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For my father, who lives in a red state, watches Fox News,
and votes Republican—but loves me and mine just the same.



And if my ways are not as theirs
Let them mind their own affairs.
Their deeds I judge and much condemn,
Yet when did I make laws for them?

—A. E. Housman
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Introduction

This book? The one you’re holding in your hands?

I built it. Or wrote it. Or whatever.

Pretty much everything I wanted to say in this book is in the book—the one you’re holding—but they tell me I have to write an introduction before I can tell people I’ve finished writing this book. They tell me books like this always have introductions. But here’s the thing: Anything I might want to say here (in the introduction), I’ve already said there (in the pages that follow).

My editor—to whom I’m very grateful—tells me not to stress out too much about the introduction. Very few people read introductions, as it turns out, so she tells me not to sweat over the introduction too much. It seems that most readers skip the introduction and go straight to the first chapter and start reading the actual book. So it doesn’t matter what I say here. I could libel and defame people, reprint my favorite cookie recipes, or try my hand at writing erotica and no one would ever know.

It’s freeing, in a way, to think that I could write anything I want to here, on the pulped trees set aside for the introduction, because it’s the appearance of having an introduction that matters, not the introduction itself.

This is the first book I’ve written in a while. It used to be easy to find the time to write a book. “Finding the time to write a book” is not to be confused with “actually sitting down and writing a book.” Whether writers actually sit down and write is a complicated thing. But finding the time to write used to be pretty simple. Basically, whenever you weren’t writing articles or columns, you worked on your next book. But now that all writers everywhere are contractually obligated to blog and tweet all day long, who has time to work on a book? Unless you’re Glenn Beck or Bill O’Reilly and you can pay someone else—just guessing here—to write your books for you, or you’re a high-functioning meth addict who doesn’t need to sleep, finding the time to write a book these days is pretty much impossible.

I’m not Glenn Beck or Bill O’Reilly. And I’m not a meth addict. I managed to get this book written without meth or ghostwriters. (I did have an assistant, though, and her name is Ingrid and she’s been calling me every day for two weeks yelling, “WRITE THE FUCKING INTRO SO WE CAN BE DONE WITH THE BOOK AND GET PAID ALREADY!”)

Did you know that the intro is the last thing someone who’s writing a book actually gets around to writing? And by the time a writer sits down to write the intro, he or she—some of my favorite books are by lady writers—is a complete fucking mess. Writing a book is hard. Finishing a book is murder. I’ve been up for days. I haven’t gotten a decent night’s sleep for weeks, let alone eaten anything in which the first two ingredients aren’t corn syrup and food coloring. Decent food, human contact, and proper hygiene are always vague and fading memories at this stage of the book-generation process.

Don’t get me wrong: I’m grateful for this gig. If I weren’t writing—columns, blog posts, tweets, and books—I’d be waiting tables somewhere (which I actually enjoy) or working at an office job (which I do not enjoy), instead of working at home most of the time, in my pajamas, surrounded by empty bags of Oreos and sticky bottles of Boylan Black Cherry soda.

Two more pages to fill, Ingrid tells me. I think I’ll use this space to reassure Mike Huckabee that I’m okay.

Mike Huckabee, the Fox News host, former governor of Arkansas, and onetime GOP presidential hopeful, worries that I’m unhappy. Mike told Tony Perkins, president of the anti-gay hate group Family Research Council, on his radio show—on Mike’s radio show—that I’m “unnecessarily rude, vile, and angry,” and he suspects this is the case because I’m “not a happy person.” Mike said he sincerely wants me to be happy, and then Tony threatened to sue me, and Mike didn’t point out that being sued doesn’t make people happy, which leads me to doubt the sincerity of Mike’s concern for my personal happiness.

But Mike Huckabee is a man of God—an ordained Baptist minister—so I’m going to take him at his word.

Hey, Mike? I’m happy. I’m fine. Yes, I can sometimes be rude, vile, and angry. But I strive to be just rude, vile, and angry enough to get my point across. And there’s a lot out there to be rude, vile, and angry about, Mike, from income inequality to our never-ending health care crisis to candy-corn Oreos. And if I ran around the country calling your love sick, sinful, and perverse, Mike, you’d be angry too.

But you can rest assured that I’m a happy person, Mike.

Have you seen my husband in a Speedo? I’ll send you a picture, if you’d like. No gay man with a husband who looks like mine in a Speedo is unhappy. At least not all the time. Sure, I’m unhappy sometimes, but who isn’t? But I actually have a lot to be happy about. I have a great job! Giving sex advice, running my mouth on television, getting paid to be rude to vile and angry assholes like your buddy Tony Perkins. I also live in a pretty nice town, close enough to the offices of my newspaper that I can walk to work, and that—having a short commute—turns out to be a big contributing factor to happiness.

“When you look at Americans’ day-to-day activity,” the author Dan Buettner told NPR, “the top two things we hate the most on a day-to-day basis are, number one: housework and number two: the daily commute in our cars. In fact, if you can cut an hour-long commute each way out of your life, it’s the [happiness] equivalent of making up an extra forty thousand dollars a year.”

I don’t own a car. I don’t even know how to drive, and again, I live close enough to my not-at-home office that I can walk to work. So no commute for me. And there are two bars that I love—shout-outs to the bartenders at Liberty and Smith—between my office and my house, so the hour most Americans spend in their cars commuting, I spend at Liberty or Smith imbibing. As for housework: My husband is a stay-at-home dad, and he takes care of most of that. In a Speedo.

Other things that correlate strongly with happiness: friends, marriage, and a cause. I have friends (lots), I’m married (same guy, eighteen years), and there are lots of causes I care passionately about. Carl Jung said that to be happy, human beings need “good physical and mental health,” which I’ve got, and “the faculty for perceiving beauty in art and nature,” which I do. And—don’t mean to get graphic here but—research has shown that semen is a natural antidepressant, Mike, and there’s no shortage of that in my life either.

So, yeah, I’m pretty happy, Mike, don’t you worry about me. But I appreciate your concern. It’s very Christian of you to worry about my happiness.

Oh, hey, they tell me this is long enough to fill the pages allotted for the intro. So I’m going to get out of the way. Thank you for buying my book. I hope you enjoy it. If you don’t, you might want to pick up Neil Steinberg’s You Were Never in Chicago, Alice Dreger’s One of Us: Conjoined Twins and the Future of Normal, or Daniel Bergner’s What Do Women Want? They’re all great reads.


1. At a Loss

My dad was in the first class of the ordained permanent diaconate. This sentence may require some unpacking for my non-Catholic readers. So here you go, heathens: Before a man could become a Catholic priest, he would typically spend a year serving as a Catholic deacon. Deacons are to priests as novices are to nuns—or they used to be. In the 1980s, to address a growing shortage of Catholic priests (a shortage that has since gotten worse), the Church created the permanent deaconate. Ordained deacons could do almost everything priests do—pass out wafers, preach sermons, baptize babies—and so my dad was up on the altar of our church every Sunday when I was growing up. Which makes me something of a rarity among Catholics: I am a preacher’s kid. (Technically I’m the kid of two preachers, as my mother was a Catholic lay minister.)

As the son of a Catholic preacher man—just one of his four children—I attended Catholic grade schools, and yes, I was an altar boy. But, this isn’t a story about being sexually abused by a priest. Because I wasn’t sexually abused by a priest. Looking back at my childhood, I can identify a couple of close calls—a priest from our parish once took me and another boy skinny-dipping at a Catholic school’s indoor pool after hours—but the experiences were creepy, not abusive. In addition to being a Catholic deacon, my father was also a Chicago cop—a cop who loved his children and wore his service revolver wherever he went—and that fact may have given pause to any rapey priests who crossed paths with his children.

I am no longer a practicing Catholic. If I had to apply a religious label to myself, it would be “agnostatheist,” an awkward hybrid of agnostic and atheist. I don’t believe in a higher power, but I do cross myself on airplanes. I once blew up at a friend who thought he was being funny when he inverted one of the crucifixes in my “ironic” collection of Catholic kitsch. And when I take the Lord’s name in vain—when I mutter “Jesus Christ” through clenched teeth as my lead-footed husband passes someone going ninety miles an hour—I am seeking the protection of a higher power.

But I go right back to not believing once my plane safely lands or once Jesus or Joseph Smith or Xenu safely delivers us back to the right-hand lane. Which makes me a hypocrite and an ingrate, I suppose, but not quite an atheist or a believer. Not quite.

I wasn’t supposed to turn out this way. I went to the same Catholic grade school my mother and grandmother did; I had the same fourth-grade homeroom teacher—Sister Mary Amadeus—at St. Ignatius as my mother. I was baptized as an infant; I had my first communion at age seven; I was confirmed at age thirteen.

But even at age seven—the age of reason, according to the Catholic Church—I was having trouble reconciling this “loving father in heaven” I’d heard so much about with this “eternal damnation” thing the nuns were constantly threatening us with. But the fatal blow was the realization that I was gay. This realization came at roughly the same time I entered a Catholic high school for boys who were thinking about becoming priests. It was a bit like realizing you’re an alcoholic on your first day of work at the Budweiser bottling plant.

Despite all those years of Catholic schooling, my first reaction to the realization that I was gay wasn’t, “Holy shit, looks like I’m going to find out what that eternal damnation thing is all about.” Instead I thought, “What the Church says about homosexuality—that can’t be right. They must be wrong.” This intuitive sense that the Church was wrong about homosexuality—this unshakable conviction that the Church was wrong about me—led me to wonder what else the Church might be wrong about. Virgin births, maybe? Transubstantiation? Resurrection? Masturbation? It didn’t take long to arrive at the biggest doubt of all: the existence of God.

I transferred to a public high school and stopped going to church—except for the odd family wedding, baptism, or funeral. (And they are all odd, aren’t they?) For most of my adult life I was likelier to walk into a Planned Parenthood clinic for a Pap smear than to walk into a church.

Then my mother died.
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A virus can lie dormant in your body for so long that you can forget you were ever infected. Then something happens that weakens your immune system and the virus seizes its opportunity. For more than two decades the Catholicism I’d contracted at St. Ignatius had lain dormant, manifesting itself only in airplanes and passing lanes. But the seeming immunity I’d long enjoyed was weakened by my mother’s death. Because after that sunny, awful day in Tucson, Arizona, when my mother’s life ended, I started slipping into Catholic churches.

Not for weddings or funerals, but on totally random days of non-holy non-obligation. Tuesday afternoons, Friday mornings. And I wasn’t just going to church. I was going out of my way to go to church. There’s a Modernist Catholic chapel near my office in Seattle. The Chapel of St. Ignatius at Seattle University—I think St. Ignatius is stalking me—won a big architectural award (the New York chapter of the American Institute of Architects honored it; a scale model of the chapel is now part of the permanent collection of the Museum of Modern Art in New York), but I think it’s ugly. All Modernist Catholic churches look the same to me—like someone slapped a crucifix on the living room wall at the Brady Bunch house.

St. James Cathedral in downtown Seattle, which is a much longer walk from my office, looks like a Catholic church should. It looks like St. Ignatius, actually, the parish church attended by four generations of my family. Acres of stained glass, rows of marble columns, crowds of plaster saints. St. James is open for “private contemplation” seven days a week. In the months after my mother’s death, I found myself slipping into St. James on more weekdays than I care to recall. The church was usually empty, aside from one or two volunteers straightening up the hymnals and offering envelopes in the backs of the pews—or that’s what they were pretending to do. I think they were really there to keep an eye on the homeless people that sometimes come in to get out of the rain. Every once in a while a priest would hurry through, taking care to avoid making eye contact with me or any of the other bums.

When my mother used to call with bad news—a relative I hadn’t seen in years diagnosed with cancer, an old friend with a desperately ill grandchild—she would always say, “I know you don’t pray, Daniel. Just keep them in your thoughts.” My mom knew that thoughts were the best I could do. And for months after my mother’s death, sitting in the pews at St. James Cathedral, I stared at a marble statue of the Virgin Mother, trying to keep my mother in my thoughts.

We were close in that cliché way that so many gay men and their mothers are. Today anti-gay bigots argue that being gay is a sinful choice that gay people make because our parades look like so much fun. Psychologists and psychiatrists used to argue that being gay was a choice your mother made for you. Mothers who were too close to their sons, mothers who “smothered” their sons, risked turning them gay. The shrinks got it backward, mistaking one of the consequences of being gay—one of the perks of being gay—for the cause. The kind of relationship I had with my mother didn’t make me gay. I had that kind of relationship with my mother because I was gay.

By her own estimation my mother was a good Catholic. She believed that Jesus was her savior and that He died for her sins; she believed in the Resurrection, the Trinity, the Sacraments, the Virgin Birth, the Immaculate Conception. (Don’t make the mistake of confusing those last two: Jesus was born to a virgin; his mother Mary was conceived without original sin—those are totes different paranormal phenomena, people.) My mother also believed that sex was sacred, and that people, particularly people who had children, should be married. To each other. But she didn’t believe that being a good Catholic meant blind obedience to the old men who ran her church.

You could say that my mother was a good American Catholic. She believed that women should be priests and that priests, male or female, should be allowed to marry. Even each other. And after four pregnancies in four years—and a heart-to-heart with a parish priest who told her that the pope might be wrong about birth control and definitely wouldn’t be paying her children’s Catholic school tuition—my mother concluded that birth control was not a sin.

“Catholics have long realized that their own grasp of certain things, especially sex, has a validity that is lost on the celibate male hierarchy,” the Roman Catholic author and historian Garry Wills wrote in an essay in The New York Review of Books. My mother was one of those American Catholics—a woman with a better grasp of sex than the elderly celibates.

My mother prayed that the leaders of her church would come around during her lifetime, particularly on the issues of celibacy and the ordination of women. Unfortunately, the Church, under the last two popes, moved further away from her. Whenever the current pope, “Benny,” as she called him, or the previous pope, “JP2,” condemned birth control, attacked gay people, or insisted that women could never be priests, my mother would call me, sigh audibly, and say, “It’s like they’re trying to make Lutherans of us all.”

But she refused to leave the Church. It was her church, too, she insisted, just as much as it was Benny’s or JP2’s. And popes had been wrong in the past, she’d say. If previous popes were wrong about the movement of the planets, then, by God, the current pope could be wrong about contraception. The little voice in her head said the same thing the little voice in mine did: “That can’t be right; they must be wrong.” But that voice, a voice that destroyed my faith, somehow strengthened hers.

And my mother’s faith was tested.

When I was in high school, the Catholic television network in Chicago featured my family in a special—my dad the deacon, my mom the lay minister, and all four of their confirmed children. (Confirmation is like a bar mitzvah for Catholic kids, only with fewer presents and more modest parties.) One of their sons was even a high school seminarian. We were the perfect Catholic family. We used to joke—just a few years later—about the Catholic television network returning to do a “Where Are They Now?” special. We were still a Catholic family, of course, but we were no longer perfect. My dad had divorced my mother, resigned from the deaconate, remarried, and moved to California. My mother was dating and having sex outside of wedlock. My brother Billy had gotten a vasectomy. A couple of pregnancies were terminated. And I had come out of the closet.

While my mother was a liberal, pill-popping, ordination-of-women-backing Catholic, she nevertheless took it hard when I told her I was gay. Her first impulse was to call a priest. Father Tom, whose last name I won’t disclose for reasons that will become clear in a moment, rushed over. Sitting on the front porch, my mother broke down in tears and told Father Tom why she was so upset: “Danny says he’s gay.”

Father Tom put his hand on my mother’s knee and said, “So am I, Judy.”

Father Tom told my mother that it was better this way. He knew I had thought about becoming a priest and worried that I might be doing it for the same reason he did: to hide from my sexuality. He had tried that, and it didn’t work. Then he had tried to drown his homosexuality in alcohol, as so many Catholic priests of his generation did, and that didn’t work either. He assured my mother that it was better for me to live this way—it was better for me to come out, even to her, especially to her—than to live the life he had lived.

Whenever someone asks if I was abused by a Catholic priest—and you would be surprised how often gay Catholic adults are asked that question—I always say no, I was never abused by a priest. I was saved by one.

Thanks to Father Tom and my mother’s own moral sense, the same moral sense that prompted her to trust her own judgment about contraception, my mother came around on the my-son-is-gay issue pretty fast. And she came out swinging. A rainbow bumper sticker on her car, a PFLAG1 membership card in her purse, and an ultimatum delivered to the entire extended family: I was still her son; and anyone who had a problem with me had a much bigger problem with her.
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The Catholic Church still has a problem with me.

One of the cards in the back of the pews at St. James, tucked in with the hymnals, is addressed to nonpracticing Catholics. WELCOME BACK it reads in large letters across the top.


Are you a Catholic who’s been away from the church? Welcome Back classes are designed to help you return to the sacraments and regular church attendance.



A return to the sacraments. I sometimes fantasize about “returning” to the sacraments, particularly the sacrament of confession. “Forgive me, father, for I have sinned. It’s been twenty-nine years since my last confession. I hope you packed a lunch.”

I sit in the pews at St. James because part of me—the part that had me slipping away from work and into church—wishes what I was taught at St. Ignatius was true. I want there to be a heaven. I want my mother to be looking down on me. Though, and I say this both as a gay man and a professional sex-advice columnist, not all the time. There are things a mother has a right not to know, my mom used to say, and I did my best to keep those things from her while she was alive.

My mother’s death, somehow and unexpectedly, drew me back—not to the faith or to sacraments, but to church, to a church, to the pews of St. James Cathedral. I was tempted. I am tempted. I wouldn’t have wasted so much time sitting in St. James in the months after my mother’s death if I weren’t. My husband wouldn’t have found numerous WELCOME BACK cards in the back pocket of my jeans that awful spring if I weren’t tempted.

But when I feel tempted, when I feel like, maybe I could go through the motions, maybe I could return to the sacraments, maybe I could take what comfort I could from the Church and its rituals, the pope goes to Africa and says that condoms spread AIDS, or an archbishop in Brazil excommunicates a Catholic mother for getting her nine-year-old daughter a life-saving abortion but not the Catholic man who raped and impregnated that woman’s nine-year-old daughter.

Or I contemplate how the Church views me and the two people I love most in the world, my husband of eighteen years and our fifteen-year-old son, and I think, no, I can’t even go through the motions.

The Church doesn’t want me back—not as I am. Every other week there’s a story in the news about a Catholic grade school expelling a child who has gay parents or a Catholic parish firing a gay employee—someone they knew to be gay or lesbian when they hired them—for marrying their same-sex partner. When it comes to homosexuality, church leaders are growing ever more, er, rigid.

Gay Catholics are being targeted in ways that straight Catholics are not. While the Church still opposes birth control and abortion, divorce and remarriage, and all non-procreative sex acts (even within marriage), and has become more aggressively political over the last two decades, it can’t identify and persecute heterosexual Catholics who trust “their own grasp of certain things.” Catholic women have abortions at the same rate as non-Catholic women. Ninety-eight percent of Catholic women use birth control—presumably with Catholic men. Ninety-three percent of Catholics support the use of condoms to prevent disease and HIV transmission. Seventy percent of American Catholics think abortion should be legal. Sixty-seven percent of Catholics believe premarital sex is morally acceptable.

When it comes to the issues of sexual morality, straight Catholics—Catholics like my mother—are telling the celibates that while they may run their church, they may not run, or ruin, their lives.

When a Catholic priest stands on the altar on Sunday and looks out over his congregation—like my father once did—he sees Catholic mothers and fathers sitting with one or two children. He can’t see the birth control pills and the abortions that prevented those couples from having more children than they wanted or could provide for. He can’t tell just by looking who among his flock has been divorced and remarried—or who, for that matter, masturbates. The Church condemns homosexuality as “intrinsically and gravely disordered.” The Church uses the exact same language to condemn masturbation: “Masturbation is an intrinsically and gravely disordered action,” reads the Catholic catechism. But there is no effort to turn away the children of divorced and remarried Catholics, or the children of Catholic families that by some miracle only have two children, or to seek out and fire heterosexual church employees who use birth control or masturbate.

The pope, cardinals, archbishops, bishops, and priests know that straight Catholics are using birth control, obtaining abortions, having premarital sex, having sex for pleasure, and masturbating. But they can pretend not to know it because they can’t actually see it. All straight Catholics automatically get rounded up to “good Catholics” because their sexual sins can only be guessed at or inferred.

Priests can’t do the same when a gay couple walks into a church. A priest can refuse to see—or refuse to do the math on—all the masturbating, birth controlling, divorcing, and remarrying that he knows straight parishioners are getting up to, but he can’t not see homosexuality. So long as we insist on coming out, so long as we insist on living and loving openly, our “sin” is visible to the naked eye. And Church leaders can’t see past our homosexuality; they can barely see our humanity, which is hugely ironic, considering how many of those priests in the pulpits of Catholic churches are gay themselves. Father Tom was one of them. I was almost one of them.

Of course I don’t think homosexuality is a sin at all. But for the Catholic Church it all comes down to the nature and purpose of sex. Back to the Catholic catechism: “The deliberate use of the sexual faculty, for whatever reason, outside of marriage is essentially contrary to its purpose,” as human sexual expression must open to the “gift of life.” Birth control, masturbation, homosexuality—any sex act that isn’t open to the “gift of life” is wrong. Some well-meaning “liberal” Catholics claim that the Church isn’t singling out gay people since all non-procreative sexual activity is wrong regardless of whether it’s gay or straight. But only gay people are expected to live lives devoid of intimacy and romantic love. (And, I’m sorry, but you can’t claim that supernatural phenomena—miracles—routinely take place and then insist that homosexual acts are closed to the “gift of life.” Either God can do anything or he can’t, AMIRITE?)

“The natural purpose of sex is procreation,” Wills writes, summing up the Church’s position, “and any use of it for other purposes is ‘unnatural.’ But a primary natural purpose does not of necessity exclude ancillary advantages. The purpose of eating is to sustain life, but that does not make all eating that is not necessary to subsistence ‘unnatural.’ One can eat, beyond the bare minimum to exist, to express fellowship, as one can have sex, beyond the begetting of a child with each act, to express love.”

The Catholic Church would like human sexuality to be about one thing—reproduction—but biology tells us differently.

“For Homo sapiens, sex is primarily about establishing and maintaining relationships, relationships often characterized by love, or at least affection,” writes Christopher Ryan, in Psychology Today. “Reproduction is a by-product of human sexual behavior, not its primary purpose.

“The vast majority of species have sex only to reproduce—a function reflected in a very low ratio of sex-acts-to-births,” Ryan continues. “Gorillas, for example, have intercourse at most about a dozen times per birth.” Humans are different. “We and our chimp and bonobo cousins typically have sex hundreds—if not thousands—of times per birth.”

The Church got sex wrong. It is confused about what sex is for, confused about what sex does, confused about why we have it and why we have so much of it—shocking, I realize, considering that the Church is run by people who don’t have sex. (Or aren’t supposed to have sex.)

Fact is, straight people have more sex—a lot more sex—than they do babies. And gay people have sex for the same reasons straight people do…most of the time. Gay or straight, we’re all having sex for pleasure, for release, and to cement bonds of intimacy. And every once in a while, some of us—even some of us who are gay—have sex in order to make a baby.

The Church has backed itself into a familiar corner. One day the Church will have to admit that it made a mistake. And one day the Church will have to admit that scores of popes, hundreds of theologians, and countless princes of the Church were wrong. Wrong about sex. Wrong about birth control. Wrong about masturbation. Wrong about pleasure. Wrong about homosexuality. One day the Church will have to admit that it got human sexuality wrong, just as it got the movement of the planets wrong.

I’m not holding my breath.

This is typically where Catholics and non-Catholics alike jump in and ask why someone who isn’t a Catholic—or isn’t a Catholic anymore—cares so much about the Church’s teachings on human sexuality. Why concern yourself with the teachings of the Catholic Church when you’re not a believer? I could claim that the Catholic Church’s teachings concern me only inasmuch as they impact my life. I could point out that the Catholic Church is a political player in the United States, and it backs anti-gay legislation and supports efforts to ban my marriage, adoptions by same-sex couples, and civil rights protections for sexual minorities. I could insist that I don’t have the luxury of ignoring the Church.

But I would be lying.

Oh, the Church’s teachings do impact my life and the Church actively persecutes gay people and I don’t have the luxury of ignoring the Church—all of that is true.

But while I can’t see myself going back to the Church—I can’t see myself going through the motions of the sacraments, despite their comforting familiarity—some part of me wants the Church to want me back. I want the option of going back. Not because I believe—I don’t—but because I ache. I ache for my loss.

There are very few tangible remains of my childhood and of my connection to my mother. I have photographs, yes, and I have my memories, and I have some mementoes. But the family home is gone, my mother’s possessions dispersed. There’s nowhere I can go to feel my mother’s presence, no space I can enter that we once physically shared, other than church.

That’s why I wound up spending so many afternoons at St. James, the church that reminded me so much of St. Ignatius—St. Ignatius, the church where my mother was baptized, where she took her first communion, where she married, and where her funeral was held. In church I feel her presence, not God’s presence, and I can almost feel her looking down on me from the heaven she believed in so passionately.

And if she was right—if there is a heaven and she is looking down on me—I hope she remembers to look away now and then.

Because there are things a mother has a right not to know.


1 PFLAG stands for Parents and Friends of Lesbians and Gays.




2. It’s Never Okay to Cheat (Except When It Is)

Is it ever okay to cheat?”

There’s only one answer to the question. Wait—that’s not true. There’s more than one answer to that question, but there’s only one answer an advice columnist is allowed to give. And it goes like this: “No, nope, never, don’t even think about it, you scumbag, and don’t ask me that question again. Ever. What the fuck is wrong with you?”

To roughly paraphrase the favorite author of hopeless romantics everywhere: It is a truth universally regurgitated (at least by people in my line of work), that a married man in possession of a wife must never be told that cheating is okay. The same goes for a married woman in possession of a husband. No one should ever be told that cheating is okay. Because cheating isn’t okay. Ever.1

It’s not just advice columnists: Licensed therapists and daytime talk show hosts are never allowed to tell married people that cheating is okay. Because cheating isn’t okay. Ever.

Except for those times when it is okay. Except for those times. And except for those times when cheating isn’t just okay, but absolutely, positively, and without question the right thing to do.

Except for those times—and some other times—cheating is never okay. Ever.

Okay?
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I’ve been writing Savage Love, my syndicated sex-advice column, for more than twenty years. My typical workday begins with a brisk swim through a deluge of e-mail that arrived overnight from married people trapped in sexless marriages. (When strangers ask me what I do for a living—I spend a fair amount of time in hotel bars—I say, “I get e-mail from sexually frustrated married people, and no, I don’t work for AshleyMadison.com.”) Some of these sex-starved spouses are in honest, sincere, and pathetic love with their other halves; some have small children; some have chronically ill wives or husbands who depend on them for their health insurance and day-to-day care. Some have faced emotionally crushing sexual rejection at the hands of their spouses for years—some for decades—but they have refused to physically or emotionally abandon the partners who sexually abandoned them long ago. Other e-mail missives are from married people with harmless kinks that their spouses will not or cannot indulge, needs that could be met discreetly and safely by, say, a professional sex worker (a dominatrix, a foot model), instantly alleviating the kinky partner’s simmering resentment (“Why won’t she do this for me?!”) and the vanilla partner’s exasperation (“Why won’t he stop asking me to do that for him?!”).2

Frequently these sexually frustrated men and women tell me that they’re happy in every other aspect of their married lives. They enjoy their spouses’ company, their spouses are good partners and wonderful parents, and they don’t want to destroy the lives they’ve built with their spouses. Many add that they can’t see leaving their husbands or wives—or fear being harshly judged by others for leaving them—over something so “trivial” as sex. Some have spouses they can’t leave: They’re physically disabled or their spouses are; they’re financially dependent or their spouses are; they get their health insurance through their spouses or their spouses get their health insurance through them. Many mention having gone five, ten, or fifteen years—sometimes longer—without any sexual intimacy at all. And they usually write to me when they reach the point where they’re being driven nearly out of their minds by sexual deprivation. (It’s amazing how nontrivial sex becomes when you haven’t had any for a decade.)

Then they ask me what to do.

I’m supposed to tell them to remain faithful and to maybe find a couples’ counselor. (Or another couples’ counselor if they’ve tried that already, and they’ve all tried that already.) I’m supposed to tell them to work harder at their marriages. I’m supposed to tell them to drag their spouses to an endocrinologist to have their hormone levels checked. I’m supposed to urge them to drag their spouses to a shrink to rule out depression. And as the advice industry is biased in favor of women—women are our primary customers, you see, as women are likelier to ask for advice (and directions)—I’m supposed to blame the husbands.3 When the people complaining about sexless marriages are male, I’m supposed to tell them that they’re to blame. When the people complaining about sexless marriages are female, I’m supposed to tell them that their husbands are to blame.

But that’s not what I tell them.

Because if someone truly loves his wife, if someone truly loves her husband, if someone has kids, if someone has already been to a couples’ counselor (or three) and an endocrinologist and a shrink, if someone isn’t depriving his or her spouse of anything he or she actually values—sex generally, sex with them specifically, time spent exploring kinks their spouses find repulsive—in those cases, I believe it’s better to cheat than to leave.

So I sometimes advise people to go ahead and cheat.
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Here’s an example from my in-box: This man’s wife had informed him, ten years and two children into their marriage, that she not only wasn’t interested in having sex with him anymore, she was never really that interested in sex with him, or with anyone else, in the first place. And she was done pretending.

“When we met she seemed very into sex,” the unlucky guy wrote. “I thought we had a great connection. I’m not a selfish lover, I focused on her pleasure, and I do more than my half of the housework and childcare. She tells me that I’m not doing anything wrong, just that her libido is gone. She says she never really enjoyed sex, and she claims she doesn’t miss it. She won’t go to counseling. Any conversation about my getting my needs met elsewhere ends in tears. She gets upset when she catches me looking at porn or masturbating because it makes her ‘feel guilty,’ like she’s ‘doing something wrong.’ It’s been five years since I’ve had sex, and my choices right now boil down to leaving my wife (and my kids, which I don’t want to do) and being seen as the bad guy, or cheating on my wife and actually being the bad guy. What the hell do I do?”

The advice I’m supposed to give in cases like this—the advice I’m frequently taken to task for not giving—is of the Work Harder on Your Marriage and Do More Around the House variety. If you were doing enough around the house, if you were working hard enough on your marriage, your sex life would be roaring along. Never mind that this guy has worked hard on his marriage; never mind that he’s already doing his fair share around the house. Most advice professionals write as if they are contractually required to assume that, however hard a sexually spurned husband claims to be working at his marriage, he must not be working hard enough; however much he claims to be doing around the house, it’s not enough. Because when husbands do everything right—working on that marriage, helping around the house—their wives fuck ’em twice a week at least. Because nothing is more arousing than watching your husband clean the bathroom. (And, yes, I’m taking the letter writer at his word when he says he does his fair share around the house. Some advice columnists do call bullshit on their letter writers, but usually we accept the letter writer’s characterization of a given dispute and advise accordingly.4 Until advice columnists are granted the authority to depose all parties involved in a particular dispute—and I hope that happens soon, because that would be fucking awesome—this is a limitation of the medium that we have to live with.)

But let’s say this man is doing everything right to no avail. Let’s say that his wife truly has no libido and never did. (We won’t pause here to consider the dishonesty of pretending to be a sexual person when you’re not; and we won’t entertain the possibility that the wife is lying when she says she’s not interested in sex. It’s possible that she is, just not with her husband; it’s also possible that she’s getting it elsewhere herself. So we’re not just giving the husband the benefit of the doubt in this situation—crediting him with doing his fair share of the housework, working on his marriage, and so forth—we’re also giving the wife the benefit of some unspoken doubts.) Then what am I supposed to tell him to do? What’s my industry’s go-to advice then? I’m supposed to tell him to do the “right” thing and get a divorce. Never mind the love, never mind the kids, never mind the expense, never mind the trauma. If he wants to have sex again—if this particular guy wants to masturbate in peace again!—he has to leave his wife and abandon his children.

What’s the one thing I’m not allowed to suggest? The one thing that might actually save this marriage, the one thing that might make it possible for this man to stay married and stay sane: Get it elsewhere. If I were to give that advice, and if the letter writer were to follow it, I would also urge him to be discreet (don’t humiliate your wife), and to be dishonest (don’t make your wife cry by asking permission). But when I tell people who are trapped in sexless-but-otherwise-rewarding marriages to get it elsewhere—and urge them to show consideration by being discreet and compassion by being dishonest—an angry mob gathers under my window to chant, “Cheating is never okay!” (Technically the angry mob gathers in my in-box. And the mob doesn’t chant, it types. But still.) Letters pour in from irate readers who insist that cheating never saved a marriage—why, everyone they know who had an affair wound up getting caught and getting divorced.

Sometimes I’ll blast an e-mail back at people who write in to make this point. Okay, you say that cheating always ends in divorce because everyone you know who cheated wound up getting caught. But what about the people you know who cheated and didn’t get caught? The people who cheated and got away with it probably didn’t wind up getting divorced; since they didn’t get divorced (which is typically when you find out that a friend or family member has been cheating), you never found out about the cheating. Even if they got caught cheating by their spouses, you wouldn’t have found out about the cheating if they managed to work through it and stay together. You follow?

Take, for example, this guy. I’m sure that someone out there—maybe even someone who has written to me insisting that all cheaters get caught and very soon divorced—knows him:


I’ve been married for more than fifteen years. For the first eight or so, everything was great. Lots of mutually GGG sex [GGG is explained in chapter 4], lots of love, lots of openness. Then, my wife’s libido failed. We had a lot of discussions about it. Whatever the problem was, she couldn’t articulate it. I tried everything—romantic nights out, gifts, thoughtful surprises, not trying to initiate sex for weeks (and months). After a year where we’d had sex just twice, I realized I was with a woman who I loved, and who loved me, but whose libido had died. So, I eventually reached out to someone else. I used Craigslist, and I used it honestly: I explained that I had no intention of leaving my wife, that I was looking for someone in a similar situation. It actually took months to find someone who was not spam, to whom I was attracted, and who had no intention of taking a relationship past fuck-buddy status. We struck up a years-long affair, and it was incredible. Fantasies fulfilled, honest talk, no need for anything other than sex. At the same time, I had a wonderful-yet-sexless marriage. Then, after nearly four years, an interesting thing happened: My wife’s libido came back strong. To this day, she cannot explain why it left, or why it came back. But, with the reason for my affair gone, I ended things with my fuck buddy. Years of honest talk with my fuck buddy made this easy for both sides. She understood, and we went our own ways.5



We only hear about cheating—or a four-year affair—when it destroys a marriage. We never hear about cheating—or a four-year affair—when it saves one.

Suggesting that cheating can save a sexless marriage—and we probably shouldn’t call it “cheating” in cases where the getting-it-elsewhere spouse isn’t actually cheating his wife out of anything she wants, as is the case with the man whose wife is done with sex—is so inconceivable that a recent CNN story offering tips on how to save a
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