Man Overboard!     1
PAGE  
49
Man Overboard!


Perfect Pitch
Bob Last Name? claimed they met at Green’s Diner, a greasy beer joint in the student-faculty ghetto near campus, but Kendra could never remember him there, drinking beer after softball with she and the other medical students. “I tried to get your attention, but you didn’t even notice me,” Bob pouted. He claimed to remember the instant he first laid eyes on her though and liked to call that moment their first meeting— a comic smudge on their glittering union. I don’t think this line is needed. The metaphor is clear.
He sidled over at a party two weeks later. The new girl on the block, Kendra mingled  with a group of faculty. They expected her attention on them, not some student. As a 24-year-old PhD, Kendra was younger than most of the grad and med students.
She felt him without touching him; his eager smile and cinnamon smell captured her. They both knew at once. Escaping from the crowd, they melted into each other, warm and liquid. Sinking … feeling … rising … transported in a single heartbeat to a flaming, radiating nova.

On their first date, they frolicked downtown. Music pumped from open doors of honky-tonk saloons, the stench of beer and blood rising from the sidewalks. Under garish neon lights, they skipped past stumbling winos and sidewalk fistfights, her delicate fingers sandwiched in his rough athlete’s paw. 
It poured. They sang and danced in the rain. Kendra pirouetted spirals around him, grabbing his hands for an intermittent two-step. Her soaked white t-shirt clung against her breasts. Bob couldn’t take his eyes off them. 


He swept her up, depositing her gently in the front seat of his What type of car? What make? Specificity in such cases helps us SEE more fot he scene without you having to do much work!. Cradling her against his dripping chest, he carried her to her apartment and pressed her inside the door. Lifting her shirt over her head, he pushed his hands inside her shorts and slid them down her ankles. 
Backing up for a long moment, he admired her bare body, “You’re amazing … all I ever want.” 
He ran his fingertips lightly over her face, her neck and shoulders, then drew slow circles across her palms and navel. Cupping her in his hands, he squeezed her nipples erect and hard. His tongue dawdled inside her lips, down her chest, her abdomen, her inner thighs. Kendra fell to the floor. He flicked his tongue, languidly then urgently. Arching her back and neck, she ran her hands through his hair, tugging him up into her. 

“No, baby,” he breathed, “This is just for you.” 
As her breath quickened, he released her, backing away to admire his heart’s desire. “Stay with me like this forever.” Finally, he dipped in close, burying his face, drinking her in until she quaked into a puddle on the floor. Pushing her knees apart, he inhaled her deeply and pulled her tight in his arms. He laid his cheek on her belly.
Then he wept.
The tears coursed down the hollows of her hips and through the valley below, sealing him in her heart forever.

Passion and Perspiration

She called him B; he called her K. 
BK. Fast food signs
 all over town fluoresced their union. Kismet, they were sure, once in a hundred rare blue moons. 
He waged a campaign to win Kendra away from her lingering, almost-but-not-quite-committed grad school boyfriend, now a professor at a distant university. I’d rather you go into this war a bit more here. Kendra’s leaving a long distance and committed relationship. This should be a greater source of conflict for her. 

Bob followed her around like a puppy, nipping her heels and scampering under her feet, whole body wagging. Evenings he serenaded her with melodies he pulled all-nighters to write. 
Spending his school loan money on a new piano and audio gear, he wrote songs for her when he should have been studying for??? or going to WHAT CLASS? Specific!
They melded in a single resonating hum.
They signed up for swing dance classes. Boy, could they tango— a pas-de-deux oblivious to the other couples spinning by! Small and slender, Kendra was a ballerina for many years before becoming a college professor. She danced even now with the university company. Twice her size, Bob lifted her like a child. They invented special lifts and swings just for them. Soaring on his strength, she spun gracefully outward at 90 degrees with delicate ballerina hands and feet. They were both drenched by the time they finally sat down.

In the wee hours of the weekend they sat in the back row of night court. Holding hands on the hard wooden benches, they laughed at the overdone hookers wearing two-inch shorts and tight, bulging camisoles. Acrid winos wove their way up the aisle to weave unsteadily in front of the judge. The shallow defenses they spun were so hilarious Bob and Kendra had to take turns stifling one another’s laughter. Crack whores with vacant eyes and sad faces, sometimes even children straggling behind, didn’t even bother to offer defenses; they were what they were. Neither was sure why they spent their time in such a hellhole…. give us a little more here. Bob and Kendra began to recognize the repeat offenders. Sometimes they smiled and even waved in a flash of familiarity, a certain kind of fealty when one is looking for any kind of ally.
It was a time of innocence and clarity. They tingled in a sunbeam of color and tone—like tasting a rainbow. They didn’t have much, but they sure had love. 
It wasn’t just about the sex; that was great, but it was more the bliss of aftersex they loved. Breathing each other in, tracing the outlines of each other’s body, they lost track of where one left off and the other began. They were fine-spun lace, two hearts intricately woven.

Champagne Balloons
As the Gas heater 
belched hot air to soften the landing, the hot air balloon bounced across the field, its human clutching the handholds for dear life. Bob raced along in pursuit in his hatchback, the chase car moments behind. By the time the passengers scrambled out, the cars wheeled up. Kendra’s grand jeté out of the basket landed her in Bob’s arms. He wrapped them around her, tucking her under his armpits, “My tiny, high-flying ballerina. You’re every man’s dream, and you belong to me.” She laughed, burrowing into his warmth while he tugged her close and zipped his down jacket around them both, ruffling her hair with his fingers. 
The crew tethered the balloon and handed glasses all around. Corks popped. Cameras clicked. Bob gazed into Kendra’s eyes and kissed her longingly. The taste of champagne mingled with the flavor of each other.
A first Valentine’s Day present from Bob, “A symbol of my adoration.” A first and a last, though she didn’t know then and couldn’t have guessed. Today they were fixed together in a hasp of rapture
. 
Luxury Taxes
Dawdling in Saturday morning pillow talk, Bob liked to experiment
. “Remember, Bob, the three promises a gal never trusts: The check’s in the mail. I’ll respect you in the morning. And, I won’t come in your mouth.”
“I won’t screw up,” he’d claim, but, sometimes, in the throes of passion, he couldn’t help himself. He’d apologize, chuckling disarmingly, “You’re just too succulent to resist.”
Weekends, Bob and Kendra ran the roads wild and free on their sporty motorcycle. Bob wore a special riding suit, stiff with thick protective pads in critical places. Kendra wore her leathers, black pants and a red jacket with zippers you could open for ventilation or close against the cold. 
There weren’t many roads within 200 miles they didn’t ride, bouncing over rickety bridges that barely cleared rocky streams, cruising through tiny towns with names like Horsefly, Crappo, and Tightsqueeze. The country lanes snaked through hills around the edges of farms, into sudden “go-overs,” quick rises and falls in the road that launched them aloft, hearts racing. Pegs to the pavement, they leaned into hairpin curves. Kendra was so light and balanced, Bob said he didn’t even know she was behind him. To remind him, Kendra clutched her sweetheart tight and giggled lustfully in his helmet. 
An all-star position? in his high school glory days, Bob now played basketball, handball, tennis, racquetball, and softball. His student study carrel at school was barely big enough to house his balls, rackets, and gloves for the sport of the day, plus a collection of shoes and clean to not-so-clean gym clothes. He never knew when he’d get a chance for a pick-up game. He was so boyishly athletic that the faculty who supervised his medical program regarded him as a frivolous student. 
This was a problem for Kendra. She, a young Assistant Professor, had to figure out how to tell her senior faculty, the ones who would decide if she’d earned tenure in a few years? a few months? , she’d fallen for Peter Pan. 
Bob played on a city softball team sponsored the owner of Al’s Country Kitchen, a popular “meat-and-three” a few blocks south of the university. Bob and Kendra dropped by now and then to say their hellos to Carl and indulge in one of the daily meats, usually fried chicken or meatloaf, and three of the cooked-til-dead vegetables. A standard veggie choice was macaroni and cheese. Cornbread and butter came with the meal and there were fried pies, apple or peach, for dessert. Bob and Kendra sat on stools at the lunch counter talking softball with Carl as he tittered about the bar. 
Hungry homeless men often hung around street corners near some Atlanta projects, brandishing signs that said things like  “Will Work for Food” or “Why Lie? NEED BOOZE!” Kendra always had a soft spot in her heart for this in need. Evenings after she left the office she’d drive downtown and park her car on the side of the street, chat with the men, and pass out I’d be more specific here. What actual foods would she bring?
Bob worried. “This isn’t safe,” he’d say. “You don’t know what those men could do to you.”
“I always leave by dark,” she pointed out, but Bob kept nagging her about it, so she struck a bargain with Carl who fed every hungry person she sent to Al’s free of charge. At the end of the month, she paid up.
Despite taking her pill every morning, Kendra got pregnant for the third
 time since they’d been together. The first she terminated at Planned Parenthood. The second had ended in a gory, cramping miscarriage in the toilet while Bob snored a few feet away, pillow over his head to block out Kendra’s cries. She’d never forget those two hours of pain and what it looked like, the last bloody tissue fragments drifting in the water as she hung her head over the bowl and vomited. Wiping up the toilet and showering were the loneliest things she’d ever done. 
When she got up the next afternoon to see her gynecologist, Kendra found a box of dark chocolates on the kitchen counter. 
She couldn’t eat them. Dead-baby chocolates don’t taste good. The miscarriage, though only two months into the pregnancy, revealed the wonder of life to Kendra. For the first time, she realized she wanted children, that she wanted a life growing inside her. 
Bob was still in medical school carrying enormous loans and more to come. The number behind the dollar sign was already scary, let alone with kids, Bob said, and Kendra didn’t have maternity leave. She might get a bit of time off by taking sick days, but the other, mostly-male faculty wouldn’t have approved of such a thing. Worse, an untenured and unmarried assistant professor getting herself pregnant by a “frivolous” med student wasn’t exactly the professional image Kandra had worked so many years for. The good ol’ boys who met on Saturdays for lunch at the members-only University Club would have a field day with that; tenure might be out of the question. 
Starting a family was a tough yet oddly easy decision at the same time. It was time to start a family, Kendra thought while Bob winked to his friends, “I had to get Kendra pregnant to get her to marry me.”
When Bob finally finished med school, years behind the rest of his class, they decided to invest in an Ivy League medical residency. It was expensive but worth the price for the Ivy credentials. Bob’s almost nonexistent pay would be subsidized by Kendra’s scant salary. Worse, they’d be separated the whole first year of their son’s life. Bob accepted the residency and left his car up North when he went to look for an apartment
. 
Kendra
 was elephantine with Bob Jr. when a distracted driver broadsided her a week before Bob left town again
. 
The accident left them with only the WHAT type?. The body shop said repairs would take two weeks. A problem, since Bob was leaving for his residency and she’d have no car. They implored the manager to hurry up the work, but he was unbending. Defeated, they strapped on their helmets and climbed onto the motorcycle. With Kendra nine months pregnant, a third passenger wedged between them. When the manager asked if the bike was their only transportation, he quickly changed his tune. The TYPE OF CAR? would be ready in three days.

Kendra’s doctor warned from the beginning she was way too petite to have babies. In the end she managed to squeeze out a perfect baby boy without medication; she insisted his tiny body would be clean and drug-free. Bruised and battered, both parties survived. Bob’s sister called into the birthing room and told Kendra sympathetically, “If men had the babies, there’d be no more than one baby to a family.” Kendra and Bob wound their arms around each other and their newborn and cried, with his half-baked smell perfuming the room. Bob Jr. was born on Saturday; she had to be in for a half-day at work on Monday. 
A week later Bob departed for his psychiatry residency

. Bob hated being separated from them. He was homesick., Kendra wanted him to quite and come home to she and the baby.
Bob Jr. was born to be wild. He slept little and cried a lot. Kendra’s upstairs neighbor, who rented their top floor, nicknamed her “The Woman Who Never Sleeps” because no matter when he walked by her windows, she was up with the baby. It was a long, record-cold winter for the South that year. Supporting two households on an Assistant Professor salary, Kendra couldn’t afford to heat their drafty Victorian in a historic Atlanta neighborhood. Many nights she bundled Bob Jr. in his snowsuit and nursed him in her little red Subaru, engine running, heat cranked up enough to get warm. Crystals covered the windows of their bleak cocoon, and she had to ram her shoulder against the driver’s-side door to break the icy seal when they ventured back to the house. Mornings she poured hot water over the car lock to unfreeze it.
Her eyes were puffy brown smears until Bob finished his residency and moved home. His high-class credentials landed him a job at Grady Memorial, briefly describe this hospital and the particular job he took.
After how many years?, the fairy tale was back on track.

Stars on the Ceiling
Two
 months later tragedy overran them. Bob crashed the motorcycle at high speed, very messy. Kendra answered the call from the ER. Get there at once; he might not make it. The trauma team succeeded in saving his life, but Bob needed operations and serious medical interventions to pull through. 

Kendra hunted down surgeons and got him into Mayo Clinic in Minnesota for tricky experimental surgery
. They were running up stacks of bills, which added to Bob’s whopping med-school loans. No one was sure if Bob would ever get back to normal. He was in constant agony, could barely walk, couldn’t pee without extraordinary wait-time. Kendra juggled time at the hospital with caring for her colicky baby and managing her job. She was emotionally wrung out, physically exhausted. She tried to catch an occasional nap, all too often terminated by screeching baby cries.

When Bob was finally released from the hospital, his older brother came to help. Kendra had only met him once at his wedding, but she was grateful for any aid she could get. Not long after she retrieved him from the airport, the brothers conferred behind closed doors. That seemed healthy to Kendra as she sank onto the couch to nurse Bob Jr. She fixed them all supper then gave Bob Jr. his sixth meal of the day. Bob’s perspective grew increasingly dark and sinister, as though he was ferociously tying up loose ends. 

Twice that night he implored, “If I die, I want you to marry my brother
.” 
Both times she replied, “Bob, I love you. You aren’t going to die. I’m yours forever.” 
“No, I want you to be with my brother.”  
You never know what’s coming to get you until too late. 
Over the next few days the brothers’ focus narrowed into a shared obsession. Pressure grew. When it came to a head Kendra finally asked his brother to leave. Nightmares of Bob and his brother swapping faces haunted her for months, a wordless midnight feeling she fought to put out of her mind.
After
 a year of physical therapy, Bob recovered enough to go back to work, and life settled into a closer-to-normal pattern. The next thing they knew they were tripping over a miniature two-foot bicycle. When Bob Jr. turned three, he demanded they take off the training wheels. They tried to talk him out of it, assuming they’d be putting them right back on, but he seemed to intuit the secret: look forward and pedal as fast as you can. He never fell, not once. Neighbors stopped their cars and leaned out the window when they saw the little family pedaling around the streets, “Hey, I’ve never seen a baby ride a two-wheeler before!” Athletic feats came easily to Bob Jr. Like father, like son.
Kendra had some daring athletic adventures too. The summer they vacationed in Kitty Hawk, Kendra decided to take up hang gliding. Strapped in the flimsy wing, she ran full-speed off the edge of the highest dune, Jockey Ridge, made famous by the Wright Brothers’ virgin flight. As she went airborne and soared, her husband and son stood on the scorching sand far below squinting up into the summer sun. She could just make out Bob waving his arms and screaming  “Go. Mommy, go!” 
Kendra and Bob moved up the professional ladder. Baby Riley came the year Kendra was up for promotion. Kendra and Bob nicknamed her “the Board Baby” because Kendra had refused to get pregnant again until Bob finally passed his Board Exams. 
Riley took on their very first scrimmage with the diaphragm goalie out of the box. They only had one chance that month. Kendra was about to fly with Bob Jr. to visit her parents when she felt the tiny inner ping. 
She called Bob, “I’m ripe. Meet me at home right away.” They unwrapped a foot-long sub sandwich for Bob Jr. and set him downstairs at the breakfast table. “Don’t leave this table until you finish the whole thing,” they said, but in no time at all, Bob Jr. was pelting on the bedroom door hollering, “Hey, what’s going on in there?” 
“I breathe on Kendra and she gets pregnant,” Bob chortled to his friends, crediting his bionic sperm. 
That same year Kendra got an incredible job offer from Johns Hopkins. It was hard to pass up. Bob was willing to move, so they packed up the house and installed the family near Baltimore. Bob and Kendra christened their new home, making love in every room of the house, even the mudroom
.
The second baby left Kendra with excruciating migraines for days at a time. She tried everything—pills, yoga, acupuncture, even alternative California herbs illegal in Maryland. She needed to be a mommy; the migraines didn’t help. Still, she wanted to expand their family. She thought Bob did, too, even though he occasionally toyed with the idea of a vasectomy. She strongly objected. 
One night when Kendra was in Los Angeles on business, Bob called, “Hey, guess what?  I got ‘fixed’ today!” His words swirled around her, dark and definitive—not only the vasectomy, but his decision by fiat when she was out of town. 
“Why?!” she sputtered into the phone. “The diaphragm is working and I want more kids!” 
“Kendra, it would be too much for the kids to outnumber the grown-ups.”
“But you should have asked me! And when I was out of town? You must have scheduled this before I left.”
“I knew you wouldn’t agree. Two kids are enough. It only takes one of us to make that choice.”
It was a fait à compli. There was nothing Kendra could do, but a small voice kept echoing in the back of her mind
.
THIS IS A CROT, A BIT OF WHITE SPACE TO INDICATE A SHIFT IN TIME/PLACE


“Life is short, celebrate everything!” Kendra always said. Helium balloons and silly signs announced, “It’s Friday!” “Good report card!” or “Riley scored a goal!” Decorations festooned every holiday. Kendra greeted trick-or-treaters in fanciful costumes she purchased from the repertory theatre at the close of each season. Both Bob Jr. and Riley knew exactly the minute they were born, because Kendra orchestrated a celebration every year, passing out tambourines, kazoos, and slide whistles to a band of family and friends who paraded boisterously through the house for that one full minute. A real rock-n-roll extravaganza. The children delighted in their births being commemorated with such gleeful abandon. Bob thought it was silly, but he went along, shook the tambourine, and joined the ragtag dance line. When the kids teased their mother, she just laughed, “Your birthdays are my anniversaries. Bob Jr. made me a mother.” 
Riley accumulated a huge basket of baby dolls and named every one of them “Baby Kendra.” It didn’t bother her in the least that they all had the same name, each one was an individual. When Bob couldn’t babysit due to his endless hours at the hospital, Kendra would take Riley to the dance studio with her. Riley insisted on wearing a leotard and leg warmers just like her mother. She staked out a spot in the back, copying the dancers, the Baby Kendras stationed all around her like an audience. When she was five, Riley started her own ballet lessons.
Bob and Bob Jr. poked half-chewed food out on their tongues, shrieking, “Seefood!” Red and green foods were preferred; they looked most disgusting. They staged farting contests at the table after meals, vying to squeeze out the loudest, most musical explosions. They doubled over laughing, working up the next round of ammunition. Kendra and Riley escaped their fetid sport in the back yard, thankful for their lack of talent in that area. 
Each Christmas Kendra invited Harriet, her husband, and their two kids for an annual holiday-party-with-crafts. Their son Name? was Riley’s age, their birthdays a month apart. Kendra and Harriet shared a secret wish that their children would marry when they grew up, but were happy watching the kids wolf down their supper and paint
 bisque tree ornaments in lots of bright reds and oranges for now. 
As the kids grew, they tackled more elaborate projects. One year they hot-glued candy and tinsel on wreaths. The kids crammed on so many candies the wreaths sagged into bottom-heavy teardrops. They looked like Dr. Seuss interpretations of Christmas decorations—colorful yet oddly terrifying. The next year they painted and decorated a dozen tiny ceramic houses, ending up with a Christmas village for each family. 
Kendra and Riley started “The First Day of Spring Celebration” when they put on bikinis and sunglasses, stretched out in the yard on beach towels, and thumbed through Cosmo Teen and Some other teen mag. 
Bob was riding down Highway 101 on their racy new BMW motorcycle when he found the lake property. They’d searched for years over roads they’d ridden but hadn’t found a place they both loved and could afford. 
Atop a hill overlooking Lake Name? and  down a two-rut semi-paved lane
, no one had any idea how Bob navigated the motorcycle to inspect the house. 
He was so sure it was right for them, he refused to look anywhere else until she agreed to at least see this one. He was right; it was perfect. They bought the land and found a local who was willing to build way out in the country. Kendra sketched out a floor plan on a piece of notebook paper and they sealed the deal on a handshake. A weekend place for now, but a home Bob and Kendra might live in someday. 



CROT
Babies come and babies go. Bob Jr. and Riley became children, then snarly self-absorbed teenagers wearing rumpled black t-shirts with belligerent sayings like “Whatever,” “I can hear you, I’m just not speaking,” “I’m an orphan.” Bob and Kendra sometimes felt they were up against an adolescent onslaught, but when times were tough, they sought each other’s heart for refuge. 
They lay in bed holding hands staring at the fluorescent pinpoints Kendra had arrayed across the bedroom ceiling years ago. 
“The stars are out tonight.”

Bob glanced up, as if noticing them for the first time. He grunted and pressed his front against her back, two spoons nestled with perfect fit, one in the crook of the other. It still gave her the same old charge and she pressed back. 
He lifted her hair off her neck to trace the curve of her ear with his tongue. Entwining his long legs through hers, he pulled her close. His breathy consonants tickled her neck as he whispered, “Ooo, baby, my sweetie,” in that husky, molten voice that means only one thing. 
They drifted off cuddled on his side of the bed to avoid the wet spot. They woke tangled up in each other. Yeah….
It must have been love even after all these years. It sure felt like it.
Idle Hours

One Friday Kendra enticed her old friend Wally into an after-work drink at Idle Hours, a seedy trailer settled on a spot of prime real estate in Baltimore’s entertainment district: a dive with a great address. Stepping over the pocked threshold, they wrinkled their noses at the sour stink of stale beer and cigarettes. 

“Well, Kendra, you picked another winner,” Wally joked.

Kendra’s shoes stuck to the sloping floor. A hand-lettered sign presiding over the bar proclaimed “Tavern of Lost Souls.” Barflies slumped over the counter like The End of the Road Gang. They paused in the nursing of their beers to eye the trespassers. 

Kendra and Wally glanced around for a place to sit. A half-dozen wobbly tables surrounded by mismatched yard-sale chairs littered the tiny space. They headed for the least grubby table, easing gingerly onto the plastic seats. 

A hairy man of indiscernible age ducked under the counter and sauntered toward them, scratching his armpit. His tank top showed off a hodgepodge of tattoos jumbled down his arms and hands. He grinned benevolently at the intruders, revealing missing front teeth. As he grabbed the rag slung over his shoulder to take a swipe at the tabletop, Kendra asked for a margarita.

“All I got is beer.”

Kendra hesitated; she didn’t like beer. 

As she considered, he brightened, “Wait a minute. I think we have a couple of leftover wine coolers in the bottom of the fridge outside. I’ll look.” 

Before she could object, he strode off.

After a long delay he returned, magnanimously presenting Kendra with a battered wine cooler—label peeling, top still screwed on. Scrutinizing the bottle, Wally ordered beer, carefully keeping his hands off the table. 

When the barkeep left, Kendra beamed. “This is such a fabulous sleazy dive. Look at the floor, that plywood bar, the Formica top, those regulars lined up on the stools. We should have come here before!”

“How do you find these places?”

“I love the name. And the unvarnished take-me-for-what-I-am feel is charming,” she laughed. “It is what it is. Even if I have to drink an ancient wine cooler pulled from God-knows-where.” 

She grinned. She relished the presentation of the cooler as if it were a fine gift, specially saved and brought out just for her visit.

But Wally’s tastes had changed since he’d become department chair. “Oh well, I guess the pleasure of your company will have to be enough. And you sure wouldn’t want to come here alone.” 

Kendra looked around, breathing in the saturated remains of previous nights, feeling the pull of the floor when she moved her feet, loving the regulars.

“What’s in the other room?” she asked, pointing to a small, dim room off to one side of the room. A grimy window filtered in just enough daylight to make out a foot-high stage along one wall. A stand-up bass propped against a table surrounded by a scattering of chairs. “They must have live music.” Of course, in this part of town there was music in every space large enough to hold a few musicians and fans. “Been playin’ since they’s babies,” as the song went.


Picking her way through the chairs, Kendra skirted the stage as she made her way to the bathroom. A male form lay facedown on the ground??, blocking her way. She stepped around him and into the single bathroom, pulling the cord on the bare hanging bulb before the spring on the plywood door snapped it shut behind her. She looked around. No toilet paper. A sink but no soap. And that toilet seat … she decided to hold it.

Carefully detouring wide of the stage, she returned to the table, signaling Mr. Tattoo
. “Just so you know, there’s a dead guy on the floor back there.”

“Joe-Boy. He drank too much last night. He does that once ’n then. He’ll wake up after awhile.” 

Bob grimaced as she told her tale that night over dinner. Like Wally, he did’nt exactly share Kendra’s enthusiasm for sleazy dive bars, but Kendra relished those peeks of local color so different from the high-power treadmill she lived on. Years ago in Atlanta, she’d had the ambition to visit every honky-tonk in town. She worked at it early on, seeking out the tucked-away places and luring her friends to go along. But the city grew and the babies came, and she fell behind. She’d barely scratched the surface in Baltimore.

Bob didn’t see the adventure, didn’t see anything charming about his wife sitting in a sleazy bar. 

“You’re my wife, a professor at a prestigious university, a successful scientist, mother of my children. And the people who go to those places are strange, not really people you should be hanging out with. It all makes me look bad,” he complained. “We’re a respectable power couple. What if someone sees you there?” 

“This is worse than night court?”

“Things have changed, Kendra. We don’t go there anymore.”


Years
 later, the kids off to college? or in high school? something to give us a better sense of how many years have actually passed sitting on the big front deck of their lakehouse Kendra gazed sleepily out at the waves rippling across the lake. It somehow took her back to Idle Hours. Johnny’s Diner, a local establishment a few miles up the gravel road, was a slice of Americana as well, she thought, a familiar folksy charm. And one Bob approved of.  It was G-rated unless you took a close look at the hamburgers. No drunk, out-of-work musicians in shorts and tank tops. Mostly sober, out-of-work farmers in plaid flannel shirts and overalls, smoking those little brown cigarettes between teeth that jutted in all sorts of directions. No tattoos. No guitars. No bad reflection on Bob.

The Diner was also the closest place to get a meal. Everything came with dill pickles and extra mayo. Johnny and Johnny’s wife whose name Bob and Kendra never knew ran the place. Johnny took orders and gabbed with the customers at the counter (formica, of course), and his wife cooked, glowering at Johnny and indignantly flinging the plates down the counter at the diners. The paying customers smoked and hung out. They’d all known each other since they were kids, knew way too much about each other’s lives. Kendra and Bob were strangers there. 

Bob and Bob Jr. liked to tease Kendra about Johnny’s crush on her. He was a 350-pound grandfather with a huge beer belly. Though she rarely ate, Kendra’d been a vegetarian ever since being served some unidentifiable organ meat in a snooty Paris restaurant several years back, she loved Johnny’s milkshakes. She and Johnny colluded on new flavor combinations and better milkshake techniques. He shared stories and rumors about the locals, wanting to entertain and entice her to tarry. She did, loving his confidences as he stooped forward with a low voice to gossip about marriages, divorces, childhood bloopers, and teenage pranks. Johnny brought her Native American artifacts gleaned from nearby mounds and recommended good places to search. He loaned her a book to help her identify them. Bob and Kendra waded along the shore looking for treasures when the lake was low. 
Kendra learned from Johnny that she and Bob incited scandalous talk around the county when they installed an outdoor massage shower. The grizzled contractor had looked at them sideways, “You want it here? In front of the house? So close to the driveway?” 
“Do you shower out there, too?” Johnny probed.
She didn’t divulge that she and Bob shared playful showers outside together. He’d wash her hair, squeezing lather down her curls, fashioning them into outrageous soapy hairdos. “You’re Little Richard! Marge Simpson! Queen Latifah!” 
One thing usually led to another. Every now and then they were interrupted when a car pulled up the drive and they scrambled for towels, chortling like teenagers caught in the act. 

Kendra was taking one of those naked outside showers the night she broke her arm. She usually timed her showers to hide under cover of darkness. Picking her way down to the shower in the twilight, she slipped on a wet board, describe what happens here in a little more detail so we can see it happen. 

Woozy and wobbly she groped her way inside and passed out. When she came to, she called Bob on the phone, “I slipped on that wood you stacked under the deck and sprained my arm. I fainted but I’m fine.” 

“Let me come get you. It might be fractured.”

“It’s no big deal. I’ve got ice on it. I’ll be home tomorrow morning.”

Bob made an appointment at the orthopedic clinic the following day and showed up at Kendra’s office to escort her. He sat beside her in the waiting room to make sure she didn’t bolt when the inevitable wait grew longer than expected. He gave her advice on cast colors (she chose purple) when, just as he suspected, her arm turned out to be broken. 

Kendra was the happiest person she knew. She liked to say she had a “thousand-watt life.” She gushed to everyone that she had the best marriage in the world and was unbelievably fortunate to have Bob as her husband. After all these years, she still bought him racy Valentine’s presents at Hustler Hollywood. They had it all.
Bob
 and Kendra held hands as they moseyed down the tree-lined lane to “The Tall,” as the locals called it, a small, man-made lagoon connected by a ceramic pipe to the lake. Crossing The Tall, they climbed the hill to the closest neighbor on the other side, a local who’d become a lawyer and moved to the city. An ornate iron fence with a rusty groaning gate enclosed a tidy family cemetery with graves that dated back 200 years. The tombstones and monuments traced the lives of the family, their marriages and deaths, and scores of tiny headstones recorded the cruel realities of earlier times. Many dates on the baby graves matched the death dates of their mothers. 
As he pulled back a mound of overgrown cross vines, Bob beckoned, “Look over here, Kendra. Some Civil War vets.”
Brushing green-gray moss from the first tombstone, her voice caught. “Oh, he was a teenager, two years younger than Bob Jr. is now.”

A cawing vulture circled overhead but neither of them heard the warning. They were too wrapped up in exploring the cemetery, feeling a small part of the ancient web of humanity. But you don’t always get the adventure you expect. 
Neck Deep in Power and Privilege

Bob parlayed his pro bono work—poached from “spare” time during his hospital job—into a position as a political appointee running an important U.S. Senate office for Mental Health Affairs. Suddenly positioned squarely in the middle of power and influence, he settled into a big office in the penthouse of a chic historic building on Pennsylvania Avenue in downtown Baltimore. 
Kendra drove into the city one night so Bob could show off his classy digs. His diplomas and honors were arrayed on one wall. Two other walls were composed of floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking the street down below. A huge mahogany desk sat in the middle of the room with two club chairs on the side closest to the door. 
Bob swiveled around in his chair to face the windows, holding his arms wide. “This is my town now!” 
When Kendra asked why he didn’t have a picture of her or the kids, he shrugged, “Family’s private.”

After his first week at work, they decided to spend the night at the lake. 
Full of girlish excitement, Kendra raced to get their first, lighting the house and deck with candles. 
Standing in their bedroom upstairs, Kendra slowly pulled down her shorts. She wagged her bottom and ordered, grinning, “Take off your clothes. I’m about to do the Senator’s new top aide.” 
“Let’s go out on the balcony,” Bob grinned, flashing those impish dimples. He knew their impact. He led her outside into the moonlight.
 Leaning 
against the iron rail around the second-story deck, Bob whooped with pleasure as Kendra went down on him.
Bob was fired up about his influential new job. During evening walks around the neighborhood with Kendra, he rambled on and on about his opportunities. He had big decisions to make about how to spend the taxpayers’ money. He wanted to make a big splash. He was upbeat and ambitious. He eagerly sought out Kendra’s suggestions; she was his muse. Kendra was excited, too, and asked lots of questions. What was he working on? How did he spend his day? How often did he get to pow-wow with the Senator? When could she meet his co-workers? Could they invite them all for dinner so she could get to know them?
The idea of Bob immersed in power in a sensational new way stirred things up for both of them. But differently. He feared it, then embraced it. She embraced it, then feared it. 
Managing his image became more and more important to Bob. Each weekend after his golf game he carried in bags of new jackets, shirts, and shoes. He splurged on an entire replacement wardrobe to convey the power of his high-octane job. He became the best-dressed dandy in government. He bleached his teeth, shaved his chest, and fussed with his hair. Like Narcissus, he couldn’t pull his eyes away from his own beauty, his reflection slowly swallowing him alive.
How did Kendra feel about all of this?

He took Kendra to meet his boss at a huge Senate office with illustrious predecessor portraits adorning the walls and oversized red leather wing chairs sitting on a thick Persian rug in front of an imposing desk. 
When she sat down, the chairs swallowed her. She had to slump for her knees to reach the front edge. No matter how she maneuvered, her feet didn’t reach the floor.

The next weekend, Kendra pulled into her spot in the garage and unloaded groceries from the trunk. 
“You’re late. Where have you been?” Bob demanded as she struggled her reusable bags through the kitchen door. 
“You were still asleep when I took off but I left you this note. See?” She picked it up from the counter and waved it. “I was just making my Saturday run around the bakery circuit collecting day-old bread for the Rescue Mission. When I dropped off the boxes, I saw they were shorthanded, so I stayed.”
“Kendra, I don’t know why you spend your time on people like that. Our family needs you.”
“Sweetie, I know that,” Kendra laughed, “Riley was with me.”
“Are you insane? What kind of mother does that? She probably got lice. She’ll be a real hit at her school.”
“She stayed behind the counter and served up lunch. Nothing wrong with that.”
“I think you’re just trying to pump up your reputation as a do-gooder. Look at how you’re dressed.” He looked disdainfully at the food stain on her t-shirt.
“I don’t—”
“If you’re so interested in your little bleeding-heart service projects, you should help with things closer to home. What about that neighborhood committee to raise funds for new lacrosse fields and lighted tennis courts in the park down the street? Have you gone to even one of those meetings? Besides, I hear the food they serve is fabulous. Tt’s a lot better than the crap you dish out at the shelter”
“I help feed people who are hungry. No one needs me to help them build a fucking lacross field.”
“You need to spend your time on programs that are more appropriate for our station in life. I wangled that invitation to join Junior League for you. Have you responded? 
“I don’t even own a hat. Would they even let me in? Bob, the people at the Mission are desperate. It’s way beyond Junior League.”
“My point exactly—you shouldn’t be down there. They’re dangerous. And probably illegal. Just send a check if you feel compelled. Several of my colleagues’ wives are in the Junior League. It’s embarrassing to have to tell people you’re down at the Mission all the time. You need to act like a lady, not some peace and love hippy.”
“So you’re saying I should volunteer for the programs of your choice? I’ll look around, maybe there’s some kind of charity for affluent white physicians.”
“Don’t be such a smart-ass, Kendra! I’m just saying that concern for others can do double duty.”
“hy don’t you try some volunteering of your own? I’m sure you can find something that dresses up your image.”
“What the hell, Kendra? Why can’t you talk about this?. You must be on the rag.” He headed for the garage. “I need to trim the trees and bushes out front. That’s supposed to be your job, you know, when you’re not too busy coddling people who should be helping themselves.”
He slammed his way outside.

“What’s gotten into him?” Kendra asked the closed door. She went over to the sink to wash up and get started on family dinner: tuna steaks she’d grill outside, spinach salad, fresh asparagus, mangoes tossed with fresh-cut basil and Greek oregano from her garden for dessert. Nothing day-old.
She had no intention of quitting at the Mission, no matter what Bob said. 
He dropped it after that, though, and commenced playing golf on weekends with the guys from work. 
“Well,” Kendra thought, “that’s a neat work-around...”
CROT
Bob settled into a busy schedule at work and Kendra started a new semester. One Friday evening in the rec room Bob immersed himself in email while Kendra rested on the couch watching the news, recuperating from a near-fatal bacterial infection she’d struggled with for a few months. At least she was out of the wheel chair at last. 

On the TV, uniformed police arrested a high school teacher for having sex with his students. The newscaster interviewed incredulous neighbors. “He seemed so nice, such a family man,” shaking their heads in amazement. 
Bob watched, rapt. “Boy, if that ever happened to me, I’d rev up my motorcycle and ram into a bridge abutment. That’d be my exit strategy!”
He turned quickly to his email, exclaiming suddenly, “Oh, shit! Tara invited me to church on Sunday. I don’t see any choice but to have to go.” His voice was bright, edgy. Artificial. It had the cagey tenor of a used car salesman greasing a bait-and-switch. His barely concealed delight was disturbing since Bob absolutely despised church of any kind. 
Tara was the Senator’s Chief of Staff, Bob’s boss. He had been in awe of her power since he took the job. 
Bob couldn’t stop talking about her. Nights after work he regaled Kendra with minute details of Tara’s life, alluding that their relationship was becoming personal. He yakked about Tara’s teenage pregnancy, the foods she liked, and what she did on the weekends.
Kendra sat up from the couch, perplexed. “She invited you to church? You must have told her you don’t like church. You won’t even visit the Quaker Friends with me. I’m sure you can decline.” 
“Oh, Kendra, I have to do this. It’s no big deal.” He turned his back. “Quit badgering me!” 
“Did she pressure you? That seems inappropriate.”
Bob slammed down the screen of his laptop and stood up. “It’s settled. I’m going. You can’t stop me!”
“I don’t want to stop you. I just want to understand why—” 
“I’ll only go with her a few times,” Bob snorted. “I can’t just say no!” His emotion astonished her. Things didn’t seem right. 
“Well, why don’t I go along, then? Church is a family thing anyway.” 
Bob thrust out his chin, “You’re not going with me, Kendra, and that’s that! End of conversation.” He clenched his teeth and strode toward the bedroom.
Kendra felt something give way. What set him off so fast?
 she wondered to herself.
Kendra washed her face and put on her robe. She beckoned Bob into the bedroom and propped herself against the pillows of their four-poster bed where they’d conceived Riley. “Bobby,” she implored, “Why can’t I come with you?” 
He blew out an exaggerated sigh and flopped down on the bed with his legs hanging off the edge as if he were preparing to flee. Concentrating on the bedpost, he announced indignantly, “I’m not about to talk to you about Tara.” 

“Why not?”
“You’re limiting my choices. You doubt me.”
“Only because you won’t explain anything.”
He lurched off the bed toward the den. Kendra was bewildered. She coaxed him back to the bedroom and prodded him to talk. He didn’t have much to say, just a few disjointed sentences about his job. He was trying to figure out what he needed to do to stand out and succeed, he said. He was stressed, he wanted Kendra to believe. But she couldtell he was holding something back. She was a psychologist, he a psychiatrist— experts at getting down to the nitty-gritty. This was such a small thing, wasn’t it? 
The next morning Bob sat at the kitchen table reading the newspaper. Standing at the counter drinking a cup of tea, Kendra noticed he had the paper folded to the story of the teacher jailed for sex with his students. 
While Kendra made lunch she watched Bob read the newspaper story a number of times.
They found a secluded table in the park and unpacked their lunch. After they finished their sandwiches, Kendra urged, “Let’s talk about last night, honey. I want to clear this up.” 
His voice was chiseled, “Aw, Ken, just drop it and eat. Nothing’s up with me. Something’s wrong with you.” 
“We already ate and now we can talk. What’s the big deal?” 
Bob eyed the distant tables. “Keep your voice down.” He pointed at what?, his hand shaking.
 “Why are you so upset?” 
Fidgeting, he stared into the middle distance. She waited. He finally spoke obscurely about trying to fit into his new job. 
“But going to church is different from doing your job, isn’t it? I don’t get it. Bob, your behavior last night was so bizarre—you wouldn’t look at me, wouldn’t discuss things, and you got so mad. I’m your wife, please talk to—”
“We’re done here.” Bob stood up. He tossed their leftovers in the cooler and strode toward the truck. Kendra picked up the trash and the cooler and followed. She felt shut out of something. This was not just about an invitation to church; it was something else. 
Driving home, Kendra thought of another angle. “May I read Tara’s email? Maybe I could help you figure this thing out,” she said, thinking “Maybe it would help me figure things out to herself.”
When they got home, Bob stomped inside, leaving Kendra to wrestle the cooler and trash out of the truck and into the house. Kendra’s heart flip-flopped while he edited the email, deleting “unimportant shop talk” Bob didn’t think Kendra would “understand.”. What was in that message he didn’t want her to see? Kendra thought. And she couldn’t help but notice the email had been sent Thursday night, not Friday. Kendra felt queasy.


Foreboding thickened the air, making it hard to breathe. Kendra tried to capture it in words.
“Bob, we both know the cost of keeping intimacy in a relationship is constantly nurturing and confirming trust, commitment, and honesty. It’s been a real challenge since you went to work in government. I hate it that I don’t trust you now.”
“Drop it, Kendra. You need to be behind me. Quit pursuing these damn questions.”
She studied his face. Since when did reason become an act of treason?
“Honey, I only want to talk! Why is this such a big deal?”
“I told you to drop it! Can’t you hear?”
“I heard you. But I didn’t hear you answer me.”
He sprawled on the couch, “I’m tired.”
Kendra paced the kitchen, weighing her options. Why was he so mad, so disconnected? Was he cheating on her? Was he afraid he’d lose his job? None of it made any sense. She ended up writing Bob a note. It felt strange to write a note to her husband in the other room, but trying to talk didn’t seem to be working. 
B-

I know you dislike anything that hints at religion. So, insisting on going to church with Tara is discordant with what you’ve always said about yourself. And if you need to go, I don’t know why you don’t want me to come with you. I can’t understand—are you trying to please Tara or curry favor or what? How far do you have to go to get ahead in your new job?
I heard something in your voice last night when you told me about Tara’s invitation—pleasure and eagerness. You wanted to go. Then when I questioned your reasons, you got mad. I don’t get it. 
Bob, I love you. We belong together. We’re a terrific team and I want to resolve this. But it won’t get sorted out by refusing to talk about it, hoping it just goes away. You’ve turned this into a problem between us that we need to mend.
I love you.

k
While Bob dozed with his forearm over his eyes, Kendra waited to give him her note, hanging nearby, close enough to hear his footsteps when he got up. 
The clock ticked minute after minute. An hour. Then two. Then it was time to start supper. Kendra finally heard movement. She looked up from chopping onions to see Bob beeline from the rec room to the lawn tractor, roaring out of the garage. Sticking in ear buds, he mowed in one sweep what he usually broke into two for such a big lawn. 
When the tractor lights no longer cut through the darkness, he climbed down and headed for the shower. Kendra wanted to give him the letter but by then Riley was patrolling for supper, snitching tidbits. 

Food was on the table when Bob emerged. They all ate too quickly. As soon as Riley excused herself to retire to the rec room for homework, Kendra gave Bob her note. She tried to look soft, approachable. He read it, folded it into a postage stamp
, and headed into the rec room to turn on the TV. 
Kendra followed, whispering, “Come outside. Let’s talk.” 
He ground his teeth, keeping his eyes fixed on some silly sitcom with a laugh track. 
Taking his hand, she tried to pull him up, to lead him out, but he wouldn’t budge. Kendra couldn’t lift him the way he used to lift her, so many years ago, from the dance floor. Could she be any more invisible? she wondered. She waited up in bed but was asleep when she finally felt him ease in on his side
.
In the months after their first argument about Tara, Bob purged her from their conversation. It was clear he was keeping things to himself, presenting only what he deigned to dole out. Kendra urged him to tell her more about his life at work, including Tara. He almost rolled his eyes, “Of course, honey.” 
She felt something leaking from their life. She worried that big and little untruths—from outright lies, to only talking about certain subjects—were corrupting the intimacy they once took for granted. She was taking a back seat to something she didn’t comprehend and woke each morning with an icy pit in her gut, the size and shape of a lie. What was he concealing? she kept asking herself. But the harder she pulled on that Gordian knot, the tighter it got.
Hoping to reconnect, Kendra started suggesting fun things to do together. They rode the motorcycle and took hikes. They saw movies and listened to music. She redecorated their bedroom and got a big new king-size bed. She bought pricey 1,000 thread count linens and sexy lingerie. She put renewed effort into fresh, exciting lovemaking. But doubts taunted her, especially when Bob quit wearing his wedding ring.
“It bothers my finger.” 
Kendra bought him his first Brooks Brothers shirt. Expensive. Traditional. When she came home with the shirt and the salesman’s story that the Senator bought his shirts there too, Bob was hooked. He quit wearing his other shirts and wore only Brooks Brothers. As he preened his new persona, he began to see himself as special: better, smarter, and more appealing than everyone else. A stud. He was sure they saw him that way too. 
Something Kendra could not quite name was wrong. Who was this man she was married to? 

Like a ripple in a pond, her questions spread.
“

Something’s not right, she kept thinking to herself. “I smell it—vinegar and sweat. 
“A cold spirit hovers just beyond reach. Danger nips at my cozy world, unseen but not unfelt. It flickers at the fringes of awareness, cooing maliciously, ‘Look! … No, don’t look!’ So far ... yet ever too close.
“I’m swaying on the brink of something way too deep. 
A shadow slips by the edge of my eye. Can’t see it, but can’t help looking.” 
Thump-thump-thump.

“
Lightning crashes near at hand, and the hairs on my arms and neck stand erect. I am stained by something warm and sticky.

“
It tastes like my own blood.”
Testosterone Poisoning

Soon after he took the new job, Bob announced that his doctor had tested his testosterone, which was way too low, even for a man in his mid 40s. “Too low for what?” Kendra wondered. Now he took daily supplements of Viagr and Cialis, first rubbing gel on his arms and later sticking patches on his abdomen for a heftier power surge. Kendra did notice a difference in the bedroom. His libido swelled and he was more aggressive. He viewed the world through a lens of force and dominance. He smelled musky.
When he first took the job for the Senator, Bob was tentative, dazzled by the power and prestige all around him. After a few months he began to absorb it, wrap it around him, and look down from dizzying new heights. 
Kendra noticed other disturbing changes. 
First, there was the unresolved issue with Tara, who he never mentioned any more. When Kendra asked why, he shrugged, “I rarely see her anymore.” But it was clear he intentionally expunged Tara from his conversation. He still talked incessantly about the powerful big wigs he hobnobbed with, made it clear they called him by his first name. From time to time Bob, brought home free tickets for heated luxury boxes at NFL games, complete with limitless gourmet food and alcohol. Watching home games from comfortable armchairs while the chef and bartender served them was fun, but Kendra wondered what “free” really meant. 
Bob began to view his community advisory groups as inconvenient roadblocks, strategizing to bring them in line with what he’d already decided. Kendra suggested he let his advisors’ ideas improve the decision. “Isn’t that their role?’ she asked. He waved her off; he knew best. They were just rabble, his hand-wave to civic involvement.
Kendra felt squeezed into the back seat of a speeding celebrity tour bus. Things were careening out of control.
Bob escalated his travel schedule. To compensate, he brought Kendra little gifts—stainless steel measuring cups, a good kitchen knife, male enhancement jelly, a print of a Van Gogh they’d seen in Amsterdam.
When the winter holidays came, Bob’s boss threw a Christmas party, an expansive affair at one of the Smithsonian museums after closing time. Kendra wore a slinky red dress with spangles, a designer runway sample. “Mom, you’re gorgeous,” Riley exclaimed, “For almost 50, you’re a 10!” Bob glanced at her over his shoulder, “You do look adequate.” 
Standing in the foyer just inside the museum door, the Senator and his wife posed expertly for pictures, ten seconds with each guest. Inside, Bob worked the party, smiling and glad-handing, Kendra at his side. 
Midway through the party, he introduced Kendra to Tara, a tall, willowy brunette/blond? with café au lait skin, hair extensions pulled high with a shiny gold clip. 
Kendra smiled, “I’ve heard so much about you.” 
Tara extended a limp hand, grazing Kendra’s palm, then turned to chat with the woman beside her. With a firm grip on her back, Bob steered Kendra away.
Later that week Bob said people at the office raved about what a lovely wife he had. Kendra considered the difference” “Lovely?” “Adequate?”
There are big truths in small things.
, she thought.
Still, they spent weekends at the lake. They searched for artifacts along the shore. They held hands at sunset, telling each other, “I love you. We’re so lucky to have each other.” They made love every time, even though his idea of lovemaking these days was “wham, bam, thank you, ma’am.” Since Bob liked sex on the deck or in the yard, that’s where they often ended up. It intensified his pleasure. 
Bob was like a one-way mirror looking out, concealing what’s behind.  He seemed to filter out things he did not want his wife to know—constantly deciding what to keep in, what to leave out. She couldn’t figure out what he wouldn’t want her to know and she urged him to say what was on his mind. 
“I tell you everything. There’s nothing to talk about, nothing to worry about. You’re making up things.”
Kendra was plagued by nagging doubts. She began to wonder if Bob was infatuated with someone new at the office. She suspected Chelsay, a brassy New Yorker half his age, his intern. He’d elevated her to a position of authority far beyond her qualifications. He “adopted” her and took her with him to too meetings, even brought her along to hear him speak at a psychology conference Kendra organized—her professional venue. 
At first he talked about Chelsay incessantly and glowingly, sharing lots of details about her life and their work together, just like with Tara. 
Then his references to her became negative. “She’s superficial, a chatterbox.” 
Later he stopped mentioning her at all. Redux, Kendra thought. Another harmless crush like Tara, right? 
Then Kendra started asking direct questions, “Who’s going on your trip this week?” Bob responded with studied ambiguity, “Our usual group.” Only when she persisted would he eventually give specific names. It seemed like he didn’t want her to know whom he was traveling with. 
The subterfuge gnawed at Kendra but she arrested it, loving him, wanting to trust. 
One evening, Bob told Kendra he’d driven Chelsay out to their lake house that afternoon. Their builder, who lived close by, was at the house working on repairs. “He’ll probably mention our quick visit next time he sees you. We interrupted him, so we turned around and drove back,” he said, gazing down and to the left.
“The lying-eyes position,” Kendra couldn’t help noting as her stomach turned somersaults. Why would he bring his hot intern to the lakehouse only to turn back around because of the repairman. A four-hour journey in and out of the city. Bob’s reason for going was flimsy: “I just wanted to show it to her.” 
Kendra was haunted by the picture of Bob taking Chelsay out there. When she asked him about it, he lit into her. “Don’t you trust me? Damn it, Kendra, quit carping at me.” Later that night while they made love, he was especially attentive. 

Bob started working out at the gym. He applied products to grow hair and shaved the coarse hairs that had migrated from his head down to his back. He trimmed his pubic hair too. He was almost 50, going on 15. 
Kendra began to lose track of the real Bob, realizing much later that she was beginning to see the New Bob, theatrically gifted, a one-man show with fans, not friends. He posed just the right façade for each person, a façade tinged with malevolence, polished by power, less than he really was.
Most disturbing of all was Bob’s clear message: His star was rising; he was a big shot; the usual rules did not apply. 

The Day the Dog Died

Kendra threw Bob a big party the Friday before his fiftieth birthday. Bob chose a date when he’d be in town and took charge of the guest list and invitations. 
He did not invite Tara. 
Kendra cleaned the house, arranged furniture into conversational groupings, and shopped for wines and gourmet delicacies. She asked for help preparing for the gala, but Bob was riveted with combing through pictures of his life, which he mounted on huge exhibit boards he hung at eye level around the living and dining room walls. 
He devoted two weeks to getting them just right, selecting and re-selecting, shuffling them into groups. Lots were of family, especially Bob holding the babies and playing with the kids, but a disconcerting photo at the top of one display caught Kendra’s eye. It showed Bob on a recent motorcycle vacation with his buddies. In one photograph, a woman canted into Bob, both arms around him in a far-too familiar embrace. It was as inconspicuous as a zebra at a horse show. Why did he choose to display that one? Kendra wondered.
Bob Jr. was away at college, so Riley helped her mother cook and serve. A crowd of friends came, as well as various women Bob had worked with over the years. Several women from Bob’s new office showed up too. His secretary carried her toddler. Vanessa, a beautiful black woman dressed to the nines, dropped by. His intern Chelsay, a stern-faced medical student, brought her cute-but-squat pug-nosed boyfriend, Nick. 
Bob spent most of the evening schmoozing with Chelsay and Nick, proudly elaborating on the pictures of his life. They were the last to leave. Chelsay leaned in for a sotto voce farewell to Bob while Nick retrieved their jackets.
As Kendra escorted them out the door and thanked them for coming, Chelsay remarked off-handedly, “It’s Nick’s 28th birthday today.” Kendra couldn’t believe her ears. 
Chelsay and Bob had just returned from a two-day junket, and were leaving for Richmond the day after next. Thanksgiving was the following week and Nick had said he’d be out of town visiting his family. Wouldn’t Chelsay and Nick want to spend their time together alone on his birthday? 
 “What,” Kendra asked, incredulous. “I can’t believe you came to Bob’s party tonight on Nick’s birthday.” 

Chelsay shrugged and flipped up her hand. “Not important,” she smiled. “We can celebrate Nick’s birthday whenever.” She looked at Kendra with a tucked smile. It sounded cocky but Nick didn’t seem to notice as he held out her coat and she pranced out the door.

That night, Bob asked Kendra what she thought of Chelsay and Nick as they cleaned up the house.
“I’m surprised they came here on his birthday.”
Bob dimples deepened. 
“I’m going to rest on the patio,” he said, “I’ll come in later to help you and Riley clean up.” By the time he reappeared, everything was put away.
CROT
Bob had been gradually moving up the departure time of his next trip to Richmond. At first it was Monday night, the day after his birthday. Then it was Sunday night. Then it was, “I’ll leave on Sunday afternoon so Chelsay can party that night with some of the Richmond folks we work with. We’re going down a day before the rest of the team.” First thing Sunday morning he unexpectedly announced, “I’m leaving as soon as Chelsay wakes up.” 
Kendra was floored, “But it’s your fiftieth birthday! Riley and I want to have a family celebration.” 
“It will build good relationships for Chelsay to play with the others, so that’s the plan. I’ll just chill and watch a movie in my room. It’s all set.” 
“Can’t you just have an early supper with us? You’d still get there plenty early. How much partying can Chelsay do on a Sunday night?”
 Riley prompted, “Come on, Dad, you only turn 50 once. Stay here and let’s celebrate!”
 “Naw … it’s just a number, nothing special.” He shrugged. “Don’t make this complicated, Riley. I already decided. I’m leaving right after breakfast.”
 He headed back to the bedroom to pack. Kendra glided through every now and then, on some “errand.” He was buoyant, choosing his clothes with care. The look on his face yowled “Packing is heaven.” 
Bob left with his expensive leather weekend tote over his shoulder and a bag of CDs under his arm, pausing to grab a couple of the girls’ chocolate bars from the door of the frig. Waving a cheery two-finger V, he peeled away Kendra, rooted in front of the rec room window, watching him disappear down the street. 
Sitting at the family computer, Riley watched her mother out of the corner of her eye. “I’m moving in slow motion,” Kendra thought. “I’d better get out of the house, do something.” 
Gathering up her purse and keys, she mumbled, “I’m headed out for groceries.” Their nearly blind and almost- deaf 12-year-old lab, Blackie, followed her. She paused to scratch his ears before he wandered out to the driveway. Kendra eased herself into the driver’s seat of her Volvo and fine-tuned the mirrors. She could see practically nothing out of the tiny back window in the convertible top. 
Backing out, she felt a thump as the car pitched up, then down, almost like she’d driven over a speed bump. What was that? A basketball from the kids next door? Riley’s soccer stuff? 
Pushing the gearshift into park, still half in and half out of the garage, she flung open her door and squatted to peer under the car. Blackie was trapped under some car part, gasping and bleeding from his mouth. 
Looking at her with trusting eyes, he thumped his tail once. She pulled him gently, then harder. Nothing. 
She dashed into the rec room, shrieking to Riley, who came on the run. 
They leapt into lifesaver mode, pulling and tugging, struggling to get him free. In a panic, Riley finally called her dad to come home and help. She caught him before he picked up Chelsay. He was at the store buying some things he needed for the trip. 
The three of them managed to wrench Blackie from under the car and carry him into the kitchen on a piece of plywood. Calls to the vets went unanswered, so they laid Blackie on a thick blanket in the laundry room. Kendra and Riley stretched out on the floor on either side of him, stroking him while he labored for breath. Bob plopped in his recliner in the rec room, eyes closed, lips pressed together, holding still with all his might. He writhed like a teenage boy late for a date. A few minutes later he jumped up and announced he was off. 
“Please, Dad, please stay!” Riley beseeched. “We need you. Blackie needs you. Don’t leave us!”
“I’ve already waited too long!” he called back, rocketing out the door like an eager teenager on prom night. 
The
 next day Kendra and Riley drove Blackie from vet to vet, loading him in and out of the back seat at each animal hospital, trying to save his life. The vets were kind but not hopeful. Blackie was old and frail. He was suffering. 
Finally, Kendra and Riley had to decide to put him down. It nearly killed them. They lay on the cold tile floor curled around their old friend as his breathing slowed down and stopped. 
Kendra called Bob with the awful news. “Honey, our dog just died. Please come home. We need you and we can’t bury him by ourselves.” 
“I’m too busy,” he replied curtly and hung up the phone with a resounding click.
Bob Jr. drove home from college to dig a grave in the backyard. He eased Blackie in, wrapped in their best blanket. They held each other for a long time beside the grave before taking turns with the shovel filling in dirt. They told their favorite Blackie stories. Bob Jr. lugged a stone from the back of the yard to top the grave. 
Bob never even called to ask what happened.
When Kendra finally reached him on the phone late that night, he didn’t want to hear much about their dog, but inundated her with minutia about his solitary birthday dinner the night before, explaining why she couldn’t reach him. “I ate alone at a restaurant across the street. It was pretty empty. I had rib eye steak and a baked potato. The sweet tea was good. A little boy had a birthday. They sang and ate cake, so it felt like a celebration for me, too. I’m busy; I’ll tell you more when I have time.”  
“I feel bad that you ate alone on your birthday.”  
“No biggie,” he chirped, “We celebrated at my party so being by myself on my birthday was fine.” 
None of it made sense. Bob had plenty of friends in Richmond. Why had he eaten alone? 
Bob wove an eccentric hodge-podge of details, riddled with contradictions. Each embellishment felt like a rock thrown at her chest. “I watched a television show.” Then why couldn’t she reach him for hours? “I went downstairs to get an iron and eat at the bar.” Did he really just say he ate twice that night? 

Kendra checked the Richmond TV listings. Name of show wasn’t playing that night. Kendra wanted to ask him about it vut didn’t see what the point would be. He’d just lie his way out of it or yell at her for being suspicious. WShe decided to let it slide until she could see him in person. Trying to piece together the facts, she made notes, records of times and events. 
CROT

Two days later, Kendra’s best friend Kitty and her son Sam, Kendra’s godson, arrived for their annual Thanksgiving visit. Kitty and Kendra, friends since high school, had been through a lot. Kitty talked her through all-day pregnancy sickness for six months and single motherhood when Bob Jr. was born and Bob went up north for his Ivy League residency. When Kitty’s husband drowned in a fishing accident, Kendra traveled to WHERE? to help Kitty through the details, to let her cry on her shoulder.
Bob, of course, loathed Kitty. Kitty was self-centered and spoiled, he said. She smelled like an ashtray! One more gripe here! Before Sam and Kitty arrived, Bob left on another road trip with his pep squad, whose job increasingly seemed to be whipping up his fanfare while he, in full regalia, held court. Anything to add sparkles to his crown.
When he returned, Bob swept Kendra up in a big kiss. “I missed you so much,” he cried, but he was in perpetual motion, pacing, never in the house for more than a few minutes at a time. He excused himself, “I’m hyperactive. I can’t sit still.” 
“He’s never been hyperactive,” Kendra though, “if anything, the opposite. He looks like a cat that ate the canary.”
On Thanksgiving, Kitty, Sam, and Riley helped get the big dinner together. Bob Jr. came with two friends, Finn and Alex. Kendra invited several friends as well. Josh and Pat brought salad. Sofia, from Italy, brought artichokes and goat cheese for her first American Thanksgiving. Joni brought two bottles of wine. Bob invited Chelsay, who showed up with a tiny, dying grocery-store plant, presented to Kendra with a big flourish and a light, finger-tapping hug. 
Chelsay’s presence at the family’s Thanksgiving dinner disarmed Kendra. She must be wrong about Bob and Chelsay, she thought. After all, if he was cheating—or even thinking about it—no man would flaunt it so blatantly in front of his family. It would be sadistic. And what woman could look his wife and kids in the face over the dinner table if she was having an affair with their husband and father? 
Still, dread’s clammy hand clamped her heart. 
Over dinner they talked politics and the environment, shared personal anecdotes. Kendra told one of her favorite stories about the oak “made-for-each-other” rocker in the den. “Riley and I discovered the chair at a crafts fair. Bob was in Daytona Beach at a conference that weekend. The chair cost more than we’d agreed to spend without consulting the other. But it was so perfect I bought it. The next day when I picked up Bob at the airport, he was so excited about a chair he had seen in Daytona. ‘It’s perfect for us,’ he said. ‘Here’s the craftsman’s card. Let’s order it.’ I was really stuck because I had just bought this other chair without asking him. When he walked into the house, he couldn’t believe his eyes. It was the same chair! I’d bought it from the brother of the woodworker who made the chair he found. So we call it the ‘made for each other’ rocker.” 
Chelsay followed with a non-sequiter about Nick who’d tried to persuade her to come visit his family for Thanksgiving. He even called after he got there, offering to send her a last-minute ticket. She made a big deal about it, with a silvery laugh, “I told him I just want to stay in town by myself and chill.” There was a self-congratulatory, mocking undertone in her voice that seemed to degrade Nick. It sounded almost cruel. Bob smiled around the table as if inviting the other guests to share in his enjoyment of Chelsay’s cleverness. 
After their guests left, Bob turned to Kendra, “I was so proud that Chelsay could keep up with the rest of you discussing politics!” 
Proud? Kendra thought. What was she, his child?
Kendra spent the rest of the holiday weekend looking for evidence. She hadn’t yet honed her sleuthing skills, so she was clumsy. She tried unsuccessfully to find out where Chelsay and Nick lived. 
She mentioned nothing to Kitty. Voicing her fears out loud made them too real.
A few days after Thanksgiving, Kendra received an email from Chelsay. It read: 
Hi, Kendra. I realized today I have been spelling your name incorrectly. I am very sorry about that, and now have the correct spelling permanently ingrained in my brain. Thank you again for your warm hospitality over the Thanksgiving holiday. I had a lovely time with your family and guests.
The next week, Bob asked if Kendra would help Chelsay with analyzing some statistics from a research project: “She doesn’t understand the results and needs help. It would really advance her career. I already told her you’d help her.” 

Jotting down Chelsay’s phone number from memory, he thrust it at Kendra and urged, “You should call her right away.” 
Kendra’s stomach revolted, but, reluctantly, she agreed. Keep your friends close and your enemies closer, she thought. 
When she didn’t call Chelsay at once, Bob goaded, “Why haven’t you called her yet? You need to do this right away.” 
In her whole life, no one had ever made Kendra feel as inconsequential as her husband did that day.
Later she received an email message from Chelsay.
Hi Kendra,
Thank you so much for being willing to look at this.  I don’t want to burden you if this’ll take up any more than 15 minutes of your time. The statistician who originally ran this analysis is not contactable, and I’m not sure what happened to her. I don’t understand the results she sent. I’ve attached a brief description of the experiment, which is rather complicated, and I can’t explain it very well.

Bob says you’re an excellent statistician. Thanks so much, for giving this a stab.

Taking more stats classes is certainly on my life to-do list.  :o)

Many Thanks,

Chelsay
It took Kendra hours to sort through the garble Chelsay sent her. She called Chelsay and tried to explain what she thought had been done, but Chelsay just couldn’t understand. Kendra, a long-time teacher of undergraduate statistics, tried several tried-and-true ways to explain, but Chelsay didn’t get it. Worse, Chelsay didn’t get that she didn’t get it. She was forging ahead full steam without any real understanding of what she was doing. 

How arrogant! Kendra thought. She’s a medical student. She won’t let her muddled lack of understanding slow her down. She’s above the usual standards of science.”
That night Chelsay sent Kendra a follow-up email:
Hi Kendra,
Thank you very much for all your time today. I am trying to write my understanding of the analyses before your explanations leak out of my head. Thanks for helping. I think your suggestion to get feedback from the other authors on this paper is a great idea. I’ll send it to them.

Thanks,

Chelsay
Kendra saw right through her email. Something was terribly wrong.
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Bob was out of town most of the week. Kendra tried to push her suspicions aside, even though she felt like she was teetering on the edge of a cliff. He’d be passing through Tuesday afternoon, and they planned to take time off from work for a private rendezvous at home while Riley was still at school. While Bob was driving back, Kendra called to tease him with sexy comments. 
“You came home early for me?”
“New teddy and Brazilian bikini panties? Smoky blue-gray Charmeuse silk with a touch of ivory lace at the neck. Drapes your curves and crevices?”
“Ooo-la-la, I like the sound of that,” he chuckled.
“You’ll greet me in the bedroom? Clean sheets. Warm ginger body oil.”
“Ooo, and scented candles.” 
Kendra could hear a woman snickering in the background as Bob repeated each line. Kendra was shocked, violated. Why would he expose her like that?
Picking at the threads of her misgivings, Kendra tried to weave them together. She sensed that if she pulled the wrong thread, her life might unravel.
She waited for Bob at home as the candles burned down and the room grew dark. She changed back into her jeans and sweatshirt and straightened up the bedroom just before Riley got home from soccer practice. Bob finally called hours later, “I was delayed. I’ll be back Friday afternoon. Let’s meet out at the lake house for dinner.”
Kendra set her sights on Friday night. She needed to hear him explain. She made notes about what she wanted to bring up and practiced key phrases in the mirror, polishing the words to get her part of the conversation—and her facial expressions—just right. 




When Bob finally got home, Kendra couldn’t help but notice he was freshly showered….. edit in this way from here. The dinner Kendra fixed got cold hours ago. You explain that you needed to do some errands and swap out the government cars for your next trip day after tomorrow.
I wrestle with words. I try to set the right tone so you’ll be straight with me. 
“For the past few months, I’ve felt that something’s not right. Even though our relationship has been close as always, I can tell you’re withholding something. When I bring it up, you deny over and over that I should worry. You’re peeved that I ask you. But we need to have a heart-to-heart about this.
“I’ve asked you time and again about your relationships with Vanessa and Chelsay, your travel team. You used to talk a lot about both of them, but now you downplay those relationships, even speaking of them—particularly Chelsay— negatively. It sounds manipulative, designed to steer me in the wrong direction. Now you don’t even mention them anymore. I don’t think you’re being honest.”
“I made those sexy comments to you on the phone while you were coming back from Richmond. I felt cheap and exposed when you repeated mywords, meant only for your ears. My intimacies were so deeply personal, a wife to her husband.”
 “I didn’t know you were being sexy when I repeated your comments. I never thought of it as a violation.”
“Who was with you?” 
“Chelsay.”
“Why didn’t you set me straight and tell me only Chelsay was there? I thought Vanessa was in the car too.”
 “I was concentrating on what you had to say, not correcting some insignificant detail I didn’t even notice.”
“How could you not notice? Were you trying to give me the wrong impression about who you were with? On the phone last night I said, ‘Being with them must be like being in a family, very intense and close.’ You agreed, then said ‘It’s not really personal, it’s just hard work.’ But you must be pretty chummy, doing all that traveling, eating together, staying in hotels.  
“You told me that right after dinner you all rush back to your separate rooms because you hate each other and don’t want to spend time together, but I’ve heard you refer to yourself, Vanessa, and Chelsay as ‘The Three Musketeers.’ I know you don’t hate each other. Why would you act like you do?”

 “I was just exaggerating. Don’t make a big deal out of it.”
 “But when I say you don’t sound convincing, you shrug it off, insisting that’s the whole truth. It doesn’t seem honest. What the hell is going on, Bob?”
Bob just sat there, silent. 
“You used to leave as late in the day as possible when you went on your trips. Now you leave as early as you can get away.  Something’s different. You look forward to your trips in a way you didn’t used to.”
“And why would you bring Chelsay to the lakehouse. This is our special place. Not only that, but you said you left right away when it turned out the builder was there working on the water line. A three-hour trip during work hours for nothing?” 
“Fuck, K! It was nothing! Don’t make it something. There’s no room in our marriage for you to doubt me.”

With unnerving late-night energy, you twitch back and forth in the Cracker Barrel porch rocker I gave you for Father’s Day last year. You are chatty and reassuring. You tell me you love me. You would never do anything to hurt me. Your voice is buttery and smooth. It sounds warm and intimate, 
but it doesn’t feel right. There is a hint of practiced glibness in your gestures and a sly tone in your voice, like oil poured over glass shards.  
We eventually climb the stairs to bed; we nuzzle and cuddle before we fall asleep. I want to make love, but you peter out. I stroke your back and arms, telling you, “It’s okay. We’ll try again in the morning, a better time for you.” I curl up, tears snaking down my cheeks, but you’re turned away, snoring lightly. When the meager winter sun leaks in through the double glass doors we try again to make love, but you’re flaccid, exclaiming, “Oh, it’s been so long since I’ve had sex!” 
It sounds strained, like a high violin note held too long. I’m your wife. Don’t I know how exactly long it’s been since you’ve had sex?
When we get home that morning
 I voice my fears again. You are huffy, sighing loudly and making deprecating gestures. You proclaim your innocence, “There’s nothing to worry about … nothing at all.” 
I ask you again and again; each time you say there’s nothing you haven’t told me. “My relationships with Vanessa and Chelsay are strictly work-related. Sure, we spend lots of time together out of town but we never get personal. We just tell tales and talk shop.”
I plead with you to tell me what’s going on. I assure you we can talk about it, even if it’s bad. But you look me in the eye with an innocent face and swear with nimble sincerity, tousling my hair as you insist you’ve told me everything.
Later, I confront you in the bathroom where you’re reading What magazine? on your porcelain throne and can’t run away. I hold out a note with some questions because there’s no point in talking.
“Search your heart. You don’t have to answer to me, but if the answer to any of my questions is ‘yes,’ we have a problem, Bob.” You groan when I hand you the paper and hold it at arm’s length between your thumb and index finger, as though it’s smeared with feces.

Do I try to minimize my relationships with Vanessa and Chelsay to Kendra?

Do I keep secrets about who I am and what I do?

Do I screen or filter what I say to Kendra? 
Try to present misleading impressions?

After a long while you come into the rec room. “I want to answer these absurd questions, deal with this once and for all, so you will get over your ridiculous jealously and paranoia and stop interrogating me.” 
In a velvet voice you go down the list, jabbing at each question. No. No. No. No. You consider each one, whether there could be anything, anything at all, a wife should know. You gab about whether there are any fuzzy boundaries you could have inadvertently crossed without realizing. But no, there is nothing at all that would make you answer “yes” to any of my questions. 

During your hour-long monologue I listen to the wheedle in your voice, watch your stiff face, your hands hidden deep in the pockets of your jeans. You reassure me all is well, but you don’t sound or look quite right. I feel like I’m being chatted up. Over and over you admonish me, “You’re making this up; you must stop this. You are wrong. You are inappropriate, out of line, out of your mind. You need help.”
I think, “Maybe you’re right. Am I paranoid? Maybe I am making something out of nothing….”
“Kendra, we can’t go on like this. You’re ruining our lives. You need to stop imagining things and questioning me about every miniscule detail. Just believe me and forget it. I’m telling the truth.” 
But “truth” is a funny thing sometimes. I review what I know, what I feel. 

The next morning you load the recycling bins into the back of your truck and pull out, chatting on your cell phone. I hurry back to our bedroom and inspect the clothes you put in your suitcase for your trip later that day: One pair of black pants, one white shirt and a tie, two t-shirts, four pairs of underwear. For the guy who took pains to tell me he will wear the same shirt both days to minimize packing, this doesn’t add up. Four pairs of underwear?
I go outside and check the government car in the driveway. Locked. I search around the house and find the keys, unlock the car door, and look inside. Nothing. Then I reach over and click open the glove compartment to discover a bottle of Viagra staring me down. Your name is on the label, filled Friday for six pills. There are eleven blue pills in the bottle. 

The whole world has changed in a moment. In one quantum jump, I’m slammed onto a nauseating carnival ride.
“Oh no! Oh no! Oh no!” I squeak, falling to my knees in the driveway. 
Vomit wells up my throat, the taste of tarnished pennies in my mouth. 
Vertigo and blinding numbness overwhelm me. 
Viagra? For your trip? Do you plan to have sex? 

Time folds in on itself, suspended in one frozen moment of aching eternity. 
I stick to the seat, drooping over the gearshift knob, liquefied. I feel oddly blunted, as though I am watching this happen to someone else. It 
is eerily hushed, as if the morning sounds have been absorbed by a sponge. 
The bright light of the day fades to a pinpoint far, far away, the colors bleached out of everything as I swirl down the sinkhole that has opened under my feet in the middle of the driveway. 
“No, no, no!” Kendra cries in her mind, “Not my Bob, my best friend, my partner for life, my soul mate. He’s betraying me, cheating on me.” 
Giddy
 and faint, I struggle for breath beneath the ton of rocks crushing my chest. 
When my legs start working, I drag myself out of the car, clutching the bottle in a death grip. I stagger back and forth in the driveway, shell-shocked, disoriented, but I resolve to give you one more chance to tell me. 
Hunkering into the glider on the porch, I wait for you, trembling. I cradle my head in my arms, running my fingers through my hair until the curls spring out at wild, crazy angles. The longest year I ever spent was the hour waiting for you. 
You get back. I beckon you to sit beside me. I’m soft, pleading. “I know you haven’t been honest. Tell me, please talk about it,” I beg. 
You look into my eyes and ooze assurances, “There’s nothing to tell. I’ve been completely honest.” 
Your spiel is chatty and ernest. Slick. 
“Things are fine, you shouldn’t worry. You’re pathological. It’s unacceptable to nag me about this.” You give me a long hug and a tender kiss.
Oh what lies there are in kisses.
, Kendra thinks.
After 20 minutes of suave reassurances, I fish your bottle of Viagra out of my pocket and hold it in front of you. 
“Explain this. I found it in the government car.” 
The jig was up.
You’re like a cornered cat, wide black pupils, back hunched against the armrest. You inspect your belt buckle. Cowering into the cushion, you say nothing, not one single word. 
I beg you to talk. “I love you. Tell me. Please, please tell me what’s going on.” 
Your face petrifies. Your lips mash into a jagged line until they disappear altogether. Seconds turn into minutes, then many, many minutes. You start to face me but change your mind. Finally you mumble a few words in a croaky voice, making me drag every syllable out of you. 
You offer a spindly story with lots of gaps, pausing so long between words that I find myself holding my breath in wait. “A flirtation with Becky … works with me in Richmond … a standing invitation … uh … to drop by … my hotel. I took those pills along this time … in case … she showed up. Nothing ever happened—I only thought about it. I swear.” 
“Why would you put the Viagra in the glove compartment for today’s trip to a different city, and people from work riding with you?” 
“I didn’t want to put the pills in my luggage where someone might see them.”
“Huh?” 
You backpedal. “I took them out there Monday when I left for my last trip and just forgot to bring them in.” 
I shake my head. “This is a different car, Bob. And you would never stash Viagra in the glove compartment with your work gang along.” 
You sit up very tall, animated. “You’re ridiculous, stupid; no one ever looks in a glove compartment.” 
“But someone would look in your suitcase?”
I take a long, ragged breath, “You hid the pills in the car this morning for your excursion with Chelsay today. You were afraid I might see them with your clothes so you put them out in the car and locked it. Come clean.” 
You insist you’ve been completely honest this time. I object, you’ve been lying all along and I can’t believe you now. 
Your story doesn’t make sense, so we hash it over. You repeat your story in carefully modulated tones, but the story evolves with each retelling, smoothing over the lumps and bumps. You insist it’s over with Becky; nothing ever happened. 
“It was just a thought, bad judgment. I’m sorry. I made a wrong decision, but nothing ever has or will happen.” 
That’s your story and, though it’s convoluted in the retellings, you stand by it. Do you think that not getting caught in a lie is the same thing as telling the truth?
You grab your phone and head inside. “I’m going to cancel my trip today,” you say over your shoulder. “I don’t want to throw Becky in your face by going there. I’ll just tell Chelsay I’m too busy.”
Your alibi doesn’t hold together. Gulping for air, I follow you and confront you. “I think something’s going on between you and Chelsay.” 
You turn your back and mount the exercise bike, pedaling furiously. Whir! Whir! Whir! You explode, “You have got to stop your imagination from running wild! Quit making things up. You’re deranged. I’ve told you everything and you have to stop. I can’t go on with you doing this to me!” You’re harsh and irate, accusing and belittling, full of bluster. I have never heard that in your voice before.
You jump off the bike and clomp into the kitchen. I trail behind. You stop suddenly and wheel around, knocking me to the floor. I grab your ankles, begging you to level with me. You batter my ribs with your shoe 
and stab your thumbs painfully into my armpits, jerking me up “Get off the floor, Kendra! You embarrass yourself!” 
I grab my car keys and escape for a short drive to clear my head. I try to paste together the pieces of your story that don’t fit. It dawns on me that you had to have put the Viagra in the car last night or this morning for today’s jaunt with Chelsay. When we had tried to make love at the lake house yesterday, you couldn’t sustain an erection. You told me then that you had taken Cialis but it didn’t work. So when I got home from the lake yesterday, I looked inside the bottles in your bathroom drawer to check the pills. Maybe you were taking too little, I thought. Maybe they’re expired. 
I opened the bottles to see if you were cutting the pills in half. There were eleven whole Viagra and seven halves in one bottle, and five Cialis in another. After I found your sex drugs in the government car today, I checked the bottles in your drawer again—seven Viagra halves in one and five Cialis in the other. 

You had to have stashed the missing Viagra in the car since I looked in the bottles yesterday. You lied straight-faced while I begged.
I drive home at a white-knuckle crawl, shuddering as the earth shifts beneath me, half praying my car will lurch off the road and send me flying through the windshield, anything to keep me from heartbreak. 
Everything is spinning out of control; the kaleidoscope of trees and houses I pass revolve around me in sickening slow motion. 
When I get home, I face you in the bedroom where you are furiously hanging up clothes from your suitcase. I tell you what I figured out. “Don’t you dare tell me one more goddamn lie!”
Busted, the color runs out of your face. You buckle onto the bed, twisted in a curlicue, eyes sheathed. 
You go mute. 
Dead air screams at me as your face contorts with fear, anger, bitterness… who knows. It’s excruciating. You’re going to have to fess up, but not until you’re absolutely sure that another lie won’t get you out of it. What are you deciding?
Anguish hacks away pieces of my heart, chunk by bloody chunk. I don’t know what to say or do. I can barely force out words, my voice faint and squeaky. I bawl and cheep, waiting for you to say something, anything. 
“I love you. How can you just lie there and say nothing?” 
Still, you lie speechless on the bed, riveted by some detailed stitching in the bedspread. 
I try to find your eyes. I lay my hand on your chest, hoping to reach right through your skin and touch your heart. “How you can put me through this?” 

Finally, you choke out a few halting syllables in a hushed voice, “It’s … Chelsay … about 2 months.” 
Those words fly into my ears before I can block them out. I want to howl loudly so I cannot hear them. I see your lips moving, but they don’t seem real. They can’t be coming from my Bob, from my hero, the man I thought I knew. 
I rock my body back and forth, mewling incoherently.
I steel myself for more.
Finally you gather yourself. “I’ve had sex with Chelsay 3 times, all on overnight business trips. The first time, she drank some beers and then I went to her hotel room to watch a movie. Things slipped into sex. She never comes to my room. I always go to hers. I don’t stay overnight, ever. It’s always in motels on government business. No witnesses.”
My heart hemorrhages, punctured. I can’t hold my head up. Or my legs. Can’t breathe. I wrap my arms around myself, rocking back and forth, asking how we can go on … how we will deal with our lives now in shambles. I recite your words in my mind, trying to get myself to believe my ears. You have a lover—an intern half your age. 
You pay her salary. She provides sex. 
When I begged you to tell, you said I was crazy.
No wonder you were silent so long when I held out your pills. You were inventing your cover story about Becky. Some cover story, an open invitation for sex. When I presented the evidence that you’d lied about putting the Viagra in the car days ago, and you went silent for so long, too long, you were trying to concoct another story, anything you could come up with to confuse me with a labyrinth of lies. But you couldn’t think of a way out. You were frantically figuring how to finesse old lies with new ones, afraid you might lose everything.
 “Why wouldn’t you tell me this when I pleaded with you?” 
“I couldn’t stop. I didn’t want you to know.”
Fear and pain parade across your face. You’ve been discovered; your affair might have to end. Your marriage might be ending, too. 
You’re scrambling to figure out how to save as much as possible. But what will you choose to save?
I gather my courage and push out the words, “Are you in love with her?” 
The terrible question lodges halfway up my throat. Conflicts battle behind your eyes. You say nothing for long, awful minutes as the question hovers between us. The soul-sucking silence stretches out past the shadows. 
I finally wail softly, as if speaking the words too loudly would cement them. “Oh, my God, you are. You think you’re in love with her.” 
You start to mumble something, but the words die on your lips. “Kendra, are you sure you want to pursue this?” 
I wait. I can’t think of anything to say.

Then in a remote, strained voice you say, “It’s complicated. I might be.” 
The words hang in the air. I’m sure I must have heard you wrong; my ears aren’t working right, plugged by a sudden change in pressure.  
I ask again. “You think you might be in love with her?” 
“I might be. I’m confused.” 

Pain squeezes your features until they pinch together, as if stuffed into a pint glass. Bob looks like a different person to Kendra. Like an alien likeness of her husband. The features not quite right. The eyes shifting in color. 
Voice quavering, you say, “Don’t rush to judge me. Hear me out. We’ll get past this. I love you. I always have. It’s not as bad as you think. Prove your loyalty by putting this behind us.”
Sobbing, I ask why you lied all those times.
“I had to keep the secret. I was in over my head, fierce to continue. I was hot, obsessed. Only you finding out could make me stop. I couldn’t stop on my own. She was always right there—in the office, on trips. I thirsted for her, fantasized every time I saw her at work, imagining the next time we’d have sex.” 

Your words slash like daggers through my core.
Rolling over on the bed, you shield your eyes with your arm, refusing to look or speak— close enough to touch, yet light years away. 
Your face spasms then slams shut, a flat mask across your features. You weld a hasty fortress around yourself right before my eyes, locking me out. Taking your stand for not-me, you turn your back.
Your terrible words knock me to my knees, to my elbows. My face grinds into the carpet. Because your words bury you, they bury me. I reach for your hand to pull myself up. But it’s not there
. 

Bootie Call
It had been two days—or was it two years?—since Bob had finally admitted to his infidelity. After uttering those awful words, he’d said no more than a few short sentences. The inconsistent specks he did mete out blared at Kendra with such head-banging volume that they swamped her ability to think.
Kendra had to hear some actual truth, not Bob’s “truth,” actual truth. 
She needed to see what Bob said and did in front of Chelsay, and what Chelsay had to say in front of Bob and Nick. Kendra needed to size up the battlefield. Was she still a contender? She insisted on a meeting with Chelsay and Nick. Bob reluctantly arranged arranged a meeting after Kendra threatened to confront her in his office. 
Kendra intended to forgive her husband, but she had to know what there was to forgive. There couldn’t be any lingering questions, doubts.
The morning of the meeting, Bob called Kendra at work, his voice weak and shaky. She strained to make out the words. “In the ER, Ken,” he murmured. “Two hours lying on my office floor. Secretary finally drove me over.” His voice trailed off, “Can’t breathe. Soaked in sweat. Heart attack, I think.” 
Canceling her classes, Kendra rushed to Name of hospital. She suspected it wasn’t a heart attack at all. The middle child of a large family, Bob had learned young the sure way to receive his mother’s love.
Ghostly pale, Bob lay motionless in the hospital bed, a pile of blankets pulled up to his chin. He smiled bravely as Kendra held his clammy hand. 
They spoke little. 
Nurses wheeled him out and in on the gurney for this test or that. After a long battery of tests, the doctor proclaimed he had no heart problems. Kendra was right; his brush with “death” turned out to be nothing of the sort. Kendra drove him home to make him something to eat and change their clothes before meeting with Chelsay and Nick. 
Steeling herself to face Bob and his lover, she really felt like overcooking spaghetti. Bob had set up the meeting in the office he’d used before he worked for the Senator, his old playing field.
Bob carefully set out chairs, moved a coffee table into the center, found boxes of tissues. He configured then reconfigured the grouping into a perfect square, practically pacing off the distance between each chair. A sheen of sweat glistened on his forehead and dark rings stained his armpits. 
Chelsay flounced in late, looking inconvenienced. No Nick. She wore a frayed sweatshirt and ancient muddy hiking boots. Expressionless, her eyes panned across Kendra as if they’d never met before. 
Bob began. “Kendra, I know what you’re going to say.”
“No, I don’t think you do.
We need to make some decisions fast, Bob. Christmas is just around the corner. We have to decide what to tell our kids, whether visit our families or not. Thus, this meeting. I have to know what’s going on in our lives.”
Kendra turned to Chelsay, angling her chair so she could watch her husband, too. “You both owe me some answers. Bob has told me all sorts of stuff about the two of you. I don’t know what’s true and what’s not.
“Can you see how degrading and humiliating it is for a wife to have to ask for information this way? To have to ask in front of my husband’s lover? But I need to figure out what to do. Bob doesn’t seem to think I deserve to know anything.” 
She looked down at the crumpled scrap of paper where she had scribbled questions earlier. Her tongue felt like she’d chewed shards of glass. 
Turning to Chelsay, “How did this happen?” 
Chelsay plucked at her eyebrow absentmindedly. “Well, as you know, Bob is so easy to get to know, a great guy to have fun with. We went on a business trip, stopped for dinner and I drank a few beers. When we got to the hotel, text messages flew back and forth about movies on TV. Bob wound up in my room. We stretched out on the bed and ended up having sex. It was easy to hide since we were out of town. No one would ever find out. We miscalculated.” 
“Who made the first move?” 
Bob jumped in, “I did.” 
“How many times have you had sex?” 
“Only three.” Chelsay inspected the spot where the wall and ceiling met.
Kendra blinked. Only three? Did she think three was insignificant? 
“How long has this been going on?” 
“Since October on my 25th birthday.”
“Where do you see this relationship going?” 
“Nowhere. Bob’s just a casual fling in a bubble away from home, nothing important. I thought we could pull it off, not get caught, a perfect arrangement. I’ve never seen Bob as a serious relationship. I plan to be with Nick.” She tossed a split-second smile in Kendra’s direction.
The air ran out of Kendra like a flat tire. How could Chelsay think something like that could be isolated from the rest of their lives? It sounded like some sort of joke to her, an adolescent sex game gone awry.

“When I was a teenager my father left us for another woman, the charge nurse in his office. I worshipped him, never really got over it. But I’m happy with Nick. I want it to last.”
“Your ‘casual fling’ is my life blown apart,” Kendra said.
“Have you taken any steps toward ending this?” 
“Well, I’m done with it,” Chelsay sighed impatiently. “I want no part of it any more. I’m with Nick.” 
Bob looked stricken. Kendra wondered how he must feel hearing Chelsay dismiss him as nothing important, especially when he’d told his wife two days ago he had strong feelings for Chelsay.
Kendra turned to Bob with the same questions, mining every word, every nuance for possible meaning, for hope.
“How did this happen?”
“It’s nice to talk to Chelsay. She’s so easy to work with. I started having…feeling for her right after she started working for me… September or so” 
Kendra ran her hands over her eyes, thinking back. By late September he had already stopped talking about Chelsay except for carefully selected negative tidbits.
 “When Chelsay had those drinks and got tipsy I took a chance.”
“Where do you see this going?”
“I’m committed to you, Kendra. Not Chelsay; it was a fleeting whim. The affair felt new and different and she turned me on. I gambled you’d never find out. We could keep it hidden from everyone at the office. The risk intensified the temptation … and the thrill.” 
Kendra inhaled sharply. Bob and Chelsay saw a chance for lust and snatched it with guiltless hearts. Their moral reasoning sounded to her like children, and they verbalized it shamelessly: “I wanted it, I deserve it, I didn’t think I’d get caught.” It didn’t matter who might get hurt. Sexual pleasure eclipsed everything else. Kendra shook her head.
“Bob, you said you might be in love with her.” 
He started. His face looked lacerated, laid-bare. 
“Does this surprise you, Chelsay?” Kendra asked.
“Bob was just a trifle, a thrill I never intended to pursue.” 
Kendra couldn’t believe Chelsay’s gall. A girl doesn’t miss infatuation so rampant that a man tells his wife he might be in love. Working so closely every day, as they schemed for sex, she couldn’t possibly have not seen it! She knew, probably egged him on.
Kendra wondered, did Chelsay cheerfully wolf down a marriage and family for casual rutting with the boss? Was Chelsay really that naïve or was this more of her ‘Don’t look at me. I’m not fucking your husband’ act?
Kendra described finding Bob’s Viagra in the car. Bob’s eyes widened into round, hooded circles, pulled together by a frown. Head down, he looked away. Kendra realized she’d exposed him. Chelsay didn’t know he needed Viagra for sex with her. Not only had Bob lied to his wife, he’d lied to his lover, too. 
Chelsay raised her eyebrows then wrinkled her nose. She must have thought that big boner contained 100% all-natural ingredients.
The comedy was not lost on Kendra. An aging man who downed Viagra to get it up for sex with a woman half his age… of course he’d concealed his impotence!
Kendra looked at her husband. “Bob, how do you plan to deal with this?”

His response was a syllable salad. Nothing connected.
Kendra tried again. “What do you want in the future?” 
He mumbled in a low, pained voice, “The affair was a one-time lapse, a misguided, impulsive fantasy. I want to make our marriage work, that’s what I’ve always wanted.”
“What steps will you take to make that happen?”
“Chelsay and I won’t go on trips without others riding with us.”
“Unacceptable. It makes no difference if others ride there with you. You’ll have hotel rooms, the places you’ve been having sex. You need to stop traveling together.” 
Bob disagreed, “There are things we need to do for our jobs.”
“Can’t you understand how your outings together would be painful and intolerable to me? Can you transfer her to another department so she’s not there in your face every day?”
“That may sound good but really her only spot is in my unit. No one else would take her at the salary I pay.”
Chelsay blushed and shot Bob a sideways glance.
“Bob, please, what’s more important? How can we get over this when you’re with her all day every day? You didn’t choose to end your affair. You didn’t come to me. I found out. You’d be constantly tempted. How could you stand that? How could I?” 
Kendra could see, though, that he did plan to keep Chelsay there with him. And Chelsay offered no hint that she saw a need to leave. After all her paycheck was important.
Kendra was buffeted in a warp that stretched out of shape. Her husband and his harpy sat right there describing how they conspired to cheat and deceive, to carouse. Kendra could barely hear above the roaring in her ears, could barely see past the halo of spikes circling her temples. Her skin felt like she’d walked naked into a raging sandstorm. Yet, it seemed strangely far away. This could not be her life.
Turning to her husband, she asked about Thanksgiving. “How could you invite your lover to our home, plop her down next to you at the table, and throw her in our faces in our own dining room? 
“Chelsay, how could you come to our home for a family holiday? You put your arms around me. I hugged you and welcomed you. 
“How could you two let me do that? Can’t you see how terrible that was?” 
She thought about Chelsay giving her that cheap little grocery-store plant. She’d felt sympathy for Chelsay at the time. Now, all she felt was anger.
Kendra went on, “It made me doubt my intuition. I couldn’t imagine a lover brazenly insinuating herself into our family on Thanksgiving. No one could possibly be so flippant. It was cruel. I wouldn’t have believed Bob could ever do that to me, to our kids. I’d have staked my life on it. But of course, someone did do that. You two did.” 
Chelsay slanted her gaze away. Not her concern. 
Kendra talked about the birthday party, how Chelsay showed up, duping her boyfriend on his own birthday. Chelsay and Bob had just been away together and were leaving again in a day. 

“It was then I knew something was up.”
 Kendra tried to imagine what drove Chelsay. What was in it for her?  She had taken a year-long leave from medical school to come to town to live with her fiancé and “cement” their relationship while he started law school. Why risk that for hanky-panky with Bob? 
Kendra looked down toward her notes, now twisted into a damp ligature. “Did you and Chelsay have vaginal and oral sex?” 
Though she feared the answer, Kendra needed to know. For months he’d been withholding their special oral sex technique, the one they’d worked out over so many years together. “I’m too tired, Kendra.” Had Bob been reserving his “strength” for this interloper, giving away something that was his and Kendra’s alone? 
He bristled, “That’ll do Kendra. This is between us, not in front of Chelsay. That’s too personal a question to ask in front of her. She shouldn’t have to hear this!”
Chelsay could do it, but she shouldn’t have to hear it? Kendra thought savagely.
As he gallantly shielded his accomplice, Kendra’s mind skittered. Does Bob have a new favorite? But she understood that spreading someone’s legs, pumping yourself inside, feels like a promise of sorts. 
“You owe me an answer. I’m your​​—” 
“Kendra, this is just morbid curiosity. You have no right to ask. Especially not in Chelsay’s face!” 
“You won’t talk to me except in front of Chelsay, that’s why we have to have this meeting, why I have to get answers now while we’re here.” She asked him again. 
“No.” 
Kendra looked at him stiffly and waited. After a pause, he reddened. Through clenched teeth, “Both. What does it matter?”
An icepick in Kendra’s heart. “You know it matters. That was special, between us.” Now Kendra knew what she was up against. Nothing was sacred. 
Kendra repeated how demeaning this meeting was for her. “To have to ask my husband’s lover for answers because he’s stonewalled me with silence….” She trailed off.
The encounter was over. Chelsay sidled away with a low wave and a plastic smile. 
Kendra couldn’t even see the door. Bob nudged her out. She was raw and bloody, her skin scraped away, spilling out her mangled insides. She could hardly get to the truck. He hoisted her up and pushed her inside.
Why did you invite Chelsay to spend Thanksgiving with the family?” Kendra asked on the long ride home. 

After a long lull, “I just wanted to see her, that’s all. She asked me if it would really be okay. I encouraged her to come, assured her it wouldn’t be weird for her.” 
Kendra wondered what sort of man it took to do such a thing, how unbelievable that Chelsay would come. Then it struck her; Kendra realized it was part of the sport.
“How could you ask me to help Chelsay build her resume? You used your wife to please your lover. How could you be so indifferent to me?” 
“Whatever happens, this is not about Chelsay. That affair is over.” In a caressing voice, “Can’t we just turn back time and pretend none of this ever happened?” 
Kendra wished she could believe it never happened. She shook her head. “You can’t dismiss your affair with Chelsay. It is about Chelsay. You screwed her. You flaunted her in my face. You used my expertise to promote her career and please her. I feel wadded up and pitched in the garbage.”
Bob exhaled slowly, “I’m glad you found out, Kendra. Now all this can finally come to an end.” His voice had an ominous hint. What did he mean?
CROT
Kendra tried to sleep that night. How can you sleep when your heart is smashed to smithereens?
In the morning Kendra and Bob sat down at the kitchen table for an early breakfast. It was disarmingly bright and sunny, a stark contrast to the mood at the table. She asked about his birthday, the day she hit Blackie. She wanted to know if he turned down his wife and daughter’s invitation to stay for supper so he could arrange his own private birthday party. It put his exploits in perspective for Kendra on the “How important is this affair?” scale. She remembered that after she hit Blackie and they’d called Bob to come home, he’d stayed only a few minutes before dashing away. He’d said all along that he and Chelsay went on that trip a day before everyone else, but that was all nipped and tucked into a story that she would be going out with other colleagues. His inconsistent story and the unaccounted-for time that night indicated that of course they had hooked up. 
“Did you have sex that night, your birthday?”
“As far as I know, Chelsay did go out with the others that night. I don’t remember whether we had sex on that trip.” His cheek twitched.
He seemed to have jazz hands working: if he moved them fast enough and created enough distraction, people wouldn’t notice what they were starting to notice. He’d fantasized about that jaunt, left his family, their dying dog. He knew how Chelsay spent her evening. He knew whether they had sex. He would remember either way..  “If you only had sex three times, it shouldn’t be hard to remember.”
“Well, I don’t. It’s not important.” 
“Did the oral sex go both ways?”
“Chelsay started it. Some women are uncomfortable doing certain things at first, but not her.” What women? Kendra thought they were talking about Chelsay. Who were these uncomfortable women?
“Did you come?”
 “Yes.” 
“In her mouth?”
Long pause. “Yes.” 
“Did she swallow?”  
He clamped his jaw shut, an unspoken “yes,” Kendra assumed. It must have been a real turn-on to have her slurp his juices down, she thought.
“Kendra, you have no right to ask me these kinds of questions.” He banged his teacup down on the table.
“How can you say that? I’m your wife. I’m the only one with the right.” 
But Bob went mute, his face wooden as a mannequin. He grabbed his keys and hurtled out the door. 
Grappling to survive the conversational undertow, Kendra called Kitty. Kitty conjectured, “Chelsay sounds like a cheap trollup. Maybe she couldn’t get help from the woman who did her original statistics because she screwed her husband, too. Don’t be fooled girlfriend, she’s not that green.” 
“Go, Kitty!” Kendra told her, “At least someone’s on my side!”
That night Bob handed Kendra a note, typed out on the computer. 
k-

I am sorry for what I have done. The affair and the lies and the deception are way over the top and brutally hurtful. I am glad I have been caught so it can all come to an end. I am sorry for the pain and the humiliation I have caused. I hope we can recover from this and save our marriage. I do not want it to end. I think I have an understanding about how this happened and will share it with you in a few days when I piece my thoughts together.

I hope I have not pushed you past the point of no return. I love you.
Love,

Bob
Kendra didn’t even consider the possibility that one shabby affair would end their marriage. A good marriage is stronger than an affair, and she intended to salvage hers.  
What a relief to get an apology, even if it was just a note. It seemed that he knew how she felt. His remorse sounded genuine. He wanted their marriage to recover. All this seemed very promising. 
Love was alive. Once Bob shared his thoughts and feelings, they’d start resolving this mess.
Kendra thanked her lucky stars that Bob still wanted her, wanted to make up for his mistakes. They were bruised and bleeding, but not broken. They’d make it. 
Finishing up the supper dishes, she was startled by a frightened face she hardly recognized reflected in the kitchen window. 
She froze. 
The glass in her hand shattered in the sink.
Have Yourself a Very Merry Christmas

Riley and Bob drove to his parents’ house for Christmas that year. The car was cramped with clothes and presents, and Kendra had been too distracted to wind up things at work. It was five days since her discovery; still, her husband was hardly talking. Bob’s withdrawal since giving her the note stupefied her.
Kendra flew down the next morning. Trapped in the airplane seat for two hours, anger finally boiled through her numbness. By the time she landed, she was steaming. When he picked her up at the airport, Bob suggested the two of them go over to the beach and take a walk. Driving over, she erupted in panicked outrage—as angry as she dared to be, angrier than he allowed her to be. All his betrayals! “How could you bring that tart to our home? And the lies! Now you’re giving me the silent treatment. Have you no empathy for my feelings, no respect for the twenty-five years and two children I’ve given you?”
 In a moment of alarm, Kendra suddenly realized that not only had Bob possibly been exposed to STDs, but so had Kendra during the months he was fucking them both! Shit, she had to get tested. Did they use any protection? Had Chelsay given them both the gift of gonorrhea? Or worse?
“Did you take precautions to prevent disease?” 
“No, but we did talk about it after the first time we had sex.”
 After? 
“She and Nick were tested last summer as a symbol of their commitment to each other.” 
Some commitment, Kendra thought bitterly.
“Which STDs was she tested for?”

“I didn’t ask.”
Kendra knew you have to be checked for at least eleven STDs, and you had to specifically ask for the extra tests beyond the big four. Not only that, you can be tested one day and exposed the next. Who knew how many men Chelsay had been with since those tests? Tests last summer meant nothing at all.
“I expect you to be tested for all the STDs, including HIV, before we have sex again. Your unprotected sex with Chelsay exposes me. She’s in the high risk age group, Bob.”  
“Seems unnecessary … but guess I can do that.” 
Kendra wasn’t sure she could trust him to get tested. “I need to see your test results, of course.”
“Jesus Christ, Kendra. How many times do I have to say I’m sorry?”
Keeping up a front to their unknowing family was harrowing. They could barely look at each other. They had to improvise.
Kendra was liquid, nothing solid. She was amazed that her skin held her parts together. All she could hear was a sickening sound sucking her down, down into the dark. She mostly lay in bed, covers pulled over her head, or paced in random patterns, though she could barely put one foot in front of the other. 
One night after dinner with Bob’s entire family—brother, sisters, parents, nieces, nephews— Kendra took a walk to break away from the racket. 
Wandering aimlessly around the outskirts of the unfamiliar neighborhood, she lost her footing and fell into an alligator-infested lake. Big teeth came up around her ankles. But she managed to scramble out. 

She found her way back, muddy and shaking. Bob’s sisters shook their heads and chastised her for carelessness. Her mother-in-law clucked while she stripped Kendra down in the laundry room. 
The next night, Cassie planned to take her six-year-old niece Suzan to a big amusement park. To make it more fun for Suzan, Cassie decided that her teenaged nieces and nephews had to go along, too. After dinner Cassie sat them down and laid out her agenda. “We’ll get up by six to be there when it opens. We’ll be home late.” 
The teenagers slumped in their chairs. Kendra saw that they wanted to sleep in, not go on a kids’ outing, but they were afraid to stand up to their aunt-with-a-plan. “Do you want to go?” Kendra asked them. 
One by one they shook their heads. Furiously, Cassie grabbed Kendra by the arm and pulled her into the next room. 
“How dare you defy me? I had this all arranged.” 
“It’s the other kids’ vacation, too.” 
“You embarrassed Suzan. You were totally out of line to bring it up in front of her.” Cassie stomped off, sticking up her middle finger at Kendra. She paused at the doorway to make the slash-throat gesture to Bob. The air crackled.
Bob whisked Kendra out of the house, quick to blame. “I can’t believe you picked a fight with Cassie over a kids’ amusement park. It just goes to show how unbalanced you are, how inappropriate.” 
How could he turn on her like that? Kendra wondered. Couldn’t he see how torn up she was, how much she needed him to stand by her? Why not just explain to Cassie they were having problems? 
Bob loaded Kendra’s clothes in the car and drove to her parents’ home 100 miles away. He left her standing beside her suitcase in the driveway on Christmas Eve. She waited a long time, looking down the street, hoping he’d turn the truck around. As tears rolled down her cheeks, she finally turned toward the house. She held onto the knob as long as she could before she pushed open the door.
CROT
Christmas. Kendra tossed in bed all day, twisted sheets strangling her. She grieved, tormented by nightmares. She couldn’t find words to tell her family. Besides, once she and Bob picked up the pieces, she didn’t want them to hold it against him. They cracked her door open and stuck their heads in the bedroom once in a while, asking what they could get her. Nothing, she told them.
Bob and Kendra didn’t exchange gifts. What was the point? Kendra thought. There was only one thing on her list. And it wasn’t something you could buy. 
When she got home after the holiday, Kendra worked up the courage to ask Bob again about his birthday. He didn’t want to talk about it. She assured him that once he answered her about how he and Chelsay spent his birthday, she would ask no more about that day. He claimed not to remember whether they had sex that night. He did remember they left a day early to be together. Why, if not for sex? she thought. He was so impatient to diddle Chelsay, he could barely stay home while their dog died.
 “Yes,” he finally admitted, “I was red-hot to leave with her. I couldn’t think of anything else.”
She knew it, but it doubled her over to hear him say it. “So you spent your birthday together?” 
“I don’t remember which night it was. We did have dinner that night.” Kendra thought back to Bob’s patchy story, full of embellishments emphasizing that he was alone. He’d left out that Chelsay was his date. 
Liar! thought Kendra. “Of course you remember; you cooked up the whole adventure for one thing. The discrepancies in your alibi … I know you had sex. And you do, too.
”
But Bob maintained, “I don’t remember. I don’t want to think about it. It was a very bad time.” 
The line between truth and lies is blurred by a desperate heart, and Kendra saw Bob losing the distinction. A Sisyphean salvation strategy. Where did my good husband go? she asked herself. 
Finally he grudgingly admitted he did get lucky that night. 
After he fessed up, he left at once to stay at the lake house. 
Kendra took Chelsay’s Thanksgiving “gift” and propped it in the middle of the driveway, where it met its final demise.. Kendra drove over and over the plant until it lay shredded against the driveway. She left it there for days, building up speed and slamming on her brakes to skid across the smashed remains. She pitched Bob’s “I Love NYC” mug against the brick patio wall; Kendra hated New York, Chelsay’s home. Smashing that mug didn’t help much. Nothing did.
Nightly calls to Kitty, her original Steel Magnolia, helped keep Kendra in touch with reality. She was so tired she couldn’t sleep, and Kitty stayed up late with her on the phone. 
“Kitty, Bob’s ‘facts’ change from hour to hour. What he tells me one day, he revises or denies the next.” 
Kitty and Kendra talked for hours about what to do. They speculated endlessly about what Bob was thinking and feeling, all they could do, since he wasn’t saying much of anything.
He was tap dancing as fast as he could.
Bob’s First List

1. You limit my freedom.

2. Your emotions, positive and negative, are too passionate for me to handle. Your celebrations are too much.
3. You snore sometimes. Then I got hot spells. I moved out of the bedroom and our relationship suffered when we didn’t sleep together.

4. There has been a loss of intimacy since I got the government job.
5. You’ve never been appropriately deferential about my new job. You’re just a college professor. Don’t you get the difference?
6. I can’t keep up with you in an argument.

7. You love me, but you don’t even know who I am.



Flying Apart at the Seams

 “Not today, maybe tomorrow,” Bob said when Kendra called to urge Bob home from the lake. “I don’t want to be on the road with all the drunks on New Year’s Eve. Besides, Buzz is here.” 
“I really need your help with Riley’s big party tonight. I’m eager to talk with you and I’m in a good place to listen. You can sleep here at home or stay with one of your friends. We weren’t together at Christmas… please come home for the New Year.” 
“I have to think about it. I’ll call you back soon. Don’t pester me.”
Kendra felt this was a significant bid on her part; she was risking rejection. Yet, if he chose not to come home and try to move forward, it would say a lot. 
She agonized for hours waiting to hear from him. The longer he didn’t call, the less likely he’d come home. Even if he agreed, it was clear it was a very close call. That was a cold shower. She knew she must be gentle and approachable, so she tried to put the hurt in the back of her mind. If he rejected her overture, she’d try to stay upbeat. 
Kendra put on a sexy camisole, no bra, with new black silk underwear, and makeup. She blushed. I’m pathetic, she thought. As if sexy clothes and makeup matter at this point.  
She spent the morning waiting. A car pulled in at lunchtime and Kendra’s heart raced. Is he here? Is he back? But it was Riley instead. 
Kendra pasted a cooked smile on her face, but Riley took one look at her mother and opened her arms. “Mom, you look terrible. What’s going on? You look like you haven’t slept in days.” 
Kendra opened her mouth to speak, but no words came. She just held her daughter against her.
Later, she called Kitty. Kendra was clueless about what was going on in Bob’s mind; she hoped her friend could help her sort things out. Kendra tried to understand Bob’s feelings, his motives. “How did we get to this place? What am I doing wrong? How do I need to be different? What am I doing right? Why won’t he just talk?
“I wish he would share his feelings with me, good and bad, as long as it’s honest and real. But how do I even know what’s honest? Why won’t he put his cards on the table? I feel like I’m married to a stranger.

 “I’m worried that Bob doesn’t have the guts to say he’s already decided to jettison our marriage. If only he could tell me what’s in his heart. The cold, hard truth is always better than fearing the worst. Even if the truth is the worst, it’s better to know.”
She hung up the phone and lay on the glider in the anemic winter sun. She closed her eyes. Memories flooded back from the days when she was about Riley’s age and her own dad abandoned her mother. He’d left her mom deep in debt and unable to take care of herself. Kendra and her brothers and sister had stepped in, trying to pick up the slack, and were left scarred. As the old feelings washed over her, Kendra was that teenager again, stricken with fear, dizzy with despair.
CROT
Bob finally conceded to come home that night, the eve of a new year. 
He arrived after dark, Riley’s party already in full swing in the rec room. Being parents, they were excluded, so they staked out a spot in the front room. That’s when Bob finally opened up, or so Kendra thought.
“When we first met I was so taken with you. You rocked my world. I couldn’t think of anything but you. You were so young, so glorious, a free spirit. Every guy wanted you… but I… I won… Then, over time we settled into a routine. The kids came. Things changed. You grew up. It’s not so much fun being a grown-up.”
“That’s what happens when people become parents, Bob.”
“I coped the only way I could. I didn’t feel we could work on our problems. The best way to stick it out was to be removed. I couldn’t face your opinions, your confrontational, inappropriate style. It got too complicated to say things to you. You beat me down.”
What things? she wondered.
“I tried to find a place of coping and remain there and it created distance between us. It took indifference to stay married. I never stopped loving you, but I was frustrated. Lately I started to fantasize about leaving.”
Then he conceded, “You controlled yourself well when we talked last night. But you’re intolerant about most things. Like when you criticize the color of people’s front doors when we walk around the neighborhood. 
“I learned to accept who you are. You won’t ever change; I know that. I did what I did to stay with you. I tried to find a way of relating as best I could. I like you. You comfort me. You feel good. You’re a good mother and wife. You manage our money and help us build wealth. You’re the logical, responsible one. I want us to work it out.” 
That’s what he liked? That she balanced the checkbook? But she couldn’t bring herself to say what she was really thinking. It all sounded too familiar. They had become just like one of their patients.
“Bob, I want us to work it out, too. I know we can. I love you and I think you love me, too.” 
“We were close,” he granted, “but there were setbacks. In the last year intimacy has been hit-or-miss.” 
 “Because of your secrets,” she said. 
Bob re-routed. “I dealt with difficulties by becoming withdrawn, mad, and indifferent.” 
“What difficulties are you talking about, Bob?”
“Nothing sticks out in my mind that was bad or challenging. There were many times of closeness but also times of distance.” The inconsistencies made it hard for Kendra to draw a bead on what was really in his mind.
 “I’m really sorry,” Bob blurted. “I’m embarrassed I cheated on you. That’s why I can’t even look at you. I’m in shock. I can’t really process it. All I know is that I’m unhappy.”  
“You look like you’re doing time behind bars.” 
“Yeah… there was mourning over the loss of Chelsay, especially at first. But it’s also unhappiness about us. Before you discovered the affair I thought I was happy, but now I don’t know if I want to continue.” 
Kendra wept. “I thought we were so happy. All my memories are tainted now.” 
“I don’t know if I was unhappy before this, but in the last two weeks, I’ve been really unhappy. You finding out about the affair has made me very unhappy.” 
Yeah, Kendra thought, now that you have to face the consequences.
“I’ve been attracted to other women before and never acted on the urges. Chelsay just happened. She was willing, a convenient coincidence that seemed safe. I thought I could finagle things. Get away with it and everything would be okay….” he trailed off.
CROT
Bob moved back home a few days later, but he wasn’t talking. Where was the look of love, his bright eyes hungering for her? Kendra wondered. He focused on the impossibilities of their marriage while she focused on the possibilities. 
After two weeks of agony and silence,, Kendra was in bad shape. Sleep eluded her. When she managed to doze off, lurid hypnogogic images of her husband humping girls in school uniforms whirled around. In one recurring nightmare, she stood on the deck outside their lake house looking in through a screen door. On the floor inside, her husband hunched over a girl’s body, his bare butt pumping up-down-up-down. He glanced toward his wife, laughed and erupted in orgasm. 
Kendra dangled by a thread. Whatever was in Bob’s mind must be too awful to talk about, even worse than he would say. Her heart was in a blender. She sensed vaguely that she might be deteriorating, losing her mind. 
That night she swallowed a whole bottle of sleeping pills, washing down the handful of bitterness with pulpy orange juice.
She remade the bed with their softest bedding, ironing out the creases. Shrugging off her clothes she slipped between the 1,000-count sheets, nuzzling her head into the down pillows. She fell into a trance.

During the night, she vomited up the pills over the side of the bed. Bob cleaned up the mess before she woke, late and groggy. When he asked her about it, she reluctantly confessed. It made her sound so weak, demented. She didn’t want to tell. But she did. 
“You wanted to make me feel guilty,” he mocked. Seizing her shoulders, he propelled her into the bathroom. “If you’re really serious you should take these stronger pills.” He reached them down from the highest shelf in the cabinet, shook the bottle to make sure it was full, and set it beside her bathroom sink. He filled her water glass. His words sent Kendra spinning down, into a frightening pit of despair.
Just yesterday he was a part of her. Now she was flying apart at the seams. She’d come undone.

Keeping the Secret
Bob ducked out again and rented a room in the city at the Watergate Hotel. “A hiatus to think,” he said. “I’ll write down my thoughts about how this happened. I want to get it straight.” 
There was so much to say. 
“When can we talk?” 
He brushed her off. “Maybe tomorrow night or the next. Soon.” 
“When’s your first session with Buzz?” 
Buzz was Bob’s best friend, a psychologist, and, oddly, Bob’s avowed “therapist.” Both knew a friend can’t be your therapist. Friends love and support; therapists challenge you; they dig deep into subjects you may not want to talk about. 
He chafed, miffed, saying they’d left it vague. “Maybe sometime next weekend. I’m not ready. Quit being so pushy; don’t pry into my life.”
His life? Kendra thought. What the hell was going on? It felt like a perverse game of hide and seek, except she didn’t know the rules of this game. 
CROT

Exactly 86,400 seconds tick by in a day, and Kendra counted every one. She was dazed, immobilized. Yet she couldn’t sit still long enough to watch a half-hour TV show. She paced, unfocused. Red welts covered her neck and chest. “Stress,” the dermatologist innocently diagnosed. 
Kendra couldn’t stop shutting her eyes trying to quell the images that ricocheted through her head, couldn’t quit clamping her hands over her ears to block out the words, “I might be in love with her. I might be in love with her. I might be in love with….” 
She wished she didn’t know now what she didn’t know then. Once you know something, she knew, you can’t unknow it. 
How could this happen to us? she wondered. How could I not recognize the signs? 
But she knew we see things through our own eyes and sometimes they see the what they want to see.. what they need to see.. 
Even so, Bob covered his tracks so well; it was incredible. Why didn’t he bring up his issues? How could a psychiatrist have said nothing? Physician, heal thyself, she thought.
 “I just liked the way she made me feel. She pleased me,” he told Kendra. It sounded like he thought it was his prerogative. 
Kendra asked Bob what that feeling was. But he couldn’t or wouldn’t say. Something unspeakable, unnamable.
“Look, Kendra… I need this to go away quietly. I’ll lose my job if anyone in the Senator’s office found out. She’s my intern. And I’d lose my license to practice. It can’t come out I fucked a girl I had power over at work. ,If this got out…. It would collapse the family, ruin our finances.” 
Keeping his secret was his primary objective now. He harped on it, and it became a yardstick against which Kendra was measured by him?? or by both of them??. But no matter what she did, she came up less than zero.
She kept his secret. She didn’t want to expose their children to more devastation than his affair was already causing. She didn’t want to risk her family’s future. Kendra loved Bob; she didn’t want to hurt him either. She colluded with him in the cover-up, but for her it was a dance of silent despair. Grieved and anguished, she told no one except Kitty. She’d contain the damage. Sadly, she didn’t yet know how many secrets there would be to keep.…
She had to come up with something to say to her gynecologist, though, as she shivered under the paper sheet. She’d known him almost as long as she’d known Bob; he’d delivered both her babies. There’s nothing more humiliating to a woman than a-feet-in-the-stirrups-legs-apart visit to the gynecologist, unless it’s having to tell him your husband exposed you to STDs.
“Do you have reason to think you might have been exposed? he asked delicately.
“Bob’s been having unprotected sex with a young woman in the high-risk age group.”
“We’d better test you for everything, but insurance will only pay for the top four.”
She bit down on her knuckle while he probed and scraped her insides. 
“We’ll call in two weeks with your results. You need to be tested again for HIV in six months … and…Kendra,” he looked up at her from his clipboard, “I’m so sorry.”
Fumbling with the buttons, Kendra dressed as fast as she could. She hid behind sunglasses and slunk through the waiting room of expectant mothers. They were ripe. She’d been picked and eaten. The scarlet letter of disgrace weighed her down.
CROT
At home, Riley saw her family eroding. Her parents’ cryptic explanation of “marital problems” did not account for what she saw. Her dad had left and her mother paced the house crying. 
One night after Kendra went to bed, Riley hacked into Kendra’s computer files and found her mother’s personal notes. Shocked, Riley copied them to her brother at college.
Bob happened to be home when Bob Jr. called. He brushed him off, “This is between me and your mother. It’s none of your business.”
When he set down his phone, Bob wheeled around. “Riley, you must be more discrete. You can’t tell anyone. I’m a public official! I’ll lose my job if this comes out.” 
He pushed Kendra into the kitchen, pulling the door shut behind him. “How dare you share your notes on our private marital problems with our daughter!” 
How did this become all about her? Kendra thought, but talking with Bob was like dodging BBs..
Bob continued to bellyache about Kendra’s deficiencies, insisting they caused him to fuck his intern.. He kept running behind the same flimsy excuses. “I moved out of the bedroom when you snored sometimes. You breathe too loud. Then I started getting hot spells and over-heated lying next to you. You sleep so hot, like a kid. You wanted me to sleep with you. I compartmentalized and my walls went up. There was a demise of intimacy when we didn’t sleep together.” 
“That’s grounds for an affair… I breathe too loud? 
“I bought us a comfy king-size bed,” she reminded. “I tried a bunch of snoring remedies, spent a night in the university sleep lab, and even though I didn’t snore that night, they gave me some suggestions in case. It helped. Not for your hot flashes, but for my noisy breathing.”
“No,….we don’t have any intimacy anymore,” Bob overruled quickly. “The Old Bob would have cared about your feelings, been there for you and tried to patch things up. But the New Bob is focusing on his own needs and desires. That’s what counts to the New Bob.”  He lifted his chin for emphasis.
Kendra couldn’t believe it: “the New Bob?” This “New Bob” didn’t want to acknowledge her pain, her love. He was driven by his yearnings. But Kendra didn’t yet know how consuming those desires really were.
CROT
Night after night, Kendra lay in their big, empty bed, looking up at the stars fluorescing on the ceiling, the stars that had once set the mood after the lights went out. 
She nearly died with missing him. She was on the lookout for any sign. She kept close tabs on the red rubber heart she’d stuck to the instrument panel of his truck last Valentine’s Day. As long as he kept it, she tried to believe, she was still somewhere in his heart. Magical thinking, but it helped. 
A thick, gauzy fog closed Kendra in. Crippled in the space of a few weeks, she moved in suspended animation. There was no food in the house. Dirty clothes piled up. Her car ran out of gas—thank God for AAA. She spent nights glued to the kitchen floor, unable to peel herself up. She straggled in and out of her building at work, ducking her head. When she got to her office she had trouble sitting in her chair. She kept her office door closed and locked, so no one would find her lying on the rug. When she had to meet with a student, she sat gripping the arms of her desk chair, holding her breath until they left.

Though she was falling apart, she patted herself on the back for keeping it well hidden. Still, eventually, people began to notice. Her favorite graduate student, Grant, made her chocolate chip cookies, under-baked, just the way she liked. Cards appeared under her door. A few folks left flowers, some anonymously. They hugged her a lot, even though they had no idea what was wrong. 
Kendra felt she was heading off a catastrophe. She focused on how to repair her marriage. Her part. His part. They could live through this, right? 
One affair was a passing squall in a lifetime of love and affection, but it felt like 52-card-pick-up in a gale. All her efforts to connect kept falling flat. 
Still, she held tight; hope lived. Their love was strong, their marriage so happy, so full. Bob would swim out of the rip tide and say, “What the hell am I doing? How could I do this to you>” He’d let their love resuscitate him. 
But he never did. His shadow side took over. 
Kendra didn’t recognize the New Bob. She saw a mean streak spread deep and wide, and he aimed it straight at her, the cause of all his problems. It seemed to make him feel good. It seemed to make him feel better about himself. 
Hanging on a Heartbeat
“To you, I’m just a fox like a hundred thousand other foxes.

But if you tame me, then we shall need each other….

You are responsible, forever, for what you have tamed.”

The Fox in The Little Prince
“You run the risk of a few tears when you allow yourself to be tamed.”






The Narrator in The Little Prince


What to do about Bob moving out
? 
Kendra crawled under the covers one night and dialed Bob’s old friend Skip. The guys met during their residencies and now they were both psychiatrists in DC. Kendra and Bob had talked together to Skip about Bob’s affair, to “moderate our dispute,” as Bob said, so she could confer with Skip without revealing The Secret, as they now called it.
He said it was up her to jump-start the matrimonial battery. “Suck it up and do anything to keep Bob in the house,” he recommended, “keep your relationship going in some way. If Bob moves out, you can kiss your marriage goodbye.”

Kendra’s fears of abandonment flared. She mustered up a brave-face and asked Bob to stay. But she wondered, am I bartering with chaos? It seems perilous to expose myself, but if I don’t, he won’t.”
Bob agreed to come home. Kendra was tied up in knots trying so hard to please him. A spineless Raggedy Ann doll, she hid behind a perpetual smile stitched across her face, squelching the words that couldn’t come out. It’s such a train wreck, she thought. I’m so stressed. I can’t trust anything he says. And I tread so lightly, choosing my freakin’ words so carefully. I can’t be all that truthful either…. 
She bit her tongue on touchy topics, tried to be pleasant, do fun things together. But their marriage felt held together with tape and paper clips. Nothing was easy anymore. Kendra balanced precariously on a high wire; she could fall any moment. 
When she ventured, “You don’t seem like you want to be here. Do you?” Bob slapped on an oily smirk. What kind of response was that? she wondered.
Although Bob bunked down in the guest room, nights and mornings he climbed into bed with her, wanting to snuggle, glue himself to her. Kendra wanted to, but she was on guard—someone other than her husband was touching her. He fondled her and pressed his body against her. Once in a while he said he loved her. He was moved to make love, so they did. A certain kind of connection, but it
took all her effort not to think about Bob with Chelsay. What’s he whisper in her ear? she wondered as he moved inside her. Is he thinking of Chelsay? Maybe he’s still screwing Chelsay…. All I know is he’s in another place. Why won’t he just talk to me…does he expect me to read his mind? Please leave just a whisper of hope on our pillows. How many times can you turn your head and pretend not to see me, your wife who loves you? 
Why was Chelsay so compelling? Kendra wondered. She considered the Viagra and testosterone supplements Bob used to pump himself up. He must feel inadequate and impotent, and the testosterone and erection drugs give him a sense of manliness, a virile thrust to make up what he lacks.
Every morning Kendra watched Bob get dressed and leave for a daily dose of Chelsay. How was their marriage supposed to survive this? she would think. 
She vomited every morning he pulled out of the driveway. 
She felt tiny, insubstantial, made of wisps of vapor rather than flesh and bone. 
She wrote in her diary: 
Tonight I put on a slinky, low-cut shirt that emphasizes my curves. I knew Bob would think it was sexy on any woman, but he never even registered it. 
I needed to hear him say those three words. He didn’t. 
Later, after I took off my clothes to go to bed, I asked him if he liked what I’d been wearing. He answered, “What was it?” “Can you love me again?” I asked. “I think so,” he said back after what seemed an eternity. 
I’m fighting a losing battle. Bob is impervious to my assets, but he catalogs and exaggerates every weakness, every annoyance. He says he feels “guarded and distanced.” Later I told him, “I wake up every morning hoping today you’ll see me. Hoping today you will look me in the eye and tell me what’s on your mind.” For a long time he was silent in a yelling kind of way. “I don’t know what to say, Ken. I’m still trying to take it all in.” 
I told him, “If you would talk about your feelings, it would help me understand. Please share them with me.” 
No response. Another blind alley.
I asked why he is here, back in the house with me. He talked about Riley and how he wants to be here for her, but how uncomfortable it is for him to be around me. I told him, “Bob, maybe you want to move out; you look so morose.” The words stuck to the roof of my mouth. Seizing the opportunity, he announced, “Settled!” He eagerly spelled out a plan to leave tomorrow and split his time between the lake house and Buzz’s condo in town. I asked him to stay with someone other than Buzz, his wingman, and the biggest gossip in town. Plus Bob claims that Buzz is his “therapist,” and everyone knows you don’t live with your therapist. I suggested that Buzz would not be a good influence on our marriage because Buzz is a commitment-phobe. “No he’s not; he just plans on never getting married again!” When I questioned him, he flared up and retorted that I can’t decide where he’ll stay. I can’t control his life.
 Kendra tried to figure out what was controlling his life. 
I can’t take this, she thought. Why drag me through this? Bob hasn’t resolved his obsession with Chelsay and spends all his time putting me down. Like it’s my fault…
It was a choice, either condemn his wife or blame himself. His decision was clear; he was not to blame.
Kendra felt she was on trial. But for what? She didn’t even know the charges. But they started coming at her soon enough—a gush of hateful charges. 
Steel Magnolias

Kendra finally confided in a few friends, women who rallied around her in the House of Mirrors. She called them her Steel Magnolias, strong and independent, yet feminine. As they say in the South, “She’s overcome so much since her crippled son was born. What a Steel Magnolia kinda’ gal.” 
Kitty was the first of the Steel Magnolias; now, Kendra needed more. Her good friend Harriet was the mother of Riley’s “future husband,” she and Kendra hoped privately. For years they’d shared the Christmas-with-crafts parties. After Harriet had finished her postdoctoral fellowship with Kendra, Bob hired her
. Bubbly and pretty, Harriet was a real team-builder who focused on the good in everyone and everything, a perspective she shared with Kendra, two affable gals living a good life. Harriet knew Bob really well, loved him. She insisted on being an essential Steel Magnolia on Kendra’s team.
Steel Magnolia Joni moved from Atlanta with Kendra to manage Kendra’s research projects at Hopkins. They’d been through a lot together. When Joni escaped from her abusive husband several years before, she called Kendra from the parking lot at work, afraid to leave her car. Kendra rounded up a regiment of big guys to surround Joni and her wide-eyed little boy and escort them inside. Kendra carried the meager belongings they’d managed to get away with—two brown paper grocery bags and a child’s backpack—and Joni called shelters. Kendra drove them to the shelter so Joni’s car couldn’t be spotted there. After her divorce many months later, Joni regaled Kendra and Harriet with hilarious tales of speed dating, online matchmaking, and, finally, her new hot French boyfriend, Benoit, 12 years her junior.
Kendra’s former graduate student, Rickie, briefly describe Rickie here, worked for Bob now. When he first hired her to do what?, he was wildly enthusiastic about her intelligence and diligence, but now he criticized her behind her back for lack of loyalty to him. He called her lazy and uninspired; she didn’t have what it takes. She wasn’t a dependable team player. Kendra disagreed; Rickie just didn’t make the choices for her own life that Bob wanted, decisions that would have made his life easier. 
Steel Magnolia Laura had worked as an undergraduate volunteer in the early days of Kendra’s autism research. They’d gotten close and stayed in touch after Laura graduated. In her senior year, Laura’s father had passed away. He liked to gamble; they didn’t know until he died. He’d mortgaged the family homestead and farm to the hilt to support his habit and the family lost everything. Kendra became one of Laura’s Steel Magnolias during those revelations, helping her find scholarships to stay in school. Day after day, Laura came to Kendra’s office, crying. Now a therapist, it was Laura’s turn to be supportive. She drove to town to cook Kendra vegetarian meals and sit beside her on the glider—talking, talking, talking.
Other Steel Magnolias stepped into the circle. Jean, Grace, Meg, and Gail were friends at work. They took Kendra to lunch and showed up at her house just to sit with her in some of her darkest hours. 
CROT

In Month
?, Kitty came to stay with Kendra for a long weekend. Kendra wasn’t up to fighting traffic to pick her up at the airport, so she asked Harriet to go instead. Driving to Kendra’s, Kitty and Harriet shared their fears. 
“How much weight has she lost?” Kitty asked. “I know she can’t keep food down.”
“She’s paper thin in more ways than one.”
“Do you know about the sleeping pills?”
“Did she tell you about Bob’s reaction? What a heartless bastard! He’s a psychiatrist for God’s sake. He knows the very first thing you do is to get all pills out of the house, not give her more and encourage her to take them.” 
Harriet was a clinical psychologist as well. She knew the drill. “
It’s like he hopes she’ll die to get him off the hook.” 
She paused to think. 
“We’ve both known him for years, who knew what cruelty lurked behind that genial patina? It’s scary.”
“I can’t imagine how she must feel. She always told me she had the best husband in the world. She’s not thinkin’ straight. I’m worried.”
“Is she showing up for work?
“First thing in the morning, but she’s pretty useless. She does get revved to teach her classes, but she barely manages her programs and projects. All I can say is she’s tryin’.”
“What should we do?” Kitty asked.
They decided to convene some of the other Steel Magnolias that night. Kitty made calls from the car to Rickie and Joni. 
CROT
Kendra poured hot tea at the kitchen table as her friends discussed the situation, referring to her in the third person. The Steel Magnolias were baffled by Bob’s attraction to Chelsay, not the kind of blonde Barbie doll who usually caught his eye, they thought. 
“She’s frumpy, right? I mean, I know I’m not a guy, but she kind of looks like a mouse… all she needs is whiskers.” 

 “Plain Beige” became thei code name for Chelsay.. 
Kendra spoke up finally, “Still, Bob must not see her as Plain Beige. Sex with her was worth risking everything. That doesn’t seem ordinary at all. What could it be? Maybe she lights up in bed….
Kendra sat down and joined the conversation, reflecting on her own courtship with Bob. “He lavished on romance, immersing himself exorbitantly in me. It was hard to resist. Perhaps he does the same with Chelsay. Something had to catch her interest besides the salary.” 
Rickie reflected, “A taboo clandestine relationship is exciting, and Chelsay told you she was looking for a spicy adventure before she settled down. Maybe breaking up her lover’s family heightened the turn-on.”
After a lull, Rickie continued, “Secrets create strange obsessions. Ironically, trying to suppress secret thoughts causes us to think about them even more! We’re reminded of them by things that are even remotely related. We become preoccupied with the secret. 
“My lab recently conducted a study that I think tells us something about all of this. Foursomes of unacquainted people were brought into a psychology lab for a card game. The scientist in charge paired them up arbitrarily but told one pair in each group to play footsie under the table without letting the others know. The footsie players reported feeling a strong attraction for each other, so strong that the scientist worried he’d inadvertently breached his professional ethics in setting them up to feel that way…

“Point is, we can end up obsessed with a random relationship just because we have to keep it concealed. Danger and risk, secrecy and sex combine to create a potent rush. Maybe Bob mistook it for more than lust. But it sounds like Plain Beige didn’t.”

Still, her motives made no sense to the Steel Magnolias. After all, she claimed she was in love with Nick. Sure, Bob was smart and witty, tall and handsome… but in a mature sort of way. He was still athletic, though jiggly love handles and a decidedly unathletic paunch pleated his middle. He was balding with abandon, a waxy dome with hyphens of half-gray fringe clinging resolutely to the sides. Kendra thought he was gorgeous, but she wondered how 25-year-old eyes saw him. Plus, he had several unsavory habits—for one, he picked his nose. There must be something else that attracted Chelsay. 
“Chelsay alluded to ‘obvious commitment issues,’ from her own broken family,” Kendra ventured. “She said she had father issues. She seemed to think it was somehow related.” 
Kitty jumped in, “Bob is Chelsay’s boss and mentor, a father figure of sorts. She might be flattered to be the object of his affection. And Bob’s a father figure she controls, not the other way around. Look what he’s risked for her! That must make her feel pretty damn desirable.”
 Joni picked up the thread. “Did Bob give her the coveted fatherly attention she craved from her own daddy? But sex with a daddy who sticks his dick down your throat? Blehhhh! Gag a maggot!”
They mulled over why Chelsay seemed to relish opportunities to interact with her lover’s wife. More drama? Did it increase her turn-on to dangle the affair in front of his wife, his children? There was a kind of adolescent moral defiance in spending a holiday with her lover’s family, disrespect for normal human decency and compassion.
 “She has nerve, all right. The intrigue of fooling you was a performance piece,” Rickie chimed in. “The dirty, sexy secret thrust in front of her lover’s family was a thrill. The dregs of the family were a delicacy to be savored.”
Kendra nodded, “It was all about whether she could get away with it.” 
The psychologists in the group elaborated—this kind of thinking and behavior was hedonistic, typical of children and adolescents. “Clearly,” Kitty said, “There’s juvenile egocentrism in Chelsay’s idea that she’s special and different, the usual rules and consequences don’t apply to her. Bad things won’t touch her, she won’t get caught, and she’ll go on with her life with her hapless fiancé. She’s not an adolescent, but she seems to think and behave like one.” 
Chelsay’s self-centered revelation was stunning to the Steel Magnolias. They speculated that maybe she had a Narcissistic Personality Disorder: “I want it and I’m entitled to have it, no matter who gets hurt. Not my problem.”
Kendra described the bread-and-butter note Chelsay sent after Thanksgiving, thanking Kendra for her “warm hospitality.” 
“Exactly what was she thanking me for?”  
She intended to forgive her husband, Kendra told them, but she didn’t have to forgive that worthless skank who screwed him for passing amusement. “I’d just like to grab her by the short and curlies.”
“Probably couldn’t get to them,” Harriet snickered, “Behind those big balls of hers.”
The girls guffawed. Even Kendra managed a weak twitter. It was a good thing she could laugh at all; this was certainly no laughing matter.

Bob’s Second List

Kendra’s Big Problems
:

1. You told your friends about the affair with Chelsay. How completely inappropriate. 

2. You made too big a deal of the affair. You ask embarrassing questions that I shouldn’t have to answer. You should not have gotten angry. You should have been willing to just forget it. After all, I said I was sorry.

3. You insisted we needed marital therapy to talk about the affair.

4. You wanted me to move Chelsay out of my office. That was way out of line. That’s my decision, not yours.

5. I chose younger versions of you. You should be flattered.

6. You look at me like you expect something. What the hell is that?

7. All this weeping and moaning from you is off-putting. Lighten up, for God’s sake. You embarrass yourself.  

Zingers and Sermons

Finally … 
Bob brought his bags back home, but he didn’t quite unpack. Life was cattywonkus. It felt like the genesis of an exodus. He couldn’t seem to look straight at Kendra; his gaze sideswiped her ear with a painful zing. She had trouble looking at him, too, when he seemed like he was so far away in some remote Never Land. That crackling sound that flooded her ears was the thin ice she stood on. 
Kendra desperately tried to find the right angle of approach. After all, weren’t they in this together? They could share their feelings, confide … connect … they would work it out. If only she could corral the wind in her arms.
One evening she asked Bob to sit with her in the den to talk. She chose the couch, swatting the pillows aside to make room for him beside her. Instead, he perched on the edge of the made-for-each-other rocker across the room, picking at the armrest and focusing his attention on her left ear. 
He launched into a litany of gripes, focusing doggedly on her faults, the clear-cut reason for his follies
. He excavated old injuries, declaring he’d been harboring unexpressed discontent and resentments for years. She was so defective, he had to do what he did. She left him no other choice.
“I figured out ways to care less for you; it was more comfortable for me. I tried to be closer, but I couldn’t really connect… so I detached myself. It’s less effort emotionally to leave than to work it out with you. In the past year you’ve been all over Riley; it’s been yucky,” he continued in non sequitur. 
Kendra tried to stay with Bob’s shift in focus. She didn’t remember the year that way at all, nor did she recollect many conflicts with Riley, except for the usual stuff of life with a teenage girl. 
“I got tired and mad,” Bob said. “I was over the top, filled with resentment. This conversation is the first time I feel you’ve heard me.”
 Because it’s the first time you’ve raised any objections, she thought. Your “explanation” sounds like a conclusion in search of an argument. So many answers you leave unquestioned.
“My style became one of guarded conflict strategies,” Bob said in a detached clinical voice. “If we argue, it brings up my fears of abandonment and hurt, which overwhelm me. You show anger. You use logic and debate to solve problems, your strength, but a limitation for me. You see everything in black and white; I see everything in shades of gray. You’re opinionated and stubborn. Most important, you constantly challenge my perceptions, the way I want to see the world.”
 It was a lot to take in all at once. Whatever he was trying to say, it didn’t sound good for her.
Kendra felt pretty sure that other people didn’t see her as opinionated and stubborn. “Perhaps you’re overly sensitive,” she suggested.
 He wouldn’t hear it. Then again, it was beginning to seem like he didn’t hear anything she said, couldn’t see even the smallest thing acceptable about her. “When you get angry, I become extremely passive, Kendra. I cannot deal with anger. So I dodge pesky issues and instead look for ways to escape. The feelings fester.” 
“If you’re always looking for ways to avoid discussing things,” she said, “you never have the chance to see other ways disputes can be handled. We could discover ways that are more comfortable for you to resolve differences.” 

Bob’s voice thickened with impeachments, “Anger is always irrational and unacceptable. Your problem with anger is responsible for my emotional distance. I can’t compete with you verbally or analytically, so you dominate. You portray one vision as fact by overrating actual, literal events. You make inaccurate attributions. I don’t have the verbatim recall you do.”  
Kendra cringed. She felt splayed in front of a high-speed batting machine strafing her with fastballs that just wouldn’t stop coming. Was his complaint her anger or was it her memory? Maybe she was too analytical, too logical; she supposed that could be an annoyance. But what did he mean by “overrating actual, literal events?” Did he require her to discount what actually happened?
 “I can’t keep pace with you,” Bob continued. “I chose to care less, the only strategy that protects me. It feels more comfortable to dodge possible conflict and issues than to wrestle with you about them. I walk on eggshells. I can predict your outbursts. You have an identifiable face; you stomp around. I see it coming. You lack awareness of how demonstrative you are and how your emotions affect me.” 
He acknowledged that he overreacted upon occasion, too, but she was the one who went over the edge. She was their problem. He gave very few examples, normal life, but obviously significant to him, at least now, even if not then. 
Kendra did recall a few outbursts of frustration. “Why didn’t you help avert them? You could put your arms around me and hold me. That always calms me down You could say to yourself, ‘If I see your anger building, I’m going to help by doing loving things to soothe you.’ Bob, I promise to accept your affection. We both want the same thing—an emotionally supportive partner.” 
He balked, frowning as his voice escalated into a higher register, “You shouldn’t expect me to help you calm down. That’s your job, not mine! You’re so lame!”
He delivered his final verdict, his words searing into Kendra’s brain, “I see my wife in the most negative possible light.” 
“It sounds like you’ve been incubating dissatisfactions for years. Now you’re bringing them up for the first time.” 
“My friends have stories about you confronting them.” 
“When was the last time?” 
“Dinner at Skip’s three years ago when Ralph visited us. The two of you had a difference of opinion on politics. You were inappropriate. To Ralph’s credit, he didn’t push back.” 
“Gee, I sound like a real menace… What else, Bob? When else have I been such a terrible person to be around?”
He could come up with only that one event, one that must have replicated in his memory like a malignant cancer cell, until that single story became “the way Kendra is.” Ironic, for a man who claimed he saw everything in shades of gray.  
Kendra spun in a vortex of Bob’s accusation, trying to fit them together. When she suggested they should talk about recent history and his affair, he yawned, “I’m too tired to talk about THAT. Chelsay was a whim, unimportant. Not the cause of our problems.”
 Has he been drinking psychedelic Kool-Aid? she wondered.
 “It feels like aliens kidnapped my husband and left a knock-off in his place,” she said. 
Bob looked at her as though she was a virus, ready to infect him and left the living room. 
CROT

When Bob crawled in bed the next morning, Kendra asked him to stop the snuggling. It was just too confusing; it got her hopes up. His scent went right to her head. She still loved touching him, rubbing him, being rubbed by him. It hurt so good. She’d have given anything to cleave against him the way they once did. Damn it! Stop! she ordered her heart. 
Bob talked less and less.  He was shrink-wrapped; she was nailed in place. Life contracted to a very small dot. 
A few days later, Kendra tried pick up the thread of their conversation. Bob couldn’t stick it out two minutes. He stomped into the bedroom, packing furiously, running out for the third time in the month since Kendra discovered his affair. He snatched a few random clothes and shoes from his closet and shoved them into two gym bags. He brushed by her, informing her over his shoulder that he’d be back in the morning for the rest. 
He fired out like a bullet. She had no idea why he left, he never said. Never even said good-bye. 
 The next day Bob stalked in for the rest of his clothes. Kendra huddled in a chair in the bedroom, watching him pack, weeping softly. He chided her, “Kendra, please go somewhere else.” But this was her life and she was not about to hide in some other room while it was happening. Bob could face what he was doing with eyes wide shut, but she was going to witness it.
She watched him evacuate with style. Twenty-seven pairs of fancy pants. Hanger after hanger of shirts and jackets. A dozen pairs of shoes. Socks, t-shirts, belts, ties. A forearm sweep cleared his dresser top into a paper bag and he was off. Kendra looked at the clock on her nightstand. An entire 17 minutes had passed. He dropped out of her life just like that, so eager to be rid of his mistakes he didn’t even look at what he was leaving behind. Of course, she was expected to keep the nest at home, a stable base for their kids.
So much was left to say. He vacated never knowing what could have been. Exaggerating her cons and ignoring the pros, he unloved her. A quarter century, she thought. And nothing in the way of honest explanation, not even a good-bye.
Kendra wept in the bedroom for over an hour before she finally hauled herself out of the bedroom chair and inspected Bob’s closet to see what remained. It was almost bare except for everything she had ever given him. Every present from her still hung there, even the first Brooks Brothers shirt she bought him. Kendra knew leaving her gifts was a symbol of rejection. He left all the festive Save the Children and Jerry Garcia ties she’d given him, the watches she’d bought for his extensive collection, but he took the others. Her gifts were lonely isolates in otherwise nearly bare drawers and shelves. He left his wedding ring in the antique jewelry box she’d given him, the one with the secret compartment. She buried her nose into his forsaken shirts. She closed her eyes. She sniffed each one.
While she was leaning into Bob’s clothes, Kendra spotted a thin blue box with a flat white fabric bow, wedged behind a shoe rack. She recognized the package—Tiffany’s. It must be the Christmas present he’d planned to give her. She wiggled it free, untied the bow, and opened up the lid. She caught her breath. It was gorgeous—exactly the same necklace he’d given her the previous year. She wore it all the time. She reached up to feel it at her throat.
That weekend Kendra miserably watched her college football team win the national championship, sitting in a sports bar crowded with strangers. Bob, the old wide receiver, opted out. Kendra felt she’d been sidelined. Even worse, barred from the stadium by some secret, unarticulated rule.

At the end of a week apart, Bob called to ask if he could come over
 He looked contrite. Kendra asked how his week had gone. “I don’t like being away from home. Batchin’ it at Buzz’s is not as good as I thought it would be. It doesn’t feel like a refuge.” 
He was looking for a refuge? From what?
“What about your?” 
“I’m missin’ you like crazy. I can’t grasp that you moved out. But I’m eating a little more. I vomit a little less.” In reality she felt like a desiccated corpse.  
He told her that his sidekicks Buzz and Skip had been helping him think things over. “I feel guilty for violating my marriage vows and my values, breaking my promises, lying to cover it up, disappointing you and the kids. I’m sad I created a crisis in our marriage, and for Bob Jr. and Riley…their futures. I’ve been traumatized by getting caught and I especially worry about the consequences for my career if anyone finds out. I’m afraid of facing more trauma from your reactions to the affair.  I’m afraid I can’t say what I really feel. I fear that we can’t get close again. I so dread feeling lonely.”
Kendra scooched closer on the couch. She laid her palm on his thigh and caressed it with her fingertips. She wanted to stanch the bleeding. 
“I understand your sadness and guilt, the fear and loneliness. I share some of those feelings, too. It’s good to talk about them and move slowly. We have time. Let’s make no big decisions for one year.”  
Bob looked up from the floor with hope in his eyes
… 
“Ok. Let’s focus on low-hanging fruit, small attainable goals to make progress. I want to identify circumstances under which we could get back together. We need clear expectations. Maybe we could find a project to work on together… like finally building the arbor in the back yard!” 
His hand fluttered down and stayed on her arm just long enough to give her hope. She hung on a miracle.
“Bob, people make mistakes, sometimes whoppers. It’s the part that comes after the mistake that matters. The part where you say you were wrong and make it right. But things need to be different before you come home again. We both need to commit to working on our relationship. I feel you’re further away from this than I am. Is your hat in the ring? If you come back, you have to want to fix our marriage. No more one foot out the door.” They shared a long hug. Then he was gone off to “batch” at Buzz’s for the night.
Kendra felt snagged in a crack between what she saw and what she wanted. She loved her husband so much, but Bob didn’t act as though he’d be returning home any time soon. Besides, there was still the major problem—Chelsay would be at his office feeding him poison every single day before she returned to her regular life in medical school … the life she’d planned for herself all along. 
How could Bob manage that? How could Kendra?
Driving Fast in Reverse

Kendra fingered the silk lingerie she’d bought on sale after Christmas,. It was Valentine’s Day.. She tried it on in front of the bathroom mirror. Gee, she thought, this is really pretty! But it was probably the wrong look. Bob liked her to dress in little girls’ clothes—pink socks with lace around the edges and sheer cotton t-shirts. This lingerie
 was….
Bob didn’t mention getting together, so she made dinner reservations for herself and Riley. That morning, though, Kendra began to dread dinner. 
She felt strung out, longing for her husband. She sent Bob a message: “I’m tangled up in blues, miss you on Valentine’s.” 
He called around noon. “I’m nearby. Wanna have lunch at NAME OF DELI?” 
After they ate, he handed her two poignant cards, one saying, “I’m sorry I caused us to fall so fast,” the other decorated with handwritten Xs and Os. He wrote, “I hope we have a more adoreful year ahead of us,” and signed, “I love you, Ken.” Her card said, “I miss my Valentine. I just looked around and he was gone.”
It seemed like just yesterday that his big, strong arms were around her. Despite his tender cards though, Bob looked distant… remote.
Riley came home from school that afternoon, presenting her mother with Belgian chocolates. “Like you always say, Mom, chocolate, it’s not just for breakfast anymore.”
She poured water in a tall vase and set a dozen red roses on the dining room table. Kendra felt weepy. Riley meant well, but Kendra’s old feelings burbled up as the rosy aroma spirited her back to the tender pledges she and Bob made the day they “married themselves” in the rose garden following the official ceremony in a rural courthouse outside Atlanta. They’d pledged each other eternal love and devotion. 

But pledges aren’t always easy to keep. 
Kendra caved. “Sweetie Pie, I can’t stand all those couples in my face tonight. Maybe we could get some ritzy take-out, dress up, and eat on the fancy china at home.” 
Riley nodded and hugged her mother long and close.
 “Ok, Mom. 
Time to get dolled up then!” Riley urged, heading back to the bedrooms. 
An hour later and a dozen dresses piled on the bed, they decided on two, nearly identical ankle-length garments— one with a v-neck and the other with a rounded neckline. Both dresses were sleeveless, so they turned up the heat in the house. They pawed through Kendra’s jewelry drawer to find some ornaments. Riley chose a delicate golden sunburst, her mom’s favorite, one she’d seen her wear a thousand times. Kendra chose the ruby and platinum pendant Bob gave her last Valentine’s.
Bob dropped by unexpectedly after they ate dinner. He brought Kendra dime-store Hershey’s in a bag. 
Riley excused herself to do homework while Bob and Kendra sat side by side at the glass-top table in the breakfast room drinking mugs of hot tea. They reminisced about past Valentine’s celebrations—the hot air balloon ride and the Valentine’s when she was pregnant with Bob Jr. and, later on, Riley. They laughed over Bob’s forgetfulness—often it slipped his mind to make reservations and they’d end up going from place to place, looking for one with an open table for dinner. One time the ended up at Wendy’s for their special dinner. But there was also the one when they rented the penthouse in a fancy downtown hotel and spent the night making love while looking down on the lights of the city. 
Bob’s memory was pretty spotty, but Kendra filled in the details. The more Valentine’s Days they recollected, the quieter Bob got. He pulled the brim of his baseball cap over his eyes and looked at his fingernails, digging at his manicured cuticles.
Out of nowhere, Bob exploded: “You keep trying to make it a relationship issue,” he said, “but it’s your problem, YOUR PROBLEM!” He rebuked her over and over, barking that she refused to recognize she was the one with the problem, not him. He ranted on, consumed by mounting paroxysms of fury. His chest darkened to burgundy, hands jittering as he climaxed in a chilling, furious crescendo. 
She couldn’t keep up with the pace, felt like she was wearing a big target stuck over her heart. Desperate to make peace, she tried to mollify him—meet him halfway, more than halfway. “Okay, you think I have an anger problem. I can work on it. Haven’t I shown you I can keep anger in check?” 
He conceded, “Your anger and negativity have been minimized during this ordeal, your discovery of the affair.” He segued into a list of other things that proved that proved what??, “You have a big problem, Kendra, no matter what. I don't want to be involved with that.” 
Kendra struggled to take it in. Surely there must be a kernel of truth in his indictments, she thought. She didn’t care about “winning.” They had to fix their problem. This was an opportunity to learn something about herself. And save her marriage.
Bob’s mood lifted as she pondered all of this. He covered her hand with his own. “Let’s go back to the bedroom and snuggle.” 
Kendra obliged, though she couldn’t comprehend Bob’s about-face, condemning her one minute, desiring her the next. She was guarded—not surprising after taking a shellacking on Valentine’s, a day of missed opportunities. She could salvage the day, she reasoned, if she just put her arms around her husband for a while. He’d remember, right? 
But Bob’s eyes were shadowy and vacant, like a jack-o’-lantern whose candle has burned too low. He had vanished into a dark place Kendra didn’t grasp. She’d been caught by surprise. Silently, she begged for any sign of his presence. But he gave no sign at all. Instead he seemed to glue his ears and eyes shut—deaf and blind. The justifications ringing in his ears completely drowned her out. 
He looked at his watch and sprang up. Grabbing his keys, he hurried out the door.
Later, Kendra huddled on the glider in the cold— tormented as she tried to unravel the mystery of Bob’s behavior. How did this happen to me? she kept asking herself. Every time the phone rang she jumped up, hoping it was her sweetheart.
She didn’t see him for days. Finally, she 
put her foot down when he stopped by on a Thursday evening after work.  
“I need to know whether you’re in or out, Bob. I can’t wait any longer.”
He pursed his lips and examined his shoelace. 
Is he debating? Kendra wondered. Her throat constricted.
“It’s too soon to say.” 
She implored, “I have to know—let me in or let me go. You’re dragging my heart through a meat grinder. I’m your wife and I don’t even know where I stand with you.” 
Bob waffled, muttering, “I can’t make the choice yet, but if you force me, I can’t be with you.” 
She almost wet her pants. She could barely hear his words over the din in her ears. 
They were circling the drain.
Force him? Kendra asked, “Do you say it’s too soon to decide because you’re starting to feel better about us or because it’s too early to throw in the towel?”
 “It’s just premature, that’s all; there’s no change in my feelings. I have no positive feelings for you whatsoever.” 
Kendra couldn’t believe her ears as 
Bob’s eyes looked past her, face impassive, as though his words were coming out of someone else’s mouth.
 His eyes drifted to the clock on the wall and suddenly he declared he needed to go. He darted off yet again, looking relieved. 
CROT

Later that week, Bob dropped by unannounced, A big, white bandage across his forehead. “I got woozy at work and collapsed into the bookshelf.” 
They fumbled through a discussion about how to move out of their quagmire. They agreed they needed professional help. They would each inquire discreetly and get some names.
She lost no time checking with folks in her department for recommendations for good marriage therapists. She asked Bob to come by and talk about them. He showed up after dinner and settled himself at their computer desk. She dragged a chair up close and pulled out her list. He immediately rejected each of the three names. But Bob had a name, too, a therapist who knew them. He had worked with their family on some issues with Bob, Jr. a few years ago. 
“He’s fine, Bob. We can go to anyone you’re comfortable with.”
“What would be the goal of therapy?”  
Before she could answer, Bob changed his mind. “I can’t do this. The only condition under which I’d agree to therapy would be to work toward an amicable divorce. I don’t see any point in talking about all this.” 
His words boomeranged off the walls, slapping her in the face. 
“I was very clear the other day when you forced me to say things I wasn’t ready to say. Having said them, there’s no possibility of going back, pretending they weren’t said. I’m incredibly pissed because I thought this was settled and now you act like it didn’t happen.” 
“Just give it a try, okay? Bob, we’ve been together over a quarter century. This is so important, it’s worth therapy that could—” 
“No. Absolutely not.” 
“What?” Kendra yelped. How could he backtrack from wanting marital therapy just earlier today to completely rejecting it now? Kendra knew that one way people defuse strong emotion is to just stop caring; she worried that’s what he was doing. Therapy would be too complicated and messy for Bob, too revealing. Instead, he just handed her a pink slip.

“I guess I’ll go alone,” Kendra peeped.
He shrugged. “Whatever. But don’t expect anything from me. Are you done now, Kendra? I want to get out of here. I have things to do.” 
CROT

Ironically, Eli, the couple’s therapist Bob chose, became one of Kendra’s Steel Magnolias. About her age, Eli was the only male in the group. But the team loved her reports of Eli’s perspective. 
Eli
 laced his fingers and listened as she spewed out the story. 
“How can this hurt so much? My illusions of love are completely dashed.”
Kendra tried to be brutally honest, get to the root of their marital problems and solve them. She wanted to take responsibility for her part, figure out Bob’s part. 
“Tell me about your family history.”
“My parents were strict fundamentalists. Women were supposed to be subservient to their husbands and they recited Bible verses about this all the time. My father ruled the roost. My mom was happy with this arrangement. That way she wouldn’t have to make any decisions. 
“They thought children were rascals who needed to be tamed to think and behave correctly. I guess I misbehaved a lot because I got regular spankings with a leather belt or a wooden paddle. My dad would take me into my bedroom and order me pull down my pants and lay across his legs while he hit me. My mother would wring her hands and cower outside the door but she never stopped him. I always resented her for not stepping in…  I was just a kid. She was supposed to protect me. Sometimes I had huge bruises up my bottom and down my legs but I refused to cry when he hit me. I was embarrassed to go to gym class and have to take off my clothes where the other girls could see, so I’d face outward against the lockers to dress. This kept happening well into my teens.
“For my mom, behaving correctly and having others think highly of you, especially regarding your church activities, was everything. ‘What will the neighbors think?’ put an end to many of my requests, like the time I wanted to play football with the neighborhood boys when I was nine. 
“Mom was abandoned as a newborn and my grandparents adopted her when she was left on their doorstep. Although they doted on her, I think her goody-two-shoes personality was an attempt to make sure she never got abandoned again. She would always do everything right. There was quite a bit of pressure on me to be the right kind of daughter, too. I decided early on not to be like her… so there was a lot of conflict between us. Even though I was a great student and won lots of awards, pretty much everything else I did was unacceptable to her. Nevertheless, I was a very happy child and… up to this…. I’ve been a very happy adult. 
“My dad was never happy. He was remote. He traveled a lot, and I later learned that he had some fairly public affairs. My brother later learned from my granddad that a week after Dad married mom, he told Grandaddy he’d made a mistake. Dad’s strategy was to withdraw from the family. He left home the day after I went to college. He left Mom in pretty desperate circumstances. He’d started a big addition on the house in order to take out a big loan. When he took off with all the money, it took me, my brothers and sister, plus friends, years to get that addition finished. My mother saw ‘divorce’ as a stigma. She won’t even describe herself as divorced; she says my dad died. Well, he did die a few years ago, but long after they divorced and both of them remarried.
“The biggest disappointment in my Dad’s life was my younger brother. He wasn’t a good student, though he was an impressive athlete. But Dad decided from the beginning that Alan was supposed to grow up and go to Annapolis. That just wasn’t gonna happen. My Dad didn’t go to college. He wasn’t a good student either, and then he married my mom when he was 19. Alan was supposed to shine reflected glory on Dad. Alan frustrated Dad’s plans and Dad said some vicious things to Alan over the years … like he was no good and would end up in prison. That kind of ridiculous bullshit…
“My siblings and I are close even though we live all over the place.. I think we all felt we had to escape from a poisonous environment. We’ve talked about it a lot over the years. It’s amazing how much you don’t understand when you’re kids, things you figure out later that were going on then.”
“Quite a family,” Eli finally said, encouraging Kendra to talk about her history of punishment and her fear of abandonment. “Kendra, you have a predilection to use logic and reason to solve problems. That’s great, but some problems have to be solved with the heart. What are you going to do about Bob?”

 Eli had lots of experience with infidelity and was strategic in trying to anticipate Bob’s next moves and prepare Kendra to cope with them. After a month of weekly sessions, he observed that “Bob has a lot more power in the relationship than you recognize. Marriage should be a partnership, but Bob has set himself up as chief. He’s in charge of the agenda. He ‘taught’ you to behave, would not hear any dissatisfactions or objections, and certainly would not tolerate any disagreements or anger. He kept you on a short emotional leash, establishing the rules under which you were allowed to interact. He decided what information you got about him, his activities, and his life, whereas you’re more open. 
“Withholding information is a form of coercive control,” Eli explained. “There’s a power imbalance in your marriage. You’re a hostage to his comfort, a piece in his game of chess. If you refuse to stay in the square where he’s put you, he’ll take you off the board.” 
The marriage Eli described was not the one Kendra thought she had. 

“You make us sound like my Mom and Dad….”
“Bob’s reaction to your discovery of his affair is too extreme, too negative. The way he alternates between shutting down and coming after you… makes me think he has much deeper problems. I think those problems are exacerbated by his intoxicating high-profile position. He’s in thrall to the influence he suddenly wields. Power is a…powerful thing,” he said, laughing a bit at his own lack of words. “And all its trappings of it can feed a fragile self-esteem, narcissism, and need for complete control. I think your marriage kept his compulsions in check, but since he moved out and that constraint disappeared, his dark side has taken over.” 
They talked about what it would take for Bob to “wake up,” to realize what he was doing. Eli was cautiously optimistic, but it required first and foremost that Bob be willing to take responsibility for his behavior and accept his role in repairing the damage. He had to come out of his trance. 
Kendra was optimistic, too. She loved Bob and was sure that underneath everything he’d done and said, he still loved her. It had all happened too fast and too inexplicably for it to be otherwise. Kendra and Eli considered what it would take to reconcile. 

Does he miss me while he’s out there looking for himself? she wondered. He’d just thrown on a cloak of invisibility, as incognito as if he didn’t exist. 
CROT

The next weekend Kendra moved the vestiges of Bob’s wardrobe out of her bedroom, hoping it would give her some relief. But, of course, it didn’t. It wasn’t seeing his stuff that made her lonely; it was the deafening silence of absence. 
Kendra sat at the piano playing “Peaceful Easy Feeling,” their song, one they’d so often jammed together. 
That Wednesday, Bob swooped in unannounced. He lingered at the house all day. That afternoon, they took a long stroll through the arboretum near their home. Bob swerved off the path in tight spots to avoid touching her. 
Back at the house, Kendra started folding laundry from the dryer. Bob came up behind and initiated a long hug, prolonging it by scratching her back. He smoothed back her hair and nuzzled her neck. Spinning her around, he fingered the buttons on the front of her blouse. 
“I’m in the mood to suck you off.” 
She paused momentarily, letting the sensation of his body pressing up against hers course through her. His touch was as hot as a branding iron. “I know how you feel. I want to hold you, too. But… I can’t.” 
He nodded, mumbling something incoherent. It felt like The Twilight Zone. What was going on? Was this break-up sex? His idea of a favor? Or was it a good sign? Kendra had no idea. It was torture.
She didn’t hear from him for three days after that. Then he started calling each morning while she was on her way to work. He’d chitchat about this and that, plans for the day, nothing serious. They still occasionally took short rides on their motorcycle. She leaned back against the sissy bar, trying not to touch him more than he could stand. She fought the hankering to wrap her arms around him and press her front against his back.
Despite his calls, Bob’s feelings toward Kendra grew more and more negative. He rarely talked about “them,” and when he did, he nitpicked at Kendra’s every deficiency, real or imagined. She was the enemy. Her actions were malevolent and threatening. He said nasty things and then claimed she had said those things to him. He actually seemed to think it was true.
Kendra wrote lots of notes to herself: facts, conversations, quotes. She tried to read between Bob’s lies but the space was so small, she could barely discern it. When Bob did concede to say a few sentences about their relationship, he magnified tiny problems into capital crimes. He changed his story every day, reinterpreting events and claiming she didn’t know what she knew. What he said one day, he took back the next. She had to write everything down to step outside the Orwellian doublethink. 
“I never said that,” he’d claim. “Don’t try to use that against me.” 
Kendra looked at him and saw that he wasn’t there. No one was there. 
She felt like yelling, “Man overboard!” as he plummeted into the deep, but she, too, was in way over her head. Could she, one-time lifeguard, make it back to shore?
Freefalling
Bob always denied it, “No more Chelsay. That’s finished.”
 Kendra wanted to believe him. Even when he asked her to give him the bottle of Viagra she’d confiscated from the glove compartment. “I want to pass it on to Buzz for his impotence problem,” Bob explained blithly. 
But something was going on as Bob’s contempt for Kendra mushroomed. He informed her defiantly that she was undesirable and unlovable. 
Kendra aimed to figure out what was driving his headlong preoccupation with Chelsay, as well as and his increasing disparagement of her, his wife. She talked to friends, read books and scientific papers, and attended scholarly lectures. 
One day Kendra ate lunch in the campus dining hall with Jeff, a friend in her department. They’d gotten close when Jeff went through a messy divorce and needed someone to talk to. Over soup and salad, she filled him in on her life. 

 “Sounds to me like Bob’s attempting to reduce cognitive dissonance, a kind of mental conflict we all experience whenever our ideas or values conflict, or when our behavior is out of line with our self-image. Like if we just bought a new car, it would create dissonance to hear bad things about that model from someone we trust. We have to change our idea about the car or the source of the information, or we dismiss the evidence.

“Bob’s ideas about himself and his behavior are dissonant. ‘I’m a family man but I deserted my home and family,’ are at odds. So are, ‘I love my wife, yet I betrayed her.’ Those things don’t link up right in his head, so he lashes back at you.” 

 “Bob’s always prided himself on having strong family values,” Kendra sighed into her tomatoe basil soup, barely touched. “It doesn’t fit that he would forsake his priorities. It’s something I never would have predicted. I don’t know, Jeff … I guess he’s working hard to justify what he’s done.” 
“Yep. Bob needs to defend his behavior to himself, no matter how hurtful or irrationally he’s acted. We all have the inclination to evade responsibility when we do things that turn out to be bad, stupid, or wrong. It’s hard to think of ourselves as good when we do bad things, so we blame other people for making us do what we did.”

Kendra ran her hands through her hair, sighing, “I can’t see why he doesn’t just admit what he did, apologize, and ask for forgiveness. Under the right circumstances I could forgive an affair if he was actually sorry for it and tried to, you know, regain my trust and everything. Even good people do bad things. No point in holding it against them forever; we have to give them a chance to make up for their mistakes.”  

Jeff sipped some ice tea, then returned to his point. “When we feel dissonance, we try to patch the cracks in our rationale, no matter how crazy the patches are. Often we change our attitudes about one of the dissonant beliefs. We create blind spots and self-delusions that twist or ignore reality. We find ways to criticize, distort, or denigrate the evidence. Even irrefutable proof can fail to dislodge our justifications.”  

Kendra slowly unfolded her napkin, then refolded it and set it on the table. “The funny thing is that Bob seems to believe the things he says.”

Jeff nodded. “Right. Dissonance is not the same thing as lying or making excuses to other people. Cognitive dissonance is about convincing ourselves we did the right thing. Reducing dissonance is our attempt to create inner harmony. Who doesn’t want that? So we invent myths to explain our behavior by coming up with justifications that are mentally comfortable and fit our self-image. We’ll go to unreasonable lengths to persuade ourselves there’s no incongruity between the facts and our cherished beliefs. If the dissonance is strong enough, the tension must be alleviated. In severe cases, cognitive dissonance is like hearing fingernails scrape across a chalkboard—we’ll do almost anything to get away from that skin-crawling sound. 

“Justification is mental quicksand pulling us ever deeper into self-deception. The higher the stakes and the more irrevocable the consequences, the more psychological discomfort we feel and the harder we work to justify our choices. Paradoxically, we are even more certain we did the right thing if we can’t undo it.
“God, I sound like a scientist. I’m sorry, Kendra. Am I helping?”
Kendra barely heard his question, lost in thought as she rearranged her salad, separating the lettuce from the tomatoes and green peppers and stacking up a mound of croutons like a scale model of the Leaning Tower of Piza. “So the ideas ‘I’m a good man, but I do bad things’ or ‘I am ethical, but I behave unethically’ conflict with each other and create mental dissonance for Bob?”

Jeff squeezed his lips together. “Exactly. Since Bob’s actions fly in the face of so many of his important beliefs about himself, he’s in deep dissonance doo-doo. He needs to work overtime to convince himself he’s right. Kendra, you’re a psychologist. You know that no one is as in touch with ‘true’ reasons for our behavior as we think we are. We’re blissfully oblivious to our blind spots and our slanted perceptions, and we’re motivated to remain unaware.” 

Jeff thought for a minute, then continued. “Power and privilege are fertile breeding grounds for biased, self-serving justifications. In fact, in Washington it’s called ‘Potomac Fever.’ Bob’s Power Fever is similar.” 
Kendra chewed thoughtfully. “When I first found his Viagra hidden in the car, he tried to lie his way out. When those lies didn’t hold water, he said he was sorry and embarrassed. Before long, he started weaving a web of excuses that’s gotten more and more preposterous.”

“Bob’s in a mental quandary, Kendra. He’s jeopardized his marriage, his family and home, and he’s risked his job and professional credentials. How can he take responsibility for that? He has to save face, both to himself and other people. Obviously, it couldn’t have been his choice at all. Someone else made him do this—you. To justify his behavior he thinks, ‘No way I’m stupid or foolish. I must not love my wife or my life anymore. And Chelsay is worth the risks.’ He’s changing his beliefs to bring them in line with his behavior. It reduces his dissonance.”

Jeff paused until the clatter of dishes and plastic trays on the conveyer belt died down. “In most cases, people don't arrive at their irrational beliefs overnight. We come to them one step at a time. Many small steps lead us to a very different position than we ever would have taken originally. Eventually, we come to believe our own self-justifications and assure ourselves our actions were right.” 
Jeff set down his fork. “There’s an emotional basis for these biased beliefs—they make us feel happier and more confident. They give us the illusion that we are in the driver’s seat of our own future. They keep doubt, embarrassment, humiliation, and recriminations at bay and allow us to sleep at night.” 

“I wonder how Bob is sleeping these days.”

“He’s probably sleeping pretty well. That’s the point.”
“Bob says he can’t get in touch with any positive feelings for me.”
“If Bob lets himself feel love or compassion, those feelings are dissonant with what he did.” 
“Jeff, I’m wading through the delusions of dissonance, too. I invested my feelings, trust, and future in a man who betrayed me. How stupid was I to have trusted him so completely? I have to go on believing there’s a lovable, respectable person inside Bob to justify my faith in him. It reduces my dissonance.
“Bob’s explanations for the affair all focus on me even though he was the one who let his infatuation with an intern get out of control.”
 “That’s what I’m saying, Kendra, he’s externalizing the blame. We explain things that happen in our lives in two basic ways: something about me caused it—something inside—or else another person or force beyond my control caused it—something outside. For example, Bob might make an internal attribution, ‘I caused this. I’m guilty,’ or he could make an external attribution like, ‘the devil made me do it,’ or ‘Kendra caused this.’ External reasons divert the cause of our unacceptable behavior away from us and shift the blame to situations or other people so we don’t have to see ourselves as culpable. Do you get my drift?
“Pointing the finger at other people for our failures or hurtful actions defends us against threats to our positive view of ourselves. We make these kinds of judgments so fast and so routinely that we think our explanations reflect objective reality, not the fallible interpretations they really are. We spot flaws in others’ reasoning but we believe our own judgments are correct.”
Kendra worked her teeth around her thumbnail until it chipped off.

“For positive events we prefer internal attributions, such as ‘I won because I’m smart.’ That feels good. For negative events we favor external attributions such as ‘I lost because the judge was unfair.’ That makes us feel better. In other words, we take credit for our good actions and let bad situations excuse our mistakes,” Jeff elaborated. “Loving partners grant each other the same indulgent thinking they allow for themselves, forgiving mistakes as being due to situations, and crediting their partners for good things. But self-justification has hardened Bob’s heart against empathy or compassion for you.”
 “Well, I’m definitely the culprit, that’s for sure. Bob says the reason for his affair is my permanently flawed personality.”

“Yeah… The Fundamental Attribution Error. He’s blaming other people’s personality for things that can be entirely explained by circumstances. Your deficiencies caused the trouble and they’re rooted deeply and permanently in your personality. Like when he told you, ‘This is who you are. You aren’t going to change.’ Your personality flaws are responsible for everything. That way he still manages to hold onto positive beliefs about himself.”
Jeff continued, “Bob’s thinking also reminds me of the Hostile Attribution Bias. Some people, particularly bullies, assume that other people’s behavior is intentionally aggressive. So the bully preemptively strikes first. Bob sees you as driven by hostility. You intend to harm him. He sees even your amicable, loving behavior as threatening and mean.”

“I did have the audacity to catch him lying and cheating. He seems to think that was pretty hateful of me.”
“Not so surprising,” Jeff said, stacking his empty plate and glass on his tray. “Bob’s cognitive maneuvers protect him from experiencing conflict between his behavior and his values. He’s convinced himself he was not responsible for his actions. He was the victim of powers beyond himself.” 

Of course, Kendra was familiar with the psychology Jeff described. She just hadn’t considered how it might apply to her own situation. I guess shrinks need shrinks, too, she thought to herself. Why didn’t she think of this herself
?

She walked the long way back to her office, stopping to sit on a bench and mull it over. She could see that Bob was uncomfortable fitting together his values with what he’d done. But what a fucked up way of dealing with it, she thought.
Kendra gathered Rickie and Gail for Happy Hour after work. They snagged a booth in the back corner of a student-faculty hangout and Kendra shared Jeff’s ideas with them. “Cognitive dissonance is the mental distress we feel when we do things that don’t fit with what we believe about ourselves,” she said. “Aesop’s fable about a fox that tried in vain to reach a cluster of delicious grapes dangling from a vine above his head is about cognitive dissonance. The fox leapt up to grab the grapes, but they were just out of reach. The fox finally gave up, saying, ‘These grapes are sour, and I wouldn’t like them if I had them.’ That’s where the term ‘sour grapes’ comes from. Giving up on the grapes clashed with his knowledge that they tasted good so he gave himself a reason for his behavior by irrationally changing his attitude toward the grapes—he didn’t want them after all.”
“So Bob’s the fox?” Rickie asked.
“No, what’s that other story with the big bad wolf?” Gail hooted.
“Well, there was this one study I learned about in undergrad. About a half century ago some scientists joined a cult whose leader had persuaded her disciples that the earth was going to be destroyed by a massive flood. She even had a specific doomsday date. The group was sure they’d be picked up by flying saucers and saved just before the earth was inundated, sort of a space-age rendition of Noah’s Ark. 
“When doomsday passed and the flood didn’t come, what happened was fascinating. One would expect that logical thinkers would see the failed prediction as disproving the cult leader’s claim. However, devotion to the sect made them illogical. The ones who were really committed, those who’d given up their homes and jobs to join the cult, reinterpreted the evidence to show that they were really right all along. The earth wasn’t flooded because they were so faithful. They became even more devoted to the creed after the prophecy failed. Being wrong turned them into staunch believers.”
Gail rolled her eyes, “Amazing!” 
“Yeah….” Kendra agreed. “The preacher was wrong, but the devotees would feel foolish if they admitted the prophecy had been false. Their belief that a flood would come and they’d be rescued was an article of faith. Their rationalization that they shouldn’t doubt their beliefs was another act of faith. With irrational thinking like this, it’s pointless to try to use facts or logic to persuade folks that their thinking is wrong. Beliefs are based on dedication to an idea. The dedication can be so strong that any behavior can be rationalized.
 “In Bob’s case he’s worked out a rationalization that paints me as the villain and himself as the victim. He’s probably trying to convince everyone else to buy it.”
Gail laughed, “Maybe flying saucers ‘rescued’ Bob’s brain!” 

“Seriously, it sounds pretty twisted to me,” Rickie said. “Until now, Bob’s always seemed reasonable and stable. I mean… explain this to me… He knows  all of this, right? Can’t he see what he’s doing??” 

“I know,” Kendra replied. “I feel like Alice in Wonderland. My life just keeps getting curiouser and curiouser.”
 “So he’s just blind?! I say you ditch this fucker and get the hell out of Dodge! Isn’t there a Lemon Law for bad husbands?” Rickie finished off her beer and thunked down her glass for emphasis. 

Sometimes, only a friend can deliver the hardest truths. But that doesn’t mean we always hear them.
At home that night Kendra pondered Jeff’s analysis. If he was right, not only had Bob lied to Kendra and Chelsay… he was also fooling himself. The mental gymnastics were tough work. Bob had a lot of self-justifying to do. He sure does seem to be rising to the challenge, she thought to herself. 

The Devil You Know
At least Kendra knew Bob’s terrible secrets. Things could only get better, she hoped. They could survive it, she told herself. But she wondered, what was Bob telling himself?
Four months since The Discovery and Kendra was still riding a shock wave. Her innards were in knots. Everything tasted bad—the taste of not having her sweetheart. 
Down to size 0, Kendra looked at herself and thought, “I look like a Q-tip, a frizzle of blonde hair on a stick.” 
She stumbled through each day like a dazed zombie from Night of the Living Dead. She pretended to be her usual self, but everything felt so unreal, so wrong. Surely everyone could see she was blown apart. Not allowed to violate Bob’s unofficial gag order, Kendra shared her situation with only a couple close friends.
, 
but the shock wave had not crested. 
Late one Friday afternoon, Kendra shuffled down the hall of her department and knocked on Joni’s door. No answer, but Pam, a clinical psychologist in the office next door, motioned Kendra inside. “You missed another faculty meeting today. We’re all worried. You’re so thin and you look morose. Is something wrong? Do you want to talk?”
The second her rear hit the chair in Pam’s office, the waterworks opened. Pam set a box of tissues on Kendra’s lap. In halting phrases, Kendra forced out, “Bob’s been having an affair … an intern half his age … in his office. He moved out of the house and is holing up at a friend’s” 
“Kendra, I’m so sorry.”
“He’s shut me out completely … ever since I found out.”
Pam looked her up and down and inhaled wearily. “I know some things. It’s not good. Do you want to hear?” 
Desperate to learn anything, Kendra nodded, then immediately regretted it.

“This isn’t the first time. It’s happened before. Bob has a pattern of pursuing students who work for him. I know that eight or nine years ago he sexually harassed Anna when she was a new grad student in our program and she interned in his clinic. As you know, no one is more vulnerable to mentors than first-years. He hounded her, doing her favors, styling himself as her protector, flattering her. Then, he started jockeying for sex. He was relentless. His attentions were unwelcome and extremely troubling to Anna. I was her clinical supervisor, so she came to me for advice. I know she also told some friends and her boyfriend, now husband, a psychiatrist in Bob’s old clinic. 
Another student had watched Bob’s maneuvers and told me he targeted Anna from Day One, grooming her, then moving in for the finish. Anna was so upset she had to take anti-anxiety pills. On her behalf, I consulted a campus office that specializes in sexual harassment. They recommended that she file charges, especially since she had email evidence. But Anna was afraid Bob would retaliate. Instead, she confronted him and threatened to turn him in for sexual harassment if he didn’t stop. She told me she tried to resolve it privately by telling him, ‘Bob, if you stop this right now, I won’t pursue formal charges. We’re both adults.’ She said Bob answered, ‘You may be, but I’m not.’ How prophetic!” 
Kendra buried her face in her hands and sobbed as the realization broke over her. This wasn’t the first time. Kendra fought the urge to cram her fingers in her ears.
Pam continued gently, “There was another incident that really disturbed me during a business junket a couple years ago. There were four of us. Bob personally arranged hotel rooms for all of us. Bob and I ‘wound up’ in rooms with an adjoining door. It was way across the hotel from the other two. After dinner when we went back to our rooms, Bob started sweet-talking me, angling for sex…. ‘You’re so beautiful and brilliant. We should be together. There’s no one to see us here. You won’t get pregnant, since I’m fixed.’ I practically fled into my room, bolting the door between us. After that, Bob turned on me. He denigrated me publicly, cut me out of important decisions, and in the end he yanked my funding. I was afraid of what else he might do. I got so depressed I started taking meds, the only time I ever have in my life.”
 Kendra recalled that on her nightly walks with Bob during that time, he’d repudiated Pam harshly, saying things like, “She’s an airhead. She doesn’t get it. She’s out. I’m washing my hands of her.” The next month Bob had purchased a million-dollar personal liability insurance policy, “in case one of the kids gets in trouble.” Kendra now wondered if Bob was “the kid” who might have trouble.
“Pam, I don’t understand why he take these risks. Morality aside, these are clear ethical violations.”
Pam speculated, “I think Bob must have a deep sense of inadequacy, which power and sex alleviates. Feelings of inferiority can magically vanish while one is sexually preoccupied. I’d say he has a sex addiction, a misguided attempt of someone who doesn’t feel good about himself to feel better.” Pam continued, using scary words like “predator,” which Kendra thought could not possibly apply to her Bob.
“I should have followed up on Bob’s harassment at the time, should have filed complaints. I’m so sorry I didn’t tell you. I knew about Anna and me and it’s my professional obligation to report ethical breaches. Maybe if he’d gotten treatment earlier ... but Anna and I were both frightened. When he retaliated against me at work, I knew how damaging he could be. And I didn’t want to see you like this…”  
Kendra stewed. Pam could have stepped up; instead she’d stepped away. Why do people think it’s unacceptable to tell a wife her husband is a serial cheater, possibly worse? Why don’t people report offenders? she wondered.
“But why did you never tell me these things before? I mean, if everyone but me knows…”
“I guess I thought you wouldn’t believe me. And Bob is such a good liar, he specializes in lying. I figured he’d spin some nasty story and twist the fault onto me. He can’t be trusted, Kendra. He’s a predator and a coward. And he’s dangerous. Run, don’t walk, to a divorce lawyer.” 

Kendra sprinted out of Pam’s office. Kendra felt herself being dragged under by a tidal wave as thick and dark as syrup. She called Bob and revealed that she’d found out about Anna. Said he sounded like a sexual perpetrator. 
Bob had a conniption fit, like an alcoholic confronted with his drinking problem. At first he denied it ever happened. Then he charged at Kendra, piling on denials and rationalizations. He dismissed it and reinterpreted his behavior. “Kendra, that’s what men do. It’s not unusual at all. You’re way off base. Your accusations are malicious. Besides,” he argued, “It’s your fault I had to do what I did. It was the only way I could cope.” 
Kendra wished she hadn’t confronted him . She was terrorized, afraid he might hurt her. He still let himself in with his garage door opener and house key. 

She packed her toothbrush and some clean underwear and stayed with Harriet that night. 
The next morning she filed a police report and asked her neighbors to look out for her.
Bob dropped by on short notice the next night, just like before. 
Panic stretched his voice to a thin wavering soprano as he tried to talk her out of what she knew. “I told the whole story to Skip and Buzz. They agree; I do not have a problem. It’s minor, not a pattern. You’re overreacting.” 
Like he really told them, she thought. He’s hoodwinking them just like he does me. 
Bob refocused the discussion on Kendra, demanding she tell him who told her about Anna. Resentment punctuated his voice. He commanded her to list every person she’d talked to, snarling, “I bet it was Pam. It was Pam, wasn’t it? Tell me. You owe me the truth! It’s one thing to tell your friends, but when you start slandering me and telling business associates, you cross the line!” 
What line? Besides, she thought, it was Pam who told me. How did I get cast as “the one who told?”
“I never solicited sex from Anna.” 
“You just admitted it.” 
Bob backtracked, “There are only two people Anna would have told about this, Harriet or Pam. Which one told you? Tell me who told!” He flared into a red-faced tirade, “I bet it was Pam. What a blabbermouthing bitch. She can’t be trusted!” 
“Bob, there’s no reason for you to know who I talk to. I’ve protected your secrets.  In four months I’ve only told a few friends.”
“Liar! You’re going after me, trying to bring me down, run me up a flagpole,” Bob bellowed.   “You’re determined to expose me, ruin me. I don’t have a problem, you do!”
It never crossed her mind to go after him; she didn’t have the stomach for revenge. She thought about her conversation with Jeff about the Hostile Attribution Bias. Everything fit.  
“Bob, I don’t want to bring you down. I’m just shocked and sad.” 
Her feelings were suppressed. Where was her anger? He’d trained her; she’d let him. Just like the Mother she promised herself she’d never be.
Bob directed the conversation away from himself, broiling. “You’re the one with the problem for thinking I have a problem. You’re inappropriate for divulging our private life to your friends.” 
Bob’s demons possessed him; they pointed the finger straight at his nemesis, his wife. 
“I always chose younger versions of you, Ken. You should be flattered.” 
Flattered? Always? 
Kendra clenched her fists. Does he think he’s paying me a compliment? It galled her. She was beginning to admire Anna for calling him out, realizing how threatened she must have felt.
More pieces of the mystery arrived unbidden. Kendra got the news that Bob had a reputation as a flirt. An in-house joke ran among his employees—he was a Casanova who hired only voluptuous blondes. He’d always laughed about it, even to Kendra, claiming no men ever applied. 
In office after office, “Bob’s girls” were a harem of sexy, vulnerable young women.  They described the atmosphere as tainted with sexual innuendo and harassment. He dallied in their private lives, talking and joking about sex way too much, asking intimate questions, “What do you wear to bed at night?” He touched them in “that way” and made it clear that the stakes were high if they refused, even higher if they complained. He chummily visited their homes when their husbands or boyfriends were gone. But his titillating attentions were couched in humor, flattery, and coy teasing. 
The women let it slide. They were afraid not to. 
One employee kept a list of his sexually harassing behaviors, periodically threatening to turn him in if he didn’t stop. He laughed at her; she was “a loose cannon.” 
Then he fired her. 
When he left for his job with the Senator, the remaining women banded together and warned him his behavior would never fly in the government. He’d get in trouble if he didn’t change his ways. 
Kendra shared Pam’s account with Harriet. Harriet knew Anna pretty well; they’d worked together. Harriet shook her head in disbelief. “I don’t think so, Kendra. Anna never told me about it. I’ve got her number in Philadelphia where she lives now. I’m going to call her. I don’t think it’s true.” 
But Anna confirmed the story and supplied details. “Even so,” Harriet told Kendra that night, “I don’t believe there’s such a thing as sex addiction, especially in my friends. I refuse to think that.” 
“Pam’s experience?”
Harriet grimaced. “I know it sounds bad, but it’s hard to believe.”
Kendra didn’t want to believe her husband was a sex addict either, but she had to consider it… and it was starting to make a lot of sense, even if Harriet was in denial.
CROT
Word-of-mouth traveled fast. Bob’s past was pocked with all sorts of dirty secrets. 
At a dinner party, a woman Kendra knew slightly sauntered over with a drink in her hand, “I heard you finally found out. It happened to me, too. Bob manipulated me into doing things I never would have done. He made promises. He humiliated me; it’s a memory I want to forget.” She fumed, “Bob’s a misogynist.” 
Like a newspaper run over by a lawn mower, bits of stories like this littered the air. Kendra heard scuttlebutt all over town, some from men and women she hardly knew, some from Bob’s ex-lovers. Each revelation sent her into a tailspin.
Rickie told Kendra that when she worked for Bob at the hospital, he gossiped suggestively about Skip’s extra-marital affairs. He emailed porn to men in his division at work. Some squirreled away copies for their own protection since they’d seen Bob turn on other people. 
Kendra now saw Bob’s years-long obsession with hardcore computer porn in a whole new light. It had always disturbed her. His rationale was, “Oh, Ken, all the boys look at this stuff. That’s the way guys are. It’s nothing. Don’t be such a shrew!” But it didn’t feel right to wake in the middle of the night and find him missing from their bed, sitting at the computer, furtively closing the screen when she appeared in her pajamas. Even though the history was wiped clean every morning, when Kendra connected to her email she had to shoot down dozens of porn pop-ups that ballooned on the screen, remnants of his nighttime visits.  
She’d tried talking to Bob, but he would hear none of it. She knew she should have persisted, but she acquiesced. When he took the job with the Senator, Kendra told Bob he would have to stop the porn. Now that he was in a public position, he needed to protect himself from scandal. He got her warning and replaced their home computer with a new one. One with no porn history.
Sorting through her memories, Kendra realized that what seemed like isolated quirks at the time actually fit into a pattern. Her husband had been driven by sexual compulsions for years. Even his obsession with her in their early relationship hinted at them. Was she the world’s biggest fool?
She was a psychologist. How could she have been so blind, so stupid? Chagrined, Kendra remembered how she had effused to everyone—even some of Bob’s lovers and victims—that she was so lucky to have the best husband in the world. How the lovers must have laughed at her, how the victims must have pitied her.

In her next session with Eli, he predicted that the incidents the women volunteered were the tip of the iceberg. There was surely a swarm of antics Kendra hadn’t heard about, and probably never would. She couldn’t stop the tsunami of stories rushing at her. She was reluctant to go to parties, even walk across campus. There always seemed to be another woman who wanted to pull her aside and confide that Bob had tried to take her out for a joyride…. 

People who knew Bob were not surprised to hear that he preyed on women for sex, just amazed that this time he had taken the gamble to such reckless extremes. He was playing Russian roulette, grinning like the gun wasn’t loaded.
Every woman had kept her experience to herself and Bob claimed they were “the only one.” He convinced each one it was all about her, not him; she was so special and sexy he couldn’t help himself. No man could resist her. 
Suddenly, Kendra was learning what her life wasn’t. Her husband was a promiscuous tomcat, not the dedicated husband and family man she thought. 
 “Bob’s squalid alliance with Chelsay is nothing new” Pam said a few weeks after they first sat down in her office. “He’s been a ticking time bomb for years, abusing his power in order to exploit women who depend on him for their jobs. It’s a diabolical scheme—sex on retainer, silence for salary—all on the taxpayers’ tab. There’s a trail of dirt leading right from his office door but he expects that nothing will be tracked back to him. This time he managed to find someone deeply flawed enough to party with him—using sex for professional advancement, and willing to shred his family to confetti.” 
Kendra had to admit something was seriously wrong with Bob. Okay, lots of people have affairs that risk their marriages... But to sexually harass students and interns jeopardized his career, his license to practice medicine, his children’s welfare and his own... The chances he’d been taking made it much more than poor decision-making, moments here and there of weakness, issues in their marriage. The affair with Chelsay wasn’t about special feelings for her. He’d been getting hammered on risky sexual highs for years. 
His moral rudder has splintered, Kendra thought, and he’s flailing in the current. Who is this person, my husband, man of a gazillion lies? What’s inside him? she asked herself. Is Pam right when she says he’s wracked by frenzied sexual compulsions? 
Kendra didn’t want to put words to it. Acknowledging that Bob had an addiction would force her to give up hopes and feelings she wasn’t ready to let go of. Losing love is hard.
Could she rescue him? Why did she even want to? 
She knew what a nutcase she was but couldn’t stop herself. Maybe she hoped that by saving Bob, she could save herself. 
Kendra realized that everything she thought she’d lost, she really didn’t have at all.
Fatal Attraction

Parking her car in a visitor’s spot at the Psychiatric Hospital, Kendra entered through the double doors and gave her name and identification to the guard inside. She looked down at the slip of paper in her hand and pressed the elevator for the third floor. The closer she got to room 312 the slower her steps became.

“May I call you Kendra? What brings you here today?” asked Dr. Avery, founder of the university medical center’s Sexual Addiction Unit. She glanced at her watch. Kendra had dragged in ten minutes late, tummy churning. 

“My therapist, Eli, sent me for a consultation.” 

“What’s on your mind?”

Kendra groped for words. “I guess I need your professional opinion. It’s about my husband. He had an affair with a young intern in his office. I discovered the affair when I found Viagra in his government car before a business trip. I know the woman because Bob brought her over to our house a couple times, including Thanksgiving dinner with our family.  I’m also told that several years ago he pressured one of his students, who had to threaten to bring him up on sexual harassment charges to get him to stop.” Over the next half hour Kendra recounted everything she knew for sure, nothing more, then held her breath. 

She learned more than she ever wanted to know.

“How solid is this information, Kendra?”

“First hand or trustworthy second-hand sources.”

Dr. Avery considered a long while before speaking. “Most people think of addictions as being drug or alcohol related, but they also include gambling, eating, compulsive spending, and sex. This is not a diagnosis. I’ve never met your husband. But from what you’ve just said I believe he has a sexual addiction.”

“How can you say that!”  

Dr. Avery raised her left eyebrow. “I’m just going on what you told me. Sexual addictions range from mild to severe, but his sounds serious in terms of the risks he takes, and risk is the ultimate criterion used to diagnose addiction of any kind. Bob’s pattern of escalating danger—his hostility, the way he’s spurned therapy—these point to deeply entrenched problems. I’d say he’s in a tightening spiral, speeding downhill. It’s good that you are finding out the truth about your husband. It’s the only way you’ll move through this with honor and dignity.

“I don’t think this situation is promising. He’s having sex with women he hires to work for him, a predator using his power to feed on the beholden. Not only is it a violation of his professional ethics, but he probably has a sexual addiction, but the behavior you describe sounds like a dangerous complication—a narcissistic personality disorder. The sexual addiction might be secondary to, I mean a result of, the NPD.” 

Kendra felt like she was running full speed into a 2x4 at forehead level. 

Kendra shook her head. “Uh-uh, Bob’s not a narcissist. He’s not grandiose or flamboyant. He’s mild-mannered, even self-conscious.”

 “No, narcissism can live inside many different personas—some are grandiose, but others can appear humble, shy, or ‘aw-shucks.’ The common thread is that narcissists use their charm for their own ends. And when they shine the spotlight on you, you’re the star of the show. Because they’ve chosen you, you’re special. Who isn’t vulnerable to such flattery?”

Kendra felt a twinge of sympathy for Chelsay. Was she a victim, too? 

“This kind of behavior is usually rooted in childhood family experiences—low affection and harsh punishment from parents. Was he abused as a child?” Dr. Avery asked. 

“I know the emotional climate in the family was harsh and unpredictable. Everyone in Bob’s family has problems with addictions and impulse control. Five of the six siblings have been unable to sustain their multiple marriages. They’ve all ended in ugly divorces, always blamed on the spouse. 

“There’s Cassie, 300 pounds, addicted to food and nicotine. She can eat a gallon of ice cream in one sitting. Better not talk to her about it, though, because she shuts you up and shuts you out. She also shops compulsively. She even refinanced her house and used the equity to bankroll a lavish lifestyle for her teenage daughter, Jackie. Jackie’s huge walk-in closet in the master bedroom is crammed with shoes and clothes, many with the tags still hanging on them. Cassie, who’s divorced, sleeps on a convertible couch in the den. 

“And there’s Barbie, three times divorced. She wrecked her first marriage when she left her husband and toddler and followed her first cousin across the country to California to pursue their affair out of sight. Barbie also loves to buy things, really expensive things. And she’s had cosmetic surgery on just about every part of her body, a regular Frankenstein.
“Bob’s brother is an engineer in a swanky Philadelphia firm. He owns top-of-the-line toys and equipment for all his hobbies, which he pays for using credit cards and money borrowed from his company retirement account.” Kendra considered, “I guess all the kids have problems with spending.”

“Sometimes people confuse getting things with having love,” Dr. Avery observed. 

“Perhaps so. I think they also confuse sex with love. There’s an ugly story about that. It involves me,” Kendra recollected, “But I digress.
“Bob’s two younger sisters, twins, both have drinking problems. One of them, Carol, has just been through her second nasty divorce and recently was arrested for drunk driving. She was almost three times the legal limit when she ran a red light and hit another car. Bob’s mother makes excuses for her daughter, claiming she wasn’t drunk—only had one glass of wine. She told me, ‘Everyone does what Carol did. She just had the bad luck to get caught. The accident wasn’t that serious.’ My in-laws make practically monthly 800-mile trips to visit Carol and on the way they stop at our house for a night or two. Bob’s father confided how frustrated he was with my mother-in-law’s denial of Carol’s problem and the way the family glosses over her drinking problem. When I’ve asked Bob about his conversations with Carol—after all he’s a psychiatrist—he told me, ‘We never talk directly. I only know what I hear from Mom or Cassie.’ How about those family dynamics? But back to Carol, her only daughter has an eating disorder; at six years old she weighs over 150 pounds. 

“Bob’s dad, a World War II vet, still suffers from Post Traumatic Stress Disorder after all these years. He’s plagued by nightmares and flashbacks. Every now and then he drives hundreds of miles to check himself into a VA hospital in another state for a few days. He had a major drinking problem for years. He was affectionate and fun-loving when sober, but a scary, aggressive drunk. He quit drinking when the family staged a big intervention and threatened to go public and join Al-Anon.”

“Most sex addicts have other family members with addictions of one sort or another,” Dr. Avery observed. “And they often grow up in families where denial and avoidance are the coping strategies of choice.”
Dr. Avery had heard hundreds of stories like Kendra’s. She drew Kendra a map of the terrain. “Perpetrators adopt distorted, distancing ways of thinking, feeling as little emotion as possible. They downplay their offenses in ways that denigrate their victims. They don’t see what they do as wrong. Their targets are inferior or unworthy, which forces the perp to treat them that way. They avoid self-reflection because empathy and sensitivity to moral issues would threaten their view of themselves. This kind of thinking is common in wife-beaters, serial killers, rapists, and abusive alcoholics.”
Kendra was having trouble seeing her husband this way. She sidestepped. “None of that explains why Bob blames me for everything he’s done.” 
“He’s the hero of his own story and all heroes need a villain to rebel against. Offenders see themselves as laboring under a burden of misunderstanding and injustice, pushed by others into what they do. Seeing themselves as oppressed fends off painful self-perceptions. And it can gain sympathy from other people.
“Addicts are great at making the rest of us feel responsible for their mistakes. Partners or spouses of sex addicts often come under constant siege. Addicts blame their behavior on their partners and use them as an excuse. Many addicts argue, ‘If my spouse had been more …’ or ‘If only my spouse was better …’ the addictive behavior would not have occurred. But even though these charges often make the partner feel guilty or inadequate, the addict is accountable for his own choices and behavior. A slow poison, addiction progresses no matter how good their relationships are. Instead of being the cause, the partner is another casualty of sex addiction.”
Dr. Avery paused, waiting for agreement but Kendra stared out the window and said nothing. Eventually Dr. Avery went on.

 “Like with a Portuguese Man of War, the deadly tentacles of addiction hang far below the surface, stinging everyone who touches them. Sex addicts injure themselves and their partners physically, for example, exposing them to STDs. They jeopardize their livelihood and ruin their relationships. They also experience psychological distress, shame, and anxiety. Still, their emotions are rarely enough to stop the out-of-control behavior, which is not rational. Suicide is a risk because of their guilt and shame. There’s constant fear of exposure, interesting since many sex addicts are exhibitionists or enjoy having sex in public places.” 
“Bob does like that. And our daughter still blushes at the embarrassing memory of her dad when he painted the outside of our house naked. When we objected, he explained, ‘I don’t want to get paint on my clothes. Besides, it’s almost dark.’ Even now, Riley constantly nags, ‘Close the bathroom door when you pee, Dad!”
“Kendra, I’m concerned for your safety and for the safety of other young women who will become targets of Bob’s predatory behavior. Sexual addiction grows more and more out of control. Don’t think divorce will keep you safe. You’re in danger physically, psychologically, and probably financially. He’ll intensify his attacks and come up with new ways to blame you so he can avoid confronting his problems. You need to get out of his way right now.” 

Kendra willed her foot to stop jiggling. She crossed and uncrossed her legs.

“You need to report Bob to our ethics board and the state committee for impaired physicians. You have different last names, but if you mention his full name, as a psychologist I’m bound by my ethics code to report it myself. Trust me, silence only allows this scourge to thrive. But being a whistle-blower is no party. It’s tough. Many people refuse to believe that sexual addiction exists. They either don’t want to hear about it in someone they know, or they conveniently consider it ‘not their business.’” 

Report him? Kendra couldn’t even hear the words, much less consider following through with something like that. She was giving her husband the benefit of the doubt, protecting him, as any good wife would.  

Heart logic.

Dr. Avery looked at her watch. “We need to wrap up now.” 

“Can I … come back?” 

Dr. Avery consulted her calendar. “I had a cancellation on Tuesday at 3:00. Can you come then?”

Kendra’s mind was waterlogged. Did Bob squander his marriage and family for fantasy and risky thrills—delirious temptations that wasted him with desire, fed his addiction? Like Wile E. Coyote, he seemed to be dashing over the brink suspended in the air, a blink away from having to look at the ground rushing up. The usual rules didn’t apply to him, of course. He wanted it; he deserved it. He was special, a power elite. 
Stuck in the “ON” Position

Kendra had a few days to mull over Dr. Avery’s chilling insights. When she walked in the office again, she was ready to protest them. 

“Welcome, Kendra, come on in. You’ve had a lot to think about.” 

“Why do you insist on calling this an addiction?” Kendra launched in. “Lots of men seem to flit around spreading their seed.”

Dr. Avery pushed her glasses down her nose and looked over them as she spoke. “Most men are not promiscuous, Kendra. Humans make choices. Regrettably, your husband made poor ones. We have core values and priorities, which we protect by practicing restraint. But sexual addiction shouldn’t be viewed solely through the lens of sex. It’s a lot more than that—a desperate attempt to mask feelings of inadequacy, as well as a disorder in the ability to have intimate relationships. For the addict, sexual desires rule life but the fun is fleeting and never enough. 

“Addiction is a hungry god, never satisfied. There is a recurring pattern of preoccupation and cravings, which escalates, creating a cycle of losses. Although the incidents escalate in frequency and seriousness, each one is treated as a fluke, not part of a pattern. The addict insists, ‘It just happened this one time.’ The addict refuses to acknowledge the losses or denies they’re important, even when they start piling up. Even though the addict resolves, ‘I’ll never let this happen again,’ it does. He panics that his life is falling apart. It is.” 
Kendra’s chin quivered. “Bob certainly takes huge risks,” she said. “One day I ran into Loretta, his secretary when he worked at the hospital. I hadn’t seen her since Bob left to take the job for the Senator. Before I could say anything, she hugged me and said, ‘I heard.’ I just nodded noncommittally, but she pressed on, ‘I saw plenty, more than he thinks. He was always out of the office, God knows where. I saw him steal Viagra from the clinic medicine cabinet and stash it in his desk drawer. He hit on the students, also our nurses. What a pervert! I’m so glad I don’t work for him anymore.’ 

“Dr. Avery, he’s been exposing both of us to STDs. He’s breaking up our marriage and family. He’s been doing things that could have cost him at least two jobs, his old one at the hospital and the political job he has now.” 
 “That’s typical, Kendra. Sexual addiction is a malignant tumor that infiltrates every aspect of life, a fatal attraction to a noxious love object. When under the spell of addiction, you’re an accident waiting to happen. Immediate short-term gratification during sex overrides consideration of the devastating aftermath. Inexorably, the compulsion raises the costs higher and higher, and the addict is trapped in an all-consuming passion with no easy escape. Sex addicts become disconnected from their lives. They’ll sacrifice everything for their destructive longings as they’re co-opted into the obsessive world of addiction. It hijacks perception, reason, and emotion, and leads the addict into a lonely and frightening conundrum of his own creation. But one he feels helpless to hold out against. When the Lucifer himself offers you your heart’s desire, sometimes you sign the contract and dance.” 
Kendra pressed the heels of her hands into the knot in her gut. “Okay, so the smart thing would be to just stop. He’s already terrified he’ll get caught.”
“Yes, that would be smart, but this is an emotional issue. The Sword of Damocles is dangling over Bob’s head and he doesn’t know when it will crash down on him. The idea of relinquishing his addiction creates feelings of deprivation, which only escalate his cravings. It also triggers a dread of losing a solace he can’t imagine living without. He rallies frantic emergency actions to save and indulge his addictive behavior. It’s a futile rat race—overwhelming and exhausting.”
“Bob doesn’t seem to think he’s in trouble at all. He looks like he’s riding high.”

Dr. Avery folded her hands in her lap. Taking a deep breath, she shook her head slowly. 
“Most addicts can’t acknowledge the risks they take or the losses they suffer, despite the increasingly dire consequences. Because the facts are too painful to admit, the addict denies them, denies the seriousness of his behavior, and refuses to take personal responsibility. A sense of ‘personal exception’ outflanks the facts because of special, extraordinary circumstances that justify his particular case.

Kendra frowned. “But he’s changed his perspective and even his personality. Now he rejects all the things he loved and valued.”

“No, he hasn’t changed. Your discovery exposed his dysfunction. Addicts stifle contradictions among their values, obligations, and loyalties. The comforts of addiction erase dissonance and internal conflicts. Addicts reshape their identity and develop a sense of self that doesn’t oppose the addiction. A ‘false self’ blocks Bob’s feelings of inadequacy and guilt, but also prevents him from grasping what is happening.”
“Dr. Avery, the reasons he manufactures for why I’m to blame seem so thin, so post-hoc. Because I snore once in a while, he has to chase students? Because we occasionally had a spat, not even many, he has to have sex with interns? I don’t get the connections.”

“Of course you don’t. Addicts are rarely at a loss for excuses. The harmful—and painful—addictive behaviors marshal an army of lies, distortions, and denial to stave off rational thinking. Bob’s behavior is justified from his own irrational perspective. Typical of addicts, Bob has a surplus of self-pity—others victimize him. Defective thinking limits his understanding. It’s the basis for his excuses. He shuns logic, facts, or others’ opinions and cannot be dissuaded, no matter how convincing the facts are. Meanwhile he works up a story to convince sympathetic friends and family members that his behavior is completely understandable and justified. Addiction is a pact with deception. Addicts are unable and unwilling to be honest with themselves or others.” 

“You’d think a husband would have compassion for his wife of a quarter century, the mother of his children.” Kendra heaved a long sigh and looked at her left hand. Her ring finger twitched.
Dr. Avery waited a few moments before responding. “Bob’s lack of empathy for your very human emotions and the way he blames you for his problems make me suspect that he also has a personality disorder. He seems to have lost insight into your feelings. His attacks arise from his unconscious self-doubt and rage. He experiences himself as flawed and inadequate. Early in your relationship Bob basked in your reflected glory. You are accomplished and successful, and it made him feel good to be with you. It confirmed his worth. But later when you failed to rescue him from his feelings of unworthiness, he began to blame you. When you caught him and he was forced to acknowledge his unacceptable behavior, he blamed you for that, too.”  
“That sounds crazy and Bob’s not crazy, just confused.”

“Confused and desperate. Addiction is safeguarded and concealed by a phalanx of psychological defenses. Defenses disguise internal conflicts and help keep shame, guilt, and powerlessness at bay. Guilt and narcissistic rage make people do strange things. 
“Without an intricate array of defenses, addiction couldn’t survive for long. Obscuring reality is essential, the ‘tricks’ of addiction, a hopeless attempt to find a foothold in a storm. The addict denies that anything is wrong and needs to be changed, which is also a characteristic of Narcissistic Personality Disorder. The most common defenses are denial, such as ‘I’m not an addict,’ and avoidance, such as ‘I’m going to escape from reminders of the bad consequences of what I’ve done.’ Also typical is paranoid projection; ‘Other people are evil and out to get me.’ There’s also repression of emotion, like ‘It doesn’t bother me,’ and rationalization, as in ‘I have good reasons for doing this.’” 
 “Yep, I’ve heard all those things,” Kendra admitted. “It makes me doubt my own sanity.” She folded forward, covering her face with her hands.
 “Well, yes. When a defense mechanism is used skillfully, it leaves others in a borderline state of reality. Defenses are such severe distortions of reality that they allow addicts to twist the truth, their beliefs, and their memories to fit what they would like to believe. Denial averts any feelings of guilt or remorse by shifting attention and culpability onto other people or events. They don’t have a problem, others do. But even though denial may screen the addict from seeing the proverbial elephant in the room, he senses a pervasive stench and other messy relics that must somehow be explained away by an agreeable fiction—one that doesn’t reveal the elephant, those stubborn facts.”
Oh, my God, that fits, Kendra thought. “Okay, but I still don’t get why you call this an addiction. Lots of people have affairs.”

Dr. Avery fixed Kendra with a long stern gaze. Kendra squirmed. “It’s not just an affair, Kendra. It’s a serious pattern. Sex is part of life, an important part, but it’s not the most important part. When normal activities suffer, losses occur, and monumental risks are taken for preoccupations with sex, it’s diagnosed as sexual addiction. Experts in our field estimate that about eight percent of men and three percent of women suffer from sexual addiction, as many as 24 million Americans. They walk and work among us. The number is probably rising, as anonymous Internet sites and webcams are available.  Including spouses and victims, sexual addictions and compulsions infect a huge number of lives.”
Drumming her nails on the armrest, Kendra took a deep breath. “But Bob said he might be in l-l-love with Ch-Chelsay,” she stammered. She plucked a tissue from the box on the end table beside her and blotted her cheeks.
“Not unusual. Sexual addiction is like a corrosive, fanatical love, beckoning to the addict. It entices him to believe he makes rational decisions, when he is actually being yanked around by the seductions of the addiction. The exhilarating high from addictive sex is a compelling aphrodisiac. The current object of gratification can be mistaken for ‘love.’ But what passes for love is really a means to an end, a cancer eating away the addict’s life. Addictive behaviors are not because of love, but in spite of love. It’s a mighty craving.
“Each new sexual adventure gives temporary relief to the addict, but it never lasts. Old thrills grow stale and need to be more extreme to get the same ‘charge.’ Craving for a particular sexual experience boxes him inside the world of addiction. He’s enslaved by his predicament.”
It began to dawn on Kendra what Bob meant when he confided after their meeting with Chelsay, “I’m glad you found out. Now all this can finally come to an end.” But he’d been in over his head for a long, long time. 

“But sex alone can’t come close to what we had, what our family had. Bob and I shared so many interests, had so much fun together. We were best friends.”

“The long shadow of narcissism and addiction builds slowly, almost unnoticed, over many years. It creeps up outside the awareness of the unsuspecting addict and it’s hidden from those close to him. Eventually he becomes a puppet of the desires and demands of his addiction. Everything else is shoved aside by the inexorable pull of addiction. 
“Life becomes very narrow. Other passions and interests drop off as more and more time and energy are gobbled up by the lure of sex. Activities that were once enjoyed are forgone or forgotten. As secrets accumulate, friends slip away and become less intimate. Financial security can crumble. Relationships with partners are aborted, as the appeal of intimate sex with a loving partner pales in comparison to the intoxicating world of sexual compulsion. Addiction gradually bleeds away everything dear to the addict, leaving only the all-consuming addiction.” 

“Bob’s a high-power professional. How could he keep up his work and his public front if what you say is true?” 
“Sex addicts are often well-known and respected in their public lives—presidents or governors, for example—but their secret lives would shock those who know them. They slip in the shadows between two very different worlds. The arrogance of power and success can even feed sexual addiction, a guardrail that holds the addict back from realizing he’s falling into an inferno.”

“The stories I hear are not only about sex, Dr. Avery. They’re also about power and control. One woman who worked for Bob for years told me, ‘I was diagnosed with cancer and took a bunch of sick days I’d accumulated. Bob fired me on Christmas Eve. He even hired a courier to deliver the news to me during our family dinner that night.’ Who does that? 

“Other men and women told me he blocked their careers and ruthlessly promoted himself at their expense. ‘We rarely saw him in the office’ they say. ‘He was always out glad-handing, erecting a power base. His appetite for power and control is legendary.’” 

Dr. Avery nodded. “Sexual compulsions have little to do with sex and lots to do with a need to control others to avoid being overwhelmed by a deep sense of inadequacy. The same conditions produce Narcissistic Personality Disorder. 

“The seeds of Bob’s problems were probably sown years ago. Deep inside, he feels he cannot be loved or accepted for who he truly is. This stunted emotional development is a disorder of intimacy, often driven by distorted anger. It’s a deeply entrenched, unconscious way of looking at relationships. It can be produced by a dysfunctional family and impaired early attachment to caregivers who may be violent or resentful or who chronically shame their loved ones. Many addicts have been physically, sexually, or emotionally abused. Others grew up in hostile homes where affection was contingent on ‘acceptable behavior’ and children were emotionally starved for love and acceptance. It creates weaknesses in character and personality.
“Sex, like drugs or alcohol, can become a source of comfort because sex can block out painful inadequacies. Sex is a sinister elixir that meets ravenous psychological needs without having to negotiate the complexities of truly intimate relationships.”

“But we were so deeply connected….”

“You thought so, yes. But a narcissist can’t get what he needs from real relationships. His desperate search to fulfill unmet childhood needs inevitably ends in frustration. There’s a feeling of inner and interpersonal alienation, a kind of emotional solitary confinement. Losing himself in erotic fantasies and constantly seeing others as potential sex partners covers up anxiety about acceptance, connection and intimacy.”

Kendra thought about Bob’s family. It seemed to fit the pattern. 

“Sometimes Bob seems so normal. Other times I hardly recognize him.”

“Some psychoanalysts talk about a ‘split’ that occurs in sex addicts, who often say they feel fraudulent, living two separate lives with different sets of values and goals. They are acting out a version of Jekyll and Hyde. One part of the personality, the one anchored in reality, is a responsible husband and father. It’s adaptive, anchored in reality, and often successful. But this is also the part that can experience guilt, shame, and misery. 

“The ‘Mr. Hyde’ side of the split is a narcissist with a completely different set of values that are impervious to social or personal moral injunctions. Mr. Hyde acts out the unconscious split-off part of the personality. It’s immature, self-centered, driven by unregulated impulses, and lives in an erotic dream state. This side of the personality is hidden, dark, and driven. It’s incapable of rationally thinking through impulses.” 

“The Old Bob versus the New Bob, as he refers to himself,” Kendra murmured. “But Bob seems to believe the awful things he claims about me.”
 “He probably does, in a certain sense. His worldview is friendly to the interests of his addiction. Inconsistent viewpoints are ejected. The addict deeply believes his own deceptions and distortions, and sees others’ contrary opinions as wrong. He sees efforts to convince him otherwise as misguided or malevolent. People who confront the addiction are attacked as enemies and their vulnerabilities are mercilessly exploited as the addict fiercely defends his addiction.”

Kendra bit into her lower lip. “Why didn’t I see this coming? I missed it entirely.” 

“You’ll have to take that up with your therapist. But there must be wounds from your own past that drew you to marry this man and stay married to him.”
Kendra wasn’t sure how much more she could hear. She looked at the door. “What can I do?”

“Kendra,” Dr. Avery said kindly, “The partner can’t change the addict. Sobriety depends on his will to change. Your husband doesn’t have that yet. He’d have to acknowledge his problem and get help, probably intensive inpatient rehab. Even with that, his prognosis for recovery is not good. He’ll cover up his sex addiction and lie until there’s no way out. Brace yourself. He needs to see this as your problem, not his, so expect fierce attacks. He’ll try to provoke you into doing exactly what he claims you do, and he’ll be really skilled at it. Expect him to spend lots of money on material possessions to make him look and feel good—cars, clothes, gadgets … even guns, which will shore up his feelings of masculinity and virility. He’ll use your children to hurt you, even though it hurts them, too. You’re running against the wind.”
“No, I know he wouldn’t hurt our children.”

“Hasn’t he already?”

Dr. Avery described Kendra as a “co-addict” who enabled Bob. She encouraged her to join S-Anon. “You enable Bob when you take on blame for his behavior and try to protect him. You’ve allowed him to devalue you until your own self-esteem has suffered. You undoubtedly wonder whether his laundry list of criticisms is valid. But look at the unreasonable things he demands to win his approval.” 

Kendra was embarrassed. Being married to a sex addict made her look pretty lame. What a  fool!
Dr. Avery compared Kendra to a victim of Post Traumatic Stress Disorder. She warned Kendra, “It’s unlikely you’ve discovered the full extent of Bob’s stunts. Once his covert life starts coming to light, women will come crawling out of the woodwork. Part of the devastation of sexual addiction is that more and more secret behavior is revealed over time. Rather than being a single trauma, it’s a series, as his behaviors come to light.” 

“Yes, I’ve been traumatized, then re-traumatized by each new story. It’s death by a thousand cuts.”
Kendra did her best to thank Dr. Avery before she bolted out the door. The conversation so unhinged her, she had trouble remembering it afterward. 

Life had taken a detour. However, Bob’s inexplicable turnaround was starting to make more sense. It was all too much at once. Kendra tried to pull apart the threads. But like a Chinese finger puzzle, the harder she pulled, the less it let go.
Kendra reported to Eli what Dr. Avery had said. He was not surprised. “Kendra, 95 percent of diagnosable addicts claim they do not have a problem. For sex addicts, it’s almost 99 percent. Addicts don’t acknowledge their problem until the bottle runs dry and they’re completely out of options. Bob has fabricated a brittle mirage, buoyed up by denial. He deftly reassigned blame—he and Chelsay are saints but you are evil, always have been. There’s no nuance, no shade of gray.” 

“How could a trained psychiatrist succumb to such misperceptions?” Kendra asked, “And how does he manage to maintain this rickety house of cards he’s propped together?” 

“If he’s procuring sex from his employees, as their supervisor, they’d have to report it to him! And his power job is significant. For many addicts, professional success makes it seem like life is under control. In that realm Bob can exert power over his own life and those of others. It conceals an inner world where everything is spinning out of control.” 

“Although Bob’s behavior has cost him so much and risked even more, it will take bigger losses to force him to take responsibility for what he had been doing. Public exposure is the biggest loss left for Bob. He’ll resign before he lets that happen,” Eli predicted. “Addiction is an escalating pattern of losses. Bob will offend again, even more egregiously.”

Kendra hoped not. Their children….
A fallen angel, he was caught in the current of the River Styx with the wind at his back and his old life behind him. 
He feasted on Chelsay, thought Kendra. Of course, she made a greedy dessert out of him too—sex à la mode.

The Fall Gal
Kendra had plans to go to her most important annual research conference—Boston, this year. Over mojitos in the hotel bar, she told her old grad school friends the story. 

The next afternoon the gals whisked Kendra off to Ann Taylor, insisting she needed some new clothes; she’d gotten too small for what she was wearing. They forced her into the changing room and one of them hung the dresses they’d picked out on a hook. They hovered outside the door waiting on a fashion show. When they all agreed on two dresses, size 0, way too expensive, but they worth it, her friends told her—the dresses look great. A dark brown one had spaghetti straps, a subtle eyelet border around the hem, and a tight bodice. They picked out a creamy short-sleeve sweater to match. The black dress looked even better on her, thin straps with a gathered top, an empire waist, and a short, pierced knit jacket. They insisted she’d need those dresses. They steered her toward the register. Kendra flopped down her credit card and left with two dress bags draping over her right shoulder.

While Kendra was away Riley stayed at Buzz’s with Bob. While she was out of town, Bob had been over to the house and taken more of his personal items. Some of her stuff looked moved around, too. She noticed he took all his impotence drugs. Why would he need those? After all, he swore the affair with Chelsay was over, over, over.
That first night back at home Kendra launched iTunes for some musical distraction. She came across Bob’s recent music playlists on their family computer. She started listening. It might help her find out what was going on, since Bob wasn’t talking at all any more. 
He’d collected every teenage angst song ever written. “I need you to want me. I can’t think of anything but you. I want. I want. I want.” Also, a huge medley of “I am so done with my old life, see-ya-later-bye” songs. It sounded to Kendra like the soundtrack of an adolescent obsession. Kendra still heard his love song playing right in her ear but now her husband seemed to march to some different beat.

The next weekend was their anniversary. Kendra invited Bob to a nice restaurant they both liked, hoping to connect on a day so full of happy memories. He vetoed her choice, suggesting he pick her up for Happy Hour at a franchise bar. He arrived at the house in his truck to pick her up and waited in the rec room while she dressed. 

Bob ordered for both of them while Kendra reminisced about their wedding 25 years before. After the ceremony, they’d linked hands strolling through the rose garden in the park. On the bridge overlooking the brass sundial, they promised eternal love and commitment. The heady fragrance of roses in bloom spun in the air as they coupled themselves in permanent union. 

Now Bob looked past her, focusing on an imaginary point behind her head. He didn’t even look like himself—tonight it was tight lips, hard heart. All she could think was, we had almost 25 great years, but the last few months were warped. She wondered, how could BK be at this point? We were special.

Kendra handed Bob a single-song CD she’d made of  “I Hope You Dance,” a county-rock tune of tenderness and hope. Bob glared at it suspiciously. 
He dropped her off at home, walking her to the garage door while the motor ran. They parted with an awkward hug. That was that. 
Kendra continued to waste away on her stress and water diet. Her hipbones and elbows jutted out in sharp points. She looked like she was wearing her big sister’s hand-me-downs. Even the size 00 jeans Riley took her to buy for an exorbitant price rode obscenely down her butt when she bent over. The clerk told Kendra, “You’re wearing the slimmest cut of the smallest size in the store. For smaller jeans, you have to go over to Lucky Kids.” 

Riley frowned accusingly, “No one is smaller than size 00, Mom.”

“Right, I’m working on gaining some weight back.” Kendra turned to the salesman, “I’ll take this pair.”
The next weekend Bob showed up unexpectedly and mowed the lawn. Kendra rocked on the glider, watching. After he finished Bob shambled over and slouched sullenly in a chair, which he carefully positioned several yards away. They practically had to shout to hear each other. He clamped his hands under his armpits and in a clipped voice, announced, “I know we’ve both been talking to Harriet. She thinks we ought to file for divorce.” 

The words spanked Kendra’s ears. She did not want to hear anything about divorce.

“I don’t care what Harriet thinks. What do you—” 

“Harriet thinks we should file for divorce,” he repeated, a rote sentence dictating their fate. He looked wooden, carved, as if any expression would crack his demeanor. 

Message delivered, he studied his cell phone, “Gotta go!”

“Wait, Bob, please. We need to talk ab—”

“Nope, I’m done talking.” He hurtled off through the garden like his hair was on fire, a smash and dash. Only a few months ago Kendra was the happiest woman she knew, imagining she had the best marriage on the planet. Now they were crashing with meteoric speed. 
From then on, Bob was a cauldron of seething resentment. Everything he said to his wife was heaped with a generous helping of contempt and scorn. He hurled fiery anger, blame, and criticisms at her by the fistful, and then projected those emotions onto her, as if they were hers. He spread the news to his friends and business associates that she was mean, driven by hate, a bitter woman. How unlovable she was! No one could be married to her. He was a saint for having stayed so long.
Kendra became the Fall Gal for every irritation in Bob’s life. She lost his papers. She hid his keys. She hurt their children. She risked his career. She told her friends, maliciously endangering his reputation. She thwarted him, coming after him in her attempt to rescue their marriage. If he could have pinned war and global warming on her, he would. He hammered his wife. Gotta problem? Kendra did it! There was no empathy, no civility. He and Chelsay were innocents; Kendra was the villain. He had his rap going. And it was loud.
Kendra talked it over with Jeff, the social psychologist, as they walked across the campus quad toward their morning classes. Kendra sighed, “Bob tells me, ‘I see my wife in the most negative possible light.’ He repeats that exact phrase endlessly, as if he memorized it. He seems to think it’s an excuse for something.”
Jeff thought about it. “The human brain is amazing in its ability to get us through the thousands of decisions we have to make everyday. But we don’t have the capacity to consider all the evidence, so we oversimplify complex problems. We focus on some bits of information too much and we ignore tons of other things—it reduces the mental load. Our ‘issues’ or strong beliefs filter what we notice, act on, and decide. They guide and shape our judgments. We think back on our experiences and reconstruct them in light of the present. We end up ‘knowing’ things that are not true.”

Jeff and Kendra skirted around the sprinklers spraying the path. “They must be trying to grow grass on the sidewalk,” Kendra chuckled. 

“Bob’s statement that he sees you in the most negative possible light is a global attitude. Global attitudes are very broad and they resist change. In fact, we see the whole world in ways that validate them. In science we call it a ‘confirmation bias’ in human thinking—we corroborate our existing beliefs and we’re confident they’re correct. We don’t see our attitudes and perceptions as interpretations that might be biased or wrong, we see them as true, the way the world really is. You could say it’s basically, ‘I’ll see it when I believe it!’”

Kendra reflected on Jeff’s observations. “Bob applies his negative attitude to everything I say and do. He interprets all my behavior in terms of that one attitude, and won’t consider that he might be way off base. Everything I do ‘verifies’ his perspective. No matter how loving or forgiving I am, he views me with negative hyperbole. It’s self-justification at all costs.”
“That’s right,” Jeff nodded. “We can’t believe everything we think. The big problem is that we don’t know what we don’t know, and we fail to realize what we fail to realize.”

Mona Lisa Smile
A few weeks later Bob called. He wanted to come over and talk. Kendra was hopeful. She brushed her teeth and put on a little makeup to cover the blotches across her cheeks and the circles under her eyes. She pulled on clean shorts and a tank top and picked up the clutter around the house. 

Kendra tilted her head and smiled, letting him in. 

Before he even sat down, Bob launched in, “I just want to make sure you understand that my feelings for you have not improved. I still feel nothing at all. You shouldn’t interpret my friendly behavior as a thaw in my feelings.” 

She told him grimly he did not act “friendly,” in fact he acted angry. “I think you don’t want a wife anymore. I’m about to have to get a divorce.” 

“Are you behaving in ways consistent with that?” 

Odd wording, she thought. “What do you mean?”

“Have you gotten an attorney?” 

Instead of answering, Kendra reflected out loud about their relationship—the incredible times and the recent changes, his new hideout at Buzz’s, and her sad feelings. She ended, “Bob, please rethink your choices.” 

“I don’t need to think about it. No matter what, I will not come back home. Divorce is the only option I’ll consider.” He catapulted out the back door.
Reluctantly, Kendra hunted for an attorney. Before making an appointment, she tried to put on the brakes. It was never too late for Bob to step up to the plate, do the right thing. 

Of course, she had to write a note, as face-to-face discussion was too personal for her husband. She sent him a short message urging him again to go with her to couples’ therapy. It had been a good 25-year marriage, she wrote, and it was worth trying to make it work. She asked what the cost of trying would be. She sent him a book on recovering from infidelity. Even when there was little to believe in, she kept going back, sure he’d wake up.
A week later Bob responded:

k-

I have been thinking about your email about couples’ therapy and reading the book you sent over last Sunday. The book was interesting, though I had to wade through all the general stuff that did not fit, a common problem of self-help books; they’re so broad that the fit is poor. One sentence that really struck me was one of the principles she presents: deciding to commit to or end the marriage. She writes that sometimes one must separate heart versus head and even if you can’t imagine a successful “reconnection,” one has to act as if that might be possible.

She also talks about how the discovery of infidelity can have an “adverse, even destructive” effect on one of the partners. That certainly was the big problem for me; being discovered was so destructive, it changed my feelings. I have been saying for some time now I do not want to go into couples’ therapy to explore this. I cannot see how it would help, and her thesis explains why I know couples’ therapy will not work for me. I don’t think I can reconnect since all this happened and I can’t pretend I can. Our relationship dynamics are insurmountable for me.

My decision not to pursue couples’ therapy is not evasive or mean-spirited. Rather, my experiences in the last few months have kept me from being able to put my head and heart into it. I can’t do what it would take to mend things with you. I know that’s hard to hear but I want to be honest about my feelings and not give any false sense of hope.

B

He wants to be honest about his feelings? Who does he think he’s fooling? But the mistress of détente responded:

B,

I’m sorry you can’t imagine any way we could connect. I feel that the depth of our long partnership, the life we built, the common interests we have, and our family are superb grounds for reconnecting. I don’t think our relationship issues are insurmountable. We’d work, not for the same marriage, but a better one. We could discover each other all over again, which could be a treat. Open up and let me in.

Deciding that therapy would not be helpful before even attempting it forecloses the possibility it might work and get us to a much more satisfying and loving place than we were before. What is the cost of at least trying? We may not succeed but we won’t have this chance again. Giving up without giving it a shot is throwing in the towel too soon. We owe our family that much. If we still decide to split, it would feel so much better to have at least given it our best shot.

But, of course, it takes two people to save a marriage and that’s clearly not where you are. I am sad. I miss you. I yearn for your touch. But if you want to leave me and seek a life that you think will be happier, I can’t stop you. If divorce is the only possibility you’ll consider, I will always lament that we didn’t give it our all, or even anything at all. You just called it quits in record time. I want to be pleasant and build a friendly relationship. I want you to be happy. I want to be happy, too. I just wish we’d take a shot at being happy together.

k


After two long weeks, she finally received a response to her plea.

k,

Sorry I have not written back sooner. Buzz had houseguests all week (no privacy) and things at work have had all my attention. 

 

Kendra, the main problem is that the aftermath of this event has changed my feelings. I cannot and will not get in touch with the positive feelings for you that would be necessary to reconnect. These changes are not transient. It would require too much for me to go back.

 

I, too, want to remain friends. We still have years of experiences with the kids ahead of us. I don’t want anger and resentment to make sharing a future with them impossible. 

B

He was referring to her anger and resentment, of course. He had none of that. She, however.…

Kendra was colliding head-on with disaster; she could practically hear the screeching tires and breaking glass. Reluctantly she made an appointment with a divorce attorney. It felt surreal. She picked one of the new Steel Magnolia dresses to wear for the meeting. 

Hank worked for a large law firm, several floors of an angular glass-and-steel downtown skyscraper. His Yale law degree was framed on the one wall without windows. He rose from behind his desk—completely clear except for a blank yellow legal pad—as Kendra extended her hand and introduced herself. He was tall and handsome, about her age, with the familiar courteous demeanor of a Southern Gentleman. He reminded her a tad of the Old Bob. 

 Sitting stiffly in the club chair across the desk, Kendra described the situation. Hank listened intently to her information about Chelsay, Anna, Pam, and even Tara. He made notes. 

“Let’s recap where Bob went off the rails.” In a dispassionate legal voice, Hank laid out the case. “He violated his professional ethics and could lose his license to practice psychiatry. He has a history of pursuing sex with college students, interns, and employees. He’s abused a public position of power and is using government money to finance his affairs. His unprotected sex with various women exposed you to possible STDs. He disregarded the ruinous consequences of all these things. I even think his extreme reaction to having his game plan with Tara interrupted indicates that perhaps he had the hots for her, too. After you finally caught him red-handed, he dumped you and has been attacking you as being the cause of everything. Absolutely unbelievable.” 

Hank went on to use terms such as “sexual predator,” that made Kendra’s head spin. “Your husband should be staring at cells walls, not allowed to run loose.” Hank wanted to depose Tara, but Kendra objected; she was Bob’s supervisor and it might cost him his job. 

“Why are you protecting him and handicapping me? If you absolutely insist, we’ll forego Tara but we have to depose Chelsay and maybe some of the other women, too. 

“You need to follow my advice without question. I’m your lawyer—it’s my job to take care of you.”

Kendra needed a savior. “Okay … I’ll trust you.”

Hank advised her to file immediately. She needed the advantage of being the plaintiff in an adultery case, especially one with sexual harassment. They lived in a state where adultery was a cause for filing with “fault,” and Hank said she needed to set the terms of the complaint before Bob did. Kendra wanted to think about it, get used to the idea, but Hank insisted, “My paralegal will get the paperwork ready. We file tomorrow.” 

No, No! Divorce careened toward Kendra at warp speed. She couldn’t stop reeling: Wow, BK are getting divorced! Whatever happened to “No big decisions for one year?” 
Hank handed Kendra a card with a name and number. “Get in touch with Ralph. He’ll search your computer and recover all the files.” Kendra wasn’t sure what files there were to be recovered, but she obeyed. Ralph came the next day and copied the hard drive from the family computer. He gave her instructions. 

“I’ll never call you. You call me. I only pick up if I recognize the number. Don’t use your house phone—it’s too easy to tap.” He looked around the exterior of the house and asked Kendra if she was sure it wasn’t bugged. “This place is easy for an amateur to tap. Buy a burn phone in a fake name, like Big Bird, to make all calls to me and your lawyer. Wise up. Don’t trust anyone.” 

Ralph regaled her with tales about famous people he’d worked for. She learned about a clandestine world of snooping she never imagined existed beyond the movies. He told her that anything that had ever been saved, opened, or sent on her computer was recoverable. 

Two days later he returned with a sheaf of papers. He’d recovered a lot. Kendra was knocked for a loop when he handed her a series of smutty email messages between Bob and Chelsay. They were very recent.
Chelsay: I love emails like this from you. I wish I was there with you. When does Riley get in from Spain? I can’t wait to hear about her vacation! I’m going to fly home Tuesday. It will be nice to be home. 

Bob: Hi, my sweetie! I am at home napping on the couch and watching the basketball game, waiting for Riley to get in. Since I think about you all the time I have this image of you lying naked on top of me with your head on my chest … fondling me, if you know what I mean.

Bob: I stopped at Bass Pro Shops near the airport to get some thin parachute pants to wear under my motorcycle riding suit. As I left, I was thinking of you. You were probably just getting in at the airport. I wish it was me picking you up. Greeting you in my arms, lifting you from your feet and twirling you about. Kissing you, tasting you, touching you, looking into your eyes. I wish it was me taking you home, undressing you the moment you step in the door. Ripping your clothes off. Stepping back and admiring your beautiful sexy body. Then leading you to our bedroom where I make passionate love to you. Then I am feeling sad I cannot be with you, that someone else is with you. How I wish it was me. Oh, please. I get to my truck and notice I missed a call from you. I listen to your message. My heart melts like butter. I listen to it again and again. It makes me feel so warm. How I wish it was me … not him. 

The “him” who was picking her up at the airport was her clueless fiancé Nick, of course. 

As she read, Kendra thought, coming in second place to Nick must have fanned Bob’s flames. Few things make us crazier than wanting something we can’t have.

Chelsay: Your last message made me cry. I am withdrawn from the world today, so I don’t want to respond right now, as it deserves a more flowery response than I can give. Your message is one of my favorites ever. I want to read it again. And hopefully I’ll be able to respond tomorrow. 
Bob: What are you doing over there, so far away? Wish I was with you. Can I get CDs of your favorite songs? That way I can listen to your music and think of burying my face in your wetness, ripping off your G-string with my teeth. Wish you were here going crazy on me. Straddling me, pushing me deep inside you. I love it when you unhinge your jaw like a crocodile and full-throat me, spreading my juice all over your face. Then watching you pleasure yourself.
The last message was written on Bob and Kendra’s 25th anniversary. Kendra couldn’t believe that Bob sat right there on their anniversary and sent his girlfriend love notes from the family computer. It drove her insane.

She realized she couldn’t tell Bob she’d filed for a divorce until after Riley’s graduation, a month off. Kendra didn’t want to jeopardize the celebration. So she perfected her Mona Lisa smile.
Bob invited himself over one night for dinner, leftovers. After dinner Kendra wanted to discuss plans for Riley’s graduation. 
“I don’t think there’s anything to talk about.”

 “I want the event to go well for Riley and everyone else in our family.” Kendra pointed out the difficulties in pulling off the celebration. “Although I told my folks months ago, your parents don’t even know you’ve left us and moved out. They still think you’re living here. They think everything is fine, just as it’s always been. You’ve been keeping them in the dark for months, ever since— 

He jumped in, talking over her, “I’ll arrange for my parents to stay in a hotel.” 

“Riley wants her grandparents to stay with us for the family celebration.”

“There’s not enough room.”

“I’ve worked out an easy arrangement. One set of grandparents in the guest room and one in Bob Jr.’s room. He can sleep on the couch.” 

“Well, I’ll think about it, but I don’t like it.” 
Later, Bob and Riley took off to sleep at the lake that night. He phoned when they got there. “Should I come over and stay at home while my parents are in town?” 

What was he thinking, they’d sleep in their bed together? Pretend? “No.” 

It would be awful to have him at the house and not good for Riley to have to collude in the subterfuge. What was he up to? Was he afraid Kendra might spill the beans? Another attempt to control the situation and flow of information? 
That week Bob had another overnight business trip with his merry band, including Chelsay. Kendra got news of the trip from Riley. As Kendra, Bob, and Riley left an evening pre-college reception, Riley overheard her father tell her mother he’d be in town but too busy to see her for a few days. Riley jumped in the car, slammed the door, rolled up the windows, and turned on the radio—drowning out the lie. In his new game of truth or dare, he took dare. It hurt that he yet again chose not-her for another hootenanny with his lover, but his sleight-of-hand in front of their daughter hurt Kendra even more. All those lies … some things just don’t wash off.

The following week Bob took a “motorcycle excursion with the boys.” Vanessa, Kendra’s contact at his office said Bob and Chelsay left together in his truck. Everyone noticed, she reported. 

Is it Jello shots and wild sex all weekend? Kendra obsessed. 

While he was gone, Bob missed Riley’s senior sports banquet at school. Captain of the soccer team, she gave a speech. Bob skipped it for a higher priority, sexcapades with Chelsay. Kendra fielded questions from the other parents who wondered why Bob, the team photographer, was missing this ultimate photo-op of the year.

Kendra couldn’t stop trying to remind him of the family he was ignoring. She called to give him a report on Riley’s banquet. He refused to answer, finally text messaging, “I’m off the grid. Don’t bother me.” 

Off what grid, she marveled. Of course Bob’s with Chelsay tonight. All the signs. Won’t answer his phone. He’s with her; tasting her, twirling her, ripping the clothes from her body, thrashing her in their motel bed rented at the government rate. Coming in her half-his-age mouth while she expertly swallows without gagging. An all-you-can-eat orgy with no bill to pay. 

Although she pasted a silly grin on her face for Riley, Kendra barely made it through the night.
A few days later Bob came to the house to suit up for a motorcycle ride. Fumbling for an inroad, Kendra asked to go along. If they could have a good time riding, it might defuse the tension. 

He recoiled in disgust, as though she’d asked him to eat a decayed rat, maggots and all. It was the only emotion except anger she’d seen him express in months. 

“Get off me, Kendra, I’m not about to take you with me!” 

Motorcycling together was over—Bob rode alone now.  He never returned after his ride. “I’ll be keeping my motorcycle at a friend of Buzz’s from now on,” he snarled when Kendra, worried, called him.

Riley’s graduation arrived. Kendra struggled to make the occasion festive. She floated dozens of helium balloons in Riley’s school colors around the house, and treated Riley and the grandmothers to a group manicure at the nail spa. She enlisted the grandparents to cut out brightly colored stars decorated with well wishes, “You’re a Star!” “Riley’s the Best!” “You’re #1!” Bob’s father mounted them on sticks and lined the driveway and the front yard. Kendra orchestrated big family dinners to celebrate. 

It was surreal. Bob’s physical form showed up, pantomiming around the edges of the activity, a figment wearing his face. Kendra overheard him preening to his parents, embellishing his accomplishments in a disarming, self-effacing way that made clear he was more important than he was letting on. But he never mentioned the family stuff at all.

Kendra was desperate. She took Bob’s father for a drive, stopping at the nature preserve. Tears streaming, she outlined recent events, keeping mum about Bob’s long history of sexual transgressions. She implored him to intervene, to remind Bob that marriage and family were paramount. He folded his arms across his chest and listened politely. 

“Affections fade away. You can’t make someone love you.” That was that. So much for family commitments.
After graduation was over, Kendra had to tell Bob she’d filed for divorce. Her attorney recommended she tell him in a public place to avoid a dangerous blow-up, so she suggested they meet at a restaurant for dinner. She handed him a copy of the papers her attorney had drawn up. “Inappropriate marital conduct” meant adultery. Kendra proposed to Bob that they seek an out-of-court settlement to keep his escapades quiet. She expected him to sing and dance, getting exactly what he wanted, but he pitched a hissy fit, a ruptured pustule oozing gall. 

“You should not have been the one to get to file. I should have filed against you!” he bleated.

Savage eyes aimed death rays at her. “I’ll bring you down! I will prove you are an unfit mother and make sure your children hate you,” he menaced. “Just wait and see. I will take your children away from you,” “I’ll ruin you, leave you homeless and penniless.” Kendra wondered, are his children just commodities to be leveraged? Bob flung a couple dollars at the table and stomped out. It was the first time she had taken control of any little piece of his plan and he’d gone ballistic. On guard!

The following day Bob appeared with a white-hot rage-face. He slammed down the books Kendra had given him about rebuilding relationships, along with a few mementos of their lives. He glowered, saying nothing. He didn’t have to say anything; the set of his jaw made his message clear.
Bob’s nastiness and wrath wore Kendra down. She was anxious and depressed, scared of him. How could she not be? Often Bob just turned up at the house, sometimes unannounced, never more than 15 minutes notice.  He didn’t ask if it was convenient, just informed her he was around the corner. While he was there, he shot contemptuous barbs at her, spoke with hostility, and generally kept her off balance. She tried to de-escalate his rampage in a series of email notes, crash crisis management.
B,
I am so unhappy that this is happening in our lives. As you know, I would have given anything, anything to avoid this. I still care for you and I don't want to hurt you.
k

Bob’s reply:

Your sentiments seem hollow given that you are trying to completely ruin me.
 
Kendra responded:

B,
I am not trying to ruin you. I haven’t done a single thing to hurt you, even though I’ve had many opportunities. I’ve consistently protected you. Think about it. But if it makes you feel better to believe untrue things about me, there’s nothing I can do except be sad that you can't even see me.
k


Bob responded:


Kendra,
If you are serious about resolving this in an amicable way then we should try on our own to reach an agreement on the settlement of our assets rather than taking it to open court and spending $60k to have attorneys do it.  
Bob

Right, Kendra thought, he’s willing to put this in open court and expose his secrets? She wrote back:


I’m willing to discuss it. I don’t like the direction this is taking. 


You asked me if I would agree for you to sell the motorcycle, as you have no savings and need to pay your attorney’s fees. I know you need immediate cash for her retainer. Why don’t I get the cash out of my credit union account and write you a check? I paid Hank’s retainer out of that account and it seems fair that you should be able to do the same. I would hate to see you sell our mo-mo when you love it so much. Let me know how much you need for your retainer. I can get the money today.
k 


k-
I need $4,000 for my fees.
 
Kendra withdrew money from her savings account for the fees Bob said he owed. It really rubbed her the wrong way, paying for his affair, which demolished their marriage and family. Ouch! But her savings were community property, so she got the money and arranged to meet him at a nearby restaurant. She arrived first and waited for him. Bob strode up and before she could get out of her car, he spoke through her open window. “Got the money?” Snatching the check out of her hand, he stormed away. His glare nullified her as a wife, a human being. 

Kendra’s life and home felt barren. Bob encouraged Riley to spend nights with him at Buzz’s, so Kendra was often alone. “Poor thing, Riley has to decide every night where to sleep,” her brother sympathized. Vivid dreams tormented Kendra every night. Her unconscious mind rewrote the ending; she and Bob were together, loving each other. 
Kendra needed to get some life in her life. For Mother’s Day Riley and Bob Jr. gave her two kittens and each kid named one. The kitties napped with their arms and legs around each other, one pile of orange fur. They raced through the house, wrestling and tumbling, teaching each other to be cats. Her kids were right about the kittens; they were an endless source of energy and entertainment. The kitties were full of life, even though Kendra wasn’t.

Kendra got a call from Hank that a subpoena for a deposition was served on Chelsay at Bob’s office. Chelsay would have to testify under oath about her affair with Bob. Kendra needed to be there, Hank said. Oh, boy, thought Kendra, it should be fun hearing the scraps of my marriage served up by Bob’s harlot.

Kendra felt very small.
Pit Bull in Brooks Brothers

“Don’t try to contact anyone in my family because they don’t want to talk to you. In fact, they’re lining up to testify against you,” Bob rasped before Kendra had a chance to even say hello. 

“You slandered me to your family? You trashed me so much they won’t even talk to the mother of your—” 

“I didn’t trash you. I just told them what you did,” he growled, as if saying that reframed what he’d done. He was burning her bridges before she even got to them. His family closed ranks. She never heard a word from any of them, not once ever again. He launched his smear campaign and they bought it lock, stock, and barrel; deserting her, they made his hatred their own. After 25 years they were her family too, and she loved them. She thought they loved her too, and it made her mad that Bob cut them off from her to protect himself. 

He was tidying up, making sure no one else found out what she knew. 


Kendra received a countersuit for divorce from Bob and his bully attorney. Bob’s complaint was that she was a bad wife who had not supported his career. She was unfaithful. To Kendra they sounded like protestations of an indefatigable liar who’d been caught and needed to blame someone else. Bob was revising the past to protect himself from himself. The last page of the countersuit was a restraining order that kept her from disclosing to their children what was happening.

Kendra felt helpless and hopeless, heart parched. She was scared. Even though she was sticking to the truth, Bob was lambasting her with a slew of vicious lies. Where’s his integrity? she wondered. He just ditched me and hurled himself overboard. 

Another desperate night, one too many. Kendra’s courage had been slapped around so long, she couldn’t find it. She was weak, exhausted—betrayal hurts everywhere. Her raw nerves jangled so loudly they jammed her thoughts. Her focus narrowed to a dark tunnel. Wrapped in black foam, all she could see or feel was the pain. Handwriting tender goodbye notes to her children, she told them she was sorry, she just couldn’t take anymore. 

She sat in her car in the garage and cranked up the big turbocharged engine. She put down the top and cranked up the radio, waiting for the angels to show up. An hour later, the air had not filled with deadly fumes. She gave up and crept to bed. Next time she’d start the engine in advance.

Morning dawned and life went on, whether she wanted it to or not. Bob’s countersuit required Kendra to produce every receipt and document back to the Dark Ages. Steel Magnolias showed up to help. Kitty came to town to help her sort and organize receipts. Joni helped her develop a monthly budget. Harriet thumbed through envelopes looking for records. 

When Kendra went to the credit union to get her account balance, the sympathetic clerk behind the window, Doris—the one who gave her the name of a private investigator three weeks earlier—leaned in close and whispered, “He called on your account. I told him I’d be happy to give him the balance if he’d just give me his three-digit security code.” 

“Security code, do I even have one?” 

“Technically, yes. I’ve got your back, girl. The louder and nastier they bark, the more the cowards have to hide.” Since Kendra was still listed as co-owner on Bob’s meager account, Doris gave her details on his last transactions. It’s amazing how much sympathy a betrayed wife receives. Steel Magnolias pop up everywhere.
Kendra made the rounds of her banks to get her balances, then promptly misplaced the information and had to do it all over again. She could barely function. 
The day her attorney deposed her husband’s lover was a day Kendra had dreaded ever since the subpoena was served. She spent the morning in her closet trying on one outfit, then another. Nothing fit right. She ended up wearing the black Ann Taylor dress the Steel Magnolias had shopped for. It looked classy, smart. She added the matching sweater, pulled on new panty hose and a pair of black sling-backs. She switched her wallet to a new purse and tucked in a lace-edged hanky she’d bought at Miss Gracie’s Ladies Attire.

At 1:45 Kendra pulled into a downtown parking lot for the 2:15 deposition. She fought the urge to gun her engine and speed away. Crossing the street, she shivered on a concrete bench in the June sun outside her lawyer’s high-rise. She munched her nails and called Kitty, then Harriet for pep talks. 

Chelsay arrived and stationed herself in front of the door, bending intently over her phone, sending a message. She’d added highlights to her dull brown hair, Kendra noticed, but still definitely a bad hair day. She figured Bob’s attorney must have advised her to dress defensively, not like some chippie Yankee home wrecker. 

Bow-wow, Kendra thought. No one would be caught dead in that outfit—wrinkled button-down shirt bunched into a sickly greenish-beige pleated skirt, too long, and a chintzy black jacket. And those matronly pumps! Who even owned clothes like that? She must have made a special excursion to the Salvation Army store for the big occasion. But Chelsay dripped blood-red nails from her fingertips.
The courthouse clock tolled the hour—time to face the music. Chelsay practically blockaded the entrance, as if lying in wait. How would Kendra get by? Chelsay stretched her lips into a parody of a smile as Kendra edged past, a Pepto Bismol moment for Kendra. She had to say something, but the sawdust in her throat practically strangled her. 

“Text messaging my husband? Have you no shame? You dismembered a happy family.” 

“Gee, sorry Kendra,” Chelsay waved her hand airily, plucking one of the pieces of lint off her sleeve.

Kendra was floored by Chelsay’s flippant response. Did she have no insight or empathy for the family she’d annihilated?
Kendra lowered her voice to a scant whisper, “I can’t believe your nerve. You don’t sound sorry at all. You sound like an unrepentant tramp who screws other women’s husbands.”  

Unfazed, Chelsay tossed her hair over her shoulder and flipped out her palm in a dismissive gesture. Collateral damage. 

Chelsay turned down the corners of her mouth, looking around at the empty entrance and distant passers-by. “Don’t make a scene, Kendra.”

Kendra trudged inside, reminding herself how to walk—“heel-toe, heel-toe”—spine straight and head high, a ballerina doing her best to be a Viking. 
She entered the cavernous conference room, bare except for a long mahogany table, six plush chairs, a video camera clamped to a tripod, and a court reporter with her transcribing machine. Hank pointed Kendra to her designated seat, next to his and across from Chelsay. 

No place to hide. 

He eyed her. “You okay?” 

Kendra heaved a sigh.
Chelsay walked in with her own lawyer. Kendra tried not to act taken aback. Why would Chelsay need one? Is my husband paying her guy with my savings? Chelsay siphoned the oxygen from the room, filling Kendra’s nostrils with the acrid stench of singed hair. Bob’s lawyer showed up, too, a squat dog-faced woman with a scowl and combative set to her shoulders. Kendra sensed hovering jackals. 

Hank asked questions written in longhand on his yellow legal pad. The tap-tap-tap from the stenographer punctuated the hum of the camera in the long silence before each answer. Chelsay faced Hank squarely without blinking, furrowing her brow and pausing to glance inquiringly toward her attorney before answering each question. Kendra lowered her head and fixated on someone else’s hands clasped in her lap. 

Hearing Chelsay’s ho-hum depiction of sex with Bob was like a spatula smashing Kendra in a hot, greasy pan. In spite of herself, briny tears ran into the corners of her mouth. She fished out her hanky. She felt naked. Diminished. Disposable. Devoured. Chelsay’s testimony was filled with factoids—things that sound like facts but aren’t. A fan dance. Kendra wasn’t surprised. Chelsay was a player. She glossed over the affair as nothing; claimed it ended long ago. 
Why did she lie? After all, she planned to apply for a medical license and lying under oath could cause big problems. What did she have to lose by telling the truth? Only Bob might be hurt by that.

And why did Hank not press her about the lies? After all, Ralph had recovered those emails.

 It was over in 53 minutes. Done with her sworn testimony, Chelsay strutted out, baring her fangs and slinging a victorious smirk at Kendra. Ta-da! 
She sucked the marrow out of my bones, smacked her lips, and licked her fingers clean, thought Kendra.
After facing her husband’s lover, hearing Chelsay’s nonchalant account of sex and betrayal, Kendra needed to be glued back together. Harriet and Jean waited at an out-of-the-way restaurant. Kendra was insensible—Bob, Hank, Chelsay all smudged together in her mind, a runny watercolor. Harriet and Jean enveloped her in their strong arms. They made sense of her senseless words. They ordered food and drinks so she could imitate their eating and drinking. They awarded her a Purple Heart for her war wounds, a lady facing a tramp. Kendra absorbed their strength. It was barely enough. She could hardly speak or stand.

A few days after her deposition, Chelsay sashayed back up North to resume her elite life as a future doctor. Nick went along to spend the summer. Deftly sidestepping a tense spot, Chelsay managed to keep her life intact. Kendra’s husband had come cheap.
She must have redeeming virtues, but Kendra couldn’t help seeing Chelsay as a worthless slut who pulverized a family and turned her back on the mess. She had places to go and people to eat. She did give that well-practiced blowjob, her ticket to success … undoubtedly perfected from catting around with other women’s husbands, Kendra concluded. She earned that calloused heart somehow. 
The next week, the transcripts and documents Chelsay was required to provide arrived in the mail. Kendra clutched the hotel receipts for some of the nights Chelsay had spent with Bob, records from the scene of the crimes. She couldn’t even look at them. Yet, she wanted to frame each one and hang the stark truth on the wall. Those nights together … her husband screwing his chickadee.
Kendra poured a glass of wine and got on the phone to Kitty. “Get yourself together, Kendra. You’re a mess and I’m tired of it. I’m not going to listen to this anymore. Call me when you’re done with your pity party.”
Her best friend, what timing! Kendra supposed that her neediness had worn Kitty out.
One hot summer evening Kendra pulled up to the mailbox after work. A copy of Chelsay’s deposition and a signed Errata Sheet of changes to her testimony waited there. Hank’s cover letter pointed out that Chelsay admitted she’d perjured herself. The errata basically said, “Oops, I didn’t mention that I did continue to have sex with Bob at Buzz’s house all spring and into summer. We stayed there together when Nick was in Europe. We set up a private email account for our communications.” She omitted mention of their continuing dalliances on government junkets. 

Kendra felt sucker-punched. While she cried at home, aching and lonely, Bob was making regular deposits in Chelsay. Once he got away from home, he was footloose and fancy free to escalate his escapades unobserved, the cumbersome situation of having a wife off his hands. The way Kendra saw it, Bob swapped his wife and life for a pecker-first parody of intimacy. Was it was easier to forget his old family and believe that what he had now was real? 
Chelsay’s spin on lying under oath? “Kendra ambushed me in the lobby near the elevators prior to my testimony. She was hostile and threatening and I was too traumatized to tell the truth because I feared she might follow me and do me harm.” Another perjury to correct the previous one.
“What a diabolical flair for fiction!” Hank snickered on the phone. “It’s ludicrous. She feared you, the double-crossed wife who protected her husband’s lover by keeping the scandal private? Allowed her to keep her cuckolded fiancé in the dark?” 

How do you defend yourself from an enemy who hides among innocents?

Hank observed, “Chelsay’s track record for truth is not impressive. She’s not one to let honesty or personal accountability encroach on self-protection. She’s willing to step over dead bodies to get what she wants, then sally away.” 

“I guess I’m just raw meat. My blood runs down her chin.”
Later, Kendra reviewed the lowlights with Joni. “How does Chelsay sleep at night? She brought her boyfriend on his birthday to her lover’s party, showed up for Thanksgiving with me and my children and then sent cruel notes thanking me for the good time and apologizing for misspelling my name. She enlisted my help to pad her resume. She pillaged a marriage and family for the transient thrill of seducing her boss, perjured herself and expects to excuse it with new perjury blaming me for ‘making’ her lie. She sets a high bar for low deeds.” 

Joni jumped in, “You’re just another notch on her belt. She’s a scam artist with a haughty sense of entitlement and the moral reasoning and empathy of a child. I’ll bet she sleeps well at night, has all along. She’s above the usual rules. I bet the way she sees it, she merits everything she took. The backwash left in her wake is remote from her life—no regrets, no shame.”

Kendra pitied Nick. If he married Chelsay, he was in for a world of hurt.

Hank told her ruefully, “Your story ties for the worst betrayal, attack, and blame I’ve seen in 35 years. Your husband seems to savor the crucifying his wife. It’s like slogging through sewage. But it could get worse. If this gets out, Bob could make headlines.”
One afternoon Bob came over to replace a dead battery in Riley’s car, rage freezing his face. He channeled his newfound loneliness into cold fury aimed at Kendra. Being in Bob’s presence drained Kendra, exhausted from constantly defending herself against his unremitting bullying. Kendra spoke pleasantly. She could be fiendish, too—bait his fury by killing him with kindness. The nicer she was, the ruder Bob got. 

Kendra thought, good, hope he’s unhappy about his girlfriend getting deposed! I’m glad some of the crap comes his way. He doesn’t get to say how everything goes down. Wonder what is going through his mind right now … wonder what’s going on with Plain Beige right now. Are they still carrying on long distance?  

But she stapled on her Mona Lisa smile and said nothing. 
That night Kendra received a message: 

Last time I was over, I noticed you have articles about women married to sex addicts on the nightstand next to your bathroom door. This is in plain view for our daughter to see and will clearly traumatize her with misleading information. This is similar to you keeping notes about our marital problems on the family calendar, which I spoke to you about previously. This is a violation of the temporary restraining order I have you under, prohibiting disparaging remarks about me to our children. You must stop these smear tactics and be considerate about how adversely it will affect Riley. 


Bob

Kendra thought, leaving a paper on my bedroom nightstand hurts our daughter? What about the ruinous consequences of your sexual compulsions on our family? This is just shy of insane.
The Cuckoo’s Nest
Bob uninvited Kendra from going along to Riley’s pre-college orientation, relying on the impersonality of email. 

Kendra called. “Please, Bob, don’t do this. She needs to have us both there. I want to give her a feeling of family. That’s always been her anchor and when she goes away I want her to feel grounded in family, even with our impending divorce. We’ve never said anything hurtful or negative to each other in front of our children. I can rise to the occasion. Can you? I’m still her mother. Even though you seem to despise me, I definitely do not hate you. Won’t you reconsider?”

 “Kendra, there’s no reason you couldn’t go to Riley’s orientation.  You and I simply cannot ride together.  Get yourself there. Your open expression of hostility towards me through name-calling and accusations in the last several months, sharing with Riley your detailed notes about our marital problems, and calling me a hurtful name in possible earshot of her were your intentional efforts to ruin me, as you’ve threatened to do all along. It concerns me greatly what could come out on such a long trip.”

“Well, I don’t think it’s best for Riley but if you won’t let me go along, there’s not much I can do. Even though it’s a long trip, we’ll drive two separate cars.”
Kendra reserved a minivan, more comfortable than her convertible. Riley could ride with her and help drive. The next day Riley announced that her father had devised a new plan. She and Bob would leave a day early and spend a night with his brother’s family. Kendra, of course, was not welcome. 

Riley explained that Kendra was to drive alone in her own car. Kendra supposed Bob had to come up with some reason she had to go separately. “Okay Riley, if that’s what you want, we’ll work it out.” She was trying to keep her daughter out of the line of fire.
In the end, Riley decided to skip the visit with Bob’s family. She wanted to spend the time in town with her friends instead. Bob grudgingly went in the minivan with his wife and daughter. When Bob and Kendra stood at the rental counter to pick up the van, the clerk scrutinized their driver’s licenses, looked at the matching addresses, and asked, “Are you married?” 

Without thinking, Kendra responded, “No.” 

She heard Bob respond in unison, “Yes.” 

The clerk narrowed her eyes and lifted her eyebrow. “Well, which is it, are you married or not?”  Definitely an awkward moment. 

Kendra yielded reluctantly, “Well, yes.” She smiled inside, though. She’d come a long way in separating herself from him.
The three of them on a road trip, it was Kafka-esque! Bob stuck in his ear buds, looking miserable. At least his bullying ceased when Riley was around; he had to be pleasant to Kendra in front of their daughter. He labored mightily to pull it off. Kendra exacted a small measure of revenge from his efforts.

While Riley was busy at orientation, Bob and Kendra were left to spend time together for a couple of days. They explored the countryside, shopped, nosed around campus, and shared wine on the main lawn at the college. They laughed over remembered times together. Amazingly, they had fun; they still liked to do the same things. Well, mostly….
The next time Bob came over after the college trip, Kendra peered through the window of his truck. Her Valentine heart was still stuck on his instrument panel. She still believed in forever. She hoped he was a believer, too. Heart logic again. Crazy love.
But the New Bob escalated his attacks, charging full force at his beleaguered wife. He never missed a chance to chew her out for even the tiniest mistake. He rummaged through the house when she was gone, looking for whatever she might be doing “wrong,” then jumped down her throat for it. 

Each evening when she got home from work, Kendra scoured likely areas for possible surveillance devices. Bugs are small. It took almost an hour to search the kitchen, breakfast room, and bedroom. She carefully balanced a single hair on the doorknob when she locked up in the morning. She couldn’t talk on the home phone because she feared Bob had tapped the line. She used her cell phone, standing in the middle of the backyard to talk. But she didn’t call any sensitive numbers, since Bob had access to her records. For those calls she borrowed phones from Steel Magnolias. 

How did she wind up like this? Her life did not feel like her own.
Kendra plunked her backpack on the kitchen table one night after work. The message light flashed on the family answering machine. She jabbed “play” and set down her purse.
Bob’s voice came up, surly. “Just wanted to give you a heads-up. The calendar Skip gave me for Christmas that I hung in the pantry, I’ve replaced with another one, um … because that one may be a piece of, um … evidence against you that I need to preserve. Just want you to know. I’ll try to find time to transfer the upcoming dates for Riley’s events to the blank calendar I left there.” 

Another incursion; it made her crazy. What evidence? She screamed silently, leave me alone! You don’t live here anymore, stop snooping in my house! Who the hell do you think you are? Nevertheless, she kept her cool and asked him to xerox the old calendar. She kept those calendars as sentimental reminders of each year of their family’s life. This year there were some pretty bad reminders, though.

Kendra became a bag lady. She carried her important papers, especially legal documents, with her at all times—two bulging backpacks and a massive tote bag. She stashed them beside the bed at night, carried them with her to work, the grocery store, the gas station. People teased her about the cargo she hauled around and joked that she weighed less than her burdens. It was a great upper body workout, for sure. Knowing what Bob was capable of, however, she couldn’t take any chances that he would go through her papers. She never knew what dirty deed to expect next. Marital mayhem.
Her grad student Grant mysteriously took up a post as sentry in the waiting room outside her office, computer propped on his knees. “I need a quiet place to work, do you mind?” Kendra wondered if the smell of fear hung on her.
She invited Bob over to the house to talk about the divorce settlement. While she sat on the couch in their rec room, he stood, shifting from foot to foot. He had his game-face on. “Are you recording this?” 

She should have thought of that. 

Bob came out swinging, launching a preemptive strike. “I just want to get on the table that I’ve been talking to people in your department, hearing about your behavior with other men at conferences, and so on. But I don’t even want to go there. That’s the past. I don’t care about that. I’m willing to forgive and forget your past indiscretions. I want to focus on the future and get beyond this.”  

Head games, Kendra was new to the sport. Bob was fabricating accusations and throwing them at her, hoping to find a weakness. But she was blameless and she knew it. Although she’d been approached by attractive men, she’d been faithful. Just because someone whispers pretty words in your ear, you don’t fall into bed. Her husband and family were too important to risk a few bouts of turgid sex just for the thrill of novelty. 

The hunter revealed himself. It showed where he thought he was most vulnerable—his transgressions with other women. The lying, faithless husband accusing his innocent wife of being unfaithful, now wants to “forgive and forget” past history. How magnanimous! I bet he wants to ignore past misconduct, she thought cynically, but his, not mine. 
Was that shark music Kendra heard ramping up in the background? She thought, he’s shooting from the hip—fishing for information and intimidating me. Maybe he thinks his best strategy is to scare me to see if I’ll buckle and agree to a bad settlement. A head fake. Bob flails wildly, chasing gnats.
Kendra had lunch with two of her Steel Magnolias. Kendra couldn’t say it, so Noelle told Sofia that Kendra was getting divorced. 
Sofia asked at once, “Is another woman involved?” 

“What else?”
“Was it the woman who came to Thanksgiving dinner?”

Kendra nodded.

“I had a feeling that night that they were up to something. They behaved wrong. She had a smug face and a sly look, as though she was pulling something over, a look of triumph and self-satisfaction.”
How had Sofia seen it so clearly when Kendra didn’t? Is love that blind?
Two days later, Kendra came home and reached toward the door lock. The hair was gone! Alarmed, she searched the house. Her diary was missing. Another of Bob’s hell-bent reconnaissance missions? Stuck inside the back cover were notes from her kids when they were little, old Christmas present lists, funny messages from Bob’s dad to the kids. There was nothing in there to hurt her, but the thought of her avowed enemy reading her private thoughts and feelings, combing through them to find some dirt to throw at her, violated her. She never saw it again.

She didn’t feel safe in her home, under constant attack by her husband. She watched him regress into an angry, self-centered bully who emotionally battered his wife.
She thought, if there’s any revenge at all, the sweetest is that Bob has to live with the man he’s become. 
Their son’s birthday arrived. At the moment of his birth, he called from college. Kendra celebrated with him all by herself.


“To forget a friend is sad. Not every one has had a friend.” The Little Prince said.
Fool’s Gold
Kendra stood in front of the bathroom mirror and tried to see the evil person Bob claimed she was. She squinted until her image blurred and dimmed. Nope, no horns, no greenish witch skin. Why did she deserve such scorn and contempt? Such rage! She wondered what he saw when he looked at her, but she knew he didn’t see her through those angry eyes. Bob saw his world in a distorting carnival mirror—illusions to the left of him, delusions to the right.

Like a politician on the campaign trail bleating out a sound bite for the nightly news, Bob stayed firmly on message, marketing his attack slogan. He reduced his feelings to a bumper sticker, “I’m good/you’re bad.”
Bob permitted his scorned wife to express no emotion. “Keep your feelings to yourself. I don’t want to hear them.” Voice tight, he instructed, “I’m not interested in your melodrama. Talk about your feelings with your girlfriends, not me. I’m not listening. If I get ready, I will let you know if my feelings have changed. Don’t ask. And don’t ever show up at Buzz’s—I decide when I see you.” 
“Bob, it’s nice that I have lots of girlfriends. But they don’t replace talking to my husband about our personal issues.”
That night Kendra called an old friend and colleague, a psychiatrist in Bob’s former division at the hospital. He’d worked around Bob for years. Kendra shared her dismay. He said Bob was known for retaliation, so he couldn’t say much without risking his own well-being. But he warned, “Be careful. A raging narcissist is extremely damaging to those close to him. Remember the Wizard of Oz? A runt who created a big, scary illusion to hide behind.” 

 The Steel Magnolias all agreed Bob was doomed to fall. “You don’t have to try to ruin him; he’ll beat you to it,” Jean predicted. “There’s no telling what maniacal things he’s done, will do. It must take a lot of psychic energy to maintain his denial, and Bob will eventually crack and spill under the strain.”

How long had Bob been simmering in his own juices? Was it really since childhood, as Dr. Avery had suggested? In some ways we grow up, Kendra thought, in other ways we never do. 

Bob’s family had a long history of rocky relationships. Someone was always mad and not speaking to someone else. They gossiped relentlessly, revealing each other’s confidences. They criticized each other behind their backs, but rarely directly. No one could hold a grudge deeper or longer. The many ex-spouses were slandered, even in front of their children. Bob’s family turned ex-spouse hating into an Olympic sport.

Bob’s mother crafted a Christmas wall plaque, a wooden family tree with a hanging apple for each of her children and one each for the remaining spouses. Divorced husbands and wives were repainted into blackened, worm-infested apples rotting on the ground. The number of fallen apples piled up alarmingly. She hung the annual revision up on the wall every Christmas for her grandchildren to see what she thought of their mothers and fathers.

Lapsed Baptists now, the children had gone to church schools and they all had scary missionary stories of being terrorized by large women with black Bibles. Bob and Kendra sometimes laughed about which of the two of them had been more damaged by the hell, fire, and brimstone of their religious upbringing, Bob running from the Southern Baptists or Kendra, recovering from the Church of Christ. They marveled that they each had managed to rise above the past. Well, perhaps they hadn’t.

Bob’s father governed his family with the gentle care of a Marine drill sergeant. Generous in meeting their monetary desires, he was also punitive. He set the emotional tone for the family, dictated what topics of conversation were permitted at the dinner table, and decided who was allowed to say what, cutting them off when they crossed the line. When his children were young and they argued, he bound them together with rope in the front yard, releasing them only after they swore they’d made up. By suppertime, they always claimed they had. Growing up, the children felt vulnerable and persecuted, scalded by feelings of powerlessness. They had a bad model for equality and negotiation. Bob’s idea of marriage was a czar with unquestioning, deferential subjects. His sense of emotional reciprocity was topsy-turvy.

Fear of confrontation ruled Bob’s family. Conflict must be circumvented. Bob’s mother and all her children kept their thoughts and feelings well guarded behind a wall of defenses. They were vigilant. They’d been terrorized; they could not allow that to happen again. 

For some of us, childhood is what you spend the rest of your life trying to get over, Kendra thought. She reflected on Bob’s pathological sensitivity to anger, ironic since now his rage flared out of control. He never allowed himself to experience or express anger. Any hint of steam sent him spinning away. He was a “don’t-get-mad-get-even” kind of guy.
In his offices Bob always made a point of hiring a minion whose role was to handle difficult situations. In conversations with Kendra over the years, when he mentioned unpleasant situations at work, he’d laugh that he was having his “bulldog” deal with it. He never touched the mess. It was a “good cop/bad cop” strategy. Bob always got to play the good cop.
From the beginning, Bob’s hands trembled whenever Kendra broached a touchy issue. Kendra was emotionally expressive but that made Bob anxious, so she tried to set a more neutral keel. Kendra wanted to help Bob tolerate reasonable expressions of conflict, disappointment, and anger. She “practiced him,” poking her finger into his chest until he got mad. Then she put her arms around him, assuring, “I still love you. It’s okay to get mad. After all, I’m poking you!”

It was outside Bob’s comfort zone, though; it was easier to suppress than express. Every relationship has challenges but theirs rose above them, Kendra had thought. Thinking back, maybe they should have argued more.…

Sitting in the now-familiar therapy chair one afternoon Kendra asked Eli, “It doesn’t seem right to never experience or express anger. Sometimes anger is reasonable. In life things sometimes happen to make us mad. Am I wrong?” 

“You’re right. The challenge is to express it honestly and deal with it constructively. Repressed anger persists and congeals.”

“Bob’s bottled-up anger seems to have jelled into rage.”

“Have you heard the phrase ‘follow the money’ to solve a cover-up or puzzle?” Eli asked. She had. “Well, therapists do something similar when we need to figure out psychological problems. We follow the dots that don’t connect. The discrepancies and gaps can reveal the big picture. Your ‘dots’ link up and align, so I haven’t needed to do that with you. But Bob’s erratic behavior hasn’t made sense, so I’ve been working to fit the pieces together.

“The first piece is Bob’s pathological conflict avoidance, which robs a relationship of intimacy because there can’t be discussion of issues or differences. Problems that are left unresolved threaten us over and over and continually whip up psychological avoidance. 

“Avoiding has its own special engine that perpetuates itself. If you superstitiously keep from stepping on cracks in the sidewalk, you never learn that walking on cracks doesn’t hurt you. In fact, you’re sure that not stepping on cracks is what has kept you safe. So you keep avoiding cracks, because it’s worked so well in the past. You never learn other strategies of protecting yourself from danger, wrongly concluding that avoiding has warded off harm.”

 Eli pursed his lips and continued. “Intimacy is a delicate combination of questioning and trust. It requires that one share private information, sometimes negative, with one’s partner. One must have a sense of self-worth that you are loveable and won’t be abandoned, even with all your faults. If you can’t open up and expose yourself, true intimacy isn’t really possible. 

“Keeping a secret, such as an illicit affair, creates a false sense of intimacy. You can’t tell your secret to anyone except, of course, the one with whom you share it. It may feel like closeness, but it’s a sham. 
“Fear of intimacy and self-disclosure, which is driven by terror of being rejected, lead to a kind of narcissism. The narcissist is still a hurt, frightened child and there’s a compelling need not to be hurt ever again. He dreads and anticipates that he’ll be abandoned if others truly know who he is and his fear drives him to dominate and manipulate others. No one’s allowed to criticize or question him. That’s Bob’s next dot.”
“Things between us felt very close, Eli. I know Bob steered clear of anger but I never thought he avoided intimacy.”
“Come on, Kendra, think about it. Without being able to acknowledge or deal with conflict, there’s a big inequality in the intimacy equation. Safely communicating anger and disappointment is necessary for healthy emotional relationships. Without expressing and defusing anger, you can’t find the courage to risk true closeness or share your deepest thoughts, feelings, fears, and hopes.”

Kendra nodded reflectively, “I can see that.” Massaging a cramp in her calf, she wondered, how many broken shards make up a person? 

“The next piece of Bob’s puzzle is narcissism,” Eli told her. Narcissists feel pervasive threat, which they try to control by dominating others. They are panic-stricken by the notion of actually revealing themselves in a truly intimate relationship. Like magicians, these masters of lies and disguise excel at misdirection. They know just how to manipulate others and they’re not ashamed to do it.
Kendra winced but Eli forged ahead. 
“The false impressions they create guarantee that they keep an upper hand in relationships by staying in absolute control of, and limiting, what information gets shared. Bob has reinvented himself to everyone—you, Chelsay, his family and friends, even himself—putting forward exactly the version of himself he decides each person should see. Anyone is vulnerable to a narcissist’s skillful manipulation. They start with praise and adoration, but gradually they lure you into confirming their own self-serving perspective.”
 “Just how many ‘Bobs’ are there?” Kendra wondered aloud. “It must be exhausting. He’s a copy of a copy, a montage of self-presentations. Nothing real seems to escape the camouflage. It sounds lonely, but Bob doesn’t seem to suffer at all.” 

“He’s running on cruise control, busy looking the other way,” Eli responded. “God forbid he should have to cast a glance inward.”
He went on, “Narcissists live in a separate society. They have no perspective on how others see them. They have little doubt that others believe their lies and exaggerations. Narcissists proclaim ‘truth’ from on high, without humility, humanity, or empathy. They feel entitled to expect others to keep it nice and comfy for them, whatever the cost. ‘I want it. I deserve it. I demand it.’ No matter what reasonable expectations others may have, the narcissist is absolutely confident in his own right to dictate the rules for behavior. No one is allowed a version of the world other than the one the narcissist decrees. Do not rock the boat!”
“Okay, so that explains the lying and withholding, but not his anger and attack. We just talked about his chronic evasion of anger.”

“His attack and blame serve both as an outlet for his pent-up aggression and a kind of test of your commitment. A narcissist expects his partner to magically free him from his deep sense of unworthiness. It’s a rescue fantasy that someone will come along to save him and when that doesn’t happen, it fuels his rage. 
“Narcissists have an endless capacity to criticize and devalue others, often with clever subtlety. They actively try to goad others into doing exactly what they accuse them of. The more intimate the relationship, the more likely the narcissist is to be aggressive, hostile, envious, and hating—like when Bob told you you’re just a college professor, whereas he’s a powerful mover and shaker in government. Kendra, you’re not just a college teacher, you’re a renowned scientist, a brilliant scholar, full professor at a prestigious university.” 
“Bob interprets even my agreeable behavior as critical. Attempts to hurt him.”  

“Like all narcissists, Bob is excessively sensitive to real or imagined disapproval or ridicule. His pride and dignity are wounded by even innocent statements and situations. There’s mind-numbing preoccupation with censure or criticism. Even questioning his behavior or decisions is kryptonite for his Superman image.”

“Bob’s never been able to admit he was wrong or say he was sorry for even the smallest mistake. He just can’t bring himself to do it. Riley and I always shook our heads over that. It doesn’t seem that hard to admit you made a mistake.”

“For a full-blown narcissist it is. Extreme narcissism is different from healthy, positive self-esteem. It’s a personality disorder marked by emotional extortion of others. The narcissist isn’t really connected to people the same way they’re connected to him. There’s a ‘hole’ in his relationships because he relates to others in a manipulative, self-serving way based on domination, not reciprocity. 
“This personality disorder is rooted in childhood shame and guilt. It’s usually instilled by parents who seem loving as long as the child behaves in pleasing ways, but act as though the child is not worthy to be their son or daughter when the child ‘misbehaves.’ Narcissists have self-concepts that are unstable and controlled by others, and they are prone to embarrassment, shame, and disgrace. 

“Narcissism is a deep-seated distortion of personal identity and attachment to others. There’s anxiety that ‘sooner or later you could not stand me if you really knew me.’ Once these feelings are aroused, they become overwhelming. Emotions are often expressed in sexualized forms, which feel more manageable. That’s another of Bob’s dots.” 

Eli waited while Kendra pulled a tube of chapstick out of her pocket and moistened her lips. Even though Dr. Avery had mentioned narcissism, her opinion that Bob suffered from sex addiction had been so mind-blowing that Kendra had skimmed over the rest. The picture of her husband that Eli was painting was hard for Kendra to take in. Eli’s office was getting so hot she rolled up her sleeves and dug her checkbook out of her purse to fan herself.
“Narcissism is often accompanied by paranoia: ‘Others try to hinder me from getting what I want and deserve. Injustice has been done to me.’ From his perspective, his own feelings of anxiety, humiliation, and rage are the sole valid index of who is trying to obstruct him, and what must be done. Reality checking is unneeded, and suggestions that it is are stupid, insensitive, and insulting. 

“When thwarted or threatened, a paranoid narcissist may become psychopathic: ‘To get what I’m entitled to, I have the right to attack others. I can use any means I deem fit to retaliate for insults or criticisms, whether they’re real, over-blown, or manufactured.’ 
To attack, the paranoid narcissist uses other people as oblivious tools who they manipulate for their own selfish purposes. They often play the overpowered, blind-sided victim. When there are dues to pay, the narcissist expects to bill them to someone else.
“Therapists call narcissism, paranoia, and psychopathy the ‘Unholy Trinity.’ All three arise from a profound sense of unworthiness and result in hypervigilent scanning for threats to self-esteem. There’s a sense of entitlement to inflict a particular view of the world on others.”

“Unholy Trinity. That would be funny if it wasn’t so agonizing,” Kendra sighed.

“I know. Those afflicted with narcissism and paranoia are intolerant of anyone who threatens their own view of the world. Even to the point of being willing to precipitously end any relationship if someone says or does anything that challenges his prerogative. ‘It’s my way or the highway.’ People who support their point of view are the nicest, best people in the world, but those who resist are the most deeply flawed, arrogant, malevolent people imaginable. ‘Others are wrong if they can’t see it my way and I don’t need a relationship with those kinds of people.’ Anyone who questions any part of what the narcissist holds to be self-evident truth doesn’t get it, and must be one of them. 

“Questioning Bob was the last straw,” Eli continued. “His version of the Unholy Trinity was: ‘I’m entitled to have sex with whomever I want and to be protected from any unpleasant penalties of doing that, which is narcissism, ‘You’re trying to hurt me,’ that’s paranoia, and ‘I have to get you any way I can before you get me,’ is the psychopathy. Those were fired by intoxicating sexual cravings. A psychological quagmire. In the end, Bob framed you as the guilty party. ‘How dare you cause this problem in my life!’”
Kendra snickered. “Yes, it certainly has been an inconvenience that I made all this trouble.” 
“Instant sexual gratification with powerless young women temporarily relieves his insecurity and fear, a Band-Aid stuck over psychic wounds,” Eli said. “But to maintain that relief, he’s closed his eyes to anything that reminds him of the Old Bob. The frenzied erotic cravings, well, those feel like intimacy. As long as his reckless passions compel him, he has to bypass honest, genuine love and commitment. That’s too intimate. 

“Bob doesn’t acknowledge that there’s any legitimate reason for you to suffer. He’s become an emotionally abusive tyrant, ferociously hurling a lifetime of bottled-up rage at you. As his fear and shame have built, he’s gotten meaner and madder. He denies he’s hurt his children.” 

“Yes, he told me, ‘I am ending my marriage with you. I have not destroyed my family.’ I had to laugh at the way he framed them as not related.”
“Typical.” Eli picked out Bob’s disconnected dots. “His immediate rejection of you when he got discovered; refusal to consider marriage therapy, where he’d surely get called on his ruses; the aggressive, unreasonable attack on you when, after all, you have the goods on him and could reveal him publicly at any time—those dots do not connect. Addiction and narcissism are the missing pieces. They drive Bob’s rage and delusions. Ignore everything he says and just pay attention to what he does,” Eli advised.

He thought for a moment and then speculated, “Maybe Bob is unconsciously steering toward his own doom in a sick cry for help, a self-destructive way to bail out of a life run amok.”
“The compromises I made to guard my marriage were pretty self-destructive, too. How could I have let this happen? Have I been sleepwalking?”

“How do you think you let this happen?”

Kendra shifted around, trying to find a comfortable position, “The power of love?”

Eli cleared his throat. “Well, yes, love is powerful but don’t you think it’s more than that? Your own fear of abandonment and your attempts to look out for Bob at all costs led you to a place where your own needs were lost. Your self-doubt became debilitating. You’re easy pickings for an expert.”
It dawned on Kendra that for a long time Bob had blocked her from his emotional life; he’d shrunk from intimacy to save himself from himself. Too much the scared child to face up to real closeness, he found an easy fix. And he blamed her for all of it. He tried to incite her into being the Evil Kendra he needed to see. Driven to distraction by fear and delusion, he relentlessly foisted his self-justifying worldview on her. 

Bob had fallen down the rabbit hole, whining quizzically, “I can’t explain myself, I’m afraid, Sir, because I’m not myself you see.” 

Psyched Out

Kendra the Professor walked to the front of her class on Abnormal Psychology and Psychopathology. She loaded her Power Point slides into the classroom computer and smoothed down her skirt. Clearing her throat to signal the students to quiet down, she stepped to the lectern, and squared up her printed notes.

“We’ve been discussing stress and coping. We’ve talked about how emotion and self-concept shape our thoughts and perceptions. Today we’ll move on to consider some ways we guard ourselves from unpleasant feelings by using defensive thinking. 
“We humans are such amazing creatures! Our major strength—our big, beautiful brain—is also our biggest weakness. Human perceptions are driven by our theories and our emotions, much more than the reality in front of us. 
“From an evolutionary perspective, emotions are good because they perpetuate our species by increasing survival, reproduction, and caring for family. They steer us away from danger and threats. But defensive emotion regulation twists reality. As Oscar Wilde said, ‘The advantage of emotions is that they lead us astray.’”

Giggles rippled through the room.
Kendra grinned, “Don’t you think it seems that between Oscar Wilde and Mark Twain, they’ve either said everything, or the opposite of it?”

She nodded with them.
“All people develop ways to cope with stress and distressing emotions. These coping strategies help people deal with stress, but some work better than others. Some even cause more problems than they solve.  

 “Not surprisingly, the way people cope is related to their emotional maturity. Mature adults lean toward flexible and adaptive ways of regulating their emotions and they do lots of reality checking. Less emotionally mature people tend to react defensively and they use primitive coping strategies that are emotionally reactive, not well thought out, and aren’t held up to inspection or even second opinions.  

“Over a century ago, Sigmund Freud told us that a major drive for most of us is the reduction of mental tension. One major cause of tension is anxiety. He described three kinds: reality anxiety, neurotic anxiety, and moral anxiety.” 

Kendra flipped up her first slide.


“Any of you have experience with something like this?”

“My mom’s afraid of flying. She’d never even consider getting on a plane.” 
“I’m really afraid of snakes and spiders.” 
“My roommate is germ-phobic. She constantly goes over everything with disinfectant and uses hand sanitizer after she touches anything, particularly if she has to shake hands or touch skin.”

“Good examples. Those are all fears of something bad that could really happen, but these events are unlikely. And avoiding the fear is carried to excess. That brings us to the next two forms of anxiety, which come from fears we generate inside ourselves.”


Kendra expanded on her students’ examples. “A neurosis comes from a fear or need we can’t quite get a balanced perspective on. So something like Rachel’s mom who’s afraid to fly, might come from a fear of not being in control. Statistically, you’re much safer in a plane than driving in a car on the highway. That’s just a matter of known probabilities. But when you drive your car, you feel you’re in control of that car, your fate. You have an idea that you’re actually a better, more skillful driver than most people, so you believe your chances improve hugely. But when you fly in a plane, you cede control to the pilot, the air traffic controllers, even the other passengers to some extent. Even though you’re really in less danger, you’re not in control, someone else is. So fear of flying is probably based on a fear of not being safe if you’re not in control. 
Another example of neurotic anxiety you might be familiar with is a desperate need to be admired and praised by others. Hold up your hands if you’ve encountered something like this.
Yeah.
Kendra advanced the next slide.

“So there’s lots of neurotic and moral anxiety around sexuality in our culture …” Kendra trailed off … seasick. Would she throw up? In a flash she realized that Bob suffered from all three forms of the anxiety she was describing. When Bob talked about how uncomfortable he felt being around Kendra, he expressed Reality Anxiety—fear of conflict with her; he wanted to escape. His insistence on controlling all the information shared and how his transgressions should be dealt with (“Can’t we just forget what happened?) was Neurotic Anxiety because his fear of being out of control—what risks he took—pressured him to try to control everyone else. He expressed Moral Anxiety when he acknowledged, “I’m sorry about the way this has gone down. I’m really embarrassed about what I did, that’s why I can’t look at you.” 

Kendra couldn’t breathe right. She dangled in between her classroom and the awful reality of her life. 
Dialing down the mental audio, Kendra scanned the class. “When anxiety crops up, our minds first try rational ways to resolve things. If that doesn’t work, and maybe anyway, defense mechanisms may be triggered. 

“Defenses are usually unconscious and they express our feelings in disguised ways. They’re ‘self-deceptions’ that help us avoid facing our real emotions. They protect us from being aware of feelings or thoughts we can’t tolerate—such as guilt, embarrassment, shame, anger, fear, envy, selfishness, or helplessness. 

“Defensive thinking changes our perceptions and obscures things we don’t want to recognize, so we feel less threatened and more comfortable. It also keeps us from facing what is true, real, or fair.”

A student in the first row spoke up. “In my philosophy class we’re reading Demosthenes, who wrote, ‘Nothing is easier than self-deceit. For what each man wishes, that he also believes to be true.’”
 “Right, David. There is no reality other than the one we believe in. So we might say, we don’t hold beliefs, they hold us. Aren’t we humans amazing—we can distort reality to relieve mental tension we can’t deal with? We bargain away chips of truth and ‘see’ what we want to be true. Even healthy people deceive ourselves in big and small ways. These psychological contortions help us deal with mental conflict and negative emotion. They keep our self-image intact. Sometimes they seem reasonable, smart, and reality based. 

“But defensive thinking can hijack rational thought and adaptive coping. Defenses can easily become toxic, especially when we experience strong emotions and use defense mechanisms a lot. Because they rearrange reality, they cause problems in everyday life, especially in relationships.” 
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Kendra glanced at the clock, then down at her notes. A trickle of sweat ran between her breasts, but she resisted the urge to blot. “We’re close to the end of class. Let’s wrap up for the day and pick up on Wednesday when I’ll describe some of the major defense mechanisms.”

Bob’s Third List: Mistakes Were Made, But Not By Me
Morning texts …

1. You should have handled the discovery of the affair that occurred differently; you were too hurt and enraged. If you had reacted differently, maybe we could have saved our marriage. 

2. Your personality is pathological. You are a deficient person. Everyone knows it. No one could love or want you. I had to do what I did to cope with being married to you.

3. You are angry, offensive, and insulting to me. How dare you allude that I have a sexual addiction. Don’t say this to me ever again. You disgust me.

4. You paid the taxes on our home but expected me to pay the taxes on the lake house. It doesn’t matter that I make more money and use the lake house. I will get a court order requiring you to pay those, too. I am furious.

Lunchtime email …

5. You send me emails and call me at the office. I can’t fucking believe it. I have told you that you cannot do that. What about that can’t you understand?
6. You don’t return my phone calls or messages.

Late-night visit …

7. Your unbelievable memory and logic are a real buzz-kill. I can’t keep up. I’m at a disadvantage.

8. You are a pot addict, always high and never lucid or rational, so I can’t talk to you. You refuse to acknowledge your lifelong drug addiction, now morphed into alcoholism. 

9. You’re a liar. You’ll say anything and make up things to make sure I’m to blame.

10. I can’t trust you. You don’t believe what I tell you.

11. I don’t care how many people say you are a good mother. You aren’t. You scarred our children with your anger and hostility. I can see it even if no one else does. I will make sure your children understand what a bad mother you are. They will hate you when I’m done.

12. You invest too much love in those kitties the kids gave you (for what was it, Mother’s Day?). Can’t remember their names, the purring one and the frisky one, but you derive inordinate pleasure from them. They’re just pets. Give it up. Put your energy into important stuff.

13. You hate men, especially me. You mistreated and belittled me for 25 years. You are one cruel, abusive cunt.

14. And your underlying anger and hostility and how you get so consumed by your rage that you lash out at your husband, family, friends, and colleagues, regardless of the personal cost. You have driven them all out of your life. And how intolerant you are of other people’s ideas or feelings and how you fight relentlessly and aggressively to win. And that your sick need to win and be right permeates all you do. How long will you continue to lash out? I don’t need this kind of toxicity in my life or your assaults on my character. You are unbelievably fucked up.
Livin’ A Dream

Okay, but gotta’ do your job. 

On Wednesday Kendra again stood before her students as they settled in their seats with their backpacks on the floor and notebooks open on their desks. “In our last class we took up Freud’s ideas about anxiety and how we protect ourselves from unpleasant realities by using defense mechanisms. Today I’ll describe several common defense mechanisms and give some examples.
“The most primitive defense mechanisms are almost invariably pathological. They rely on blatantly distorting or outright ignoring reality. To counteract anxiety about having to question our revered fantasies, especially fantasies about ourselves, we create a new reality. Primitive defenses flourish in minds where impulsivity rules life and emotion trumps reason. Children use them a lot, but when adults regularly use them, it shows that their emotional development is stunted. For the user, such primitive defenses distort external reality so one doesn’t have to cope with it. For the observer, these distortions can seem crazy or out of touch. They’re sometimes considered psychotic.” 
She advanced a series of slides: Denial, avoidance/withdrawal, delusional projection, splitting, repression, aggression, and rationalization. As she discussed each one, she began connecting dots in her own life. 

Bob’s new story was based on denial, as Kendra knew only too well. “I am ending my marriage with you, not destroying my family.” “I don’t have a problem, you do.” “I’m not an addict.” In the first few weeks after The Discovery, Bob looked at Kendra with pain and regret, but it didn’t take long until he didn’t even see her at all. She barely existed, and even that tiny inkling of a wife was too much for him. It was hard to have any kind of conversation with someone who insisted that what was happening wasn’t.
The students buzzed. Kendra brought herself back to the moment and moved on to the next slide.
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“A child may cover his eyes or run behind the couch when a monster comes on the screen. Adults are usually more proactive. For example, I avoid slasher movies or violent flicks because I know they upset me.”

While her students took notes, Kendra ruminated. Bob refused to talk about his affairs or his feelings. Nor did he want to hear about her feelings. “Talk about them with your friends instead,” he said. When Kendra discovered Bob’s affair with Chelsay, he decamped almost at once—moving out and avoiding contact with Kendra. He no longer saw their mutual friends or showed his face on campus, even though Hopkins was his college alma mater.


Kendra thought about Bob’s claims that she was trying to ruin him. He insisted those were her words, when actually they were his.  He complained about her “overt hostility” and “belittlement”—delusional projections. Bob got madder by the day, barely controlling his fury. The angrier he became, the more he perceived her as angry, insisting she could not recognize her own anger. When he saw journal articles on sexual addiction lying on Kendra’s nightstand, he grouched, “You must stop doing these kinds of things and be considerate about how it will adversely affect Riley.” To him she was hurting their daughter by reading about his sexual obsessions. 

Boy, it’s getting hot in here, Kendra realized. Struggling to get her jacket off, she acknowledged a hand in the back of the room. “Meredith?”
A young woman with lowered eyes asked, “I know someone who does this sometimes. He’s always on the lookout for someone who’s out to get him. Then he does the very same thing to them. How much is too much? Does it get worse?”

“It gets so much worse!” Kendra blurted. “Pretty soon you won’t be able to move or speak without him thinking you’re trying to ruin him. Protect yourself!”

The class sat in silence, everyone suddenly on alert. Kendra’s hand flew over her mouth. “Wow, where did that come from?” she asked weakly. “Meredith, we can talk after class.” She took a deep breath. “Why don’t we move on.”

Kendra stared at the slide and frowned. “I didn’t mean to use sexist language. Of course, I meant ‘he or she.’” 

She paused, silently sorting it out. Bob said more than once, “I think of my wife in the most negative possible light.” Yet Chelsay was blameless, moral, and good. He walled off his feelings and experiences—“I feel nothing for you.” He called himself “the New Bob,” now that he’d decided he was not “the Old Bob.” It did seem almost like multiple identities. Kendra hesitated, gritted her teeth, then tapped up the next slide.

ref  SHAPE  \* MERGEFORMAT 
Although Kendra heard her voice delivering the lecture, her internal monologue nearly drowned it out. It was an out-of-body experience. She speculated to herself, an example of repression is Bob’s professed inability to get in touch with any feelings of compassion or caring for me, feelings that “mysteriously” disappeared right after I discovered his affair with Chelsay. Bob can’t see me as a hurting wife. I’m not allowed to have any normal human feelings. He’s repressed empathy and sympathy. “Kendra, the main problem is that the aftermath of this event has changed my feelings. I cannot and will not get in touch with positive feelings about you that would be necessary to reconnect. These changes are not transient.” 
Kendra expected Bob, being a psychiatrist, would see a chance for self-examination and growth by breaking through his defenses. But no, he used them as an excuse for discarding his wife and marriage. There was no mercy or charity from Bob, except for the obvious victim, him.
Kendra turned the page in her notes and examined it. “Another group of defense mechanisms is common among children and adolescents, even some grown-ups. They are considered immature or neurotic. They can be useful in coping in the short-run, but they almost surely cause long-term problems in relationships, work, and enjoying life. For a user, these defenses reduce distress and anxiety. For an observer, people who use them seem socially immature, grandiose, or out of touch. A couple of examples are aggression and rationalization.”


Kendra’s mind swam with instances of Bob’s aggression toward her. She couldn’t even begin to list them.ref  SHAPE  \* MERGEFORMAT 
Bob’s an expert rationalizer, Kendra thought. I caused his affairs because I am who I am. He had to lie because he couldn’t tell me the truth. He claims that betrayal and infidelity allowed him to stay in our marriage. “I learned to accept who you are; you aren’t going to change. I had to do this to stay married to you.” Kendra was once again astounded by the ingenious logic he invented.

Kendra neared the end of her lecture notes. “There are many other defense mechanisms we sometimes use to protect ourselves against our own thoughts and feelings. You can probably think of instances in your own life.” 

Hands zoomed up immediately. They gave many examples about their family and friends, especially their enemies, but interestingly, not a single one about themselves. They only identified them in other people. She challenged the students to think about ways that each of them sometimes used defensive thinking of their own. Her bid fell flat—silence filled the room as her students slouched down looking at their shoes. Kendra understood. She, too, had trouble spotting her own defenses.
Kendra hastily dismissed her students. Leaving her slides on the desktop, she fled down the aisle to the back door. Slide after slide had profiled her husband. How could I be so clueless?

Hot Tea, No Comfort
Sipping hot tea in the back corner of a dim café a few blocks off the remote side of campus, Kendra leaned into her elbows and tried to gather her wits. She didn’t even know how she’d made it through class…or did she? She wasn’t sure.

She looked around her chair in a sudden panic. Had she grabbed her notes? Where the heck was her purse?

As her tea grew cold on the table, realizations about her own defensive thinking swamped her. She’d repressed her anger at Bob, not to mention some of her memories of traumatic incidents that had happened in the past. She’d been slow to absorb the reality of her husband’s problems, and even then she was sure she could repair everything—what stupid, wishful thinking! She’d believed so hard in the best that she hadn’t even considered the worst. How nuts am I? She sighed a little too loudly and the waiter glanced over. 
Kendra shook her head. 

She could define a new disorder, “The Pollyanna Syndrome.” Hey, maybe it would be her claim to fame.
Her husband seemed like a textbook case of debilitating defense mechanisms, psychological pandemonium. Propelled by fear, shame, and self-doubt, it was all dressed up in a comforting gauzy guise. Bob had honed his favorite defense mechanisms to sharp points. Especially denial. And he aimed those menacing sharps straight at her, the cause of all his problems.

The defenses were precarious mental exercises in self-delusion. Kendra had been bewildered about where her husband had gone, but now she knew—he’d disappeared into an altered reality.

It was a shark attack, a feeding frenzy, and Kendra was chum in the water. Bob smelled blood and circled. His attack was beyond normal self-justification—it was the pathology of narcissism and addiction. 

 Redacting History
“The totalitarian ego rewrites history to put one over on itself. History is written by the victors, and when we write our own histories, we do so just as the conquerors of nations do: to justify our actions and make us look and feel good about ourselves and what we did or what we failed to do. If mistakes were made, memory helps us remember that they were made by someone else. If we were there, we were just innocent bystanders.” (Tavris & Aronson, 2007, p. 70).
The more that revelations about Bob’s indiscretions came to light, the more he railed at Kendra for her shortcomings, especially her big problem with anger. He riveted on her “unreasonable anger” it until it filled his mind. He anticipated it with maniacal vigilance. He concocted it when it wasn’t there. As he projected his hostility onto her, it infected his perceptions and memories, developed into his sole memory of her. 
One evening Bob dropped by the house in his gym clothes. He said he came to talk about finances, but what he really wanted was to review her faults, in case she had forgotten them. His litany was beginning to sound well-rehearsed, because it was. As they stood facing each other in the living room, Kendra looked down at her toes as she listened to that night’s rendition of how angry and abusive she’d always been—she could almost hum along with the lyrics, which Bob seemed to read off the wall behind her. She reminded him, “Bob, I put my arms around you every single night, told you I love you and how blessed I was to have you. Sure, when I discovered your affair with Chelsay I was angry, as any betrayed wife would be. But anger was not my predominant emotion. I was shocked and numb. I was disappointed. Very, very sad. I asked you, begged you, to stay, trying to focus on the positive, wanting to work toward forgiveness and rebuilding trust in our relationship. But your choices have almost cost you, us, everything.”
“What’s your point, Kendra? Arguing about it is not going to change what happened.”
Bob castigated Kendra for things he used to love about her, her spunk and passion for life. Now he said, “Your exuberance and cheerfulness overwhelmed me. Your celebrations were over the top.” Pausing for breath, he looked at the wall and continued with the next item on his list. “You’re too smart. I couldn’t keep up with you, especially in an argument.” 
What arguments? Kendra wondered. They’d had so few. If conflict arose, Bob regressed into a little boy who virtually stood himself in the corner. 

Kendra was beginning to worry about Bob’s memory. It had taken a real nosedive. 
Over coffee one morning she recounted Bob’s memory problems to one of her university colleagues, an expert who studied memory. A wall of bookshelves overflowed with scientific journals and books about memory and perception, some of them authored by him. He leaned back, hands behind his head, and propped his running shoes carelessly on his desk. But there was nothing casual about the intensity of his attention as he listened. 
He nodded. “Memory is tricky business, an unreliable historian. It’s creative, not fixed or permanent.” He elaborated, “One handy way we duck discomfort, tension, and anxiety is to create pseudo-memories that distort the past and present. Memories are not always, or even usually, accurate. But because they’re our memories,” he said, raising air quotes with both hands, “We’re certain they really happened, convinced they are ‘true’ because they’re such vivid, compressed ‘snapshots,’ selective freeze-frames of our lives and they’re compelling.” 

“Are you saying that memories aren’t really ‘remembered’?”

“Yep, The mind plays games with all of us. We don’t record a literal or objective record of the past. We prune, revise and invent memories in light of new circumstances or information. In many cases, what we ‘remember’ did not happen at all. I’m just saying that tinkering with history to justify our current behavior or circumstances, and even coming to believe the revision, is commonplace, as thousands of scientific studies have shown.” He swept his arm in an arc across his wall of bookshelves. “Beside the facts we completely omit, there are the ones we change.” 
He took a noisy slurp of coffee through the plastic cup lid, glancing at his computer as a beep announced an incoming message. Kendra reached for her own tea, grateful it was still hot, pried off the lid and let the soothing warmth run down her throat.
“The thing is, Kendra, that our attitudes today change how we recall yesterday. Memories that are inconsistent with our self-image right now yield to ‘memories’ that can be dead wrong. In fact, we can’t even really distinguish false memories from true ones. If our memories about people and events become more positive or negative depending upon what’s going on in our life right now, then those changes are all about us, not about the people or events we ‘recall.’ Even the words we use to describe past events shape how we experience them today. But it’s probably not how we experienced them then.”

Kendra wondered out loud what Bob’s memories were. “He seems to have hit ‘erase’ and replaced them with a creative ‘Just-so’ story.” She pulled a deeply creased piece of printer paper from her front skirt pocket, unfolded it, and smoothed it out across her thigh. 

“The new Story According to Bob is his rant.” She glanced at the paper, “‘As you enjoy reminding me, according to you, the end of our marriage is my fault. If only I could have tolerated your anger, negativity, and belittlement for another 25 years. After 25 years of Bob-bashing, I don’t have to take it anymore. My bad.’
“That story is just so far from reality that I’m amazed Bob can tell it with a straight face. Especially to me, since I was there.” 

“He bucks up his new bad-marriage story by dredging out old grievances from before we were even married. He ruminates on them and although he claimed he had resolved them, he returns again and again to old unforgotten hurts, a lifetime together ago. He harangues me for every mistake I made in 25 years, mistakes I thought had been forgiven long before. 
“When I urge Bob to talk about his recent perceptions and feelings, he always says he’s too tired by then to get to the present. ‘Anyway, current events aren’t relevant,’ he claims.” 
“Kendra, all I can say is that autobiographical memory is slanted to avoid recalling difficult things about our past, constructing an acceptable ‘story’ that explains our own life, while dodging uncomfortable truths. These false memories allow us to slide off the hook for our mistakes. But to tell you the truth, old friend, I don’t think this is just about vagaries of memory. It doesn’t sound normal. I hope you’re keeping yourself safe. You’re really skinny and … well, never mind. Let me know if I can do anything. I’m right here.”
Walking out of his office and up the two flights of stairs to hers, Kendra tried to put it all together. The icepick lobotomy Bob performed on himself had punctured his feelings and blotted out his memories. He rewrote history, starting with the past year and working backward, weaving a suitable fiction of long-standing unhappiness. He conjured her into a person he didn’t like and slung complaints at that person. He told Kendra she was out for revenge, when in reality she just wanted her husband back.
He waged a scorched-earth vendetta.

Kendra pitied Bob’s amnesia for all the good times they’d had together, “remembering” what a terrible marriage and family life they had. How he’d suffered the whole time! But she had to wonder whether she “remembered” something better than they had. After all, her memories were fallible, too. 

But she didn’t need to rely on memory to see what was happening now. Like a Siamese fighting fish, Bob ate his young. Not content to revise only his own memories, he went after his children’s, too. He labored ceaselessly to convince them that their family never had been happy. Their childhoods had been bad, and any good things they recalled were imaginary. She mourned Bob’s theft of their children’s past. Kendra remembered terrific childhoods filled with love and laughter. Was she forgetting something?
Bob plied his kids with money and gifts, proving he was the superior parent. It worked. Riley was surly and critical of her mother and Kendra heard from Bob Jr. only during the obligatory Saturday phone call from school. 
Kendra’s kids became a major topic of discussion in therapy. How could she protect them from this train wreck? Eli recommended, “Kids learn about love and commitment from adults. What are yours learning? They need straight talk and you owe it to them to tell them the truth.”

“Eli, I can’t imagine how I could possibly tell my kids this story. They know a bit about their father’s affair with Chelsay from Riley’s experiences at home and from those notes she hacked into on my computer, but they don’t know anything about his long history. To hear about sexual addiction would blow them away. Nor have I mentioned the narcissism, the lying … well, I haven’t said much about Bob at all.”

“Kendra, keeping family secrets is damaging and your children need to know, no matter how hard it will be to hear. Besides, they share his genes, which predisposes them to his family’s legacy of addictions.” 

“I want to take the high road. I don’t want to say bad things about their father.”

“Telling truth is the high road.”

For days Kendra rehearsed in her mind what she’d say to each of them. She tried to broach the subject first with Bob Jr., one weekend when he was home from school. He put a pillow over his head, “I don’t want to hear about the divorce.” Before Kendra could even bring it up with Riley, she told her mom right upfront she didn’t want to talk about it. Kendra tried another tack and suggested that Riley might want to try seeing a therapist. She agreed immediately, even eagerly. Kendra got together a list of possibilities, agreed with Riley on one, and arranged an appointment for next week. Within 24 hours Riley suddenly no longer wanted to go. She said her dad recommended against it. Kendra called the therapist and cancelled, guessing that Bob didn’t want anyone hearing details of their family situation, even during confidential therapy sessions. 
Meanwhile, Bob starting liquidating the physical relics of their lives, too. He emptied their lake house, pretty much a fire sale. He gave away the living room furniture. He moved the TV and their bed to Buzz’s crash pad, which he never called “home.” He left bags full of lake clothes and anything that smacked of a woman’s touch in Kendra’s garage, announcing his deposits to Kendra on emails with the subject line “advance notice.”  

Kendra gave up going to the lake house anymore; she wanted to remember it the way it was, full of life and love, not stripped bare. The last time she visited there to collect her remaining books, underwear, and socks, she found a half-empty box of condoms in her nightstand. 
Logic and reality had nothing to do with Bob’s perceptions or his new memories. Of course, he sought sex with powerless young women, as any man with such an unlovable shrew for a wife would have done. What else could he do?
There is no truer reality than the one we believe in
When she stopped in to get a milkshake and say goodbye to Johnny at the Diner that last time, he leaned over the counter and told her in a low voice that Bob had spread the rumor, “I’ve been so depressed over this that I’m on antidepressants. Kendra is such a witch. I talked her into going to therapy with me. After the fifth session, the therapist refused to continue, saying she was too filled with hate to work with.”

Get real, Kendra thought, anyone who’s ever gone to therapy knows that’s not what a therapist says, not the way it goes. A therapist’s job is to keep you in the room. Issues are fertile grist for the mill. 

Kendra thought she was beginning to understand Bob’s world-view. Narcissism, paranoia, and psychopathology coagulated into cold-blooded rage. That’s what it took to leave her.

Blood Sport: 

Sparring with the Dark Side 
“How long will you torment me, and break me in pieces with words? These ten times you have cast reproach upon me; are you not ashamed to wrong me?” (Job 19:1-3)

Kendra dragged home from work every evening to empty silence. Bob’s absence shouted from every corner, every spot they’d made love.  She still slept on “her” side of “their” bed. Though she willed him to be next to her, the side where her husband should be sleeping was vacant. Nights when the wraiths haunted her with his smell, she slept in the backyard under the stars. She felt she was living someone else’s life, one that bore a superficial resemblance to hers, only she watched it from a great distance on a small black-and-white TV.
Her Valentine’s Day heart disappeared from Bob’s dashboard, her love charm banished from his life. Could the gaping, sucking wound get any bigger? 
Kendra tried to paste herself together.
Consumed by terror that he would lose his job, Bob focused on concealing his secrets. He lectured Kendra on her paramount obligation to keep mum and scolded her for telling anyone, even her close friends, what he’d done. He accused her of trying to wreck him and he denigrated and threatened her for any attempt to stand up for herself. He ordered Kendra to reveal every person she’d talked to about his situation and had his attorney request that she disclose every name under oath. Bob angled for information from people he thought she might have talked to, claiming Kendra already told him what they’d said anyway. 

The staccato of Bob’s harangue was relentless. He cataloged Kendra’s deficiencies in excruciating, repetitive detail and he made demoralizing attributions about her personality. He picked at every flaw, emphasizing and augmenting each one. Of course she had flaws. Kendra knew each one exquisitely well, examining them minutely in her therapy sessions with Eli. But no matter how much she tried to be kind and loving, Bob hammered away. 

Kendra knew she had been a generous and loving wife, not responsible for his sexual exploits, but Bob crusaded to fill her with guilt. He was sensitive to any hint of anger, hurt, or censure from Kendra. He often returned her messages, highlighting a word or line that offended him and noted that it was yet another example of her “inappropriate hostility.” Her hostility? 

Getting beaten to a pulp was exhausting. Kendra worried she might not make it. 

She never knew what to expect. It almost seemed that Bob engineered it that way. Sometimes he was friendly, almost pleasant. He brought her breakfast once or twice. More often he was hostile. He sneered and snickered, taunting her when they talked about their divorce, which he called “marital dissolution.” Kendra never knew which Bob would show up. One thing she did know was that whoever showed up would bear only a superficial resemblance to the Old Bob. This Bob had his dukes up spoiling for a knockdown drag-out fight.
Bob raked Kendra over the coals for dragging her feet on the divorce settlement, then dragged his own. Sometimes his new proposal was the same as the last, same money just shuffled around. Sometimes it was worse. Other times he offered an angstrom of compromise. 
He chewed her out for not agreeing to his terms, not agreeing to see the world the right way. If Kendra provoked him, he punished her by proposing a worse financial settlement. He threatened her, then claimed she’d threatened him. He memorized the lessons in Machiavelli’s Marriage Manual, adding a few new chapters of his own. Like a cat, he hemmed in his prey; then pounced and sank in his claws every time she moved.

It was a bloodbath. Sometimes that kitchen floor looked awfully tempting.
She thought, I’ve been shot through the heart and he’s worried about getting shot through the wallet. There’s no justice. 
Kendra told Eli, “He lobs hateful emotional grenades at me, one right after another. I feel like I’m wearing gasoline cologne at a candlelight vigil. Yet he somehow manages to cast himself as my victim. I caused his stunts, the lies. I attack him. I can’t be trusted or believed. I, in fact, betrayed him by filing for divorce without getting his prior permission. We were supposed to play the game by Bob’s rules and the divorce was to have been on his terms.” 

Eli observed, “Bob is scared and scarred. But narcissism hardens his heart against those feelings. Attacking and denigrating you makes the New Bob feel better temporarily and it distracts him from facing his real problems. Now that he has a chance to vindicate himself by ‘winning’ the divorce, expect things to get worse.” 

They did. 
In early August Kendra sent him a message:

Bob,

I’m thinking about your current proposal and will continue to do so. I still hope we can settle out of court.
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Bob replied:


These kinds of emails are pointless. Let’s stick to the settlement discussions without the threats. I also hope we settle this. But unless you adopt proper divorce etiquette, it’s hopeless.

PSS... Why would you want to go to court where my attorney will see to it that you are charged with crimes and investigated for child abuse by Children’s Services?  I’ll press charges against you. But knock yourself out. You ain’t seen nothin yet. I plan to inform your Department Chair and Dean about all your nefarious activities. I will snuff you out. 

Uh-oh, Kendra thought, it sounds like he’s throwing down the gauntlet for a duel to my death. Good thing I’ve already talked with my Dean and Department Chair. 

A man she didn’t recognize suffered from a debilitating heart condition—like the Grinch, Bob’s heart had shrunk two sizes too small. 

She replied:
B-
I’m sure I said in my message that I don’t want to take you to court. Why would you say I do? Don’t threaten me. I’m not going to be charged with any crimes. I agree with you on one thing—we’d better stick to the money issues.

She planned to keep their home for her children, who were in college, but still needed a family base. Bob had other ideas—she would have to give up their home and move to a condo so he could afford a house of equal value. She’d have to give up everything; his enormous salary was not even on the table. It all made sense to him.
Bob wore a never-ending scowl, complaining constantly that she was persecuting him. He actually seemed to believe it. In a derisive hiss he decreed, as he had before, “Don’t you ever come to Buzz’s. I determine if and when it’s convenient for me to see you.” 
But he still showed up at their house now and then, calling at the last minute to tell her he was around the corner or pulling in the driveway. She repeatedly reminded him that it would be polite to give her some notice and ask whether it was okay to come, but her requests didn’t seem to penetrate.

He mowed the lawn a couple times but left her notes and voice messages to let her know she was shirking her responsibilities in the yard. “The trees and bushes look scraggly. You need to trim them. And you need to mow and weed-eat much more often. Get out the leaf blower and clean off the driveway. Also, that pile of scrap wood from my last project needs to be hauled away. The mailbox is askew, so fix that. We live in a nice neighborhood and the place looks seedy.” 
He came over to wash Riley’s car, check the air in her tires, and he taught her to change her oil. He and Riley practiced by changing the oil in Kendra’s car. Bob advised Kendra on better ways to spend her money. He dispensed advice on how she should wash her car and take care of the house. He emptied the dryer lint trap and scrawled a huge magic-marker message across the top of the dryer reminding Kendra to clean it out more often. He watered trees and called Riley after he left to tell her mother to move the hose to other trees. 
“I don’t get it,” she told Eli. “If Bob’s cancelled himself out of our relationship, why does he care about these things? Are these just arid attempts to assuage his guilt? Or is he trying to play me? I don’t need this. He needs to find someone else more likely to survive his ‘generosity.’” 
“He’s marking his territory, peeing on the bushes,” Eli replied.
One weekend day when he showed up unannounced, Bob cornered Kendra while she was folding clothes in the laundry room. He informed her ferociously, “You handled the affair with Chelsay completely wrong. You overreacted. You were wrong to have gotten angry. If only you had reacted more satisfactorily, things would not have worked out like this. Too bad you made such a big deal out of it. You should have let bygones be bygones. You came after Chelsay. You should have made friends with her.” 

Make friends with his lover? If Kendra hadn’t been speechless with disbelief, she would have rolled on the floor laughing. She thought, he’s sorry I didn’t act the way he thought I should? He’s accusing me of persecuting his lover, the woman who decimated my marriage and family? In what way did I come after her? Was it that my attorney deposed her, made her actually get a whiff of the consequences of her behavior? Bob’s protecting the woman who risked nothing from his wife who’s losing everything? But by this point Kendra was numb to the absurd.

She was reminded of an argument she overheard while she was packing lunches one morning when her children were small, the two kids eating cereal and drinking juice at the breakfast table across the room. They were dawdling and bickering but Kendra needed to get the finishing touches done before they all left for school and daycare. She urged them to hurry up and get their shoes and socks on. Riley complained, “I can’t help it. He won’t stop looking at me!” Bob Jr. vindicated himself, “Well, she’s breathing too loud!” Likewise, Kendra’s very existence on the planet was unacceptable to Bob. 

 Kendra and Riley were sitting at that same breakfast table the day Kendra gave Riley condoms to take to college in the fall. Although Riley wasn’t sexually active yet, Kendra wanted her to protect herself when she made that decision. Kendra stuffed the condoms inside a pajama bag—a private joke between them because years earlier they’d seen a trailer for an afternoon movie in which a mother was outraged when she discovered condoms in her college daughter’s pajama bag. Riley, about 10 at the time, turned to her mother, “Well, I don’t understand that. If her daughter is having sex, her mother ought to be happy she’s protecting herself, not mad!” Bob happened to walk in the back door unannounced just as Kendra gave Riley the birth control pajama bag. As mother and daughter laughed at the kitchen table, Bob stood behind Riley frowning. But the next day he revealed, “I told your story to the Senator’s wife today. She said it was such a clever way to protect Riley from pregnancy and STDs.” Kendra couldn’t believe it; he was getting mileage out of her relationship with Riley to curry favor with his boss’s wife. 
As Kendra recounted the story at the office the next day, her friend Meg exclaimed, “Oh wait, that reminds me, I bought you something for fifty cents at a yard sale last weekend.” She disappeared into her office, returning with a small box, which she handed Kendra. “It’s a voodoo doll. I thought it would be cathartic for you to stick pins into Bob.” Just for grins that night after supper Kendra read the recipes for suggested spells and decided on a few.

“Limp dick! Stabbed in the back! Pain in the neck!” she chanted, jabbing hat pins into the relevant spots. 

The next day Kendra found Bob rummaging through her cabinets. “What are you searching for Bob?” 

“A neck brace. My neck’s really hurting.” 

That weekend Kendra overheard Riley on the phone with her father. “A big white plastic neck brace? Where would it be? Okay, I’ll look around and let you know.” 
Kendra smiled. “Major pain in the neck? Aw, poor baby,” she deadpanned.
Bob started waiting in the driveway with his motor running when he picked up Riley, calling on the phone to let her know he was outside. He met her in grocery store parking lots to exchange necessities, dropped things for her in Kendra’s mailbox. He asked Kendra to forward his mail. She stopped receiving responses to her messages. “They’re relegated to my spam folder,” he said. If he came home, he arrived with arms folded across his chest and his face slammed shut. He dodged her eyes.
The Steel Magnolias threw Kendra a party for comic relief. They called it the 3-B party—Big Bad Bob. Gallows humor, but under the circumstances…. 
They arrived with flowers and wine. Every single one of them brought chocolate. They wore vampire teeth and dressed in tacky beige Salvation Army outfits to commemorate Chelsay’s deposition attire, captured for their entertainment on Kendra’s cell phone camera. Blood-red nails adorned their fingertips. 

They danced around a bonfire of clothes Bob left behind in his hasty exit. Howling with hilarity, they auctioned off Bob’s abandoned papers and socks, sold to the lowest bidder for pee, wads of spit, tampons, and derisive limericks, adding the relics as fuel for the fire. The remains of Chelsay’s flattened Thanksgiving plant went into the blaze, along with bits of colored magicians’ flash paper for pyrotechnic effects. They made up lively hit-the-road-Jack songs, adding verse after verse, and strung together epithets of every curse word they knew, even some they made up. They hung the rejected Brooks Brothers shirt Kendra had given Bob and a pair of his pants on a hangar, dangled it from a maple tree limb and burned him in effigy. They played Bob’s lovesick teenage music, laughing hysterically. Those Steel Magnolias put their arms around Kendra and partied her up. It helped her get out of bed the next morning.

At the end of the summer, Bob and Kendra drove Riley to college. Kendra reserved a van to tote Riley’s belongings; Bob sullenly agreed to pay with his card. But he was coiled and ready to strike. The day they left, he told Kendra, “Since we haven’t agreed on a financial settlement yet, I’m uncomfortable driving back with you. I’ve arranged a flight back for myself; you’re on your own!” 

They all made the long drive to the college. Bob spent hours messaging on his phone. Text sex? wondered Kendra. He popped painkillers and applied hot compresses to his back and neck. When he pulled up his shirt, asking Kendra to apply the compresses, Riley recoiled at the minefield of ugly pimples sprouting like barnacles across his back. Kendra smiled. It couldn’t happen to a more deserving guy! She wondered if they were a side effect of his hefty testosterone supplements. Later, she heard him on the phone making an appointment with a doctor who specialized in neck pain. Wow, that black magic was pretty powerful! But she was a scientist who didn’t believe in that sort of thing. 
Unpacking their daughter, Kendra noticed that Riley had brought Bob Jr.’s fifth grade soccer jersey to hang on her dorm room wall. She also brought Blackie’s old dog blanket and laid it across the bottom of her new college bed. Kendra cried but Bob was stone-faced. 

When it came time to leave, Kendra asked Riley for her car key, as they’d left Riley’s car at the rental agency at home. Riley didn’t understand, after all her father had a key, she said, and they could use that one to pick up her car. “I’ll be driving back alone. Your dad made reservations to fly home instead.” Riley pursed her lips, frowning, and silently handed over her key. 

Kendra dropped Bob at his hotel and started on the long drive back in the rented van. It poured; most cars pulled over on the side of the road under the underpasses, but Kendra pushed on. Hours later, exhausted, she looked for a place to spend the night. A big motorcycle race had everything booked within 150 miles. She spent the night at a roadside rest stop, alone and afraid. She awoke when a leering low-rent knocked on her window. Unsteadily, Kendra turned the key, threw the van into reverse and peeled away.

When she finally arrived at home after the harrowing trip, an avalanche of losses deluged Kendra. Her husband was gone. Her daughter had left for college. Bob Jr. had taken his bedroom furniture to his apartment, leaving his room so bare it echoed. Her life had vaporized. Could she lose any more at one time?

Now that Riley was gone, Kendra finally had the locks at the house changed. She took her first deep breath in over eight months, knowing Bob could no longer come into her house, look for “evidence” while she was not there, and unnerve her with unexpected visits. That same day Bob’s pay slip came in the mail. She opened the envelope and inspected the bank deposit confirmation. Bob was bringing home over $3,000 more every month than he had told her he made! What was he doing with all that extra money?

Kendra received an automated doctor’s appointment reminder for Bob on the home phone. He was scheduled for an MRI on his neck and shoulder. She took a chance, for old times’ sake, and wrote him an email note:

When we were taking Riley to college, she expressed concern about your recent precipitous memory loss. I’ve noticed it, too. Also, you have headaches, as well as personality changes. For example, you’ve referred to yourself a number of times as “the New Bob.” You have an MRI scheduled for tomorrow. I know there are other explanations for your symptoms, but they are also symptoms that might make one concerned about a brain tumor. Since you will be in the magnet anyway, it wouldn’t be that much more to have them scan your head, too. Would you consider having your doc order a brain scan?

still,
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Maybe she hoped for a brain tumor, something an operation could correct. It would explain Bob’s nasty behavior in a way she could understand. He did what he did because cancer had eaten into his brain. 

Kendra braced for a spiteful backlash. But she never heard anything about tests or tumors from Bob. It figured, of course; the malignancy was in Bob’s mind, not his brain. 

Summer ended. The image of her discovery of Bob’s Viagra in the government car was photographed in her mind, popping up day in, day out. The way you probe a mouth canker with your tongue, time after time you find yourself go to that raw spot. Kendra took down the calendar and counted the months since The Discovery—nine excruciating months. Why did she still feel so traumatized, so weak?
Just when Kendra would begin to think Bob might be standing down his assault, he came after her, flinging at her all the contempt she so richly deserved. After a week’s lull in his scorching rhetoric, he sent an email one Sunday morning.

k-

Got my attorney bill this month and I need to get $ out of your credit union account: $1,500 attorney fees + 900 to get a for-sale-by-owner MLS listing for the lake house + 400 minivan rental for Riley’s move to college = $2,800 total.

B

Kendra looked at the charges. She had the receipt for the van, since she’d dropped it off—$337. Did he round up to the next hundred? She’d better get a look at those bills. She couldn’t trust him, not because she didn’t want to, but because he didn’t deserve it.

B-

Bring by a copy of the attorney bill and I will get the money. The MLS and van are not attorney fees and shouldn’t come out of my account. We should split those 50-50. Get me a copy of the bill for the MLS listing and I will write you a check for my half.
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Bob’s response:

You need to pick up the whole cost of the van since I covered the gas going there and had to pay my own airfare for the way back. I’ll split the MLS listing.
He expects me to pay for the van after he bailed? Kendra shook her head. That was a joint expense. Hey, he chose to fly home. 

Kendra sent Bob a note, “Wow, Bob. It’s been a long time.” She meant it had been a long time since they’d connected honestly, looked at each other straight. Who really even knew how long?

She opened the door that night to Marquis de Sade à la Bob, wanting money. He was white-faced and furious, spraying spit. He blasted Kendra for threatening him in her note. 

What threat? 

He pulled up MLS listing sites on her computer, showing her one for $900. She suggested other sites; she’d already checked them out. They settled on one for $380. The van rental came to $337. The lawyer’s bill was $1,250. Bob explained the discrepancy, saying he wanted to pre-pay his lawyer. Kendra suggested they just stick to the documented bills. The total came to a thousand dollars less than he’d claimed. Even after all his lies, she was surprised that he was extorting money from her. Didn’t he make enough money to pay his own bills? She asked for a copy of his first lawyer’s bill, the one she had paid from her account. He’d said it was $4,000. Kendra now expected he’d inflated that, too. How would he handle that? 
It was like sitting in the theatre at a farce where the audience sees the folly of the hustler’s deceptions but he blithely blunders on, unaware that everyone knows and that his futile ruses have already precipitated his own downfall. 

It had all come down to money in Bob’s world. His wife was just a legal and financial complication. He never acknowledged the really important thing, the elephant in the room. Yet, he debated every financial detail endlessly, shifting around dollars and berating Kendra when she didn’t agree to his terms. 

Things weren’t always bad. Sometimes they were worse.
Derogatories
Kendra checked her mailbox one night after work. Inside was a tan envelope with Bob’s responses to her attorney Hank’s Interrogatories, questions that had to be answered in legal “Discovery.” Hank had called and told her to expect them. She set the envelope on the kitchen counter, changed her clothes, and fixed dinner. She fed the kitties and returned a couple of phone calls. Finally, she slid a butter knife under the flap and removed a thick official-looking document.

Did Bob hire some kind of deranged ghostwriter to pen his Derogatories? They were bitter and hostile—Injustices Too Numerous To Count. He skewered her for every mistake she’d made in 25 years and confabulated a bunch she never made, splicing them together in what sounded like real incidents. A pyroclastic flow of blistering indictments, evidently aimed to put her in her place. He denounced his wife for being an unloving mother and an unfit addict. He admitted he’d been having sex with Chelsay at Buzz’s all along. But not his fault. Bob the Boy Scout did it for the best of reasons: Kendra was an imperfect wife. Anyone would have done what he did under the circumstances. His claims were riddled with inconsistencies. On one page he admitted to having a long-time affair with Chelsay; on the next he claimed he’d had no dates or social occasions with any woman other than his wife. 

If sex isn’t a date, what is it? Kendra wondered. 

Stung, Kendra counted the adverbs and adjectives—208 caustic, accusatory ones and not a single positive. He stole her life and somehow made her look like the thief.

Kendra ached that these were Bob’s “memories,” the way he portrayed their life, something he was happy to sign his name to under oath as “truth.” They worked up to a climax of lies and distortions—mean, ugly charges. There was no mercy. His plan to prop himself up was to push her down. 
He accused Kendra of allowing herself to be drawn into fights with his parents on their frequent visits. She was so unpleasant to them that they stopped staying at Bob and Kendra’s, denying his children opportunities to visit with their grandparents. He didn’t seem to notice the inconsistency between “stopped staying” and “frequent visits.” She vetoed family reunions because she didn’t want to spend her “precious vacation time” with family. After a surprise birthday party one year she “took the cards and tore them up one by one, yelling the entire time that she did not like surprise parties.” She couldn’t control her emotions and took things out on other people to feel better about herself. She constantly fought with people at work and had a reputation for being a bully. Her course evaluations said she was rude and hostile. She hated men. Kendra had been obsessed and paranoid about his handling of Tara’s invitation to church two years earlier, unsupportive of her husband’s career.
Kendra was a big tightwad, which is why Bob was forced to keep all his money in a separate account. They could have had so much more if she didn’t save so much.

Kendra terrified Riley with her explosive anger. She picked on Bob Jr. and her dislike of him was obvious. She left her children “scarred and bleeding” from her extreme hostility. She was a “pot addict, who was always high and not lucid or rational,” so they could never have a productive discussion. She wasted all their money on dope. Kendra neglected her husband and young children, smoked pot in front of her kids and kept drug paraphernalia openly around the house. She smoked pot while she was pregnant. 

Kendra sighed. She had, in fact, endured two difficult pregnancies and long deliveries with no medication at all, determined her babies would not be born with any drugs in their tiny bodies. She made them from scratch, all organic.
And the very worst thing she ever did, the most inexcusable, was to have sex with his brother 25 years ago when Bob was an invalid. Who could be faithful to a wife who did that? She’d subjected him to hearing her moans and groans through the wall while he was too sick to stand up against it. Kendra was aghast at the way he spun it when they both knew he’d engineered the whole ugly incident. One she’d worked so hard to forget.
The long-buried memory of that awful night so many years ago flooded back. Bob’s brother had come to help Kendra take care of Bob after his surgeries for injuries in the motorcycle accident. Bob Jr., a difficult infant, had just started walking—too young to be afraid of anything—and she was worn out from trying to juggle nursing Bob, caring for Bob Jr., and keeping up with her classes and research projects, always under the watchful eye of her federal funding agencies. When his brother arrived, Bob had started in right away, “If I die, I want you to marry my brother. I want you two to have sex while he’s here. He’s already on board with the idea.”

At first Kendra laughed, but Bob was increasingly dogged. “This is important. I insist. If you love me, you’ll do it.”

“That’s not love, Bob.”

“If you love me, you’ll do this.”

In fact, it felt to her like he was pimping her out. But why?

“Kendra, I may die. Even if I don’t, I might not ever be right. Show me you love me by doing this.” He repeated it over and over and over until she just wanted to scream and run away.

The last night, Kendra got Bob ready for bed, then slipped on her nightgown and went to brush her teeth. When she returned, the bedroom door was closed, locked. Huh? “Go sleep on the pullout couch together,” Bob ordered in a muffled voice, adding, “Tonight’s the night. He’s waiting for you.”

“Bob, I don’t—” 

His voice was grainy, “I’m listening through the wall to make sure. I’ll know. Brothers talk.” 

Kendra flattened herself against the locked door, hyperventilating. How could her husband want her to have sex with another man, his brother? And listen?    

Bob pounded on the wall. “Come on, get going!” More pounding. Kendra detoured to the fridge and poured a glass of wine.

She looked toward the stranger with her sweetheart’s smile, his teeth, his shoulders. He eyed her up and down and motioned with one finger, “I’ve been expecting you.” 

 He smelled just like Bob. She climbed out of her body and fled to the darkest closet of her mind. Sealing her eyes shut, she drew a magic circle around herself, crouching beside broken Little-Kendra, who used to hide there when her dad whipped her with the belt until she couldn’t stand up. It was dreadfully familiar, even more desecrating. Little-Kendra mouthed the fierce singsong talisman she’d made up to make the bad guys go away.

She was pillaged by two men, her husband and his obliging brother. Was this some kind of ghastly biblical ritual in which the sick younger brother passes off his wife and son to the healthy older one? Maybe sex was supposed to jump-start the plan. His brother was married, though, so … maybe polygamy? It was all so crazy, who knew what anybody had in mind?

 When Bob started to recover, he seemed to forget the whole thing. Kendra tried to forget about it, too. They never mentioned it again. Kendra wrote it off as a warped fear-of-death wish. How did it surface now in Bob’s claims that Kendra was a bad wife?

The final page of Derogatories was a statement signed under oath that everything was true. How could Bob sign his name to that? 

But when you cross a certain line, you can’t back out. It was a hell of a barbeque of their marriage. Big love can beget big hate. 

Clutching the papers Kendra crumpled into a heap on the kitchen floor. She dug her nails into her palms until they bled, pulled at her hair, pressed her face hard into the floor. Keened until her throat was raw.

She called her attorney the next morning. “Hank, these papers are full of lies and misrepresentations. Look at the inconsistencies! When you depose Bob you can get the truth on record, right?”

“Kendra, that won’t do any good. It’s all just he said/she said.”

“There are things that are known, not only by me but by other people, too. We can counter those lies.”

“I have plans. Don’t try to do my job. That’s what you pay me the big bucks for.” 

Kendra shared Bob’s allegations with the Steel Magnolias. They staged an Award Ceremony, presenting a cardboard cutout Bob (“Mr. Floppy”) with an award for “Doubling Down the Devil.” His face was on the head. Since he’d lost the bet, he wore an IOU in the amount of “Everything.” They drew an open zipper down the body, exposing his insides, declaring they’d autopsied his cadaver and found no heart. They stuck a kitchen scouring pad where it should have been. They attached thought bubbles in child’s penmanship announcing, “Got pussy?” “STDs, why worry?” “Suck me, fuck me, make me write bad checks!” He clutched a gallon jug of Viagra and a can of Rogaine.
They gave her a virtual HAZMAT suit to wear when he came around. She needed that suit. She couldn’t write the simplest note without Bob seeing it as an attack. 

She received an email one night.

I need an appraisal of the house for the settlement. Can you be there on Monday?  Let me know what time. 

Bob,

Busy week for me, as that’s Riley’s Parents Weekend at college and I’ll be there. I had to stack up my meetings earlier in the week to accommodate. Perhaps the following week.
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What days are best the next week? By the way, at Riley’s request I am going up the weekend before Parents Day.  Bob Jr. and his girlfriend have decided they want to come with me.

Bob 

Bob,

Best times for me that week would be Wednesday or Friday morning. I remember you said you’d be going to visit Riley soon, but didn’t know when. I know that you, like me, will be glad to see her and meet her new friends. Having Bob Jr. and Stella along will be fun.
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Kendra,

Quit digging at me. I have to impress on you again, I have not abandoned my children, just divorcing you. I am in constant contact with them. I continue to anticipate and meet their needs, like any good parent. It was Riley’s request that I come a different weekend. You must refrain from comments like these that try to characterize me as an uncaring and uninvolved parent. 

Where did he get such an interpretation? Kendra wondered. Bob really needed to get a grip. Again, however, she was conciliatory. What a mistake.  

Bob,

I wasn’t accusing you of abandoning your children or being a bad parent. I did not say you are uncaring or uninvolved because I do not think this. There is really nothing I can say or do that you do not take as a personal affront. I was just saying I will be the one who is there that weekend so my schedule is tight during the week. I do not know why you interpret everything I say as being about you. This was not about you; it was about my plans. I never made any general statements about you as a person or referred to other instances. I am not the horrible person you think I am. I am sad that you see everything as an attack on you. I still say many good things about you to our children. I still care for you and want the best for you. I am not filled with anger, hostility, and bitterness, but deep sadness this has happened.

As always,
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Predictably, Bob snarled, “Just because you say something nice after you say something mean doesn’t make the mean thing any less. Actually, it makes the nice thing insincere. 

“I’ll do whatever it takes to win. Just concede to what I ask and we’ll be fine.” 
Kendra couldn’t ever be right, of course. If there was anything Bob could possibly interpret as negative or threatening to him, she was mean. If she said or did something kind, she was insincere. Kendra didn’t respond; it only fed his hostile hallucinations. He projected her into the role of external judge and jury, which he could comfortingly reject as wrong. That way he could turn his head away and ignore the internal judge, his conscience. Kendra wondered what he would do when he no longer had her to blame for everything. Would he ever blame the rattlesnake in his pants, revived from hibernation by drugs? Kendra was losing her sympathy for Bob. It was finally sinking in—the Steel Magnolias had been warning her for months that he was unbalanced and dangerous. Why did it take her so long? 

She should have thanked him.  He made it so much easier to get divorced. 

Heart Logic

Be careful what you wish for ... the real perils of life are up close.
Dreams die hard. Kendra still waited for her hero to gallop up on his white horse, colors flying, and save the day. He would rescue her and she’d rescue him right back. But Kendra was finding fatal flaws in the logic of love. Nowadays she was thinking she should fear most the hero closest to her.

“My cavalier bludgeoned me and left me for dead,” she lamented. 

She was starting to let go of their marriage, but she struggled to resist. After all, if she let go, there would be no one left hanging on. Bob had jumped into the swallowing sea. Kendra wanted to throw him a life preserver but more than one Steel Magnolia informed her sternly, “It’s not your duty to rescue Bob or singlehandedly save your marriage. That’s co-dependency. You need to stop trying too much.”

“What’s co-dependency anyway?” Kendra asked Eli in her next therapy session. “How’s it different from love?” 

Eli thought for a minute. “The difference is between ‘looking out’ and ‘caring for.’ ‘Looking out’ imposes a kind of vigilance that requires channeling unallowed feelings into something more acceptable. What I mean is, we get messages that certain feelings aren’t welcome to people we love, so we can end up twisting our emotions into something that is permissible. It makes us do dysfunctional things. ‘Caring for’ creates an atmosphere of emotional acceptance where people’s emotions are validated, and unpleasant feelings can be aired in safety.” 

Eli told a story from his boyhood. “When I was little, a scary monster lived under my bed and at night when the room was dark he came out. I called out to my parents night after night to come protect me. They assured me there was no monster—go to sleep—but I was afraid, so I continued to call them. Eventually, they warned that I would be punished if I cried out again. I learned to sleep in the middle of the bed, inventing rituals to protect myself. I was careful to keep my hands and feet from hanging over the edge. That monster lived under my bed for years. Recently, one of my patients had a son with a monster under his bed. He, too, called his father, who crawled under the bed and shouted at the monster to go away. He invited his son to crawl under with him and they both screamed at the monster. Amazingly, the monster heard them and left. My parents ‘looked out for’ me, whereas my patient ‘cared for’ his son.” 

Kendra thought about it. “I guess my parents looked out for me, too, imposing a strict religious code, making all the decisions about what was right and wrong, good or bad for me. No deviations or questions were tolerated. I remember once when I was about 17 and I went to the beach with my friends on a Sunday morning, my mom warned me furiously that God would send me to Hell. My childhood left me with lots unresolved feelings—dread that I couldn’t be accepted for who I was. I’ve had lots of experience with disapproval and rejection.” 

“Weren’t you about Riley’s age when your dad left your mother?”

 “I guess deep down it terrified me that I’d be abandoned the same way Mom was. I vowed I’d never let that happen to me. Before Bob and I were married, I kept myself pretty independent from him. He even laughed that he was my Option #2. But he hung in there, telling me, ‘I’ll be the one to get you.’ I eventually succumbed and made Bob Option #1. Now he’s part of every cell of my body, cells that are ripped open and dripping. I can’t seem to find my emotional bearings. I’ve lived my deepest fears every day since Bob left, lived the questions I didn’t want to hear. Guess he was right in the beginning, he did get me.”

“Do you think your fear of being abandoned led you to make unhealthy compromises in your marriage?” 

“Now I do. I got signals that any inadequacies would cost me Bob’s love. The consequences of unacceptable behavior were clear. Once we were having serious problems with Bob Jr.; Bob had kicked him out of the house over my tearful objections, ‘He’s only a teenager, Bob. You can’t throw your teenager out.’ Riley begged him, too, but Bob was adamant. So, things were tense. Bob saw me sneak a smoke. He left me a note on the bedroom chair: ‘Kendra, when you quit smoking let me know and maybe we can get back together.’ Since we weren’t apart, I wondered what he was threatening. He never brought it up with me, though, just the note.”

“You never consciously agreed to let Bob set the agenda for the marriage, but one thing led to another. Pretty soon you walked a thin line. You remade yourself into the kind of wife who was to Bob’s taste. You were not to question.”

“I thought we were great together.”
“Because you went along, Kendra. There are many unspoken rules, even unrecognized, in a relationship. Eventually Bob’s fear of conflict and insistence on total control played on your insecurities and created a strict code. Bob decided what information was shared, which emotions and behaviors were allowed. You couldn’t bring up potentially uncomfortable topics; Bob decided which subjects could be brought to the table. You were yoked in a cozy lie.” 

Kendra looked out Eli’s office window to the puffy white clouds floating by and allowed her thoughts to drift back to incidents she’d put out of her mind. She thought about Bob’s vasectomy years ago when he had gotten himself fixed in spite of her objections. He never fully explained why he took such an irrevocable step. Now she wondered, maybe she wasn’t the one he worried about getting pregnant.
“Some things you can’t see until you look behind.” She thought back further to the forced sex with Bob’s brother. She tearfully sketched it out in halting syllables, unwilling to put into words the scary black cloud.
Eli nodded. “So there were early incidents you should have paid more attention to. That one’s huge. It must have been a feat to forget that and move on….”  
“I don’t know how I did it. It was so crazy. I tried to pretend it didn’t happen. I excused it as Bob’s death wish. I put a mask of insensibility over my face, took a deep breath, and anesthetized myself.” 

“Yes, that’s what you did, but why?”

“It felt familiar. I slipped into Little Kendra, like when my dad was whipping me. I knew just how to put that away.”

“Kendra, you worshipped your ‘perfect life’ and took on the chore of making everyone feel cushy. You learned to stay away from touchy issues that must be resolved to keep a marriage healthy. To protect your and Bob’s feelings, you developed strategies that must have felt comfortable in the moment. 
“But they backfired. You were too committed to commitment. You can’t risk rejection. Marriage requires constant tending; you can’t ignore the weeds.
“Your inner critic is harsh,” Eli continued. “Fear of disapproval has imposed a kind of perfectionism on your expectations for yourself. I hear you brood over your every weakness, picking each one open, determined to correct it before anyone notices. Being too sensitive about your own limitations can distance you from those you love. Do you think it alienated them that you appeared so sure of yourself?” 

“Maybe. I wonder if my approach to life a kind of determined overconfidence, rather than healthy self-confidence? My mother-in-law once told me, ‘You’re so lucky to have such a good life, great job, and happy family.’ I remember saying, ‘And I’ve noticed that the harder I work, the luckier I get.’ I hope Riley hasn’t learned the same lesson, she never allows herself to fail either. 
“Eli, as a strategy for life, it didn’t seem bad to let intellect guide me. My mom ended up with nothing but a broken heart and a stack of bills beyond her means. I looked for logical solutions to solve problems. But for this one there’s no logical solution. A few months of getting divorced have taken me through as many emotions as 25 years of marriage. 
“With enough energy and planning, I believed I could solve any problem. I prepared for life’s uncertainties. The family never ran out of milk or yogurt because I ordered home delivery to keep the refrigerator full. I stocked supplies in case of tornados or ice storms, stashed small bills to use if the electronic banking system went down. I would not be surprised by disaster because I was a master at averting catastrophes. 

“But Bob’s betrayal blindsided me. I had no fallback plan to survive that emergency. God must be laughing at me, ‘Silly girl, tears are part of life.’”

Eli interjected, “It’s hubris to think that life will always turn out in your favor if you just work at it hard enough. Sometimes you can’t control the outcome; you have to look at the reality in front of you.”
“Sometimes feelings trump logic. I’m not used to failing. I landed my first job at Emory when I was younger than most of the grad students. I received tenure, even though I had the nerve to get pregnant, marry a med student, and have a baby. Folks tell me I was the first professor there to ask for maternity leave. The university didn’t even have maternity leave for faculty. The next year was formidable. Bob lived almost a thousand miles away doing his Ivy-League residency. Bob Jr. was colicky, shrieking for hours on end and sleeping only fours a day, not all of them at night. Later that year Bob wrecked the motorcycle with nearly fatal injuries. I tracked down diagnosticians and surgeons, arranged for his operations, and nursed him through a long, slow recovery. I pressed myself up against him and assured him he was my one and only. Despite all that, I worked hard writing scientific papers and getting research grants, and in a few years I got the job at Hopkins and was promoted. 

“Despite my professional accomplishments, I harbor a fear that I’m an imposter not really worthy of my success. People will find out I’m really substandard. I’ll be exposed. Eli, now I feel that I fail at everything. I can’t stand up to Bob’s blows day after day. They crush me. I’m paralyzed by the whirlwind of brutal attacks.” 

“Kendra, you can find the strength to pull through. Your flaws don’t justify Bob’s behavior. Your weaknesses make you real, not a bad wife, not a bad person. You’re not an unloving mother who left her children scarred and bleeding, as Bob swore in those legal documents. What are you going to do?” 

What will I do? she agonized. 
She did stupid things. She picked and chewed at her cuticles until they were ragged. She drank too much and ate too little. Those expensive size-double-zero jeans sagged down her rear. Her plants wilted from neglect. Until recently she’d been spunky, full of life. Now, though each excruciating morning she awoke at the crack of doom, she couldn’t drag herself out of bed, lying there, willing herself to get up. She could hardly bring herself to dial her friends. Days smeared together. 

Kendra had lost her innocence. She’d once filled Bob’s heart, a heart she now saw as Swiss cheese gutted with unreachable caverns. He’d never allow anyone to see those—they harbored his guilt and shame. Forsaking true intimacy for the addictive adrenaline rush of lust, he’d wake with strangers, wondering where he was, wishing he’d left the night before. Kendra suspected that Bob’s intimacy with her was the last he’d ever know. 

“So We’re Sneaking Around?”
It was fate, actually, how they met. Kendra’s attorney advised her to skip the Divorcing Parents class required by state law for minor children, since their youngest child would turn 18 by the time the divorce was final. So she skipped it. At the 11th hour before the deadline she received notice from Bob’s attorney that he’d taken it. 

Oh crap, she thought. He’ll probably find a way to use that to hurt me, paint me as a bad mother or something. I have to go.

It was a holiday weekend and she drove two hours west to the only available class not in Baltimore’s housing projects. The classroom was packed with men and women of all ages. Apparently divorce is big business. She scanned the room, knowing that every man in the class was about to be single. A couple of the men around her age looked interesting and she made a half-hearted effort to be friendly. Luke sat near the front. They got along in the small group activities and had good chats during the breaks. He was tan and muscled, with a shy smile. When class ended, Kendra worked up her nerve and handed him her business card, her home phone number penciled on the back. 

“We both got a surprise divorce. I could use some new friends. If you want to have lunch or something and talk, give me a call.” 

How clumsy, she thought, my business card? With Ph.D. and Full Professor on the card? Luke had described himself as a carpenter. “I’ll never hear from him,” she thought. What a surprise to hear a message on the machine by the time she got home! 

After a few calls and emails, they met for lunch. They swapped war stories of being dumped by their partners after a quarter century of marriage. He, at least, had been left with a shred of dignity. Though their backgrounds differed, they enjoyed each other. They had more lunches. Kendra always paid for herself; she didn’t want any legal complications from a “date.” When they talked, she borrowed a cell phone from one of the Steel Magnolias. Bob still received her cell phone records and she didn’t want Luke’s number to show up. Luke was a little put off by all the sneaking around. But he laughed and went along. Still, his reaction made Kendra realize what a train wreck her life had become. 

In the fall when his divorce was final, they met for margaritas and dinner. It was half dirge, half celebration. They both had trouble sticking with their friendship, though, and they drifted apart.

But Kendra got busy trying to fill the shell of herself.

She took a course learning to ride a motorcycle and shopped for a little sporty bike that fit her small body. The salesman described her as “half-person size” and recommended something lightweight and short so her feet would reach the ground. She could barely reach the brake and clutch levers, but the shop could make modifications to fit her small hands.

She left the Quaker Friends, where she’d gone ever since it looked like Bob Jr. could be drafted and they might need to establish a record of conscientious objection. She joined a new church, Unitarian Universalists, with their message of peace and acceptance, lots of music and fellowship. The UUs opened their arms with generous spirits. Each Sunday morning she parked her car on the spot where she and Bob taught Riley to swim at Buzz’s old house, nowadays a parking lot.
Kendra accepted every social invitation. She made a waiting list of men who showed interest in her. She had opportunities. Men seemed to see her as attractive and desirable. It surprised her, she was so used to being blasted for her every inadequacy. 
But those guys were not who she wanted. She wanted her sweetheart.

She got a new haircut. Limbered up and took yoga for inner peace and outward strength, and tai chi for defense; it cleared her mind and got her in touch with her core energy and values. The message of openness and oneness with the interdependent web of existence that the yogis and tai chi master suggested at the opening and close of each practice urged Kendra to explore a higher level of consciousness.
The graduate students invited her to “focus groups” where they worked on perfecting drink recipes. They featured a drink for each of the Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse: Conquest, War, Famine and Pestilence, and Death—mojitos, margaritas, hurricanes, mai tais. Being with the graduate students lifted her spirits from the depths to the doldrums. They saw her as funny and feisty, not the root of all evil.

She went to a covered-dish dinner, where she met Ellis, a musician with the most incredible hands and long, slender fingers. He took her to record release parties and wrote her songs, “Rainy Nights, Empty Arms.”

Kendra copied Riley’s “strong and up” playlist and danced in the rec room, scene of so many lies and hurts. She let the music fill her as she gave herself over to dancing. But no one was there to dance with.  

Kendra recalled that Bob Jr. learned to ride a two-wheel bicycle when he was barely three, pedaling like crazy, sure he could ride that bicycle without falling, and he didn’t. For Kendra, it was time for the training wheels to come off.

The woman in the moon winked at her conspiratorially. “I’ve got you covered. Hold your nose and jump!”
Kendra got a call that her mom was desperately ill in the hospital, a blood clot in her brain. She might not make it through the night. Kendra booked a seat on the next available plane. She called Riley to break the news about her grandmother and she arranged with Bob Jr. to come get the kitties and take them back to school with him. Within an hour Bob called. “How dare you call our kids and create all this drama! They have lives of their own and you have no right to disrupt them with your histrionic calls and wild prognostications.”

When Bob Jr. arrived home later that day, he informed her his apartment allowed no pets but, no problem, he’d ask his dad to come look after the kittens. Kendra’s heart sank. Access to her home when she was out of town? Bad thing. She locked the doors to the house and left the kitties in the garage where Bob would let himself in with his garage door opener.

Her brothers and sister picked her up at the airport and while they drove to the hospital they listened to her story. Kendra’s older brother Alan threatened, “I’m fixin’ ta whup his sorry ass.” Kendra’s sister shook her head sympathetically. She’d been in an abusive first marriage to a husband addicted to gambling, so she understood Kendra’s situation. 

Kendra lived at the hospital for two weeks. What passed for sleep were fitful naps between screeching monitors, intrusive nurses, and the moaning of the critical patients. Kendra worried her mama would never leave the hospital alive.

Steel Magnolias called every morning, every night. Harriet went to Kendra’s house and removed her computer, so Bob did not have access to it. Sharon hid her mail at the office. Fonda called. Eli and Joni comforted her. Steel Magnolias from her past somehow tracked her down. What would she have done without them? 

Her mom improved and she and Kendra bonded anew, lying squenched together in the hospital bed, Kendra’s arms around her mother.

Kendra received a message from Bob that he was going out of town on business. She wondered if the big bang of the trips had dissipated since his girlfriend left town. But maybe Becky, his old cover story, was ready to show up at his hotel to take him up on his “open invitation to come over any time.” He still had his performance drugs, of course.

Harriet picked up Kendra at the airport when she returned. Kendra poured herself into Harriet’s arms. Harriet told her stories about taking her son, Riley’s “future husband,” to college. Kendra felt strong in that car with Harriet, but she was a flummoxed zombie. Was she getting her life together or was she fooling herself? 

When Harriet dropped her off, Kendra let herself into their house. The life drained out of her. They didn’t live there anymore.

A High Bar for Low Deeds
The bonds of love are so strong that it often takes three to break them.

—Kendra’s fortune cookie.

Life’s not always fair. Kendra had no choice except to play the hand she’d been dealt.

As they say, she thought, harboring anger is like eating poison and expecting it to kill the other guy. If I fill my heart with bitterness and resentment, it gives Bob enormous power to tax my future. I want something else to fill my heart. 
She relinquished anger and blame, and took her prerogatives back. Forgiving him set her free. 

Kendra felt like she had one mile under her belt, but about a thousand more to go. Separating from her beloved was an odyssey. It was hard to stop seeing herself as part of a couple. As long as it took to dismantle their life, it took longer, and much more grieving, to dismantle the togetherness. 
Survival came in small packages. What a roller coaster ride—little victories and big backslides. She kept wishing for her absentee husband. “I want to tell Bob about that. I need to talk this over with Bob. I miss Bob’s arms around me.” 
Kendra needed to want someone else’s arms around her. She could still remember just the way he tasted.

Despite the bloody wreckage of their marriage, Kendra remembered the good times. Motorcycle rides, celebrations, playing music together, the birthday he gave her the convertible roadster, discovering out-of-the-way places in Europe and the raw eel salads they accidentally ordered in a tiny village in southern France when Kendra’s French failed her. It was real for a while. 

She intended to love again. The conclusion of their love story had been grisly, but Bob’s choices defined him, not her. She would not put up a vengeful Christmas ornament with rotten apples depicting ex-spouses, as Bob’s mother did every year.

The indentation on Kendra’s ring finger, the spot she’d worn her wedding ring for so many years, started to fade. The circlage around her heart began to loosen its grip, too. 

Bob made a surprise appearance at the house one night on the pretext of giving her some recent photos of their children. After a quick rap on the back door, in he stomped. Kendra rose from the kitchen table to see what all the commotion was about.

Fists on his hips, he hissed, “Chelsay’s dropped off the face of the earth. Did you have something to do with that?” 

“What do you mean ‘dropped off the face of the earth?’” 

“Well, she’s not to be heard from.” 

“By anyone?” Kendra asked. 

“Well, she won’t return my calls.” 

Kendra cocked her eyebrow. He took a half step back. “Umm … we’ve kept in touch just a bit since she left, talking on the phone every so often.” 

Liar, she thought. Look at you, you’re crazed! I bet you’ve been having phone sex all summer. 

 He persisted indignantly, “Do you know anything about this? You must have said something to Nick! What did you tell him? I know you blabbed!” Kendra hadn’t seen Nick in months. She wondered, is Bob looking for sympathy or is he blaming his wife for his lover’s disappearance? Has he been hitting the crack pipe?

“Chelsay warned me all along that if Nick ever found out, the affair was over.” 

So that’s it, Kendra thought, Bob got dumped! I know something about what that feels like. Justice! What goes around comes around, she laughed to herself. It looks like the day has come when you’re waking up alone. 

The next night when Kendra returned from work she felt a poltergeist in the house. Someone had been in. Noelle, staying with her for a few days, thought so, too. The dead bolt was unlocked. The kitchen lights were on. Some cash lay on the kitchen counter; a common thief would have taken that for sure. Bob must have been in the house on another scouting mission. How did he get inside? They found a bathroom window open.

Bob showed up that same night, loaded for bear. Hoisting bags of garden mulch from his truck, he chucked them at her as she stood on the edge of the garden. He was apoplectic, demanding, “When did you talk to Nick about Chelsay’s affair with me?”

“I haven’t seen Nick in—” 
“Liar! Someone saw the two of you together. I called Nick to man-up about my relationship with Chelsay, but he said you already told him.” 
An old tactic, one he’d used to try to get her friends to divulge what she’d said to them.
He grilled her, then flew into a tantrum. Kendra was the full measure of evil. She denied her own pathology and all the problems she caused in their marriage. She would never change. No one could be married to her. He raved about her inadequacies, throwing himself into near convulsions. 

Kendra was frightened. She asked him to re-read her notes, all those notes shouldering more than her share of blame, begging him to stay instead of ending their marriage. 

Hitting a fever pitch, Bob exploded. “Your notes mean nothing; those are just words. I alone know the true reality.”
Bob’s wrath terrified Kendra. She had a security system installed the next day. The Steel Magnolias heartily approved; she should have done it long ago. They’d advised for months that she was not safe, she needed to start protecting herself. 

 Still, her emotional defenses softened and she risked sending him a message. When would she learn to keep her fingers away from email?

Bob,

I hope we can find a more positive place. The other night when I asked you to re-read my notes, you retorted that those were just words and meant nothing. That was not so, they were words from my heart and they were painful to write. I knew even as I wrote those words, you were with Chelsay and it hurt, but I took a chance. They were feelings of a wife who loved you, a wife who wanted to save her marriage, even though she’d been betrayed. These words are also from my heart. Please don’t reject them, as they are also painful to write, but true.

We’ve been ravaged in the break-up of our marriage. The pain I have felt has been more than I possibly imagined, often more than I thought I could endure. Twice I tried to end my life in moments of incredible agony, something that has taught me a lot about myself and given me new sympathy for folks in extreme pain who do extreme things. 

I have not tried to hurt you. When I asked for information about you and Chelsay from Vanessa, in your office, and talked to your dad at Riley’s graduation, that was all because I hoped to save our marriage. 

What we had together was special, more than most people ever have in a lifetime. We had an indescribable togetherness that was incredible. Loving you helped me relinquish my fears of abandonment for a long while. We were BK, a unit. I remember and treasure the good times and the love we shared.
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Within seconds Bob called, rasping, “Thanks for your revealing note. Just what did you tell Vanessa? I need to know for damage control.”  

Oh my God, this is what I get for caring? Kendra thought. It came to her as an epiphany. In a moment of clarity she saw that she didn’t love this cruel bastard, she loved a withered apparition. … But once upon a time it was awesome. 

She felt lighter as those old urges to engage Bob began to evaporate. She was tired of taking the blame. She didn’t owe him anything.
An Avatar Gone Berserk

Kendra invited the Steel Magnolias to a Dumped Party. They wore their Plain Beige Salvation Army outfits and sharpened their nails to bright-red daggers. Joni made a dump cake, created by stirring together fruit cocktail, flour, chocolate chips, oil, and eggs in one big bowl. Harriet strung a banner of garbage trucks dumping stinking rubbish. They all brought homemade “dumped cards,” featuring garbage cans, landfills, and men tumbling over precipitous cliffs. Hooting, they read them aloud.

It was the anniversary of Bob and Chelsay’s first night of sex. Kendra sent them both messages congratulating them on their “anniversary,” a year spent chowing down on her and her children, a year to be proud of. She hoped her family had tasted good. It was an adolescent moment, for sure, but the Steel Magnolias agreed that she deserved some of those. 

A few days later a message from Bob informed her he’d be “stopping by the marital residence” to pick up the lawn mower. Marital residence? She laughed out loud. Could he distance himself any more? How pathetic.
Kendra frequently received messages from Bob about her “inappropriate” behavior. “You need to stop behaving unsuitably.” 

He followed up with an email:
In the 400+ emails you have barraged me with over the past 18 months, not once do you acknowledge any contribution to our marital problems. Only denial of the problems I brought up and attempts to focus the blame on me (with incredible accusations and interpretations). We both contributed to the failure of our marriage. Your continued inability to reflect on your own behavior and your contribution amazes me. You keep asking what happened but you won’t ask the hard questions about yourself. These issues affected me and strained your relationship with the kids. We unraveled and you still don’t understand that you ultimately caused it. 

Kendra wondered where he’d come up with the number 400. Did he save and count her messages? 
Kendra visited Riley at college. Riley rounded up her new friends and let Kendra pay for group dinners. They all watched the college football team play on big-screen TV at a dive across from the university. Kendra loved Riley’s new friends. They seemed to enjoy Kendra, too. They speculated that Riley got her feistiness and funniness from her mom. Kendra and Riley did girl stuff—hanging out, lunches, and a shopping trip where they came out of separate dressing rooms wearing the same dresses. They bought both. The “bleeding and scarred” daughter Bob claimed Kendra had produced was happy and successful in her new life. 

Bob garrisoned at Buzz’s that weekend. Kendra heard from Buzz’s golf buddy that they lived under Buzz’s self-proclaimed Old Man Laws: Hang reading material above the toilet. Never trust a fart. Never waste an erection. Bob and Buzz, Buzz and Bob—with chemical weapons in their wallets they were real chick magnets!
One Friday night Kendra fell asleep on the couch. In her dream she opened the front door, not the door to the house she lived in, but an unfamiliar shabby, rented apartment. Bob’s truck was parked in the yard with a flatbed trailer attached. He was there to take her stuff. She let him in. A mousy girl skulked in the shadows by the door. “Did she come with you?” “No, I don’t know who she is.” The girl shoved Kendra aside and raced upstairs to the bedroom. As Bob lugged Kendra’s bed down the stairs, the girl deposited her own furniture and clothes all around the room. Standing in clothes that Kendra once wore, she loaded the bathroom counters with hundreds of bottles of cosmetics and lotions, then crept down a trap door in the bathroom floor. Suddenly the house was full of young men and women chaotically dashing about wearing fanciful jester’s costumes. Anarchy reigned. They told Kendra they were a troupe from the “Cirque de Lunacy.” Kendra felt glops of gluey white stuff clinging to her arms and legs and the bottoms of her bare feet. She tugged at them, but they grew and multiplied. She tried to spit them out of her mouth. Huge, gummy globs soon covered the walls and floor. The circus players fired thousands of razors into Kendra’s skin. They became sharp, irregular shards of metal, which lodged deep in her body. She couldn’t walk with the chunks piercing her feet. The players brought in video equipment and started taping, telling Kendra she was in a reality show. Eventually, the carnival players frolicked into the front yard, dancing and leaping. Frantically loading furniture from her house into the trailer behind his truck, Bob couldn’t see where he was going and fell into a deep hole. His legs were damaged. They were too short; they didn’t reach all the way to the ground. Kendra kneaded his legs, trying to lengthen them. She awoke with the feel of Bob’s leg in her hand, so real she was startled when she peered into her hand and found it empty.

Kendra recounted the dream to Eli, suggesting that it was some kind of hideous parable of the past year. Eli pointed out that the dream did not take place in her real home; he thought she was beginning to shed the blame for what Bob had done, a good sign. Bob not watching where he was going and falling into the hole, his legs too short to reach the ground, were ways of representing his blind fall from grace. In the end she was there trying to help him—Kendra, the peacemaker, the rescuer. Kendra would need to confront that in future therapy, Eli advised. She still idealized her husband and marriage, even after all this. To drive home his point, Eli handed her a copy of the “Domestic Violence Wheel” of coercion and abuse. Bob had behaviors in every sector.
Kendra took it home and taped it on the bathroom mirror. Seeing her life divided into those categories put things in a new light. She could sympathize with that person, even begin to like her again. 
The weight of memories pressed down on Kendra as she lived a year of painful anniversaries. It was the death of a thousand dreams. Surviving each anniversary of betrayal took all she could muster. She felt battered, yet amazingly strong. She was grateful to jump off the sick carousel of blame and violence before something even worse happened. 

She heard from her lookouts that Bob worked out at a campus student gym, where he conspicuously ogled the co-eds as they sweated in their sports bras and short-shorts. Bob did not mature, he pickled. She worried about her children’s friends, in Bob’s target age range. 

Kendra mailed Bob two birthday cards. One wished him a happy birthday and said she missed their dog Blackie. One wished him “a 52nd year that brings you just what you want.” 

In response he emailed her Bob’s New Rules: 

1. Don’t send me any more cards, emails, or text messages like the two I received today with inflammatory and harassing content. 

2. Do not send me any faxes, messages, or phone calls at work. What about this rule do you not understand? I have told you this already! Are you retarded or something?

3. I will not accept any more phone calls or emails from you at all. Your emails go into a spam folder. You are inappropriate. If you want to get in touch with me, you may only send me a text message. If you abuse that privilege, I will no longer accept text messages from you. If I need to get in touch with you, I will email or call you, but DO NOT EVER call or email me.

4. You have offered no olive branch, Kendra, only non-stop accusations and bashing for the past 25 years. You are delusional, evil. Any contact with you is poison. You have no idea how messed up you are. Get a life and leave me alone.

5. It is impossible to be friendly to you. You are disruptive and sinister.

Kendra printed out Bob’s New Rules and brought them to her next therapy session. Eli snorted while he read them and reminded her, “With constant, crippling manipulation, narcissists work to maintain lopsided relationships that give them the upper hand. People are objects the narcissist moves like pawns on a chessboard. His sabre-rattling is aimed at reminding you of your ‘proper’ place. He doesn’t seem to notice the asymmetry between his rules for himself and his rules for you.”

Kendra pulled out the voodoo doll. She composed a couple new incantations and recited them while she stuck in pins. She crumpled the doll into an accordion fastened with a chip clip. She jammed toothpicks through the heart and clamped a hemostat on the crotch for good measure. 
That juju continued to work its black magic. Bob had surgery for the pain in his neck. Still, he complained, “My neck and shoulder hurt. I’m getting physical therapy.” Kendra grinned and thought, psychotherapy might have helped you more. 
Riley called Kendra, worried. “Dad’s memory is shot and getting worse. So are his tremors. I think he might have Parkinson’s disease.” 

Kendra worried about him, too. His handwriting had deteriorated. She could barely read the notes he left her, letters piled right on top of each other. She still entertained the brain tumor hypothesis. Bob’s decisions seemed like those of a head-trauma patient—impulsive, risky, dangerously unbalanced. The personality changes, his vengeance and emotional instability, didn’t seem sane at all. 

Bob continued to send snarky flame-mails, sometimes threatening. “I will send you to jail at my discretion. Don’t bother to reply to this email, your replies are automatically deleted.” He left hateful messages on her answering machine, “You got that stupid house alarm and locked me out. What a bad message to our kids. You have no idea how much you’ve irreparably damaged our children.” She let the recorder fill up so there was no room for him to leave her any more spiteful messages. Out from under his fiendish “rules” at last, Kendra exclusively used email. If he chose not to read her messages, not her fault. She pitied him, but boy, was she getting over him.
One morning Joni asked Kendra to breakfast. Joni was there waiting when Kendra walked into the dining hall, “Hey, girlfriend.” 

“Bob’s been contacting me,” Joni blurted.

Kendra laughed, “Whatever for?”

“He offered me a job.”

“You’re kidding! Why would he think you’d work for him?”

“It’s a cream-puff job. I’d work half-time for full-time pay and he promised to more than double what you can pay me as your project manager.”

Kendra caught her breath. “You know what you’d be getting into.…”

Joni reached for Kendra’s hand, “I do, Sister. But I’m a single mom with a son to support and I still have student loans to pay. I can’t refuse that kind of money. He offered me more than you make as a full professor.”

Bob had hatched a new plan to take a bite out of her, using his power to hire and fire to co-opt her Steel Magnolia into his posse. Kendra felt devil dust pouring into her lungs.

Joni’s salary would depend on staying in Bob’s good graces. Plus, Joni was fond of dirty martinis and couldn’t hold her liquor. Bob would find a way to exploit her weaknesses. What was in store for Joni, for Kendra?

 The next day, Riley, her dad’s spokeskid, delivered a message. “Dad told me to ask you why you didn’t give him enough money this month for your share of my school expenses. He says you aren’t being responsible.”

 There was no confusion, of course. She had given Bob an itemized list of his bills that she couldn’t get him to pay and subtracted them from the check she gave him for Riley. He could pay her back by making up the difference, she’d said. 

Kendra emailed him, “Be a man, a respectable father, and keep our daughter out of this. She’s a teenager. She shouldn’t be your mouthpiece or a pawn in your game. Deal with me directly.”

His response? Lots of email yelling. 

K-

Your message is a violation of the restraining order I have you under. My attorney and I decided not to take action against you THIS time. If you EVER send another email like this of ANY kind, I will file charges against you, throw you in JAIL, and FINE you huge amounts of money, more than you can possibly pay. You’ll live the rest of your life in the poorhouse.
He’s still threatening to send me to jail? 

He emailed her again a few days later.

K-

In the spirit of burying the hatchet and getting along, you must quit sending me emails full of innuendo, commentary, and mixed messages. If we simply communicate about nothing but the children, it would be easier. All correspondence from you about our children should be dropped through the mail slot at Buzz’s. 
Easier for whom? she wondered. And about that hatchet, you’ve already buried it. Deep in my back.

 

He followed up with another email, which she was not “allowed” to answer under Bob’s New Rules.

I think it’s a good idea not to draw the kids into our finances. It is just not healthy for them to hear about that. Do not put them in the middle of our issues. By the way, when you switch the cell phone bill into your name, buy yourself a new phone. I plan to give yours to my parents.

Of course he didn’t want the kids to hear the truth, Kendra thought grimly, it puts him in a bad light. He constantly works on them, selling himself. He tells them I took him for everything, due to my unbelievable hatred and vengeance. They never saw how disturbed I am because I concealed it with the cleverness of the CIA. It’s his well-rehearsed stump speech, a politician jetting around, living high on the hog.

He bought both their children new cars, rented them apartments, gave them cash. A whole new lifestyle. But Kendra wasn’t about to stoop to a bidding war. They’d eventually realize they’d been bought.
Occasionally Riley divulged some outlandish lie her father had told her about Kendra. “Dad says he stayed with you even though you were unfaithful. He told me about a trip you took to visit your old boyfriend after you married Dad. You abused him in private, he says, where we couldn’t see. He tried to be a good husband. He did the best he could to cope with constant humiliation.”

Of course he did.
Kendra objected, “I went to break up with my previous boyfriend in person two years before your dad and I were married!” 

“Well, Dad has a very different story from yours. I like his, it’s shorter. Mom, this whole thing makes me crazy. I hear so many different conflicting stories that change from day to day. I don’t know how to think or feel.” 

Wow, the Unholy Trinity in action—narcissism, paranoia, and psychopathy. Did Bob stay awake at night thinking of ways to hurt her? She needed this dangerous avatar, her hero gone berserk, out of her life.
Why is experience something you get after you need it? 
Kendra wrote her story, a wife’s diary of a dream’s demise. The Steel Magnolias read her pages. They were unanimous—Bob and Kendra held eternity in their hearts only to watch it wash away. Bob settled for less than they’d had, less than he was, less than nothing. 

As she stretched out on her mat one evening in final Savasana, Kendra’s favorite yogi James offered, as if speaking personally to her, “Every stone you hurl chips away your own heart, until you have no heart left at all. Every lie you tell becomes who you are. Until you rust away to a sepia line drawing, a mote, nothing but a stain.”
Choosing

When you close your left eye and look out of the right, you see a very different sight than when you close your right eye and look out the left. But the brain dupes us into thinking that both eyes see exactly the same image. It’s a matter of perspective.

Time for a new perspective. 

Looking hard at the face in the mirror, Kendra mused, how do you get over it? Maybe you don’t … but one day you wake up and decide you just don’t want to carry it around with you anymore. You have to draw the line somewhere. 
She could sit out life licking her wounds or get out on the floor and dance. 
EDITS TO HERE Punch Line

They were at the leaping-off place in their marriage.
One night Bob dropped by to pick up a few things. Standing in the kitchen, Kendra reflected on how far they’d fallen so fast. Bob shook his head slowly, slurring, “I hardly remember anything about this past year. It’s all a blur.” 

I bet it is a blur, you nitwit, Kendra thought, you’ve been playing hooky from reality.

On the anniversary of her discovery of Bob’s Fix-a-Flat in the government car, Kendra sent him a message. 

B-

A bumpy day to get through. One year ago today ... Bob, as stunning and devastating as the discovery of your affair with Chelsay was, I never imagined it would kill our marriage. I regret that we didn’t try to connect and save it. Our family’s lost so much. I wish ... I thought ... I so wanted a different outcome. I don’t understand why we didn’t reach for the stars.

Sadly,

k
Kendra knew Bob despised regretful messages like this. But they were her feelings; she had the right to express them, even if they made Bob uncomfortable. Kendra predicted his feelings would surface in disguised forms—terror, spiteful attacks on her, tremors, neck and back pain— secrets make you sick.
“I don’t want any more conversation with you at all!” he spat on the phone, “I don’t even want to see you ever again!” 

Kendra could tell the sight of her riled his shame and guilt, challenged the fragile defenses that glued his world together. If he looked at her, he risked accidentally seeing himself. 

He sent an email: 

My life’s in a good place. You don’t understand or get anything about what happened. You got it all wrong. When this is all over I’ll be happy to explain it to you ONCE AGAIN, as I have before. 
But why would she be interested in more smoke and mirrors? The smoke was already so thick she had to evacuate.
Bob was a masterful evangelist and his children were easy marks. He made his case, dividing their loyalties. Not that they needed much convincing, eager as they were to keep his affection. After all, they’d seen love and commitment evaporate in an instant; he might desert them, too. They had to make sure that didn’t happen. They stuck to him like fly paper. 
The next time Kendra saw Eli she worried aloud, “My own and my kids’ reactions mystify me. In different ways we all lined up behind Bob and marched in formation.”

“They’re devastated, Kendra, like you. You all undoubtedly suffer from Post Traumatic Stress Disorder, PTSD. Children traumatized by divorce often identify with the controlling parent as a way of coping. It will take your kids a long time to recover from their father’s brainwashing. All you can do is love and support them, and wait til they’re free. Time is on your side. Bob can’t suppress the truth indefinitely; eventually it will percolate up.
“Bonding with captors or harsh controllers is a familiar story in psychology,” Eli continued. “Victims who’ve been in extremely intimidating or abusive circumstances sometimes come to identify with their captors and become attached to them. You know, like Patty Hearst. Those who do this are sometimes shocked by their own psychological responses during the episode. A common reaction is, ‘I can’t believe I actually did that! How could I have thought that!?’ Kendra, your tormentor mocks and attacks you, threatens to send you to jail, and even encouraged you to kill yourself, yet you’ve tried to protect him. Can you believe you did that?” he asked, stabbing his finger in the air to punctuate each word.
Minutes and many dollars ticked by. “If anyone had ever tried to tell me I’d do that, I’d have found it unimaginable. Never say ‘never,’ huh? It gives me a new perspective on myself, on other people, too. I slid into those roles so gradually, I didn’t notice. It was a slippery slope of compromises and surrenders. I only see it now that I’m coming out of it.”

“Many of my clients never come to that realization.” 
Since they couldn’t agree on dividing the money, Bob arranged a date for their lawyers to mediate a financial settlement. He scheduled it at the last minute, fiendishly on her birthday. 

Full of fight, Bob came over in person to prepare his wife. Chin poked up, palms buried in his armpits, he sneered, “Nothing I did matters when it comes to splitting up assets. I’m golden. I’m at the top of the food chain and I plan to stay here. I have clout. You know what, Kendra, the difference between us is that you want to lose small, whereas I’m going to win big.” 

He had her in his crosshairs and saw an easy kill. “But knock yourself out,” he barked. “All’s fair in love and war.
“Oh, and Kendra, don’t bother sending me any more emails. In case I haven’t told you, I automatically filter and delete everything from you without even looking at it.” He pivoted on his heel, lobbing a sarcastic “Goodbye,” over his shoulder.
If it made him so glad, why the hell was he so mad?
Dueling attorneys mediated a financial tug-of-war. They gathered in Hank’s offices—three lawyers, the still-married couple, and two paralegals. Everyone wore a black suit except Kendra, who dressed for comfort. Despite his snappy suit, Bob looked a little wild-eyed. Offers and counter offers flew back and forth hour after hour. Bob played hardball, went for his wife as if determined to conquer a business foe. 

The plan Hank had laid out to Kendra beforehand was to defend her interests—if necessary, playing their ace in the hole, Bob’s fear of a public court proceeding. It might cost him his job. “We’ll get you the house and have Bob pay off the remaining mortgage. He’s got retirement savings plus his big salary to make future contributions, so your own savings should be safe. You’ll come out of this just fine.”

But partway through the mediation Hank suddenly folded, refusing to trump Bob’s demands. He jabbed his finger at Kendra’s depleted financial statement; she’d spent all her money on Hank, Bob’s attorney, and probably Chelsay’s too. “You have no choice but to agree and settle this right now. You can’t afford to go to court.” 

Hank and the mediator badgered her to sign Bob’s lopsided offer. A tag-team assault, they ordered, “Give this up now.” Bob had too much presence in town. He’d vowed to hurt her​—even anyone who defended her. She had to yield to avoid more damage, they said. Flustered and discombobulated, she was at the physical and emotional breaking point. She caved in. 
Who wouldn’t? 

Bleary-eyed, she signed. Hank pressed an envelop into her hand. His latest bill—$40,000. That’s what he charged to turn a blind eye.

Apparently even the meanest, lying sex maniac gets his half and more if he goes after his wife. She’d have to sell her house, the mortgage payments were too high. Her retirement savings would be split with Bob, her future now precarious. Bob got the lake house, which was paid off. He walked away with his fabulous salary and his job intact, never even on the table. Bob was definitely not your average diabolical mastermind—after 25 years of marriage and two children, he cleaned her clock. 

Bob slapped her under a restraining order against revealing his “fault and ill conduct” to anyone. “Hank, that doesn’t sound right; it’s way too broad. It doesn’t even let me talk to my friends.” 

Hank was testy, “Kendra, it’s late.” He heaved a long sigh and in booming tenor directed, “Just sign.”

She concluded ruefully, “Bob plays a dirty game, but he plays it well. He filleted his wife just to prove a point, some kind of twisted get-even. But the point he proved was something else entirely.” 
The day of the final divorce Kendra walked in silence with Hank from his office to the courthouse. Kendra wore the brown Ann Taylor dress her friends had insisted she buy in Boston. They were right; she’d needed those dresses. Since it was cold, she substituted the short-sleeve sweater they’d picked for a jacket. It was hazel, the color of Bob’s eyes. 

Kendra found a seat in a pew while Hank mingled up front with the other lawyers, even Bob’s. Hank greeted each one by name and they chummily discussed some recent dinner party and their weekend golf game. Whoa! Kendra thought, Bob plays golf. She wondered if her dumbfounding divorce settlement was a deal cut on the greens.

Watching, Kendra mulled it over. After Bob’s betrayal, she’d transferred her trust to another silver-tongued good-ol’-boy who screwed her over. What a chump she was. She’d repeated the same dumb mistake. Kendra felt like she was suddenly waking up in the middle of a car wash. Too late when you realize you left the convertible top down.
Today, Bob was nowhere to be seen, avoiding the aftershocks. When it was her turn, Hank opened the swinging door, put his hand on the small of her back and ushered Kendra up to the judge. The judge glanced at the papers and asked her if she agreed. Three definitive raps echoed through the legal cavern. That was it.  

Hank handed her a copy of the divorce papers, patted her shoulder summarily, and wished her well. 
Kendra drove home and pulled on some jeans and a sweater to meet her friends at their favorite hangout near campus. She scrubbed away lines of mascara running under her eyes and dabbed on a little makeup to cover the hot-pink blotches on her cheeks.

At the restaurant Kendra read Bob’s Lists and Bob’s New Rules out loud. “What a gutless coward!” they laughed. They ordered champagne to toast his demise. 

Kendra went first. “Syphilis.”

 “Shut up! You’re too nice; antibiotics fix that right up!” 

Those Steel Magnolia’s were right there, mad and resentful, being what she should have been.

They took turns.

“Yellow fever—such a coward!”

“A no-heart attack!”  

“Swine flu, the pig!”

“Pissing off Lorena Bobbitt!”

“Lifelong impotence and Viagra off the market!”

Kendra revved up and tried again, “Flesh-eating bacteria passed by sexual contact!”

It brought the house down. Someone suggested she could make popcorn and sell tickets to her life, more amazing than any reality TV show.
By the time she got home, Kendra couldn’t find her copy of the divorce papers. How Freudian was that? The woman who never wanted a divorce. No one is free from wishful thinking. 
Kendra ran out of money to make the next mortgage payment. She’d laid out tens of thousands of dollars to fix up the house to sell—new eaves and roof, mold cleanup, repaired floor joists. Bob had let maintenance go for years. She had that looming lawyer’s bill. She figured out how to live without lights, eat one meal a day, ration toilet paper—two squares for blotting, four for wiping. She staged a huge yard sale to sell everything not nailed down. Harriet’s family showed up the night before and lugged everything into the driveway. Two dawn-to-dusk days later Kendra’d sold a truckload of family detritus. Still, there was a second truckload she hadn’t sold still sitting in the driveway. As Kendra surveyed the piles, despairing over how she’d move it all back in the garage—rain was in the forecast—a car pulled up. A couple she recognized from the sale walked up. “We can tell you’re in trouble. We came back to help you clean up.” Three hours later, the remnants were stashed inside.

Catching up on the past two days of news, Kendra read in the paper that Hank had been appointed to a powerful position in the Department of Justice, nominated and promoted by Bob’s office. Ah ha! Hank had cut his own deal with the devil. 
Bob came over to move out the rest of his belongings, the ones ceded to him in the legal demolition derby. He cajoled Bob Jr. into making a half-day drive to help lift furniture and boxes into the back of the truck. Bob gave an Oscar-winning performance playing the part of the wronged party. 

Face stretched taut, his eyes veered off Kendra. Whistling tonelessly, he shunted out desks, books, and artwork to his newly acquired storage facility. He took his daughter’s bedroom furniture—leaving her with no place to sleep or sit—piling clothes, pictures, scrapbooks in stacks on her bedroom floor. He refused Kendra’s offer to take some family treasures and pictures of the kids growing up. 

He didn’t want to look at anything like that, Kendra figured. She didn’t lose her husband, he lost himself. Was she divorced or widowed?
Kendra handed him the last present she ever bought him, a fanciful Valentine’s Day cube sprouting colorful beads and hearts. He’d left it behind along with his other de-commissioned personal mementos. She’d written “I still believe in forever. Love can save us. Please come home.” Wordlessly, Bob snatched it and tossed it through the open window to the floor of his truck. 

When she started packing the attic, Kendra found piles of electronic equipment hoarded everywhere. Three full stereo systems still sealed in boxes, plus one barely opened. Numerous gadgets, guitars, and brand new computer equipment. He could have opened an electronics store. Where did he get all this stuff? Kendra wondered.

Kendra looked for a new place to live. She found a duplex close enough to ride her bike to school, a neighborhood of small faculty houses and student rentals. It didn’t feel like home … even after Harriet arranged the patio and Jean put her decorating experience to work in Kendra’s front room. Every night Kendra walked in and reminded herself, this is where I live now. She kluged her new life together. She was feeling pretty good that she’d managed to pull off the sale, the move, and the relocation. Even the kids were starting to come around. Eli had been right, time was on her side.
Still, there were speed bumps. In a close moment, Riley lamented, “Mom, I have no home anymore. Dad rents a room from Buzz and now you live someplace I’ve never lived.” It killed her mother to hear it. “This whole thing has really messed me up, trashed my ideas about relationships and commitment. I can’t see myself ever getting married. I’ll never let this happen to me.”

Such were the splinters of their hewn family tree.

Bob was busy—canceling Kendra’s parking permit at work, since her car was in his name; maneuvering to get the tiny inheritance her grandfather left her; mud-slinging at her reputation. He sent her anonymous mail about women addicted to alcohol. No name, but his barely legible writing on the envelope was unmistakable, even though he denied it. 

Her friends howled over that one, “Wow, that’s the pot calling the kettle black!” 

She heard through the grapevine he’d replaced Chelsay with another young woman on salary. Kendra ran into him at a restaurant near campus. He swaggered in dressed in shiny green tattersall Brooks Brothers, surrounded by his usual retinue of young women. When he spotted Kendra, he froze like a deer in the headlights. Which one is his new playmate, she wondered.

Bob added another vehicle to his fleet of five. He blazed around town in a flashy red Corvette—too much horsepower, too little gas mileage. Kendra recalled Dr. Avery’s predictions.

The only way for her to win was to refuse to play his game. She no longer responded to his messages, filled with unremitting accusations: “You constantly dig at me. Quit attacking me.” She rerouted his emails to keep his shouts from popping up in her main inbox. He could stay a captive of his hatred, but she was learning how to get out of the cycle of negative entanglement. Eli told Kendra, “Every time you fail to rise to Bob’s bait, you invite him to take a look at himself.”  

Kendra thought she was catching on to something important. The trick for learning to swim with weights is to first let go of the weights. 

Kendra’s List

1. Why carry a grudge to the grave?

2. If you’re going to apply a standard, better start with the face in the mirror.

3. You don’t have to be prettier, thinner, or younger to be loved. 

4. Take risks—run barefoot in the clover!

5. When you stumble and fall, make it part of the dance.

Final Exit

Fate has a wry sense of humor.
Heart pounding, Kendra fumbled for the phone and propped herself up on one elbow. Who would call at this hour? 
“Bob’s coming after me with sleazy come-ons, some of the same lines Anna said he used on her,” Joni erupted. Kendra pulled the phone away from her ear to squelch the volume. “He’s on a mission. I’ll admit he’s persuasive, and he makes the stakes clear. I don’t know what to do, sister. Last trip he booked us connecting hotel rooms. It’s innuendo in the office and unrelenting raunchy email at night. I’m saving his messages in case I need to file a formal complaint.” 
“Joni, you knew about Bob when you took the job. What changed?”

“I didn’t think he’d dare come after me.”
“Really? Don’t you think that was part of his plan?”
A few weeks later Kendra picked up her office phone at lunchtime. “Kendra, find Fox news on your computer,” Joni instructed tersely. “Bob lost his gig.”
A smiling publicity photo filled the screen, cutting to a video of Bob shielding his face with a yellow legal pad as he scurried out the double doors of his office building, flanked by two armed security guards. A voice-over announced his departure and named an immediate replacement. The camera followed his retreat as he jaywalked the downtown street, four lanes of honking traffic screeching to a halt. 

 Keeping dirty secrets is a tough assignment. Bob’s exit was not the strategy he’d planned. 

The Senator was squeaky clean and wasn’t about to be tarnished by sexual shenanigans in his office. Bob was a liability the Senator couldn’t afford. Kendra pictured Bob cringing in that big leather wing chair in the Senator’s office and imagined how it must have felt to hear his boss, or his boss’s agent, tell him he was discredited. It must have killed him to lose his power job. Turned out, the usual rules did apply.
A ruckus in the hallway grabbed her attention. Jean’s voice. Then Bob’s. Too loud. Kendra pushed out of her chair and headed for her open door. Before she cleared the corner of the desk, Bob barged in. He wore his Brooks Brothers pants and shirt, but no jacket or tie. A thick blue vein throbbed on his temple and a mottled purple orb blossomed beneath bulging tendons in his neck. Kendra stepped back behind her desk. Bob lunged forward, slapping his government ID badge on her keyboard.

“Happy, bitch?”

Keeping the desk between them, Kendra began, “I just saw. Bob, I’m so—”

“You’re nothing, nothing,” he bellowed, advancing to grip her shoulders. His hands trembled.

“Bob, you need to leave,” Kendra said quietly.

Hovering in the doorway, Jean spoke, “You heard her, Bob.” 

Dropping his hands to his sides and lowering his volume, Bob cajoled, “No problem here, Jean. I’ll be out soon. I’m just talking to my wife.” 
“Ex-wife,” Kendra corrected.

Bob glowered down at her and worked his fists, straining forward on the balls of his feet. 

Kendra folded her arms across her chest and waited. Minutes passed as David faced Goliath in silence. Goliath finally backed out the door, eyes boring into her face. Kendra and Jean watched together in the hall until the elevator doors slid shut.
Kendra felt a belly laugh rock her universe. The Fall Gal was The Last Man Standing.
Three years later …

Kendra loaded the dishwasher with the party dishes and flipped off the kitchen light. Pausing to savor the piney aroma, she weighed the large box Ellis had sneaked under her tree in the rushed arrival of friends. She called the kitties inside and unplugged the Christmas lights, tiptoeing down the dark hall and up the stairs. Bob Jr. and his girlfriend were already sleeping. Kendra kissed the forehead of their year-old son and checked to make sure Riley’s space was in order. A spectacularly full house … Kendra’s embrace was wide enough to hold them all. Could she ask for anything more? 

She hadn’t heard directly from Bob in almost a year. He eschewed any contact, except to tape an occasional note on her front door or gallantly send her kids with leftovers in disposable plastic containers after dinners with their father. Privately he’d told her, “There’s no way I will ever consider being cordial to you, no matter what you think might be best for the kids.” Kendra thought, what kind of father says that? What child psychiatrist says that?
Over dinner Riley had reported that she’d gone shooting with her dad. 
“Shooting with what?” Kendra asked.
“Dad’s guns.”

“Your dad has guns now?”

“Yeah, lots and lotsa guns,” she said admiringly.

“What kind of guns?

“Oh, all kinds—handguns, rifles, shotguns. He’s got three Glocks that shoot 35 rounds in seven seconds and at least a couple 45s. Bunches of rifles and shotguns. Don’t you remember? He always had a gun out at the lake house, we knew that.”

Kendra did not know that. She did know that she knew every single thing at their lake house and guns hadn’t been there. Hearing that Bob now had a fixation on guns didn’t make her feel any safer. Once again, she recalled Dr. Avery’s correct predictions so long ago.

“Yeah, Mom, Dad sent me a Glock 38 in the mail a few months ago.”

Riley and Bob Jr. kept Kendra posted on Bob’s new condo in the District. All new furniture and accoutrements. More surgeries on his neck and shoulder. Another new job—more traveling, less glory. 
Power is a fickle bitch.
Tonight Kendra counted her blessings. Humming the tune to “Silent Night,” she snuggled into the blankets and wiggled her toes as she slipped into dreamland. 
Epilogue:

What you think you want

He thought he wanted so much more; he really wanted so much less. 

She thought she really had it all; in losing it she found herself.

Reality Anxiety





The most basic form of anxiety is often based on fears of possible or real events, like being bitten by a snake.


The most common way to reduce reality anxiety is to just get away from frightening situations, such as avoiding any place snakes may be. 








Neurotic Anxiety


This kind of anxiety is caused by mental or emotional conflicts and worries about awful imagined events in the future, not by actual present circumstances.


There’s excessive preoccupation with insistent fears and pressing needs.


It often appears as paralyzing fear or doubt, irrational or unpredictable anger, insecurity, dread, desperate need for power or acknowledgement, or fear of censure by other people.


It can appear as feelings of dread, insecurity, or fear of censure.








Moral Anxiety


This kind of anxiety comes from fears of violating one’s values and moral codes.


It appears as feelings of shame or guilt.








A defense is pathological if:





It’s used in a rigid, inflexible way.


The motive for the defense comes more from our past needs and experiences than from our present reality.


The defense severely distorts reality.


It causes significant problems in relationships, work, or enjoying life.


Using the defense distorts or blocks emotions and feelings instead of resolving them.





Denial


Refusing to accept external reality because it’s too threatening. Saying something doesn’t exist.


Considered one of the most primitive defense mechanisms because it’s typical of young children.


An alcoholic denies that he/she drinks a lot.


A driver downplays the injuries of the passengers in the car she hit.


Despite clear evidence to the contrary, a teenager asserts that he’s just as good a driver while he chats on his phone.


Someone might say, “I don’t have a problem, you do.”











Avoidance/Withdrawal





Removing yourself from reminders of painful feelings and thoughts. 


Examples: Silence, running away, drug use, or drinking.


She might say, “I don’t want to think about it.”


He might say, “I don’t want to talk to you. I’m leaving.”


Withdrawal is a physical form of avoidance, such as staying away from friends or family who prompt you to think about painful events. Withdrawal inevitably creates feelings of alienation and loneliness.


 








Delusional Projection


Attributing your own thoughts or feelings to someone else. 


This can involve hypervigilance about external danger or “injustices.”


Projection is related to paranoia and often includes feelings of persecution. 


Examples: An angry husband accuses his wife, “I’m not angry, you are.” “You’re trying to ruin me.”











Splitting





A person can’t stand the thought that someone, either himself or others, has both good and bad aspects, so he polarizes his view of that person into someone who’s “all good” or “all bad.” Contradictory evidence is ignored.


Splitting works by using dissociation, blocking off feelings so as not to think about them or experience them consciously.


Someone may drastically change his identity or character.


Multiple personalities are an extreme form of splitting/dissociation. 





Repression





Unexplainable naiveté, lack of awareness or forgetting. 


Repression can be partial. That is, one may have incomplete memory with amnesia for only the one piece of damaging information.  


Repression involves stifling one’s real feelings.


Forgetting a trauma, such as rape or sexual abuse.


She might say, “I don’t remember that happening.”





Aggression


Physical or emotional aggression against other people or animals.


Dehumanizing—treating others as though they are less than human—is a special kind of aggression, a way of expressing hostility and hate, which is really anxiety about the self, but re-directed outward.


Often works to avoid acknowledging what is threatening or frightening.








Rationalization





A person comes up with “logical” reasons to explain away inexcusable acts without having to acknowledge the true reasons for the behavior.  


Rationalization not only prevents anxiety, it can also protect self-esteem and self-concept.


Examples: “Sure, I cheated. Everyone cheats.” “I got fired because I didn’t suck up to my boss.” “I had to do it; I had no choice.” “You make me angry.” “I can’t get a job because the economy’s bad.








�SCENE


�SCENE


�This is all what I would call scene. Things are happening in real time and you are SHOWING the reader what is happening, which is what we want. This is the sort of writing I’m suggesting when I say “SCENE.”


�very clever!


�SCENE. This is an instance where the scene could be an entire 4-5 sentences in which we see Kendra come home, slump on the couch with exhaustion, and then see Bob come to serenade her. Very simple. Like a photograph rather than a fil!


�This reads like the final sentence in a scene, but the paragraph it ends really isn’t a scene,; it’s a summary. So I think your instinct is to write this dance scene, but the reader really can’t see much of this. I’m not sure how pivotal this scene is, , so ending the paragraph another way might be better. Something like “They would be drenched from head to toe after such dance sessions.”


�I’d use the actual word for this


�This is an excellent scene. I’m not sure it should be its own chapter though. Instead, I would use a “crot” (� HYPERLINK "http://grammar.about.com/od/c/g/crot.htm" �http://grammar.about.com/od/c/g/crot.htm�), which is just a bit of white space between paragraphs that indicates a shift in time or location, typically, to transition from this scene to the next part. You might even consider integrating this chapter into the end of the previous one and into the beginning of the next one. You’d have to add something like “On their first V-day, Bob surprised Kendra with a balloon ride…. and THEN go into scene


�do you mean with sex or something else. This is a little unclear I think because pillow talk is typically post sex… but then it seems like sexual experimentation is what follows…


�Only two instances follow. Are you saying that the second pregnancy ended in this miscarriage or the third? 


�I think you need to explain where they currently live and where the residency is


�This is a rather abrupt transition from the decision to live separately and the accident. I think you could solve this by giving us a scene of, say, their last night together before he leaves. Then start a new chapter with a more detailed description of the accident. So this chapter would end with their separation and then the next would open with a jarring, violent, scary event. 


�So he’s come home to see her in the midsts of the residency?


�Is there any significance to this summary? If not, why include it? If so, why summarize it?


�


�previously, you said Bob was out of town “again,” which implied to me he’d already been away at his residency, which I think make more narrative sense anyway, so I’d alter this a bit.


�As in the car accident, I think we need a detailed description of the accident. Take us there. Make us feel the tragedy rather than simply tell us something tragic happened.


�All of this needs to be in scene. 


�why does he needed experimental surgery?


�All of this needs to be in scene. This is a pivotal moment in their lives in which many things are changing and complications and conflicts are arising (the makings of good fiction!), and we readers barely get to see any of it. This 


�I’m not sure what this means





�This is a huge statement that this summary really hasn’t earned you. So, yes, scene scene scene!


�I’d start a new chapter right here after you work more scenes into the above part. You can’t tell the ENTIRE story in real time, right, so you have to decide what we NEED to experience firsthand (scene) and when you need to simply zoom forward in time via new chapters, crots, or simple summary.


�the diaphragm would indicate they don’t want another child, but then it sounds like they are “trying.” I’m confused.


�All of this summary (with tiny photographs of scene like Bob Jr. banging on the door)is fine because you are simply trying to establish the course of their lives and how they end where they end up. So this is all working very well. 


�Nice cliffhanger! Now i’m hoping we get a scene that illsutrates how things have changed and how things seem to suddenly be starting down a dark path.


�I don’t know what you mean by this


�Is there any real need to discuss the finding and buying of this house? Could you just say they bought a new house in the country to one day retire in? I ask because it starts to FEEL like a scene but then piddles out. I’m not sure this is significant for a scene or for even more than a line or two of summary.


�Who is this? The bartender? I don’t think you said he had any enough tattoos to call him this. I’d add this detail above


�I’d start a new chapter here so that we end on the cliffhanger “things have changed.”


�I’d do another crot or chapter here. As a reader, I’m expecting things to start turning sour soon!


�I’d cut all this. I don’t think you can vaguely mention her needing a wheelchair and then just move on. So just skip it entirely!


�huh??


�new chapter! great finish to this one! good work!


�new chapter


�This all happens a little too fast. Can you narrate these discussions a bit more?


�I’m not sure I get why this is here.


�I wouldn’t suddenly switch the POV, structure, and verb tense of your writing here. This is super jarring to the reader and doesn’t really aid this section in any particular way I don’t think. I’d go through an simply narrate it as you have everything else. I can edit this as though it’s okay to be in first person. If you’d like to send me the revised version in third (if you decide to go back to third of course) of this section for an edit, that would be great!


�Aren’t you already home at the lakehouse? Did I miss something?


�I’d do this more “in scene.” What does he actually say?


�Slow down a bit here. It sounds like there are more pills in the bottle, not less. This is THE moment when she knows he’s cheating. Don’t rush!


�It times of great tension, using short sentences and very short paragraphs pumps up the drama! 


�what is “it”?


�I’d use another word. Giddy is typically positive.


�what is happening here?


�this is really hard to follow. I think it might be easier to avoid the half doses and just say one day there were 10 viagras and the next there were only 5. keep it simple if you can!


�nice finish to the chapter


�Woah. I don’t think you can just tell us this happened. This either needs to be in scene or needs to be cut! 


�I assume he gives this to Kendra at some point. Could you possibly narrate her finding it where he left it for her after hanging up With Kitty or something. I don’t think it can sit like this on its own.


�inserting an epigraph before a chapter is a little odd, particularly given you haven’t been doing this on a consistent basis. Perhaps we could integrate some section breaks or “books” in the novel… three or four that come at pivotal points in the novel, turning points. Each one could have an epigraph like this. Otherwise, I don’t think this is needed.


�So Bob has moved out? Can you introduce us to this a bit more before diving right in? What time of year is it? How much time  has passed? Etc, etc…


�to do what exactly? I’m a little confused here. 


�we need a sense of time passage and also a switch from exposition to scene can be pretty easily indicated by little, setting details like this


�Same comment


�what time of year… how long has it been?


�these lists of grievances could come in here!


�I’m not sure what you mean here


�Maybe he doesn’t have hope in his eyes, but something like this gives us a greater visual of the exchange.


�what does it look like? why isn’t it suitable?


�I think we need some sort of transition here or at the beginning of this section. Again, we ned a sense of time’s passage, and I think we need a setting in which this session can take place. Otherwise, we can’t really see what’s happening. We know and hear them talking, but it's a little flat without a sense of visual scale.


�This is pretty good dialogue. I like that you add what I like to call “dramatization” to it here and there: simple descriptions of body motions, actions, etc, that give us a greater visual sense of what it going on. You also include some simple bits of setting that give us scale. You should probably do this as much as you can in ALL your dialogue. I also think that this dialogue works because these are two psychological professionals talking. Otherwise, it would sound a bit ridiculous. It’s also good dialogue because the reader thinks about their own behavior and the behaviors of those they know without feeling like thy are being preached to. I think this is one of the goals you have for this book. Good job!


�This happens a little too fast. Give us a little more description of this. Does she feel literally afraid/terrorized or emotionally. This is given too little time for us to know what you mean here





