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“This process of the good life is not, I am convinced, a life for the faint-hearted. It involves the stretching and growing, of becoming more and more of one’s potentialities. It involves the courage to be. It means launching oneself fully into the stream of life.”




CARL ROGERS


On Becoming a Person
















PART I

My 40s STRIPPING

















THE COUCH CRUNCH








March 1976


Picture this: An imposing white house with dark green shutters sitting elegantly atop a patchy snow-covered hill. At the bottom of the long, snakelike driveway, a budding forsythia bush is readying to burst forth in the golden fury of early spring. But above, the top of the driveway is blocked by a massive rusting black metal dumpster. And from a third-floor window of the stately abode, stuffed brown paper bags are flying through the air, straight into the bin, one after another, like basketballs through a hoop.


Never having been a successful athlete, I was ecstatic. Heave-ho. I raised each bag up to the window, then sent it soaring into the bin, scoring every time. Heave-ho. I released bag after bag filled with the old mail my soon-to-be ex-husband, Myles, had left on countertops, tabletops, and desktops all over the house. And heave-ho, I dumped all of his parents’ stuff that he’d insisted on taking when they died.


I felt cleansed. Now I could put the house on the market and find a simple, smaller place for my three girls and myself. Splitting the money from the sale would be the carrot to get Myles to finally sign the divorce papers; after two spectacular business failures, he desperately needed the money.


When the garbage truck arrived to pick up the bin, I asked the guys to top the load with the ratty old couch from our first apartment that had been sitting in the garage for years. Thunk, the couch landed. And then, the ultimate, delicious satisfaction: The truck backed up to the bin, reached out its metal arms, grabbed that dumpster, and flipped it over. With a resounding crunch, the couch was pulverized, along with all the other garbage left from my marriage.


Moving out of this grand old house might have looked like downward mobility, but it felt liberating. I had just turned forty, and I was unburdened. No more marriage. No more big house. No more Myles.


I paid the dumpster guys, then sat down at the picnic table to savor the moment. The couch crunch felt almost orgasmic—a gigantic release from years of sexual frustration and swallowed rage. I lit a cigarette, took a deep breath all the way down to my hungry crotch, and thought back to the beginning, almost eighteen years earlier.







Fall 1958


Like most girls coming of age in the 1950s, I had a fantasy of domestic bliss. What that meant exactly, I wasn’t sure. I knew I wanted a husband who was smart and independent, a self starter like my dad. And I knew I wanted to be a loving, relaxed, easygoing wife, not a tense, overcommitted career woman like my mom. In my marriage, I wanted passion and romance—and at least a bit of tenderness.


When Myles and I returned from our honeymoon in the summer of 1958, he went to work as the sales manager for his father’s electronics importing company. I “played house” for a few weeks in our new apartment on Eighteenth Street in Manhattan, and then returned to Columbia University and Mount Sinai Hospital for the second year of my master’s degree program in social work.


Each night before bed, I chose a different nightgown from my closet full of beautiful, new, enticingly touchable sleepwear. For all twenty-two years of my life, my mother had insisted on serviceable cotton pj’s—no nylon baby dolls for me. Now, the sheer black gown with the lace bust beckoned seductively in my closet. But I couldn’t garner the courage to slither into it, especially on a weeknight. Instead, I chose a silky blue gown with straps that slipped right off my shoulders with the slightest shrug. I felt ready to be ravished and went into the bathroom to insert my diaphragm. When I came back out, Myles had already turned off his lamp. I climbed into our queen-size bed and slid over to his side to cuddle up. He let me stay there, in the crook of his arm, my head on his shoulder, while we chatted for a little while, but then he said, “I’m tired. Time to go to sleep.” When he took his arm back and turned away, I tried to calm myself, tentatively spooning around his back, but I was too shy to reach out. Wasn’t the man supposed to initiate sex? I didn’t dare try. As tears welled up inside me, I dashed into the bathroom, closed the door, and sobbed with a towel over my mouth, trying to silence the voice in my head that repeatedly asked, Why won’t you touch me? Myles, I’m here. I want to be held. Stroked. What’s wrong with me? Why don’t you want me?


I wished I had a girlfriend with whom I could talk about sex, but after seventh-grade kissing games, my girlfriends and I had stopped sharing details. Nobody talked about sex. I wondered what my friends’ marriages were like. Did any of them fall asleep crying too? Or were they having sex all the time? Who else could I talk to? Certainly not my proper mother. So, I made an appointment with Dr. Schneider, our family psychiatrist.


In his office on the Upper West Side, I was relieved when he invited me to sit across from him at his dark wood desk— no Freudian lying on the couch. I tried to describe my relationship with my husband.


“I love Myles. I think he loves me too, but I don’t understand what happened. When we were first dating, last year, his hands were all over me. We ended up at his apartment all the time. I gave up my ‘pretend virginity’ pretty quickly, and the sex was great.”


Dr. Schneider didn’t seem shocked at my brazenness. He nodded benignly, so I continued.


“But as soon as we got engaged, we rarely went to his apartment anymore. When I got up the courage to suggest, ‘Why don’t we go to your place?’ he said he was jet-lagged or he needed to get up early.”


“How did you feel?” Dr. Schneider asked in typical therapist fashion.


“Humiliated and rejected, but I thought it would change once we were married.”


“And what’s happening now?” asked the good doctor.


“He’s mostly working, traveling, or sleeping. I’m so frustrated. I don’t know what to do.”


Dr. Schneider sat forward in his brown leather desk chair, looked straight at me, and replied, “Look, if you wanted to get laid every night, you should have married a truck driver, not a nice Jewish boy. Jewish boys put their energy into their careers and building a life to take care of their families.”


My face flushed, and I looked down at my hands. Shamed for my “whorish tendencies,” I couldn’t make eye contact. I left hastily and never went back.


And eighteen years later, there I was, sitting outside my white colonial house with the dark green shutters, preparing to sell it to finalize my divorce. I took a last drag of my cigarette and stood up. Time to pick up my kids. I got into my car and drove down the driveway, and as I passed the forsythia bush, I asked myself, Am I, too, ready to bloom?















OPA








July 1976


“I wonder if they have any nude beaches here?” I asked my best friend, Barbara. It was three months after the dumpster crunch, and we were sitting across from each other in a bustling seaside café on the island of Mykonos. I breathed in deeply, taking in the salty air.


“Great idea. Why don’t you ask the waiter?”


“Okay,” I said hesitantly. “I will … when he comes over.”


I started to dive into the plate of moussaka in front of me, and Barbara held up her drink. “Here’s to Greece,” she said. “Five whole weeks without the school, our kids, or our husbands.”


Barbara and I had been friends for thirteen years. We’d met as parent volunteers at a Montessori nursery school, then co-founded an innovative open education school where we’d shared an office for the past eight years. We were each other’s “go-to” person, but we’d never been away on our own together.


“Oh, I’m so done with the husband part. I just need Myles to sign the divorce papers.” I poured a little more wine from the carafe. “I’m actually liking this Greek retsina. The pine taste is growing on me.”


Barbara beamed as a tanned man with thick dark hair wearing a collarless white shirt strode by. She lowered her voice. “Suzy, look at these men with their gorgeous olive skin. All the aquiline noses and dark curly hair. It’s like we’re surrounded by Greek gods.”


“Yeah, I couldn’t help but notice, though, as we walked over here from the pension, we may have been looking at the men, but nobody seemed to be looking at us. I know we’re forty, not twenty, but still …”


“Is that what you’re here for, Suzy?”


“No, not really. I want to relax after winding up the school year, getting the kids off to their summer activities, prepping for the teacher training program in August. I’m just here to unwind and explore the Greek Islands with you.”


Barbara nodded. “All we have to do now is find out if there’s a nude beach. The waiter is about to come over. Are you ready to ask him?”


“No, you,” I said sheepishly.


“Suzy, you’re the one who came home from La Jolla two summers ago all aglow about experiencing a nude beach. You go away by yourself for the first time in your life to participate in a world-famous person-centered psych training program, and when you come back, all you talk about is the nude beach, the nude beach. This is not the time to be shy; the waiter is coming over—right now.”


I looked up at the sleek, dark-eyed twenty-something waiter.


“Can I bring you ladies anything else?”


“The check would be great,” I said. He was about to walk away when Barbara peered at me, her expression imploring me to speak up.


“Wait. Actually, we have a question.” I hesitated and looked at Barbara for reinforcement. “We were, you know, just kind of wondering if maybe there are any beaches on Mykonos where you don’t have to wear a bathing suit?”


Answering as casually as if I’d just asked for the dessert menu, he told us exactly where to go and how to get on the right boat. “And make sure you do not get off at the first stop; wait for the second,” he said. Barbara and I smiled at one another as he left the table, lifting our now empty wine glasses.





The beach was perfect—deep blue water, crackling waves, pure white sand, and a crowd of casually naked people frolicking, swimming, and tanning. We sat on our towels, taking in the sights and the sound of the surf as we oiled ourselves up. Then we stretched out on our backs, closed our eyes, and surrendered. My hesitancy about asking the waiter seemed absurd. I was in heaven.


“Oh, that sun feels so delicious,” Barbara said, practically humming. “When I open my legs to take it in, I could almost have an orgasm.”


“Umm.” I purred. “I can feel it penetrating all the way up. I can hardly lie still.” Savoring the sensations, I finally asked, “Do you think you could really have an orgasm … without touching yourself?”


Barbara answered pretty quickly. “I think so.”


“Hmm … Could I ask you another question?”


“Of course. Why would you even ask if you could ask?”


“I’ve never talked to anyone about this, man or woman—about what I like.”


“I haven’t either,” Barbara admitted. “Though sometimes I make comments like, ‘Oh, that feels so good.’”


“Yeah, positive reinforcement.”


“And because lots of things feel so good.”


“I know. But, well, here’s my question. They make it sound like orgasm comes from inside, but I think mine really come from my clit. I’ve wondered if there’s something wrong with me.”


“I don’t think so. It’s the magic button.”


“Whew. I’m glad to hear you say that. I guess what I don’t understand is, with all the jokes about men getting to first base, second base, third base, they must know we like to be touched in all those places, but for them, it’s all about scoring a home run. And sex scenes in movies don’t have much foreplay either.”


“True—lots of flirting, not much caressing. But there’s a simple answer for that: All the movies we grew up on were made by men. Still are.”


I lay there in the sun, thinking about how society shapes our views and how little I actually knew. Sex just wasn’t talked about. Until I got married, I could hardly believe my parents even had sex. “Do you think it changes when you’re married?”


“Maybe. There’s a trade-off. There’s less flirtation, but more giving each other pleasure.”


“Hmmm. I guess I just don’t know how to ask for what I want. It’s so hard to talk about it.” We were both quiet for a moment. And then I went on, grabbing the opportunity to keep the conversation going. “Okay, I’ve got another question. Did you masturbate when you were little?”


“I did, but always under the covers,” she responded. “I don’t remember when I started or how I got the message it was something to hide, but it was always guiltily under the covers. I also remember playing doctor when we were kids, but that was more about exploring the differences, not about pleasure.”


“I only played with girls. Never anything sexual. Until high school, that is. Then I played for real with my boyfriend, all hands and mouths and rubbing against each other. I was always embarrassed about my panties getting damp. When he came back from the navy after college, we talked about how I remained technically a virgin even though I stayed over in his fraternity house. He said it was only because he didn’t know any better. Honestly, though, I got more pleasure from all our petting when I was still a virgin.”


We were quiet again for a few minutes, then I said, “Okay, another question. Did you ever masturbate in front of a man or touch yourself while you’re having sex?”


“Unh-unh.”


“Is that a no?”


“It’s a no. Why? Have you?”


“I couldn’t. What I did was grind my clit into him while we were having sex, so I got both things at once, which worked, thankfully. If I’d actually touched myself while we were lovemaking, I think Myles would have taken it personally, like I was telling him he wasn’t doing a good job.”


“That might have been the truth.”


“But that would’ve hurt his feelings, and we’d have ended up having even less sex. Thank God this isn’t about Myles anymore. I want to be free to enjoy my body. I want the courage to talk about what gives me pleasure.”


We each got lost in our own thoughts and the delicious warmth of the sun on our bodies. I don’t remember who said, “I have an idea. The sun-fucking is turning me on. When we get back to the pension, let’s take turns being alone in the room.”


“Great idea.”


“A half hour?”


“I’m so turned on, fifteen minutes should be plenty.”





Eventually, we left Mykonos to explore some other islands. On Skiathos, we met an older Greek American man whose long-haired teenage son skateboarded around town just like Barbara’s sons. His son called him Papa, so we did too. Papa looked just like Aristotle Onassis. One evening, as Barbara and I were browsing the shops along the harbor, Papa came along, linked his arms in ours, and led us up a narrow winding street to a taverna in the old part of town, away from the tourist spots along the harbor. When he told us he lived on Sutton Place in Manhattan, we felt like we’d manifested our own rich Greek, just like Jackie Kennedy.


The bartender and a few men seated at the bar greeted Papa as we entered. This taverna didn’t look like the usual bustling tourist cafés with their ubiquitous white stucco and bright blue tile. The room was lined with dark wood paneling and filled with dark furniture. Amber candles cast a warm glow from the few occupied tables, and a bouzouki player strummed softly in a corner. Papa shouted a greeting to him, and though it may have been my imagination, I would have sworn that the music got louder and faster. Papa ushered us to a table, then shouted something across the floor to the bartender. A waiter appeared with three shot glasses of ouzo and two small glasses of ice. As he poured our ouzo over the ice, it turned milky white. Papa raised his shot glass and shouted, “Ya mas!”


Barbara and I clinked our glasses with him and took a sip, while he downed his shot with one gulp. I smiled, savoring the licorice flavor that reminded me of my father’s favorite candy, which he’d always kept in a covered dish next to his easy chair. Papa proceeded to call for one shot of ouzo after another. The bouzouki player egged him on. Suddenly, Papa jumped up, raised his arms, and started dancing. Barbara and I were mesmerized. The scene was right out of Zorba the Greek.


But that wasn’t all. While he was dancing, Papa called out again to the waiter. We thought he was ordering another ouzo to fuel his dancing, but instead, the waiter brought a stack of plates. One by one, as he danced, Papa grabbed a plate, shouted “Opa!” and wildly flung it on the floor. When the stack was gone, he called for another stack, then another. Cheered on by the bouzouki and the patrons shouting, “Opa!” he joyfully smashed one plate after the next. With the crash of each plate, I felt exhilarated, just like I’d felt three months earlier as I heaved bag after bag of Myles’s old mail into the garbage dumpster. With each crash, I felt the cocoon in which I’d lived my whole life shattering, freeing me to discover who I wanted to be—whatever that was going to be. Opa!















SECOND ADOLESCENCE








November 1976


As I drove across the George Washington Bridge and down the West Side Highway into Manhattan, I gave myself a pep talk. It’s been four months since you returned from Greece. You’re almost forty-one. You’ve got to start dating here, now, before it’s too late. I realized I was gripping the steering wheel tightly, so I took a deep breath, then leaned over and turned off the radio. What do I want? To attract a guy. To have some fun. To be reassured that I am a desirable woman. In the silence of the car, I let out a deep sigh and allowed myself to feel the empty, lonely place in my heart. I yearned for tenderness, appreciation, and companionship. It hit me that I hadn’t experienced those things from a man. Ever.


Feeling needy was not comfortable. I turned the radio back on and headed to the Universalist church on Central Park West and Seventy-Fifth Street. I’d heard that three hundred people lined up outside the church every Friday night for the possibility of meeting someone of the opposite sex in a more humane setting than a singles bar. And, to avert the loneliness of the holiday season, a special event was held once a year on the Wednesday night before Thanksgiving. This pre-Thanksgiving gathering of hopeful singles was my destination.


It was the seventies—the decade after the assassinations of John Kennedy, Robert Kennedy, and Martin Luther King Jr., and the end of the first civil rights movement. The Beatles had visited, Woodstock had exploded onto the scene, and the culture had broken wide open with “sex, drugs and rock & roll.” I had almost missed all the fun.


In the year and a half since we’d split, Myles had never taken all three of our daughters overnight at the same time. When he promised the girls an outing, he usually came late or didn’t show up at all. My older girls, Wendy, sixteen, and Donna, fourteen, mostly shrugged him off and hung out with their high school friends, but our youngest, Sharrin, was only ten, and he consistently disappointed her. So, when he called to say he wanted to take all three girls to spend Thanksgiving weekend visiting his sister Bunny in Massachusetts, I told myself—I MUST capitalize on the opportunity.


I found a parking space, locked my car, buttoned up my coat, and walked three blocks to join the line of singles entering the church. Would I have the courage to take off my coat when I got inside? What was I thinking going braless? When I tucked my blue-and-rose print shirt into my jeans, I had been sure that the pattern covered my nipples, but still … going braless was a big step for a woman raised on panty girdles and structured bras.


Throughout my childhood and adolescence, my mother was the only mother I knew who had a career. She commuted with my father from Long Island into the city every day and then came home and took care of household, family, and social affairs. She didn’t have time for tenderness. I never wanted to juggle career and family like her. I thought I would be a sweet, nurturing, stay-at-home mom, but somehow, I had backed myself into a career in education—and I’d found I loved it. After Myles and I split, it was even easier to integrate my life with my daughters and our life at the school. Until our house was sold, it was brimming on weekends with teenagers hanging out with my older daughters in our basement. The school community was like an extended family, protecting my girls and me from much of the isolation experienced by other single-mom families.


But there was still an empty space in my life. I hoped it wasn’t too late.


The vast main hall of the church was filled with circles of gray folding chairs. I paid my five dollars and was given a number telling me which group to join. Group thirteen, my lucky number. Stand up straight, I told myself. Look confident.


As soon as I sat down, I spotted an attractive guy directly across from me in the circle. He had a great head of straight, silky brown hair, the kind you just want to run your fingers through—especially if your recent ex-husband was bald. I took in his neatly pressed jeans, his loafers, and his casual-chic blue-and-white checked shirt under a navy V-neck sweater—and wrote him off. He’s too young. He probably goes for the twenty-year-olds. Oh well.


But after the group was over, he headed toward me and said, “I liked how you stopped that woman who was going on and on complaining about her ex. I couldn’t come up with a tactful way to say, “Shut up,” but you did it so nicely, like a pro.”


I looked into his eyes and offered a smile. My mind was racing. He’s even better looking close-up. Such smooth skin.


“I’m Charlie. Would you like to get a drink?” he asked.


“That’d be great.”


He commandeered two clear plastic cups filled with white wine and led me to a wooden church pew that had been pushed against a side wall.


“I may have sounded like a pro, but I feel like a virgin,” I admitted. “This is my first time at one of these things.”


He nodded sympathetically. “I remember how weird I felt two years ago when I first started going out after my divorce. Good for you for taking this step. It’s not easy.”


Charlie was a social worker, and he knew how to ask the right questions to get me to open up. We didn’t stop talking until they blinked the lights to empty the hall. As we went to get our coats, he invited me for a drink at a local watering hole. Ten minutes later, as we sat in a cozy, dimly lit West Side bistro, he asked, “If you could change one thing about your marriage, what would it be?”


I thought for a bit, then confessed, “Well, what really hurt was that he didn’t want me sexually. His only passion was business. If the sex had been okay, maybe I could have accepted the rest.”


The conversation flowed effortlessly. At some point, Charlie leaned in and asked, “Do you like oral sex?” A groan may have slipped out of my throat. I could only nod, but he must have read a hungry look on my face. We decided he would follow me home. At 2:00 a.m., with no traffic, it was only a twenty-minute drive from the Upper West Side to my house in Tenafly, New Jersey. We parked our cars near the back door. Butterflies filled my stomach. From my first venture out alone as a single woman, I was bringing home a great-looking, sweet guy, for what just might be great sex. I felt awkward, but Charlie gave me a reassuring hug, and we went straight upstairs.


Shortly after we snuggled under the covers, he worked his way down my body and positioned his head between my legs. I started off caressing his silky hair, but soon I surrendered to humming in delicious pleasure. After I shuddered and spasmed to climax, I sat right up and said, “Thank you,” with indescribable gratitude. But he pushed me down gently, saying, “Oh, I’m not done yet.”


The next morning, he greeted me with a smile and “Happy Thanksgiving.” Then he suggested, “Let’s get a guinea hen and make Thanksgiving together.”


We started to solidify a plan when Barbara called to check on me. I told her my good fortune, and she invited Charlie and me to join her clan for dinner. It was my first Thanksgiving without my girls, and I was okay, even more than okay. I felt exhilarated, with an extra dollop of gratitude.


On our second date, at Charlie’s studio apartment in Brooklyn Heights, he introduced me to Billy Joel’s music. In particular, he played me a song with the line, “I don’t know where I’m going, but I know what I’m leaving behind.” I was touched that he had already grasped exactly where I was in my life, maybe more clearly than I did.


On alternate weekends, when he wasn’t with his young daughter, he loved to hang out at my house and get stoned with my teenage girls and their friends from the Center, our high school. I was okay with them smoking pot on weekends, so long as they kept up with their schoolwork and didn’t get high during the week. I was also happy to have them safe in the house, not out on the street or driving while stoned. Sitting around the kitchen table with my daughters and their closest friends gave Charlie a sense of belonging that he had not experienced during his own teenage years. When more teenagers arrived, they all went down to the basement with its big stone fireplace, beanbag chairs, and mirrored wall with a ballet barre left over from my girl’s dancing days.


It was with Charlie that I began my dance with sex and drugs. Charlie had heard that quaaludes were great for sex, so I got us two of those little yellow hexagons, and Charlie planned a special stay-at-home evening in his apartment, a nice change for me from hanging out at my house. Charlie laid out the scenario. “We’ll start with white wine, followed by the pills, then sex, then dinner,” he explained. With the last sip of wine, we ceremoniously took the pills, stretched out on the bed, and went right to sleep. We awakened several hours later, both starving and disappointed; by the time we got around to sex, the drug had completely worn off.


Charlie also orchestrated my one and only psychedelic experience, and he did it with great care. We borrowed a tent from Wendy and went on a camping trip to Assateague Island in North Carolina, bringing with us two “sunshine” tablets for a “trip.” Charlie had taken the drug once before and assured me it was a milder and more controllable trip than LSD.


Drugs were far less potent back in the seventies than they are today. We camped out for several nights, but for our “trip,” Charlie insisted we shop around until he found what he considered the perfect motel room. “This is ideal,” he said, with a smile and a little hug. “It has a comfortable bed and a balcony with views for as much outdoor experience as we might want.”


When he unpacked a Scrabble set, I raised an eyebrow. “I thought we were going on a trip,” I said.


“This,” he assured me, “will focus your mind if you get uncomfortable and want to control the tripping.” I remember two things vividly from the experience—a gorgeous nighttime sky ablaze with twinkling multicolored, not white, stars, and getting my very first ever seven-letter Scrabble word—APRICOT.


Charlie was certainly the right relationship at the right time. And he was the only man who ever bought me lingerie—sexy lace bikinis to replace the sturdy Pucci panties left over from my marriage that I was wearing the night we met. His attention gave me an intangible feeling of being appreciated I’d always longed for.


Until one day, after about six months, I walked into the kitchen and saw Charlie as just another teenager sitting around my big round white table. I felt it in my gut. I was done with my second adolescence. There was a world out there, and I wanted to join it as a free and independent adult.















HELLO, WORLD








July 1977


I tried to act nonchalant as I wiggled out of my bikini bottoms and untied the strings of my top. After all, I was a proper New York Jewish girl, and we weren’t raised to sunbathe naked. And yet here I was in Ibiza having my third nude beach experience. I was forty-one and on a trip to celebrate my divorce, which had finally been awarded.


As I stuffed my bikini into my beach bag and pulled out my suntan oil, I snuck a quick look at the nude form of my brand-new German lover stretched out next to me. Werner? Klaus? Fredrik? His name escapes me now, four decades later, but I do remember his smoldering dark eyes. He was the promise delivered of a new, sexually active life as a single woman.


Back then, in 1977, forty wasn’t yet considered fabulous and divorce still carried a social stigma. However, the notion that women could have “zipless fucks” had garnered my attention when I read Erica Jong’s Fear of Flying. I devoured that book as if it were a memoir, believing it was true, not a work of fiction. Jong was a New York Jewish girl and an alumna of Barnard College, just like me. But she was six years younger than I, and what a difference that made. It was as if we were on opposite sides of a cultural divide. Her heroine had sexual adventures beyond my wildest dreams—but not beyond my yearnings.


Two weeks earlier, I had flown across the Atlantic by myself for the first time. I had no plan or program, just a desire to prove to myself that I could make it alone in the big world. My new German friend provided a guiding hand as I took my jump into this new realm as a single woman. In that hot July sun, with every inch of me exposed, I had never felt more alive. I was finding my path, fully aware in my natural state that I was living the international adventure I had barely even dreamed of only a few months before.


Getting to him—and that nude beach—hadn’t been easy. I stretched out in the sun and reviewed the previous two weeks. On the flight to Spain, as I sipped my vodka tonic and stared out at the endless blue sky, I told myself, Suzy, dear girl … You’ve got the world by the tail. You can do this. Then I realized, though I had no fear of flying, I was also scared to death. I took a breath and asked myself, Can I go out in the world, away from family, friends, the school—all my known tethers? Can I do it and do it well? I ordered another vodka tonic.


Since I didn’t speak any Spanish, I was pleased with how well I handled changing planes in Madrid and finding the right bus from the Málaga airport to Marbella. When I boarded the bus, I showed the driver the address of the free condo in Marbella that Barbara’s friend had offered me. I sat in the front row anxiously, hoping the bus driver would alert me when we arrived. After a fifty-minute ride along a two-lane coastal road with mountains on one side and occasional peeks of the sea on the other, he stopped the bus, pointed to me, and then pointed across the street. It felt like he was dropping me off in the middle of nowhere. When the bus pulled out, there was not a soul around. I crossed the empty road to a long, dense strip of apartment buildings stretching as far as my eye could see.


While the condo turned out to be on a gorgeous beach, it was not walking distance to any stores, restaurants, or bars for the evenings. It would have been fine for a couple, but it was too isolated for my newly single self.


I studied my guidebook and picked out a destination in town: La Tricycletta, “an amiable hangout for expats.” I took a shower, checked my guidebook again, then slipped into my white slacks and new black top and headed back out to the road to wait for the next bus into town. My condo turned out to be only fifteen minutes from the center of Marbella. Within a five-minute walk, I spotted the big tricycle sign. I was so relieved. No Spanish needed for that! The hosts, a friendly, attractive English couple, invited me to have a drink, then explained the crowd wouldn’t begin to arrive until 11:00 p.m. I was hungry, and they didn’t serve food, so I left, promising to return.


The next challenge, picking a restaurant, was immediately upon me. It was hard to choose an eatery from the street, especially when I didn’t know the language, so I followed a family with children into a restaurant. It was filled with big round communal tables covered in white tablecloths. I was seated with the family and two other strangers. Nobody at our table spoke English, so conversation was a challenge. So was ordering. I played charades, silently signaling the waiter I would have the same as the nine-year-old girl. They brought us each a whole fish. The girl picked up her knife and fork and perfectly deboned hers. I wanted to hand her mine. I’d never learned to debone a fish. The only fish my mother served was boneless filet of flounder, which I hated. I didn’t do much better by my children; I only broiled swordfish steaks, with no bones.


A while later, I returned to Tricycletta, happy to be back at a familiar place. As I walked through the door, the host called out, “Hi, Suzy, come meet the crowd.” I liked being treated like a member of the family. A willowy blonde in a sexy red dress picked up her purse and patted a barstool. “Sit here, sweetie. I’m Maggie,” she said. “What ya drinking?”


I ordered chardonnay and told Maggie I was a New Yorker celebrating my divorce.


“We’re going dancing later,” she said. “You’ve got to come. The disco gets hot around two a.m.”


“I’d love to,” I responded, not mentioning jet lag or that I didn’t know how to dance without holding on to a partner.


This convivial group of Brits and Aussies owned or managed shops, bars, and restaurants in Marbella. They adopted me, and life fell into a rhythm. Sunning at the beach and catching up on lost sleep, socializing with “my crowd” at Tricycletta, then off to the discotheque at two in the morning for dancing, drinking, strobe lights, and ABBA. Each night, the throbbing beat pulled me straight past the noisy bar and right onto the packed dance floor. I slithered my way into the middle of the crowd, feeling safely invisible in the smoke-filled haze. Then I raised my arms, rolled my hips, and surrendered to becoming a “Dancing Queen.” Feigning nonchalance, I watched the gyrating moves of other dancers and tried to copy whatever looked good. It didn’t matter with whom I was dancing; I was in the scene.


A few days in, I hooked up with an attractive guy from California. To a newly minted New York divorcée, a Californian was as exotic as a European. At lunch one day with two other couples at a restaurant on the beach, we caught the eye of Xaviera Hollander, the infamous former $1,000-a-night call girl and successful New York City madam, whose memoir, The Happy Hooker, had sold millions of copies worldwide several years earlier. Xaviera had been jailed in New York and then deported back to Holland, but a subsequent Hollywood movie had kept her story very much alive. With her bleached blond hair and flamboyant clothes, she was definitely still playing the part as she made herself the center of attention. Without leaving her seat, she looked over at the six of us at my table and asked, “Who’s with whom?” After ascertaining that my guy was single, she flirted with him in earnest. When we stood up to leave, she wiggled her finger at him, but he took my hand, and we ambled over to her table together. She invited the two of us for cocktails at the home of a friend. I was intrigued to go. In fact, I couldn’t wait to see what a night out with the Happy Hooker might look like.


Our white haired host played classical music for us on his white piano in his elegant all-white apartment, while Xaviera dropped her public persona entirely and seamlessly turned the pages of the music for him. They clearly were attuned to each other. I wondered what their relationship was—lover, friend, sugar daddy? They invited us to join them for dinner on the quiet terrace of a nearby restaurant overlooking the sea. Conversation flowed easily from culture to politics to travel. But then, as we were sipping our after-dinner coffee, a group of chic young European men arrived at our table and whisked Xaviera away, leaving us with her charming male companion.


I felt sorry for him. He was a handsome, cultured, dignified older man. I wondered how he felt about being dumped like that. But he continued talking, not the least bit nonplussed by her abrupt departure. I wondered: Who is using whom? Or do they both like their relationship just the way it is? I was turned off by the way she donned what looked to me like her “life as a performance” persona. I thought I valued authenticity, but was I just playing “the gay young divorcée” myself?


Loving the beach as I do, I “tried on” the expat beach town life, but, after two weeks, I decided I’d had enough. It was a little too alcoholic for me. I don’t want another drink to rev me up, I thought, and I can’t walk into that disco one more time. I was excited to realize—I didn’t have to stay. For the first time in my life, I could do whatever I wanted.


I had another week until I had to return to work, though, and I certainly wasn’t going to return home early. Instead, I bought a ticket to the island of Ibiza. It had been my second-choice destination after Marbella. I wondered if it would be like the fabulous chic isle of Capri on my honeymoon, or like the simple, charming Greek Islands I’d explored last summer with Barbara.


My new Marbella “friends” tried to discourage me from moving on. They warned, “You can’t go to Ibiza in the summer without booking a room in advance.” But I was in Spain to prove to myself I could travel on my own, so off I went.


I landed in Ibiza, happy to have escaped from the beat of the Marbella disco and ready for a new adventure on this famous little island. But first, I had to get back to basics: Find a hotel. In the middle of the airport lobby, I spotted a tourist kiosk. “Have you a room in a beachfront hotel?” I asked with some trepidation.


“Oh, yes,” she replied, pulling out a card. “I have one right here at La Paloma. You are lucky, the bus to the hotel will be leaving shortly.” I was relieved. See, I can go without a reservation, I said smugly to my Marbella chorus.


Night had fallen by the time the bus pulled up to a sleek, modern hotel. Wow, I thought, I’ve scored. I entered the granite lobby, got my room key, and was directed to go right to dinner. The dining room was noisy, and within seconds it was clear everyone seemed to know each other. Oops. They were all speaking German. I had found a room at the beach, but it was in a German tour group hotel—all families with children and out in the middle of nowhere.


I studied my guidebook and saw there were lots of hotels in Ibiza Town, with boats from the harbor to nearby beaches. I checked out the next morning and took a local bus for a long ride into town. I got off the bus, lugging my heavy suitcase, and faced a line of hotels on the main drag. I thought, Ugh, no charm, but at least there were lots of places to stay.


First hotel, “no rooms.” Second hotel, “no rooms.” It was the same at my next stop and the next and the next. I kept working my way down the strip. Midway, I stopped asking for an ocean-view room. I just wanted a room. Soon, I began cursing my suitcase.


Was every hotel really fully booked? Was I picking up an attitude from the front desk clerks? Did they not like Americans? I kept walking. It was getting late; I’d been walking the street for hours. Then a thunderbolt struck: Oh my God, they must think I’m a streetwalker! After all, what proper woman shows up alone to Ibiza without a reservation or a husband?


My shoulders tensed. My breathing became shallow. I started to feel desperate but tried not to succumb to panic. I was beginning to feel like eight-year-old me, lost at Columbus Circle in New York City. That time I cried until some nice lady stopped, said, “Little girl, can I help you?” and led me to a pay phone to call my mommy. Mommy couldn’t rescue me now. I was forty-one years old, and I was in Ibiza. Oh, why did I push my luck? I asked myself. I shouldn’t have left Marbella. What should I do? What should I do?


And then, just off the main street, I spotted a real estate office that was still open, and I charged right over. They had a furnished studio apartment near the harbor available to rent by the week. Sight unseen, I paid and took the key. However dirty or grungy, it was a solution.


The studio turned out to be delightfully clean and white, with a little view of the harbor. First order of business, I headed straight for the bathroom, where I promptly discovered there was no toilet paper. And then, I was hit by a second bolt of lightning. This is my first apartment. Just for me. I will have to buy toilet paper just for me, not for family. Toilet paper just for me for the first time in my life. In the years to come, looking back, I would realize this sounded silly, but at the time, it was monumental. I’d never lived alone before. I went down to the street and found a bodega. I wanted to exclaim to the clerk, “My first toilet paper just for me!” but my lack of Spanish locked my joy inside. I felt myself connecting to the generation after mine, to all those women who lived in their first apartments and bought toilet paper for themselves before they married and had families.


The next morning, I headed down to the harbor to catch whatever boat was leaving for a beach. On the big outboard motorboat with about twenty people, I sat in silence. Lots of languages, but no one spoke English. I wished I was multilingual. I was beginning to miss my Marbella friends.


I followed the crowd off the boat and noticed that the Spanish speakers settled into beach chairs, but the Scandinavians and Germans moved on. I followed them, hoping for something a little less formal—no beach chairs and lawns. We walked around the bluff and down a path and voilá—a topless beach! There hadn’t been any nudity in Marbella, at least not where I was staying or with the expat crowd that took me in. I stretched out my towel and oiled up; I was a happy camper with fellow European sun worshippers. At the end of the day, as I joined the trek back to the boats, a sexy, darkeyed German said something to me. With a helpless shrug, I told him I only spoke English. When he replied in English, I lit up. We talked all the way back on the boat, made a date for dinner, and after dinner, he spent the night.


I was beaming the next morning as we chatted away on the boat on which I’d felt so isolated the day before. When we arrived at the beach, he led me past the Spaniards in their bathing suits and beach chairs, and one level below, past the topless Scandinavians where I had perched the day before. Leading me further on, he took my beach bag and held my hand to help me climb down a somewhat treacherous bluff to this perfect little cove with a beautiful beach. I looked around. Everyone was nude. I was thrilled to have manifested not only a beautiful nude beach but a sexy German lover with whom to share it.


While I baked in the sun, lost in a reverie about my whole Spanish adventure, I was startled when my new friend suddenly sat up and said, “I’ll be right back.” It was like being awakened from a delicious sleep. I wasn’t quite ready. But a little while later he returned, saying “I hope you’re hungry.” He was holding fresh fish, grilled by an enterprising local right there on the beach. I sat up to share this delicious treat. As I looked around, I realized everyone was German. They had all arrived, as we did, by climbing down the bluff.



OEBPS/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Cover



		Title Page



		Copyright



		Dedication



		Contents



		Part I: My 40s Stripping



		The Couch Crunch



		Opa



		Second Adolescence



		Hello, World



		Playmate



		Leaving Home



		Cracking the Shell



		Starting Over



		Motorcycle Mama



		Zigzag









		Part II: My 50s Shining



		Destiny Calls



		Mirror, Mirror



		Lights On



		Getting Perspective



		Buon Giorno



		Setting the Tone



		Travel Buddy



		My Way



		Life Calling, Again



		The Pinnacle









		Part III: My 60s Exploring



		Stripping Again



		Summer Embrace



		Woman with a Capital W



		On the Edge



		Deer Dancing



		Best Male Friend



		Changing of the Guard



		Stretching Myself









		Part IV: My 70s Being



		Jumping In



		Art and Soul



		Best Friend Still



		Full Circle



		The Organ Recital



		New Passion









		Part V: My 80s Plus Celebrating



		Surprise! Surprise!



		Taking A Bow









		Acknowledgments



		About the Author











Guide





		Cover



		Title Page



		Copyright



		Dedication



		Contents



		Part I: My 40s Stripping



		The Couch Crunch



		Acknowledgments



		Start to Contents











Pagebreaks of the Print Version





		Cover Page



		ii



		iv



		v



		vi



		vii



		viii



		1



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		129



		130



		131



		133



		135



		136



		137



		138



		139



		140



		141



		142



		143



		144



		145



		146



		147



		148



		149



		150



		151



		152



		153



		154



		155



		156



		157



		158



		159



		160



		161



		162



		163



		164



		165



		166



		167



		168



		169



		170



		171



		172



		173



		174



		175



		176



		177



		178



		179



		180



		181



		182



		183



		184



		185



		186



		187



		189



		190



		191



		192



		193



		194



		195



		196



		197



		198



		199



		200



		201



		202



		203



		204



		205



		206



		207



		208



		209



		210



		211



		212



		213



		214



		215



		216



		217



		218



		219



		220



		221



		222



		223



		224



		225



		226



		227



		228



		229



		230



		231



		232



		233



		234



		235



		236



		237



		238



		239



		240



		241



		242



		243



		244



		245



		247



		249



		250



		251



		252



		253



		254



		255



		256



		257



		258



		259



		260



		261



		263



		265



		267



		268



		269











OEBPS/images/logo.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781647420864.jpg
Naked

at the

Helm

Independence and Intimacy
in the Second Half of Life






