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			It is raining. Drops spatter against the plane’s windows as we descend through the clouds and prepare for landing. The woman is seated four rows behind me, but I spotted her before we boarded: tousled hair in a wool beanie, leather boots belonging to the category worn only by lesbians and Dickensian orphans, giant backpack. I felt myself begin to glow with a chemistry visible only to the object of my attention. I do not understand the biological protocol that enacts once it is triggered, but I do know that more often than not, the end result is sex, and if my past is any indication, some sort of romantic entanglement.

			Just a few months earlier, I would have lurched at the call. But I am six months celibate and have made a promise to myself. In those first months, I was more vulnerable to the familiar siren song of a cute dyke, and while a few nearly pulled me back in, I’d managed to stay the course. The woman at the fancy book party. The sculptor. All the loose ends with whom I’d cut off contact months ago. But here I am, turning my profile to the angle mathematically most likely for her to see me, rolling my shirt cuffs up to bare a few inches of forearm tattoos, dangling my hand with its short unvarnished nails into the aisle.

			Like most femmes, I am an expert at signaling my queerness through physical clues legible only to other queers. I can communicate my sexual identity through the set of my shoulders, if need be. I sit in the cramped airplane seat with my legs comfortably spread, my elbows on both armrests, exuding a physical entitlement to the space I occupy. So much of heterosexual attraction is contingent on the minimization and infantilization of the female body: crossed legs, tilted heads, widened eyes, slackened mouths. A disregard for this affect suggests that a woman’s desires lie elsewhere.

			This is why it’s easy to mistake some women who have gone through menopause for lesbians: they have both stopped giving a fuck what men think of them. This secret language, in all its permutations, drove and defined over two decades of my life. I’ve largely abstained from it over the last six months. But now I think: we are on a flight to London and unlikely to come any closer to one another than we are now. There is little danger of a full relapse. There is no harm in indulging the pleasure of the dance.

			We land at London Gatwick and the attractive stranger gathers her belongings, runs a hand through her messy hair, and, yes, glances in my direction, before she rises to her feet and steps into the aisle. Goodbye, stranger, I think with some relief.

			

			—

			To my great surprise, these recent months have been the happiest of my life. It wasn’t happiness, exactly, that I sought when I decided to spend this time celibate. I had just gotten so tired. I met my first girlfriend when I was fifteen years old, and spent the next twenty years in relationships. I was a serial monogamist, the ends of many of my affairs overlapping slightly with the beginnings of the ones that followed, forming a daisy chain of romances. There were a few brief periods of singleness, but I was never alone, really. There was always a cohort of flirtations. A string of dates. A lover from my past ready to step into the present. After a few weeks or months, I’d found my next forever.

			Our culture tells us that such abundance is a privilege, and in many ways it is. Sometimes, I felt proud, though I knew it was artificial. Whatever our accepted story about attraction, I understood that the magnet in me drew its charge from dubious qualities. Once I reached my thirties, I started having moments of unease when I contemplated my pattern. I was just a relationship person, I consoled myself. I had spent my happiest times partnered, I thought, without considering the givenness of that, having spent most of my life partnered. I was reassured by the fact that I never felt afraid to be alone. I did not consider how one might not ever feel the thing she had successfully outrun.

			Then I spent two years in a ravaging vortex of a relationship. When I finally emerged, I thought, I should take a break. After this revelation I promptly got into five brief entanglements. Each had a frantic tinge, like the last handful of popcorn you cram into your mouth after you decide to stop eating it. I realized that my resolution would have to be more intentional. I drew more specific boundaries: no sex, no dates, no nothing. At the age of thirty-five it was time to meet myself unmediated by romantic and erotic obsession.

			In only six months, my life has opened up like a mansion, half of whose rooms had been locked. There is so much more space in which to live. From the long mornings at my desk to evenings of reading myself to sleep, or nights spent dancing—the summer heat luscious and exhausting, each morning marked by my aching feet, the pleasurable wince as I brew coffee in the morning. I have luxuriated in the solitude and the companionship of true friends.

			I am sometimes lonely, but that, too, is novel, a weather system that moves through me and, after a day, or sometimes just an hour in the late afternoon as the light shifts toward evening, it moves on. I anticipated that I would miss the thrill of seduction, the rituals of pursuit catalyzed by attraction, but that urge has also come and gone, never surging strong or long enough to compel me from observation to animation. Until today, that is.

			

			—

			The customs line is interminable, the booths woefully understaffed for the number of incoming passengers, but I’m distracted by the inching undulation of the line as it snakes forward, delivering my crush and me past each other by mere feet at regular intervals. Both of us studiously rotate between staring at our phones, squinting ahead at the front of the line, and posing in such subtle affectations that no casual observer would discern anything other than boredom and frustration in either of our comportments.

			It must seem arrogant of me to assume that my airplane crush reciprocates my attention, but trust me that when you’ve been performing this choreography for more than twenty years, you know when your partner feels the music and when she doesn’t. The first decade was spent being humiliatingly mistaken a good portion of the time, while I cultivated this precise radar, but in the years since it hasn’t led me astray. The thrill, of course, resides in the slender possibility that this time, this time, I might be wrong.

			She reaches the booth ten or fifteen people ahead of me and despite devoting a valorous twelve minutes to backpack reorganization and another three to shoelace tightening, she is left no other option but to continue on her journey. My disappointment as she disappears into the airport is matched by the return of relief. The spell is broken. I have not violated my abstinence. I dig my passport out of my jacket’s interior pocket and shuffle forward, happily bored, mistaken once more in my certainty that temptation has passed.

			

			—

			Soon after I got clean and sober at twenty-three, my sponsor told me I couldn’t steal anymore. She probably would have told me this sooner, if she’d known that I was still stealing things—mostly books from the Barnes & Noble in Union Square and bags of food from the self-serve bins at the overpriced health food store on University Avenue, but I’d never mentioned it, until I happened to be on the phone with her as I walked to my building’s laundry room and found that someone had left a stack of quarters on the table by the change machine. I can take them, right? I asked her. Absolutely not! she said. We don’t steal.

			At the time, I wondered why I had even mentioned it, but now I understand. I wanted to stop. When she told me that I must, I felt awash in relief. I used to get a terrible wave of dread right before I stole, as if someone else was making me do it. Once I saw an opportunity, I felt compelled to do it, but the act was stressful to a degree never matched by the benefits of my loot. I wasn’t addicted to stealing; it was a habit I had gotten into as an addict who wanted to spend every cent that crossed my palm on drugs. Necessity had been replaced by the inertia of habit. It hadn’t occurred to me that I could give myself permission to stop.

			

			—

			Incredibly, after I have navigated the swarmed airport, retrieved my suitcase from baggage claim, ridden the shuttle to the adjacent train station, deciphered the cryptic train tables and British accents, purchased my ticket from a reluctant kiosk, and arrived at the correct platform, there she is, the woman from the plane. She glances up, probably sensing my stunned stare, sees me, looks momentarily stunned herself, then looks away.

			We don’t make eye contact again, but stand a few yards apart on the platform, waiting for our train. I hold very still, as if it will quell the tumult inside me. I have fleeting, stupid thoughts, like maybe it is fate and who am I to defy the Fates? Or maybe in a foreign country it doesn’t count as violating my abstinence. I think of Saint Augustine, though I find him simpering, and the pears he stole as a teen with his ne’er-do-well friends. “Doing this pleased us all the more because it was forbidden,” he wrote in his Confessions. “Such was my heart, O God, such was my heart—which thou didst pity even in that bottomless pit.” I think of how when I was a child, my appetites were so great that my parents used to sometimes refer to me as a bottomless pit. “I loved my own undoing,” wrote Augustine, and I know what he meant, the ecstasy of yielding to the forbidden.

			The train finally pulls up to the platform, whipping my hair around my face. We board the same car from different doors. Again, I settle four or five rows ahead of her. My body feels rubbery with exhaustion—I hardly slept on the plane—but buzzy, animated by the prospect that something is going to happen. The only question is whether what happens will be what has happened before, or if I have the power to change it. To do something different.

		

	
		
			I

		

	
		
			Six months earlier

			One of the last people I had sex with before I stopped having sex was a museum curator. She was going through a divorce and had the manic eyes of someone desperate to escape their current situation.

			In the Brooklyn lesbian tradition, we did not call our first date a date but simply dinner, therefore maintaining the possibility that it was not a date, just a meal between potential friends, until we decided whether or not we wanted it to be a date. We met at a wobbly table in a nice-ish restaurant in Williamsburg. She was beautiful in the candlelight, with high cheekbones and a shapely mouth, though our senses of humor seemed incompatible; she barely laughed at my jokes and didn’t make many herself.

			As I sawed into my cauliflower steak—the biggest scam of all vegetarian entrées, though I kept optimistically ordering it in all the little restaurants of New York City that had discovered they could charge meat prices for a slab of fibrous water sprinkled with capers—she squinted at me.

			“Is this a date?” she asked.

			I shrugged. “I don’t know, is it?”

			I didn’t mean for it to sound like a riddle, but it did. Things deteriorated from there. She spoke about her ex-wife in a bereft, castigating tone, and I nodded noncommittally.

			Still, she texted me the next day and I did not hesitate to respond. We flirted all day, which was exponentially more fun over text than it had been in person, though our jokes kept failing to land. I texted her while I ran on the treadmill at the gym, while my students wrote in class, at red stoplights on the drive home, and while I brushed my teeth, spattering my sleep T-shirt with toothpaste as I smiled at my phone like a baby. I ignored the bored feeling I’d had in her presence, which seemed reciprocal, and the way her grief had repelled me, an alarm that I chose not to heed. Instead, I thought about her beautiful face and the way my body vibrated when my phone did with her messages. I found my jokes funny, and maybe that was enough.

			We kept this up and a week later, I flew out of state for a reading. During the trip, our texts accelerated in a sexual direction. Tucked in the stiff white sheets of the hotel bed, I called her and we masturbated together without speaking, just our breath in each other’s ears.

			After I returned, we met up again, but skipped dinner this time, as if dinner had been the problem. Instead, I put on some Nina Simone and we perched on my gray sofa drinking seltzer. Two weeks of sexy text messages had not improved our rapport. We went to bed abruptly, as if that were the only way to end the conversation.

			Though I had stubbornly tried to prove otherwise, for me, sex without chemistry or love was a horror, and I felt quietly horrified as we lay together in my bed. None of the excitement of our text correspondences translated. We were strangers, and though I liked to fantasize about fucking strangers, in reality it felt outrageous to touch a stranger’s genitals or let a stranger touch mine. Still, it seemed inexcusably rude to interrupt the interaction after all of those texts. I brought her to orgasm with my hand and then lay there for a few moments before slithering out of bed to go to the bathroom.

			Mercifully alone behind the closed bathroom door, I splashed cold water on my face and avoided the mirror. I considered how to get her out of my apartment without being a complete asshole. I considered the possibility that I was already an asshole. I spat into the sink and then pressed my hands against my face, as if I could smear it away and start over.

			Here I was, again. There wasn’t anything extraordinary about my situation except that I felt ready to do something about it. Well, almost ready. A few weeks later, I decided to spend three months celibate.

			

			—

			“You’ll want to use some discernment when deciding who to talk to about this. I mean, making such a big deal out of three months of no sex,” my mother, a therapist, cautioned me over the phone. “There are people who—”

			“I know,” I said. “Of course I know that. Hang on, I’m about to run the blender.”

			“What’s in your smoothie?” she asked, but I didn’t attempt to answer over the machine’s roar.

			The problem with making a radical personal decision is that it pales in comparison to most things one might consider radical, like political revolution, religious conversion, suicide, or even divorce. A personal revolution is entirely subjective. Veganism, parenthood, sobriety, and, yes, three months of celibacy are attempts to induce a dramatic change in one’s life, a fact they share with political revolution, but on a different scale. A shift can be radical and ordinary at the same time. Or meaningless, when removed from the context of a life.

			I didn’t say any of this to my mother because it would have been patronizing and unnecessary. She has made many radical personal decisions, including living in a commune, escaping a cult, raising her baby (me) vegetarian in the 1980s, two divorces, one religious conversion, and several dramatic career changes. She wasn’t refuting my decision, only pointing out the obvious with her usual unvarnished honesty. It had been she who most persistently recommended that I take a break in between relationships over the years, and she who knew better than most the reasons why I ought to.

			More relevant to our conversation was the feeling of pressure inside me that had been accumulating for years, and accelerating over the past six months. We imagine the need for change manifesting in blatant ways because that’s how it is represented in movies and memoirs and TV commercials: a eureka moment that requires little discernment. I must leave my spouse! I’m queer! I can no longer toil as a cog in this machine! For me, and I think most people, it is less specific and more atmospheric, a recognition of the air quality rather than a strike of lightning. Perhaps there are some who recognize the first signs and change with haste, but I am not one. I cling to the habitual. I avoid inconvenient truth. I interrogate intuition. I let the pressure build until the discomfort of staying the same grows greater than my discomfort with changing.

			When I was younger that pressure took the shape of what I called “free-floating anxiety,” as if anxiety were a weather system or airborne disease that I had randomly encountered, rather than an internal response to my external life conditions, a result of my own choices. Anxiety, one therapist told me, is a secondary emotion, a response to emotion. Buddhists calls this the second arrow. I don’t know what Catholics call it, probably guilt.

			Whatever I called it, it had returned, a cloud bank of fear that pressed dully over the whole sky. It was worst in the mornings. Since getting sober, I’d woken up happy most mornings, but now it took an hour to muster enough gumption to face the day. I was flinchy and tired and easily disgusted. My shoulders throbbed, tightened by anxiety’s winch while I slept. I had nightmares so gruesome they felt rude to recount. I chewed my nightguard into pieces. I was clearly depressed, a state that makes me feel like an animal masquerading as a human in human clothes, because we are all that and depression is more honest than happiness. I knew from experience that my depressions are usually situational. Drugs don’t help, only change does.

			All of this to say: I felt feral and sad and couldn’t explain it, but I knew that something had to change.

			“It’s got strawberries, frozen banana, spinach, protein powder, and soy milk,” I told my mother, taking a sip through my smoothie straw. “A lot of spinach.”

			“Yum,” she said. “You can put so much spinach in a smoothie without it tasting like spinach; it’s amazing.”

			“I know,” I said. “The color is so bright but it just tastes like nothing.”

		

	
		
			“Don’t you think you should take a break?” my mother asked me when I was thirty-two. I had just ended a three-year relationship with a woman I think of as my Best Ex. Our relationship had been my healthiest ever. A year into it, she became very ill and our lives upended. A year later, I could change a PICC line dressing with the efficiency of a trained nurse. After two years of crisis and caring, she began to show improvement, but we were over. I still loved her and couldn’t bear the thought of abandoning her, so I stayed until I eventually kissed someone else. This failure to conduct myself with integrity at the end of our relationship remains one of my greatest regrets.

			Before my Best Ex, I had not been single since my first relationship at fifteen. I had been preoccupied with one person or another since I was eleven years old.

			“A break is probably a good idea,” I told my mother. I did not divulge that I had already begun an affair with the person whom I betrayed my Best Ex by kissing. I knew that I was probably using the dopamine of a new infatuation to anesthetize the pain of my breakup, but reasoned that after such a hard two years I deserved a little fun.

			The worst two years of my life followed. All of the wisdom I’d ever gleaned from experience and therapy sloughed away and I was smooth and stupid as an egg. I tolerated emotional pain that now defies credulity. That relationship was more painful than kicking heroin, than the migraine that split my skull at sixteen and the spinal tap that followed. I would easily choose a daily spinal tap for the rest of my life rather than relive our time together. Still I chose her, day after day, for two years. Giving up that kind of attachment can be harder than giving up a drug, I found, at the end of it.

			The contents of this book begin where that nightmare ended. I would not have ventured into celibacy had I been less ravaged. In the early days, however, I was not ready to admit this. In my recovery community, people often say that one’s bottom gets lower the longer one is sober. That is, the deeper we get into recovery, the clearer we can see the wreckage of the past. It was always worse than we told ourselves as we lived it. I have long struggled to face the depth of my own hurts. I tend to minimize my wounds until I am a certain distance from their cause. At first, I minimized the stakes of my celibacy, of changing myself, because it made it easier to step toward that challenge. I preferred to think about celibacy in terms of self-actualization. I needed more time for everything, didn’t I? I did not want to admit that my life might not be worth living if I did not change. That I might not survive another round of such debasement. That what I had called love might be something else.

			It is not easy to stop a twenty-year habit. This habit began when I was a child suddenly inside a woman’s body, and I had been yoked by the desire of others for most of my life. However painful, however limited my power, it was simple. Though I was capable of changing myself in many other areas, when I became unhappy in love I changed my partner. It is easier to change the hardware than the operating system. Changing your own operating system is a slow and painful work. I’d done it before. It is an act of creation and the imagination sputters to envision the unknown. What would govern me if not this old familiar moon, looking new every night?

			

			—

			My friend Jenny and I met at the new café on Bedford Avenue to work together. It was full of attractive people in their twenties and thirties who also came there to work because they didn’t have room in their apartments. Or they worked better with the gentle pressure of other people’s presence. Back then, I focused more easily with a companion nearby. When I worked alone in my apartment, the feeling that I was missing something gnawed at me. It may simply have been a function of living in New York City, where I paid so much in rent that I wanted to justify it by constantly having the unique experience of living in that specific place. That is, of course, how all of those pretty people got there, why that café existed, how that neighborhood—Bedford-Stuyvesant—had been so radically gentrified since the late nineties when I arrived in New York. Most radical shifts are the result of cumulative personal decisions, intended or not.

			After a couple of hours spent staring on our laptops at adjacent tables, we broke for lunch. I had spent those hours reading about the Belgian beguines and Dahomey Amazons, hurtling down the rabbit hole of female celibacy, a new habit of mine. I was supposed to be completing edits on my second book. One way of describing the book is that it detailed the violence with which revelation must occur to me in order to puncture my resistance to real change. Another is that it told the story of that ruinous two-year love affair and performed an autopsy on my abandonment issues. It had been just over a year since that relationship ended, a year in which I had furiously worked on the book. The writing had served a dual purpose, as it often did: it was simultaneously a means of avoiding the emotional fallout of the events I described and also processing it.

			Jenny was working on a book, too. She had beautiful curly hair, a raspy voice, and was one of the funniest people I knew. Over our exorbitantly priced grain bowls, I explained to her that I planned to spend ninety days celibate. Jenny had been single for almost three years at that time.

			“Something needs to change,” I explained.

			Jenny thoughtfully finished chewing her mouthful of farro and swallowed. “So, you’re going to give up sex for three months?” She laughed richly, like a villain in a children’s cartoon and then concluded: “Fuck you, Melissa.”

			“There are different kinds of celibacy!” I insisted. I wanted to elaborate that being involuntarily celibate was so very different from choosing abstinence, and to describe all the various kinds of celibacy I had been reading about—the beguines and the mystics and the Shakers and the Amazons—but it all rang pitifully in my mind. It occurred to me that making a study of my experience was a strategy that helped me to approach a challenge, but I ought not mistake my motive for a rhetorical one. Jenny wouldn’t be fooled. In the context of her life, my celibacy was ridiculous. That was as true a fact as the radical nature of it in my own life. Being a memoirist had instilled in me a tolerance for the contradictory truths of personal experience. So I said nothing and laughed with her at myself.

			After lunch, I went back to reading. I often tried to substitute an emotional pursuit with an intellectual one. In our sessions, my therapist incessantly interrupted my analytical discursions to ask annoying questions like, But where do you feel this in your body? This was what I paid her for and I hated it. Writing itself was also a form of procrastination, a way to replace one kind of work with another. Autobiographical writing in particular was a form of intellectualization and aestheticization that still led, ultimately, to a confrontation with emotional truth. I was so averse to confronting my emotions that I needed to be boiled in them ever so slowly, like the proverbial frog. A slow-boiling pot gets the job done eventually.

			The beguines interested me in particular because I was looking for maps. In the thirteenth through sixteenth centuries, these orders of religious laywomen spread through northern Europe like a beautiful contagion. The beguines lived in semimonastic communes called beguinages, each with their own self-designated rules. They spent their days among the poor and worked in service as nurses, social workers, and teachers. Though celibate and unmarried, they took no vows, did not give up their property, and could leave the order anytime. They traveled, preached, and lived more independently than most women in the western world.

			The beguines saw celibacy as a route to freedom rather than a deprivation. For many, I imagine, it was itself a freedom. Exempt from the servitude of marriage and motherhood, their world and their futures grew far beyond the circumscribed limits of female life at that time. At least until the men of the church realized what freedom they enjoyed and began persecuting them, ultimately stamping out their centuries-long movement and attempts at its historiography.

			I liked the idea of choosing celibacy, not as a last-resort treatment of my depression, not as a deprivation, but as an attempt to grow my world. I was haunted by my romances in the years since Best Ex and I broke up. Not only the worst one, but interludes like that with the curator and its sad, predictable plot. What had felt thrilling and expansive for much of my life had not only led to the greatest disaster of my adulthood, but also, through repetition, circumscribed my life. I scrolled back in time and saw that, especially in the months since those apocalyptic two years, I was drawn to the bright promise of sex and romance, only to find it soon tasteless like that cheap gum I used to love as a kid, chasing the bloom of acid sweetness piece after piece until my jaw ached.

			

			—

			As I walked home, it began to rain. It was March, the ugliest time of year in New York: trees barren, snow melted to reveal defrosting layers of garbage and dog shit. The warmth of Jenny’s company began to wane and my anxiety returned. The filthy street became a mirror. Two men stood smoking outside of a bodega and when the smell seared my nostrils, I badly wanted a cigarette. I loved smoking. I had loved it since I was fifteen and taught myself to inhale with a stolen pack of Marlboro Lights.

			No one in my family smoked and they looked upon the habit with disgust, but I understood before I ever took a puff why a person would smoke. A cigarette provides both hunger and satisfaction, organizes a day into a series of resolved plots: the rising desire and its perfect fulfillment. It offers a trail of breadcrumbs to follow through the chaos of life and its many unmet desires, its less predictable pleasures. Quitting smoking, which I had done many times, triggered a fear that there would be nothing left to look forward to. This feeling passed if I stayed stopped, though it didn’t diminish my love for smoking. Even during years-long stints without cigarettes I pined for them like an ex with whom I was still a little in love. As one of the addictions slower to kill me, I picked it up periodically and flirted with full-fledged smoking.

			I did not stop to bum one from the smoking men or to buy a loosie from the bodega. I kept walking. I distracted myself with thoughts of how people who stop smoking in the UK say that they “gave up” cigarettes, whereas we say that we quit them. It seemed to indicate a fundamental difference in relationship. To quit something is to leave it, to remove oneself from the site of it. We quit jobs, gambling, biting our nails, and sometimes people. To give something up is to relinquish it, to hand it over to some other, better keeper. To free one’s hands for other holdings. It is more surrender than departure. I had not really given up smoking, only quit it, temporarily.

			For years, I had a glittery bumper sticker on my car whose voluptuous font read: Don’t Quit, Surrender, one of the more sanctimonious twelve-step slogans. Best Ex and I—both sober for years—had put it there for laughs, but over time my reading of it became increasingly earnest, especially after we broke up. Our breakup was messy and agonizing, which felt like a betrayal of how great our love had otherwise been, an extension of my more local betrayal of her. Our relationship was beyond my skill level, really. The more time passed, the clearer it became that I had been punching over my weight. I was not up to the task of being a good partner in the face of our challenges. I did not end things when I should have. I had waited to stop loving her. I had tried to quit without surrendering, without giving her up. Eventually, the sticker started to feel pointed, as though I were being trolled by my own bumper, so I scraped it off with a razor.

			I had quit many things. As a younger woman, I was always leaving. I never even told some jobs that I had quit. I just stopped showing up and never walked down that street again. Once, I quit a yearlong relationship that way. There is a word for this now: ghosting. In 1998, no one was complaining about it on the internet, so it remained unnamed. The act of naming has materializing power. Now, we know how many ghosts there are. Back then, I thought it was only me. It was easier to feel like a specter when I was the only one, to believe in self-erasure, to not think of my exes and their hauntings. This kind of quitting shrank my world. You can erase only so many streets before you are confined. Then I would move and start over.

			As I aged, it seemed that I was always giving something up. Sometimes it felt relentless, but I knew it was also proof of growth. In my more honest moments, I suspected that I would eventually arrive at this oldest drive, this most compelling distraction: love. Still, once arrived, it felt too big to face. I was in such a shaken state—racked by nightmares, still reeling from disaster.

			I began to wonder with some dread if giving up love and sex for a spell might not be enough to disrupt my patterns, to prevent the worst from recurring. If I did not change myself constitutionally in that time, my old routines would be waiting for me intact on the other side, pretty as an unlit cigarette.

		

	
		
			I can’t quit you, babe, sang Robert Plant on the classic rock station as I drove to work, so I’m gonna put you down for a while. It had been only two weeks, but everything seemed to lead back to my celibacy, including the radio’s persistent characterization of love as a disease, an addiction, a form of bondage. This perception is called the Baader-Meinhof phenomenon, or frequency illusion. The most commonly given example is when one learns a new word and it suddenly appears everywhere. There was less illusion in this case, however, because the majority of songs on the radio really are about love, and the majority of songs about love characterize it as a total nightmare. Or, at best, as a manic fantasy that clearly has nothing to do with the beloved and everything to do with the singer treating them like a rag doused in ether. Hit me, baby, one more time, indeed.

			I remembered the clinical term for it: limerence, which I’d discovered and been briefly obsessed with as a teenager. Coined by psychologist Dorothy Tennov in her 1979 book, Love and Limerence: The Experience of Being in Love, limerence refers to the state of obsessive romantic infatuation, especially when the subject has yet to possess the object of their obsession, or even to confirm that their feelings are reciprocated. It could refer to a simple crush, or obsessions at the more pathological end of the spectrum. The Jungian psychoanalyst Robert L. Moore theorized that limerence is a genetically driven condition, and others have suggested that those who are chronically afflicted suffer low serotonin levels, similar to people with obsessive-compulsive disorder.

			My responses to all sources of the hormones that might treat such a disposition—dopamine, endorphin, adrenaline—suggest that I am one of these people. My childhood reactions to television, sugar, praise, mood-altering chemicals, and, yes, romantic infatuation were epiphanic. I hadn’t known I suffered until I met relief. The tastes I developed for them were nothing short of fiendish.

			As a teen, I already recognized myself in Tennov’s descriptions of that heady intoxication, the secret truth that “despite ideals and philosophy, you find yourself a player in a process that bears unquestionable similarity to a game. The prize is not trifling; reciprocation produces ecstasy.” I had already enjoyed that ecstasy and understood the thrill of the chase, how irresistible yielding to it could be. But my other obsessive pursuits did not possess that game-like quality, did not satisfy the thrill of the chase, of competition against myself. Infatuation provided the satisfying high, but also a sense of accomplishment. I was good at being in love, good at securing the affections of my love object. Over the years, however, my pride gave way to ambivalence, and then shame. Finally, at thirty-two, that once comforting form of control had led to my demoralization. F. Scott Fitzgerald famously said: “First you take a drink, then the drink takes a drink, then the drink takes you.” Love was not a drink, and my pursuit of it did not fit perfectly into the rubric of addiction, but it had taken me.

			

			—

			I turned off of the highway and took the familiar turns, passing strip malls and pizza shops. As I pulled into the campus parking lot, I smelled the salt air through my cracked window. I taught at a university on the Jersey Shore whose campus sprawled around a majestic building that was the former summer home of Woodrow Wilson, the twenty-eighth U.S. president, avid racial segregationist and anti-suffragist. It was remodeled by its subsequent owners—the brothers who owned the F. W. Woolworth Company—in the style of Versailles, an over-the-top gesture that from a twenty-first-century vantage point looks quintessentially nouveau riche, and quintessentially New Jersey. It served as Daddy Warbucks’s mansion in the film Annie.

			In the footsteps of those dancing orphans roamed my students, burnished by tanning beds and clad in tiny shorts. One of the few notable alums (though he had not actually graduated) was a cast member on the reality show Jersey Shore. They were obedient and innocent and somewhat spoiled, still living at home with parents who paid too much for their private education. Over the years, I came to think of them privately as “America’s children,” with a little disdain but mostly affection.

			It was a good job for which I was grateful. I had been working since the day I turned fourteen and at thirty-six still mentally broke down my salary to weekly amounts. Prior to being a professor, I worked for the longest stints in food service and the sex industry. This job, in addition to paying more and furnishing benefits, was the least humiliating one I’d ever had, and one of the only in which my pay did not increase with my willingness to exploit my sexuality.

			I was interested in the concept of “a life’s work” and believed that one’s life’s work was whatever pastime one devoted the greatest number of hours to. My teaching job granted me an awareness of all the years I had spent leveraging my body for financial security. I did not want self-exploitation to be my life’s work and was chilled by the possibility that one might not recognize their life’s work until it ceased.

			That night, I taught a graduate class that was devoted to a semester-long study of lyric forms. We met in a classroom in the university library. There were a disconcertingly small number of books in the library, but there was a beautiful marble staircase and massive floor-to-ceiling windows. The building was designed by the same architects responsible for the New York Public Library on Forty-Second Street. It was a Beaux-Arts-style mansion replete with Palladian arcades and Ionic columns in its marbled interior. The exterior was white stucco and the windows adorned with the green-and-white-striped awnings of an Italian villa. My class was held in the chestnut-paneled former billiards room.

			Everyone said that the mansion had been Peggy Guggenheim’s summer home, which turned out to be untrue, though for years I imagined her bringing Samuel Beckett up that marble staircase and fucking him in one of our classrooms or the rare books room. I liked teaching in the library because it was beautiful and because I felt connected to Peggy Guggenheim. In addition to dynamically influencing the art scene in mid-twentieth-century New York City, she had also fucked whomever she pleased. Consequently, she was viciously slut-shamed by the whole art world, which supposedly did not cause her to feel ashamed but did cause her to move to Venice, Italy. I had been viciously slut-shamed in middle school and, unlike Guggenheim, had felt tremendously ashamed, a feeling that lingered and still arose sometimes in my adulthood.

			

			—

			That night in the former billiards room I tried to explain the lyric I to my students, the way it, as the text I had assigned them explained, “sounds the status of the ‘human’ itself—an animal with a past,” and how “its character or ethos also sounds the historical truth of a linguistic community—those who share a particular experience of trauma that produces ‘humans.’ ” They mostly stared at me, uncomprehending, except for the one or two whose eyes flickered, lamps lit by understanding and interest.

			“The lyric I is not just the speaker of the poem,” I told them. “It is not the poet. It is the voice of experience, a voice that includes the reader, that speaks out of a collective first person—a kind of first-person plural.” Some of them, I knew, did not have a firm enough grasp on pronouns or point of view to contemplate this grammatical metaphor. Though these same students loved to write first-person narratives in the second-person point of view. You, you, you. Not to address the reader directly, but to include them, to include everyone, really, in their descriptions of experience. They did it when they spoke colloquially as well: It’s like when you, they said. They said you to mean the I that is we. It was a trend I noticed in speech, theirs and mine. In a way, it was an example of the lyric I, the collective, an acknowledgment of shared experience, or a wish for it.

			I quoted the poet Edward Hirsch, saying that lyric poetry is “a highly concentrated and passionate form of communication between strangers” and felt that they were with me, at least emotionally. They liked to talk about passion. All of their poems were love poems. We would get to the love poems, but first I had hazed them with this long and difficult article about lyric poetry. Half of them wouldn’t have finished it and the other half wouldn’t have understood it. I was chewing it for them like a mother wolf, breaking it down into language that they could digest.

			I did not feel maternal toward my students, nor did I cultivate a motherly relationship to them, but I loved the way their faces brightened with understanding when I got it right, when I lit their lamps not only with the right words, but with my passion for the subject. The key was to teach the subjects that lit my own lamp.

			Part of making the students love a text was circumnavigating their first reactions to it. Even if they loved it, or thought they did, it was often a false love, driven less by comprehension and appreciation of the work itself than whatever they projected onto it.

			“There is a difference between how you react to a text,” I told my students at the beginning of every semester, “and how you analyze a text. You can be attracted to or repelled by the content and still think critically about that response, about your own relationship to the text. Our work is that of practicing such discernment, of teasing apart a feeling from comprehension.” This process revealed entry points into the text that weren’t visible before, obscured by the reader’s first emotional response to the content, or to the experience of being flummoxed. As in love among humans, we cannot appreciate a text until we really see it, and in order to see it we have to get out of the way.

			

			—

			The history of celibate women, for instance, turned out to be overwhelmingly populated by religiously devout women. Voluntarily celibate women throughout history had mostly made that vow as one to God. My first reaction to this was disappointment. I wanted celibacy to be, well, sexier. Though I considered myself a spiritual person, religion remained uninteresting to me.

			My Puerto Rican father and his brothers grew up in a small New Jersey town. At the Catholic school they attended in the sixties, their teachers were Dominican nuns, many of whom were sadists and racists. They caned children’s knuckles with rulers and hung them by their collars from coat hooks in dark closets. My father’s loathing for the Catholic Church is complete and uncomplicated. He raised my brother and me to believe that people of religion were dangerous fools, duped by the literal reading of an ancient book of fairy tales, who had weaponized it for centuries to torture themselves and others.

			What are religious people? he would ask us.

			Sheep! we would answer.

			And what are you?

			WOLVES, we would cry gleefully, and howl.

			I carried this bias until I got sober at twenty-three, when other sober people told me I must develop a conception of a higher power in order to stop doing heroin. Though my father had been partially correct in his judgments of the church, a little scrutiny revealed the hubris of any individual assuming they knew better than seventy thousand years of human observance of faith in something greater than themselves. That humility made it possible for me to develop a concept of a higher power—I
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