had me entranced from the very first page. This book is not to be missed!”


—Lorelei James, New York Times bestselling author


“Many twenty-first-century couples will see themselves in the author’s story: Her queasy entry into swinging at her husband’s urging, her experience with a disastrous first metamour, and the couple’s slow advance into full, loving, community-centric polyamory. We learn from experience, but it’s a lot less painful to learn from other people’s experiences. Any couple thinking about consensual non-monogamy can learn a lot from reading and discussing this book.”


—Alan MacRobert, Polyamory in the News
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“This unflinchingly honest memoir lays bare one woman’s exploration of consensual non-monogamy and polyamory. In the tone of your wise best friend, Natalie Davis blends intimate life stories with practical information, including a much-needed legal perspective and a spotlight on the challenges and importance of finding a poly-affirming therapist. Saying Yes is an insightful read for anyone new to navigating a mix of love, sex, marriage, and non-monogamy.”


—Tamara Pincus, co-author of It’s Called “Polyamory”


“Through vivid and vulnerable storytelling, Natalie Davis offers the kind of authentic polyamory narrative that builds understanding and breaks down barriers.”


—Brett Chamberlin, Executive Director of OPEN


“One of my favorite things about polyamory is how different our journeys all are. Like Natalie, I started my polyamorous adventure with my college sweetheart. But while the rest of our paths diverged wildly, we both experienced wins and losses that shaped our lives in unbelievable ways. Saying Yes not only gives insight on the highs and lows of polyamory, but from the very title it reminds us of the value of giving yourself permission and putting yourself out there. Dating, relationships, love, and life don’t have to be perfect to be worth celebrating.”


—Kevin Patterson, creator of Poly Role Models and author of Love’s Not Colorblind


“I’ve had the pleasure of meeting Natalie several times, and her genuine no-nonsense approach to sharing her story is exactly what comes through in Saying Yes. She doesn’t sugarcoat the messy, complicated reality of navigating polyamory—she tells it like it is, mistakes and all, which is exactly what people need to hear when they’re considering their own authentic path. If you’re curious about polyamory or just want to read about someone’s brave journey toward living authentically, this memoir offers the raw honesty and real-world perspective that’s often missing from relationship advice.”


—Kitty Chambliss, MCC, CPC, TIC, author of Jealousy Survival Guide
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For RtM


Gratitude


I am beyond grateful to the polyamorous and poly-friendly folks who have contributed to this book by serving as inspirations, sounding boards, editors, lovers, dear friends, and, in the best-case scenario, all of the above. You make my heart sing.
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In September 2006, the Oxford English Dictionary added an entry for polyamory:


The fact of having simultaneous close emotional relationships with two or more other individuals, viewed as an alternative to monogamy, esp. in regard to matters of sexual fidelity; the custom or practice of engaging in multiple sexual relationships with the knowledge and consent of all partners concerned.


* * *


Ask for what you want. Be prepared to hear “no.”


—Paraphrase of poly wisdom derived from What Did I Learn Today? Lessons on the Journey to Self-Love by Akosua Dardaine Edwards (2013)
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Author’s Note





This book is based on true events. It reflects my present recollections of experiences over time, aided by conversations with participants and my contemporaneous records, including emails, texts, and notes. All names and some characteristics have been changed, some events have been compressed, and some dialogue has been recreated. This was done to protect the privacy of individuals and for narrative purposes.
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Preface





Welcome to my polyamorous life. I have been some flavor of non-monogamous for more than twenty-five years and have identified as polyamorous since 2010. For me, being polyamorous means having intimate relationships independent of my husband. Polyamory is a form of consensual non-monogamy where everyone involved has agreed to the relationship structure and to be open and honest.


Eric and I fell in love in college. We were in a traditional, committed, monogamous relationship for more than ten years, before and after marriage and parenthood. I was raised by loving parents, who were together until cancer stole my mother. My engineer father was the first feminist I knew, and my artist mother’s mantra to her two daughters was “Don’t marry a doctor or a lawyer; be one,” and I listened. I cheered for my first-baseman sister from the Little League snack stand, not minding that my arms were sticky up to the elbows from handing out snow cones.


Eric and I have lived and worked in the Washington, DC, area for most of our adult lives. We have volunteered in our community and traded pet-sitting favors with our neighbors. I used to say our tattoo count was zero, but Eric finally got inked with an infinity symbol encircling a robust heart—the polyamory emblem.


We frequent rock concerts and dance to gothic, industrial, synthpop, dark-wave, and ’80s pop music at clubs and in our living room under the disco light Eric installed for me as a surprise birthday present. We have hosted our friends for cookouts and a quarterly benevolent dictatorship and feed fest named Natalie’s Book Club. Our closets are mostly black. Mine has dashes of crimson and fuchsia, and even a few floral patterns. Don’t tell my goth friends about the flowered dresses.


xvi

And yes, Eric and I are poly—short for polyamorous. We date other people. We have sex with other people. We have intimate relationships with other people. And, if we are fortunate, we love other people. I think it’s terrific. I did not start out thinking that way, but now I do. I am no expert with a fancy degree, but I have twenty-five years of personal experience with non-monogamy, both ethical and not. I have screwed up—and just screwed—since boarding the poly ship. My practice of polyamory has changed, and I hope it has improved.


For those considering some form of non-monogamy and those who have already dipped their toes into the waters, I want you to know that you are not alone. For those simply curious about this crazy thing called polyamory—it’s in the news, in the courts, and probably in your neighborhood—why not take a peek?


Natalie Davis


nataliedavisadventures.com
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1. 

Origin Story






I awoke to the rich aroma of coffee brewing downstairs and turned to face the clock on the nightstand. At a little after ten on a Sunday morning, there was just enough time before my gym class for a quick bite and, yes, coffee. My husband was making breakfast. Breakfast à la Eric was scrambled eggs, a bagel with cream cheese and lox, lightly pulped orange juice, and sugary instant cinnamon-flavored coffee from a tin. The drip coffee was for me, prepared by my husband’s girlfriend. She brewed it stronger than I did, but I liked it. I especially liked that it was being made for me while I slept in the spare room.


I leaned sideways in the bed. “Babe,” I whispered to my lover, “Eric is making breakfast. Are you hungry?”


* * *


Ten years into our marriage, Eric said, “I know what I want for my birthday.”


Eric and I met in college. He was a skinny twenty-year-old with dark hair. Just shy of six feet tall, he wore large, round, black-framed glasses, typical of the 1980s. In the seventeen years that had brought us to that day, before and after marriage and the birth of our son, I had always agonized over what to get Eric for his birthday.


“Oh yeah?’ I asked. “What?”


“I’m going to pull up a website. Please keep an open mind and read it all. Then we can talk about it.”


I looked at my husband. In his mid-thirties then, Eric was still slender, but after becoming a dedicated gym member, he had achieved a more muscular build. That 4mattered to him. I liked the way he looked and the way he felt against me, with or without the harder pecs. Neither of us had changed much since college. I wore my straight, dark hair in a short bob rather than the midback-length style I had sported when Eric and I met. I had lobbed my locks soon after we started dating because, at nineteen, I yearned to look older. Eric was short-haired and clean-shaven, as befitted the National Guardsman he had been since he was seventeen. He had recently made the Army his full-time career in a headquarters posting.


I was still within a respectable distance of my college sophomore figure. Eric’s roommate had teased him that we looked disturbingly like siblings with our dark hair and eyes, generous noses, and similar body types. A dozen years after we met, it was no surprise that our son Will was born long and lanky with such deep brown eyes that you had to look closely to discern his pupils. No mischievous blond Calvin for us, even though our looks mirrored those of his comic strip parents, and one of Will’s favorite stuffed animals was a floppy striped tiger.


The website for “The Lodge” listed no physical address. The home page advised that directions would be provided after signing in. I raised an eyebrow and read on. There was a dance floor, buffet, bar, pool tables, and private and group rooms. Rules were listed. No means no. Always ask permission. What?


You guessed it, or maybe not, because it certainly took me a moment. The Lodge was a nightclub for swingers, a term that made me cringe. “Lifestyle club” was the alternative lingo. From what I understood about such places—from movies, I supposed—couples, who might or might not already know each other, swapped partners and had sex.


The site was low-key. It had FAQs and photos of the club. My brow may have been knitted, but I was still reading. “Okay,” I said, sighing only slightly. “I finished reading.” I swiveled slowly on the desk chair and looked at Eric, my arms crossed over my chest. This should be good.


“I’d like to try this,” he said. “We don’t have to do anything other than check it out, but I’m curious.” He spoke slowly and deliberately as if to avoid spooking a skittish colt. “I realize this is new, but I ask that you try to keep an open mind. That’s all.”


I felt my face redden and my heartbeat quicken. I was fighting off anger, not successfully. “Strangers hook up and swap partners in the middle of nowhere at 5someplace called The Lodge? That’s what you want to do on your birthday? And you want me to do it with you? Seriously?” I groaned. “Eric … I don’t know….” Eric waited.


I was quiet, thinking. Eight months earlier, Eric had had an affair. As far as I knew, it was the first time he had cheated. Will had been a toddler. Eric’s business had been struggling, and I had just lost my job. Eric’s only income for months had been his three-way cut of the five-bucks-a-head door charge at a weekly goth club he promoted. That’s where he met Katrina. That slut with the bad haircut was how I referred to her in my head when I learned, after Eric answered each question in my cross-examination—the consequence of marrying a lawyer—that he was not her first rodeo with a married man.


While job hunting on our shared computer, I had happened on an email from her, carelessly left open. Shaking with hurt, anger, and above all, humiliation, I called Eric at work. “I saw the email. Do you think I’m stupid?” I had hung up and paced, considering my options. Eric had rushed home.


I witnessed Eric crying for the first time. Over the next weeks, we talked a lot. We each found new jobs within a month. There were a lot of transitions for us as individuals and as a couple. We were still recovering the summer Eric made his birthday proposal.


Eric had risked his family for the validation he found in Katrina’s bed. I was not fool enough to believe his needs had evaporated when the affair ended. I viewed Eric’s openness in proposing this exploration with me as better than cheating. When we talked about his affair, Eric had said that the lying had torn him up.


Oh, poor baby. Was that hard for you? Shall I weep for your angst and your struggle?


“I hated lying to you. I felt dirty and knew you deserved better than that,” he had said. “In my mind—perhaps it was just a fantasy—I had hoped that somehow this could have worked out, that you would see what I saw in Katrina and that you would have been friends because, although I know that you don’t want to hear this now, you two have a lot in common.”


I had cut my eyes at him. “Except that she had an affair with a man who had a wife and a small child, and I didn’t and wouldn’t. You know, except that.”
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Eric had inhaled slowly. “What I mean is that you are both intelligent and ambitious—good at your jobs. There were so many times when I was with Katrina that I would tell her how great you are. Once I was in it, I couldn’t figure out a way to tell you without hurting you.”


No, there had been no way to tell me and not hurt me. I had been through the hurting, the anger, and the betrayal. I had done a lot of healing. Maybe I was ready for growth because, in addition to wrinkling my nose at the strangeness of Eric’s proposal, I was curious not only about that side of Eric but also about that side of the sexual tracks.


A few years earlier, before Will was born, Eric and I had embarked on a brief exploration with our next-door neighbors. They were a childless couple like us. On clear evenings, we relaxed in the spa on their back deck. They discouraged swimsuits, saying something about the detergent in them causing bubbles. Our evening respites involved talking about community politics and sipping wine.


One night, naked and flushed after the hot tub and alcohol, we had ended up on their living room carpet, talking in the dark. The husband and I moved closer to each other. The wife and Eric did the same. I suspected the husband had a little crush on me, and I was flattered. Eric used to tease me about it. He liked that the husband found me attractive.


It had been over a decade since I had kissed anyone other than Eric, and I wondered how it would feel. We exchanged a few gentle kisses on the lips, and he slowly caressed my breasts and belly. I felt a shiver at the novelty, although not much chemistry. I felt awkward but safe with Eric almost within reach. I assumed that Eric and the wife engaged in similar explorations, although I was not watching them, and I could see little in the shadows. No one got upset or stormed out. The encounter lasted less than twenty minutes. We said our good nights and got dressed.


On the half-block walk home, Eric asked, “What did you think?”


“I don’t know.” I paused to consider how I felt. “It was sort of flattering.”


“Would you want to do that again?”


“Not especially. He’s not my type. How about you? I didn’t think she was your type.”
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Eric said, “It was kind of fun and a little exciting, but you’re right. She’s not my type. Plus, since you and I are trying to start a family, the timing doesn’t seem good.” Several months later, I was pregnant with Will. We had dropped any more experimenting until Eric’s birthday request.


“Okay,” I said. “It’s your birthday. I guess I can try to keep an open mind, but no promises.”


“Great to hear,” Eric said. “Now, I want to suggest something additional.”


Pushing it, aren’t we, bud?


“There’s another club less than an hour from The Lodge,” he began. “Since we will be in the area for the weekend, how about we try The Lodge on Friday and The Ranch on Saturday? The Ranch is bigger, and Saturdays are supposedly the more popular nights.”


There were two of these freaky places within spitting distance? And, come on, these club names sounded like a cowboy wannabe’s wet dream of a sexy hoe-down. Assaulting me behind my eyelids were unwelcome visions of a B-movie starring Ronald Reagan, riding bareback, wearing nothing but chaps, as he reached down from his trusty steed to pull up a tallow-haired cowgirl, sporting braids and dressed in a red calico thong and mid-calf, tasseled boots.


What the hell. In for a penny, in for a pound.


“Sure, we can try both. If I can’t stand the Friday night club, we can skip the Saturday one, right, Eric?”


He smiled. “Fair enough.”


Eric signed us up. We packed a bottle of my favorite Captain Jack’s Spiced Rum because patrons brought their own booze. The club provided the setups. The Lodge was in a rural area, and finding it took us a while. There were no signs. I was mildly disappointed not to spy an arrow framed in flashing lights that announced, Sex Party This Way! Nor was there even a tasteful marker depicting a log cabin emitting a cozy curl of chimney smoke and announcing The Lodge, like an in-joke to those in the know.


We followed the directions provided via email, and after only one wrong turn, we pulled into a low-lit gravel lot. Eric parked and turned off the car. I looked over my shoulder at a nondescript door that was probably the entrance.


“How are you doing?” Eric asked.
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“Okay,” I breathed. “I don’t know what to expect. Do you?”


“Not exactly, but from what I’ve read on the site, it’s couples-only tonight, no single guys. I figure we just see how it goes. If something happens, cool. If not, then I’m here with my gal, and we can do what feels right. It’s an adventure.”


Inhaling deeply, I nodded. “Let’s do this.”


I was surprised that Eric’s affair had not appreciably diminished my trust in him. For a while, I had tried to play the part I thought I was expected to play as the jealous, wronged, suspicious wife, but Eric’s actions made that posture insincere. He offered me the password to his email account. I accepted. He answered every question I posed about where he was and what he was doing, including if he was looking at porn or blogs or chatting with female friends. I checked his emails and browsing history, but the frequency and energy I devoted to the tasks abated more each week.


I had known Eric to be an honest person who loved me and whom I could depend on and be my true self with for so many years that I found it hard to muster more than a spoonful of I can’t trust that cheating snake ever again. In college, when Eric told his adored mother that he was in love with me and that we would decide how to raise any children and in what faith, even though different than hers, I knew that I was first in his life, as he was in mine. There was never a doubt that he respected my opinion and my intellect. He would tell friends and family that his grades improved after he started dating me. When I declined dates with him because I had to study, he studied with me.


Shortly after I relocated from Texas to Washington, DC, for law school, he followed, quickly finding a full-time job as well as an officer slot at a military reserve unit. I admired his competence and diligence. He beamed with pride at my every accomplishment, from law review and a coveted clerkship to my first jury trial, which he insisted on attending so he could “see me in action.” I never doubted his love and commitment to me. At times, I wondered how I could have gotten so lucky. I would confide my apprehension to him: “It’s so easy for us now. It makes me wonder when the bad times will come and how we will weather them.” He would kiss me and tell me that whatever the future had in store, we would face it together.
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Still, I chastised myself. Was I a traitor to feminism for taking him back and trusting in him? Trusting in us? Maybe. I didn’t know. What I did know was how I felt. The energy required to live in a constant state of suspicion was exhausting. I chose to view Eric’s proposal to attend a swingers club as a couple, and meet others as a couple, to be a show of his trust in me and his faith in us to move past the affair and on to something else.


I reasoned that it was no easy task to share what others saw as deviant behavior, even with, or perhaps especially with, someone you loved and respected. The club presented Eric with a means to explore his curiosity without lying. Maybe the desire for sexual variety, coupled with honesty, was the genesis of being married and swinging, back when our spouse-swapping fore-apes swung down from the trees and into the suburbs and handed us a bowl for car keys and condoms.


Part of me could not fathom that I was setting foot into a club with an address like State Road 49, where I might end up having sex with another man for the first time since college. How was this happening to me, the woman who had vowed a lifetime of monogamous love in front of family, friends, and the campus rent-a-rabbi?


* * *


We arrived at The Lodge early in the evening because new members were required to complete an orientation process. We each were handed a stack of forms. We read the club rules and acknowledged in ink that we knew not to touch anyone without permission, that clothes were required on the dance floor, and that an open door to a private room meant you could enter, but a closed door meant you could not. We confirmed that we were not law enforcement and promised that we would not take photographs. The receptionist gave us name stickers to show we were a couple. On my badge, Eric’s name was printed below mine in parentheses. Our stickers were light blue, a color broadcasting that we were first-timers.


Fridays were couples-only nights. Saturdays were open to single men. Single women were always welcome because a single woman might hook up with a couple. Bisexual single women, I came to learn, were somewhat disparagingly called unicorns in reference to the hunt performed by some couples seeking a creature 10who would spark a fire in their marriage by desiring both the male and the female of the couple equally. Like a unicorn, they were so rare as to be mythical.


We patted our name stickers onto our chests and were ready to get the lay of the club. A smiling older woman greeted us warmly. She had white hair, and I guessed she was in her late sixties. She could have stepped out of a Betty Crocker ad if Betty Crocker had been a swinger. (Maybe she was. How do you know?) She and her husband were the owners.


“Hello! Welcome to The Lodge. Time for the nickel tour.” She offered a brief backstory of the founding and operation of the club and, directing her comments primarily to me, assured me in grandmotherly fashion that the patrons were respectful and that I should never, ever do anything that made me uncomfortable.


“Honey, no means no. End of story.” I nodded. I was not a kid. I had a kid. I knew how to take care of myself, but I appreciated her approach. I felt more at ease knowing the owners’ philosophy.


She led us to a dinner buffet that reminded me of a summer camp dining hall. I learned that it was not uncommon at swinger clubs for dinner to be included, along with snacks such as pizza or wings at various times during the night. As the morning dawned, a light breakfast buffet might be offered. Meals and snacks were opportunities to meet new people or dine with people you already knew. Couples who knew each other might plan to meet at the club for dinner, dancing, and intimacy.


We met the bartender and handed him our bottle of rum. He affixed to it a one-inch square white sticker with a number written in black marker and told us to remember the number so when we wanted a drink, he would use our liquor. Next, we were shown the dance floor and the pool tables. We were told that there would be icebreaker activities on the dance floor, and after midnight, it was okay to dress in lingerie in the public areas if we so chose. I assumed Mama Crocker meant me. In the restroom, I saw baskets stocked with condoms, lube packets, deodorant, mouthwash, lotion, and hairspray.


I took Eric’s hand as we followed Mrs. Crocker upstairs. She explained that the playrooms were first come, first served. If a door was closed, the room was in use. There were clean sheets on the beds and new sets in bins beside them. After 11use, it was courteous to remove the sheets. Most of the rooms had a double bed and a nightstand with condoms, lube, and towels. Some had two beds.


One room had a suspended, cushioned chair for sex play. Another room had what we figured out later was a spanking bench. It reminded me of a shortened pommel horse from my delusional grade school attempts to mimic Olympic gymnasts.


Most of the doors had windows. “Shade up means you’re welcome to watch,” our host explained. “Shade down means you’re not.”


A larger room held three double beds pushed together. Eric whispered, “For group sex.” Mrs. Crocker said, “This door is always open. People can watch or participate.”


We walked downstairs to a large room with a massage table and stored our backpack in a locker.


“Any questions for me, dears?” she asked. I had silently taken in all the tour stops.


I shook my head.


“No. I think we’ve got it, thanks,” said Eric.


“Have a nice evening then.” She smiled and went on her way, her brown loafers sliding along the carpet.


It was still early when our tour concluded. The club hadn’t filled up yet.


“Shall we have some dinner?” Eric asked.


“Sure,” I said. I felt like the new kid at school, absorbing everything and trying not to draw hasty conclusions, but alert for whatever might come. I wanted to stay open-minded to Eric’s proposal.


The buffet consisted of a series of aluminum trays holding cooked meats, mashed potatoes topped with melting pats of butter, and soggy mixed vegetables that I guessed had been dumped from industrial-sized cans. Slices of peach pie and chocolate layer cake sat on small plastic plates in the muted shades of pale yellow and grayish blue found in city hospitals and middle schools.


Mystery meat was not the meal I had anticipated before an evening of sex with strangers, but this was all so new to me that I had no idea if it was typical. Besides, I was grateful for most meals I didn’t have to prepare.
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We carried our dinners to an empty table. “Is it what you expected?” I asked Eric.


“I guess?” he said. “What about you?”


“I think I expected it to be, I don’t know, sleazier, flashier? More Playboy Mansion and less Motel 6,” I said.


Eric laughed. “I know what you mean. You still game?”


“I am.” I smiled and slid my hand toward his across the table, between our plastic plates. He placed his warm, strong hand on mine as naturally as he had been doing since college when he gazed at me in wonder as if he couldn’t believe his luck.


After we finished eating, we wandered toward the bar. Lubrication seemed prudent. We nursed our drinks at the bar and engaged in small talk with other patrons. It felt like a teen party in a basement rec room where the lights were too bright and the music was too loud, awkward at first until the “fun” people showed up. I felt self-conscious, wondering if I was dressed appropriately. Too dressy? Too casual? Not slutty enough?


I had not been sure about the dress code because the website gave a lot of latitude. I had chosen a short swing dress, silver hoop earrings, and black cage heels that showed off my scarlet pedicure. Eric wore a tight-fitting, short-sleeved maroon shirt, black jeans, and black boots. It was a look I always found sexy on him.


I was more curious than nervous to see how the evening would play out. I wondered who showed up at a secluded swinger club. Married couples like us? May-December partners? Younger, older, Blacker, whiter? Highly educated or not as much? I was clueless as to how we would even start a conversation with a potential couple. I hoped Eric knew more about swinger mating habits.


Through it all, Eric remained upbeat. He was probably trying to preempt any mounting wariness or general negativity on my part. In our wedding photos, he appeared serious and intense, while I was smiling dreamily. When I asked about his demeanor, Eric said he was trying to keep me grounded, so I wouldn’t break down during the ceremony. Maybe that was what he was doing at the club.


The place had the feel of a low-rent nightclub, but it was not without its charm. Eric and I played a round of pool. We participated in the icebreaker games on the dance floor, including passing an apple under our necks, which 13forced patrons to interact physically. We chatted with people at the bar. The talk was oddly typical.


“Hi, I’m Celeste, and this is my boyfriend, Mason. I see your blue tags. Is this your first time here?” Mason was wearing jeans and a plaid shirt with snaps. He was balding and carrying about fifty pounds extra. Celeste’s bust was busting out of her low-cut nylon dress, and she was balancing impressively on strappy stilettos.


We shook hands all around. “Hi, Celeste, Mason. Yes, we’re newbies. I’m Eric, and this is my wife, Natalie. Where are you guys from?”


We traded a few more pleasantries about the food and how often they came to the club.


“The crowd is a bit livelier at The Ranch. Have you been?” asked Mason.


“Not yet. Tomorrow,” I said.


“Be sure to check out the hot tub,” said Celeste. “It’s huge!”


I could not discern their agenda, if any, from their body language, and I wasn’t interested in pursuing anything physical with them. We made a polite exit to refresh our drinks.


Once we were safely at the bar, Eric asked, “What did you think?”


“He’s not my type, but she was pretty enough,” I said.


“Yeah, I could see he was not for you. I think she might have been into me.”


“How does that work? I mean, if you like one half of the couple, and I don’t like the other?” I asked.


“I guess it doesn’t,” said Eric. “Everyone has to be interested.”


We scoped out couples at the bar and on the dance floor. Eric asked me if anyone caught my attention. “Not really. There aren’t a lot of people here,” I said. “Do you see anyone you’d like to talk to?”


“Not at the moment. How about we walk around?”


“Sure.” I carried my drink as if it were an elixir that would cure my awkwardness.


We wandered, peeking into the rooms. Porn played on a few television screens, but that held no interest for me. I was not a watcher. Eric enjoyed a spectacle, so he liked the group rooms. Watching others, even from our vantage point outside the open-doored room, made me nervous. At midnight, many women changed into lingerie. The private rooms started filling up.


14

When it became clear that we would not be popping our swinger cherries with any other Lodgers, we found an empty room for ourselves. I did not drive all the way out to bumfuck not to get laid by someone, even if it was Eric rather than a steamy stranger.


“Door open or closed?” Eric asked.


“Door closed, but the shade can be open,” I compromised.


The shade up meant we would have sex with the possibility of a stranger watching us. Being neither a voyeur nor an exhibitionist, that was a leap for me. At one point, I noticed a face in the window. I turned my head to block it out. It did not creep me out so much as distract me. When we were done, taking advantage of being as loud as we wanted, we were more than a bit pleased that we had broken the seal on this little adventure.


We didn’t hook up with another couple at The Lodge, but we took the first step. I was growing more interested in what the next night would bring at the Saturday club: The Ranch.


* * *


The Ranch was bigger than The Lodge and had more private rooms. We dropped off our BYO booze, ate the standard fare buffet dinner, and stood at the edge of the dance floor, taking in the layout and the Saturday night vibe. The deejay was playing Katy Perry’s “I Kissed a Girl.” It was the first time I had heard the song, which I would later learn was a swinger club favorite.


I listened for a beat or two. “Fun song. Shall we dance?” I asked Eric.


“Following you,” he said.


The Ranch started filling up. It was not long before a guy in his fifties, wearing jeans and a checkered shirt, danced close to me and started a conversation. “You’re very pretty. I like the way you dance.” I was flattered, but I wasn’t attracted to him. We danced together, though, and that loosened me up. I spotted Eric chatting up a curvy, long-haired brunette, and he motioned me over. I was glad for an excuse to break free of my dance partner, which I politely did.


“Natalie, meet Alicia and her husband, Kenneth. This is their first time at the club, too.”
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I greeted everyone, and we made small talk. They seemed pleasant enough. I heard a song I liked and said, “Excuse me, guys. I am going to go dance.”


Eric joined me, and Alicia and Kenneth followed. We all danced to an old pop song, the alcohol working on me as intended. Then we went our separate ways.


Eric made a point of saying, “Maybe we will see you later in the hot tub.”


“Maybe so.” Kenneth winked.


I found Kenneth attractive and engaging, and he was not afraid to express interest, which was helpful for me. I was awkward at flirting since, hello, I was married, and I did not flirt anymore, if I ever had. Kenneth was clean-shaven, wore his brown hair short (which was my preference), and had a generous smile. I could see that Eric was into Alicia. She was curvaceous and full-breasted. Her long, straight hair was almost black. Eric and I were in our early thirties. I guessed that they were a few years younger. The evening seemed promising.


True to Celeste’s word, the hot tub was impressive—at least twenty feet long and roughly kidney-shaped. Eric and I decided to join the human stew of a dozen people.


“Alicia and Kenneth, at two o’clock,” I said to Eric.


Eric nodded. “Do you want to join them?”


“Okay.”


We dropped our towels near the edge of the pool. No one wore suits. Somehow, group nudity reduced the weirdness level, although it did not erase it, at least for me.


I slid in, letting the water settle at clavicle level. While I had body image issues like everyone, I realized that I was objectively in good shape for the mother of a preschooler, or so I was told. That said, we were not enjoying an evening dip with neighbors we had lived next to for years. We had just met these people. We didn’t even know their last names. Nevertheless, we pressed on.


Socializing while nude took the guesswork and some first-timer anxiety out of that pre-sex quandary of What do they look like under their clothes? and Will my lopsided boobs turn him off? and Is my cock big enough for her? and, ultimately, Will we be physically attracted to each other?
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We talked with Alicia and Kenneth about typical things—where we lived, our kids, and vacations. We also talked about some less typical things—how long we had been in open marriages and our extramarital experiences. Then came the negotiation.


Eric took me aside. “If you are interested, you should talk to Alicia. In the swinger game, it’s less threatening for the women to make the decisions.”


I nodded. I was interested.


Wait. How did Eric know so much about this dynamic? The internet, I assumed. I tried not to think too hard about what to say. Keep it short and smile, I thought as I approached her.


“Alicia, can I talk to you for a minute?”


“Okay,” she said. I could not read her, but I swallowed my doubt and dove in.


“Eric and I would like to go upstairs with you. Are you guys interested in that?”


She said, “Let me talk to Kenneth.” She didn’t jump for joy, but she didn’t reject the proposal either. I didn’t know what to think. This was strange on so many levels.


I walked back to Eric.


“What did she say?” he asked.


“She’s going to talk to Kenneth.”


Eric did not have time to quiz me further because Alicia came back almost immediately. It was a go.


In swinging, according to Eric, my guide on this sexventure, there was soft swap and full swap. Alicia and Kenneth were a soft swap couple. That meant oral sex but no intercourse. Soft swap was a common compromise, especially for those new to swinging. I probably would have been cool with full swap because I found the distinction between soft and full swap to be adolescent, but it was my first time, so I followed their lead.


My relative nonchalance that this was going to happen—that we were going to have sex with two people we had met less than two hours before—both surprised and grounded me. Eric had been my only lover in the dozen years since college. I had expected to be a nervous wreck at the thought of having sex with a stranger, but I wasn’t.
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Our potential first swinger partners were a couple we might have met at a PTA meeting. They were nonthreatening, easy to talk to, and possibly also apprehensive at the prospect of getting physical with us.


The four of us found an unoccupied private room. We paired off and started making out with each other’s spouses. There was just enough room to walk around the full-sized bed and end table. Since the space was less than a hundred square feet, we were all aware of what was going on with each other.


I could see Eric was keeping an eye on me and my new partner to make sure I was okay. I appreciated that. I discovered that I was comfortable having sex with someone else and with my husband doing the same, only inches from me. I had no trouble separating sex from love or another level of intimacy. I didn’t feel threatened or jealous. Rather, I was glad Eric was having a good time. I knew Eric was a wonderful lover and communicator, so I expected Alicia would enjoy herself. My joy in Eric’s joy with another partner, I later learned, was an emotion that polyamorists called compersion, and that many new polyamorists struggled to find it in the stew of jealousy that polyamory may stir.


While I did not stare at Eric and Alicia, I glanced over a few times. I heard Eric ask Alicia, “Is this better … or this?” I saw his head between her legs and, later, hers between his. From the other sounds I heard, they both were enjoying each other.


Kenneth and I gelled fine, too. We started with gentle kisses, working our way down each other’s bodies with lips, mouths, and fingers and checking in with each other about what worked better or not as well. I saw Eric look my way and grin when he caught my eye as I pleasured Kenneth.


When everyone was finished, we lounged on the shared bed and talked.


“I am glad we met you guys and that we all had our first time together,” I said.


“Agreed,” said Alicia. “I was nervous about how this would go.”


“You seemed to get into the groove,” said Eric, smiling. “I am certainly a fan.”


“You guys are a lot of fun,” added Kenneth, gazing at me. I blushed, flattered to be the focus of his compliment.


While Alicia had loosened up since my proposal on the side of the hot tub, I got the sense she had come to the club with less enthusiasm than her husband. Call it intuition, or just my picking up on a vibe of reticence or caution because 18it mirrored what I had been feeling to some degree, this venture having been Eric’s idea. I was to discover that it was not unusual for one spouse to be more into swinging than the other. The enthusiasm disparity was a constant balancing act in meshing with another couple.


Our swinger cherries popped, we said our goodbyes. It was two in the morning when we emerged from the small bedroom, and the club was almost deserted.


As was his way, Eric launched into the after-action review once he started the car.


“What did you like?”


“The naughty, sexy vibe; the excitement of someone new; seeing you enjoy someone else and pleasure someone else; being able to climax and bring someone else to climax; the flattery of being desired by someone else.”


“What didn’t you like?”


“The awkwardness of being in such close quarters; worrying if you and Alicia were having a good time; wondering if I could orgasm with a new partner and bring a new partner to climax.”


I realized that I had not connected completely with Kenneth while we were all four on one bed. There was an artificiality to the encounter, as if we were on stage or being watched, because we were, even if the audience was a small, distracted one.


I added, “Kenneth was a fine lover and attractive enough, but he did not make me quiver like in a romance novel. I like having sex with you more. That realization is both disappointing and comforting if that makes sense.”


“Yes, it makes sense,” said Eric. “You rock my world, too, Natalie, but I won’t deny it was an ego boost to know I could perform with someone else who was attracted to me and I to them.” He paused. “Would you do it again?”


I considered. “Yes, I think so.”


We were silent with our respective thoughts for a few moments.


Eric reached for my hand and brought it to his lips. The light in his eyes told me that he had had a very good birthday.
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2. 

The Lifestyle






After our night at The Ranch, Eric and I considered ourselves part-time swingers. While I was not a fan of that term, lifestylers was not much better. Over several years, we attended house parties, clubs, and sex-positive beach resorts. The experiences varied. Eric managed his expectations better than I did. He liked the atmosphere of the sexually open events where the women sported skimpy outfits. Even if we didn’t connect enough with anyone to play with, Eric still enjoyed the view.


Play was another term I found incongruous. Swingers referred to sexual encounters as play dates and playing with others. It sounded like what children did in the sandbox, not what adults did in bed. That said, I didn’t have a better word.


In our marriage, Eric was an extrovert, voyeur, risk-taker, kink appreciator, and happy to play in public. I was more of an introvert, not an exhibitionist, and risk-wary, with a preference for private play, whether kinky or vanilla. While Eric never met a stranger he could not charm, it took energy for me to engage in small talk. That made swinging a challenge for me because we met new people each time. While I didn’t have moralistic qualms about swinging, I didn’t get the charge out of it that Eric did. Doing what was seen as taboo solely because it was labeled as such was not a compelling reason for me to engage.


In swinging, one couple typically played in the same room with another couple. Eric and I being equally attracted to the partners in another couple was rare. I soon discovered that more often the woman was hot, engaging, and attractive, and the man was, well … not, at least not to me. This was frustrating to Eric because it meant a no-go, but he did not disagree that his options were usually 20better than mine. Eric appreciated a wide variety of women; I was attracted to lean, short-haired, relatively clean-shaven men who could carry on a conversation about something more than sports and porn.


During our six years or so as swingers when we were in our thirties, we met up with other couples sporadically. Many months could pass between encounters. It was a project to date other couples. Eric took charge of exploring the online sites, making the first cut of potential partners, and sending them messages. We were busy with work, family, and other social commitments. Having sex with men other than my husband was not my top priority. Eric’s hierarchy of needs varied from mine.


I tended to go along with his suggestions for meetups or happy hours, often grudgingly because I doubted that I would find someone attractive after expending energy to socialize. I let Eric do the heavy lifting and did my part by being arm candy and trying not to roll my eyes or scowl when anyone was looking.


Before Eric’s birthday present, I had been pretty vanilla, a catch-all label alternative communities used to distinguish themselves from the normies who pursued a more traditional, non-adventuresome lifestyle, such as monogamy. Before our swinger club initiations, the most dangerous thing I had done was pull Eric into an empty college classroom for quick sex in a plastic chair attached to an apostrophe-shaped desk and smear a wet streak on the chalkboard as my deviant calling card.


Nor had I tested my sexuality in college with other girls. I had not had a threesome, a foursome, or a moresome with people I had just met or whose names I never knew. I had not had sex in front of anyone but the person I was having sex with. I had never had sex with a hot stranger while my husband egged us on, or participated, or while guys I did not know watched me like I was a porn show, and I tried not to see them. I had never brought home a couple from a club to fool around in our basement. But, in time, I did all those things.


Those experiences made me someone other than the straight arrow, straight A, straight-haired, straight-and-narrow Natalie I had been all my life. I had a steamy secret side, but so what? I didn’t know if that was what I wanted. Our swinging had not bruised any moral code or triggered jealousy, but for me, the 21novelty wore off quickly. Okay, the sex with strangers box is checked, but what’s in it for me … ?


I was ready for something else, something that felt like more, even if at the time I didn’t have a name for it.
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3. 

Swimming Upstream






Several years after our visits to The Lodge and The Ranch, we were living in an apartment while our house was being built. Absorbed in parenting, careers, and daily life, we had done very little swinging. I didn’t miss the distraction as much as Eric did.


Each weekday morning for six months, I drove from our rental apartment to our son’s elementary school, drove back to the rental, parked the car, and caught a bus to the train to my office. Too often, my day started with me impatient with ten-year-old Will to get ready for school and ended with me rushing to handle meal prep and laundry. I was beat. While Eric impressively dealt with the home-building logistics, becoming an expert on the local building code and architectural software, the large-scale project was demanding and stressful.


Our sex life suffered, and it was taking a toll on Eric, so when Eric told me that a band he liked was touring the East Coast, performing three concerts in three cities in as many days, and he wanted to go, I listened.


“I’ve mapped it out,” he said, “and I can drive to each one. I’m pretty sure I can find a friend to go with me for company and to share the driving and expenses.”


“I know you could use the break. Go ahead and have fun. I’ll stay with Will.”


When Eric told me who had responded with interest to his offer to see the shows and share hotel room costs, my enthusiastic support for the road trip waned.


Eric knew Lorraine from the goth and electronic music scene, and she was a fan of the touring band. She was a sometime deejay with a reputation for being difficult. Eric considered Lorraine fun and adventuresome, two adjectives he 24would not have used to describe me then. Lorraine had been married a couple of years to a guy who rarely accompanied her on the goth and ’80s club outings where I would run into her, so I knew little about him. I judged Lorraine as flighty and irresponsible. She had trouble keeping a job, and even Eric admitted she was no Rhodes Scholar. She had made flashcards to study for her driving test and still failed it twice. I guessed she was in her mid to late thirties, half a dozen years younger than me.


I had no concrete reason not to trust Eric and Lorraine on the trip. Since the affair with Katrina, there had been no indiscretions that I was aware of. Our foray into swinging had been a consensual co-adventure.


Still, I said to Eric, “Please don’t sleep with her.”


“We are just going to see a few shows.”


“I know the travel itinerary, Eric. I am asking you not to sleep with her.”


He sighed. “That was eight years ago, Natalie.”


I wanted to trust him and to trust that our life and our relationship were on track. I also wanted him to know that I was not blind to the fact that things at home were stressful, and that we were still at risk. His infidelity with Katrina had torn a corner of my heart, and I could feel the stitches straining. When he called from the car to say he and Lorraine were on their way to the first concert, and I heard their laughter, I was glad he was happy. I wanted him to be happy. But I was wary.


After the road trip, our life continued as it had. Eric and I still shared a computer. He still left windows open, which slowed down our early 2000s processor when I used it. As I was closing an email window, I saw a message about him meeting Lorraine for lunch. My heart raced. Jesus Fucking Christ. Not again. I understood what it meant to feel your blood boil. I told myself to calm down. He wouldn’t be careless enough to make the same mistake twice. Eric was smarter than that.


Eric was in the other room. Will was not in bed yet. I could wait.


Later that evening, I asked Eric to sit down.


“Eric, are you sleeping with Lorraine?”


“What? No. Why would you ask that?”
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I said, “I saw an email you left open talking about meeting her for lunch. This is how I found out about Katrina, so please don’t tell me I’m paranoid.”


“Lorraine is trying to get back into deejaying, and she asked for my advice,” he said. “She’s burned some bridges in the local goth scene because she can be a bit of a diva. I said I would talk to her about some ideas. She doesn’t drive, so I offered to come to her. I feel sorry for her.”


“Just advice to a friend,” I said.


“Yes,” he said.


“That’s very generous of you,” I said.


I did not raise the matter again. We were busy with the house building. Once the spring weather became drier, the foundation was laid, and construction began in earnest. Then, in early summer, I suffered an injury.


Two months after Eric’s road trip with Lorraine, I broke my right arm, sliding into second base during a summer weekend game with my coed softball team. A ball thrown to the shortstop pounded me, rather than his glove, with such force that it left the imprint of the ball’s seam on my forearm. Eric slogged through awful traffic to rescue me from the dugout. I was sweaty, dirty, and whimpering in self-piteous pain.


From the immediate vicinity of the ball field, Eric scavenged a two-by-four almost a yard long, secured it under my arm with an abandoned plastic grocery bag, and fashioned a brace to alleviate the pain while he drove me to the emergency room. I had six casts of varying colors in as many months. The final two were as black as my mood.
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