














PRAISE FOR FIFTY FIRST DATES AFTER FIFTY


“This is no mere memoir, but a handbook on how to date the adult way. By reading Arnold’s entertaining and upbeat story of voracious exploration, Generation X, Y, and Z can learn everything no one ever taught them about effective communication, self-care, emotional responsibility, and joyful sexual freedom. If dating is in your future, this inspirational book is for you.”


—Robin Rinaldi, author of The Wild Oats Project: One Woman’s Midlife Quest for Passion at Any Cost


“This book will have great appeal to other seekers—men and women—especially those who are older or long for a deep sensual connection to others. Carolyn is such a role model for other middle-aged women—unafraid, unabashedly sensual and assertive. I love how brave and brazen she is!”


—Julia Scheeres, author of the New York Times best-selling memoir Jesus Land


“Carolyn’s goal of fifty dates was a brilliant way to find a partner, and her communication skills, honesty, and appreciative regard for her dates would help anyone - not only in dating, but in all one’s relationships.”


—Chas August, Relationship & Intimacy Coach


“Carolyn Arnold’s dating stories in Fifty First Dates After Fifty will be inspiring for any woman who worries that life has passed her by and that it’s too late to attract a life partner. There will be bad dates, broken hearts and dashed expectations—and some hot fun along the way. Carolyn’s stories of dating resilience and persistence show us that finding a deep love is possible at every age.”


—Sasha Cagen, feminist life coach and author of Quirkyalone: A Manifesto for Uncompromising Romantics


“Fifty First Dates after Fifty is not your typical dating book. Carolyn boldly shares the raw vulnerabilities of being a person truly living life on her own terms. You’ll be rooting for Carolyn all the way through as she tries, fails, feels, picks herself up, dusts herself off, and courageously moves forward into her next new adventure . . . funny and engaging . . . I was hooked at the prologue. You will be too.”


—Wendy Newman, author of 121 First Dates: How to Succeed at Online Dating, Fall in Love, and Live Happily Ever After (Really!)
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Prologue


MONOGAMOUS DATING


“You’re still sleeping with other guys?”


George asked this in a voice shrill enough for the other diners in the cozy Ethiopian restaurant to hear. Several looked over at us—a middle-aged white couple—with expressions ranging from annoyance to amusement.


I had suggested this romantic Berkeley spot for our fifth date because I thought that George, who performed with an African dance troupe, would like Ethiopian food. It was a bad place to have this discussion.


“But I told you that on our third date,” I whispered in a low voice, trying to discourage eavesdropping by diners who were still looking our way. “Before we slept together.”


“You said you had other lovers then,” he said. “But why would you keep seeing them?”


“’Cause they’re my lovers,” I said. “They support me while I look for a partner.”


George leaned back in his chair and shook his head in disgust. Wispy strands of long brown hair had come loose from his ponytail and swayed on either side of his thin face.


“How could you do that to me?” he asked with sorrowful brown eyes.


Inside, I was sighing. I didn’t want to hurt him. George had his own, traditional dating rules, and I had violated the one that said “stop sleeping with all other men after you spend a night with me.” It was monogamous dating. And while I eventually wanted a monogamous partner, I was not interested in committing to one man while I was still dating.


I wondered how much time and how many apologies I owed this sweet man before I gently extricated myself from what he thought had become a relationship. My experiment of dating men who were outside of my usual circle was not going well. Could I only relate to men who, like me, had attended personal growth workshops on relationships?


I was fifty-eight years old, and I had a goal of finding my life partner by going on dates with fifty men. George was date number 31. I’d started the project with great optimism, but now that it was more than halfway done, I wondered if I would find a partner of any type by the fiftieth date.


It had been over a year since I’d said good-bye to Peter, and I was determined to go on, no matter how long it took. Date 32 was scheduled for Saturday—a walk around the Berkeley Marina. This guy looked promising . . . a fifty-six-year-old therapist from Marin County.





PART I
LETTING GO
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LETTING GO ONE (2008)



“Peter, I love you, I honor your journey, I set you free.”


I gazed into Peter’s blue eyes, twins to my own blue irises. Even in the low candlelight in my living room, his eyes twinkled over his tan cheeks; his wild white hair still looked like a blond halo to me. Peter and I had been together for seven years—five years longer than the two he had said he was good for and five years longer than my longest relationship. Tears pressed into my eyes as I imagined letting go of this man, who I still believed was the best partner for me.


“Carolyn, I love you, I honor your journey, I set you free,” Peter said kindly, but free of tears. I believed that he loved me—but not enough to stay with me. He was ready for seven months of traveling in Europe and India, ready to be single again.


How could I let go of someone who had been my perfect match for seven years? Peter was a happy Buddhist beach boy in his late fifties, living a mellow retired life in Hawaii. His upbeat attitude and peaceful home had provided an oasis for me, a new age California girl in her late fifties living a hectic professional life in the Bay Area. Good friends for a year before becoming lovers, we could talk about anything and end up laughing. He would say, “Great!” and mean it, after anything I said. He bought me gifts—an iPod Nano to have music when I ran, a snorkel and fins for my visits to Hawaii, pillows when mine had lost their fluff, and “clitoral cream” to help me have better orgasms. How could I let go of someone who bought me clitoral cream? Even though I was making plans to date other men, it was hard to imagine being with anyone other than Peter. I would need more than a letting-go ceremony for that. Luckily, I had a plan.





THE PLAN



I’d come up with the idea a month before Peter left for Europe. My friend Kate and I were sitting on the grass beside the crowded Oakland Grand Lake Farmer’s Market on a sunny September Saturday, catching up while we took a break from buying flowers and organic vegetables. Kate was in my women’s group, and we loved talking about relationships. Younger than me by fourteen years, she was transitioning from a career as a pole-dance teacher to a therapist and was not afraid of asking direct questions.


“Are you looking forward to dating when Peter leaves?” Kate asked.


“Kind of,” I said. “But I’m going to miss Peter a lot.” I sighed. “I’ll probably look for someone just like him!”


“You were getting pretty bored with him, though, remember?”


She was right. My latest trips to see him on the Big Island had left me feeling more restless than relaxed.


“But my heart still loves him,” I whined, “and believes we’re the ideal match.” I watched a happy young couple float gracefully through the market like a pair of swans.


“He was ideal for you all those years, but now someone else might be better,” said Kate. She perused the crowd, as if the better guy might be in sight. I had confessed in our women’s group that I was starting to want a real partner, not a part-time temporary one—someone who would do what Peter could not: live nearby, do something besides relax, and commit to a long-term relationship. But they would have to be as joyful and loving as Peter—a Peter-plus person.


“Maybe I need to go on a lot of dates to find someone,” I said, following Kate’s gaze to a gangly man walking by. “It might help me get over Peter and see what other types of men are out there.”


“That’s not a bad idea,” Kate said, turning back to me. “How many dates do you think it would take?”


“There was that movie,” I said, laughing. “Fifty First Dates.”


“Didn’t she go on fifty first dates with the same man . . . because she had amnesia?”


“Yeah,” I said, “But I could go on fifty first dates with fifty different men.”


“That’s a lot of dates!” She looked at me with an admiring smile.


I liked the sound of fifty. When I bought my home, I’d looked at over a hundred houses until I found the perfect one. As a statistician, I knew that samples of only fifty were needed for significant results. Fifty dates sounded like plenty to get over Peter and check out different types.


“Maybe I could make a research project out of it,” I said. My heart beat faster. That was it! I worked as a researcher at a college. I gathered data on the students and determined which groups needed support. By dating a lot of men, I could determine if there was a better man for me than Peter. The whole idea cheered me up. It wasn’t just dating—it was a dating research project!


“I think I’m going to do that,” I said. “I’ll set a goal of going out on fifty first dates.”


“Sounds like a great plan,” said Kate. “And you know a ton of men.”


Kate and I had both attended workshops put on by the Human Awareness Institute (HAI), a Bay Area nonprofit that offers classes on love, intimacy, and sexuality.1 In my ten years of participating in and then volunteering to assist with HAI workshops, I had met hundreds of people seeking better relationships. Many of my fellow volunteers were single men, and some had told me, with a twinkle in their eye, “Carolyn, if you’re ever available again, let me know.” What better group of men to date than those plucked from the HAI pool?


“Yeah, I’ll start with men from HAI. But there are other places I can go to meet men, like Sierra Singles hikes, or the meditation nights for singles at Spirit Rock. Also professional singles events and online dating sites. And I don’t have to limit myself to men who’d make ideal partners—I can explore different types of men!” I was getting excited.


“I can’t wait to hear how this goes,” Kate said, smiling in amusement.


But then I felt a pang of doubt. “What if I don’t find anyone better than Peter?”


“I doubt that’ll happen,” Kate said, looking more serious. “It’s natural to think that the last guy you were with was the best—especially since he was your first long relationship. But you’re breaking up for a reason. After you start dating, I don’t see you being able to go back.”


I pondered her words silently as I watched a tall, suntanned man in blue nylon running shorts walk by carrying a mesh bag of oranges. He looked about my age—and definitely a type I wanted to explore.


Kate caught me staring and grinned, and I grinned back.


I hoped she was right.





FLASHBACK



The Human Awareness Institute had prepared me well for this project. I had turned to HAI in my forties, when I became serious about finding a life partner and realized that my dating choices had led only to short-term relationships. After twenty years working through a progression of jobs and graduate school degrees in women’s studies, statistics, and education, I had finally settled into a community college research job that I loved. Now I had time for a personal life, but I was afraid I would never find a lasting partnership if I didn’t change what I was doing. So I was relieved to learn that HAI (pronounced “Hi”) offered weekend workshops on love, intimacy, and sexuality just two hours north of my house, on the grounds of Harbin Hot Springs, a new age retreat center that I frequented often.


It was natural for me to turn to nontraditional personal growth workshops to learn how to improve my relationships. I had never wanted a traditional life, despite being primed for it by my middle-class upbringing in the Los Angeles suburbs of the early 1960s. My conservative parents, who were transplanted New Englanders, thought they were raising me to be an educated housewife like my mother, and had similar conventional ideas for my younger brother and sister.


When I was fifteen, they sent me to a girls’ boarding school back East, far from the permissive California of the ’60s. Flying back and forth across the country, however, planted seeds of independence. And by the time I started college, the ’60s had reached the East Coast. As a student at a women’s college in Massachusetts in the early 1970s, I tried marijuana, protested the Vietnam War, and abandoned my parents’ conservative views for more liberal ones. I also woke up to feminism. My father had not let my mother work until their youngest was in grade school, and she’d resented it. I vowed to never become economically dependent on a man. My parents’ traditional suburban life looked boring to me—I wanted my life to be a grand adventure.


After college, I moved back to the West Coast, where I settled in Berkeley and spent the next twenty-five years exploring alternative lifestyles. I moved into a vegetarian cooperative house, waitressed, and volunteered at the Berkeley Free Clinic, which offered free health services to demonstrate that health care was for people, not profits. I went to spiritual ceremonies, tried LSD, and started backpacking by myself.


While working in a feminist women’s clinic, where we demonstrated women’s control of our own bodies, I lost interest in men, who seemed stuck in outdated gender roles, and declared myself a lesbian. For eighteen years I thrived on being at the forefront of social change. I moved into an all-women’s house and embraced all the emblems of a lesbian feminist in the 1970s—wearing overalls, cutting my long blond hair short, going to women’s music concerts and festivals with lovers, and leading women’s backpacking trips. We were redefining what it meant to be women.


Identifying as a lesbian enabled me to separate financially and emotionally from men—I earned two master’s degrees and a PhD during this time and loved many women—but I never found the partner I dreamed of. In 1993, when men were emerging from first marriages, therapy, and men’s groups with a feminist awareness, I grew interested in them again.


Dating men in my forties after an eighteen-year hiatus was like being a teenager without the restrictions. My lesbian years had given me a healthy self-confidence, and I knew I didn’t need a man for financial security. I was attracted to their bodies and wanted to try out all kinds of male-female sex. My feminine side came out, and I started wearing dresses and heels again. After experiencing the full range of personalities among lesbians, I could see men as the complex people they were, trying to relate to women as best they could. I was still not interested in getting married—it felt too close to the housewife role—but I did want a long-term equal partner.


But five years later, I was still alone. So turning to an organization like HAI—which had a nontraditional approach to relationships, welcomed people of all sexual preferences, and held their workshops at a new age retreat center that reflected my own alternative lifestyle—seemed completely normal.





THE WORKSHOPS



When I arrived at the spacious, high-ceilinged wood-and-stone conference center for my first HAI weekend retreat in 1998, I could see that the workshops would be the perfect training for me. I was ready to learn how to have a successful relationship, and that is exactly what these workshops taught. HAI’s philosophy about relationships was that loving others started with loving yourself. One-on-one and small-group exercises promised to give me and the sixty other people there, half women and half men, the experience of loving ourselves and appreciating others.


My first workshop started right off with learning to look for the goodness in each person and was led by two facilitators, a man and a woman. “Find a partner and form a big circle,” said the male facilitator. “In this ceremony you’ll get to greet everyone.”


As I wondered whom to ask, a tall, thin man moved closer and said, “Would you be my partner?”


“Sure,” I said, relieved, and we moved into the circle.


“Now face your partner and put your hand on your heart.” Angelic, harmonious music played softly over the speakers. The female leader said, “Gaze into the eyes of this person, and say with your eyes, ‘I’m glad you’re here.’” I gazed up into the man’s eyes, saw the gladness coming from him, and sent my own gladness back. I felt a surge of joy. After a few seconds, she said, “Open your heart, kiss the hand, and step to the left.” I followed the gesture they had taught us—I took my hand off my heart, opened it as if for a hug, and then took the man’s hand and kissed the back of it while gazing into his eyes before I moved on, feeling tender toward him. My next partner was a plump woman my height who smiled serenely at me. “With this partner,” the leader said, “look into their eyes and silently send the message, ‘I accept you just as you are.’” We both beamed. I felt a deep peacefulness, like a coming home. We carried out the same heart and hand gesture, a gentle leaving. This ceremony was just what I had been looking for—a way to connect with men and women closely, without having to think of what to say—just experiencing and appreciating each person. We rotated around the circle until we had been with each person there. The facilitators’ caring words helped us focus kindly on each one. There were so many different types—in height, size, age, skin tone, gender—and they each communicated differently with their eyes. Some could not look me in the eye for the whole time, but others had sparkling eyes that looked eager for connection. I wondered if that meant they liked me. I tried to project acceptance to each person.


Later that evening, we got to pick a buddy for the weekend. They said that we would do a few exercises with them, but mainly this would be our support person. When we were asked to select a buddy, I looked around at the sixty people and froze. Do I pick a woman I feel safe with, or a man I’m attracted to? Everyone was being picked, and a short, balding, smiling, Buddha-like guy was looking at me with a goofy grin.


“Would you like to be buddies?” he said. “My name’s Andrew.”


I wasn’t attracted to him, but I didn’t see any other options. “Sure,” I said, feeling skeptical that we could relate to each other.


But when Andrew said he was a chiropractor who led fire walks—where people walk over hot coals to overcome their fears—and that he’d come from Santa Cruz with his men’s group, I realized he was from a similar alternative, feminist background. Soon I would learn that most people who came to HAI were seekers of some sort. Although not everyone walked on hot coals, all were looking for new ways to find love, self-acceptance, and life purpose. Ranging in age from twenty to eighty years old, with economic situations from low income to very prosperous, most were, like me, middle-aged and middle income. For everyone, personal growth was a high priority.


In our first paired exercise, Andrew and I sat against backrests on the floor facing each other, talking about our past relationships and why we came to the workshop.


“I’ve been wanting a male partner for a long time,” I said, feeling my tears begin. “I’m forty-seven, and I’ve never had a relationship last for more than two years.” Andrew nodded, following the instructions to just listen rather than respond and try to fix me. I sank into my own sadness, and my tears flowed down my cheeks. I felt Andrew’s kindness and compassion in the way he listened so fully to me, nodding with empathy.


When it was his turn, Andrew said, “Well, my men’s group thought this would be a good experience. I’ve been divorced for a year, have joint custody of two young kids, and things are good. I’m not necessarily looking for a relationship, but I’m open.” I nodded, smiling at him.


“And now,” the male facilitator said gently from the front of the room, “one of you, take your hands and cup your buddy’s face, look into their eyes, and see if you have permission to gently stroke their face.” Peaceful music enhanced the tenderness of the moment. Andrew asked if he could go first, and as I nodded yes, he held my face and smiled into my eyes. As his fingers started stroking my face, my heart melted. His touch was delicate and sure. I realized I’d never been touched so reverently, even in sexual situations, and the facilitators had made it clear that we were not going to be sexual. Again, I felt filled with peace. I had come home. My face relaxed, and more tears flowed.


When it was time to switch roles, I tentatively brushed my fingers over Andrew’s little round face, and he started looking beautiful to me, this funny-looking man with such a kind heart.


Andrew turned out to be the perfect buddy for me. The next morning, I was cursing myself for not getting up early enough to go running before breakfast. “Don’t you see what you’re doing to yourself?” he said to me. “You can’t love yourself when you keep seeing yourself as wrong. Hey, you needed the sleep.”


“But it’s too late to go running!” I wailed.


“No, it’s not. Let’s go.”


While we ran along the sun-dappled canyon road, surrounded by tall pines covering the steep grassy hillsides and leafy branches waving over us, Andrew taught me to laugh out loud in gratitude for the beauty of the California hills. I felt a glimmer of enjoyment in the moment and loved myself a little bit more. Andrew would be a friend for years to come.
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Besides a buddy, we also chose a small group for the weekend to be our support team. My small-group leader was Bruce, a HAI volunteer. “I’m fierce at loving myself,” he said in our first meeting. “And because of that, I finally found my wife—my life partner—and I’m staying in love with her. Even though she loves me, I still tell myself how much I love and appreciate myself every day.” I hoped to get to that loving place with myself and a partner.


As our group of four sat in a circle on the floor, Bruce asked us to notice any negative thoughts we had about ourselves and share them. I had plenty of negative thoughts about myself, many of them from my mother. As her firstborn, my teenage rebellion had challenged her, and she had criticized me harshly—for my hairstyle, my clothes, my interest in sexuality, and the liberal attitudes I’d picked up back East. Because I left home at age fifteen, we never got to resolve our differences, and her disapproval continued whenever I visited her. Although she told me often that she loved me and was proud of my achievements, her critical voice had settled into my head. When it was my turn, I started listing my faults, echoing my mother’s words.


“I’m so critical,” I said. “I notice what people, including myself, are doing wrong, and I focus on that. I try not to say anything to others, but I often curse myself out loud for what I do.” I could barely look at the other group members, but I felt them looking at me sympathetically, so I went on. “Also, I’m selfish,” I said. “I think I’ve taken this whole taking-care-of-myself thing too far. I put myself first in most situations.” I felt a flush of shame at even admitting that. “I also worry a lot—about everything. It’s part of focusing on what could go wrong rather than what could go right.” I was feeling worse and worse, but I glimpsed some of the group nodding as if they understood. Then I remembered why I was there. “I’m afraid that I’m not lovable—that because I’m critical and selfish and worry so much, no one will want to stay with me and be my partner.” Lost in my tears, I slowly looked up at the group.


They were smiling at me warmly. “Send this person some love and appreciation for what they shared,” Bruce said. My little group sent me love with their eyes or bowed with their hands together. I still felt glum, but I sensed their support. Then we went on to the next person. By the time everyone had shared, we were all slumped in our seats.


“Now,” said Bruce, “shake out your body, sit up straight like you are proud, and share what you love about yourself.” Oh, good, I thought, this will be easier. My parents had given me positive messages as well. Their investment in my education had made me believe in myself. My mother had encouraged me to love my small breasts and wide hips. My father had always supported me in nontraditional pursuits. He’d bought me a toolkit to fix my bike and VW Bug.


“I love my high energy,” I started, “which I got from my parents. It makes everything possible. I love that I found a career I love that supports me, and I’m proud that I was able to buy my own house.” I hoped this didn’t sound like I was bragging. I had never imagined I could buy a house in the Bay Area as a single woman, but I’d been lucky—and privileged. The interest rates had gone down and my income had gone up at just the right time, and my grandmother had left me enough for a small down payment on a modest bungalow in an old Oakland neighborhood with a crime rate that ebbed and flowed. “I love that I’m adventurous—I went to Peru by myself, I go salsa dancing, I backpack by myself, and I lead women’s backpacking trips. I also write songs.” I was proud of my daring and creative sides. “And,” I said, deciding to go for it, “I love my body—I love its shape and how I can keep it lean by running, and I love how my hair frames my face.” I shook my light brown hair back and looked up. Now I was embarrassed, thinking I’d been too positive. But my group all looked at me the same way—nodding with warmth. As the others shared their intimate thoughts, I sent them encouraging looks. But as I sat there, a critical voice returned. If I’m so great, why haven’t I found a partner?


Bruce, however, had been listening well. Afterward, he gave me three affirmations to say to myself every day—I am beautiful. I am lovable. I deserve a loving relationship. I felt a flicker of hope that I could overcome my critical internal monologue with these positive thoughts.
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In the ten years after that first workshop, I returned many times to that conference center, going through the series of workshops that HAI offered, and then assisting at them. During those weekends, the tenets of HAI sank into me—I gradually learned to love myself, focus on the good in others, communicate in an honest and loving way, and trust my own relationship choices. My connections with both men and women deepened. Although my first relationship with a guy I met at a HAI workshop lasted only the usual two years, I was now part of a large community of people who would become my friends, lovers, and partners. Then, at a HAI party in 2000, as I was gazing into the eyes of each person, a pair of twinkling blue eyes smiled and blinked back.





LETTING GO TWO (2001–2008)



Peter was living in San Francisco when we first became lovers in 2001, but after three years, with a nest egg from a real estate career, he retired to Hilo, Hawaii. For four years we commuted between Oakland and Hilo, where I loved to visit but had no desire to live. We saw each other about once a month and talked every night—for me a nourishing blend of support, pleasure, and independence. My life was full with a demanding college research position, an old home and large garden, several groups of friends, songwriting, running, and weekends spent volunteering at HAI workshops. A boyfriend in Hawaii whom I saw once a month had been just right.


Since early on, Peter and I had committed to staying together monogamously for six months at a time. The short-term promises had worked well—they gave us some security while calming our mutual fears of being trapped. Six months after six months had added up to seven years, but as we reached our late fifties, I was ready to risk a longer commitment, and he was not. I was trying to be attached to a Buddhist, who cultivated non-attachment.


By spring of 2008, Peter and I were both feeling restless. He wanted to travel in Europe and India for months, move to Bali, and never commit. I wanted to stay in the Bay Area and find a committed relationship with someone who did more than meditate. We decided to separate when he left for Europe in the fall. I had suggested the letting-go ceremony for the night before his trip in October 2008. I needed to hear out loud that we were moving on. As much as I wanted a Peter-plus person, I knew that once he left, I would have a hard time letting go of my longing for a simple Buddhist beach boy.





PART II
TOUCH
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CHOICE



One Sunday a month later, I was jogging on my usual route, a residential street on the crest of the Oakland hill I live on, feeling a lightness finally returning to my heart as I gazed out over the shining San Francisco Bay. The view still thrilled me after thirty years of living in the Bay Area, although I hadn’t noticed it lately—the aching in my heart had weighed down my spirit in the month since Peter had left for Europe. But now the sharp missing of him had subsided enough for me to once again notice the world around me. It was time to begin my dating project.


I was not surprised by how much I’d pined for Peter that first month. Despite the letting-go ceremony, I had not completely let go. After he left, I joined a songwriting class and wrote several sad songs about my lover leaving. However, in early November, I found myself writing a joyful tune about Barack Obama winning the presidency. I was ready to date.


I reminded myself that one purpose of the project was to get over my longing for Peter, so it was fine to start even if I was still missing him. As I ran past the familiar houses in my neighborhood, I was thinking of the men from the HAI workshops who had said they wanted to date me when I was available. I should let them know I’m ready, I thought, with a shiver of excitement running through my heart and down my body.


As I lost myself in these delicious feelings, Randy, a handsome neighbor, smiled and waved. I’d known Randy from several years of jogging by and occasionally chatting with him or his wife. She had invited me to his backyard fiftieth birthday bash a year earlier, where, to my dismay, she had criticized him in front of everyone. “Why did you barbecue the chicken before the corn?” she yelled as he carried a full plate of chicken into the house. Cringing, I’d wondered why this gentle man with such a warm smile stayed with someone like that.


I hadn’t seen his wife for quite a while, and since he smiled, I stopped and asked how he was. He paused from clipping the vines back from the stone wall in front of his brown-shingled Craftsman bungalow. His gardening clothes looked a bit crumpled.


“Well,” he said with a sigh, “it’s a long story, but Diana and I split up, and she moved out.” For a second, the brow on his youthful face furrowed, his voice wavered, and he looked like a sad little boy. But then he looked into my eyes, smiled, and sighed, sounding relieved.


Although I imagined it was complicated, I was relieved for him.


“Oh, I’m so sorry!” I said, though inside I wasn’t feeling sorry at all, and couldn’t help but think that this might be a fortuitous beginning to my dating project. I had always been attracted to Randy’s kind eyes and lanky body that looked relaxed and strong under his weekend work shirts and baggy pants.


“Would you like to come in for a cappuccino?” he asked.


I told him I’d love to as soon as I finished my run. Running made me feel fit and happy, and I wouldn’t give that up, even for a man I suddenly wanted to date.
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After my run, I quickly showered and changed. When I returned, we talked for almost two hours at his kitchen table. He made me a tea latte from his cappuccino machine after I confessed that I didn’t drink coffee. As we sipped our drinks, he told me the long, involved story of his marriage, as well as the equally long story of buying the cappuccino machine in Italy decades earlier.


I empathized with the difficulties in his marriage and oohed and aahed over his adventures in Italy, but I noticed that he wasn’t asking me any questions, a dating red flag. During a rare pause, I said, “Your stories are helping me with my sadness. I just broke up with a guy I was with for seven years. We’re still close friends, but now he’s traveling in Europe.”


“Oh, that’s got to be hard, breaking up when you’re still feeling close,” he said.


His words went right to the place in my heart that felt how hard it was, surprising me that he understood. Maybe Randy could do more than just tell stories. Maybe he could also reach inside my heart and hold me, and my feelings, tenderly.


I got up from the table to start my day, but offered to make him lunch at my house. To my surprise, he accepted. We ended up spending the afternoon talking at my kitchen table.


He did most of the talking, and most of his stories were long, but he also asked me questions. “So how is it for you when someone leaves?” he asked, gazing at me earnestly with his kind brown eyes. But as soon as I started to answer, he was off talking about himself again. Still, Peter had never asked about difficult feelings. I wasn’t sure how close I wanted to be to Randy, but those questions drew me in.


We finally broke away to continue our own Sundays, as the sun curved toward the horizon across the bay.
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Later that night, he called. “Carolyn,” he said. “I really enjoyed talking with you today.”


“Me too,” I said. “Thanks for inviting me in.” I was smiling to myself. I figured we could work on balancing out the talking.


“I was wondering,” he said, “if you’d like to come over tonight and use the sauna?”


Well, what new age sensual Northern California girl does not accept an invitation to a sauna at ten o’clock on a Sunday night?


Over my years in the Bay Area, I had spent many a late night naked in friends’ hot tubs or saunas. I had also spent enough time in clothing-optional situations to know that being naked didn’t necessarily imply being sexual. And yet, the thought of being naked with Randy in a sauna thrilled me. It was an innocent excitement—I was enjoying feeling turned on without assuming it would lead anywhere. I was good at letting men know how physically close—or distant—I wanted to be. Ten years of workshops on relationships had taught me the concept of being “at choice”—that in every moment, I can choose differently. I didn’t know what Randy was expecting, but I assumed that he would respect whatever my choices were.


I went over in a T-shirt and jeans, with a towel and a purple sarong. Randy greeted me at the door and guided me to his cozy family room, where a sauna was built into the wall. On a coffee table in front of a big mission-style couch, he had laid out a cutting board of crackers, cheese, pieces of oranges, apples, and figs, and wine glasses. A saxophone played peaceful, meandering jazz.


I took a deep breath. “Oh, this is so nice!”


He beamed.


After a few bites of cheese and crackers, we took off our clothes, nonchalantly, as if we did this all the time. In fact, it was completely normal for me—I’d been going to nude beaches since my college days, and Harbin Hot Springs, my favorite retreat center, was a clothing-optional resort. At Harbin, nudity was nonchalant and nonsexual, and I enjoyed the sensuality of sun and water by soaking in the springs and sunning on a wide deck by the swimming pool. Still, it was exciting to be alone and naked with someone I was attracted to. I wondered how Randy was feeling about being naked with a woman different from his wife.


As we stepped into the sauna, we peeked surreptitiously at each other’s bodies. He looked as lean as I had imagined. I was glad that running and yoga had kept me toned.


The sauna had two full-length wooden benches on different levels. He let me have the higher, warmer bench, and we each stretched out and relaxed into the growing heat. We didn’t talk much. We didn’t touch, although I wanted to. He sprinkled water on the coals from his perch on the lower bench. I was breathing in the steamy hot wood-scented air, wondering what would come next, savoring the nearness of him.


In the past, this type of private naked situation would have inevitably led to sex. I loved touch, and I loved sex, and one would lead naturally to the other. But I had learned in the last ten years that there was a whole range of touching between an affectionate brush of the hand and passionate lovemaking. And that I loved all of it and could choose where I wanted to be on that continuum at any given moment. As I lay in the sauna next to Randy, I wondered what choice I would make.


When we got out, we wrapped up in Randy’s fluffy white robes and sat on the couch. I was feeling cozy and warm with the robe around my shoulders. My purple sarong, draped on the couch behind us, provided a ceremonial backdrop. We sipped some wine and nibbled on the cheese and figs. We eased nearer, eyes soft, smiling, murmuring, “It’s nice to be here with you,” and “I’m glad you’re here.” Our lips got closer until they met in a long, gentle kiss, which was just what I wanted. When it ended, I gazed into his eyes and started slowly caressing his face. I realized I was not ready to make love—I still missed Peter and was not certain where I was going with Randy—but I was enjoying this sensual touch. My robe loosened, and he started stroking my now bare shoulder and my chest, heading toward my breast. I redirected his hand with mine and brought it up to my face, whispering, “I’d like to wait to go further.”


He whispered back, “I really want to make love with you.”


“Did you expect we would do that tonight?” I asked, truly surprised. But this was unfair. I had just decided against that myself. Randy could easily have misinterpreted my eagerness in coming here late at night. He probably had the same assumption I used to have—that a naked woman and man in a sauna late at night equaled sex. I couldn’t blame him, but I was hopeful he might enjoy simple skin-to-skin touch. I was thinking of all the face stroking I had done in HAI workshops, where the facilitator narrated how to touch each other reverently and see the unique beauty of each person. I was offering this experience to Randy as a way to get to know each other.


“I didn’t necessarily expect to make love,” he was saying, “but now that you’re here, and feel so good, yeah. And once I start, I don’t want to stop.” He smiled like a little boy who was used to getting what he wanted.


“Well, I’d rather just kiss and caress your face for now, and see if we want to do more another time. Would that be OK?”


“Yeah,” he said, still smiling, “but I can’t just kiss. If we do that, I’ll want to do more.”


I realized that I couldn’t convey the pleasure of nonsexual touch in ten minutes, when it had taken me ten years to learn it.


“I’m sorry,” I said. “I’m not ready to do more. I should go anyway. It’s a work night.”


His smile drooped a bit. “I understand,” he said, sighing heavily like Eeyore, the sad donkey in Winnie-the-Pooh.


“Thanks for a sweet evening,” I said as I dressed, gathered my things, and left, disappointed that he could not just hang out in the sweet place of sensual, lightly erotic touch.
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The next day, while I showered and got ready for work, I savored the deliciousness of this first of fifty first dates—his warm welcome into a peaceful room, the heated sensuousness of the sauna, the first gentle kiss. As I registered disappointment in how it ended, I realized that this date with Randy had done exactly what I’d hoped dating would do—help me gather information about what I wanted in a partner. I was attracted to Randy, and his questions touched me on a deep level—deeper than conversations with Peter. However, I wanted a man with better listening skills, a man who could appreciate the moment and nonsexual ways of touching. Would I have to stick with workshop-trained men for that? I was glad I had learned to trust my own choices, minute to minute, and that I had not made love with Randy.


Better for neighbors to be friends than lovers anyway, I thought as I got into my car. Thank you, Randy, for opening the door to my dating project. I wonder who else is out there.





WAVES



By the following weekend, I had lapsed back into grief about Peter. On Friday, I called Luke, a friend and past lover. I trusted him, a wild-haired spiritual guy and self-trained counselor and body worker, to support me through big emotions.


“Luke, it’s about Peter. I still miss him so much. I’m afraid I’ve lost the best relationship I’ll ever have.” My voice was trembling.


He came right over. We sat on my big soft purple couch, the one Peter had left me when he moved to Hawaii. I cried and cried while Luke held me. A soothing song that repeated the words, “Waves are comin’ in, waves are comin’ in,”1 played over and over on my CD player. It was a song I had listened to with Peter, and it made me miss him even more.


Luke picked up on the recurring words. “Healing’s comin’ in, healing’s comin’ in,” sang Luke into my ear. “Going into the feelings makes you lighter,” he whispered.


He was right—as I let myself feel the waves of sadness deeply, I could feel it lifting. I thought it would hurt more to be so sad, but the more I felt it, the more it seeped out in my tears.


Luke tucked me into bed and left; I cried off and on until I finally drifted off to sleep. When I woke on Saturday morning, most of my tears were gone—which was good, because I planned to attend my first social event that evening.
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