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Introduction

T'his Book was born out of anger—specifically, my own domestic anger,

which stemmed from a combination of guilt, resentment, exhaustion,
naiveté, and the chaos of my life at the time. But ultimately, it is not an
angry book. It’s a book that shows us that the trials and tribulations of our
work and relationships, children and homes and sex lives—complete with
their passions, dysfunctions, and frustrations—are not ours alone but the
same or similar struggles of so many others. It’s a book that reveals that if
the grass sometimes seems greener, sometimes it is. And sometimes, it’s
decidedly not.

The book began two years ago, after my family—my husband, Dan, and
our two children, then aged four and one—had just left New York City to
move to a small town in Massachusetts where the kids could each have a
room and Dan could work part-time from home instead of fulltime from an
office, enabling him to write his second novel and do his part of the co-
parenting arrangement we’d both always (if vaguely) envisioned. The move
came, for me, after an autonomous decade in my twenties indulging in all
the things I had come to value—a rewarding, lucrative career combined
with exercise, romance, solitude, good friends—followed by six whirlwind
years that included marrying, moving three times, and birthing and nursing
two children, all while contributing my necessary share of the family
income by writing a monthly magazine column, publishing a novel, and
completing a second novel under contract. By the end, I’d worked my way
up to roughly two-thirds time hired child care, much of it taking place in
our apartment (in which I also worked). Our final year in New York had
been a veritable marathon: nursing a baby at the computer while typing to
make a deadline; sprinting home from my daughter’s nursery school, both
kids in tow, to return phone calls; handing the children off to Dan the
instant he walked in at night so I could rush out to a coffee shop to get my
work done. When we moved, I expected things to finally be different. I’d be



able to work purely and efficiently—to focus as I had years ago—knowing
Dan was on during those times. We’d be calm, we’d take family bike rides
... our New Lives would begin.

Instead, my life, my marriage, my schedule, felt more overwhelming
than ever. The phones rang nonstop. (We had three different “distinctive
rings”—Dan’s work line, my work line, and the family line. Total
nightmare.) FedEx packages and cartons of books I was supposed to be
reading—I was writing Mademoiselle’s monthly books page at the time—
arrived by the week, to be added to the still-unpacked boxes that rimmed
every room, dust bunnies breeding around them. I rarely managed to cook a
good dinner, as my own mother had virtually every night, and I rushed my
children through the hours so I could get to all the things / had to do,
furious when they wouldn’t go to bed, when they were up calling me in the
night. Dan was doing more parenting than he ever had (and feeling, 1
imagined, like a better father than those of previous generations simply by
virtue of being around), yet I still felt / was the one who managed and was
responsible for the kids—from their meals to their clothing, activities,
schoolwork, baby-sitters, birthday parties—as well as handling all the
“domestic” things I’d always done (grocery shopping, cooking, laundry,
school and social responsibilities, and so on). I still had the same work—my
income was now even more important—and, it seemed, less time than ever
to do it. My days were nonstop at high speed, my brain flooded with lists
and obligations.

All day long, I stomped around barking orders, irritable and stressed
out. | was angry at the cat for waking me, at the car for having no gas when
I got in it (late for something—always late), at the toy I’d just tripped on . . .
and at Dan. Because he’d used up the coffee filters or Cascade without
putting them on the list; because he’d finished his work and had time to
check out the New York Times and Salon while I struggled to find time for
mine; because I was always more anxious and frantic than he was. Of
course, I’d fallen in love with him partly because of this very calm, but now
his ability to relax when I never seemed to felt unfair, oblivious, even rude.
I resented him and this chaos I found myself in—even as I never stopped
being grateful for the elements that created it. Two healthy children, a nice
home, an interesting job . . . what could I possibly be mad about? And yet,
mad I was.



So, night after night, once the kids were asleep (sort of), I left laundry
unfolded, phone calls unreturned, school forms unfilled out, and my own
work undone to go online and fire furious e-mails to my friends to try to
figure it out. And I began to realize something. A lot of these women—
particularly those who, like me, were ambitious women (often writers)
juggling jobs and marriages and, sometimes, small children—also were
resentful, guilty, stressed out. “I want a partner in my husband, not another
child,” one fired back at me. “I told him if something doesn’t change, I’'m
leaving, even though we just got married,” said another, adding, “Yesterday
I actually had a fantasy that we got a divorce, moved back into our separate
apartments, and just dated each other again.” “I’m fine all day at work, but
as soon as I get home, I’'m a horror,” said a third. “I’m the bitch in the
house.”

The bitch in the house. That’s exactly how I felt. The opposite of what
Virginia Woolf called The Angel in the House—but with anger to boot.
Sometimes my friends and I would get on the topic of our sex lives, or—in
the case of the married ones, it seemed—Iack thereof. “Put me anywhere
near a bed and I just want to sleep,” said one mother. The recently wed
woman mourned the loss of the “hot sex” she’d had with her husband
before they’d tied the proverbial knot. One young single friend who’d just
moved in with her boyfriend already felt the waning of her desire. (In the
same breath, she spoke of how it scared and amazed her how angry she got
at him sometimes—how she’d walk in from work and see a sinkful of
dishes and explode with rage, while her poor boyfriend watched, baffled,
from the couch, beer in hand, newspaper spread before him, stereo blaring
the Dave Matthews Band.)

Newspaper and magazine stories appeared regularly to echo our
feelings. “Why Women Hate Their Husbands,” screamed a cover line on
Talk magazine. (The article’s subtitle: “Love, sex, family, career—it was all
supposed to be so easy for the modern woman. Then why are this
therapist’s patients so furious?”) In a piece in the New York Times
Magazine, a modern working couple visited the Love Lab (a Family
Research Lab in Seattle that, after watching a couple interact, predicts
whether they will divorce), and, the male half of the couple reported, “In
ten minutes, my wife chalked up one hundred and thirty moments of
criticism. [ displayed one hundred and thirty-two moments of



defensiveness.” (His wife, he went on to say, “was a keen critic of an
institution into which she had twice been recruited. Marriage, she said, was
advertised falsely—the myth of enduring romantic love—and its
responsibilities sharply limited a woman’s growth.”)

Women’s number one issue in sex therapy had shifted from not being
orgasmic to lacking desire; a doctor friend in California confided to me that
the top two complaints of her female patients were lack of libido and
“inexplicable rage.” One friend (full-time working mother, two small kids)
told me: “Every woman I know is mad at her husband, just mad mad mad at
everything. Every time I bring it up to a woman like me, she just goes
bananas. . . . R and I had a fight the other night that involved him saying he
feels like I resent him all the time and I feel like he’s always failing me. . . .
We have that fight about once a month.”

Naturally, this outpouring of anger interested me. I began to ask these
women about their thoughts and experiences—to dig deeper—and to
consider and compare potential reasons for this seeming epidemic of female

mge.1 At the same time, I started reading a new book called Flux, in which

journalist Peggy Orenstein, after interviewing 200 women in their twenties,
thirties, and forties, concludes that “Women’s lives have become a complex
web of economic, psychological, and social contradictions, with
opportunities so intimately linked to constraints that a choice in one realm
can have unexpected consequences (or benefits) ten years later in another.”
Orenstein calls the modern world a “half-changed” one, in which “old
patterns and expectations have broken down, but new ideas seem
fragmentary, unrealistic, and often contradictory.” And I began to wonder if,
far from being irrational (or me just being a spoiled brat), my anger—and
that of my friends—had clear-cut wellsprings, sources that didn’t go away
because we had more choices than other generations of women or because
we had loving, sensitive partners or even because we led full, privileged
lives.

At the end of Flux, Orenstein offers suggestions for women, one of
which is to share their experience with one another, to “talk across lines of
age and circumstance.” As I read those words, I realized that this was what
I was already doing: gleaning comfort and advice, sympathy and wisdom,
from friends of all ages in all situations. The more women I spoke to—



whether they were angry or not—the better I felt, and the more insight |
gained into my own life and the lives of other women also struggling,
whatever their issues happened to be. And I saw that I could expand this
correspondence I’d been having and ask many more women to join in the
sharing and revelations: women who’d grown up in homes like mine and in
less traditional or middle-class ones; women who’d chosen to marry but not
to have children, or to have children but not to marry; women who’d
divorced, sometimes twice or more. Women who’d remained single and
without children. Women with “unusual” arrangements—open marriage, for
example, or becoming someone’s mistress. To name a few.

Ask I did: the most interesting, eloquent women I knew and knew of. I
approached mostly novelists and professional writers, but also a handful of
other smart, thinking women who I knew had a story to tell. I requested of
these potential contributors that they explore a choice they’d made, or their
life situation—or their anger, if they felt it—in an essay; that they offer an
interesting glimpse into their private lives, as if they were talking to a friend
at a café. One after another, they signed on. And this book was launched.

By the time I sat down to put it together, I had much more than I had
ever hoped for. The authors range in age from twenty-four to sixty-six; their
topics and experience incorporate a great breadth and range. Anger,
domestic and otherwise, is covered in many incarnations, particularly in the
book’s third section, “Mommy Maddest”: one writer, Hope Edelman,
furious because her husband wasn’t present enough when their baby was
young; another, Laurie Abraham, because hers was so present it made her
feel threatened and competitive as a mother. Novelist Helen Schulman
describes being overwhelmed by simultaneously caring for her ailing, aging
parents and her two young kids, not to mention her marriage and her career.
And two women, Pulitzer Prize—winning science writer Natalie Angier and
novelist Elissa Schappell, both write candidly about their own longtime
anger and what it means—and what they hope for—when it comes to their
children.

But as the book evolved, anger turned out to be only one small part of a
much greater picture. Many of these women weren’t enraged, in some cases
because earlier discontent had led them to pursue a less traditional road,
challenges notwithstanding. In the first section, “Me, Myself, and I,” Kerry
Herlihy tells of finding herself pregnant by a married man—after once



being betrayed by another married man—and deciding to have the baby on
her own, asking for and expecting nothing from the father (though also
welcoming whatever he wanted to give); later in the book, Pam Houston
details #er chosen path—one of autonomy and adventure—and her own
debate, at age thirty-nine, about whether or not to have a baby. Jen Marshall
shares her story of moving into a Massachusetts apartment with her
longtime boyfriend, quickly finding herself stifled and depressed, and
ultimately moving back out—and then to New York—opting instead for
long-distance romance with the man she continues to love faithfully.

In the book’s second section, “For Better and Worse,” Catherine
Newman—bisexual in her twenties—ruminates about how and why, finding
the institution of marriage politically and socially offensive, if not
downright absurd, she now lives with her lover (and the father of her son)
without becoming his lawfully wedded wife. Novelist Hannah Pine unveils
her choice of open marriage: how it came to be, how it works, what she gets
out of it, and how she deals with the inevitable jealousy of being alone and
awake at five o’clock in the morning knowing her husband is out with
another woman.

Many other authors—in this section and in the book’s final one, “Look
at Me Now”—also raise the shade on their own marriages or sex lives (or
both) to show us their passions and processes of enlightenment. Cynthia
Kling reveals how she learned to use her imagination—and to maintain her
creative and “forbidden” side—in her current marriage in order to keep it
sexy and sexual; novelist Kate Christensen offers some similar sentiments
in presenting her struggle, at age thirty-five and as the daughter of a mother
who ended three marriages, to learn how to be a wife—something she
initially found almost unbearable. Novelist and poet Jill Bialosky confesses
to a loss of intimacy and sexual desire in her marriage after her son was
born, while Hazel McClay contemplates why she ultimately chose a man
she loves over men with whom she’s had passionate sex, even though her
current and true love “has never wrapped me in his arms, never covered my
mouth with his and kissed me until I gasped for breath.”

Daphne Merkin’s piece about her ill-conceived wedding—the
uncomfortable if perhaps appropriate prelude to her equally ill-conceived
marriage—reiterates that divorce, idealized fantasy though it might be for
most married women at one time or another (and valid and necessary



solution that it is for many a bad marriage), is hardly nirvana, particularly as
one gets into middle age, when, as she puts it, “everyone else suddenly
seems to be married—safely tucked in for the night in their tidy Noah’s Ark
of coupledom—while you’re out in the lonely forest scavenging for a warm
body to huddle up against.” Memoirist Natalie Kusz depicts a different kind
of loneliness—and victory—in her essay about being an overweight woman
in an unsympathetic and insensitive society.

That’s just a sampling of the words and topics that make up this book,
subjects covered with grace, wit, humor, depth, irony, sadness, and striking
candor. Many of the twenty-six contributors contemplate decisions and
aspects of their life that they’ve never explored publicly before; they get
down and dirty in ways that may shock and titillate. Their pieces reflect, in
a chorus of different voices, the elations and disappointments of our lives as
fervent and ambitious women today.

As for me, my life, and the anger that spawned this book, I conclude it,
thankfully, from a somewhat less pissed-off place, partly because my family
and I have settled into this town (found baby-sitters, a housecleaning
service, out-of-home office space for Dan) and our children have aged from
four and one to six and three (more sleep, less physically exhausting/all-
consuming care), and partly because, with practice, we’ve gotten better at
co-parenting: I’ve learned to ask for the things I need (rather than doing
them myself while seething in silent resentment), Dan to carry out his share
regularly and efficiently. Though as the mother I’ll probably always feel
that I bear the main responsibility for my children’s care and upkeep (as
Daphne Merkin once put it, feminism can come and go, and egalitarian
fashions can prevail or not prevail, but it’s the rare household where the
brunt of the solicitude and concern for the children—and, I would add, for
the community—falls on the father)—and though this will continue to
infuriate me at times when my life feels overcrammed—I also relish the
sense of importance being a mother brings to my life, as much as I thrive on
the satisfaction that comes with my career. I am not willing to give up any
of it, even if the price is exhaustion. And reminding myself of that, as often
as I have to, is calming and liberating.

In fact, in many ways—at least during the good months (enough
income, absence of overwhelming deadlines, no one down with the flu)}—
my life now is probably as close to what I envisioned, moving here, as it’ll



ever be. Which is not to say I don’t find plenty to be furious about. The
claustrophobia of marriage—even with its security and coziness. The chaos
of raising children—despite their funny sayings and sweet little breath. The
stress of combining a career with both of the above—a career that keeps me
vital and self-possessed. And so on. In considering it all, I can’t help
thinking of a T-shirt I once saw, touting a whitewater river known for its
currents, that read “This place sucks. Let’s stay.” I’ve chosen this life, and
I’d choose it again in a heartbeat, but like many of the women in this book,
I’m a perfectionist and a malcontent with a too-full schedule, eager to reap
every morsel I can from my brief time on this earth. And if that means I’ll
never be The Angel in the House—and it does, as I’ve learned—may my
family forgive me.

But enough about that. I turn you over to twenty-six other women:
provocative, intriguing, deeply contemplative women, gloriously exposed.
May they move, amuse, and enlighten you as they did me.

—Cathi Hanauer



Prologue

You who come of a younger and happier generation may not have heard of
her—you may not know what I mean by The Angel in the House. I will
describe her as shortly as I can. She was intensely sympathetic. She was
immensely charming. She was utterly unselfish. She excelled in the difficult
arts of family life. She sacrificed herself daily. If there was chicken, she
took the leg; if there was a draft she sat in it—in short she was so
constituted that she never had a mind or a wish of her own, but preferred to
sympathize always with the minds and wishes of others.

—Virginia Woolf, “Professions for Women,”

a paper presented to the Women’s Service League

I am greedy. Puritans scold me

for running breathlessly

over life’s table of contents

and for wishing and longing for everything.

—Nina Cassian



PART 1

Me, Myself, and 1

Oh, life is a glorious cycle of song,

A medley of extemporanea;

And love is a thing that can never go wrong;
And I am Marie of Roumania.

—Dorothy Parker, “Comment”



Excuse Me While I Explode

MY MOTHER, MYSELF, MY ANGER

E. S. Maduro

My parENTS MET and started dating on the same day, at the age of thirteen.

Forty-five years later, my father still glows when he tells the story of seeing
my mother on her first day at his school, and how he offered to walk her
home that very afternoon. They dated throughout high school, went to the
same college, and got married the day before their graduation, at age
twenty-one—three years younger than I am today. After college my father
went to graduate school and eventually became a history professor; my
mother worked as a schoolteacher for a while; they bought a cheap house in
the countryside and started a family. Presto, the American Dream.

When my older sister was born, my mother stopped working out of the
house and became the mom I know her as. The mom who maintained a
spotless house and a balanced checkbook and found the time to praise and
nurture two growing children, all while having dinner ready and waiting, on
the table, every night by 6:30. The mom who put off a career until her mid-
forties so she would be available to her family—which she still is—though
that is not to say she didn’t work. My mother’s job included, but was never
limited to, pickling cucumbers, making jam, doing laundry for four people,
changing diapers, teaching two children to read, doing all the grocery
shopping for a family, cooking three meals a day (making sure a vegetable
was included at dinner), cleaning the house, doing art projects, building
snowmen, feeding a dog, driving to the doctor’s office, picking kids up
from piano lessons, going to parent-teacher conferences, sewing hems in



school uniforms, ironing men’s button-down shirts . . . and so on. I think
there are few résumes out there that could top my mother’s were she ever to
think it worthy of writing—which she never would.

As a young child—naturally, I suppose—I don’t really remember being
aware that my mother existed between the time I left for school in the
morning and the time she arrived at the bus stop to meet me coming home.
Laundry and dusting and shopping were far outside my elementary-school-
age mind, and if chores were done when I got home, it certainly didn’t catch
my attention. As I grew older, however, my awareness of our household
began to change. My mother went back to school and, at age forty-five,
became a special ed teacher. After that, she often came home exhausted at
5:30 and began making dinner. Saturdays and Sundays she woke up early to
rush all over, cleaning, cooking, shopping, organizing the calendar. Monday
mornings she’d be up at 4:30 to write a report that had been neglected over
the weekend, then she’d make me breakfast before school and zip off to
work. Gradually, I began to notice that she never seemed to have a moment
to herself. Simultaneously, I realized that my father, who took care of all the
“manly” household chores—chopping wood, killing mice—still had time
for a well-respected career and a whole slew of regular hobbies. The setup
began to seem drastically unfair to me. Free time, to my high school mind,
was an absolute necessity, and I was witness to the fact that my mother
seemed to be getting none of it.

This 1s not to say that I suddenly dropped to my knees before my
mother, realized the saint that she was, and thanked her. Instead, I became
disappointed in her and—to my current shame and regret—ridiculed her for
being so undemanding about her own needs and so willing to dedicate
herself to maintaining the house and serving us. I became angry at both of
my parents: at my father that his chores (take apart and reassemble the
kitchen sink, work in the garden, snow-blow the driveway) seemed
interesting and challenging and were always impressive to friends and
relatives, while my mother’s endless chores seemed layered in routine and
monotony. Both my parents had careers now, but it still fell to my mother to
do every trivial and mindless thing that needed to be done, and I was
frustrated with her for never seeming to mind this or to demand more help
from my father.



I spent hours as a teenager talking to her (rarely listening) about why
she was so accepting of her role in our family. I would recount the way my
father would stride into the house after work and she would politely have
dinner waiting for him; the way there was an unspoken sentiment in our
house that his career was more important than hers. “Why don’t you
divorce him and find a husband who will offer to clean up the kitchen after
dinner and let you sit down for once?” I would yell; or, “How come his job
takes precedence over everything else while yours has to fit around all the
other things you do and have always done?” Somehow, my mother was
always able to shrug me off—to reply that she was fine, that someday I
would understand. But I wasn’t at all sure that I would, or that she was.
What’s more, | believed myself to be a feminist, and I vowed never to fall
into the same trap of domestic boredom and servitude that I saw my mother
as being fully entrenched in; never to settle for a life that was, as I saw it,
lacking independence, authority, and respect.

I met my own boyfriend, Paul, during my senior year of college. He was
absolutely the furthest thing possible from my father, which was exactly
what [ was looking for at the time. Though I love my father passionately, I
was certain that the man of my life would know how to cook dinner and
clean the house, would offer to do the dishes, would fold the laundry
without being asked. My goal was to avoid the domestic life that my mother
had found for herself; the first step was to have a liberal, open-minded
boyfriend. I found one with dreadlocks, a nose ring, and a passion for that
most nonacademic of subjects, music—just the opposite of my traditional
and overly intellectual father.

On our first date, Paul offered to cook me dinner, and when i1t was over
he did all the dishes. When I’d stop by his house (which he shared with
three other male friends), I would marvel at the way he seemed to take care
of cleaning up the kitchen, the way he would look disapprovingly at his
housemates’ dirty underwear on the bathroom floor. His books were neatly
arranged on a shelf in his bedroom, his clothes were well folded in drawers,
and he even had a laundry bag with his name on it. I was hooked. This man
seemed to know how to do all the things my own father couldn’t or
wouldn’t ever do. After a few months of dating, I called a friend from home



one night and talked at length about how this guy seemed so perfect; how
he was so responsible, so thoughtful; how I just couldn’t imagine him ever
expecting me to take care of all the housework, the child care, the dinners,
were we ever to get married.

My mother and I had long conversations about how she had gone from
her father to her husband without ever spending a segment of her life
independently. She commented often about how lucky I was, and how glad
she was for me, that [ was part of a generation that got to make educated
decisions about how their lives would go. “You have choices,” she’d say.
“Be thankful that you’re so aware of the qualities that are important to you
in a husband, before you run off to get married. When I was your age, girls
didn’t even realize what they were getting into when they got married. It
was just the thing to do.” Once, during one of these conversations, I asked
her if she’d do it over again differently if she could. In one of her most open
and honest moments with me, she said, “Yes. Definitely.” Though I realize
now that her answer had to do with more than just household
responsibilities, at the time I felt so lucky knowing that I would never
repeat her domestic lot, that I would not go from my father’s home to my
husband’s. I felt proud that I would create a home with my husband based
on shared responsibility and input; proud that I was, in fact, already on the
road to doing it.

Then I visited Paul’s family.

Paul and I were upstairs watching a movie when his mother called us
down to dinner. The table was set, the food was ready, and we sat down. In
a few moments Paul’s father arrived and instantly complained that his
favorite hot sauce was not on the table. His mother leapt up to get it. Dinner
was over in about eight minutes, and almost as if by a feat of magic,
everyone was gone from the kitchen before I had even put down my fork.
Paul was on the piano, improvising a song to play for me; his father was
upstairs reading the paper. Paul’s mother and I spent the next twenty
minutes cleaning up, loading the dishwasher, and putting the food away. A
mother of two sons, she immediately loved me and has been fond of me
ever since. She was delighted with Paul’s choice.



I, on the other hand, suddenly felt my first twinge of anger and
resentment toward Paul. Surely he can't realize I'm still in the kitchen,
washing his plate, 1 thought. But I knew he did. And it was as if, in a matter
of minutes, his personality had a whole new side I hadn’t noticed before.
This man, who had been so different from my father, was immediately just
like him, all because of what he didn’t do or even notice. And I believe,
looking back on that evening, that had I not already been so filled with a
kind of rage at the ease with which so many men seemed able to overlook
the daily tasks that women did for them, I would not even have really
minded doing dishes with Paul’s mother. Certainly, I would not have
suddenly decided to be on the lookout for this trend in him—would not
have begun the awful, silent process of tallying up and storing away and
keeping tabs on what he helped out with and what he did not.

Now it 1s almost three years later, and the same boyfriend is lying in our
bed, in our apartment, trying to recover from a winter flu. I glance at him
while writing these words, and seeing his peaceful breaths rise and fall
under our soft down comforter, I feel total affection for him. He is
delightful—considerate, attentive, and kind—and I feel lucky to share my
life with him. I look the other way, however, into our kitchen, and upon
seeing a pile of dirty dishes in the sink, I fall back into a silent conversation
that has been going on in my head since we happily, if blindly, moved in
together last fall.

It begins something like this: “Does it just not occur to him that I
worked all day and might like to come home to a place where I don’t
immediately have to start cleaning in order to feel some sense of peace with
where I am? Am I the only one who cares that our house is a mess?” And
then the list of things he hasn’t done, or has done wrong, comes flooding,
pouring, rushing into my mind. I count the number of times I stopped at the
grocery store on my way home this week and compare it with the number
of times he has voluntarily done the same. I replay the scene from last
weekend, when we were expecting friends to come for dinner, and he
showed up at 5:30 after a full day of cross-country skiing with a friend and
claimed to have “forgotten” that we were responsible for making a meal for
four.



Or I think about the numerous times that I have come into the house,
exhausted, at 7:00 after a full day of work and a meeting after school, and
found him searching for music on the Internet instead of preparing a dinner
for us both. On those days, I have silently walked into the kitchen and
begun chopping vegetables or boiling water for spaghetti, and with every
slice of my knife, every pot that I pulled from the cupboard, I grow angrier
and angrier, until I could not even stand his presence in the same room. He
might walk in and say something as innocent as “What can I do to help?” or
even “Why don’t you sit down and let me make dinner?” and I would
absolutely explode with fury, shooting back at him, “Well, I’m starving and
exhausted and I don’t really feel like waiting around for you to finish your
fucking Internet search so that I can eat something before nine o’clock!”

On such occasions I will be angry for thirty minutes, or maybe until I
have eaten something. I will ruminate on the place of the woman in today’s
“modern” society. I will cook and clean, and all the while think about how I
am falling into the same trap of housework that my own mother fell into. As
I scrub the kitchen sink, I will hear her voice saying, “You have choices,”
and I will scowl at the concept of a choice. I will decide that my modern,
liberal, open-minded boyfriend, having been raised by a mother who did
everything in the home (in addition to having a job), will never notice or
care if his girlfriend or wife takes over those same domestic responsibilities.
He i1s capable of doing all of them, but if they get done for him, my
thoughts go, he might never even realize that they needed doing in the first
place.

But then slowly, as I finish picking up the dirty clothes from the floor, I
will think about his day, will remember that he works long hours, too—and
that he loves music, that finding new albums to record off our computer is a
way for him to relax, to wind down. It will occur to me that maybe he was
waiting for me to come home so that we could eat together; that he didn’t
know I would be arriving so late; that he was sincere, rather than just trying
to avoid a fight, when he offered to cook for me. Perhaps I will remember
that he had a meeting after school, too, and had probably arrived home only
fifteen minutes before I did. Gradually, my anger will start to wane, and in
its place will come guilt and confusion and sadness. I will imagine my own
mother, coming in from a long day—or, worse, having never even left the
work of the house—and wanting nothing more than to sit down and read the



paper; and in a million years, her husband would never have offered to
make her dinner, as my boyfriend has just done for me. The question in my
mind then becomes, Why didn’t I let him? Why, when he was standing right
there, ready and willing, did I ignore the chance to pour myself a glass of
wine and sit on the couch for twenty minutes while he prepared a meal for
me? Why, instead, did I become so angry so fast?

The answer, sadly, surprisingly, self-defeatingly, is that I want to be
angry. Or at least, I choose to be angry over the long list of alternate
emotions waiting in line: guilt, sadness, the exhaustion of trying to change
things, to figure it all out. I feel angry at the confusion of adoring my
mother, of thinking she is a phenomenal woman who raised her children
with grace and style, of thinking I would give anything to be like her . . .
and at the same time, looking down on her for all the things she quietly
accepted, and knowing that I want to be nothing like that. I feel angry at the
confusion of wanting my own relationship to be balanced, to share all
responsibilities equally, yet at the same time, wanting things done my way
—with the tidiness and timeliness that I have inherited from my parents. |
feel frustrated by the guilt that accompanies asking Paul to take the
initiative to run the dishwasher, to do the laundry without shrinking my
sweaters, to buy groceries that are healthy . . . to ask for what my mother
never would have, to be what she would have considered a “nag.” In
wanting my home to be as well organized as my mother kept hers, I feel as
though I must choose between doing everything myself and constantly
asking Paul to do more.

I already know how to manage a household, not because I asked
someone to teach me, but because I watched my mother and learned while I
spent countless hours by her side (or on her hip) all those Saturdays when
she worked from 7:00 AM. to bedtime to keep our house running. I never
asked for this knowledge. I never wanted the internal clock that tells me
enough time has gone by that we really should change our sheets; never
requested the awareness of how long it takes to make lasagna and thus the
willingness to give up an afternoon so that dinner will be ready when the
guests arrive. I never asked for anyone to teach me how to wash my silk
shirts by hand. But, of course, as almost all girls do, I learned, and now I’'m
stuck with it. And no matter how much I sometimes wish I wasn’t the one



in my relationship who knows all this, I admit that I also sometimes feel
proud of knowing it all, and proud that I do it all well.

Last weekend, Paul and I agreed to house-sit and baby-sit for neighbors
of ours with four children. Almost immediately, I found myself taking over
everything, rather than showing Paul how to do it. Though he asked me
several times to show him how to run the fancy washing machine, I never
did teach him. Instead, I did all the laundry myself, making the trip down
the basement steps three or four times a day, furious that he was watching a
movie with the kids while I was doing chores. When Keith, the six-year-
old, needed breakfast, rather than mentioning it to Paul or asking him for
help, I simply made pancakes for everyone, then fumed as we all ate them
together. When Paul asked me what was the best way to clean a cast-iron
skillet, I responded harshly to just leave it and I would take care of it
myself. The weekend was a seemingly endless stream of moments when I
angrily “did it myself” instead of showing him how. Every dish that he
didn’t notice I had picked up for him, every morsel of food he ate that I had
cooked, every stair I descended that led to the clothes dryer, was another
tick in my mental log of things to resent him for.

I returned home from the weekend of baby-sitting exhausted physically,
mentally, and emotionally, commenting again and again how glad I was that
we don’t have kids or pets or even our own washing machine. But as my
anger waned, I realized I was feeling something else, too: a sense of power
and pride in knowing that I had been the supermom for the weekend. I was
the one who had kept everything under control. It was I who’d made sure
that the kids were picked up on time, took showers each night, ate a
vegetable at dinner. I felt as though I could have done the whole thing
myself. The package was complete: anger and pride.

So there it is. In trying to find a man as different as possible from my own
father, in trying to avoid the life of an overworked housewife that I see my
mother as having occupied for more than thirty years now, in choosing a
boyfriend partly for his willingness and readiness to share the “woman’s
work,” I am freely walking closer and closer to everything I had wanted to
escape, enraged with every step I take. Somehow, some part of this cycle
seems unavoidable, unchangeable. Paul will read what I’ve written here and



ask me, so earnestly, “What can we do to solve this problem?” and already I
know that T will shrug him off. “It’s just me,” I’ll respond, “this is
something I need to deal with.”

Rather than trying to impart to him some of the domestic knowledge
and sense of responsibility that I have, I will, I fear, go on being angry that
he wasn’t given it to begin with; angry that, unlike me, he was not closely
observing, for his future, his own mother during the many hours she spent
taking care of everyone in the family, and therefore now doesn’t have the
voice in his head telling him he should be constantly aware of tasks that
need to be done, of meeting everyone else’s needs before his own. And yet,
side by side with this anger, will be the pride, the satisfaction of knowing
that someday I could be an excellent mother, always available to my
children and maintaining a well-kept home, all with a kid by my side or on
my hip—Ilike my own mother. I will, I fear, go on doing as much as I can,
caught between pride and anger, furious at my exhaustion and Paul’s
inadequacy. Almost as if to entitle my anger, to justify or even fuel a
frustration that’s already there, I will—for now, at least—refuse any help
from anyone, then bask in the fury of having too much to do and no time for
myself. Recently, I have been thinking back to the years I spent as a kid
living at home with my parents. Only now, when I have an apartment of my
own and am responsible for my own meals and dishes and laundry and
everything else, am I beginning to gain a more complete understanding of
what my mother was doing between five or six or seven in the morning and
bedtime. Owning a home, raising a family, maintaining sanity in a house—
these are not small jobs, and my mother accomplished them all expertly,
even after she added a career to the list. Though I wish she could have been
more relaxed, that she and my father could have shared the chores in the
house more equally, I’'m beginning to understand why she didn’t leave him.
I’m beginning to see that she didn’t just lie down and accept everything
from the start, but that her role, her tasks, her dissatisfaction, came
gradually, over a period of years. And along with whatever anger she felt
beneath her cool exterior, there must have been, too, a tremendous sense of
pride that came with knowing she was such an integral part of our family.

Whether I will follow her steps and have a family of my own I don’t yet
know. I do know that as I write these words and glance at my still-sleeping
companion, I feel an odd mixture of frustration and love. Together we have



a wonderful, open, trusting relationship, but sometimes I wonder if the
hostility already in me, and my need to be angry at someone or something,
could eventually destroy our bond. I suppose only time will tell. Unlike my
mother, I don’t have to go from my father’s house to my husband’s. And
perhaps it’s simply this time and space to think about the future and to love
and live with and learn from whomever I please—time and space and
freedom my mother never had—that she referred to when she said I have
choices. At twenty-four, living in this day and age, I still have years to
figure things out; to try to learn how to feel pride and even power without
running myself ragged; to be with a man without being angry for the rest of
my life. I hope I can.



Getting the Milk for Free

Veronica Chambers

Tue tRUTH 15 that I’ve never had many fantasies about marriage. The

daughter of a brutal divorce, I never dreamed of being a bride. One long
flowing white dress was the same as any other. The veil never seemed
romantic; walking down the aisle, an engagement ring the size of Texas, a
honeymoon on some secluded beach . . . none of them worked their way
into my dreams. Even when [ was as young as ten or eleven, I’d watch a TV
show or movie with a blushing bride and a glowing groom and I’d be as
jaded as an eighty-year-old three-time divorcee. “Wait till ya get home,” a
deep voice would growl from inside me. “That’s when the shit will hit the
fan.” The year my own parents divorced, Kramer vs. Kramer came out. To
say I took it as a sign is to put it lightly. I embraced it as a life lesson, along
the lines of a Grimms’ fairy tale. It was ugly, it was heartbreaking, it was
utterly real.

My earliest and clearest memory is of a time when I was three years old.
Our family was living in England in the military town of Peterborough. My
father was in the air force. It was late at night and my mother, who was
pregnant, was flopped across the bed wailing. My father appeared at the
doorway and she started screaming at him. “Where have you been? Where
have you been?” My father stomped across to the closet and pulled out a
suitcase. He began to throw his clothes in, shouting expletives at my
mother, who was screaming and crying and pounding the bed with her arms
and legs. Then my father turned to me, as if seeing me for the first time, and
said, “I’m leaving. Do you want to come with me or stay with her?”” I could



tell by the tone of his voice that there was only one right answer, so I said,
“Come with you.” My mother screamed louder, as if my words were
bullets, arrows, stones. “I’ve got to go someplace right now,” my father
said. “I’ll be back for you later.” He took his suitcase and left.

Even writing this, I wonder about the veracity of my memory. I was
only three, I know. But I remember it so clearly—perhaps because it was a
scene that would be played out again and again. In the house on Beverly
Road, in the blue dining room with its crystal chandelier that sparkled and
made me feel that our family was finally rich (we weren’t) and that we
would all finally be happy (also untrue). In the house on Rutland Road,
where the tub didn’t work and my mother boiled hot water to bathe us when
the pipes froze. In the brick building near Kings Highway, right across the
street from the public school. Different houses, same scenario. My mother’s
tears. My father’s temper. And always the dramatic exit, delivered with an
ultimatum: Who did my little brother and I want to live with? Who did we
love more? Were we coming or were we going? Again and again, my father
forced us to betray our mother by uttering his name as the most loved. Then
he betrayed us by walking out the door. By the time I was ten years old and
he left for good, I was exhausted. “We’re getting a divorce,” he said. “At
last,” I thought.

After that, I remember a Sunday afternoon sitting in our backyard
playing Barbies with a friend. “This is who Barbie marries,” 1 said,
grabbing Malibu Ken. “And this is who she marries after she divorces him,”
I said, reaching for a brunette Ken doll. My friend’s mother, overhearing
our conversation, was clearly disturbed. “Barbie doesn’t have to get
divorced,” she said to me, in the soothing tones of an adult speaking to a
child. “She will if she wants to be happy,” I announced snappily.

In the years following my parents’ divorce, I made several decisions
about the life I would have as a grown-up woman. By the time I was
twelve, I’d sworn myself to a couple of very firm vows. First, I would not
have a baby before I was twenty-one, as was the norm in my family and my
neighborhood. And second, I would live with a man before I agreed to
marry him. In fact, I would live with him for many years, possibly ten. So
by the time we got married, I would know him completely. Chances were
good we would divorce anyway, but at least I’d enter into the Faustian
bargain of marriage with both eyes open.



The first vow proved relatively easy to accomplish. The second has
proven more complicated. In fact, it became something I struggled with for
the next decade and a half.

I can’t remember when I first heard the phrase “Why buy the cow when you
can get the milk for free?” But I do know that it did not immediately offend
me. | had already figured out that my virginity could be commodified.
Some people urged me to “save it.” Others cautioned me not to “give it
away cheaply.” Boys and later men made offers—both emotional and
material—for the chance to deflower me. When 1 first heard the old saw
about the cow and the milk, I wasn’t rankled at the thought of being
compared to a cow. I thought, “Well, this is interesting. Even sex after
virginity has a price stamped on it.”

Still, it seemed to me that living with a man was the best way to get to
know him. And I so desperately wanted to know a man before I made a
lifelong commitment to him. Friends of mine would speak about the
compatibility of living habits. Are you messy or neat? Are you a day person
or a night person? I wanted to live with a man because I feared that in the
hours we spent apart, I might miss crucial information about his hidden
dark side. As a person who will always choose to hear the bad news before
the good, I wanted to know: Would he come home when he said he would?
Would strange women call the house? After the initial rush of romance,
would he tune in to the TV and tune me out? Slam his fist against the wall
when he was frustrated? Slam his fist against me?

Immediately following my college graduation, it seemed that all of my
closest girlfriends moved in with a man. As they shopped for furniture at
Ikea, hosted small dinner parties, and collaborated on Martha Stewartesque
projects from gardening to brewing their own beer, I watched with no small
amount of envy. The desire to live with a man began to take on a different
meaning for me. Now I wanted to do it not to inspect him, close up, for
marriage material. Forget marriage. I wanted to do what my friends were
doing. I wanted to play house.

A few years later, I was living in California when I met a man and fell
madly in love. It was a long-distance relationship and I soon moved back
home to New York to be with him. A struggling painter, he lived in a



marginal neighborhood in a marginal building that I never once considered
living in myself. I had a good job and found an apartment of my own, a
sunny miniduplex on a pretty brownstone street not too far from where he
lived.

At first, my boyfriend began spending weeknights at my house and
weekends painting at his home. But soon enough, my house became our
house. For one thing, it was well stocked. His apartment, on a good day,
might have had a box of dry pasta and some stale cereal. For me, weekly
visits to the local gourmet grocery store and four-star wine shop meant that
my pad was regularly outfitted with wine and beer, meat and fish, fresh
olives and fruit.

My boyfriend’s place was the type of apartment you couldn’t get truly
clean if you tried. One step above a squatter’s rest, it was located in a
building in a row of factories. The windows were permanently caked with
soot; the thrift-shop furniture was as tattered as a rag doll missing a leg and
a significant part of her stuffing. There was a small television and stereo,
but no cable TV. My boyfriend said that as an artist he didn’t care about
material possessions, but that didn’t stop him from getting comfy on my
Shabby Chic overstuffed couch and watching ESPN at my place on Sunday
afternoons.

The customary dresser drawer that dating couples reserve in each
other’s house for clean underwear and a change of clothes turned into one
of my apartment’s two closets as he stuffed into it half of his wardrobe and
a hefty pile of sketchbooks and painting supplies. My boyfriend began to
receive most of his phone calls and all of his important mail at my place.
For all intents and purposes, we were living together. But he never paid rent
or contributed to the food bills or the utilities.

In retrospect, I can see how it might seem that [ was blatantly being
bamboozled. But the fact was that my boyfriend was very sweet and not the
least bit conniving. He could barely pay the rent on his own apartment; his
parents frequently chipped in to prevent eviction. So how, I asked myself,
could I ask him to contribute to—much less split—my own sizable rent? |
love him, I would remind myself. I want him to eat my food and spend each



night with me. So I offered everything and asked for nothing and told
myself that [ was being the perfect girlfriend.

The truth is that I never knew how to ask him for what I wanted, for
what was fair. The only thing I knew to do with a man was what I’d learned
from my parents: to fight or not fight. I had no idea how to craft a
partnership beyond that one basic thing. What’s more, discussing finances
or asking for help around the house seemed very minor compared to the
Important Things. My boyfriend didn’t hit me, he didn’t yell at me. What
more could I ask? The only thing that was taking a beating was my
checking account.

Of course, after a while, it all came around; by underwriting our
relationship so drastically, I wasn’t giving my boyfriend a chance to be my
partner, and I began to resent the imbalances. I tried to say so, sort of. But
old habits die hard and I wasn’t asking for changes very firmly. In turn, my
boyfriend wasn’t exactly making change easy. He reminded me that our
living together, as it was, was all my idea. He said he wouldn’t clean my
apartment, because he had his own apartment/studio to worry about. He
wouldn’t pay for risotto and top-of-the-line Parmesan; at his apartment, he
reminded me, he ate Kraft macaroni and cheese and that was just fine. He
knew his limits, he went on. If I wanted to enjoy certain things, I had to pay
for them.

So I did. I paid and paid and paid. For a cleaning woman and the
groceries and the cable and our vacations, because I didn’t want to eat at the
Shark Bar alone or vacation in South Beach without him. The old saw about
living together took on a decidedly different tone in our relationship. Not
only was my boyfriend getting the milk for free, the cow came with room
and board, Broadway tickets, and all-expenses-paid vacations. I don’t mind
saying now that that cow was producing gourmet cream.

It’s been five years since that relationship ended, and in the time since, I’ve
done an about-face on the subject of living together. I decided that I didn’t
want to live with a man unless we were getting married—unless we were
officially engaged. Part of this, of course, came from analyzing and
deconstructing what exactly happened during those years with my
boyfriend. But another part I owe to a friend who fell in love with a guy we



all adored. When 1 asked her why she didn’t move in with him, she
explained that she wouldn’t until she was engaged. I was taken aback. Was
she trying to manipulate him? Was this some twist on The Rules? As our
conversation went on, it became clear that my friend’s attitude was an
interesting blend of old-fashioned values and modern feminist ideals. She
was her own woman, with her own apartment, who paid her own bills. Why
should she sacrifice that independence, she asked me, unless it was to build
her life with another person? She wouldn’t move in with her boyfriend
unless they were soon-to-be-married because she didn’t want to give up her
autonomy except in exchange for a deep, lifelong commitment.

I began to think differently about living with a man (not to mention
what I wanted and needed from a future boyfriend, but that’s a whole other
story). Living together was less a step on the way to marriage and more a
sacrifice I would make in exchange for something else: something equally
great but very different. The kind of relationship I wanted with the man I
would live with had to be worth giving up all the richness of my single life.
I considered my well-stocked fridge, my good snow boots and warm winter
coats, the hundreds of books that surrounded me like postcards from
exquisite worldly friends, the paintings I’d struggled to buy, in whose swirls
I could lose myself for hours. All of it filled me with a sense of pride and
deep contentment about the home I’d built for myself, every bit of it with
money I’d earned by working hard. I realized, perhaps for the first time,
that it was an accomplishment that I could take care of myself so well—
especially since, unlike my ex-boyfriend, I’d never had parents who could
help me out. And if my tastes ran toward the expensive—if I’d rather have
good champagne than cheap beer, or gourmet Brie than Kraft mac and
cheese—I’d earned the right to those tastes, not to mention the cash to pay
for them, and I would have them proudly. And never again would I share
everything else without asking for anything in return. In the name of love or
anything else.

About a year ago, I met another man and again fell in love. He lived in
Philadelphia in an airy, spacious brownstone; I lived in New York in a
charming, sunny apartment with a working fireplace and a view (both worth
their weight in Big Apple gold). From the beginning, we talked about how



much we valued our homes and the time we were able to spend alone. Early
on, we would often say how great it was that we lived in different cities. We
could enjoy weekends together, but we could also enjoy our time alone.
Then a funny thing happened; increasingly, we couldn’t bear to be apart. I
spent long afternoons reading on the couch in his living room. He spent
more and more evenings settled in by my fireplace. We were two fiercely
private people who found it very easy to share, perhaps because each of us
respected how hard the other had worked to build a home of our own.
Within a year, we were engaged. We sublet our homes and found a place in
the tristate middle ground: New Jersey.

It’s so early in our journey to build a life together, and the little girl in
me is still wary of what the future may hold. But so far, this is what I have
to report: we both buy the milk and we both buy the champagne. And I
think we both feel that it’s a pretty good deal.



Crossing to Safety
Jen Marshall

A WEEK AFTER T graduated from college, seven years ago, I moved in with

my boyfriend, Doug. Like most college sweethearts attending the same
school, we’d been practically inseparable. Doug was my first boyfriend, and
it was bliss—until he graduated. I still had one more year to go. In order to
avoid a campus that would be made immeasurably duller without him (the
university was in central Pennsylvania, after all), I spent half of my senior
year abroad. We wrote to each other almost every day, my letters describing
kangaroos and rain forests, his chronicling job interviews and investigations
into places he might want to live.

One day, a letter arrived from Doug that had not been written on the
usual onionskin airmail stationery. The envelope and paper inside it were
heavy and opaque with news. “I’ve found a job as an environmental
engineer in western Massachusetts,” he wrote. “I’m moving to a town
called South Hadley. It’s pretty and near mountains and lots of colleges. |
think you would like it there.” He had enclosed the promotional brochure
for the apartment complex where, with the help of his mother, he’d found
an apartment. “Welcome to Riverboat Village,” it read. There were line
drawings of one- and two-bedroom layouts, as well as some illustrations of
trees and, of course, a river. A quote from a happy resident said it all:
“Today, I saw a deer.” I read Doug’s letter with a mixture of trepidation and
tentative elation. 1 had vaguely imagined myself working in book
publishing or as an English professor after college. Could either career be
pursued in South Hadley? I wasn’t sure, but I did know that I wanted to be
with Doug. And of these two desires, only one could be made a certainty



with just a swish of my pen. Pushing hesitation aside, [ wrote back to Doug
and said I would love to live in South Hadley, Massachusetts.

A few months later, as I packed up my tiny pink and purple room at my
parents’ house in Connecticut, I felt as if [ was on the verge of becoming a
real adult. I’d read the mushy novels, seen all the right movies, and watched
Days of Our Lives for almost eleven years, so I knew that Living Together
was a major milestone in the progression of love. Aglow with anticipation, I
didn’t care that Riverboat Village had turned out to be a gray, faux-colonial-
style complex with an abundance of squirrels and parking lots rather than
deer. I didn’t mind that Doug refused to throw out a plaster lamp shaped
and painted to resemble a preschool version of himself as a peewee hockey
player, or that the lamp was now atop a chest of drawers in what would
soon be our bedroom. I glossed over the fact that the only job I could find
was as a $5.50-an-hour clerk at a pseudo head shop. As for South Hadley, I
told myself I would grow to appreciate its country charm. So what if there
were no museums, no city sidewalks, no famous publishing houses where 1
could pursue my dream of editing the great American novel someday . . .
not even, it seemed, an available peer group of women my own age? None
of that would matter, because I had a boyfriend and we were moving in
together.

All my life, I had been taught that a romance headed for Weddingville
was the Holy Grail, the answer to every question. My adolescence had been
a jumble of breathless conversations about boys and what they did and who
they liked and how my nerdy friends and I could ever induce any of them to
fall in love with us. Rather than rerouting this inane chatter into more
productive channels, my parents reinforced it, wondering aloud if the
reason why I didn’t have a prom date was that I spent too much time alone,
reading. Eventually, most of my friends found willing boys to kiss in the
Burger King parking lot on Friday nights. But I didn’t. Instead, I had
nightmares that I was twenty-five and had still never been on a date.
Matters weren’t helped when, my senior year in high school, my dad
“jokingly” wondered if I wasn’t bringing home boys because I was a
lesbian. When I assured him that I did like boys—they just didn’t like me,
so far—I saw 1n his face for the first time how relief can utterly transform



someone’s features. It’s understandable that I came to believe that finding
the right man was the central goal in life. And now that I had Doug, I
expected that everything else would naturally fall into place.

At first, living with Doug was just as cozy as I’d envisioned it. We
decorated our small apartment with charming garage sale finds. Weeknight
dinners spontaneously evolved into candlelit occasions complete with
heartfelt toasts and classical music, even though we were only eating tofu
pups and beans. In short, we had lots of convivial fun before the dull puzzle
of reality set in. First of all, we had to deal with the bathroom. Neither of us
wanted to clean it. Or share it. And then there was the problem of how to
make money matters fair, when his salary was four times mine. It was scary
how powerless I felt just because I made less money than he did. I began to
suspect that this whole living together thing was not as simple as it looked
on TV.

Another issue was my job at the head shop. Selling fake tattoos and
patchouli incense to pimply tenth graders was decidedly not what I’d gone
to college for. Of course, lots of recent graduates have similar experiences
and cheerfully work as ski instructors or lifeguards while they figure out
whether or not to apply to law school. That’s probably why I’d thought
living an undecided, exploratory year would be easy. However, I should
have remembered where I came from. When I was growing up, my family
wasn’t exactly rolling in cash. And so ever since the day it was legal for me
to work, I’d been (in chronological succession) a baby-sitter, a cashier at a
run-down grocery store, a waitress, a clerk at Caldor, and a chambermaid.
Most of these jobs involved zippered polyester smocks, plastic visors, and
constant humiliation. Richer kids would come by Caldor or the grocery
store just to make fun of me. I went to college in part so I’d never, ever
have to work at a job like that again. And yet here I was, college degree in
hand, selling candles and roach clips.

Making matters worse was Doug’s comparative success. Unlike me, he
had found a real first job in the field of his choice. He came home from
work every night full of stories about how interesting it was to have an
office and like-minded coworkers. My employment tales usually concerned
yet another shoplifting attempt on the Hacky Sack display. He had health



insurance and a business card with his name printed on it. I had a locker and
a bottle of Windex for wiping down the jewelry counter. Unbelievably to
me now, I felt guilty rather than resentful when I compared his work with
mine. “Maybe I’'m not cut out to be anything but a clerk in a store,” |
thought to myself, “and this is what people mean when they say you can’t
make a silk purse out of a sow’s ear.” In a misguided attempt to make up for
the equal money and analogous work experience that I wasn’t contributing
to our life together, I cooked complicated dinners and took on chores like
reorganizing the laundry closet and sorting Doug’s sock drawer by color
and texture. At Christmas, I even hand-sewed a Victorian caroling costume
for the little stuffed animal topping our tree. Before long, I resembled a
housewife straight out of Hollywood’s central casting, complete with secret
sorrows just begging to be smothered by Valium.

One night, while preparing an especially punishing dinner, I
accidentally placed a big, empty glass casserole dish on an extremely hot
electric stove burner. I turned away before I realized my mistake and a half
second later a terrifying pop filled the closet-sized kitchen. The dish had
exploded, and every imaginable cranny was sprinkled with shards of glass
—big French-fry-shaped chunks and little itty-bitty bug wing slivers and all
sizes in between. Miraculously, I was not cut. I stared at the sparkling mess
in disbelief. And the first thought that came into my head was that I should
just walk away. Just leave it. Because the idea of having to painstakingly go
over every inch of that kitchen made me want to get into bed and not come
out until I lived someplace else, someplace where I would be interested in
the life I was living.

After that, even when I did manage to make a meal without some minor
domestic mishap sending me straight into the slough of despond, it was no
guarantee I’d be civil to Doug when he came home from work at night. In
fact, just the sound of his shoes on the carpeted stair leading to our
apartment was enough to make me incoherent with anger and frustration.
Doug always smiled when he walked through the door, happy to see me,
and all I could think was “Is this it?” And this was it, apparently, and that
made me so sad and at the same time so ashamed of my sadness, and the
two feelings together choked me. I couldn’t stop myself from starting stupid
fights about everything from the temperature of the apartment to which
music we listened to. Afterward, when we were in bed, silent, with our



backs to each other, I would feel terrible and stay up half the night quizzing
myself. What was my problem? I was living with a smart, sensitive,
handsome man whom I wanted to marry someday! Why did I feel like a
hornet trapped under a drinking glass, frantically dreaming of escape?
Wasn’t cohabitational bliss the jackpot I was supposed to spend my twenties
desperately pursuing? And I had it now, at twenty-two, eight years ahead of
schedule! How could I possibly be less than thrilled?

I doggedly made up my mind to try to be happier with the lot I’d lucked
into. After all, you just didn’t give up on a live-in honey like mine.
Everybody knew that.

Step one in my South Hadley Self-Improvement Plan was landing a job
at the neighborhood bookstore, which allowed me to quit the hideous head
shop. Next, I learned to identify birds, since hobbies are known to relieve
boredom and despair. I resolved to find beauty instead of emptiness in the
farm fields surrounding us. I volunteered at the local family planning clinic
so I could think about someone else’s problems for a change. I even
swallowed a multivitamin every day.

Although these measures had their small (and, later, much larger)
benefits, they hardly addressed the real issues keeping me awake every
night: Why wasn’t living with Doug making me happy? Had I become
some kind of weird western Massachusetts June Cleaver/Carol Brady
hybrid despite my frantic efforts to the contrary? And if I had, was this what
I would stay? Unchecked, my misery at home soon spilled over into other
aspects of my life. At the bookstore, I growled at customers who reshelved
biographies in with the gardening titles. I rarely felt hungry anymore. I
dreaded seeing anyone other than a few close friends, because embarrassing
questions might be asked about my postgraduation achievements. Hiding at
Riverboat Village and reading obsessively became my chief occupations.
Doug started to wonder if [ wasn’t a little insane. Maybe I was.

Finally, even I couldn’t take my low mood any longer. I was sick of my
“inexplicable” disappointment with life. Out of desperation, I decided to see
a psychologist. Dr. Jerald. I had my concerns about him right away because
he had a bookshelf full of military history titles in his office, but he was all
my insurance would cover. Two sessions later, Dr. Jerald put me on an
antidepressant. | liked the tiny white pills because they let me sleep like a
normal person. But the prescription did little to restore my appetite or to



dissolve my dissatisfaction with what my life had turned into and who and
what I had become.

The break came when my best friend from college invited me to her
apartment in New Jersey for a weekend visit. Part of that trip was an
afternoon spent sight-seeing in Manhattan. I had only been to New York
twice before: once with my grandmother to see Cats (for my twelfth
birthday), and later, in college, when a kind professor drove a small group
of students in so we could hear Sharon Olds read at the Academy of
American Poets. Both times I remember feeling intensely and oddly
comforted by every aspect of the city, as if it were my familiar home. Now,
as my friend and I drove over the George Washington Bridge and into
Manhattan, the same heady sense of crossing to safety came over me. Later
in the day, while touring the Museum of Modern Art, I began to feel hungry
for the first time in months. That night, I ate enough at dinner for two
people my size.

When I told Dr. Jerald this, he blinked and sat up in his chair. “Hmm,” he
said. “Now, I don’t know that we’ll find this in any medical textbook, but
your experience sounds like a geographical cure if ever I’ve heard of one.
Let’s talk about what it might be like if you were to move to New York.”
My stomach turned. Doug adored western Massachusetts and rural life right
down to the last green leaf. That he would never move to a city was a
certainty both frightening and—suddenly—thrilling. As I discussed my
contradictory feelings with Dr. Jerald, possibilities that I hadn’t previously
considered began to appear. Maybe I wasn’t ready to live with a boyfriend.
And maybe that was just fine, and not a measure of how much I loved him.
After all, as I’d found, living full-time with a romantic partner involved
compromise on many levels. How could I unreservedly give large parts of
myself to someone else when I hardly knew who I was or what I wanted to
become? New York, exploring a publishing career, and time alone suddenly
seemed obvious rather than ridiculous.

Still—even though I knew Doug didn’t like cities and also that I needed
to be on my own—I asked him to come to New York. In truth, I begged
him. I was really scared to go there by myself. But any uneasiness I felt was
soon replaced by fury. In his eloquent refusal, the love of my life let it slip



that he didn’t believe I’d make it in the big city. He reasoned that because |
was constantly so depressed in South Hadley, there was no guaranteeing I’d
be content in New York—or anywhere else, for that matter. Why should he
relocate if there was every chance I’d still be unhappy and want to leave for
yet another new place in six months? What if sadness was in my blood? I
hated him for about a minute and then realized I could hardly blame him for
how he felt. I had been miserable for the past year and a half. It was clear
that if I wanted to try New York, I’d have to do it myself. And once we
agreed, | felt oddly liberated. I would do this, and do it alone. Now I just
had to find a job and a place to live.

It turned out to be easy. Because part of my job at the bookstore had
been planning author events there, I’d met quite a few book publishing
people from New York, and a call to one of them resulted in an interview
almost immediately. That led to my first publishing job, as an assistant in a
book publicity department. It paid $24,000 a year, a fortune compared to
what I made at the bookstore. Then, just as I was beginning to panic about
where I’d live, an old family friend of Doug’s wandered into the store and
told me she knew some young women just outside the city who might need
a roommate. I moved to New York two weeks later, with Doug’s blessing.
Neither of us ever considered breaking up. I still loved him deeply, and I
knew he felt the same way. Thus began our long-term, long-distance
monogamy.

After a few months in New York, though, I wondered if I had done the
right thing in keeping a hometown sweetie. City living was even more fun
than [ had ever imagined. How much better might it be if half of me wasn’t
constantly being pulled in another direction? It also didn’t help that my new
friends thought I was crazy not to date, especially since Doug and I weren’t
even engaged. Working in publicity for a major book publisher meant that I
attended lots of swanky book parties with free food and electric-pink
cocktails. Who knew what great guys I might meet? My glamorous, well-
groomed boss would lean across her palatial desk and whisper, “No ring, no
strings! Break up with him and be done with it! Wear more skirts. Go out
every night. He’s not the one for you.” I’d listen, wondering if I should
follow this honest-to-goodness sophisticated New Yorker’s advice even
though she’d never met or talked to Doug. I settled on a compromise: Go to
the parties with an open mind, but still see my much-missed boyfriend



every weekend. So that’s what I did. And what I found was that the parties
were invariably filled with nervous writers, tipsy editorial assistants
bragging about their bosses, and loads of elegant, single women with
fabulous handbags. Not one date prospect in sight. After a few of these
excruciating evenings, I decided not to waste any more time thinking about
dating other men. For one, it was dreadfully dull, and second, it wasn’t at all
why I came to New York.

Over the next year, I made more friends, found an apartment in
Manhattan, and got a job with the publisher I’d always dreamed of working
for. I was happy through and through. And then I decided that the one little
thing I needed to make my joy complete was for Doug to move to New
York. I thought about how much fun it would be to share the New York
Times in the morning, to have someone who could carry home my heavier
purchases from the Chelsea flea market. I’d also never have to go to other
couples’ dinner parties dateless again. So, conveniently forgetting that
Doug was a card-carrying member of both the Massachusetts Audubon
Society and the Appalachian Mountain Club, I began campaigning in
earnest for him to come to the city. I shrieked persuasive little nothings into
his ear like “If you really loved me, you’d move here!!” and “All the
important things are in New York!” Not some of my more subtle moments,
I now know. Even worse, when he refused to pack his bags and meet me in
Manhattan, I told all of my friends that he was ruining my life.

But soon I started to notice something. Our relationship, which
consisted of comforting phone calls and mostly wonderful weekend visits
alternating between Manhattan and Massachusetts, afforded me something
quite extraordinary: plenty of time to do exactly as I pleased. Having a long
stretch of time all one’s own in a city as worldly as New York is an
indescribable luxury and the best gift I’ve ever given myself. Once I
realized that, I stopped pestering Doug to move to New York and began to
enjoy my double life to the hilt. Monday through Friday I devoted myself to
publishing work, art classes, lectures, walks through Central Park, an ever-
expanding list of good books, and lots of movies. Doug followed suit.
While I mixed paint at the School of Visual Arts, he earned an M.B.A. and
planned a solo hike across the New England portion of the Appalachian
trail. If we still had been living together in Massachusetts while he did these



things, I would have been chartreuse with envy. But now, with a life of my
own to ground me, I only admired and loved him more.

Still, there was a price to pay for our unconventional arrangement. Most
of our family and friends supported our long-distance romance, but they
also wanted to know when I would be “done with New York™ and moving
back to Massachusetts. It was as if my independent life had an expiration
date on it that everyone but me could see. Time to come home now, people
were saying. Time to think about getting married. And if I couldn’t consider
those things, well, time to break up. Nobody was shy about offering an
opinion, especially our parents. After one glass of wine, Doug’s father was
apt to say, “Well, Jen, the third year in New York is when you decide if you
want to live there forever or if it’s time to leave.” My own dad preferred
more crass pronouncements like “Time to shit or get off the pot.” To my
dismay, Doug’s mother once hinted in her widely distributed family holiday
newsletter that he and I were about to be engaged. Everyone asked when
the wedding was, but almost no one asked if Doug planned to move to New
York. It was infuriating how people expected me to radically amend and
truncate my life so it would fit comfortably into his.

At first I responded to such opinions by nastily taking apart the
profferer’s own personal life. My favorite zinger went something like:
“Well, I prefer to look at my situation as one that allows me to neatly avoid
a disastrous first marriage. Too bad you didn’t think of that.” As time wore
on, however, I changed my tactics considerably. Three years alone in a big
city had forced me to develop and explore my own values and wishes, and
eventually I understood that it didn’t matter what other people thought.
Aside from the minor annoyances that distance imposed upon us—
outrageous phone bills, too much time spent in dim train stations—Doug
and I were happier and more in love than we ever were when we lived
together. And he wasn’t any more anxious to shack up again than I was. So
I let my mother sigh longingly over issues of Modern Bride, and my
perhaps someday mother-in-law’s church lady friends gossip about my
unwillingness to conform to conventional relationship roles. They could
waste their time if they wanted to, but they wouldn’t waste mine anymore.

It’s been five years since I moved to New York, and Doug and I, at
thirty-one and twenty-nine respectively, are still content living apart. We
never argue about things like who left the cap off of the toothpaste, and



when friends in long-term, yet not long-distance, relationships complain to
me about the seemingly natural waning of desire, I can only smile and
shrug my shoulders. After a week or two of not seeing Doug, he looks
pretty damn good to me in his boxer shorts. I sometimes recommend a little
dash of distance to my frustrated friends, but they say I’m being unrealistic.
Am I? Of course sometimes Doug and I miss each other during the week; of
course we discuss living together again someday. We even talk about
getting married and having children, possibly soon. And I’'m excited about
these possibilities. But given our history, I’d be lying if I said I didn’t also
worry a bit about how it will all shake out. My roommate (who also likes
living separately from her longtime romantic partner) says that she and I
have been spoiled by too many Saturday mornings of doing nothing but
exactly what we want to do. We’ll never be able to get married and have
kids. Too many demands. She’s joking, of course, but part of me sometimes
wonders if she might be right.

Whenever [ start to get too panicky about marriage one day eating up all
but a crumb of my freedom, I remember a passage I love in Elegy for Iris,
by John Bayley, who was married to the late novelist Iris Murdoch. Of the
start of their long and much-celebrated marriage, he wrote: “Already we
were beginning that strange and beneficent process in marriage by which a
couple can, in the words of A. D. Hope, the Australian poet, ‘move closer
and closer apart.” The apartness is a part of the closeness, perhaps a
recognition of it, certainly a pledge of complete understanding.” As I read
over these words, I think that Doug and I surely will have a little of
Bayley’s apartness that is a part of closeness in our own marriage one day
(minus all the affairs Iris had, of course)—and that our relationship will be
better for it. I imagine that there might even be a little outbuilding all my
own behind any house we eventually live in. Who knows? But one thing I
do know for sure: Neither of us is in any hurry to find out.



Moving In. Moving Out. Moving On.
Sarah Miller

I vier mike in Brooklyn, at a bar on Atlantic Avenue I’d never been to

before and haven’t since, at a birthday party for someone I didn’t know and
never saw again. | spent that evening trying unsuccessfully to work my way
into his shifting line of sight and making halting, but constant, attempts to
engage him in conversation. Whenever | addressed him, he would regard
me with mild surprise: You’re still at this? His responses were neutral and
curt, with a possibly dismissive edge. I mentioned that in a week I was
going to Europe for the first time. He replied, with cold politeness, “A#,
Europe. How nice.” I immediately questioned my desire to go.

The more he half responded to me, the more sure I was that he had
information about life that I desperately needed. I left the bar with the
friend I had come with, and we headed up Atlantic Avenue. As we got into
a taxi, | said, “I’'m going to marry that guy.”

At the time—almost four years ago now—I was twenty-eight years old
and wrote a sex column for an occasionally inspired, largely banal, briefly
defunct, and puzzlingly reincarnated men’s magazine. It wasn’t all that
different from being a prostitute, except that I got to keep my clothes on and
was paid with a corporate check instead of twenty-dollar bills. I wrote true
stories about fucking and getting fucked. There were times when I thought
what [ wrote was funny. Mostly, I was ashamed. Each month, I presented an
account of a sex and love life that was like some wild amusement park ride;
in reality, both were the source of pain and endless disappointment. When |
began the column, I was fairly insecure about how I behaved in my
romantic life, and beginning to suspect that I acted out of not hedonistic but



masochistic tendencies; by the time I had been a sex columnist for a year, |
was completely disgusted with myself. How could someone who had told
half a million strangers about the intimate details of her life ever be a wife,
or a mother? I felt ruined, dirty, and totally unlovable. It occurred to me (as
it may have occurred to Madonna when she began wearing plaid skirts,
speaking in arched tones, and living in a traditional culture) that if someone
would want to marry me, I might be redeemed, perhaps even re-virginated.

When most guys found out that I wrote about sex, they were very
interested: There was a “Ho-ho, what have we here?” quality to their
response. Mike, however, had given me an even, bored nod, and I saw just
the slightest shadow pass over his eyes, as if he knew what I thought of
myself, and that I was right to think it. I’d like to say it was an unconscious
thought, but looking back, I think it was pretty much right there on the
surface: I like hamburgers, I don’t like winter, I think I should get another
cat, I have to get married, because I’'m a whore.

I had great difficulty pinning him down to a date, but finally, in May, he
came over for dinner. He regarded my cheap aluminum pans suspiciously,
saying they would give me ass cancer. He kept looking out the window,
even though there was nothing to see but a wall. I had been thinking about
him for months, and now that he was here, it felt weird and awkward. We
stared at our food, and then pretended to regard my unexciting apartment
with some special interest, and then gave each other these exaggerated
wide-eyed looks: having fun, doing fine, how are you? I was determined
that he not just walk out. I kissed him. It wasn’t even a great kiss, but as it
proceeded, I sensed that he had been seeking me as I had been seeking him.
I felt a huge relief, the weight of wanting and yearning fall from me, and I
felt him accept me, love me. We spent the night together, and became a
couple. I spent the next week telling all my friends I was in love.

We had been together about a week. It was a hot afternoon. We sat on the
couch in my dark, airless, overpriced apartment. He told me he was
thinking of taking a job outside the city. I'm being dumped, 1 thought,
feeling not merely defeated but terrified: what were the chances 1 could
cavort my way through one more 1,200-word erotic farce bearing the total
emptiness and misery of this rejection? Plus, I had been living with a friend



and was about to move into my own place, and I couldn’t stand the thought
of being there all alone, in endless, terrifying silence. The place was huge,
cheap, and needed a lot of work.

“I want to stay here, ” he was saying, “but I just can t afford it.”

“Let’s move in together,” 1 said. He protested. He didn’t want to be a
pain, he was looking for a job right now, and for a while, he might not be
able to pay full rent, he might not pay on time. “/ dont care, " I told him, “/
just want you to have a nice place to live, a place where you can do your
work.” He would sit down, crank out a book, sell the rights to
Talk/Miramax, and we’d be rich. He would thank me in his book: “For S,
who believed in me.” He kept protesting. I had worked to get this
apartment, he said, maybe [ wanted it to myself. I looked lovingly into his
eyes. “Dont be silly,” 1 said, “it wouldnt mean anything to me if you
weren t there with me.” 1 said, “Don t you understand? Everything I have is
yours.

It’s commonly believed that there’s less pressure on a woman to be married
these days than there used to be. If that’s true, if things are better now than
they were before, then they once must have been very bad indeed. I'm
willing to buy that there’s less pressure to actually walk down the aisle, but
there’s quite a lot of pressure not to be single, to be importantly attached to
a man. I remember that around this time, a friend asked me if, when her
boyfriend came back from a long trip, she should go to the airport to meet
him. His flight came in at 6:00 AM. I said that seemed a bit early for such
gestures. “But its so romantic,” she said, “its so romantic when people
meet you at the airport.” 1 couldn’t respond, because I was suddenly afraid
I was going to cry. “Dont you think it’s romantic?” she pressed. “Who,” 1
asked her, “that I've gone out with would I have ever met at the airport?
More important, who would have met me?” She rolled her eyes as if [ were
being ridiculous, but I demanded to know. “Who?” 1 said. “Who have I gone
out with that would ever meet me at the airport?” She didn’t say anything.
“Thats right,” 1 said, ignoring her dilemma altogether now. “There are
some girls who’ve had a lifetime of boyfriends meeting them at the airport,
and I'm not one of them.” “I don t think that s how it works,” she said. And
I laughed, because to me, that’s exactly how it works.



To me, there’s a hierarchy among women: there are the ones most men
like, the ones some men like, and the ones no one seems to like. When you
start to get around marrying age, whatever stress you have been feeling in
this department—probably since about the age of twelve—starts to come to
a head. I’ve always thought of myself as somewhere between the middle
and the top, and when I reached the age where engagement and wedding
rings registered, it wasn’t just a matter of noticing them, I read my entire
fate around who was wearing them and who was not. I found myself
engaging in some strange pseudoscience of worth: She’s so young and not
all that pretty, maybe the guy she’s marrying isnt so great . . . now that
woman is so perfect, she looks nice, and smart, and of course shes
beautiful, of course shes getting married . . . this woman is stunning, and
what a great body, but barehanded . . . could she be a lesbian? 1 realized, of
course, that among the women I knew there wasn’t this much rhyme or
reason (though there was some) to who was attached and who wasn’t. But I
couldn’t stop playing this game. Who was Chosen? Who was not?

It was with this sense of panic that I most fervently pursued Mike’s
moving in with me: so I could be a chosen one. Part of the reason I had
been able to get this apartment was that I had promised to take care of two
cats belonging to the previous tenants, my friends, while they spent the
summer outside the city. But Mike was allergic, so I spent a better part of
the week before I moved in getting myself out of this situation, at great
inconvenience to my friends, to say nothing of an elderly, unwell aunt who
suddenly ended up a pet owner. But I worked the phones, impervious to
everyone else’s schedule and agenda. “Yes, I know you 're leaving for India
or Sweden or wherever in three days, but I'm sorry, and I honestly dont
know what else I can do.” My friends were annoyed, not only because I
was being a total asshole, but because it was painful to listen to me,
insisting as [ was that in a matter of days, my life had changed utterly.

Two and a half weeks after our first date, Mike and I were living
together. My friend Melissa came over one Saturday while we were
painting our living room. We were that special mixture of adorable and
repulsive. We smiled, we laughed, we rinsed out each other’s brushes and
brought each other beers. Afterward, I walked my friend home. “You guys
are so in love,” she said. “I'm so jealous.” I know that I felt superior to her.
I stopped in at the grocery store, and made my way homeward with produce



bulging lushly out of the bags, basking in the glow of her envy, thinking,
These are my groceries, for my boyfriend, for our apartment. A few days
later, he asked me to marry him. I said yes.

Weeks later, it dawned on me that I hadn’t thought about “moving in
together” past the actual act of, well, moving in. I had fantasized about the
shared purpose of tearing up floors, painting walls, and unpacking books
and utensils. I had not thought very much about what we would say to each
other when we were done. It took very little time to discover that the beauty
and functionality of the structure we had assembled would in no way be
mirrored by the life, and the relationship, lived inside it.

We started out the relationship with his owing me money, and this
legacy, sadly, was to stick with us until the very end. At first, I was
accommodating to a fault. I told him not to take a job if I didn’t think it was
good enough for him, secretly hoping, of course, that he would suck it up
and take it anyway. I shielded him from the knowledge of certain expenses,
and paid for things I wanted to do that he couldn’t afford, saying that I
didn’t mind. And for a time, I didn’t. After all, I believed he was only in a
bad place because conditions had conspired against him, and once he was
put into the right situation—a quiet place to work, a stable, pleasant place to
live—he would flourish.

It’s not at all surprising that in a lifetime of making poor judgments this
was to be the feather in my are-you-a-stupid-idiot-or-what cap. This guy
was smart, talented, and a good person. Unfortunately, he had absolutely no
idea how to manage his life; if you’d given him the keys to the city, within
five minutes, he would have dropped them into a sewer. I watched him nap,
I watched him play video games, I watched him smoke pot. He did get a
job, but he hated it, so much so that when he came home he only had
enough energy to (say it with me!) nap, play video games, and smoke pot.

At first, I think, I was rather kind. I would patiently suggest that getting
ahead in life involved limiting one’s experiences with lethargy, intoxication,
and joysticks. When I didn’t see a noticeable change in his behavior,
though, I started to seethe every time I saw him engaging in any non-
revenue-producing activity. This is how our fight went: He would be
unhappy, depressed, broke, or all three. I would suggest that he might have
some responsibility for the state of his life and career. He would tell me 1
was cruel and that I enjoyed making him feel bad. I would insist this wasn’t



true and say that I did not consider getting someone to face the reality of his
life to be cruel. “You 're kicking me when I’'m down,”” he would say, “I can't
believe you’re such an awful person.”

We must have had this fight fifty times. Every time it went exactly the
same way, and every time I ended up conceding: Yes, I was an awful
person, because only an awful person could kick someone when he was
down. The truth—that committing to him had been a grave error—I could
not admit, even to myself. So I would apologize, there would be tears, and
we would carry on.

When two people who don’t know each other decide to move in
together, they must shift their ideas of what they hoped the person would be
like to what the person actually is like. My fantasy about him was that with
just a few small changes, just a little help and attention, his life would
miraculously turn around. His fantasy about me was that because I had been
generous, | had an endless store of patience and kindness.

I have thought since that it’s a very bad idea for a man to borrow money
from a woman he’s dating, unless, of course, he wants to break up and is
too chicken to do it outright. There are few things that make a man less
attractive to women than financial instability. We can deal with men in
therapy, we can deal with men crying, but I don’t think gender equality will
ever reach the point where we can deal with men broke. I realize that they
don’t want us to be broke, either, but when it comes to money, their desire,
their requirements, are just not on the same scale as ours. Women might
lose credibility as people when we are struggling financially, but it doesn’t
interfere with our identity as women. It does not make us less sexually
attractive. When the situation is reversed—when the man is the one
struggling—this is not the case. One of the many lessons I learned in my
relationship with Mike is that I will never, ever go out with a man who 1sn’t
naturally adept at making a decent living. I don’t care if I sound
chauvinistic and retro—I might even think that of myself from time to time.
But I will never change the way I feel about this.

I’m not saying that women should never provide financial help or
support to their husbands and boyfriends, or that most women mind paying
the rent or making the mortgage payment on the odd bad month. All I



wanted to know, with Mike, was that if the tables were turned, I could rely
on him—and I had no reason to trust this would happen. How could I?
Granted, I hadn’t known him long, but where was there any evidence that
he had the ability to take care of himself, much less me? And what if I got
pregnant and had a baby and needed to take care of it, income-free, for a
while? The very idea that he would want to have sex with me but would
have been at a total loss dealing with possible consequences—even if that
were helping me pay for an abortion—repulsed me.

“You think you own me,” he would scream, “you think you own my time
because I owe you money.” By the time our arguments degenerated to this
state, I hated him and I hated myself. We had imagined that a mutual desire
to love and be loved, combined with appropriately domestic surroundings,
would generate a beautiful relationship. Instead, we were waking up to a
stupid, clichéd, and contemptible impasse. He wanted me to prove his
worth as a man by believing in him; I wanted him to prove my worth as a
woman by becoming, for me, the confident, successful, coolly aloof and
knowing man I’d first taken him for and still wished him to be.

When we’d started dating, we’d asked each other every night before we
went to bed if there was anything one of us wanted to say to the other, any
unfinished business from the day to discuss. By now, of course, our
“unfinished business” was much too complicated and ugly to resolve in the
five or ten minutes before bed. We were hardly going to brush our teeth,
huddle under the covers, and talk about how we based our relationship on
urgency and dependence, and made a sick pact to call it love.

Invariably, I was asked, “How is everything going with your boyfriend?”
And since I could not bring myself to reply, “Everything sucks. I am in an
awful, unwinnable situation brought about by abject neediness and
harebrained immaturity,” 1 would instead say something like, “Sometimes [
wonder if we re really right for each other.”

“Oh, everyone always thinks that,” 1 would be reassured. “No
relationship is perfect.” 1 knew that when people said this, they were
referring to the nature of intimacy, to the fact that you can’t expect to be
head over heels in love, or even at all in love, with your partner at any given
second. I also knew that if I’d had the courage to relay the misery of my
situation in any detail, I’d have been confronted with more pointed advice.
My strict adherence to only the most vague reports of my dissatisfaction



meant [ was able to wrap myself in the warm blanket of banal counsel: we
were just like any other couple having problems, and it was true because
everyone said so.

In my worst moments of panic, I would find myself walking the streets
or sitting on the subway furiously cataloging my virtues. Some of them
were serious, general stuff about having good character and personality;
others were more shallow, like I had nice sheets and nice shoes and my
parents were pleasant, healthy, and financially stable. I won’t embarrass
myself with more proof of why I am a shining, brilliant individual. The
point is, now that I was actually going to be married (as opposed to seeing
marriage as a big goal to be achieved), I realized how much I wanted and
needed from a husband; so many qualities, both general and specific, just
had to be there for me to consent to, in effect, give myself away. For life.
For life! It was beginning to dawn on me what I’d pledged to this man, and
to realize that although my needs were extensive, they were not
unreasonable, and I had the collateral to make certain demands. Before, 1
had always wondered, “Who would want to marry me?” Now, in the face of
it actually happening, this had shifted 180 degrees, to “Who will get to
marry me?”

All these ruminations sent me into a tailspin of guilt. After all, we had
made promises to each other; plans were in the works, expectations set,
congratulations and cards and good wishes arriving daily. Plus, there were
times when we got along (like when we were playing a game or watching
television, or out drinking—when there was any sort of mediating force that
would mean we were not merely facing each other, in all our naked
humanity), so maybe things weren’t all that bad. As the days passed, |
almost always managed to stay about ten paces in front of absolute horror
and dread.

Then, one night, we were meeting each other on a street corner. I’d had
one of those humiliating days writers have from time to time—the days that
we spend wondering which should dismay us more, our poverty or lack of
talent. All I wanted to do was sit down and relax with a sympathetic,
understanding friend, preferably one who would pay for my drinks. As soon
as I picked Mike out of the crowd, I knew that that person wasn’t him. Here
was a real person walking toward me, his needs and problems and issues
and limitations coming head-on at mine. I was sick of being there for him. I



was sick of us pretending that the eagerness with which we’d come at each
other was the result of any force more powerful than the fear of being alone,
my fear of not being “chosen.” I knew that I would never again be able to
talk myself into thinking that everything was fine. That night, I told him we
were through.

He was furious at me, and I had no interest in listening to him detail the
reasons why. I already knew that I had done something cruel. So I packed a
bag and moved to a friend’s house, telling Mike he had a month to find
another place to live. I never saw him again.

About a week before my thirtieth birthday, after Mike was long gone, I
came back to the apartment we’d shared. I stood there in the doorway for a
second, taking in the depressing remains of this ridiculously foolish
endeavor: the dust, the half-painted walls, the floor scratched where
furniture had been angrily removed. Then I walked into the apartment, shut
the door, and locked it behind me.

I would live there alone for the next two years. I would eventually quit
writing the sex column and, gratefully, begin writing about the lives of
people other than myself. I started to notice wedding rings with more
reasonable eyes. There wasn’t anything special about the women who had
them, and there wasn’t anything noticeably malformed about the women
who didn’t.

I’'m thirty-two now. For the most part I still want a husband, and
children, but I’ve become strangely unconcerned about when that’s all
going to happen. I imagine that at some point I will meet someone I want to
marry who will also want to marry me. We will get married and have kids,
and then I will have other problems.

Sometimes, alone in my apartment at night, I can’t believe how precious
the stillness is. I think of all the people in the world who would kill for the
privacy, the space, and the silence that so terrified me four years ago. It’s
strange that it took this rather miserable human experiment to make me
appreciate being single. I wish I could have gotten here some other way.
But I didn’t.



Papa Don’t Preach
Kerry Herlihy

Evex toun My inner Catholic is begging me to go straight to a

confessional and then forget this whole thing, I can’t shake wanting to tell
the truth to the world. Maybe it’s recently having turned thirty, maybe
something else altogether, but anyway, here goes: I have been with married
men. Yes, in the biblical sense. Yes, with more than one (no, not at the same
time). Go ahead and say what you’re thinking so we can get on with the
story: Slut. Homewrecker. Pathetic. Dumb. Can t-get-your-own-dick kind of
girl. Maybe some of you are saying softly, “You go, girl.” Wait until I tell
you the rest. I got pregnant by, and had a baby with, one of those married
men. No, he didn’t leave her for me. No, that wasn’t my plan in the first
place. Yes, I am happy.

But I get ahead of myself. Maybe now you’re thinking, Why haven't I
seen her on the circuit—Ricki, Jerry, Maury, Montel? They all would give
their eyeteeth for a piece of me. Truth is, I am content to be on this dirt road
in Maine, living with my parents and daughter—six months old as I write
this—taking walks by the ocean. Sound bizarrely wholesome? Do you
wonder how a girl like me got in a story like this? I think there are lots of
girls like me doing things I have done but they are afraid to tell anyone. So
I’m here to confess to everyone, and to set my record straight.

I never planned on being a coveter. It wasn’t as if [ was reading
Penthouse while my friends read Seventeen. 1 dreamed of growing up and
being one of those walk-down-the-aisle-in-a-white-dress kind of girls. I had
boys I pictured having forever with. But when I grew up, it seemed that
every time | got into the relationships that had that potential—to make me



what most women dream of becoming, a serious girlfriend, a wife—I felt
unable to be myself. And when I got quiet, I realized I felt downright
unhappy. I felt as if [ were playing a leading-lady role when I really longed
to be the crazy gal pal with the mysterious late-night houseguests. Perhaps I
just never met “the one.” But I knew | wanted something different than that
sort of new old story. You know the one: Meet boy. Date boy. Fuck boy.
Fall in love with boy. Get engaged to boy. Marry boy. Have babies with
boy. Go back to work and try to juggle boy, baby, and life. Repeat baby part
if desired.

So, about ten years ago, right after college, I started to choose what
some would call strange bedfellows. An older man here, a woman there,
peppered with acceptable boys now and again. Those stories usually went
something like this: Meet boy or girl. Simultaneously fuck and fall in love
with boy or girl. Convince self boy or girl is sexual soul mate. Hang out for
a couple of months with boy or girl. Have epiphany about boy or girl. Move
away or break up with boy or girl. Keep boy or girl on recycled sex list for
several years. Repeat cycle when heart is mended. Truth is, I loved being in
love. I loved the beginnings, the heat, the drama, the intrigue. I loved the
passion. It was that edge that kept me going back into the field just one
more time.

For the record, married men were not part of the repertoire until
recently. And there were only two. Also, the first one was not entirely my
fault. I was moonlighting from my regular teaching gig, as a waitress, to
earn some extra cash. This man—we’ll call him Cheffy—tempted and
tantalized me with his crabcakes, risotto, and the coup de grace . . . baked
figs with Gorgonzola. This fig bliss in combination with his large meaty
portions made my fall from virtue inevitable. I thought it romantic when he
told his wife he had to drive cross-country and find himself. In reality, he
just drove across the Brooklyn Bridge to my apartment, where we smoked
pot naked and planned our future life together when we moved to New
Orleans. He would work in some hip Creole restaurant and I would write
my novel. After a week, I confidently sent him back to his wife to pack up
his things and tie up the loose ends of his five-year marriage. One week
went by. I was calm. I went to yoga three times and patiently awaited my
love. Two weeks passed and I hiked up the yoga to five times a week and
began chanting the mantra “Thy will, not my will, be done.” At three



weeks, I went over to my friend Morty’s house, sore from trying to wrench
myself into heart-healing poses. Morty knew the Zen mama was
dangerously close to spiraling into a cosmic meltdown. He said, as I was
mumbling om shanti, “l don’t think he’s going to leave her.”

At first, I laughed. I mean, the trip he took last week with her had been
planned for months. And the couple’s therapy? Well, he wanted an amicable
breakup. He said he loved me. He cried when he left me. For God’s sake, he
baked me figs. Does that sound like a man on the verge of patching up his
marriage to someone else? Apparently so. Two days later, Cheffy called me,
hysterically crying, to let me know he couldn’t do it, even though I was his
soul mate, even though I had taught him what real love is; he just could not
hurt his wife like that. I think her six-figure income made him feel her hurt
a little deeper. After several middle-of-the-night knocks on the door where I
found Cheffy looking for consolation pussy, I cut him off and out of my
now ruined life.

I cried for three days under my covers until my boss called and ordered
me back to work. I focused on bouncing back, more out of pride than
anything else. I had been duped by the oldest boy trick in the book, and I
could not bear the whispered “I told you so’s” I thought I heard at every
turn. I picked up the pieces and my credit card and shopped back my
womanly dignity. | started dating again. I think it was the hunky salsa
dancer who finally healed up my Cheffy wounds for good. I swore off
married men to my forgiving sister friends and reentered the acceptable-
single-girl track.

I stayed on the wagon for a year. Not even a trace of a married man
could be found anywhere in my closets. But I was lured by an offer that
seemed like divine intervention. I was, a year after Cheffy, in love with a
Texas cowgirl who was running hot and cold, keeping me on the edge of
moving south of the Brooklyn border. I decided I needed a distraction to
cure me. Enter, stage left, an absolutely gorgeous six-foot-tall black married
man we’ll call Michael, who had a white-girl fantasy with my name written
all over the part. By chance, I had a little jungle fever of my own that made
me look twice. Well, in reality I would have looked twice no matter what
his color, because he was that cute.

Now, I know what you’re thinking: Did you lose your entire mind or
just the part with any sense in it? However, I thought I was a changed



woman. I had learned some very important lessons from Cheffy:

1. Never try to make a husband your husband.

2. Never take him seriously when he complains about his wife.

3. Never wait around for him to call.

4. Never believe that you are the answer to all his problems. Finally and
most important:

5. You most certainly will not die without him.

With that wisdom tucked in my G-string, I listened to Michael
proposition me with a one-night stand. He said he was the perfect candidate
to distract me from my girl troubles. He said I could tape a picture on his
head and call out whatever name I wanted. He also assured me he would
not linger around for small talk or snacks. With that, I acquiesced. I liked
the cut-and-dried nature of the offer, one that many single guys would be
terrified to suggest, thinking women always want snuggles and
commitment. In this case, I looked at it as being like therapy but cheaper.
My sister friends would see it as an empowering, millennium-girl thing to
do, right?

Just in case, I told no one.

We agreed to meet at my place after work one Friday night. We had a
window of a couple of hours before my roommate got home. I was so
nervous [ drank two shots of tequila before he arrived. I don’t know
whether it was the tequila or him or to make sure the cowgirl rode into the
sunset, but I went back for another session the next week. Soon my one-
night stand had stretched into months and we were on a three-times-a-week
routine. My fate down the slippery slope was picking up speed, but I didn’t
care. | had a lover who made house calls, brought dinner, cleaned up,
brought me to several toe-curling orgasms, and then went home. I thought I
had finally figured out how to do the married man after all. And this
married man was perfect, because he and his wife had an agreement of
sorts. They both were allowed the latitude of extramarital affairs as long as
it was discreet. Now, I couldn’t know for sure if this agreement was as
clear-cut as he explained it to me. However, I felt that it let me off the hook
in a karmic kind of way. And because I wanted Michael to keep coming
around, I asked no more questions. Of course, my roommate was not



speaking to me and my other friends were waiting for my heart to break
again. But no matter. I was happy and in love in a temporary kind of way.

We continued to get down in serious sin until one day the line was
drawn. Or should I say, two lines were drawn. Yes, Virginia, [ was pregnant.
At first, I panicked. I could see no way out of this dilemma without getting
crucified by someone. Having a married man’s baby? The line would be
around the corner. Nation of Islam, white supremacists, women of all
colors, anyone happily monogamous, my family . . . just about everyone I
could imagine would disapprove.

But having an abortion at this stage of the game didn’t make sense to
me. | was thirty years old, with a maternal instinct and a belief in divine
timing. | called Michael, who talked to me for an hour until my hands
stopped shaking, making sure I didn’t let the Irish Catholic demons run
rampant over my already fragile state. He was sweet, calm, and supportive.
He thought I wouldn’t be crazy enough to give up my life of independence
to have a kid. We hung up, and I did what I usually do when I have a life
crisis: hula-hoop. I gyrated for two hours before I arrived at my answer. |
was going to have a baby. I knew on paper it was absolutely insane. I had
no savings, no permanent housing, no conventional partner, and a
predilection for changing my mind in the face of huge decisions. But some
deep, nonrational, and truthful place in me knew it was not only the right
thing to do, it was also what I wanted. Perhaps, in some weird way, it
fulfilled the traditional girl in me. At any rate, I sat down with Michael the
next day and told him my decision. He nodded and said he understood this
decision and supported it. I think he still thought I’d change my mind. I
gave him the option to walk away from the whole situation and never see
me again—or the baby. I really had made the decision to do this on my
own. However, I knew him well enough to suspect he might stick around.

As I tell it now, it would be easier to say I didn’t know how it happened,
I didn’t know he was married, I didn’t know how to use a condom. But the
truth is, I had known that my actions had a script that could go in a million
directions. And I chose this script. Being a victim of circumstance, while a
popular option for the masses, would have been a real downer for me.

The time came to tell my parents. I dreaded it; let’s face it, when is it
ever fun to tell your parents you are having the baby of a married man?
After the obligatory hysteria, my mom was happy she was going to be a



grandmother, by hook or by crook. I cried for ten minutes before I could tell
my father, who was so relieved I wasn’t about to die in the next thirty days
that he simply said not to worry, he’d be there if [ needed anything.

I went back to my life, working full-time teaching teenagers and adults
to read and hanging out in my loft in Brooklyn. I tried to imagine my future
life. As the months passed, I kept checking in with myself during my baby
yoga classes and found myself remarkably calm. Don’t get me wrong, | had
my moments on the lunatic fringe. However, most days, I dressed in
miniskirts and tight tank tops and felt sexier than I ever had. Michael and I
continued to be happily involved.

I ran into Cheffy when I was about five months pregnant. He was with
his daughter and pregnant wife. He wouldn’t look me in the eye and I
resisted my desire to come clean. Instead, I silently thanked my lucky stars
the universe had kept me from him, figs or no figs.

I decided, when I could feel my daughter move inside me, that I needed
to take a break from New York and move to Maine with my parents. Eight
and a half months gone, I left Michael and my life in New York. He kissed
my face and my belly and said, “We did good baby.” 1 cried so hard I
thought I might send myself into labor. But as I drove out of Brooklyn in
the U-Haul, I knew I had done the right thing. I also knew that as unhip as it
was to move back in with my parents, they would take care of me, even if |
lost my serene glow.

I delivered my daughter alone with my midwife while my family waited
outside. Michael was in New York, at my request. For all his support, the
choice still felt like mine and I wanted her arrival to be something sacred
between her and me.

Since my daughter arrived, I feel as if my life has focused in on her
details: Eyelashes growing, laughs getting louder and longer, eyes that
cannot wait to see me each morning. These are the milestones and I
continue to be amazed at how much she rocks my world. I feel like my New
York edges are, for the time being, softened. My leather pants hang in the
closet next to her snowsuit. My dildo gathers dust in the garage. All things
considered, I feel I have glided into motherhood without many bumps—
yes, with the help of my parents; yes, without a husband by my side; yes,
without a long-term plan for the future; and yes, with, ’'m sure, the
condemnation of many; but so far, it’s making me happy. I got a letter from



a friend yesterday who told me I was the most peaceful person she knew.
She says this surprises her. I think she, like most people, expected me to rise
to the drama my circumstances seemed to beckon for. Most days I choose
peace over drama because it just feels better.

As for Michael, we continue to extend our one-night stand into an
unconventional love story that somehow works. He calls each day and
occasionally visits but mostly loves us from a distance. I have moments
when I want him to be there for happily ever after. But I remember that
when I chose to have my daughter, I chose him as well, married and all. For
now, it’s enough. When my daughter gets old enough, I’ll tell her how
much I loved Michael. He may even be there to tell his side of the story,
too.

I have started those yoga poses again to try and ease the knots of
questions that are popping up these days. How will I ever leave my
daughter with a stranger? What if I can’t find a job that pays enough? What
if I’'m only good at beginnings? I realize my choice to be a mother has left
my life suspiciously close to that of the traditional-girl path I shunned,
minus a husband to help. But the route to get here feels more genuine, more
me, for all its drama and unanswered questions. So I make a phone call, edit
my résumé, e-mail a real estate broker, and remember that sometimes
increments work just as well as leaps.

I know myself well enough not to say “Never again.” I can’t imagine
having time for illicit affairs now, but crying under my covers two years
ago, I couldn’t imagine it either. Perhaps I’ll be the quintessential girl of the
new millennium who, after years of juggling children, job, sex, and
scandalizing partners, finally figures out how to do it all. If so, I’ll let you
know.



Memoirs of an Ex-Bride

LOOKING BACK. LOOKING AHEAD.
Daphne Merkin

Hire's A Lirrie fact that might help you understand what I have only

recently come to think of as my somewhat phobic views on the subject of
matrimony: Although I still have two boxes of wedding photos bearing the
discreet insignia of the photographer (“Fred Marcus, New York™) on the
covers, I never went on to have my wedding album made. Not then, in the
months immediately following the event; not ever, despite the thousand-
dollar deposit that my mother paid. I suppose you could attribute this lack
of follow-through to a kind of paralyzing malaise that takes hold of me
when it comes to documenting my own life, filled as it has been with what
seems to be a disproportionate amount of decisions that began in anxiety
and ended in unhappiness. My impulse at such occasions has always been
to avert my gaze, the better to blur the reality of whatever is about to be
preserved on film. I do know I made more than one appointment over the
next twelve months to go to the photographer’s studio to select photos,
which suggests that I must have had some faint intention to memorialize the
event with an album. But one year became two years, and then somewhere
along the way I remember hearing that Mr. Marcus had died, leaving the
business to his son. Which shouldn’t have mattered, except that by this time
I was thinking about divorce.

So, yes, I suppose you could attribute my failure to get my wedding
album made to my chronic ambivalence about all decisions undertaken—
big and small. But I attribute my inertia to something more basic, if vaguely



related, which is the strong possibility that I was never meant to be married
in the first place. Oh, I imagine once upon a time I had an honest-to-
goodness Marriage Fantasy, just as I had a Wedding Fantasy, in which I
featured as a tiny-waisted Barbie doll-bride, standing on top of a lacy white
cake: true love anointed in a swirl of buttercream frosting and candied
violets. These frilly expectations are, after all, culturally driven and socially
reinforced; little girls were bred to dream Wife Dreams in those years and
as far as I can tell still are, give or take a few adjustments. I wasn’t any
different, except in this one respect: I simply couldn’t conjure up the image
of a man—the groom, the husband-person, the Kenlike figure—standing
next to me up on that cake. It’s a significant omission, I’d say, and one that
suggests that, hard as I tried, real marriage never figured into my vision of a
grown-up life, even then, when I was a girl, caught up in sugarplum dreams.

To tell you the truth, I’'m not sure I’ve ever really grasped the point of
marriage, except as a ceremonial abstraction, a crucial developmental step
that only gay people and misfits failed to take. The whole hallowed
institution made no sense to me even at the penultimate moment when I was
standing under the flower-bedecked chuppa in my parents’ living room,
dressed in contraindicated virginal white, my makeup too orange and my
smile too forced, on the brink of becoming A Wife unless someone had the
presence of mind to stop me. Alas, I was not the doe-eyed Elaine Robinson
from The Graduate, and there was no Benjamin Braddock to dramatically
break down the church door and scoop me up and away from my fate.
There never is, | suppose, except in the movies.

Let other former brides revel in their misty-eyed memories, paging through
leather-bound wedding albums the better to recall the glorious day. I have
my two proletarian boxes of snapshots, stuck away on a shelf, to be hauled
out when the mood strikes or my daughter wants to study them again. And
even though I look back mostly in horror, that’s not to say there aren’t some
photos that call up nostalgic memories: of my two favorite nieces, for
instance, who had flown in from Israel with their parents for the occasion.
There they are, standing up in their pretty smock dresses, their excitement
palpable and their hands linked for sustenance, piping out a song my sister
wrote for them—the younger fading off shyly while her older sister sallied



on until the end. The lyrics, full of tender wishes, were set to a Hebrew
melody; listening to it, I remember wishing I could be the storybook bride
they wanted me to be. And there are the flowers: an undeniable triumph,
courtesy of Ronaldo Maia, an Upper East Side florist who specializes in
“less 1s more” arrangements at a “more is more” price.

But even now, twelve years and one divorce later, the painful
recollections are more vivid to me than those few festive images caught in
the camera’s eye. | hated my dress, for starters—which was, as 1 would
come to realize too late, remarkably unflattering, with a swath of extra
fabric ending in a bunny-rabbit bobtail flourish on the back, right below the
waistline. I’m not sure what delusional notion of myself led me to choose it,
except that my judgment was clearly off from soup to nuts. Chosen from
Kleinfeld’s mythic bridal emporium in Brooklyn with the help of a friend
whose fashion sense I thought I trusted, the dress was designed by Carolina
Herrera, who had designed Caroline Kennedy’s dress when she got married.
But Caroline Kennedy was reed-thin and Herrera was a friend of her
mother’s. The designer didn’t know me or my family from the Joneses and
certainly could not have had anyone of my physical order—more
voluptuous than delicate—in mind when she devised this unwieldy
concoction. Then again, I can’t envision anyone who would have looked
good in that dress, except perhaps Elton John.

And here I am, getting married. . . . I can still remember the state of
rictuslike terror in which I walked down the stairs in my parents’ apartment
on that Sunday evening in December, no doubt looking accurately joyless.
In the living room and dining room, the sixty-odd guests were seated on
gilded folding chairs on either side of the makeshift aisle, awaiting my
triumphal entrance. It should’ve felt homey, but it felt alien instead. Why
had I decided to go up against the accepted tribal way of doing things by
opting for this kind of intimate, small-scale gathering? It was elegant, to be
sure, but weirdly understated, especially for someone of my background.
Most of my friends as well as several of my siblings had gotten hitched at
lavish hotel affairs with groaning smorgasbords, hundreds of guests, and
lots of floor space on which to dance the requisite “mitzvah tenzel.” It
seemed to me that [ was impersonating someone whose life had followed a



well-laid-out course but with whom I had nothing in common: a debutante
type, say, whose name was Muffie and whose expectations were blue-chip.
I, in contrast, had few expectations, blue-chip or otherwise. I wasn’t a
much-loved and loving daughter who had decided to get married in the
bosom of her supportive family, wearing jewels that dated back to the
Mayflower. 1 was, rather, the daughter of tough-minded, wholly
unsentimental Orthodox Jews who had escaped Hitler’s Germany with their
lives and not much else. What’s more, I had published an autobiographical
novel a few years earlier in which I had evoked an emotionally scarring
childhood as one of six siblings. Why, then, had I decided to take this giant
step forward in the very home in which I had experienced so much past
misery?

Why, indeed. This brings me back to what is perhaps the strangest aspect of
this strange story, which has to do with the bizarre circumstances in which
the original decision to get married was reached. It wasn’t really my
decision, you see, and it wasn’t made in tandem with the man who was to
become my husband. This particular conjugal venture came about because
of a group consultation between my mother, my shrink, and myself,
wherein it was decided that (a) I should get married and (b) I should get
married quickly—as soon as possible—because it would give me less time
to ruminate and change my mind. (I had done this once already, having
broken off my engagement to my husband-to-be only to get reinvolved
some months later.) When I look back on it, ’'m not even certain that my
future spouse and I had arrived at a definite conclusion on the subject of
marrying each other before this meeting took place, but his interest seems to
have been taken for granted. As for my own hyperventilating level of
ambivalence, surely I’d settle down into relative bliss once the glass had
been broken and the mazel tovs rendered. I remember my shrink and mother
nodding their heads in sage agreement about the certainty that I would
never get divorced. I was too “loyal” for that, the shrink said. Absolutely,
my mother concurred. By which I think they both meant that I was too
indecisive—not to mention too afraid of change—to ever unmake so large a
decision. Little did they know.



The simple truth was this: I couldn’t decide to get married on my own
cognizance, in the ordinary fashion, because I wasn’t ready to plight my
troth. I don’t think I had ever felt ready to marry—or at least not in the way
I assume a lot of other women do, out of a sustained and propulsive instinct.
It wasn’t as though I was content with my single-woman status: I was
thirty-four, no spring chicken, and everyone in sight had gotten married
already. But although I had fallen in love (or some approximation thereof)
before, and had known my share of besotted suitors, I had never met the
man whose wife I ardently wished to be; never caught someone’s eyes
across a crowded room, like Maria and Tony in West Side Story, and
realized in an instant that this was the other half of my whole. Oh, there had
been the globe-trotting Brit who proposed on our first date, and sent an
enormous bouquet of white lilies the next day; I can still remember the lush
scent of the flowers filling my apartment. But I hung back, overcome by
hesitations in the face of his noisy enthusiasm, and he eventually went on to
other diversions. In hindsight, it seems to me that I could have done worse
than marry him—given my profound and ongoing reluctance to marry
anyone, | mean.

As for the marriage I did enter into, you must realize by now that it was
doomed from the start. I had imagined that my abiding sense of panic
would go away once the deed was done, but it only increased. I cried on my
wedding night, stuck with my new life partner in an elegant but cold suite in
a hotel that was renowned for its power breakfasts, within hailing distance
of my parents’ apartment.

You could, I suppose, put a charitable spin on my tears and say they
were just the overflow from a buildup of nervous excitement, a case of
wedding-night jitters. But let’s face it: I wasn’t a mail-order bride, come
face-to-face at last with a flesh-and-blood man I had known only through
letters. I had been living with this person on and off for six years, in which
time I had become acquainted with every mole on his body. Still, we had
kept two apartments—Mine and His—and in retrospect, it seems to me that
what I hadn’t sufficiently taken into account was how dependent I had
become on the elbow room our flexible premarital arrangement had
provided, allowing for all the comforts of domesticity without any of the
restraints. I had, for instance, been in the habit of going to work-related
parties and dinners by myself more often than not, and there were usually



one or two nights a week when we slept apart in our own apartments.
Without being entirely conscious of it, I think I strived to unlink myself as
much as possible from the confinement of coupledom. Now | was feeling
utterly trapped, as though someone had stuck me in a closet together with
my husband and thrown away the key. All the air was instantly cut off, and
worse yet, I couldn’t find the light. How was I to locate myself, wedged up
against another person in such tight quarters?

It didn’t take long for me to reach the conclusion that the me who had
once been—independent, driven, solitary, intellectual, if also slightly
compulsive and depression-prone—no longer existed. It seemed to me that
my sense of identity, which had never been that firm to begin with, was
fragmenting before my very eyes. This alarming insight presented itself
with startling clarity one day shortly after the wedding. I was lying on a
beach chair in Maui, engrossed in a book on the borderline personality
(trying to determine, among other things, if I was one and whether that
might help explain the sustained panic attack the act of getting married had
induced in me) while my husband was off scuba diving. We were a freshly
married couple on our honeymoon simulating a freshly married couple on
their honeymoon—or so it appeared to me when I looked up from my
reading for a moment and gazed into the claustrophobic vista that stretched
ahead of me. My husband and I had been fighting bitterly ever since we had
landed in this paradisaical spot, and all I wanted was to turn the clock back,
to a time before I had committed myself to this enterprise. 1 felt like a
character in a Polanski or Bergman film, living out a waking nightmare.

Why, come to think of it, hadn’t I been warned of this—the loss of
identity, the potential claustrophobia, the feeling of being utterly trapped—
by those who had gone before me, afloat in yards of tulle and demurely
holding their bouquets? By my mother, for God’s sake, or my shrink, who,
in retrospect, had joined forces only to set me up? Or was it impossible to
relay the information once you got “inside” precisely because the whole
belief system behind the institution of marriage was predicated on artifice?
Looking back, it seems to me now that [ was suffering from an acute case of
what I will call Stepford Wife syndrome: I had become an unreal figure in
an unreal arrangement. I may have looked and talked like my premarital
self, but inside, in my own panicky imagination, I had mutated into a
passive, will-less Wife. By mere virtue of getting married, I had become an



apron-wearing, man-pleasing, dinner-serving robotic replacement of
myself. I didn’t own an apron, as it happened, and it was my husband who
usually made dinner, but in such cases the facts are hardly the point. The
point was that I couldn’t catch my breath. I stuck it out in that suffocating
state for as long as I could bear it—longer, really—and then I made a run
for it.

This 1s not a story about the wonderful freedom to be found outside of
marriage or the wisdom-imbuing catharsis that is the light at the end of the
tunnel of divorce. Above and beyond the lingering whiff of failure that
divorce brings in its wake, it has little to recommend it: not the legal
hassles, the painful division of accumulated goods, the never-quite-
satisfactory custody arrangement, the squabbling over money. As for the
sobering reality of life outside of marriage, it is first and foremost lonely,
often sexless (unless you got divorced because you were already hooked on
someone other than your spouse), and if you have a child, frequently guilt-
inducing. To this very day, I know that nothing would make my daughter
happier than my getting remarried to her father. Although she is too
sophisticated to express this wish out loud the way she used to when she
was little, I have never lost the sense of having let her down.

And yet, if I don’t fully understand how I corralled the courage—the
necessary suspension of disbelief—to marry in the first place, I can’t begin
to fathom how I had the guts to leave in the second. Never mind that great
wits down the ages have invariably had something withering to say about
the monotony and antierotic effect of the matrimonial state. When all is said
and done, marriage remains the only practicable game in town for most of
us—the standard of interrelational skill against which we measure
ourselves. (Although I’d like to take a moment to advance my own private
theory that marriage may well require /ess maturity rather than more—that
the less childish you are the more the idea of being a couple seems like a
flimsy defense against the inevitability of existential loneliness.) I can’t
speak for men, but it seems to me that very few heterosexual women really
believe that marriage isn’t for them, or remain unmarried out of conviction.
Sure, there may be other, more glamorous or merely eccentric possibilities
to be had, but few of us have the wherewithal to try and actually inhabit



these alternative scenarios other than in our heads. Whenever 1 hear about a
love triangle or ménage a trois, my first thought is that somebody is going
to come out a loser.

Finally, there’s the fact that once you’re divorced, everyone else
suddenly seems to be married—safely tucked in for the night in their tidy
Noah’s Ark of coupledom—while you’re out in the lonely forest
scavenging for a warm body to huddle up against. Both sex and solitude
become more burdensome after divorce, requiring new psychological
accommodation and different strategies. And none of this gets easier with
the passing of time: people tend to respond to young, still-unmarried
women with their own romantic curiosity piqued, envisioning all sorts of
possibilities, whereas once you’ve been married and divorced, no one
warms to the role of matchmaker or cheerleader with quite the same
enthusiasm. Women, especially, are mostly left to their own devices—when
they’re not seen as outright threats to the status quo, that is, suggesting a
social rawness that isn’t easy to integrate into parent-teacher conferences or
dinner parties. It doesn’t help that divorced women seem to be a dime a
dozen, while divorced men get treated like precious commodities.

No, having tried it both ways, I’'m here to tell you that in many ways—
in fact, overall—it’s easier to be married. I don’t just mean that you live
longer (which applies to men more than women in any case) but that you
live with less strain on the nerve endings. It’s no wonder that even though
more than half the marriages in this country end in divorce, most divorced
people choose to get married again. I’ve even noticed that it’s easier to
criticize marriage when you’re married; you sound wisely disillusioned
rather than simply bitter. When I told a married friend I was writing this
piece, for example, she immediately pronounced: “I only know unhappy
couples.” (I didn’t dare inquire whether she meant to include herself in this
acid remark.)

So where does this leave me? Although I haven’t remarried, I haven’t
ruled out the hope that the marital experiment might yield a better result the
second time around. But eight years after my divorce, I have also begun to
entertain the possibility that I am too skittish a creature for the sustained
and up-close domestic arrangement that is marriage—that [ may be one of
those people who is more equipped to handle the risks of loneliness than
those of intimacy. Perhaps my failure to have a wedding album made was a



positive statement in disguise, telling me that my real destiny lay elsewhere
—out in the open where life is more vulnerable but also more
unpredictable, less “easy,” perhaps, but also more intriguing. Whatever
happens, I’'m sure of one thing: if the occasion to be a bride should arise
again, I plan to play myself rather than Muftie. Next time around, if there is
one, [ hope to get hitched not in an atmosphere of pale Waspy reticence, but
in one of high-pitched ethnic celebration. And who knows but that I might

yet possess the genuine article—an actual wedding album—to have and to
hold.



PART 11

For Better and Worse

All tragedies are finished by a death,
All comedies are ended by a marriage.

—*“Don Juan,” Canto I, Stanza 216
George Noel Gordon, Lord Byron



I Do. Not.

WHY [ WON’T MARRY

Catherine Newman

OF COURSE NOBODY thinks to ask me and Michael-—my partner of eleven

years and the father of our two-year-old son—why we’re not married until
we’re all at a wedding, which is kind of awkward, at best. “Um, maybe
because marriage is a tool of the patriarchy?” 1 could say, and smile and
take another bite of poached salmon and wink across the table at the bride
and groom. But I don’t, because I love weddings, and I’m in a borrowed
stone-colored outfit, and I probably cried when the bride kissed her parents
at the altar and I’ve just read my special passage from Rumi or Rainer
Maria Rilke, and I’'m buzzed and happy and eating the entrée I checked off
on the reply card months ago. And Michael’s terribly handsome in his
blazer, and he’s probably touching my linen-encased thigh under the table,
moony and drunk off of other people’s vows. But somebody’s father or
uncle always has to lean over, all shiny and loose with champagne, and ruin
it. “So, how come you two aren’t doing this?”” he might ask, with a hand
gesture that takes in the bride, the cake, the open bar. My best bet is to stall
elaborately over a mouthful of fish. There are so many reasons, and they’re
all only partly true and shot through with contradiction, and I can’t say any
of them out loud—not here, anyway.

Because marriage is about handing the woman off, like a baton, from
her father to her husband. Also known as “traffic in women,” this is how
men have historically solidified their economic connections to other men
(think empires; think in-laws) and guaranteed the continuation of their



Seed. The woman has always, of course, been deeply valued for her own
sake, hence the dowry that required her family to bribe another family with
lots of money and cattle and embroidered pillow shams to take her off their
hands. Thank goodness we’re so much more evolved now! Except, of
course, for the embarrassing detail of the bride’s family shelling out the ten
or fifty thousand dollars for the wedding itself. And the awkward transfer of
the veiled woman, father to son-in-law, at the altar. Wives can bear a
disconcerting resemblance to objects. Back in the sixteenth century,
adultery was a crime of theft (like making off with your neighbor’s
snowblower), since wives were no less, or more, than personal property.
Thank goodness we’re so much more evolved now! Except at a very
Catholic wedding we attended recently where the bride was handed a lit
candle, which she used to light a candle for her husband. She then had to
blow out the first candle, which was supposed to represent her naughty old
independent self—the same lucky self that had now been absorbed, and
extinguished, by her husband. Hooray for modernity.

Because the Religious Right and their Defense of Marriage Act use
marriage as a vehicle for homophobic legislation. Marriage is, of course, a
supremely natural and God-given institution and a naturally and God-
givenly straight one. But just in case, we’d better treat it like 1t’s a fragile
and gasping little injured bird, and we’ll make it illegal for gay people to
even visit a town where there’s a bridal boutique. As long as they don’t tell
us they’re gay, though, they can still serve as our Wedding Coordinators,
because, let’s face it, they really do understand fabrics and color. That’s the
political version. There’s another, less noble version: Because 1'd feel like a
real A-hole if I put on a beaded cream bodice and vowed myself away in
front of all our gay friends—smiling and polite in their dark silk shirts or
gossiping wickedly about our choice of canapés—who cannot themselves
marry. Not that they would all deign to get married, even if they could (see
above). But what they’re snubbing should certainly be a viable option.

Because I could, myself, have ended up with a woman. Into my mid-
twenties, I spent some time in love and in bed with women—a handful of
astonishing romances that left me with a lot of steamy memories and a crew



cut. You can imagine my horror, then, when I surreptitiously bedded and
fell in love with Michael, who played hockey (ice, roller, and video) and
was relentlessly cheerful. A handsome, athletic, doting guy: not my ideal
specimen for a life partner, but there it was. I persist in the knowledge that
women are, way more often than not, sexier, funnier, kinder, and more
interesting than men. All of my friends certainly are. Do I still think of
myself as bisexual? If a tree falls in the forest but you’re inside reading
Spotted Yellow Frogs for the fourth time in five minutes, do you give a shit?
If you have ever lived with a two-year-old, then you know that Grappling
With Your Sexuality does not tend to make it onto the roster of daily
activity goals, like brushing your teeth or not locking the baby in the car
with your keys. My mind, it is not such a vibrant organ these days. I can
squint past the clogging mass of words like “nasal aspirator” and “glycerin
suppositories” and just barely make out the dim shape of a memory of
sexual identity, but that’s about it. Pulling the crispy skin off of a roast
chicken and eating it right there in the kitchen, before the bird even makes it
to the table—now that’s a sensual act worth defending. Especially these
days, when our bed 1s more like a museum of Cheerios artifacts than a place
of sexual worship. But it does seem weaselly to participate in a privilege—
specifically, marriage—that I would have been denied if I had ended up
engaged in a different kind of relationship. Or, really, just a different
configuration of wild-thing hydraulics, which is all we’re actually talking
about here. (I do love the idea that the Law has nothing better to do than
referee the naked Hokey Pokey: “No, no—you put that in. No! No! Not in
there! Yes, we know it happens to fit there, but that’s not where it belongs.”)

Because we don 't believe in monogamy. At least in theory. Can it possibly
be that climbing onto the same exact person for fifty years maximizes the
erotic potential of our brief fling here on earth? Especially back in the early
days, when I identified more physically and politically as bisexual (Bisexual
People Speak Out! is a book I had, which makes me want to write, for kids,
something more mundanely exuberant like Bisexual People Buy Bananas!),
it seemed cruel and unusual that one should have to give up so much in
order to commit to a man. Open, honest nonmonogamy seemed like the
ideal solution. Abstractly, it sounded righteous and right. But in real life,



nonmonogamy can sound more like your partner’s lover revving a
motorcycle right outside your bedroom window, which is just a total
bummer. It can look, more or less, like a trampy, selfish bout of sleeping
around, talking about it, and hurting everybody’s feelings. Beliefs, even
strongly held ones, can be somewhat aloof from the world where people
actually feel things. We are too well trained in the grammar of possession
and jealousy, too mired in the blurring of sex and love, to simply turn our
backs on convention; we are poorly insulated from the sharp pokes of
heartsoreness and humiliation.

And, it turns out, that third person inevitably has feelings, too, of all
things! Feelings you can’t control, not even by chanting “I’ll never leave
my boyfriend” over and over like a mantra. That third person might even be
likely, in fact, to have extra feelings, the kind that find expression only in
phoning compulsively throughout the night or popping by after supper with
an ice pick. Michael and I were ultimately so strained by a few rounds of
nondomestic toad-in-the-hole that we gave it up. (A friend of mine who is a
famously radical theorist of sexuality once said, tiredly, “Maybe sex just
doesn’t even matter that much.”) But we still believe in honesty over the
sticky lies of the motel room; we still believe in imagination over living by
the available scripts; and we believe, I hope, in treating each other’s desires
with respect and compassion. We still believe in the principle of
nonmonogamy, even if we don’t have the energy to do it.

Because I will not be possessed. Michael holds everything that comes into
his life—our son, a peeled orange, a bath towel, me—as if it is as fragile
and fleeting as a soap bubble; he has the lightest, most beautiful touch. And
yet—and this is the worst, brattiest kind of contradiction—I wish
sometimes that he would demand that [ marry him, that he would despair so
poetically and much about his great love for me that he would have to
possess me entirely. (Sometimes, because we share a decade of inside jokes
about ourselves, Michael slits his eyes at me over lunch and snarls, “I must
have you this instant,” with his bare foot pressing around in my lap and the
baby grinning gamely from his high chair.) Michael is not, how shall I say
it, the most passionate tool in the shed. We were recently leafing through
our photo album, and there’s this glorious picture of me, forty weeks



pregnant, which he took himself, and I’m naked and radiant with the gold of
the sunset illuminating my huge, ripe belly, two days before the harrowing
and miraculous birth of our baby, and Michael says only, about a half-full
plastic bottle in the foreground, “Oh, honey, remember how you made that
fruit punch? Yum.”

You know that kind of romance where your hair is always all matted in
the back and you get rug burns on your elbows, and you stay awake all
night chain-smoking and watching each other breathe? Everyone has at
least one of these. (“Mmmm, the hot dog man,” my friend Megan sighed
over her passionate interlude with a snack vendor.) Michael’s more likely to
hop up after sex and say, amiably, “Want a bowl of Golden Grahams? I’'m
having one.” So he would, for instance, never punch someone out over me,
like my beautiful and spindly high school boyfriend who once, on the
subway, shook his bony, lunatic fist in the face of an innocent bystander and
growled, “You staring at my woman?”

But even though I catch myself longing for it sometimes, the truth is
that extremes of passion have unnerved me. The people who write poems
about your forearm hairs glistening in the moonlight are the same ones who,
later, throw beer bottles through your kitchen window from the street and
call drunk and weepy every New Year’s Eve. They’re the same ones who
don’t always seem to actually know you that well—who say baffling, wrong
things like, “I just really love how calm you are,” which send you reeling
out to the bookstore to skim The Complete Idiot’s Guide to Zen Meditation.
The best life partner might, I think, be the one who sees you as you are and
loves that person—the person who is boring and anxious or blotchy from a
weekly scrub mask—mnot the imaginary one who is poetic and broodingly
smart and sexy and ecstatic all the time. The best life partner is exactly the
sort of person who doesn’t crave possession.

Because not being married means we get to keep choosing each other. Can
married people do this? Of course they can (although one married friend
described this as the difference between, in our case, choosing to stay
together and, in hers, choosing not to divorce). For us, there’s something
psychically liberating about that little bit of unmarried space that allows us
to move forward, to come toward each other, over and over again. Michael



knows me deeply—he sees me truly—and, astonishingly, keeps deciding to
stay with me. He can walk into the bathroom while I’'m tweezing the hairs
on my chin, wrap his arms around my waist, and smile gently at me into the
mirror, instead of shouting, “Step right up, folks! See the incredible
Bearded Lady!” which is what I would surely do in his place. When I’'m not
completely infuriated over his occasional bouts of remoteness, or
overwhelmed by the frantic dullness that can suck the life out of making a
home together, I look at Michael and breathe a huge sigh of relief. I would
choose him again this second: his strong shoulders from rocking our baby
to sleep every afternoon; his utter lack of unkindness; the way he finds the
things I’ve lost—keys, my cardigan—and then returns them to me as gifts,
all wrapped up in fancy paper and ribbons. If you believe, and I do, that
people are secretly their truest selves in the middle of the night, then my
truest self might be, “Are you going to snore like that until I put a bullet in
my head?” Michael’s is, “Oh, sweetheart, can’t you sleep?” while he pats
the smooth cool of his chest for me to crawl onto. I would choose that again
in a heartbeat.

Because we have a kid together. So, um, scratch that last paragraph,
because I am stuck with Michael forever. What more permanent soul
binding can there be than the sharing of a child? This is the real till-death-
do-us-part. We could still split up, of course, but only if the benefits seemed
distinctly greater than, say, the awkwardness of showing up separately at all
the same bar mitzvahs and eighth-grade performances of Our Town; and
still, we would be ultimately connected. When we were in the hospital, with
the baby just born and the three of us in love in our matching plastic ID
bracelets like a little nuclear gang, a yearning flitted through me for all of us
to have the same last name; I really got it, for a minute—that desire for a
united front. (Instead, the baby has my last name. Don’t try this unless you
want to spend the rest of your life with everybody getting all panicked and
sweaty and saying, “Oh, that’s so fascinating!” about it, as if your kid has
an extra limb sprouting from his forehead.) But we are that, anyway—a
united front—with or without a shared name or the deed to our relationship.
The difference between us and a married couple, apart from some nuances



of tax paying and title wielding (Mrs. Michael J. Millner? Who could that
possibly be, besides his drag-queen persona?), is slender indeed.

Because we already have rings, is what we always end up saying, and we
hold up our hands as proof of commitment. “We got them on our seventh
anniversary—seven years 1s common-law marriage in California.”
Common-law marriage? That and three-fifty will get you a latte at
Starbucks. We don’t even know what it means. But for somebody’s father
or uncle at a wedding, it tends to settle the issue more often than not.
Nobody has to know that we fought like the dickens while we were getting
the rings—that Michael, instead of gazing at me committedly, was
humming a Coors Light jingle (he doesn’t even drink beer), which enraged
me inexplicably much. So much that, in the end, instead of the intimate,
beachside vows we had planned, there was merely a “Take your stupid
ring!” accompanied by the peevish flinging of velvet boxes.

But I do wear his ring. He is the father of my child. I take Michael in
contradiction and in mayhem. In grief and in delight. To cherish, dismay,
and split burritos with. For good company and daily comfort. For the
tornado of rage and for love. I take him. I do.



Killing the Puritan Within

Kate Christensen

ON OUR FIRST date, my now-husband, Jon, and I ate Russian food and

drank vodka on the boardwalk in Brighton Beach, then rode the roller
coaster at Coney Island. Already, I was wildly attracted to him. He was the
man [’d been looking for, the boy next door in a motorcycle jacket. I felt
comfortable with him, sexy and open and funny. Late that night, we went
out for a nightcap. As we drank together at a rickety table, I told him that I
was a Puritan. It was a challenge and a warning.

Undaunted, he nudged my foot with his and said, “Well, I’ll have to do
something about that.”

Before then, I’d had a series of long-term live-in relationships with
withholding, critical men who earned my respect by confirming my worst
opinions of myself. Always, instead of leaving, I dug in my heels and tried
to “understand” them—to give them what they wanted, accept them as they
were. My failure to do this was my own fault, I figured; I needed to try even
harder. (The last one, whom I’d dated for close to five years, lived with for
four, and almost married just before I met Jon, had told me that reading my
fiction writing was like having a sharp stick shoved up his sphincter.) Every
time, inevitably, things fell apart, but then I’d just move on to the next bad
choice.

To my astonishment and joy, Jon made it clear from the start that he
adored me—even my worst, weakest, most self-doubting and unachieved
qualities. We understood each other right away, deeply and thoroughly.
Though on the surface we’re extremely different (he’s a painter and a
musician, I’'m a writer; he’s Jewish, I’'m a WASP; he spent his entire



childhood in Pittsburgh, my family moved every couple of years), we soon
realized how much we have in common: We’re both firstborn children of
divorced parents; both of us had dorky, lonely, tormented adolescences;
we’re equally anxious and moody, ambitious and secretly rebellious and
overtly responsible. Instantly, we fell into a lovestruck swoon that
nauseated our friends and thrilled my mother, who’d been afraid I would
marry the stick-up-his-sphincter guy. She recognized right away who Jon
was, and why I loved him.

But though I relished all of this, it also terrified me. There was nothing
for me to feel bad about here, no familiar angst or withholding, nothing to
make me hate myself. What was this sweetness and light, this warmth, this
acceptance? In the world of men, I had no experience with pure joy, and I
deeply mistrusted it.

I was afraid most of all of myself—terrified of choosing wrongly again,
losing myself, giving up my newfound, hard-won independence. I
established strict, self-protective rules, to which Jon cheerfully acquiesced
(“We can’t see each other every night; our work comes before anything
else; the minute this turns bad, we’ll end it,” and so on). Several times, I
announced that I just couldn’t be in another relationship so soon; I had to
learn to trust myself before I could trust any man. He understood, he
assured me, but it seemed to him that I’d just bring these same fears to the
next man [ was with, so why didn’t I stay with him a while longer and try to
work them out? I couldn’t help smiling. And when I told my mother how
freaked out I was about falling in love again before I’d had time to be alone,
she pointed out that I had always been alone until now, even when I’d lived
with men. What was wrong with letting myself love and be loved for a
change, she said, and although (or maybe because) she’d been through three
wrenching, painful divorces, I listened to her, and over time, my anxiety
abated enough for me to throw myself headlong into our wild, romantic,
decadent courtship without worrying that I’d be punished somehow for it
later.

Two years after our first date, on my thirty-fourth birthday—at the
outdoor restaurant on the boardwalk in Brighton Beach where we’d gone on
our first date—Jon asked me to marry him. I accepted, in tears. Ten weeks
later, we had a big, complicated wedding we’d planned and organized
together in an almost seamless meshing of taste and teamwork that, we



thought, boded extremely well for our future together. Afterward, he carried
me over the threshold of our hotel room and lay me on the bed in my
wedding dress. “My wife,” he whispered. It was the sexiest thing anyone
had ever said to me. The next day, we drove out of Brooklyn, heading south
—toward New Orleans, our honeymoon, our new married life.

The transition from dream to nightmare, the plummet from the heaven that
had been our courtship straight down, was immediate and shocking. As we
approached the end of the Verrazano-Narrows Bridge, Jon barked at me—
the very first time he had ever talked to me this way—“Which way do |
go?”’

“Which way?” I repeated, dazed; I don’t have a driver’s license, and at
that time I had no concept of New York City highways, or any highways for
that matter.

“Look at the map!” he said. “Quick! Which way do I go?”

Cringing, I unfolded the map, turned it right side up and looked
ineffectually at it just as we swept past our exit. Jon pulled the car over.

“Look,” he said, jabbing the map with his forefinger. “We’re right here.
Don’t you know how to read a map?”

“Yes,” I lied in a choked voice. “But not if you yell at me.”

Of course, this exchange both was and was not about the map. We were
both freaking out. How were we going to navigate this new marriage
together? Was I going to ride along while Jon did all the work? Was he
going to blow up whenever I didn’t hop to fast enough? We sat there for a
moment, trying to get our bearings, external and internal. We had missed
our exit. Worse, we had turned into two strangers, married ones. It was as if
an evil fairy-tale witch had cast a spell on us and turned us into clichés: a
dithering, smoldering wife, a barking, critical husband.

The rabbi who married us had had, when we’d first met with him, quite
a few things to say to us about marriage. We’d come to ask him to do our
wedding and, not realizing premarital counseling was part of the package,
had showed up for our appointment in his tiny, stuffy office without having
had any coffee or breakfast yet, half hungover on wine, thinking we’d
breeze in and out. Instead, the rabbi droned on and on—about the “oneness”
of it all, about the key to a happy marriage, about going out to restaurants



with his own wife. We nudged each other in silent commiseration. Why was
he telling us all this? He was wasting his time and ours.

Yet, in spite of our arrogance and hangovers, we both somehow heard
and remembered many of the things he advised. Two in particular stand out.
“The most important thing in marriage,” he said, several times, “is to want
to please your spouse more than you want to please yourself; desiring the
other’s happiness more than you desire your own is the key to a happy
marriage.

“Second,” he went on, “you’ve got to figure out together whether you
want children and how many. If you can do those two things, you’ll be all
right. But they’re the hardest things.”

We drove away laughing. He had no idea who he was dealing with. Us,
problems? Ha.

Like most of the girls I knew when I was growing up, I’d always assumed
I’d marry the perfect man. But for me, the man himself wasn’t an important
element in my fantasies of the future; he existed in my imagination as a
flawless but shadowy alter ego, a male version of myself who would read
my mind, meet all my needs, and have none of his own. My mother had
divorced my father, and later divorced her second and third husbands, but I
always expected that I would naturally learn from her mistakes and choose
the right man as soon as [ was ready to settle down. What dominated my
fantasies was the great life this barely there, perfectly amenable, mind-
reading husband and I would have: We’d live in the country, somewhere
cultured but bucolic, in a Victorian house with window seats and working
fireplaces. I would be thin and muscular from daily exercising and a
stringently low-fat diet. Our children would read, practice their musical
instruments, climb trees. In an airy room under the eaves, I’d write somber,
brilliant novels in peace and solitude. Our frequent dinner parties would end
with passionate sex and intimate conversation with my Perfect Husband,
whoever he turned out to be. He was the least important part of the whole
shebang. It was really all about me.

Naive and absurd though it may have been, I brought this fantasy into
my marriage, almost unchanged from my childhood expectations. I thought
we would begin our adult lives now that we were married. My childhood



vision would finally be realized. So when we got back from our honeymoon
and moved in together, this map overlay fell upon the bedrock of my daily
life with Jon. A loud voice in my head told me it was time to live that ideal
life in that perfect house, complete with that other, perfect husband—that
other, perfect version of me.

Thus, very soon, and not surprisingly, despair and frustration set in.
Here I was in ugly, treeless, industrial Brooklyn with a freaked-out new
husband, flaking sprinkler pipes on the ceiling, trucks roaring by. We
watched Star Trek every night—something we’d never done during our
twice-a-week courtship dates, when we’d been too busy eating, drinking,
and having sex to do anything else. I had to admit that I loved Star Trek, but
guiltily, the way I loved steak. Speaking of which, instead of cooking all
those healthy meals I’d anticipated in marriage—or even continuing to
subsist on the ascetic, budget-conscious fare I’d dined on before I met Jon
and, even after, on nights when we hadn’t eaten together—we ate out all the
time now. We routinely had wine or drinks with dinner, and soon I’d put a
few pounds on my formerly stick-thin frame. I was horrified, even though
Jon assured me that I actually looked better. In fact, he always encouraged
all my sensual, pleasure-seeking appetites; he had no truck with the
puritanical backlashes of renunciation and self-recrimination that would hit
me every so often.

But in the back of my mind, I wondered constantly: When would we
grow up? When would our real life start? I was working on my first novel,
but nothing I did seemed particularly somber or brilliant; it was just my
own voice, unspooling on the screen. What was worse, in between the great
dinners, the Star Trek, the fun nights out, Jon and I fought as we never had
before—hotly and irrationally, over things that seemed silly but, in
retrospect, weren’t any sillier than the things most newly-married-and-
cohabitating couples fight about. He was cutting wood with a loud power
saw when I got home, and didn’t want to stop his work just because I
longed for peace and quiet after a hard day; I let bits of food go down the
kitchen sink, which clogged up the pipes he’d worked so hard to install. He
piled his mail on the kitchen table; I let the trash overflow the can without
tying up the bag. Incensed at being criticized, we defended ourselves: “I’ve
always been like this. I can’t believe this bothers you.” Neither of us could



give in or fold or crumble. We were too proud to show any weakness to
each other and too stiff-necked to admit we were scared.

It didn’t help that, in our mid-thirties, we were both fairly set in our
ways. The differences between us that had fascinated and excited us during
our courtship now seemed insurmountable, terrible, frightening. I mourned
both the single person I’d left behind and the married person I couldn’t
seem to become. I would wake up in the middle of the night and stare up at
the bedroom ceiling, thinking, “What the hell have I done?” On my walks
during the day I passed my old apartment, the place where I’d lived for
most of our courtship—a huge, lovely, cheap, high-ceilinged paradise, or so
it seemed now. I’d moved into Jon’s loft because it was bigger, more
convenient, dirt cheap, but now I’d look up at the bay windows of my old
bedroom and yearn bitterly for my single life again, for the days of our
courtship, when I had Jon but still, I felt, had myself. I had lost that self
now, despite all my vows not to—Ilost the self I considered my best one.

My metamorphosis from an independent, up-for-anything, passionate
girlfriend into a needy, angry wife reminded me constantly, painfully, of my
mother. Between her first and second marriages, as a single mother of three
small kids in the 1970s, she had seemed like a goddess to me—an
invincible Wonder Woman who hosted raucous poker games but also
enforced a comforting schedule, practiced her cello, made us dinner, and
took us shoe shopping. She invented amazing bedtime stories, found time to
watch the plays we put on, stayed up with us when we had nightmares—all
without help from any other adult, and while earning her Ph.D. in
psychology. On her tiny graduate stipend (there was no child support from
our long-vanished father), she managed, through strict budgeting and
denying herself luxuries, to provide us with books, music lessons, dance
classes, creative Christmas presents. We were poor, but so was everyone
else we knew, and we didn’t feel our poverty because my mother didn’t let
us. There were no men around, so we looked to her for leadership, strength,
and authority, and she always came through.

Then she met a handsome blond architect at a concert, and after that,
everything changed. We left the comparative wilds of backroads Tempe for
a middle-class Phoenix suburb: a sprawling air-conditioned house, a new



school, an “ordinary” life. I was eleven then, stringent and judgmental and
preadolescent, and I felt no affinity for this man who’d suddenly appeared
in our lives. To make things worse, my mother suddenly seemed unhappy,
distant, preoccupied most of the time. This may have been mostly because
she was now working sixty hours a week at her first postgraduate job
instead of going to classes and writing her thesis at home, but either way, I
attributed the change to the unwanted presence of my new stepfather. She’d
been happy and free without him, and all ours. Now, in some grown-up way
I didn’t understand, she wasn’t there anymore. But she wasn’t anywhere
better either, it seemed to me, and I couldn’t understand why she’d allowed
this to happen.

In our old house, my mother’s bedroom had been the place where we
watched The Carol Burnett Show and Sonny and Cher, where we piled into
bed with her on Saturday mornings, where, on nights when she went out,
we’d watch her brush her long dark hair and strap on her high-heeled
sandals, swooning over her gorgeousness. Before she left (she conducted
her sex and dating life offstage), I’d throw my arms around her and kiss her
over and over. | adored her. 1 loved her room, a sanctuary where I was
always welcome.

In complete contrast, I hated the bedroom she shared with my stepfather
in this new house, with its water bed, its faint smell of stale incense, its
unhidden copy of The Joy of Sex. My mother had a whole secret life in that
room, a life I knew about only peripherally but that repulsed me to my core.
In the evenings sometimes they’d go in there for a while and then come out,
smelling of pot smoke and giggling. On Saturday mornings they slept late,
the door now closed to us—not that I wanted to be in there anymore
anyway. And during the week she came home late from work, often angry
and tense. If this was what being a wife—withdrawn, decadent, no longer
completely there—did to a person, I would never succumb to it. At least,
not in the ways my mother had.

Poor Jon. In our early years of marriage, I was as hard on him as I was on
myself. Nothing was right unless it was perfect—and nothing was, of
course: after all, how many brand-new marriages are? So I lashed out at
him with accusations and harsh demands, and afterward, I subsided into



equally harsh, self-castigating remorse. Meanwhile, for all his supposed and
real flaws, for all my anger and criticism and our frequent knockdown
fights about minutiae, Jon had begun supporting both of us on the money he
made as a building contractor—physically grueling, mind-numbing work he
loathed—so that I could quit my own hated secretarial job and write full-
time. Between our fights, he read every draft of my first novel and
reassured me over and over when I doubted myself (which was all the
time). He believed in me so much I couldn’t let him down, and so I kept
going until the novel was done. At the same time, he built us a new
bedroom so I could have his old one for a writing studio, soundproofed his
studio so his practicing wouldn’t bother me, refurbished the deck outside
our bedroom window for a garden and a place to sit outdoors. Looking
back, I think, What more could I have asked for?

We played music together in Jon’s studio, as unselfconscious as kids—
instruments strewn everywhere, candles lit, drinking tequila or mezcal. 1
had never truly enjoyed playing the viola before—all those years of lessons
and practicing, of feeling competitive, inadequate—and now, for the first
time in my life, music became a communal, transcendently fun experience
for me. We went on trips—Mexico, Israel, Australia, Amsterdam—and
immersed ourselves in foreign food, music, bars, hotels, landscapes. In New
York, we heard music, went to dinner parties and movies and bars, slept
late, worked in our studios all day.

But still. The voice in my head, my Inner Puritan, kept telling me in no
uncertain terms that this life was not the one it had planned for me, and that
a marriage like this—with sex and food and decadence, as well as a lot of
stress and conflict—was way too much like my mother’s marriages, and
was doomed to fail the same way hers all had. This voice made me resent
and feel guilty about the very things I most loved, made it impossible for
me to be happy in that plentiful and passionate life.

The worst was still to come. It started as a small schism: At the beginning
of our marriage, whenever I broached the subject of children and Jon
looked at me askance and changed the subject, 1 thought, He’ll come
around, hes not ready yet, I'll convince him, we’ll do it soon. Having



children was inextricably bound up with my ideal life. The way we were
living then seemed neither legitimate nor worthwhile.

Then, a year and a half after our wedding, my agent sold my first novel
in a two-book deal that gave me an income for that year and the next. Six
months later, when my closest friend became pregnant with her second
child, I realized I was ready to have children. I announced this decision to
Jon.

To my amazement, he replied that he didn’t really think he wanted kids.
Not now, and maybe not ever.

I was floored. I couldn’t imagine not wanting to have children. I’d
wanted them all my life, and I’d always assumed 1’d have them when I was
ready. Now I suddenly longed for their warm little bodies in my arms,
imagined telling them stories, singing them songs, kissing them good night.
I was meant to be a mother; it was who I was in the fantasy. Also, fights
aside, Jon had never denied me anything I truly wanted before—and I had
never asked him before for anything I wanted so absolutely. I began to ask
again, and then again. I saw him as nothing but an obstacle in my way,
something to get around. To plow over, if need be.

My desire for kids was real, but I was imposing it on Jon: it didn’t arise
organically from either the reality of our marriage or our feelings for each
other. In fact, it wasn’t even really something I saw doing with Jon,
particularly. I had, I confess, always imagined my children as just that, my
children, not ours. After all, my mother had raised us mostly alone, and 1
had learned from watching her that a mother didn’t have to give up her
work or her private life to have kids, and that she could do it without a
man’s help. 1 presented this argument to Jon, full of righteousness and
urgency.

He countered that he didn’t want the responsibility of children—didn’t
want his whole life to be centered around bottle and diaper schedules, didn’t
want to be restricted by bedtimes and school times and the availability of
baby-sitters. Now, we were unencumbered and unburdened, free to do the
work we wanted—and already, there were barely enough hours in the day to
get it all done. Why give this up, why curtail our freedom? He loved our life
the way it was.

I didn’t care. I wanted children. He could argue until he was blue and
gasping, but I wasn’t budging.



It was around this time that the rabbi’s advice came back again to bite
us in the ass. Desire the other one’s happiness more than your own? Figure
out the children issue? We had laughed, rolled our eyes. Now we were
failing miserably.

But no matter how difficult things had become between us or how
insoluble our problems seemed, I still loved Jon, and I knew he loved me.
And much as I sometimes mourned for my old single life, I couldn’t
imagine living without him now. We shared the desire, if not the absolute
need, to stay together. We were determined not to repeat our parents’
mistakes, not to get divorced. Both of us felt as if we would do whatever it
took to work it out.

So we went to see a therapist. During our first session, after we’d given
her a good look at the sorry state we were in, she said bluntly, “You two are
polarized. Each of you has taken an opposing position about having kids,
and you’re stuck. Kate can’t feel or express any doubts about having
children, and Jon can’t feel or express any desire for them. But if you
allowed yourselves to move toward the middle together, you might discover
that you’re equally ambivalent. You might even find that you agree.”

We stared at her. Just like that, as if she had turned on a light, the whole
thing was illuminated—mnot just the Kid Issue, but the root of our whole
problem. From the moment we’d crossed the Verrazano Bridge after our
wedding, we had retreated to opposite sides of the boxing ring, glaring,
arms folded, thinking only of landing the first blow, getting our licks in,
winning. We’d become two opponents trying to destroy each other, rather
than a team protecting and shielding each other.

We drove home in dazed silence. At a stoplight, we looked at each other
as if we were seeing clearly for the first time in two years. And then, over
the next few days, tentatively at first, we started talking, a conversation that
went on and on. Yes, I admitted, sometimes I was afraid of having a baby.
Yes, Jon confessed, of course he thought about how great it might be to
have one. We had one more session with the therapist. That was three years
ago.

Since then, we haven’t stopped hashing out whether or not to have a
child, though at the moment—as in most moments—we are in agreement
about not having one. Still, we’ve fought, argued, switched sides, played
devil’s advocate; we came into the center of the ring from our respective



corners and talked a lot about who we were and what we wanted and why
we were with each other and what mattered most to us, separately and
together. We figured out how to fight without blowing up, getting embroiled
or paralyzed, lashing out, or saying things we’d regret later. We began the
process of healing and cementing our bond, of fighting on the same side.
And through all this turmoil and struggling, our real marriage emerged,
naked and flawed, from the swamp of our separate, incompatible
expectations and preconceptions and fears.

These days, we’re still in the same loft in the same industrial
neighborhood in Brooklyn, with the same rusty pipes and trucks going by;
Jon’s still the opinionated, all-too-real husband he always was, and I’m still
the same demanding, moody wife. Our marriage goes through that waxing
and waning—of affection and passion, of feeling bonded (or not), of
agreeing and disagreeing—that I now think is inherent and necessary to any
good, honest marriage, at least one where both partners have strong ideas
and active minds. But the voice in my head is mostly quiet these days: I no
longer expect more than this—from myself, from my marriage, from Jon.
Maybe we’ll change our minds about having a child, maybe not, and
someday, hopefully soon, we’ll move to a new apartment or house. But for
now, we have everything we need.

There’s a Jewish saying I love: “Drink to celebrate fullness, not to fill
emptiness.” I think of this whenever it hits me that someday either Jon or |
will die first, and we’ll lose each other. Along with piercing sadness, this
realization gives me an odd kind of peace and joy I’ve never known before.
It implies that we’ll be together to the end, and meanwhile, all we’ve got at
any given moment is whatever the moment holds. Life’s too short for
perfection.



Houseguest Hell
MY HOME IS NOT YOUR HOME

Chitra Divakaruni

A FTER MONTHS OF rain and fog, I woke this morning to a brilliant cloudless

sky. Jays were chattering in the bushes, the Niles lilies were exploding in
blues and whites all over my garden, and the Japanese maple had unfurled
every one of its delicious green leaves, landing us squarely in the middle of
spring. Anyone else would have been delighted. But I experienced a sinking
sensation in the region of my heart. Because spring meant that the
houseguests would soon be arriving.

Each year, sure as the swallows of Capistrano, houseguests swoop down
on us in flockfuls. (Correction: on me. My husband, who escapes to the
office each morning, has to deal with them only at the dinner table. I, who
work full-time from home as a novelist and journalist, am a twenty-four-
hour captive.) Houseguest season begins in late spring and can last,
depending on my luck, until the end of summer, by which time I am a
physical and emotional wreck. (I used to think that I was subjected to this
particular torture because I live in the desirable San Francisco area, but my
friend Surekha from Poughkeepsie assures me that she suffers the same
fate.) Since I am of Indian origin, so are most of my guests. Many of them
are also relatives. A deadly combination, this, houseguests who are relatives
—especially if they are arriving directly from India. Because this means
they require Maximum Maintenance.

Maintenance begins in the morning with tea. Not your instant dripbag
kind, but brewed properly, Like-We-Do-at-Home. (Make note of this



phrase; it will appear again.) Houseguest tea is boiled on the stove with
milk, sugar, ginger, and cardamom. Yes, it does taste delicious, but have
you ever tried cleaning out the pot afterward? My guests have not, because
in India they have servants to do this—and here they have me.

Along with tea comes breakfast, cooked hot. (Like-We-Do-at-Home.)
Preferably something Indian, like idlis or pooris. The rice and lentil mix for
idlis has to be soaked overnight, then ground and steamed. Poori dough has
to be made ahead, rolled out, and fried. Both require accompaniments—a
chutney or a curry—and leave you with a sinkful of dirty dishes. You’re
getting the idea.

After breakfast, we gird our loins for the real work: sight-seeing and
shopping. I love the beauties of the Bay Area, but circling the Golden Gate
Bridge parking lot for the 563rd time as I search vainly for a spot is
beginning to lose its charm. And here’s another confession: I have a low
threshold for shopping pain. Malls make me hyperventilate with anxiety. I
have no clue as to where the brand names that roll so effortlessly oft the
tongues of my guests are to be found. (“You mean you don’t know where
the nearest Macy’s outlet is?!” my guests exclaim incredulously. “How
about Neiman Marcus? Surely you’ve been to Saks? Or at least to the Gap-
Lane-Bryant-Fashion-Plaza-Men’s-Wearhouse-Miller’s Outlet?” They smile
their compassion. “Don’t worry. By the time we leave, you’ll know it all.”)
We reach home at the end of the day, staggering under pyramids of boxes
and bags. We kick off our shoes and collapse on the couch. Then someone
says, “Ah, wouldn’t it be nice to have a hot cup of tea.”

Guess who gets up and makes 1t? And fixes a four-course dinner, with
dessert afterward. (Like-We-Do-at-Home.) And loads the dishes in the
dishwasher. And mops the kitchen floor. And makes sure the bathroom is
stocked with clean towels, soaps, shampoos, toothpastes, deodorizers, and
Q-tips. And soaks the rice and lentils for tomorrow morning’s idlis, so that
they’ll be ready in time for our trip to the Napa Valley. All the while
wondering how on earth she’s going to find time to complete her other
work, the creative, income-producing kind.

Guess who’s spitting mad by the time she gets into bed, where her
husband’s waiting with amorous inclinations. (Because he has entertained
the guests with jokes over dinner and helped clear the table afterward, he
thinks he’s done his bit and is entitled to some fun and games.) Guess who’s



so furious she pulls the quilt over her head, because she knows that
otherwise she’ll start a quarrel, and maybe burst into tears, and then he’ll
say, “There you go again.” He’ll say, “It’s your own fault. You don’t have to
do all this for them.”

You’re probably thinking the same thing.

Why is it that I feel impelled to behave this way? Why can’t I just show
my guests where the Special K and Lipton’s tea bags are? Why can’t I point
them to the bus that would take them to the mall, or drop them at the BART
station with instructions to phone me when they get back from the city?
Why can’t I order pizza for dinner and ice cream for dessert? Why can’t I
insist that my husband take them sight-seeing over the weekend while I put
up my feet and relax with a good book?

I ask myself these questions over and over, trying to find a satisfactory
answer that will help me understand my unconscious needs. Perhaps it’s
because—despite the books I’ve published and the writing awards I’ve won
—1 still feel that a big chunk of my identity as a woman is tied up in how
well I manage my home. Guests, when they come into my house, become
part of this responsibility. It’s my job to be their caretaker. And in some
paradoxical way, even as I complain bitterly because my husband isn’t
participating, I don’t want him to encroach into my realm. I asked Alice, my
Caucasian friend, if she feels the same kind of obligation to her guests, or if
this is an Eastern thing. She says that whenever she has houseguests, she,
too, has to battle with the anxiety of having everything be perfect. (“Or
what will they say after they’ve left?””) And unlike other aspects of her life
that people may comment on, criticism of her home and home habits tends
to hit a particularly vulnerable, private spot. “We women still see ourselves
as the Number One Homemaker in the family,” she comments. “Our sense
of success hinges upon it.” Even when we have a nine-to-five job (or in the
case of Alice, a senior executive at her company, a nine-to-nine job)?
“Especially then,” Alice says. “We overcompensate out of some kind of
genetically programmed guilt.” She thinks for a moment. “But I’'m getting
better. All last week, when my second cousin and her family were visiting,
we ate salads and takeout dinners.”

Hearing this, I'm filled with admiration and new resolve. Takeout
dinners it will be for me, too! But then I think of how my second cousin and
her family would react to such a menu. (“Rabbit fodder? Food in cardboard



boxes? Is this why we came all the way to America? Why, at Home we’d
never treat a guest this way!”) Perhaps part of the problem lies in my
memories of my mother, a genuinely hospitable person who has always
enjoyed having our large extended family—her side as well as my father’s
—come to visit. True, she did have a maid to help with cooking and
cleaning; also true, since my father supported the family financially, it was
understood that her job was to take care of the house—and the guests who
came into it. Still, the visits created a lot of extra work for her. Any dish that
required true skill she made herself, to be sure it came out perfectly. I still
remember how she would stay awake late at night, after her household
duties were done, shredding coconut and boiling it with jaggery to make
narus for the guests to snack on. Or in the afternoons, instead of taking her
usual nap, she’d be up on the terrace laying the quilts out in the sun, so
they’d smell good for the guests. But she was able to imbue these chores
with a smiling sense of holiday that is somehow beyond my capacities.
Unlike me, my mother was not distressed by the upsetting of her daily
routine. I am not sure if this is because of her superior mental poise or
because her routine was so different from mine, which bristles with
imminent pub dates, demanding editors and agents, and hectic book tours—
all a result, I realize, of my own ambition. Maybe my mother enjoyed
getting away from the humdrum existence of husband-children-cooking-
helping-with-homework to go for a jaunt to Victoria Memorial or a visit to
the Kali temple. At night after dinner, she stayed up chatting for hours with
the visiting women, listening to stories of faraway villages where scandals
and disasters and miracles seemed to occur as a matter of routine.

Or perhaps the source of my mother’s pleasure in guests and my
discomfort with them lies in a fundamental value difference between my
birth culture and the one that I’ve adopted. For while Americans value
privacy almost to the point of obsession, it is a concept that hardly even
exists in India. Take, for example, our respective sleeping arrangements
when guests come to stay. In my home, guests have their own bedroom (one
that I have gone to great trouble and expense to decorate appropriately, with
items that impress but can’t easily be broken by their children). And when
they enter it at the end of the day, I heave a great sigh of relief and go to my
bedroom and shut my door. And lock it. And God help anyone who comes
knocking on it before morning.



In India, however, we had no guest room. Most families didn’t. When
we had guests, several big beds would be made on the floor. All the
children slept on one, usually in a room where a grandparent could keep a
benevolent eye on them. The men slept in the drawing room, and the
women congregated on pallets in one of the bedrooms, talking and laughing
late into the night. I remember how exciting it was when I finally was
considered old enough to graduate from the children’s room and join my
mother in the whispery, moonlit half-dark filled with the smell of jasmine
from the garlands the women wore in their hair. What a rite of passage! |
have nothing similar to pass on to my children.

Here, then, is the real source of my frustration. I see the traditional
Indian way of hospitality in some ways as more gracious and mature and
loving, where the guest is seen as “God come to visit.” But I haven’t figured
out how to make this concept an appropriate and meaningful part of my
own feminist lifestyle. I cannot replicate my mother’s life. Even if I wanted
to, it would never work. Our situations are very different, and our roles. I’ve
spent much of my life battling the ideas of males-as-superiors and women-
as-servers, which were realities she had to accept. Perhaps in the process
my voice has grown strident. We all have to pay for the things we believe
in. Her way was to give and give. Mine is not.

My mother was allowed no boundaries, no borders to separate what was
hers from what belonged to the family, the community, the society—and so
she never thought to do so, and thus could embrace her houseguests for the
treat they were and for the delicacies they offered, without a hint of
defensiveness. I, by contrast, have fought to gain my boundaries and
borders—the ones I so need to create the space for my work—and now
must fight to protect them. My mother was taught to acquiesce. I must learn
how to say no without feeling that I’'m betraying her. I must learn to refuse
to give what people want from me when I feel it’s unreasonable—but to do
so with love.

I’ve started practicing already. I do it each morning in front of the
bathroom mirror, trying to get my smile just right. “No, Susheela auntie, |
can’t make another trip to the grocery tonight, even though we’ve run out of
buttermilk. How about we drink some of this nice mango juice instead?”
Or, “I remember how fond you are of chicken tandoori, Uncle Mohan. Well,
tonight I’'m taking you to Raja’s Diner—it’s their house specialty.” From



time to time, I take deep yogic breaths. From time to time, I employ what
one of the Don t Sweat the Small Stuff books advises: I imagine the people
I’m dealing with as infants, or as people who are 100 years old. I’'m making
great strides. Here’s one of the latest additions to my repetoire: “This is the
Grey Line Tours terminal, Janak and Uma. I’ve booked you on their Napa
tour. I hear it’s quite lovely. I’1l be back at eight PM. to pick you up.” By the
time next houseguest season arrives, I’'m going to be a pro, ready to greet
the spring and its accompanying barbarian hordes with firm charm—just
that much more firm than We-Do-at-Home.



A Man 1n the Heart
Hazel McClay

This 1s ABoUT sex. It is also about love. I have never had the pleasure of

confusing the two.

Until recently, I had the first—sometimes in spades—without the
second. Some of it was very, very good, spontaneous, even ecstatic. A lot of
it was rotten. Rotten as in leaden, or submissive, a chore to dread before the
fact, a memory to regret after. Ecstatic as in the stuff of romance novels,
what with the quivering and the melting and the heedless abandon. The
stuff that, if you’ve never felt it, is hard to believe is real.

It is real, of course. It does happen, if you’re lucky. But can it last? And

if not, should it matter when you’re choosing a relationship that may be for
life?

One of my longest-standing and most passionate relationships began when I
was twenty-five—over a decade ago. Nick was terribly handsome, funny,
full of interesting moods. After a few months together and without an ounce
of deliberation or hesitation, we moved in together.

Each time one of us went away, it meant we got to reunite, and for a
while, the reunion involved tearing away each other’s clothes and doing it
on the kitchen table, in the woods, wherever we could steal a private
moment, pronto.

I loved Nick, but I can’t say I loved him completely, because for me,
something was always missing. I did not feel known by him. Somehow,
instead of seeing what was there, he projected things onto me that were not.
My Catholic upbringing, for instance, became for him a shadowy past of



mysterious rituals. To me, of course, it was nothing of the kind, more funny
than strange, but no less important for that. My mundane life mattered to
me. For Nick, it was not enough. Instead, I suspect it was his misreadings of
me that fueled his desire. He got it wrong, but those wrong ideas compelled
him. I represented something to him—Iess a person than a concept, an ideal.
I felt it was a miracle that someone as appealing as Nick adored me, and I
was grateful. But how do you converse with someone who adores you?
How do you live together, managing the mundane details that must be
managed every day?

Nick thought that he could win my love, and he tried, but instead I won.
I disabused him of that mystifying, romantic view of me. He began to view
the details of my past, my present, our life together, as indeed mundane. 1
liked this version of events less. In fact, it was quietly horrifying.

Maybe as a result, my passion for him waned. I loved to look at him
while he was sleeping, but when he was awake, I seldom felt like fooling
around. Asleep, he was the same man I had fallen for. Awake, he was the
man who had replaced him—a man I was fond of, to be sure, but also one
who knew me too well, though still not well enough. We’d demystified
ourselves in lots of ways—besides sharing a bed, we shared a bathroom, a
refrigerator, a phone. In another relationship, this might not have mattered.
With Nick, in our ease, we no longer had the mystery of our early passion,
when everything was new and exciting, and we hadn’t replaced that
mystery with some new intimacy or closeness that was comparatively
satisfying. The relationship foundered, and the sex died—or maybe vice
versa.

Yet in the wake of my disappearing passion for Nick, a new, surprising
tenderness for him grew. We had never held hands, never displayed
affection in public, but in our final months together, on an evening walk or
somewhere as mundane as the grocery store, I’d slip my hand around the
crook of his elbow, pull myself in next to him, and hold on tight. I could
have stayed like that for hours.

Perhaps that tenderness was merely the sweet melancholy of autumn,
the gorgeous season that settles so lightly, so briefly before the inevitable
death to follow. Whatever it was, soon after it set in, we parted.

In the ensuing years, I searched and sifted through other men for
something as good as the early passion I had with Nick, or as tender as the



feeling that followed in its wake. I found little passion, and the only
tenderness I could ever muster was a kind of pity, when the man mistook
the sex for something else. I kept at it anyway. Sometimes the sex was
pretty good, and it bought companionship, but my companions were men |
neither admired nor felt compelled by. Like Nick, these men considered me
a mystery; I didn’t find myself mysterious in the least. They said they didn’t
know what I wanted; I found my wants distressingly simple.

What I wanted, in a nutshell, was to be understood. Even as life
challenged my romantic hopes and notions, I began to see myself as living
in a kind of fairy tale, as something akin to the youngest sister in Beauty
and the Beast. It was not her beauty that we held in common, but a desire
she makes known to her father at the story’s start, a desire that sets all the
story’s subsequent events in motion. Departing on a long voyage, the father
asks his three daughters what they’d like him to bring back. The older
sisters both ask for luxuries, pearls or jewels, the youngest for a blue rose.
Although it seems the simplest of requests, such a rose proves far more
difficult to find. In fact, nearly impossible.

It seemed to me that my notion of love was not unlike the blue rose:
simple and impossible. As I waited, nearly a decade went by, but unlike
Beauty I did not wait patiently or sweetly. I was lonely as the devil, and to
blunt that feeling, I got laid. I broke several hearts, and secretly blamed the
men for being fools, then began to blame myself instead.

Time and again, I entered into liaisons that, if I’d been honest with
myself, I’d have known from the get-go would never work. I let the men
draw near, then batted them away, not especially surprised when the batting
piqued their interest. When I broke up it was always with a show of
kindness and regret, gracious like an actress on the stage, but not truly
gracious. | did not care about these men. I was bored and jaded. They had
become something to do.

I had lost my dream and, in so doing, my dignity. But if I couldn’t have
the dream, I at least wanted my dignity back. And so I decided to stop
having sex with men unless the most unlikely of events transpired: unless I
fell in love.

I do not equate dignity with chastity. In many cases, the two are
unrelated. But in my case, I had come to see sex as a weapon I did not
understand well enough to use responsibly. And so I stopped.



My dealings with exes—with many of whom the relationship had
festered on and off for months—became firm, no-nonsense, humane, and
blessedly brief. I warmed to the prospect of spending my time more
gainfully—of taking up reading again, a pastime I’d loved as a child but
seemed to have more or less given up in adulthood, of riding my bike, of
making more money, of gathering berries in the woods.

I’d like to say this productive period went on for a while, but it did not,
and for the best possible reason, the only acceptable one, according to my
terms. Three months into my vow, a few months shy of thirty-five, I fell in
love.

I remember the moment it happened.

I had moved to the West Coast a month before. Charlie and I met
shortly after my arrival, and right away I respected him and liked him but,
at first, nothing more.

Meanwhile, the little house I rented was just five miles from the ocean,
but I’d always feared the ocean and had been avoiding it. One Sunday I ran
into him at the Laundromat, and we decided to take my dog to the beach.

If you have ever been to the northern coast of Oregon, particularly in
the rainy season (i.e., most of the year), you know the sort of beaches there:
wide miles of sand, uninterrupted by rocks, buildings, or people. It was the
windy month of March, blowing enough that day to lift the top layer of
sand, carry it gently past us, and set it down again in long, gorgeous
patterns. There were huge, ancient pieces of driftwood tossed up near the
dunes, rotting ever so slowly into the sand. Not another human in sight.

We started down the beach and Charlie threw up the hood on his hunter
green sweatshirt. It reminded me of the ones my brothers wore when we
were kids, the ones I wore myself. The wind made his nose red and runny.
He didn’t have a handkerchief and neither did 1. As we strolled along, he
sniffed more and more violently.

We were discussing the existence of God, one of the simplest questions
on earth, and to me, one of the most harrowing. I was talking about
different people’s ideas of God, what this group thought or that group,
occasionally turning my head to study the sea, when Charlie fixed a steady
look on me.



“And what do you think?”” he asked.

It was one of the most intimate questions I’ve ever faced. I didn’t
answer, but I pretended to, trying to shift the topic away from me. He
listened patiently, carefully, but when I finished, he repeated his question.

“And what do you think?”

I looked up and down the beach, everywhere but at him. I could not
believe it. Here was a man I couldn’t fool. I’d met my match.

Charlie asked me a third time. I told him what I thought. The wind blew,
his nose ran, and I fell in love. We continued down the beach.

We started spending time together, and then more. I loved every minute
of it.

You fall in love with somebody for big reasons, but they manifest
themselves in the small things, and pretty soon you can’t tell if you love the
quirks because they’re his, or you love him because of the quirks. Of
course, Charlie was smart, sensitive, and funny enough to make me laugh
out loud a dozen times a day. Less generic was his fascination with
humanity. Charlie keeps a pair of binoculars on his desk so he can watch the
folks who come and go on the city street below his office window. If we go
to a restaurant, he takes the seat against the wall so he can track everyone in
the room. And he’s forever striking up conversations with strangers. Some
of these strangers are delightful; some are crazy. Sometimes I wish Charlie
would act a little more like most people—that is, that he could just ignore
the delivery guy, or the little old lady in the cracker aisle, and we could get
on with our day. But getting people’s stories is Charlie’s day. It’s one of the
things he lives for. And I love to watch as he draws out these strangers’
stories, as they bloom under the warmth of Charlie’s kind attention. That’s
just one of his quirks I fell in love with.

Eventually, to my great good luck, Charlie fell in love with me, too. I
brought him home, introduced him to my family, my friends.

“He’s a keeper,” everyone said, a thing no one had ever said to me
before, not even about Nick. “He’s perfect for you.”

They were right in so many ways—still are—and I am happy with him.
Deeply happy. I walk down the street with my hand tucked around his
elbow, and this tenderness feels less like autumn and more like eternity,
because this tenderness was there from the start.

There’s only one thing missing. I’ll give you one guess.



This man has never wrapped me in his arms, never covered my mouth
with his and kissed me until I gasped for breath. I have never forgotten
where I was when we made love, or not cared. We do not tear off each
other’s clothes. We do not make love often, never have, and, I suspect,
never will.

It’s not that sex with him is bad. He satisfies me physically, more or
less, and that’s more than I can say for most of the sexual partners I’ve had.
It’s just that I don’t crave it. The passion that I had for Nick, at least until it
faded, is simply missing from this relationship.

I have thought long and hard about why this might be. Part of it could
be simply physical, chemical. Unlike with Nick, I did not fall in love with
Charlie’s body, but with his soul, his spirit, his mind. And while one might
argue that true passion does involve all those things (soul, spirit, mind, and
so on), one could counter that whatever love is ultimately “about,” the
reality of sex is two bodies slapping together, two sets of eyes and lips
locking on each other, and if the chemistry isn’t there—the smells, the
tastes, the heavy breathing and sweaty palms—regardless of what other
important ingredients are, the sex can never be ecstatic.

Here’s another possibility. Knowing each other as well as Charlie and I
do—having the emotional and intellectual connection I felt when I fell in
love with him and continue to feel (the very thing my relationship with
Nick lacked)—precludes another element that sometimes fosters great sex,
which is the need and desire to get closer to someone: to understand him or
her, to push deeper, probe harder, pun both intended and not. This is what it
was at the beginning with Nick: Once the chemical rush had attracted us to
each other, there was almost a desperate urge to know him and have him
know me—one that, naturally, I felt closer to achieving when we had sex.
This might also explain why I felt so disappointed each time the sex ended
—because it hadn’t worked. Once I realized that sex was not really making
him know me any better, perhaps I gave up, which ended my desperation
and maybe my passion for him as well.

With Charlie, by contrast, I already feel known and understood. And
comfortable. “You’re like brother and sister,” my friends say, and
sometimes, even though I think it’s intended as a compliment, of sorts, it
gives me pause.



We are a lot alike. We talk alike, love the same stuff, hate the same
stuff, laugh at the same stuff, eavesdrop on the same conversations. We
even have the same eyeglasses (though not the same prescription, lucky for
him), purchased before we met. But most couples don’t aspire to be like
siblings, and we are no exception. Driving together the other day, he turned
to me. “I don’t want us to be like brother and sister,” he said.

I paused, wondered: Is he worried about the same thing I am? 1 looked
at him and smiled.

“Neither do 1,” I said.

Can a couple be too harmonious? 700 best of friends? Does our kind of
intimacy preclude another kind, the mystery between the sheets, on the
desk, out in the shed? Charlie and I don’t “need” sex to connect, and since
sex was not what attracted me to him in the first place, I don’t really crave
it. This doesn’t mean it doesn’t feel nice to hug him, or to sleep next to him,
or to feel his warm naked body against mine. It just means that I get enough
from him without this, and often I’m just as happy to sleep in my pj’s and
go to bed with a book. Is this a problem? Depends how you look at it.

Here’s the thing. Evidence—my own as well as what I read, what I see (not
on TV, but in life), what my friends say—suggests that long-term passion is
a rare thing, and that even short-term passions don’t always make for the
happiest or healthiest relationships. This is very disappointing but probably
makes sense if you believe, as I do, that passionate sex is not about
intimacy but about something more raw, shocking, forbidden. (Contrary to
popular belief, this may be particularly true for women, whose level of
attraction seems to be more subject to a given situation and its psychology
than most men’s.)

The point is, perhaps the very thing I’'m missing with Charlie doesn’t
exist for long anyway. This is not to say I don’t believe there are married
couples who have great sex for most or all of their married lives. I do, but—
at least judging from the ones I know who are honest enough to talk about it
—these couples are few and far between, especially once children (which I
definitely hope to have) come into the picture. And even then, great married
sex rarely seems to involve the romance-novel stuff—the quivering, the
melting, the physical passion. What’s more, the few married couples I know



who do have passionate sex after the first couple of years (or the first kid)
fuel their passion with anger. I guess anger is fine in a marriage, if you
don’t mind living with it. But I don’t think I’d be very happy living with it
until death did us part. Charlie and I rarely fight, because we rarely
disagree, and when we do, we resolve things peacefully, gently—no yelling,
no storming out of houses, no days of raging silently and not speaking, no
screaming “Fuck you” in a way that makes us then need to reconnect in bed
the next day or week. Perhaps this lack of fighting is our sameness
manifesting in a different way, but if so, it’s a way I welcome. Perhaps,
then, I simply got what I picked: I traded the volatility of what seems to
accompany long-lived (if sporadic) marital passion for something more
important to me. But then, in my life, I’ve always been more interested in
love than in passion—perhaps because, until now, love has always been the
scarcer commodity.

Again—friends and books and common sense notwithstanding—I’m
still not convinced that a woman has to choose between sexual passion and
the kind of love I feel today. I’'m not even convinced this woman has to. It
may be that if I kept searching I’d find a man with whom I felt both, even
without the fights and the fuck-you’s. And maybe the passion wouldn’t
wane with familiarity, or even with a kid or two in the house. Maybe we’d
live happily ever after making passionate love twice or thrice a week, the
stuff of storybook endings come to real life.

Maybe, and maybe not. But after almost two years with Charlie, I
choose him—perhaps, if he chooses me back, for the rest of my life. And if
that means giving up stellar sex with someone else—so be it.

One might suppose I make this choice because I’'m thirty-six and worn
out by the hunt. Yes and no. At twenty-two, and twenty-eight, and even
thirty-one, I did harbor certain notions about love that I no longer do,
because I learned a few things the hard way. For instance, no matter how
much a man fascinates you, if you can’t relax around him, or can’t speak
your mind, it isn’t going to work for very long—great sex or no. And no
matter how many poems he writes you, no matter how well he kisses, no
matter how often he says he adores you, if he happens to add, in the next
breath, “if you’d just change this one thing . . . ,” forget it.

Then there are the notions of love I still harbor. I want to build my life
with one man, to live with that man the rest of my life. In order to manage



that, I need to love him an awful lot, and I need to feel he loves me and
knows me, both. Charlie fits that bill. That makes the choice easy—not
perfect, not without its occasional worries, but easy nonetheless. I’'m not
willing to give him up, or to jeopardize what we have by sleeping with
another man. That’s my bottom line: I may have compromised, but I didn’t
settle.

Which is not to say that I don’t miss sexual passion, or that I won’t
continue to as time goes on. I do, and I will. Sooner or later, I’1l probably be
tempted to cheat. I’'m not looking forward to that time. Sex is unpredictable.
It cannot be trusted. But at those times, I will remind myself of some
important things.

First, I will remember what my life was like before I met Charlie, and 1
will compare it—oh so unfavorably—to my life now.

Second, I will remind myself that, historically, marrying for passion is a
relatively new phenomenon—one that just happens to correspond with the
rising divorce rate (at last check, it was, what, over 50 percent?). Really, it’s
mostly since the sexual revolution that women have come to believe
passion is a requirement or a right of marriage—and look where it’s gotten
us (straight to divorce court). If you don’t believe me on this, ask your
grandmother what she married for (and if she says passion, if it lasted—and
if so, what she gave up for it). As one well-known writer recently put it,
“the longing for passion is a sort of low-grade virus circulating among us.”

Finally, I will look at the kinds of passion Charlie and I do have, and
how deeply important they are to me. A passion for high jinks and laughter,
for music and the open road. For truth. For courage. Integrity. Imagination.
And each other.

Sometimes, when Charlie and I finish making love, I find myself crying
—tears of gratitude, because I’m lying with him and not someone else. This
is something that has never happened to me before. And it means more to
me than a hundred breathless fucks.



Why I Hate That My Mother Was Right
(Well . . . About Most Things)

TURNING INTO ELIZABETH TAYLOR

Karen Karbo

L ast TaaNksGIVING T went to a party with my new guy. Dinner was being

served later than is customary and in the evening my ex-husband dropped
off our nine-year-old daughter, Fiona. Every year Fiona has two dinners:
earlier with her father’s family, later with me. We hope these double dinners
are not so much setting her up for an eating disorder as showing her that
even divorced people can have holiday traditions. Someone knew my ex-
husband and invited him in for a drink. Another guest, an archgossip whom
I hadn’t seen since my ex and I were still married, glimpsed him in the
kitchen, scotch in hand, standing next to the new guy, scotch also in hand,
who is considerably younger than my ex and, it must be said, looks not
unlike him; both are five ten and stocky, with large, mournful eyes, goatees,
and floppy hair that parts in the middle. The archgossip grabbed one of my
best friends by the arm and stage-whispered into her ear, “That’s gotta be
strange, the husband and the boyfriend, right there, side by side.” My friend
said, “Oh no, that’s her ex-husband. There’s been another husband between
him and the boyfriend, so it’s perfectly fine.” Everyone laughed. Including
me.

Of all the things I imagined I’d be when 1 grew up, a woman with a
personal life that cracked people up was not on the list. I was relieved to be
wearing all black, and too much jewelry; at least I was dressed the part. As
one friend said, when I told her it looked as if my second marriage wasn’t



going to work either, “Well, if you’re going to be Elizabeth Taylor, ya gotta
have the rocks.”

This is a mystery to me, how I turned into Elizabeth Taylor. How I left
first one husband, then the next, over the course of seven years. I’'m not
sufficiently beautiful, rich, famous, or kooky. I was a Girl Scout until eighth
grade. I never cut a class and didn’t smoke pot until I was in college. I want
to be married (not that badly, apparently).

In fact, I was trained to view marriage as life’s greatest achievement—
training that ended abruptly one bright day in March 1975 when my mother,
aged forty-six, slipped into a coma. She had brain cancer. I was sixteen and
still a virgin at the time, the whole panoply of unrequited love,
underwhelming sex, and marital mishegaas ahead of me.

Because my mother is now long dead, I maintain the illusion that if |
had just listened to her, I would have a perfect husband. (That there is no
such thing, and I know it, is immaterial.) The frustrating part is that I felt as
if I was listening but just didn’t get it—mnot unlike in high school French
class, where Madame Dutton, who was a Scot raised in Italy, would hold
forth in an accent that even the A students like me couldn’t understand. For
I came late to teenage rebellion; I had just gotten the hang of eye rolling
when my mother’s headaches started. I was ready to shock her with the f-
word about the time she started chemo. I didn’t have the luxury of telling
her she was full of shit, only to come around decades later and realize she
may have had a point. Her death was like that of the only witness and
possible accomplice in a murder mystery, lying on the floor, expiring
moments before revealing the secret that would solve the case. I had sixteen
years of my mother’s hokey aphorisms, but no explanation.

Before I get to the things my mother said—the things about which she
turned out to be more or less right—may I just ask where did she get off?
When it came to love, men, and marriage, my mother knew it all. Did she
know intuitively that if you say something with enough authority it always
sounds true? My mother was not afraid to traffic in clichés. After all, as she
told me, a clich¢ wouldn’t have become a clich¢ in the first place unless it
were true. She held forth in a way none of us living in the postmodern age
have the nerve to do, unless we are enthusiastic members of a
fundamentalist religion or have read too many books by John Gray. What
were her credentials, other than being the mother? I’'m the mother now, and



I feel the ambivalence of life deep in my calcium-fortified bones. My
mother had never been to college or out of the country. She’d had one job
for one year before she met and married my father. Still, she pontificated
from her post at the gold-and-white Formica breakfast bar. She wore floral
blouses and polyester capris. She always had a glass of Coors Brew 102 in a
woman-shaped beer glass and a mentholated Salem perched on the edge of
one of those massive glass ashtrays from the 1970s that could have been a
murder weapon. The cigarette filter was imprinted with her signature
Orange Peel lipstick.

My mother said if I wanted a boy to love me, I had to make him do
everything. Make him call me, come to the door, open the door for me, pull
out my chair. Make him pay the tab. Always. “Dutch treat is a crime against
nature,” she once said. When she said this, [ was fourteen, going on my first
date. I didn’t pay attention to the Dutch treat portion of her exhortation, but
I did think a lot about what a crime against nature might be. As I recall, the
only thing I could come up with was littering.

Making the boy do everything was related to playing hard to get, to
which she also subscribed. Her rule of thumb on how to play hard to get?
The more interested you are in a boy, the less interested you act. And then,
once you get the boyfriend, “However much space he claims to need? You
need twice that much.” I remember her telling me this one night when she
was at the kitchen sink peeling carrots, wearing her yellow rubber
dishwashing gloves. My mother was a redhead, with skin so sensitive that
contact with the most benign vegetables gave her hives. She was wearing
shorts. I stared at the blue veins behind her knees. How could this be? I
loved Billy Mohr in the seventh grade, and when he didn’t act interested in
me (which was all the time), it didn’t make me like him more, it only made
me like myself less.

It was all academic, anyway, like discussing how one might live
successfully on Mars. Setting aside for a moment the fact that I had no idea
how to make any boy do anything, the only boys I was supposed to want to
work my mother’s mojo on were boys who were “appropriate.” To be
appropriate, a boy needed to be (a) older than me (easy; I’d skipped first
grade, everyone was older than me); (b) taller than me (this narrowed the
field; at thirteen I was already five nine); (¢) smarter than me (a conundrum:
there were no boys in my class who were both taller and smarter); and most



important, (d) able to drag me up the rungs of the socioeconomic ladder by
my smooth hair, straightened every other night on empty Sunkist orange
juice cans. For my mother was a proto—Material Girl. My mother wondered
what love had to do with it long before Tina realized she’d be better off
without Ike. My mother had married up, and was damn proud of it.

My mother also said, “Never forget, it’s as easy to love a rich man as it
is a poor man.” I didn’t know any boys who were older, taller, and smarter;
now they also had to be richer? Where were all these mythical boys? |
remember thinking in college, that falling in love was not a whole lot
different from a drinking game we played with cards, where the winner of
each hand got to add a special rule. If you broke the rule, you had to drink.
The goal, of course, was to add so many dumb rules that the more everyone
drank, the less they could remember them and the drunker they got.

My mother introduced most of her rules for getting a boy to like you
during the years I had my ear pressed against the radio, where all I heard,
day in, day out, was that love, love, love was all I needed. That love was a
heat wave. That it had no pride, and was an itchin’ in my heart that would
eventually tear me apart. The songs on the radio made sense to me. This
was the way it felt when I was making out in the pool cabana with my first
boyfriend and it was suddenly as if I’d wet my pants.

The pool cabana boyfriend was younger, my same height, and just as
smart. He was not the richest boy I knew. The richest boy I knew was the
one-year-older brother of a girl in my grade, a boy with a discolored tooth
who worked in the paint department at Sears and had gotten a girl named
Misty pregnant. 1 felt sure my mother wouldn’t approve of him. She
appeared to approve of the pool cabana boyfriend, not because he was rich
but because his family had what she called “real” money. His father was a
vice president of Standard Oil. They’d just come from a place called
Darien, Connecticut, noted for its rich people. They drove an old brown
Chevy we called the Taco Wagon, and bought their clothes at JCPenney,
where the “real” rich people shopped. I loved the pool cabana boyfriend
throughout high school and into college, until the day he came out of the
closet to me at a restaurant on Melrose when we were both nineteen. |
remember watching my tears drop into my French onion soup au gratin. He
was taller than I was by then.



Anyway, the pool cabana boyfriend didn’t factor into my mother’s plans
for me. She was not interested in my having a real boyfriend, which would
inevitably lead to messy struggles with attachment, intimacy, sex, possible
pregnancy, and eventual heartbreak. She simply wanted me to practice
catching one, and whoever came down the pike was good enough, like a
pickup game of basketball. After all, you can practice your skyhook against
anyone with two hands and a pair of sneakers.

After the pool cabana boy, no other boys came down the pike for a
while, which frustrated my mother. What was wrong with me that I didn’t
have any suitors? She used words like that: suitors. It didn’t help matters
that men liked my mother. Boys liked my mother. My mother had one
extraordinary gift: she was able to find something interesting in just about
anyone. She was classist, racist, and sexist, and yet she numbered among
her close friends several gay men; Hallie, the African-American woman
who took care of me for about a year before I started school; and a Hispanic
divorcée and mother of three whom she met at the Laundromat. I used to
come home from swim practice and find three of the pool cabana boy’s
friends sitting around the breakfast bar, talking with my mother. When I got
home, they often left, the party now over. What was wrong with me? I wish
I could report that I was one of those bucktoothed, knobby-kneed geeks
who grew up to be both beautiful and monumentally cool, like Uma
Thurman. I was tall, but I looked all right in my yellow velour bikini, the
kind with gold rings on the side. As my mother liked to point out, I had
friends who were far less pretty than I who had more boyfriends. I was a
disappointment. No one was interested. My mother didn’t know why, which
was alarming in its own way, since my mother knew everything else.

The bit of domestic economic wisdom that troubled me most was the
one about the cow and the milk. Why buy the cow when you can get the
milk for free? I didn’t know who the you in the sentence was. Who was she
talking to? And what milk? And why would I want to buy a cow? Wasn’t
owning a cow a lot of work, just to get something sold at every corner
market? It took me years to figure out that I was the cow and the milk was
sex and that the person doing the metaphorical purchasing was the rich man
who was older, taller, and smarter, the one I was going to find easy to love.

Once, a year or so before she died, my mother caught me in the den in
the clutches of the pool cabana boyfriend. She gave me a stern lecture.



“Boys only want one thing,” my mother said. I said, “Yeah, I know, milk.”

Nutty as the things my mother said might sound, I’ve obsessed about them
for decades now. I’'m unable to put what sounds like quaint nonsense into
the larger context of the times, or to refract it through the prism of
adulthood. Her wisdom remains a dumb bug encased in the amber of my
adolescence.

Anyway—and perhaps needless to say—I wound up ignoring all of it.
After her death, in college, I dated a few sons of wealthy men, guys who
had access to the family yacht and routinely spent winter breaks in Aspen.
They weren’t simply dull; the few dates I had with each of them were
absolute clock-watchers. I couldn’t wait to get back to my sorority house
and watch Saturday Night Live in my nightgown.

For the most part, the guys I attracted—and certainly the ones who
attracted me—were the sort who could barely support themselves, much
less me. They were not bad boys in any glamorous, Kurt Cobain sense; the
worst that could be said about them was that they were terrible with money.
They had strange things in common: they were all dreamers who liked dogs
and eating huge bowls of ice cream late at night. Unlike my father, they
were talkers. And listeners. They found what I had to say interesting. Like
the pool cabana boyfriend, with whom, in high school, I started a tie-dyed
shirt business, they were compatriots, they were buddies. None of them
were older, taller, smarter, or richer, but all of them made me laugh. Once, 1
asked my soon-to-be-ex-second-husband why he married his ex-wife, who
seemed, to me, to be unpleasant in every way. “She laughed at my jokes,”
he answered. Now he’ll probably be saying that same thing to some new
chick about me. My mother is spinning in her grave.

I did not marry up. No one in America likes to talk about class, and I'm
no different. ’'m fighting the urge to say I married horizontally; in truth, I
married down. My first husband’s father sold cars. My second husband’s
father installed telephones. Both of their mothers worked, while my mother
stayed at home and made beef Stroganoff and belonged to a women’s club.
My father had Investments. We dressed up for Thanksgiving dinner and
never put salad dressing bottles on the table. I married men who were, from
a class perspective, beneath me.



This was not so noticeable with my first husband (four months younger,
one inch taller, as smart in some things, not in others), whom I met in
graduate school. He’s an independent filmmaker, and the fact that he’s a
used car salesman’s kid gives him some street cred. When we split, he
behaved well. We divorced without an attorney, shed tears in private, did
not hurl the crockery. We didn’t argue about the CD player or the dogs
(both of which he kept). My mother, who had nothing to say to me about
how one goes about divorcing, would not have complained.

My second husband (six years younger, three inches taller, smart but
without a college degree), a man I chose—yes—because he was a cuddle
bum, would wake me up in the middle of the night to tell me he loved me,
and never needed to be persuaded to rub my feet. Unfortunately, that was
about all he liked to do, aside from playing computer games. In this
marriage, | learned that if a man thinks you can do it yourself, he’ll let you
do it yourself.

This marriage ending was both a heartbreak and a revelation. Perhaps
this is what my mother was talking about when she advised me to let the
boy do everything. You didn’t let him do these things because you couldn t
(I remember saying to her once, “l have two arms, I can’t open the door?”),
but because once you started doing things for yourself, he’d stop—not just
opening the door for you, but picking up his dirty boxers, clearing his plate
off the table, or making a living. You would find out the hard way the awful
truth: the human male is not unlike the male lion.

You know those documentaries that always show the lions reclining on
a mound and surveying the terrain? Those would be the males. Meanwhile,
the females in the pride are out hunting, stalking, and killing the antelope,
while the males sit around preening and roaring and waiting for the food,
which the females drag back and place before them, waiting to eat until
they’re done. I have a handful of friends who are lionesses: they make six
figures, mother overachieving children, maintain a nice house, stay fit, do
the taxes, and are married to struggling sculptors or painters or “short-story
writers” who are also allegedly househusbands but do far less than even the
most lethargic, bathrobe-wearing, bonbon-eating, Oprah-watching
housewife.

Near the end of our marriage, the cuddle bum, who had been working
one day a week driving for UPS, had surgery in his neck to fuse a vertebra,



and after the doctor cleared him to go back to work, he simply didn’t. I was
supporting my daughter, for whom I have joint custody with my first ex-
husband, as well as the cuddle bum’s two children from his prior two
marriages, as well as the C.B. himself, all with my writing. Supporting
anyone, let alone a family of five, by writing is like relying on a lemonade
stand for income.

In return, my soon-to-be-ex would get up in the morning, get the
children off to school, sweep the kitchen floor, then, at about 9:30 A.M,, call
it a day. He’d retire to the computer, where he’d play online until midnight.
I worked ten-hour days, paid the bills, shopped, cleaned, helped the kids
with their homework, chauffeured them to their dentist’s appointments and
tae kwon do lessons, cooked, policed them as they did their chores, got
them to bed at a reasonable hour. I was both “the man,” who worked from
sunup to sundown, and “the woman,” whose work was never done. How
had that happened? Forget giving away the milk; I’d gone and given away
the whole damn cow.

The class difference has never been more apparent than during our
breakup. We argued, we shrieked, we wept, we carried on. Once, he
hollered, “Woman! Shut your trap!” Woman, shut your trap? This was so
preposterous, it ended the argument then and there. I giggled and couldn’t
stop. Woman, shut your trap? 1’d never heard such a thing. But the thing
was, I sort of liked it. I thought it was passionate. Until the night the cuddle
bum decided to pin me to the bed, hard enough to pierce the back of my
head with the post of my earring. I felt the hot syrup of my own blood
trickling down the back of my neck.

The cuddle bum moved out the next day. Mom, you were right. If I had
fallen in love with the rich man who was older, taller, and smarter, this
probably wouldn’t have happened. Or it would have. He would have bored
me. [ would not have laughed, nor had my feet rubbed, and I would have
found a way to make the marriage not work anyway. The problem is—and
this is a problem my mother never acknowledged, or if she did, she never
did to me—the problem is that falling for a man is not like buying a car,
where you can decide on the model, then pick and choose your options.

I have a recurring fantasy about having lunches with my mother where
she turns over all the cards, where, after she orders her salad with the blue
cheese on the side, she confesses things I’ve had to find out the hard way.



Maybe she acknowledges that love is complicated, that in fact it’s one of
life’s great mysteries and that all her rules about what to do—and how and
when and with whom—were really frightened attempts to harness passion.
Maybe she quotes the rapper Ice-T (since this a fantasy, why not?): passion
makes the world go round, but love makes it a safer place. I was her only
child, and she wanted that safe place for me.

Maybe she tells me that the second women started making real money,
there was no real reason for marriage; that while it’s a thrill to make money,
it’s never a thrill to fold the laundry, and that she folded the laundry because
she had to fold the laundry, the same way my soon-to-be-ex-stepson has to
pick up the dog poop every Saturday, in order to get an allowance. Maybe
she admits that she was just winging it all along. And that for a daughter
who is not just the cow with the milk but also the farmer with the money to
buy it, she had no advice at all.



How We Became Strangers
Jill Bialosky

I sar v an outdoor café to lunch with an old friend T hadn’t seen in nearly a

year, between our work schedules, children, and writing lives. It was spring.
The pond was beginning to thaw. The daffodils were in bloom. Triangles
and rectangles of pale yellows lay in patchwork style around trees and in
the islands in the middle of the streets. Their perky cheerful crowns
reminded me of how dreary and endless the winter had been. A teenage girl
with a series of pierces in her earlobe tucked her hand in the back of her
boyfriend’s pocket as they waited for a table, and I remembered the boy
who slipped his hands into the pockets of my hiphuggers and asked “Do
you want to?” before we lay down in the grass. At the table next to us, a
couple hovered over their cappuccinos in an intense conversation. I noticed
the woman had taken off her slingback sandal and was rubbing her bare
foot against the calf of the man across from her. My friend and I conversed
nonstop about the books we read and the films we saw. We moaned about
how tired we were, between making cupcakes for the class picnic, expense
reports to finish, a novel that needed to be turned in. The long, lavish lunch
was like a luxury, a brief intermission from our lives. We gossiped about
mutual friends and fantasized about trips to Italy and France. During dips in
our conversation, | found myself looking at the teenage couple, now seated
at a table, their chairs side by side. They kissed. The boy with the lean body
underneath a V-neck sweater put his hand underneath the back of his
girlfriend’s shirt. Our conversation moved to our children, kindergartens,
tantrums, bed-wets. We talked about our mothers and sisters. At the end of
the lunch, my friend looked into my eyes as if she were peering into the



farthest reaches of my soul and asked me about my marriage. “Are you
guys having sex?” she asked, bluntly. And this image blossomed in my
head of D.’s face covered in pox marks, more poxes bursting from his body,
as he lay on our couch, miserable and not talking, quarantined in our
bedroom like a leper, having caught chicken pox from our son. I wanted to
burst out laughing.

It was not the picture I visualized twelve years ago when I thought about D.
from the sixth floor of my office window, talking with him long-distance,
when the sound of his voice made my body nervous and tingly. I had dated
my share of intellectual men, but none of them were men I could imagine
being the father of my child. When, inevitably at a dinner party, the
conversation came around to how we’d met, ours was the storybook story
that made people smile. We discovered each other at my ten-year high
school reunion. D. was a jock and I was a flower child. In high school our
lives barely intersected.

D. was athletic, boyish, possessed of a wry, dry, and sometimes angry
humor. Both of us were middle children in our families, and watching and
listening to how he interacted with his family, I saw much of myself. We
were both listeners and mediators. We were do-gooders and ambitious. Both
of us were motivated by this compulsion to make up for crimes we hadn’t
committed. He was going to law school in the Midwest. I was a poet
working as an editorial assistant at a publishing house in New York. We
visited each other every weekend we could manage. To this day we thank
People’s Express Airlines for those thirty-nine-dollar airfares that made it
possible for us to sustain the long stretches where I thought I’d go insane if
I didn’t see the shape of his body leaning against the wall outside the airline
gate waiting for me as I deplaned. Once during one of our weekend trysts
D. drove me to the airport and, just as the plane was about to board,
convinced me to take the next flight. We sat in two seats facing the runway
mad with the inexplicable euphoria two people in love inhabit until the next
flight began to board and D. tempted me to call in sick the next day and stay
another night. When we were apart during the week, I fell asleep at night
curled into the Princess phone while we talked long-distance. In the
morning, his was the first voice I heard as I reached for the phone and



cradled it next to my goose-down pillow. Once we moved in together, into
my studio apartment just large enough for a pull-out couch, our days and
nights were fueled by adventure.

We sat in bars and drank gimlets. We maxed out our credit cards over
romantic dinners and weekends in front of fireplaces at crumpled-down and
elegant bed-and-breakfasts throughout New England. We slept late. We
awoke watching the moon slip into the sheet of the new light of morning.
Or we didn’t sleep at all. We went skiing, ice-skating, and to the movies any
night we pleased. He pressed up against me in dark alleys. I gave him blow
jobs as he drove on one of our weekend treks. We made out in taxicabs.
There was a kind of volatile tension wired through our relationship that set
my body on fire feeling his arm rest against mine in the dark cavern of a
movie theater.

I remember waking to the pull of desire, in the landscape we shared, the
morning we decided we wanted to have a baby. The night before, we had
argued coming home from a New Year’s Eve party in the midst of a
bludgeoning snowstorm. Unable to hail a cab, we walked from one side of
the city to the other screaming at each other, convinced our marriage had
ended. In the early years of our relationship our fights were passionate.
They were the kind where one of us stormed out the door, or slept on the
couch. The kind where I’d be embarrassed, the next morning, running into
our next-door neighbor in the elevator. Fights where 1 fell apart in the
middle of a restaurant, tears falling in puddles in my too-expensive salmon
mousse. It was the intense warfare couples engage in to negotiate their
commitment. What woman doesn’t think when she looks at her man dressed
in his boxer shorts picking his toenails in front of the Mets game, “This is
the guy I decide to end the quest for?” And what man, I imagined, doesn’t
wonder as he tries to shave in the bathroom surrounded by drying
Wonderbras and panty hose, under the strain of a mortgage and car
payments, if he’d have been better off a bachelor. What did we fight about
that night of the New Year? It began when, after trying to hail a cab for
nearly an hour, I balked at the idea of riding the subway at four in the
morning, and my husband retaliated with one of his famous “Who do you
think you are, Queen Elizabeth?” remarks. By the time we made it home we



were cold and tired and wet, but it was New Year’s, already the dawn of the
new day, and in our one-bedroom brownstone with the kitchenette the size
of a closet, into the third year of our entry-level jobs, life was good, and D.
was sexy in his white T-shirt and damp curls. We slept and we awoke. We
were groggy and hungover and our bodies touched. We were burning like a
patch of dry summer grass I once watched turn to flames as I held a thick
glass close to the ground.

And then there were three.

No one prepared me for what it would mean to have a baby in the house. I
remember the first day we brought L. home. Was it possible that I would
ever sleep again? Truth be told, I didn’t want to sleep. I wanted to perch
beside my child’s bassinet like an owl on a limb of a tree to make sure he
was still breathing. I loved to study the perfect shape of his head. The way
he crinkled up his fingers, shorter than the end of a Q-tip; the size and shape
of every yawn. He was like an extension of my body. The first time I was
away from him—I left the house for a half hour to get my hair cut, one
block away, for the impending barbaric festival of his bris—I was so
anxious, I left the salon, hair still wet, forgoing the blow-dry, and ran home.
The panic attack was the same kind of anxious feeling that went through my
body when I was waiting for D. to call before we got married. Instead of my
husband rubbing up against my body at night, I awoke now to my son’s
hands gripping a clump of my hair or digging into a roll of my flesh. My
body served only one purpose. It had become a vessel from which to sustain
this child.

I kissed him all over as he lay on his changing table bare naked while he
kicked his legs and screamed for more. I rubbed his back as he squirmed
and tossed and fussed himself to sleep. I cradled him in my arms like a
football and walked him from one end of the hall to the other and back in
the early hours of the night. I wiped his vomit off my shoulders, let him bite
down hard on each one of my fingers to ease his teething. I nibbled on his
fat, pudgy legs. I bit his cheeks. I kissed his lips, his little button nose, his
eyelids, his tummy. His little penis sprayed me when I opened his diaper. |
took Desitin, rubbed it on my fingers, and squeezed it between the crack in



his buttocks. I tasted his formula off the little drops I shook on my wrist
before I let him drink from his bottle. I ate bites of his Gerber spinach to
make sure it wasn’t spoiled before it went in his mouth. I knew the kind of
cry he made when he hadn’t had a poop. I knew the color and shape of his
bowel movements, what to do if he had diarrhea. I rubbed his little tummy
when it was cramped with gas. I called him goose and boo and bandito ban
dox and dolly and my little tulip. When he was sick I lay in his bed all
night, putting cold washcloths on his burning-hot skin to take down the
fever, and catching his vomit in a little bowl. I pried open his lips with my
fingers to get Tylenol down his throat. I kissed his forehead and let him
snuggle against my chest. I sang him lullabies when he couldn’t sleep at
night, made up stories. I kissed him all the time. I was so tired. I taught him
how to kiss like an Eskimo. I rubbed my eyelashes on his cheek in imitation
of a butterfly. He was mine. His body. He was all mine. Sexual desire
vanished inside this intense kind of bliss. What more was there to crave
when every part of myself was devoted to this child? Is desire fueled by
being needed and wanted? About being the center of one’s universe? If so,
this child had become the axis around which all my thoughts, needs, and
energies revolved.

And D. was also drunk on this new passion. He loved to take naps with
our son perched on his chest like a cat. He chased him all around the house
and screamed “Gotcha!” and when our son said do it again, Daddy, he said,
“I’m going to get you, I’m going to get you,” and he did it again, and again
and again. We tied towels around our neck and pretended we were Batman
and jumped from one bed to another while this child wailed with laughter.
We listened to music from The Lion King and Beauty and the Beast in our
car until I found myself humming the tunes at work. We drifted in the land
of this little boy. We read him stories, took him for walks in his Snugli or in
his stroller, took him to the beach, for long walks in snowstorms. We spent
dinners staring at this child.

And in many ways our relationship deepened now that we had this child
to take care of and protect. We had plans now, and they were plans together,
for all three of us. We upped our workloads to save for a down payment on
an apartment. The day we signed the papers for our first mortgage I called
D. hysterical, fearful of the debt we had incurred. But we managed. When
my first book of poems was sold and D. set up his own law office we



toasted with champagne and takeout. We were doing the big things now, the
real things, living the future we dreamed. But something was different, too.
When our son entered our lives, our attention drifted to the practicalities of
raising a child and having a two-career household. There was no time to lie
in bed all morning having intense conversations and daydreaming about our
futures. We were no longer the passionate, sex-starved young lovers we
used to be. We were parents now, with someone else equally or more
important to take care of than ourselves.

And then one day, this little boy was six years old. He was walking, he was
running and climbing and jumping and talking so much we couldn’t shut
him up. He still came in our bed at night and wedged his body between the
two of us, stretched out his arms and asserted his kingdom, kicking and
thrashing. He had demands. “Read to me,” he ordered. “I want juice. I don’t
want that,” and crash, his plate of macaroni and cheese and carrot sticks
went crashing to the floor. “Let’s go to the park, the beach, Rugrats in
Paris, 1 want this, Mommy, can I have that? How come the sky is blue,
Mommy? What were you like when you were a little kid? Mom, come,”
when I was in the middle of cooking dinner, or stealing away for fifteen
minutes on a weekend to find the thread in a paragraph of the novel I was
working on. When I was at home, after a day at the office, where a slew of
other people made their demands, there was no room for thoughts in my
head, let alone any reason to make me feel sexy, to make me feel like I was
a woman men once desired. I was filling bathtubs, rubbing in shampoo,
putting calamine lotion on bug bites, making dinner, trying to think up
answers to my kid’s inquisitive questions. I fell asleep sometimes at nine
o’clock squished into my son’s twin bed still in my T-shirt and stretch pants.

Was it little wonder that now that the boy, the beautiful, lovely intruder in
our marriage, was off to school, choosing his play dates, reading to himself,
and now that there was this little window in my life, this little peek . . . was
it any wonder, really, that I found it wasn’t, to my alarm, my husband’s
attention that I craved? I found myself longingly staring at teenagers in
love, couples squished together like statues, a man and woman leaning into
each other on a subway train. The man I married got up in the morning, as



tired as I. He went into the bathroom, brushed his teeth, shaved, put on his
suit and tie, and walked out the door. He had conversations with people I
didn’t know. Long lunches working out the intricacies involved in a deal or
negotiation. When he came home at night, usually after our son was in bed,
I was too tired to ask him about his day, and he was too wrapped up in
anxieties about the office to ask me about mine. I was curled into the couch
with a manuscript or asleep. He stayed in the living room watching the
Knicks or talked to one of his clients on the phone. Sometimes we made
love, usually on a Saturday night or Sunday, but it was short and uninspired,
and was more the kind of lovemaking where you are checking in to make
sure someone is at home. I still desired my husband—sometimes watching
him read my son a story, or pitch a baseball to him in the backyard, my
stomach did somersaults—but a little faucet had turned off inside my body.
My veins were cold. I didn’t want to be touched.

Talking with other women who were in the same stages of their lives as
I was, I realized that the lack of sexual desire I was experiencing was more
common than I had known. We had entered this new precipice, and for
many of us we were walking in the dark. It wasn’t until much later that |
began to see that I had entered a phase in my marriage that was about
reinforcing a commitment to what we had built. I realized for the first time,
really, what it meant to be in it for the long haul, and that part of that
commitment had to do with understanding how passion changes.

But then, when 1 was deep into feeling the loss of my sex-charged
youthfulness, I wanted the man whom I now knew everything about, whom
I had ransacked with questions until he told me about every girl he kissed,
every fight he had with his mother . . . I wanted him to be transformed back
into someone new again, someone with whom I could start over from
scratch—someone who again wanted to pore over me as if I were some
kind of intricate, complicated puzzle, rather than the bitch I had become, the
one who was furious when the bills weren’t paid, the one who nearly had a
breakdown upon discovering at midnight that there was no milk in the
refrigerator, the one who was lonely putting her son to bed every night and
had no qualms about making that loneliness known, who complained that
we worked too hard and still didn’t have enough money, who freaked out if
toys were scattered all over the floor. I wanted the thrill of new young love
to take me out of myself, so that I could transcend what had become the



daily routine of my life. I thought of those teenagers groping each other
unabashedly in the café, and I wanted to feel that freedom again, and that
pulse quickening inside my body.

I took the subway home from the long lunch with my girlfriend with the
picture of those teenage lovers in my head. I climbed up the long stairway
from the underground of the subway and thought to myself, This is my life, |
am an unhappy, bored, anxious wife. I knew that on paper I was the luckiest
woman alive. I had a great kid, an interesting job, a promising writing life,
and a responsible, sexy husband. But somewhere during the six years that
we were focused on our child, D. and I had lost the thread, the tensile, raw,
electrical wire I thrived on. Like almost every other woman I knew in
similar circumstances—raising young children, juggling a career and
motherhood and the complicated demands of marriage—I asked myself a
question | never imagined I would think about: If I did not intimately
disengage from my husband, would I be giving myself over to a boring,
commonplace life?

Clearly, now that our child was no longer a toddler and we were in a
new phase, I was having a midlife crisis, only I didn’t want to believe I was
old enough to be in one. I thought of the single friends I knew in their
forties. They had freedom, they dated, but they had that hungry, desperate
look in their eyes, and I thought, I don t want that life. But another part of
me was afraid that if I retreated to the quiet secure room of my marriage, I
was destined to be ordinary. I had wanted to get married, but I realized now
that I had never wanted to be a “wife.” 1 associated the word with the
dissatisfied, unrealized, and depressed Stepford wives of my mother’s
generation. I wanted to be a mother and a lover, but I didn’t want the
intensity of the passion I shared with my husband to settle or dissipate; I
wanted it to go on endlessly.

Instead I was dull and angry and bored. I was angry that my husband
did not realize how much I was moving away from him, and that he wasn’t
trying to win me back. I was furious that he wasn’t interested in my life. I
was afraid that if I became engaged in his life that meant that my own hard-
won independence and autonomy were over and that I would never be
desired again. Being desired had given me power, and a strong sense of self.



I feared what would happen without it. And D. was furious. Where was the
compassionate, affectionate, and caring woman he had married? In my
anger | had built up a fortress banning him from the house of love. During
the six years since our son had entered the picture, both of us had grown
and changed. Now it sometimes felt as if the only thing that connected us
was our child. We had become strangers inhabiting the same house.

And now that we were strangers to each other, I fantasized about other
men. My friends confessed they did, too . . . come to think of it, what
married woman doesn’t? But I fantasized and felt guilty. Sometimes I
flirted, but mostly I fantasized. Suddenly the city seemed alive with
possibility, and I imagined I could sample these men as if I were at a wine
tasting, trying to find the bottle I desired most.

This is how it can happen, I told myself, and in my mind I mapped out
an intricate affair because now that my husband and I were strangers it was
as if I didn’t have a husband. I was a free girl again, one who woke up in
the morning and took delight in what she was wearing and in the feel of a
man’s eyes as she walked down the street. In my mind I created this
wonderful, exotic life. It was as if [ were on holiday from my marriage, on a
grand vacation, when [ was alone with myself, free in my own thoughts.

And then one evening D. came home from work and delivered a
bombshell. He blurted it out over our cheese and pepper pizza and glasses
of red wine. A colleague of his, a guy he’d known for a while, a guy he’d
thought had a solid marriage, whom we had repeatedly socialized with as
couples, had just told D. his wife wanted a divorce. I was terrified. It was as
if the fantasy life [ was living had leapt out of my head and manifested itself
in our friend’s wife. “Why?” 1 asked. “He thinks she’s seeing someone
else,” I heard D. say. And suddenly I thought about losing D., and I felt
queasy with fear. I saw that all those weeks imagining an affair, I was
tiptoeing across a minefield. I tried to picture what it would be like without
my husband. I saw an empty, lonely house, in spite of my full life with my
child. For months I had been remote and secretive with D. I felt ashamed. I
looked at the stranger who was my husband, and I saw the man I fell in love
with. The one I watched agonizing over the goddamn bar exam now had
built his own practice. Our friends envied the kind of attentive, loving
father he had become. In his eyes I saw the two sturdy pillars in which I
propped myself up: he had given me the security and safety and love to



become a mother, to go after my dreams as a writer. D.’s love and kindness
had made me a better person. I thought about waking up in the morning
without him and felt the chill of an empty existence. . . . And for what? It
wasn’t even sex that I wanted from a lover. It was the intoxication of being
newly known. I had wanted to imagine that someone else could fall in love
with me, but now, looking at my husband in his Speedo gym shorts and
bleached-out T-shirt, what I saw was that the man I was married to was the
person I wanted to have the affair with. I wanted him to wrestle me to the
ground, to say he couldn’t live without me. I wanted to see the world again
anew through his eyes. I hadn’t known that my husband could be the
fantasy. That while I was in my head building new boyfriends out of snow,
the man I had married turned other women on. All I had to do was walk out
of my head and begin to talk to the man who sat beside me the nights we
managed to make dinner.

For all my extravagant, wild, reckless imaginings, I had already chosen
the eternal one. Now, what we needed to do was to figure out how to
reinvent our marriage and become reacquainted with the new person each
of us had become. 1 felt guilty for my imagined affair, even though I had
committed no act of infidelity. But I knew also that my imagination and
longings were central to leading an authentic life. All [ needed to do was let
my arm reach out so that my husband could run his fingers up and down the
veins on the underside, and we’d be there, I’d feel it again, as if [ were at
the airport gate waiting to see his shining face picking mine out from the
crowd. He was still there. I had to peel back the layers we had built around
each other, all those years when we were desperately in love with our son
and had lost each other, until I reached the exposed heart.



Erotics 102

STAYING BAD. STAYING MARRIED.

Cynthia Kling

Recentiy ar a party I found myself listening to a group of middle-aged

women talk about when they’d discovered their erotic selves. For one, it
was a college relationship with a sweet, willing, and curious boy; another
had embarked on a series of experiments in her twenties—testing
bisexuality, aggressiveness, and hetero sluttiness to see where she fit on the
bell curve. My erotic education, I was embarrassed to admit, came much
later.

Which isn’t to say that I was some sort of chilly virginal type. I’d had
tons of relationships in college (some lasting less than twenty-four hours),
then run around in my twenties because it was the 1970s and I believed I
“had a right” to sleep with whomever I wanted (and, to be frank, I realized
that sex with an almost-stranger was always hotter than sex with someone
I’d seen flossing for the last couple of months). My friends were women
who went to prisons and showed the inmates how to look at their vaginas in
hand mirrors, who slept with the Puerto Rican super to show they weren’t
racist. They organized masturbation circles and examined every dank crook
of their bodies. I dabbled, not quite as bold as they but taking it all in,
learning everything I could.

Nearing thirty, I married a tall, handsome lefty politico I’ll call J. We
could have just lived together (everybody else did), but the truth is that I
secretly wanted the marriage, the white dress and all it conferred, because it
seemed much easier to become the wife of somebody and squish into his



limelight than to try to decide what to do with my own life. I had tossed
around “creatively” for several years—waitressing, selling furniture,
organizing political events—but [ hadn’t managed to launch myself yet, and
I was getting a little nervous. Gloria Steinem and Germaine Greer exhorted
us girls to get good jobs, demand equal pay, and take over the world. But no
one told me how to begin. Or that unless you were brilliant, you needed a
well-placed cousin to get the grubby little assistant’s job at the places that
would lead you to powerful, take-over-the-world careers.

The marriage worked, for a while. J. and 1 were lefty show dogs:
committed to the cause, friends with Alger Hiss and the staff of The Nation
magazine, and passionate about each other. J. worked at a Third World
press service smuggling in news from Haiti, Cuba, Nicaragua, the
Philippines, etc., while I worked as an assistant in advertising (a job gotten
through a connection of his). Mine was seen as an acceptable sellout
because someone had to earn the money for rent—and I could keep an eye
out for the evil doings of the corporate world.

After a couple of years, though, claustrophobia set in. I had signed up to
assist J.’s cause, but I really wasn’t cut out to be the assistant. And now that
I’d put him on a pedestal, I resented him up there, bossing me around. It
didn’t help that we weren’t having sex anymore—and hadn’t been for quite
a long time. Even before I’d begun to resent him, we’d sit in front of the TV
watching wars on the news and getting quietly drunk so that there would be
no possibility of even contemplating doing it. During those first years I
secretly wondered where all of the sexual desire had gone. In retrospect, |
think the end of our sex life came less from the failure of our marriage than
from the failure, or at least oversight, of my supposedly sexually
progressive and enlightened friends. Back then, no one ever sat me down
and said, “Honey, you should know that when you settle down, eventually
the pure animal rutting feeling stops rising out of your depths, and that’s
when you need to use your brain to take over and bring it back.”

The marriage ended after five years, at a coffee shop in Mexico, for all of
the obvious reasons. My girlfriends came back in droves to help me
shoulder on. They found out about J.’s little affair. (He became the villain.
No need to inquire any further.) They told me to move his stuff out of our



place, to recheck the small print on the mortgage agreement to see what |
owned, while my mother politely whispered that it was time to start dating
again. They made big plans for me: I could start again, get this right next
time around.

The first intelligent thing I think I ever did was to stop listening to them.
Women complain that men boss them around and tell them what to do, but
what about all that female coercion? The oppressive solidarity of the smart-
girl set? I finally let myself fall down into that muck of feelings and try to
figure out my own next move. I threw away the answering machine and
“became impossible,” according to my sisters. For about a year I sat on my
blue velvet couch drinking vodka and knitting. Then I met Mr. X.

Mr. X. was a painter: impetuous, broke, brilliant. Most important, he
already had a wife. We were bad—and that was exactly what I needed: a
relationship so off the map, so secret, that it gave me the freedom and
courage to explore in ways that I never could have in my marriage because
I was so busy being a wife—the helpmate, the supporter, the household
finance manager (Hillary Clinton eating glazed doughnuts with candidate
Bill at some truck stop in Arkansas). Mr. X. desired me simply for who |
was, not for what I could do or provide out there in the big wide world. The
mistress has no social responsibilities. There are no friends, no dry cleaning
to pick up, no in-laws to rein in, no kids’ birthday parties, no school bills—
none of the complications that keep a marriage together.

Was it all sex? Is it ever all sex? (The biggest problem I’d had with my
one-night stands in the 1970s was the emotional involvement.) But for the
most part, it was just the two of us in some little room somewhere. All we
had was who we were in that moment; we were nakedly ourselves with our
dreams and wants and lusts. For me, this was very powerful indeed.

And then, when he wasn’t around, I pined a bit, but just for the drama.
Because the truth was that I had the time, emotional energy, and courage to
start to put together a life that might meet my heart’s desires. Reader, I
know that this is not the conventional understanding of the mistress: the
sad, backstreet woman yearning for her man, alone on family holidays. But
given the stereotype, did you ever wonder why Katharine Hepburn, Georgia
O’Keeffe, Coco Chanel, Lillian Ross, and Veronica Geng all took this
route? These were women with things to do in their spare time besides pine.
Or, perhaps more accurately, women who preferred a little pining to the



claustrophobia of marriage. After all, how else would they have had the
time (and material) to create their wonderful work?

We choose our husbands, unconsciously or consciously, for what they
can provide for us—unless we’re total fools. Women “choose” their married
men as well—only the list of requirements for this partner comes from a
different region of the brain. Katharine Hepburn had four big affairs in her
life. All of the men were married, and all very helpful to her at different
stages in her career—a well-known playwright, an agent, a big producer,
and a leading man. Coincidence? I don’t think so.

In other words, ultimately there is an exchange in this relationship
beyond that of bodily fluids. Sometimes it’s money; just as often it is
something else—at least, it was for me. When I met Mr. X. I secretly
wanted to be a writer. He was a wild, crazy, and well-respected artist and he
anointed me a member of the club of people who believe that they can
create: not support it, sell it, manage it, or marry it, but actually do it. He
showed me how to access my creativity, and then to hold on to and respect
my own ideas right through to the end.

I started writing when I was with him. That was huge. It involved
throwing away old notions about being too stupid and not knowing how to
spell; it involved freakouts and anxiety attacks. I couldn’t possibly have
cordoned off this psychic space for my own ugly, awkward transformation
when I was a wife—at least not in the marriage I had created with J.—
because the transformation took every selfish drop of energy I had.

But there’s more. When Mr. X. came to visit he taught me that this
creative brainpower didn’t belong just to the page; it belonged in the
bedroom as well. In the imagination, as in dreams, there are no rules, no
sense of the inappropriate. But there is one law: follow what excites you. It
could be the littlest hook—red lipstick, artfully placed on a nipple. It can
verge on the ridiculous. The first time I teetered out naked but for a pair of
black high heels, I almost cracked my front tooth. This was okay. This was
the point. Risk is good. I learned to use my creativity to enhance what was
happening during our lovemaking.

One day I picked up the phone and a woman’s voice said, “If you come
near my husband again, I’ll shoot you.” Mr. X.’s wife had come to claim
him. Our relationship was over, as I’d always known it would be one day.



But I had learned some lessons that I’d never give up—about self-respect,
keeping my own counsel, unleashing my power, and using my imagination.

I forgave my friends for all of their whispering and snide comments about
how destructive and inappropriate this relationship had been. They were
trying to grow up, too, only they took their lessons from Gloria Steinem,
Andrea Dworkin, and the brave women suing Newsweek for sexual
discrimination. Fine for them, but for me, those “role models” were just
another bunch of women telling me the rules of the day. I began haunting
bookstores looking for a different kind of role model—transgressors who’d
disregarded the chorus of the day and emerged victorious. The biographies
of Hepburn, Chanel, and O’Keeffe proved instructive. I also took delight in
even more ancient transgressors, like Theodora, a streetwalker of the
Ottoman Empire who so bewitched the caliph that she got him to marry her.
(Imagine Prince Charles marching down the aisle with Divine Brown, Hugh
Grant’s notorious backseat-blow-job gal.) The caliph’s empire was invaded
a few years later. As he and his soldiers started to flee, Theodora convinced
them to stick around and fight. (After what she’d been through in those
catacombs, the battle probably seemed clean and easy.) Theodora was
triumphant, the battle was won, and the couple ruled happily for the next
several decades. And the caliph probably thanked his lucky stars that he’d
chosen such a shrewdy.

Eventually, I started dating again. But I swore I’d never remarry,
because I understood that the wife archetype held too much sway over me.

She was by turns selfless and generous . . . and controlling, bitchy, secretly
resentful as hell. Marriage, 1 feared, would turn me right back into her
again.

Then I met Philip, a sexy, smart nut who took my heart. But maybe even
more important, he didn’t seem to want to pull a Pygmalion on me. Every
other man I’d ever seriously “dated” had wanted to mold me: knock out a
few bits of my personality—my rapacious curiosity, my tendency toward
wheeling and dealing, my periodic need to disappear—or remove some
other trait that didn’t fit in with his understanding of who I was. Philip
seemed to appreciate my schizophrenic personality, to actually enjoy
watching me go from gypsy to hermit overnight.



The idea that I could be myself, in all my infuriating ways, was new and
welcome indeed. But there was one problem: Philip wanted to get married.
In fact, for a year he plagued me. I started to reconsider. Maybe it could
work; after all, it had been a year now and he still wasn’t suggesting
improvements. I decided to try marriage again, consoling myself with the
idea of another round of wedding presents. I wore an orange dress down the
aisle this time.

The day after our wedding, the monster returned. Taking stock of what
he’d done, my new husband turned to me, panicked, and said, “What am 1|
going to do with all of my flirting energy now?” 1 thought fast. “You’re
number two of four or five men that I plan to marry,” I said. “Stay
interesting or you’ll be out.” He smiled—ahhh, the hunt wasn’t over. She
wasn’t totally captured yet.

Now, what I had said about staying interesting was quite true; but it was
also true that I was the one helping him discover a way out of his anxiety. |
had slipped back into being the helpy wife without even thinking about it.
Remember that Reader s Digest series “I Am Joey’s Spleen,” or “Stomach,”
or “Liver”? That day, I became my husband’s extra brain.

And I confess that ever since—going on ten years now—I have, in spite
of my reluctance, accepted this fate. It is my job to figure out the trivial for
him. I am also his social organizer, shrink, professional finding service, and
dresser. In exchange, he is my policeman and bodyguard out there in the
world. I have ceded to this protective exchange because it can make life
easier, because | have come to see what I get out of it, too, and to appreciate
that. I have come to see it, at least most of the time, as one of the actual
perks of marriage. But I have also had to watch this very carefully, to not let
it overtake me.

For example: A while back, a catty friend told my husband that I had
purchased an exorbitantly expensive cashmere sweater. This, my husband
pompously told his friend, was impossible—his wife would never spend
that kind of money on clothes. He came home and relayed the wild story
he’d heard. “I bought it,” I replied thoughtfully.

He went ballistic. How wasteful! How decadent! It was one of those
click moments for me. I looked at him and I remembered what Mr. X. had
made me understand about respecting my sovereignty, my desires—
however trivial they might seem to someone else. If I didn’t, [ knew I would



become resentful and cypherish. I would disappear. I said, “Well, I’'m your
wife and I did it—so now you’ll have to choose. Me with the sweater, or no
me.”

The battle raged for days. Finally I told him that if he kept talking about
the sweater I would wear it while I painted the kitchen. (HA!) But the truth
was, I didn’t even really like the sweater that much. On closer inspection, I
realized it wasn’t worth the price.

Long story short, I let him return the sweater. It made him happy, and
secretly it made me happy, too, because I’d compromised: I’d let him
“win,” but with the knowledge that if I’d really wanted the sweater, I would
have found a way to keep it. The decision had been mine. We had knit our
way through the difficulties. I made him feel like a whacked-out South
American dictator, while not sacrificing something I really wanted. Plus, I’d
bought an expensive skirt to go with the sweater that I hadn’t told him
about. This, to me, is the art of marital negotiation.

The problem is that the marital negotiation, by its very nature, can suck
the passion and mystery out of any relationship. As husband and wife, you
work to become such a well-oiled team, running your small fiefdom, that
you can wind up feeling more like siblings than lovers. That is sure to kill
the interest for most people. Historically, no one ever expected the wife to
be the lover, the inamorata. It was understood that marriage quells desire.
Saint Paul, a first-century social critic, wanted to rid his lands of the dirty
act of intercourse altogether. His percipient advice: “To avoid fornication,
let every man have his own wife.”

The Elizabethans weren’t expected to give up wild passion or the
comforts of marriage; they just weren’t supposed to mix them up.
According to some scholars, Shakespeare, who had his lovers and his loyal
wife, Anne, wrote Romeo and Juliet as a cautionary tale: Look what
happens when you actually try to marry the person you desire—death,
destruction, and ““a plague on both your houses!”

It is the corrosive closeness and the tendency to act wifey that seem to
drain marriage of its eroticism for me. (Does any husband ever even use the
word erotic when talking about his wife?) Back when women were making
the New Rules, in the high days of feminism, there was never any real
examination of the wife role—as long as you had a corporate job, too.
Feminism doubled the woman’s workload (in the name of respect) and then



turned around and killed the femme fatale. She became seen, somehow, as
the dumbed-down woman, a subspecies of our gender, so she got garroted
and buried by women in business suits and scarf ties.

What was the problem with killing the seductress off? She’s the one
who kept sex alive in the marriage. Sincerity, clarity, straightforwardness,
compromise—these things are antithetical to Eros. Carnality snorts at these
modern ideas of marriage—and one way or another takes off in search of
new quests. We respond sexually to the stranger, the unknown, the
unfamiliar. The dirty urge has no interest in the known, the picked over, the
fully examined. The femme fatale knows that it is not simply a question of
acrobatics but a way of being, a way of conducting yourself, that fosters
passion. I discovered her mystery and power with Mr. X.; I learned to be
creative, to find and explore and cultivate a place for myself. There was no
obvious spot for that person in my first marriage, because that ever-present,
octopus-armed wife had hogged up all the space. In my second marriage, I
knew that if I didn’t want to wind up drunk in front of the television again, I
had to work to cultivate that other side—and I did. And I do.

I once heard a man say that he knows his wife’s fall dance, winter
dance, spring dance. . . . That idea gives me the creeps. I do not ever allow
my husband to think that he fully knows me, that he has that access. I am
constantly on my guard to protect my private sphere, patrolling my borders
in ways that might seem small but that are monumental to me. In our
backyard there is a vegetable garden. He doesn’t get any say about what is
grown there, and this is important to me because the garden is something I
have created, something I cultivate. And in the evenings when I go out,
with a glass of wine, to pick vegetables, I often smoke, because this is truly
forbidden. I break other little agreed-upon covenants and lie to my husband.
He eventually finds out, gets frustrated, and knows that he’ll never get to
the bottom of me. Is it a game? I don’t think so. I’'ll never get to the bottom
of myself, either, but I am less concerned with pretending that I actually
have. In other words, the self I met through Mr. X. and came to know over
the years—the self that didn’t have limits—is someone I have come to
deeply respect.

The wife is about striving for some notion of perfection. The mistress is
about games, invention, closeness. One is high and one is low. I was afraid



of diving down there in my first marriage, which is part of what killed that
marriage. Now I go there to keep my marriage alive.



My Marriage. My Affairs.
Hannah Pine

I+ s gerrine light outside, and my husband is not yet home. It is getting

light outside, and I go to the hamper, pull out some of his dirty socks, and
put them on. He does not like when I do this, wear his dirty socks, and
because of this it is a habit I vow to break. But in his absence his socks are a
comfort to me.

It is getting light outside and the dog follows me downstairs, looking
worried. She does not like it when only one of us is home. Or is it me who
does not like it? No, I think that I do. I like to be alone in the house. It
reminds me of things, things that meant something to me in the past—an
old boyfriend, sad Carpenters songs—and it makes me dreamy and
depressed in a way I enjoy. How to explain, then, that my husband and I
spend nearly every waking minute together that we can?

It is five in the morning and the fog is thick. I pull on a bathrobe and
brew some coffee. I’ve been up since three. It is so quiet in the house that I
can hear the neighbor’s cat on the porch, crying for food. I turn up the heat
—something I do when my husband is not home, and I feel particularly
justified this time. He is staying over with N.

I go out to the porch, and sit bundled up. The cat and the dog eye each
other warily, competing for my affection. I feel very calm. How lucky I am
to have this morning alone!

But I am not pleased when my husband comes home a few hours later,
at 9:00 AM. No, not pleased at all. By then, I am tired of being alone, and
annoyed with myself for wondering if he is happier with her than with me.



(I know he is not, but the mind does wander.) Sometimes I am more
successful than other times at hiding annoyance.

My duty is simple: to do no harm to my husband, whom I adore. And
yes, to protect myself from harm, too. Does it really harm me that he has
had an affair for four years, with a lawyer he met, a Catholic girl who lives
with her parents and toils tirelessly at her job, representing all sorts of
underprivileged people? (I call her a girl because she is