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Introduction

I wrote much of “The Dinner Date” a long time ago—eighteen years, because I was pregnant with my daughter at the time, and she’s seventeen now. The story started as a chapter in a novel I was working on then, and I see now that the novel—which I never published—was an early precursor to Gone. Both are about someone running from a marriage: in the first book, a young woman from her husband; in Gone, a middle-aged husband from his wife and kids.

The impetus for both of those characters no doubt comes from the part of me that has that impulse to flee. That tiny part that feels limited and constricted by marriage, by monogamy, by being “beholden” to others, even by the joy and security and coziness of settling down, of having a home and family. You’re no longer “hungry”—which is good, of course; who wants to spend their life longing for things they don’t have? But there is a certain passion in hunger, in the highs and lows and drama of life that’s sometimes the opposite of settling down. You give up a certain amount of autonomy and spontaneity when you marry and start a home. It’s called growing up. And I’m extremely grateful for the full and wonderful life I’ve lived. I’ve made choices carefully and I would absolutely take the same road again. But still, there’s always a part of me that wonders: What would the other road have been like? What if I didn’t have all this good stuff? Who would I be? The (false) idea that you could just pick up and go anytime if you were solo—there’s something about it that still tempts me. The thrill of the road. The open-road fantasy.

I think that in both novels, Gone and the novel from which “The Dinner Date” comes, my impulse was to try to play out that fantasy and see the reality of it. But I also think that back when I was sitting down to write “The Dinner Date”—even though, again, everything in my life was something I’d wanted and worked for—some small part of me was terrified about what I’d gotten myself into. After being a very autonomous person in my twenties, a person who’d lived alone for a decade (including for six months after I got married), I was suddenly pregnant and sharing a small apartment in New York City with my husband, watching my stomach expand and waiting for our baby to arrive. I was writing a monthly magazine column and I had a novel coming out—my first novel, My Sister’s Bones—and a contract to write a second, but all I could write about was a pregnant woman fleeing New York and her marriage. (She probably would have fled her pregnancy too, if she’d been able to. And then immediately wanted it back. Ha.)

The problem with that book was that the main character, Nora, didn’t understand why she was fleeing, and I, as a young writer, didn’t understand it then either. Now I see the reason: She was afraid of losing herself. Maybe even before she found herself, actually, because she was pretty lost. And it was a legitimate fear, because when you marry and become a mother, you do lose a part of yourself. But it didn’t make for a great book, because Nora was a cipher. She did things without knowing why, just sort of floated from one thing to the next.

But that book was also about her husband, Adam, the one Nora left behind. And much later, I saw that his chapters were the best ones in the book—partly because he knew who he was (a medical resident, working hard in his chosen career, deeply in love with his wife) and partly because I felt comfortable writing in his voice and from his point of view. In fact, his sections were the easiest and most fun parts of that book to write, maybe because I feel like men can be dirtier on the page, more openly sexual, more cold-hearted, and so those sides of me can come out in a male narrator. It’s so much fun. It feels very natural, I have to admit.

Later, much later—three books later—when I sat down to write Gone, I still was obsessed with the idea of leaving a marriage to escape, though not so much escaping the marriage or the other person or people, I’ve come to realize, but escaping one self. When I look at my own longtime impulse to flee, it’s about fleeing myself, not my life or the people in it. Not so healthy, I know. But meanwhile, it’s an interesting journey, for both the flee-er and the person left behind. And that’s why it makes for good fiction.

And of course, as my character Eric comes to find in Gone, wherever you go, there you are. Different state, different house, different roommates. But the same person.

Looking back, I’m very glad that early novel didn’t get published, because Gone is a much richer, deeper, more mature book than I could have written at that time. I was young, newly married, not yet a mother. Running from a middle-aged marriage and children, as happens in Gone, is a whole other thing. As is being left behind, which is also a big part of Gone. There’s a lot more to lose on both sides.

I see now, too, that certain ideas have stayed with me for more than two decades, and one of them is the idea of seduction, of being tempted by something you crave, if only briefly, even while knowing it could ruin your life. It’s true about leaving a good relationship—about fleeing—and it’s true about succumbing to sexual desire with someone other than your spouse. Both temptations are out there, lusty and dangerous. In “The Dinner Date,” the narrator feels almost justified in succumbing, because of what his wife has done to him. But still, in the end, it leaves a bad taste. When all the fun is over, if fun is even what you’re really having, no one feels good about it.


The Dinner Date

Debbie Fisher has a crush on him. Adam is sure of this now. In the month since Nora left, Debbie has made it a point to see him two, three, four times a week. Using the excuse of being a nutritionist, which she is—they’d started at the hospital around the same time two years ago, he in his residency, she helping decide what the patients should eat—she has brought Adam homemade oatmeal cookies, slices of lemon pie, and, once, a Tupperware square filled with all kinds of berries, with sugar and wheat germ sprinkled on top. Adam finds this amusing. At any rate, he’s not complaining. Debbie’s attention is flattering, not to mention distracting. And anyway, Nora deserves it. Wherever she is.

Tonight, though, they seem to have crossed some sort of boundary. Actually, it started last night, when Debbie invited him to her place for dinner. She’d made a lasagna and needed an excuse to eat it, she said. Adam had politely declined—really, he just feels like going to sleep when he gets off work these days—so she’d offered to bring in a piece for him today. But she’d brought the whole pan, saying she’d warm it up in the hospital kitchen tonight and, if he got a break—or got off at a decent hour—they’d eat it together this evening. She’d presented this to him first thing this morning, before he’d even had his coffee (since Nora’s absence, his old habit of making a pot at home before he goes has fallen by the wayside). Put him on the spot, really, and he’d answered, “Okay, sure,” before anything better to say crossed his mind.

Not that he had anything else to do—or that he minds sampling a plate or two of whatever concoction Debbie’s cooked up this week. And the doctor’s lounge . . . really, how intimate could that be? Perhaps he’s over blowing the whole thing anyway. So what if Bill Herrick, his distinguished but oft-sleazy boss, had, after pointing out Debbie’s “fine ass” bouncing its way down the hall, commented that Adam could pretty obviously get a piece of it anytime? Debbie is a friend, a colleague who’s helping him out when his life isn’t altogether in line. She’s the only one he’s confided in even slightly about Nora—not because he wants to, so much as because she asks the right questions at the right time, and because, when he answers (sometimes before he even realizes what he’s doing), her response is often so comforting, so full of womanly insight—or at least what seems like womanly insight—that he’s inclined to go on. So he elaborates, and she makes him feel better. She is his friend. Plus, Debbie knows he loves his wife. So even though she’s single and thirty and would love to get married, she has told him, or even to have a boyfriend at this point (Adam remembers the last one she’d brought around, an attractive jerk who eventually dumped her for a toothpaste PR rep), he is not available and she knows it—so it’s not like he’s led her on, just because he’s agreed to have dinner with her.

But when, by some miracle, he’d found himself done for the day at six forty-five (Debbie had been off for awhile, had gone to the gym and come back, then hung around “catching up on some stuff”), neither of them felt like eating. What they felt like was walking through Central Park, along with romping dogs and Rollerbladers and people dancing to rap music pounding out of boom boxes, toddlers sitting in strollers slurping bomb pops the colors of the American flag. A homeless man staggered along with a double chain of helium balloons that wound its pink and tangerine way toward the sky, and, like everyone else, Adam and Debbie ogled it in amusement, wondering where he’d stolen it. The sky was deep blue, then gold and crimson with the sunset, and then, finally, navy with glittery stars, until they’d come out on Fifth Avenue and 59th Street—nowhere, it turned out, near the hospital and Debbie’s waiting lasagna. So they’d stopped at Ray Bari for a slice, and Debbie had run to the market next door and sneaked back in with two beers. And, when they finished those, two more, and then a third pair on the way home, slipping into a deli before he could stop her, emerging with two bottles already uncapped, so he’d had to say what the fuck, even though he’d already had one more than he usually does on a work night, even though he already felt surprisingly buzzed—perhaps because of the Restoril he’s taken for too many nights in a row to fall asleep without his wife in the bed.
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