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            for Brendan

         

         
      
   
      
      
         
            Epigraph

         
         
            Yes, my consuming desire is to mingle with road crews, sailors and soldiers, barroom regulars—to be a part of a scene, anonymous,
               listening, recording—all this is spoiled by the fact that I am a girl, a female always supposedly in danger of assault and
               battery. My consuming interest in men and their lives is often misconstrued as a desire to seduce them, or as an invitation
               to intimacy. Yes, God, I want to talk to everybody as deeply as I can. I want to be able to sleep in an open field, to travel
               west, to walk freely at night . . .
            

            —Sylvia Plath, The Unabridged Journals 

            A little bit of rape is good for a man’s soul.

            —Norman Mailer, from a speech on women’s liberation at UC Berkeley
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            One

         
         I’m brushing my hair in the harsh light of my hotel bathroom, squinting at my reflection, when my phone buzzes with a text
            from an unknown number: “Julia, don’t be alarmed, it’s friendly fire. I hear we’re the local poster children for familial
            headfuckery. We really ought to exchange notes before we go onstage tomorrow before a terrifying audience of four persnickety
            blue-haired crones. Har har. Care to meet in the dismal but serviceable hotel bar? Say, now-ish?”
         

         
         I know exactly who this is. Ellis Blackwell and I have been paired for a panel tomorrow called Family Trouble, featuring both
            of our recently published memoirs. I’ve never met Ellis, but naturally, I’ve heard of him. He’s semi-famous for charting the
            lives of several controversial twentieth-century male poets, a Pulitzer finalist for his biography of Robert Lowell, and a
            National Book Award finalist for his Life of Pound. “Always a bridesmaid,” he’s been quoted as saying wistfully somewhere, about one or another of his nonwinning nominations.
            That stuck in my head, the frank plaintiveness of it. I’d give anything to even be longlisted for either of those prizes.
         

         
         As I’m swiping mascara onto my lashes, my phone gives another soft buzz: “I’m perched at the bar awaiting my second martini. Please save me from drinking alone.” 

         
         I check my outfit in the full-length mirror, undo and redo the top button of my black shirtdress, briefly wish I were slenderer,
            mock myself internally for such a shallow wish, pocket my key card, and go out to the elevator. I was planning to walk by
            myself over to the Uncovered Book Festival welcome cocktail party in the student union, but maybe Ellis and I can have a quick
            drink and head over together. That would be better than going alone.
         

         
         I was glad to get the invitation to the festival. I’ve been feeling, in recent years, a slowdown in my writing career, a sense
            of gradually becoming less and less relevant. When I was a younger novelist, I was at best a cult favorite, a writers’ writer
            described positively as “idiosyncratic” and negatively as “too dark.” But now, nearing my mid-fifties, I feel myself buried
            under a weekly avalanche of hyped new novels by bright young things I’ve never heard of. My novels are urbane, psychological,
            comic, and “small,” and this type of book has fallen out of fashion. I’m keenly aware that I have to write something different,
            something big and important and attention-grabbing, with an original premise, if I hope to reclaim even a small patch of sunlight. But I have no idea yet what that might be.
            In other words, I’m a writer floundering in midlife.
         

         
         My memoir, Don’t Let It Bring You Down, came out a month ago. I intended to explore the connection between experience and time and memory from a female point of view, but in the end the
            book feels more like the straightforward story of a middle-aged white woman who’s had a fairly typical life of her generation.
            It also doesn’t feel finished. I find myself still writing it in my head, still fulminating about the past. And while the
            book is garnering a small amount of critical buzz, sales are sluggish. My publicist is trying to stay positive, but that is
            of course her job.
         

         
         I’m both glad and nervous to be back on this campus, in this city. I mostly loved my four years at Baldwin College, but some gnarly things happened here that I haven’t grappled with yet. And I’ll definitely run into some people from different eras of my life—old college friends, former students, ancient nemeses, along with my current editor and my former mentor, two men I feel prickly and uneasy about. So this weekend, I’m promoting a memoir while confronting my own past. Maybe Ellis will be my foil. I could use one. 

         
         The bar of the Sandusky Hotel is tucked in the back of the lobby, a long, narrow room, dimly lit and, at this hour, almost
            empty. I spot Ellis right away, alone at the bar, hunched over a martini glass, looking into the screen of his phone.
         

         
         “Hello, Ellis,” I say.

         
         He turns to look at me. I feel his gaze sweep me from head to toe, almost palpably, a giant swan fanning the air around my
            body with a six-foot wingspan, almost but not quite touching me. “Julia Heimdahl, as I live and breathe,” he says, and leaps
            up to pull me into an actual embrace.
         

         
         Startled, not wanting to offend him by rejecting his grand gesture, I don’t pull away, but my arms stay at my sides. “This
            is not your second martini,” I say with a quick laugh to soften it.
         

         
         “Forgive my forwardness. I feel as if I know you already. My best friend has filled my ears with such tales of your beauty
            and brilliance, we’re already old friends in my mind.” His voice is a light, dry Southern drawl. He has a slight build but
            is, I can feel in the aftermath of his hug, strong and wiry. His face behind horn-rimmed glasses is pale, lean, and blisteringly
            clean-shaven. He’s about my same age, I guess, maybe a little younger.
         

         
         “Wait, who’s your best friend?” I ask, sliding onto a stool one away from him so I can turn to look at him.

         
         He pats the stool next to his. “I don’t bite.”

         
         I stay put. “Oh of course! It’s Johnny Stafford.” To the bartender, who’s awaiting my order, I say, “A glass of pinot grigio.”

         
         “The handsome, winsome Johnny Stafford. He took quite a shine to you in Austin at the Book Festival last year.”

         
         “Did he? He insulted me every chance he got.” I take a sip of cold, tart wine.

         
         Ellis says with his hand on his heart, a mock swoon, “He’s a great athlete. Have you read his book? His father started training him when he was three, threw him into a swimming pool. Speaking of dysfunctional families. But such a terrible writer. Just embarrassingly bad.”
         

         
         “He poked me in the stomach when I ordered dessert. He compared me to his bratty little sister.”

         
         “Oh, he loved you, make no mistake about it.”

         
         I’m aware of a strange, instant intimacy between us. I’ve experienced this before at book festivals with other writers, an
            effusive, temporary warmth born of being away from home in a controlled, close setting with a bunch of fellow solitary obsessives.
            It can be heady and disinhibiting. I lean into it. “Are you in love with him?”
         

         
         “With Johnny? Oh goodness. Well, I certainly envy him, the big dumb galoot.”

         
         “Is that why you hugged me? Because you’re competing with him?”

         
         “Goodness, Julia, how you mock me!” He flutters his lashes behind his glasses. “But don’t stop. I like it.”

         
         I laugh and drink more wine, feeling my chest warm and expand with the alcohol. Ellis is married, and as far as I know, heterosexual,
            but I feel the kind of coziness with him I feel around some gay men. “So what about our panel tomorrow?”
         

         
         “Well, let me just say that I loved your book.”

         
         “And I yours.”

         
         “Let’s just praise each other for the full hour. I do not look forward to talking about my mother.”

         
         “Hedwig.”

         
         “My demented female parent. Almost as bad as yours.”

         
         “I don’t think my mother comes off too badly,” I say anxiously. “Does she?”
         

         
         “I read between the lines. She turned you into her substitute mother, husband, therapist, fellow parent, and cheerleader,
            but she also competed with you and kept you in your place and bound you to her own worldview and put you on a pedestal that
            was as isolating as anything she could have done and then knocked you off it when it suited her.”
         

         
         “Yes!” I blurt with startled, subversive pleasure. “But I tried to soften it. She’s still alive. Although we aren’t speaking to each other.” 

         
         Ellis fiddles with the stem of his glass. His thumbnail is blunt and rounded and clean. His hand is bony, the knuckles of
            his forefinger slightly gnarled, as if arthritis were just setting in. “And she’s still a beauty, according to your book.
            Of course. We have to flatter and placate our mothers so they don’t paralyze us like snakes with their venomous fangs in our
            necks.”
         

         
         “My mother is more like a spider. She sits in her web and trusses me up to suck me dry.”

         
         “Different method, same deadly objective. By the way, I want to ask you about the so-called happy ending of your book. Twenty
            pages of burbling delight about living in a depressing maritime backwater with a callow boy?”
         

         
         “Hardly callow. He’s thirty-four.”

         
         “Did your editor make you write it?”

         
         “Of course,” I say. “I wanted to end it in my late thirties, with publishing my first book. But he insisted that I bring it
            all the way up to the present day, to my life in Providence with Bryan. As he put it, ‘A twenty-year age difference is publishing
            gold.’ This meant I had to write about my first marriage, something I deeply didn’t want to do, and which Adam, my ex-husband,
            wanted me to do even less.”
         

         
         “Well, I don’t quite buy it.”

         
         “What, the happy ending? But it’s all true.”

         
         “Oh come now. How happy can you really be with that child? You were in college when he was born.”
         

         
         I try to think of an honest way to answer this that doesn’t sound defensive or delusional. “It turns out that who you are
            is more important than how old you are.”
         

         
         He waves this away, shaking his head. “I’ve seen photos of the two of you online. He looks like a choirboy. Does he even know what to do in bed?”
         

         
         I laugh out loud, I can’t help it. I can’t take Ellis entirely seriously. He looks boyish and callow, himself. He’s physically unprepossessing, neat and small and slightly hunched. His facial expressions are slightly exaggerated, as if rehearsed. His hyperverbal urbane effusiveness feels to me like a mask for the fallout from his childhood damage, much of which I’m familiar with from his memoir. He’s a kid from a fucked-up provincial family who’s cultivated a literary persona to hide behind. I understand. So am I. 

         
         I fold my arms and face him. “You should hear what Bryan said about you the other day.”

         
         “I really ought to,” says Ellis without missing a beat. “It’s only fair.”

         
         “He took one look at your author photo on the back of your memoir and told me he could smell the sulfur coming off your skin.
            ‘He’s the devil,’ is what he said. In fact he warned me about you.” Remembering Bryan’s fierce expression, protective and
            outraged in advance at whatever Ellis might have up his sleeve for me, I laugh. “He told me that men see other men far more
            clearly than women do.”
         

         
         Ellis cocks his head. “I’ll give you this, he’s not stupid.”

         
         “You mean he’s right?”

         
         Ellis cocks his head the other way like an intelligent bird. “It depends on what you mean by ‘the devil.’ Now answer my question.
            Both of them.”
         

         
         “The answer to both is yes. Yes, he knows what to do. Yes, it’s all true. I should show you a photo of our house.”

         
         “Oh, I absolutely love seeing other people’s houses.”
         

         
         I open my phone and pull up a photograph of our house in Providence, a nineteenth-century Italianate brick beauty.

         
         Ellis gives my phone a brisk approving nod. “That is a hell of a beautiful house. I might have to visit you at some point
            to verify for myself that this is a real relationship.”
         

         
         “Why does it matter? Why do you care?”

         
         “Curiosity. Of course I know all too well the seductions of young flesh. The temptations of youth and beauty. It’s just unusual
            to have the genders reversed.”
         

         
         “Ha,” I say. “I wish all women knew what I know now.”

         
         “Which is what?”

         
         “Being with a man so much younger is like being in a queer relationship. Queer as in same-sex, in that the power dynamic is completely outside the traditional straight male-female one. We’re equals. He’s a man, but I’m older. If our sexes were reversed, it would just be more of the same patriarchal bullshit.” 

         
         “Oh dear, don’t tell me you’re a rabid feminist.”

         
         “Oh, but I am. More and more rabid the older I get.”

         
         He knocks his shoulder against mine. “Foaming at the mouth?”

         
         I bare my teeth at him. “Intoxicatingly contagious.” I don’t mean to flirt with Ellis. But I feel an irrepressible urge to
            spar with him, to prove something to him.
         

         
         “You know,” he’s saying, “my wife is much younger than I am. And yet she is far more mature and well adjusted than I. The voice of reason in our marriage. I’m a very
            lucky and wholly undeserving man.” He smiles with some private amusement, at what, I’m not sure. “By the way, what are you
            planning to read tomorrow for this infernal panel?”
         

         
         “I haven’t decided yet. I’ve pulled out eleven excerpts for this book tour, some short, some long, depending on the audience.
            What are you reading?”
         

         
         “Well, we’ve got ten minutes each,” he says. “That’s long for a panel, isn’t it? Lazy moderator, maybe. I plan to read the
            first chapter.”
         

         
         “About your mother taking you and your brother on that demented road trip.”

         
         “ ‘Road trip’ sounds devil-may-care and vacationy. Technically, yes, but in fact she was kidnapping us from our father.”

         
         I laugh. “Do you find it hard to read your own life story aloud?”

         
         “No,” he said. “I relish it. What about you?”

         
         “Mildly excruciating.”

         
         “Why?”

         
         “It’s one thing to write it all down in the privacy of the page, another to expose myself in front of strangers.” I drain
            my glass. “Maybe I’ll read the chapter about my father taking me on a road trip to match yours.”
         

         
         “Oh, do read something about Leni. We need to compare mothers. You don’t go into enough detail about your rift in your book, though. Why exactly aren’t you speaking to her anymore?” 

         
         I try to come up with the easiest way to answer this question. “My mother and I are estranged because we were too close. Neither
            of us could tolerate it anymore. I think that’s the real reason.”
         

         
         He shakes his head, not buying this. “So what happened? Come on, spill.”

         
         I decide to tell him. I have nothing to lose. “What happened was that due to circumstances beyond either of our control, I ended up taking care of Leni for four or five consecutive winters
            during health emergencies, saving her life twice, nursing her through surgeries and a terrifying break-in and the flu she
            almost died of. Each year, Bryan and I drove to Arizona from Rhode Island with our dog, and we lived with her for months on
            end. I took her to and from the hospital and physical therapy, visited her in rehab, cooked for her, helped her renovate her
            house, helped her with her writing, helped her emotionally. I was devoted to her. She naturally found it intolerable to be
            so dependent on me.”
         

         
         “I can understand that.”

         
         “So can I. To protect her pride, I let her believe, all those years, that I was visiting her with Bryan and our dog, that we were taking fun cross-country road trips to our winter getaway in Arizona. That was my fatal mistake. And of course it was hard for Bryan, living with my mother and dealing with my stress as her caretaker and helping me in a million ways with her. It was hard on our relationship and hard on us financially. The last time we showed up, right before Christmas, she treated us like unwelcome interlopers. We’d skipped our annual holidays with Bryan’s family and delayed a trip we wanted to take to rush out there because she’d broken her leg. I flew out alone to take care of her for the first month, my sister Simone came all the way from Berlin for the second, and back Bryan and I came for the third month of care the doctors told us she needed. But when we first arrived, after crossing the country to get there as fast as we could, she glowered at me, like, What the fuck are you doing here? Mind you, not only was she recovering from a broken leg, she had just been told she needed another hip replacement. She could barely stand up and couldn’t walk. We couldn’t abandon her. During the month her doctors had said she needed someone there to help her, she seethed with visible resentment. At the end she finally exploded and told me point blank to get out of her house, whereupon I exploded back at her.” 

         
         “What did you say?”

         
         “I told her the truth—that Bryan and I were there, had always been there, because she needed us, the end.”

         
         Ellis leans forward avidly. “How did she react to this?”

         
         “Oh, she was so upset, so heartsick at hearing this devastating news, she couldn’t even say goodbye to us. We just drove away. I’ll probably never
            see her again.”
         

         
         “And just like that, you’re free.”

         
         “I am free. I was shell-shocked with anger and grief for a couple of years afterward, but I’m okay now. My sisters can take
            over—it’s their turn. She’s rid of me forever, and I guess that’s the way it needs to be.” I say this with insistent bravado,
            trying to convince myself of this as much as him.
         

         
         Ellis gives me a wide-eyed stare, whether genuine or mocking or both, I can’t tell. “Yes,” is all he says.

         
         “Oh, and after that, she let it be known through my sister Simone that she was changing her will to leave her house to her
            friend instead of me. A house, by the way, that I loved and would have shared equally with my sisters. I was banished, then
            disinherited.”
         

         
         He rests an open palm against his cheek. “She didn’t.”

         
         “She did.”

         
         “You’re like Cordelia,” he says, twirling his martini glass on the bar for emphasis, “banished for telling the truth, behaving
            according to your bond and sticking up for yourself, instead of obediently stroking your aged parent’s ego with fawning platitudes.
            Please talk about all of this on the panel.”
         

         
         “How sharper than a serpent’s tooth it is to have a thankless parent? God, no. It’s too raw and personal. Maybe I’ll read
            about my sexual coming of age, that disastrous date I went on when I was fifteen.”
         

         
         “Yes please,” says Ellis. “And now let’s go to that party and drink some more. All this talk of dysfunctional mothers has
            made me thirsty.”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Don’t Let It Bring You Down:
A Compendium of Complicated Relationships

         
         A Memoir by Julia Heimdahl

         
         
         
            Excerpt 1: “They may not mean to, but they do”

            In June 1973, the summer I turned nine, I flew alone from Tempe, Arizona, to the Bay Area to visit my father. It was the first
               summer after my parents’ divorce. He had visitation rights for all three of us girls, but he only wanted me that summer, the
               oldest. This was a big deal for me. Despite everything, I adored and idolized my father.
            

            
            In July we took a road trip through the Southwest, me and my dad and his girlfriend, Karen, off on a great hippie camping
               adventure in a ramshackle VW bus. I was jacked up with the excitement of it all, but I also felt lonely and shy, permanently
               desperate for my father’s attention, which was impossible for me to get or keep for any length of time. At best, he was intermittently
               aware of and tolerant of my existence. At worst, he was either indifferent to or annoyed by me, or both.
            

            
            My father, Dwight Heimdahl, was a Marxist lawyer whose belief system elided the bourgeois construct of the primary family unit. His allegiance was to workers as a class, as well as the peace marchers and conscientious objectors and Black Panthers and draft dodgers he did pro bono work for, and for whom he was a hero. As a toddler, I rode on his shoulders in antiwar marches all over the Bay Area, looking down at the heads of the crowd like a small empress. Together, we examined seaweed and rocks on Stinson Beach. He told me he got people out of jail by stealing the keys while the guards were at lunch. According to my mother, Dwight was soft-spoken and laconically brilliant as a trial lawyer in court. To me, he was half scary, half charming, always distant and unattainable. He had a beautiful singing voice, a warm baritone. He was good-looking and athletic, smart and cool, a Norwegian Midwesterner with black hair and olive skin and piercing blue eyes who said dadlike things when he was riled up about something, “Now see here!” and “Dagnabbit!” and “Farm out!” A transplant from Minnesota, he wore hooded sweatshirts and canvas trousers and sneakers. Despite his laid-back demeanor, he was not a relaxed person; he always seemed watchful and coiled, defensive, as if his calm were just a cover for the darkness he couldn’t shake, that lived in him. He ignored women and gravitated to men. And he treated my little sisters and me with detached puzzlement, as if constantly wondering where the hell we came from and what we were doing in his house. 

            
            Apparently he and my mother were perfectly happy together until we three came along. Shortly after my youngest sister, Maya,
               was born, “another damn girl,” my father started an affair with Karen, a tough chick from Brooklyn who was involved in the
               antiwar movement, a fellow Marxist activist. Most importantly, she had no kids. Dwight liked women who gave him their undivided
               attention and who had jobs and careers and made their own money. He didn’t want to share his wife with small children. He
               hated having anyone depend on him for anything. He disliked neediness in general.
            

            
            One night on our camping road trip, I stood cringing in the darkness by the bus while Dwight sat by the campfire with Karen
               and some fellow travelers they’d met, drinking beer, smoking pot, laughing. No one had fed me, and I was too shy to ask for
               dinner. It was way past my bedtime, but I couldn’t sleep on an empty stomach. I started to cry, very quietly so as not to
               make trouble. I missed my mother, who never forgot to feed me and who enforced bedtimes with comforting strictness.
            

            
            At some point, my father got up from the log he was sitting on and wandered off into the darkness beyond the circle of firelight to take a piss. On his way back, he saw me standing there, shivering, tearful. 

            
            “What’s the matter?” he asked.

            
            “I’m hungry,” I whined, hating myself. My entire identity as a kid was predicated on being easy and trouble-free. “I haven’t had dinner.
               No one fed me, and it’s late.”
            

            
            “Hey now,” he said, sharply irritated. “You should have spoken up! What’s wrong with you?” He fished me a yogurt out of the
               Coleman ice chest, demonstrating as he did so how easily I could have done this for myself, and went back to the fire. Ashamed
               of feeling so forlorn, I ate the yogurt alone on my little bunk in the back of the bus and then tucked myself in.
            

            
            I guessed that he was annoyed at me because I pointed out his own inadequacy as a parent, and he didn’t want to confront it.
               I understood this because I inherited my father’s acute social paranoia. He was always ready to think the other person didn’t
               like him; he came home from parties convinced he’d said the wrong thing, overstepped, talked too much. I was born with exactly
               the same irrational fears. This internal mechanism must have instigated my father’s own eventual repudiation of his entire
               family. He must have found the feeling of being watched and found lacking so painful that it forced him to ditch two ex-wives,
               two sets of daughters, five in all, and two younger sisters. All of us female, of course.
            

            
            My paternal grandfather, Dwight Harald Heimdahl Sr., was a wealthy Minnesotan of Norwegian descent who made a lot of money
               after the Depression and voted Republican. My father’s mother, Evelyn Rieger Heimdahl, was a good Christian girl from an uptight,
               patriarchal family with some dark, unsavory skeletons in their closet. My father was born in 1926 and grew up in a large compound
               outside St. Paul, on the shores of beautiful Lake Burt, a rambling, brown-shingled manor with a tennis court, carriage house,
               and boathouse. In his late twenties, my father left the Midwest for California, leaving behind his first ex-wife and two infant
               daughters. He never looked back. Women were anathema to him. And then, in his own version of a Greek tragedy, he ran into
               my mother and had three more fucking daughters.
            

            
            A few years ago, on vacation in New Mexico, I found out that my estranged father was dead by googling his name one day on a hunch. There it was, a brief obituary on the website of a Northern California funeral home, dated two months earlier. Stunned by the sudden grief I felt for this man I’d barely known and hadn’t seen since I was in my mid-twenties, I went out and charged up a nearby mountain. On the way up, panting and tearful, I talked to Dwight out loud. I told him everything I wished I could have told him when he was alive: “You beat up my mother and never sent child support and ditched us, and you were a fucking fool, because all five of your daughters are amazing, and beautiful, and much better people than you ever were. You asshole. You loser.” I believed then and I believe now that he heard me, that his spirit or whatever was literally there to receive everything I had to tell him. I could feel him listening. He had nothing to say to me in return, which also felt completely true to his character. On the way back down the mountain, I felt a bit better. 

            
            Now that my father was well and truly dead, I emailed Nicole, his widowed third wife. She wrote back instantly, telling me
               that she’d yearned to know me and my sisters all these years, but she been strictly forbidden by Dwight to contact any of
               his family members—ex-wives, daughters, mother, or sisters—while he was alive. In many long, intense phone conversations over
               the next weeks and months, I asked her all the questions about my father I had stored up over a lifetime. And she answered
               every one.
            

            
            She told me my father was a man’s man, popular with his male friends. But he was cold and condescending to women, all women,
               including Nicole, who loved him anyway. Whenever a woman voiced an opinion, he dismissed it out of hand as beneath his consideration.
               But if a man came in the room and said the exact same thing, he was all ears: “Well now, that’s interesting.” He loved jazz,
               sang in the local Bach Society, played tennis, watched golf on TV, and was addicted to Marxist chat rooms. He was a cook;
               Nicole sent me all his recipes, written on Post-its in a tiny, crabbed scrawl, heavy on curries and muffins.
            

            
            My father’s parents had apparently had a contentious, alcohol-soaked marriage. Which is a nice way of saying that the senior Heimdahls were drunks who regularly beat each other up within earshot of their firstborn and only son, teaching little Dwight, my father, all about domestic violence and substance abuse as a means of dealing with stress. Although I wonder, What stress did they actually have? But of course rich families can be just as squalidly chaotic as poor ones. 

            
            Nicole, who had seen the divorce papers from his first marriage, told me that Dwight beat his first wife, Ellie, just as he
               beat his second wife, Leni, my mother. To her credit, Ellie divorced him instantly. He didn’t lay a hand on Nicole, although
               he tried; she put a stop to it right away, and they stayed together for thirty-five years, until he died.
            

            
            I also learned how Dwight felt about my own mother. Apparently, he was furious that Leni had stopped working and making money
               when she started having babies, which might have been the reason he beat her up whenever she asked him for help, and was certainly
               why he ran off with Karen.
            

            
            But we all haunted him. The first thing he said to Nicole on their first date was, “I abandoned my family.” He justified this
               by claiming that his five daughters had been raised by his two ex-wives to be “bourgeois princesses,” so he didn’t have to
               have anything to do with any of us for the rest of his life. But in the days before he died of congestive heart failure, Nicole
               told me, as he traveled in and out of the bardo, he described hallucinations in which all the women he’d abandoned were coming
               for him, backed by lawyers and judges and cops. And that was how he died: in mortal terror of women.
            

            
            

            In 1973, I didn’t know any of this. I still held out hope that I might win his heart, or at least his respect. I hadn’t learned
               the lessons of that summer yet, but I was about to.
            

            
            Throughout the trip in the tomato-red VW bus from national park to national park, I was intensely obnoxious and annoying just by virtue of being myself. I beat my father at card games and loudly crowed with victory. Like a show-off, I pestered him with all the things I knew and could do: run fast, read fast, memorize anything, spell “antidisestablishmentarianism” out loud fast. I told him all the jokes I knew. He liked songs with a lot of lyrics, so I quickly memorized his favorite songs and sang along with him as loudly as I could: “You take a leg from some old table, you take an arm from some old chair, you take a neck from some old bottle, and from a horse you take some hair, you take some hair.” I hopped around him on hikes, bombarding him with questions intended to reveal how smart and curious I was. What kind of rock was that? Why did the Pueblo people abandon these cliff dwellings? Did we need to worry about flash floods when it rained? I told him about the Hopi diorama I’d made that year in school. I told him about all the stories I’d written, because I planned to be a writer when I grew up. I showed him how physically strong and agile I was, doing cartwheels, lifting heavy rocks and carrying them as far as I could. I did verbal backflips, too, all day long, yakking, kibitzing, counting birds on a telephone wire and reading every single billboard and road sign out loud. God, I was annoying. I was a bright, eager, sensitive, attention-hungry kid who wanted her father’s love, and I couldn’t rest until I had it. And I would never have it. Any scrap of encouragement from him only made me even hungrier for more, always more. It was never enough. Any time he showed any weary interest, any time I got the slightest grudging hard-won nod from him, no matter how perfunctory, even if it was just to shut me up, I was goaded to perform more feats of derring-do. 

            
            I was a crackhead, a stray dog, chasing a hit off the pipe, the smallest scrap of gristle, doing whatever it took.

            
            Finally my behavior reached a fever pitch, and Karen took me on a walk into the desert to talk turkey. She was on my side here. She saw clearly what I was after, and just as clearly that the way I was going about trying to get it was worse than futile. It was making my father hate me. She explained a better tactic: Listen. Show respect. Be a pal. Stop badgering and yapping and being needy. I heard her loud and clear, but no matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t do it. The effort to suppress my braggadocio only made it explode more forcefully. And so my father, thoroughly sick of me and my nonstop chatter and loud singing and show-off bravado, sent me home early. 

            
            Oh God, the shame of being kicked out of the VW bus and sent back to my mother and sisters in ignominious doghouse defeat.
               I’d spent the summer like a feral wild child, my long straight hair a tangled rat’s nest, my shirt torn, my shorts stained,
               my sneakers dusty. Karen washed and braided my hair and put me in a clean dress and Mary Janes, making my father joke that
               if we got stopped by the cops, they’d think I’d been kidnapped from a good family, and then we drove hours to the nearest
               airport, somewhere in the middle of nowhere in Utah or Nevada. Dwight called Leni, my mother, after my plane had taken off
               to let her know he was shipping me back to Tempe, and that was that.
            

            
            When I landed in Sky Harbor, there she was, anxiously awaiting my return. I melted with relief into my mother’s hug: Here
               was the parent who loved me, the parent who gave me encouragement and attention. It had been hard on her, my father’s demand
               to take me for the whole summer, but according to their custody agreement, there was nothing she could say. She told me years
               later, when I was a teenager, that the only reason he’d demanded to have me come for the whole summer was to piss her off,
               as a power play. He hadn’t genuinely wanted to see me at all. And of course he’d only wanted one of us, so as the oldest and
               ostensibly the easiest, I was the sacrificial lamb. The fact that I had unwittingly punished my father for this manipulation
               by making him miserable every second he spent with me must have delighted my mother, although she didn’t admit it. I couldn’t
               have avenged her any better if I’d tried.
            

            
            In my absence, Leni had painted my bedroom red, as a welcome-home surprise. I’d been begging for a red room, and suddenly my walls had turned a vibrant shade of ruby-cherry. My little sisters wanted to know everything about my trip, as if I had just blown in from a magic carpet ride to exotic faraway lands, smelling of spice and camels. They must have been so envious of me, that our mysterious father seemingly wanted me and not them. We were all too little to understand the fucked-up power dynamics between our parents. We didn’t know yet that our father hated our mother and wanted to hurt her just for being female, vulnerable, flawed. For giving him daughters. And my father didn’t hate me in particular; I was no one special, just another goddamned female. 

            
            Now I know that during that terrible summer, there was absolutely nothing I could have done to win his love. No girl could
               have. He’d wanted sons. My entire existence was a disappointment to him, as his was to me. I knew, somewhere deep inside,
               that my father didn’t care about me. He was violent toward my mother when they were married. He wasn’t a good person: No man
               who regularly punches his wife could be. He was complicated and damaged and terrible.
            

            
            I burned with the humiliation of that failed summer for years afterward: No matter what the reasons were, I hadn’t managed
               to do what it would have taken to be allowed to return on schedule, at the end of August. Instead, I had been sent home on
               the plane ride of shame. But even if my whole trip to California had been just another way for Dwight to lash out at Leni,
               even if I had been used as a weapon in his need to hurt my mother, even though eventually he was gone, vanished from our life,
               I still craved his approval and love, at least in principle. I couldn’t help it. He was the only father I had. My insatiable
               need for this asshole’s love felt like a twisted noose in my psyche.
            

            
            

            One day, just over a year after that road-trip summer, Dwight appeared suddenly at our little Tempe house, wrenched the locked screen door open, and started beating the shit out of Leni. He was definitely jacked up on drugs, and she’d told him earlier on the phone, when he called to let her know he was in Arizona and on his way to pick up us kids, that he couldn’t just take us on the road with him, we had school, lessons, a routine. This “no” from his ex-wife had clearly enraged him beyond reason, and he was punishing her the only way he knew how. While my sisters punched our father in the butt with their tiny fists, I called the cops, reaching high overhead to get the receiver down from the wall phone, and stretched my arm up to dial 0. Our father was led away and put into a cop car that drove slowly off down our street. We all watched him go, out of our lives. 

            
            It was second nature to focus on my mother in the aftermath, to squelch my own shock and fear and all the other things I might
               have been feeling. Leni sat weeping at the kitchen table, cradling her bruised breasts. We three little girls surrounded her,
               patting her gently, saying soothing things to her. The memory of this is so vivid—my mother sitting slumped and sobbing and
               in pain, surrounded by her small, traumatized daughters who’d just witnessed, yet again, this awful primal scene between their
               parents. My little sisters were six and eight years old; I was ten. And our mother was, as always, both tragic victim and
               heroic survivor.
            

            
            In the end, our mother decided not to press charges against Dwight, because it went against her code of stoic silence in the
               face of male abuse, so he vanished, leaving her with no child support, a single mother of three, a grad student with nothing
               but a small stipend.
            

            
            We didn’t see our father again for many, many years, and only a few more times, very sporadically, at our own instigation,
               and he always made it clear that he wanted little to do with us and didn’t much care about us.
            

            
            His violent assault on our peaceable kingdom shook us, but as always, our mother taught us by example how to deal with bad
               shit: You got up the next morning and went on as usual. We put on plays, drew pictures, wrote stories, practiced our instruments,
               sang, ran around outside, played games, helped with chores, went to school. Our mother worked on her dissertation, played
               the Bach piano suites in the mornings, and in the evenings, when we were all home from our days, cooked us plain, wholesome
               dinners and read us stories before our strictly enforced bedtimes.
            

            
            But the residue of our father’s violence remained with us all like scummy sediment at the bottom of a placid pond. It was stirred up by more bubbling male violence that threatened to, but never actually did, erupt. Our fragile, sweet idyll in our little house together on Wildermuth Avenue was shattered by other men who came in and out of our lives after our father left. My mother was confronted one afternoon by a male neighbor who banged on our door with a bone to pick with her about something, I don’t know what. He pointed a pistol at her. She talked him down and sent him away. And she was stalked for months by a Vietnam War vet she worked with at the VA hospital who often called the house, sent her creepy, obsessive letters, followed her in his car, and one day rang our doorbell, which was terrifying. She managed to talk him down and send him away too; she was very good at staying calm in a crisis. 

            
            Meanwhile, her grad-school department head’s name, Dick Dahl, became a household swear word. He loudly maintained that woman
               had no place in his graduate department. My mother was one of only two or three women in the entire ASU sociology department
               at the time, and the only one on full scholarship with a stipend, which was all the money we had to live on. Dick Dahl threatened,
               one day, to take away her aid; she didn’t deserve it, she was too old, it should go to a younger man without dependents who
               would make the best use of it. He never actually did cancel her aid, but that threat hung over us all until the day she got
               her doctorate.
            

            
            Collectively, as a family culture, my mother and sisters and I didn’t have much respect for men in general, but we also competed
               for their approval and admiration, because so much in life seemed to depend on it. They ruled the world outside the walls
               of our house. So our collective impatience with men, bordering on scorn, was a defensive reaction, a coping mechanism. It
               wasn’t the flip side of misogyny. It was a pure adaptive reaction to it. Our mother called herself a feminist, but outwardly
               she had to live by men’s rules. From this I learned another bifurcation: There was my authentic self, and there was the self
               that dealt with men.
            

            
            

            From then on, I deliberately and systematically set about righting the wrongs of the summer of 1973 with calculated retrospective guile, just to prove to myself I could. I used Karen’s clearly laid-out battle plan to win over men like my father. Some of them were older, in positions of authority, and some of them were assholes-in-waiting my own age. Whenever I encountered one of them, I morphed into the Hemingway hard-boiled dream girl, the smart, funny female pal who listened, asked questions, sublimated her real opinions and thoughts into a winningly cool demeanor, who could hold her whiskey and smoke a cigar and go fishing and carry the drum kit and get the joke and flash her eyes with intelligent wit and repartee. 

            
            I saw all these men so clearly, even if they didn’t seem to see me at all. But instead of calling them out, confronting them
               directly, I taught myself to disarm them with a facade of easygoing tolerance. I pretended I was a secret agent gathering
               intel. I charmed them into letting their guards down around me. Behind that mask, my eye was gimlet. But they never caught
               on. They always took me at face value. If they had any understanding of women whatsoever, any glimmering of who I was, the
               charade would have been over in a second. But they weren’t looking. It was too easy. They never appeared to question my nonjudgmental
               sangfroid, my cool amusement, my goading them to tell me more, don’t hold back, laughing with complicit companionship, then
               going back to my own side, other women, and betraying every observation with scornful laughter: “Can you believe he said that?
               Oh my God. What a douchebag.” I was a spy in the house of misogyny, playing a high-stakes poker game in which my only strategy
               was to bluff boldly with a weak hand.
            

            
            And to my temporary advantage and long-term detriment, it worked. I say detriment because of course at some point these men revealed their fundamental misunderstanding of my fellowship. They either tried to fuck me or put me in what they thought of as “my place,” or both. Well, of course they did. I didn’t exist as a person for them. These were misogynists I was dealing with here. What exactly did I expect? And stupidly, I didn’t learn. Every time it happened, I was freshly outraged. What gave them the right? I hadn’t been flirting, I had been beating them at their own game. This wasn’t fair. Naive as it sounds, I believed they’d broken a deal, albeit one they hadn’t made, my own one-sided quixotic belief that I mattered as much as they did. 

            
            This willfully delusional, repetitively dogged behavior of mine, doing the same thing over and over while expecting a different
               result, was of course the joking definition of insanity. I thought taking it silently on the chin, acting as if it didn’t
               hurt, pretending I needed nothing, was the way to win. I played a game whose rules I’d invented based on my father’s rejection
               of me, rules I adhered to out of a misguided determination to prove to them and to myself that whatever they handed out, I
               could take it, even if it hurt me. I thought this meant I was winning.
            

            
         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Two

         
         Ellis and I walk the three blocks over to campus, where the festival cocktail party is in full swing. The old Student Union
            is brightly lit and filled with shouting, drink-swilling writers set loose from their daily lives in a northwestern city.
            For me, it’s like stepping back in time. The smell of the Student Union is exactly the same, decades later: damp old wood
            overlain with stale beer and patchouli. I have a vivid sense-memory of a pair of brainy kids playing chess, others up in the
            hayloft-like balcony, arguing some obscure philosophical tenet, a few others sprawled on slouchy couches strumming guitars
            in a stoned trance, someone doing tai chi, a tripping hippie in an Indian skirt dancing in motes of rare sunlight from the
            huge lead-paned windows.
         

         
         Oh, the eighties. Oh, youth.

         
         My four years at Baldwin have always felt distant and remote to me, finished, over, ever since graduation. In all these ensuing
            years, I’ve hardly thought about my time here. Even in my memoir, I felt myself dredging up college memories with an effort,
            rotely recalling my student self without the urgency of unfinished business. But being back here now, forced to engage with
            the place again, gives me the nagging feeling that I’ve overlooked something about my time here, something important and formative.
         

         
         Here at Baldwin, I read books, wrote papers, did drugs, had sex, and expanded my intellect, and then I graduated, hung around
            for a year working as a cocktail waitress, took the GREs and applied to the Workshop, got in, and split for graduate school
            in the Midwest. And now I have no lingering unresolved feelings about this place, just a dim recollection of loving it here.
            I was mean to some of the men I slept with, and generally aware of not being radically feminist or politically active or aggressively
            intellectual enough for most of my cohort, and also behaved badly toward a couple of my female friends, but none of it made
            me feel at all sheepish or guilty, any more than my experiences in kindergarten had. My time here doesn’t feel real somehow,
            more like practice for real life, a playground to explore and experiment and learn in. I coopted my mother’s protective armor
            in my twenties, namely arrogance, vanity, and a sense of superiority, but I outgrew that attitude fast enough in later years
            when life smacked me down hard.
         

         
         Bemused by memories, I lose Ellis in the crowd and go over to the open bar. I almost ask for sparkling water, then ask for
            a glass of wine instead, what the hell. It’s nice to be drinking tonight in this faraway city. During the twenty years I lived
            in New York, I drank just about every night, hard, deliberately. And I’ve always given myself over to boozy decadence at writers’
            festivals, just to get through the intensity of so much shoulder-rubbing with other writers. But lately, drinking this much
            has become the exception for me, not the rule. In the eight years since I left my first husband and met Bryan and moved to
            New England with him and bought our house, all my reasons for getting regularly, deliberately drunk—loneliness, anxiety, need
            for oblivion, unexamined trauma—became moot. I’m much more tempered now, in control of things, for the most part.
         

         
         Or so I like to tell myself, I think with an internal eye-roll as I take a luxurious gulp of my fresh glass of wine. The truth
            is that I’m definitely some species of alcoholic, but at least I’m not a drunk anymore. And some day, when I’m ready, I’ll
            quit forever.
         

         
         “Julia,” I hear someone say at my elbow.

         
         I turn, and there’s Alexandra Shapiro, looking exactly the same, glowing and sultry and secretly amused by everything on earth, huge dark eyes fringed with Bambi lashes, tall, slender body encased in a form-fitting gold minidress. How does she still look so young and beautiful? It’s not fair. 

         
         “Oh my God, Lexi!” I blurt out. “How are you? Are you at the festival? I didn’t know you were a writer!”

         
         “I’m not, I teach drama here at Baldwin. Faculty are always invited to the book festival parties. I go by Alex now, by the
            way.”
         

         
         “Alex, sorry,” I say. “I’m so glad to see a friendly face. This is my first time at Uncovered. And my first time back at Baldwin
            in thirty years. I have never been to a single reunion.”
         

         
         “Why not?”

         
         I dart a look around and decide to be honest. “Our fellow alums, mostly men, treat me like I’m much dumber than they are.
            I prefer to see them from afar, like in the alumni magazine.” I hastily add, “I don’t mean you.”
         

         
         “It’s okay.” Alex is smiling. One of her canine teeth catches on her lip so it looks like a half-snarl. “They treat me the
            same way. I don’t go to reunions, either.”
         

         
         “Have the students changed a lot from when we were here? What’s it like to teach here?”

         
         Alex quirks her mouth. “I need some booze before I answer that.”

         
         The line at the bar is pressing on us. Alex collects a glass of white wine, and we thread through the crowd together until
            we hit a patch of floor big enough to stand face-to-face and talk.
         

         
         “Your memoir,” says Alex. She looks significantly into her wineglass.

         
         My nerves flash as if zapped with a cow prod.

         
         Alex looks at me. “I just thought I’d get the awkwardness out of the way, rip the Band-Aid off.”

         
         “Thanks.” I’m a little breathless suddenly. It’s hot in here. “I’ll just confess, then. It’s all true, what I wrote about
            you. Ack! I can’t believe we’re talking about this.”
         

         
         “Don’t be embarrassed! I’m flattered.”

         
         But we’re both embarrassed. We stand a little awkwardly amid the crowd. The large barnlike hall echoes with loud, boozy voices, the heat of many pressed-together bodies rising up into the pitched ceiling with its weathered beams. 

         
         “We were so young then,” says Alex with a warm, foxy smile. “What did we know in our early twenties?”

         
         “Nothing,” I say, trying to let it go. But her discomfort makes me mute.

         
         “Your book made me want to ask something, and now I can. Did you and your mother work it out?”

         
         “Well, of course, that’s just my own side of the story,” I say carefully.

         
         Alex is watching me closely, as if she has some personal stake in this. “It must be painful.”

         
         “It is. She’d rather protect her pride than have me in her life.”

         
         “Sounds like me and my ex-wife.” Alex looks sad but resigned. “I had to let her go, too.”

         
         “My first husband, too,” I say.

         
         “Seems to be a theme.” Alex smiles. “You know, I’ve read a couple of your novels, and I really liked them. I always had a
            feeling you’d do well, back in college.”
         

         
         “You did?” I feel myself relaxing with this conversation and the wine, punchy and loose, expansive. “It’s nice to know at
            least one person here didn’t think I was dumb.”
         

         
         “Come on, who actually thought that?”

         
         “Okay, for example, I gave a reading last month in Albuquerque on my tour, and what’s-his-face, Steve Campari, came up to
            me afterward and said, ‘What I don’t understand is, how did you get so successful?’ Like he couldn’t fathom it. Baldwin had
            an incredibly rigorous English department, but everyone acted like reading novels and poetry was for airheads. Like we were
            cheating, getting easy A’s while they did real academic work.”
         

         
         “Maybe he meant it as a compliment?”

         
         I stare at her. “You cannot parse that into anything positive. I think he said it because I once showed him some bad poetry I’d written, back in junior year when I was taking Modern Poetry and trying to imitate T. S. Eliot, of all people. I mean, I’m not a poet, to put it mildly. But to question my entire career decades later to my face because of that? To come up to me after a reading and say it? That takes some rocks.”
         

         
         “Maybe he’s jealous. What the hell has he done with his life?”
         

         
         “He’s a research physicist at Los Alamos. A big deal, I gather.”

         
         “Whatever, dude.” Alex shakes her head. “And by the way, they treated me like an airhead too, you know. I was an actress!
            At least you were literary, that has a modicum of cachet.”
         

         
         “Which brings me to my original question. What about these days? Is it any better?”

         
         “Now?” Alex looks frankly horrified. “It’s awful. Worse than back then, if you can imagine. I do love the kids, and the drama
            nerds are my tribe, but in general, it’s a hothouse echo chamber of half-baked ideology where everyone walks a tightrope,
            afraid of saying one even slightly complex or true thing lest they get pilloried or canceled for it. These kids don’t fucking
            know anything, but they’ve been given so much power. They’re tyrannical ignoramuses.” She sweeps an elegant, slender hand
            over her bare breastbone. “Oh God. Do I sound like a backward grown-up? Well, that’s what I am.”
         

         
         “You know, it’s amazing. I always thought the kids couldn’t do anything to piss our generation off.” I swallow the last gulp
            of my wine. “We were the original fuck-you antisocial subversives. What could they possibly come up with to push our buttons?
            I always thought our buttons were unpushable. We were all about free speech, sexual fluidity, genderqueerness, all-inclusive
            individualism. But they found a way! Guess what turns out to push our buttons? Authoritarian groupthink. Policing language.
            Superbinary gender didacticism where you have to name your identity and preferences in draconian, byzantine language instead of just fucking being who you are in all your multitudes and letting yourself experiment and try on different roles and clothes and lovers, like
            we did.”
         

         
         “It’s true,” says Alex. “But what do we do about it except mutter like crackpots in corners, like we’re doing right now? Do you have kids?” 

         
         “No.”

         
         “Me neither. Except my students, most of whom I adore. But the drama majors are some of the most vocally intense about all
            of this. After I teach, I go home and rant at the walls.”
         

         
         I laugh. “I’m really glad to see you, Alex. I was nervous to come back here. Baldies and Baldwin . . . along with promoting
            a damn memoir, for God’s sake, it’s all a bit much. A lot of buried personal history, some of it painful and dark.”
         

         
         “I need another glass of wine, how about you?”

         
         “There is not enough wine in the world right now.”

         
         On the way back to the bar, I feel a hand on my shoulder and whirl around to see the gently sweating face of Ellis Blackwell.
            His glasses are a little fogged. “Julia,” he says, “I thought I’d lost you.”
         

         
         “Ellis Blackwell,” I say, “this is my old college friend, Alex Shapiro.”

         
         “Not the Ellis Blackwell? I loved your Dylan Thomas biography.”
         

         
         “Oh, that old thing?” He preens. “Now, who are you, Alex? Where did you and Julia go to college?”

         
         “Right here at Baldwin,” says Alex. She’s turned slightly away from Ellis, toward me, as if she wishes he’d go away. “And
            I teach drama here now.”
         

         
         He moves a little closer to her, forcing her to face him. “Are you an actress? You look like a movie star.”

         
         Her face is blank. She sees exactly what he’s doing, entering her personal space, demanding her attention. “I was a stage
            actress for years. I did a lot of Shakespeare—the Ashland festival, Central Park a couple of times. I played Kate and Ariel
            and Cordelia and Portia and Rosalind, even Cleopatra once. But my real love is teaching, believe it or not.”
         

         
         “I must say that’s a rarity. Are you sure?”

         
         Leaving them to sort out their low-level competitive animosity, I slip away and turn to the bar, deposit our wineglasses, and collect two fresh cold white wines. I hand one to Alex, who’s saying, “It’s true, it really is, in fact most of the time it’s thrilling. I just directed some exceptional young actors in The House of Bernarda Alba.”
         

         
         Ellis arches an eyebrow. “Ah yes, Lorca’s ‘drama of women in the villages of Spain.’ How did your young thespians acquit themselves?”

         
         Alex shoots him a quizzical stare. “They were fantastic. I felt lucky to work with them.”

         
         “Ellis darling, come over and meet some of my friends,” says a zaftig redheaded woman in a maroon beret. She ignores Alex
            and me as she pulls Ellis forcibly by the elbow from our midst.
         

         
         “What the fuck?” Alex asks in the wake of his departure.

         
         “Maybe she’s a writer?” I offer.

         
         “Not her, him. Ellis Blackwell. What is his deal? Is he deranged? Flamboyant? Fucking with us?”

         
         “He’s Southern,” I say.

         
         “Are you two best friends or something?”

         
         “Not at all, I just met him. I’m on a panel with him tomorrow, and I had to read his memoir to prepare. It’s about our wildly
            dysfunctional families. Although his makes mine look like the Waltons. He might act like that because he’s so angry he’s radioactive.”
         

         
         “Is he gay?”

         
         We’re standing next to each other now, looking out over the crowd together. Her shoulder brushes mine, warmly. “Who knows?
            I know he has a much younger wife, and they have one daughter, a teenager. He dotes on her, or so I gathered in the hotel
            bar earlier when he showed me three photos of the two of them entwined in various settings. He calls her ‘Junebug.’ ”
         

         
         “Gross.”

         
         I laugh.

         
         “Hey, are you married?” Alex drops the question so deftly, it feels casual, but I sense her leaning in to hear the answer.
         

         
         “Separated for nine years. For the past eight, I’ve been with a boyfriend who’s twenty years younger than me, Bryan O’Donnell. He’s the happy ending of my memoir, as you probably remember.” 

         
         “You’re still with him? I read that ending and thought to myself, she’ll get bored with him the instant the memoir comes out.
            Or he’ll want kids.”
         

         
         “Nope. We moved to Providence together a few years ago, bought an old house,” I say. “I know, I can hardly believe it either.
            And what about you?”
         

         
         “My wife left me five years ago, but it was a relief, frankly. We were not happy together. I’m currently having a casual fling
            with a male colleague, an anthro prof. Condescending, although he tries hard not to be. Men our age are not aging well. Most
            of them are hard-edged and miserable. And even mean.”
         

         
         “And insecure,” I say. “When Bryan and I got together, all my same-age male friends acted offended and antagonistic, like
            I’d personally de-balled them.”
         

         
         “Of course,” says Alex. “When Jennifer and I were married, our male friends who knew we’d both slept with men in the past
            acted like we got together just to titillate them. A couple of them propositioned the two of us at parties. Like we were incomplete
            without a dick.”
         

         
         I catch a glimpse of someone across the room. “Oh my God,” I mutter, clutching my wineglass to my sternum. “Of course she’s
            here.”
         

         
         “Who?” asks Alex, instantly agog for gossip, peering into the crowd.

         
         “Tina Wexler. My former friend. The one who looks like a well-preserved eighty-year-old even though she’s in her late forties.”

         
         “I’ve heard of her.”

         
         “That’s because she’s semi-famous. You know how Pope said, ‘A little knowledge is a dangerous thing’? I think a little taste
            of fame is far more dangerous.”
         

         
         “Like a little taste of heroin?” says Alex with a sidelong, gleaming grin at me.

         
         I’m keenly aware of the electric currents of warmth shimmering between us, a strong echo of that possibility I felt all those years ago, that night in college. Nothing ever happened between us, because I was too shy to make a move, and Alex seemed like the kind of woman who waited to be approached: cool, detached. But something in her grin is wolfish. Of course, she’s fully come out; she even married a woman. That girl is grown up now. She leans in to me and says, “Hey, why don’t you come over for dinner tomorrow night after your panel? I’m a passable cook. It would be nice to catch up for real, not shouting in a crowd like this.” 

         
         “I wish I could,” I say with genuine regret that I hope masks the pang of terror I feel at this invitation. I’m in a committed
            relationship, but that doesn’t feel like the deterrent it should. “But I’ve promised to go to a dinner party at my old mentor’s.
            He’s the writer in residence here this year.”
         

         
         “Salvatore Falcone? I know him. Are you close to him?”

         
         “I haven’t seen Sally in years. To tell you the truth, we had a kind of weird thing happen between us, not a rift, but a strange
            misunderstanding that really offended me. So I’ve kept my distance.”
         

         
         “He’s a dick to his female students, that’s his reputation.”

         
         “He’s old-school. From Bensonhurst. He grew up Catholic, went to all-boys schools, and he’s awkward with women.”

         
         Alex tilts her head, looks at me frankly. “First Ellis the possibly incesty molester, and now Sally the condescending authoritarian.
            You excused their behavior just now, both of them.”
         

         
         “I did?” I squint at Alex. “Really?”

         
         “Listen, I have to get home to my dogs, but seriously, if you change your mind about dinner, I’ll be at your panel tomorrow,
            so just let me know and I’ll put on the dog for you. Not the literal dog. I’ll make something good.”
         

         
         Before I can respond, Alex is kissing me on both cheeks in a cloud of very subtle scent that smells exactly like green apple
            Jolly Ranchers, and then she’s off, sliding through the crowd, which parts to let her through as if she has magic powers.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Don’t Let It Bring You Down:
A Compendium of Complicated Relationships

            A Memoir by Julia Heimdahl

         
         
         
         
            Excerpt 2: “Now folds the lily all her sweetness up”

            One night during the spring of my senior year of college, a bunch of us were on MDMA, a group of Baldies on a Friday night
               in someone’s off-campus house.
            

            
            Doing drugs was the collective Baldwin weekend pastime. People planned trips as if they were slumber parties, inviting people,
               agreeing on activities and snacks, making sure they had their favorite toys, cassette mixtapes, glittery accoutrements, fuzzy
               pillows. We were kids exploring our brains, the same brains we spent the rest of the week whetting on the intellectual traditions
               of Western civilization. On speed, we hopped up and down like pogo sticks to the Talking Heads. On mushrooms, we wandered
               around the rhododendron gardens gawping at blossoms in the gentle rain. On acid, we lost ourselves in visual philosophy. On
               cocaine, we talked so hard our jaws ached, eyes glittering, intellects on display. On ecstasy, we lay in puddles of tender,
               melted flesh, gazing into one another’s eyes and professing deep and abiding truths.
            

            
            Tonight the drugs were clean and strong, reportedly locally made; my peaking, sky-high serotonin levels made my body hum with euphoria and zingy energy I wished would last forever. The room was candlelit, dark, womblike, warm. Sitting on a couch with a couple of friends, all of us beaming at each other but not touching, I looked over at my friend Lexi. She was dancing alone, sinuous and slender and self-contained. I knew Lexi had slept with some women, including my best friend Danielle. Why not me, too? And just like that, I was smitten, out of nowhere. Burning to touch her, I got up and danced near her, not exactly with her, trying to figure out how to signal that I wanted to make out with her without being awkward or clumsy about it. I had no clue how to seduce a woman, because I’d never tried before, but my attraction to Lexi felt urgent and amazing and thrilling. I wanted to nibble on her pouty lower lip and cop a feel of her perfect small breasts and look into her long-lashed melting brown eyes and hold her against me, hard. I wanted, in fact, to fuck her, whatever that might turn out to mean. I felt big and strong and male next to her smaller, more feminine body. Her rib cage was delicate, as if made of wicker and bird bones. Her slim hips and cute butt were a little smaller than my own, her shoulders narrower. She was so pretty, such a girl, I didn’t sense anything masculine in her, none of my own dual nature. Sleeping with her would be a completely new experience for me. I wanted to take off all our clothes and get in bed together, craved her silky skin against mine, her taut waist in my hands, our young firm naked breasts pressed together. I wanted to be a boy with her in my female body. 

            
            Lexi gave me a mysterious little smile and slid along the floor in her socks, moving her hands like a geisha, doing that 1980s
               dance thing, chest forward, bouncy, elfin. Roxy Music’s “Oh Yeah” was playing, then Talking Heads’ “Heaven.” The perfect slow
               dances. Almost laughing with desire, I moved away, but a while later we were all lying together in a heap on the floor, and
               I made my big move. I put my hand on Lexi’s waist and looked into her eyes and slid as close to her as I dared. I might have
               told her she was beautiful, something dumb like that, but I needed to get the message across, and I was pretty sure I’d signaled
               my interest clearly.
            

            
            But it turned out rapidly that her interest had already been claimed by someone else, someone who happened to be a guy, our friend Seth. I later realized that Lexi and Seth had been hanging out and flirting for a while. Of course he had also been moving in on her all night, intently and expertly, while I’d been solipsistically contemplating my own newfound feelings. They ended up sleeping together for the first time that night and stayed together for a long time. So Lexi hadn’t exactly rejected me, but it felt to me as if she had. 

            
            I nursed a real crush on her for the rest of college, but I never got up the nerve again to do anything about it, and anyway,
               she and I were busy with various men. It was a relief, sort of. Desiring a woman felt scary to me, because women were scary
               to me, as scary as men were, sometimes even scarier, but in a totally different way.
            

            
            My nascent queerness went right back underground until I was twenty-seven, during my first year in New York. One night I met
               a ridiculously beautiful nineteen-year-old Russian photographer at a party in Chelsea. It sounds like a made-up fantasy, and
               in retrospect, I can’t believe it happened, but it did. Svetlana and I were both there with our then boyfriends, but as soon
               as we locked eyes, we ditched our boyfriends for the rest of the night, or rather, allowed them both to fade indignantly into
               the background and wandered off together, staring at each other with drunken bedazzlement. “You know,” she said as our lips
               touched, “I love beauty.”
            

            
            “So do I.” I breathed in her creamy skin, elegant Slavic face, dark-blue eyes, lithe body that was almost the twin of my own. We stood in the middle of an empty room, unable to stop kissing, open mouth on open mouth, gentle tongues, unable to tear ourselves away from each other, not lying down, not trying to take each other’s clothes off, just spellbound by this weird, powerful attraction that had come out of nowhere and taken us over like an enchantment. Dimly, in the back of my mind, I was aware that my boyfriend had gone home, and I didn’t care, he didn’t exist for me in that moment. Svetlana’s boyfriend couldn’t leave—the party was at his house—but he had vanished into the back of the apartment. Around us, everyone hummed with curiosity, scandalized and baffled: What were we doing, exactly? 

            
            Hours later, very late, as I was leaving, Svetlana put her hands on my shoulders and looked into my face, her eyes narrowed
               and intent, all the potential lust we hadn’t acted on yet concentrated in her expression. “Call me, Julia,” she said. “I want
               to see you again. Promise me you will.”
            

            
            I walked home through the empty early-morning East Village streets, dazed with half-drunk wonderment. I climbed the stairs
               to our second-floor walk-up, where I couldn’t get in because my boyfriend had put the chain on our door to punish me. I pounded
               on it until he let me in. “I don’t know what happened,” I said.
            

            
            “Fuck you,” he said back.

            
            We woke up the next day with the usual weekend hangovers, had our usual weird brand of sex, meaning that he couldn’t have
               foreplay or kiss me or look me in the eye and had to fuck me from behind as if I were a boy, because he might have been secretly
               gay, or terrified of eye contact or any kind of intimacy, or both; he was definitely fucked up, but so was I, and I preferred
               impersonal sex in those days because it felt safe to me, so whatever, we were perfect for each other. After this ritual was
               over, we went to the Yaffa Café for brunch, where we had omelets and Bloody Marys and coffee and read the Sunday Times. And that was that. I reentered the oddly cozy routines of this deeply flawed, chilly long-term live-in heterosexual relationship
               that had a prior claim on me, and I never called Svetlana or sought her out. I never saw her again.
            

            
            A year later, I was on a temp job on Wall Street when the job was abruptly canceled due to a bomb scare in lower Manhattan. Because the subways weren’t running, I walked uptown with a woman I’d been working with. Jenny was a cute, tough little baby dyke with short, asymmetrical blond hair shaved up the back of her neck. She wore a tailored light-blue short-sleeved shirt, fitted gray pants, and combat boots. It was summer, and hot. By the time we got to the East Village, my crappy thrift-store version of a corporate outfit was drenched in sweat, so I invited her up to my apartment so I could change into cooler clothes on our way to get a drink. In my tiny studio, I changed in front of her into a cropped baby tee and miniskirt, an outfit I hoped was sexy to her. As I changed, I found myself further hoping very much that she’d make a move on me. 

            
            “I’m bisexual,” I told her hopefully. She was a poet; I was a writer, and we’d been talking about our aspirations. We were
               both twenty-eight, and neither of us had achieved much yet beyond our MFAs. “I want to write an essay about it for Mademoiselle.”
            

            
            “Oh, great, more feminism lite for the corporate media,” she said. “Bisexuality is bullshit. We lesbians are out there fighting
               for visibility and rights, and you straight girls think you can just crash our party. You have to pick a team. You can’t just
               dabble.”
            

            
            From this, I correctly assumed she wasn’t going to jump my bones. We clattered down the staircase to the street and walked
               fast to the bar and had a quick stilted drink, our former camaraderie shattered.
            

            
            I finally had actual, naked sex with a woman a couple of years later, but there was a man involved in the mix, so it was a crowd. My friend Natalie was the assistant to the publicity director at MCI, where I had a long-term temp job as the assistant to the human resources director. Our desks were right next to each other, and we became instant flirty friends. Natalie was, I was beginning to realize, my physical type: tall and athletic and tomboyish with silky skin and hair, a natural beauty with a frank, gap-toothed grin. She was sparky and smart and sexually bold and up for anything. At a rooftop party in Chelsea once, tripping on ecstasy, she and I climbed into a hot tub naked. She started fucking the party’s host, Tony, whom she’d just met minutes before, right next to me. The waves of the rhythm of their hips lapped at my chin. I sat there in drugged stupefaction, looking up at the sky. I was as high as they were. I felt as if they were including me in their sex by ignoring me, and this half shocked and half delighted me. After they had a loud, simultaneous orgasm, which made me laugh out loud, he climbed out, dripping, his dick softening, got dressed, and went back to his party. Natalie turned to me with her big, goofy smile, and we resumed our conversation as if nothing had happened. 

            
            She and I had plans one night to go out for a drink to an East Village dive bar, with a tacit understanding that we’d pick
               someone up together. At my neighborhood local on Second and A, once we were properly liquored up, again without having to
               talk about it, we picked up a hot Eastern European dude named Jirka and went with our newfound fuckboy back to his artist’s
               loft on Elizabeth Street. Drunk, loose, laughing, Natalie and I took our clothes off and lay on Jirka’s rug, kissing and entwining
               our legs while he watched and took off his own clothes. That was the fun part, making out with her. But when the three of
               us started fucking, I sobered up fast, detached from the whole thing, almost as if I were the camera filming them. I was part
               of it, and yet I wasn’t part of it. Natalie threw herself into sex with the two of us with the same lusty panache she’d had
               with Tony in the hot tub, and Jirka looked like a dog offered all the treats he’d ever dreamed of. We used no protection,
               even back then in the age of AIDS and rampant STDs. Maybe Natalie was on the pill; I didn’t ask her. I wasn’t. We were stupid
               back then, all of us. She and I took turns fucking Jirka and each other, but as I became more and more removed, they focused
               on their own bodies together. Eventually, I got dressed and left them to it and went home.
            

            
            Afterward, Natalie was a little chilly with me. It later came out that she thought I’d been “selfish in bed.” I took that
               to mean that she was disappointed in my detachment from her, my gradual nonparticipation and silent departure. I found the
               whole thing confusing. Why hadn’t she and I just slept together straight up, without needing a man in the mix? Why hadn’t
               we gone back to her apartment and let ourselves explore whatever our attraction might have led to, just the two of us? Maybe
               Natalie craved sensation, and I craved connection, but maybe I was wrong about this. Maybe she was right, and I was sexually
               selfish. Maybe Jenny the cute baby dyke fellow temp had been right, and I was just another bi-curious straight girl crashing
               the lesbian party. All I knew was that my attraction to women felt like a thing that existed outside of my “real” life. I
               wasn’t sure where to put it.
            

            
         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Three

         
         All through the rest of the cocktail party, as I get swept into the circle of people standing around Ellis Blackwell, and
            as Ellis and I walk back to the hotel together, he drunkenly clutching my arm, and ride the elevator up to our floor, I think
            about canceling the dinner with Sally Falcone and taking Alex up on her offer. I’m so distracted by simultaneous temptation
            and fear that I hardly hear Ellis say to me in the elevator, “You’re not nearly drunk enough for my liking, Julia.”
         

         
         The doors slide open to reveal the brightly lit, hideously carpeted empty hallway. “I’m this way,” I say, turning right.

         
         “And I’m off to the hinterlands,” says Ellis, but he puts out a hand and lays it on my forearm. He sways a little, his eyes
            half focused on my mouth. “Sweet dreams, my dear.”
         

         
         I lie in my hotel bed, the starchy sheets crackling in my ears, the unseasonal air-conditioning blowing on my cheek, too keyed
            up to sleep. I can’t get Alex Shapiro out of my mind. I fumble for my phone and text Bryan. “Are you awake? I just got back
            to my hotel room. I can’t sleep.” I add a flame emoji.
         

         
         My phone lights up: He’s calling me. I hold it to my ear. “Hey, sweet thing.”

         
         “How was the party? How was your flight?”

         
         One thing I love about Bryan is that he asks me questions about my day, my thoughts, my work, my opinions. No man my own age
            has ever done that, not regularly at least. Bryan seems genuinely interested in me.
         

         
         “My old frenemy Tina Wexler was at the party, she’s here this weekend. And I ran into the girl I had a huge unrequited crush
            on when I was at Baldwin. And I met my fellow panelist, the biographer of problematic male poets. I feel kind of wrung out
            with the intensity of it all.”
         

         
         “Oh baby,” says Bryan with his sweet chuckle. “Now you can go to sleep.”

         
         “It’s nice to have your voice in my ear. How was your night?”

         
         “I had dinner with my parents tonight, remember? They’re in town visiting their old college friend Susie, who teaches at Brown.”
            Everyone in Bryan’s family went to Harvard, on both sides, except for him. He went to Juilliard and is a classical clarinetist
            who leads a swing and klezmer band as well as a woodwind chamber ensemble; he makes his living giving music lessons to aspiring
            clarinetists of all ages. I love his pedigree, I can’t help it; I’m a girl from Arizona who grew up poor and went to an elite
            liberal arts college in the Pacific Northwest thanks to grants, loans, and the work-study program. My mother wanted to be
            a concert pianist until she had a nervous breakdown; she had a full scholarship to Juilliard, herself, where she lasted three
            years before she quit to move out to California. So I was steeped, growing up, in her interrupted ambition, the residue of
            which made me a lifelong snob, overly impressed in spite of myself by high-minded cultural elitism.
         

         
         For their part, from the beginning, Bryan’s parents have viewed me with suspicion and skepticism: What am I doing with their
            so-much-younger second-born son? And also, what is their son doing with me, a two-decades-older not-yet-divorcee? They like
            me well enough, but they can’t fathom or comprehend the attraction. They’re only eleven years older than me. They’ve been
            together since they were freshmen at Harvard and are perfectly matched. It makes sense that they’re confused. But I intend
            to wear them down through sheer staying power and charm.
         

         
         “How are they?” I ask, and settle cozily into my long, fat hotel pillows as Bryan describes the meal at the restaurant, the comments his father made on the play they saw, his mother’s consternation at the state of Bryan’s falling-apart leather shoes. 

         
         “So tell me more about the festival,” he says. “Which excerpt are you going to read from tomorrow?”

         
         “I think a section about sex. I’m nervous about it, but I think it’s a good idea to bite the bullet and read it aloud.”

         
         “Which chapter about sex?” His voice sounds a little tense. “They’re all about sex.”

         
         “They are? I’m reading the one about that weird date in high school, having unrequited crushes, and being awkward with boys.”

         
         “So not the one about all your relationships in New York?”

         
         I say cautiously, “Not that one.”

         
         “Good,” he says.

         
         “Why good?”

         
         He’s silent for a moment. Then he blurts, “It’s hard for me that you wrote about your entire sexual history. Wouldn’t it be
            hard for you if I did that?”
         

         
         “I don’t know,” I say honestly. “Maybe? But what exactly is it about what I wrote that bothers you? Because there’s nothing
            in that book you didn’t already know.”
         

         
         “Two things,” he says. “One, it’s a little weird for me just because, I don’t know, it kind of sounds like you’re bragging
            sometimes.”
         

         
         I say hotly, “Bragging? But those relationships were all terrible!”
         

         
         “Yes, I know.” His voice is soft. “But the other thing is that we haven’t been having a lot of sex lately. Maybe I’m just
            feeling sensitive. And sometimes you sound in the book like you’re, I don’t know . . .”
         

         
         “Those relationships are hardly things to brag about,” I say. “And anyway, I’m not with any of those people anymore, you’ll
            notice. I’m with you, you’re the only person I want.”
         

         
         “I know. I’m feeling insecure, I guess.”

         
         Bryan is right, our sex life has tapered off over the past few months, and I don’t know how to fix it. He’s so gentle, so hesitant with me, so eager to connect and please me, I suppose I should be grateful. But I want something else, a whole different dynamic, and every time I try to explain it to him, he gets confused or defensive and I feel uneasy and guilty, but also frustrated. 

         
         And about my memoir, I feel defiant. “I just wrote the truth,” I say. “That’s it.”

         
         “I love you for that. I think you’re brave and amazing. I also feel like you’re still working something out with that book,
            and I’m not sure I’m part of it. I want to help you with whatever it is you’re working through, to be in it with you. But
            I haven’t felt like you’re letting me. One thing I wonder is if you’re fully resolved about your attraction to women. Seeing
            your female college crush tonight . . .”
         

         
         I say uneasily, “The happy ending of the book is you. I know it feels undigested. I was too close to it in time to give it
            perspective.”
         

         
         “I know that. And it’s beautifully written, don’t get me wrong, but told in such graphic detail, I’m not sure what to do with
            it all, why you felt the need to do that in the first place. What are you looking for? What are you trying to accomplish with
            it?”
         

         
         “I wish I could give you an articulate answer,” I say. I yawn, exhausted, knowing nothing is solved or even fully aired. I
            hope there will be time for this conversation when we see each other on Sunday night. Bryan is coming to town to play a gig,
            and we’re planning to stay together that night before I fly home and his band goes down to San Francisco to continue the tour.
            “But I have a big day tomorrow, and I need to sleep.”
         

         
         “Sweet dreams,” he says. “I can’t wait to see you.”

         
         “You too,” I say, feeling tender.

         
         He makes a kissing sound in my ear, and then he’s gone.

         
         I crave sleep, but against my will I lie awake, my brain fulminating. Menopausal insomnia is a whole new world for me. Of course I’ve had trouble sleeping all my life, starting when I was an anxious child in an uncertain time. But now my wakefulness feels like a multidimensional realm I slip into, as potent as dreaming. It brings reflections, memories, as if my brain is engaged in its transition to this new phase as diligently as my body is, and as mysteriously. 

         
         In the middle of the night I awake from a light, fitful sleep to find a message from my sister Simone. She lives in Berlin
            with her husband and their two teenage kids and only writes to me in the middle of my American night when I’m plausibly asleep.
            I understand that because of the time difference, this is when she’s awake, but I also suspect she doesn’t want me responding
            in real time and trapping her into an actual conversation. Simone has always been a ninja at maintaining family contact without
            getting sucked in.
         

         
         Simone and I safely never talk about anything too real or deep. We communicate telepathically, underneath our actual words.
            We love each other in that sibling way of ancient shared jokes and experience, things only the two of us know. And I know
            that we would defend each other to the death if it ever came to that. It’s only on the surface that things have always been
            fraught between us, for a million different reasons, all of which have to do with being sisters two years apart in age with
            a competitive mother who needs to be at the center of everything. And probably, to Simone, I’ll always be that brute of a
            twelve-year-old who punched her repeatedly the summer she was ten, that self-involved teenager who abandoned her to go east
            to school, the heedless twentysomething whose ego and ambition took up all the oxygen, an emotional kangaroo, a heedless bulldozer,
            and nothing I can say now can ever change any of that. But I often think that if we weren’t related, we’d be friends.
         

         
         Her message, like all her messages, is short and to the point: “Hello, sister, I wanted to let you know that Mom is having
            another surgery next month, a shoulder replacement, and Maya is flying to Arizona to look after her for three weeks. Mwah!”
         

         
         Talking about my mother with Ellis has reopened all these wounds, both fresh and old, but then again, those wounds have never closed properly anyway. I can’t help feeling a pang at the fact that my sister Maya is flying all the way up from Ecuador to take care of our mother. If she wanted me, I’d happily go. But she doesn’t. She’s banished me, and it feels final. I know that. 

         
         But what is this wistfulness about, exactly? My relationship with my mother has always been murky and painful and confusing.
            She was the kind of mother my friends always loved, fun and beautiful and brave and smart and full of laughter and appreciation
            for our talents and achievements. Her public persona was the Juilliard-trained pianist with a PhD in sociology, and later,
            after she retired, the aspiring writer. But better than anyone else, I knew the dark, private self she had shown me since
            birth, the black hole of unhealed damage. I knew how hard she had worked to construct this facade of achievement, humor, energy,
            beauty, health, and professionalism. Since childhood, I’d walked a shaky tightrope: I had to treat that facade as her authentic
            self while also being aware of the needs of the real self behind it, intuiting and meeting those needs without being too obvious
            about it. When I slipped, which I often did, and showed how hard I was working to maintain this balance, she got snippy and
            miffed at me, the wet blanket spoiling her fun.
         

         
         I’m hit by a visceral memory. It was the third of four winters when Bryan and I drove cross-country to Arizona to nurse Leni
            through one health crisis or a surgery after another. This winter, her house had been broken into while she lay in bed, and
            then she caught a brutal flu. Her friend had emailed me in a panic, telling me my mother wasn’t getting off her couch, she
            wasn’t eating. “Get out here, girl,” she said. So out we came at once. When we pulled into her driveway, we found my mother
            skeletal and shaky and shut down. Her friend hadn’t been kidding. She looked to me as if she had given up and begun to die.
         

         
         Alarmed, I set about enticing her back to life in every way I could think of, but especially, I fed her. She had been a vegan for the past few years for her high cholesterol, so I researched recipes rich in calories and nutrients. I made chickpea macaroni with cashew cheese, fried tofu with peanut sauce, olive oil orange cake, high-protein pancakes with flaxseed swapped for eggs with almond and quinoa flour. Everything also had to be gluten-free, for me, and I liked rising to this culinary challenge. 

         
         But then, one morning, as I was making oatmeal with blueberries at the stove, my mother came into the kitchen and made herself
            a piece of toast, too hungry to wait for cereal. I had reawakened her appetite. She’d told me herself that I was literally
            saving her life, which made me happy. As I was stirring the bubbling porridge, she thrust a piece of toast at my face. “You
            have to try this bread,” she said. “It’s so delicious.”
         

         
         I almost trustingly took a bite. She was my mother, feeding me. Then I looked at the bread. “Mom,” I said, “I have celiac
            disease.”
         

         
         She looked at me blankly, then laughed. “Oh,” she said, “I always forget. You know, the pediatrician told me you had a wheat
            allergy when you were little, but it was always too much trouble to feed you without it.”
         

         
         I stared at her, speechless. This was news to me. I had had other food allergies when I was little, peanuts and strawberries
            and chocolate, but those had gone away when my parents separated and my father moved out. So she’d known since I was little
            that I couldn’t eat wheat. She’d known! I could have avoided decades of severe eczema, crippling depression, brain fog, all
            the other awful symptoms that had disappeared forever once I’d figured it out with a naturopath’s elimination diet and quit
            eating gluten, but not until I was forty. “Why did you just offer me a bite of toast, though?” I finally asked her. “You know
            I can’t eat it.”
         

         
         “Oh, I know it’s bad, but I’m no good at remembering these things. Simone got mad at me once just like this years ago when
            I offered her a bite of meat. I forgot she was a vegetarian!” She laughed again, a girlish, naughty laugh.
         

         
         I handed her a bowl of blueberry oatmeal, cooked exactly the way she liked it. I never said another thing about this. But
            I never forgot it, either.
         

         
         The following fall, she broke her leg badly, and I dropped everything to fly to Arizona to be at her hospital bedside when she awoke from her first surgery. It was much harder to be there without Bryan’s steady grounding support, to be alone with my mother in her house. One night when she was in rehab, I brought her a home-cooked dinner, and we sat out on the patio of the facility, eating together. All at once, out of nowhere, my mother’s eyes went dead, and she started talking in a deep, hollow voice, on and on, about how truly damaged she was, about her neglectful parents, her abusive aunt, how much she suffered as a child, the pain and trauma of her upbringing, all of which I knew by heart, knew better than anything to do with my own childhood. She wouldn’t let me interrupt her, she just needed me to sit there and absorb it all. Exhausted by caretaking and driving and worry, I subsided and let her talk. But it shook me. A week later, when I was driving her somewhere, when she asked me why I was distant, I told her calmly but directly that she couldn’t dump on me like that, I couldn’t be her housekeeper and nurse and chef and chauffeur and therapist, it was too much for me to handle. I could see by her silent, flinching reaction that she took this as an unforgivable
            attack.
         

         
         At the end of a month with her, I went home, and Simone came from Berlin to be there for the second of the three months the
            doctor had told us our mother needed care for. Bryan and I drove out together to Arizona for the third month. The instant
            we pulled into her driveway, my mother looked angry to see us. She told us right away that she’d just learned that she needed
            another hip replacement, but she didn’t want me taking care of her. Her community would do it. I knew that her “community”
            was as elderly and frail as she was, and caretaking was hard physical work. With a sinking heart, I set about trying to get
            my mother to be rational about this, but she refused to discuss it further. The month we were there, she treated Bryan and
            me like unwelcome guests. We would have left, but we absolutely couldn’t abandon her. She couldn’t walk, couldn’t even stand
            up at the kitchen counter to make herself a meal.
         

         
         Toward the end of the month, I stubbornly brought up her impending hip replacement surgery again. “I’ll come back and take
            care of you,” I said. “No matter when it is. We just need to address it directly. Please, Mom.”
         

         
         She snapped, as if I had just broken the dam that had been holding back her mounting rage at me, “Just get out, just go, I don’t want you here.” 

         
         Sick of being treated like an imposition, I snapped right back at her, “Listen, I know you want us to leave, but I’m not here
            for a fucking vacation, Mom, I came back to take care of you, because the doctors said I should and you’re my mother and that’s
            what daughters do. It’s not like we were yearning to be here, we could have had Christmas with Bryan’s family, and then we
            could have gone to Los Angeles sooner. We came because you needed us.”
         

         
         She looked stricken, but I didn’t care. The truth should have been obvious. I shouldn’t have had to point it out.

         
         After this mutual outburst, there was no going back. Even though my mother was still shaky on her pins, Bryan and I packed
            our things and left. She didn’t say goodbye to us; she let us drive away without coming out of her room to see us off. And
            a week or so later, I heard from Simone that our mother was writing me out of her will, leaving her house to a friend. Clearly,
            she was punishing me, but why or for what transgression, I truly didn’t know. For finally telling her the truth about why
            I had been there? For imposing my caretaking on her all those years? Maybe it was for telling her I couldn’t be her therapist,
            for setting a boundary.
         

         
         I somehow naively believed that my mother would come to her senses and apologize to me for her behavior, or at least acknowledge
            it. But for the next year or two, her sporadic emails to me were very brief and snippily self-justifying and all about herself.
            I couldn’t answer them. There was literally nothing I could say in response. I had outgrown our ancient toxic dyad. So I didn’t
            respond, and eventually, she stopped writing to me.
         

         
         Now, remembering all of this, I know what my wistfulness is about. Of course I’m not missing my actual family. I’m not close to any of them, and as I told Ellis, that has to be okay because it’s just the way things are. I’m apparently still jonesing for the family I didn’t have, those grounded, nurturing parents, those like-minded sisters I could really talk to. But that’s the family everyone is wistful for, the ideal one, the one no one has. It’s time to let go of childish things. And so I do. In my head, I swaddle that perfect family up in a warm wool blanket and gently drop it off a high cliff into the ocean. 

         
         I write back to Simone, “It’s so good to hear from you! Thanks for the update. I’m glad Mom will be in good hands. Lots of
            love to you and Roman and the boys.”
         

         
         It’s a relief to acknowledge the truth to myself. Simone and I will never be close. There’s too much blood on the floor, too
            many betrayals and hurtful things said and done on both sides. We can’t ever fully trust each other, and we’ve never truly
            enjoyed each other’s company because we each have an uncanny knack for saying the wrong thing to each other. But we’re friendly
            now, and that’s as good as it’s going to get, and I’m very grateful for that.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Don’t Let It Bring You Down:
A Compendium of Complicated Relationships

            A Memoir by Julia Heimdahl

         
        
         
         
            Excerpt 3: “We slung the drunk boat out of port”

            In those last years when Adam and I were married, I was a starving animal among hungry ghosts. Back then, there was always
               a group of men who stood near me at parties. They murmured things to me, suggestive and yearning. They aimed their crotches
               at me without seeming to know they were doing it. They gave me wet-lipped smiles and laughed too hard at my jokes. They found
               excuses to touch me. I thought of them as the bottom feeders, catching electric sparks off the hot live wires of my yearning
               for other men, for freedom. Adam’s and my parties were hotbeds of erotic energy in those days, everyone in their forties,
               all of us in the throes of a second adolescence, some of us married, but that didn’t matter. I wasn’t the only one shorting
               out with frustrated desire and pheromones. Humans are animals. I was in heat. And I enjoyed the mostly harmless attentions
               of these men. After these parties, I lay in bed next to Adam buzzed and temporarily sated.
            

            
            The milieu I lived in seemed so loose and accepting. Any and all behavior was kosher in Williamsburg and Greenpoint in those days: You could throw a naked dinner party, make industrial noise music by banging pieces of metal into a mike, put an old refrigerator in a vacant lot and call it a sculpture, declare yourself an anarchist, dress up like an animal, spray graffiti on storefronts, it was all cool, it was all applauded. And it wasn’t just aesthetic boundaries you were allowed to cross, there were social ones too. You could vandalize a bus station, steal materials from your job site, piss in someone’s roses, shout drunkenly in the streets, smoke in the subway, play loud music at three in the morning, betray people’s secrets in the name of truth, and shoplift. Anything that went against corporations or was plausibly punk rock and art-adjacent was fair game. 

            
            But somehow, for some reason, the institution of marriage alone was sacrosanct. And the irony was that most of these people
               weren’t married themselves.
            

            
            When my marriage ended, every single one of these men withdrew from me as if I had morphed from a smoking hot babe into a
               pile of toxic waste. It happened overnight. Like magic. Suddenly, I was available. I had left Adam. They all knew about my
               brief affair with Will, and they also knew it was over. Through this loose group of friends rippled a collective shudder of
               antipathy, or maybe fear, or maybe judgment, or all three. Everything had changed. I was free, so I was dangerous, and my
               formerly irresistible qualities were tainted, tarnished by the fact that I had broken the pact, had burst through the social
               membrane and upset the delicate balance that protected us all and made everything feel harmless and fun: I had crossed the
               line of erotic potential and actually fucked one of them. The collective male desire withdrew like an ebbing tide of curdled
               disappointment. I felt it, palpably.
            

            
            Of course, all the women in our group of friends now banned me, but that was to be expected. I was a loose cannon, a predator. I had fucked, in fact, another woman’s husband, and they all clearly believed that this was my transgression, not Will’s; he was the hapless victim of a powerful temptress. The general attitude was basically, what man could have resisted? This was flattering to me, but only on the surface. Underneath, it was unfair and insulting. After I ended our brief affair, Will was reinstated in his marriage. His place in our circle of friends was if anything improved because he had the glow of post-mating testosterone, the burnish of the successful male seducer, the guy who’d actually fucked the unhappy wife the rest of them had only flirted with. 

            
            As for me, after I left the safe den of my own marriage, I was a pariah adulteress with a big fat red neon A on my forehead.

            
            I never meant to be this woman. All I wanted was love. But limerence turns out to be destructive if you let it go far enough.
               An uncontrollable obsessive desire for someone is evidently a diagnosable condition, often caused by childhood trauma, neurochemically
               related to obsessive-compulsive disorder and addiction.
            

            
            At the time, I had no idea. I only knew that I had blown up my life.

            
            Our friends no longer invited me and Adam to parties but invited Will and his wife, a woman I knew socially but wasn’t friends
               with. What had Adam done? Why was he being punished along with me? And why was I being punished at all? Who made these people
               the arbiters of social mores? What gave them the right to judge me?
            

            
            My mother was quietly protective of me. She knew what I was going through. We’d both left marriages in the most liberal, apparently
               open-minded possible communities: a 1970s bohemian Western ghost town; North Brooklyn’s circle of artists in the late aughts.
               My mother was ostracized after she left my stepfather, a newly single woman suddenly treated like a dangerous prowler in their
               circle of coupled friends. When the same thing happened to me years later, it should not have been, but was, a brutal shock.
            

            
            During this dark and terrible time, I leaned hard on my three closest friends, none of whom had anything to do with the North
               Brooklyn cohort. They were my lifelines, Bridget Dietz and Leah Perec and Lissa Levy. In Chicago, Bridget offered dry, hilarious,
               warm-hearted counsel from the perspective of broad-minded empathy. Leah, who lived on the Lower East Side, had just left her
               own husband, so she and I were comrades in grieving, and we gave each other solace.
            

            
            Although Lissa, long married herself, the mother of two teenage kids, didn’t abandon me, she judged me hard. Knowing her strong feelings about fidelity and adultery, and her general bent toward moralistic convention, I shouldn’t have been surprised by this, but I was. I had known her since the early days in New York, back when we both worked as editorial assistants at the same publishing house. Unlike me, Lissa was perfectly comfortable in a corporate atmosphere. When we left work together, just after 5pm on weekdays, we rode the elevator down to the lobby and parted ways on the sidewalk, Lissa to head north to her studio apartment on the Upper East Side to eat Chinese takeout and work on her first novel, and me to walk downtown into the exciting, wild night, to meet up with my louche boyfriend and drink too much and get into trouble. Clearly, neither of us had changed very much in the intervening years. 

            
            “I’m not sure I can trust you anymore,” she told me on the phone. I’d called her for moral support. Suddenly my lifelong hatred
               of the phone had morphed into a desperate need to hear my friends’ voices in my ear. “The fact that you would do this is making
               me question our entire friendship.”
            

            
            This felt totally unfair to me. “But Lissa, I’m the same person I always was. I didn’t do anything to you. Please don’t take
               this personally. Will’s wife isn’t my friend. I would never sleep or even flirt with a friend’s husband, not yours, not anyone else’s.”
            

            
            “You threatened her family,” said Lissa.

            
            I pictured Lissa on the other end of the phone, all cozy in her favorite rattan papasan chair on her shady patio in Palo Alto,
               inhaling the eucalyptus oil on the cool breeze and cradling a mug of matcha. Her parents had been married for sixty years.
               She grew up in Sacramento and lived in the same house for her entire childhood. A few years back, she quit fiction writing
               and left New York to work in Silicon Valley with her husband, and they were making a killing out there, running a start-up.
               She had the most stable life of anyone I’d ever known.
            

            
            I could imagine how I seemed to her right now: reckless, wanton, out of control. I was standing in my little sublet room in
               South Williamsburg, watching mice scamper across the cracked concrete floor below, breathing diesel fumes from idling trucks
               outside.
            

            
            “I didn’t threaten their family,” I told her. “I ended the affair, remember? It’s over.”

            
            “He wanted to leave her for you.”

            
            “I told him he has to leave on his own terms—if he’s going to leave, nothing to do with me.”

            
            “If a woman had an affair with my husband, I would want to kill her.”

            
            “I get that,” I said. “But what about your husband?”

            
            “I’d blame her more. Women have to uphold the social fabric.”

            
            According to Lissa, the social fabric was perilously weak, and I guess all it took was someone like me to come along and tug
               on a loose end to make the whole thing unravel. The way she saw it, I was being rightfully punished for that. Over the next
               few months, I tried to understand her point of view. But her severe judgment hit me hard, and our friendship was never the
               same again after that conversation. The loss of trust went both ways.
            

            
            I believed that it was no one’s business who I slept with. Adam was the only person I owed sexual fidelity to. And he had
               instantly understood and forgiven me.
            

            
            “I’ve been neglecting you, and I’m going to win you back,” he told me when I confessed to sleeping with Will. “And this is
               mania. You’re manic right now.” He was right, and although this excused none of my behavior, it did explain my monthslong
               out-of-control, dry-mouthed panic as a mental-illness break caused by extreme loneliness and a posttraumatic reaction to his
               rage. Adam’s accurate diagnosis caused me to do a soul-searching inquiry into my own responsibility for this situation, to
               ensure that it never happened again. In a real way, his forgiveness and clarity about my current state saved my life.
            

            
            But Adam was still a macho little fuck, and he shamed me whenever he got the chance. Seven months after I’d left him, a time during which I was entirely celibate, a hermit, in recovery from my unwanted sexual flagrancy, I went into a Williamsburg lingerie store with my friend Leah to buy some nice underwear. Deedee, the woman behind the counter, was the longtime, long-suffering middle-aged girlfriend of one of Adam’s most meatheaded, egotistical, philandering friends. When Deedee overheard Leah and me discussing my upcoming date with Bryan, my first date since leaving Adam, she recoiled silently, with visible disgust. She hardly met my eye as she rang up my purchase, a fairly modest pair of lacy underthings. 

            
            Later, I got an email from Adam. “People are talking,” he informed me threateningly, “and it ain’t pretty. Deedee is not your
               friend. She was absolutely revolted by your behavior in the store.”
            

            
            There was another woman in our circle, Vanessa Crowley, a successful photographer who’d recently left her own husband, Thomas,
               an asshole gallery owner no one liked. One night around the time I was leaving my own marriage, Vanessa made out with a cute
               little rocker boy at a party, right out in the open, full-on groping and open-mouthed kissing, and then Thomas showed up to
               the party and no one knew where to look.
            

            
            Vanessa and Thomas had a child together. They had a life together. I knew that Vanessa had acted out because she was unhappy
               with him and needed to blow it all up like a terrorist, because he was a douchebag, as everyone knew, but she was afraid to
               just leave, so she needed to make things so bad there would be no other choice, which I also understood. Shortly after that
               party, as if that moment had crystallized something for her, Vanessa left Thomas and took their daughter with her.
            

            
            Vanessa was judged as harshly as I had been. It would have all been okay if only she hadn’t kissed that boy; she could have
               gotten away with it. But because she’d had the audacity to publicly show desire for someone other than her husband, she was
               shunned, a social pariah like me. We were two ambitious successful women in our forties, autonomous adults, but we were cast
               out, gossiped about, treated like jezebels.
            

            
            I thought it was bold of Vanessa to blow up her life the way she had. I thought she was interesting. So I befriended her.

            
            One Sunday shortly after we’d both been banished to the North Brooklyn penalty box for slutty vixens, Vanessa invited me to
               brunch and church. I was grateful to be asked. No one else would speak to me. People avoided me in public.
            

            
            “My friend Vanessa just asked me to go to church with her,” I emailed Lissa.

            
            “That makes sense, you both feel like you need church right now,” Lissa, an atheist, wrote back in the high-handedly judgmental
               tone she’d adopted with me since my affair. “Because you both feel guilty.”
            

            
            Actually, I felt wrecked with postmarriage grief and stress and thoroughly sick of all the psychodrama.

            
            Vanessa and I had brunch at a quiet place on the Upper East Side before we went to the Unitarian church’s Sunday service.
               At no point did we talk about the fact that we were both outcasts. We didn’t lament our mutual situations, or even refer to
               them. We didn’t rend a single garment, wail with regret at our bad behavior, or vow to repent and reform.
            

            
            We talked the entire time about Vanessa’s photography and my writing. We were both unswervingly committed to a life of artistic
               discipline and hard work. We were both finding success and making a living. Vanessa was supporting her daughter. I had just
               won a literary award. We talked about how good this all felt, and how much we both had to accomplish in our lifetimes. We
               were just getting started.
            

            
            After brunch, we sat side by side in a pew in church. The sermon was about self-forgiveness. The chorus was remarkable. It
               was nice to sit in the clean, bright, orderly church and think about life in an objective way. When the service was over,
               Vanessa and I went out with the rest of the congregation and said goodbye in the street. Before we went our separate ways,
               we gave each other a look. “It’s okay,” our expressions said. “We’re okay.”
            

            
            

            When I moved out of Adam’s and my nineteenth-century rowhouse on Java Street, the house we’d bought, renovated, and lived in together, I took only a few suitcases and bags as a temporary stopgap until I figured out what the hell I was doing. I rented a room in a loft in South Williamsburg, in the same old factory building on Grand Street where several of Adam’s old college friends and their cronies lived, the same people who were shunning me for being an adulteress. 

            
            The tenant of the loft, my new roommate, was named Margaret Bramley. She was a new friend who was working on a big project
               with Jude and Sadie, the leaders of a loose collective of performance artists. Margaret was friends with most of their theater
               company, had performed with them. But unlike everyone else, she was eagerly friendly to me and very happy to let me rent her
               little sleeping loft. The rent was so low, it was almost nothing, because Margaret had been in the loft for two decades, and
               it was rent stabilized. I considered myself incredibly lucky. At first, her loft felt like a safe harbor. I hadn’t yet discovered
               the real costs of living there.
            

            
            And so, intentionally but irrationally, I moved myself straight into the midst of the vipers’ nest.

            
            Margaret’s loft was infested with mice, so infested that when I sat reading on the couch, two or three crossed the vast expanse
               of cracked concrete floor as if they were strolling to the kitchen for a snack, which they were. When I clapped my hands to
               scare them, they laughed at me and continued on their way. At night, asleep in my open sleeping loft above the main room,
               I could hear squeaking and scurrying as a horde of small rodents fought, fucked, ate, shat, and had a party. I lived with
               them, but I hated them. I wasn’t afraid of spiders or snakes, but I wanted to shriek at the sight of a rodent and leap onto
               a chair and beat it with a broom like a lady in an old 1940s New Yorker cartoon.
            

            
            The building was infested, likewise, with my enemies. What the hell had I been thinking? Waiting for the elevator with Adam’s
               friends Sadie and Jude, queen and king of this bohemian pile, who lived in a sprawling loft on the top floor, I felt a chill,
               quiet dread. They made polite, cold small talk with me, worse than hurled invectives. Running into Adam’s friend Tommy at
               the mailboxes, I said a friendly hello, and Tommy, a wizened little formerly downtown-famous punk rocker, looked at me as
               if I had just taken a dump on the floor.
            

            
            Margaret was an auburn-haired Southern belle who wouldn’t reveal her age, but I guessed she was a little older than me. It turned out that she was chronically sad and lonely and wanted a live-in therapist. Because I myself was lonely and desperate for friendship, I acquiesced to this ancient, familiar dance I’d learned from my mother. I sat up talking to Margaret late into the night, empathizing with her relationship woes, giving advice, reassuring and supportive. Margaret was sleeping with a much older, very famous playwright named Garrett Forbes whose dead wife she exactly resembled, and she couldn’t figure out why he booty-called her and then sent her straight home after sex. She was in love with him and yearned for a real relationship. 

            
            Meanwhile, I had by now met Bryan at a bar in the West Village, through a mutual writer friend, and we were besotted with
               each other, unable to spend any time apart. So he spent many nights with me over at Margaret’s. A crazy woman lived upstairs.
               She woke up at four in the morning and started chopping food for her pet birds right overhead. This chopping involved loud,
               repetitive thudding for two hours every morning. This was worse than the mice throwing nightly parties. Bryan and I were chronically
               sleep deprived. Luckily, we were in love, so we hardly noticed.
            

            
            Margaret simultaneously flirted with Bryan, literally batting her eyes at him, and disparaged him to me when he wasn’t around,
               as if she couldn’t decide whether she wanted to steal him away from me or break us up and have me, her sounding board, all
               to herself. So Bryan and I started escaping to his parents’ empty vacation house in Jamestown, a town on a small island on
               the Rhode Island coast, for weeks, months at a time. I kept the room at Margaret’s so I could go back to the city every now
               and then, but whenever I came back, as we crossed the Kosciuszko Bridge, I felt a sense of encroaching dread, the knowledge
               that Margaret was waiting in her technically airy, spacious loft that now felt small and claustrophobic.
            

            
            After supper one night, Bryan met a friend uptown, a clean getaway, leaving me with Margaret’s half-whispered litany of Garrett’s callousness. Finally I broke free, but a new trap awaited me. I was being taken to another writerly soiree by Tina Wexler. Tina and Margaret, so different externally, were both hungry ghosts in the Buddhist sense, like my mother: animalistic, driven by intense emotional needs. My ingrained habit of childhood survival was so strong that at certain low, weak times in my life, I found myself a magnet for such women, susceptible to their flattery, and the habit of trying to feed their emptiness was nearly unbreakable. 

            
            “Tina’s using you,” said my friend Leah, as always two steps ahead of me. “She’s a transactional person. She wants your literary
               cachet to rub off on her. She’s also a bad writer, and you’re not, and she’ll punish you for that eventually.”
            

            
            My friendship with Margaret imploded well before my friendship with Tina did. Margaret began goading Bryan with increasing
               hostility, hissing “He’s too young to understand personal property” to me, “He’s so spoiled, he’s used to nice things, I’m
               sure he thinks this place is a dump,” while cooing to Bryan, “How are you so peachy skinned? Such a tall drink of water!”
            

            
            One night, after Margaret finally went to bed, I packed all my things and fled with Bryan to Jamestown. I never went back
               to that cursed place, haunted by a hungry ghost.
            

            
            

            And through it all, there was Bryan, a bright and self-sustaining sun, comforting and nourishing. I’d met him two weeks after I left Adam, introduced by a mutual friend. He was very young and very beautiful, much too young and beautiful for me. I felt blasted and scorched in the wake of my marriage. And I was no cougar, and I didn’t trust men who were too good-looking. But we ended up together anyway, because it turned out that we understood each other like no one had ever understood either of us before in our entire lives. We spent the first months of our love affair in a euphoric bubble, retreating together from the world, dissolving into each other. Our hunger for each other was unquenchable. And our conversations were ongoing, never finished, a free-flowing back-and-forth of laying ourselves bare to each other, with vast relief: Finally, we’d each found someone to confess our misdeeds and transgressions to. Before we met, we had both been racked with the bad behavior we’d committed out of lifelong loneliness. Together, we were absolved, then intimately known and loved. 

            
            Like me, Bryan had caused all manner of sexual mayhem in recent years. He’d callowly and callously broken the hearts of a
               few innocent young lasses—a painter, an English professor, a dancer. He’d had several coldly transactional short affairs with
               a number of much older women—a photographer who dominated him; a documentary filmmaker who treated him with cerebral detachment;
               a memoirist who toyed with him and let him go; a poetess who freaked him out with her weird thirst. He’d had his heart pulverized
               by a younger flamenco guitarist who was in love with a dead Tibetan. Before that, there were all his school romances, the
               girls he’d slept with, cheated on, been cheated on by, loved. He told me every detail as if he couldn’t wait to unburden himself
               and be done.
            

            
            I absorbed his tales of sexual misconduct and just as avidly told him all of mine: my destructive affair with Will, my dalliances
               with women, and every single man I’d been with, starting with losing my virginity the summer after high school graduation.
               We held nothing back. We gave each other absolute and unstinting understanding. We were vehement in defense of each other.
               “You did that because Adam wasn’t paying attention to you!” he told me. And I said back, “You couldn’t love her no matter
               how objectively perfect she was for you because you were lonely with her!” He said, “God, those pretentious Brooklyn hipsters
               are such humorless, judgmental assholes!” I said, “I can’t believe she treated you like that just because you didn’t want
               to have sex with her again!” It was us against them.
            

            
            Along with the depth and breadth of our mutual romantic misbehavior, we showed each other our tenderest underbellies, which is to say, our juvenilia. Laughing, but determined to be wholly known, we read out loud to each other our earliest stories and poems, diary entries, letters. We pored over each other’s childhood photo albums, yearbooks, recent photographs. We spent all the time it took—oceans of time, rivers of time—to impart to each other our full histories, our families and work and longings and disappointments and fears and losses and triumphs and passions. We couldn’t be interrupted, couldn’t see anyone else, couldn’t be apart or even stop touching. We sat in Bryan’s parents’ empty old house in Rhode Island, his childhood home, giving ourselves to each other. His body, his brain, his heart, his mind, his being—at times, I swooned with joy: He was real, this was real, he felt the same way I did, he was right here. 

            
            Back in New York for brief visits, walking through North Brooklyn, I felt like hiding. I was afraid a friend of Adam’s would
               see me with my new boyfriend and tell everyone I was both a slut and a cougar, look at me. Bryan took my hand, swept me along Bedford Avenue. “William Blake said ‘exuberance is beauty,’ ” he
               told me as he squired me through the crowds, “and this was associated with the devil, that’s the point, beauty is the fullness
               of experience and art and love. Half-heartedness, small-mindedness, complacency, those are the real sins, and if people want
               to judge you for being exuberant, for having too much life, you shouldn’t give a damn what they think.”
            

            
            We went up onto the roof of our favorite local restaurant, Juliette, and sat at a table looking out over the street and smoked
               cigarettes and ate oysters with mignonette and steak frites with aioli and drank bottles of cold dry rosé. Drunk and laughing,
               we walked back to the vipers’-nest building and went to bed in my rented sleeping loft, where the road of excess led us to
               the palace of wisdom.
            

            
            Where had this astounding joy come from, he barely twenty-seven, I forty-six, met by chance, together now forever, until one
               of us died? He was my person, and I was his. It wasn’t for us to understand. Our love was a headlong free fall of blind ecstatic
               faith.
            

            
         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Four

         
         The next day, before my panel, I take myself for a long walk around the lush green blossomy campus, barely aware of the literary
            festival, steeping myself in memories of pulling all-nighters in the library, pogoing to the Talking Heads or thrash-dancing
            to college bands at socials on Saturday nights in Commons, going to lectures in Yoder Auditorium, lying in the freshly mown,
            damp grass of the Great Lawn, and crying over my on-again, off-again boyfriend in the bathroom of Beatty Hall before French
            class, sobbing out loud to my best friend Danielle, “I don’t give a fuck about Montaigne, I just want Smitty to love me,” and Danielle saying, “Montaigne doesn’t give a fuck about Smitty,” making me laugh, and then Danielle sweeping me off to class with Monsieur Dupin, on whom I had a wide-eyed
            schoolgirl crush, and with whom Danielle was having an actual sexual affair.
         

         
         Walking along the path, I think I catch a glimpse of my old student Inez Alameda. When I taught the fall semester at the Workshop two years ago, she was one of my most talented students. Right after graduation, she sold her MFA thesis, a novel, to an editor at Knopf. It’s about to be published. I’ve been keeping up with her; Inez was one of my favorite students as well as one of my best, the kind of writer who responds even better to criticism than flattery, who keeps working through personal setbacks, breakups, and loss, who is generous and insightful with other writers’ work. She’s the real thing, in other words. I’m happy to see her. I know she lives in this city, and I wonder why she’s not officially at the Uncovered festival. Her name wasn’t on the list of writers. 

         
         I wave at her, but she’s heading somewhere too intently to notice me. I watch as she almost barrels into a man walking toward
            her and realize that it’s Ellis Blackwell. She’s saying something to him, rapidly, wielding her smartphone between them, trying
            to show him something on her screen. He’s clearly caught off guard, and I’m too far away to hear what they’re saying, and
            then he’s striding off down a path away from her. She watches him go. Her expression is unreadable. I wave at her, trying
            to get her attention, but she turns and heads off somewhere, her smartphone pressed to her ear, clearly talking to someone.
         

         
         Half an hour later, in the so-called festival greenroom, otherwise known as the Dilemma Café, I find Ellis sitting with our
            panel moderator, Sarah Cho. This was where I used to get a cup of coffee and try to speed-read assignments before class.
         

         
         I’m in a fugue state, waterlogged with nostalgia. I approach the little table and arrange my neutral expression into a pleasant
            smile to greet my panel mates. Out of the corner of my eye, I espy Tina Wexler across the room. All day I’ve glimpsed her
            here and there from a distance, trundling off somewhere, her stiff blond helmet of hair quivering with self-regard. The panel
            Tina is moderating, I’ve discovered, is at the same time as mine and Ellis’s, so we’re competing for the same audience. Tina’s
            topic is Satire of the City, which gives me a twinge, because my own novels fit that category. It sounds so much more fun
            than the dire-sounding, melodramatic Family Trouble panel that I’m on.
         

         
         I half dread this panel, just like I half regret writing my memoir. I’m a little envious of Ellis, whose memoir smokes with toxic hot rage, so pitch-dark it’s fun. My own book feels tame by comparison, and I have a feeling Ellis will dominate both the conversation and the signing. I don’t care; I’m just eager for the whole thing to be over. 

         
         “There she is,” Ellis says, catching sight of me. He’s as pale and clean-shaven as ever, his eyes opaque behind the thick
            lenses of his glasses. He’s wearing a blue button-down shirt and thick khaki trousers, and his hair is a short straw-colored
            swath.
         

         
         “What did my old student say to you on the path earlier?” I say.

         
         “Who?” He looks genuinely confused.

         
         It’s too much to explain, and we have a panel to do, so I let it go and slide into a chair and say to the woman with a straight
            sheet of silver hair and tortoiseshell glasses, “Hello, you must be Sarah. I’m such an admirer of your magazine.”
         

         
         Sarah Cho is the editor in chief of Chapter and Verse, an old-school print literary magazine that originated in Fort Greene around her dining room table and quickly garnered deep
            literary-hipster cred. She has rejected every novel excerpt my agent has ever sent her, by last count five, but I don’t hold
            this against her. I know my writing is quirky and pointy and dark, and that my mordant sense of humor and penchant for exposing
            uncomfortable truths are not for everyone. In fact, by this point, I’m generally more surprised by good reviews and sales
            than I am by bad ones.
         

         
         “And I’m such a fan of your work,” says Sarah. “Longtime fan. I loved your memoir. We’re the same age, aren’t we? I was born
            in 1964.”
         

         
         “Me too,” I say.

         
         “Me three,” said Ellis. “We’re a bunch of elder Gen-Xers.”

         
         “Actually, we’re Generation Jones,” said Sarah. “Named after jonesing for things and keeping up with the Joneses. We’re aspirational
            but cynical.”
         

         
         Ellis ignores this and says chummily to me, “Sarah was just telling me about her own family drama, but only because I’ve been
            shamelessly grilling her. I imagine we’ll be reading her own memoir soon.”
         

         
         “Never,” says Sarah. She has a surprisingly deep voice. “I don’t dare, as long as everyone is still alive. Koreans don’t spill their business. Well, I’m half Jewish, so I guess it comes out neutral. I always thought WASPs were the most tamped-down people of all.” 

         
         “Not my WASP self,” says Ellis. “Because oh, how my mother loves being written about. All publicity is good publicity for
            that woman. She wouldn’t know an insult if it goosed her.”
         

         
         “Also not my WASP self,” I say. “All the things I shouldn’t say seem to just pour out of me. Although I’m not sure anyone in my own family
            is still speaking to me. They haven’t said a word about the book since it came out.”
         

         
         “That’s a great place to start,” says Sarah. “I was thinking we could get right into what it’s like to reveal these things
            while the people you’re writing about are still alive. And as I said in the email, I hope you’ll both read an excerpt. Ellis,
            the passage about your mother and older brother having that fight in Piggly Wiggly, and Julia, the chapter about your adolescence,
            if that’s okay.”
         

         
         “That’s the one I was planning to read,” I say.

         
         “I’m game,” says Ellis. “And I’ll do both their voices. I channel them to perfection.”

         
         “One more thing before we get going,” says Sarah. “I have to ask: What are you two working on now? Can I mention it during
            the panel?”
         

         
         “I’m starting a new novel,” I say. “It’s about a menopausal woman, essentially.”

         
         “Oh dear.” Ellis looks consternated, maybe even a little disgusted. “I hope she’s at least somewhat sexy.”
         

         
         “Jesus,” Sarah says under her breath.

         
         “Of course she is,” I say with fanged amiability.
         

         
         Sarah catches it and flashes me a tight grin. “What are you working on, Ellis?”
         

         
         “I,” says Ellis, who has clearly missed every subtext and micro expression, “am also writing a novel, and it’s about the affair
            I didn’t have. If only because she was too young.”
         

         
         Neither of us women responds to this. Sarah looks at her watch just as two festival volunteers in reflective vests approach our table. “Time to go,” says Sarah. Her long, oval, sepulchral face with its deep-set eyes holds an expression of doom, as if we’re all being led to a mass execution. But her rosebud mouth is pursed into a vestigial little mocking smile at the premise of Ellis’s novel. 

         
         The three of us obediently follow the two volunteers, local middle-aged women who proclaim how much they love to read as our
            little phalanx advances across the campus to Yoder Auditorium, up the steps and through the vast, airy, modern lobby with
            its polished concrete floor and giant ceiling-spanning steel beams, along an echoing hallway to a smaller lecture hall whose
            seats hold an impressive crowd.
         

         
         I take my seat between Sarah and Ellis at the folding table at the bottom of the well of the room and look up at the audience.
            I lock eyes with Alex Shapiro, sitting about halfway up the tiered seats, and give her a smile and a little wave. I haven’t
            decided yet whether to accept her dinner invitation and blow off Sally Falcone. It would be the polite thing to see him again,
            to give him that, at least. He was so important to me, early in my career, for so many years. And if I go over to Alex’s and
            the two of us have a tête-à-tête with a bottle of wine, I’m afraid I’ll blurt out something in a rush of confiding stupidity
            that will mortify me afterward. Still, I’m wavering.
         

         
         Looking up at the audience, I’m struck, as I generally am, by the fact that most of them are interesting-looking older women
            with fashionable eyewear and good haircuts. What will become of American culture when the boomers are gone? Who will come
            to book festivals, buy symphony and opera and ballet season tickets, patronize art galleries and museums? Are the young stepping
            up? It doesn’t feel like it. Without this generation before mine to keep it all going, it will all devolve from art into vibes.
         

         
         Being back in this lecture room makes me remember my science elective, Natural Science, nicknamed Nat Sci, or Physics for Poets. I earned one of my two college C’s in this room, and I worked hard for it. Twice a week, Danielle and her brother Rick and I sat in here, trying to learn about vectors, momentum, velocity, speed. Rick aced the class and had a fundamental grasp of science I envied. Danielle was no better at science than I was, but even though she didn’t work as hard, she got a B. When I asked, half-joking, if she’d blown Professor Reicher for it, she said, “If I had, I’d have gotten an A.” 

         
         I glance at Alex, then at the ceiling, then down at my hands, smiling to myself as a volunteer introduces Sarah Cho as the
            moderator, and the panel begins. I listen as Sarah reads my author bio and can’t help feeling gratified by my own output.
            I’m no slouch. Seven novels and a memoir. Countless essays and reviews and stories published all over the damn place. A major
            literary award. But what does it all add up to? Maybe just survival. Here I am, still writing after manically exploding my
            life in my mid-forties, then writing two messy midlife novels about the mess of midlife. Here I am. I’ve crossed the bridge
            to firm ground. When I was a younger writer, I was driven by ambition. Now, I feel nothing but gratitude. “Julia Heimdahl
            is known for the wit and style of her critically acclaimed novels,” Sarah concludes kindly. “Now she’s turned that eye on
            herself and her own life, and we’ll hear about what that process was like for her.”
         

         
         Ellis Blackwell’s author bio is undeniably impressive and noteworthy: three brilliant, enormous, critically acclaimed best-selling
            biographies, each in its own way offering a reassessment of a great but controversial poet’s career and work. “Ellis specializes
            in examining the relationship between human fallibility and literary ambition,” Sarah reads. “In his own memoir, The Curse of the Blackwells, he’s now taking a look at his own. Let’s start with a question for both of you, Ellis and Julia. How did it feel to write
            about, in your case, Julia, real people instead of imaginary ones, and for you, Ellis, yourself instead of a biographical
            subject? Why did you both decide to write about your own lives, and why now, and what were some of the pitfalls and challenges
            you faced in this new genre?”
         

         
         “I’ll go first,” says Ellis into his microphone, “if only to get this question over with. How could I not write about the Blackwells? It was of course a barrel of superlatively fun monkeys to trot out all the old skeletons. For those who haven’t read my book, I’ll be brutally blunt. I had a mentally ill psychopath of an older brother named Eric who committed suicide at the age of thirty, when I was twenty-six, but all my life up until his death, he was my tormentor and abuser. So in writing about him, well, it was a joy to write ill of the dead. My mother, Hedwig, is a histrionic movie star manqué who is delighted and gratified to finally see her own name in print; she doesn’t much care what the gist is. And my father is long dead, poor sad sack of a man, may you rest in torpor, Lyman. So there was no internal conflict for me in writing about these people. Or myself, I might add. The chosen subjects of my published biographies demonstrate my certifiable obsession with problematic behavior, and possibly an underlying romance with trauma and violence. So given this, it could be said that my memoir is my own twisted love song to these monsters who warped my soul from birth. My version of a family romance. The South is a place of mythological grandiosity, so I drew on a long tradition of houses of horrors dripping with Spanish moss, with echoes of slavery and unspeakable acts. My own family isn’t special. They’re just mine.” 

         
         He stops talking and leans back to a smattering of laughter tinged with respect and curiosity. I glance at Alex, who’s staring
            at Ellis, her face stony and unsmiling. So she isn’t charmed.
         

         
         “All the women in my immediate family are still very much alive,” I lean forward to say, realizing it’s my turn to speak.
            “I asked my sisters to read a draft while I was writing it. I wanted to get it right in terms of facts and dates and what
            happened where, because memory is a famously slippery trickster. Apparently, the three of us all had different mothers, fathers,
            and childhoods. None of us agreed on much, not even what happened to whom, or when. Maybe all of it is true. Maybe the splintered
            authority of irreconcilable points of view is the truth. In any case, contradictory as it sounds, writing Don’t Let It Bring You Down was far more difficult than writing any of my novels, and also far less free in terms of telling the truth. In the first draft, I just said it all, splatted out. The process of editing was to attenuate subjectivity with perspective.” As I pause to take a sip of water and feel everyone waiting for me to continue, I lock eyes with a woman with an expectant, shining face in the front row. I hear an impatient cough, so I go on. “Right, the question was, why did I want to write a memoir? Honestly, I didn’t. This book demanded to be written. As I approached the half-century mark, the autobiographical urge overcame me. I couldn’t not write it. It practically wrote itself.”
         

         
         “Come now,” says Ellis, surging forward in his chair and turning to me with a disarming smile. “Nothing writes itself. And
            by the way, I appreciate the nonchronological strategy of the narrative. It’s like a Bach fugue: exposition, development,
            recapitulation. Your violent father sent you home early from a road trip for the crime of being female. Your needy mother
            both appropriated and competed with you. Two complicated parents, a precocious, bright, sensitive child who turned herself
            into a pretzel to win their unattainable love. And from there, an entire inner psychological life unfolds.”
         

         
         “Oh,” I say, startled. “Yes.”

         
         “Thanks for doing my job for me, Ellis,” Sarah throws in quickly, her mouth too close to her mike, so she sounds breathy and
            loud. “To Ellis’s point, Julia, can you talk a bit about the fuguelike structure?”
         

         
         “I was playing with the shape-shifting nature of memory, allowing for elisions and associative leaps to create the illusion
            of frankness—look over there while I hide behind the curtain! I was painting a portrait of an objective ‘I’ with a real-life
            first-person narrator, but memoir is a slanted, subjective exercise, a sleight of hand that gives the illusion of authoritative
            objectivity, when really there is no such thing.”
         

         
         “What about you, Ellis?” Sarah asks. “How did your structure evolve?”

         
         Ellis smiles at me and holds up one hand. “I respectfully disagree that the act of writing memoir involves sleight of hand. Everything I wrote, every word, is the absolute, verifiable truth. I chose a nesting-doll structure because that is the nature of trauma. It isn’t linear, it’s exponential. It looks solid and sturdy, but it comes apart like an onion, and while every layer you reveal fits neatly with all the rest, when you disassemble it, it falls apart. My mother was and is a holy terror, my father was weak and spineless and mean and died early, my brother was sadistic and a genius and loved to beat me up. I grew up vowing to outdo all of them. That was my only possible revenge. They were bad? I would be worse.”
         

         
         Sarah says, “So for you, Ellis, writing memoir is an act of righting wrongs, avenging yourself?”

         
         “George Herbert was wrong about living well. Writing is the best revenge. Don’t you agree, Julia? I think there’s a certain dollop of that in your book, too. You clearly wanted
            to expose your parents, show them as you saw them, which isn’t always flatteringly, and with good reason, if you ask me. You
            wrote your way out of the trap they set for you.”
         

         
         “Maybe so,” I say slowly, not loving this line of discussion, but reluctantly acceding to its relevance and validity. The
            audience’s attention presses in on me, those tiers of human faces, breathing, rustling, blinking. “Maybe there’s a degree
            of deliberate vengefulness just in the act of controlling the narrative, as they call it these days. But honestly, writing
            the book felt like discovery and revelation. More than writing about my family, telling the truth about myself and my life
            felt powerful. Being transparent about things I’ve kept buried since childhood and adolescence was a huge relief. Like popping
            open a pressure chamber in my skull.”
         

         
         “Oh, that’s beautiful,” says Ellis, his voice earnest with a mocking undertone, which I am beginning to recognize is his normal
            manner.
         

         
         “This brings us to our next question,” says Sarah, looking at her notes. I have a strong feeling that she considers us tedious
            white people airing our dirty family laundry ad nauseam, and it isn’t even that interestingly dirty. “Ellis, you just used the word vengefulness to describe your process. Do you feel like you won? Do you feel better now?” Her tone is playful, but I can almost see the
            jab.
         

         
         “I feel infinitely redeemed,” Ellis says with a mordant twist of his mouth. I can’t tell how he really feels about Sarah’s
            taunt. His persona is too polished. “Like a man reborn.” The audience laughs. “What makes me feel better is knowing that the pain my family inflicted on me is now out there for everyone to enjoy. Who doesn’t love vicarious family drama? Come on, people. That’s why almost every seat in this auditorium has a person in it. We all come alive at the smell of hot blood! A memoir provides a public service, like an ancient pagan ritual of some kind, a collective communal wallowing. We’re all fucked up; we all have families.” 

         
         “Julia,” says Sarah. “In your memoir, you describe your own mother with what feels like brutal honesty, but also understanding
            and even compassion.” She looks expectantly at me.
         

         
         “Is that a question?” I ask.

         
         “I’m intrigued by the feeling that there’s a lot you’re not saying. Because she’s still alive.”

         
         So Sarah doesn’t really have a question; she just wants backstory and gossip. Writing about all this in the privacy of my
            laptop is one thing. Delving into it out loud in front of an audience is another matter entirely.
         

         
         “It was always complicated with both my parents,” I say cautiously. “I was afraid of my father but yearned for his love. And
            a lot of the book looks at how his rejection of me caused me to try to charm and win over men who scared or intimidated me.
            I recount a lot of these interactions and relationships that I wasn’t at all in control of, but which I mistakenly thought
            I was. Whereas with my mother, I always consciously fought against both being sucked into her neediness and being a victim
            like her, so to keep her at bay I repressed my own femaleness. A lot of my feelings about her are wrapped up in my feelings
            about femininity in general, which are pretty negative, when I hold them up to the light. But also, in a deeper sense, women
            have always scared me more than men, because the pain they’ve caused me always goes so much deeper, and because I take them
            so much more seriously. My mother and sisters have broken my heart repeatedly, all my life, far more than my father ever could,
            or any man, really.”
         

         
         Alex is staring fixedly at me from the audience, her face very still. I’m aware of saying too much, trying to answer Sarah’s
            half-inquiry instead of waiting for a proper question, but also because Alex’s eyes seem to be drawing the words out of me,
            bringing them into the air.
         

         
         “Anyway,” I go on, “my mother has always projected her own darkness onto me; she’s given it to me to hold for her since I was born. We’re estranged at the moment, maybe forever. I wonder if deep down she hopes maybe her darkness will go away if I do. For her sake, I hope she’s right.” 

         
         “I think it’s just perfect,” says Ellis. “I deeply envy you, Julia. What I wouldn’t give to be banished by Hedwig forever
            and never speak to her again. My brother and father are dead. She and I are all that’s left. I’m all she has. Every time I
            talk to her, it’s like inhaling lungfuls of dense black mold. I hang up the phone just racked with spasms of death-rattle
            gasping. Meanwhile, the old girl will never die, she’s healthy as a weasel. You should enjoy your freedom and never look back.”
         

         
         He says this with his Southern drawl dialed up to eleven. Everyone is laughing now, including Sarah and me. For the rest of
            the panel, the tone is lighter, the tension broken. After we read our excerpts, with ten minutes to go, Sarah announces that
            we’ll take questions from the audience. Two volunteers go up either aisle with microphones, looking for raised hands.
         

         
         Alex’s hand shoots up. She’s handed a mike. “This is a question for Julia,” she says.

         
         “Hi,” I say, smiling at her. “Alex and I went to Baldwin together decades ago,” I tell the audience.

         
         “Way back in the nineteen hundreds. We wore sunbonnets and couldn’t vote.” Alex rolls her eyes at herself. “So anyway, my
            question. Your memoir lays bare a lot of painful or fraught or difficult relationships you’ve had in your life. And as I read,
            I felt like you were sketching the outline of a greater truth, sort of aiming the book at it. But in the end, you don’t come
            out and say what it is; you sort of leave the reader to connect all the dots. And so, since I have you right here, at the
            mercy of audience questions, I wonder if you would be willing to talk now about what you think that larger truth might be.”
         

         
         I take a deep breath and exhale slowly, stalling. Alex’s voice holds no trickery or disingenuousness, only genuine curiosity, but I can’t help sensing a nugget of disappointment wrapped up in this question, as if Alex is implying this is a weakness in my memoir, wishing I had tied it all up in a bow-shaped overarching theory of myself. My conversation with Bryan last night comes back to me. 

         
         “I’m willing to talk about it,” I say after a few slow seconds tick by. “And I’d be happy to disclose a definitive conclusion
            about men and women and my own psyche, if I had one. But I’m not sure I do.”
         

         
         Alex, who still holds the mike, says swiftly into it, “Perhaps I could offer one possible conclusion that I drew from it?”

         
         “Please, by all means.”

         
         “I sensed a certain amount of internalized misogyny,” she says. “Which, I would add, is definitely a hallmark of most women
            of our generation. We didn’t want to be girls, because back then, girls were freely and without impunity molested by older
            men, and we learned sexual competitiveness from older women, including our own mothers, and we watched those same women being
            treated badly by men, in your own mother’s case very dramatically so. So yeah, of course we identified with men to escape
            our own vulnerability. And of course we refused to be victims, because we weren’t allowed to admit our own pain. So even if
            you didn’t intend to explore your own complicity in men’s behavior, your book offers a pretty vivid snapshot of where it comes
            from.”
         

         
         “I don’t disagree,” I say through a knot in my stomach, with a rising sense of annoyance at being called out like this and
            being told what I’ve written in front of my own audience, on my own panel, “and thank you for articulating it for me.”
         

         
         The volunteer holds out her hand to Alex for the mike, but Alex isn’t finished. “Okay, one last follow-up question, and please
            bear with me, but I think this is really important to clarify. I think for many women, internalized misogyny can be a hindrance
            to a full life, even crippling, if it’s not rooted out and eradicated. Does the fact that you aren’t making this question
            the central theme of your memoir mean you’re still wrestling with it?”
         

         
         “Oh, give it a rest, lady,” Ellis mutters so only Sarah and I can hear him. He’s fiddling with his water bottle, twisting the cap on and off again, sipping at it, capping it again, giving it little shakes to make the water jump around. 

         
         “Does this wrestling ever end?” I ask with a flash of heat, a sidelong grin at Ellis. I hate Alex right now.

         
         “I think it needs to.” Alex’s voice is flat; she caught the grin. She and I look intensely at each other for a beat during
            which I wonder whether she’s ever going to relinquish the mike. Then she smiles, hands it to the patiently waiting volunteer,
            and sits down again.
         

         
         “Next question?” says Sarah. “Yes, the woman right there in the beautiful hat.”

         
         A tiny older woman in a red hat stands up and half-whispers hoarsely in a theatrical voice, “This is a question for Ellis
            Blackwell. Ellis, I am so curious about your mother, based on the excerpt you read. I haven’t read your memoir yet, so forgive
            me if this question is obvious, but . . .”
         

         
         I tune out the rest of the question, as well as Ellis’s dilatory, scathing answer about his nutjob of an Austrian mother whose
            parents were Nazis, and think about what Alex just asked me. Have I failed to understand my own book? Maybe that’s the source of my uneasy feeling about it. I felt a headlong urgency to get
            it all out, tell the truth, but maybe the thing readers want from a memoir is a clear and hopefully inspiring perspective
            on it all. I thought it was enough to just swashbuckle right into it.
         

         
         “. . . a question for Julia,” a woman is asking; I tune back in just in time to hear her say, “At the end of the book, you
            write about your relationship with Bryan. What’s it like having a boyfriend who’s twenty years younger than you? I would also
            love to hear anything you have to say about being a fiftysomething woman with a man in his thirties. Specifically: Are you
            worried he’ll want kids someday? Do you feel self-conscious about the aging process? And is he threatened by your success?”
         

         
         The entire roomful of older women leans forward as one. I hear a soft snort from Ellis, but whether his scorn is directed at the audience’s transparent prurience, my relationship with Bryan, or this entire topic, I don’t know. I suspect all three. 

         
         I glance over at Sarah for guidance: Will the moderator step in and save me from having to air my private business to satisfy
            this collective female bloodlust for vicarious young male flesh? Apparently not. Sarah looks as shamelessly interested as
            every other middle-aged woman in the place.
         

         
         “Where do I start?” I say, keeping my tone amiable and light. “Will he want kids? So far, he doesn’t seem to. Am I self-conscious
            about the aging process? No more than anyone else, and no more than I would be with a man my own age. Maybe less so. Men my
            age are far harder on women’s bodies than younger men. Far more critical of women in general.” I look at Ellis, who widens
            his eyes innocently. “And let’s see, what was the last question?” The questioner seems about to jump in to rephrase it, so
            I head her off at the pass. “Oh yes, whether he’s threatened by my success. I can’t speak for him, of course, but going by
            all available evidence, I would say not. He’s a professional Juilliard-trained musician.” I realize how crisp I sound; maybe
            my irritation is showing, just a little, which isn’t fair to the interlocutor, who’s just asking what she wants to know in
            a forum designed to allow her to do just that. I go on in a nicer voice, “It’s a relationship like any other, it has its ups
            and downs. But mostly what I can say is that we love each other, we have fun together, and we just bought a house together
            in New England. So the real answer is, so far, so good.”
         

         
         Ellis leans forward to his own mike and with a sidelong squint at me asks in his half-mocking voice, the precise object of
            his half-mockery still unclear, “But what do you two find to talk about?”
         

         
         “I don’t know, Ellis. What do you and your much younger wife find to talk about?”

         
         This gets a laugh. Ellis gives me a tip of his imaginary cap.

         
         When the panel is finally over, the volunteers hover around our table to whisk Ellis and me off to the lobby and get us installed with Sharpies and small plastic bottles of water in folding chairs behind a folding table. I am always amused by these book signings with fellow panelists. It’s usually fairly lopsided; one panelist ends up with a long line of fans with copies of their new books, and the other, usually me, nets a small handful of people holding well-worn paperbacks of my early novels, only one or two willing to shell out the twenty-odd bucks for my new hardcover, the sale of which is the entire point of this exercise. 

         
         I’m feeling a little raw after that panel, and not only because of Alex’s interrogation. While I was reading the excerpt about
            my adolescent sexual coming of age, I was struck by the realization that the reason I had to write a memoir was that I had
            no other outlet for all this. Therapy didn’t help, talking to friends didn’t help. The only people I can truly come to terms
            with the past with are my mother and Simone and Maya, because they’re the only other people who were there with me, who experienced
            it alongside me, but none of them has the slightest interest in excavating any of it. For the three of them, the past is over
            and done. I’ve been left with this wet, heavy, stinking burlap bag of bloody lumps of emotional flesh, alone with an unstoppable
            compulsion to hold it all up to the light. That’s what separates writers from the rest of humanity. Normal people sweep all
            that shit under the nearest rug. I have to name the flesh-lumps and identify their sources and ramifications. There’s no alternative:
            The only way through it is to write it down.
         

         
         “You were terrific back there,” Ellis says to me as we wait for the moderators to start letting audience members come up to
            the table. People are still lining up.
         

         
         “I find these things so hard, with this book. Memoir is so different, isn’t it? It’s easy with novels.”

         
         “It’s easier with biographies too, talking about someone else’s messy life.” He inclines his head at me. “Maybe we should
            take this dog and pony show on the road together. I do wish we could.”
         

         
         Alex Shapiro steps up to the table in front of me with a copy of Don’t Let It Bring You Down. She hands it to me expectantly.
         

         
         “Want me to personalize it?” I ask. After her pointed questions, I don’t feel like writing something effusive. “Or just sign
            it?”
         

         
         “Personalize, of course. By the way, I enjoyed the panel.”

         
         I say nothing, just open my book to its title page and write quickly, “To Alex, Great to see you again, xo Julia,” close it
            firmly, and hand it back to her. “Thank you for coming,” I say.
         

         
         “Have you decided about dinner?”

         
         I say coolly, “I can’t, I’m sorry. Maybe next time I’m in town.”

         
         Alex bathes me in a long, liquid look. “I’m so sorry to hear that,” she says with a small smile, as if she can see through
            my skull to my seething brain. “Enjoy the party, then. You have my number, please keep in touch.”
         

         
         She slips off, and the next person in line takes her place, a pudgy middle-aged man who proffers a plastic-covered first edition
            of my first novel and says, “Sign only please.” A collector. At least one of them comes to every single reading and panel
            and signing, and they all look exactly like this guy, gently sweating, bespectacled, with frizzy gray hair in need of a trim.
            They all stand hunched over, not making eye contact, waiting to get their signature, and then they shuffle off with the book
            tucked under one arm.
         

         
         I open the book and take out a Sharpie to sign my name and see, with a jolt of surprise, that the book is already signed,
            in my own handwriting: “To Norah, I can’t believe I’m giving an actual published book to you, my brilliant fellow writer.
            I feel thrilled and amazed and so glad for our long friendship. With all my love.”
         

         
         I look up at the collector, showing him the title page. “It’s already signed,” I say in a rush of feeling. My voice catches.
            “To my old friend who died a few years ago.”
         

         
         The collector takes the book back from me with a quick swipe, as if I’ve somehow cheated him, and lumbers off without a word.
            I turn to the next person in line.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Don’t Let It Bring You Down:
A Compendium of Complicated Relationships

            A Memoir by Julia Heimdahl

         
      
         
         
            Excerpt 4: “Dear mother I cannot weave”

            Our mother ceded, Lear-like, a third of her own psychic kingdom to each of her daughters. Simone was the ballerina, the beauty,
               praised for being funny and feminine, never criticized or challenged, because she was highly sensitive and needed protecting
               and nurturing; Maya was the weird, musical one, arrogant and idiosyncratic and hyperdramatic, the troublemaker and iconoclast
               and clown, praised for her originality and antics, deplored for her tantrums. My mother, at her wit’s end with this difficult,
               self-involved child, alternately punished and babied her. From birth, Maya was a genius at getting attention; her histrionic
               meltdowns took up all the air in the family.
            

            
            As for me, I was the smart, ambitious one, bookish and caretaking, angry and secretive, people-pleasing and successful, criticized
               for my slapdash laziness. Everything I felt and wanted had to go underground and stay there.
            

            
            There were no blurred lines between any of us three sisters; our lanes were perfectly clear. Our mother alone was allowed to contain all these multitudes. Dividing us meant conquering us, setting up lifelong competition between us. So Leni reigned supreme, never to be supplanted, especially where sex was concerned. She had reacted to her own repressed upbringing by being transparently open with my sisters and me about sex in a proud, assertive, determinedly clinical way that made me want to stick my fingers in my ears and go “Lalalala.” 

            
            My mother divorced my father when I was six. She married my first stepfather, Grayson, when I was twelve, and divorced him
               when I was fifteen. She married Adrian, my second stepfather, just before I left for college, and divorced him just before
               I moved to New York after graduate school. In all those years when she wasn’t married, the bulk of my childhood, I was drafted
               into being my mother’s fellow parent, which turned me into my younger sisters’ distant, protective, and bossy older-brother-like
               sibling.
            

            
            By conscripting me into acting like an adult in the family when I was little, she effectively separated me from Simone and
               Maya, marked me as hers. I had my own room; they shared theirs. I was my mother’s; they were spared her clutches, but also
               denied the primacy of this exclusive dyad. This made them bond together for life against me in shared resentment. I was the
               one who stayed up later, who got a bigger allowance and more responsibility. I was the one our mother told her harrowing childhood
               stories to, as well as all the grown-up things I was much too young to understand. Only by virtue of birth order, I became
               a precocious little therapist who was entrusted with all our mother’s secrets and troubles and memories. And so Leni taught
               my sisters to see me the same way she saw me, as someone who should be expected to take care of everyone else, to be resented
               and judged when I failed. And of course I always failed, because this role went completely against my self-interested, singular,
               autonomous nature. My mother’s and sisters’ staggeringly unfair collective disappointment at my failure to meet their needs
               pissed me off and made me aggressive and surly and solitary. This anger further marked me as different: I was just like my
               father.
            

            
            To deal with this intolerable pressure cooker, I shut them all out with a wall of reading and writing, disappeared into imaginary
               worlds, closed the door to my room and created kingdoms over which I had absolute control. I dreamed of growing up, moving
               to New York, becoming a writer, and never returning to Arizona again.
            

            
            But I always had to come out of these fantasies. I lived in a house with my mother and sisters, and until I came of age, my mother was in charge and I was the boy of the family, her galumphing pseudo-son. When I hit puberty, instead of passing down her shining torch of confident beauty and frank, joyful lust, my mother appropriated my burgeoning sexuality by making it clear that I would never equal her, never please a man the way she could, never be as womanly as she was. She and Simone were the mean, cool, popular, alpha girls, and Maya and I were the smart but clueless bucktoothed, cross-eyed B-team dorks, benched on the sidelines, klutzy oddballs in need of remedial practice, too husky, too clumsy, too boyish, too gluttonous and loud. Maya didn’t seem to give a shit; she went her own way. But I cared more than enough for both of us. I was hyperattuned to the frequency of my mother’s collusion with Simone, the exclusivity of their shared frank interest in men and assumption that only they knew how to play the game of lust and romance. 

            
            In junior high in the late 1970s, I had braces, wore glasses, and was tall and stick-thin, a card-carrying nerd. I had a paper
               route and loved Monty Python and roller skating. I played the violin and avidly read Heinlein and Asimov and Bradbury, Mad magazine, Jane Eyre and Jane Austen. And I was obsessed with boys. My crushes were powerful and dizzying. My sexuality was volcanic. My desire
               to be beautiful, to wear sexy clothes and look tempting and seductive, was fierce. I had no father to flirt innocently with
               me, to adore me, to give me confidence and a strong sense of boundaries in the world of sex. Instead I had my mother, who
               vanquished me.
            

            
            At school, away from home, I was aware that I was pretty, that boys liked me. But my role in the family cast doubt on all of it. How could I tell them about the electric thrill of my crush on Kevin Lopez, here at home where I was a sexless, bookwormish boy? In self-defense I retreated to my grandmother’s generation’s prudish Victorian modesty. I became fiercely private about my desires, as hidden as my mother was flagrant, self-protectively presenting any evidence of my femininity as satirical comedy to be mocked. I didn’t want my mother anywhere near my sexuality. The very idea made me choke, constricted my lungs, horrified me and filled me with despairing revulsion, a whole new kind of anger, an odd and queasy outrage. Other girls I knew went running straight to their mothers with whatever girlie thing was going on with them. I would rather have shoved a knitting needle into my eye than confess any such vital and tender developments. Her reactions to my girlish milestones were oversize, too excited, too keenly interested, as if it took that much visible effort for her to acknowledge that I was a female sexual being. 

            
            Was my mother threatened by my youth? But that couldn’t be it: Simone was told she was beautiful, encouraged to flirt, to
               be seductive. It had something to do with me, or how my mother perceived me. The fact of my sexuality and youthful vanity
               caused some reaction in her I could neither understand nor tolerate, which made us both hop barefoot on hot coals.
            

            
            To make matters worse, ever since the summer when my father sent me home early, I’d lost all confidence with boys I liked. Before that, I’d been frank and aggressive. At six I played house with the neighbor kid, Hank, lying on top of him and touching tongues; at seven, I was in love with my friend Sylvester, a sweet, smart boy I planned to marry when we grew up; at eight, I chased my crush Erik at every recess and caught and kissed him. But after that summer with my father, I became unsure of myself, second-guessed my own worthiness. In fourth grade I agreed to “go out” with a boy I liked named Tommy, who asked me through an intermediary, but I had no idea what that meant, because I was too shy to ask. In fifth grade, I liked Aaron, and so did my bitchy, pretty best friend Cathy. She informed me that I should give him up, and I was too cowed by her confidence to feel anything but meek acquiescence. In sixth grade I went on a date, a picnic at the public library, with Paul, the nicest, handsomest boy in our class, and then I guessed I was his girlfriend until suddenly he was going with my friend Stacy, who was prettier than I was, and more fun. Once again I felt no agency or power; it was up to him to accept or reject me. In seventh grade I loved my friend Jennifer’s brother Kevin, an eighth-grader who liked me back, but when he asked for my locker combination, our school’s version of going steady, I stupidly, shyly said no, as if I were offended. In eighth grade I had a mad crush on another friend’s older brother, and he liked me back, but I couldn’t even meet his eyes. And so it went. 

            
            Because I couldn’t succeed in the social arena, I flaunted any public, masculine-adjacent trophy I could garner: the Presidential
               Fitness Medal, report-card A’s, being awarded first chair of the second-violin section of the Phoenix Symphonette, getting
               first place in events at track meets. My mother congratulated me with genuine excitement and pride, after which I withdrew
               to work harder to get more of these kudos. I learned to be academically disciplined and single-mindedly ambitious. But it
               pissed me off that I couldn’t also be pretty and feminine.
            

            
            The summer I turned twelve and Simone turned ten, after I’d had a growth spurt and towered over her, I started punching my
               little sister in the shoulder, hard, unable to stop myself. My father was gone, but I’d internalized him. He was alive and
               well in my psyche. Simone was a girl, and my father and I hated girls. And if I had to be on the male side of this equation,
               I would be the aggressor, not the victim.
            

            
            Maybe I was punishing my cute little sister for being given the essential identity I wasn’t allowed to claim for myself. I
               didn’t realize, not yet, that Simone, who was just as intelligent as Maya and I were, was also limited by her looks and femininity.
               If she got a decent grade, read a literary novel, wrote a story, or said something smart, my mother’s exaggerated praise of
               this so-called intellectual activity equaled the staginess of her praise of my feminine developments.
            

            
            But whereas I seethed hotly at our mother’s proscriptive categorization of us, Simone batted it all away with cool annoyance.
               She might have been small and girlie, but she was actually tougher than I was. So I punched her.
            

            
            After Leni left our first stepfather, Grayson Ochs, when I was fifteen, it was just us girls again. But everything had changed. Our mother’s uneasy competition with her three nubile daughters was there in our house like an invisible, odorless, toxic gas that paralyzed and incapacitated but didn’t kill. During my freshman and sophomore years of high school, I escaped into the theater department, starred in plays and musicals, wrote urbane, absurdist plays, and dreamed of growing up, moving to New York, and becoming a writer. I had ambitions and dreams, and I kept my mind moving forward into the future, mentally projecting myself into adulthood. 

            
            The summer after my sophomore year, a boy I liked asked me to go to a party with him. His name was Jess Anderson. He was a
               year older than me, and he had a twin brother named John. He also had his driver’s license. When he called to ask me out,
               I’d never had the slightest clue that he’d even noticed me. My mother was friends with their parents somehow. Jess and John
               didn’t go to my public high school; they went to the private school across the Verde Valley, and we knew each other from the
               adults’ dinner parties. We’d tagged along to many of these, been thrown together in the casual manner of half-grown puppies
               being tossed into the same basket.
            

            
            Jess and John belonged to the mysterious world of rich kids, which might as well have been another planet from the one I lived
               on. There were rumors that their school was for emotionally disturbed adolescents, but they seemed sane and normal enough.
               I found them both deeply alluring. They had big lips and big front teeth set in square faces, shaggy dirty-blond hair that
               fell into their thick-lashed dark-blue eyes. They wore dark denim bell-bottoms and rugby shirts and corduroy jackets and scuffed
               cowboy boots. At my high school, you either wore rugby shirts or cowboy boots, but never both, because jocks and cowboys were
               two separate species. Jess and John looked a lot alike, but also different in the manner of fraternal twins. Jess, younger
               by a few hours, was cuter, more approachable, with a button nose and broad shoulders. John was about an inch taller, narrower,
               with a slightly crooked nose and a serious demeanor. Given the choice, I would have picked John, if only because he seemed
               more like me. But Jess was the one who had chosen me, so I said yes to the private-school kids’ party. I was totally bewildered
               by the invitation.
            

            
            As a special treat, because I begged, my mother agreed to loan me her light-blue flowered butterfly shirt. This was essentially a big gauzy circle with white piping around it, with a neck hole and a white rope belt threaded through holes in the waist, the height of 1970s fashion. I modeled it for her with a pair of white pants and sandals. In the mirror, my hair was long and glossy. I wore a gold necklace. I felt pretty, even sophisticated. But she squinted at me sideways, making a high, skeptical sound in the back of her throat, as if it annoyed her to have to look at me, to have to see me as a girl at all. 

            
            “Do I look okay, Mom?”

            
            “You’ll do,” she said, tossing this off as if she were holding back the real compliment, as if this were an understatement
               and we both knew that. But underneath the surface, I felt the light slap in the face to quell my youthful vanity.
            

            
            This was a typical comment for her. At eleven, Maya was suddenly gorgeous, tall and tan and young and lovely, with big plush
               lips and melting brown eyes and a sultry singing voice. At a recent party at our house, she had innocently leaned against
               a hippie dude, her head on his shoulder, reaching up to stroke his soft blond beard, a fatherless girl craving adult male
               attention. I stood watching this with my mother. She turned to me and said, “Oh, God, she’s so dumb with men, don’t you think?
               Look at her there, how can he possibly find that interesting?” There was an edge in her voice that shocked me. Maya was a
               child.
            

            
            When Jess came to pick me up for our date, my mother was in the kitchen, making bread. I brought him back to say hello, because
               I thought that was the polite thing to do. Leni was a young forty-one then, lithe and knockout beautiful, her dark hair loose
               and wavy. She looked up from vigorously massaging the springy dough to give Jess a sly, conspiratorial look, as if she pitied
               him for having to take me out, as if she knew he’d much rather be with her.
            

            
            “Bye, kids,” she called out in a cheery, false voice. She did not like me going on a date, for a complex stew of reasons.
               “Have fun!”
            

            
            Jess lived in Sedona. He had driven across the valley and all the way up to our house at the top of Cleopatra Hill to pick me up. I’d arranged to spend the night at my mother’s friend Sarah’s house down in Cottonwood after the party so he wouldn’t have to drive up the mountain again and then all the way back to Sedona late at night. Sarah had given me directions to her house, which was on a dirt road past the UtoteM. I memorized both the directions and her phone number. 

            
            As Jess drove me to the party, we made stilted conversation; it was an effort to talk to him. I heard myself laughing insincerely,
               too hard, in the hopes that he was actually funny, which he wasn’t. I had no clue, still, why he’d asked me out. Apparently
               he liked me enough to bring me to a party to meet his friends, but I had no idea what this meant, because I didn’t have the
               confidence to assume that he could be genuinely interested in me. I found it impossible to flirt with him; he didn’t banter,
               he wasn’t talkative. He was a taciturn dude who seemed perfectly content just to have me nearby. Maybe he was shy, but that
               never occurred to me. Maybe he thought he already knew me, from our parents’ dinner parties. I wondered if he planned to make
               out with me after the party, maybe in Sarah’s driveway. I wasn’t sure I wanted to, not without some kind of conversation to
               connect us, but of course I would: He was cute, and we were on a date, and I didn’t want him to think I was a stuck-up dork.
            

            
            The party was at someone’s parents’ huge house in the red-rock desert with a swimming pool. As soon as we walked out onto
               the flagstone patio, I felt shy and overwhelmed by the crowd of strangers. Jess and I got beers and went inside and joined
               some people in a sunken conversation pit, lounging around on big pillows, passing a joint around. When Jess handed it to me,
               I took a hit. When it came around again, I took another hit. Weed made me paranoid and stupid and inarticulate, but the need
               to appear cool overrode my better instincts, so I sucked on it whenever it came my way.
            

            
            Drinking my beer, flummoxed and mute and high, I looked around at all the unfamiliar faces. Jess was talking and laughing with a couple of guys on the other side of him, so I turned to the person next to me, a dark, exotic-looking older man who wore an embroidered denim vest over his bare chest, a bead necklace, and velvet bell-bottoms. He was barefoot and had wild curly hair and long sideburns, and he smelled like sweat and patchouli. He told me his name, which I instantly forgot. He seemed friendly, and harmless enough, and no one else was talking to me, so I struck up a conversation with him. I was aware of Jess, talking loudly next to me, his back turned. 

            
            The hippie dude turned out to be funny, which was a relief. My paranoia didn’t diminish, but at least I was laughing. He seemed
               so worldly and sophisticated that I wondered what the hell he was doing at a high school party, but I didn’t ask. My face
               felt stiff, my limbs waterlogged. When Jess asked if I wanted to go outside with him, offering a hand to help me up, I shook
               my head. I didn’t think I could walk.
            

            
            If Jess was jealous that I was talking to another man or hurt that I had refused to go outside, he didn’t show it. He shrugged
               and went to the patio. I heard shouts and splashes outside. Through the picture window, I watched everyone jumping into the
               pool. The music was very loud hard rock that made the air vibrate and my ears pound. I felt bored and sleepy and awkward and
               out of place.
            

            
            “So where are you from?” I asked the hippie dude. I thought he’d say India or Turkey or Peru.

            
            “Long Island,” he said.

            
            “What’s your name, again?”

            
            “Josh Rubinstein,” he said.

            
            It was normal in those days for adults to be at our parties, normal for grown men to be partying with teenagers. It was a
               weird time to be an adolescent. Middle-aged men were having midlife crises and hitting on teenagers. Middle-aged women were
               forming consciousness-raising groups and divorcing those same men. My generation was turned loose into the wilderness of our
               own hormonal angst and confusion to fend for ourselves, and often, to fend off older men obsessed with their own mortality
               who needed to paw at our tender flesh to make themselves feel young again. But Josh didn’t seem like one of those men. He
               was young, for one thing, maybe in his twenties, not too much older than us. And he wasn’t hitting on me at all. He seemed
               genuinely entertained by me.
            

            
            “How do you know all these people?” I asked him.

            
            “Saskia’s mom was my graduate thesis adviser. I’m crashing here for a while, figuring shit out.”

            
            “Who’s Saskia?”

            
            “She’s that girl who’s talking to your date.”

            
            Right outside the picture window, Jess was sharing a cigarette with a dark-haired girl in a bikini top and cutoffs. They were
               both laughing, hard, clutching their beer bottles. Why the fuck was I here?
            

            
            “Where are her parents?”

            
            “I think right now they’re somewhere in Costa Rica.”

            
            Josh was nice and easy to talk to. I asked him about his doctorate in anthropology, his fieldwork in Brazil, and his ambitions.
               He wanted to go to China to work on the dig that had discovered the terra-cotta warriors and was now unearthing the tomb of
               Qin Shi Huangdi, the first emperor of China.
            

            
            “Cool,” I said.

            
            “Oh man, it’s so far out,” he said.

            
            Finally, what felt like hours later, Jess came to collect me to go home. We walked awkwardly out to his car together and sat
               in silence as he headed his car down the dark switchbacks toward Cottonwood. I was so stoned, my ears were ringing. My mouth
               made a dry, clicking sound. I didn’t recognize any of the streets we were on, had no clue where we were.
            

            
            “Where’s the house where I’m taking you?” he asked finally.

            
            I realized we were at the UtoteM. “You go to the right,” I said. “Go two miles.”

            
            We rattled along on a gravel road through absolute darkness.

            
            “Okay,” he said when we came to a fork. “Now which way?”

            
            “Um,” I said. “I think she said right at the fork.”

            
            After an agonizing eon of lurching down another rutted road, I said, “This is wrong. We should have gone left.”

            
            He turned around without a word and headed us back to the fork, swung onto the other tine, and lurched down that road for a mile or two while I sat in heart-pounding mortification. All these desert roads looked identical in pitch-black night, lit only by the headlights. It was all cactus and sagebrush and rocks. 

            
            “How far is her house?” he asked.

            
            Sarah’s instructions suddenly made no sense. Had we even gone the right way from the UtoteM?

            
            “I think I’d better call Sarah from a pay phone,” I said. “I’ll ask her to come and get me.”

            
            Jess pulled back into the UtoteM parking lot, and I got out. “Thank you,” I said. “Good night.”

            
            “Can I at least wait until she comes?”

            
            “No,” I said, so embarrassed I could hardly speak, desperate for him to be gone, for this whole stupid date to be over. “That’s
               not necessary, it’s late and I already got us lost and wasted your time. Good night, thank you, see you around.”
            

            
            I closed the car door with a thud and went to the pay phone, praying I remembered Sarah’s phone number. As I dialed, Jess
               drove slowly away. With jumpy anxiety, I listened to the ringing on the other end while his taillights vanished down the empty
               main drag of Cottonwood.
            

            
            “Hello?” came Sarah’s husky voice after five rings. I’d woken her out of a sound sleep. Her own son and daughter were with
               their dad down in Scottsdale that weekend, and she had the weekend off to sleep late and do whatever she wanted.
            

            
            But when she pulled up to the curb to fetch me at four in the morning, wearing her pajamas, she wasn’t even mad.

            
            She was the town librarian, from the East Coast, a plump, elegant blonde with a sharp nose and blue eyes. She was stylish
               and urbane, but also cozy and breezy and generous. I adored her. She was my favorite of all my mother’s friends.
            

            
            Back at her house, she made me a cup of Sleepytime tea with honey, loaned me a pair of her daughter’s pajamas, and tucked me in. The next morning, when I woke up late, she told me the best hangover breakfast had fat, protein, salt, sugar, and carbohydrates. She made me bacon and scrambled eggs with toast and jam and tea, and we breakfasted together out on her patio while I told her all about my disastrous date. 

            
            She was part of the circle of friends that included Jess’s parents. “Those Anderson boys,” she said, smiling at me. “They’re
               cute, but maybe not interesting enough for you.”
            

            
            “I feel like such an idiot,” I moaned.

            
            “It’s part of being a teenager,” she said. “You’ll grow up and laugh about it.”

            
            “Why the hell did he even ask me to that party?”

            
            “Because he likes you, sweetie.”

            
            “But why?”

            
            “Because you’re a smart, beautiful girl.” She said this as if it were a fact like any other.

            
            I was dumbfounded. “I am?”

            
            She reached over and put her soft, warm hand over mine. “I promise,” she said. “You’re smart and beautiful, and you’ve got
               great things in store for you. You just have to get through adolescence.”
            

            
            Sarah is dead now, and I never got to thank her for telling me the things I desperately needed to hear, the things my own
               mother couldn’t say to me. But I never forgot that breakfast.
            

            
         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Five

         
         After the panel and book signing, I feel restless and itchy. Sally Falcone’s party doesn’t start for a few hours, so I decide
            to walk over to the old house where I lived during my junior year of college, just to look at it. I’ve tried not to think
            too much about my college best friend, Danielle Boudreau, since I arrived here at Baldwin yesterday. Being here again in our
            old haunts, it’s so painful to remember what happened to her. But I need to. It’s one of the things I have to do while I’m
            here, a kind of reckoning with her loss. I owe it to her.
         

         
         I walk off campus the back way, across the bridge over the canyon, through the mid-century modern dorms, across the huge soccer field, over the railroad tracks, and through a sleepy, slightly scruffy neighborhood that feels as if it hasn’t changed at all in thirty-plus years. The trees are bigger now, the cars uglier, less stylish, and more corporate, but everything else looks nearly identical. I’m looking for a two-story square-built brown Craftsman with a wide, deep front porch. When I find it, I stand across the street from it, staring, transfixed, as memories break like tidal waves in my skull, things I haven’t thought about, ever, as I moved forward and life went on. It’s odd how certain times in my life, whole eras, are left behind, abandoned like discarded clothes, while others come along with me, to be worn over and over and over until they’re threadbare and no longer fit me. 

         
         The front door of my old house opens, and a young woman comes out with a sweet-looking mutt on a leash. She’s probably a Baldie,
            and this is probably still an off-campus group house. She’s tall and pink-haired and bespectacled. In her big white sneakers
            and mom jeans, she bounces down the porch steps without a glance in my direction. I’m probably her mother’s age, or even older;
            I’m invisible to her, standing here lurking, staring at her house. I clearly don’t register as any kind of threat.
         

         
         She and the dog rush to the corner and disappear, and the street is quiet and empty again. The city air goes up my nose, acrid,
            tinged with rain, such an old, familiar smell. It brings everything back.
         

         
         In the spring semester of the year I lived in this house, one of my housemates, a small, eccentric, likable girl from Texas,
            was sexually assaulted on the bike path near the house. A young guy with a knife pushed her off her bike, demanded that she
            pull her pants down, and masturbated on her and came all over her naked thighs. A heterosexual virgin who had little to no
            prior experience with men, she came home without her bike, crying, trembling, unable to speak at first. When she finally told
            us what had happened, it was in a near whisper, cringing in shame.
         

         
         With her housemates’ support—all of us urging her to nail the fucker, she needed to put him away—she reported the assault.
            The police caught the rapist, and she pressed charges. But even after he was behind bars, in the weeks and months that followed
            the assault, she could no longer function. She retreated into her room off the kitchen. She couldn’t go out alone for the
            rest of the year, couldn’t ride her bike anymore, required me or Rick or one of our other housemates to escort her for protection
            whenever she had to go to campus. She was reduced from a merry kook to a traumatized shadow.
         

         
         I hated her attacker. I wished I could rip his limbs off, poke his eyes out with my thumbs. But my housemate showed no anger at all, only fear. She reminded me of people who had been bitten by dogs and for the rest of their lives cringed in terror whenever they saw one. Poorly socialized dogs, like men, sensed vulnerability and fear and often saw it as provocation to attack. My own armor was protection. I was afraid for my housemate, not having any. Walking her to and from campus, fifteen minutes each way, when I was busy with classwork or had other plans, made me itch to fuel her with hits of my own rage. 

         
         A man tried to rape me once, in Paris the summer after high school, near the Pigalle at three in the morning. Two of them
            came up behind my friend and me on the dark, empty street, flanking us, speaking rapid Arabic. One of them grabbed both of
            my friend’s arms and started heading her into an alley. My own attacker tried to do the same to me. In a split second, I felt
            a jolt of white-hot rageful strength, superhuman. I shook off my attacker hard, knocked him off-balance, shoved him against
            a car, sent my friend’s attacker sprawling in the gutter by simultaneously snatching his hand off her arm and pushing him
            with all my supercharged strength. It happened automatically, too fast for me to understand what they intended to do to us.
            My friend stood frozen, staring, in shock. I grabbed her hand and ran with her all the way back to the apartment where we
            were staying, where we threw our arms around each other and collapsed in shuddering tears.
         

         
         “They could have raped us,” she said.
         

         
         “I know,” I said, hiccupping.

         
         She said with wide eyes, “You beat them up!”

         
         I looked back at her, as amazed as she was. “I really did! Those fuckers!”

         
         Through our sobs, we started laughing. And the next morning, I was over it. Or at least I told myself I was, because I needed
            to be.
         

         
         After my college housemate’s rape, part of me wondered why she hadn’t done the same, fought him and run away and shaken it off. Why did she so passively give in? Yes, he had a knife, but she could have . . . what? She was small and soft-spoken and not especially strong. Her character and upbringing were different from mine; she had been raised by her Southern mother and aunts to be agreeable, polite, not to make waves, to fit in, to be quiet, all qualities she seemed to inhabit naturally, without rebellion or any evident desire to transcend them. 

         
         She had always, before the attack, struck me as an integrated, grounded person, solidly okay with herself. But the rape fundamentally
            altered her. She’d had an easy, insouciant trust in people. She took everything on its own terms with a gentle respect for
            the status quo, a sweet acceptance of everyone’s foibles and quirks. Her rapist had broken her sense of her own place in the
            world, forever damaged her trusting equanimity. She would clearly never be the same again.
         

         
         And this was the legacy of violent men. They wrecked a woman’s ability to just exist in the world. They got into women’s heads,
            fucked with our sense of ourselves, made us look at every man with instinctive, unquenchable fear forever after, even the
            good ones, the ones who might have loved us, given the chance.
         

         
         I wanted my housemate not to let this rapist ruin the rest of her school year, let alone her life. I wanted her to slough
            it off, rise above it, reclaim herself. I remembered the aftermath of that attempted rape in Paris, the adrenaline rush that
            made me fight both my would-be rapist and his friend off, the surge of strength I had in the face of danger. But then I thought
            of Mr. Mains, the teacher who molested me in high school, how I passively allowed him to violate me against my will but never
            allowed myself to admit that I was his victim. I focused on his weak inability to control his lust, his disgusting lack of
            respect for me and all the other girls he pawed and molested and even raped.
         

         
         In college, a few years later, I was still convinced that I hadn’t been hurt by Mr. Mains. Male assaulters were despicable,
            and women who got beat up or raped were casualties of this monstrousness, but they had to take it on the chin and keep going
            and not let it slow them down or impede their progress. Pain was just part of life. It was just how it was, if you were female.
            That was how my mother had raised me. The fact that he damaged me, fucked me up, didn’t register until decades later, when
            I was almost fifty, and then I had to face it head-on after repressing it for decades.
         

         
         My housemate had been facing it. She wasn’t pretending anything.

         
         I’m staring up at my old bedroom window. I can hardly remember what that little room looked like. It was just the place where
            I slept and stored my clothes, and where, unfathomably to me now, I slept deeply with Rick in a small single bed. Remembering
            how young and in love we were back then, I miss Rick, that stellar person. We corresponded sporadically in the years after
            college, and then we fell out of touch after Adam’s and my wedding. I know he still lives here in town with his wife and kids.
            Last I heard, he opened a café. I’m tempted to call him, to try to rekindle our friendship, but I know this is a purely selfish
            wish. I have nothing to offer him. What would he get out of it, if he even bothered to answer the phone, let alone meet me
            for a cup of coffee? Nothing but a memory of heartbreak and an encounter with someone he has every reason to never want to
            see again.
         

         
         Anyway, if he’s read my memoir, he probably hates me now. I described our breakup as a vast relief, which it was at the time,
            describing my first night alone in my new studio after moving out of the apartment Rick and I had to ourselves for the first
            half of senior year thusly: “Our big airy apartment on its tree-lined street had been so quiet, so elegant. My new squalid
            little dump on a busy main drag had orange shag carpet and smelled like cat pee, but it was mine, and I luxuriated in blissful
            freedom from that long-dead relationship. No matter what, my mother was right: It’s better to be lonely alone than to be lonely
            with someone else.”
         

         
         Instead of looking up Rick’s number or finding him on social media and messaging him, I send him a mental blown kiss as I
            start walking back toward campus. It’s time to head to the dinner party.
         

         
         As if he were reading my mind, connected to my emotional state by an invisible electric wire, my phone chirps with an incoming FaceTime call from Bryan. Instantly, at the sight of his name I feel comforted, and my heart soars. “Hi!” I say, staring into the image of his face in my smartphone screen. His dirty-blond hair is mussed just so over his broad Irish forehead. His eyes glitter madly with sunlight, and a pattern of breeze-shifting leaves dances on his blue shirt; he’s standing outside under a tree. “What a perfect time for you to call. How are you?” 

         
         “I need to talk to you about something. Thomas is here, looking at our roof, and he says we need a new one.” His voice is
            steady and warm as always, even in a crisis, which this no doubt will prove to be. As my Providence painter friend Lucy likes
            to say, “When Bryan’s around, everything always feels like it’s gonna be okay.”
         

         
         Even so, I’m panicking. We’re scraping the bottom of the barrel right now financially. “A new roof? Oh no. I thought the roof
            was brand-new when we bought the house.”
         

         
         “Um, apparently it was a brand-new layer of cheap tar paper over the eight or ten layers that were already there. Total crap,
            a big mess, and there’s a leak in the upstairs stairwell now by the chimney. He wants to rip the whole thing off and start
            from the rafters.”
         

         
         “Jesus.” Thomas is our straight-arrow, hardworking Christian contractor. He and Bryan together are single-handedly saving
            our fragile, beautiful nineteenth-century house from caving in on itself. “How the hell are we going to pay for this?”
         

         
         “We’ll get a loan, don’t worry, it’ll be okay. I say we just do it now, no point in waiting.”

         
         I lean luxuriantly into Bryan’s reliable reassurance, as I always do. I knew I loved him, knew he was the one, one day early
            on when we were driving on the BQE, heading from my Williamsburg loft up to his parents’ place in Jamestown for the weekend,
            and got caught in the usual stop-and-start Friday afternoon snarl in Queens. Unconsciously, instantly, I braced myself, expecting
            a terrifying tantrum, Adam’s road-rage foot pounding on accelerator, then brake, wrenching us into the next lane, swearing
            when it wasn’t any faster, teeth gritted, hands clenched on the wheel, snapping at me if I said a word.
         

         
         But Bryan didn’t do any of that. Completely mystified, in awe, I watched him stay steadily in one lane, easing off the gas
            when things came to a standstill, to all appearances completely relaxed and unfazed.
         

         
         “Fucking traffic,” I said, probing, waiting to see if he’d crack, preparing to see his real self emerge.

         
         But he smiled. “We’ll get there,” he said, laughing over at me. “At least we’re together.”

         
         That was the moment I knew. Besotted, amazed that I’d found this person, I slid my hand to cup the back of his neck. “Never
            leave me,” I said intensely.
         

         
         “Never,” he said right back. “Don’t you ever leave me, either.”

         
         Now we smile at each other through our screens, undaunted by the prospect of a bank loan, all this disruption while the new
            roof goes on. We love our house; we’re in this together, a team no matter what. “Okay,” I say. “Let’s do it.”
         

         
         “Yeah, I agree. I have to go deal with this now, but I’ll see you tomorrow night.”

         
         “I can’t wait,” I say.

         
         “I love you,” he says, and then just like that, he’s gone, and I’m plunged back into my current reality, dragging my feet
            more the closer I get to the tony green neighborhood where Salvatore Falcone is currently living for the duration of his writer-in-residency.
            My feet are encased in concrete blocks. I dread seeing him.
         

         
         The address on the invitation he emailed me turns out to be a soaring Victorian house with a turret. Of course. Lucky motherfucker.

         
         During my first decade in the city, Sally Falcone, short for Salvatore, an older male writer with a Bensonhurst accent who
            ran a small writers’ group at St. Mark’s Church on Saturday mornings, was my mentor. It was like an AA meeting, but for aspiring
            novelists; I had to audition to get in. Sally read my first novel-in-progress, which I gave him to get into his group, and
            he phoned me right away and said I was in, that he believed in me, my “talent.” He told me my writing had powerful charisma
            on the page, that my language was distinctive, that he’d go anywhere my voice took him.
         

         
         When he was younger, by his own admission, Sally was a bad drunk. He’d been a high school English teacher who wrote in his spare time, and then his fortunes changed. He married a real-life madcap heiress named Caroline who adored him. After their wedding, his luck turned even more: He started publishing his novels with Magdalena Press, an indie downtown publisher with street cachet. He didn’t care about advances or sales; his wife was loaded. His books were cool, and suddenly he had it made. 

         
         In his fifties back then, sober for many years and respected in the most insidery literary circles, he lived with his devoted
            wife in a town house on West Tenth Street. In other words, Sally was a working-class Italian kid from Brooklyn who made it
            and struck it rich. He wore pastel cashmere sweaters and corduroy trousers, suede loafers flat as crocodiles, and a gold ring
            on his pinkie like a mobster. He was rangy and stooped, with a lopsided face and sharp brown eyes like a wild predator’s.
            He talked fast, a hep-cat patter, and he jacked us all up, me and my eleven fellow aspirants, with praise and hope but also
            challenging comparisons to his heroes, all of whom seemed to be named William: Shakespeare, Blake, Faulkner, Burroughs, Gass,
            Gaddis, Maxwell.
         

         
         The twelve of us met with Sally every week for a number of years. We sat in our little circle of folding chairs, reading our
            work aloud in trembling portentous voices, bracing ourselves for criticism, which Sally always kicked off by holding up a
            meaty hand and saying, “Let’s look at exactly what Ben is doing here before we rip him a new one,” or “Can anyone tell me
            the most beautiful sentence in that whole thing? Anyone?” A couple of my cohort ended up publishing before I did, and then
            I published my first novel, and then a couple of others published theirs, and suddenly we were giving readings together at
            KGB Bar and Pete’s Candy Store and blurbing one another and comparing notes about agents and book tours. It was a heady time.
         

         
         Sally loved it, ate it up. He loved being our consigliere, our godfather, seeing his name in our acknowledgments, toasting
            us at our book parties, introducing us to his old cronies at the National Arts Club in Gramercy Square. I was one of only
            three women in the group, and the only one who’d published a novel so far; Sally let me into his inner inner circle of mentees. I was the only woman, that is, until Hannah published her book a couple of years later, which turned out to be a monster bestseller that got made into a movie starring Parker Posey, and then Gina got a mid-six-figure two-book deal, and then my two female cohorts were both much, much more successful than I was. But that was years off. 

         
         I started hanging out with Sally and the five guys who’d also published novels. Sally took his mentoring seriously. Whenever
            one of us had a draft of our next novel ready, he read it on his own time and met with us individually to discuss it before
            we presented it to the group. When it was my turn, I met him for lunch at an old red-sauce place he liked on Mott Street.
            We shot the breeze for a while before we got down to business. He asked me questions about my younger life, before New York,
            before I got married. I told him about traveling alone in foreign countries, the heady joy of it. And my time at Baldwin,
            doing acid and ecstasy, reading great literature. And my MFA program, the fierce competition and catty remarks, the good-old-boy
            network I could never be part of. We talked about writers we were currently reading, and I rhapsodized about Iris Owens and
            Dawn Powell and Elaine Dundy.
         

         
         “Wow, Julia,” he said as our plates were plunked in front of us, “you’re really good company.”

         
         “Thanks,” I said, flattered, and for the rest of the lunch I did my best to live up to this. But at the same time, it made
            me uneasy. I was aware that I could never be one of the guys with him, not really, because he was palpably, obviously aware
            of my femaleness. I wished I could erase it, just be a fellow writer the way the Bens and Jonathans got to be.
         

         
         “You’re the best-looking of all my writers,” Sally liked to say to me, “except for Ke’Shawn Williams.” The only advice he
            ever gave me in terms of my career was, “Write a novel about sleeping with girls at Baldwin College, that’s your ticket to
            bestsellerdom.” Where he’d landed on the idea that I’d slept with women in college, I had no clue, because I hadn’t. Maybe
            he just thought I wrote good sex scenes. Maybe he wanted to read about college girls fucking each other. Who knew?
         

         
         When my marriage blew apart for the first time, after I had that stupid affair with Will and separated from Adam for three months and moved into a dingy rathole in Queens, Sally started acting weird, distant from me. I wasn’t sure why, but I had a strong feeling that he was judging me. Instead of asking if I wanted to hang out and shoot the breeze like before, he wrote me brusque emails demanding to know whether I was working on my novel. In fact, I was, and it was the thing that saved me through a full-blown manic episode of grief and panic during which I could not sleep. I was indeed writing, every day, but I was also going through the hardest time of my life, and I frankly needed encouragement and comfort and reassurance, not judgment. But for all his downtown street cred, Sally was at heart a good Catholic boy, a devotedly married man who would never in a million years have dreamed of having an affair. I think he was shocked by my betrayal of Adam, who he had met and liked, and by the fact that my once stable life was suddenly fraying at the edges, coming apart. I think he was leery of me in those days; maybe to him I was a scarlet hussy, a jezebel. Why not? I was to everyone else, apparently. 

         
         A couple of years later, after Adam and I had split for good, Sally had tickets to a play, and his wife Caroline couldn’t
            go, so he invited me. I was on my fifth novel by then, not in the aspiring-writers group anymore, but Sally was still my mentor.
            He’d read my new manuscript and given me his usual cursory notes on it, mostly laconic cheerleading with some low-key questions
            about a character or two. By now I’d realized that he was a lazy editor, more interested in hanging out and being pals with
            the younger writers he championed than in giving us real editorial feedback. But I didn’t care, he was Salvatore Falcone,
            an old-school legend, and I was proud to be associated with him.
         

         
         After the play, since we were in midtown, he suggested that we go for a nightcap to the Russian Vodka Room. Sally had soda
            water, but he urged me to have some wine, so I had one glass and then ordered another. We sat side by side on a red banquette,
            nursing our drinks, talking about the play, other writers we liked. I got him talking about his childhood in Bensonhurst in
            the 1950s, neighborhood rivalries, local drama.
         

         
         At one point he said something funny, and, laughing hard, I affectionately leaned into him and briefly rested my head on his shoulder, just glancingly, as I might have done with any friend, male or female. 

         
         I was not remotely drunk, not even tipsy, but he jumped up as if my head on his shoulder had burned him with acid.

         
         “Time to get you home,” he said. “Let’s go.”

         
         It all happened so fast, I didn’t have time to explain or react. Flabbergasted, half laughing with the unreality of it, I
            put on my coat and followed him out to the street, where he hailed a cab, opened the passenger door, pushed me into it, and
            slammed the door shut.
         

         
         “Thank you, good night, tell Caroline I say hi,” I tried and failed to say before the cab plunged into traffic and swept me
            away.
         

         
         I assumed that Sally had gone back into the bar to pay the bill. I could not believe what had just happened. I rode home in
            dazed shock.
         

         
         Sally had thought I was hitting on him. He mistook my gesture of fond friendship for seduction. And that had been so unacceptably
            line-crossing for him that instead of directly telling me to cut it out, he’d thrown me into a cab. Like a cop with a perp.
            He’d assumed I was trying to seduce him. The arrogance, the gall.
         

         
         I emailed him the next day to thank him for the ticket and to give my best to Caroline. I did not defend myself. I was too
            offended, and too proud, to even bring it up.
         

         
         About a year later, I told Hannah Palakiko, my friend from Sally’s workshop. We were reading together at a bookstore in Chicago,
            just by lucky chance, crossing paths on our respective book tours. When our reading was over, we went out for drinks. Halfway
            through our second round, I told her the entire trajectory of my relationship with Sally, ending with being shoved into the
            cab.
         

         
         Her face was impassive, but her lips twitched. “He thought you were hitting on him?”
         

         
         “Evidently.”

         
         Now she burst out laughing. “Oh my God, what a knucklehead.”

         
         We snorted with laughter, and I felt a little better about it, but only a little. “Has he ever treated you like that?”

         
         Hannah just laughed again, sparing me the answer, which was of course not. She was a tough, hardheaded cool customer who took
            no prisoners, suffered no fools, gave no fucks. She had always treated Sally like a useful means to an end, not a friend,
            not a mentor. He’d been a conduit for her pure ambition. She thought he was a vain, sexist dork. She was smarter than I was.
            If a man ever called her good company, she would have narrowed her eyes at him, like, “Fuck no, dude, I’m not falling for
            that.”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Don’t Let It Bring You Down:
A Compendium of Complicated Relationships

            A Memoir by Julia Heimdahl

         
         
         
         
            Excerpt 5: “What we’ve had to give up to get here”

            When I was in college in the early to mid-1980s, being a woman felt powerful. Annie Lennox and Grace Jones embodied glam androgyny,
               and we embraced a late-protopunk genderfluidity, bold neon colors and leopard print and glitz. One semester, Andrea Dworkin
               came to Baldwin to give a talk in the Yoder auditorium, a stocky, frizzy-haired young woman in overalls who informed the student
               body that all male-female sex was rape. “For a woman, love is defined as her willingness to submit to her own annihilation.
               The proof of love is that she is willing to be destroyed by the one she loves, for his sake. For the woman, love is always
               self-sacrifice, the sacrifice of identity, will, and bodily integrity, in order to fulfill and redeem the masculinity of her
               lover.” I remembered rolling my eyes at this, calling it extremist bullshit afterward with Danielle. “Angry radical,” I said,
               and Danielle said, “How can it be rape if I like it so much?”
            

            
            Danielle was my boyfriend Rick’s sister. Rick and Danielle Boudreau were army brats who grew up all over the world, in Greece and Germany and Japan, and went to high school in Alaska, bright poor kids who were at Baldwin on scholarships and aid, like me. They were like me in so many ways: scrappy, smart, earnest, damaged, romantic, creative, funny, hardworking. Their mother ditched them when they were young; my father ditched me when I was young. Their father was a needy narcissist who emotionally abandoned his kids in adolescence; my mother was a needy narcissist who emotionally abandoned her kids in adolescence. I felt totally comfortable and safe and known by the Boudreaus. Rick and I were college-married for most of our years here. He and I were lanky dark-haired twins in straight-legged Levi’s and zipped hoodies and short New Wave haircuts, walking fast together across the rainy campus, arm in arm under one shared umbrella, heads down, in our own private world. Danielle and I were instant friends. The Boudreaus were my people, my college family. 

            
            Danielle’s father had fucked her up as thoroughly as mine had me, but her particular flavor of fuckery was sexual. The Boudreaus
               were Catholic, French Canadian and Cherokee on their dad’s side, Scottish and German on their mother’s. Rick had apparently
               gotten all the Acadian and Native genes: He was swarthy and dark-haired, with high cheekbones and dark eyes and a sharp chin,
               tall and thin as a blade, lanky and strong, with bony knees and knobby shoulders. Danielle had inherited their mother’s side
               of things; she was booby and blond and leggy and lithe and blue-eyed, a high-IQ Barbie. Rick was as steady, sane, and grounded
               as his sister was dramatic and demanding.
            

            
            Danielle was the crazy, hilarious problem child we worried about and protected and adored and took care of together. She was
               promiscuous, not needily or self-destructively, but with confident omnivorousness. She fucked Monsieur Dupin, our hot French
               professor, had an ongoing terrible relationship with a campus drug dealer and econ major named Noah who treated her like garbage,
               slept with most of her friends, male and female, had threesomes with various people, and generally acted out all the reckless,
               unapologetic, willful promiscuity her father had instilled in her as a challenge.
            

            
            We were all three English majors, distinct minorities at this intellectual, science-heavy school where almost all the alumni went on to have careers in physics, biochemistry, the social sciences, law, medicine, academia. We all took classes together, talked about Wordsworth and Stevens and Faulkner and Pound and Baldwin and Flannery O’Connor with high-minded intensity. In room 223 of the brick-and-ivy McQuillen Hall—a long, narrow room on the third floor, tucked under the eaves, fillips of ivy curling into the mullioned casement windows—Rick and Danielle and I had Victorian Studies with the brilliant, red-headed, adorably awkward professor Jane Goddard, whose amber eyes glowed with passion for Matthew Arnold and Thomas Hardy. 

            
            Danielle was a painter and actress and classical guitarist; Rick was a poet; I was a writer and sang in the Collegium Musicum
               and played violin in the chamber orchestra. I tagged along with Danielle on chilly mornings while she did pastel drawings
               of autumn leaves on the steps of the student union, wearing fingerless gloves and sipping from a cardboard coffee cup. Rick
               read his poems aloud to us. Rick and Danielle came to my voice recitals and choral concerts and chamber music concerts. The
               percentage of Baldwin students who were artists of any kind was vanishingly small, so we felt the additional kinship of rare
               birds of a feather.
            

            
            In the mid-1980s, Madonna rose to pop ascendancy, ushering in a post-Flashdance dominatrix getup of stilettos and corsets
               and eyeliner. The year after I graduated from Baldwin, I stuck around and worked at a downtown blues club as a cocktail waitress.
               I cut my hair into a buzz-punk brush, wore geometric pink-and-black earrings and liquid eyeliner, black miniskirts and stilettos
               and torn, cropped off-the-shoulder sweaters. Serving booze to already drunk middle-aged men who ogled my coltish legs, I felt
               total mutual solidarity with the other cocktail waitresses at the club, a couple of whom were fellow Baldwin alumnae. Jeff
               the bartender slipped us cocaine to snort in the ladies’ room when we were tired, comped us vodka tonics when we were having
               a rough night, and never once hit on a single one of us; he was our trusted confidant, our ally. We stalked the club like
               young leopardesses, alight with Madonna’s girl-power moxie. We robbed older drunk men blind and slapped them when they groped
               us and mocked them together at the bar, waiting to load up our trays while Jeff filled our orders.
            

            
            That year, Danielle worked at a strip joint downtown called Club Macambo. Her stripper name was Coco, and if I thought cocktailing was lucrative, stripping was like minting your own money, albeit in G-string and pasties. I often met Danielle at Macambo after my shift at the Last Hurrah, hung out at a table with a beer, watching her shake her boobs in men’s faces until her own shift ended. Watching her dance was interesting. I admired Danielle’s athleticism, how willowy and lithe she was, how easily she dealt with men, how matter-of-fact she was about nudity and lust. But I didn’t desire her, it wasn’t ever like that. The two of us were family and had no sexual interest in each other. Danielle slept with women, but I wasn’t on her radar, I was her brother’s ex-girlfriend. 

            
            Being a proper Baldwin intellectual, Danielle had definite ideas about what stripping meant in terms of feminist theory. As
               a woman, she also frankly got off on it. Thanks to both parts of herself, she seemed to feel no sense of shame or exploitation.
               She felt powerful. The men were her customers, and she provided a service, and she turned them on so much they spent more
               money than they could afford just to see her nearly naked body undulate in their faces, fresh and luscious—but also, she loved
               being a hot young blonde with big boobs and a tiny waist and long, slender legs. She was excited by her own sexual beauty
               as she watched herself dance in the mirror. The man whose legs she was dancing between barely existed for her. Onstage, she
               used the pole as an instrument of pleasure. She bent over to show her bare cheeks, slapped her own ass, but there was nothing
               degrading about it. She writhed up the pole with undulating hips and swung herself around, her big breasts firm and round
               in their pasties, outsize on her narrow frame, fleshy and powerful to behold. On her face was an expression of sheer self-contained
               confidence.
            

            
            In the Last Hurrah, I was selling booze to drunk, horny men twice my age or older, prancing around in a miniskirt and stilettos to distract them from the piles of fives and tens on their rickety, damp tables, which I plucked up as I liked, and trustingly, they let me. The booze was the commodity they paid for; I was the cute delivery girl; they forgot about the money. In Club Macambo, men bought Danielle drinks. It was part of the deal. She was directly selling proximity to her own body and sexuality, and she wasn’t shortchanging anyone, ever. Her tips were freely, knowingly given, and she earned every dollar she made without cheating or tricks. 

            
            After Danielle changed and cashed out at the end of her night and tipped out the club, we would take a cab back together to
               her art deco studio apartment in the yuppifying northwestern neighborhood of our grungy, gritty city to stay up till dawn
               doing coke and counting our tips. I usually made just over a hundred dollars a night after tipping out the bartenders: a windfall,
               most of my monthly rent in one night. But Danielle made three times that on an average weeknight, sometimes a lot more, depending
               on who was in the club and how many dances she could get them to buy. We put on our pajamas, brushed our teeth, washed our
               faces, snorted a little coke, ate Skittles, listened to Tina Turner or the Eurythmics or Lloyd Cole or Simple Minds, and talked
               about our nights. Or rather, Danielle talked; I listened. Cocaine had the opposite effect on me that it was supposed to: It
               made me feel quiet and stupid and shy.
            

            
            Danielle always stashed that night’s money in the shoebox she kept in her closet. She had heaps more cash stashed in a safe
               deposit box at her bank. She knew exactly how much she had to save in order to give herself a solid year of traveling alone
               around the world. That was her plan, after which she was going to move to Los Angeles and become a movie star. She also planned
               to write a novel about stripping, which would be a bestseller. I had big plans, too; I had applied to the Workshop with two
               of the four stories I’d written as my senior thesis. I planned to get accepted, get my MFA, and then move to New York and
               become a famous novelist. We were twenty-two, and we both had ambitions, and we were willing to do whatever it took to achieve
               them.
            

            
            But we also couldn’t have been more different, which made me feel safely distinct in our dyad, uncompetitively free of the granular jostling I felt with other friends who were more similar to me. Danielle was reckless and adventurous; I was introverted and routine bound. Danielle could fuck anyone without attachment or emotion; I fell in love painfully with men who couldn’t love me back. Danielle’s mother abandoned her; mine appropriated me. Danielle’s father taught her to love sex uninhibitedly and without fear; mine taught me to appease men I feared. Danielle slept with whoever she wanted without compunction or regret or heartbreak. I slept with almost no one and took it all much too seriously. 

            
            Along with Danielle’s recklessness came manic neuroticism. Along with my inner demons came a propensity for self-destructive
               depression. Over the years, as we each fulfilled our plans to the letter, except the fame-and-money part, I retracted myself
               into a hard shell of defensiveness and denial. Danielle became even harder to reason with, more irrationally entitled, with
               increasing delusions of grandeur, an infuriating lack of boundaries, and bottomless, demanding need, endless need. She sent
               me letters from her round-the-world trip, long and detailed and impersonal and brilliantly written. They weren’t written to
               me in particular; they were chapters of a book she planned to publish, and I was meant to save them for her. She returned
               to the States and moved to Los Angeles, where she found another pretty art deco apartment in West Hollywood and started taking
               acting classes, got head shots taken, found an agent, and went to audition after audition after audition. At Baldwin, she
               had been the hottest thing on wheels. In Hollywood, she was just another young blond bombshell. Haphazardly, waywardly, she
               slept with men who could do nothing for her life or well-being or career: her sleazy coke dealer; a so-called photographer
               who wanted her to pose naked for him; a younger Swedish boy with whom she became painfully obsessed; a fellow struggling actor
               who told her she wasn’t talented enough and should give up and go to grad school; a talent manager in his forties she hoped
               would sign her to his roster of starlets. Instead he dumped her, causing her to obsessively stalk him, parking outside his
               house and sending him letters pleading for another chance, which never came.
            

            
            As for me, I got my MFA and moved to New York and almost immediately met my boyfriend for the next five years. We recognized each other instantly. He was a fellow self-loathing firstborn, a frustrated, depressive, misanthropic striver. Together, we drank. He was my gateway to the real possibilities of alcohol for stunting and atrophying your life. On our nights in, we drank copious amounts of red wine and watched the films of the “great auteurs,” as he called them, all men: Pasolini, Leigh, Cassavetes, Roeg, Weir, Altman. Several nights a week, we went to clubs and bars to see live music, and beforehand, we always bought a pint each of whiskey to smuggle in with us. We ate in various East Village holes-in-the-wall, a couple of bottles of beer each with plates of tacos or fried chicken with rice and beans or burgers and fries or pizza, anything cheap and filling and full of fat and carbohydrates to soak up all the booze we were planning to down that night. 

            
            I have endless hot, visceral, thrilling memories of the never-ending party that moved all night all over the city in the 1990s, being packed into wild sweaty dancing crowds at the Roxy, Tunnel, Palladium, the Limelight, all the great live music happening everywhere, the likes of Shawn Colvin, the Mekons, Richard Thompson, Sonic Youth, Matthew Sweet, the Dbs, Bootsy Collins, Syd Straw, Swans, the Fall, Robyn Hitchcock & the Egyptians, Jeff Buckley. We went to Sin-é, the Bottom Line, the Ritz, CBGB, Roseland, Wetlands, Tramps, Coney Island High, the Mercury Lounge, the Lone Star Roadhouse, the Knitting Factory, the Cooler, the Right Bank—after-hours drinking at Puffy’s, the International Bar, Save the Robots, the Mars Bar, wherever they stayed open and kept serving. I knew all the East Village bars intimately, the louche graffiti in their bathrooms, their sallow, slouchy bartenders, the beer-piss-cigarette smells and squelchy floors and shitty particleboard dividers and crappy sound systems and low ceilings and strings of Christmas lights and neon signs and jukebox selections and mohawked regulars and argumentative lowlifes and stagy punk rockers and bridge-and-tunnel slumming-it kids and creaky doors and hard booths and sticky bespoke coasters and bar snacks. I developed a way of looking at the world, drunk, staring at people and observing them and falling into an acquisitive reverie, soaking in human behavior exactly the way I’d done when I was a baby, before I could talk. Being drunk took me back to that state. I loved that moment when I drank enough to become subverbal, when my entire brain was soaked with booze and all of my self-doubt and pain and sadness was blotted out. I drank to find that bliss. Most of the time, I just got stupid and klutzy. But a few times, I achieved sublime, perfect inebriation. I knew I’d found it because people would look at me in alarm and announce to me that I was drunk. In the mirror, my face looked like the kind of smiling rubber mask worn by bank robbers—boneless, a featureless disguise, shiny eyes and wet grinning lips and loose cheeks. That was nirvana for me. That was the entire point of drinking. 

            
            Alcohol was my trusted friend. Drunk, I could let my boyfriend fuck me like a rent boy in the bathroom of the Old Town Bar,
               in the Rambles of Central Park, against a parked truck on Great Jones Street at four in the morning, anywhere he wanted, I
               didn’t care, because I was numb and absent. For someone like me who was suppressing a vast volcano of rage and subsuming it
               in a vast tectonic plate of self-hatred, being drunk and allowing myself to be impersonally debased by my own boyfriend felt
               right, deserved, and appropriate.
            

            
            When I drank, I imagined that I was gamine and foxy and tomboyish in the manner of old-time famous wits and movie stars who
               verbally sparred with men and tossed off ripostes while exhaling cigarette smoke, hoisting a cocktail glass: Dorothy Parker,
               Rosalind Russell, Barbara Stanwyck. I glowed with alcoholic and therefore delusional confidence, and then I went home and
               went to bed and woke in a cold sweat in the wee hours, racked with shame and horror at the things I’d said, the way I’d acted.
               It didn’t occur to me to just stop drinking, to end the cycle. It felt self-perpetuating and beyond my control, a quick and
               easy solution to the happy numbness I sought, the answer to the spiky needles of ambition in my brain, the burning rage in
               my guts, the empty yearning in my heart. Booze filled brain, guts, and heart.
            

            
            In my late twenties, I hated myself with a blind intensity that bordered on obsession. My sense of my own terribleness was monstrous and all-consuming. I guzzled alcohol to blot myself out. I occasionally contemplated suicide with a voluptuous vindictiveness that was tempered by the certainty that I would never do it, if only because I had books to write, and my creative ego burned brighter than my urge to self-annihilate. 

            
            Through all my drinking and depression and emotional paralysis, I wrote, and wrote, and wrote. Journal entries, poems, short
               stories, letters, essays. I kept reading: every week a fresh stack of library books I kept by the bathtub with a bottle of
               wine. I read every word of all of them, returned them, checked out another stack.
            

            
            Reading, writing, drinking; bars, sex, music, drinking; that was my life outside those dreadful hours I had to spend at whatever
               low-paying, humiliating grind of a secretarial job I had at any given time. I had faith that there would come a time when
               I’d actually write something worthwhile, I just had to keep going. In other words, during those years when I was lonely and
               angry and floundering, the absolute need to write was all I had. It was my life raft, and I held on to it.
            

            
            

            During these early years in New York, Danielle’s phone calls and letters became increasingly frantic and unhinged. She worried me, both her self-destructive behavior, which felt even more desperate, more seriously off the rails, than my own, and her lack of traction in the acting world. “If I don’t make it, I don’t know what I’m going to do, so I have to make it,” she said repeatedly. Another audition, another acting class. Every now and then she got a callback and her hope surged anew, as strong as ever. She got a commercial here, a low-budget horror movie there. But she had started working as a stripper again to pay her bills. Now, though, that job seemed to be wearing her down. The power she’d felt at Macambo had curdled, turned to despondency. The intellectual who’d rationalized stripping as a feminist act, back when she had her whole life ahead of her, was slowly being beaten down by failure and fear. She was almost thirty, a terrible and frightening age, and she’d gotten nowhere with her acting or her writing or any of her relationships with men. She was alone, getting older, watching younger women, fresh faces, get the parts she auditioned for. 

            
            “I can’t give up,” she told me. She’d left a series of increasingly frantic messages on my answering machine begging me to
               “pick up pick up pick up, come on, okay you’re not there, just please please call me back soon, anytime, call collect if you
               want, I’ll pay, just call me.”
            

            
            I didn’t want to call her back. I’ve always hated the phone, no matter who I’m talking to. It makes me feel trapped and sweaty,
               stuck inside a conversation, unable to see the person’s face or share a physical space with them, read their body language
               for cues. I hate having a voice in my ear, buzzing and intimate and demanding, while all around me the world continues, and
               I’m unable to be part of it for the duration of the call. The stakes are too high; the energy it takes isn’t worth the payoff.
               And I hate the inevitable awkward interruptions—no you, go ahead, sorry for interrupting, what did you say?—with a skin-crawling
               passion, every single thing about the endeavor, and I always have. As a kid, when the phone rang, I yelled, “I’m not here,
               whoever it is,” and as an adult, I tell everyone without apology, “Text, email, DM, leave me voicemails, use any app, just
               don’t ask me to talk on the phone.”
            

            
            Back then, the person I most hated talking to on the phone was my mother, the person who felt most entitled to me, most needy of my attention, and most unable to see me as separate from herself. During my first years in New York, she insisted that I show up at the other end of the receiver whenever she needed access to me. Her simultaneous entitlement to me and inability to be empathetic drove me insane. She taxed me with her problems, which I was totally unable to solve or alleviate, which made me hate myself with hyperdramatic despair, the byproduct of the enraged guilt I always felt after we hung up. She was lonely and floundering, newly divorced from my second stepfather, hungry for reassurance and comfort, depressed. Her abusive madman of an ex-husband was sending her long, threatening letters; her friends didn’t seem to appreciate her; her own parents’ neglect and rejection of her, especially her mother’s, was a lifelong source of outraged pain; and she had physical ailments, joint pain and sudden falls and a chronic scratch in her throat. I could do absolutely nothing to fix any of this, and my powerlessness made me itch. 

            
            My poor mother must have been desperate indeed to rely on a fuckup like me. The truth was that I could barely keep my shit
               together in those days. I had massive credit card debt, I hated my job, my future looked bleak, and I was writing, but only
               out of habit and anxiety. She’d chosen the wrong daughter. Simone was detached and pragmatic by nature. She knew better than
               to let herself get trapped on the phone for longer than ten minutes. “I have to run!” was her stock catchphrase. “I’m on my
               way out the door, gotta fly!” When I tried that, my mother fired off a question I couldn’t resist answering, asking for advice,
               my opinion, my counsel. Simone had managed to break the umbilicus, but out of my protective anxiety for Leni, I remained attached.
               I couldn’t do that to her.
            

            
            During those years when I was in my late twenties, I agreed to talk to Leni every Sunday afternoon, and consequently I woke
               up every Sunday morning with a debilitating sense of dread. When the phone rang, I braced myself. Just jump in and get it
               over with. I answered it like a condemned prisoner going to the electric chair.
            

            
            “How are you, Mom?”

            
            For the next hour or more, I paced around and around and around my tiny apartment, crabby and itchy and trapped, saying, “I’m
               so sorry,” and “Oh, Mom,” and “You’re going to be okay.”
            

            
            As far as my mother knew, as far as she seemed to care to know, everything with me was peachy, I was young in New York City, and life was sweet. I knew better than to have any problems of my own. That wasn’t the deal: The deal, of course, was that I had been put on this earth to absorb the acid and muck of my mother’s life like a Bounty paper towel, her quicker picker upper. There was no way for me to break out of this role because, primarily, I didn’t want to entrust my mother with my own troubles. She expected me to have my shit together, and always had. Revealing to her how scared I was of failing, how alone I felt, how fraught my friendships with women were, how much I hated my job, would only have added to her own worries, would only have made her disappointed in me, and judgmental of me, too, for being such a mess, as well as fretful at her own inability to offer me anything except impatient directives delivered in chilly sociology-speak. She couldn’t help me, in other words, because she had nothing to give. 

            
            So I gave myself to my mother every Sunday afternoon, the cordless phone pressed so hard against my ear it hurt.

            
            As soon as I hung up from these calls, even if it was early afternoon, I drank. Hard liquor: This was no time to fuck around
               with beer or wine. I sloshed straight tequila or vodka into a glass and stood staring unseeingly out the window and swigged
               it. When that was almost gone, I “freshened” (a word I’d always loved) my drink. The alcohol loosened the knot in my chest,
               muted the roar of rage in my head. I blasted CDs on my boom box— PJ Harvey, Courtney Love, Lucinda Williams—and I scream-sang
               along. The music and liquor blotted me out. That was the whole point. I needed to cease to exist for a little while.
            

            
            I told myself I wasn’t really a drunk; I just impersonated one. I tried on booze like an outfit that fit me perfectly but didn’t flatter me. Alcohol made
               me prematurely embittered, artificially cynical, self-destructively risk-prone, sexually passive, and uncontrollably hotheaded.
               I fought with deli clerks about the price of a bottle of beer, taxi drivers about the routes they decided to take, my boyfriend
               about his emotional frozenness and coldness, any random person about the fact that they had just jostled me or looked at me
               funny. I got into fights, and I didn’t want them to end—I loved fighting. Shouting insults at strangers, provoking my boyfriend,
               arguing with other drinkers, was the most efficient means of venting all the dangerous buildup in my head, off-gassing steam,
               letting out some of the magma that was threatening to blow.
            

            
            And then, at the ripe old age of twenty-nine, with an internal cry of Eureka!, I awoke to a deep, ancient truth. It turned out that all my self-hatred, self-destructiveness, and general mental troubles over the years stemmed from something so trite and universal, so cliché, I was almost embarrassed when I realized, with the help of my then-therapist, what the source was. After a lifetime of doing everything I could to deny and mitigate it, to transform my antipathy into pure love, to rise above my real feelings and be a perfect daughter, to deny my own needs to try to meet my mother’s, I experienced the abrupt detonation of a flash of light in my own head. Suddenly, for the first time, all these disparate, confusing elements of my life made sense. It was as if I had followed the divergent, tangled threads of my psyche through a dense forest back to one essential, irrefutable tree. 

            
            In a therapy session, I said, “I hate my mother,” and my therapist appeared to be delighted with us both. Many sessions went
               by before I got there, and many sessions went by after I said it, but that was the pivotal moment, the breakthrough: I hated
               my mother. That was the gold-star day.
            

            
            

            During this same time, Danielle started calling me nonstop. Because I loved her, because she was my best friend, I battled
               my ancient, intertwined terror of both the phone and needy women and mustered the wherewithal to call her back. I prepared
               myself for a two-hour, upsetting, stressful, one-sided conversation, sucking up the long-distance fee, trying to give my old
               friend some comfort, what little I could muster out of the bleakness of my own current situation.
            

            
            Her voice ratcheted at me, panicky and harsh. “I’m working on my stripping novel. It’s going to be a bestseller. I have an
               audition tomorrow, but I’m going to cancel it. I have a cyst on my face. It’s acne. I just spent six hours in front of the
               mirror with a straight pin, digging it out, and now it’s a bloody hole. A huge crater in my cheek! I’m going insane. This guy I was dating just disappeared. I’ve called him forty times. I always hang up without
               leaving a message so he doesn’t freak out, but I might have to drive to his house and see if he’s home.”
            

            
            “Don’t do that,” I said. My heart was racing. A cold sweat had broken out on the back of my neck. “Stop digging at your face. Forget that guy. Write your book.” 

            
            Danielle didn’t ask how I was, not once. I didn’t expect her to. And as with my mother, I felt wholly inadequate to offer
               any real comfort. I was exactly as terrified about everything as Danielle. I was turning thirty in a month, and I hadn’t published
               a book yet, or even finished a draft of one. I wasn’t married, not even close. I was dying to get out of the hot, smelly,
               noisy city, but I had nowhere to go, no money. However, I was taking whatever steps I could to keep my head above water, to
               get myself out of this swirling eddy pulling me down. I had a therapist who encouraged me to channel my anger at my mother
               into autonomy and forward momentum, finally, for the first time in my life. I was working on my first novel in the mornings
               before work, sitting at the little table in my studio apartment on East Second Street, with a Chinatown teapot full of strong
               black tea, tapping away at a little word processor I’d borrowed from a friend who’d just bought a Macintosh and didn’t need
               it anymore. I printed out pages at my temp jobs and marked them up in the bathtub after work and made corrections the next
               morning before writing new pages. I was in a fever dream with this book. Figuring out that I was actually angry at my mother
               after a lifetime of self-loathing guilt had freed me, at last, to write in my own voice, which turned out to be completely
               unlike any of my influences and very much like the verbose comic wise-ass voice I’d written in at fifteen, back when I wrote
               for fun and before the anxiety of literary greatness had set in in grad school. I kept a notebook with me all day, with lists
               of voluptuous words I wanted to use, adamantine and peregrination and adumbrated, and made notes for future scenes and the next day’s revisions. I had no clue how to write a novel, but I had read thousands
               of them, and I’d managed to get an MFA, so I had faith that I could do it if I just kept going.
            

            
            “You can do it,” I told Danielle now. “Just keep going.”

            
            Danielle ignored this piece of perfectly sound advice and kept talking rat-a-tat about her cystic acne, describing in passionate detail the topography and diameter of the hole she’d dug, the oozing fluids, the colors, the exact placement and degree of throbbing heat in her cheek. As always, she was coruscatingly funny and self-mocking about it. 

            
            I gave up trying to help her and just laughed.

            
            “I’m going to drive to his house right now,” she said abruptly. “I can’t take it anymore. Why doesn’t he just pick up the
               phone?”
            

            
            “Do you even like this guy?”

            
            She said with cold, staccato crispness, as if I were stupid, “I need him to take me to this party next week. This important
               manager will be there, and I need to meet him. So I need Jake to bring me, and I’ll fuck him afterward, and that’s it, I won’t
               bug him ever again.”
            

            
            “I see, you’re using him to get what you want.”

            
            “And I’ll let him use me, too. That’s how L.A. works.”

            
            “I get it. But can’t you meet this manager on your own? Why do you have to fuck a guy you don’t care about to get access to
               him?”
            

            
            Danielle made a guttural sound at this hopeless naïveté. “Fuck. Okay. It’s late. I have to go over there. I’ll put a Band-Aid
               on my cheek. Or a ton of concealer. You can barely see it if I cover it up. Oh my God, this is insane. What am I going to
               wear? I have this white dress, but I’m not sure it’s sexy enough, it’s kind of a sundress. I’m almost thirty! I need to look
               twenty.”
            

            
            I looked at the clock. We’d now been talking longer than my internally allotted two hours. I was hungry, and I wanted rice
               and beans with chicken from the Puerto Rican place on the corner and a couple of bottles of Red Stripe from the bodega. I
               wanted to get into a hot bath and mark up today’s printouts of the chapter I was working on.
            

            
            I kept listening. Twenty more minutes went by.

            
            “I have to go,” Danielle said finally. “I’m going to cake foundation over the cyst and wear the white dress and pound a shot
               of vodka, okay three, and drive over there and knock on his door and—”
            

            
            “Don’t do it,” I said. “Take a walk, eat something, calm down.”

            
            “I’m living on fruit. I have to be skinny for auditions and working at the club. If I gain weight, I can’t sell as many dances. I’m already competing with all these younger girls. I feel old and fat. Everyone is so young and perfect in L.A.” 

            
            “You’re still young and perfect,” I said.

            
            “You think so? I don’t know. Okay, now I really have to go if I’m going over there on my way to work, it’s going to take an
               hour to fix my face.”
            

            
            After we hung up, I took a deep breath, put on my shoes, and went out to get my dinner.

            
            That night, Danielle ran into a tree in someone’s yard on her way home from stalking Jake’s house, smashed the front end of
               her car, and died with her face in the steering wheel.
            

            
            When I heard from Rick what had happened, the first thing I thought was, I shouldn’t have let her go. Why couldn’t I talk
               her out of it? I failed her.
            

            
            Looking back, I could see that her brilliance, ambition, and courage weren’t enough. Like so many others, she was eaten alive
               by Hollywood. Of course, the truth was, no one could have helped Danielle, especially not me. But the painful guilt of her
               death still haunts me.
            

            
         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Six

         
         As I come up the rhododendron-lined walk of Sally Falcone’s pollinator-garden front yard, I catch sight of his familiar gleaming
            bald head through the living room window, bent to hear what a blond woman is saying. That woman is Tina Wexler.
         

         
         I lurk in the bushes outside the ornately trimmed house and consider my options. I was already dubious about seeing Sally
            again, after everything that happened all those years ago. Ellis is also going to be at this “small, intimate dinner,” and
            after the panel, I feel I’ve seen enough of him for one day. So the addition of Tina to this dicey mix pushes my dubiousness
            over the line to outright dread and loathing.
         

         
         I’m about to turn around and hightail it with guilty relief back to my hotel room for a night of room service and a 1990s
            rom-com when I hear a familiar Southern drawl.
         

         
         “Julia Heimdahl, a lovely sight for very sore eyes.”
         

         
         “Hello, Ellis,” I say breezily. “I was just leaving. I’m sorry to miss the dinner.”

         
         Ellis stands at the end of the walk, looking intently at me through the rhododendron blossoms. “Oh, don’t go! Why are you going? The party hasn’t even started yet, how can it until you and I make our grand entrance together?” 

         
         “I don’t feel well,” I say. “Sudden case of acute nausea at glimpsing a person I can’t stand.”

         
         Ellis comes toward me, his arm outstretched. “Come take a turn around the block with me and tell Miss Lonelyhearts all about
            it.”
         

         
         Laughing, I hook my hand into the crook of Ellis’s elbow and allow him to squire me down the street, away from Sally’s rented
            house.
         

         
         “Do spill,” he commands with a ghoulish grin. “I’m licking my chops in anticipation of a good girl fight.”

         
         “Spoiler alert,” I say. “We don’t kiss at the end after wrestling in baby oil.”

         
         “Duly noted. Now tell.”

         
         “Okay,” I say as we stroll along the quiet, leafy sidewalk past green lawns that border large, well-kept houses. “I’ll start
            at the beginning, which is the end of my first marriage, nine years ago.”
         

         
         “You were separated then?”

         
         “No. I was still with Adam but getting up my nerve to leave for good. Tina Wexler emailed me and asked me to have a drink,
            out of the blue, and I said yes because I was suddenly a lone-wolf outcast adulteress, and any invitation was a godsend. She
            was ten years younger than me and had just finished her first novel and was looking for an agent, and she and I were the only
            novelists on the North Brooklyn waterfront at the time, at least that either of us knew. We met for drinks. She was a former
            marketing executive determined to be a famous writer, a go-getter from Detroit, aggressively in the know about the literary
            world. I was too despondent to say much for myself, and I wasn’t sure I liked her, but she was chatty enough for us both.
            She befriended me with zeal, and I allowed it to happen because I was desperately lonely. She told me she wanted me to be
            her literary mentor, but what I really needed was a friend.”
         

         
         “She got you at a weak point,” says Ellis. “And now I think we’re getting into All About Eve territory.”
         

         
         I laugh. “Bingo.”

         
         “I knew I liked you, Margo Channing. Do continue.”
         

         
         “So despite my agoraphobic loathing of all writerly events, Tina began dragging me to various readings and book parties, where
            she seemed to know everyone: Salman Rushdie, Junot Diaz, all the literati party animals. Somewhere in there, I fell in love
            with my now-boyfriend Bryan, who was not and is not a writer, he’s a musician. Which is not nothing, but Tina treated him
            with condescending rudeness, as if he were beneath her notice.”
         

         
         “Was she jealous of your new boy toy? She wanted Margo all to herself?”

         
         “To be worthy of her attention, you have to be somehow useful to her career, and Bryan wasn’t, so she didn’t see the point
            of him. To his credit, he was amused by this treatment; he saw straight through her high literary pretensions to her calculating
            corporate soul. He made fun of her obsession with her smartphone, her thumb in constant motion, scrolling, retweeting, checking
            her stats.”
         

         
         “Didn’t she just have a best-selling novel? It wasn’t very good, as I recall.”

         
         “Don’t skip ahead. I agreed to be Tina’s date to a book party in Tribeca for a writer I didn’t know, the kind of social event
            that gives me hives. I agreed to do this because Tina was an unstoppable, immovable force, and I was weakened in those days
            by the pretentious judgmental Brooklyn friend circle of my first marriage and unable to fight her will. At the party, I hung
            back and watched Tina make one beeline after another through the crowd to schmooze her targets.”
         

         
         “What a horrid little arriviste. I had no idea. I’ve never paid her the slightest bit of attention except to browse her overrated
            novel in an airport bookstore. So get to the end, because I’m going to march you straight into that dinner party and we’re
            going to show Eve Harrington who’s boss.”
         

         
         To my surprise, I find myself cheering up and even enjoying this. “Okay, here’s what happened. I sent her to my agent. He took her on. Her novel, as you correctly remembered, became a bestseller. She was up in Providence, staying with Bryan and me in the house we’d just bought, to give a reading at the local bookstore. She stayed with us for three nights. It was hell. Ever since she’d found the success she so desperately and nakedly craved, her entire manner toward me had changed. She made fun of Providence. She rolled her eyes openly at Bryan. She treated me with high-handed condescension: I was a stick-in-the mud, a has-been. Maybe the worst part of it was that her reading style changed.” I laugh. “She started intoning in that horrible breathy poetess voice, inclining her head to the beat of
            her immortal prose and pausing between paragraphs to let the audience absorb her genius. She treated everyone as if she were
            a fairy queen sprinkling the gold dust of her brilliance and fame onto our plebeian heads.”
         

         
         We’ve reached the end of the block. Ellis leads me across the street to the other side and steers me back toward Sally’s house.
            We don’t walk fluidly together. He’s wound too tightly, too much in his own head. My stride is longer, and he walks more slowly
            than I do, tottering carefully, looking down, a bit unsteady on his pins. Maybe he had a few drinks after our panel in the
            hotel bar while I was going down memory lane in front of my old house. And this physical intimacy feels like it’s going on
            too long for the reality of our brand-new, provisional alliance.
         

         
         I let his arm go and keep pace next to him.

         
         He swivels his head to look at me. “And then what?”

         
         “I threw a little party after the reading back at our house for everyone, eight or ten other writers, friends of mine. Tina
            knocked back a few whiskeys and not so subtly mocked everyone there as if we were all a bunch of hayseed provincials—”
         

         
         “Hayseed provincials! In Providence?”
         

         
         “—and then after everyone left came the coup de grâce. As I was cleaning up, she started pawing at me like a rat.” I make my hand into a claw and jab at Ellis’s arm to demonstrate. “She had recently read a draft of my memoir, which I only sent her because she kept asking to see it. Now, while I washed the dishes and put the leftover food away, she told me the book had ‘triggered’ her.” 

         
         “How I hate that word.”

         
         “Me too. It’s so victimized. Then she told me I needed to make the memoir an extended apologia for my various insensitivities
            toward other women, otherwise I’d be exactly like the men who had ‘groomed’ me, whatever the fuck that meant. She told me I wasn’t allowed to describe my cocktail-waitressing legs as ‘coltish,’ otherwise readers would hate me.
            Then she offered a stupid idea, which would have meant rewriting the entire thing, telling me magnanimously that I could have
            it if I wanted it, making the entire book about being groomed all my life, which made no sense, because I wasn’t. Let me add
            cattily that Tina is nowhere near as smart as she thinks she is. She completely and totally missed the point of the book.
            But she said all of this with haughty, arrogant condescension, as if I were unspeakably lucky to be receiving her priceless
            feedback.”
         

         
         “My word,” says Ellis, patting my forearm like a soothing gay uncle. “How dare she?”

         
         “It’s a pattern,” I say. “I seem to be a magnet for vampires. They come at me with love bombing and flattery. Normally I can
            fend them off, but sometimes, at weak, low points in my life, I invite them into my house.”
         

         
         “Vanity is your Achilles’ heel, dear Margo. Mine too.”

         
         “Over time they gain power from sucking my blood, taking my help with their writing careers, and then when they’re sated,
            they go for the kill. It’s like I have receptors in my lizard brain that are calibrated to repeat this precise dynamic. It’s
            my kryptonite, otherwise I’m Superwoman with boundaries and loyalty, long, close friendships with both women and men, not
            one of whom seems to want to appropriate or destroy me.”
         

         
         “So Tina went for the jugular.” Ellis is drawing the words out of me with practiced focus. Gossip is raw meat; he’s a rapacious
            ferret.
         

         
         “It wasn’t the first time, but this time, it was so blatantly destructive and appropriative, I couldn’t unsee it, her weirdly demonic hatred of me. But I wasn’t weak anymore, I felt settled and happy and confident about my work, so I let her have it. I told her this was totally unacceptable judgmental boundary-violating bullshit. I said a lot. I drove a silver stake into her heart.” 

         
         “I don’t imagine she enjoyed this.”

         
         I laugh. “She went ice-cold with indignation. She said, ‘Not one word of this is true. And no one talks to me like this. Not
            ever.’ I said, ‘Maybe they should,’ and she packed her bag and drove back down to New York and unfriended me on social media,
            as if it were a romantic breakup, and just like that, I was free of her. I later found out that I wasn’t the only writer she
            did this to. Other friends dumped her because of it, too. It’s her MO, it wasn’t personal to me, which was a relief, but also
            a little anticlimactic after all that drama.”
         

         
         We’re standing across the street from Sally’s house, definitely late to the party. Through the front windows, I see people
            milling around the lamplit front room.
         

         
         “It’s showtime, Margo,” says Ellis. “You defanged the vampire.”

         
         “Okay, Addison,” I say back, after Addison DeWitt, Margo Channing’s smarmy theater-critic pal in All About Eve. “But you have to have my back in there.”
         

         
         “To the bitter end, my dear.”

         
         Salvatore answers the door and does a double take when he sees his “best-looking of all my writers except for Ke’Shawn Williams”
            looking older and no longer sylphlike, eight years later. My heart sinks. Until right now, I felt acceptably pretty and fresh
            in my well-cut green dress and leather boots, and Ellis has bucked me up by flirting chivalrously with me, but now I feel
            menopausal and dumpy, and once more I dread this entire evening.
         

         
         Sally politely recovers his equilibrium, but he lets me see him doing it. As he ushers us both in and equips us with enormous
            bubble glasses splashed with expensive-tasting red wine, I feel Ellis at my back like a safety blanket. I even manage to give
            Tina Wexler a nod of hello, not quite meeting her eyes.
         

         
         Sally’s wife, Caroline, a blunt, feisty firecracker I’ve always liked, comes in from the kitchen, wiping her hands on her apron, catches sight of me, and throws her arms around me. Trim and preppy as always, she wears a tailored blouse and khakis and has a white pageboy and smells of tarragon and garlic. “Julia! Finally, you’re here! Come into the kitchen and help me fix this sauce I’m no doubt fucking up.” 

         
         I follow Caroline into an enormous kitchen that belongs in a French farmhouse, where I’m handed a teaspoon. I dip it into
            the cream sauce, pronounce it perfect, and lean against the counter while Caroline tipsily knocks around the vast kitchen,
            putting the finishing touches on dinner. “I’ve decided the people who live here are totally batshit. Look! They keep their
            cutlery and napkins by the stove and their plates in this random drawer here. It’s a wonder this meal even got made.”
         

         
         While Caroline carries all the platters to the long table, I pour water into squat straight-sided tumblers from a glass pitcher
            with paper-thin lemon slices in it. There are twelve people in all, and I know a few of them besides Tina and Ellis: Lisa
            Scott, a very famous, Pulitzer-winning novelist who graduated from the Workshop the year before I arrived; Tim O’Dell, a critic
            who favorably reviewed a couple of my own novels; and James Reese, a famously decadent and brilliant hot mess of a literary
            agent who just published his own memoir. All of them were on festival panels today. It’s a lively, interesting crew, and I’m
            happy to find my place card next to Ellis and as far away from Tina as I can be. My placement, as Caroline calls it with a bad French accent, also puts me just to the right of Sally, who sits at the head, while Caroline
            officiates over the foot of the table, drawing all the local conversation to herself, practiced blue-blooded hostess that
            she is, so I don’t have to talk to Tina at all. Across from Ellis and me sits James Reese, the friendly critic, and Ayana
            Jackson, a young novelist whose first book I read for a literary prize I was judging and put on the shortlist, though it didn’t
            win.
         

         
         “So how are you doing these days, Julia?” Sally asks, leaning back in his chair as the meal draws to an end and the general conversation dies down a bit, after we’ve each polished off a chicken thigh with mushrooms in mustard cream sauce, a pile of steamed broccoli, and a wedge of potatoes Dauphinoise. A young girl, probably a student hired for the evening, materializes and starts clearing the plates while Caroline is in the kitchen assembling the salads. 

         
         “Oh, I’m doing pretty well these days,” I say.

         
         “Is Greg pleased with your memoir’s reception? I’d imagine he would be.”

         
         Greg Stone is my longtime editor, a stalwart old-school literary lion of Sally’s same age and general mindset, including a
            shared propensity for unconscious, flirtatious condescension toward female writers. The two men don’t dislike each other,
            but they aren’t friends. Sally has always thought Greg is a lightweight. Greg thinks Sally is a meathead. As Sally once put
            it, “We’re two beta males fighting over twigs and leaves.”
         

         
         “He’s pleased enough.”

         
         “I read it,” says Sally. “I thought it was quite well done as that contemporary-memoir sort of thing goes, but reading about
            you and Adam splitting up made me sad. I always thought you two were well matched.”
         

         
         “Well, we weren’t.”

         
         “You also told some secrets I might have taken to my grave if I were you.”

         
         “You mean about my extramarital affair? Greg insisted that I had to write about it. He said it was an important thematic examination
            of the double standard of attitudes toward men and women vis-à-vis affairs.”
         

         
         Sally makes a face. “Greg loves sensationalism.” He takes a gulp of seltzer, smugly sober and secure in his decades-long,
            stalwartly monogamous marriage to a batty, charming multimillionaire who adores him.
         

         
         I get it: He’s getting me back for what I wrote about him. I broke the good-company code. He’s punishing me. And he invited
            me here, had me seated next to him, just so he could do that. His insulting reaction to me when he answered the door was part
            of it.
         

         
         I feel my scalp get hot. Goddamn Sally, he doesn’t need this writer-in-residence job. Why hasn’t Baldwin College ever offered it to me? I’m an alumna. I’ve published more books than he has at this point. I won a prize. 

         
         “I need to powder my nose,” I tell him. My voice is a little belligerent, but I don’t care.

         
         “It’s back that way, first door on the right.”

         
         Toward the end of the evening, I’m still successfully avoiding Tina, and now Sally as well. As Tina holds court at one end
            of the living room and Sally leans in to hear what she’s saying, as if he’s captivated by her insights, I slip away from the
            general hubbub and wander into the small room off the living room. There I find my fellow Workshop graduate, Lisa Scott, looking
            intently at the bookshelves. “Hello, Lisa,” I say. “I’m Julia Heimdahl. I started at the Workshop the year after you graduated,
            so we weren’t there together, but I’m a fan of your work, and we have a few friends in common.”
         

         
         “Hi, Julia! I’m a fan of your work too.” Lisa plunks herself down into a nearby chair and swishes her wine around in its glass.
            “So tell me all the Workshop gossip. You’re friends with Charles Reilly, right? And Amy Gray, of course. Have you heard anything
            from them?”
         

         
         With relief, I sink into another armchair and swish my own wine around and tell Lisa about Charles’s novel-in-progress, the
            second draft of which I’ve just read, and Amy’s latest novel, out with FSG, which I blurbed. I’ve always loved running into
            fellow Workshop veterans. We share a deep camaraderie, those who’ve “made it,” whether we’re as famous as Lisa Scott or as
            stuck in semi-obscurity as me. We’re a warm cohort, friendly allies who blurb and support and cheer for one another. It’s
            always been the best part of having an MFA from that competitive, stressful, terrifying place. It’s so different from running
            into my fellow Baldwin alums, who all seem to want to talk down to me and put me in my place.
         

         
         Lisa is leaning forward. She has a placid face, a matronly manner, but I know this exterior masks a sharp critical mind, a ferocious ambition. “What about Norah Doubek? You were close friends, right? Are you two still in touch?” 

         
         “She died,” I say.

         
         Lisa looks genuinely shocked. “No! When?”

         
         “A few years ago.”

         
         “Of course I wasn’t at the Workshop with her, but we were undergrads at Yale together,” says Lisa. “Aw. Norah Doubek.” She looks genuinely sad. “Such an original person. I’m really sad to hear this. What did she die of?”
         

         
         “Cancer,” I say. “I didn’t know. We fell out of touch. I had to google her to find her obituary.”

         
         “Oh,” says Lisa. “Oh, how sad.”

         
         “I wrote about her in my memoir,” I say. “She was so maddeningly herself, so original and idiosyncratic. I loved her. I hope
            I did her justice.”
         

         
         Lisa says with an odd expression, “I’m sure you did.” Only then, too late, I recall that she wrote a very famous memoir, herself,
            about her own brilliant, crazy, maddening best friend at the Workshop who died too young. Before I can awkwardly step into
            it, she smoothly goes on. “How was your panel? Mine was bonkers. The moderator might have been drunk.” Her voice is light,
            crackling with laughter.
         

         
         “Mine was with Ellis Blackwell, about our fucked-up families. Sarah Cho moderated.”

         
         At the mention of both Ellis’s and Sarah’s names, Lisa brightens. She knows them both. Here is a fresh opportunity to gossip.
            “Ellis Blackwell,” she says with a grin. “Now he’s a real piece of work.” She glances at the doorway to make sure he isn’t
            lurking there, eavesdropping. “Did he do his whole Southern eccentric shtick on the panel?”
         

         
         I feel a twinge of unease: Ellis is my ally at this party. I’m not going to betray him, even for the sake of bonding with
            Lisa Scott. I’ve already been punished once tonight for showing my fangs, to Sally, in print; I’m not going to make a second
            male enemy, not if I can help it. “He was charming,” I say. “Ferociously articulate.”
         

         
         Lisa gives me a complex look, disappointment that I won’t dish about Ellis mixed with something else that strikes me as a hint of scorn. But of course, she’s far too professionally diplomatic to say what she’s thinking aloud. 

         
         Out in the living room, Tina Wexler is ensconced on the couch with the younger female novelist and the addict agent turned
            best-selling memoirist, her back to me. She’s punctuating what she’s saying with the vape pen she’s been sucking on all night
            and as long as I’ve known her, talking about how hard it is to get off antidepressants, describing the electric shocks in
            her brain and the mood swings.
         

         
         Everyone is laughing at what Tina is saying, because she’s funny, and as I head in a clump with Lisa and Ellis to the door,
            I can feel myself automatically laughing along, remembering the things I once liked about her. I’m glad to know I wasn’t entirely
            wrong about her. At the door, I give Caroline the two-cheek kiss she expects. As she turns to say good night to Lisa, I look
            Salvatore dead in the eye, my eyes narrow and glinting.
         

         
         He shoved me in that cab like a drunken hussy. He judged me when I was going through my divorce, the most painful time in
            my life. He told me to write about college girls having sex with each other. He didn’t take me seriously as a writer just
            because I’m a woman. When I arrived earlier, he let me know with his eyes that I looked older and fatter, as if I had some
            obligation to remain young and slim in order to prove my worth. The combined force of all these things makes me want to shove
            a shiv between his ribs and twist it in his heart.
         

         
         His own face is bland and innocent as a baby’s. “Thanks for coming, Julia,” he says in his reedy hep-cat voice. “Good to see
            you.”
         

         
         I hesitate, unsmiling. What words would suffice? The time to stick up for myself has come and gone. It’s my own fault for
            taking this behavior from him and all other men, for letting them all get away with it all, over and over and over. If I say
            anything now, it will come out of the blue, feel out of proportion, make me look like a vindictive harpy.
         

         
         “It wasn’t good to see you, Sally,” I say. It just tumbles out. I don’t care if anyone overhears. “I came tonight out of loyalty, but I hope I never see you again.” 

         
         He looks startled out of his smug composure.

         
         “And by the way,” I say swiftly as I turn to go, “I was not hitting on you the night you shoved me into that cab. It was incredibly
            offensive of you to assume that.”
         

         
         As I walk away, I hear his soft laughter behind me, but I don’t turn to see what he’s laughing at.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Don’t Let It Bring You Down:
A Compendium of Complicated Relationships

            A Memoir by Julia Heimdahl

         
         
         
         
            Excerpt 6: “All the new thinking is about loss”

            I made a few close, lifelong friends at the Workshop, men and women both. One of my best friends there was Norah Mary Doubek. She was twenty-six, a year older than I was, a fiction writer who’d grown up in an evangelical Christian family in rural Missouri. Because she was brilliant and ambitious and had managed to get herself a scholarship, she had majored in English literature at Yale and studied with Harold Bloom, her mentor and thesis adviser. She’d moved to New York after graduation, where she’d lived in the West Village and worked as an editorial assistant at a small publisher called Soho House and become engaged to a famous young Irish architect. I thought Norah was the most interesting person I’d ever met. She had wild blond Czechoslovakian corkscrew curls and big blue eyes. She wore black scarves and loose dresses and combat boots. She was curvy, sexy, endearingly clumsy, with a loud, raucous laugh and a hard edge to her voice. Her face was wide and dramatic, her nostrils flared. She lived outside of town in a one-room cabin in the cornfields. Inside, it was stark and almost empty, with white walls and ceiling, a godly ascetism that eschewed all the life and color she herself was bursting with. She’d filled the bare room with branches she’d dragged in from the nearby forest and painted white. Her low, wide bed was covered in a white bedspread and draped in curtains of white sheets she’d hung from the ceiling. Her wooden table and two chairs were also white. There was no other furniture. White branches, white furniture, white walls, the bare minimum. 

            
            Norah and I became inseparable. She was as fascinated by me as I was by her, by my own scrappy, tumultuous Southwestern childhood
               in the desert with a single mother and two younger sisters and various men who came and went, moving every year or two to
               a new house, a new school. We couldn’t stop talking, comparing ourselves, expressing ourselves. We were so different—I was
               mentally and physically like her cabin, lean and stripped down, and she was mentally and physically like my apartment, chaotic
               and stylish, as if we were the external manifestations of each other’s aspirational decor. If my brain was a clean, bare room
               full of white branches and utilitarian furniture, hers was a byzantine labyrinth of chambers filled with old carvings and
               modern bric-a-brac, graffiti and petroglyphs, bristling with contradictions, heavy with both the trappings of the history
               of Western civilization and the junk of American pop culture. Our friendship was built on our mutual, inexhaustible fascination
               with our extreme differences of thought, taste, sensibility, belief. Our almost diametric opposition was deeply comfortable
               to me, because it was familiar, but it felt like the noncompetitive flip-side corrective of the way my sisters and I had been
               didactically differentiated by our mother. I imagined that Norah’s and my differences were meaningful, which made each of
               us special, juxtaposed with the other.
            

            
            She was an evangelical Christian to her core; Yale and New York had added layers of intellectual and urban sophistication over the tent-revival girl who spoke in tongues, but she was still very much a believer. So she was equally fluent in Southern Baptist church-speak and what I thought of as pretentious intellectual trendy Euro-bullshit: deconstruction and psychoanalytic literary theory, Derrida, Paul de Man, and Lacan, he of “the feminine does not exist! She is a Lack!” which was supposed to lead to Hegelian freedom, but which seemed frankly ridiculous to me. Norah loved me for questioning and mocking the male-dominated thinking she worshiped, both religious and philosophical. I loved her for laughing at herself so easily, even as she breathlessly professed awe for all things authoritative and ordained and culturally dominant. She embraced and joyfully made herself subordinate to the power structures I wanted to tear down. She was, in other words, an antifeminist who loved the patriarchy, but her brain was so madly strange and brilliant, I had to hear her out. She gaped skeptically at my simplicity of thought: Visceral experience was my guide, I was my own mistress, no one had any authority over me but myself. I loved food; she ignored it. She loved fashion; I disdained it. I snorted at her willingness to prostrate herself on the altar of gods both human and divine, as long as they were male. Maybe because of her chaotic upbringing, she yearned for the numinous, the codified, the black and white. We questioned each other’s assumptions constantly, challenged each other to define our literary aims, to articulate our influences, to rise above them. Most of the writers I most revered were women, both living and dead. I was frozen by the anxiety of influence, trying to rise to Wharton and Austen, George Eliot and Penelope Fitzgerald, O’Connor and Drabble and Murdoch, too cowed by their towering intimidating greatness to just write my own damn chicken scratches, the only authentic work I was capable of producing. Meanwhile, Norah swashbuckled in with grandiose confidence to meet James Joyce on a level playing field. 

            
            A majority of the fiction writers at the Workshop in those days were writing about American life in an earnest, complicit way, embracing the mainstream status quo, imitative iterations of the stylish minimalist realism of Raymond Carver and Ann Beattie and Mary Robison and Donald Barthelme. Norah and I were both writing about our turbulent childhoods, mine in Arizona, hers in Missouri; our language was florid and overwrought but lush and passionate, brazenly defiant of Workshop standards and conventions. We both tried to evoke the tectonic drama of girlhood with mythic, outsize furor: The inner lives of the girls we’d so recently been were vast and complex and worthy of grandiose language. “I have seen a leg grow six inches,” her Midwestern evangelical fever-dream of a novel-in-progress began; and mine, about two motherless sisters in the Sonoran desert, tried with puppyish earnestness to fuse a Faulknerian stream of consciousness with stark southwestern violence. Our writing was in direct opposition to what was then called “MFA writing,” and if it was bad, at least it was bad on its own terms. 

            
            Norah and I shared a lover, but not at the same time. She had him first: Liam Bradigan, a catlike, beautiful, idiotically
               self-serious, snaky-hipped motorcycle-riding bad boy straight out of central casting. A former pre-med student at the University
               of Kansas turned fiction writer, Liam was a big star in the Workshop. His stories were praised, rewarded with the highest
               fellowships and grants, but Norah and I both thought he was overrated, like most of the men in the Workshop. Norah’s affair
               with him started during our first year, thus ending her engagement to the famous young Irish architect in New York. I was
               still with my college boyfriend that year, Smitty, a physics major I was obsessed with for reasons none of my friends could
               understand. “He’s a carpenter dork,” said my poet friend Bridget Dietz. She was only twenty-three, a recent graduate of a
               Midwestern women’s college who wore oversize bright-pink glasses and drank Cuervo with grapefruit juice at the Fox Head and
               danced on the bar and slept with whoever the hell she liked. She was from Oklahoma, funny and whip-smart and no-bullshit.
               I loved her. Our friendship was as close as mine with Norah, but with Bridget, things were simpler. We were more alike and
               aligned in our sensibilities, and a lot of what we shared was tacit.
            

            
            During our second year at the Workshop, while everyone else got drunk at the Fox Head and played pool and danced to the jukebox and argued about literature and tried to one-up each other, I was too heartbroken to go out. Smitty had dumped me that past summer and hightailed it back to Palo Alto to steal his best friend’s much younger girlfriend, breaking my heart so badly I felt like a shot rabbit. I hibernated in my bathtub in my scruffy upstairs apartment at Black’s Gaslight Village and inhaled detective novels and drank Jim Beam neat in a tooth glass. I was too depressed to do anything else. I had entered my self-loathing phase. Alcohol kept me company. 

            
            While Norah was off with Liam, Bridget Dietz pulled me out of my shy, introverted shell, or rather, my bathtub. She dragooned
               me into adventures and escapades: truck-stop breakfasts at three in the morning, small-town estate-sale auctions, country
               music concerts, dancing at the local gay disco. Thanks to her, I went to the Workshop baseball games, readings at the local
               bookstore. She forced me to be as social as she was, and this was the best thing anyone could have done for me in those days.
               When we met for weekend breakfasts at our greasy spoon, the Hamburg Inn, she always ordered a Coke, never tea or coffee, which
               fascinated me, because it seemed like such an Oklahoma thing to do. Like me, Bridget was a creature of habit with an orderly,
               visceral brain; she loved detective novels and crossword puzzles, could murder a burger and fries, and had no problem living
               in quotidian reality: That was mystery enough, that was awe-inspiring enough, for both of us. But she was also a poet, and
               therefore open to ecstatic esoterica, which naturally interested me greatly.
            

            
            Bridget had had a very brief fling herself with Liam Bradigan, but he was one of many for her. She was a free woman enjoying
               her one louche and singular youth. According to her, Liam was bad news. She told me, as we watched Norah fall into a mad whirl
               of hyperbolic love with him, that he was a sick puppy, a damaged egomaniac who secretly hated women. My boyfriend Smitty might
               have been a carpenter dork, but Liam was a psychopath.
            

            
            The following fall, Norah and Liam imploded under the collective and unsustainable weight of their transcendent folie à deux after planning to elope to Mexico City and write great literature together, two Midwestern kids playing at eternal immortal literary passion. Seeing me moping around over Smitty, Liam asked me to have coffee. We drank whiskey instead and ended up in his bed together, which was nowhere I’d ever planned to be. I had thought I shared Bridget’s view of him. But he got me at my darkest and most vulnerable hour. Thus began a highly destructive romance, because Liam did in fact hate women, and he was in fact an egomaniac who thought he was a genius. In those days, everyone was obsessed with a Robert Hass poem called “Meditation at Lagunitas,” and I kept saying, “Blackberry, blackberry, blackberry,” at the Fox Head one night and laughing, asking the table at large, “Come on, what’s it really about?” Liam, who had not a shred of a sense of humor, took me back to his apartment and demonstrated to me, viscerally and
               literally, what he thought it was really about. He might have been a manipulative dolt, but no one had ever taken sexual command
               of me before, so of course I fell completely into his thrall. Norah and Bridget would have been happy to do an intervention,
               but it all happened so fast, they didn’t have the chance to.
            

            
            Liam’s only genius was, of course, his ability to reduce a formerly strong, assertive woman to a damp bit of fluff. It was
               the double whammy of sexual voodoo and mind control. His slinky, dexterous mastery over my body was impossible to resist;
               I turned into a bodice-ripper governess, panting and heaving and helpless. Then he tore me down, systematically, viciously,
               murmuring that I was weak, I was fake, I had no empathy, I was a fucking princess, I needed to be taught a thing or two. Reader,
               I believed him. He had this power over me throughout the remainder of my time at the Workshop. I finally got rid of him, but
               it was like excising a parasite that had dug itself into a vital organ.
            

            
            Neither Bridget nor Norah minded that I was sleeping with their ex. The girl code had been tacitly and universally suspended for the duration of the two-year MFA program for the purpose of recombinant social recycling, making the most of the resources at hand, so everyone got a shot at whoever they happened to desire. No friendships ended over sexual jealousy; that would have been gauche and selfish. Bridget just rolled her eyes at me for taking Liam too seriously. Norah was in fact jealous, but not because he and I were together. As the baby of her family of origin, the youngest sister, she demanded to be the center of our attention. She wanted Liam and me to celebrate her existence, to include her in our dates. She just didn’t want us to love each other more than we loved her. And for me, that was of course impossible. 

            
            

            Meanwhile, during my final year at the Workshop, I couldn’t write. Or rather, I wrote the minimum amount I had to produce
               to stay in the program, but it was performative and stiff and pretentious.
            

            
            Second, the Workshop was a boys’ club. Being a woman writer there was a challenge. The director was a straight-up man’s man
               who vehemently wished that the program could consist solely of straight white dudes like himself. It was the late 1980s, a
               time when such men unquestioningly ruled everything. A minority of straight white women had been allowed into the club only
               reluctantly, and only because Dulcie, the female administrative director, the power behind the director’s throne, forced him
               to let at least a few of us in every year. Meanwhile, the director was so shy with women, he could hardly meet our eyes. Until
               he got us in workshop, where he delighted in brutally mocking us and our work and regularly made us cry. But he never made
               me cry. In fact, he seemed to like me. I was one of the few women he seemed to approve of.
            

            
            This was, by now, becoming a long-familiar point of pride for me: I had succeeded in showing my long-estranged father that
               the eight-year-old girl he’d banished that summer for being annoying was dead and gone forever, and that I had been reborn,
               risen like a phoenix from the ashes, a paragon of female acceptability.
            

            
            One night toward the end of my first year, because it was my turn and I was tapped for the honor by Dulcie, I threw a postreading party for a famous visiting male writer named Henry Benjamin Ludlow. Most of the Workshop’s fiction writers and faculty, plus several poets, crowded into my apartment on the ground floor of an old house on Davenport Street and drank and danced and talked drunkenly and loudly, shouting at each other about literary matters in excited, competitive voices. At some point, Henry Benjamin Ludlow and I started dancing together. He was big, rangy, and fortyish, famous and brilliant, and I was flattered by his attention. He had his hands on my hips, to keep me pressed against him. I have always hated being controlled on a dance floor. He also seemed to be under the impression that we were going to sleep together, an impression I in no way shared and couldn’t believe he was so brazenly cocksure about. We were just dancing. I was the hostess. As if he sensed this, because I kept backing away from him to dance autonomously, he tried to recapture and coerce me. 

            
            “You never know, Julia,” he said with a wink, “I might be on a committee sometime.”

            
            “That’s blackmail,” I shot back.

            
            “Oh, now you’re being racist,” he said.

            
            Done with him, I told him I had to go the bathroom. The bathroom happened to be downstairs in the basement, a wildly inconvenient
               feature of that apartment. I went down the narrow, steep stairs to the bathroom at the back of the basement, waited at the
               closed door until the person using it had gone back upstairs, went in and peed and washed my hands and looked at myself in
               the mirror. I wanted the party to be over now, wanted everyone to go home.
            

            
            I was about to leave the bathroom and go back upstairs when one of my hard contact lenses popped out of my eye, probably because
               it was dry from alcohol. I opened the bathroom door to use the bright overhead basement light to help me find the lens. I
               got down on all fours to look for it, running my hands over the fluffy bath mat.
            

            
            A figure loomed in the doorway: Henry Benjamin Ludlow. I looked up at him from where I crouched on the floor. He filled the
               doorway, blotting out the light. He was very large and, I realized now, very strong, and very drunk. I saw my mistake with
               appalling clarity: I shouldn’t have danced with him.
            

            
            “I lost my contact,” I told him, aware that we were alone down here in the basement, and that the music upstairs was very loud. “I’m just looking for it. I’ll come back upstairs when I find it.” I tried to speak calmly, firmly. I didn’t smile at him, didn’t acknowledge my humiliating position. I willed him back upstairs. 

            
            He stayed there for a long moment, looking down at me, as if weighing his options. I looked back at him, unable to see his
               face, knowing that mine was illuminated. I made my expression stony and unyielding.
            

            
            “I have to find my contact lens,” I told him again. I resumed searching for it, running my hands lightly over the floor, the
               rug, as if he weren’t there.
            

            
            I sensed him withdrawing, going back upstairs. When I finally found my contact lens, I gave a small cry of triumphant relief.
               After I washed and reinserted it, I went back up to the party, where Henry Benjamin Ludlow was now talking to a tall, blond
               poetess in the living room doorway. He towered over her, pinning her there with one hand on the doorjamb, leaning into her.
               She seemed to welcome this. She smiled up at him, laughing. A few minutes later, they went off into the night together, and
               I was free.
            

            
            When the party was over, the instant the last person closed the front door and went off into the very late night, I sat on
               the edge of my bed with the heavy rotary phone next to me and called my mother, shaking with anger and humiliation.
            

            
            “You led him on,” she told me. I’d woken her up; of course she was resentful. “You shouldn’t have danced with him. That’s
               how men are.”
            

            
            Even though she called herself a feminist, had subscribed to Ms. magazine from the first issue onward, and belonged to a women’s consciousness-raising group in the 1970s, my mother had raised
               us with a clear directive, both by example and by instruction: We were never to make a fuss about “these things,” meaning
               violence or assault or rape, or the threat of them, at the hands of men. You were never to talk publicly about any of it,
               or accuse any man of anything, or admit to being a victim, except privately, to your daughters, who were then expected to
               comfort you in the silent aftermath. But you never, ever accused a man directly, publicly of anything.
            

            
            One night at a house party when she was in grad school, my mother was raped by a man who was also a guest at the house where they were all staying. It happened after she went to bed. He came into her room and forced himself on her, pinned her there and fucked her against her will, then left, and the next day they both acted as if nothing had happened. She never reported it. I may have been the only person she told, much later, when I was an adult. She was matter-of-fact about it, even slightly defensive, as if I’d judge her for it. I was not only horrified for her but sickened by the implications. From my mother’s weary resignation about this, it was a shallow leap for me to understand how many other women this exact same thing must have happened to: women in their beds, awakened out of a sound sleep by the unasked-for weight of a strong almost-stranger with a hard-on, unable to fight him off, forced to lie there terrorized, and then to go on somehow with their lives, forever damaged and changed, even ashamed, while their rapists walked the earth scot-free, at liberty to do it again. 

            
            “It’s how men are,” my mother told me again. “You have to be more careful.”

            
            At twenty-four, in 1988, I was too young to accept this. I was outraged. It wasn’t fair, it wasn’t right. Why couldn’t I just
               be friendly, even flirt a little, with an older, married, famous visiting writer, without having to worry about being raped
               in my own bathroom? Why couldn’t I expect as much autonomy and respect as he had as a matter of course? Why did fucking men
               have to ruin everything with their rapey, entitled dicks?
            

            
            “That’s just the way it is,” said my mother. After we hung up, I lay awake for a long time. I thought about the tall, blond
               poetess who’d gone home with Henry Benjamin Ludlow: They were probably in bed right now, both of them getting what they wanted.
               I thought about Henry Benjamin Ludlow’s wife, at home while her Pulitzer Prize–winning husband traveled around the country
               on his fabulous book tour, fucking young groupie writer chicks everywhere he went like a rock star. I thought about the way
               the Workshop was set up, which was the way the writing world was set up, which was the way the world was set up—by and for
               men.
            

            
            It was a turning point for me, a lesson I needed to learn but didn’t want to yet, because to learn it meant to accept it.

            
            

            Years later, in 1999, when my first novel came out, I learned this lesson again, even more painfully. I was as serious a novelist
               as walked the earth and breathed, which didn’t mean I was great, it meant that I read great literature with ferocious attention
               and held myself to the highest standards and knew exactly how far short I fell. Nonetheless, my first published novel, narrated
               by a young urban woman with young urban problems, was labeled “chick lit,” which felt like a demeaning, galling slap in the
               face. Of course, I did myself no favors in interviews promoting the book. I was afraid to own my ambition and pride in my
               work, so I masked it in self-mocking jokes, my survival strategy in my family. But the brutal klieg light gaze of the New
               York publishing-world literati wasn’t impressed. If they defended me, it was with a wink and a nudge: “Julia Heimdahl is a
               serious writer,” one reviewer cheekily proclaimed, “and if you don’t get it, the joke’s on you.”
            

            
            Although I knew perfectly well that men didn’t generally read female writers, I started courting them anyway. In an act of
               ventriloquism, a desperate attempt to escape from the pink section of the bookstore, my next two novels had male narrators.
               I marshaled everything I’d learned in a lifetime of absorbing men’s secrets, how they thought. I wrote with my inner dick,
               so to speak, which gave me a whole new heady freedom. I found that as a man, I could say whatever I wanted, voice any desire,
               thought, or opinion, no matter how dark or mean or antisocial. Men could say what women couldn’t. I threw everything I had
               at the wall with glee and impunity. But when these books came out, reviewers treated them as fun but curious experiments.
               The female reviewers were the most condescending and skeptical of all. Naturally, my answer to this professional disappointment
               was regret that I hadn’t picked a male pseudonym to go along with my male antiheroes. But I wasn’t George Eliot, and this
               wasn’t the nineteenth century. Things had changed, hadn’t they?
            

            
            The majority of the writers I loved most were women, both living and dead. But it turned out that even now, at the dawn of the twenty-first century, female writers were a cutthroat, self-hating bunch who didn’t want to be lumped in with each other. The only ones it was safe for us to extol were the few celebrated women writers, most of whom were long dead and out of the way. The living ones, all of us equally ambitious and talented and ferociously disciplined, judged one another harshly, didn’t take each other seriously, and leaped at any chance to tear one another down. We knew the men got the breaks and respect we could never dream of, but we also patterned ourselves on them and aimed to top them. This internalized literary misogyny, burning like a pilot light in me and in most female writers I knew, mirrored my family rivalry all over again, an economy of scarcity and avid competition for the few available pieces of pie. As in my family, I hated feeling competitive with other women, hated it when other women envied or denigrated me, but there it was. We were all pitted against each other in the second ring of the circus, the one audiences went to for entertainment and comfort and relatable female characters. The men, of course, were in the first ring, the one everyone looked to for derring-do, inventive pyrotechnics, genius. 

            
            The oddest thing about the rule of this general dynamic between female writers was the exception to it. If you were friends with a fellow female writer, you cheered her on and championed her work and exalted it to the status it deserved. I believed
               that the women I loved who wrote books I loved were as deserving of kudos and plums as I was, and whenever any of them got
               one, I was genuinely over the moon about it. My friends Leah Perec and Lissa Levy and Bridget Dietz were my sisters in writing,
               my chosen family, and we had each other’s backs. We might feel the occasional pang of competitive envy, but that was squelched
               for the good of the collective, used as fire for our own work, as a goad and inspiration.
            

            
            Norah Doubek was also my writing sister, but she was my most problematic one. Right after my first novel was published, after getting her PhD in English from the University of Texas at Houston, Norah moved to New York, to my North Brooklyn neighborhood, where she re-created her Midwestern cabin. Her railroad apartment in Greenpoint was painted stark white and was empty except for branches and a bed and a table and two chairs, all white. But she wasn’t writing fiction anymore; she had become the kind of poet who wrote according to theory, according to rules she had set up beforehand, similar to twelve-tone musical composition. And she was also now a born-again Pat Robertson voter, given to pre-internet conspiracy theories. She called me once, on the verge of tears. “I’m so sorry to tell you this,” she said, “but Bill Clinton has set up concentration camps all through the South, and he’s going to put artists there. I’ve seen photos. I swear it’s true. I’m so sorry to be the bearer of this news.” 

            
            When my new husband Adam and I were fighting, barely speaking to each other for weeks on end, I went to Norah, and this time
               I was the one in tears. “It’s horrible,” I said. “He’s angry all the time. At me, at everything. I started crying this morning.
               I was telling him how much I just want to connect with him and be a team, and he told me that he married me because he wanted
               to win the prize, he wanted the most amazing girl. I told him, I’m a real person. Norah, he looked disgusted. Maybe because
               I was crying. I said it again in case he hadn’t heard me: All I’m asking for is real connection. He said, ‘You are so tedious.’ ”
               I gasped with remembered outrage. “He does not see me at all. I’m supposed to be a prize. The cool girl who never needs anything.”
            

            
            Norah said with shocked incomprehension, “But you shouldn’t need anything. You have to submit to your husband. You can’t ask him for anything. He’s your king.”
            

            
            “Oh my God,” I said, and that was the end of the conversation.

            
            More than anything in the world, Norah wanted to be married and to publish a book. The fact that I had achieved both of these things before her was like a chigger under her skin. She had been engaged several times, but her relationships always fell apart. As for me, I had haphazardly fallen in love, and a scant two years after Adam’s and my first date, I invited Norah to our wedding. The fact that I was not only married but also published, and she was neither, visibly tormented her. It wasn’t fair, so she tried to minimize it. She called Adam a “puppy-rat” and talked about him as if he were some sort of subpar animal I’d deigned to foster. After I published my first novel, and then a second, she referred to my work with high-handed condescension, as if I had succeeded because I was “mainstream,” a “storyteller,” someone who “played the game of publishing.” The implication was that Norah was the real artist, the authentic woman who understood how a good wife was supposed to behave, and I was a drunk, callow tomboy who rebelled against her husband and wrote subversive realism. 

            
            We had become incomprehensible to each other. Norah wanted to serve Jesus and subjugate herself to a man. I wanted to live
               a big wild life and subjugate myself to no one. Our conversations at the Workshop had been passionate with shared youthful
               curiosity and hilarity and literary ambitions. Our writing had been aligned in style and aim. Now, ten years after we’d left
               the Workshop, our writing and lives had diverged, and our friendship suffered, the friendship that had sustained me through
               graduate school and in the long letters we’d exchanged when she was getting her doctorate in Houston, and I was working as
               an office temp and struggling to write in New York. Nonetheless, I did my best to read and understand her impenetrable hundred-plus-page
               manuscripts, which proceeded according to a sort of brutally repetitive mathematical scheme—dense tone poems, each one a meditative
               mantra, a chant, a prayer. I understood what she was doing intellectually, and when we talked about it, I completely got it,
               but the actual act of reading and responding to her work flummoxed me. Instead of meaningful music, there was didactic form.
               Instead of visceral experience translated into song, there was hushed reverence, her brilliance and evangelical belief merged
               into worshipful formalism. It was not, to put it mildly, my cup of tea, just as my own ironic social writing was decidedly
               not hers.
            

            
            It was also hard that I couldn’t tell her what was going on in my marriage. I couldn’t submit to Adam, or I’d lose myself completely. Fighting him was the only power I had. He snapped at me constantly for little things I did, attempts to create order in our house that went against his need for control. When he was out of town, early in our marriage, I took it upon myself to trim the potted plants on the deck outside our bedroom. He came home and exploded. I should have waited for him, I shouldn’t have done that without him. He didn’t trust me to do the simplest things without fucking them up. On the road trip we took right after our wedding, I fumbled with the map after he commanded me to tell him which way to go, out of the blue. While I tried to figure out where we were, he sailed past the turn we should have taken, pulled over onto the shoulder, and in a cold, hard voice told me I couldn’t expect him to do everything all the time like a fucking princess, I had to pull my weight. This dynamic set the tone for our entire marriage. It was deeply confusing to me. On the one hand, he could be loving and fun and ebullient, especially when we were drinking. Mostly when we were drinking. And he was so proud of my writing, so supportive of it in every way. But on the other hand, I seemed to constantly piss him off and violate his boundaries, entirely without meaning to. In fact, it was the last thing I wanted to do. When he snapped at me, he reminded me of my father, even though he wasn’t physically violent with me. It was the same dynamic, a husband losing his shit with his well-meaning, terrified wife. 

            
            I couldn’t talk to Norah about any of this, because to her, none of his behavior mattered. Submission to Adam was my wifely
               duty. She would have told me to apologize, suck it up, and do better. It made me feel lonely with her.
            

            
            It happens; friendships grow apart and end. But my friendship with Norah had always felt to me like a lifelong bond. Realizing
               how irreconcilable our differences turned out to be outside the hothouse of the Workshop, out here in the real world where
               one of us achieved the other one’s dreams in a way she found intolerably irreverent and cavalier, torpedoed the whole thing.
               Norah and I fell out of touch, or rather, I fell out of touch with her. I felt allergic to her condescending envy. She must
               have been equally allergic to the way I ungratefully questioned what I had, my marriage, the publishing industry.
            

            
            “Norah sent me her long poem,” Bridget Dietz told me one day on the phone. My easy, undramatic friendship with her had never flagged. “I couldn’t read it. What am I missing?” 

            
            “I couldn’t either,” I confessed with relief. “I feel terrible. I didn’t even know what to say. I haven’t talked to her in
               months.”
            

            
            “Well, I might have to just pretend I never got it.”

            
            It felt good to laugh, but I missed the Norah I’d known at the Workshop, missed our connection, missed the excitement of being
               so incompatibly intimate. It had felt rare to me. This inevitable loss made me sad.
            

            
            

            One summer day, our paths crossed in Williamsburg. I was playing that night at the Cooler, a club in the meat district, with
               Adam’s industrial noise band, an improvisational group of four dudely dudes who created ecstatic, joyful, improbably harmonious
               and deafening songs together. Every now and then they invited me to add to the noise with my violin, to which I had affixed
               a pickup. Tonight we were opening for Thurston Moore of Sonic Youth, so our spirits and the stakes were high. We were loading
               up in front of the building where their rehearsal studio was, carrying everything downstairs, hauling Doug the drummer’s kit
               into Adam’s truck, along with Michael’s sousaphone and William’s jerry-built stringed instruments and all the effects boxes
               he played them through, my violin, and Adam’s assortment of horns.
            

            
            I looked up as a plump, suburban-looking woman came toward us. She was wearing baggy white shorts and a long-sleeved flowered
               blouse, and her blond hair was tied up in a bun. She wore glasses and sandals and looked like a proper lady on her way to
               a church picnic.
            

            
            Then I realized it was Norah, my Norah, the wild-curly-haired, laughing, combat-boot-shod love of my youth.

            
            “Norah!” I said, startled.

            
            She looked just as startled to see me. I was looking as usual these days like the world’s most aching hipster, in a plaid schoolgirl skirt, baby tee, and chunky black Steve Madden platform sandals, my dyed-black hair in two obnoxious little braids. 

            
            Our conversation was brief, awkward, and unsettling. Norah was baffled by my increasing distance; she didn’t say so directly,
               but I could feel it. She didn’t understand, and she was lonely, and I had hurt her feelings, of course, by not answering her
               calls. I hadn’t been able to answer her calls because all of her messages were about the apocalypse, conspiracy theories,
               and Jesus. I didn’t know how to respond to any of this, so I opted not to. I knew it was rude, knew I was being a bad friend,
               holding her at arm’s length. Norah asked where our gig was, and I told her. And she showed up; she hung out at the Cooler
               with us all, as if to prove to me that our lives hadn’t diverged so dramatically after all. She wore a black sundress and
               drank a beer and told me she’d enjoyed the sight of my arm, bowing the violin in long, slow, looping notes.
            

            
            But I still didn’t know how to meet her where she was, in her envy of my wedding ring and erotic obsession with Jesus, and
               so we lost touch again. I followed the progress of Norah’s life from afar, through the Workshop grapevine. She left New York
               and joined a fundamentalist community in Oregon. She changed her name from Norah Mary Doubek to Maria Doubek, because it sounded
               more literary and Slavic, and published a long prayer-poem with a small prestigious press, and the book won a poetry award.
               I was so proud of her. I knew how much this meant to her. I called Bridget to tell her, and we commiserated at our own failure
               to properly read the poem. I wrote to congratulate Norah, and she wrote back to thank me, and then we fell out of touch again.
            

            
            

            Several years later, Norah and I saw each other at the seventy-fifth anniversary of the Workshop. After fourteen years together,
               Adam and I had finally split up for good, and I was there with Bryan. We were newly in love and a bit scandalous, because
               he was so young.
            

            
            Norah rushed to me as soon as she caught sight of me, her left hand in the air. “Look!” she said.

            
            I didn’t get it. She had to spell it out.

            
            “It’s a wedding ring! I got married!”

            
            At forty-eight, just when she had given up hope of ever finding a husband, Norah, or rather Maria, had married a member of
               her fundamentalist congregation, a motorcycle-riding, born-again real estate agent named Toby Jessup. She showed me a photo:
               He was a big, burly, kind-looking man. Her name was Maria Jessup now. She was happy, she told me. It thrilled her to submit
               to her husband’s will, to serve Jesus as a faithful, obedient wife. “We have a lot of sex,” she added, her eyes wide with possibly disingenuous baffled wonderment. Norah had two ways of talking: clipped and
               knowledgeable for her intellectual side, breathless and awestruck for religion. Now, it seemed her Jesus side had won out,
               but I knew her Derrida side was still and always there.
            

            
            I asked her, “Does he read your poetry? Does he share your intellect?”

            
            “Well, it turns out that marriage is complicated. I don’t think we understand each other. But I love him with all my heart.”

            
            She seemed happy to have abdicated her intellectual self, to have finally shed her ambition. They were planning to travel
               to Cameroon. She had quit writing and was giving herself over to missionary work. She did not strike me as torn or regretful.
               She seemed integrated, fulfilled.
            

            
            I heard from her shortly after the reunion, when she emailed me the file of her wedding pictures. She looked ecstatic in every
               one, radiant in her white lace dress, her cascade of blond curls encircled with a crown of flowers. The wedding party was
               small, a group of ten or twelve fellow Christians in their Sunday best at a local roadhouse at a long table, neon beer signs
               and pool table in the background. I wrote back to Norah, or rather Maria, effusively, telling her how happy I was for her,
               how gorgeous she was as a bride, how I wished her and Toby a happy, long life.
            

            
            She never answered. I never heard from her again. I assumed that she’d just wanted me to know of her triumphant marriage and hard-won, late-in-life happiness, along with the prize her published poetry book had won, almost as a necessary coda to her reaction to my own wedding and divorce. I thought maybe she was showing me that she’d won. She was the good wife; I was the wicked divorcée. She was the real writer, so pure she’d given it up for the Lord’s work. Anyway, she was in Africa now, and I assumed she didn’t have time to write, and so I let her go, for good this time. 

            
            But it hurt me to do it. Part of me had hoped that now that she was published and married, Norah might want to pick up our
               friendship again, that we might find a new connection in midlife. Instead I felt judged by her, insufficiently faithful, too
               headstrong, too decadent. Back when I was newly married and published, I’d probably caused her similar pain by abandoning
               her. Only now did I feel compassion for her, real sorrow for the loss of her, now that it was too late to apologize or mend
               the rift.
            

            
            

            One night, shortly after Bryan and I had moved to Providence, a few years after the reunion, feeling curious, I googled Maria
               Doubek Jessup, and an obituary came up. She had died a year earlier. “Norah Mary (Maria) Doubek Jessup PhD went to be with
               Jesus on Sunday, October 6th at the age of 52 after fighting the good fight against cancer,” the funeral home notice said.
               “A loving wife, brilliant poet, and faithful Christian, Norah was best known and loved for her deep friendships, for her unfailing
               kindness, and for her profound faith in Jesus.”
            

            
            Oh, Norah. I looked at the photo accompanying the obituary, which must have been taken before she got sick, after her marriage,
               maybe in Africa. She looked sun-kissed, beatific, fully herself, in love with life and whoever was holding the camera, probably
               Toby. Her wild blond hair was tied back, but one curl escaped to brush her cheek, and I clearly saw the genius of a girl I’d
               loved so much when we were both young.
            

            
            She’d died without saying goodbye to me. She had never contacted me to tell me she was sick, not once during her long illness.
               Despite our growing incompatibility through the decades, our mutual disenchantment with each other, I fiercely wished I could
               have been with her at the end in some way.
            

            
            I called Bridget to tell her, and she was as shocked as I was. We talked for a long time, about Norah, about the Workshop, about our present-day lives. Because of our uncomplicated ease together, I’d taken Bridget a bit for granted all these years, but now that Norah was gone, I understood for the first time that this was the lifelong bond I’d wanted with Norah. This was the friendship that had endured. 

            
            “Remember that party you gave during the Workshop?” she said before we hung up. “When you hosted Henry Benjamin Ludlow after
               his reading, and he hit on you?”
            

            
            “God, yes,” I said. “What about it?”

            
            “Norah’s reaction was so funny,” said Bridget. “When you told us what had happened, and you were so upset. Remember? She couldn’t
               believe you were so prudish. She thought you should have slept with him. She was disappointed in you.”
            

            
            “What?” I started laughing, shocked. I was at my upstairs study window, kneeling on the window seat, looking down at Bryan,
               who was painting our porch railing dark green with slow, precise brushstrokes. He looked so husbandly down there, so responsible
               and diligent. Since we’d moved up here to Rhode Island, things between us had settled into an amicable, cozy domestic routine,
               one I liked but that lately felt a little stagnant, an ebbing of that primal lust that had fueled our early love affair. I
               knew this was largely normal, but I missed it and wanted it back.
            

            
            As if he felt me watching him, Bryan looked up at me, and our eyes caught and held, we smiled at each other, and then he went
               back to painting.
            

            
            “I have no memory of that,” I said to Bridget. “None.”

            
            “She was a funny one,” said Bridget.

            
            “I loved her,” I said.

            
            “I know you did.” Her tone was gentle, generous, as if she were humoring me for a long, irrational attachment.

            
         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Seven

         
         Ellis and I share a cab back to the hotel with Lisa Scott, who’s also staying there. I’m quiet all the way back. I’m washed
            by waves of vindicated triumph. I told Sally the things I needed to say. Of course he’ll think I’m hypersensitive and out
            of my mind. So what?
         

         
         As we all pile out of the taxi under the portico, Ellis says, “I am fiercely in need of a nightcap. Margo, what say you?”

         
         Lisa shoots me another knowing look, like the one she gave me in Sally’s little study earlier. She probably thinks Ellis and
            I are hooking up; to her, this would explain my earlier reluctance to dish about him. I can see it all clearly in her sharp,
            opinionated face.
         

         
         But I want a nightcap. I want another drink to privately toast myself, to celebrate the fact that I actually stood up for
            myself with a male authority figure at the ripe old age of fifty-whatever I am. Jesus.
         

         
         “I’m supposed to call Bryan,” I say pointedly, to let Lisa know she’s wrong about the hooking-up part, “and it’s late on the
            East Coast, but sure, just a quick one.”
         

         
         “Good night, everyone,” says Lisa in the lobby, striding to the elevators without a backward glance, her posture unimpeachably straight, her dark coat swinging a little with the force of her haste to put herself to bed on time. 

         
         In the hotel bar, Ellis leads me to the couch against the back wall in the dim recesses of the lounge, and settles on half
            of it with a gusty sigh, and pats the cushion next to him for me to join him there. “What an unbelievably tedious bore of
            a night. I kept my eye on little Eve Harrington for you. She is decidedly an operator. She looked like she wanted to rip Lisa
            Scott’s torso in two and crawl into her bloody skin to wear her wet fresh corpse, like a primitive taking on the superpowers
            of the animal it kills. I saw the two of you run off to the study together to escape her rapaciousness. What on earth did
            you say to Salvatore as you were leaving?”
         

         
         “I basically told him to fuck himself.” I’m perched next to Ellis. I can feel him mentally tugging me closer, willing me to
            lean in for a few rounds of drinks and exchanged confidences. This is the currency he traffics in with his female friends,
            I can feel it. I’m holding myself away from him, but I throw him a bone, answer his question more directly. “He was a condescending
            dick to me for years. I like his wife, though.”
         

         
         “Oh, Caroline! Yes, he’s a lucky man. And I, Margo, am not so lucky.” He sighs again and rests his head briefly against mine,
            knocking our skulls gently together. “I feel you’re a new, dear friend. I’m delighted we were thrown together on that ghastly
            panel to perform a mutual autopsy on our families.”
         

         
         I’m not fooled by Ellis. I see him clearly now, having had ample time to observe him. He’s clearly the kind of man who disarms
            women by seizing on and exploiting rivalries, rifts, and dislikes between us, dividing and conquering. I’m recalling that
            Addison DeWitt, who seems to be on Margo’s side throughout All About Eve, ends up publicly calling her old and over the hill while exposing Eve Harrington’s lies and deceit, thus controlling and
            owning them both. He’s a classic misogynist who uses women’s deepest fears and weaknesses to bring them down for his own amusement.
         

         
         But as my mother always told me, this is just how so many men are. I can handle him.

         
         “Lisa Scott.” Ellis snorts. “Can you imagine waking up to that face?”

         
         “I’d never met her before tonight. She’s incredibly smart. And nice.”

         
         “Nice,” says Ellis contemptuously. “She’s an erection-murdering Mother Superior. But my dear, I’m not here to complain about
            Sally Falcone’s insufferable dinner. I need an ear now myself. It’s my turn.”
         

         
         A waiter approaches. Ellis asks for a dry gin martini, and I order a soda water, no ice, with lemon and bitters.

         
         “She’ll have a glass of white wine, too,” says Ellis, adding theatrically to me out of the corner of his mouth, “I can’t drink
            alone.”
         

         
         “That’s a lie.” But I feel as if I can’t say no, or rather, I can find no real reason to, without violating my idea of what
            a friend should do when someone is in dire straits. I owe any friend bonhomie and good sportswomanship and nonjudgmental sympathy
            and an ear for their woes, and I further believe I owe Ellis these things because he listened to me spouting off about Tina
            Wexler earlier and because he’s a man, and because somewhere, deep down, I dislike and fear him, so I need to disarm him and
            win his grateful admiration. That this is irrational and nonsensical makes it no less of a nonoptional imperative. It’s the
            script I’ve followed all my life. I want to break free of it, but I can’t, not yet.
         

         
         For the next hour, while I drink soda water and barely touch my glass of wine and Ellis gulps down three martinis, he explains
            in self-justifying detail the reasons why he has to have extramarital affairs, the most recent of which caused his wife to
            kick him out, which is why he’s sitting on this couch, in need of an ear.
         

         
         “I’m a sensual creature,” he’s saying. I yawn in the puddle of soft lamplight as he writhes next to me on the couch, rubbing
            his own arms with both hands. “I need physical contact. I once taught middle school, back in the dark ages, when I was a younger and more intrepid man. The sight of those nubile young girls, every day, all day, I used to have to go into the faculty bathroom to purge myself of my dark Humbertlike urges. But my recent affair was with a grown woman of our same vintage, also married. And now, of course, it’s all come tumbling down on poor Addison. I’ve been found out. I’ve been turfed out. My marriage is hanging by a thread.” 

         
         He has to have mistresses, he further explains, because his wife, Maggie, has apparently lost interest in sex since the birth
            of their daughter, who is now fourteen. “Mags is sixteen years younger than I am,” he sighs. “At the beginning, we were quite
            the pair of lovers. But any interest she ever had in me has dried up and blown away, poof. I was unable to sustain it after
            Junebug came along.” His latest affair was with Anne Dietrich, a journalist whose raw, subversive, give-no-fucks work and
            online persona I have long admired. He begins narrating in salacious detail how Anne kept him up all night the last time they
            met in a hotel at another book festival in a Midwestern university town. She wouldn’t let him sleep, even though he begged
            her to let him rest between bouts. She slapped him awake for another round. In other words, she made Ellis her slave, wore
            him to a nub. He’s humblebragging, of course, but I kind of admire her for it.
         

         
         Anyway, I’m an old warhorse, battle-scarred, wised-up, and almost impossible to shock. His offensive comment about Humbert
            and his students doesn’t surprise me in any way, it just makes me want to puke. So he cheated on his wife, so what? I feel
            no actual judgment toward him for that, but not much empathy, either. He’s created his own trouble, is continuing to create
            it, and that’s just the way he’s built, the way things are. Of course his wife has thrown him out. He tells me he’d been on
            the road for a while, flew out west two days ago after couch-crashing with friends, also writers, in Brooklyn, and tomorrow
            he’s planning to fly back east again, to stay with more writer friends in Connecticut. “I am a man in marital disgrace, depending
            on the kindness of my fellow ink-stained wretches. The Uncovered Book Festival is just the latest stop on my one-man Doghouse
            Literary-Couch Tour, the Summer of ’18 crawl of shame. I would love to visit Margo in Providence this summer, by the way,
            and I will remind you, whimpering, when the time comes.”
         

         
         I mutter something noncommittal.

         
         “So,” he says, “Maggie just happened to be holding my phone when Anne’s text came in, of all the phenomenally bad luck.” His expression is theatrically doleful. Along with the whiff of sulfur Bryan smelled from his author photo, he emits a sly disingenuousness. He doesn’t seem to care at all about his wife of seventeen years. Primarily, he seems to want to convince me of his entitlement to all his affairs, and secondarily, to make me worship his exacting and draconian former mistress as much as he does. Somewhere in the midst of all this, he must be trying to seduce me, maybe half-consciously, maybe intentionally, but I have absolutely no sexual interest in him, or in betraying Bryan, so I sip my soda, keep an acceptable distance between us on the couch, and let him prattle on. 

         
         “Anne was in fact breaking it off with me, although not for the first time. She was quite clear about how thoroughly she was
            finished with me. But that cut no ice with Mags. She went for my throat.” Gulp of gin. “Pounced.” A lopsided grin over his glass. “Shrieking like a banshee.” More sulfuric off-gassing. Then he says with arch fondness, “Thank you for listening to an unrepentant sinner like me.”
            He takes out his smartphone and holds it up just above us as he swiftly puts his arm around my shoulders and snuggles me close
            so our heads lean against each other. He snaps a selfie before I can protest or at least arrange my face into a sober, plausibly
            attractive expression.
         

         
         “Hey!” I say.

         
         “I’ll tag you,” he assures me. “My dearest new friend, the brilliant novelist. Memoirist, I should say. You’re awfully good company, Margo.”
         

         
         A taut rubber band snaps in my skull.

         
         It’s long past time for me to go up to bed, but I can’t seem to get myself off the couch. The ingrained, ancient urge to be
            agreeable is too strong. Ellis has a fresh martini in front of him, and the understanding here seems to be that I’ll listen
            to him while he drinks the whole damn thing. But I need a minute to myself, and I have to pee.
         

         
         “Hang on,” I say. “I need to powder my nose.”

         
         “Don’t you dare sneak off and ditch me,” says Ellis.

         
         “I’ll be back,” I say, but I’m very tempted to do just that. My comfy bed is calling to me in a dulcet, hotel-sheet-crackling
            purr.
         

         
         I come back from the bathroom to find Ellis staring into his phone, looking disconsolate. “My little Junebug hasn’t responded to any of my texts.” 

         
         “It’s going to be okay, Addison,” I tell him, sliding onto the couch next to him.

         
         “Nothing is going to be okay, Margo,” says Ellis, amping up his native drawl to elevate this dull self-pitying plaint to a
            stab at wryness. “She’s going to be heartsick if she ever learns what her papa’s been up to.”
         

         
         He’s sitting in an odd slump, curled in on himself. His almost-handsome face has gone slack with alcohol, his eyes behind
            their thick lenses opaque and deadened. His right hand clutches his glass like a frozen claw.
         

         
         “Why would she find out? Your wife won’t tell her, I’m sure.”

         
         “Maggie is a good egg,” he says. “Far too good for a reprobate like the Ellster.”

         
         As I prepare to pay my bill and head upstairs, I sense a sudden shift in Ellis, a turning of his attention from his recitative
            of woeful conquest to me. A speculative inquiry emanates from his torso, a cobra coiled to strike. “Why aren’t you drunk too,
            Margo? Don’t be a stick in the mud.”
         

         
         “I’m drinking,” I say, showing him my glass.

         
         “That’s still your first one. Drink more!” He signals for the waiter, who’s too far away to see his gesture. The air between
            us fizzes with his intent focus on me.
         

         
         Out of nowhere, the awful suspicion dawns on me that he roofied my wine while I was in the bathroom. Just as quickly, I dismiss
            this as paranoia. But the thought has left a residue, a sense of potential treachery. All at once the light in the room shifts,
            as if the lamps have been turned on their sides to cast longer shadows.
         

         
         “It’s time for me to go to sleep,” I say. “And I believe we’re the last ones in the bar. Looks like they’re closing.”

         
         “They didn’t announce last call yet,” says Ellis. “I might be able to cadge one more martini from our good man in the knit
            sweater-vest.”
         

         
         “You,” I say, laughing but worried, “are a gin-soaked biographer.”

         
         “That is true,” says Ellis. “Writing the lives of greater men than myself will do that.”

         
         I leave my glass of wine untouched. “I’m going up to bed now. It has been a long day, and tomorrow is another one.”

         
         At the bar, I pay my check and add a hefty tip for the waiter. His being called “my good man” several times by Ellis has given
            me a sense of rueful obligation to the poor guy. Next to me, Ellis settles his own tab. I peer at his tip, out of curiosity:
            It’s even larger than my own. “Good for you,” I say. “He earned it.”
         

         
         We walk slowly together to the elevator bank and wait for the lift to carry us up to our floor. Ellis is unsteady. I’m still
            a little tipsy, myself, and am very glad I left my last glass of wine mostly undrunk.
         

         
         Of course Ellis didn’t drug it; what an awful thing to think. The poor guy is so drunk, he’s incapable of punching in our
            floor number when the elevator arrives. His fingers fumble at the panel, so I do it for us.
         

         
         As we soar upward, I fish around in my little bag. “Oh shoot,” I say, “I forgot my room key, I do this all the time, I leave
            it in the room. I’ll go back down to the lobby and get a new one at the front desk.”
         

         
         “No need,” says Ellis, “just call them from my room and they’ll come up and let you in. I won’t bite. But I might offer you
            a spot of bad minibar wine.”
         

         
         “That’s okay,” I say through a dark, rising sense of alarm. Maybe he stole my key card from my bag while I was in the bathroom.
            Then my fingers slide into the little coin pocket and grasp the card. I take it out and hold it up. “Found it!” I sing out.
         

         
         Ellis unlocks his own door with a wave. “Sweet dreams, dear Margo. Forgive me if I don’t kiss your cheeks farewell, I am just
            a tad incapacitated. My stars! How the world doth spin.”
         

         
         “Good night,” I say. “Sleep well.”

         
         “You’re an excellent new friend, I must say,” he calls after me in a thick, sleepy voice. “I will email about visiting you
            in Rhode Island . . .”
         

         
         Safely in my room, I shoot the bolt and lock the chain on my door, brush my teeth, drink a big glass of cold tap water, strip, turn out the lights, and climb into bed. I close my eyes and prepare to fall into a dead sleep, but again my hyperactive brain won’t shut off. I can’t let go of Sally’s comment about Adam and me, how well matched we seemed. What a judgmental twerp. He has no idea what that marriage was like for me, no matter how good it might have seemed on the outside. 

         
         The truth is that Adam has denied me a divorce for the past nine years, throwing up one petty barrier after another, costing
            me thousands in legal fees, and now he’s forcing me to face him in one month in the Brooklyn courthouse before a judge. He’s
            trying to get an injunction added to the divorce agreement to prevent me from ever writing about him for any reason at all.
            My divorce lawyer has assured me without a doubt that no judge will take this seriously, that Adam is clearly hoping I’ll
            call his bluff and cave, but I plan to take the early morning train down to the city and show up in court and sign the papers
            once and for all so I can be free of that dickhead forever and write whatever the fuck I want for the rest of my life. Of
            course he doesn’t care about me or my work or my freedom to write about my own life; this is all about his image, his insecurity,
            his fears about how I might present him. This is the same man who told me point-blank that he wished I’d had an affair with
            someone cooler than Will; the affair itself was tolerable, it was just that Adam felt that it reflected poorly on himself
            that his wife slept with such a twisted-up weirdo. Anyway, it’s too late to stop me now, my memoir is out. Before it was published,
            I sent a draft of it to Adam as a courtesy to reassure him, show him that I took all the blame for our marriage’s failure,
            tiptoed around all of it. He responded with an angry email telling me how bad the book was, how slapdash and shallow my writing
            had become without his “editorial hand” to “stay me.” I didn’t respond to this email, and haven’t spoken to Adam since. After
            our court date, I plan to get the first train back up to Providence and leave him behind forever.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Don’t Let It Bring You Down:
A Compendium of Complicated Relationships

            A Memoir by Julia Heimdahl

         
         
         
         
            Excerpt 7: “I have killed our lives together, axed off each head”

            It’s amazing that Adam’s and my marriage lasted fourteen years. We fought during our entire honeymoon, and we didn’t stop
               fighting for the whole first year of our marriage. I nagged. He blew up. I blew up. He threw a tool against the wall. I shook
               with fear. He stopped speaking to me. I stopped speaking to him. Sometimes we went a week without exchanging a word, living
               together in his ramshackle loft full of his crap crammed everywhere and hardly any room for mine. He was a compulsive hoarder.
               I was a minimalist who hated having too much stuff around. We wanted fundamentally different things; we were incompatible
               people. And here we were, married, gone from living happily apart in our own places to being conjoined in his. I’d given up
               the romantic high-ceilinged apartment I loved because his made more sense; he had a bigger place and a lot of equipment and
               a music studio and cheaper rent. He’d given up his freedom. I’d given up mine. We were both miserable. Nothing seemed resolvable,
               because the real problem was that we shouldn’t have gotten married in the first place. We were doomed from the start.
            

            
            But we had so much fun together, traveling and going to parties and eating in restaurants and talking about our work and taking jaunts to Atlantic City and going on adventures. We generally had plenty of money; his catering business was incredibly successful, and in those heady days, I made three dollars a word writing essays and reviews for magazines to augment my book advances, and taught English to immigrants on the side. We had each other’s backs with both of our difficult families. We were in solidarity about politics, art, books, music, and people, and when we disagreed, we argued passionately, with equally informed and knowledgeable panache. He was my equal in so many ways. Our work ethics dovetailed, both of us firstborns with something to prove. When we did have sex, it was good. When we weren’t furious at each other and fighting and banging our heads against each other’s immovable walls, we were harmonious friends. 

            
            But we weren’t a team. Our marriage was good enough, and it wasn’t good enough. Our union was cracked at its foundation. My
               urgent need for stability met his disorganized, fretful chaos. My emotional hunger met his emotional unavailability. The pressure
               built until I started exploding too, my own temper igniting off his. His chronic inability to say anything clearly, his tongue-tied
               morass of internal conflict, sent my burning need for clarity and wit off its axis. His intelligent brain was a tangle of
               loose, sparking wires; I got electrocuted in there. Mine was a hot lava bed of lifelong hunger; when I erupted out of desperate
               loneliness, he burned his bare feet in there. We were all fire, all detonation, equally volatile and choleric.
            

            
            Over time, I became viscerally afraid of Adam. He was sweet-natured and generous until something set him off into two-year-old-tantrum rage, inarticulate and titanic. In heavy traffic on the BQE, when he slammed his foot on the brake over and over and jerked our car with mounting fury through a creeping knot of trucks and cars, I wanted to leap out into the traffic and run away, but instead I sat silent and terrified and seething. When we were renovating our house and he misfired his nail gun and picked up a pile of wood and threw it hard to the ground so it clattered loudly, I froze, mouth dry, pulse racing. This happened so often with Adam that I existed in a state of constant readiness, braced for his explosions. 

            
            The quality of this anger, although never directed physically at me, awoke in my lizard brain the terror of my childhood,
               the violent beatings that came out of nowhere. My body remembered, even if my brain had managed to push it all down. Adam
               reactivated the part of me that was mortally terrified of men.
            

            
            In the final years of our marriage, when I was in full-blown, dangerous mania, I drank too much tequila one night at a Christmas
               party. At home, after I’d climbed into bed and as he was stumbling around brushing his teeth and taking off his clothes, Adam
               said or did something scary, not toward me, toward an object, but it didn’t matter. His abrupt anger out of nowhere flipped
               some powerful switch in my brain. I was used to this; normally, I reacted to Adam’s outbursts with sharp flare-ups of irrational
               panic that simmered for a while, then died out until the next time. This was a new one, though. For the first time in my life,
               the scenes I’d witnessed between my parents began flashing in my brain, over and over, with terrifying immediacy, vividly,
               as if I were standing right there, not as a memory but as reality, my father beating the shit out of my mother. I couldn’t
               stop the film in my head. It played over and over. I couldn’t breathe. My chest hurt. I lay there gasping with raw terror,
               unable to escape it.
            

            
            This is what it feels like to have your beloved father beat the shit out of your beloved mother on a regular basis when you are a very small girl: It is so shocking and painful, it’s like flesh pulling apart inside you. You are two years old, four, six, about the same height as the tabletop, invisible and helpless as you watch your father make a fist and drive it into your mother’s breasts with one hand while the other grabs a hunk of her hair and yanks her head as hard as he can. He uses his grip on her hair to hold her still so his blows land harder, his face shut and blank. Your mother makes a mewling sound, and her face is blank, too. No one is looking at you or seems to know you’re there. Both your parents seem absent while this all happens. You’re the only one watching; you’re all alone, standing there with no power to stop this or make sense of it. 

            
            You love your father with your whole self, just like you love your mother. Your parents are superhuman gods, they’re everything
               to you. The air in the kitchen is torn by the sound of your father’s fist on your mother’s soft flesh and your mother’s small,
               high noises. The sight of your mother’s face, expressionless, is the worst thing you’ve ever seen in your life. Your beautiful,
               beloved mother, who gave you life and is your heroine and first great love, is being beaten by your beloved father, the other
               person who gave you life and who is your hero and second great love.
            

            
            This isn’t about you at all, but you’re defined forever by seeing it not just once or twice, but all the time. So you split
               yourself in two in order to go on with your very new life in any cohesive way. I mean, I split myself in two. The part of
               me that was a girl split off from the part of me that trusted the world, that loved myself, that felt safe anywhere, especially
               at home, and that trusted my father. I bifurcated myself neatly, squelched my female self, which is to say my essential self.
               And for the rest of my life, leading up to that moment in bed after the Christmas party, I shut the visceral memory of this
               recurring primal scene away in a box in my head and went on as if it hadn’t happened to me. I wasn’t that little girl anymore,
               I wasn’t a victim of anything, I wasn’t helpless or powerless or terrified, ever.
            

            
            But the box in my head was open now, and I was powerless to shut it. I was reliving all that trauma, viscerally, with no way
               to make it stop. I was three, I was five, hyperventilating, sobbing, finally giving vent to the reactions I’d squelched all
               my life, the repressed memories that had controlled me.
            

            
            Adam thought I was having a heart attack and called 911. When the ambulance came, the tough paramedic chick actually thought
               I was a little girl instead of a forty-four-year-old woman. “How old is she?” she asked Adam suspiciously. “She looks twelve.”
               To me, she said, “Do you feel safe here? Do you want us to remove you from this house?” I managed to calm down enough to assure
               her that I was safe, I was okay here with Adam.
            

            
            “Okay then. Don’t let her drink any more liquor,” the paramedic told Adam as they left. “Tell her to breathe deeply. She’s having a severe panic attack.” 

            
            

            Adam and I went to four different marital therapists, all women, before we split for good. Two of them were completely on
               his side. They didn’t even try to appear impartial or objective for the sake of professionalism and therapeutic integrity.
               I was the bad guy in my marriage to them all, including myself. But it didn’t help anything to paint me that way.
            

            
            The first time we tried to fix our marriage with therapy was in the late 1990s, when we’d only been married a few years. Sharon
               Grossman was my own therapist, but she agreed to do a few sessions with both Adam and me, and Adam agreed. Because Sharon
               knew me and all my issues with Adam, I figured it would be easy, a slam dunk. We could work on Adam together, talk to him
               about his extreme anger issues, hoarding, lateness, and most of all, the crux of the matter, his inability to connect emotionally.
               Maybe, I thought, we could figure out what was wrong with him. Maybe he needed medication. I thought he might have ADD, and
               I’d told him so, but of course that only inflamed him and made him defensive and made me feel even more at a loss.
            

            
            We took the train to the Upper West Side for our first session. We sat on the couch across from Sharon and smiled nervously
               together at her.
            

            
            She sat curled in her chair, a dark-eyed, dark-haired fiftysomething Shelley Duvall lookalike in a short black tweed skirt
               with matching jacket. Her long, thin legs in ocher tights were twisted together like pipe cleaners.
            

            
            “So what brings you here?” she asked Adam.

            
            “We’re having problems,” he said.

            
            “Can you talk about that?”

            
            “We fight all the time?” He grinned. His voice was calm and flirtatious.

            
            “Is that your experience as well?” she asked me.

            
            “All the time,” I said.

            
            “See,” said Adam. “We agree about one thing, anyway.”

            
            Sharon laughed. From the start, I could see that she thought Adam was perfectly sane and that I was overreacting. She didn’t
               come out and say it, but all the same, it was clear: I wasn’t stupid. I had eyes.
            

            
            Right or wrong, rational or not, I felt betrayed by her. We walked out of our first session, and Adam said, “That was great;
               I like her,” and I said, “We’re not going back.”
            

            
            “Why not?”

            
            “Because she can’t be objective.”

            
            “You mean because she’s not on your side?”

            
            “It’s not a question of sides,” I said. “It’s a question of reality.”

            
            Adam and I limped along together for a few more years, then started going to another therapist right after 9/11. The city
               was shattered and shocked. I was thinking of ending the marriage again. This therapist’s name was Joyce Stein. Her office
               was in Tribeca, way downtown, and the absence of the Twin Towers in the sky was palpable every time we left her office. She
               was a middle-aged blonde, plump and stylish, with very pale skin and big blue eyes.
            

            
            This time, I jumped right in and didn’t give her a chance to bond with Adam. I described my overwhelming feelings of hopelessness
               about our marriage, my frustration that I couldn’t sleep with Adam because he snored and hogged the covers and kicked me in
               his sleep, the fact that our house felt fraught and tense all the time. I told her about our heavy daily drinking, the fact
               that we hardly ever had sex anymore, my loneliness, and most of all, Adam’s anger issues.
            

            
            She gave me a look. “He’s such a good guy,” she said. “Can’t you take a sleeping pill?”

            
            In that instant, I had a flash of her: She was single. She wanted desperately to be married. She couldn’t believe a woman
               lucky enough to have a husband like Adam would ever complain about anything he said or did. In her opinion, I should be glad
               someone was willing to be married to me.
            

            
            When I told Adam I was done with Joyce, he balked. “She’s great,” he said. “I like her. I think she’s really helping us.”

            
            “No,” I said. “No, no, no. The fact that you think she’s doing a good job is everything that’s wrong right there in a nutshell.
               You both think I’m crazy. You both act like I’m a crazy demanding bitch.”
            

            
            “I wouldn’t go that far,” he said.

            
            “Yes, you would. You should marry Joyce. She’d die of joy to have you throw tools at the wall and show up late to everything
               and kick her in bed every night and amass towering piles of unopened mail on the table and have explosive road rage anytime
               you two drove anywhere.”
            

            
            “Yeah, well, she’s kind of cute,” he said.

            
            We both laughed.

            
            I loved Adam. I loved him so much, and that was the entire problem. It was devastating to me that we couldn’t make this work.
               It made me implode with sadness. Joyce was absolutely right: Adam was a great guy, and I was lucky to have him. The problem
               was that living with him was intolerable. I felt worn down and depleted and exhausted all the time by the effort it took to
               keep this thing afloat.
            

            
            We quit going to Joyce. Our marriage continued unchanged. I was so lonely, I thought I might die of it. My interim solution,
               thanks to my mother’s implicit and explicit example, was to perform happiness and marital contentment, fake it in hopes that
               reality would follow. I forced myself to let things go. I picked my battles. I accepted that I’d be chronically sleep-deprived
               in a chaotic house and always late to things. And I fooled almost everyone. Most of our friends thought we were just fine,
               a happy couple, lucky and well matched. I should have won an Oscar.
            

            
            The third therapist we saw was named Louise Keller. Her office was in the West Village. We started going to her after my affair with Will, after I moved out of our house for three terrible, manic, dire months and then, out of desperate loneliness, moved back in. Meanwhile, Adam had finally accepted the diagnosis of ADD his own therapist had been trying to arrive at with him for years. He’d gone on Adderall and realized that it worked. For the first time since he could remember, he told me, his brain was finally free of static. But it was too little, too late. Even though he was medicated now, nothing had changed between us. He was as inaccessible and emotionally distant as he’d ever been, still unwilling to declutter our house. By now, I was pretty sure the marriage was beyond repair, but I wanted some guidance while we split up. 

            
            I liked Louise at first sight. She was middle-aged, like all the other therapists. She was tall and blond and wore a cardigan
               and tailored black pants. She exuded intelligence and attitude.
            

            
            The first thing she said, looking at both of us, was, “You should definitely break up. You have completely different energy.
               You really do seem totally incompatible.” She nodded as she said it. This was not up for argument.
            

            
            I felt vindicated and relieved, but also a little shocked and very scared. I’d held out a tiny hope that she might be able
               to save us, even though no one else could, even though I’d given up on the marriage and wanted out.
            

            
            But she never wavered in her initial assessment: We needed to live separately, and we needed to do it soon. She strongly urged
               us not to share the dog, to let him stay with just one of us. She encouraged us to start splitting up our belongings, to talk
               about money, to pull the trigger and just do it.
            

            
            We continued to see Louise for several months, during which we did none of the things she told us to do. We kept living together.
               We talked hopefully, wistfully, about possibly saving our marriage, maybe seeing if we could finally make it work. After every
               session we went to the French bistro down the street and drank wine and ate steak frites. I never wanted to leave the bistro
               and go back home with Adam. I wanted to sit at this little table with accordion music playing, sunlight streaming from the
               skylights, chic people all around us, and drink wine until my liver burst.
            

            
            But we always had to go home, and all our insoluble problems came with us.

            
            In addition to drinking more heavily than ever, I was having more frequent panic attacks. I was in the grip of vast grief and a terrible sense of failure. What would I do without Adam? We’d been through so much together. We had a house, a dog, a group of friends, shared families. We were part of each other’s lives in a solid, powerful, intertwined way that felt unbearably painful to jettison. I got mad at Louise. “You aren’t even trying to help us salvage this marriage,” I accused her on the phone, between sessions. 

            
            “I had no idea you were open to that,” she said back, astonished.

            
            Neither did I. But instead of forging ahead with what we both knew was true, she switched in midstream and started to implement
               a technique she told us had worked with other couples. It was a sort of question-and-answer exercise that felt completely
               fake to me. I knew she had no actual faith that this marriage was salvageable, so we fired her and started seeing someone
               in Park Slope my own therapist had strongly recommended. “She’s a superstar marriage saver,” Denise told me. “Don’t give up
               until you’ve given her a shot!”
            

            
            Emily Goldman looked like a former nun, whatever that means. She also reminded me a little of my favorite high school English
               teacher. She had an air of quiet judgment, a serene and severe seriousness. She was small and plain and matter-of-fact.
            

            
            We told her everything in our first session: I’d had an affair, but it was over. Adam had been diagnosed, at long last, with
               ADD. I was lonely, Adam was sad. I was frustrated, Adam was determined to make the marriage work.
            

            
            She watched us closely in that first session, her eyes steady on each of our faces in turn.

            
            Then it happened: I felt it. Emily decided, just as Sharon and Joyce had, that I was bad news, and this was all my fault.
               I was an adulterous jezebel. Adam was a saint for putting up with me. I was a drama queen. Adam was a sane, good man.
            

            
            Or maybe she didn’t like me because I wasn’t sorry about the affair. I didn’t feel appropriately apologetic or guilty. She didn’t know the understanding Adam and I had come to immediately about it because she never asked how the two of us felt about it, she just assumed. In her eyes, no matter what, I was the transgressor, and my job was to win back Adam’s forgiveness and trust. 

            
            We saw Emily for almost a year, session after session in which Adam was treated like a misunderstood victim of my bad behavior
               and I was treated like a delinquent adolescent in need of correction and enlightenment. Out of weary resignation, I accepted
               this last-ditch effort. I even started to wonder if she might be right. What if I was the one at fault here, and had been
               all along? Maybe I was asking for too much; maybe I was wrong.
            

            
            But I knew I wasn’t wrong. I’d been in the grip of extreme mania for months, maybe a year, maybe more. In hindsight, it’s
               clear to me that this bout of mental illness was triggered by the stress of facing an impossibly painful choice. Either way,
               I was going to lose. There was no good option. On the one hand, I could stay in my fourteen-year marriage and continue to
               feel lonely, stressed, and powerless. On the other hand, I could leave the marriage and lose Adam’s steady and grounding if
               imperfect love, all our shared history, the social safety net that held us. If I left, I’d have to face head-on the unbearable
               grief and loss and failure of divorce. The terror of this dilemma brought on symptoms of classic mania: I drank more alcohol
               daily than I’d ever drunk in my life, but it went down like water, it was never enough; I was talking fast, moving fast, losing
               weight, not sleeping at night. I sped through my days dry-mouthed, heart racing, unable to concentrate or focus. And I also
               felt invincible, sharp, impatient with everyone around me for thinking so slowly, for being so mired in convention and routine.
               I was flying high, crashing, panicking, losing control, soaring again, on a daily basis, over and over and over.
            

            
            I asked my own current therapist, Denise, to recommend a psychiatrist to diagnose my condition. She gave me the number of one she had worked with in the past, and I made an appointment. After a fifty-minute session, during which I answered all his questions honestly and told him why I’d come to see him, he diagnosed me as unequivocally bipolar and wrote me a prescription for lithium. He also suggested that I voluntarily check myself into an in-patient psychiatric hospital so I could be monitored. 

            
            I didn’t take lithium. I didn’t check myself in anywhere. I knew this mania was situational, and that rather than medicating
               it with powerful drugs, what I really needed to do was fix my life. I had to make choices to be able to do whatever it took
               to stop acting so self-destructively. To save my own life, I had to get out of my marriage. And as it turned out, I was right.
            

            
            After Adam and I split up for good, finally, a lot of people were shocked. Ohers judged me—some of my closest friends, my
               sister Simone, a lot of our mutual friends. But others weren’t and didn’t. It turned out that a few people in my life had
               seen the truth, the cracks, saw Adam clearly, weren’t fooled by my ongoing insistence that everything was just ducky. And
               when it all came crashing down, they gave me comfort.
            

            
            “You were unhappy for so long,” my mother wrote in an email. I loved her for this bracing, empathetic support. No one knew
               what this felt like better than she did. “I remember how good it feels to finally be alone again. Good for you.”
            

            
            “I knew you were lying to yourself; you were miserable with him, he kept his fist around you,” my friend Leah told me bluntly.
               She and I had both left our husbands at the same time. She came over for dinner, and we embraced like traumatized refugees
               who’d been separated during wartime and had just found each other again in a free and peaceful new land. “You made yourself
               smaller for Adam. He was threatened by you, he wanted to own you.”
            

            
            “Adam had no idea what was hitting him with you half the time,” said my sort-of friend Grover, meaning that Adam had thought he was marrying the cool, up-for-anything dream girl, and instead he got a fucked-up woman with needs and desires that didn’t mesh with his. Grover played bass in the funk-noise band I played violin in briefly until it imploded in a triple whammy of psychosexual dysfunction. He was a lone wolf lurking with darkly comic mischief at the outskirts of my social circle in North Brooklyn. “You were like a roller-coaster ride he hadn’t meant to go on and couldn’t get off.” 

            
            They were all saying the same thing in different ways. My mother and Leah said it with sympathy for me, Grover for Adam, and
               both were warranted. It turned out that staying in a good-enough but bad marriage ultimately involves a lot of lying to yourself,
               hiding your true feelings, not admitting how bad things are, not even admitting to yourself how terrified and angry and lonely
               and sad you feel. And by “you,” of course I mean me, but also Adam.
            

            
            All of this behavior of mine was inconsistent with the kind of person I believed I was and wanted to be. Leaving my marriage
               meant admitting all these feelings and truths, facing them, realizing how much damage I’d done, how much work I had to do
               to repair myself so I could stop fucking everything up. But it was the only road back to sanity and freedom.
            

            
         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Eight

         
         In my quiet hotel bedroom sometime in the wee hours of the night, I wake up in pitch darkness with a jolt, overheated and
            stifled, to find that I can’t move. It feels as if something heavy is covering my body, pinning me to the bed.
         

         
         My lizard brain tells me a person is lying on top of me. In the split second of shock while I try to make sense of this sensation,
            I know it’s Ellis. I flash white-cold with fear, a scream in the back of my throat.
         

         
         Then, just as strangely and suddenly as it came on, movement returns to my limbs, and I find I’m alone. No one is here. Ellis
            hasn’t broken into my room. I’m okay, I just had an episode of sleep paralysis, a deeply unnerving sensation I’ve experienced
            only a couple of times in my life before. It’s terrifying but thankfully brief.
         

         
         Heart thudding, drenched in cold sweat, I check my phone. And there, like a reassuring warm hand on my brow, is a message from my best friend in Providence, Lucy Thorne, a painter who teaches at RISD. She’s like a sister to me. We met at a dinner party when I first moved to town and were instant allies. For decades, she’s been married to a passive borderline-alcoholic sad sack of a lawyer. She and Larry have two lunky, sweetly passive sons in their early twenties, both of whom still live at home. Lucy is tiny, three inches shorter and twenty pounds lighter than I am, but she’s an indomitable, unstoppable force, with white-streaked flaming-red hair and a ruddy, freckled complexion. She’s a little stick of dynamite, choleric and pragmatic and stalwart. 

         
         She’s texted me a photo. Blue water ripples in gold evening sunlight, dotted with sailboats parked in a cove. Two pairs of
            feet loll side by side in the foreground against weathered deck boards. The photo is from a few days ago, when Lucy showed
            up at my house in her little pickup truck and honked her horn. It was late afternoon, and I wasn’t doing anything except fretting
            about life. “Get in,” she barked when I came out to see what the ruckus was about. “We’re going to drink whiskey.”
         

         
         Bryan can pour a glass of wine with dinner and leave it mostly untouched at his elbow. When he goes out with friends, he drinks
            one beer, slowly. He’s never much liked alcohol, unfathomable to a hardened lush like me. I drink much less now that I live
            with him. So I think of Lucy as my last, and greatest, drinking buddy.
         

         
         For the whole drive down to her little saltbox house on Apponaug Cove, she fiddled with her pack of Parliament Lights with
            the lighter wedged into the plastic jacket. She never lets herself smoke in her truck. Lucy is a person of many internal and
            unbreakable rules, a quality I adore and also share. She slammed on the brakes in her driveway, got out, and fired up a smoke.
            “Come sit on the porch of my studio, no one will bug us there.”
         

         
         We sat with our backs to the little shack Lucy uses as a painting studio and looked out over the water together. The air felt
            silky, bath-temperature and humid, and the cove was a translucent, lit-up blue. Seagulls shrieked through the sky. We talked
            and laughed and drank bourbon until it was dark, and then we went into her warm little house to eat the dinner Larry had cooked.
         

         
         Then I see the rest of her text: “How’s your trip down memory lane going?”

         
         I smile and thumb back, “There are plenty of thorns on this street, but that’s what I get for walking down it. Can’t wait to be home. I miss you.” After I hit send, I subside against the fat hotel pillows, much calmer now, grateful for this friendship. 

         
         I must have fallen asleep again finally, because when I next open my eyes, the edges around my blackout blinds glow bright,
            and I have no idea at first where I am.
         

         
         Then I remember: I have to be on a panel with my editor, Greg Stone, at eleven. I squeeze the face of my Fitbit and it lights
            up to show 8:48. I leap out of bed and clatter around showering and brushing my teeth and getting dressed in the semidarkness,
            tailored black pants and a pale-green cashmere sweater, my laminated festival ID on its lanyard. I fling open the blinds to
            check my reflection in the mirror. I looked passably professional, I suppose, if bleary-eyed. After I hastily pack my travel
            backpack, I slide on my boots and check my shoulder bag to make sure it contains the reading copy of my book and my room key
            card, phone, wallet, and sunglasses. I leave a five-dollar bill for the chambermaid.
         

         
         Before I leave my room, I text my editor. “Hello, Greg! Welcome to Baldwin. Want to have a cup of coffee down in the hotel
            lobby before our panel? It would be nice to catch up.”
         

         
         I see the dots that mean he’s typing a response. While I wait, I picture him in his own hotel room, knotting his tie just
            so, trimming his nose hairs. Greg is infallibly well-groomed.
         

         
         Greg’s been my editor since my first editor left to get her PhD and he inherited the paperback of my first novel. He insisted that my stodgy, mainstream publisher bring it out when they threatened to just let it die. Already, he was my champion. He’s made a habit of giving me generous advances based on a first chapter and an outline. When I won the literary prize, he took me out to lunch and we crowed with glee together. We had a convivial, fruitful working relationship through all my books, until I left Adam and blew up my life and got together with Bryan and left New York. My work changed along with my circumstances: My two post-marriage novels took me a long time to write and were not as much fun as my earlier ones, and then I insisted on writing this memoir, which he has showed no real interest in. I feel that I’ve lost his respect, and I haven’t known how to win it back. I’m not even sure he’s aware of the change. 

         
         His text comes, short and blunt: “Have to meet you there. See you shortly.”

         
         I feel a brief pang, a quailing disappointment in myself. In the old days, I am certain that Greg would have leapt at the
            chance to hobnob with me over coffee, then walk to campus together.
         

         
         As I check out at the front desk down in the lobby and arrange to leave my bag in their storage room until I come back to
            collect it later, I see Ellis sitting off by himself in an armchair by the window, his feet crossed on a small footstool,
            reading a newspaper. He should be half dead with a hangover, but he looks as spruce and tidy as ever, primly turning an enormous
            page and shaking the paper to smooth it before he reads on. I think I catch a whiff of stale gin emanating from him on a current
            of hotel air. Seeing him gives me a flash of uneasy fear, even though he’s done nothing to me at all.
         

         
         I dread having to do the panel in a couple of hours with my editor, and I’m anxious about Bryan’s arrival. He’s flying in
            with his band today to play at a new-to-me club downtown called the Carleton Lounge. Despite the warmth of our conversation
            yesterday, I’m feeling mildly uneasy about seeing him. Given what he said the other night about reading my memoir, I don’t
            know what his state of mind is toward me.
         

         
         I feel an urge to see Alex Shapiro, a yen for her steadying, refreshing bluntness, which I know I can trust because it makes
            me uncomfortably self-aware. Safely out of Ellis’s sightline, I text her: “What are you doing for breakfast? Want to go out
            somewhere?”
         

         
         Within five minutes, she texts back: “I’m headed to Dvorak Café, meet me there in 15?”

         
         According to Google Maps, the café is within walking distance of the hotel, so I set off on foot through the suburban off-campus streets. The Dvorak Café is on a quiet corner, with red geraniums spilling from window boxes and a general air of Eastern Europeanness in the white tablecloths and dark wood, the minor-key accordion-heavy music on the sound system, a bakery case filled with elaborate pastries. Alex sits at a two-top in the front bay window just inside the door. I plunk myself into the chair opposite hers and give her a tight smile. I realize I’m still a little irked at her for busting my chops during my panel Q&A; we have to get past that before we can settle in to a conversation. 

         
         “I ordered you a cup of coffee,” she says, pushing a cup across the table. “And the cheese Danishes here are insane, and there
            are two of them on their way.”
         

         
         “I can’t eat gluten,” I say, cursing my body for its intolerance. Back before I knew I had celiac disease, I used to mainline
            cheese Danishes. “I wish. And thank you.”
         

         
         Alex’s springy curls gleam in the sunlight. Her face looks rosy and taut. Her dark eyes are velvety, fixed on my face as if
            she were assessing my state of mind.
         

         
         “Did you always wear sunscreen?” I ask her.

         
         “Babe, I grew up in Jersey. We tanned with baby oil, reflectors, and Sun-In.”

         
         “Oh God, that hair stuff that turned you blond in one day?”

         
         “And vats of Tab to offset all the meatball subs and bags of Doritos.”

         
         I laugh. “High school in the late seventies, early eighties,” I say.

         
         “So listen,” says Alex, leaning forward, still looking me straight in the eye. “Sorry I was obnoxious yesterday. I could tell
            you were pissed. I was out of line, calling you out in front of an audience. I owe you an apology and an explanation.”
         

         
         I want to hear it. “Okay,” I say.

         
         “Look. I have my own shit. I’ve worked out a lot of it, but are we ever fully done with it? Here’s the nutshell version. My uncle seduced me when I was fifteen. My father’s little brother. We had an affair for four years, and then I dumped him when I was a freshman at Baldwin. That scene you wrote about in your book about me, when we were on MDMA that night. How you thought that I, how did you put it, rejected you? Look, when you’re involved with an older man as a teenager, who happens to be your relative, it fucks you up. Lately, I’ve been dealing with the fact that I have always believed that to get love, I had to be seductive. I thought that was my entire worth as a person, so I leaned into it because I didn’t believe anyone would like me for my own flawed, insecure self if I just acted natural. You were picking up on that, I think. I just put out that vibe to everyone, male or female, young or old. Being seductive was the only way I knew to feel validated. My uncle drilled it into me.” 

         
         I clutch my coffee mug in cold horror. “Your fucking uncle?”
         

         
         “Uncle David. I don’t speak to him anymore. He told me I was sexy at my bat mitzvah, and two years later I succumbed to his
            flattery. I was so desperate for male attention. So you see. I have my own issues around all this.”
         

         
         “Oh God.” I give her a long look, which she holds with her own. There’s nothing but ease and warmth between us now. “I’m so
            sorry, Alex. God. I had no idea.”
         

         
         “Well, now you know,” she says. “The whole story.”

         
         “I really did think you were hot, though. It was very confusing for me. I’d assumed I was straight all my life, then all of
            a sudden, wham, I questioned everything.”
         

         
         “Glad I could help.” She smiles. “What struck me about your book was that I think your mother fucked you up even more than
            your father and those pervy older men did. At least my mother wasn’t sexually competitive with me. At least she didn’t turn
            my sister and me into rivals. She was a nonentity who failed to protect me from Uncle David, but she was just clueless. I’m
            trying to say that it’s clear why you semi-hate women. I would, too, if I were you.”
         

         
         “I only semi-hate needy, vampiric women who want to appropriate and annihilate me. Actually, I don’t hate them, I’m terrified
            of them. They’ve damaged me so much more than men ever have. Meanwhile, I don’t fear predatory men, I despise them.”
         

         
         “I find those men terrifying. Let’s talk about Ellis Blackwell. We started to get into it the other night, but he was hovering like a vulture. I could smell the predator on him. Why did you defend him?” 

         
         “Because it’s what I’ve always done. But listen, Alex. Last night I was sure he’d roofied my drink and stolen my key card.
            Even though he did neither. And then I dreamed he raped me. It felt so real.”
         

         
         “Fuck. Wow. I believe it.” She looks rattled. “He seems rapey.”

         
         “He does, doesn’t he?”

         
         “I’ve never been raped, have you?”

         
         “Aside from your uncle?”

         
         Alex looks briefly baffled, then she nods. “Right, of course.”

         
         “Only once, but I’m not sure it counts.”

         
         “Why not?”

         
         “Because he didn’t actually fuck me. I was molested by my math teacher in high school.”

         
         “Your math teacher,” says Alex wearily. “Yeah.”

         
         “Robert Mains. He once told me I was ‘game.’ Apparently this was meant as a compliment. But you know what it really means.”

         
         “What?”

         
         “It means, I can trust you to keep your mouth shut. Predatory men love women who put up with their bad behavior. They love women who are complicit in their horndog objectifying stalkery ways—”
         

         
         “That’s exactly right,” says Alex. “Divide and conquer. They try to get us to gang up on other women with them. To milk our
            rivalries and enmities to their own advantage. They turn us into collaborators. Like French Nazis, capitulating to power.
            We’ve all done it.”
         

         
         “Yes,” I say. “I even did it last night, with Ellis. Listening to his blatantly misogynistic bullshit masquerading as tales
            of victimization at the hands of women. God, I’m so tired of these men. And as soon as you point out any kind of inappropriate
            or transgressive behavior toward women, they get defensive and say shit like, ‘Well, if that’s rape, then I guess that makes me a rapist.’ But they don’t actually mean they’re rapists. They mean women are crying wolf over dumb little things like having sex against our will on dates, like being fucked when we’re too drunk or high to know what’s going on, like being groomed and seduced before we’re sixteen years old, before we’re women at all. If you call that rape, in other words, you’re one of those women, those strident victimized bad sports who hate men. Bad company.” 

         
         Alex rolls her eyes. “And they all love to defend themselves with women who they think are their allies. They quote all these
            supercool women who apparently think it’s all just a lot of overreaction.”
         

         
         “This creepy guy stalked me once. And when I went to the cops and filed a cease-and-desist order, he told me his ex-wife was
            laughing at how shrill and histrionic I was. Because she knew he was harmless.”
         

         
         “Ex-wife, you say? Also, who knows what she really thought.”

         
         We laugh with the glittering, subversive camaraderie of truth telling.

         
         “The sensitive ones are the worst, almost,” I say. “Those misogynists hiding in plain sight. There was a guy in my college
            creative writing workshop who wrote a poem that started, ‘Beware the male lesbian, he walks in beauty like the night.’ Remember
            Jacob Cohen? Him. I remembered a guy I was friends with in Williamsburg, a playwright, who told me he wore a bunch of leather
            bracelets at Yale so women would think he was nonthreatening. He said those bracelets got him so much pussy, he had to take
            them off just to get a good night’s sleep.” I laugh. “Well, I mean, if women are going to be that dumb . . .”
         

         
         “Well, there are some pretty shitty women, too, to be fair. I’ve dated plenty. We can be major assholes ourselves.”

         
         “I’ve been a total shitty asshole. So many times.”

         
         “So have I. So shitty. Such an asshole.”

         
         “But did we rape anyone?”
         

         
         We both burst out laughing again as two magnificent Danishes are set before us, fragrant and warm, their tops bursting with
            strudel and oozing cheese. I feel a buoyant uplift. This conversation is knocking me out of my funk in exactly the way I hoped
            it would.
         

         
         Wistfully, I push the second Danish over to Alex, who takes an enormous bite out of her own. “So tell me,” she says, chewing. “What’s up with you and your younger boyfriend? You were being cagey on the panel, I could tell.” 

         
         “I was. But my relationship was none of anyone’s fucking business.”

         
         “Well, sue me, I’m curious.” She tears into the Danish with her canine teeth and chews voluptuously, waiting for me to spill.

         
         I say with the subversively pleasurable candor I’ve been feeling through this entire conversation, since the moment I sat
            down, “The problem is that we haven’t had sex in a couple of months. But the thing is, I love him madly, I’m incredibly attracted
            to him, and I don’t want anyone else. I’m frustrated.”
         

         
         “So why don’t you want to fuck him?”

         
         “Here’s the thing.” I lower my voice, even though there’s no one in here but us and the oblivious girl behind the counter,
            who’s sucked into her smartphone. “He’s so gentle. Considerate, thoughtful. He touches me like this.” As I run a light finger up Alex’s forearm, she jumps and pulls away and
            scratches the place I caressed. “See what I mean?”
         

         
         “So what do you want him to do?”
         

         
         “It’s so cliché, but I want him to dominate me. I want to be bodice-ripped. I want, you know . . .”

         
         “You want to be ravished,” says Alex.

         
         “Right,” I say. “When we first got together, we couldn’t keep our hands off each other. The sex was amazing. But he was raised
            to treat women with respect. Which I love. In theory.”
         

         
         “But you don’t want that sexually. As the saying goes, respect me as a person, but treat me like a whore in bed.”

         
         “Yes!” I grin at her. “Exactly. Is that fucked up?”

         
         “Why would it be fucked up?”

         
         “I’ve had so many boyfriends who objectified me and treated me like a whore, but I felt lonely and abandoned afterward. With
            Bryan, it could be good, because we’re actually so close, it could be hot and intimate.”
         

         
         Alex puts her Danish down. “If you want Bryan to rip your clothes off and take you without any consent whatsoever, you should
            tell him.”
         

         
         “Easier said than done,” I say.

         
         “Would you rather have him gently caressing you forever?”

         
         “We have another thing to work out, too. He’s not happy about some of the things I wrote in my book. I mean, of course he
            knew everything already, but seeing my sexual history in print is different.”
         

         
         “Well, yeah. I can see that.”

         
         “I was describing my pattern of seeking out people who would hurt me like my parents did. Controlling, unavailable men; manipulative,
            needy women. That sweet old familiar pain.”
         

         
         “Join the club,” says Alex. “My ex-wife was Uncle David all over again, objectifying and condescending. We try to prove something
            impossible to ourselves instead of actually breaking free and finding people who are, like, legitimately good for us. And
            I think you’ve done that. I think Bryan is probably really, really good for you.”
         

         
         “You’re right,” I say, looking at my smartphone, which is buzzing with an incoming text.

         
         But it’s not from Bryan, it’s from Ellis. As I read it, I feel an odd, powerful fear: “Dearest Margo, please be sure to defend
            my character to the odious harpy who’s poking around looking to smear my good name. Not on my behalf, tarnished dog that I
            am, but it would kill my Junebug to see her papa accused of heinous things, not to mention poor long-suffering Mags, who can’t
            take another blow. Please protect them for me, and I’ll be deeply in your debt for life. Yours, A.”
         

         
         “What the fuck?” I say aloud.

         
         “What?” Alex asks.

         
         I hand her my smartphone. She reads the text and gives a low whistle. “What odious harpy? What heinous things?”

         
         “Someone must be accusing him of something he’s scared about,” I say slowly. It all tumbles into place. “I don’t know who
            or why.”
         

         
         “Will you let me know when you find out what this text means?”

         
         “Right away.” Then I notice the time. “Shit, I’m going to be late. I have to go and do a panel with my editor. God, it’s good to talk to you, Alex. I could sit here all day.” 

         
         “Let’s keep in touch,” she says. “Let’s be friends. Finally, after all these decades.”

         
         “I’d love it. I always need a friend like you who calls me out on my shit without tearing me down or competing with me. I
            promise I’ll do the same with you.”
         

         
         “You’d better. I’ve got your back, dude.”

         
         We hug goodbye on the sidewalk outside the café. She calls to me as she gets into her car, “Tell Bryan to bend you over a
            table.”
         

         
         I walk away laughing.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Don’t Let It Bring You Down

            A Memoir by Julia Heimdahl

         
         
         
         
            Excerpt 8: “Today is payday, payday old man”

            The summer I turned sixteen and Simone turned fourteen and Maya was eleven, our mother announced in a formal and final way
               that she was done with mothering us. We were on our own now. No more birthdays, no more Christmas, no more anything. We weren’t
               cute little kids who worshipped her anymore. Now we were almost as tall as she was, and we had minds of our own and burgeoning
               sexualities she couldn’t deal with, and she had her own shit to figure out.
            

            
            Two years earlier, we had moved up from Phoenix to Jerome, a hippie mountain ghost town in northern Arizona near the Verde
               Valley, in those days a cultural wasteland, a place where we knew no one. I was deeply unhappy about this. I missed my school
               friends, my youth orchestra, my paper route, my old Alhambra neighborhood. I didn’t want to be a new girl again; no one at
               my new high school seemed to notice me. I didn’t make any friends until the second semester of freshman year, and then only
               because I bravely invited a few other misfits to sit with me at lunch. Simone and Maya weren’t faring any better, and we all
               went to different schools, so no one had any sisterly solidarity, either.
            

            
            Halfway through my sophomore year, Leni announced that she was leaving our stepfather, Grayson, and moving again, this time up to a ramshackle old house she’d rented, higher up the mountain. Simone and I, still not settled in our new schools and desperately clinging to any familiarity, any stability we had, reacted to this news by getting mad at our mother for disrupting us again. We told her that we were staying here with Grayson. But a few depressing months later, we got sick of his drunken tears at the supper table and caved and moved up to live with our mother and Maya. 

            
            That summer, our mother announced that she was done with mothering us. I always suspected there was a connection. Simone’s
               and my defection had wounded her: We were meant to bolster and support her. We weren’t supposed to challenge her, to fight
               her for our own needs. She was much too internally fragile for that.
            

            
            And so our little family splintered forever. Because there was nothing for us, really, in the Verde Valley, we three sisters
               went into the world alone when we were still children. Simone moved to Flagstaff to study ballet and never lived at home again.
               A precocious, brilliant musician, Maya left at fifteen for Simon’s Rock Early College, where she fell under the sway of two
               charismatic born-again Christian music teachers. Two years later, she met a thirty-three-year-old messianic German hippie
               at a Rainbow Gathering and ran off to Ecuador and married him just before she turned eighteen. We didn’t see her again for
               many, many years. She effectively became a stranger who now only used her musical gifts in the service of praising God.
            

            
            Just after my sixteenth birthday, I left home for the East Coast. I had won a scholarship to a private school just outside
               New York City, and I’d found a job working for room and board as an au pair for one of the teachers. It was a small school,
               and I almost fit in, but I was Western, a feral desert animal, and these were tristate-area suburban kids. I was too loud,
               too confident, too weird, too brazenly dramatic. Misguidedly, I associated with and admired the wrong people and failed to
               forge lifelong friendships with the right ones. The most interesting, intelligent kids no doubt watched my clumsy attempts
               to mingle with the popular kids and wrote me off as shallow and insecure. And they were right.
            

            
            Boys I liked were still a mystery to me. I yearned to fall passionately, intimately in love, but instead I made out drunkenly with a couple of boys at parties, allowed my breasts to be palpated, and gave clumsy hand jobs in return. Other than that, my adolescent romances were conducted solely in my secret fantasies and the voluminous pages of my journals. 

            
            For the last two years of high school, all this hypothetical yearning was centered on Felix Ottenbreit, a boy in my class.
               I invested this smart, charming, but otherwise ordinary teenage boy with superhuman powers, as if winning his love would deliver
               me from myself and transform me into someone like him. He liked me back, and he told me so, but whenever he tried to talk
               to me or get to know me, something in me dove into the nearest deep hole and hid until he was safely gone. It was exactly
               as if I were a field rabbit, and Felix carried a twelve-gauge shotgun and wore a deer slayer cap.
            

            
            He would come up to me at a party, both of us drunk, and say, “Hey, how are you doing?” and I’d experience a type of paralysis
               as a multiverse of possible answers exploded in my brain. I yearned to connect with him, but all the things I wanted to say
               were just out of reach like the apple of Tantalus. The question was so enormous, I froze. How was I doing? How could I begin to answer that? Tell him sincerely? Say something witty? Turn it around and ask him back? Thank
               him for wondering? Laugh at the banality of it all? Everything hung in the balance here. There was so much at stake. My tongue
               was tied up in knots of my mind’s own making.
            

            
            The problem was that I wanted to be Felix rather than be with him. I wanted his power, his ease in his own skin. It wasn’t love I felt for him but passionate,
               acquisitive fascination and envy. I coveted his flat broad chest, his strength, his freedom to move around in the world unencumbered
               by breasts and female hormones. I wanted to trade my smaller, weaker body for his, cast off the stigma of girlhood, my inferior
               status, swap it all for his insouciant blaze of masculine charisma. How could I explain all this when I could hardly articulate
               it to myself?
            

            
            He waited a moment, then walked away. What else was he supposed to do?

            
            Girls were no less complicated than boys for me, and even scarier. In theory, I felt safe with them. In theory, they were familiar and comfortable. But the world of girls was far thornier and spikier for me than the world of boys, because girls were so much more dangerous than boys. Of course I tended to gravitate toward the girls who needed attention and caretaking, girls like my mother who wanted me to solve their problems and be a sounding board for their damage, girls like my sisters who looked up to me, who wanted protecting and nurturing. I generally felt infuriated and taken for granted by them, but I didn’t know how to form friendships with the ones I admired and genuinely liked, the confident, generous ones. So most of my friendships ended up feeling intense and negative and fraught with pitfalls. I didn’t know how to break the toxic hold they had on me. 

            
            Instead of befriending Stephanie, the smartest girl in my class, I allied myself right away with the beautiful, vain, bitchy,
               needy Amanda. Instead of figuring out how to connect with Felix, I spent all my time with Mark, who adored and respected me
               but also bored me. Stephanie and Felix might have punctured my insecure pretensions with their own authenticity, encouraged
               my real self to emerge. But Amanda and Mark were safe. They were also my official best friends. In other words, I was scared
               of being known.
            

            
            Thousands of miles from Arizona, I missed my mother with a burning ache. I wrote mash notes to her in my journal. I idealized
               her from afar, comparing her favorably to Frances Auster, the English and chorus teacher I lived with and worked for in exchange
               for room and board, a witch with a wart on her upper lip. I was a splayed-out romantic of a sixteen-year-old girl, swooning
               to Keats and Edna St. Vincent Millay, yearning for love, picking my zits, singing along with Rumours, comparing myself sadly to the glossy, svelte perfection of Phoebe Cates in Seventeen magazine, going on stringent diets, and reading Jane Austen with hopeful optimism that one day I’d meet a man who loved me
               for my wit, my mind, my interesting soul.
            

            
            While all this internal self-torture was going on, I was befriended by one of my male teachers. Well, “befriended,” with a big two-finger quotation mark on each side. Mr. Mains taught science and math and was married with three children. He liked to take me for walks in the evenings in the hills behind the development where we both lived; he was the Austers’ next-door neighbor, convenient for him. All he had to do was walk across his lawn and ring our doorbell. So his interest in me might have had more to do with my proximal access than any actual spark of feeling for me personally. 

            
            The astute reader will see where this is going, though it’s usually the drama teacher or the English teacher, a plausibly
               cool youngish dude with boyishly floppy hair and a waywardly harmless manner who “connects” with his female students through
               talking earnestly about romantic poetry or directing them in plays and throwing postrehearsal rap sessions involving pot and
               beer. In this way, he hopes, he will earn their trust and adoration and loyalty, thus opening them up to some degree of coerced
               but seemingly willing physical contact with him later on, all of which behavior on his part will royally fuck them up for
               life while giving him the cover of plausible deniability.
            

            
            But no, my own personal molester was not cool in any way. Mr. Mains—Robert, he had me call him—wore a Dexterish sweater vest,
               had rounded, feminine hips, and smelled like Play-Doh, probably because two of his kids were still young enough to play with
               it. He was in his mid-thirties and still had a full head of curly brown hair but somehow seemed prematurely old, like those
               brainy, bespectacled narrators of educational movies we watched in public school. Like them, he wore horn-rimmed glasses and
               spoke in a dry, direct manner. Like them, he seemed asexual and harmless. Until he wasn’t.
            

            
            When the doorbell rang after dinner, I went to answer it. I knew it was him. He’d asked me in school earlier if I wanted to take a walkie-talkie later, his little pet name for what he did to me. I could have said no, but I couldn’t. Everyone reads about cults and says, Oh no, that could never happen to me, I’m too smart. I felt the same way about being molested by an adult when I was a kid: That’ll never happen to me, I’m too smart. But then suddenly you realize that the organization that’s been love-bombing you in exactly the way you need it is now controlling your mind and keeping you from your family, and they’ve taken all your money. Cults, like molesters, have agendas, and the reason they work is that they’re hidden. It can, as they say, happen to anyone. It all depends on what you’re seeking and how it dovetails exactly with the nature of the cult: political, corporate, spiritual, communal, doomsday, self-help, sexual. If it fits your keyhole, it can unlock you, given the right circumstances. 

            
            My own molester-friendly keyhole was in many ways the easiest one to open, the one that fit the greatest number of keys. In
               other words, my father had abandoned me, and I was sixteen and far from home and confused and sad and lonesome. And Mr. Mains—Robert—was
               a fatherly man: He had a dad bod, an empathetic face, a kindly manner. He always began our walks along the path through the
               still-intact, hilly countryside behind the neat grid of wide streets named for birds (we lived on Wren Court) by asking softly,
               “How are you doing?”
            

            
            Ironically, whenever Felix asked me that very same question, I turned into a pillar of salt. When Robert asked me, I told
               him straight out, like a helpless little idiot. “I’m homesick,” I said.
            

            
            “Tell me about Arizona,” he said. “I’ve always wanted to go there.”

            
            He was heading us toward a copse of trees along the ridge at the top of the path, shrouded and hidden now, because it was
               evening. No one ever came up here after dark except for us.
            

            
            “It’s not that I like Arizona so much,” I said obligingly. I could feel how much he wanted my confidences, although I didn’t
               exactly know why. “I really just miss my mother,” I heard myself saying. “And my little sisters.”
            

            
            From there, it all went the usual way, textbook and classic. At the copse, he pulled me into his arms and gave me wet, frantic kisses. He pawed my teenage boobs with eager hands. He murmured hotly in my ear that I was so interesting, such an interesting girl, as he clutched my butt to press my crotch against his adult male person. Meanwhile something was going on in his pants, and that was, I knew, the entire point of this encounter, of all these encounters. The blunt fact of his desire did not make me feel powerful, it made me feel invisible. I rolled myself into a tight ball in my head and stayed there while he rubbed and thrusted his engorged dick against me, and I accepted that I was trapped against his undulating thighs until he exploded in his tighty-whities. And then I was free until next time. We walked together down the dark, empty hill toward the lights of the sweetly named, stultifyingly suburban bird streets, Robin, Wren, Sparrow. On these return walks, Mr. Mains’s earlier interest in how I was doing had ebbed away for reasons I intuitively understood, and we were mostly silent. At the bottom of the hill, we parted and went into our separate houses. He probably rushed into the shower to get the sticky goo off his belly. As for me, I slouched back to my messy little room and did my homework and thought about Felix and put Carole King’s Tapestry or Gerry Rafferty’s City to City on my eight-track player and tried not to think about what had just happened with Mr. Mains, ever, at all.
            

            
            I knew that what Mr. Mains was doing was wrong. But kids in my generation generally refused to see ourselves as victims. We
               were stoic dogs who didn’t show our pain or admit weakness, because we had profound trust issues and didn’t want anyone to
               smell it on us and attack us. So I had no clue that being molested had warped my sexuality and sense of self. Years before,
               I’d fused emotionally with my father, the perpetrator of violence, rather than my mother, the victim of it. Now, I doubled
               down on my male-identified defenses. From then on, all of my sexual fantasies were from an older man’s point of view, molesting
               an underage girl. It was the only thing that could get me off, only in the privacy of my own head. During actual sex, I fused
               psychologically with whoever I was with, leaving my own needs, desires, and feelings out of the equation, focusing only on
               theirs. This act of self-abnegation meant I didn’t have to own my rage, or my damage, or, God forbid, my own desires.
            

            
         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Nine

         
         My “public conversation” with Greg Stone, my editor, and Miriam Luckenback, book critic and notable interlocutor, is slated
            to start at eleven in the main room of the campus library.
         

         
         As I stride headlong into McQuillen Circle, hoping to get there on time, I almost walk into Tina Wexler, who doesn’t see me
            because she’s hurrying in the opposite direction, staring into her smartphone’s screen.
         

         
         We stop short just before we collide, both of us looking uneasy, eyeing each other.

         
         “Hi,” she says. Her eyes are narrowed.

         
         “Hi, Tina,” I say.

         
         “Julia.” Her voice is sharp. “Do you have a minute?”

         
         “Okay,” I say, “but just one. I’m almost late for my panel.”

         
         “You blew up at me when I was just trying to help you. You didn’t give me a chance to plead my case. You’d already made up
            your mind.” She’s a little out of breath with vehemence. Clearly, she feels wronged.
         

         
         “Okay,” I say slowly. My heart is pounding the way it always does in tense situations. “Here’s what happened. You attacked
            me, not my manuscript. It felt personal. When I called you out, you doubled down and made it even worse.”
         

         
         “I wasn’t talking about you. It was the narrator of your memoir. You had a problem with the arc of the Julia character. I gave you a fix. Your reaction came out of nowhere. You didn’t even want to hash it out.” 

         
         “Nope,” I say. “I felt like you’d sucker punched me in the gut, and then when I called you out, you punched me again, even
            harder. There’s no hashing out an unprovoked attack like that. I’m tolerant and easygoing, but there are lines you can’t cross
            with me. When you do, it’s over.”
         

         
         “Julia.” Her voice is dripping with haughtiness. “It wasn’t unprovoked. We were talking about your book. I was giving you feedback.”
         

         
         I’m standing very still, facing her, looking her in the eye. “You were trying,” I say calmly, “to take me down. And I didn’t
            understand why the fuck you would do that unless you wanted to sabotage our friendship, on purpose, once you’d gotten what
            you wanted from me, from your career. I fucking didn’t deserve that. All I’d ever done was support and help you and cheer
            you on. I can never unsee that. There’s nothing you can say.”
         

         
         “No.” She’s hovering in place like a raptor. “I was giving you advice for your book, which you needed. But I just want to
            say now, if you wanted to apologize, we could be friendly again. I wanted to give you that chance.”
         

         
         “You owe me an apology,” I say with a dry, disbelieving laugh. “Not the other way around.”

         
         “No one yells at me like that,” she says with obtuse self-righteousness. “Ever.”

         
         I look at her, suppressing a strong urge to punch her in the nose, forcing myself to remember all the things I once liked
            about her: her pugnacious scrappiness, self-deprecating humor, moments of quixotic generosity, writerly work ethic, social
            moxie.
         

         
         She’s watching me, clearly waiting for me to say what she wants to hear.

         
         “What really happened,” I tell her instead, “was that you showed me how you really felt about me, your judgment and competitiveness and flat-out dislike of me, and by calling you out on it, I held up a mirror, and you didn’t like what you saw, so you decided you’d been wronged.” I’m proud of myself for staying so calm, because my heart is pounding. “There is absolutely nothing to hash out.” 

         
         Her voice is ice-cold. “I disagree with every word you’ve just said.”

         
         I hold her gaze for a brief second. Her eyes are shards of glass. “I don’t give a fuck how you feel, Tina. I’m late for my
            panel.” I’m on the move now, done here. “Goodbye.”
         

         
         I leave her standing there.

         
         When I walk into the library’s high-ceilinged, dome-lit reading room, Greg and Miriam are already seated at the table at the
            front of the creaky-floored old jewel box of a room. Out of the corner of my eye I catch the blurred impression of a packed
            crowd. I walk through them all to the front of the room and take my place at the table, sit down, and face them all.
         

         
         “Welcome, everyone,” says Miriam into her mike with a quick smile at me, then launches into her introductory spiel: Greg’s
            bona fides as a longtime editor of many famous writers, most of them twentieth-century white dudes, and then my author bio.
            There’s applause. I am expected to read from my memoir next at the podium by the table, so I get up and read the section about
            Marrakesh because it’s the only excerpt I can stomach right now. I finish reading and sit back down.
         

         
         “Julia is her generation’s Dawn Powell,” Greg is saying.

         
         I glance over at my longtime editor. He’s a white-haired beanpole, slightly rumpled but always dapper and elegantly dressed,
            with a silk hankie in the breast pocket of his tan linen suit. His bushy eyebrows waggle as he speaks. Miriam has just asked
            him about my writing, how he feels about being my editor, about our working process.
         

         
         I know that Greg has been highly irritated at me these past few years for losing the thread of my own work. After publishing five well-received novels in twelve years, I suffered a personal and professional breakdown while my marriage was coming apart. I went a little haywire with booze and panicky mania and menopause and midlife existential angst. Through this, I felt the need to write something new, something I hadn’t done before, something fresh and interesting to me, because I was tired of writing in my old ironic urbane social vein. I wasn’t in that mood anymore; I had temporarily lost my confidence and sense of irony. Not surprisingly, none of these attempts came to fruition. After Greg shot down the first hundred pages of the new book I was trying to write, lecturing me about what a novel was, telling me to go back to my old tried-and-true voice, I forced out a couple of self-justifying, half-baked novels that no one much liked. And then this memoir, which Greg hadn’t really wanted me to do, but I strong-armed him. 

         
         “But Julia will never die in a pauper’s grave the way Dawn Powell did,” he’s saying now. “Not as long as I’m her editor.”

         
         Despite his current annoyance at me, I somehow hoped Greg might say something that showed he still believes in me as a writer,
            no matter what, maybe a compliment about my literary chops, or my idiosyncratic voice, or the real pleasures of our long working
            relationship, despite my recent slump. Instead, he’s making me sound like a woebegone charity case he keeps around out of
            pity, the redheaded stepchild of his stable of writers.
         

         
         Miriam turns to me. She’s a pro, a brilliant moderator, renowned for bringing together some of the most interesting editor-and-writer
            pairs in the book world. I felt honored to be invited to do this panel, despite the ongoing tension between Greg and me.
         

         
         “Julia,” Miriam says, “you’ve published seven novels, and now this memoir. You’ve had a long and interesting career. Greg,
            I’m sure you’ll agree that no one else writes like Julia. Her voice is very much her own.” I mentally thank Miriam for saying
            what Greg hasn’t. “Julia, I’d love to hear you talk about the changes you see happening in the publishing marketplace now,
            and how this affects your own work.”
         

         
         I look blankly at her. I have no idea how to answer this question. The so-called publishing marketplace, the corporate conglomerate
            of sales and marketing and publicity, is only tangentially related to the actual work of writing a novel. I can’t parse out
            any general trends or movements within it any more than I can discern meaningful patterns in the stock market or traffic.
         

         
         “Well,” I begin, thinking on my feet. I feel all the eyes of the audience on me, watchful, reserving judgment, and I have no doubt that every single one of these people could answer this question better than I can. I look out at their faces and behold a sea of aspiring and younger writers, hungry and rapacious, a hundred Tina Wexlers ready to eat me alive and spit out my bones. “As a novelist, my job in the context of a marketplace is to provide the raw product that’s packaged and sold. But as a writer, in the privacy of my own head, I am totally unable to grasp what it means. I don’t know any writers who can. We can only write what we write, and it’s always a crapshoot.” A slight rustling, a yawn, unease: They want me to dazzle them. I’m sidestepping the question. “Greg can try his best to keep me out of a pauper’s grave, gruesome thought. But in terms of fulfilling corporate expectations, sticking to whatever the hell my brand is, and making money for the overlords, that’s not my forte, nor should it be. How many of you are writers?” 

         
         Hands go up all over the room.

         
         “How many of you write consciously for the marketplace?”

         
         More than half the hands go down. The rest hover uneasily. They don’t know what I’m going to do with this information, but
            they also can’t resist owning it.
         

         
         “Well, good for you, those of you who can do that. Roald Dahl said, ‘A person is a fool to become a writer. His only compensation
            is absolute freedom.’ And by ‘he,’ of course, he also meant ‘she,’ because that was back in the days of an entirely different
            pronoun structure. The rest of the quote is, ‘He has no master except his own soul, and that, I am sure, is why he does it.’
            Roald Dahl became a multimillionaire, but if you’ve read his adult work, you know how weird and dark it was. So who knows
            why some writers win awards and sell millions of copies and get famous, and others can’t even find an agent, let alone get
            published? The marketplace has its own draconian rules that shift all the time. Some of the best, most brilliant, inventive,
            humane writers I know can’t publish their work.”
         

         
         “Who?” Greg asks, sharp nose quivering. “Send them to me.”

         
         I ignore this. “My point is that the business of selling books is its own world. The only thing I can do is keep writing the books that come to me. I can’t force anything. And I feel lucky, very lucky, to have the career I’ve had. Especially as a woman, because it’s harder for us to be taken seriously and to be considered literary, especially if we write social novels. But really, no matter how you want to gussy it up with bells and whistles, no matter how many followers and platforms you have, we’re all still just sitting around fires in caves telling stories. Miriam, I know I didn’t really answer your question, but I genuinely don’t know how to.” 

         
         Miriam says, “What would you say to this, Greg? How does this new landscape affect you as an editor? The necessity of a social
            media presence for writers, increasingly tight competition for shelf space as lists grow bigger, an emphasis on diversity
            of voices, online retail crowding out indie bookstores?”
         

         
         As Greg launches into a long, rhapsodic, slightly defensive recap of his illustrious career in the literary world as a sixtysomething
            white man who isn’t on social media and lives in a Tudor house in Montclair, I space out, thinking about my conversation with
            Alex, almost laughing out loud at the untrammeled joy of speaking so freely with a woman my own age. It prepared me to face
            Tina Wexler just now, to tell her in clear and exact language how I feel about our falling-out. I’ve just banished what I
            hope is the final toxic narcissist from my life, freed myself from my mother’s lifelong pattern. And I’m looking forward to
            seeing Bryan later, buoyed by Alex’s advice.
         

         
         Miriam responds to whatever Greg said and looks expectantly at me.

         
         “I think,” I say, replaying her question in my mind as I speak, making out its contours, recognizing its intent, “that literary tastes are sometimes reflective of the political mood. It might sound simplistic, but it’s not. Margaret Atwood said that we want vampires or zombies according to the socioeconomic situation. Right now, in 2018, given the current political climate, there’s an appetite for happy endings, a need for comfort, for uplift. If you write straight into the darkness, as I seem to be inspired to do, you’re taking a risk. A lot of people won’t like your books. And by you, of course I mean me. I feel compelled to reflect what I see in the world instead of softening it, and I also find that the readers who connect with my work tend to be oddballs and misanthropes and outsiders. And that’s okay. They’re my people.” 

         
         Greg, to my right, makes an impatient sound. “It does sound a bit simplistic,” he says. It’s the first time he’s directly
            addressed me. He’s been referring to me as “Julia” as if I weren’t sitting right the fuck here.
         

         
         Both Miriam and I politely wait for him to elaborate, but apparently this entire topic is beneath him.

         
         “Well,” says Miriam, “maybe all truisms sound simplistic because they’re obvious. But I think this question is anything but.
            Writers who write according to their own internal compasses are often the wrong writers for their own times. Writers can’t
            predict who will like their work. Maybe they’re writing for readers who aren’t born yet. Maybe they’re ahead of their time.”
         

         
         She fixes Greg with a birdlike cock of her head, a keen-eyed inquisition. I find myself loving Miriam more and more the longer
            this panel goes on.
         

         
         “Maybe,” he says skeptically, with barely masked boredom. There’s evidently something personal in this for him, some veiled
            frustration with me he’s unwilling to voice in this particular context.
         

         
         Greg is only here at Uncovered because he happens to be in the Pacific Northwest anyway. He didn’t fly here for the festival.
            Immediately after this panel, he’s driving up to the San Juan Islands for a vacation with his wife, to stay in a house that
            belongs to her sister. I know this because he sent me an email explaining why he acquiesced to this exercise. His attitude
            at the time seemed to be that he was helping me out somehow by agreeing to appear in public with me.
         

         
         In an instant, it crystallizes. How naive I’ve been, all these years. Greg doesn’t believe in me as a writer, no matter how seriously I take myself and my own work, no matter how much I feel I have earned and deserve this belief, based on my past achievements and ongoing potential. My stock with him rises and falls according to my sales and reviews. Our panel is about the literary marketplace, a realm Greg swims in and in which I am an alien. Tina Wexler understands this world; I am willfully, proudly, stubbornly indifferent to it. Greg naturally wishes I’d been able to build on my early trendy cachet. This is a business: I am a contract worker. It has nothing to do with art. It’s commerce. And Greg is right: He is subsidizing me, demonstrating his unwavering confidence in me with continued advances for my books, which are generally well-reviewed and respected but don’t earn out their advances. 

         
         Still, I strongly suspect that he would have addressed a male writer with respect on a panel like this one.

         
         No matter; I know my own worth and always have. While Miriam and Greg share a clubby exchange about the New York publishing
            world, I space out again. The audience looks rapt, seduced by Greg’s stories of his illustrious stable of bygone great white
            whales. I am superfluous here. The point of this event is to showcase a legendary editor. Greg has absolutely no interest
            in talking about our working process, or anything to do with my own books. Miriam should have interviewed him and cut me out
            entirely; it appears she’s realizing this and readjusting her line of questioning on the fly.
         

         
         When the floor is opened to the audience, hands fly up. The young writers ask Greg questions that show how thirstily they
            want to impress him, to have him as their editor. And he basks in their eager admiration while Miriam and I sit back and watch.
            I glance over at her and catch her eye. She quirks an eyebrow at me. What this means, I don’t know. I give her a tight smile
            back.
         

         
         When the panel is over, I tell Greg to have a blast on his vacation, thank Miriam, and hoof it out of there, pushing invisibly
            through the throng of people making their way to the front of the room to bombard Greg with more questions. The festival is
            over. I am finally free.
         

         
         As I cross McQuillen Circle, I hear feet pounding behind me. Then a high voice calls, “Julia! Hi!”

         
         When I turn to see who it is and what they want, a panting young woman rushes at me: a willowy girl with long black hair streaked with iridescent turquoise dye. She wears a sleeveless black-and-white-checked minidress and white go-go boots. 

         
         It’s Inez Alameda, my former Workshop student.

         
         “Inez!” I give her a hug. I love all my former students—all of them, that is, except the kid who went nuclear on me when I
            told him, as his thesis adviser, that the last section of his novel-in-progress wasn’t working. He’d borrowed his narrative
            strategy from Don DeLillo, he insisted, so therefore I had to be wrong because it had worked in White Noise. When I told him that borrowing a technique from another novel isn’t the same thing as actually writing an ending, he stomped
            out my office and glowered silently in class for the rest of the semester like a serial killer, freaking out the entire workshop.
         

         
         “How are you, Julia? Having fun?”

         
         “I’m having work fun. Are you here to promote your novel?”

         
         “No, I’m just hanging out, my book isn’t out yet. But next year . . .” Her blue eyes are ablaze. She’s thirty, so young. She
            glistens with youth, success, exuberance. “I’m sorry I missed both your events, but I’m really happy I ran into you.”
         

         
         Of course she went to other, more interesting panels, probably Tina Wexler’s. I would have done the same in her place.

         
         We’re walking slowly past the brick-and-ivy main buildings. Festivalgoers and participants stream by us in both directions,
            lanyards flashing, armfuls of books, animated conversations.
         

         
         “Inez, can I buy you a cup of coffee? I’d love to hear how you’ve been.”

         
         “Oh, okay,” she says with a startled smile I initially interpret as equal parts pleasure and obligation. But it soon turns
            out I’m wrong: She’s avidly eager to talk to me. “Sure.”
         

         
         In the Dilemma Café, I collect a couple of mugs, and we retreat to the table in the corner. As we drink our coffee, Inez tells me about her two-book contract, her feelings about her editor, and her excitement about her second novel, which she’s hard at work on. Then she fixes me in a clear-eyed gaze, her eyes extra bright. I suspect she’s going to ask me for a blurb. I’m flattered. I plan to say yes instantly. 

         
         Instead, she says very quietly, looking around to see if anyone is eavesdropping, “I want to talk about Ellis Blackwell.”

         
         “Ellis,” I say. “I was on a panel with him yesterday.”

         
         “You’re a friend of his?” She holds up her smartphone screen to show a photo of Ellis and me, the selfie he took last night
            of us on the couch with our heads together, snapping it before I could compose myself. We look drunk and too chummy. He put
            it up on his Instagram page.
         

         
         “He posted that?” I say with horrified dismay.

         
         “You’re close to him?”

         
         “Despite this photo, we’re not really friends. Just colleagues.”

         
         Her sweet young face turns obdurate and righteous. “Good, because he’s a rapist.”

         
         I stare at her. “Tell me.”

         
         “I’m chasing down the story. I’m working with a freelance journalist who writes for Vixen’s Lot, among other outlets. She’s planning to co-write it and publish it on their site.” Vixen’s Lot is an online magazine that specializes in women’s issues. I’ve published a couple of pieces there in the past. “We’re gunning
            for national news coverage, but we have to post it first, then we hope bigger outlets will pick it up, fingers crossed for
            New York magazine.”
         

         
         “What . . .” I’m trying to phrase a question, but she doesn’t need me to.

         
         “Here’s what I’ve got so far,” she says. “I’ve spoken to several, actually many, of Ellis’s former middle-school English students,
            from back when he taught at a private school in the 1990s in Mississippi. In a nutshell, he groomed a whole bunch of them
            when they were twelve or thirteen. He had them keep diaries about their sexual feelings. He had conversations with them about
            boys they liked. He encouraged them to confide in him.”
         

         
         “The groomer playbook,” I say, remembering what Ellis told me about having to purge his Humbertlike urges in the faculty bathroom.
            “Did he molest them?”
         

         
         “He waited. He made sure to have plausible deniability, not to break the law. He went right up to the legal line with these girls, but he didn’t cross it. Years later, as they came of age, he hunted them down one by one. He went to the places where they lived, called them to let them know he was in town, and asked them to meet him. They all said yes, they all met him. Their former middle school English teacher Mr. Blackwell was beloved and adored. He had them come to his hotel and got them drunk either right in his room or down in the bar, and then he sexually assaulted at least two of them. According to the two willing to speak on the record, there are several more, if I can convince them to talk to me.” 

         
         “Oh my God,” I say. My arms are cold.

         
         “There’s another story I’m chasing down. Apparently, he raped a female writer when they were both overnight guests at a prominent
            book critic’s house. He allegedly went into her room at night after their hosts had gone to bed. I can’t reveal her name,
            because it’s only hearsay at this point, but I have it on fairly reliable authority, a close friend of hers, another writer
            I recently met at MacDowell. Ellis’s rape victim didn’t press charges, but she did tell the hosts what had happened the next
            day, as well as several friends over the months that followed. He came upstairs to the guest room and got into bed with her.
            She said ‘Stop’ and ‘No,’ but he raped her. She’s willing to talk to me on the record as soon as I’m back in New York.”
         

         
         My mouth is dry. I gulp some coffee. “Fuck,” I said.

         
         She gives me a long, inquiring look. “Yes.”

         
         My body must have known, which might explain my sleep-paralysis waking dream last night, as well as the feeling I had with Ellis all along, that in order to keep at bay his hatred of me for being a woman, I had to placate and charm him. I did it because I’ve done it all my life. I feel sick. His voice with its warm, dry, friendly drawl echoes in my inner ear like a deceptively balmy desert wind that carries cactus needles in it. I hear him telling me matter-of-factly, even though he’d just met me, as if it’s not up for debate, that I was a bright, sensitive child with complicated parents. I hear him nailing my mother in a way that vindicated and comforted me, saying it all so easily, lightly, even laughing a little. I hear him taking my side against Tina Wexler, complimenting my memoir, confiding in me about his affair and the marital fallout. 

         
         Of course he knows my history; he’s read my book. He knows exactly what to say to disarm and soften me. He studied up on me
            before the conference. His best friend Johnny Stafford, the lunkhead who provoked me in Austin, apparently has a crush on
            me, which makes me a target. I even jokingly called Ellis out on it, right away, without registering that I was right. Over
            the past three days, he’s been grooming me, there’s no other word for it. I’ve been hoodwinked into letting my defenses down
            and believing he’s on my side against the people who’ve hurt me most. I’ve been falling for it.
         

         
         And if I’ve been falling for it, me, a self-proclaimed old battle-ax with a tough hide full of scars, how the hell are a bunch
            of twelve-year-old girls supposed to resist? Maybe the real question is, what kind of person does this?
         

         
         “Last night,” I say slowly, “I had a nightcap with him after a dinner party. In our hotel bar. He didn’t try anything. But
            it was in the air.”
         

         
         “So you believe what his victims are saying?”

         
         “It’s incredibly painful for them to come forward like this. Why would they say these things if they weren’t true?” Then I
            remember. “He texted me this morning, He knows you’re on his trail.” I activate my phone and hand it to her so she can read
            Ellis’s text to me.
         

         
         “Whoa,” said Inez. “Whoa, whoa, whoa. What a gaslighter. What a sleazeball. I wonder who told him. Doesn’t matter. When my
            story’s posted in a couple days, Junebug and Mags are gonna send that greasy rat down to his mother’s house to drink himself
            to death.”
         

         
         She sounds gleeful about this.

         
         “Is this personal for you?” I ask her. “Just wondering.”

         
         She looks at me as if she’s internally debating whether to be honest. “Yes,” she says after a moment. “You could say it’s personal. A female journalist friend of mine—actually she was at the nonfiction workshop while I was doing my MFA—she did an interview with him on his book tour recently, and he insisted on meeting her at the bar of his hotel. He tried to get her drunk. She told me she could tell he was planning to take her up to his room. He didn’t succeed, because she stayed sober enough to get out of there. But she swore he would have raped her if he could have. She just got that vibe. And I believe her.” 

         
         “I had the same feeling last night. He took that selfie without my permission, by the way. I was not nearly as drunk as I
            look in the photo.”
         

         
         “Well,” says Inez. “I approached him yesterday and tried to ask him about these allegations. He slithered away like a cockroach.”

         
         “So how can I help you, Inez? What do you want to know?”

         
         “I figured you two were good friends from the photo. So I was hoping to get your take on this information. Maybe a defense
            of Ellis? I have to be balanced and fair.”
         

         
         I can hear my mother’s voice in my inner ear as loudly and clearly as if she’s standing right here: “You led him on. You shouldn’t
            have encouraged him. That’s how men are. You have to be more careful.”
         

         
         Who knows why men hate women? I don’t give a fuck.

         
         Whatever punishment Ellis is about to receive, and I hope he’s going to be publicly excoriated and shunned, it’s for this:
            Hating women. He’s a man with a mother and wife and daughter and female students and female friends and colleagues, none of
            whom he regards as fully human. That’s his real crime. Rape is just an expression of it, exactly like beating up my mother
            was for my father. And there are countless variants of this crime—so many, I’ve lost count.
         

         
         Ellis didn’t technically break the law. He raped women in the context of social settings, so it’s their word against his.
            He counted on his victims’ reluctance to press charges, to make a fuss, to call him out.
         

         
         And Inez has decided to avenge them all like a warrior of justice. The literary world is Ellis’s tribe, the only one he cares about. He lives in the world of books, not the world of law. The legal system would most probably fail his victims and exonerate him. The women he raped would be left publicly shamed and regretting they’d ever accused him. But Inez will report the truth in the only form and forum that matter to Ellis. She’ll expose him in print to everyone whose high opinion he values. And if she does her job right, they’ll collectively cast him out. His sentence will be losing his marriage, his daughter’s trust and affection, and his home, as well as the respect of the literary world. 

         
         At the thought of this, I feel a weird pang of sadness for him. He should have known better. He should have resisted his bad
            urges, like the rest of us. “Of course,” I say. “I’d be happy to help in any way I can.”
         

         
         “Good,” says Inez. She pokes at her smartphone and sets it on the table between us. “Tell me everything.”

         
         Forty minutes later, we part ways in McQuillen Circle. We’re both flushed from the intensity of our conversation. I feel closer
            to Inez now than I ever could or did when we were teacher and student.
         

         
         “I’m so proud of you, Inez,” I say. She’s poised to take flight, hurl herself headlong into her bright future. “Sticking your
            neck out like this, making sure this story gets told.”
         

         
         “Oh,” she says almost off-handedly. “It’s no big deal for my generation. We don’t care what men think. We aren’t complicit
            in their behavior . . .”
         

         
         I can see “like yours” hanging in the air like a neon sign, although she doesn’t say it. I say quickly, to show I take no
            offense at the implicated accusation, assuming I even believe it, “And I hope you stay that way, Inez. They’ll try to break
            you. Don’t ever let them.” I can’t stifle a slight smile, seeing how investigating this story is feeding her ambition, her
            need to make a mark on the world, as much as it’s about the desire to expose a rapist. I give her a level, piercing look.
            I am, after all, her teacher, or at least I used to be. “The misogynists always win, though. In the end. They always do. Because
            they can’t be made to see us as human, they can’t be forced to understand what they’ve done. They never will.”
         

         
         “I know,” she says, somber and alert.

         
         “Ellis will never admit guilt. He’ll probably never even feel it. He’ll paint himself as the victim. Persecuted, unjustly accused. ‘She wanted it. It was consensual.’ You know how they operate.” 

         
         “Of course I do,” she says. “But we still have to expose them. Otherwise we have nothing.”

         
         As I walk back toward the hotel, I feel my knees shaking a little from adrenaline. I’m sandbagged with sadness for these girls,
            Ellis’s former students, trusting their teacher the way I trusted mine. We really should be able to do that, trust adult men,
            we girls, without being molested. We really should.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Don’t Let It Bring You Down:
A Compendium of Complicated Relationships

            A Memoir by Julia Heimdahl

         
         
         
            Excerpt 9: “This now is yours. I seek another place”

            At the beginning of the hot, gritty summer of 1991, I met Rupert Bingham at a reading at KGB Bar, that dark, louche East Village
               writers’ hangout. He befriended me at first sight, buying me a beer and telling me stories about himself. He was a large,
               shambolic, wrinkled old dude with a head of flyaway iron-gray curls. He’d published a lengthy memoir, an eight-hundred-page
               novel, and a tome of essays with a small press, and he was well known in downtown art circles. He was also the editor of Soft Focus, a self-published zine of interviews with artists and musicians and writers. He interviewed me for Soft Focus shortly after we met, I had no idea why, because I hadn’t published anything yet, except for winning the Mademoiselle magazine short-story contest while I was at the Workshop, plus a couple of little things in Seventeen magazine.
            

            
            Rupert had an MFA from the Workshop, too; he’d been there back in the 1950s, and he had a lot of stories of male writers who’d lived at Black’s Gaslight Village. They famously rode motorcycles daredevil-style through the cornfields and did massive quantities of psychedelic drugs for weeks at a time and fucked each other’s wives and girlfriends and wrote enormous half-autobiographical tomes about it all. Rupert had no stories about female writers, of course. No doubt they weren’t worthy of legendary status because they hadn’t been outrageously obnoxious; they were serious writers who didn’t have time to fuck around like their bad-boy male counterparts. It was the same with me: I’d lived at Black’s too, but I did no drugs, rode no motorcycles. I just sat in my bathtub reading Raymond Chandler, drinking Jim Beam. 

            
            So right off the bat, the fact that Rupert interviewed me was flattering. In those early days of scrambling and striving,
               it was nice to be taken seriously as a writer by an older, established figure. He’d framed our conversation as two Workshop
               graduates, one old, one young, comparing notes and discussing the purpose and benefits and drawbacks of the MFA. At only twenty-seven,
               I was chuffed to see myself on the cover of Soft Focus in the record stores and used bookstores of the East Village.
            

            
            We started having coffee once a week or so, hanging out. When he told me he was falling in love with me, I shut him down,
               straight out. “Come on, dude, you’re like seventy, and I’m not even thirty yet. You’re way too old for me. I’m not interested
               in you that way at all.”
            

            
            He smiled fondly. “You don’t reciprocate, I understand, that’s okay. I accept that we’ll only be platonic friends. I deeply
               treasure our friendship. And my dear, you need a good man in your life. I want to take care of you.”
            

            
            I wasn’t sure what “taking care of me” meant, because all I really needed was a lot of money, and he didn’t have any, and
               I wouldn’t have accepted his money even if he had. But he was generous with me in other ways, avuncular, quick with advice.
               He invited me to glamorous, interesting literary events, readings in underground event spaces and book parties at the National
               Arts Club. It never occurred to me that anyone who saw us arrive and leave together would have assumed we were a couple. Our
               age difference made that absolutely impossible for me, and I assumed this was obvious to everyone else, too.
            

            
            I didn’t realize that Rupert was actively fostering the impression that I was his girlfriend until my friend Leah Perec, a pragmatic, wised-up French Jewish writer I’d met through her cult-famous Armenian American novelist boyfriend, told me Rupert was letting it be known that I was “the love of his life.” 

            
            “Fuck,” I said. “No. We’re friends. I told him straight out.”

            
            She gave me a frankly appraising look. She was a couple of years younger than me, but far more street-smart and worldly. “Well,
               everyone thinks you’re fucking him. He wants everyone to think that.”
            

            
            As it happened, I was having a fling that summer with a sweet-faced kid from London named Pete. He was in his mid-twenties.
               His parents were Greek immigrants; he had a Cockney accent and had won his green card in the lottery. We had met through our
               jobs at the Abraham & Straus department store in downtown Brooklyn; I was temping for special events, he worked in the design
               department. He wasn’t good boyfriend material; he borrowed money for drugs and didn’t pay me back, watched cartoons and ate
               Fruit Loops cereal in his pajama bottoms in the mornings. But he was adorable and fun, a much-needed distraction. To my friends,
               I called him “the guttersnipe.” We rode the elevators together on our work breaks at A&S, making out shamelessly as we floated
               up or down between floors. We drank in downtown bars after work, two skinny, wayward urchins amid the suits.
            

            
            I was annoyed to hear that Rupert was pretending to people that we were sexually involved. I’d made it crystal clear to him
               several times that nothing romantic was ever going to happen between us, and every time, he had acknowledged to me aloud that
               he accepted this.
            

            
            “Of course,” he said impatiently when I repeated Leah’s warning to him, as if I were being obtuse. “Of course I’m not telling
               people such things. They wouldn’t believe me! You’re too young for me, and we’re friends. You can’t stop me from being in
               love with you, but I can’t make you return the feeling. Please know that I appreciate the pleasure of your company.”
            

            
            “Okay then,” I said a little warily. “You know I mean it, Rupert.”

            
            In late July I went out of town for the weekend to visit a friend upstate. Rupert offered to feed my pet bird while I was out of town. Juanita was a bedraggled cockatoo I’d inherited from a friend of Simone’s who was moving to Italy. She was bedraggled because she had originally been part of a pair, and the male bird, Gordo, had abused her and plucked out most of her feathers. The last bird sitter had accidentally-on-purpose left the cage door ajar too long, and Gordo had flown out the open window and disappeared, so now it was just Juanita, free of her abuser at last, but also alone. For some reason, it didn’t occur to me to adopt a second bird for her. I was feeling too much vicarious relief at her unmolested solitude. 

            
            I gave Rupert a key to my apartment and told him not to let the bird out of her cage when the window was open. Otherwise he
               was welcome to let her stretch her poor half-plucked wings.
            

            
            I came back to town, found Juanita healthy and present, and resumed my life where I’d left it, working on my novel, temping
               at A&S, making out drunkenly with Pete in bars. One evening, when Pete and I were heavily snogging in a booth at the Old Town,
               I looked up and there was Rupert, staring at us fixedly, with a stricken look of betrayal he couldn’t hide. I waved at him
               to come and join us for a drink, but he lurched out of the bar and vanished.
            

            
            And then all at once everything changed.

            
            The stress of seeing me with Pete caused Rupert, always a heavy drinker and smoker of weed, to go off the deep end. My phone
               started ringing at three or four in the morning. My answering machine clicked on, and his voice boomed into my tiny apartment
               with loud music in the background, as if he were calling from an after-hours-club pay phone, dropping in one quarter after
               another, punching in my number over and over. He started leaving three or five or eight messages in a row almost every night,
               filling up the tape. “You can’t stop me from loving you, my dear girl. I am absolutely devoted to you, and always will be.
               Connections like ours only come once in a lifetime. You are the love of my life.” He called back. Between his last message
               and this one, he’d become enraged. “How dare you take advantage of my generosity; how dare you use my connections to get ahead
               in your career. I’m going to tell the entire literary world what a cunt you are. You won’t get away with treating me like
               this. You little cunt.” The next message was self-pitying. “I’m alone tonight, and I wish you were with me. I did enjoy your company so much. I was a good friend to you. And you treated me so badly.” And the next, spat like pips: “You fooled me. You are a liar. You pretend, you charm, and underneath you’re nothing but a cold little narcissist.” 

            
            Every night, before I went to bed, I turned off the phone’s ringer and muted the machine, but the clicks still woke me up.
               I lay there awake while he silently filled up three minutes, then called again. Every three minutes, click. Five messages
               in all.
            

            
            I called him the next morning when I knew he’d be “making the rounds” through Tompkins Square Park with his fat old puggle,
               Rex, and left a message on his own machine. “Rupert,” I said, “you have to leave me alone. I haven’t done anything to you.
               I was honest with you all along. I didn’t use you, I thought we were friends. And now you’re freaking me out. I think you
               might need to get help. Stop calling me.”
            

            
            It didn’t work. Responding to him was just making him more obsessed. He kept calling and leaving slurred, pleading, angry
               messages in which he threatened to tell all his friends what a disloyal, two-faced, immature user I was, what a conniving
               little cunt. He loved that word. To him, it was obviously the supreme insult, the worst thing he could call me.
            

            
            Unable to control or stop this behavior, upset and scared, I kept all his messages, just in case I needed them as evidence
               if things got out of hand. But I did stop listening to all the new ones, to protect what was left of my peace of mind. I didn’t
               want to hear them. I ignored them, and him.
            

            
            Then the letters began arriving, two or three a day, several handwritten pages each, sent through the mail, deposited in my
               mailbox. I read a few of them, and they made me feel sick, chilled, nauseated. It felt like touching sheer madness, like peering
               over an abyss into someone else’s seething, chaotic brain.
            

            
            The calls and letters continued into August. I stopped opening the letters and let them pile up on my table. I kept the messages and changed the tape whenever it filled up, and I didn’t listen to any of them. I imagined Rupert’s tone was getting increasingly threatening and angry and vindictive. I didn’t want to know what he was saying to me. I thought, childishly, that if I ignored him, he couldn’t hurt me. 

            
            When I left my apartment one evening to meet friends, Rupert was there, standing across the street from my building, staring
               at me.
            

            
            “Rupert,” I said in a high, emphatic voice, heart pounding with half rage, half fear, crossing over to confront him. “Please
               leave me alone. Please stop harassing me.”
            

            
            “You can’t make me stop loving you,” he said. His eyes were red-rimmed, his hair matted. His lips were caked with white crust.
               He looked insane. I sized him up; he was old, but he was wiry and strong. He could have hurt me physically if he’d wanted
               to. I felt a crisp, humming panic.
            

            
            “This isn’t love,” I said. “This is stalking. It has to stop. You’re scaring me.”

            
            “Oh, you young thing,” he said with a thick edge in his voice, a glint of hatred. “My devotion to you is real, unlike your
               feelings for me. Off for a date with your young man, are we?”
            

            
            He put a hand on my arm. I shook him off and ran.

            
            I got home very late that night to find a note taped to the front door of my apartment building, a folded piece of paper with
               my name on it. I opened it and read it.
            

            
            “Tomorrow morning,” read Rupert’s unmistakable spidery, elegant handwriting, “you and I are going to a breakfast party in
               Yorkville. Be ready at nine sharp! Wear something flowery! My friends have a lovely garden. You’ll love them, and they you.”
            

            
            With sinking dread, I climbed my steps and called him. Ignoring him was just escalating things. That fucker just wanted to
               catch me in bed with my paramour. This garden party was a manufactured excuse to spy on me. I had to do something, I saw now.
            

            
            “Rupert,” I said firmly into his answering machine, “I’m just getting in, it’s late, I want to sleep in tomorrow. I’m exhausted.
               Have fun at the garden party.”
            

            
            I brushed my teeth and got into bed just as the sky was getting light.

            
            I was shocked awake out of a deep sleep by the sound of a key in the lock, my apartment door opening.

            
            Juanita gave a cheep from her cage.

            
            “I brought you coffee,” Rupert said cheerily as he snapped my window blinds open. “Let’s greet the day, girl! The morning’s
               a-wasting.”
            

            
            He loomed over my bed, holding a cup of bodega takeout coffee in a blue Greek paper cup with a plastic lid. I sat up, terrified
               and confused, as well as hungover and sleep-deprived.
            

            
            “Get out,” I croaked.

            
            He came and sat on the edge of my bed right next to me, too close. My heart raced. I was wide awake.

            
            He stared down at me, thrusting the cup of coffee at me. I ignored it. His voice was harsh. “Where were you last night? Who
               were you with? Why haven’t you been answering my texts?”
            

            
            I later wondered what would have happened if Pete had come home with me and Rupert had found him here. Would Rupert have fought
               him? Was he going to attack me now?
            

            
            “Get out of my apartment, or I’ll call the police,” I said. My mouth was dry. “You can’t break in like this.”

            
            He held up the key I’d given him when I went out of town. “How can I be breaking in if you gave me a key?”

            
            “Get out!” I yelled. “Give me my key back and get out!”

            
            Rupert disliked scenes, shouting, and emotional women. I knew, because he’d told me so, back when he’d thought I was the kind
               of woman he approved of. He gave a shrug of distaste, tossed the key on my table, went out, and closed the door behind him.
               I latched the chain just in case and tried to go back to sleep, but I was too upset.
            

            
            I called Leah. “Rupert has gone nuts,” I told her. “He just broke into my apartment and woke me up out of a sound sleep. He’s
               been harassing me with drunk threatening messages and letters for weeks.”
            

            
            “What?”

            
            “He saw me one night making out with some boy in a bar, and he totally changed, turned mean and nasty. Do you think he’s capable of being physically violent?” 

            
            “Shit,” said Leah. “He is stalking you.” She put her hand over the receiver. I knew she was relaying all of this information
               to her boyfriend Charles, and I was glad. She came back a moment later. “Charles says you need to call the cops and get a
               restraining order. I don’t think he’d attack you, though.” I heard Charles’s adamant voice in the background. “Well, Charles
               says of course he’s capable of violence, he’s a man. Do you want to come and stay with us for a couple of days?”
            

            
            “No,” I said. “He left my key here; I think I’m safe now.”

            
            “Are you sure? Maybe he copied it. Please, we have a guest room. You’re so welcome to come.”

            
            “I’ll be okay,” I insisted. “I don’t want to run away.”

            
            “He’s a fucking lunatic. It sounds like he’s escalating his deranged obsession with you. Be careful!”

            
            I went to the cops and reported Rupert. They read and listened to all of my evidence, all the answering machine rants and
               crazy letters and notes, noted the fact that he’d waited for me outside my building and then broken into my apartment while
               I was sleeping. Because he was stalking me and a clear threat, they served him with a cease-and-desist order, since a restraining
               order was too much red tape for me to handle.
            

            
            A few days after two New York City police officers went to Rupert’s apartment to tell him to leave me alone, I got my last and final letter from him. I read the first paragraph. “Throughout our relationship,” he wrote, “I have held my head high and acted honorably. Sadly, you cannot say the same. I recently received the embarrassing incident report that you submitted to the police, and now I feel nothing but pity for you. My ex-wife, now close friend, was present when the cops arrived, and she informed me that she feels sorry for you too, she pities you for your delusions, because she knows me to be a good friend to women. And please know that resorting to lies, fabrications, and deceptions in an official police report does not come without consequences. Nor does engaging in slander. Ah, a final denouement. What a trip this has been . . . when you shine your light on someone, it can be quite blinding, and blinded I was for a while. It made me lose my way temporarily and behave badly—I’m sorry for that, but not overly so: After all, my aberrant behavior was inevitably connected with your narcissistic self-absorption.” 

            
            In case I might need it as further evidence, I added this letter to my stash. I was sick with fear and disgust.

            
            He must have been rattled by the cops’ visit, because from then on, he left me alone. But Leah told me that he’d started badmouthing
               me to every single person he knew who might know me. Everyone saw through him, though; at least, the women did. He’d stalked
               and harassed other friends of hers, too. This was a pattern with him. He’d no doubt already moved on to the next obsessive
               “friendship” with a much younger woman who didn’t love him back, the latest recipient of his creepy brand of delusional fawning
               that curdled into vitriol when she turned out to have a lover. If I’d known who she was, I would have warned her.
            

            
            I never saw Rupert again, even though we lived twelve blocks from each other in a small neighborhood. As soon as he had the
               final word, satisfied that I hadn’t controlled the narrative, he vanished completely from my life, leaving a residue of ash
               and grime.
            

            
            I often wondered, in those days, why so many of my relationships with men turned out to be hard lessons I somehow couldn’t
               get through life without having to learn.
            

            
         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Ten

         
         Bryan has never liked talking to anyone or seeing anyone before he performs, so I collect my backpack from my fancy hotel’s
            storage room, take the number 19 bus downtown to Pioneer Courthouse Square, and walk over to the cheaper hotel where his band
            is staying to check in to our room.
         

         
         I know he won’t be there yet, because they’re doing their sound check and then they’ll go out and get some dinner together,
            just the five of them. Wives and girlfriends are never invited to these preshow dinners, and I totally understand why. They
            need to focus. They’re a bunch of shy, introverted, brilliant, highly trained musicians who need to feed themselves in silence
            and feel the brotherhood around them for moral support before going onstage. I’ve always felt the same way before readings;
            I don’t like to talk to anyone or see anyone in the hour or two beforehand.
         

         
         Also, I’m exhausted. I need a nap.

         
         “The elevators are over there,” says the desk clerk, “and here’s your key card. Will you be needing a second one, Mrs. O’Donnell?”

         
         “It’s Ms. Heimdahl,” I say, as if it really mattered. “Mr. O’Donnell will pick it up when he arrives.” I stifle a huge yawn.
            My jaws give a faint creak.
         

         
         I step off the elevator and go along the hallway, then slide the key card against the reader, push the door open, and wander into the room, shedding my backpack, kicking off my shoes. 

         
         I stop short. There’s only one bed, a queen. This is terrible. Bryan and I have been involved in this battle for the entirety
            of our relationship, although we’ve never directly addressed the cause of his stubborn resistance to my apologetic assertion
            that sleeping with him is impossible for me. No matter how deeply asleep I am, his slightest movement wakes me up. If he’s
            had enough to drink, he snores. Sometimes he steals the covers. Sometimes he talks in his sleep, gaily, laughing, as if he
            were at a fascinating cocktail party. Sometimes he kicks me when he turns over. I am a lifelong insomniac, kept awake even
            under perfect conditions by my permanently anxious lizard brain. Sleep was an ordeal for me long before menopause, and he’s
            a terrible bed partner. I emerge from nights in a shared bed an angry, bleary wreck. However, for reasons I can’t fathom,
            my otherwise adoring, loving, thoughtful, kind boyfriend refuses to understand why this is or listen to my explanations. He
            takes it personally that I ask for two beds in a hotel room. Whenever he books the room, he defiantly asks for one and gets
            defensive when I balk.
         

         
         “Sleeping together is romantic,” he insists.

         
         “It is the very opposite of romantic,” I insist back.

         
         We’re at an impasse, a stalemate. In our shared bedroom at home, we have a split king, a beautiful solution to our problem
            because it means we can pull the two beds slightly apart and sleep side by side in the same room. If I wear earplugs, he rarely
            wakes me up unless he’s snoring like a trombone. But this victory was hard-won; every night I have to withstand his disappointment
            when I ease our beds apart.
         

         
         I know I should be used to it by now. I’m taken aback by the searing jolt of anger that goes through me, seeing that he didn’t ask for a room with two beds when he knew I’d be tired from a long work weekend. A room with two queens is generally not much more expensive, and it’s bigger for two people to spread out in. What the hell is wrong with him? I don’t understand it. 

         
         I understand his uneasiness about my memoir. And I understand his sexual politeness and deference. What I don’t understand
            is his insistence on keeping me awake to assuage his insecurity and ego.
         

         
         I call down to the front desk. “Would it be possible to switch to a room with two queen beds?” I ask.

         
         Normally, I protect Bryan in this request by explaining to the person I’m talking to how two people have too much stuff for
            one room, even when I make the reservation over the phone and he isn’t there. But now I don’t. Fuck Bryan’s ego. I’m not going
            to protect him anymore.
         

         
         “I’m sorry, we’re fully booked, ma’am. But I could have someone bring a cot up.”

         
         “A cot would be better than nothing,” I say. “That would be great.”

         
         I flop onto the one solitary goddamned bed and stare up at the ceiling, no longer sleepy. A bellhop comes up with a cot, sets
            it up at the foot of the bed, pockets the five-dollar bill I give him, and leaves me alone with my chaotic feelings.
         

         
         My phone buzzes with a text. It’s from Ellis Blackwell: “Margo, will you meet me for a drink tonight? I find myself stranded
            in town and in need of an ear.”
         

         
         I stare at my phone for a beat or two and put it down without answering.

         
         A few years ago, my mother told me in complete earnestness, “Your father was the love of my life.” This, decades later, after
            everything he did to her, after two more husbands. This, after telling me plainly, when I asked, that he beat her up “all
            the time.” My father was the love of her life.
         

         
         Why have I never fully understood how traumatized I was by his violence toward my mother? I always told myself it was the
            pain of his abandonment that fucked me up, but really, it was watching him punch my mother over and over. It never occurred
            to anyone, least of all me, that I might have been damaged by this.
         

         
         My father’s low-key charm exploding into violence was the exact flip side of Ellis’s predatory grooming. Two sides of the same shiny fool’s-gold coin: Heads, violence. Tails, rape. The girl throwing the coin doesn’t see what the charm is actually leading to until it’s too late. 

         
         The charm is our undoing. We find it so hard to believe that it’s not genuine, that it’s a weapon, a means toward an end.

         
         Ellis Blackwell poisoned himself with gin last night. He must have known the story was coming. His latest text to me showed
            no remorse, only self-protection. He’s been justifying himself to me, a stranger, a woman he almost certainly would have raped,
            given the chance. And I let him seize on me as an ally, give me a nickname, take a selfie with me as if we were canoodling.
         

         
         I stare at the ceiling until it’s time to get dressed and go over to the club. As I walk through the familiar streets, memories
            rise and fade away, plowed under by the landslide of my feelings about my current situation.
         

         
         In the two most intimate and particular parts of our romantic relationship, sex and sleeping together, Bryan won’t listen
            to me, can’t hear what I’m saying without feeling inadequate or defensive or pissy or annoyed at me. But I can also see myself
            through his eyes: the unsatisfied older woman, demanding to sleep alone, critical of his sexual approach.
         

         
         Of course these two things are connected, sleep and sex. He’s a romantic. But there’s more to it than that, I have a hunch.
            I just don’t know what it is.
         

         
         I walk into the club, tell the guy at the desk my name, watch him check it off the comps list, and wander over to the bar
            to get a drink. I ask for a glass of pinot grigio and then I change my mind. “I’d like a Patron Silver margarita,” I say.
            “Very strong, not too much triple sec, shaken, salt, up.”
         

         
         I watch the beautiful young bartender flex and swivel around her station, putting my drink together fast, with finesse. I always wonder, when Bryan is on tour, if he ever gazes at any of the young lasses he encounters with speculative lust. What would it be like to sleep with someone so tender and young and fresh, without all of my middle-aged baggage, my grief over my failed marriage, my menopausal body and mood swings, my demands? 

         
         She sets my drink in front of me. I pay and tip her well and go over to a couch in a far corner and plunk myself down on it.
            I feel invisible here, happy to recede into the shadows and watch as the room fills up. The hipster kids love Bryan’s band
            for its swing and joy and old-timey pizzazz. And they love Bryan, the front man. Does he really resist all the beautiful girls
            who throw themselves at him? Maybe I’m a fool, but I trust him completely. He has no more interest in anyone else than I do.
            No matter what our problems are, we’re nuts about each other. I never feel threatened by him. And until my memoir came out,
            he’s never been threatened by me, either.
         

         
         My phone buzzes with an incoming message. It’s from my old Workshop friend Bridget Dietz, who lives in Chicago, owns a condo,
            and runs her own nonprofit. She and I have never lost touch since the day we met in the 1980s. “JULIA,” her text says, “isn’t
            this the guy you’re on a panel with this weekend? Barf. Did you sit next to him? You need to take a Silkwood shower right
            the fuck now.” She’s attached a link to the blog of a well-known literary muckraker named Logan Summerlin. I open it and see
            the headline: “Ellis Blackwell: Literary Biographer, Serial Predator, and Alleged Rapist.” I skim the story. He’s scooped
            Inez Alameda, but Logan is just priming the pump with innuendo and hearsay. Her story will be the big, definitive one, with
            on-the-record interviews connecting all the dots, and I hope New York magazine will pick it up.
         

         
         I write back to Bridget with a vomiting emoji. “Three Silkwood showers. I heart you.”

         
         Ellis’s text asking me to meet him for a drink, which I haven’t forgotten about, is still sitting there unanswered, and it
            occurs to me that maybe I actually want to confront him. The idea gives me a fizz of adrenaline. It feels good.
         

         
         “I can meet downtown later,” I type. “After Bryan’s gig, around 10. Pick a bar.”

         
         I hit send and feel victorious, although I have no idea why.

         
         The lights dim, and Bryan’s band bounces out onto the stage and takes their places at their microphones, and then Bryan walks out. I love this moment, always, when Bryan appears with his clarinet, dressed like a working-class New England crab fisherman, his head down, his smile inward and excited. He faces the audience, but his attention is on his bandmates, his fellow musicians. He gives a look over his shoulder at them, lifts his clarinet, brings it down, and suddenly the room is filled with ecstatic Yiddish folk music. The crowd cheers, immediately hopping up and down like excited rabbits, all of these twentysomethings as innocently delighted as kids at a birthday party. 

         
         Bryan looks comfortable in his skin, even though I know how shy and anxious and tied up in knots he can get sometimes. He’s
            so happy playing music and has no ego about it. It’s pure love for him; the notes flooding out of his clarinet are all that
            matters, along with this musical connection to his band. Every now and then he flicks a look at the audience, and I can see
            him lose his focus, suddenly overwhelmed with the knowledge that so many people are staring at him and watching him play.
            And then he looks at his friend Richard, his best friend from childhood who went to high school with him and then Juilliard,
            who formed this band with him over a decade ago, and the two of them share a musical joke that cracks them both up for a split
            second, and then they’re back in it.
         

         
         I love Bryan’s stage persona like I love Bryan himself, because they are exactly the same person. He isn’t performing, he’s playing music. He isn’t self-conscious; he has to shut the audience out to focus on what really matters. I’ve learned so much from him about sublimating the ego in the joy of creation. I’ve learned to talk seriously about what I take seriously instead of self-deprecatingly mocking it because I don’t want anyone to know how much I care about it. Bryan and his clarinet are like me and my figurative pen and paper, my laptop. He plays music out of the depths of his soul and offers a kind of communion to anyone who cares to listen. With his bandmates, he’s a strong leader, but he’s also happy to dissolve into the group. Writing is the way I survived my childhood. It gave order and control to the chaos and pain. People have betrayed me and hurt me badly, and I wrote straight into that, and then I let them go. I’ve always felt a little guilty about using my own anger and pain in my work, as if this were yet another symptom of my own damage, wrong and twisted. But now, for the first time, I recognize it as the only dignified response, not cavalier and hypersensitive but self-protective and sane. 

         
         I look down at my margarita, perfect and tart and icy. I love tequila. Drinking has been part of my identity for almost thirty
            years. I am a drinker. I love port and wine and whiskey and mezcal and cava. I love the glow in my chest. I love finishing
            one bottle of wine and opening another. Rioja and Bordeaux and thin, light Portuguese vinho verde. Drinking makes me feel
            decadent, tough, impervious to pain, romantic, comforted, alive.
         

         
         Normally, after a writing festival, I go on a little bender as my reward for speaking in public. But I’m stuck on the memory
            of Ellis on the couch next to me last night, hunched over his gin, jawing on and on—Ellis, that rapist, that pedophile. Because
            of him, I can’t quite articulate why yet, I’m filled with the knowledge of what alcohol has done to me over the decades, how
            it made me stupid, blurry, overly emotional and angry, how it distanced me from people, made me thick and tired and irrational,
            kept me stuck. I drank because I was afraid of how vulnerable I was. I wanted to numb that fear and anxiety, be masculine;
            of course, drinking was masculine. And it helped me, because I both hated my feminine self and wanted to build a wall around
            her to keep her safe.
         

         
         Now it’s brutally clear to me: Alcohol is toxic. It is literally poison. Just like that, like waking up from a spell, I no
            longer want another drop.
         

         
         Bryan’s band is playing wild Moroccan jazz, an improvisational minor-key whirling dervish of a trance-inducing dance number.
            I watch the audience fling themselves around the floor in a kind of instinctive mosh pit, throwing their bodies into the air
            and landing light on their feet and taking off again, crashing into one another. Bryan’s clarinet wails; the rest of the band
            holds his fervor in a sustained choral drone and hypnotic syncopated beat.
         

         
         In the midst of all this, my eyes meet Bryan’s. Something flashes between us, something glinting and raw. His dark-blue eyes hold mine, and I’m flooded with love. I have nothing to apologize for. All my misdeeds, bad behavior, predatory sexual prowling when I was unhappily married to Adam, outbursts of anger and frustration, all the things I’ve said and done, it’s all okay. I can let go of all this twisted remorse and guilt, stop trying to drink away my anxiety. I am allowed to go on with my life now, quietly, with integrity and clarity. I understand, from the look in Bryan’s eyes, how much he loves me, despite or more likely because of how clearly he sees me. He knows everything about me. I’ve held nothing back from him. And I know and love him, too. That has changed everything. 

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Don’t Let It Bring You Down:
A Compendium of Complicated Relationships

            A Memoir by Julia Heimdahl

         
         
         
            Excerpt 10: “Know that space dilates with your own breath”

            My mother’s third husband, Adrian Delahunt, was a Harvard-educated blueblood from a long line of other bluebloods and an English
               professor at Bard College, where Simone went to school. His great-grandfather had wisely bought some land on Tuckernuck, an
               island off Nantucket, and built a saltbox vacation house on a bluff with views of a tidal pond, a boathouse, and the ocean.
               There were only twenty-some houses in total on the island, no electricity, and no cars or paved roads. All we did there was
               cook, read, play charades and croquet and hearts, take walks, fish, dig for quahogs, sunbathe and swim at the beach, and take
               the Sunfish out of the boathouse for the day. Adrian spent three weeks there every summer, a time frame he shared with his
               sister and brother and their families, but they rarely came. And so, because my mother and Adrian were married, and my sisters
               and I were his stepdaughters, we got to go too. And we got to invite our friends.
            

            
            When Rick Boudreau and I were college-married, we slept together on the single cast-iron bedstead in the tiny bedroom off the kitchen. In the 1930s and ’40s, this room had been occupied by the family butler, Sven, who liked to whisk the crumbs off the dining table between courses with a little dustpan and brush, so the story went. The house was actually two shingle-style houses joined by a covered breezeway: The main house had a larger downstairs bedroom in addition to the little one off the kitchen, a small private upstairs bedroom plus a large dormitory under the eaves filled with single beds for all the kids, two bathrooms, a kitchen, a pantry, and a dining room; the annex had the master suite and the library, a sprawling room filled with tables and chairs and a telescope and shelves of humidity-bloated old leather-bound books. The ceiling was hung with glass floats and wooden fish. Paintings by various Delahunt forebears were hung on the walls with old, yellowed maps. A gas-powered generator ran the water pump, water heater, and refrigerator, a kitchen garden supplied fresh vegetables and herbs, and at night we dined and read and played charades in the glow of kerosene lamps. Whenever we got low on supplies, someone went over to Nantucket to the A&P and the wine store to restock. Every afternoon at four, we gathered for a pot of Hu-Kwa tea and ginger snaps on the breezeway. 

            
            It was fun being on the island with Rick. His good-natured, levelheaded lack of ego gave him a buoyancy, a sanguine confidence,
               and that was the quality in him I’d fallen in love with. He was always fully himself, unselfconsciously, somehow emerging
               from his grotesquely weird childhood unscathed and whole and hilariously funny and kind without being afraid of appearing
               weak. He wasn’t weak at all. He was sexually inventive and physically affectionate and frank about his desire to please me.
               He seemingly had nothing to prove, no macho oedipal anything.
            

            
            So of course he was a charming and popular and much-loved addition to my family. He and Simone made each other laugh so hard they choked. Approvingly, Simone called Rick “a girl with a penis.” He softened me, the boy of the family, made me less grouchy and hotheaded. With him, I found my family easier to be around. He also treated Maya’s increasingly rigid beliefs with respect and interest. He was genial and witty with Adrian, who took Rick and me, both English majors, under his pedagogical wing. And my mother loved Rick’s unfailing good cheer and helpfulness. If I’d married Rick, young as we were, they would have all rejoiced. 

            
            For a couple of summers, my friend Maeve Jarvinen was invited to the island. She was my other best friend at Baldwin besides
               Rick’s sister Danielle. Like Danielle, Maeve was an actress and an English major, but the two of them were diametrically different.
               Maeve was intellectual and wry, from Boston, and her family was straight out of a Salinger novel: two influential older brothers
               who schooled their baby sister in philosophical and spiritual thought, a lefty-activist nurse older sister who was a moral
               and political exemplar, and a widowed mother, a bohemian therapist who kept the family afloat. One of Maeve’s older brothers
               had killed himself right before she started college, so she bore a tragic scar. I loved Maeve for her political savvy, her
               warmly empathetic soul. We sang together, a folk duo, at campus coffeehouses. On the island, she chain-smoked and read Carson
               McCullers and talked about the complexities of Latin America and the USSR with Adrian. My family loved her, too.
            

            
            Then something happened, after which Rick and Maeve no longer came to the island with me in the summers. First, I broke up
               with Rick halfway through our senior year. To say that I broke his heart is a lovely euphemism. I crushed it, then shredded
               it, and then I dissolved it in acid. He was the best boyfriend I ever had, but he loved me too truly, too generously, and
               so I cheated on him in senior year and dumped him out of the blue. At the time, I didn’t understand the rareness of his constancy
               and trustworthiness and respect. He was a good husband waiting to happen, and I was too young, too arrogant and unfulfilled,
               too hungry to prove myself against men like my father, to appreciate him.
            

            
            In other words, I was in search of assholes to vanquish with swashbuckling rapier wit. I had no interest in true love and
               actual good companionship, which was all Rick had to offer. He was the opposite of an asshole. I wanted pushback, challenge,
               the glint of open sexual warfare.
            

            
            Less than a month after I broke up with Rick, I got together with Smitty, the guy Maeve had a deep crush on. By the time she confessed her crush on him to me, it was already too late; he and I had started flirting with each other, and shortly after her avowal of love for him, he asked if I wanted to get a beer up the hill at the campus bar. Unforgivably, I betrayed my friend and said yes. 

            
            The summer after college graduation, I brought Smitty to the island. No Rick, no Maeve. I felt their absence keenly. Smitty
               was not popular with my family. He and I had almost nothing in common, very little compatibility, and no real emotional chemistry.
               He was a physics major who played cornball folk songs on the guitar and had long camel-blond hair, far-apart brown eyes, long-lashed
               like a deer’s, a wide, full, toothy mouth, and buttery skin.
            

            
            My mother thought Smitty was insincere, and Adrian was bored by him. My sisters thought he was cute, but he was no Rick. As
               for me, I was besotted, love-drunk, and therefore unable to be my real self with him. His California stoner-boy humor, his
               sexual apathy, combined with that buttery skin and his aloof manner with me, all drove me around the bend with lust. He liked
               me well enough, but my feelings for him were heartbreakingly one-sided, and far too passionate and intense for him to handle.
               He made me feel lonely and yearning, that old familiar feeling: so perversely safe, so intimately crushing.
            

            
            

            One summer, Adrian’s sister Sophie and her husband Finn Claassen were on the island with their sons, our stepcousins, the
               middle one of whom Simone would marry sixteen years later. The three Claassen brothers, Sebastian, Roman, and Leo, were all
               around the same ages as the three of us sisters. Simone and Roman had an instant attraction, love at first sight; Sebastian
               and I became friends; and Maya and Leo looked askance at each other and went their own ways.
            

            
            This was the summer I doubled down on my determination to be the kind of woman men’s men liked and wanted to have around. I took to smoking cigars and drinking straight whiskey; I cut off all my long hair and chopped it into spikes that stood straight up. I went surf fishing at the beach in the early morning for stripers and blues. Hemingway’s controversial novel about androgyny, Garden of Eden, had just been posthumously published, and I was avidly reading it, modeling myself after Catherine. I wore loose white trousers
               and tight tank tops that showed off my arm muscles.
            

            
            One morning I went fishing with Finn, Adrian’s middle-aged brother-in-law. Finn was a painter and sculptor from an old aristocratic
               Dutch family. He had light-blue eyes and sandy hair cut long in front so it flopped over his forehead. He had a distant, aloof
               manner, absent-minded and self-contained. We walked to the beach at dawn, carrying fishing gear, rods and reels slung over
               our shoulders. We fished while the sun came up, shoulder to shoulder and thigh deep in the wild surf. I caught three good-size
               stripers and a couple of bluefish, more than he did. I bashed them on the heads with a big rock, gutted them, and strung them
               up to carry home to scale them on the breezeway with the old wooden clipboard we used to clean fish.
            

            
            As we walked home, hungry and triumphant, with our haul, I asked Finn questions about his work, the materials he used, his
               models, his family history. I was determined to puncture his reserve, to charm him, to befriend him if possible, for no other
               reason than that he was reserved and very masculine, and this was my lifelong self-imposed challenge.
            

            
            We got home and rejoined the crowd milling around the kitchen, making coffee on the old gas stove, frying eggs and toasting
               bread on the four-sided tin stovetop toaster.
            

            
            Later in the day, when everyone else was at the beach or sitting on the deck or out sailing in the Sunfish, my stepfather
               and I found ourselves alone together in the library. I was lying on the window seat, sunburned and barefoot in shorts, reading
               P. G. Wodehouse. Adrian was in “his” chair across the room, fully dressed in loafers and corduroy trousers and a button-down
               shirt, even though it was August and we were on vacation, reading a book for one of his classes for the coming fall.
            

            
            He cleared his throat. I looked up.

            
            “Finn spoke very highly of you earlier,” he said.

            
            In spite of myself, fool that I was, I was agog to hear the flattery. “He did?”

            
            “He said he was taken at first by Simone’s beauty. But in the end, he’s very impressed with you. He said your beauty takes
               a little longer to comprehend, and your intelligence is remarkable.”
            

            
            Why did I give a fig what Finn thought? Why did this give me a sneaky sense of victory over my younger sister? Simone and
               I should have been, and would have been if not for my mother’s interference, lifelong allies and friends, but instead we were
               rivals in every arena.
            

            
            Even so, why was I so pleased that my campaign to win Finn over had succeeded? He wasn’t important to me; I had no special
               interest in him at all. All I had wanted was for him to recognize certain qualities in myself, to fulfill some need I had.
            

            
            “Thanks for telling me, that’s so nice to hear,” I blurted, caught off guard.

            
            Adrian, like every single other WASP man I have ever known, hated it when a woman said anything too earnest or heartfelt or
               emotional. He gave me a disappointed look, said abruptly, “That’s all right,” and we went back to our books, conversation
               over.
            

            
         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Eleven

         
         “So tell me,” Ellis says, first thing. “Are you friend or foe? Are you here to bury or praise Addison? I saw you talking to
            that horrible little Inez person earlier.”
         

         
         We’re in a high-ceilinged, brightly lit bar a few blocks from the club where Bryan just played, where his band is now packing
            up. When Ellis walked in a few minutes ago, he looked tentative and furtive, like a hunted fox. As he slid onto the bench
            across from me, in a booth I’d chosen for its proximity to the door and the broad table between us, I caught a whiff of booze
            and flop sweat.
         

         
         I’m nervous, but I don’t want Ellis to sense my internal remorse, because then he’ll have an advantage. As I walked over here from the club after Bryan’s band went offstage, I rehearsed to myself the things I want to say to Ellis, went over it all in my mind, proactively anticipating his manipulative tactics and his likely appeals to my solidarity and sympathy. I articulated what I had to say a few times under my breath, committing the words to memory, coming up with strategies to elide his expert wiles with as much apparent effortlessness as I’m capable of. The stakes are too high in this conversation for me to leave it to chance and intuition. It’s extremely important, for my own personal reasons, for me to get it right, not to allow Ellis to outmaneuver me. 

         
         Now I’m steeling myself. This is battle. I’ve got some lethal weapons squirreled away in my figurative skirts, and I have
            to be willing to use them.
         

         
         “That ‘horrible little Inez person’ is my former student and friend,” I tell him. “Of course I talked to her.”

         
         He’s looking at his clenched hands. “What did she tell you about me? What does she have in store for poor Addison?”

         
         “She told me there have been allegations from some of your former students, credible ones, that you groomed them as children
            and hunted them down as barely legal adults to have sex with them. As well as an equally credible accusation of rape from
            at least one other woman, which happened at Ralph Capshaw’s house a few years ago. You were both house guests there.”
         

         
         “These harpies have their claws out for me, and I don’t know why.” He’s trying to joke, but there’s a thin edge to his voice,
            a whine. “My students loved me. I loved them. And the woman who’s accusing me, Yvette someone, was panting with desire for
            me that night. It was most certainly consensual.”
         

         
         “Yvonne Bell.” I know all this from Logan Summerlin’s blog post. “She tells it very differently.”

         
         “She was as drunk as I was.” He signals with a vehement flap of his hand for the bartender. “Why ruin a man’s life over a
            one-night stand?”
         

         
         “You know,” I tell him, my tone light and matter of fact, “my mother was raped in her bed by a fellow house guest at a weekend
            party, decades ago. I know how these things happen. I was also groomed and molested by my high school teacher.”
         

         
         He makes an odd sound, a half scoffing, half plaintive groan. The table between is scuffed, carved with initials, burned with cigarettes, but still shiny. I rub a palm over its satiny, textured surface. It’s solid and wide and reassuring. Ellis leans forward, sliding his forearms along the tabletop, sending his clasped hands as close to me as he can, reaching for me and beseeching me at the same time. 

         
         He likes to be within touching distance of a woman, I realize. He likes to be able to rub her arm or take her hand or lean
            his shoulder into hers. It’s interesting to watch him try and fail to influence me without physical proximity.
         

         
         “I’m really curious,” I say, leaning firmly against the back of my banquette. “How do we really appear to you, we women? Temptingly
            small and weak? Damaged, and therefore irresistibly easy to ply with compliments and kindness? Like high-voiced fools?”
         

         
         Ellis gives a dry bark of a laugh like a stifled shriek. “I love women,” he says, gazing directly into my eyes for the first
            time since he sat down. “I love my wife and daughter most of all. The real irony is that I’ve never been happier in my life than I was up until today, the past couple of years. And now it’s all caught
            up with me.” He sounds so plaintive.
         

         
         “Yes,” I say. “It appears that it has.”

         
         “I’m terrified.”

         
         “Believe me, I know how you feel. I get it.”

         
         “How can you possibly know?”

         
         “My worst nightmare is for all my past bad behavior to come and haunt me and take it all away, now that I’m happy and settled
            with someone I love. It won’t, because I didn’t do anything illegal or even actionable, but I still feel an occasional irrational
            terror of losing this hard-won life. Back when Bryan and I first got together, I thought some secret band of love police was
            going to arrest me and send me back to my marriage. I didn’t think I was allowed to have this.”
         

         
         “That’s how I was feeling, until now,” says Ellis. “But my own nightmare isn’t irrational, because it’s about to come to pass. Mags and Junebug will be absolutely crushed by this. My former students are saying I groomed and then raped them? Rape! Me! I have never once in my entire life had nonconsensual sex. And that woman I met at Ralph and Evie Capshaw’s, whatever her name is, claiming I forced myself on her without her consent? She very enthusiastically consented.” 

         
         “Her name is Yvonne Bell.” A waiter hovers at the end of the booth. “I’ll have a San Pellegrino in a pint glass, no ice, with
            bitters and lemon,” I tell him. This will be my new drink in bars, I decide, now that I’ve quit drinking for good. I love
            the ritual of drinking itself more than I love alcohol. I can trick my brain.
         

         
         “A very strong and very dirty gin martini, please,” says Ellis. He looks at me sideways, his glasses catching the light from the electric sconces
            so I can’t see his eyes. His mouth is downturned, pouting. “Yvonne Bell,” he says, as if he’s annoyed to have to know his victim’s actual name beyond a doubt. “Why is she accusing me of something
            she very vigorously assented to and participated in?”
         

         
         “Because she didn’t. At all. She said no, and stop, and you didn’t listen.”

         
         “Do you know her?”

         
         “I’ve never met her.”

         
         “Then why do you so readily believe her account over mine? You and I are friends. Don’t friends give each other the benefit
            of the doubt?”
         

         
         “You and I just met. I have no reason to think she’s lying. And in general, I tend to believe women’s accounts of being attacked
            against their will. There’s nothing for them to gain by coming forward, and everything to lose. Anyway, how much had you drunk
            that night?”
         

         
         “A fair amount. But even in my cups, I knew she was flirting with me. I’m not an ape.”

         
         “Flirting is one thing.” I sound like a reprimanding school principal, which won’t get me anywhere. I modify my tone to friendly
            curiosity. I can be manipulative, too. “I wonder, Ellis. Even if you think you’re innocent, she’s obviously traumatized by
            what happened. Don’t you feel any remorse? Any compassion for her?”
         

         
         “I feel utter terror of what she can do to me.”

         
         “She’s living in the aftermath of being sexually violated. Your former students are dealing with a former teacher who lusted after them when they were twelve—you even admitted that to me, just the other night—and then maneuvered them into having sex with him. Can you possibly imagine how profoundly terrible that is? Can you conjure any inkling of the damage you’ve done to these women?” 

         
         “Why are they accusing me? That’s what I don’t understand. They were willing. All the sex I’ve ever had has been between consenting
            adults.”
         

         
         “If you scrunch up your eyes and try to put yourself into someone else’s body for one second, can you picture what it might
            have been like to be them, with you, in those scenarios?”
         

         
         His face twitches with suppressed nervous laughter. “I am a very damaged person,” he says after a moment.

         
         “I’ve read your memoir. I know.”

         
         “I truly believed these women were equal participants in whatever was happening between us.”

         
         “And you have no retrospective awareness of the fact that at best you coerced them and at worst flat-out raped them?”

         
         “God, no.”

         
         We’re both quiet for a moment while time ticks by. Our drinks arrive. I take a gulp from my pint glass. The fizz prickles
            in my nose like beer; the lemon gives a kick of acid; the bitters have a few molecules of alcohol. It feels like I’m drinking
            booze, even if I’m not.
         

         
         Ellis pulls on his martini, wipes his mouth with his hand, and heaves a gusty sigh, shaking his head as if waking up from
            a bad dream and realizing he’s still in it. “The walls are closing in on me, Margo. Just like that Poe story.”
         

         
         “I know that feeling. A few years ago, back in my own dark ages, I slept with someone I wasn’t married to, who was married
            to someone else.”
         

         
         “I know this from your memoir.”
         

         
         “I was ostracized, a pariah, and I suffered the way you’re about to suffer. But I didn’t sexually assault anyone. I just had
            the misfortune of being an adulterous woman in a small-minded and hypocritically puritanical parish.”
         

         
         “Were you properly hangdog about it? Did you atone for your sins with a public show of disgrace, and worm your way back into their good graces?” 

         
         “No. I felt lonely and ashamed and unfairly persecuted. But they couldn’t really hurt me. They had no power over me. I finally woke up and got the hell out of there and never spoke to any of those venomous
            snakes again.” I look at him. He’s watching me with wary hopefulness, as if I’m about to give him a solution to his woes.
            “But my sins were different from yours. I was like your former mistress, Anne Dietrich, a married woman who slept with a married
            man who was also a father. Like her, I transgressed. And like her, I ended the affair without breaking up his marriage.”
         

         
         “Anne.” Ellis sighs with real sadness. “How I miss her. How I adore her. You and she would love each other with the thickness
            of thieves.”
         

         
         “No doubt,” I say. “But meanwhile, Ellis, you’re about to go through something.”

         
         He winces and says nothing. I let the silence sit. The waiter appears. “Another martini, with haste,” Ellis says to him.

         
         “I’m fine,” I say.

         
         I’m thinking about my old college best friend Danielle, her defiant vulnerability, her sexual bravado. I see her undulating
            against the pole in her G-string and pasties, slapping her own ass and looking coyly over her shoulder at the watching men,
            spreading her cheeks for them. I think of our last conversation before she died, the fact that she was desperately trying
            to sleep with a man who might be able to help her career. She was never raped, to my knowledge. All the sex she had was of
            her own volition. Maybe she made herself unrapable by being so flagrantly willing, but it broke her.
         

         
         “I am about to go through something, something terrible,” says Ellis. “And it’s damned unfair.”

         
         I pounce. “I need to explain something to you, Ellis. Seriously. You can call it coercion or misunderstanding, but when you
            rape someone, you annihilate them. Rape is like being killed, but then you have to go on living afterward.”
         

         
         “Oh come now. It’s just sex. These were women I liked and respected. I did not murder them in any way. They’re the ones who are killing me, in fact. I’ve just had an email from my agent, who is dropping me. It can’t be long until my publisher retracts their shockingly large advance for my Burroughs biography—” 

         
         “The guy who killed his wife? Shot her in the head?”

         
         “—and scraps it altogether.” He casts a desperate look over at the bar. “I’m ruined, Margo.”

         
         “My name is Julia.” I wait until he meets my eye, acknowledges that he’s heard me. “I don’t think anyone’s work should be
            retracted or canceled for any reason, even murder or rape. I think that’s wrong the same way I think the death penalty is
            wrong. Let the work exist in the world and let everyone decide for themselves whether or not they want to support or engage
            with it.”
         

         
         “Well, thank you. I agree. The sins of the father, and all that.”

         
         He looks as if he’s about to launch into a self-exculpating diatribe, so I plow over him. “Redemption should be an option.
            Not in a Christian way, in a human way. But if a rapist is incapable of changing, which most of you are, the most fitting
            and expedient solution is castration. Saltpeter, if you’re old-school. Better yet, off with your balls.”
         

         
         “Castration,” Ellis echoes with an expression of mock horror. “Oh my.”

         
         “You won’t, but you could publicly apologize, especially since it looks like no charges are being brought against you. You’re not going to face a jury
            or jail time, just the court of public opinion. You could own up to what you did and express contrition.”
         

         
         “I am an innocent and persecuted man. Not the first, and not the last. I’ll take my lumps, but I don’t deserve them.”

         
         “I have another question,” I said. “Last night, in the hotel, did you plan to try to coerce me to have sex with you, given
            the opportunity? By coerce, I mean rape.”
         

         
         “I have never, ever raped anyone. Never. But if we’re being honest, I would happily have had consensual sex with you.” His
            fresh martini arrives. He drains it in two gulps, looks up at the waiter. “Another, please. In fact, keep them coming as fast
            as you can.”
         

         
         “Well, it wouldn’t have been consensual,” I tell him. “You would have had to force me.”

         
         “My dear,” he says with a repellent, puckish grin, “I find that some women like to be coerced, a little. I think you’re one
            of them. Admit it, Margo! You like sexual aggression. You like being firmly seduced. You women have so much guilt around pleasure
            and sex. Sometimes you need a little friendly forcing.”
         

         
         I stare at him for a moment, thinking about the conversation I need to have with Bryan tonight about this very thing, keenly
            aware of the ironic timing, despising Ellis for the toxic version of precisely the thing I want from Bryan. Ellis is right
            about aggression and firm seduction, but fatally wrong about coercion.
         

         
         “No. There has to be trust on both sides. There has to be shared control.”

         
         He preens. “Not in my experience.”

         
         “Oh my God,” I say. “Is testosterone a date rape drug? In and of itself?”

         
         Ellis snaps, “The propagation of the species depends on it.” He has the gall to titter.

         
         “Then we need to go extinct right the fuck now.”

         
         “Oh, cut me some slack, I’m dangling in the wind.” He gasps with relief as his next martini is set in front of him. “My good
            man,” he almost sobs.
         

         
         “Adversity doesn’t build character,” I say.

         
         “It tears a person down.”

         
         “It reveals character.” I take a sip of my own innocuous drink. I’m so happy to be done with booze. I feel as if I’ve reached solid shore
            after thirty years half drowning at sea. The irony here is that Ellis is hitting bottom, but I’m the one getting sober, like
            a vicarious wake-up call.
         

         
         “What exactly has this terrible misfortune revealed about me?”

         
         “I see you very clearly, Ellis. A novelist’s job is to see people as they are and portray them that way. But the memoirist
            has to make judgments and shape experience in a way that rises toward an understanding of what it all means. I failed at that
            in my own memoir. Now I see what I could have done differently.”
         

         
         “Your memoir would have been so much better without that tacked-on half-baked quote-unquote happy ending.”

         
         “Maybe because it’s not an ending.” I turn my cold pint glass in my hands, watching the lemon wedge swirl in the rising bubbles.
            “The main thing I’ve realized this weekend is that having a thick skin is the best weapon. I should have moved to London when
            my marriage fell apart. I shouldn’t have stuck around North Brooklyn to let everyone treat me like a bad dog. That was my
            only mistake. All my life, I’ve been so much freer to protect myself than I thought I was.”
         

         
         “I should move to Australia.”

         
         I laugh. Ellis appears so unprepossessing, meek-looking, caved in on himself like a whipped schoolboy. If I didn’t know better,
            I would think he was harmless. “You’re going to crawl down South to live with your mother. That’s your fate. It’s written
            in stone. You’ll drink yourself to death, and you’ll never once stop feeling sorry for yourself. You’ll never understand what
            you’ve done, who you really are. You’ll no doubt write a delusional, nearly unreadable memoir about how victimized you’ve
            been. You’ll round up your fellow misogynists to snigger with you about all these deranged harpies.”
         

         
         He says flatly, “Johnny Stafford has gone on the record on my behalf. And his wife as well. They both told your little friend
            Inez that they’re processing all of this, and they don’t know what to say. They believe I’m innocent. They’re good friends.”
         

         
         “Actually, they’re spineless and mendacious. They can’t pretend to be surprised by all this. How long have they known you?
            I’ve known you for a weekend, and I’m not surprised. They should express compassion for your victims, at the very least.”
         

         
         He stretches and yawns. He’s bored, restless, and he just wants to pour gin down his gullet and be left alone. “And your point
            is?”
         

         
         I pull a ten-dollar bill out of my wallet and lay it flat on the table. “I agreed to meet you here tonight because I’m a fellow
            wretch, and I wanted to give you an ear and hear you out. Because of my own bad behavior, my own ostracism, one human to another.”
         

         
         “Well, thank you, but you’ve hardly been in my corner.”

         
         “I’m more in your corner than you know.”

         
         “Please spell it out, then.”

         
         “This is a chance for you to . . .”

         
         “If you say ‘Grow and change,’ I’m going to vomit.”

         
         “God no. You’re clearly incapable of both. Just please never, ever rape anyone again.”

         
         His expression is mulish, intransigent, wounded. He opens his mouth and stares at me.

         
         Swiftly, I stand up and gather my things. “Good luck to you, Ellis. Goodbye.”

         
         Before he can say whatever he’s about to say, I walk out of the bar.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Don’t Let It Bring You Down:
A Compendium of Complicated Relationships

            A Memoir by Julia Heimdahl

         
         
         
            Excerpt 11: “Close to the sun now and farther from the heart”

            In April 1993 I traveled to Marrakesh alone. I was twenty-nine, and I needed to get out of New York. There was no one I wanted
               to go with, and I was curious to see this famous city, so I charged the ticket to my credit card, figuring a plane ticket
               was nothing in the grand scheme of my debt. I found a very cheap room in a riad near the souk, a beautiful tiled shady little
               nook with shuttered windows and a wide bed draped with saffron and azure bedclothes.
            

            
            Early every morning, as the sun came up over the walls of the medina and the muezzins called believers to prayer on loudspeakers
               from the mosques, I went out to drink many small cups of strong coffee at a nearby rooftop café. I always sat at a table near
               the coffee station so the waiters could bring me multiple refills without having to walk too far, and I wrote in my journal
               and looked out over the streets below and kept my own counsel, wriggling my toes with the romance and exhilaration of being
               alone in a strange city far from New York. Arabic sounded harsh and guttural to me; I didn’t speak a word of it. But most
               people here spoke French, a language I’d been fluent in when I was younger. I loved speaking it again, rusty as I was, and
               Moroccans were far more patient with me than Parisians had ever been.
            

            
            I had packed lightly, and every day I dressed modestly in fitted khaki pants, a long-sleeved brown shirt, an olive-green scarf draped just so, and a beige canvas hat with a good brim. I wore comfortable brown Blundstones and carried a canvas tote bag that fit across my body and held everything I needed for a day of walking and sightseeing. I felt happily self-contained and quietly invisible in these androgynous earth-toned clothes that covered most of my skin. I almost forgot I was female sometimes, even in this Muslim country. 

            
            After I drank all the coffee I wanted, I paid my bill and went down to the souk and walked through the winding, narrow streets,
               watching shopkeepers unearthing their wares for the day: carved chess and backgammon sets, silver teapots shaped like bells,
               baskets of spices and herbs whose bright colors made them look like natural dyes, woven clothes and leather slippers and bags,
               musical instruments, rugs, genie lamps, tagine pots, carts of fruit and vegetables, shop after shop and street after street,
               treasures upon treasures displayed in opulently beautiful heaps. I visited the botanical garden every day to inhale the exotic
               plants and eat lunch in the little courtyard restaurant with its splashing fountains. In the afternoon I went to a museum,
               and then I had a drink at another rooftop café to watch the street life below. As I drank my Negroni or Campari and soda,
               feeling worldly, I watched a band of musicians march through the vast Jemaa el-Fnaa below, a magician doing tricks for tips,
               a little donkey pulling an enormous, laden cart through the crowd.
            

            
            As the sun went down behind the medina walls and the air darkened, I took myself to a hammam for a ritual scrubbing bath.
               I stripped and put on the paper undies they provided and lay face down on a wooden bench while a powerful, silent woman scrubbed
               my entire body, her muscular arms flexing, then poured buckets of lukewarm water over me to rinse all the dead skin away.
               Newborn and pink, I cooked myself in the steam room until my pores had exuded every toxin my body could muster. I found this
               entire experience weirdly pleasant and profoundly invigorating.
            

            
            After a shower, I toweled myself roughly and dressed in street clothes again. Damp-haired, my skin tingling, I walked through the evening streets back to my riad for dinner. 

            
            On my third night, a man detached himself from the wall he’d been leaning against and fell into step with me. “Would you like
               a tour of the city’s nightlife?” he asked in French. “I would be honored to escort you.”
            

            
            “No, thank you,” I answered, also in French. “I’m meeting friends.”

            
            “You’re here alone.”

            
            “I’m about to meet my friends.” I couldn’t shake him, but I was annoyed, not scared.

            
            “There are many places tourists don’t know about without a guide.” He was walking very close to me, as if he were holding
               my arm, although he wasn’t touching me. “The best rug shop in the city, are you interested? I can get you a very good price.”
            

            
            “No, thank you.”

            
            “A beautiful garden, secret, no one knows about it. I can take you. It’s a short walk.”

            
            “I’m fine, thanks.”

            
            “Nightclub? Music?”

            
            “I have plans already. Laissez-moi tranquille, s’il vous plaît.”
            

            
            He stayed with me, although he gave up trying to tempt me into allowing him to show me the hidden wonders of Marrakesh. Instead,
               I was treated to a streaming monologue, most of which I understood all too well. “I don’t believe in education for women.
               For you, it’s all right, you’re Western, but our women, they shouldn’t learn too much, or they won’t obey, they’ll want too
               much out of life. We have to have order in our society. For this, women need to stay home and raise the children and keep
               the house clean and cook. Otherwise, it would be chaos.”
            

            
            I stopped dead in the street. He continued on a few paces without me, still spouting his diatribe to empty air. I ducked through an archway, moving fast, and kept going in the strange alleyway I’d entered, hoping it had an outlet. To my left was another arched doorway into a courtyard. I took it and found a street on the other side. I had shaken him, but I was lost now. Fucker. 

            
            It took me a few minutes, but I found my way back to my riad. Hours of walking, the rigors of the hammam, and my ire at my
               would-be escort had made me hungry. The riad’s restaurant was modest and homey, and the menu was limited, but the nightly
               tagine was cheap and excellent, so I saw no need to go anywhere else.
            

            
            The restaurant was generally only frequented by the riad’s other guests. There were five rooms, and therefore five tables.
               While I was there, a Danish family of six comprised of two elderly parents and two grown sons, along with their wives, occupied
               three of those rooms, and I had the fourth room; as far as I knew, the fifth was empty. But tonight I came in to find the
               restaurant deserted except for a man I hadn’t seen before, sitting alone at the table I had begun to think of as my own, the
               one by the fountain, tucked into its own private corner. I glanced at him with a flash of proprietary annoyance. He looked
               to be about sixty or so. He was pale and plump and wore a blue V-necked sweater and relaxed-fit jeans and sneakers. I pegged
               him as a German or a Brit and was surprised when he said to me in an accent identical to my own, “Looks like it’s just us.
               Well, you’re welcome to join me, in fact I’d be glad of the company.”
            

            
            I disliked him for forcing this unwanted choice on me. Either I could acquiesce to a meal of stilted conversation in close
               proximity with a stranger I had no interest in, or I could snub his offer then sit alone a few feet away from him in awkward
               mutual silence. I wished the Danish family would troop in and save me, that jolly, ruddy bunch, but they must have made other
               arrangements for dinner this night. The other American was right; it was just us, and either way, I was stuck with him.
            

            
            Ungraciously, I chose the path of least resistance, plunked myself across from him, and adjusted myself in the chair, positioning
               it so I was facing outward into the small room instead of staring directly into his eager, doughy face.
            

            
            “I’m Mike,” he said. “I was supposed to be here with my wife, but she decided not to come at the last minute.”

            
            Well, this was interesting. “Why?”

            
            “She just changed her mind at the last minute. So I came without her. No sense wasting two tickets.”

            
            The waiter, the son of the couple who owned the hotel, took our orders: two vegetable tagines, two mineral waters followed
               by two mint teas.
            

            
            “Why did she change her mind?”

            
            “Because she’s leaving me.” His tone was flat and angry. He didn’t meet my eyes. I felt that some of his anger was directed
               at me, just for being female like his wife, as if she and I were in cahoots.
            

            
            I felt the weary heaviness of this entire meal I was about to spend in this man’s unwanted company. “Did she leave you for
               someone else?”
            

            
            “Well, that’s quite a . . . question.”

            
            I didn’t reply.

            
            His mouth had a mean little twist. “Why did you come here alone?”
            

            
            “I wanted to.”

            
            “Are you a lesbian?”

            
            I laughed. “Only lesbians travel alone?”

            
            “A girl like you would have to be a lesbian not to have a man with you.” When I didn’t answer, he added, “You shouldn’t be
               so offended. It’s a compliment.”
            

            
            My smile was cold, like an alligator’s. “Did your wife leave you for another woman? Is that what this is about?”

            
            He stared at me. “I don’t want to talk to you anymore,” he said.

            
            He got up and went to the farthest table away from me.

            
            So I got my table to myself. I ate my tagine and drank my mineral water and enjoyed a pot of mint tea and went back to my quiet little room. My dreams that night were full of traffic, bright flashes of light, soap bubbles coming from a Rube Goldberg machine. My antagonist was gone, after that one night. In the four days that followed, until I flew back to New York, I luxuriated in my daily routine, walking through the souk after coffee, lunch in the botanical garden restaurant, a cocktail on the rooftop, dinner at my riad. 

            
            I worked on my novel, wrote in my journal, read a couple of paperback detective novels I found on the bookshelf of the hotel’s
               little lobby, and kept to myself. No one disturbed me. No one interrupted me. No one even seemed to see me. It was heaven.
            

            
            My novel was finally working, I’d finally cracked through the pane of thick glass that had been separating me from my real
               voice. I had finally figured out that I was allowed to channel all my rage at my parents, shitty jobs, asshole men, corporate
               culture, and laugh at it all, instead of trying to transcend the muck of it in stilted, pretentious prose. My writing burst
               to vivid life, making me laugh out loud as I wrote, giving me the visceral thrill of putting subversive truths right there
               on the page, freeing them from my skull.
            

            
            When I got back to New York, I kept working until the novel was finished, and then I wrote three more drafts and found an
               agent, who sold it to an editor, and then it was published, but that wouldn’t be for another five years.
            

            
            I ended up marrying Adam two years later. But for now, in Marrakesh, I was unattached and free and writing in my own true
               voice for the first time in my life.
            

            
         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Twelve

         
         Bryan and I walk back to our hotel. The Pearl District is hopping and thronged. Beautiful kids stumble around with their arms
            around one another, men with men, women with women, men with women, a trio, a quartet. Everyone looks young and high. We walk
            through them together, not touching, not talking.
         

         
         When we get back to the hotel, we let ourselves into our room. Bryan sees the cot.

         
         “What’s that?”

         
         “I ordered it. You got us a room with one bed.”

         
         “So? It’s a big bed.”

         
         “You know it doesn’t matter, I’ll wake up multiple times a night, and tomorrow morning I’ll be a wreck.”

         
         “But it’s so nice to sleep together.”

         
         “Not for me! Anyway, it’s okay, I’ll survive. You were amazing tonight. You all were. But especially you.”

         
         He starts peeling off his clothes, folding his pants and putting them on the desk and hanging his shirt on the back of the
            chair. I watch him undress, as always in love with the sight of his naked body, his peachy butt and elegant limbs and well-knit
            form.
         

         
         “Want to take a shower?” he asks hopefully.

         
         As soon as he asks, my attraction vanishes. Something in the way he asked, something about being asked, I don’t know why,
            but it makes me feel disappointed and distant.
         

         
         “I need to check my email,” I say.

         
         “I just thought because we haven’t seen each other in a few days. It’s okay, never mind.”

         
         He goes into the bathroom and turns on the shower. I sit on the bed and look mindlessly through my phone. I have no emails
            and no texts. I scroll through my news feed and wonder why I don’t want to take a shower with my beautiful young boyfriend
            when just moments earlier I was thinking about running my hands over his torso and pushing him down onto the bed and straddling
            him.
         

         
         But I don’t want to do that. I want him to do that to me. I know exactly what I want: I want to be roughed up a little, literally
            manhandled like a fucking Harlequin romance heroine. I don’t want to want this, but I do. I want him to take me, take what
            he wants, just do it to me. It’s such a cliché, it’s hard to admit even to myself.
         

         
         When I click on my Instagram app, the first thing that pops up, my name tagged, is the photo of Ellis Blackwell and me, heads
            together, smiling drunkenly at the camera lens. We look very cozy. It makes me want to throw up.
         

         
         Bryan comes out of the shower dripping wet, toweling himself off, and flings himself on the bed next to me, not touching me
            but close enough to put his hand on me if he wants to. “Can we talk about what’s going on?” he asks.
         

         
         “Yes,” I say, “I want to, but I’m not sure what to say. I think you’re the one who has things to say. I’m sorry my book upset
            you or threatened you or whatever it did.”
         

         
         He shakes his head. Lying there naked, he doesn’t look defenseless, he looks fully in possession of himself. “I was annoyed,” he says. “I was annoyed that I had to read your entire sexual history without any acknowledgment on your part of what it all adds up to and what it all means. You just present it. Sometimes it feels like notching your belt.” 

         
         With a pang, I realize the rightness of this. “I’ve been thinking about this all weekend. I’m fully aware that I didn’t really
            understand what I was saying. I think I’m starting to. Ellis Blackwell woke me up.”
         

         
         “Cute selfie he posted of you two,” says Bryan. His voice is uninflected. “He tagged you. It’s on your page. The whole band
            saw it this morning.”
         

         
         I look him in the eye. “He took it without my permission, and he posted it without my permission. And he would have done a
            lot worse to me if he could have gotten away with it. He’s just been exposed as a serial rapist. I knew it in my bones, but
            I did what I always do, I tried to charm him and appease him and win his approval instead of running the hell away from him.
            Or calling him out. Well, I just called him out, just now, when I met him for a drink.”
         

         
         “What did he say?”

         
         “That’s he’s innocent. Predictable. Bryan, this has been maybe the most intense, weird weekend of my life. Past and present
            and future. I can’t even untangle it yet. I’m still reeling a little, and I’m so glad to see you.”
         

         
         “And I’m really glad to see you, I missed you so much. But do you want to know why else I was annoyed?”

         
         “Yes. Tell me.”

         
         “It was hard to read your book, actually, because of what’s going on with us. We haven’t been sexually connected in a while,
            and I feel like I’m doing something wrong, and you won’t tell me what it is.”
         

         
         “I don’t know how to tell you in a way that makes it clear to you. I feel like I’ve told you in the past, but I’ve just made
            you feel defensive, or worse, you get mad at me.”
         

         
         We sit in silence for a while. He lies there naked and damp and glowing from the shower. I sit there, fully dressed, hunched
            over my phone, uncomfortable and uneasy. I feel far more exposed and awkward than he does, this is clear.
         

         
         “But I had to write all that stuff,” I tell him. “I needed to. I don’t know why, but I did. Something about putting it all down on paper, just telling the truth, means it’s out in the world and I can let it go.” 

         
         “I understand that.”

         
         “And you know all those relationships I wrote about were painful and frustrating. I didn’t feel about any of those people
            the way I feel about you. Not remotely.”
         

         
         “I don’t feel insecure about how you feel about me.”

         
         “Well, you shouldn’t, because I love you with all my heart.”

         
         He grins at me out of the corners of his eyes, looking sidelong up at me. “You would be a fool not to.”

         
         I laugh. “I know that,” I say. “And I know why you were annoyed, I get it, I just splatted it all out without synthesizing
            it or coming to terms with it or even presenting our relationship in terms of all of it. I just told it, the way Greg wanted
            me to, straight and true. And then I begged him to edit it to protect me from whatever I wasn’t saying or shouldn’t say, and
            he told me he already had. And then I asked him to send it to a female editor to get her take, and he told me that if he started
            second-guessing himself at this point, he might as well hang up his shingle. So I had to trust him, even though he clearly
            thought I was a drunken, adulterous slut gone off the rails. After he read the final draft of the memoir, he called me and
            said, ‘Now I know entirely too much about you.’ Not exactly reassuring.”
         

         
         “You need a new editor. A woman.”

         
         “Oh God, I know, but it’s not his fault. It’s mine. I should have waited until it was fully baked before I let it be published.
            I hate that it annoyed you.”
         

         
         “I’m primarily annoyed that you’re so strong and formidable and confident in so many ways, and yet you don’t seem to realize
            that all of these people treated you the way your mother and father did, and you let them, because they were familiar to you.
            Adam was emotionally absent. He only cared what other people thought, his public image, not how you felt.”
         

         
         “I know,” I say. I’ve moved closer to lie alongside him, and our legs are intertwined now. “And I love that you’re on my side. I was so lonely with him. But I was horrible to him too. I had a part in all of these relationships. I just tried to show what happened and let the reader figure it out.” 

         
         We’re talking about my book instead of what’s going on with us. We’re working our way up to it.

         
         “About Ellis Blackwell, I ran into a former student of mine today who’s doing a story on him. Apparently, he groomed his middle
            school students, and then he waited until they came of age and then hunted them down one by one and got them drunk. He raped
            at least two of them. And apparently now another woman is coming forward to accuse him of rape, a fellow writer.”
         

         
         “Jesus,” says Bryan.

         
         “Do you know how brave that is of them? Do you know how hard it is for a woman to admit she’s been sexually assaulted? There’s
            stigma. There’s shame attached. That’s not how we roll. We get over it and move on. I’m so impressed that they’re calling
            him out.”
         

         
         Bryan sits up and puts his hand on my leg, not saying anything, just resting it there.

         
         “Also,” I say, “I had a dream about him last night. It felt so real, but it was just sleep paralysis. When you wake up and
            you can’t move for a second and your brain tries to make sense of it. But the thing is, I absolutely believed it. I thought
            he roofied my drink. I thought he stole my key card on purpose so he could break in and assault me. I sensed it about him.”
         

         
         “But you hung out with him.” He’s goading me.

         
         “Yes,” I say, “and that’s exactly what my book adds up to. I’ve done this all my life. And I’m not going to do it anymore.
            Also, I’ve quit drinking. I’m done with alcohol. This is all thanks to Ellis, although of course not in a good way.”
         

         
         “Julia,” says Bryan.

         
         We rarely call each other by our names. We’re too close, too intimately intertwined, to use each other’s names. We call each other “baby.” Every now and then, when we don’t want to yell “Baby” across a crowded grocery store, we call each other Bryan and Julia. But it always feels stiff, public, formal. So his saying my name now means something. 

         
         “Bryan,” I say back.

         
         On our faces are identical hovering smiles, playful, self-mocking. I don’t know what’s about to happen. I wait.

         
         “I know what you don’t want. You hate it when I creepily run a soft hand along your inner arm.”
         

         
         “It makes me want to shriek and punch you in the face.”

         
         “Why doesn’t it feel good to you?” He runs a soft hand along my inner arm. “Why don’t you like that? I would love it if you
            did that to me.”
         

         
         I twitch my arm away from him, laughing.

         
         He’s laughing too, but then he stops. “I have a real question for you. It kind of has to do with how you always want your
            own bed, actually. I’m thinking about the chapter from your book about going to Marrakesh by yourself. You were so happy.”
            He pauses. I wait. “Are you sure you want to be in a relationship at all? It felt like that’s the truth at the heart of the
            book, how much you need autonomy and solitude. Or maybe you want to be with a woman. With Alex? I’ve been wondering, of course.
            Do you really want to be with a man?”
         

         
         “I want to be with you,” I say immediately. I don’t even have to think about it. “Not because you’re a man. And definitely
            not because I’m lonely without a relationship. I could be alone, or I could be with a woman. But I want you. You’re my person.”
         

         
         “Okay,” he says. His voice is light. He’s smiling. “I had to ask.”

         
         “It’s just that there’s this whole other dynamic that I’m craving. That I need.”

         
         “What is it?”

         
         “I’m not sure I can say it.”

         
         “Why not? I’m right here, listening.”

         
         “I just have to interrupt to tell you how much I’m loving having this conversation with you right now.”

         
         “Don’t stall.”

         
         “I don’t want to have to ask for it.”

         
         “Tough shit. Sometimes you have to ask for what you want, and it’s good for you.”

         
         We’re grinning at each other in a daze of delight.

         
         “While you’re thinking,” says Bryan, “take off all your clothes and get on your knees.”

         
         I strip fast and get on all fours on the bed. He slides his hand between my thighs and crouches over me, teasing me. There
            it is. I feel fully female, uninhibitedly and without any confusion.
         

         
         “Now,” he says in my ear. “Tell me what you want.”
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