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For Iowa, where a piece of my heart will always live,

and for Jay, who is my home





Do not be daunted by the enormity of the world’s grief. Do justly now. Love mercy now. Walk humbly now. You are not obligated to complete the work but neither are you free to abandon it.



 


—Pirkei Avot
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My Husband Was Dresden


Our statistics are thrown off because we tend to remember the unusual rather than the usual.



 


—William R. Corliss, Tornados, Dark Days, Anomalous Precipitation, and Related Weather Phenomena: A Catalog of Geophysical Anomalies



 

FROM THE MOMENT I saw Lucius Bocelli I wanted to go to bed with him. If I’d known then what Michael would put me through by way of penance—in twenty-six years of marriage you’d think if he’d so badly needed to spank me he’d’ve found an opportunity—I might have simply given in. Instead I spent three months in tortuous longing before succumbing to all I felt for Lucius. But retrospect is convenient, life less so. Even if I should have foreseen—or already known of—my husband’s peccadilloes, I still could not have gazed into the future to know, say, the path that May’s tornado would take across Iowa, straight through our daughter’s wedding. I met Lucius in late January. I’d just arrived in Ohio for my semester’s teaching exchange; he was recently back from a year and a half in France, a research sabbatical he’d extended with an additional six-month leave. His work was on Nazi collaborationists of the Vichy regime, and he’d be headed back to France that summer, but when we met it was only January. The Democrats hadn’t even nominated someone to run against Dubya and bar him from a second term. Bernadette—the mother-in-law whose belligerent existence I’d suffered for more than half my life—was still alive and kicking me at every available opportunity, and Ginny wasn’t yet married to Silas Yoder, or pregnant and off her psych meds and once again as miserable as she’d been before the electroshock. Orah and Obadiah Yoder were already dead—Silas and Eula’s parents, hit head-on and killed by an SUV, in their own buggy in front of their own Prairie farm—and a year had done little to dissipate that pain. The birth of Eula’s baby had diverted us, yes. My point is this: when I met Lucius my life was more stable than it had been in twenty-five years. I met him, and I wanted him—more clearly, and maybe less complicatedly, than I think I have ever wanted anything in this life.

There’d been a reading at the U of O—a progressive political commentator—with a gathering afterward at the dean’s home, for the obligatory university-issue cheese-and-cracker platters and a Midwestern supermarket arrangement of crudités: concentric moats of gray-tinged cauliflower, parched baby carrots, and inedibly mushy grape tomatoes surrounding the ranch dip bowl. Guests represented the left of the U of O faculty, and there was a collective relief at being surrounded by other sane people at a time when the main—hell, the only—criteria for sanity were (a) abject terror at the state of the union, and (b) downright hatred of the president, who had about as much ability to run the country as one of our thickheaded, eighteen-year-old frat boys. And less humility, which is almost inconceivable. The wine flowed that night, and it was lousy, but it was on the U, so we drank with zeal. In Ohio, at the end of January, four-foot snowbanks turning the campus into a giant ice maze, you drink what’s offered, and you’re grateful.

I’d gotten a lift to the dean’s house from Anthea Lingafelter, a Romanticist. As we entered, I saw, leaning in the arch of the foyer, a man I took instantly to be the actor Ed Harris. I’d like to imagine my next thought would have been, What the hell is Ed Harris doing here?, but Anthea had paused to make introductions and my hand was already extended as I heard her say, “Phillipa Maakestad—on loan to us—Theater.” I was beaming a sort of I-thought-Pollock-was-brilliant smile when it seemed that, of this man whose hand I was shaking, Anthea was saying, “Lucius Bocelli, History.” His expression mutated from pleased-to-meet-you to perplexity. I’d been holding his hand far longer than appropriate and dropped it abruptly, jerking away. A step behind my own actions, the soundtrack of my brain was out of sync with the picture. I shook hands with the others in the group, registering nothing. Then Anthea guided me away toward a den, slipping her parka onto a futon couch where coats were being piled.

“I thought he was Ed Harris!” I told her.

Anthea glanced back, her look inscrutable to me, and said, “Lucius?” When I made a face to say, Yes, the Ed Harris look-alike, who else?, she lifted her chin and let out a hoot—a hoot that only became clear much later when Lucius told me of the affair they’d had years before. Lucius, I will note, had nothing to do with Anthea’s divorce.

I encountered him minutes later on line at the makeshift bar. He came up behind me. “The wine’s no good,” he said, “but it makes the socializing go down easier.”

I was conscious of my own breath—I heard it like the rush of wind through a tunnel—and I’m not a woman often conscious of her own breath. “I’m so sorry.” I lifted my hand toward the site of our introduction. “I thought you were Ed Harris.” I shook my head in castigation for my absurdity. A smile spread across his face, crinkling his eyes, and I saw he was older than I’d realized. For no reason I can understand, it was this that hit my pelvis: realization of his age somehow turned my breathless giddiness into grave desire.

Lucius’s eyes—pale, pale blue—were deeply set, corners striated with wrinkles, the skin there thin and tissuey as parchment. I had to physically restrain myself from lifting my hand to run a thumb across that delicacy. His face was so hard and sculpted it made that thin-thin skin at the corners of his eyes seem all the more fragile, their sadness devastatingly palpable. To see him smile felt like a triumph, and I may have known then that I would love this man with a ferocity, and an urgency, and a gravity I had never experienced before.

He dropped his chin, tucked it to his neck, and peered at me as if over reading glasses he wasn’t actually wearing. “I suspect,” he said, “you just can’t tell one bald man from another.”

“Come on,” I said, “it’s not like I mistook you for Danny DeVito.”

His grin broke wide again—the shine of those sad, deep-set eyes. He conceded my point.

“Or Gandhi,” I said.

“No,” he said thoughtfully, mock-thoughtfully. “No, not Gandhi.”

“Bruce Willis . . . Telly Savalas . . . Yul Brynner . . .”

“Now you’re talking really bald—I have my scruff.” He fluffed at his hair. “My tufts.”

“Which,” I pointed out, “is why I thought you were Ed Harris and got a bit tongue-tied.”

Lucius looked suddenly disappointed. He’d glanced at my left hand: “You’re married.”

Without thinking, I shifted my hands on my hips to cover my knuckles, absurdly hiding the ring he’d already seen. “You?” I asked.

He tipped back his plastic glass, drained its dregs, stuck it in the underarm crook of his blazer, and held his hands out as though I’d asked to inspect his fingernails. Because of the cup, one arm was hitched up shorter than the other, his back bent as if in halfhearted Igor impersonation. His fingernails were clean, cut short, healthy pink, and he had small hands, downy with grayed hair I could tell had once been golden blond. They made me think of lifeguards on the California beaches of my childhood—muscled hands, thick-veined, wiry like the rest of him; he’s sinewy and compact as a greyhound. He wore no ring. “Thrice was plenty,” he said, then straightened and caught his cup as it fell.

I’d be lying to say I wasn’t alarmed. Three marriages? But he was so forthcoming, and emotion overrode skepticism. I was already in love, and reconciled the question instantly. One failed marriage in this era barely warrants mention; at our age, two is hardly surprising. Three, though, calls for a story: a brief starter marriage, maybe, then a long-term one, ending in her death—cancer—and then an awful, grief-spurred, six-month catastrophe. That’s what I imagined. “Kids?” I asked, and I’d like to think if he had more than, say, four—or any were still underage—I would have run, but I’d probably have found a way to reconcile that, too.

He was nodding. “Two, from my second marriage. Jesus, they’re middle-aged,” he said sheepishly. “Hannah and Tim. Both married. Kids of their own who aren’t even kids anymore.” He laid it out like he was coming clean.

“Grandkids—how old are you?” I’d assumed he was maybe Michael’s age, sixtyish.

Lucius chuckled. “Put it this way: I’m Medicare-eligible.”

“You are not.”

His lips closed in a knowing line. “Oh, yes. Indeed I am. And yourself?”

“Fifty,” I told him.

“And the rest?”

My eyes felt extraordinarily wide. I dropped my hands and faced him like a refugee. Like someone with nothing left to lose, which wasn’t the case at all. “One daughter, Ginny. Twenty-five. Getting married in May.” It was so easy to say. Just like that, I’d practically written Ginny a new life story—leapt over years of hospital corridors and caloric mandates, meth dens and court orders, razor blades and electroconvulsive shock—flew over it all and announced that I had a daughter about to be married. It wasn’t a lie; it was entirely true—and it was glorious.

“Mazel tov,” he said.

“You’re a Jew?” I said.

“My mother was,” he answered.

“Mine too,” I said. “And my father.”

“And you?” he asked.

“Me what?”

“You’re a Jew? Unto yourself?”

“Not really.”

“Me neither,” he confessed.

“I never was, growing up, but in Iowa I sort of am, because no one else is. My parents weren’t at all; my father’s folks were—they were the ones who came over. A job at UC got my grandparents out of Germany early. Turned them into Golden State Jews.”

“You’re from California!” He looked delighted. “Where?”

“Bay Area, Berkeley.”

Lucius smiled, tipped his empty cup to his chest. “L.A.” He shook his head: “Two California Jews in the heartland . . .”

“My husband calls me a Murphyist.” It was the wrong thing to say: giving voice to Michael made him real and present, and me terribly uncomfortable. To cover, to lose the word “husband” among others, I babbled: “An anything-that-can-go-wrong-will framework with a healthy Judaic fear of the kinehora thrown in: don’t draw attention to the good or it will turn to shit. I’d call it a kind of nonsectarian superstitionism, if you will.”

“I will,” Lucius said. My memory goes a little funny from there. I’m pretty certain that’s all we said, but I don’t know how much time passed before I reawoke to our surroundings and realized we’d been staring at each other as the bar line split and re-merged around us, like a river past a boulder, there in the middle of Dean Sewell’s living room.

Three months passed before Lucius and I succumbed to a fully consummate affair. Our relationship was not something I entered lightly; I understood the gravity with which it would bear upon my marriage. One does not simply step away after twenty-six unstrayingly married years. When Michael and I met, I was a young grad student, he my young professor. Such things were less taboo then, which is not to say that they happen now with any less regularity, just with a greater threat of lawsuit. I fell in love with my professor, and he with me, and when I finished my degree we married and I joined the department; they divided his teaching appointment in two, and I became his second half. We taught, and produced shows at the university theater. Michael practically grew up in the U’s costume shop—Bernadette, his mother, ran it for decades—and he’d spent his childhood trolling the theater, raised, so to speak, in the wings. His ubiquitous lifelong presence made it only natural for him to assume an official role at the theater. Straight out of his own undergrad studies, they hired him as an assistant professor to do what he’d already been doing for years: run lights, sound, sets, etc., for the entire theater, and teach in a new major, theater design and technical production. My role in the department has always been more traditional, and more peripheral. I stage shows—they give me the musicals, of which I’m irrationally fond—which I’ve mostly enjoyed, and I teach acting, directing, history of theater, wherever they stick me. My own degree’s in playwriting, but it’s been a long time since I made specific use of it. I am the department’s generic professor: I teach nearly everything we offer and, unqualified as I may be, I still usually know more than the average undergraduate. So it goes in American higher education. I think it was different once upon a time. My grandfather was a Berkeley professor, and—who knows?—maybe it was really all in the three-piece suits, the briefcase. Or in his stature as “Professor” or “Grandpa,” but he certainly seemed more learned than the people I work with. He’d’ve been appalled by me. I can just hear his voice, that accent, thick: “What is it you have on, Phillipa? You’re lecturing in your pajamas? These hoodlums—these are your students?”

Michael and I were married a year when Ginny was born and her difficult life—and ours—began. We raised her as best we could, and that had been my life for twenty-five years. Which is to say, Ginny’s life had subsumed my own for a quarter-century. But she’d made it—we’d all made it—through to an ease we’d never dreamed possible. In 2004, for the first time since 1979, I finally had a life again in which I was not my child’s caretaker before all else. I was not unhappy with Michael. Certainly our marriage had, like so many, grown staid, but after all we’d gone through in Ginny’s childhood, her adolescence and early adulthood, we were fine with staid. Everything was fine. Which is what Michael kept saying: “What happened? Everything was fine—wasn’t everything fine?” Because it had been fine, and probably would have continued to be fine, if not for Lucius. That’s not blame but acknowledgment: Lucius and I collided like a force of nature. We’re no more to blame for the resulting combustion than air pressure fronts and atmospheric conditions are to blame for a tornado. Blame me, but blame me for inadequate shelter provisions, neglectful stormproofing, general lack of preparedness. Blame the tornado, if you must, though a tornado hurtles blindly. Or, fine: blame me! But blame me for my explanations and justifications and rationales, my refusal—here, again—to take responsibility or claim agency. Blame my acquiescence to forces I insist were beyond my control. What I won’t back down from is this: Lucius and I met and we were a twister. We tried to keep ourselves apart, but some forces are too great. Some forces are beyond control.

 

Our mutual desire was undeniable, but I was married. Period. So for three months I put myself through a battery of diversionary tactics, buffering my life with appointments and collegial lunches and outside projects, yet I moved from class to meeting to meal in a perpetual state of awareness that at any moment I might run into him and be entirely undone. So much of this life we spend holding ourselves together, when all we’re really looking for is someone who might undo us completely.

Around me, Lucius was deferential, maintaining space between us as if legally bound to hover reverently on his own side of that ostensibly impenetrable Maginot Line. It was a dance: I moved, he moved, we moved together, our distance as constant and pressing as our attraction. It was excruciating. With every impulse in my being I felt compelled to touch this man. At times it was comical: we’d catch eyes across the room at some function, or over the whitened plain of a snowy quad, and like dumb little lab mice we’d bump against the Plexiglas maze wall and pass at a distance, rubbing our sore noses. Shaken by these proximal encounters, I barely remembered whether we were fighting to stay away from each other or trying with animal desperation to come together. This wasn’t a show of resistance for appearance’s sake, though that probably made us look all the more pathetic, like rescue workers doggedly pulling sandbags from one breached levee to fix another when anyone could have told us we were both already underwater.

Perhaps it’s appropriate that we were ultimately done in by a torrential April rain. Classes hit a lull before the last push to semester’s end, and on a nasty, wet Friday night, in a fit of seasonal pique, I took myself to a movie. It should have been no surprise that my instinct toward cushioned seating, passive entertainment, and heavily salted and buttered carbohydrates would be shared by other sentient Ohioans that evening, but this would not dawn on me until I was already downtown, Volvo in a lot, contraband convenience-store candy secreted in my handbag. Lucius had the same instinct that night, and was equally confounded to find the campus triplex sold out for both the seven and nine o’clock shows. We stood in the lobby gazing up at the SOLD OUT signs like travelers who’ve missed their train and can do nothing but stare at the departures board, hoping there’s been some mistake.

Lucius saw me before I saw him. He did not approach, but I felt eyes on me in that Camplex lobby and turned to spot him, some fifteen feet away. He had his driver’s license in hand, expectant as an undergraduate to be carded for his age, eager to prove himself. I loved him. I loved him already. I hunched my shoulders and constricted my chest muscles to protect the walloping heart inside. I hurt for loving him.

“Poor planning,” he called to me, rooted where he stood.

“Speak for yourself.” Was I trying to sass him, show my brassy bravado? I don’t even know; no more came from my mouth. Lucius looked at me helplessly. Nothing mattered: it was over, our struggle futile. We lost hold and gravity got its way, and in that instant our pretending was born.

“Video rental?” Lucius asked, as if it were the next logical move. I shrugged my concession and went to him as though we’d come to the theater together and I’d only gone to use the ladies’ room. Now, returning to him to find him ticketless, all shows sold out, what option was left us but to rent a film and go home to watch it? We exited the doors of the Camplex as though we’d entered through them together minutes before.

“My car’s right here,” Lucius said, and I suppose I made a significant choice right then, saying nothing of my own car in the ramp a block away. I simply got in. Mine was unfit for company anyway. Michael and Ginny mocked me for driving a dumpster: my big steel box of trash. I inherited it when my parents died, a late-eighties Volvo, in great shape, its first decade spent in California without snow or salt. My loyalty to it is, admittedly, sentimental, but I’ve never felt their ridicule to be quite fair. Yes, my car collects coffee cups and department mailings and gas receipts and plastic bottles and extra pairs of shoes and umbrellas and emergency Ziplocs of nuts in case I don’t get a chance to eat before class. Would it be nice to drive a clean car? Sure. I’d also love it if my handbag didn’t weigh ten pounds, with forgotten tape measures and Advil bottles and fortunes in loose change. But life is short, and I’m always late for something, grabbing my bag, racing out of the house. Time never slows enough for me to get on top of the accumulation. Once a year something happens to necessitate the dumping and sorting of my handbag, or a sack of potting soil opens in the back seat and I have to get everything out of the car to vacuum, but so help me I’ve never understood (a) how the hell other people manage to keep their cars clean and their handbags efficient, their offices tidy, etc. & etc., and (b) why it’s so unfailingly hilarious that I can’t. Big deal: my car’s a mess! Still, that didn’t mean I wanted Lucius to see it, at least not yet. And in that not yet was, I suppose, an admission that we had a future. And with that thought, we became a we.

Lucius held open the passenger door of his Honda, and I ducked out of the stinging drizzle and let him close me in. I leaned to unlock the driver’s side, but there was no need. “I never bother,” he said, climbing in. Then he shook his head. “That’s not true. I actively don’t bother. Sometimes I forget I haven’t lived in L.A. for thirty years, and I lock it, and then I come back and unlock it because I think if it’s locked someone’s going to steal something out of spite, like, I’ll give you reason to lock it, buddy. But who’d steal from an unlocked ’87 Civic?”

We drove down Cuyahoga Street in silence. I flinched as the car swiped a low-hanging branch. Lucius reached to turn on the heat and defrost. “I like the video place in that mini-plaza,” he said. “Tutty’s? Tooty’s? Something like that . . . Tuppy’s?”

I shook my head. I hadn’t seen a movie in more than three months. “Why does it smell like waffles?” The car had filled with a warm syrupy smell, like childhood breakfasts, overly sweet—not real maple syrup but Aunt Jemima, Mrs. Butterworth’s, a taste we’ve grown so accustomed to that the real thing doesn’t taste right anymore.

“I think the antifreeze is leaking. Or the AC coolant or something. Someone called Car Talk a few months ago about French toast in his heater. It’s got to be the same thing.”

We pulled into the parking area of a corner-lot office park whose unlikely entrance banner read: REBEL PLAZA. I thought maybe he’d chosen this place so we wouldn’t run into anyone we knew; there was a Blockbuster much closer to the neighborhood where he lived and where I was subletting. Turned out he feels about Blockbuster the way I feel about McDonald’s.

We pushed through the door of the family-owned video rental, on which the name Alice’s was neatly scripted in lavender. “Tuppy’s?” I asked.

Lucius waved his hands, abdicating from all activities involving coherent thought.

Students crammed the narrow aisles of the store I will now always think of as Tuppy’s. We stood before a wall of swarming box covers; I could not focus on a single title.

“Prof Bocelli, hey.” A dreadlocked young white man strode up wearing one of those thick hoodies that either smell like llama or always get worn by people who smell like llama.

Lucius greeted him, then said, “Do you know Professor Maakestad, on loan to us from Iowa, in Theater?” I shook hands with the student, who jostled my arm with buoyant enthusiasm. He did not offer his name or any other words, yet I had the sense that he thought nothing of seeing two professors at the video store together on a Friday night. It’s likely he was too stoned to think at all—the pot aura around him nearly obscured the scent of llama—but what was there to think of two professors at the video store together on a Friday night? We’d run into each other, both squeezed from a sold-out movie. There was no reason to imagine our evening would involve anything beyond watching a film and consuming microwave popcorn. This thought made me both sick and emboldened at the same time. The idea of sitting alone in a room with Lucius and not touching him felt physically impossible, but a staunch defiance accompanied my own entitled outrage: how dare anyone assume anything about us! We’d stand firm on our moral high tundra and laugh at their base suspicions.

The student drifted away and Lucius and I were left to gaze at the wall of movies. Every title seemed either inauspiciously prophetic or indecorous or both: In the Bedroom, The Last Seduction, My Life Without Me, I Know What You Did Last Summer, Le Divorce, Crash, Titanic. In the end we opted for arguably the unsexiest movie in the store—Mr. Death, an Errol Morris documentary about a Holocaust-denying execution device designer—and left quite pleased with ourselves. Who rents Mr. Death to try and get someone into bed?

We made it as far as microwaving the popcorn. Lucius took out a ceramic bowl, but as he broke the bag’s seal it released a bubble of fake-butter steam and his gumption seemed to fizzle. He looked up at me, face long, and ran a hand over his bald, scraggled head before he set down the bowl and leaned on the counter like he needed support to say what he was going to say. “I don’t know what to do, Phillipa. I’ve steered clear. I don’t want to be a homewrecker. An anything wrecker. Do you want to be here? Maybe you should leave?”

My head whirred, no thought staying long enough for recognition. Something propelled me, for I seemed to be moving toward him, though I didn’t realize it until I saw him shrink back and hunch as if to protect his vital organs. I must have imagined him picking up the still-empty popcorn bowl in a last-ditch effort to put something between us, because he did not actually lift that pale blue ceramic bowl to him like a shield. It sat plump and benign on the counter and did not come between us. He put up no defense as I moved toward him, and when I got there nothing was between us but our sweaters and shirts and my bra, and we couldn’t burrow past those fast enough. We needed to feel each other’s flesh, pulse to pulse, heartbeat against heartbeat. His skin’s softness defied everything I ever knew as soft. I felt that I could melt into his flesh, or as if, in touching him, I already had. We were inside each other’s clothing, cocooned in wool and cotton and nylon/poly blend, entwined already by the time our lips met. They almost couldn’t meet: my jaw was trembling, and his kept locking every time his body seized in a gasp. He kept gasping. We both kept gasping; we couldn’t breathe right, or remember to breathe, or we were trying to breathe each other instead of air. His body convulsed against mine, breath coming out in spasms, and not just him, but us, quaking together. I don’t know how long we stood in his kitchen, but it was a long time, gripping each other, grasping like it was the only thing we knew how to do. We didn’t know how we’d move forward, though there was no question that we would. We had come together and could not now break apart. We hadn’t knotted; we’d fused.

I feel compelled to note that I had not made love in some time. I cannot remember when Michael and I had last made love; there was no cause to remember one act amid various permutations of that act across a span of twenty-seven years. Why remember the once when you have no reason to think it will be the last? I can, however, very specifically recall the last time Michael and I had sex in a kitchen. It was not our kitchen but my mother-in-law’s, at her old place on Carpathia, when we were moving her out of the house and into the first of a long string of nursing homes from which she’s been unceremoniously, and justifiably, booted. Something had happened—I can’t recall exactly. It had gotten late and we had just one car there, or we still had packing to do and it wasn’t worth driving home only to drive back in the early morning. Something. So we stayed there, Michael and I, each on a living room sofa. The day had been miserable; Bernadette wasn’t easy to deal with under the best circumstances. Yes, we were moving her from the house she’d lived in for forty-odd years, but everything took exponentially longer than it should have because she’d let us do nothing without supervision. She forbade us to pack so much as the contents of a dresser drawer if she wasn’t in the room to oversee. Granted, we were getting rid of a lot, storing the rest in the attic there on Carpathia, in which she’d likely never again set foot. We planned to rent the house, not sell it. At the time, it had seemed that Ginny might live there someday—a small place, relatively near us, near the hospital. This was a couple of years before Gin’s last round of shock and before the advent of Silas Yoder in her life, back when we still thought we’d be taking care of her the rest of our days, as we’d been doing more or less full-time for all her days on this planet preceding the blessed electroshock, and before she and Silas—acquaintances as kids, growing up—reencountered one another and fell in love.

Understandably, Bernadette felt protective during the sorting of her life’s accumulations, watchful over the packing, but it was like she feared I’d try to make off with something, or as if there were certain things Michael and I were not to see. Very specific things had to go in very specific boxes with other very specific things. Some boxes we were not permitted to sort, only allowed to take to the attic. If one were inclined to imagine one’s mother-in-law was, say, a Nazi in hiding, and not merely the retired lifelong costume mistress of the university theater, Bernadette did little to refute such fictions of the mind. Her paranoia certainly seemed to justify my suspicions that she was not who she claimed to be, but Michael forgave her everything: the woman had (ostensibly) lost her American soldier-husband in the war against Hitler. How could you blame such a person for harboring fears, however irrational? Well, you know what? If she’d told us anything, we wouldn’t have to make up our own stories. My own father spent his entire life retelling his father’s stories of family and friends lost in the war—you tell their stories, you keep them alive. Bernadette’s family—what family? A great big void. She’d swept it clean, a holocaust of her ancestry. Bernadette hacked down her own family tree and used it for kindling.

The movers or storage company guys would be coming the next morning, and we hadn’t realized that packing would take as long as it did. Bernadette went to bed early, grudgingly permitting us to box the contents of the kitchen cupboards. When we finished near midnight, well aware she’d be up and raring to go at four-thirty a.m., Michael and I stripped down to shirts and underwear, grabbed sheets and blankets from the Goodwill pile, threw them over the sofas, and tried in vain to get some sleep. Rankled, on edge, I felt infused with Bernadette’s poison. I went to the kitchen and found, in a box of salvageable booze we’d unearthed, some brandy, circa 1952, which I’m sure she’d bought for the tablespoon she needed in a Christmas pudding. In a cartoon-decorated Dixie cup probably left over from Ginny’s childhood, I poured myself a brandy and stood in my underwear at the kitchen counter, willing the liquor to lull me.

Michael came in a minute later, assessed the situation, and smiled, slow and tired. I held the cup out to him and he accepted, sipped, and sidled in beside me against the counter in his boxers. I refilled the cup, and we stood in silence in Bernadette’s kitchen passing the brandy between us. My legs were crossed, and Michael handed me the drink, then ran his hand down my thigh. He cleared his throat, let his hand rest just below my hip bone. We were side by side, looking out the kitchen door, through the dining room and into the living room where we should have been sleeping. “You looked rather fetching, standing here,” my husband told me.

“But now you realize I’m just your same old lady.”

He rubbed into the cleft of my thighs. “I realized: my old lady, she’s fetching.”

“You trying to seduce me?”

“Yes.”

It felt like role-playing, something you’d learn in a Marriot conference room workshop: Keeping the Flame Alive—Sex and Long-Term Monogamy. But if his proposition was sad, my refusal would have been even sadder. I closed my eyes and drank down the brandy, then leaned into his hand and tried to open myself to it, talk myself into wanting. “You seduce all the girls this way?”

I felt Michael nodding. “Brandy in a Dixie cup, Mama sleeping up the stairs.”

“So, once more for old times’ sake before student renters trash the place?”

“Once more for the Gipper,” he said.

“Do not bring the Republicans into this.”

He quieted then, just rubbing. I focused on the warm flood of brandy and extended my hand, blindly reaching for the flap in his shorts. This was back when his underwear was still store-bought, before Eula had come to work for us and converted all his worn button-downs into boxers. I touched Michael’s Fruit of the Looms, felt him hard beneath them, and slipped my hand inside the flap. The angle was awkward, so I turned him toward me and reached to pull his shorts down in back, but they caught in front, so I doubled back and remedied that, pushed them to his knees, and let him wriggle out. He pulled my underwear past my thighs, then held my arms and lifted me onto Bernadette’s kitchen counter. When he pushed inside me, I had the reassuring thought that an orgasm might help me get to sleep, which seemed as good a reason as any to work for one. I could come with Michael; easier with a vibrator, but not undoable without. And if our sex wasn’t passionate, it was reliable, and that gratified my sense of efficiency: the pleasing satisfaction in achieving a sought result. That sounds about as sexy as chem lab instructions, but also as effective, and that seemed enough. If not for Lucius, it would have continued to seem enough. Before him, what I had with Michael was enough. The seemed like only entered with Lucius. Lucius entered, and I made a choice that changed everything. And, at the risk of revealing myself as the hopelessly unrepentant lover of musical theater I am, I will quote the critically disastrous yet oddly compelling Andrew Lloyd Webber epic Aspects of Love—I directed it one summer for the StrawHat Guild in Vermont—to say this: Love changes everything.

 

I left lucius’s early the next morning and walked home to my sublet, where I sat on the bed, my hair vaguely knotted, lips chapped, the skin on my face rubbed raw from Lucius’s beard, and called Michael to confess. Lucius, with dire reluctance, had dragged himself to a seven-thirty a.m. mandatory department meeting, making me swear on the cup of coffee he promised to bring me upon his return that I would not flee before he got back. “An hour,” he told me. “One hour.” I’d begun to dress when I heard the front door close behind him.

The phone rang once. I pictured Michael at our kitchen table, in his velour bathrobe, reading student papers or leafing through a Hy-Vee circular. The phone rang a second time and he answered. I could not bear to exchange a word before I told him. I could not bear the thought of him, later, replaying the conversation in his head and cursing me for those now-terrible moments of small talk and pleasantries, hearing the empty phrases again, as I inquired about Iowa weather, about Ginny, about anything other than what he would soon know I’d phoned to tell him. There are, I know, people who would call me selfish for telling my husband of my indiscretion at all—people utterly unfathomable to me, I’ll add: to think anyone would prefer to live in ignorance than know the truth. To those people I say this: if my husband was Dresden and I was the firebomber, my explosives were already raining down. Would it have been cruel and unkind and self-serving to warn Dresden’s citizens, to wake its inhabitants from their beds, yelling for them flee before the next wave of incendiaries? Before their city was ignited into a firestorm? Well, fine, then I’m selfish, and callous, and insensitive. Fine. I didn’t do it for commendation as a savior; I did it to try and save something.

My husband picked up the phone and I said, “Michael, I have to say something and it’s not something you’re going to like to hear so I’m just going to say it because you have to know. Nothing is worth anything unless I say this. I’ve just come from Lucius Bocelli’s house—the historian here I’ve mentioned to you—I’ve just come from his house where I spent the night with him. Sexually. I spent the night with him, in his bed, sexually. I slept with him. I left there and I came home—to this house, the sublet.” I felt myself faltering. “I came here and I called you. I haven’t taken off my shoes. I have not thought this through except to know I had to tell you.”

There was silence on Michael’s end of the line. Then he said, “Phillipa?”

“Of course it’s me!”

He hung up.

Ginny has told me that in the throes of an episode—in the midst of her descent into that place in her mind I will never truly know—she visits a moment of such uncontestable clarity, such blatant truth, that she’s compelled to abandon any previous notions of reality she may have held. All standing convictions as to the nature of existence are razed to the ground. The effect of my affair with Lucius on my marriage to Michael is possibly the closest I have come to understanding what she means. I had just toppled the logic of a partnership we’d lived more or less peaceably (Ginny notwithstanding) for nearly three decades. I was the firebomber. My husband was Dresden: unsuspecting, unprepared, and incinerated. And, yes, I speak from the relative safety of the plane, flying above the open target range below, but it’s a nightmare from every angle, no matter where you’re dreaming it from. And if you want a world to wake into, or land on, you’ll have to build it yourself, because there’s nothing left. Love changes everything.

I redialed our number. Michael waited nine rings. When he picked up, he said nothing.

“Michael?”

“What.”

“Please say something.”

“What? I can’t . . .” He took a breath. “I’m not sure what . . . what is . . . Is this happening?”

My relief was immeasurable. The helpless free fall of those nine long rings felt like something vital had been severed, but Michael’s voice opened the line like a channel of possibility, and for an instant I felt the telephone connection literally, felt the fiber-optic canal hollow out from my ear to his. “It happened,” I told him. The bed on which I sat—the bed of a professor of cultural criticism, on leave in Berlin doing esoteric research on a subject I could never remember—the bed was soft and deflatable as a soufflé. As I waited for Michael to speak, I thought that this would not be a particularly good bed on which to conduct an affair, and I knew that no matter what Michael said or didn’t say, this affair would be conducted.

 

The affair: three weeks of Ohio May and then who knows? I felt like the college seniors all around me, throwing up their hands and partying until the end: I’ll deal with the aftermath in the aftermath! The timing was, as such timing inevitably is, inauspicious, to say the least. Three weeks in the dawning Midwestern spring, and then I had to leave. It’s not clear to me how much the people around us knew, but I may be deluding myself to think anyone was unaware. We took measures of propriety, didn’t leave our cars parked all night on the street in front of each other’s houses, didn’t leave the house at which we slept and walk together to campus under the fluttery canopies of new-green leaves. We did not hold hands in public. But we were everywhere together: shared every meal, arrived and left together from every campus event we were professionally compelled to attend. It was as though we’d decided that since I was married, and nothing could be going on between us, then, for all outward purposes, nothing was. We’d clicked, we’d bonded, become fast and inseparable friends—we simply adored one another. I could even have imagined myself saying to Anthea Lingafelter, “Oh, I have such a crush on Lucius Bocelli,” and she’d say, “No kidding!” or “Join the club” or “You’re hardly the first, sweetheart,” and he and I would go on, cutting things a little close for some people’s comfort, pushing the line of our “friendship” further than credibility allowed while adamantly insisting our openness insured us against wrongdoing. Well, we seemed to say, I’m sure I’d assume we were sleeping together, too—we look really suspicious, don’t we? Perhaps we only looked pathetic, but Lucius was so revered there: beloved, long-tenured, and single. They likely thought he deserved a little something. I was the outsider, the visitor who’d be on her way soon enough.

I had to leave a few days shy of the end of finals week to make it back for Ginny’s wedding. Sometimes I wish the schedule hadn’t been so unforgivingly tight and Michael and I had some time to contend with each other before the wedding. We tried to talk, but the phone felt impossible. Michael’s birthday fell during that period. What does one say to one’s cuckolded husband on his fifty-ninth birthday? Happy Midlife Crisis? Professors’ worlds narrow at the end of the semester just like our students’; we, too, live on coffee and microwave pita pockets in our sprint to the finish line. With more time, Michael and I might have handled things better, but—and I say this at the risk of sounding like I believe in a power higher than Murphy—sometimes I think it’s a blessing we had such little control over the unfolding events.

I left Ohio the afternoon of the third Thursday in May 2004. As I kissed Lucius goodbye in his mudroom against the upright washer/dryer, the dramatics swirling in me belonged far more appropriately to the hormone-riddled twenty-two-year-olds prancing around campus like spring-born gnomes. Like them, I had little sense of what awaited me beyond the college gates. I put my car on I-80 West and drove, unfortunately, straight into the sun. I left my prescription sunglasses, I realized too late, on Lucius’s laundry room shelf, where he’d discover them, and then what? Call or email to say he had them? Find my address and mail them to me at home? Tuck them away until I returned? I had no idea; that’s how new it was, how unarticulated our terms.

That evening, just past Gary, Indiana—facial muscles pinched, eyes strained from five hours of squinting—Chicago-area road construction narrowed the interstate to one lane and I spent three hours in traffic moving slower than an imperial cavalcade. In front of me, a glittery grape-colored Ford Aspire had a Bush-Cheney ’04 sticker and another that said If You’re Living Like There’s No God You’d Better Be Right. The license plate—primary colors, stick-figure drawings, a child’s green handprints, KIDS FIRST—was from Indiana. The plate holder read: Practice Safe Sex. Get Married and Be Faithful. For three seething hours, crawling forward in spurts that never got me out of second gear, it was all I could do not to stick my head out the window and yell, What about love? I was faithful for twenty-six years, then I fell in love—so what then? What would your goddamn god have me do then? I knew the answer, I suppose. I didn’t ask the question. Instead I put La Cage aux Folles on the stereo and sang along very, very loudly.

In the traffic ahead of the Aspire—we aspire to build a decent car, really we do—was the longest semi I’ve ever seen, hauling what I finally figured out was a church steeple in an enormous plastic bag, factory-pristine as a special-order game piece, ready to be ripped open, hoisted up, and deposited by crane atop a prefab church in some planned shopping mall community off the interstate, the steeple Lego-clicking into place. SUVs hulked over me like steroid-muscled henchmen, and I thought of the running joke circulating among the eco-crunchier of my students: they added the word “anal” to the macho-militaristic names of those gas-gorging, flab-assed RVs and SUVs to make Anal Trailblazers and Anal Pathfinders, Anal Excursions, Anal Rodeos, Anal Coachmen, Anal Odysseys. I once saw an Anal Prowler. But that day on I-80, when I spotted a brontosaurus-sized Anal Invader towing an army-green Anal Armada, I was near tears, about ready to abandon my car in the parking-lot-of-a-highway and march west on the median into the setting fireball sun. Orah and Obadiah Yoder were killed by an SUV—the driver never saw the Yoders’ buggy as it crested the hill in front of their farm. They—Silas and Eula’s parents—died in a catastrophe of horseflesh and blood and metal and fucking collard greens, and I blame every goddamn SUV owner for killing two of the best people I’ve known in this world. After the Yoders died I wanted never to drive again, to divorce myself from a society that allowed creation of the SUV. I wanted my own buggy. I wanted to move to Prairie, Iowa, and stake my own life against the world that had flown at Orah and Obadiah with the weight of all that American-made steel, obliterating those good, good people. The Amish, they forgive—they invite the murderer to the funeral, for chrissake!—and it’s not that they’re any less clobbered by loss than I am. They’re sick with grief, but not with anger, not with the hateful bitterness I parade around. They have their heaven, and everything’s better there, so they’re not angry when a loved one crosses over. But me, I’m a selfish, angry, godless Modern, and I want the Yoders here, with me and Ginny and Silas and Eula and the grandchildren they’ll never know. The Amish get past the Yoders’ deaths in a way I never will—and I’m not sure I want to. I hate this America where there’s no hope for a horse-drawn buggy to share the road. I’m so full of hate for it I don’t know what to do with myself. Yet, law-abiding citizen that I am, I didn’t abandon my vehicle on I-80 that day and wreak mayhem—this wasn’t Woodstock, it was a fucking death march: the great death march that is life in America—I sat in my car, waiting out the traffic like everyone else. Good Phillipa, good American.

 

It was two in the morning by the time I got home. Michael didn’t rouse when I entered the bedroom; if he was awake, he didn’t let on, just lay on his side of the bed as he had for all of our marriage. For longer than Ginny’d been a person on the earth, Michael had slept on his side of that bed, I on mine. To return home (albeit from an extended trip, in the course of which I’d broken my marriage vows) and not fall, exhausted, onto my side of the bed was something I had never done. I’d been going on adrenaline for three weeks by then. Adrenaline and—forgive me—sex. More sex than I’d been involved in for a long time. It is only luck that I did not kill anyone on I-80 that night. I should have been stopped at the toll plaza; in no way could I have appeared fit behind the wheel.

I got as far as the edge of the bed and couldn’t go any farther. It felt wrong. I was degenerate with exhaustion. The dilemma of what to do if I didn’t climb into the bed bloomed into such a paralytic cloud that I have no memory of sinking to the floor, but that’s where I was when I next came to. The ensuing sequence I can only see as if it’s part of a pretentious student-staged drama: each time the lights come up, the stage is set with a new tableau, a different arrangement of characters in space to mark the passage of time.

Lights rise on two figures. Him: asleep in bed. Her: sitting upright on the floor, asleep, head against the mattress. Lights down.

Lights up. Two figures. Him: slumped on the edge of the bed staring blankly out, his hand, flat and noncommittal, on the top of her head. Her: asleep, head on the metal bed frame, neck crooked at a distressing angle.

Two figures. Him: on the floor, legs crossed awkwardly, stiffly yogic. Her: head on his shoulder. He tilts toward it slightly, perhaps with affection.

Two figures. Him: lying ramrod-straight down the center of the bed, hands locked behind his neck. Her: fetal, on the floor, knees pressed to eye sockets.

Two figures. Him: on his belly, head sticking off the foot of the bed, face pressed to her hair as if a scent there might return them to another time. Her: seated, legs splayed like discarded crutches, arms fallen between them, empty palms open as if to catch a child’s rolling ball.

Two figures.

 

Michael was in the shower when I woke the next morning on the floor, an unseasonal ache in my bones. I clutched the bedspread around me without knowing if I’d taken it or Michael had sacrificed it to me in the night. My sneakers lay on the carpet, laces tied. I pushed back into them, tightened my hair elastic, stood, and kept on.

There was so much to be done that day, but Ginny and Silas had left me and Michael free of demands until late afternoon when we were to transport Bernadette from the nursing home to the rehearsal dinner downtown, at the Sundry Heifer Café. Until then, we had the day to ourselves. Maybe they were being thoughtful, or maybe it would have only stressed Ginny more to have me involved. Perhaps she had an inkling of what sort of shape I might be in—maybe I was deluding myself in thinking I was deluding anyone as to the unhingedness of my life. Maybe they knew Michael and I would need time together after so long apart, though they could not have known why we needed that time or how we would use it. To tell Ginny what was going on between us would have been not only inappropriate, but impossible. We barely knew what was happening ourselves. What Michael and I did know was that we wouldn’t have time to deal with anything for real until after the wedding. When we’d gotten Ginny and Silas on the honeymoon-bound plane to Paris, we could fall apart, not before, but we were unlikely to survive ten minutes of wedding propriety without some sort of processing beforehand. Love for Ginny aside, one of us would have cracked and blown. We just needed to get through the wedding, and in all honesty, I think the spanking was neither wholly ill conceived nor ill considered. It was born in Michael of valiant intention.

We spent the day before our daughter’s wedding in negotiations tense enough to make the Geneva Convention seem like blowsy New Age conflict mediation. Michael claimed the seminal desire for the spanking had come to him during the night and grew that day as we railed in angry whispers and dramatic pantomime across the bedroom.

I’d led the U of O English and Theater Departments’ trip to London over March break, so hadn’t seen Michael since the end of January, when we loaded the Volvo in a snowstorm, Michael teasing that I already had enough in there to last the winter. Once it was packed, he tried to persuade me not to leave until the weather cleared, but classes began the next day and I hated to show up late. “You’re no use to them dead on the highway,” Michael said. I countered that death would be a good excuse to avoid add/drop week, and left in midstorm, snow-blind, I’m Getting My Act Together and Taking It on the Road playing loud enough to be heard in the other vehicles on the highway. With cars and semis piling up in the median like the aftermath of a demolition derby, it took me four hours to drive sixty miles before I pulled off, got a room at Motel 6, and watched HBO for the rest of the day while snow collected like windblown trash against the balcony door. I called Michael that night, lied, and told him I was in Ohio. I didn’t want him proven right about driving in the storm. Still, I can’t help but wonder if something began that day, with that small and seemingly negligible lie.

The day before the wedding, I don’t know how long we negotiated until I got Michael to come out with the notion of the spanking. Hours, certainly. He’d agreed on the necessity of brokering a temporary truce—some way to slip a bookmark into our story so we could leave it upstairs on the bedside table (or secreted like a Hustler between the mattresses) and return to it when the weekend was over. But Michael could not get past How could you? and the clock was ticking. We needed to progress to It’s done, so what now? And, I suppose, because he was the wronged, and I the wronger, it came down to me finally, on my knees at the side of the unmade bed where my husband sat, my hands grasping his like a Dickensian beggar: What do you need, Michael? What can I do to enable you to bear this?

He shuddered and sank into himself, reminding me of Ginny as a child, clamped and encased in her own impossible fury, no answer an answer, the only remedy a time-travel pipe dream: Go back and undo what’s been done. Make it like it was before. Then she’d throw a tantrum—a phrase that’s always struck me, for its exact opposite is true. One does not take the initiative and throw a tantrum; the tantrum does the throwing. Ginny was victim, not victimizer, and I, her young mother, was frightened for and by her as she screamed on the floor of Toys “R” Us, or in the public pool dressing room, or at Samantha Slingerland’s fifth birthday at the roller rink by the old highway, the O’Hare arrivals ramp, the Ground Round . . . Once a tantrum’s begun, the only way out is to soothe. No matter how angry I was, how frustrated, how much I might have wanted to slap her, I had to be a drug. That’s how I came to think of it: I had to become morphine and flood calm through her veins. In the midst of the shrieking and flailing, the gasps of a child spiraling in on herself, I had to become the eye of the storm and steer her down. This took a long time to learn.

But now, with Michael looking like he might get thrown by a tantrum of his own, I knew how to help him. I knelt at his feet, frightened of my husband as I had only ever been frightened of our daughter. He was scaring himself, and that scared me. He seemed afraid of his own thoughts, and I could only imagine that those thoughts were violent, that he wanted to do me harm and was deeply shaken by his own desires. On the bed above me he began to quake as if with fever. I tried to imagine what his mind had stuck on, what idea could cause him this degree of distress. He wants to kill me, I thought. Above me he cringed, as if in response. He wants to rape me. My husband—I was trying out possibilities, trying them on for fit—father of my girl, this man I’ve slept beside for twenty-six years, has ideas of carving and mutilating me. Fantasies where he clubs my head in, smashes my body between his car and a brick wall, again and again and again . . . He wants to fuck me with pinking shears, crush my head in a vise, snap my neck the way cats kill bunnies in spring . . . I was frightening myself. This wasn’t my life, but it was the life of the woman who’d just spent three weeks in a near-perpetual state of orgasm. A practically menopausal woman wearing everyday panty liners to contend with a wetness she’d always thought was a lie breathed by phone sex operators revving up their johns. Now, this was my life.

“Michael, tell me what you want. You haven’t done it. Thinking’s not a crime—”

“Don’t mock me, Phil.”

“That’s not—I wouldn’t. Michael, tell me. We can’t do anything otherwise. Say what you need to say. Tell me what you need.” I held back; he did not respond well to psychologizing. I’d already decided I’d do whatever he asked. Ginny’s wedding and all it represented was too important. That Ginny Maakestad and Silas Yoder found each other on this godforsaken earth might be some sort of proof we’re not so forsaken as all that. But God or no God, forsaking, unforsaken, forsook, or forsooth, Michael and I were the only parents still alive to be part of this wedding, and we could not screw it up, not because of our own troubles, not for anything in the world. I’d told myself that whatever Michael thought would enable him to get through it, I’d do, and when he finally told me, it was not so bad as I’d imagined, not by a long shot.

He said: “I think if I could spank you . . .”

My head turtled toward him as I waited for more, but no more came. His eyes were shut like he couldn’t bear to see my reaction, which was probably for the best, since I can’t deny my disbelief: here we were at a dire moment in our lives, and Michael wanted to enact some kind of soft-porn domination fantasy? This was how we were to rise above our circumstance and behave like adults? This was his answer? But another part of me understood entirely. “You want to hurt me,” I said. “I get it. I hurt you, you want to hurt me.”

“I don’t,” he said. “I don’t want to hurt you. I don’t know why I want it. I’m ashamed to . . . but since I thought of it, I’ve imagined . . .” He broke off, and I appreciated how hard it was for him. I sympathized. I did. My feeling toward him wasn’t precisely maternal, but it was certainly patronizing. As I slithered my way up to that condescending perch, though, something else happened, and the man on the bed became, for a brief moment, the man I’d married years before. He became what he’d first been to me: my teacher. Not my equal, but my superior. When I first knew Michael I was captivated by his knowledge, his stature. Just nine years my senior, he was a professor and I a lowly grad student—his lowly grad student. The authority in his voice has faded—or my ears are so accustomed I can no longer hear it. But my affair with Lucius had changed us, changed who we were and who we might be to one another, and for a moment in the bedroom that day he was the distant and unreachable—and infinitely desirable—man he’d once been. His jaw was so rigid it looked like he had an underbite, or was holding something in his mouth as he spoke, something caustic. His skin quivered, veins throbbing, teeth clenched. His words came in vicious points, each a stress of its own, as if he wanted me to know he’d carefully chosen each. “I want to hit you,” he said. Then: “I want to whip you.”

I was scared of the rage I’d seen in his muscles and bones, but in a moment the fear was gone and I felt what people apparently feel in times of horror or humiliation or pain. Part of my consciousness left my body and scuttled up on high to hover and observe. Part of me was still down there, sensate; I wasn’t numb, but I was registering sensation without specific qualities. I felt, but didn’t know how I felt, or what I felt. I experienced without processing. I sat above, recording it for later, when I could risk the scorn I might feel.

Ginny used to be unable to watch certain sporting events on TV—ice skating, ski jumping, gymnastics. The tension was too much, and she’d be tied in knots, her anxiety causing physical pain. Finally, she’d cover her eyes. But afterward she always asked for a narration of the events she’d hidden from. When we got a VCR, she had Michael tape the competitions, so once we’d told her how they turned out, she could then watch for herself and see the drama unfold. That’s what I thought of as I removed myself from the situation in the bedroom. I thought I’d replay it later to experience it without the unbearable uncertainty of the outcome. And this is, I think, how a grown woman with no innate penchant for S&M submits herself to a spanking by her husband, who stands trembling before her in a brown velour bathrobe. I stepped outside myself. I said, “Okay.”

Michael didn’t reply, but stood slowly and went to my dresser like he’d already thought everything out. He opened the drawer where I kept ruined pantyhose I hadn’t yet tossed.

I pushed myself onto the bed. I lay down. I turned over.

Michael moved like an automaton, physically forcing his every step. He came to the bedside and lifted my hands—one, then the other—to the headboard, holding squeamishly to my wrists as if I were diseased. He tied me to the headboard with knots he learned fifty years ago as a Cub Scout. Knots he demonstrated in 4-H county fair expos—oh, if the Scouts only knew how their lessons were being applied. Or maybe they know full well what their training’s good for.

Bound to the headboard with my own Hanes-Her-Way “Barely There” Sandalfoot pantyhose, I lay facedown, waiting to be lashed by this zombie version of my husband. He retrieved his belt from the waist loops of khakis he’d slung over an armchair the night before, and approached, looking so whipped himself that I sympathized with him again. But sympathy turns so quickly to pity, and pity led me right to disdain, for Michael and the pathetic idea that his little S&M fantasy might clear the air between us. Back in Ohio with Lucius, I’d felt nothing but guilt with regard to Michael. Now, at home, with him hovering over me as if awaiting direction, I just wanted to get it over with so I could stop pretending to be bound to the bed and get on with my day. But then I’d gone again and lost sight of the larger picture, which wasn’t about me and Michael and our marriage, but about Ginny and her marriage. We couldn’t afford for this remedial measure to fail. In order to broker the peace we needed, I had to let the spanking serve its purpose. I could not float above, fly-on-the-wall-like. If it was to work, I had to be inside myself. Michael was not an idiot; he needed my submission, and so I needed to find a way to make myself feel demeaned, and to make him feel responsible for it.

As if he understood, Michael’s voice grew authoritative. He said, “Take off your pants.”

“Michael.” There was too much reprimand in my voice, I knew. I flapped my elbows.

“Oh.” He lay the belt on the bed, reached his arms under me, found and undid the button of my jeans. The way he held the fabric I thought he might yank and split my pants, rip them open the way he wanted to rip me open, but in a moment his fingers found the zipper pull and he dragged it haltingly down. Then he brought his hands gently up to my abdomen, palms flat against me, and slid them down into my underwear, pushing everything down in one clean motion until it all turned inside out at my ankles. Michael switched his position and pulled; I heard my clothes slump to the floor. My husband reclaimed his belt.

He stood a long while by the side of the bed, one hand in the crook between my thighs as if trying to warm it. Almost despondent, leather belt trailing from his hand, he seemed like a little boy who’d returned from walking the family dog with only a leash and empty collar. I felt a surge of tenderness, and would have reached for him with a palm of reassurance had I not (a) been tied to the headboard, and (b) thought my support just then was probably the last thing he needed. So much evidence of our trouble is right there: I didn’t trust Michael to take care of his own needs.

I closed my eyes. I was so tired I thought I might actually sleep. My consciousness wavered. I fluttered to when I felt Michael sink to his knees, his hand coming to rest under one side of my ass, which he cupped with an excruciating tenderness. I was slipping away. I’m not sure I’ve ever been so
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