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  For N,

  for as long as I’m here.


   

   

   


  Let me look at my demon objectively.

  Vladimir Nabokov

  


  ... to hope till Hope creates

  From its own wreck the thing it contemplates.

  Percy Bysshe Shelley




  Introduction & Mea Culpa

  Revisiting old writing sometimes feels like rubbing a kitten’s nose in its own shit after having failed to use the litter box. It’s a masochistic comparison, but it fits. How easily do writers let the secret slip when referring to their own work – I’ve got some new shit that I’d really like to show you. I think it’s a big improvement on my old shit. You might say ‘stuff’ or ‘pieces’ instead, but the implication is the same. I’ve excreted some things. Here, take a look. There’s a superstitious sense of wrongness about recollecting a body of work, then, the haunted sloughing of all one’s former selves. These thoughts couldn’t quite be digested and instead needed to be expelled.

  Sex is the optimum subject for writing because it too enters our lives on a spooky cloud of ritual, with rules it seems like we should already know. ‘Am I doing this right?’ I remember thinking when I asked a girl called Jill in my 6th Grade class to go to the movies with me. Years later, there is enough experience of rightness and wrongness to answer that question for myself, but the impulse to ask the question – to suspect myself – remains.

  Many of these essays were written between 2008 and 2010, the majority of which were published on the website Nerve. They were not intended to tell a story at the time, but it’s now clear that they do. These essays began as an attempt to make conversational potpourri about sex to ensnare the idle eyes of office workers in search of relief from spreadsheets and emails.

  As I wrote, I wanted only to write about one thing, a woman I’d had a 2-month affair with and who had just moved to New York. She told me never to write about her, and looking back on these essays it’s clear she was the subject of all them. The effect, in aggregate, is one of tacking against the wind, aiming in one direction while an invisible but palpable force is pushing in another.

  In trying to write about everything but her, I wound up in strange territory on almost every occasion – sometimes a love song, sometimes a philosophy of handjobs. And so this corpus of memory and confession is a story straining to invent a purpose for itself other than the one it is finally, inescapably bound to tell. The disordered struggle is broken by the glimmers of light that come when the woman I love more than anyone else merges with the labor I love more than any other.

  The remainder is a chaos of unhinged ideas that orbit around my sexual imagination in a time when porn can be seen on cell phones and the fear that one’s worst secrets can be seen by anyone interested enough to write a name into an internet search field. So much shit comes up, after all, when you hit the search button. Here is some of mine.


  Must Be Willing to Lie About How We Met

  I’ve noticed that many of the women who date online prominently require their potential suitors to be willing to lie about how they met. Dating is embarrassing, especially when you’ve got to pitch your best romantic qualities to an anonymous rabble using only a series of Rorschach questionnaires and a thoroughly censored handful of photographs. It’s alarmingly shameful to encounter these demands, admonishing any future intimate to never reveal you once stooped so low as to advertise the otherwise quite discriminating charms of yourself as a lover over the internet. Why would a woman want a partner to be an accomplice to her shame?

  I first considered the idea of online dating at a friend’s wedding in 2006, where I was surprised to learn, over toasts and dirty asides about the moral flexibility of certain bridesmaids, that most of my male friends had started dating online. In my early 20s I’d never considered the internet as a necessary tool for meeting people. There’s something magical about the dating life during this period. You don’t need to send winks and come up with clever email one-liners to disincarnate phantoms, and instead allow your minimally employed friends to talk you into going to the neighborhood bar on a Wednesday night, inadvertently drink four shots of tequila, and, by the time network television has shifted to infomercials, you’re naked in a strange new bed.

  Dating online should ideally be a less stressful and more efficient way for a man to go about meeting people. You don’t have to fret about approach anxiety or competition with other lurking mammals in the proximate range of your beloved. You only just put up a metaphysical storefront that says what kind of television shows you like and those interested will respond. Instead of a night out oozing money on drinks and tossing around one-liners to women in bars, you can send out ten come-ons in ten minutes. If men are doomed to be the formal pursuers, then online dating does for their needs what the advent of the computer did for secretaries.

  Women are not, by culture and habit, pursuers – or rather the things they’re regularly inclined to pursue are quite different than the fleshy suggestions that incite a man’s curiosity to take a few steps forward. I imagine for many women – the upper-class, over-thirty group, judging by the demographic of people who’ve listed this particular requirement on their profiles – there’s some social vertigo in acknowledging their availability. Knowing that you’re pursuable must be a fantastic boon for the ego, and, likewise, there must be a bitter vulgarity in having to solicit pursuit as age sets in and more of your peers begin to disappear into the quicksand of marriage.

  I don’t see why meeting someone online should be any more or less embarrassing than meeting someone after four shots of tequila. The world is a big and overwhelming place and there’s no need to feel ashamed about the impulse to find companionship with someone outside of the normal grasp of your own social circle or visible surroundings. All the stories of how people first met wind up being silly and innocuous in the first place. You meet someone by accident or through some carefully crafted sequence of pick-up lines, then decide you want to spend more time with that person. Feeling embarrassed about having met online is like feeling embarrassed about the line your partner used on you the first time you met.

  I remember the first time I met N. We met through friends and wound up spending a whole day together until we finally found ourselves alone in a deserted corner disco on a Sunday night. I knew from the second I saw her earlier in the day – I knew something. What is it, exactly, that happens when you see someone’s face the first time? Love is an inadequate description here. Love is a practice of giving over time, not an encounter with a face. She seemed instantly familiar before she even turned around. ‘Oh,’ I thought to myself as I saw her back and shoulders, her whirling brown hair pinned in loose bun atop her head, held in place by a big pink flower. ‘There you are.’ It wasn’t those words that were in my brain, but their shape, the way one feels a glove from the inside, knowing by touch the shape of the thing that surrounds the hand.

  We spent the rest of the day trapped in a rictus of small talk. I remember at one point sitting next to her on a couch with a People magazine and wondering how I was going to come up with something interesting to say about a random celebrities caught leaving Starbucks without makeup. How are you supposed to be honest and intimate with someone who is, objectively, still a stranger? I slid across the surface of our conversation like a foal on ice.

  Then we wound up sitting on a long vinyl bench against a wall, staring at a red and silver strobe light as it bounced off a disco ball and intermittently lit up the empty cement dance floor in front of us. A Motown song was playing. She asked me if I believed in theme songs, and said that if she had one for her life this would be it (‘Is this a line,’ I wondered). I told her my favorite song, which I decided when I was nineteen should be played at my funeral, is ‘This Must Be the Place (Naïve Melody)’ by the Talking Heads. She nodded. I wondered if she knew the song. No one under 30 knows that song, at least not by name.

  I looked at her. I was terrified. We had been drinking all day, but I was sober now and adrenaline was making my body feel like a slowly inflating helium balloon. I tried to catch her eye, but she looked down again when she saw me looking. I looked away too, my palms breaking into a cold sweat. It wasn’t the idea of rejection that was so scary. I was dizzy because I sensed this was the last moment I would look at her without anything else between us. These were the last few seconds without expectations, semantics, complications, or heartache. This was an embarkation point, a blind leap onto a vessel whose course was unknowable. ‘There you are,’ I thought. ‘It’s you.’

  I looked back at her. She leaned toward me and half raised her head from her lap. The music had changed, it was all bass and silver lights across the coarse cement and cheap vinyl. Then we kissed.


  Monogamy is for Losers

  I was arguing with a married friend at a bar one weekend when I found myself blurting out, ‘I could be in an open relationship.’ I wasn‘t expecting that statement to come storming out of my mouth. It‘s something that sounds like it could be true. But I’m not really sure if I could manage it without imploding, and so I said it as if it were true. Earlier that week N had set her internet chat status as ‘Monogamy is for quitters.’ She’d been in New York for close to a year, and had just broken up with someone. She’d already committed to moving when I met her the year earlier and our affair lasted only two months before she left.

  I’ve never felt a need to sleep with someone else while in a relationship. I don’t think I would begrudge a partner for having those feelings. It’s impossible to distill sex down to any one thing. It’s intimacy and love. It’s athletic silliness. It’s indulgence and pleasure. It’s something new every time. Even when the form and rhythm becomes repetitive there is something new happening. It doesn’t always point to good things, but every encounter is particular and irreplaceably its own.

  When I think about it rhetorically, the idea of a girlfriend wanting to sleep with another man seems fine. If sex is the proverbial glass of water, an act of physical exuberance and exploration, then there’s nothing at all threatening about a girlfriend sleeping with someone else. Statistics suggest a huge percentage of people, close to half depending on whose study you believe, cheat during long-term relationships. It’s shocking, but then I think of all of my friends – with their own uniquely repetitive infidelities – and it doesn’t seem so improbable. Close to half of them have cheated on their partners at one time or another.

  Most of those were random one-night encounters and not the drawn out affairs we secretly fear will be the end of us all. It was sex in the moment. Drunk and alone for a night, flushed with body and feeling, they decided to indulge themselves with some new stranger or a secret crush. Thinking about sex in those terms makes it seem like a body function. It’s not pissing or shitting. It’s a deep urge for affection and physical expression and little more than that. In that rhetorical vacuum, monogamy seems like a product of insecurity and antiquated social norms.

  But the more I think about it in specific terms, relative to real women that I’ve dated, the more squeamish I become because I don’t think I could cheat on someone else. I am probably monogamous to a fault. I’m single-minded in the same way that a dog is. There’s only one voice that cuts through the rabble, one smell that pulls me away from a momentary curiosity. One hand whose touch settles me instantly.

  A few years after I graduated from college I went home for Christmas. On Christmas Eve I went downtown with my parents to an old Spanish hotel that had stood in their town for almost a hundred years. Every year it was lit up with thousands of small lights, poinsettias, and flannel drapery in a show of old time ostentation.

  When we got there it was dark. There was a sea of people spilling out onto the sidewalk and down the street in front of the hotel. My mother and father pushed into the back of the crowd and I followed after them maintaining a disinterested orbit, trying to ignore the holiday cheer.

  The group moved forward, inch by inch. Small shuffling steps created a tidal pull that eventually drew us into the middle of the crowd. I was staring at my shoes and then out into the empty sidewalk on the opposite side of the street. I noticed that my parents had moved ahead of me. Three or four people separated us. They seemed to levitate in a little sphere of familiarity, awash in strange faces and foreign smells; all their bitter fighting and incongruities tucked into their wool jackets and forced public smiles.

  A few minutes later, I looked up and saw that they were still further away. I was mulling in the crowded courtyard and they had been sucked up to the front entrance twenty feet away. The light of the hotel lobby was a loud yellow blare. I saw my dad turn around on the threshold. He grinned at me and nodded his chin. I could see the shadows in the pits of his eyes; the gray of his hair and the harsh lighting made his face look old and fragile.

  He turned around and kept moving forward with my mother. After a few more minutes they were so far away that I could barely tell where they were. The backs of their heads were almost indistinguishable from any other couple in the sea of people. I felt terrible and alone.

  Everything changes with time. Everything goes away. Sex is like a life jacket against that inevitable pull. Every new moment of sex with someone you love is a small victory of togetherness, a reminder that the other person is still there, for a while longer. Thinking about them out there, clinging to some other body, I wouldn’t feel jealous. I think I would just feel terribly, horribly sad, reminded of the fact that one day they’ll have gone out so far that they won’t come back.


  My First Muff Dive

  The first woman I ever went down on had vagina boogers. Being my first time, I wasn’t sure what to make of the green, pearly balls that were snaring in her pubic hair. I briefly thought that it might be what happens to a woman when she gets really turned on. Men ejaculate pearly goop and women shoot little boogers out of their vaginas. This thought was very soon overtaken by the realization that, whatever these gummy little pellets were, they had begun to taste an awful lot like balsamic vinegar and, whatever the state of my partner’s arousal, that couldn’t be a good sign. So then add vaginosis to the tally of strange things that I’ve eaten in my lifetime.

  I love oral sex. It’s a base level instinct I have; I want to taste my partner’s vagina, in some way. Once the meet-and-greet formalities are out of the way and I realize I’m with someone I’d like to have sex with, I want to taste them. I don’t think of this as a particularly macho convention. There’s a tendency for men to become jocular about their skills at oral sex. It’s another form of projecting dominance. I have no idea if I’m good at it or not, I just know I like it. There may, in fact, be a disconnect between liking it and being good at it. I sometimes find myself fixated on the textures and flavors and geography for long moments, marveling at the strange geography of someone else’s body. Then I realize that ponderously running my tongue over the outer labia for a few minutes isn’t getting my partner any further down the orgasm conveyor belt and I’ve got to spring back into more choreographed action.

  Still, performing oral sex can be humiliating. It’s like trying to write a novel in hieroglyphics. Our genitals are mysteries to one another. The schematics are simple enough, but, like driving a car with a manual transmission, there is a long distance between the owner’s manual and the shifting of gears in heavy traffic. If I’ve doled out my fair share of lousy head, I can be comforted in the fact that most of the blowjobs I’ve had have been remarkably boring. Even the technically skilled ones that seemed to know what they were doing missed some fundamental point that seemed so obvious to me, having the added benefit of a direct understanding of my own body.

  But this was no savior from the sourness I was drawing into my mouth, one tongue-lap at a time. I have since learned that any sexual act should be one of consideration and not just arousal. Conditions that might adversely affect your partners experience should, fairly, be advertised in advance. I’m sure I knew this at the time too, but there is often a gap between rhetorical principles you understand and those you’re willing to act on. As I continued to coat my tongue and lips in acrid fluids, I began to suspect that the little coagulations might be a bad sign and not a good one.

  This thought was followed by a feeling of sudden loneliness. As I searched for some inlet of ecstasy in between her legs, it seemed like I had fallen a few feet further away from the sweet face looking down at me from the headboard, as if an emulsion of despair had been squeezed out of my brain in the process of trying to understand what I was doing, and how it might be done to better effect. She was patiently watching me fail her. The absence of heavy breath or cambering moans made the silence feel like an inky mirror for my incompetence. And then her face changed. Her eyebrows lifted, pulling the ends of her smile upward with them. She put her hand on my shoulder and squeezed it softly. You don’t have to waste your time anymore, she seemed to be saying. Come back to me, up here.

  I pulled my naked body back up over hers and slowly kissed her, thinking I might regain her confidence and admiration in that slightly less mysterious act. I ran my hand from her hip back between her legs, some part of my brain still fixated on the strange mystery of failure. Perhaps my fingers could succeed where my mouth had failed. I traced a line upward with my index finger and then slid it inside her, trying to use the knob of bone where the finger met the palm of my hand as a hinge. I suspected there was some use to be had of my middle finger at this point and I tried to run it along the outer fold of skin while rocking my index finger back and forth. I was able to keep this up for only slightly longer than my first experiment with ice skating backward, only instead of falling my middle finger succumbed to symmetry and slipped into her vagina to redouble the movement of my index finger.

  If this wasn’t a fantastically effective act, it seemed to offer a respite from the falling hopelessness I’d experienced a few feet below. After another minute I choose to follow the security of mathematics and continue to add on to whatever it was that wasn’t openly failing and so I slid my ring finger in, forming a thick bundle of digits. For a few seconds it seemed sustainable, and then I felt her head pull away from my craned, kissing face.

  ‘Umm,’ she said, ‘I think three fingers is too many.’

  Oh, of course. I quickly withdrew all of my fingers and searched my imagination for something else to do, but every spark of a thought extinguished itself in a gloom of ineffectual failure.

  ‘Do you want to maybe put something inside me other than a finger?’ she said.

  ‘Oh, sure,’ I said. Reverting to sex after having failed at everything else was an idea that never would have occurred to me. I had thought sex was something one arrived at after having successfully passed through all the preliminary topography of arousal, not a failsafe to fall back on when nothing else was working. Maybe this is what having sex is, I thought. I don’t know.

  I leaned over into the nightstand and found a condom in the drawer. I carefully tore open the glinting packet and carefully capped my penis with the thin rubber disk inside. I rolled it down with a strange muffling sensation, like trying to listen to someone through water-clogged ears. Then we had sex, and three minutes later I came.


  Date With a Parking Ticket In It

  I don’t like daytime dates. Which is to say that I like them a lot with people I know. There’s nothing happier than an afternoon spent in casual recline, chasing words and ideas around with someone familiar in an overcast bar or on a sunny stretch. It’s easier to improvise in the daytime, and the improvisation more likely to be genuine when you know the person. Everything is open, everyone is out on the street, transportation is everywhere, opportunity looms. It’s distracting to spend those hours in a verbal slow dance with a stranger from the internet. Still, I agreed to meet G for coffee one Saturday afternoon.

  I woke up late. I had slept nine hours the night before but I was still sluggish from the kind of heavy sleep that comes after a week of four and five hour nights. I felt achy and confused. I had an hour to take the slouching mantis with bedhair and turn him into a suave and engaged human being.

  And then it was suddenly five minutes after we were supposed to have met and I hadn’t even left my apartment. I grabbed my jacket and texted G an excuse about stopping by the bank on the way over. I showed up twenty minutes late. G was waiting for me at a table outside. It was cold and cloudy and the coffee shop was overstuffed with people. I thought I was really testing my limits showing up twenty minutes late. Women aren’t supposed to be kept waiting for their men, especially on a first date. I expected her to be fuming and passive aggressive.

  But G didn’t seem upset when I arrived. She had ordered me a coffee, but had left the cup unfilled so it wouldn’t get cold before I got there. I was briefly touched. I’m pretty sure I wouldn’t have bothered ordering something for someone else in advance on a first date. G was pretty and tall, thought it was hard to really see how tall she was because she was sitting down and her length was obscured by her angular posture and a floppy angora sweater.

  I have no idea what we talked about during those first few minutes. It was cold and my brain was still running slowly. I was preoccupied with work and was overcompensating by trying to get her to talk about her work so I wouldn’t have to think and speak at the same time. I became aware that I was clinching my body down into a ball to preserve body heat against the cold afternoon air. G mentioned another coffee shop that was nearby, which would at least get us out of the cold. She had driven into the San Francisco from Oakland and we walked to her car so she could drive us to the next spot. It was a ten-minute walk from where we were but she seemed intent on driving.

  When I lived in Los Angeles I drove my Dad’s 1994 Geo Metro with 320,000 miles on the engine. It was old and insulated with all sorts of detritus that my dad had accumulated over the years. Random receipts, air fresheners, a glove, bungee cords, a folded up tarp, multiple flashlights. Seeing G’s car made me think of what the women I used to take out in the Metro must have thought getting into the passenger seat while I held the door open. Her car was a weather worn sedan from the 80’s that had a clatter of stuff on every surface. It was the kind of car that always has something in the passenger seat that needs to be cleared off before someone can get in.

  As we went into the next coffee shop I tried to peek at G’s figure. She moved like a giraffe, with wide hips and a flat butt. She was almost as tall as I was. I started to imagine all the things I could do with a pair of long legs during sex. Then I noticed she was wearing boots and began to worry about what her feet would look like. Then we were ordering coffee and settling into a new table before I could carry myself away with foot thoughts.

  We spent another few minutes talking. She started telling me a story about growing up on a farm and how she had helped name her family’s horses. I started to get the one-hour itch. I was tired of hearing stories. I liked her. I was attracted to her. I started to steal glances at her lips and the freckles on her sternum behind her scarf and loosening sweater collar. I didn’t want to listen, I wanted to kiss. It was like I was at a car dealership. The salesman had sold me on the feature list and now I wanted to stop looking at the pamphlet and drive.

  People aren’t cars, I realize. I didn’t like G well enough to commit to the same kind of relationship that I might have made with a car at a dealership. I’d begun mistrusting these impulses to escalate first dates according to my bored whims of romance. There’s an element of cruelness in deciding that you like someone enough to kiss them but not enough to listen to them. ‘Behave,’ I told myself. ‘Pretend like you’re a grownup man capable of taking someone else’s thoughts and experiences more seriously than the ego rush of random public stroking.’

  So I listened to more of G’s stories. I tried to tell some of my own, my history with horses, the unexpected labors of maintaining a healthy garden, the stupidness of wine snobbery. It was less fun than kissing, even if it made me feel like a slightly more responsible person. It wasn’t bad, it was delayed gratification. We talked about tangoing and made vague plans to go dancing together after the holidays. The idea seemed nice. The length of time between a mid-December coffee and some nebulous tango date ‘after the holidays’ was comforting.

  When we left, G found out that she had gotten a parking ticket. I felt a brief impulse to split it with her, though I’m pretty sure there is no social convention that dictates anything about tickets and dates. ‘That sucks,’ I said. I couldn’t figure out if it was a bad omen that she had gotten a ticket, or a good sign that she had been so interested in our conversation that she had forgotten to check on the parking meter. I didn’t know if I cared one way or the other.

  We should have met at night, I am thought as I walked home, in some dark corner of a bar and we should have kissed until it became indecent. We have the whole rest of our lives to be mature, to discuss our childhoods and social grudges. What does that have to do with a date?


  Two Women in One Night

  There are a lot of things I’ve never done in my life. Picking up two women in one night is on that list, though now I can cross it off. For whatever it’s worth. When I was 13 I used to tell my friends that I was a honey magnet. I couldn’t look a girl in the eye for longer than a few seconds, much less serve as some kind of magnet to which honeys would gravitate in some kind of knee-buckling frenzy. I had a mullet at the time and as far as I understand mullets are the diametric opposite of magnets.

  I didn’t fare much better as I grew older. I was a serious boy with serious designs on becoming a poet, a composer, a philanthropist; I wanted to transform myself into some austere lover from a Michael Ondaatje novel. This persona went over about as well as a mullet at college parties and the bars I skulked through in my early 20s. It’s a nice prize of aging that you can take yourself less and less seriously the further away from these youthful identity delusions one gets.

  When I passed thirty I managed to lose that fictive chip on my shoulder. I began to provide for myself all that serious intimacy that I so needfully sought in other people as an angry 15-year-old. Instead, I began to want only someone who’d tolerate my dirty jokes and want to lick me without prompting. Which is to say that I don’t have expectations of people anymore. Combining that with the emotional distance I began keeping with other women after N left made me a much more appealing to women than I’d ever been.

  To wit, I went to Dolores Park one night to meet a woman for a bottle of wine and, with luck, some cigarettes. Whether or not the company turned out to be amusing, I was going to have a pleasant night getting drunk on the grass with the San Francisco skyline blinking on in slow motion as the sun dropped behind the western fog.

  I showed up early to find a nice spot with a good view, uncorked the wine, and then H arrived. I was attracted to H as soon as I saw her. She had a pretty face, an ebullient smile, and seemed like one of those special people who is permanently tanned. We had boring conversation about work, the past, and all the regular checklist subjects. I laughed lots to cover up my boredom. I think we had been together for 45 minutes before I got sick of talking. I looked away from her for a few seconds to create a pause in the conversation. It worked. She took a breath and looked out at the skyline. I turned back and stared at her face in profile, wondering what her mouth would taste like. I leaned in so she wouldn’t start talking again. She saw me coming and turned into me and we kissed. It was soft and nice. I pulled back to catch her eye for a moment, then kissed her again, working the tip of my tongue just inside the rim of her upper lip.

  After a few minutes I sat back. ‘Now’s my chance to get a cigarette,’ I thought. I asked if she smoked as nonchalantly as possible, and soon we were huffing away on her menthol 100s. The sun was almost down and shimmered in the glass of the downtown skyscrapers. There was a soft Indian summer breeze. I was on my second glass of wine, the hint of someone else’s saliva on my lips. Things were nice.

  We spent the next couple of hours kissing in the park, hardly talking at all. It was fun, like playing a pickup game of basketball in a schoolyard with some strangers – improvisatory and distantly athletic and surrounded by relative anonymity. I have no idea what makes me attractive to women. I have no concept of what I must look like through their eyes during a conversation or at close range. H was nice enough, but I had little interest in her. I laughed when she told funny stories, but I didn’t go out of my way to offer my own. I sat by passively, smiling here and there, quipping along just enough, but I was unengaged. I was a counterweight to the conversation, but I wasn’t ever present in it.

  We both had outs for later in the evening, though we tarried until 11 or so, when we finally retreated to our separate corners. I went out for another drink with a friend afterwards. We wound up in a quiet bar and had a man-talk about women, work, politics, and commuting. Then another woman, a sparky brunette with short hair and profligate freckles, came up to me with some line about a bet she’d made with her friends about my occupation. She’d guessed I was a furniture designer. She was cocky and well-rehearsed and seemed tantalizingly disappointed when I told her I was a writer.

  We thrusted and parried for a few more minutes and then she retreated to her waiting friends. Before going home I ambled over to her table and we exchanged numbers. I cared very little about meeting women at that moment, for once in my life. True to form, that was when I’d suddenly become most attractive to them. I’m sure there are people out there for whom hooking up with one person in the evening and then being picked up on by another person is de rigueur. For me it’s absurd. It’s a delightful ego stroke, and absurdly fun to experience. But it’s about as gratifying as the aisle of Twinkies in the 7-Eleven.

  And still, my inner 13-year-old gloated like a stuffed pig.


  H’s Version of Our Night Out

  Soon after I wrote about her, H discovered the story. I think it’s fair to say she was unhappy with what I had written. I asked H if she would be willing to share what her experience of our time together. I’d taken described my selfish memory of our time together but was eager to join that distant gloating with its inextricable counterpart. She accepted the offer and what follows is her recounting of our date. My only preemptory comment will be this: I was born in Kenya. I am not South African, nor have I ever been to South Africa.

  Now H’s story:

  ‘As I walk into Dolores Park to meet South Africa man, he sends a text to let me know he’s wearing a purple shirt and is sitting beneath a baby palm tree. Purple shirt guy might be boring, might be rude, might need intensive therapy, might be gorgeous, and might be fun. Half expecting that he’ll be awful; I’m stoked that cocktails will be involved. He promised to bring wine. I have plans afterward with a girlfriend, so either way I’ll have a fun evening. I’m new to San Francisco, and making new friends is far more important to me than finding myself involved in a romantic relationship. That said, I’m completely emotionally available and am open to meeting someone extraordinary, otherwise I wouldn’t even be here.

  I round the palm and see him. He’s beautiful, but I decide that I am more beautiful and I find comfort in knowing that I have an edge here in the balance of power. Beautiful South Africa man stands and we exchange a hug and kiss. He pours wine into two animal print coffee cups. I choose the cheetah print and he teases me about being a fast girl. He’s casually dressed in cute jeans, a faded purple shirt that says ‘Hang Loose’, striped blue socks and bright lemon-colored shoes. It sounds like a bad combination, but he completely pulls off the look and I like it. I compliment his shoes. ‘They are yellow,’ he says. ‘I know my colors,’ I say. He comments that he likes mine as well. Unless he paid close attention while I slipped them off, I know he cannot see them. My shoes are behind me and out of his view. I ask him what kind of shoes I am wearing. He laughs and owns up to not knowing.

  He shares his hatred for feet and we both agree that it’s weird that his coworkers tend to walk around at the office in white tube socks. He asks me a work question and then apologizes immediately. He hates talking about work. Perfect, because so do I. ‘Tell me a story,’ he says. I share a story that I had just discussed that morning involving a girlfriend’s bombed Valentine’s Day earlier this year. Her boyfriend broke up with her on Valentine’s Day. Fabulous girl that she is, she put on her sexy new lingerie, and drank an excessive amount of champagne while feasting on the crab and oysters that she had planned to share with the boyfriend. While cracking open one of the oyster shells, the knife slipped and she had to be taken to the hospital in her lingerie for stitches in her hand and wrist, which without explanation appeared to be a suicide attempt. Beautiful South Africa guy shares that he’s never had a great Valentine’s Day. He asks if I have and I just say ‘yes.’ Sharing a hot Valentine’s Day story about a previous boyfriend doesn’t seem appropriate ten minutes into a first date.

  He leans in and kisses me. It’s perfect. It’s soft and sweet. He pulls away and shares that he ‘just wanted to try it out.’ He leans in again and we kiss for a few more minutes. I love kissing and we kiss well together. I’m also aware that we are in a public park and try my best to fight back a bit of laughter. I usually require a bit more alcohol to engage in PDA with a stranger. While I wasn’t necessarily ready to kiss South Africa, I completely indulge myself in a fabulous make-out session. He shares that he’s been in the city for almost a year and we banter about how he could spend his little anniversary with the city. I suggest the Kabuki Spa having just been for the first time after a day of surfing. It’s

  such a relaxing and lovely way to spend an afternoon or evening with oneself.

  He asks me if I smoke. I do. He asks if I mind giving him a cigarette. We’ve been drinking wine for about an hour and I was just planning on having one myself. We spend the next few hours kissing in the park. The sun is setting and we have a gorgeous view of the city. I realize that I don’t really know anything more about South Africa than I knew before walking into the park. I know that he dislikes co-workers cruising around the office in their socks. I know that he was born in Africa, but not South Africa. I forget where exactly but still continue to refer to him as South Africa merely because I like how it sounds. I know that he buys striped socks. I know that he has amazing hair which feels incredibly hot to run my fingers through. I know his name and I know that he is an amazing kisser. For a first date, that’s good enough for me.

  We both have plans later in the evening. I’m meeting a girlfriend for drinks around 10 and he has a friend coming over around 9.30. He invites me over to meet his man friend and for us to have a cocktail before we each go out. I agree. Nothing says serial killer or sexual sadist about beautiful South Africa man. Maybe it’s his expensive and fashionable glasses or his bright yellow shoes. We walk hand-in-hand and intermittently stop to kiss along the way and in the elevator on our way up to his apartment. Beautiful South Africa’s man friend is fantastic, and mixes all sorts of random and delicious drinks for us. I’m certain to have a hangover.

  Man friend asks whether I have seen South Africa’s photographs from when he was in the Peace Corps. I have not. He insists that I see them. Did I know that beautiful South Africa man is making a film and is the director? Have I seen his fantastic pair of pink shoes? It’s all so cute. Man friend is trying to make beautiful South Africa seem very cool for what I perceive to be my benefit. I ask for a few embarrassing stories, he doesn’t give any up. He’s a loyal man friend. After viewing the Peace Corps photos, I realize that beautiful South Africa has only recently grown into his adult hotness. He’s ‘new hot’ and I find that attractive. I’ve never been a huge fan of guys who know they are good looking. The knowing of one’s hotness generally corresponds with a certain level of arrogance that I find unattractive. I step out to the terrace and call Tara who is lounging around in her panties and her bra and who is now contemplating staying in. I hadn’t realized the time and am late to meet her. She needs a few minutes to pull it together so I have a few more sips of man friend’s drink concoctions.

  Beautiful South Africa is attentive and affectionate with me in front of his man friend. He holds my hand, kisses me and wraps his arms around me intermittently while we chat and share drinks. I excuse myself to use the bathroom and return to find beautiful South Africa and man friend setting up Wii Golf. Do I want to play? Man friend hands me a remote and I decide it is time to go for sure. I feel like something shifted in the mood. Man friend is visiting from out of town, my girlfriend is waiting for me and I think video games are silly. When I share that I am leaving, I find it funny when beautiful South Africa man asks if it’s because they are playing videogames. Funny ‘ish’ because I slightly feel that he is gauging whether setting up video games is a sure way to get a girl to leave one’s apartment. Given his behavior throughout the evening, I hadn’t considered that he might actually want me to leave.

  He offers to walk with me to my girlfriend Tara’s apartment, which is a few blocks away. We walk hand in hand. When we arrive, he shares that he will be busy filming all next week and weekend, but that he would like to see me again the week afterward. He also suggests that I call him earlier if I’m available. I’m not a ‘call first kind of girl’ and explain that while I’d love to see him again, he should call me. He calls me old fashioned before we share an amazing kiss goodbye. I climb the stairs to Tara’s apartment with a huge smile on my face and am excited to share all the details of my date.

  I’m a complete girly girl and gush over my date’s gorgeous hair, that I think his glasses are sexy, how well we kiss together, and how he’s easy to talk to. I again realize that I don’t really know anything more about him, but don’t really care. I assume that I’ll see him again. Tara throws on a gorgeous new dress and we walk to a nearby bar. We have an entertaining conversation about beautiful South Africa man, her new love interest, dating in general, and then of course go back to her apartment and have a pillow fight in our bra and panties. The week passes and I’m secretly a little bummed that beautiful South Africa man hasn’t called. I never considered that he wasn’t interested in seeing me again. Not because I’m arrogant, but because of the level of affection he showed throughout our date. I generally think I’m a good judge of a man’s interest in me. The confidence in this skill has recently disappeared.
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