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			Advance Praise for I Am My Beloveds:

			“Part Le Ronde and part Bob and Carol and Ted and Alice, two very different couples intersect a brave new world through surrogacy, fidelity, pregnancy, aging parents, faith and loss. Raucous, revolutionary and also, so much fun.”

			— Caroline Leavitt, New York Times bestselling author of Pictures of You and Cruel Beautiful World

			“Jon Papernick’s storytelling is always compelling. Enticing, surprising, and provocative all at once.”  

			— Kevin Allison, Risk! podcast and MTV’s The State and Reno 911

			“Everyone in I Am My Beloveds howls their lungs out at life’s inequities, at love’s fickleness, and mostly at one another. But if you listen closely, they’re also howling up from the pages at you, inviting you to follow them through this poignant, painful story of love found and lost and found again. For anyone who adored Emma Straub’s Modern Lovers, now there’s Jonathan Papernick’s I Am My Beloveds to spend some time with and … fall for.”

			— David Samuel Levinson, author of Tell Me How This Ends Well

			“I Am My Beloveds is a warm, funny, thoughtful, and often heart-wrenching portrait of a modern couple testing the boundaries of their relationship, while exploring the outer limits of their love for each other. It’s an engaging and timely read, perfect for a generation of readers much more open to the allure (and pitfalls) of polyamory.”

			— Lana Popović Harper, author of Poison Priestess, Blood Countess, and Wicked Like a Wildfire

			“I Am My Beloveds, Jon Papernick’s latest novel, is about many things: love and the lack of it, the passage of time and, most importantly, how we live now. I am full of admiration for this writer and his daring imagination. He is a truly gifted novelist, and this is his finest book.”

			— Steve Yarbrough, author of The Unmade World and The Realm of Last Chances

			“I Am My Beloveds is a compulsive read, at turns heart-wrenching, angry, funny, and sweet, but always smart and vivid. Papernick is a master of growing empathy from the smallest detail, in doing so has crafted a winning protagonist in Ben Seidel, who I was eager to follow, warts and all, wherever his misadventures in open marriage might lead.”

			— Sara Nović, author of Girl at War

			“Jon Papernick’s new novel is an intimate portrait of the way an increasing number of us live now. I Am My Beloveds is up to the sexual second. It is fervent, fearless and funny. It may change the way you look at your neighbor’s windows after dark.”

			— Melvin Jules Bukiet, author of After and Strange Fire; editor of Neurotica: Jewish Writers on Sex

		

	
		
			I Am My Beloveds

			Jonathan Papernick





			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

		

	
		
			This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, organizations, or persons living or dead, is entirely coincidental and beyond the intent of either the author or the publisher. 

			The Story Plant 

			Studio Digital CT, LLC 

			P.O. Box 4331 

			Stamford, CT 06907 

			Copyright © 2021 by Jonathan Papernick

			Selected material from Chapter 7 previously appeared in The Pearl: A Journal of Facetive and Voluptuous Reading, “Lady Pokingham; or They All Do It,” by Anonymous, London, July 1879.

			Story Plant Paperback ISBN-13 978-1-61188-319-0

			Fiction Studio Books e-book ISBN-13: 978-1-945839-57-3

			Visit our website at www.TheStoryPlant.com 

			All rights reserved, which includes the right to reproduce this book or portions thereof in any form whatsoever, except as provided by US Copyright Law. For information, address The Story Plant. 

			First Story Plant Hardcover Printing: January 2022

			Printed in The United States of America

		

	
		
			Also by Jonathan Papernick

			The Book of Stone

			There Is No Other

			Who by Fire, Who by Blood

			The Ascent of Eli Israel

		

	
		
			For Kim, my beloved

		

	
		
			I owe a great debt of gratitude to two amazing people who helped midwife this novel into existence. 

			Thank you, Michelle Caplan, whose guidance, passion, and insights have always helped to make me the writer I always knew I could be. 

			Thank you Caroline Leavitt, my literary guardian angel, who loves me even when I feel unworthy of love. Your support means more to me than you can possibly know.

		

	
		
			“Nothing in the world is single; 

			All things by a law divine

			In one spirit meet and mingle. 

			Why not I with thine?” 

			— from “Love’s Philosophy,” Percy Bysshe Shelley
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			Ben Seidel’s heart was still pounding from his run around frigid Spy Pond when his wife, Shira, swept into their living room wearing a little black dress, flared jauntily at the hem, and a pair of glossy black pumps Ben had never seen before. Ben, in his orange compression tights and sweat-wicking pullover, could not have looked more at odds with his wife of eight years. 

			“Wow,” Ben said. “You look amazing. Where are we going?” 

			Shira, who was nearly a foot shorter than Ben without her four-inch heels, smiled softly at her husband, squinching her eyebrows together as if she had stepped on a particularly jagged piece of Lego. 

			“Not we. Me,” Shira said. “I’m going out. Sort of a Galentine’s Day thing.”

			“But it’s Saturday night.” Ben sighed. “It’s Valentine’s Day.”

			“That’s tomorrow,” Shira said, adjusting a twisted bra strap. “We didn’t have any plans for tonight. Remember I asked you a couple times?”

			Ben did not remember Shira asking if they had plans because they had stopped making plans, spending most Saturday nights in front of the television debating endlessly over what to watch on Netflix and going to bed well before midnight. Ben pulled off his fleece hat and reflexively combed his fingers through his matted, thinning hair. “Maybe I had a surprise,” Ben said.

			“And you know how much I love surprises,” Shira countered. “But you didn’t, right?”

			Shira was wearing contact lenses for maybe the third time that Ben could recall, rather than her usual thick-framed glasses which the two of them joked about as she labored over her drafting table. They look like old TV screens! 

			Now, her eyes looked bigger somehow, her lashes thicker, almost dangerous; the complex alchemy of women’s makeup forever a mystery to Ben. 

			Ben had forgotten what it felt like to truly desire Shira with the sort of urgent passion they had when they had first met, when he and Shira would spend all weekend in bed discovering each others’ secret places. But that had changed even before she got sick, long before the hysterectomy, her body closing up to Ben like a tulip at night. Even when the pain had gone, Ben and Shira had not returned to each other, aside from brief, infrequent encounters in the dark of their bedroom to remind them they were still husband and wife, whether or not they would ever raise a child together.  

			Shira’s eyes glittered and she quirked a single eyebrow. Ben felt an urge to take her in his arms and kiss her. “I’ll tell you what. We’ll get you a giant ribeye at Davio’s tomorrow night, which is actually Valentine’s Day. I’ll even drive.”

			“It’s a Sunday night,” Ben said, heart collapsing. Sunday night was reserved for 60 Minutes, the New York Times crossword and early to bed, not romance.

			Shira hadn’t dressed up for him since forever, and he felt almost embarrassed by his sudden hunger for her, the way a hormonal pre-teen might feel getting hard for his cousin at a family reunion. 

			“Where are you going tonight?” Ben said as he slipped off one shoe and then the other. He had trouble drawing a full breath, and he was pretty sure it had nothing to do with his regular six-mile loop.

			“A party,” Shira said. 

			“With who?” Ben said, more sharply than he intended. He couldn’t figure out how to not make it sound like some sort of petty accusation. 

			“Liz,” Shira said, a small smile forming. Her lips were as red as if she had bitten into Ben’s jugular. “Remember? The woman I told you about from my life-drawing class.”

			“The stripper?” Ben said, eyes itching.

			“She’s a burlesque dancer,” Shira said. “And that’s just for fun. You know, a sometimes thing. She’s an artist, like me.” 

			A hard fist formed in Ben’s throat, and he dropped down onto their couch, knees trembling. “That sounds like a date.” 

			Shira’s mouth fell open, and she took a step or two backwards, as if she’d been blown by a strong gust of wind. “Ben,” she said, her voice small, “it is a date. I’ve been looking for the right words to tell you all week. I fucked up, okay, because I was scared to tell you.”

			“Why would you be scared?”

			“Because I don’t want to hurt you and I don’t want you to talk me out of it.”

			Ben turned away from Shira and caught his reflection in the glossy blackness of their living-room window. With his chewed up hairline and spandex tights he looked as unlovable as he felt. He just wanted to escape into the forgiving embrace of a hot shower, but they had to have this conversation now, before Shira did something that might break the two of them forever. 

			“I didn’t know you really, actually meant it,” Ben said. “About being open. I thought we were still talking about it. I thought we’d have a discussion first.”

			“I’m sorry,” Shira said. “I thought you understood that was the discussion.” She paused and flicked some invisible speck off the coffee table. “What about Jane?”

			“She’s just a friend,” Ben said. 

			Ben had met Jane by chance, running on the Minuteman Trail, and they had started texting about the joys of running, to stretch or not to stretch, the Murakami book. They had begun texting each other so naturally that Ben felt he had to keep it secret or their friendship would disappear. When Shira caught him furtively texting Jane one night she asked Ben if he was cheating on her. He had said of course not, never, but the discussion about opening their marriage had begun. 

			“You think she’s not into you?”

			“She’s married.” 

			“Don’t you find her attractive?”

			“Yes, but it doesn’t mean I want to fuck her.”

			“Come on, Ben. You find her attractive but you don’t want to sleep with her?”

			Ben leapt to his feet. “We were drifting. I felt so far from you, and I needed someone to talk to. I would never cheat. You know I never would.”

			“But you hid her from me. Who’s to say it wouldn’t happen eventually?”

			“That’s not fair. You’re projecting because you think I lost interest in you, but you’re the one who gave up on me.” 

			“I did not give up on you! My body went through major trauma.” Shira’s voice cracked, and her makeup started to run. “Excuse me if sex was the last thing I wanted. From you or anyone.”

			Shira followed Ben into the kitchen, and the sound of her clacking heels in pursuit made Ben want to slip on his Asics and run.

			“And now you want Liz,” Ben said.

			“I want to feel the pleasure of being a woman, not just the pain.”

			“Then why not do it with me? I’m you’re husband.”

			Shira was silent for a long moment, and she wiped her nose with the back of her wrist. “Sometimes,” she began, “the thought of sex with you feels like returning to the scene of a crime.”

			“What?” Ben said, and then he had no words, his voice silenced by a sour thickening in his throat. 

			“Every time I think of sex—I think of us trying—I feel sick and sad and … hollowed out. There’s nothing inside me anymore that can create life.”

			“I’m sorry. I wish you didn’t see it that way. You have so much left to create.”

			“Don’t patronize me, Ben.”

			Shira looked at Ben with her big, wet eyes, and he wanted to take her in his arms. 

			“Do you still find me attractive?” Ben said.

			“Devilishly so. I just need to learn to love my body again.”

			“Do you still love me?”

			“Of course I do, Ben, and I always will.” Ben started to interrupt, but Shira held up a hand, signaling she would be heard without his commentary. “But this could be a good thing for both of us. I need some sort of reset. You know, rebooting my relationship with my own body. You’re free to explore your desires while we find our way back to each other. No matter what happens, I will always be your soft place to land.”

			“I don’t want to lose you. Am I?” Ben said. “Losing you?”

			“Of course not.” Shira offered a pinkie for Ben to shake. “I promise.”

			“You can’t know that,” Ben said, listlessly hooking his finger in hers. 

			“This is important for both of us. I know this will help bring us back to each other. You are always my husband.”

			“Can’t we figure this out on our own? What is it I can’t give you?”

			Shira chewed on her lip and looked away from Ben; she was usually so good at eye contact. “The mystery, the unknown, exploring different parts of myself. That feeling of being wanted. It’s like nothing else, that look in their eyes when they just have to have you.”

			“The look Liz gives you.” Ben’s shoulders felt so heavy, as if he were carrying a backpack full of his regrets. 

			“Yes. It’s very powerful.” Shira expelled a long sigh. “I truly believe this is a way back to ourselves, a way for us to be how we used to be before everything went down.”

			“In the meantime, I’m competing with a woman.” 

			Shira had been with women as an undergraduate at Smith, and Ben had always been turned on by the prospect of his wife and another woman; he just somehow imagined he’d be a part of it if it happened again. 

			“Don’t be silly. You’re not competing with anyone. I come home to you, I live with you and I love you.”

			Shira threw her arms around Ben and buried her face in his chest. “I love you. Please try and see this as a good thing, a springboard to the next phase of our lives. Together. Me and you.”

			Ben held Shira as her body shuddered against his chest. 

			“What now?” Ben asked, after a moment. He and Shira fit so well together, the way she melted into him.

			She peeled herself away and wiped her face with a dish towel they’d gotten on a trip to Maine. “I have to go. I’m sorry. I can’t be late.”

			“Okay. Have fun tonight.”

			“Why don’t you send Jane a flirty text, and then take it from there.”

			Ben looked at Shira doubtfully. “Really?”

			Shira smiled and did her best Bogie imitation, “I think it could be the beginning of a beautiful friendship.”

			Ben felt a stirring in his groin. Maybe Shira was right. Maybe Jane was into him.

			“Listen, babe, I’ve got to run.” Shira grabbed her long down coat from the closet. “You don’t need to wait up for me. We can catch up in the morning.”

			“Wait,” Ben said, heart thundering in his chest. 

			Shira did a little half turn, her face in profile over her left shoulder. “What’s up?”

			“I love you.”

			“I love you too. I promise you we’re going to be all right.”
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			One Year Later 

			Ben sat alone on his and Shira’s sensible microfiber couch, laptop propped on his knees, entirely miserable. Shira was out canoodling with her girlfriend again, while Ben scrolled through a dizzying carousel of profile pics on Tinder, leaden heart thudding in his chest. 

			It was Shira’s night with Liz, and the two of them were at a Pi Day party at some down-market rental in Jamaica Plain. Shira had baked a blueberry pie and dressed for the occasion with a handmade  symbol stitched to her sweater. No matter how innocently it began, the night would end with Shira in Liz’s bed. 

			Ben thought he had put this nightmare of doubt and longing behind him when he had married Shira and they had started, in earnest, to build a life together. Shira had always been there for Ben when it counted most, offering warmth and comfort and love. He had done the same for Shira, and that finely calibrated construct of falling and catching, falling and catching, felt as if it would carry them through to forever. But this past year had been the hardest of Ben’s life since the year his parents died. During those endless nights when Shira was out doing things with Liz Bird he wished not to imagine, it felt as if Shira had spirited away some essential element of himself, and that he was disappearing amid the middle-class trappings of their well-appointed suburban condo. Ethical non-monogamy was supposed to be a good thing for them, but Ben felt as if he had drawn the short blade that cut deeper with every passing day. 

			Aside from going for another run, the only way Ben knew to fill the emptiness he carried in his chest was to drag himself back to the apps and the confounding wilderness of online dating. He could never quite understand what cis and genderfluid and sapiosexual were supposed to mean, or whether he was ISO a GF or FWB, a LTR or just some basic TLC as he stumbled his way into a world in which size queens took sole measure of worth in inches and girth, in which bondage and domination was considered an asset, even a kindness, and every new human connection was a disposable thing with more, always more and greater possibilities, strutting their stuff just over the digital horizon. The apps were never the magic Sorting Hat Ben wished them to be, but that didn’t stop him from returning again and again to the illuminated screen of his phone in search of someone, anyone, who would make him feel less alone. Maybe finding a girlfriend of his own would make Shira realize that he was still a man in full. Not a roommate, but a husband worthy of her attentions in the bed and out.

			Over the past month, Ben had sent out no fewer than twenty-seven personalized, grammatically correct messages to various women on Tinder, OkCupid, JDate and even Ashley Madison. His screen name was simply Benarchitect, not Patsfan69, 420guy, or whosyordaddy, so he already had a leg up on some of his competition. That, and the fact that he never began a conversation with a gross come-on line about the awesome ramming power of his monster cock or his desire to go down on her like the Titanic, but, rather, with a thoughtful callback to something meaningful from each of their bios. Because he looked non-threatening in his brand-new cobalt-blue polo shirt, fixed smile plastered to his face, he soon found himself juggling several hopeful conversations with KristinOKC, KristinTinder and Jen#4. But these conversations often went nowhere as Ben’s charm abandoned him, or the women read deep enough into his profile to figure he was married, and they disappeared.

			Ben’s smartphone address book was a graveyard of lost hopes: Two Abigails, two Kellys, three Megans, one of whom Ben kissed as a Red Line train roared into Park Street station, and four Jens, punctuated by a solitary Chelsea, Heidi, Kat, Lisa, Millie, Sam, Suzy, Theresa, Violet, Zoey, and a woman who insisted Ben call her Khaleesi, Mother of Dragons. Most depressingly, Jane had blocked Ben months earlier when he told her he and Shira had opened up their marriage and he was looking for someone special *wink* *wink*, telling Ben she was uncomfortable hanging out with him, that the flirting had been fun when it felt safe, and that she cared about him, but she needed to step back both for herself and her husband, who would be freaked out if he knew Ben was willing to cross the line from friendship to sex.

			That was why, when Ben’s phone lit up with a simple, unexpected text from KristinOKC saying k, meet you there @9, Ben’s heart, his tiny, battered heart, filled his chest with relief. 

			Ben stood a fit six-foot-one with a straightish white smile, solid shoulders and a flat stomach. His eyes were a neutral brown, his aquiline nose well proportioned. There was nothing particularly distinguishing about the way he looked—he’d been mistaken more than a few times for that guy from that place—but sometimes, from the right angle, with just the right lighting, he believed he looked downright dashing. But he was losing his hair, mousy brown and prone to curling. Not by the handful, but enough he could see his hairline creep back a few millimeters every couple months. Ben still had most of his hair, but he was sure he’d be bald by forty. In his profile pictures he managed to artfully crop himself mid-forehead, rather than relying on the obvious baseball cap to hide his most glaring flaw, so he hoped his receding hairline wasn’t a dealbreaker with KristinOKC, as he suspected it had been with some of the others. 

			KristinOKC, sporting a sleeveless sequin minidress, an auburn side braid tied at the tip with a purple ribbon, and thick-framed librarian glasses, sitting at the crowded mahogany bar of a hip Davis Square nightspot, looked exactly as advertised. 

			“Heeeeeeeey!” KristinOKC said, spotting Ben approach. She greeted him with a friendly hug and an air kiss which Ben took to be a good sign as he slid into the chair next to her. Ben’s lungs ached, as if they were filled with wet sand. As good as KristinOKC looked, she wasn’t Shira. He wanted to be with Shira, only Shira. Every date with a new woman followed a familiar pattern: hope, then longing, then sadness. But Ben was determined to do his best to show KristinOKC he was the fun, kind, chill dude he promised in his profile. 

			“Must be nice to get out of the lab and relax for a while,” Ben said, at the very moment he realized he had mistaken her for KristinTinder, the postdoc at MIT, who had surely ghosted him after he seemed to confuse weather and climate during one of their conversations. He knew the difference and had been trying to make a joke that obviously fell flat.

			“The lab?”

			“Yeah, I mean, isn’t the entire world just a great big laboratory?”

			“That’s a bit of a general statement,” KristinOKC said. “But sure.”

			Alcohol was always best at times like this, so Ben asked KristinOKC what she wanted to drink. “Gin and tonic,” she said. 

			It took a few tries for Ben to flag down the bartender, and when Ben turned his attention back to KristinOKC she was deeply immersed in the glossy screen of her phone. KristenOKC, belying her nickname, was swiping right on Tinder. 

			“Libations have been ordered,” Ben said, forcing cheer into his voice. 

			“Oh, sorry.” KristinOKC turned her phone over on the bar top. “I just swipe right on everyone, see how many matches I can get.”

			“That’s interesting.” Ben hoped he wasn’t furrowing his brow. He looked like a middle-school assistant principal when he did that. 

			“Not really. It’s part sociological experiment. Hey! I guess you’re right about the world being a laboratory.” KristinOKC laughed, or, rather, ha-ha’ed. “I know it’s crass and gross and shallow, but the other part is pure ego gratification and I can’t help it. I’ll probably end up in the bad place, but it’s just too much fun.”

			Their drinks arrived and they exchanged the usual. She was from Gray, Maine, received her Masters in Library and Information Science from Simmons College, and worked at a not-for-profit promoting literacy among refugees and new citizens. She had two roommates, preferred cats over dogs, but harp seals over cats! Loved vegan paella, the Brontë sisters, The Lumineers, Richard Linklater and the color purple, both the book and the actual color, lol.

			Every time Ben went through the routine of reciting his bio he felt he was only half a man; a degree, a job and not much else. Something important was missing, something that explained him better than reciting his favorite food and color and book, so tonight, rather than skipping over the fact he had a wife until he felt it was safe to do so, he told KristinOKC he was married and then, much to his shame, he appended “sort of,” as a feeble explanation. Ben’s bio said he was married and in an open relationship, but he was amazed how many women seemed to skim his profile, missing that important detail, as if his marital status had been written in invisible ink. 

			KristinOKC asked what he meant by sort of, and Ben explained. 

			“So how does that work?” KristinOKC said, nonplussed. 

			“To be honest,” Ben said, “I’m not sure it does.”

			“Then why are you doing it?”

			KristinOKC seemed genuinely curious and sympathetic, so he said, “Because I love my wife.”

			“That’s sweet, Ben, but do you actually want to be in an open relationship?”

			“Yes. Of course! Definitely.” He wanted badly to order another drink but the bartender’s back was turned. “Kinda sorta.”

			“Kinda sorta? That’s hardly a ringing endorsement. It sounds to me like you’re polyamorous under duress. Not cool.” KristinOKC shook her head for emphasis. “Not cool.”

			“It was the best way forward.”

			“What do you mean?” 

			There was something in KristinOKC’s open expression that told him he could speak honestly. Some women found such candidness to be attractive, alluring even. Ben told KristinOKC about his and Shira’s desire to have a child and how sex had been painful for years before they discovered Shira had cancer, and by then it was too late to freeze her eggs.

			“Nobody expects cancer in their twenties,” Ben said. “We just assumed we’d have a family. Never questioned it. The diagnosis was such a shock, and Shira withdrew, blamed herself. It’s hard seeing someone you love hurt, knowing there’s nothing you can do to take away the pain.”

			“Shira’s a nice name,” KristinOKC said, smiling. “Your wife’s better now? She’s in remission?”

			“She had a full hysterectomy. She’s cancer free.”

			They were silent for a moment, and Ben wondered whether he had said too much, whether he was trying to gain sympathy through Shira’s pain. 

			“I’m sorry,” KristinOKC said. “So how did you end up being open?”

			“I don’t know. We were both destroyed by the whole thing, the entire path of our life that we had planned—you know, kids and family—just gone. It was devastating, and I think we got onto this track of pain and sadness and forgot how to enjoy each other.”

			KristinOKC nodded along with Ben, focusing her eyes on his. “What about adoption?”

			Ben sighed. “We tried a bunch of agencies here and overseas and they were either scammy or too expensive or they flagged Shira’s cancer, saying adoptive parents needed a clean bill of health. That just sent Shira spiraling all over again. We just wanted to be parents so badly, and doors kept slamming in our faces.”

			“What about surrogacy?”

			“Expensive. Only one of us was working,” Ben said. “And Shira’s health.”

			“That sucks.” 

			“She blamed herself and really withdrew from life. I just hated seeing her shrinking from the things she once cared about.” 

			Ben signed her up for a life-drawing class, and she loved it, seemed to come alive. And as the weeks passed she became more and more the woman Ben had known before all the bad stuff went down. She revived her dormant business, and everything looked as if it was getting better, but she had met someone, a woman, and she was happy and started taking care of herself again. 

			“I just couldn’t say no because I love her, and I thought it was temporary and that we’d find our way back to each other.”

			“I’m glad your wife’s happy,” KristinOKC said. “But what about you?”

			“It’s not that bad.” Ben considered how many men would have felt lucky just to be sitting at that bar with KristinOKC. She was smart and beautiful and kind, and she was talking to him when she could have been talking to anyone. “Yes my wife is in love with another woman, and it hurts, but I have the chance to love anyone I want, and have Shira too. I’m lucky, actually. I have a lot to be grateful for.”

			“And how many other women do you love?”

			Ben’s silence said everything. 

			KristinOKC said, “This isn’t fair. There needs to be balance for this to work. Believe me, I’ve been open since college. It’s not for everyone, and I don’t think it’s for you.”

			Ben nodded as he realized he was definitely, definitively, unquestionably, not going to have sex tonight. “Why did you agree to go out with me?”

			“Because I wanted to go on a date with you.”

			“But why?”

			KristinOKC lowered her eyes a bit and looked away. “Because you seemed kind.”

			“Do you still think I’m kind?”

			“Go home, Ben. Tell your wife you love her. Tell her you want to nope out and go back to just you and her again.”

			❦

			It was after eleven when Ben returned home. Shira was still out with Liz, and their condo felt empty and forbidding. Ben had convinced himself Shira’s affair with Liz was worse than if Shira had been with another man because he could never do with Shira what Liz and she did together. He could never provide whatever it was Liz Bird, with all her crazy tattoos and piercings and punk rock attitude, could provide. Ben wanted only to crawl into bed with Shira and hold her, feel her soothing warmth against his skin, for her to smother his desolation with her familiar body. 

			Ben remembered his ring, secured behind a lonely, crumpled condom in the tiny change pocket of his jeans, and fished it out with fingers stiff as chopsticks. He held it in his hand for a moment, staring at his warped reflection in the curve of the gold band. He thought back with amazement to his wedding day all those years ago, the feeling of boundless optimism and warmth and safety, the sense that he and Shira were embarking on a great adventure that was theirs and theirs alone. No crystal ball could have envisioned such a sad spectacle as him returning home alone from another failed date and furtively slipping his ring back onto his finger. 

			Ben poured himself some brandy and wandered out to the sunroom Shira used as her studio, the hub of her burgeoning Judaica business. 

			A square of beige, textured paper lay in the center of Shira’s tilted art desk, her jars of ink and calligraphy pens neatly arranged in their places.

			Though Ben could not read the intricate Hebrew script, he knew Shira was working on a baby-naming certificate for her childhood friend Melissa back in Maryland. It seemed Shira had stopped right in the middle of a word, her usually steady hand spidering southward on the document, and Ben could not help but think Shira had been overcome at that moment by the irreversible fact she would never give birth to a baby, never have a child of her own. 

			The Seidel name Ben’s father had passed onto him, whatever in the world it was worth, would end with Ben. Though he tried to inoculate himself against this pain, raising images of soiled diapers and milk vomit, tantrums and meltdowns, the brattiest of snot-nosed children screaming sleeplessly for yet another bedtime story, Ben knew joy and happiness was just on the other side of these trifles, and that he and Shira would have loved and cherished whomever their offspring turned out to be. The children would need their parents to protect them, teach them, build them up, show them the way to make the world a better place, just as Ben and Shira’s parents had done for them. Without a child, there was only Shira, would only be Shira, and, on nights like this when Shira was out with Liz, the thought terrified him like nothing else. He wanted to take Shira by the hand and kiss her as they used to and tell her he knew he was far from perfect, but he loved her and wanted to thank her for loving a fallible creature such as himself. 

			Shira’s work hung framed on the wall behind him, mostly ketubahs, intricately designed Jewish marriage contracts, swirls of colorful, entwined flowers and vines, lithe tree branches bending and arching over Shira’s beautiful Hebrew calligraphy, stating a man may not divorce a woman against her will. Sometimes there were English phrases as well, and Ben read aloud the iconic phrase from the Song of Songs: I Am My Beloved’s and My Beloved Is Mine.

			All around him, judgment hung on his very own walls; his marriage was a mess. He would never be a father, would never know the safety and comfort and purpose and belonging of family. He was barely a lover to Shira anymore. They did it every few weeks, but the act of union was desultory, obligatory, going through the expected motions of husband and wife. Each of the ketubahs on the wall represented joy and happiness and Jewish continuity, linking one generation to the next, and Ben hungered to be a link in that chain, to be every bit the fully realized, fully grown man his father was, and his father had been before him. It would never happen with Shira, and Ben wondered if they were just running out the clock on their marriage, winding down one tick at a time until they were strangers who couldn’t remember why they had chosen each other in the first place.

			Ben finished the last of his brandy, a warm starburst forming inside his belly. The alcohol must have hit him harder than he expected because Shira’s signature, bearing her maiden name alongside his own last name, struck him like a slap in the face: Shira Seidel-Weismann. Had she been hedging all along with that hyphen? Had she ever intended to give herself fully to him? Ben was prepared to sacrifice his dreams of fatherhood just to be with Shira, she and him and no one else, because Shira was his love, his only love. But he was not her only love.

			The only time Ben was able to fully take possession of himself and make sense out of the senseless was when he ran. For that hour, his heart beating a steady 140 beats a minute, blood cycling through his veins, Ben knew everything would turn out all right. 

			He slipped into his running shorts, laced up his shoes, and before long he was flying around Spy Pond, light as air. The path was three miles around, give or take, and Ben could have run all night. Alone out there on the trail, taking the hills and dips with ease, a fat moon guiding his way, he might have been the first person in the world, or the last, a solitary late-night runner trying simply to catch up with his best self. Ben wasn’t the least bit lonely out there. The rhythmic sounds of his footfalls soothed him, driving him onward. His even breathing filled him with a clean rush of restorative air. He required no one else’s permission to receive the unique pleasure of his endorphins blasting on all cylinders, and he wondered why he would ever stop, why he would ever relinquish this power he had over his untamed emotions. 

			All the confusion of the world seemed to melt away as Ben circled the pond a second time, and he felt a sudden rush of clarity. By the time he returned home dripping sweat in the crisp March evening he knew what he needed to do. KristinOKC was right. His arrangement with Shira was not fair. Stop seeing Liz, stop seeing her now because it is hurting me, it is hurting us. Let’s start again, just you and me.

			Shira was asleep in bed, breathing easily. She had left the lamp on for Ben, and in its dim glow he studied her serene, almond-shaped face, her long eyelashes, her tender lips curved into a peaceful smile.

			This is my wife, Ben thought with amazement, this is my wife. Soon she would belong to him again, only him. 

			He undressed and washed himself in the bathroom sink, his desire for her rekindled. He would have woken her and fucked her all night as he did when she was new to him, an open-hearted junior at Smith College, but he didn’t want to disturb her dreams.

			How long had it been since he had even deep-kissed her? How long had it been since their kisses had been anything but perfunctory, habitual, polite? How had he ever allowed it to come to this? 

			Ben clicked off the bedside lamp, pulled the sheets back and slid into bed beside Shira. Her body was warm, alive with possibility. Shira alone had the power to restore Ben’s fragile sense of self and piece him back together, one kindhearted kiss at a time. He cuddled up close to her, kissed her softly on the neck, and smelled the distinct patchouli scent of Liz on Shira’s skin. 

			There in the darkness, it was as if there were a third person in bed with them.
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			Ben tried to bring awareness to his breathing, to clear his mind and follow the natural flow of his inhale and exhale, the involuntary miracle of existence measured out breath by neutral breath. But with every cool intake, Ben’s mind leapt back to Shira and Liz and all the pornographic possibilities of how they actually pleasured each other—with fingers, tongues, toys? Liz entering Shira with an obscene, neon-colored strap-on fastened to her bony hips? Misery illuminated itself in the darkness like an X-Rated midnight movie: Liz taking his wife from behind, riding her face like a cowgirl, sucking her breasts with those electric red, maraschino lips. The fact he was being replaced by a pierced tongue and a slab of molded latex fired Ben’s feelings of inadequacy like nothing he had ever experienced, and he replayed the tape again and again and again, his overtaxed limbic system ablaze like a five-alarm fire. Liz Bird had to go, she absolutely had to.

			Shira woke up sometime after eight, rolled over and pecked Ben companionably on the lips. Ben barely had a chance to say good morning before she shuffled off to the bathroom. For Shira, it was just another rainy Sunday, and Ben, still groggy, was amazed to see, in the gray light of a late winter morning, that Shira was still Shira. 

			Shira’s electric toothbrush hummed from their adjoining bathroom, and Ben dragged his tired body to face himself in the bathroom mirror. 

			“Hey!” Shira said, speaking to Ben’s reflection, the Day-Glo orange toothbrush still churning in her mouth. “You were out late last night. Hot date?”

			“No. Not hot.”

			Shira offered a foamy “Oh?”

			“I went for an extra long run.” 

			Shira clicked off her toothbrush. “At that time of night? Is everything okay?”

			“Would you still love me if I was bald?” Ben asked.

			“What kind of question is that? Of course I’d love you.” Shira adjusted her glasses. “I’d miss you, but I’d still love you.”

			“That’s not funny. I’m really losing my hair.”

			“No you’re not. And, for the record, your father wasn’t even a little bit bald.”

			“Not yet, he wasn’t.”

			Ben imagined his parents side by side on their white-sheeted, king-size bed, together forever, spooning perhaps, still as the grave. 

			“Benjamin, please stop this. It’s not healthy. And you’re not balding!”

			Ben ran his fingers through his hair, revealing not a forehead, but a five- or six-head. “I must be a genetic anomaly, because I AM balding.”

			“That’s an adult hairline, you goober.”

			“I hate it.”

			“Well, I love your hair.” She tousled his hair. “It’s so soft. You could grow it out like when you were a kid.”

			“I’d look like a clown with a Jewfro.” Ben shook loose of Shira’s touch.

			“What’s bothering you, babe?”

			“I don’t know. I miss having fun with you.” 

			“We have fun. Don’t we?” Shira smiled a small smile, her teeth absently working her lower lip. 

			In the mirror behind her, Ben could see clearly where Shira had shaved her head at the neck, the new piercings at her ear. She was even starting to look like Liz. 

			“I want to do something special. Just me and you. Today. Now.”

			“Sounds great,” Shira said, brightly. “I’m open. What do you have in mind?”

			Ben hadn’t thought that far ahead. “I don’t know, maybe go for a hike or something?’’

			“I don’t mean to be contrary, but does hiking around Walden Pond in the freezing rain sound fun to you?” 

			“I just want to be with you.” Ben frowned. “It doesn’t matter what we do.”

			“I’m not saying no!” 

			Ben regarded his wife. She was nearly a foot shorter than him at five foot two, her little hands and unpainted nails scuffed and ink-stained from laboring at her drafting table. Had Shira’s body thickened over the years? Of course it had. Her skin was still smooth, her tanned, oval face unlined. Her strong legs were muscular, her body feminine and round-hipped, just a bit extra at the ass. How he had worshiped that ass once. He recalled asking Shira, back when they were still dating, if he could fuck her in the ass and she had gamely said yes. But Ben had to stop because it hurt too much and they had never tried again. He could never imagine being that bold now. Shira had grown from a girl to a woman in the ten and a half years they had been together. Ben, for his part, had had a full head of thick hair until he was nearly thirty, and looking ahead into the future he wondered whether he would have recognized either of them.

			“We can see a movie or go to a gallery,” Ben said. “Or maybe we can grab brunch.”

			“I’ve got an idea!” Shira’s face brightened. “There’s this drag queen show and brunch downtown every Sunday. I’ve been wanting to go forever.”

			“Drag queens?”

			“Save your pearl clutching, Ben. It’s brunch and mimosas. I know you’ll love it. We can day drink together. Doesn’t that sound fun?”

			This sounded like precisely the kind of thing Liz and Shira did together when Ben was not around.

			“Wouldn’t you rather go with Liz?”

			“I’m asking you, dummy. Come on.” She chucked him on the shoulder.

			“I want to do something that’s just ours. Something just for us.”

			“I’ve never been with her. We’ve just talked about it. Please, Ben, let’s do this. We can make it a new tradition. You and me.”

			“And a bunch of drag queens,” Ben added.

			“Yes! This will be so much fun.”

			Ben wore a moss green L.L. Bean crewneck sweater Shira had given him for Chanukah, a pair of crisp dark-wash blue jeans, and a pair of hiking boots. He had recently, in a moment of rare sartorial inspiration, bought a black pork-pie hat with a luminous feather tucked in the hat band that Shira swore made him look distinguished, so he wore that as well. This was as fashionable as Ben ever got. 

			Shira looked gorgeous in a yellow flowered dress and strappy heels. Her chin-length hair, cut into an uneven hipster fringe, was swept back from her forehead, slicked down into a hard shell. Her bright red lips were painted the precise color of desire. Ben could have eaten her whole. When Ben leaned close to kiss her she said, “Careful, you’ll smudge it.” 

			They found a table near the front and sat down. The tables around them were filled with small, noisy groups: bachelorette parties, gay men clinking champagne flutes and laughing, he and Shira. 

			“Why don’t you wear lipstick more often?” Ben said.

			“Like around the house when I’m sketching?”

			“I don’t know. You look like a model.”

			Shira laughed. “So many size-eight models. I hate to break this to you, but even real models wear sweats and scrunchies at home.”

			“Well, you look really, really good.”

			“You don’t look too bad yourself, jefe.” Shira yanked down the brim of his hat. 

			The server took their drink orders, and Shira asked if it was possible for the chef to make scrambled eggs for Ben without milk, since the buffet was pretty much off limits for him, aside from the bacon and some pale, fibrous honeydew and cantaloupe. In restaurants, Shira took care of Ben. She was the one to check in with the server to make sure there was no dairy in the food he was going to eat. Ben appreciated Shira taking charge, as he always felt slightly embarrassed, calling attention to the most broken part of himself like the poor, loveless kid at the peanut table in the lunch room. But lately it had come to feel like she was mothering him.

			Their cocktails arrived just as the emcee strutted onto the stage in impossibly high platform boots, a micro mini skirt and a whip-like blonde braid that swung all the way to their ass. Ben and Shira clinked glasses, and Ben said, “To us.” Shira was already clapping her hands and wolf whistling as Penny Dreadful gyrated their hips to Cher’s “Believe.”

			Ben and Shira tossed crumpled dollar bills to the performers as they danced and sashayed past their table, stuffing their tips into garters, bras, beneath their colored wigs. Every so often Shira brushed hands with Ben or threw him a flirty wink. It was like old times, when they still lived in a crooked-floored triple-decker in Somerville and explored Boston and its environs with excitement and a sense of wonder at what the two of them could discover together.

			Ben was feeling pretty good by the third drink. He had just motorboated a massive pair of foam boobs belonging to Stella the Fella, who looked like they could have driven a concrete mixer in their everyday life, when the emcee called for volunteers to come on down and participate in the finale. 

			Shira’s arm shot up in the air.

			Penny Dreadful, bewigged now with cherry red bangs and devil’s horns, in a black leather corset, acknowledged Shira’s raised hand with a “Yass queen, yassss!”

			But Shira didn’t rise from the table, and when Ben heard Penny Dreadful say, “Are you ready to cum, Mister Pork Pie Hat?” he knew he was a dead man.

			Ben stared at Shira, frozen, hoping to confirm some tragic error of understanding. There must have been some amendment in the constitution that forbade such a thing. But Shira was laughing with such joy and happiness, tears pouring from her eyes, that Ben just wanted to take her in his arms and kiss her.

			“Go on, baby. It’ll be fun.”

			“For you maybe,” Ben said.

			“For all of us,” Shira said, positively glowing. 

			Britney Spears’ “Toxic” boomed from silver-spangled speakers, and all the dancers fanned out throughout the crowd, whirling and spinning and shaking what God clearly did not give them. They owned their borrowed womanhood in a way Ben could never comfortably own even his own body. It wasn’t that Ben was afraid of the drag queens; it was the fact that they were dancing like it was an article of faith, and Ben could not dance. He had convinced Shira to play Leonard Cohen’s “Hallelujah” as their wedding song in large part because it was slow and he could hold Shira close and simply sway without risk of losing control and looking foolish.

			Shira slid her half-finished drink towards Ben. “Courage. You can do it.”

			He really had no choice now because Penny Dreadful, towering over him, beckoned dramatically into the microphone. “Let’s see you shake your moneymaker.”

			Penny Dreadful managed to lasso Ben around the shoulders with a pink feather boa as he downed the last of Shira’s drink. He had no choice but to follow Penny Dreadful up to the stage, shanghaied and terrified. He had never felt more exposed. All eyes were on him as he walked, simply walked, to the front of the bar, his gait stiff, head forward as if he were trudging to the gallows. Somehow, the basic act of walking felt sour and spoilsporty, and he had to admit he was having fun. So Ben, without thinking about the how of it, or even the where, began to dance. He twisted his hips, shook his ass, waved his arms in the air. With the stage lights in his eyes, Ben could not see Shira and the rest of the crowd, and for a moment he was alone, slipping back in time to his bedroom on Long Island, going crazy before his mirror, secretly dancing to Ace of Base on the radio, hairbrush microphone clutched in his hand. And then he was back, mimicking the moves of Penny Dreadful, Stella the Fella, Queen Merry and Lulu LaStrange, bumping and grinding and camping it up beneath a blizzard of glitter and strobing lights. When it was over, all Ben could think to do was toss his hat into the crowd as the lights went down. 

			“There’s my sexy man,’’ Shira said, throwing her arms around Ben.

			“Did I actually just do that?”

			“Yes. You. Did!”

			She pulled Ben down by the feather boa to her waiting lips and kissed him deeply, passionately, as though something elemental between them had changed. Ben didn’t want this kiss to end. It would be too painful to go back to the way things had been the past year.

			“Get a room, kids,” Penny Dreadful said, smacking Ben on the ass as they passed by. “You were fantastic, darlin’.”

			“He’s mine,” Shira said, running her fingers through Ben’s sweaty hair. “And I’m not sharing.”

			Ben didn’t remember the last time Shira had wanted him so badly. It was as if they were dating all over again. His stomach swirled with that confusing mixture of joy and sadness, because this moment would pass. 

			“I’ve got an idea,” Ben said. He couldn’t bear the thought of returning to their condo, slipping into their sensible Target pajamas, watching TV all night and going to bed. “Let’s get a hotel. A nice one. Five stars.”

			“Fuck yes!” Shira grabbed Ben by the hand and pulled him towards the exit. 

			“Wait,” Ben said. “I’ve got to find my hat.”

			“No you don’t. Let’s go. Now.”

			As soon as they keyed into their room on the eighth floor of The Four Seasons Shira pulled her dress over her head in a swift motion as if she was performing a magic trick. She stood before him in matching black lingerie, her olive skin flushed at the neck, breathing heavily. Ben had become used to her usual cotton underwear and practical flesh-colored bra, and stared at her with a sense of wonder, casting his own clothing to the floor as if he were shedding a burial shroud. Ben dropped to his knees before Shira and kissed the pale line of her abdominal scar, tracing the horizontal slash with his lips, his tongue. She had never let him get this close, and now he felt he could finally do his part in healing Shira. But Shira wasn’t having it. She tapped Ben on the shoulder and said, “Bed. Now.”

			They slammed into each other hard and fast and angry, as if each of them were so wound up with grievance there was no room for tenderness. Ben wondered how he had ever survived without the hot animal tang of her fervent kisses, the sweet sting of her nails raking his back, her polished white canines at his chest, his neck. When he thrust himself into Shira, pressed as deeply as he could go, her hips tilted at just such an angle, it was as if Ben might slip his entire body inside her, dissolve completely into Shira and subsume his entire being, as if through the efforts of their lovemaking she could save Ben from himself. Free and wild and fully present, Ben felt like the best version of himself—younger, handsomer, stronger, capable of anything. He just wanted to hold onto that feeling forever. 

			After they both came, they lay side by side atop the bed’s tangled covers in silence, Shira’s chest rising and falling, her breasts glistening with perspiration. Shira had never been more naked to Ben before, as if he had rediscovered something precious they had lost. In the dim light, with her lipstick rubbed away, Ben was amazed how narrow her lips looked, like two pink lines drawn by a child’s crayon. Her mascara had run, raccooning her eyes. He had looked deeply into her eyes as he had come, and it was as if they were swallowing him. It had been so long since she had allowed herself to be so open with him, giving herself entirely to Ben, losing herself in the act of union. Yes, the sex was amazing, but not simply because of the physical act; something was happening on an emotional level, a vital reconnecting, a fusion of souls, where they simply fucked because they had to, ravenously, like starvelings at a feast, and Ben wanted to know if things were good with them now, if this meant Liz could go, if it would be just the two of them again. What would their future together look like now that things had changed? But asking would come off as some sort of anxious interrogation and break the spell of their afterglow. So they lay in silence, sweat cooling on their bodies as their breathing returned to speed. 

			Finally, Shira spoke. “You just totally had me. That was fucking seismic, Ben.”

			“It was amazing! What happened?”

			“Honestly?” Shira propped herself up on an elbow, the bedsheet toga-ed around her torso. “Seeing you up there dancing today. It was like I was seeing you through the eyes of a stranger, as someone separate from myself. Not Ben as part of Ben and Shira, hubby and wifey, just a handsome, confident man enjoying himself, and that was so sexy to me. It was beguiling, seriously beguiling.”

			“I love you,” Ben said.

			“I love you too, baby.”

			Ben’s stomach seized and did a full twist. The moment had come.

			“What does Liz give you that I can’t?”

			“Oh, Ben, let’s not do this now.”

			Though Ben had thought it many times, he had never said the words out loud before. Just seven simple words. “I want you to stop seeing Liz.”

			Shira reached out a hand and caressed his cheek. “I’m sorry, Ben. I can’t.”

			“You mean you won’t. This isn’t the way a marriage is supposed to work.”

			“There is no ‘supposed to.’ Marriage is a constant evolution, a chance to grow together and separately. Why can’t you learn to take the crunchy with the smooth?”

			“This arrangement is not working out.” Ben’s throat was so dry. “It’s too difficult. Sometimes it just hurts so much. What is it I’m not giving you?”

			“Stop,” Shira said.

			“I just need to understand what I’m doing wrong so I can fix it.”

			“Don’t spoil things. We just had a lovely time together.”

			Shira stood up, dropped the sheet and started dressing, slipping back into her sheer black underwear. Now they seemed slightly vulgar, an insult to his pain. 

			“Ben, do you realize how many men would kill to be you right now? You have a still-beautiful wife who really does love you—I love you dammit—and trusts you so much you have the freedom to sleep with anyone you want.”

			“I only want you. There’s nobody else I could imagine ever wanting.”

			Ben felt small and ridiculous lying there naked and exposed as Shira slipped back into the armor of her clothing. He climbed off the bed in search of his boxer shorts.

			“I’ve seen you practically walking on air some nights when you return from a date with someone new you’ve met. You’re living the life, babe.”

			“I know we agreed to be ‘don’t ask, don’t tell’ about all this, but I have to tell you so you know: the last thirteen months and two days while you have been involved with Liz, I have slept, awkwardly, with three women a grand total of five times, received two blowjobs and a depressing hand job in a parking lot in the back of a single mom’s mini van.”

			“You never saw any of them again?” Shira said, quirking her eyebrow. “They were just some randos you met online?”
“They’re not randos. If they’re randos to me that would make me a rando to them, and I don’t want to be somebody’s rando. Believe me, every single moment I was with them I wished I was with you.”

			“That’s so sweet.” Shira slipped into her dress.

			Ben was still naked, pathetically in search of his boxers.

			“It’s not sweet,” Ben said. “It’s pure pain because they’re not you. I want you. Not some rando who won’t even remember my name.” Ben’s face was so hot with shame, he couldn’t bear to look at Shira. “Don’t deny my pain. This is too much. Are you going to leave me for Liz?”

			“Benjamin Seidel, how many times do I have to tell you I have no intention of leaving you. You are my person. I know this isn’t always easy for you, and it’s not easy for me either to see you hurting, but this is the life we’re in and we’re doing our best.”

			“It’s not good enough. I hate being jealous that you’re sleeping with her when you should be doing it with me, but I can’t help it.” Ben paused just long enough to realize this was not the time to ask, before he blurted out, “When was the last time you were tested?”

			“Tested? For what?”

			“STDs.”

			Shira met Ben’s eyes, the muscles of her jaw tightening as her tone switched to that maddening didactic voice she used when she knew she was right and pity the poor fool who didn’t agree. “You mean STIs. You don’t want to stigmatize sexually transmitted infections. If you’re sexually active you probably have HPV. People get chlamydia. Most people with herpes are never symptomatic and barely infectious.”

			“That doesn’t answer my question. Have you been tested?”
“I don’t like this tone, Ben. You sound like a fucking prosecutor. Yes, I’ve been tested. Every three months. Have you?”

			Ben had gotten ahead of himself in the heat of the moment. He had not been tested and his empty expression showed it. 

			“I’m sorry,” Ben said. “I thought I was done worrying about this kind of thing. You used to only have sex with me. I thought that’s the way things were always going to be. I just feel like I’m on the outside looking in.”

			Shira’s face softened, her eyes too. “Me and Liz are about way more than just what we do with our lady parts. You have no idea how much Mario Kart the two of us have played. We take walks, we cook, we watch movies, we talk, we snuggle.”

			“And how is that supposed to make me feel better? I want to do those things with you.”

			“You think video games are lame.”

			“I’m not talking about Mario Kart! I’m talking about me and you. I’m jealous, okay, and I hate it.”

			“Ben, we have the power to get used to anything, and change can take a long time. Jealousy is not an emotion. It’s a social construct. It has to do with who you are and how you feel about yourself. Only you can change how you react.”

			“That sounds like a self-serving excuse. Jealousy is real. Not a social construct. Put yourself in my shoes for a minute and you’ll see.”

			“I love you, Ben. I’ve loved you my entire adult life, but I can’t fix you and I can’t leave Liz.”

			“Why are you blaming me? I don’t need fixing. We do. We need to see a therapist and figure this out.”

			“Don’t pathologize what we have. It sounds a lot like shaming. Maybe me and you do need fixing, and I know we will find a way. But I’m not leaving Liz.”

			“Then you can’t possibly love me,” Ben said, finally finding his boxers crumpled behind the trash basket.

			“Just because I love Liz doesn’t mean I don’t love you equally. Love isn’t finite. There’s plenty to go around.” 

			“Wait, you love Liz?”

			“Yes. I do.”

			“Wow.” The room seemed to spin around Ben, the ugly watercolors on the walls dripping their pastels like a melted ice-cream cone. Equal wasn’t good enough. Ben wanted to be more than equal. Ben wanted to be the only one. He couldn’t believe the daughter of a world-renowned cantor and macroeconomist was not only fucking this polyamorous sideshow act, but falling in love with her as well. This was too much.

			“Ben, you know I love you.”

			“I don’t know that. What about showing me sometime?”

			“What just happened between us in bed?”

			“I need you to love me all the time.”

			“I do. But that doesn’t mean I can’t love Liz as well.”

			“How can you possibly love two people? It’s impossible.”

			“Love is not a monopoly.”

			“You’re supposed to love me!”

			“I do. I do love you.”

			“And you love Liz as well.”

			“Yes,” Shira said. “I love Liz too.”

			Ben’s jaw ached and his temples pounded. “Maybe you’re clinging to Liz because you don’t feel like a whole woman anymore, but it’s not true. You’re everything I could ever want. Maybe being with Liz makes you forget what we had wanted to do together, but it doesn’t matter, as long as we have each other.”

			But it did matter, and Shira knew it. They had started a college 529 plan not long after Ben landed his first real job. They had Googled elite pre-schools together, bought all the books about what to expect when expecting. They had been so practical and methodical it made him sick to think about it now, the stupid assumptions they had made about something so complex as creating an entirely new human being. 

			Shira was silent for a long time, body frozen, eyes narrowed. Then Shira’s hardened features melted into tears. “That wasn’t fair. It’s not fair. It wasn’t fair to say that. You have no idea how much I hurt.”

			“We’ve both lost something,” Ben said. “We both hurt.”

			“I just wanted to be a mother so badly, and now I can’t. That’s been taken away from me, forever.”

			“I know that and I’m sorry. Can you at least stop this nonsense with Liz so we can figure ourselves out? Just me and you. We will figure something out. Please.”

			“I can’t. I just can’t.”

			“Why not?”

			“Ben, can we not do this now?”

			“I want to go home,” Ben said. The cyclone-tossed bed behind him served only to mock his desolation. “I can’t stay here now.”

			“Do you want me to come with you tonight?” Shira said, inching closer to Ben, her voice tentative.

			“Of course,” Ben said. “We belong together.”
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