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Early in my odyssey to Shameless, I realized my path was made easier by the standing, often-battered army of sexual theorists, practitioners, explorers, and teachers who openly and brazenly worked to demystify sexuality. Without their determination to integrate this most fundamental of human needs into daily life, I d never have had the courage or a place to start, let alone succeed. Thank you all. 
You know who you are.


And the day came when the risk to remain tight in a bud was more painful than the risk it took to blossom.

Anas Nin
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Chapter One

A SEISMIC SHIFT

FUNNY HOW THINGS that change overnight often are years in the making. Earthquakes, for instance. Plates deep beneath the surface move, shift, bump, and grind for eons. All that subterranean action sends up warning tremors, little rumbles that are often too small to notice. Until the big one hits, the one that shatters windows, brings down buildings, and snaps bridges in two.

I am an earthquake.

The first obvious tremblers hit when I corralled my Martini Gangmy sister, my cousin on my mothers side, and my two best girlfriendsinto an authentic Korean spa for a day of tubs, scrubs, and hot-crystal meditation rooms. Id read about it in the New York Times months before. It sounded fabulous. Wrangling all of us into the same place at the same time, however, was not so fabulous. It required weeks of intense negotiations. I got less agitated bringing a nonprofit staff and a board of directors into agreement on a radical new fertility policy than I got pulling five of us together. Even for a self-made, headstrong executive director like me, nothings harder than coordinating type-A women who are overextended with work, children, and some version of a marriage. Especially when it involves them abandoning their homesteads early on a summer Sunday for exotic indulgences beyond the Manhattan city limits in Fort Lee, New Jersey.

Beth was the special challenge. Her life had more moving parts than a pinball machine. I knew she had to wrestle with her volatile brood of four adolescent girls, the dog, the garden, the twenty-year marriage, and, of course, the boyfriend. She ran a small, well-curated art gallery and indiscriminately served on do-gooder committees. The two Es were her constants: Erratic schedules and Emergencies.

I maneuvered into a parking space next to Beths eco-friendly hybrid. She had arrived seconds before me and was leaning against her car, long black hair blowing in the Sahara-like wind, deep in an animated phone conversation. Two minutes later, Vickimy big sisterpulled in behind me. She had Cousin Sophia, my own personal Italian-Jewish Auntie Mame, in tow. Vicki locked up and they walked over, Sophia carrying off the billowy chiffon top that hid her lovely roundness and made her seem much younger than her sixty-plus years.

Husband or Kevin? Vicki asked, raising an artfully shaped eyebrow.

Beth snapped the cell phone shut. Her flushed cheeks were a dead giveaway. I knew that look. I knew everything about her since we were five years old and our mothers made us hold hands the first time we went ice-skating. We havent let go since. Beth put on oversized shades to hide her obviously teary brown eyes. Loverland isnt always easy.

Kevin, Vicki and I chorused softly.

Did you tell Mom what we were doing today? I asked Vicki while we waited for Beth to compose herself.

Absolutely not! Vicki was vehement.

So neither one of us checked in. . . . Thats going to go over really well.

I coulda been lyin dead on the floor for all anyone would know. What would it take? One phone call? Vickis Mom schtick was dead-on. She was a carbon copy of our mother, right down to the curve of her long, shapely legs.

We burst out laughing.

Just the idea of your tennis-playing, step-dancing, aquasizing eighty-year-old mother helpless anywhere is just too funny. Aunt Roz would love to be here, a day with the girls, Sophia said.

Ooh, that would have been perfect. Why didnt I think of that? I said, my conscience kicking in. Damn it. Ill call her on the way home and take the hit.

Beth waved her hand to get our attention, as if we werent standing an unobstructed five feet away. She craned her neck, scouring the crowd. Let me guess, Olivias not here yet.

We loitered in the sticky tar parking lot, pale Amazons in a sea of tiny Korean women all headed for the King Spa. Olivia was always punctually ten minutes late. Her computer went down. Her genius twin boys were one chemical compound away from a patentable cure for carbohydrate cravings. Her petulance-prone lover threatened suicide if she did not leave her husband. Dire or magnificent, the issue always took Olivia an unscheduled ten minutes to resolve. It made her even more exotic than her half-Chinese and halfEuropean Jewish one-of-a-kind beauty. She loved signing her e-mails xoxo your Chinkajew.

At precisely 10:10, she arrived. She waved a languid hello, parked, and joined us on our pilgrimage past the roasting cars to the bland seventies industrial warehouse. We squeezed in a huddle around the shoulder-high reception desk, firing way too many questions. What exactly is a face-whitening facial? Could we get five salt scrubs at the same time? And the foot reflexology, too? What do you mean these wristbands track what we spend?

For chrissakes, just pay and go in, snapped the woman behind us. I wheeled around with a ready retort, but then I saw the pileup behind us. The crowd was turning ugly.

Sorry, sorry. Really sorry, the five of us called to the surging throng, throwing credit cards at the cashier.

In return we were handed the most god-awful gym outfits ever. We went to Dressing Room 1, where we ditched our street clothes and slipped into the mandatory uni-sexless Pepto-pink spa wear required for the coed areas. The color didnt work for me, but I was thrilled to feel diminutive in the one size fits pretty much everyone on earth getup. The best partthere were no pockets. No pockets meant no cell phones. Nobodynot work, the kids, my husband, or even my mothercould reach me for hours.

A thick glass wall separated the changing area from the bathhouse, a space so beautiful and strange, it stopped us dead in our tracks. It wasnt the immaculate elegance of the glass-and-stone-tile spa that got us. It wasnt the gargantuan hot, cold, and warm tubs; frigid open showers; or the sauna and steam rooms that knocked us out. It was the vision of dozens of naked women squatting at handheld shower stations scrubbing their most intimate anatomy with abandon, washing each others backs, butts, breasts, and whatnots.

Whoa! Now, thats different, Beth muttered in my ear. Did the Times article say anything about that?

Looks great! Vicki said. My brave sister was always up for anything. Who wants to wash my pits?

We stripped down to nothing in the locker room. Vicki strutted by with her new, postcancer rebuilt breasts. There was no way I could avoid them or the mortality that hovered over my once-invincible sister. These breasts were huge, two Pamela Andersonsized mountains with riverbed scars running along their sides and bottoms.

You could clean up on the strip circuit with those, I said, batting away the powerful combination of awe and upset with a one-liner. It was shocking to see that her breasts dwarfed mine when I had always been at least one cup size bigger, the one thing I inherited from my mother that she didnt.

Yeah, its bizarre. Men trip over themselves looking at these babies. Her wan smile turned into an angry pout. I told that doctor to keep them the way they were. What is it with men? They want every woman to have gigantic hooters; therefore we must want them, too? I hate the surgeon. I told him to keep them small. But no-o-o. Now Im stuck with these.

Well, honey, theyre magnificent, I soothed her.

You really think so? Vicki was still insecure after a double mastectomy, reconstructive surgery, and a couple of life-threatening infections over the past year. It was a miracle that we were standing here together.

We followed Beth, Sophia, and Olivia through the door to the spa. I lagged behind my sisterhood of four, watching their curvaceous bodies and round asses sway, hands fluttering as they brought each other up to date. I waded slowly into the hottest of the tubs, a large, shallow, blue-tiled pool ringed with at least a dozen women and girls, not one larger than my thigh. I settled near a jet and cooked. One by one, Vicki, Beth, Sophia, and Olivia joined me with the requisite Argh! Its ho-o-ot. Oh, man! Ahhh, thats good!

We found five spots together, and chatted about everyday work/kid stuff. This was always the prelude to the heavier subjects.

You be quiet here. This peaceful place. A deep voice made us leap like startled fish. A burly bathhouse attendant loomed over us, her eyes stern with authority. And you! You put up your hair! She thrust rubber bands at Olivia, Beth, and me. Resentfully, Olivia piled her chestnut hair into a messy bun on top of her head; Beth and I followed her lead. Hair up, voices down. That lasted for about thirty seconds.

Ya think we stand out enough? Vicki said in her best Bronx honk. What didnt she inherit from our mother?

Nah, we blend right in, I countered, glancing down at my ample C-cup breasts bobbing, cocking my head at the training brasized boobs of the dozen other boiling women and their offspring.

One wrong move and my butt could cause some serious injury. I never saw so many small-boned people, Beth whispered.

Maybe we should find a quieter corner, Olivia suggested. She looked me over as I stood up. We sure have come a long way since I first interviewed you all those years ago. Im so relieved Im off the fertility beat. It broke my heart every time I produced one of those segments.

At least you got me out of it, I answered. Didnt that make working in daytime TV worthwhile?

So totally, she giggled, splashing water at me.

We trooped over to the uninhabited tepid tub, plunging back into the conversation the second we settled.

For me, it was an extension of the daily check-ins I had with Vicki and Olivia. Sophia called once every week or two. Beth was a different story altogether. We talked somewhere between two and fifty times a day, as we had for decades. It was like my ear had sprouted a blinking Bluetooth. I talked while doing the laundry, getting fresh produce, or trekking from fertility centers to pharmaceutical companies, making the fertility patient advocacy pitch. We craved the connection that some scientists say is a uniquely feminine thing. I think its just human.

I was ready with my back on AtkinsI have to lose sixty poundswomen are so screwed rap when Beth usurped my place.

I got the most amazing head last week, she burst out, totally smug.

Oh no she didnt! Shed switched up the order of our traditional agenda: weight and body image first, then sex. I looked to Sophia to put a stop to this. She was, after all, the grande dame of the group, our resident moderator. She rolled her eyes but didnt rescue me.

Let me guess. It was Kevin. Ill bet my last paycheck it wasnt Larry, I snapped, my guts in a sudden uproar. This was a sex-talk ambush. I had to warm up before I could listen to her gush about the unbridled pleasure of her lover working away between her legs. I needed conversational foreplay. Beth met Kevin over free-range eggs at a food co-op a couple of years ago. Who knew organic groceries were an aphrodisiac? Id been listening to her talk about him every day since. I saw him once getting out of a car, and that was close enough for me. None of us wanted to socialize with anybodys lover. It was enough to talk about them in excruciating detail.

Besides, it wasnt about a particular lover. It was about my friends dealing with the various stages of disgust, heartbreak, and finito with their marriages. Husbands who couldnt or wouldnt meet them where they were, as they were, now. Two of them found refuge in extramarital affairs. Vicki was seriously flirting with the idea, her discontent heightened by her brush with death.

Sophia, on the other hand, never stayed in a marriage long enough to have an affair. So she said.

Beth was unstoppable. Well, Kev is fantastic. He loves womens bodies. He spends hours romancing the vulva.

Blech. I slid down and let the embryonic water cover my ears. I could still hear every word. They were sending out sex vibes that the water amplified until they were like shock waves. I felt them trigger an internal seismic upheaval I didnt understand. Usually our girl-time was a no-holds-barred free-for-all that I treasured. Why the talk today was provoking an anxiety attack was beyond me. But it was.

Im hungry, I announced, standing up fast enough to send waves crashing over the sides. The Times said the food upstairs is delishlots of protein and cabbage. Perfect for Atkins, which Im back on, in case anybody is interested.

But before I could even step out of the tub, Vicki chimed in. I can remember what that felt like. I still get that shiver when I run into some guy and the electricity starts running like crazy. I just dont have the patience to do anything about it. Yet. Vicki completely ignored my plea for kimchi. Olivia nodded in recognition. Her husband was brilliant, but a social nerd. Her boyfriend wasnt quite as smart, but he crackled with a crazy sexual energy and street smarts that turned her on. And that turned the always private, prim Olivia into a wild woman. She didnt talk about it much, but when she did, I could see her on the back of Colins Harley, her thighs gripping his from behind. I didnt wait around for her to paint the image. I heaved myself out of the tub, almost falling down on the slippery tile. Im going upstairs to get a table, I said. I wrapped myself in the complimentary micro-mini-towel and stormed back to the dressing room.

I had been feeling uneasy since the night before. My youngest son, Ben, had found my dust-covered wedding album on the top shelf of our living room entertainment center. He pulled it down and started leafing through it, asking for the names of all the dead relatives. I sat on the couch next to him and annotated my ancient wedding party. He and I looked at the pictures of the slender, twenty-year-old bride and her fresh-faced groom. Mom, you look like you were Andrews age when you got married. He was stunned that I was ever that young.

Well, I was only a couple of years older than Andrew, but I was even younger than he is now when I met Daddy. I was a mere seventeen on the cusp of eighteen.

I told Ben the familiar story of how Daddy and I met during my senior year at the Village School in Great Neck. I was a reporter on the school paper doing my version of an investigative piece on the Merchant Marine Academy at Kings Point, a mysterious military college full of older men in uniform. It was a place where good girls didnt venture.

Really, it was my chance to go meet An Officer and a Gentlemanyou remember the Richard Gere movie. It was a big hit right around then and I must have seen it three times. And look what happened. Two years later we got married under a cross of swords. Hollywood had nothing on us.

You were twenty? Thats only five years older than me! He paused. Did you ever have any other serious boyfriends?

My voiced cracked. Nope, Ben, he was and is my one and only. Aw, Ben said, punching my shoulder affectionately. Thats so sweet. None of my friends parents have been together that long.

Sweet. Thats what everyone said. High school sweethearts, how unusual. And under the cooing was always a little bit of surprise and the unspoken question: How is it possible to be faithful to one person for that long?

Lately, I couldnt help wondering: Did it make me some sort of freak? Is that why I was feeling so set apart from my friends? They all had rich lover histories. Now, with their extramarital activities, it was like they were stoned on something that I never got a chance to smoke. Even Vicki, still (reluctantly) faithful to her husband, seemed alive with sex. Marrying the person you lost your virginity to, as I had, seemed almost antiquated, a story from the nineteenth century.

Thumbing through my wedding album with Ben, I felt newly self-conscious about my life, unexpectedly restless, and that pissed me off. I was successful by any measure. I was a prominent patient advocate, damn it, regularly interviewed by the national media. I cooked and shopped, and I mothered two clever, sturdy boys. Maybe now that I had done it all, built the family and the organization, I finally had enough time to stop running and just feel. Sure, there had always been the vaguest hint of envy when the girls ran on about their escapades, but I hadnt had a second to give it any thought.

Besides, I loved my husband. My beautiful husband. We were true life partners. I opened new worlds to himfatherhood, friends, and travel. He was my ground control, the perfect helpmate for a woman with a full-time, slightly off-the-charts life. He generously pitched in without ever complaining. I thought he was handsome. He thought I was gorgeous, even if I didnt. We were a well-oiled marriage machine. I thought we had it all. So why was I suddenly shaking with discontent? What the hell was missing?

I was marooned in the spas giant dining hall, stranded in an ocean of wholesome families dressed in the same hide-your-gender outfits, when it hit me. Sex. Steamy and luscious sex. Sex like I hadnt had in I dont know how long. I couldnt even remember the last time I truly wanted hot, steamy sex.

Even when I was a head-turner back in the day, Id never experienced raw sexuality and freedom. I never dared express the torrid passions that drove my friends into their lovers beds, my sister to distraction in her flatlining marriage, and that made my cousin shy of long-term monogamy. The hot tub melted the remnants of the everyday busyness and success I used as my shield against self-knowledge. Id invested a lot in the fairy tale of my life and here it was, dripping off me like the sweat running down my face.

Beth, Vicki, Sophia, and Olivia radiated sensual heat, while I radiated competence. If I was going to be truthful with myself, I had to admit that lately their sex rants sparked a deep-down ache that forced me to acknowledge my own discontent. Until now Id done a masterful job of squashing the urge for anything other than what Gavin and I had when we rubbed up against each other. But an unnamed desire was thererumbling, insistent, impolite, and, scariest of all, bubbling toward the surface.

You ordah? The genial guy behind the counter looked at me expectantly. You ordah? he asked again, waiting for me to pick from the incomprehensible menu hanging above his head.

I want the bibimbap, Vicki brayed. I jumped out of my skin. The girls had snuck up behind me on little spa feet.

Ill have the chicken soup with the chestnut thing. I always need hot soup, Olivia said, delicate yet decisive. The way Olivia always picked at her food to maintain her birdlike frame bugged the shit out of me. Two bites were a meal.

I want that too. And whatever that fruit thing is, added Beth, impolitely pointing to an elaborate dish weighing down a nearby table. What was even more annoying than watching Olivia starve herself was that Beth could eat me under the table, complain about her weight, and still attain a yoga-hard body, even if there was more heft than when she was eighteen and a size 4. I hated them.

Thats mostly water, I piped up. Thatll go through us in an hour. We need protein. Always a proponent of overordering, I reeled off the meatiest-sounding dishes.

Too much! Too much! The guy behind the counter cut me off just as I hit my stride.

Too much for whom? Five New York women on diets? You gotta be kidding, I mumbled, taking the number he shoved at me to identify the table of the bottomless pits.

A few minutes later, a petite waitress dragged over another table to hold the countless steaming plates. We dug in with gusto. Before I could swallow the first mouthful, they picked up the conversation right where I bailed. I almost choked.

Sometimes I think Colin has actually changed my chemistry. With her blood sugar now stabilized, Olivia was perking up. I cant ever remember feeling this good in my body. I mean, he knows exactly what to do and how to keep it going. Hes . . . With characteristic witchery, Olivia trained her gray, almond-shaped eyes on me. Pammy, whats the matter? Are you okay? I was a second away from a cloudburst, face bright red and neck swollen with frustration. I dissolved over the spicy tofu stew.

I dont know, I croaked. It was so humiliating, but if I couldnt tell them, whom could I tell?

I feel trapped in my own life. I listen to you guys, all Woohoo. Look at me. Im a sex goddess. Well, Im not. Im a bundle of missed opportunities.

Sophia put a steadying hand on my arm to keep me from flying apart. Pammy, honey. Whatre you talking about?

You guys have been playing the field since you were, what, twelve? Ive been with Gavin since before I was legal. I saved myself for him, as if saving myself for marriage earned me some kind of merit badge. Well, its been a fucking quarter of a fucking century and the badge is rusty. You know? Theres so much I never felt. So much Im never gonna know.

Vicki wrapped a big-sister arm around my shoulder. Cmon, Pammy. What you and Gavin have is so sweet. Like, how many people do we know who have been that loyal to each other?

My freakish monogamy again? Dont give me sweet. How many times have you all asked me how I stand it? Well, to tell you the truth, Im tired of pretending that its enough. And that makes me feel rotten. I dont want to have an affair. It wont work for me. None of you was a virgin when you got married. You have no idea how loaded that is for Gavin and me. Its a point of pride, a sacred covenant. Its not something I would breach. But I feel jealous of you. I want something else.

I turned to Beth. You talk about Kevin and it takes you somewhere Ive never been. I want to go there, too, but the thought of it scares the crap out of me. . . . I just dont want to die without feeling another mans hands on my body.

I slurped another giant spoonful of tofu stew. Emotion tended to accelerate my rate of consumption.

This was the first time I had ever copped to feeling the same yearning they did, and they looked at me with surprise, concern, and sympathy. Id always been such a Freudian caricature, rebelling against my oh-so-liberated family. Vicki and our much older brother had pot and sex parties every time our parents went on a business trip, and they called it babysitting. My parents werent any better. Theyd come back from Europe or Latin America ripe with tales of lusty nights. To this day, Mom keeps the silver-framed picture of my father prancing around in her green and white striped panties one crazy night in Rio. What a renegade I wasmaking a stand as Great Neck, Long Islands, only Jewish vestal virgin.

Olivia opened her huge eyes wider and threw down a dare. So, Pam, you want another mans hands? Go find em.

And then what?

My mind was racing, my stomach let loose a bowel-deep yelp for help. We sat paralyzed until I unleashed an incongruously little earthquake of a belch. When those tectonic plates move, you cant fight em.

Too much kimchi, Vicki offered.

Nope, it was a sign. Something had shifted. I just wasnt sure what. In the meantime, there was always food. Beth, you gonna eat that rice? I asked. They all shoved their plates in my direction.


Chapter Two

SHES NOT WHO SHE SEEMS

MY CONFESSION LEFT me raw. I had said it out loud. I brought a dark secret out into the light and I wasnt dead. Nothing perceptibly changed, except the next few days my cranky quotient was way up. Yeah, yeah, I loved Gavin. But I was picking on him the way you pick lice out of your kids hair.

Whats so hard about trimming your nails? Who was that bitch? Me? Your feet look like they belong to a troll. I cast a withering glance at the curling talons.

Well, I cant find the clippers. Somebodys always moving them.

I stomped over to the dresser drawer that had held the famous disappearing clippers for the last fifteen years, pulled out two pairs, and hurled them across the room.

Despite the clinging funk, we managed our usual Swanson TV Dinner sex that night. We waited until Ben and Andrew retreated to their room, the only real bedroom in our apartment, so that Gavin and I could go at it with muted pleasure in the dining alcove that we had converted into our sleeping capsule. It was a predictable, enjoyable release. We slept entwined.

The next morning the aftershocks of the spa disclosure were coming fast and furious. It was hard to concentrate on work. My organizations health fair at the Grand Hyatt was only six months away and I still hadnt locked down the details. Some executive director I was. I called the hotels catering manager and left a message telling her Id be by later that day. I needed to focus.

Bitsy, a longtime volunteer at the organization and a close friend, agreed to come along. I was pacing outside waiting for her when her Mercedes silently rolled up on the pavement, missing my foot by a couple of inches.

Wanna drive? she asked, the window still mostly closed. As usual, she wore her long, unruly red hair in a tight bun at the nape of her neck; it looked especially bright against the dark leather interior of the car. She offered because Id told her how much I loved getting behind the wheel of her gazillion-dollar baby, which was partly true. The other ninety percent of the reason was her driving. It was awful, hair-raising, death defying. Id promised Gavin Id never let her chauffeur me anywhere, especially after the DMV revoked her E-Z Pass for speeding through the tolls. Looking at Bitsy, in her overpriced gray cashmere knits, youd never know she had a reckless streak.

Yeah, I answered, the lack of enthusiasm obvious. I took over like I was doing her a big favor.

Pamela. Yoo-hoo. You there?

Just tired. She could tell that I was withholding something. I wasnt up for the big reveal. She didnt press. When I first met her at a womens fertility support group, I never could have imagined how deep our friendship would grow. It seemed like Bitsy, partial to demure pearls, sensible heels, and meticulous manners, wouldnt have much in common with a devotee of chunky turquoise pieces, cowboy boots, and boisterous good times. Yet it was me she trusted with coordinating the burial of her influential husband, Howard, five years ago. I had held her literally and figuratively for months, at my house or hers, while she nearly drowned in the perfect storm of grief and anger that comes with an unexpected death.

I had never liked Howard. He treated Bitsy, and everyone around her, like shit. Howard even had the balls to blame her for their infertility when nobody could figure out what the problem was. After years of grueling treatment, she had finally delivered a daughter, Karina, and he bitched that she wasnt a boy. Still, Bitsy took her identity from being the wife of a powerbroker and she lost all her bearings when he died. Since Howards (some would say) untimely death, Bitsy had become part of my family.

I got us to the Grand Hyatt in record time through the congested midtown Manhattan traffic, with Bitsy speed-talking the way she did when she was pent up.

So Im going to try eHarmony. Ive been thinking about it and youre right. I need to go out, see what other men are like.

This is good, Bits, I said. Im proud of you.

I drove right up to a rare metered space a couple of blocks from the hotel. I was backing into it when a Lexus full of suburban ladies out for the day pulled nose-first into our spot. Before I could stop her, Bitsy was out of the car, menacing them with a diamond-studded fist.

You fucking better be careful, Bitsy screamed. You dont know who my husband is. Youre walking into a world of hurt.

Bitsy Soprano! She scared even meand I knew her husband was dead. Beneath the silk, Bits had some of the sharpest edges Id ever come up against. The Lexus skidded away.

Inside the frigid hotel lobby, however, Bitsy became all business. Pamela Madsen and Bitsy Sullivan. Were here for a meeting with Bonnie White, the event manager, she informed the concierge.

Shes waiting for you in the Blue Room.

I turned and whispered, Good thing you didnt have to kill those women, Bits. The whole jail thing would have made us so tardy.

I know. Bitsys hangdog look was kind of adorable, her blush rising to her hairline. I do have to watch that temper of mine.

Ms. White took us through the tasting ritual, assuring us our health fair would be truly fantastic, then sat us down in a corner of the lobby to review the contracts.

It was impossible to concentrate. I was becoming sex obsessed. My brain was turning into a bodice-ripper on steroids. Every passing man was a romance novel waiting to happen. Gorgeous, buff guys in $2,000 suits and with $200 haircuts who could easily seducedancing at the Rainbow Room, gift boxes filled with handmade lace teddies that theyd want me to wear just for them. There was this one aw shucks cowboy with worn jeans and a tight butt. I could feel his arms sweep me up onto the back of his wild mustang. Could they smell my pheromones? I never let my mind wander these fields, but I couldnt stop it. I hadnt experienced anything like this in more than twenty-five years, not since the first of my two pre-Gavin boyfriends. I remembered having an unchained libido. I made out; I went to second base in the woods, in the living room, behind the high school, in the back of the bus on the class trip. By the time I met Gavin, I could hardly wait to go all the way. We couldnt hold out until the wedding, but we managed until my eighteenth birthday. Ever since then, weve had good sex (not that I would know any different). Ive had sex on my side, on my knees, from the front, and from behind. He was never shy about putting his mouth anywhere. What else was there?

Thats the question that had me squeezing my legs together in the lobby, window-shopping. I was off my rocker. My frisky inner fifteen-year-old was banging on the bars and howling.

Pam! Bitsy was brusque. The contract looks fine. Lets just sign. Im late for a meeting with Karinas therapist. What is up with you today?

Okay, okay. Im scheduled for a massage anyway. Ill sign, you can go. Really, Ill take care of the rest.

She sailed off in a cloud of Patous Joy. I waded through the sea of testosterone to the exit. Every time I made eye contact, I was certain each guy knew exactly what I was thinking. I was positive that guy in handmade cowboy boots had just winked.


Chapter Three

A MASSAGE BY ANY OTHER NAME

DAMP WITH SINFUL imaginings and Big Apple humidity, I couldnt wait to get out of the lobby and into a cab. Mercifully, the low lights, scented candles, and plinking lute music of the Zen room in a posh East Side hotel spa triggered a Pavlovian reaction. I went on autopilot, stripping and clambering up on the cool sheets of the massage table. Id been doing this for four years with Ricky. Our routinethe waiting hot spiced tea, cold cucumber water, and plush terry-cloth robewas the only full stop in my go-go life.

Ricky burst in. He was wired. That was part of the routine, too. We were way past the Good afternoon, Mrs. Madsen. How are we today? phase.

He started right in with his usual dish about sexcapades in the gay world. Mostly, Rickys ramblings were amusing white noise. Once in a while, I egged him on between breaths. Usually, they were all fantasies anyway. Today I just wasnt in the mood. Oblivious to my indifference, he let it rip.

Pammy, I swear, it was just what I needed to take the edge off. It was the best massage, a nice little erotic recharge. You know, I do love my hubby, but sometimes our sex feels so . . .  Rickys professional whisper trailed off into loaded silence. He recovered quickly. I mean, its been seven years. My massage therapist was adorable and I got up off the table feeling so much better. I actually couldnt wait to get home to see my honey.

His words yanked me back from the depths of semiconsciousness so fast I almost got the bends. Did he say erotic and massage in the same sentence? Excuse me? In my next life Im so coming back as a gay man.

I sat bolt upright, clocking Ricky in the jaw with an audible crack. Omigod, Ricky. Are you okay?

I looked for signs of concussion. Both pupils seemed roughly the same. Youre fine. Now, what was that about your massage and your hubby? Does he know? Does he do this? How come you never told me about this before, you dirty holdout. What, Im chopped liver?

No, he doesnt know. And if you meet him, dont you dare say a word. And no, I dont think he uses these services. He better not! But sometimes I feel trapped by my marriage, Pammy, and I have to do something. I dont want to cheat on him. I certainly dont want to fall in love with someone else. So I make an appointment with a cute guy whos a pro at erotic massage. An hour and a half later, Im good to go. Its simple, safe, and uncomplicated.

I dont get it. How is this not cheating? If its really not, why havent you told your honey?

Ricky grew thoughtful. I dont want Mitch to think that he doesnt make me happy. He does. Its not that. Its about me, my needs, my desires, my body. With my pro, I dont have to worry about satisfying him. I just get touched, like you are now. You dont worry about my feelings, you simply pay me. Its exactly like that.

I chewed on this. Ricky had hit upon the perfect solution. Fee-for-service and one-way touch kept his boundaries intact.

Maybe it was my perfect solution, too. It sounded so logical, so delicious. My flesh quivered with possibility. Id heard about happy ending massages. Who hadnt? But until Ricky, Id thought it was an urban legend. I didnt know anyone whod actually had one. Were there such things for women? The idea was intoxicating: ninety sensually charged minutes with no emotional complications and my virtue unscathed.

I stumbled out of Rickys Zen room into another taxi for the ride home. My phone twittered with Gavins special ring.

Hows my girl? he chirped into my ear. Do we need anything?

It was as regular as the sun setting. He made that call every day before heading home from the office. Hed pick up milk, eggs, cheese, or bread. It didnt matter how tired he was or what kind of day hed had. For my part, I made sure there would be something tasty bubbling on the stove, a stocked refrigerator, and clean laundry waiting for him. We had our undeclared, cherished rituals.

We have everything that we need, honey. Just come home.

Okeydoke. . . . 

It was such a simple thing, such a display of love. I adored my Gavin, and I felt devoted to my devoted husband. But that was my marriage. I wanted sensual massage. Two completely different animals. The more I thought about it, the more doable it seemed. The very notion of a contained erotic escape flickered like a bright light in the dark. There was a way to get man hands, after all. No emotional entanglements, no hours of plotting and planning, no pissed-off lovers. Gavin wouldnt have to know. At least not right away. After all, I never told him when I booked with Ricky. Was there really a big difference?

By the time the taxi crossed the invisible Bronx border, I was committed. Why not? I asked myself. Im due. No. Im overdue.

When I got out of the cab and paid the driver, my mind was already churning over the next steps. All I needed was some good, solid research to find my man hands. Id just taken my first step through the looking glass.


Chapter Four

OUTSIDE MY BOX

THAT NIGHT, THE boys were in their room with the door closed and Gavin was snoring on the couch. Boys. I use that term loosely. My sons were closer to being men. The younger, Ben, had patches of peach fuzz, and Andrew suddenly sported a perpetual five oclock shadow. Ben was undoubtedly lost to World of Warcraft, his infuriating computer-game addiction. Andrew was probably talking to his girlfriend, running up the cell-phone bill.

Last but not least, Gavin. He was clearly more intrigued by professional billiards on TV than talking. I looked over at his familiar formbalding head, red beard, and spreading paunch planted in front of the TV and saw him slump over his laptop. I marveled that anyone could pass out in that position. I poked him. He keeled over onto his side. Same thing every night.

Gavin. Go to bed.

He grunted and, seemingly still asleep, made his way into the bedroom area while telepathically avoiding sneakers, DVD cases, and balled-up clothes. I went barefoot, picking up all manner of junk, bussing crusty dishes, sweeping up crumbs and bits of unidentifiable matter. I had to do it, otherwise I couldnt function. Its not like I was a neat freak, but with limited space which included my home-office hideaway desk and four outsized personalitiesit was up to me to make room. It had become my evening custom. I wrestled a small plastic shopping bag of trash into the buildings communal garbage chute and let fly a string of curses that would give Bitsy a run for her money. I was impatient. I had a date with a computer winking an invitation into an exotic world. I needed to get to it, now.

With the apartment far from spotless, I settled into my velveteen recliner, propped myself up with pillows, and arranged my aging Dell and a glass of full-bodied burgundy on the portable desk tray. The quiet and the cool breeze that swept through the room cleared my head. I loosened my fingers and got ready to launch the worlds sexiest search. Women, Massage, Sensual, I typed into Google. The computer wheezed and cranked, and finally coughed up page after page of possibilities. For men. Straight or gay, it didnt matter. If men wanted touch, they could get touch. What a selection. Dominatrices, horny college girls, lonely Russian housewives, Asian princessesDirect Descendants of Genghis Kahn!and women who specialized in huge breasts and even bigger butts. Its a wonder that we have only one or two government scandals a month.

For women, it was as dry as the desert. I followed one hyperlink after another and got nothing. Was it possible that I was the only woman who desired sexual touch? I quickly dismissed the ideaif my job had taught me one thing, it was that youre never the only one. There were plenty of infertile couples twenty years ago, only no one talked about it.

The longer I trawled, the angrier and more frustrated I got. There
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