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Praise for The Pleasure Plan


“Zam is funny, smart and one hell of an educator. I commend her for sharing her own experience and writing a book about pleasure for women. All women need a Pleasure Plan.”

—Betty Dodson, PhD, sexologist, Netflix sex educator, bestselling author of Sex for One

“Laura Zam’s work is passionate, witty, psychologically astute, and filled with wisdom and good healing karma.”

—Susan Shapiro, New York Times bestselling author of Unhooked and Five Men Who Broke My Heart

“In each of us, there is a quiet, bright voice, insisting on a life of pleasure and aliveness. This is the voice Laura uses to write this book — along with some wicked humor.”

—LiYana Silver, coach and author of Feminine Genius: The Provocative Path to Waking Up and Turning On the Wisdom of Being a Woman

“Laura’s healing is beautifully woven together in this memoir using humor and wit. So many people need to read this book to increase sex education, awareness, and hope for more pleasure in their life.”

—Rachel S. Rubin, MD, urologist, sexual medicine specialist, and national health advocate

“Reading The Pleasure Plan feels like going on the ride with Zam and exiting the off-ramp wiser, much more hopeful, and, above all, more human.”

—Rosalyn Dischiavo, author of The Deep Yes: The Lost Art of True Receiving, founder of Institute for Sexuality Education & Enlightenment

“An empowering journey helping women navigate their bodies, their bedrooms, and their health. Gorgeously told.”

—Nina Lorez Collins, author of What Would Virginia Woolf Do? And Other Questions I Ask Myself as I Attempt to Age Without Apology, founder of The Woolfer

“God Bless Laura Zam for having the courage and sticktoitiveness to not only discover her own pathway to both healing and pleasure, but to provide a blueprint for us all to do the same.”

—Steph Jagger, bestselling author of Unbound: A Story of Snow And Self-Discovery and co-creator of Sacred Rebellion

“The Pleasure Plan is a fiercely empowering tale, an intimate portrait of a couple that is also a map for greater enjoyment of sex and connection. This is a book for all who seek sensual healing. Brave and inspiring!”

—Aspen Matis, bestselling author of Girl in the Woods and Your Blue Is Not My Blue: A Missing Person Memoir

“A useful guide for people of all genders navigating complexities of the bedroom. Great for partners too. Funny, moving, and filled with tips!”

—Robert Festinger, screenwriter, Academy Award nominee, In the Bedroom

“I’m so glad Laura didn’t listen to her mother’s advice: don’t go for passion. In her witty, wide-ranging and wildly helpful book, she bravely reveals her healing journey for searingly painful issues that many barely acknowledge. Laura leads the way in forging a path for sexual healing. Pleasure Plan is an inspirational and pragmatic life-changer.”

—Bridgit Dengel Gaspard, author of The Final 8th: Enlist Your Inner Selves to Accomplish Your Goals
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For Kurt, Forever.





Pleasure

noun


	
1: DESIRE, INCLINATION

	
2: a state of gratification

	
3: sensual gratification…

	
4: a source of delight or joy



—Merriam-Webster





Author’s Note


Dear Reader,

I am happy to meet you. I wrote The Pleasure Plan because my life expanded in so many ways because of my sexual healing journey. Instead of feeling embarrassment over my sex problems, I found bliss and a sense of power, which carried over into other areas of my life. Inspired by what I had discovered, and eager to help others, I became a sexuality educator. I also formalized my trauma education by becoming a Certified Trauma Professional.

Along with my personal narrative, I’ve included some self-help tips plus a resource section at the end of the book called “How to Create Your Own Pleasure Plan.”  These tips are designed for people of any gender identity, gender expression, sexual orientation, biological sex, and commitment style.

Here’s to your pleasure!
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Prologue Every Hooha Hang-Up in the DSM


August 2011

“Maybe you’re just not a very sexual person,” says Dr. Fay in a slow Southern drawl. I have come to this office to save my new marriage. After thirty years of searching, I’ve found a man I love who loves me back — at forty-eight. I never had reciprocity before, meaning a real relationship. But now I do. With Kurt, my miracle husband.

Kurt doesn’t know the extent of my damage.

“What if I’m just broken?” I ask, my voice a shaky vibrato. I have never talked openly about the problems plaguing me since I was seventeen: low libido, orgasm challenges, and pelvic pain. I always assumed my obstacles were permanent. Is that true? “If my sexuality is broken,” I venture, sitting taller on the maroon leather couch I’m sticking to, “I can fix it. Can’t I?”

“Not if you have no libido,” says Dr. Fay, an attractive marriage and family therapist specializing in hypnosis. “Look, it’s fine to have no libido. You know that, right?”

I nod, thinking of grandmas, and nuns, and those that make asexual a lifestyle. But Fay’s outfit — strange for a mental health professional, especially one who’s middle-aged — puts notions in my head. A question pulls like thread from her gold metallic miniskirt. It sheds from her short-sleeved mohair sweater. She looks like an unwashed lover might come by right after I leave here. So I ask: “Can Eros be taught?”

The hypnotist chuckles, assuming I’m joking. I’m not. She tucks brown hair behind her ears and widens her pale green eyes. We have the same coloring, except I’m obviously nothing like her. “Would you like to hear about others in your situation?” she inquires. Without waiting for a response, she stands and begins pacing. “Now one client, she’d rather be waterboarded than sleep with her husband.”

I know I should interrupt, revealing what I haven’t shared yet — the experiment. Two weeks ago I implemented a strategy to finally heal, after thirty years. It started with no longer believing that pleasure is out of reach, or that it’s dangerous. To hell with fragility. More feeling than fact, it seems like if I pressed on a thigh or clavicle, I could dislodge something, puncturing a vital organ.

Loneliness has done this to me.

I think of Kurt, and one night in particular. It was a summer evening, weeks after we met, and he was pushing me on a swing. Within seconds, I was up in the trees, all because of his force. Not bad for fifty-one. I let this overall impression of him — capable arms, uplifted cheeks when we’d stumbled upon the playground, our instantaneous agreement I must go on the swing — replace my imagined breakability. He’s incredible, I thought, up in the sky and coming back down. A million neurons fired while I squealed, “Harder. Push harder.”

As Dr. Fay regales me with tales of lacking lust, I force myself to think about why my bedroom is nothing like the swing. I know the reason, and she does too. I need to get this visit back on track. “I understand what you’re telling me,” I say in the middle of another depressing story. “But do you think we can talk about my trauma?”

I watch her hands find their way to her hips. Her pose makes me think she’s forgotten what I disclosed in our previous telephone intake.

“That happened a loooong time ago,” she says finally with a wave of pink manicure.

“I think it’s related,” I insist because how could my issues not be related to trauma? I explain that every therapist I’ve seen — six of them, spread out over geography and time — agreed there’s a connection. My carnal health is surely tangled up in these sheets.

Silently, Dr. Fay strolls back to her purple velvet chair, which she commands like a throne. She crosses her toned bare legs and peers at me.

What if she’s right about my past? These events did happen a long time ago. As for my therapists of yore, childhood was all they dwelled upon. Never what I should do with grown-up maladies I was left with, or how to improve mechanics, or how to navigate my pain. Not one shrink had knowledge of my full array of conditions. Even my gynecologist was stumped. Since I started my experiment, I’ve learned official names, in The Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, or DSM, which is the mental health bible: hypoactive sexual desire disorder, female sexual arousal disorder, female orgasmic disorder, sexual aversion disorder, dyspareunia, vaginismus. I have every hooha hang-up in the DSM.

Crucially, the DSM said hypnosis could help many of my challenges. It’s my rationale for coming here. I cross my legs in my own miniskirt, black and longer than Dr. Fay’s. My voice is almost robust: “Okay, say the past isn’t relevant? What about hypnosis to rewire me, you know, erotically? You said on the phone we could try hypnosis.”

“I know,” she sighs. “I know I did. But honestly? I don’t think it’ll help. I’d love it if it did help. But if you have no libido to begin with . . .”

“So I should just accept — this?” I am gesturing up and down my body.

“Yes!” says Dr. Fay. “Accept that you’re not a sexual person. Stop putting so much pressure on yourself.”

To argue with her assessment, I’d have to come up with a time before my dysfunctions began. All my wits can register is how my flaccid interest in lovemaking has ruined every relationship I’ve ever had. The last time Kurt and I argued about intimacy, he lay in our bed with tears rolling down his temples: “Why do you keep rejecting me?” I didn’t have an answer for him. At the very least, I can get an answer. In my backpack is a journal. I had meant to take notes.

“So what do I do with my husband?” I ask, fishing for a pen I can’t locate.

“Just have sex,” Fay answers with a shrug.

“What do you mean?”

“Just. Have. Sex.”

“When?”

“Whenever. Say your husband wants to get physical twice a week and you don’t want to, you could just have sex. You don’t have to like working out to go to the gym, do you?”

“I guess not.”

“Of course you don’t.” Slowly, she leans forward till her forearms rest on her gold skirt. I can see a bit of cleavage. “I mean, you like being married, don’t you?”

I blink. A lot. Not because what she’s saying is shocking, but because I don’t know why I’m pretending I’m shocked. It’s how I always bedroom-existed until I got it into my skull I might mend myself. So what if her suggestion spits in the face of trauma recovery and consent and feminism? On the wall behind Dr. Fay’s chair, I can see her license as someone whose expertise is wedlock.

“I love being married,” I utter, with trembling again in my voice, in my bones.

“Good,” says the dazzling female in front of me.

Dr. Fay’s big light eyes make their way to a digital clock on her desk. “Well, we’re just about out of time. Is there anything else?”

I gather my bag, my cardigan, the journal I took out but didn’t write in. “No. That’s it.” I feel like she’d like me to pack up faster. “Thank you for seeing me.” I rise from her blood red sofa.

“It was my pleasure,” she says with glossy lips spread ear to ear. She believes she has solved my problem.

I suppose she has.

My curative project has been killed. The way I conceived of it, hypnosis — or at least faith — would plow a path for adventurous, multidimensional repair. I named this endeavor The Pleasure Plan.

On my feet, my mouth involuntarily mirrors hers, but my smile is fake. Then I remember something genuinely wonderful — Burger King. I noticed it in a shopping plaza down the road, right before I made a left into this office park. Suddenly, I can’t wait to get out of there so I can order a chicken sandwich, crispy not grilled, with an order of fries — large, even though I’m a yoga teacher. I’ll lick the grease off every finger until I’m sated and sleepy. Just the way I like it. I’ll drive to my house half-asleep.

Taking a last glance around the office and at the hypnotist, who walks me into the (empty) waiting room, I say to myself: She has got to be the worst therapist on the entire planet. Consequently, I open the door to the hallway. It looks like a long tan tunnel. It is. A portal taking me back to my delicate life. I swing around.

“I want to try hypnosis,” I announce. “I know you don’t think it will help, but I want to do it anyway.”

I have to start somewhere.

If I leave here without some implementation of my plan, I don’t trust myself to seek out another hypnotist, or to advance. Perhaps my experiment has already stirred up desire — not for greasy things, but for its own freedom. And what I desire now is autosuggestion on a red leather couch with a therapist who may or may not be incompetent. I want her to change her mind about me.

“I’d like to schedule another appointment,” I say, taking out my planner.

Reluctantly, she agrees.

Driving home to my husband, forgoing fast food, I try to imagine what lies beyond this day.

I can’t see it, not yet, what it will take to ultimately, fully heal — fifteen kinds of practitioners, thirty pleasure-enhancing techniques. I never could have predicted the struggles Kurt and I would encounter. Or the aliveness that would permeate our lives.

I have no idea what’s in store for me. All I know is that whatever happens, this visit has already altered my future — it has strengthened my body, my being, for hope.







Part 1 The Hump
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1 How I Found the Love of My Life and Lost Him


To tell this story of sexual healing — to do it properly — we’ll need to go back in time: five years before my meeting with the hypnotist.

On a sizzling July day in 2006, I stand inside the door of a French café in Washington, DC. I am meeting a stranger here.

My eyes scan the marble tables, cane-back chairs, and yellow walls adding cheerful contrast to the almost-black wood bar. The whole place smells like halibut and butter, and my own sharp sweat.

I spot my date. A balding, blond gentleman sits at a table near the window. He’s older than his Match.com pictures, in which he appeared long and lean. He seems stockier. More solid. This is great for me. Once, when I was seven, a gusty wind lifted my feet in the air as I clung to a lamppost. Too often, I still feel I might blow away. It doesn’t help that I’m tiny: 5'1" and petite.

I like him, I think, as I get closer to the man in the chair. Then I see the book in his hands. It’s a play by a French-Caribbean playwright I studied in a college class, back in the eighties.

When Kurt sees me, he stands. An awkward handshake morphs into an awkward cheek kiss — both cheeks at his urging, French style. His skin feels soft. As he pulls away, I notice he’s just a few inches taller, another plus. Tall men frighten me. I take in his orange T-shirt made of wicking fiber, his khakis. He appears stylish, but not hip. His profile said he was over fifty.

I like him, my head says again as I sit, but it isn’t my head. It’s a sensation at the top of my rib cage, like a lever that’s been pulled in an upright position. For that scorching day (95 degrees, at least), I’ve chosen a cotton dress with pink and red roses. Its empire waist, directly below my breasts, presses in right where the internal, affirmative movement takes place. I don’t know if it’s muscle, organ, or nerves that create this visceral YES. But I trust it — even though it turns me into a monster.

I’m talking about the times this lever stayed down. It started when I was nineteen and committed myself to a lovely law student whose saliva had a weird consistency. Every weekend, we’d have sex on the single bed of his dorm room, each thrust another assault, before he’d lie on his back dozing. Ten minutes later (he was twenty-one), he’d want to do it all over again. Hating the rage these events inspired in me, wanting to cherish this nice person, I stayed for two years. And what about that guy who dominated my late thirties, the one whose skin had a vanilla-type odor I couldn’t stand? Also, his face reminded me of a woman who lived on my block growing up. Sadly, she died of colon cancer. I dated this man for fifteen months because I despised my superficiality. In the two decades between these relationships, there were dozens quite similar—all with caring, funny, quirky men for whom I couldn’t summon lust. I convinced myself I was a monstrous creature, in the reptilian family, with cold skin and blood.

Feeling nothing seemed a liability, but then I tried online dating. Landing in DC five years ago, I signed up on multiple platforms, where, I realized, scrolling past dudes was necessary. Rejection: a crucial part of the game. With practice, I learned early detection. These days, as I wait outside another Starbuck’s (usually his choosing), my upper stomach can tell me the rendezvous will be disastrous from half a block away. Unfortunately, that’s almost always my experience. But I no longer spend years with these fine fellows. I suppose I’ve just accepted my reptilian freeze.

That’s why I’ve come out today, to this French restaurant, with an open mind but a forced smile at my ready, just in case.

Except . . . I don’t have to pretend here. I’m grinning for real as Kurt tells me about the book he was perusing as I approached.

“Do you know Aimé Césaire?” he asks.

“I do. But I can’t remember any of his plays. Is that a good one?”

“I just started it. But you’re a playwright, right?”

“Yes.” I nod my head and notice his head is very round and suddenly a little red. He has brought this drama to impress me.

Then he explains that when I walked up, he was purposely reading it upside down. It’s a Kurt joke I don’t yet understand. All I know is this: based on his effort, I’m pretty sure he also likes me.

Ten minutes later, my companion is savoring mussels in white wine while I graze on a veggie tartine. I’m having a glass of red wine too, though I rarely drink (I don’t dig losses of control). Sipping as slowly as I can, I listen to Kurt talk about his work in the ethics office of an international organization. In our shared city of DC, lots of people have international development jobs. But I don’t feel we’re in Washington anymore. We’ve been transported to Paris. That was the reason we met here.

During an early exchange on the Match.com message app, Kurt wrote: “I picture us strolling through the Luxembourg Gardens. Afterward, we find ourselves on the street where Gertrude Stein lived. We stand across from her building, talking about literature. Then we take a long stroll to Île de la Cité, where there’s an excellent ice cream shop . . .”

Taking in these lines, my breathing stopped. Just two months before, on a layover in Paris, I’d embarked on almost the exact same excursion. By myself.

Now, in this café, we are extending, as a team, our Francophile fantasy.

The French drink a lot of wine, don’t they? I order another because I’m thousands of miles away from the young lawyer with funky saliva. I’m soaring above the handful of beaus who did grab my heart. There were three of them, and they all shared three traits: dark hair; a quick, mean wit; and an inability to love me. Maybe this blond man in the wicking orange shirt could also capture me — with his Caribbean drama, with his adorable bulbous nose.

I start speaking about my own plays. These are one-person pieces I perform myself. My most recent is about bad internet dating. “The title is Stupid Frailty,” I tell him. “It’s about a woman who’s searching for a man she’s physically attracted to, who’s also attracted to her.”

“Say more,” responds my date, his chin between a thumb and index finger.

So I elaborate, extensively, as my hand gestures make larger and larger arcs until I become a windmill. Suddenly, one of my blades goes haywire, knocking my glass into the edge of the table. Dark red wine spills all over Kurt’s light khakis.

Watching the stain spread like blood, I’m scared to gaze into this stranger’s face. I’m waiting for him to respond with casual cruelty, like every other man I’ve risked liking.

Instead, Kurt laughs. “I’m so glad you did that. It’s something I would have done!”

I notice his wispy hair, what’s left of it, is sticking up erratically. I start rambling about living just up the hill. He asks if he can walk me home.

On the way, I feel the heat of his body next to mine on the sizzling street; it isn’t too much. He takes my hand. When we get to my door, Kurt leans in to kiss me. It’s a chaste peck on the lips, which seems appropriate — a perfect way to end the afternoon. But as he pulls away, I don’t let him. It’s not me doing this. It’s my mouth, which plants back on his for another kiss. This smooch involves tongues and caresses of his back . . . his strong back.

And just like that, at forty-three, I’m having my first real relationship: I’m attracted and he’s attracted back. Chemical reciprocity feels surreal. And this is gravy to our common interests — like French culture, theater, and speaking in fake accents. In those early weeks, we mash them together: “I zink zis relashohnsheep has poTENshahl!”

Even lovemaking is good in the initial months. Well, good by my standards. That means painful and no orgasm, but I want to do it anyway. It’s one method of getting to know my paramour, who is mysteriously wonderful: Look, he gives money to everyone on the street who asks for help. How did he find out about my niece’s birthday without my telling him? How did his lips get so full and delicious?

When I take Kurt to California to visit my brother, I corner Martin in his kitchen while Kurt’s upstairs. My bro is standing there with his wife, his daughters, and other family. I grill everyone about this new person in my life: “What do you think of him?”

They all say the same thing, “We love him.”

Me too, says the lever at the top of my ribs.

A year into our relationship, sex begins deteriorating. It’s hard to pinpoint an exact date; physical intimacy has been extremely uncomfortable since my first consensual experiences, at seventeen. What I recall is a gradual awakening to change. But it’s slight. Is that more pain during intercourse? Yes, it’s sharper, more like jabs. And burning. Was there always burning?

It doesn’t occur to me to discuss my vagina with friends, or a doctor. Yes, it’s bad. It’s also normal. This is my normal range.



Three years after our first date, Kurt proposes. It takes place during the curtain call of another of my one-person plays — in this piece I portray a man. As I’m bowing on the stage, I see my honey approach with a tremendous bouquet of flowers. Before I can absorb what’s going on, he’s right beside me, elevated above the crowd. He’s down on one knee: “Will you marry me?”

“Is this part of the play?” audience members shout out.

I assure them it’s not, taking off my man’s wig. Then I turn back to Kurt’s sweet, sweaty face. “Yes. YES,” I tell my new fiancé as the crowd cheers.

Being Kurt’s wife is exactly the right thing for me. What more is there?

I wish I could ask someone. Not someone, but my mom. In the lead-up to the wedding, I need so badly for Mom to reside on this earth again (she died fourteen years before) so I could ask her what’s possible in a marriage.

“Don’t go for passion.” That’s what she told me countless times growing up. These words usually came out right after I told her that I couldn’t fall for saliva guy or another like him. She thought I was wrong to leave these men. “Don’t go for passion,” she’d repeat other times, glancing sideways at my dad, who’d once been tall, dark, and handsome until a neurological disease made him stooped, gray, and sallow. “It dies.”

Having survived the Holocaust, my mother knew a lot about death. Which is to say she also knew a lot about life—that it was brutal at times, that it was saturated with evil, that it could be taken away at any moment. But also, it was damn fun to dance upon the earth, at least that’s the way it should be for her children.

Despite two concentration camps (including Auschwitz), two Nazi ghettos, and a death march that began in Poland and ended hundreds of miles away in Germany, despite the murder of her parents and three siblings, my mother’s favorite expression was “Get it!” Whenever I really wanted a treat — a doll with auburn hair growing out of a plastic knob on her skull, a rose-velvet jewelry box, a pair of silk chiffon shorts — she’d ask, “Do you love it?” If I responded, “Yes,” her green eyes turned to emeralds. Then she’d make two fists under her chin, like a little girl watching cookies bake. Even with her hands closed, I could see they were chafed by peroxide she used on people’s hair, by bleach she scrubbed into old men’s toilets — her odd jobs. “Get it,” she’d announce with a wisdom gained in Holocaust hell. My own personal Viktor Frankl.

When we tried giving her gifts, my mother threw them out, saying, “I don’t need nothing.” Yet, mixed with her preferred deprivation, I think she’d once known lust with my dad. I wasn’t sure.

So many times before the wedding I imagine sitting in Mom’s messy kitchen, drinking coffee boiled on the stove, Euro-style. She’s wearing a big hat, even in the house, and one false eyelash is falling off. Show tunes are playing in the background. I ask: Even if passionate ecstasy does fade and die, shouldn’t great sex be there in the beginning? Isn’t there more that I can scoop out of life and suck on with abandon?

In lieu of this conversation, I feel lost. My married friends certainly offer advice — the road to wedded bliss. But their tips are tinged with bitterness, their own disappointment. I buy bridal magazines to find untainted guidance. I pile them on my bed.



Kurt and I get married in a civil ceremony that’s beautiful, absolutely perfect. We opt out of a lavish wedding, choosing, alternatively, a romantic getaway in Europe, six months down the pike. A honeymoon in Rome.

Then, before we know it, we’re here.

We’re in Rome, after a long flight, and we are naked — my idea.

Because my lover’s lips are full. They’re on my shoulder now, the right one. I want him to kiss the left one too, but he doesn’t. He chooses the right ear lobe instead, tongue swirling.

“Wait a second.” I jump up.

“Where are you going?”

“Just wait.”

Cold air clings to skin as I dash into the bathroom of our antique-filled hotel room. On a small mahogany table, next to a bidet I can’t wait to use, next to the pedestal sink, is exactly what I’m after — a scrunchie. The red velvet kind nobody wears anymore. Butterfly clips be damned! Scrunchies are the best way to turn my brown curly hair into a ball, making room for tiny nibbles. Oh yeah, I’m also dodging.

But I’m back now. Reclining on the quilted gold comforter, splayed on top, I’m nude, like before, but more so somehow. Kurt’s artfully shaped lips land on mine. But now they’re too loose, or too big, taking up my mouth and some chin. Also, a bit of nostril.

To escape, I place my ear on his swimmer’s chest, where I listen to his heart. It’s fast, tapping out rapture, hunger. My own beats sound irregular, and not just because of a murmur. Suddenly, tears form in my chest, a wave of sadness that I hope will crest and fall before it makes its way to my eyes. It’s stupid to crave more, even if it is your honeymoon. I swallow hard to scare away the sadness, which travels into my throat anyway. It squeezes, achingly Where’s my rapture-hunger?

I jump up again.

“You keep going away,” my groom pouts, holding out muscular arms that like to fix things.

“I’ll just be a minute.”

The room is dark (it must be midnight), but a yellow shaft of light seeps in from a piazza below. This glow is amplified by all the gold in this suite — carpet, satiny comforter, curlicue handles on the Pledge-shine dresser. I see what I’m after. I see my suitcase, still unpacked.

On the floor, kneeling, my hands slip inside, searching among my summer dresses and skirts, until I find it. A modest bundle wrapped tightly in fresh, pink tissue paper. Its contents: one baby doll nightgown (black gauze); two Cosabella thongs (black mesh); and a tube of rosewater body cream that comes in its own gold foil box. My trousseau.

Refusing the bridal shower my friends wanted to throw me because it was too much fuss, I treated myself to a high-end department store, spending money I didn’t have. I’m a bride, finally, at forty-six!

Then I assembled my own version of what brides take on their wedding night — featured in so many mags. In the olden days, it was white linen sheets and slightly sheer nightgowns. It was tablecloths and crinolines. Everything was starched and smelled of violet water a great-aunt had sprayed before placing these items, lovingly, in a cedar chest.

“Just one more sec,” I yell to Kurt, taking my modern, tissue-paper trousseau into the bathroom, where I slip into the baby doll negligee. The bottom ruffle tickles my upper thighs but this garment makes me feel calmer, like I’m wearing a burka. Albeit, mine is short and sheer.

“Where’d you get that?” my honey asks when I return to his toasty sheets. Immediately, he peels off the straps of my nightie, kissing down to the nipples.

Nerves pop just beneath the skin; too many of them, setting off a reflex in my stomach that wants to rebel, or expel something, possibly vomit. He starts going down on me. The nerve frenzy from this activity is worse. Like four thousand bees on my spinal cord, buzzing all at once. It’s always been like this. Who doesn’t love cunnilingus? Yet another reason I’m defective. I pull my lover back up.

“What’s wrong?” he asks.

“Nothing.”

Then I rush into intercourse, even though I’m not ready. I’m never ready. I dry up completely, which feels like a fingernail scraping off tissues, layer by layer. We’ve tried lube, which hasn’t helped very much. Is this an age thing? I’ve heard about inner skin shriveling up after a certain age, but how could this apply to me? I’ve never been juicy.

Kurt is on top of me, pumping away.

One. Two. Three. Ow.

Four. Ow.

Five. Ow.

Six. Ow. Fuck. Not good fuck.

After a few more thrusts, my groom climaxes and rolls on his back. It takes a moment for his eyes to open.

“How was it?” he asks with uncertainty in his voice.

Searching for words, I give up right away. There’s never been language attached to these experiences — not with Kurt, not with any human for the past thirty years.

“Good,” I say, lying, but almost believing it myself.

The next morning, I bolt awake realizing I’ve got a problem, an extensive one—my bras do not match my panties. I’m talking about everything I own, including my trousseau, especially my trousseau. I mean, a baby doll nightgown. How juvenile. No wonder I’m not transported to erotic realms. I need to go shopping. Today. All day. Now.

Unfortunately, we have other plans. A trip to historic sites, which are, you know, a big deal. Mostly, these are elaborate churches Kurt will be introducing me to. Rome was my husband’s chrysalis. In the eighties, he lived here for a year, transitioning from Midwest autoworker’s son into garlic-frying intellectual. Every crevice of this town played a part in his evolution. He’s eager to share his favorite corners with me, to show me who he is. And I want to see him. But I also want him to see me, to see myself — in a synchronized bra and underwear set!

While Kurt’s in the shower singing “ ’O Sole Mio” for my benefit, I linger in the golden bed, clenching and unclenching my toes. I need to suppress my stupid urge to shop. Hasn’t retail therapy always failed? What about those eighteen pairs of shoes I bought when my mom died, purchased in six weeks? I tried six colonics to offset this expenditure, but the math didn’t work. Everything was put on a Visa I never paid off. Didn’t I ruin my credit for years? Of course I did. It’s time to just be present with my husband.

An hour later, we’re in a Renaissance-perfect piazza behind our hotel so my fella can photograph the Fountain of the Four Rivers, a sprouting sculpture so white and intricate it looks like it was made of plaster. Four enormous, carved river gods comprise the bulk of it, each mounting a curvy stone wave. In the middle of this action, an obelisk rises, like an arrogant phallus, ninety or one hundred feet into the sky.

It makes my ears pulse with mad, hot blood.

As Kurt points out the landmark’s attributes, I focus on his attributes and breathe. I marvel at his cute blond hair and blue eyes; the way that, despite his fair complexion, he can totally tan. He’s like a short member of the Beach Boys. Standing there in a blue button-down shirt, beige shorts, white sneakers, and black photography bag slung across his toned upper body, he reminds me of a dad not addicted to Budweiser or porn.

“Ready for church?” my wholesome honey asks, stowing away his camera.

“You bet,” I declare loudly, pushing away the silky undergarments dancing around in my head. Something else gets booted out too: an intruder. It’s no use. He’s all over this plaza, at least his image is, in the souvenir shops lining this square — the pope. I won’t let him destroy my honeymoon.

It’s just an unfortunate coincidence.

On top of everything else, by some weird happenstance, the current pope, Benedict the XVI, looks exactly — I mean exactly — like one of the men who molested me when I was four. The resemblance is shocking. Same white hair. Same sunken eyes. Same stubby hands that used to undress me.

Kurt knows all about my abuse. I told him shortly after we met. I’ve told everyone I know. I’ve been talking about this shit, openly, for decades. But there are aspects of this complexity I still cannot articulate.



The first time I ever said out loud I’d been molested, I was sitting in front of my house, on the curb. It was on a hot August day, the summer I turned six, two years after the abuse began. My brother Martin and I were sorting rocks we had found in the street.

“This one’s for Grandpa,” I said, holding up a smooth gray stone with a pointy top. It looked like something that belonged in a cemetery. I said this because my grandfather had recently died. This was my way of processing grief. I assumed my only sibling — who was two years older and knew everything — would understand what I was trying to say. Instead, Martin’s face puffed up.

“Take that back,” he responded. “What you said was bad.”

I had disrespected the memory of our grandfather. But how? What did I say? It didn’t matter. My brother’s condemnation sent explosions throughout my body, blasts that were hollowing me out. I had to do something — to save myself, or hurt him, which seemed like the same thing. So I told him about our neighbor — a completely different grandpa—the grandfather of our friend, Tammy. “You know what Tammy’s grandfather did?” I went on to elaborate.

In my six-year-old mind, telling him this horrible news was retribution. I knew he wouldn’t be able to handle it. I was right. Martin’s skull blew up until it became grotesque: a huge, raging balloon. He started yelling, “You’d better tell Mommy. Now!”

My first response was to scan our dead-end block full of trees, seeking a path of escape. Largely unsupervised, I knew excellent backyard hiding places. But I was trapped. My big brother had given me an order. An obedient child, I did what older folks commanded.

Stepping inside my house, I cursed myself. I don’t want to tell anyone. That’s why I didn’t tell anyone. Why did I tell him? Something bad is going to happen.

Shadows of violence scurried across my mind. Mom was always insinuating danger could erupt in our home because Dad was “mentally ill.” A few times, my mother called the cops, screaming to the police that my father had threatened her with a knife. I never saw a sharp object during these encounters, so I didn’t know whom to believe as we all stood around. Should I side with my mom’s vibrating body or my dad’s embarrassed laugh?

What if there is a knife? I thought as I searched for my mother in the basement, backyard, and living room before locating her. Mom was making the bed in her miniscule room off the kitchen. Dad slept in another part of the house; I was too young to analyze this arrangement. I ordinarily loved this room because of the textured wall-paper — red and blue velvet stripes ran down a white background — but that day the stripes popped out like the varicose veins on Mom’s legs. She said she’d gotten these when she gave birth to me. My mother seemed so rushed as she tucked in the corners of the fitted sheet, which was also the color of veins.

“Martin told me to tell you something,” I said.

“Tell me what?” she asked, not glancing up from her task.

I wanted to answer but had run out of words—forever? I watched the flat sheet she was fluffing over the bed. Each time she brought it down, the puff of air felt good because she was sweating. Maybe it would make her stop sweating.

The breeze also brought a whiff of laundry detergent, which somewhat masked onions from our kitchen. Our house smelled like old people, so said my friends. This made sense since strangers often thought my mother was my grandmother. It was the housedresses and Polish-Yiddish accent I’d never heard on another mother. It was the onions, in the kitchen and often on Mom’s breath. Just then, paralyzed in the doorway, I wasn’t close enough to her to find out if this was currently the case.

“You have something to tell me, or you don’t have something to tell me?” she asked.

Whatever I said was brief. Just a sentence, I think.

Mom sighed hard. Then she fixed her green eyes on me. People said I had a matching set. I’d never seen hers look so ugly. There was too much scrunching around them and they were watery like she was tearing up. But it couldn’t be true; my mother never cried. In fact, the voice that came out of her was angry: “That’s what men are like! Don’t go near him.”

As an obedient child, I listened. For years, I constructed schemes and elaborate systems, to get away from Tammy’s grandfather.



I’m still running away from this man. But differently. That’s what I can’t put into words. How, over the years, this abuser became part of my body, my vagina, wreaking havoc there. I got used to him though — his benign creepiness. I learned I could tolerate his damage as long as I pretended he wasn’t there. That’s how things stood until 2005, the year Benedict became pope, five years before my honeymoon.

Overnight, I was inundated by his shocking, huge head. It seemed like my tormenter — in holy form — had risen from the dead. I turned off television sets, closed internet windows, and clicked out of newspaper articles, with some exceptions. I relished the many stories implicating him, or just investigating his role, in the growing sex abuse scandal roiling the Catholic Church. I shared this rage with no one, preferring to screech in my mental belfry: How many children have been molested? How many, Benedict?

Did I know that my rage was displaced? Sure. But I loved having this target.

I still love it.

Or I did, before I got to Rome. Before I got to this plaza, where I am not getting off on being triggered — because I’m trying to get off the other way! Is that too much to ask?

The thing is, this man-god is EVERYWHERE. As Kurt and I continue our journey to the first church he’s trying to show me, we are confronted with more souvenir shops every fifty feet. Posters. Key chains. Postcards. Ashtrays.

I grab Kurt’s hand because I will not succumb to this assault. There’s so much else to focus on. Cobblestones must be navigated in my red wedge sandals. We’re trekking between, around, so many fresh-morning tourists yelling in Spanish, in Japanese, in Polish. Is that Czech or Polish? Next, my husband is talking about the church itself. It houses black-veined marble obtained from Africa. This sounds intriguing until Kurt relays that a long-ago pope laid claim to this precious material — because he could.

Another fucking pope.

Without warning, my imagination cuts to a priest in a shower. A shivering boy is there, a recent feature in the news. Other media predators begin rotating in my head — trusted coaches, beloved teachers, someone’s bullying cousin — a dizzying display. I halt, noticing my eyes have closed and I’m drenched.

“Are you okay?” Kurt asks.

“Give me a minute” I say, pulling in air with suddenly half-working lungs. A shaking hand clears sweat away from under my eyes, and down my arms. “I feel nauseous,” I tell Kurt, but I’m not sure why. It’s not true. Though now that I’ve mentioned it, my belly goes a little wobbly.

Kurt stands with me, stroking my shoulder.

“I think it’s the heat,” I offer as explanation because why ruin his day with this displaced, blasphemous rage? Kurt knows explicit details of my molestation. But that was forty years in the past! And not by priests, or the holiest man on earth. My husband left the church, but his family is still devoutly Catholic.

“Do you want to sit down?” he asks.

When I decline, he leaves to buy me a bottle of water. I’m relieved to be alone, even though the soot-stained building I’m leaning against is the only thing keeping me upright, even though my pink, flowered skirt sticks to my butt, and my red tank top, betraying its yoga studio logo, maliciously chafes my back.

After Kurt returns, I gulp his offering, the cooling liquid, with my lids open to force out smirking perverts, who have merged into a single man — the pope. I’ve got the wrong guy.

The destination church is right in front of us, my husband explains, tucked inside a plaza that’s partly in view. He thinks if I can make it inside the edifice and sit down, I’ll feel better. I open my eyes to see what he means. And that’s when I notice it—pure magic, like an apparition. “What’s that?” I ask.

Almost where we’re standing, directly across the street, is a shiny shop with a glass and chrome façade. Together, Kurt and I sound out the name: “In-ti-miss-i-mi.”

“What does it mean?” I ask as if I’m blind to all the sensual lingerie in the window.

“Intimacy, I think.”

“Do you mind if I go in?” The question itself invigorates me.

“Now?” Kurt asks with spiked brows. “I thought you didn’t feel good.”

“I’m better now.”

He frowns. I know how it must look. We’ve been traveling to someplace sacred, not a depot of pricey merchandise made by Chinese laborers choking to death on factory toxins.

“I’ll just be a minute,” I say, throwing the oppressed workers under a bus.

“You won’t be a minute,” he counters, knowing my filthy plastic habits. “Why don’t we go to church and swing back here after?”

“No. Let’s split up. You go there,” I say, indicating the plaza that contains the religious building. “And I’ll go shopping.” As soon as it comes out of my mouth, it sounds sacrilegious, shallow.

Kurt considers the equation nonetheless — not so much with his skull but with his jaw, which grinds when he’s tense.

“Fine.” He sighs and checks his elaborate sports watch. “Thirty minutes?”

“Thirty minutes,” I say, bobbing my head up and down like I’m a doll on the dashboard of his car.

The second he leaves, I enter Intimissimi. The space is blindingly, stunningly white. The track lighting, the floors, the walls, and display tables are the same shade, a tasteful concoction. A tasty one too. It’s like standing inside a dollop of whipped cream.

I don’t say it to myself. I don’t have to: I feel safe. I stroke silk camisoles and silky T-shirts hanging on a rack near the door. What I really want to fondle is the atmosphere itself. It smells like honeysuckle and lemon and white things mixed together with pink. I could stay here all day, but what kind of person chooses underwear over famous artistic treasures that have nothing to do with abuse from a million years ago?

A person like me.

When I was younger, in my twenties, I collected garter belts and stockings. I’d put them on under skirts that had some swing. Then I’d walk down the streets of New York City feeling insouciant. (I remember loving that word back then: insouciant.) My free spirit, my prance, the sway of my hips were fabulous until some schmuck gaped at me or made a comment. I didn’t want sex. I wanted to be sexy.

All these years later, I’m still confused — these tracks run parallel but don’t necessarily touch.

Aren’t they supposed to touch?

I try connecting to my simple goal this morning: buy some freakin’ lingerie. I wander around, studying posters lining the vanilla walls. They show me young women with uncovered midriffs, pushed-up orbs, and limbs going on for miles (I mean, kilometers). Within reach is a jellybean assortment of thongs on a huge, round table; I finger each one. I stare at balconettes — brassieres I’ve never heard of, in spite of my undergarment research. The name evokes a veranda where people in crisp linen sip Chianti under the stars. If my boobs were adorned with Italian sophistication, would I be delivered to that veranda?

Suddenly, I spot Kurt.

He’s on the other side of the glass windows playing with his phone, sort of. Though the iPhone came out three years before, he’s sticking with his flip. He won’t buy a new item unless the old one is broken. I wonder if he’ll replace me when he discovers the extent to which I am broken.

When he sees me, he lifts up his wrist so I can see his watch. I leave my paradise empty-handed, unmoored.

Strolling home from our day of religious relics, we pass musicians playing violins on the embankment of the Tiber River, which runs through this entire city — the most romantic in the world. I suggest that my groom spend a day without me.

“Freedom isn’t such a bad thing,” I say. “The things that you like are not the things that I like.”

“What does that mean?” My husband stops abruptly. His eyes, magnified through his not-so-hip wire-rimmed glasses, are immense, bloodshot.

“It doesn’t mean anything,” I say, wishing I could take back my suggestion, the implication we should spend our honeymoon apart. “Forget I mentioned it.”

“No, it means something,” he insists. “If you don’t like the way we’re spending our vacation, just say it instead of being passive-aggressive.”

“I’m not passive-aggressive,” I say in a high-pitched voice.

“Yes, you are. You don’t speak up, and then you make that face.”

“What face?”

“That disgusted face.”

“I love our vacation,” I assure Kurt, as I take his arm and usher us back to our hotel bed.

The next thing I do is max out three credit cards. It doesn’t transpire all at once though. And to be fair, I already had high balances on each of these plastic rectangles, due to my retail therapy. I’ve had enough actual therapy to know my spending is compensating for loss. Also, it’s how I’ve supplemented my paltry income teaching theater and yoga. Whatever the rationale, I’m always shocked when the bill comes.

I’m not thinking of debt, however, when I first return to the creamy paradise. In the fitting room, studying myself in a massive gilded mirror, I try on a royal blue balconette. A balconette. The matching panty is scratchy, but it makes my stomach appear flat because of its high waist. Both pieces have an overlay of white lace, like curtains on a Victorian home, or dense mosquito netting.
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