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Praise for Late Bloomer






“In Late Bloomer, Melissa Giberson establishes her voice as a brave truthteller. By sharing her most life-altering experiences with unfiltered authenticity, she delivers an emotional tale of identity, sexuality, motherhood, and forgiveness.”


—JULIE CANTRELL, New York Times and USA Today bestselling author of Perennials


“Melissa Giberson has written an incredibly important book about truth telling. In this story, she’s searching for her own truth, moment by messy moment. Bravo to her bravery. Shedding societal expectations is not easy, and the path to authenticity is rarely smooth. Reading Melissa’s journey will give so many people hope that there’s sun at the end of the storm.”


—JULIE BARTON, New York Times Bestselling author of Dog Medicine: How My Dog Saved Me From Myself


“Melissa Giberson’s Late Bloomer is a beautifully written memoir. The author, with vivid recall, takes us from her journey as a young wife and mother, to the realization of her same gender sexuality, and then to her search for her authentic self as she restructures her life. While at times heart-wrenching, this book is also an honest and compelling read.”


—CARREN STROCK, author of Married Women Who Love Women and More


“An unsparing and timely look at sexual identity and awakening in midlife. Giberson’s brave, honest, and heartrending account of the realization that she must be willing to dissolve her marriage and family in order to create and live an authentic life will have you turning pages late into the night.”


—MICHELLE THEALL, author of The Wind Will Catch You and Teaching the Cat to Sit
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Dedicated to all the Mama Bears.


And to my cubs—I am never anywhere without you.









I arrived in this world with a hole—literally a big, gaping hole—in the roof of my mouth, which milk would leak up through and then down out of my nose. Surgeons at Columbia Presbyterian Medical Center in New York closed the hole, but it would be a half-century before I felt whole.
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This memoir is my story. I relied on memory, preserved emails, texts, photos, and discussions with others. Many names have been changed or omitted and those that have not, have generously given permission to use their real name. This book reflects the recollection of events and the emotional accuracy to the best of my ability.









I was a late bloomer.


But anyone who blooms at all, ever, is very lucky.


—SHARON OLDS












[image: images] Chapter One








“It has been said that something as small as the flutter of a butterfly’s wing can ultimately cause a typhoon halfway around the world.”


—CHAOS THEORY





I stand there, frozen, as if the sight of a naked woman is something I’ve never seen before. I’m captivated by the smoothness of her bare skin, her curves. I watch as her hands glide down from knee to ankle and back up again. She’s methodical—painting her flesh with lotion, leaving no part of the canvas untouched. I’m stone-still when a thought surfaces that is, at least to my conscious mind, a first. It’s a question that will ultimately usher me across a threshold and into a journey of self-discovery:


Am I gay?


It’s a quiet May morning, and I’m at the Young Men’s and Young Women’s Hebrew Association (YM-YWHA). I’m no stranger here; less than two miles from my house, the Y is a staple in my family’s life. It’s where my daughter had her first swim class at six months old; it’s where she and my son have gone to preschool, attended day camp, and played sports; and it’s where I worked off my post-pregnancy weight. It’s also where my previous employer rented space, making it my shortest commute ever. Reentering the workforce in the same building where my son attended kindergarten enrichment classes was the secret solution to ease my guilt about working, after admitting that being a stay-at-home mom wasn’t a good fit for me.


I’ve spent considerable hours in the Y’s auditorium attending my kids’ dance recitals. Countless more in the café with other moms with whom I have little in common aside from the fact that we’re all Jewish and raising kids. This Y hosts annual book fairs where I’ve purchased Judaic children’s books, holiday expositions where I’ve bought Chanukah gifts, and other events that have transformed the lobby into the Lower East Side of Manhattan, replete with hot dog carts, vendors selling potato knishes, and the sounds of Fiddler on the Roof–style Klezmer music.


The Y is also, now, where I’m learning to run. My personal goal is to one day complete a 5K. Music from my iPod helps me keep stride, while my lap counter ticks off every turn around the indoor track.


Running is new to me, and new has recently become appealing to me. I’m forty-four years old, and I’ve spent my life being averse to change. I like familiarity. I lived in one childhood house, one apartment pre-marriage, and one more apartment as a newlywed—that was it before my husband and I bought our current house, which we’ve now owned for eighteen years. I’ve seldom changed cars or jobs, and I return to the same vacation spot repeatedly. I have been with the same man since I was twenty years old.


Lately, though, change is enticing. I’m engaging in activities that are completely out of character for me—and I’m doing them without giving much thought to whether or not I should (in and of itself out of character for me, as I tend to overthink everything).


Shrills of squeaking rubber on a glossy floor spill from the indoor basketball court, while the aroma of coffee competes with the stench of sweat. Down the hallway, the smack of chlorine announces the natatorium is nearby. Upon entering the main gym, I am met by the thumping of runners on treadmills, the clang of weights dropping to the floor, and blaring rock music.


I’ve just dropped my backpack on the narrow wooden bench in the locker room when I catch sight of the woman, one foot propped on a stool. There’s no one else here. She applies moisturizer to her bent leg in what seems like slow motion. The sensation evoked within my body reminds me of when I first saw Tom Cruise and Kelly McGillis make love to Berlin’s “Take My Breath Away” in Top Gun. The mesmerizing scene lingered in my mind for weeks, months. It was 1986, and I was a college freshman who’d never had sex.


The woman stands with her back to me. She’s naked and I’m spellbound. I can’t see her face, but that doesn’t matter. My body is paralyzed; my thoughts muted. I’m staring but can’t turn away. It’s as if I’ve entered a tunnel in a rainstorm: I’m experiencing that same eerie-but-calm quiet that takes hold as you pass inside, and the water stops pelting the car.


Snapping out of the fog, there’s one thought: Am I gay?


I tear my eyes away from the woman, step away from the locker-lined alcove, and text the same three-worded question to Raia.


Trying to be funny, she responds, “No, you just like ME.”


We never discuss it again.




It was one year ago in June, when Raia first entered my life as gently as a butterfly lands on a flower.


It was the end of my workday, and I was heading out to play softball in a modern-day adult version of The Bad News Bears with a bunch of other forty-something women and men from my temple. I had been looking forward to the game all day.


My car keys were already in my hand when the colleague with whom I share the orthopedic therapy room stopped me and asked if I could help her make a custom splint.


I glanced toward the exit, then at my colleague, then at the woman seated quietly at the horseshoe table—a patient who’d recently had wrist surgery. Exhaling, I put my work bag down and took a seat across from Raia, a woman I’d one day refer to as my catalyst.


From across the eighteen-inch-wide table, she looked right at me—right into me. I’m typically uncomfortable with direct eye contact, yet I gazed right back. Her eyes drew me in. I struggled to look away. Our eyes locked, hers begging me to help her, mine probing, Who are you?


Raia owned a second home ten minutes from my office and was an occasional patient of the medical practice where I work as an occupational therapist. I vaguely recalled having met her two years prior. She returned to the office a few more times over the next couple weeks, and on her last visit, when she was discharged from therapy, she invited me for a drink.


Those times I’d worked with her directly in the previous couple of weeks, she’d shared stories of her family and a recent breakup with a woman. I didn’t hesitate to accept her invitation—and before leaving the restaurant-bar that evening, we exchanged phone numbers.


Knowing she was from New England, I asked for her recommendations on where to spend my time while waiting for my son, who would be attending a weekend camp event in Massachusetts soon. Per her suggestion, I drove east to Northampton and then meandered over the border to Vermont. The weekend was a marathon of texting and talking with her on the phone. Unable to find a hotel, I slept in my car overnight but jolted awake, like Pavlov’s dog, at every ding of her incoming texts.


By October, we were engaging in hours-long phone conversations every day. Whenever she returned to her New Jersey home, typically for work-related reasons, we’d get together for dinner. There was nothing out of the ordinary in our interactions—except the level of intrigue, which far surpassed any I had experienced with another person in many years.




Over dinner on a Thursday night in December, Raia looked at me across the table and said, “I’m very attracted to you, and I think you are to me.”


I sipped my mojito, needing to cool down the rush of heat flashing through me at her words. No one had ever said anything like it to me. Lost at what to do, I said nothing. I recognized my desire to spend time with her, but that was as far as I’d taken it.


We continued with dinner and left her words lingering.




After dinner we returned to my car—it was parked nearer to the restaurant than hers—not ready to part ways. It was getting late but there was no mention of the time. Once we were inside, Raia, without warning, leaned over the SUV’s center console and kissed me. Like flashbulbs popping, three consecutive thoughts burst into my mind: I’m kissing someone other than my husband—I’m kissing a woman, and This is the most incredible sensation I have ever encountered.


Again, I said nothing.


She made a joke: “We’re not crossing a line . . . just moving it a bit.” Then she kissed me again.


I didn’t resist. In fact, I delivered tacit consent in my reciprocation of what became a longer, more intimate kiss. Her lips lingered on mine in a delicate, skillful way, brushing over them repeatedly, pausing only briefly to explore my mouth or gently bite my lip. We moved in unison as I followed her lead.


We stayed in the parked car, kissing, for hours. She kissed me unlike anyone had ever kissed me before. My hands held her smooth face, drawing her nearer. I wanted to be close to her, to feel her skin on my skin, and her soft, long hair wrapped in my fingers. Sensations awakened inside of me that I hadn’t known existed; it was an otherworldly experience that I didn’t want to end. The restaurant had long since closed. The fogged windows were no barrier against the glare from the LED light poles standing sentry around us. Mine was the only vehicle in the parking lot except for the street sweeper trucks.


Deeper into the night, the intrusive ping of my cell phone from the backseat broke the trance. Annoyed, I responded to my husband’s text, assuring him I was okay, that Raia and I were talking.


“Do you need to leave?” Raia asked.


“No,” I said, and we kissed a little longer.


Finally, at 3:00 a.m., I drove her to her car in the adjacent parking lot and said good night.


I floated home on a cloud.




I slipped quietly into bed, next to my sleeping husband. I stared at the dark ceiling, my eyes as wide as my intoxicated smile, her fresh citrus scent lingering in my nose. I replayed the night in my mind—the graze of her supple lips against mine, the gentle touch of her hand on my lap.


The next day her morning text read, Do you have any regrets?


No, I responded, and asked the same question of her.


Not at all.


I separated the event from my life, like an exotic island in the middle of the sea, miles from the mainland. The moment stood apart from anything else I’d known, including my marriage and my presumed sexuality. My relationship with my husband had been on cruise control for years—it was vanilla. Our physical sex life was satisfactory, less the emotional intimacy I’d never felt with him. We kept to our designated sides of the bed except during sex, and that was almost always initiated by him. The vast space between us, once occupied by small children, now felt sterile. He left early for work, and I enlarged myself on the sheets, spreading out, consuming the empty space. On weekends, while he slept, I stealthily eased off the mattress, relishing in the quiet time it afforded me to work on the kids’ scrapbooks. Lately, I’d been heading to the gym.


After that night, our routine life continued, except that my experience with Raia was a constant presence in my orbit—unseeable but everywhere, like air.




Two weeks after our first kiss, Raia invited me to her New Jersey home. From the couch, I watched her flutter about the house with a nervous energy, unpacking her luggage. I wanted to take her picture, to capture her in some way, but was too embarrassed to try.


There was no kissing this time. Her back was sore from the hours-long drive.


“Do you want a massage?” I asked.


We sat on the couch, and after warming the lotion between my hands I began—gently kneading tense muscles, my thumbs tracing the hard edges of her shoulder blades in circular motion. Applying long, firm strokes down the length of her back, my palms pressed along her spine before fanning outward and rounding her sides; I didn’t want to miss any permissible skin. My hands drank up the time on her body as though they were parched. Her silky skin was hypnotizing, her hushed sounds of pleasure seductive.


When I stood to leave for a scheduled appointment, she planted a gentle kiss on the back of my neck. My knees buckled.


Our phone conversations continued, but I didn’t see Raia again until February. Even as the sexual tension grew, I refused to examine what that might mean about my sexuality. My attraction to her was palpable, my distraction exhaustive. Simply recalling her passing touch sent electrical currents throughout my body. I thought of little else except standing at a threshold and being beckoned to cross it. I existed in two worlds—married with children and unable to imagine a different life yet pulled to explore the place beyond the threshold where this woman dwelled. I shared my increasing interest with a trusted friend, who cautioned, “Don’t go there—don’t touch,” perhaps knowing that once I crossed the line I wouldn’t be able to return to life as I knew it.


Intrigue surged into an all-consuming hunger. Whatever stirred, taunting and tugging within me, couldn’t be ignored. I considered my time with Raia as an opportunity to reveal something about myself—an unasked question begging to be answered. I imagined regret if I didn’t follow through.


Still, no inner dialogue about my sexuality accompanied this increasing urgency. Instead, I dwelled on the fear I had of letting the moment pass—my anxiety that if I did, it would never return. I wondered, too, about having sex with her. Would I know what to do? I didn’t consider the implications, or how my life might change if I acted on my feelings.




It was a February morning when I was at Raia’s house for the second time. We were on the couch, and she kissed me. It was as easy as a song whose lyrics you know by heart. My hands knew their way around her body as if they’d been there before. My fingers followed her lines and embraced her curves with such ease that she asked me whether I’d had sex with a woman before. Having only ever known the coarse skin and scent of a man, I found her scarcely detectable fragrance of sweet perfume and the softness of her skin irresistible. Her body was like a delicate clay I longed to caress into shape. Being with Raia was as effortless as breathing, exceeding any expectations I imagined.


Yet I resisted her touch. Though embracing her felt vital, it seemed wrong to be touched so intimately by someone other than my husband.


Later that day, I struggled to remember anything from the morning. It was as though those few hours had been erased, and all that remained was a gap of time in my day that I couldn’t account for.


“What happened this morning?” I whispered into the phone.


“What do you mean?” Raia asked.


“I can’t remember anything.”


“You’re scaring me,” she said plaintively.


By the time I picked the kids up from school, my memory had restored itself. The images came flooding back like a deluge—the couch, the kiss, her body, and all the accompanying, indomitable feelings. I desperately wanted to experience her again.


And so began a four-month affair with my “catalyst.”


I didn’t think of it as an affair. I didn’t examine or label it at all, in fact. Rather, I instinctively safeguarded it like a prized possession. I knew intimacy with anyone other than my husband was wrong, yet nothing had ever seemed so right. I didn’t think about what being with a woman might mean about me. I didn’t see anything different happening in my life “after.” At times I thought I could stop, but soon after resolving to do so, I would find myself craving her again.


During one phone conversation, she declared, “You’re not leaving your husband.”


Of course not, I thought, wondering why she would make such a comment. I built walls around this unnamed actuality, along with the feelings I couldn’t explain, while my life proceeded normally outside of the fortress I constructed to hold my secret. Telling no one about this other world—this place I was only temporarily visiting—I imagined my life as it was before would soon resume.


I failed to see the change that was already occurring.




A few weeks after that first sexual encounter, Raia and I made dinner plans to celebrate her birthday. I bought her a CD and a miniature balloon and hid them in the trunk, then stopped home to see the kids before meeting Raia at her house.


Rushing to leave, I didn’t notice my flat tire until my husband, who’d followed me out to the driveway, pointed it out.


OMG the time, I don’t have time for this! I thought frantically—and, desperate to get to her house, I lost focus.


“I’ll fix it for you,” my husband said, already opening the trunk. He paused, looking inside. “You got her a balloon?”


“Something small for her birthday,” I said.


He changed the tire while I paced the black asphalt. I could see him looking at me. Surely, he’d spotted the gift bag next to the metallic balloon on a stick. Would he peek into the bag? I marched around in a tight circle, not daring to leave the proximity of the car. Or him.


He finished the job and I left with no more than a cursory thank-you, conscious of the time and not wanting to get stuck in traffic. Raia and I had so little time with one another.




A few weeks later, we managed to spend a Saturday together—a rarity, since she wasn’t often in New Jersey on the weekends. We spent the day in New Hope, an LGBTQ-friendly town known for its boutique stores, restaurants, and the canal running through it. We walked the narrow, tree-lined sidewalks, visited the eclectic shops, and enjoyed both lunch and dinner together. I took her picture, wanting to memorialize the day. She half-jokingly suggested we hold hands, but I refused, fearing being seen by a client or an acquaintance.


My husband texted, far more than usual, about a variety of mundane things that day. It seemed he was finding every reason he could to message me. Irritated by his interruptions of my time with her, my responses were curt.




When Raia and I got to spend time together, I drove home resentful. I longed to spend the night with her, to sleep next to her. I no longer resisted her touch. I was all in.


Once home, I avoided going directly to bed. I hid pajamas in the office to change into.


Some weeks ago, my husband found me on the couch. He stood in front of the built-in wall unit he’d constructed, shoulders forward, hands in his pajama pants pockets.


“I think I’m losing you,” he said. “I think I’m losing you to her. There’s a look in your eye when you talk about her. It’s the same look you had when you were falling in love with me.”


“We’re just friends,” I said flatly.


He didn’t push me to say more; we left the conversation there.


My body tensed, but I couldn’t know what he suspected. His implication threatened the existence I knew, the only life I believed I was meant to have. I wasn’t ready to go there.


I’m still not ready.




Raia says we’re playing with fire, but I continue ignoring her warnings. I’m staying present, letting the feelings devour me. She’s concerned about my husband, doesn’t want him to get hurt.


“You have to keep sleeping with him, so he doesn’t detect a change,” she said at first—but when our wedding anniversary came this month, she confessed that the idea of me having sex with him bothered her and probed for details. I told her it was obligatory sex that I got through by imagining her in the bed.


She concocted a scheme so she wouldn’t be such a mystery to him: She would call the house so he could hear her voice, like she was any other friend of mine. My job was to make sure he was the one who answered when she called.


When the agreed-upon day and hour arrived, I stayed outside to ensure my husband answered the phone when it rang. I rode my bicycle up and down the street, needing to pass the time and work off nervous energy but not wanting to venture too far away. When he flagged me down, he commented only that her voice was deeper than he’d imagined.




Still my husband didn’t press the issue—but he was gathering evidence. As I was heading out to have dinner with her on another night, he stopped me before I got to the door. Standing in the mudroom, he hugged me goodbye—an unusual gesture made all the more unusual when he lingered by my neck, his nose in my hair.


He was home early from work after I picked up the kids from school a week or two later.


“You left your email open,” he said, and admitted he’d read an email I recently sent to Raia about the joy I was feeling. “If I died today,” I wrote, “I would die happy, I know what’s been missing.”


I explained I was ecstatic having a close female friend again.




Despite these encounters, I never questioned our affair until the night a few weeks back when we were in her bedroom and she shouted, “Oh shit,” and jumped off the bed. The throw pillow we’d accidentally pushed over the edge of the bed had caught fire from the candle on her nightstand. Hot ashes sprayed onto my naked legs as she beat the burning pillow against the ground and left bantam burns scattered on my skin, including one on my hip whose shape resembled the state of New Jersey.


For weeks I’ve thought about what could have happened, entertaining images of the bed bursting into flames, of more serious burns scarring me for life, of me dying in a blaze that would leave my children motherless. My reddish-brown scars are visible proof of my indiscretion. I diligently care for them, using scar pads to expedite the healing.


I no longer change my clothes anywhere but behind a closed door. My husband won’t see my legs in the light of day until we are on our beach vacation months from now.
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“All journeys have secret destinations of which the traveler is unaware.”


—MARTIN BUBER





I met my husband in high school; we started dating during my second year of college. He was the quintessential nice guy, a Boy Scout raised with good manners who wasn’t afraid of public displays of affection—a coffee-drinking, classic car–loving, lake-fishing, Sunday football–watching kind of guy. He was six-three to my five-foot-five, handsome, and universally acknowledged as a great guy. His happily married parents presented a novelty for me; their family birthday and holiday celebrations resembled a December Hallmark movie. A closer look would eventually reveal that they had their fair share of dysfunction, like any family, but their glossy surface held great appeal for a girl who had weathered her parents’ traumatizing and contentious divorce a decade earlier.


A fight with my mom and stepfather prompted me to move out of my childhood house after college, but I couldn’t afford rent on my own. We hadn’t wanted to cohabitate before marriage, but the certainty of our intention to marry eased the decision to do so. Early red flags appeared in our relationship, but our friends and family pressed us to get engaged; then, after we did, they chided us for taking too long to plan the wedding. Once we married, all anyone asked about was when we’d buy a house and start a family. The path was clearly marked, steering us both toward that certain future.


We bought a family-size car knowing kids would ultimately arrive. A year after we married, we purchased a four-bedroom house on a corner property in a suburban town, walking distance from the local elementary school and just over a mile from the YM-YWHA.




I remember standing on the blue-gray-and-red flagstone walkway looking at the house that would become our home. It was as I’d imagined it would be: tree-lined street, manicured lawn, sidewalks along which I would one day push a stroller and later escort my costumed kids as they trick-or-treated around the neighborhood on Halloween. I printed kid-friendly recipes, bought and stored away children’s books, read parenting magazines, even kept a folder full of useful tips, like painless ways to remove splinters and why to keep a red washcloth in the freezer. There was no question we’d raise children in this house.


We hustled those first few years. My husband tackled multiple home projects when he wasn’t working his day job or the second job he’d taken to ease our financial strain, while I immersed myself in graduate school. Adhering to the adage it takes a village, seeds were planted for the community I envisioned my future children growing up in. We hosted backyard BBQs for the neighbors in June and delivered poinsettias to them in December. In contrast to my childhood neighborhood, instead of observant Jews walking to temple twice a day, dogwalkers and joggers occupied the street, herds of deer crossed my front lawn, and cardinals and blue jays sang from mature trees dotting the block. On Friday nights, from my porch I heard the high school band playing at football games in the fall, and Little League announcements from the Boys and Girls Club on Saturdays in the spring. In the summer, patio fire pits scented the night air and the days smelled like fresh-cut grass. Moms schlepped their kids to the town pool for swim lessons on July mornings, soccer on weekends starting in September.




We had been married five years, and my graduation was approaching when I got pregnant. I studied for my boards in the rocking chair I would later use for breastfeeding. I was four months pregnant when I interviewed for my first full-time position in my new career and already unable to button my dress slacks.


Once my daughter arrived, however, returning to work full time was inconceivable.


My days as a new mom were seemingly endless. Long drives to the beach just to have a destination became routine. I wrote through my feelings, returned to therapy, and stared at the phone—willing it to ring, forgetting that the few people I knew had careers. The next Gymboree class couldn’t come fast enough.


Nights were no better. Becoming a dad triggered my husband’s depression about having lost his mom the previous year, before we conceived. The loneliness was as bad when he was home as when I was alone. I signed on for per diem work; most rehabilitation therapists hated working Saturdays, but I bounced out of the house like Tigger from Winnie the Pooh when I had a shift.


A long stretch of gray skies prompted a spontaneous drive with my husband to Florida, and then a last-minute decision to stay behind with the baby while he returned to his job in New York. My husband was a hands-on dad. Proving that I could take care of my daughter on my own felt vital. Being a mom was my life’s greatest test. Failing wasn’t an option.


Desiring an opportunity to feel relevant—and to snag a photo-op so my daughter would one day know I’d done something important in my life—my first Mother’s Day landed us in Washington DC for a gun control rally.


I came home from the demonstration feeling no better than I had before.


How can I feel this inadequate for a role I spent years preparing for?


Trying to tame the emotional upheaval stirring in me, I asked my husband for a trial separation before our daughter was one year old. He reluctantly agreed and stayed with his dad—but I missed being a family, and within a couple weeks I asked him to come home.


Soon, our young daughter announced my pregnancy by wearing a T-shirt that read, “I’m the big sister.” This bolstered my vision of a family of four—until I suffered a miscarriage, which felt like a trap door opening beneath my feet.


My husband was soft and sweet afterward—and with no expectation of sex, we thrived as a couple for the next two months. We resumed couples’ counseling, and I clung to hope.


In the final month before I was cleared to conceive, it all changed. He removed our wedding picture from his wallet and his wedding band from his finger and kept unpredictable hours. There were nights when I didn’t know if he had come home at all. Suspicious, I poured baby powder on the front step to check for footprints in the morning. Desperate to get pregnant again, I initiated sex, a rare occurrence, and we conceived the first time we tried post-miscarriage. It would be a long time before we had sex again.


His behavior was vexing, and this baby announcement came without the creativity of the first two. “Do you even care that I’m pregnant?” I shouted after one of those nights he disappeared.


Two days after revealing my news, none of it mattered. On September 11, 2001, after dropping my daughter at daycare near our home, I headed to my new part-time job thirty minutes away. I hadn’t been paying attention to the chatter on the car radio, so when I reached my destination, a school, and found folks buzzing about an incident in Manhattan, I was caught off guard.


People were hurrying about, unsure how to proceed with the day. A teacher walked up to another, asking, “Can you reach him?’


“No,” the second teacher responded, frantic.


What is happening?


The television in the auditorium provided my first glimpse of the plane hitting the World Trade Center Towers. I called my daughter’s daycare immediately.


“The children are okay,” the director told me. “They’re in the bathroom with their heads between their knees as a precaution.”


“I’ll be right there.” I raced to find the highway, wishing the streets were more familiar, but also thankful to be in New Jersey and not my other job in New York—the bridges were all closed.


I found I-80 and sped back to my town. At the daycare, I scooped my two-year-old up from her crouched position with singular focus. We had to get home.


Once in our family room, I turned on the television, then turned it off again. I didn’t want her to see those images. I didn’t want to see them.


My husband came home hours later, but it wasn’t until the next morning that we received the call about his brother. He was both a firefighter and the chauffeur that day, meaning he’d driven the firetruck to the scene. Everyone on the truck was missing. The chauffeur was supposed to stay with the truck. He hadn’t. He’d last been seen running into the burning building.


My husband insisted on going to the site, determined to find his brother. I begged him not to. He searched the rubble several times over the next few days, until restrictions were enforced preventing public access. I reached out to his other brother for help after an acquaintance phoned to tell me that my husband had obtained firefighting gear so he could go to the site, and another called saying that he was getting into fights.


I imagine that, combined with the weight he’d carried since losing his mom, the survivor’s guilt he was experiencing about losing his brother was more than he could manage—but back then, home alone, pregnant, and caring for a toddler on my own, all I could do was wonder, Where the hell is he?




By October, I was six weeks pregnant. It was early evening, time to tuck my daughter into bed. I picked up the ringing kitchen phone and heard my husband on the other end.


“I’m not coming home,” he announced matter-of-factly.


“What do you mean?” I asked slowly, not understanding.


“I mean I don’t know if I want to be married, if I still love you,” he said.


My stomach clenched. “You want a separation?”


“Yeah, I guess so.”


I slid down the floral wallpapered wall and landed on the vinyl floor, the corded phone in my hand, my thoughts circling the facts: pregnant, a two-year-old, my husband just left me.


Arriving early at our next scheduled counseling appointment, not knowing if he would show up, I exhaled relief when his car pulled into the parking lot.


We entered the building for our meeting with his individual therapist. I learned later that she encouraged him to cut his losses and start over. I’ll never know why she broke from the norm of neutrality, but at that session, I cried, “My family means everything. There are pictures all over the house, nothing is more important.”


She scoffed, “So take them down.”


I went to every prenatal appointment alone. I took my daughter apple picking that fall and, as I watched other families posing for pictures at the pumpkin patch, wondered, Will that ever be us again?


I worried about the baby. My doctor assured me that babies thrive under stress; I wondered if mothers did too. Even as I heeded advice from an attorney to protect myself, I secretly hoped my husband would come home.


Only two people knew our marriage was in trouble, and my mom was not one of them. I didn’t want her thinking less of him when he came back. The life I’d envisioned and created was falling apart, and I was determined not to let that happen.


My husband returned home just before the holidays. Trying to repair our marriage, we continued with therapy and took a family vacation to reset ourselves. I quit my part-time jobs, immersed myself in motherhood. I was steadfast in my determination to provide a stellar childhood for the kids, one they’d be proud to imitate for their own children.




Years passed, during which we busied ourselves with mini adventures that filled the pages of bulky scrapbooks. At playdates, house parties, PTO meetings, school events, and moms-only Mahjong games, I tried finding common ground with other women. On game night, after the women left, I lingered in the family room watching TV shows featuring gay characters.


My soul unsettled, I searched for means of quelling my discontent, seeking a way to become the mom I yearned to be. I landed on a two-year session at my temple.


Sunday mornings were spent with a dozen other adults sitting around U-configured tables in a classroom surrounded by scenic posters of Israel, Hebrew alphabet wall charts, and whiteboards adorned with Israeli flags and simple words like Shalom. We studied Jewish history, learned to read right to left, discussed the Torah and Jewish sages. Never having received a formal Jewish education as a kid, becoming an adult b’nai mitzvah was a personal achievement and provided me with the means to help my kids with their Hebrew studies. I was assigned the task of interpreting a passage from Leviticus—“you shall not place a stumbling block before the blind . . .”—and I wondered what obstacles we put in our own way.


Although nourished by the intellectual stimulation and stronger connection to Judaism the course provided, I craved more. After returning to work, I enrolled in a year-long post-graduate program to immerse myself in anatomy and diagnoses. I ended up partnering with a gay woman. During our time together, I steered conversations away from our prescribed studies to personal musings about why we need labels about love. Stories she shared of her wife sparked pangs of envy, but I didn’t try to understand why my own marriage lacked the same passion.




When I encountered Raia that June, one educational commitment had been completed and another was a few months off. My kids were twelve and ten. I’d been married eighteen years. Planning my daughter’s bat mitzvah was my current priority. I carved out pockets of time for myself while the kids were in school, with friends, or at assorted activities—but not many. In addition to running them to temple and Hebrew school, softball and baseball games, martial arts, art and dance classes, volunteering requirements, piano lessons, and other kids’ b’nai mitzvahs anywhere from New Jersey to New York, Connecticut, and Massachusetts, I had returned to couples counseling with my husband. Fighting to make our marriage work seemed to be an ongoing endeavor.


It’s May, eleven months after Raia appeared in my office and a few days after the incident in the locker room at the Y. The phone in my bedroom rings: it’s my cousin telling me my uncle has died.


This is unexpected, even though our family patriarch had been battling Alzheimer’s for seven years. I’ve always envisioned him saying the blessing over the bread at my daughter’s bat mitzvah. Telling my daughter takes a few tries; between gasps for breath and swipes at my runny nose and eyes, I finally get the news out. She’s the only other person in the house and needs me to drive her to her softball game.


I phone Raia, still sobbing.


“Oh baby,” she says, “I wish I was there with you. Breathe.” It’s the first time she’s used this term of endearment since our affair started three months ago. Her words fill the empty spaces in me. I wish she were here too.


The tsunami of emotions unleashed can’t just be about my uncle. Giant waves carrying my every suppressed and repressed thought and feeling are surging, crashing through me. I know I’m in trouble. If I don’t get help, I will drown.


The rabbi responds to my request for recommendations of female therapists, but neither is taking new clients. One recommends a male counselor. I send emails to random professionals specializing in sexuality; no one responds. Nothing in my life fits anymore—my clothes hang off me, my home is no longer comforting, my car is now merely a container for my tears.


By the time I reach an available therapist, he tells me the first appointment he can give me is for a day next week.


Thoughts of other means of escaping my pain enter my mind. It’s Memorial Day weekend, so my pleas for an earlier meeting are futile. I’m told to seek help if I think I might hurt myself.


The long weekend looms like a gorge I’m not sure I have the strength to cross.


July. The kids are in camp; I’m in Provincetown, Massachusetts. Raia has spoken often about this gay community, so I’m here to ponder the question of my sexuality. I’ve seen the therapist a couple times, but when I talk about Raia, he mocks me. “That’s not a relationship,” he tells me, openly laughing.


I must figure things out on my own.


It’s my first time on the Cape, and as soon as I pull into the woman-owned bed-and-breakfast where I have a reservation, a sense of peace comes over me. Perhaps it’s the Tom Sawyer-like woman in white coveralls who’s standing on a ladder and touching up the paint on the yellow colonial house. I feel different, lighter, and at ease, as if I can breathe again. I wonder how long it’s been since I last exhaled.


I set off to find the lesbian beach—but after settling onto my blanket, I realize I’m surrounded by retirees and families with young children. Soon, I pack up my gear and return to the inn.


In the privacy of my room, I google anything related to same-sex attraction.




It’s my second day in Provincetown. Following the instructions from the woman at the B&B, I head left of yesterday’s spot.


The beach is practically barren. From my blanket I see two women walk by, stop, and turn in my direction. One looks familiar. As she nears, I recognize her from work. My heart quickens. When we first met some months ago, she shared that she gifted herself a divorce from her husband on her fortieth birthday upon realizing she was gay. I consider this now when she finds me sitting alone on a coast six hours from home in a town known for its gay population.


When she and the woman she’s with—she introduces her as her partner—join me on this largely unoccupied seashore, I tell her that my husband is at home remodeling our primary bathroom and I wanted to be out of the way. This is mostly the truth. As we’re chatting, one of the comedians who frequents the Provincetown clubs approaches, hands us a postcard promoting her show, and says, “You know the lesbian beach is that way, right?”


She points down the shoreline while I avoid eye contact with my acquaintance.




Returning to Herring Cove on my third day, I go even farther left than the previous two days. Halfway down the blue-matted footpath skirted by tall grass and beach roses, the serene water of the Cape Cod Bay comes into view. Stopping where the mesh meets the sand, I breathe in salt air—generously infused with coconut suntan lotion—and take in the scene.


Stretched before me is a landscape of colorful umbrellas and blankets set against a backdrop of rocky sand with an interminable array of women. A panorama of same-sex couples as wondrous as the cone-shaped lilacs, silky yellow rosebuds, and sweet-smelling lilies delighting me when I step into my garden on a spring morning. All my life I’ve been watching the cotillion through the window; suddenly the door is open and I’m inside the ballroom.




In between trying to find the gay beach in Provincetown, my all-consuming random search of the Internet ultimately leads me to a book called Married Women Who Love Women. The author’s name is Carren Strock; I find her website and email her.


Responding that afternoon, she advises me to be sure before I say anything to my husband. “Once you put the words out there,” she warns me, “you can’t take them back.”


Driving home from Provincetown, I stop in a bookstore thirty minutes from my house. My feet shuffle in place at the customer service desk, and I wipe my sweaty hands on my pants like a tic. In a low voice I order the book, claiming that it’s for research and insisting that it be delivered to the store.


A couple weeks later, I’m back, asking if Carren’s book has arrived. I’m desperate to read it, but the salesperson tells me it’s been accidentally shelved.


I spend what feels like eternity on the floor, searching the store’s paltry LGBTQ section for a paperback that isn’t there. My nerves are fraying. I’m worried that someone from my temple, or one of my mom’s friends, will recognize me as I search the stacks. I might as well be displayed on a stadium jumbotron screen when the clerk announces the book title over the loudspeaker.


Finally, another employee retrieves a copy from the back room. As if I’ve just been handed the Cullinan Diamond; I practically run out of the store with it.


I tuck the book away in my car trunk, hidden as though it’s the nuclear codes, and read it in scanty increments of time in parking lots of neighboring towns over several weeks. Page after page, I devour poignant stories of women who echo the same feelings I’ve experienced since meeting Raia; it’s as if they’ve transcribed my thoughts into print. Still, I am not convinced I’m gay. Perhaps Raia is merely the exception to my otherwise heterosexual existence. After all, I’m married with two kids. I can’t possibly be gay.




One week later, I’m on Fire Island, another well-known destination for the LGBTQ community. My eyes are wide open as I wait to board the ferry and stay that way as we slowly propel across the bay to the little island with the biggest rainbow flag I’ve ever seen.


I’m looking at women in a way I have never looked at women before, other than Raia. I notice some of them looking at me too. Unlike in the gym locker room, I’m intentional about my actions and paying attention to my feelings—looking for signs that might answer the question I’ve been asking myself since that fateful day.


Sitting on a sandy beach towel, I watch the women around me. To my right are six women who are sharing a blanket, laughing, and drinking wine from clear plastic cups. One woman kisses another and then talks about her husband with the rest of the group, bewildering me. An attractive redhead crosses by my beach camp to socialize with them. I overhear her name, Toni. She frequently looks my way; I try not to get caught looking at her. She tells the group about a show that’s happening later, and I decide to check it out.


At the outdoor venue, I’m a zebra in a corral of Clydesdales. Alone at a picnic table, picking at a salad, I see Toni. She’s tossing a football with some women, moving closer to me with each catch. After one close pass, she’s behind me; she puts her hand on my shoulder, squeezes it gently, and apologizes for her friends. Her touch ricochets throughout me.


These feelings don’t make sense. An invasion—a coup within the walls of my own body—is underway. I know I need more help.
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