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“In Open, Rachel Krantz invites us into her deepest privacy as she explores her body and soul, fears and ecstasies, desires and disappointments. This is a starkly naked story of a young woman’s adventure of self-discovery, told with a striking lack of shame or apology. This book will help a lot of people.”

Dr. Christopher Ryan, New York Times bestselling author of Sex At Dawn

“Open is a smart, original, ambitious, and deeply absorbing memoir, in part because Krantz wants no less than to help us rethink the concepts of love, sex, and power as we know them. She succeeds by bringing us deftly and irresistibly into her most intimate pains and joys, stretching our understanding of what commitment and autonomy mean.”

Dr. Wednesday Martin, New York Times bestselling author of Untrue and Primates of Park Avenue

“Don’t look for easy answers in Rachel Krantz’s thrilling meditation-cummemoir, Open, in which the political gets very personal indeed. Seamlessly shifting from a critique of evolutionary biology to the first touch of his hand on her thigh, this polyamorous coming of age story crackles with equal parts erotic energy and searching commentary. A perfect guide to our new world, the only problem I had picking up this book was putting it back down. Open compels, entertains, and may ultimately transform its readers.”

Terrence Real, bestselling author of Us: Getting Past You and Me to Build a More Loving Relationship and The New Rules of Marriage

“Krantz offers an unflinchingly honest account of the highs and lows of non-monogamous relationships, beautifully illustrating the ways that opening up one’s relationship can offer tremendous freedom and painful imprisonment — sometimes at the same time. Open is a necessary addition to the canon of intimate memoirs, one I desperately wish I’d had access to when I was coming of age. It’s a must-read for anyone navigating sex, love, and dating in the twenty-first century.”

Lux Alptraum, author of Faking It: The Lies Women Tell About Sex — And the Truths They Reveal

“I stayed up all night reading this book, and when I was done, I felt I’d lived another life. A propulsive and fascinating look at sex, desire, and intimacy, Open investigates what we hope for from our romantic partners and how eschewing conventions might help us attain those things—and the pitfalls we might face if we choose a less traditional path. Krantz writes with insight and humor about her personal introduction to non-monogamy, using reportage to broaden the scope to others’ experiences with trying to balance sexual and romantic freedom and commitment. A page-turner that explores the urgent question of what it means to try to understand and then to express our desires, Open is a true pleasure.”

Cara Blue Adams, author of You Never Get It Back

“In her frank, evocative memoir, Rachel Krantz delves into a complicated past and looks long—and in blush-inducing detail—at the relationship that brought her into non-monogamy. This book searches for the truth and rejects easy answers. Open is a feat of tremendous candor and vulnerability, and to call it unputdownable would be an understatement.”

Liv Stratman, author of Cheat Day

“Titillating. . . . Krantz sweeps readers into a narrative that seduces and educates in equal measure. . . . [Open] offers an alluring and insightful look at a life lived outside of conventional structures.”

Publishers Weekly
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For You
Yes, You


Author’s Note

Dearly Beloved Reader,



This story is true. From 2015 to 2019, I obsessively documented my first non-monogamous and Dom/sub relationships. I’m talking not just journal entries, but hours and hours, days and days of audio recordings. In an attempt to feel some semblance of control, nothing was off-limits: dates, arguments, role-playing, trips to swingers’ resorts, moments I was being gaslit, and every single therapy session. Because I’m not only a person who clearly needs said therapy but also a journalist, I conducted many, many interviews along the way. These extensive records mean that people in this book are quoted in their own words verbatim where possible.

Despite this emphasis on primary sources, it’s important to remember that my story and perspective have many limitations. As the plot deepens (and darkens), it’s increasingly populated with a wider diversity of people and experiences, and with queerer stories. But it’s still primarily centered on two cisgender, white, non-disabled, U.S.-city-dwelling, middle-class, child-free, college-educated, thin, liberal, often-assumed-heterosexual, Jewish people in an open relationship. Not only that, but two people in a very gender-normative power dynamic, where the man is dominant and the woman is submissive. I implore you to seek out other non-monogamous and BDSM narratives from people with identities and experiences different from mine. This is in part a cautionary tale; a how-not-to manual as much as a how-to. (Content warning: explicit sex, drug use/addiction, sexual assault, self-injurious behavior/disordered eating, unethical BDSM, threesomes, foursomes, sixsomes, nonconsensual non-monogamy, abuse, gaslighting, misogyny and heterosexism, fuckboys, more fuckboys, Jewish mother savior complex, daddy issues, Disney . . .)

Writing memoir is by necessity an act of approximation. There’s a dangerous compounding of that approximation if my specific experience is made to stand as a definitive representation of any lifestyle or identity. I am certainly no perfect role model— I am simply the investigative subject I have most complete access to.

That fact, combined with my myriad privileges in life, drives me to be explicitly honest about my psychosexual reality. I’ll weather harassment for it, but I’m less likely to be punished or hurt than most. Almost every non-monogamous person in this book was rightly afraid to use their real first name, let alone their last. There is little legal recourse should they lose their job or children simply due to stigma around our lifestyle. This feels like reason enough to help move the needle of public discourse. Besides, I’m also very curious as to what happens next. In 2022, is “a woman like me” allowed to admit to being this fully a sexual being and remain semi-respected as an “award-winning investigative journalist”? I guess we’ll write that part of the story together.

I put myself forward for naked examination because I’m morally opposed to being told to cover up in shame. I am entirely vulnerable. Thank you for helping me find strength in this submission.


Contents

Part 1: Age 27

1 Once Upon a Time, a Solitary Maiden Believed Only Somewhat Ironically in Being Rescued . . .

2 A Real Man, Whatever That Means

3 Yes, Daddy

4 And What Would That Give You?

5 I May Be Bisexual

6 When in Roman Orgy . . .

7 What a Slut

8 Pure, Uncut Kryptonite

Part 2: Age 28

9 Open on Both Sides

10 . . . And Here’s What Happened

11 Why So Pathetic

12 Meeting the Mentor

13 Hardly Homeostasis

14 Miranda, Spiral, Explode

15 It’s About Power

16 FFM

17 The Divine Feminine

18 I Didn’t Say No

19 Fuck the Pain Away

Part 3: Age 29

20 My Precious

21 If These Walls Could Talk

22 The Accidental Poetry of Everyday Life

23 My Metamour, Myself

24 Reverse Pretty Woman

25 Non-Attachment

26 A Danger to Ourselves

27 How/Why I Stayed

28 Young Swingers Week

29 Taming Dragons

Part 4: Age 30

30 Never Been Healthier?

31 Relationship Anarchy

32 The Desire Crew

33 That Deviant and Criminal Box

34 Trespassing

35 Ladybird Is Nesting

36 Not Either/Or

37 What Evidence Do You Have?

38 Sometimes Saying No Is the Experience

39 That Moment of Awakening

40 Whatever Brings Less Suffering

Part 5: Age 31

41 Into the Innermost Cave

42 The Initiator, the Author, the Action Hero!

43 . . . And She Lived Openly Ever After


How to Use This Ebook

Select one of the chapters from the main contents list and you will be taken straight to that chapter.

Look out for linked text (which is in blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related sections.

You can double tap images to increase their size. To return to the original view, just tap the cross in the top left-hand corner of the screen.



[image: Illustration]

PART 1

Age 27



Once Upon a Time, a Solitary Maiden Believed Only Somewhat Ironically in Being Rescued . . .
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6/8/14

Rachel Journal Entry1

Age 26

I let her convince me to have half a carafe but no more because I knew it would lead me to cheating on [Dan]. . . . I would have slept with a woman last night if not for him. . . . I feel resentful of not being able to.

8/3/14

Journal Entry

I’m waiting for someone to come find me. I believe in being rescued.



2/20/15

BROOKLYN, NY

“Here,” I said, presenting the bouquet in a casual thrust. “I brought you flowers.”

“You brought me flowers?” I’d managed to disarm him, if only for a moment. I hoped the flowers would send a message: I might be twenty-seven to his thirty-eight, but I was not prey. And I had on the adult-lady-dress I’d found in a giveaway box to prove it.

“Men deserve flowers, too, you know,” I said, as if the idea hadn’t occurred to me an hour ago.

“Well, thanks. I don’t think that’s ever happened before.” Adam’s smile had a slight downward turn to it, amused in a wrung way. It was satisfying to squeeze it out of him. “I think I have a vase here somewhere . . .” I noted his back muscles through his plain white T-shirt as he reached for further proof of his civilized life. Jazz played, and I padded my stockinged feet on his spotless wooden floors as he caramelized onions. I admired titles in English and German, picked books up and put them down like a toddler-cum-anthropologist. I noted the extensive Philip Roth section, The Professor of Desire nestled between Letting Go and The Prague Orgy, the obvious fondness for Updike, Jung, Lacan, Heidegger, Yeats, Freud, and . . . Edith Wharton? At least I’ve read all the Diaz and Lahiri. I’d just broken up with Dan, a guy with neither curtains nor more than ten books— let alone a clean vase. This is progress.

Adam and I stood together in a comfortable yet sexually tense silence as he cooked.

“You know, I think the Groupon massage therapist I’ve been seeing might be molesting me?” Fuck, why did you just say that? I could blame the hit of dried-out herb I’d had before I came, but it was more than that. There was something about Adam that was like going to Jewish confession— kneeling felt imminent.

“Uh, what?” His eyebrows furrowed with concern.

“Well, he tells me to get naked, and each session he sort of inches closer and closer to my pussy. Brushing its sides and occasionally over it, but never fingering me or anything. Telling me to breathe deeply again and again in this pretty sexual way, kind of moaning to demonstrate . . .” Ironically, I’d treated myself to the Groupon package in the hopes that it would help me avoid making romantic decisions based solely on a hunger for touch, an investment I hoped would pay dividends tonight. “Maybe I’m imagining it? Or I’m giving him the feeling I’m into it, you know? Which in a way I am, until he pushes it too far and I keep pulling away, but then he just does it again . . .” Why are you telling him this? “I don’t know, what do you think?”

“I think it sounds like you need a new masseur.” Adam had a definitive way of closing conversations I already found comforting.

Dinner was skillfully done, but watching him lick rolling paper for dessert was my preferred pornography. His academic research, he told me as I inhaled, was mainly about the psychology of romantic and sexual desire— specifically, the importance of triangulation.

“Like, there being three people?” I asked.

“Often, yes. It’s one of the most common stories, the love triangle. The Unbearable Lightness of Being, Lolita, The Age of Innocence . . .” Twilight, I mentally added. The Hunger Games. “But triangulation is also sometimes just an outside obstacle, maybe not even a person. A war, or distance.”

“I wonder if that’s one subconscious reason people have children,” I tried. “To create a safer form of triangulation than another lover, a constant obstacle to being alone together.”

“Desire can be understood as a feeling of lack,” he said, nodding professorially. “If we believe we have someone in every single way, we usually cease to want them sexually.”

“Seems accurate, but a little sad, too, no?”

“No, it’s not. It’s like physics. Knowing how things work only makes them more beautiful.” He held my gaze with meaning. “I study what’s most important to me. How I might maintain desire. Not just for me, but for my long-term partner.” I nodded, lesson absorbed. I had to admit, I could hardly imagine a topic I’d rather a lover devote their life to studying. My legs were tucked sidesaddle on his wonderfully clean couch. He paused to acknowledge the flesh encased in black tights. “Since your feet are right here and you mentioned earlier you like massage, I’d be happy to work on them for you.” Bold move after my story, and kind of a tone-deaf one? But, I mean, does sound nice . . . just do what you want to do, but don’t think that means you owe him anything. You’re a grown woman tonight. I’d promised myself that this evening was about ushering in a new era of Adult Dating. I would no longer feel I owed a certain debt if I received “too much,” or placed myself “too deep” into a situation. I would do whatever I wanted and nothing more (or less?)— without judgment.

“Okay, sure. Why not,” I said, offering my legs toward him like a second bouquet of flower stems.

Adam’s touch was subtle, consistent, and sure. An exercise in paying attention to what I wanted and taking not a centimeter more, promising me something attuned, patient, giving. His voice deep and at moments gravelly, his highly grabbable biceps flexing as he continued to steer our conversation, my body the clutch. He had a focus more intense than any I’d felt directed at me before. Not even by a therapist, much less a man I found sexy. As he massaged, he kept asking more and more questions, interviewing me as he had on our first date. It was as if he had to get down to the root of me deeply, thoroughly, urgently. Like there was no more pressing subject.
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On that first date the week before, I’d shown up even higher, mostly to prove to myself how little I cared. I’m just window shopping. I’d tried to break up with Dan again three weeks earlier, but he’d convinced me to make it a month-long break instead. We could see other people, he agreed, but he insisted we wait a little longer to make it official, “just to be sure.” I felt held hostage but unable to say no. I’d squirmed in limbo by reactivating OkCupid. I posted only two black-and-white photos to the profile. Me in a fuzzy shapeless bathrobe looking unimpressed at the camera; me in a fuzzy shapeless bathrobe splayed on the floor like, Whatever, I can’t even muster the will to appease the male gaze right now. Like I was daring someone to find me attractive and/or exploit my obvious situational depression. Adam wrote to me and referenced only my profile’s sparse thoughts.

Since I couldn’t find a good reason to discount him like the others, I’d suggested we see some experimental jazz at a small pop-up around the corner. The music took you down deep, dark stairwells into a dystopian existence, a world run by metallic machines. Adam was sober, attentive. For nearly three hours, he barely moved. I shifted and unshifted, by turns riveted and bored and proud and mortified by my defiantly unromantic selection. When I took off my coat, I felt his eyes on me. He was in my peripheral vision, but I could sense it in the hair on my arms like static. The pull of his assessment. Yes, respect where respect is due. He hadn’t smiled, really, when he met me minutes before the set began. I’d been offended. What, was he disappointed? I had something to prove now.

When we went across the street for tea afterward, he interviewed me about my life like a friendly cross-examiner, therapist, and journalist all in one. I’d never been asked so many questions, so directly, so unconcerned with social norms. Usually I drove the first date interview. It was kind of my thing.

“So it says on your profile you’re ‘mostly vegetarian,’” he’d said, an hour in. “What does that mean?” Oh, here we go. I’d actually nearly been able to reject Adam’s profile when I saw he was vegetarian. I’d dated a vegan when I was twenty-four; it was the only relationship I’d really ever let myself feel even mildly strung along in. I’d left with a prejudice that men who care about animals must not have energy left to care about women.

“Yeah, well, I don’t eat much meat,” I said in my own defense. “But I like tuna, some turkey bacon sometimes.”

“And do you feel you have a moral right to consume another life for your pleasure when you don’t need to?” His tone wasn’t angry or really judgmental. He was just asking me what my ethical opinion was, like whether I believed in banning assault weapons.

“No . . . I guess I don’t actually believe it’s my right. Not when you put it like that.”

“So why do you do it?” he asked gently.

“I’m not sure,” I said slowly. “Maybe I won’t anymore.” He nodded like this was sufficient answer, and moved on. I didn’t know it yet, but that would be the last day I’d eat animals. I’d known vegetarians all my life, but no one had held me accountable like that before. Though we drank no alcohol that night, we closed the bar. When he walked me to my door, I offered him only a hug.

“I’d like to see you again. Would you like to see me?” he asked, blunt as he’d been all night.

“I’m . . . not sure,” I answered honestly. He was good-looking and obviously very smart. But something about him made me cautious. Or did I just want to challenge him to be aggressive? “I guess I’d say that I’m open to being persuaded.”

He laughed at this good-naturedly. “Okay, I can do that.” I later learned he’d literally published papers on the psychology of seduction.

A few days later I was presented with three options for our second date: a museum exhibit with his favorite artist, someone famous I’d never heard of; a flamenco dance performance; or a home-cooked meal at his place. All three ideas sounded much better than the “drinks” or “hanging out” guys usually suggested, but I knew it was the third option I wanted most. Am I being a slut? No. This is the New Me. A woman, not a girl. I’m being discerning— you can tell a lot about a guy from his apartment. I need to stop fostering boys with lost puppy-dog eyes like I have endless resources and time. I mean, I’m twenty-seven— who knows how much longer I have before my stock/tits rapidly begin to plummet?

I knew it was unfortunately “normal” I was worried about running out of time to be enduringly lovable at the ripe old age of twenty-seven. But I also knew “normal” is not necessarily the same thing as “natural.” I’d have told you vehemently that people socialized as women are taught to think about their life’s potential this way, and how this conditioning is (by design) profoundly limiting. I felt the pressure to find my Ideal Other before it was too late regardless.

Yet I also had little genuine desire to settle down. It was hard to imagine being so sure about anyone that I’d want to give up my favorite feeling/drug: falling in love with someone new. Nearly every time I liked someone enough to sleep with them, post-coital armpit hair would mix with Old Spice and I’d latch on till I tired of the smell, roughly eight to twenty months later. In each relationship, I’d gradually lost my attraction and felt stifled imagining a future of kissing only that one person, no matter how well they kissed. I couldn’t stand not being able to do whatever I wanted with my life, even when what I wanted was only the abstract possibility of future romantic adventures. I never cheated . . . I dumped people when they most expected it. And though I’d loved, I’d never felt fully vulnerable.
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I was sick of my self-protective romantic pattern, and yet here I was, going over to Adam’s house days after my latest breakup so that he could audition for the role of Next Boyfriend. Or ideally, if I was honest, The One Who Would Put My Restlessness to Bed So I Could Arrive at My Adult Life. So fucking dumb, Rachel. But then again, just to argue the other side, he does seem like an unusually strong contender . . .

As I lay back like a queen on Adam’s couch, I felt myself bloom in his hands. So maybe I didn’t need to wear tight clothing, ask ingratiating questions, convince myself I was riveted when I was only intrigued. Instead of controlling the ride, maybe I could finally relax and let someone else drive. I could get used to this . . . I began to fantasize about a new life, one filled with five-hour foot rubs, surrounded by knowledge I’d absorb mostly through osmosis. Jesus, what the hell is wrong with you? You don’t even know this guy. Don’t fall for it.

There was definitely still something hard to read about him, oddly serious and unconcerned with politeness. Granted, he had the angular jaw and strong brow bone of Jake Gyllenhaal, Jewish-looking only in his dark curls and the tasteful smattering of chest hair peeking through his shirt. Yes, he’d seemingly read everything I’d meant to, written two books, was pleasurably tall and muscular, taught at a graduate level. Fine, he was clearly the kind of grown-ass man I’d begun to believe was above my pay grade in Brooklyn, had lamented to my straight girlfriends we’d never find if we stayed in the land of spoiled hipster man-children. But there had to be a catch. There was always a catch.

“What is it?” he asked. “Tell me.” I’d learn it was one of his favorite commands: Tell me.

“I just got out of a relationship, and I promised myself I wouldn’t . . .”

“That’s fine. There’s no obligation here.” His gaze was so hawklike, penetrating yet calm. “I am looking for a partner, someone to share my life with. And I like you— but we’re not even close to there yet.”

“Of course, I know.” I looked down. I sound like a silly little girl.

“But since we’re talking about it, you should know something else about me.” So here it was. I readied myself. “If you were to become that partner for me, I would never restrict you.”

“. . . What do you mean, ‘you wouldn’t restrict me’?” I asked cautiously.

“I mean that you could still date and sleep with other people, even fall in love again. I don’t want to restrict my partners’ experiences,” Adam said, maintaining firm eye contact, speaking slowly like he was delivering good news in a new language. “If you were my primary partner, I would just need to feel privileged and know what’s going on in your experiences outside the relationship. As long as you were honest and safe, you would be free. Free to do whatever you wanted.”

My stomach dropped. He didn’t mention that on his profile. “So you’re polyamorous,” I said, flatter than I’d intended.

“Well, I don’t really like labels,” he answered. “It’s just about the way I want to be in a relationship, not really an identity. But yes, I’ve been in non-monogamous relationships before. The rest were mostly monogamous, but I’ve realized now this is the way I want to be towards someone I love. I don’t want my insecurities running my partner’s life. I don’t want to control someone in that way.”

“So then you would want to date other people too, right?” Why was the idea already making my cheeks flush and my pulse beat in my ears? I had no claim to him.

“Like I said, I’m looking for a partner to share my life with, so that’s not really the priority right now. But yes, I would probably want to have some of the same freedoms sometimes. But I’m willing to be flexible for the right person,” he added.

So there it was. I should have known a man like this would never be satisfied with just one woman. He’d devoured the hundreds of books in this apartment, gotten rid of many more, was hungry still. Of course I wasn’t special. Of course he would need other women— more beautiful, mature, well-read, no doubt— to feel satisfied. Of course everyone who made it to the second round got this dinner, this seductive interrogation.

But there were other feelings mixed in there, too: a sort of recognition, a sense of exciting possibility.
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Like many a liberal raised in Oakland and living in Brooklyn, I was familiar with the concept of non-monogamy. I’d read Sex at Dawn a few years before, when an ex had mailed it to me a year after our breakup. He’d become polyamorous in his new relationship and sent me the seminal book, saying it had “changed his life” and that he “hoped it would help me, too.” Though I’d resented the passive-aggressive implications, I’d devoured it with a focused interest. Its central and heavily sourced argument— that it was not in fact “biologically destined” for me to want to entrap a man to monopolize his sperm— was refreshing.

I’d long before absorbed the “evolutionary reason” sex is viewed mostly as a scarce resource withheld by women. The theory roughly goes that men want to spread their seed, while women evolved to make sure dudes who impregnate us stick around to impale baby rabbits, protect us from ambush gang bangs, open jars we couldn’t possibly eat the entire contents of, etc. (And of course, under this theory, biological sex is neat and tidy and determines stereotypical gender roles—and intersex, trans, non-binary, and gender non-conforming people don’t exist.)

But Sex at Dawn argues that the evidence actually points to early hunter-gatherer societies being communal and mostly unconcerned with paternity. It was with the advent of the Agricultural Revolution— and its attendant concern for personal assets— that women’s bodies became property to manage. A new paradigm of “I’ll trade my daughter for your cow” eventually led to a culture with expressions like, “Why buy the cow when you can get the milk for free?” According to Sex at Dawn’s authors, early evolutionary theorists in the 1800s projected their social norms of monogamy and patriarchy onto their theories— but there is overwhelming evidence that we evolved as a socially promiscuous animal. There are more than three hundred species of primates, and none of them who also live in complex social groups with multiple adult males (like our two closest genetic relatives, bonobos and chimps) are monogamous. In fact, very few animals are— only 3 percent of species even pair bond, let alone monogamously.2

After I finished the book, I never saw relationships in quite the same way. Of course I’d been sold yet another narrative that reinforced a capitalist, patriarchal system. The idea of breaking out of that sounded radical and right. It also made me nervous. How to begin?

I contemplated this thoughtful man offering me the option to have my cake and eat the pie, too. He was gradually kneading my lower thigh through my dress. His touch still somehow felt devoid of pressing agenda, subtly pulling skin back to create a ripple that reached my pussy as if by happenstance. Well . . . it’s not like serial monogamy can work forever, right? Adam might show me another way. And didn’t he say he’d compromise for the right person?

“What? What is it?” His tone again like he was lovingly reassuring a child scared of monsters. It made me feel little. In a good way.

“I want to lay down next to you, but I’m scared of what we’ll start,” I admitted.

“I’m not trying to sleep with you tonight. That’s not really how it works for me. I prefer to wait several weeks.” I raised my eyebrow skeptically. “It’s true! I’ve had women try to break up with me because I wait so long they feel rejected. There’s no rush. I want to take my time with you.” He reached his arms out in that way that makes you see a flicker of the little boy inside the man, the way we are all Russian dolls. “Come here. Lay down next to me.” I liked the way he told me what to do. Firm, but gentle. Like it was my choice and not my choice at once.

We faced each other lying down forehead-to-forehead on the couch, speaking as a one-eyed cyclops in hushed tones. Like two positive ends of a magnet being pushed together, the resistance was as thick as the inevitability of one of our polarities flipping over. Eventually, it was time. He took my chin between his thumb and index finger and lightly moved it forward, kissing me slowly, fluently. I pulled my face away a little, inviting the tension, daring a display of force in a way that felt both new and natural and studied at once. He put his hand around the small of my back and pulled me toward him firmly this time, just hard enough, just the right way, taking a finger and parting my lips as he tasted me. So this was what a first kiss could be. Had I ever been quite so pliant, so well read?

No. I saw now I had not.

And now his hands were making me remember my waist, his back a raft as the couch itself was dissolving, physics and biology working in collusion, telling us to merge, merge right this minute, you’ve waited long enough. I was being lifted into his room, laid on his immaculate bed. A humbled, almost confused awe mixed with determination in his hawk eyes. I was a precious anomaly, a necessary deviation from his otherwise premeditated plans. The ease of it, the inertia, the sudden inevitability.

Oh, so it’s you. Is it really you?



A Real Man, Whatever That Means
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“Slowly guided into the fire—why is everyone so scared to admit how good that can feel?”

—KATE ELIZABETH RUSSELL, MY DARK VANESSA

End of Winter 2015

BROOKLYN

I don’t remember the first time Adam and I said we loved each other. Just that it felt almost redundant, even a little sacrilegious, naming the ordinarily holy. Like pointing out the snow outside was melting. When I told him only a few weeks in that my landlord would be terminating my month-to-month lease, he remarked, as if it was no big deal—

“So move in here.”

I blinked, dumbfounded. Even if a part of me had been hoping he’d suggest it, the idea was obviously reckless. “Are you serious?” I asked incredulously.

“Why not?” He shrugged.

“Um, because you barely know me?” I’d never even talked about living with someone.

“I’ve known you a lot longer in soul-time,” he said, laughing. “You’re not as hard to figure out as you think, you know. I got who you are by our second date, and nothing you’ve done since has surprised me.” This struck me as both arrogant and exciting— like many things he said. I’d felt emotionally a step ahead of every guy I’d dated before him. But Adam seemed to read my subtlest thoughts and feelings, sometimes before I myself felt aware of them. He’d had me take the Myers-Briggs test on my second night sleeping over. Together, our types could be some of the most compatible. Alone, his type was the rarest.

“Plus, you’re already here every night anyway. We might as well save the money on rent.” He squeezed me, must have seen me contemplating whether this was some elaborate scheme to pay $750 for a one-bedroom in prime Crown Heights, electric and fellatio included.

“If it doesn’t work out, so what? You’ll just move out. Big deal! Why be afraid of life? Don’t be scared. Just be with me.” Adam held me by both sides of my face, looked me in the eyes. God, I loved that. He was always doing things like this, making me feel swaddled and aroused at once. My favorite was when he would splay his entire hand over the center of my chest and gently rock me in a swirl toward him. He could cover my narrow rib cage this way, his pointer and pinky anchoring small breasts. My heart in the literal palm of his hand, right where we both wanted it. “Look,” he said, voice dropping even lower. “I can tell we’re unusually compatible as partners. If nothing about you is a big problem I can foresee at this point, nothing will be— at least on my end. I’d have recognized by now which major need I’d be compromising, and there’s nothing major I can tell. Sure, you’re a little messy. And definitely younger than I’d prefer. But you’ll get older. There’s nothing we can’t work on here.”

I was repeatedly shocked by his sureness. Who is this person? And why can’t I figure out what’s wrong with him that makes him think I’m so wonderful? His eyes bored into me when he fucked me— and he fucked me, a fact that made me feel newly smug and secure. Even if I was on top, I was made to feel like a bottom. I might ride him, even temporarily steer my hips. But he was the one with his foot on the gas and brake, the owner of the car, the navigator, all of it.


3/1/15

From: Rachel to [Adam]

Subject: writing . . .

. . . how it feels to be fucked by a man, a real man, whatever that means.

Yes, it’s a construct— but I feel it. I smell it. I grab onto it for dear life . . .

some other times I feel most like a woman:

. . . when a man is out with his wife and kids and checks me out and I shoot him back a look that says i’m onto you. Not offended, but onto you.

When I feel afraid for the day I am the wife.

. . . when I fear deeply the idea of being tied to one person, yet know i want it more than anything.



I asked what made him feel most like a man. I loved all his answers, but my favorites: Writing me. Reading me. Knowing where he was going. Dancing. His hands securing my entire back and waist. Holding my face while he fucked me.

You’re my woman, he’d remind me, over and over. No one had ever called me their woman before. I felt precious and delicately tucked away, like a porcelain Madame Alexander doll who instead of getting her hair brushed gets her bush licked. When I turned off the shower, he’d rush the length of the little apartment just to wrap me in a towel. He didn’t do it once, or sometimes. He did it every single time, no matter what else he was doing. Yet there was nothing submissive about the gesture. He exuded pure protective dominance.

I found myself having newly retrograde thoughts: I’ve found myself a real man. He’s come to claim me, and he wants to keep me, too. I’m safe now. I tucked away these feelings like a secret hard candy stored behind my back cheek. Worried about cavities, but this was sweet.

The concept of “a real man” being someone virile, authoritative, and dominant— it wasn’t introduced to me by Adam, of course. But he was the first man I’d dated, or even really known, who so fully embodied these traits. I’d badly craved the experience of being dominated by such a person— and I’d also wanted what I’d been socialized to want: a handsomely-aggressive-yet-sensitive-and-devoted mind reader. With Adam, I actually seemed to have found just that. And there was such satisfaction in it. Finding myself in a play so well-cast that stereotypical gender roles felt almost like no performance at all.

At the same time, I also knew it was dangerous to give in to this kind of thinking. That so closely adhering to what’s expected of cis men and women might be seductive and luxurious, filled with benefits and comforts . . . until the bill comes due. That I was also enjoying the same societal constructs used to oppress people who don’t fit into these narrow boxes.3 People like my best friend Robin.

Within weeks, somehow, my brilliant best friend Robin was the only person in my life I deemed as smart as Adam. The only person whose judgment I might still trust more. I told Robin everything . . . save for the details about my new boyfriend I worried Robin might find problematic, rationalizing that the unspoken power dynamic Adam and I were falling into was just too easy to misconstrue. I’d never hidden things from Robin before. Nor had I ever been subsumed by a man this way. I started to tell myself that my best friend, who at the time identified as lesbian, just wouldn’t understand this kind of man. That none of my friends would.

My gut told me that hiding details from all my friends was a major warning sign . . . at the same time it urged me to see what came next. My gut sent coexisting and seemingly conflicting messages. Is this my intuition talking, or my fear of non-monogamy and not having control for once? 4 Sometimes, you might know your fear is merited even as you intuit that you’ll grow by potentially making a mistake anyway. That’s how I remember feeling as I settled into this new life. It scared me to consider being in an open relationship, especially with someone who had all the experience and power in our dynamic. But I also liked the idea of being able to stay with Adam long term without surrendering my future romantic freedom. In fact, now that it had been offered, it was hard to imagine I’d want to go back to my serially monogamous ways again. I was sure I would eventually want to date more than one person at once. Granted, I wasn’t sure if I’d be able to not get confused by it— but the idea that I could still fall in love endlessly made a lifelong commitment primarily to one person feel conceivable for the first time.

I thought about my first romantic stirrings in a different light now, and what they might foreshadow about my non-monogamous potential. On the one hand, though I’d only “loved” my first, mostly unrequited crush devotedly for a decade, there had been many other boys— and definitely a few girls— who made me feel things. I loved to flirt with all of them in middle school, and each dynamic had been its own sort of relationship.

I also considered the significance of having multiple father figures growing up. Not just my dad, but my stepdad and uncle Willie I considered fathers, too. Though none of them were dominant types like Adam, surely this detail had to be significant. Could I be excited about the idea of multiple partners because on a certain level, having three men in my life feels more normal? But then again, lots of people grow up with both a mother and a father without wanting both a girlfriend and a boyfriend. Though three boyfriends and a girlfriend does sound fun to me . . .

Adam continued to remind me that non-monogamy was about my bodily autonomy, not his hunger for other women. I should be allowed to make whatever choices I wanted in life. He would never think he owned my future experiences. “That isn’t what love means to me,” he often said. “Plus, I think this is the best way to keep you. You’re still young. You’re not done having adventures.” I was touched— and I knew he was right.

The problem was, I didn’t at all like the idea of him dating other people, and feared I never would. So to assuage my non-monogamous anxiety, Adam proposed a generous offer: I could do whatever/whoever I wished, but he would be monogamous until I allowed otherwise. I knew the deal would eventually expire, but it felt chivalrous nonetheless. He was holding the door open for me so that I could walk on through. His offer was meant to ease me into the lifestyle. To let me see the benefits for myself first, in total safety.

[image: illustration]
One night, reading on the couch, Adam looked at his hand. Even the way he sat, one leg crossed in a square, thumb absently stroking his middle finger. “You know, ever since around our second date, I stopped biting my nails,” he said nonchalantly.

“Really?”

“Yeah. I tried to stop biting them for years, but I couldn’t. And I realized the other day I’ve stopped. I don’t know why.” He shrugged, put his small wire-framed reading glasses back on, returned to his book. His tone could have been telling me the weather, but I took it as the highest form of praise: His subconscious was telling him he’d found me.

While being so sure was not in my nature, things did feel oddly . . . fucking awesome? I’d usually have known by then what the fatal flaw was. My gut would have told me he wasn’t kind enough, sexy enough, smart or competent enough in some subtle but irreconcilable way. I was looking for that flaw, hard, but I couldn’t quite put my finger on it. Well, besides that he was non-monogamous— a fact I tried to push out of my mind as soon as it surfaced. I would deal with that later, and maybe it would even prove to be a good thing.

I mean, how do I know what I’ll be like in the future? Just a few weeks before, I was the clean roommate, eating popcorn for dinner, and dating someone whose couch I was afraid to sit on. And now, I was apparently living with a meticulous man who handled just about everything in the house. What was once deemed “women’s work” was turned inside out when he wore it. He was the complete master of his domain. He wanted everything his way (“It’s just easier when I do it”), and he would handle it. My job was to clean up after myself and otherwise relax and let him take care of me.

And so I’d literally sprint the avenue and a half from the train into his arms and try to relax into this new feeling called contentment. He’d cook us yet another fragrant vegetarian meal, the way he did every night. I’d actually hum to myself in happiness, watching his strong shoulders as he chopped onions, never complaining about the sting. After dinner, he’d usually ask me to dance (he was good; obviously a confident lead). I frequently felt I was living out a very specific dream he was turning lucid. As if his every action was helping me recall a fate already being looked back on. Going to work increasingly felt like a waste of what might be the most precious days of my life.

But for Adam, time never seemed wasted. This was something I’d never witnessed before, in any human: The man somehow never dicked around. Either he was teaching, reading, taking care of me and our home, exercising, or watering a relationship with a loved one. He had an encyclopedic memory, and could eloquently contextualize a broad range of sociology, philosophy, and psychology. He was always up to teaching me, and I told him early that this was exactly what I wanted him to do. He quickly became my most trusted editor.

I now dressed only the way he preferred: tight, simple clothes; no lipstick, no heels, no big jewelry, no lingerie or high-waisted jeans. I grew out my bangs and took out my nose ring, began wearing my hair up in a tight bun instead of down, all to his liking. He never ordered me to do any of these things. He made his strong opinions and judgments known, and I started molding myself to his every preference, not wanting to look any way but as beautiful as possible to the man who was so perfect to me.

We were rapidly entering an uncontracted Dom/sub power dynamic replete with language about my being kept and protected, “rescued from the confusion of boys,” as he put it. But Adam quickly made clear he disliked the idea of role play or BDSM, for the same reason he found heavy makeup or lingerie unattractive. “Too much artifice,” he said.

We’re just being ourselves. Role play and rules are for people who are pretending, I thought, beginning to mix his more black-and-white thinking into my marbled palette. I’m choosing to explore this dynamic. And it’s not like he’s punishing me or doing anything that needs a safe word. Right?




ROBIN AND RACHEL DRUGGED DISNEY TRANSCRIPT

Drug: Shrooms

Movie: The Little Mermaid

Date: What is time/really/when you think about it?

URSULA:

“I’m not asking for much. Just a token, really, a trifle . . . You’ll never even miss it. What I want from you is your voice.”

ROBIN:

[To TV, shroom trip peaking]

“Yeah, no big deal. Your whole ability to express yourself; no big fucking deal, Ariel.”

ARIEL:

“But without my voice how can I—?”

URSULA:

“You’ll have your looks—”

RACHEL:

[Singing along]

—“Your pretty face.”

ROBIN:

[Giving full Miami-Cuban shade]

. . . Ariel thinks once she gets to land it’ll be better. Like bitch, on land they’ll rape you. On land, you have to fight to vote and shit. You don’t even know what’s happening on land.

[Ariel signs contract, trading voice for fuckable hole/legs]

. . . Literally [she’s] signing her life away and her voice just to go find a dumb fuck. . . . This is an acceptable female in 1989. This bitch. Not acceptable. Idealized.

RACHEL:

This would never fly now, so it’s come a long way. But it’s too late for us. Oh my God, when you think about what a magical thing it is that we are where we are; that we have unpacked so many of these things. But what got in there? What’s stuck in there anyway, despite our best efforts?

[We reach the end of the movie, Robin grabbing his hair in fists. The film he watched hundreds of times as a child penetrated his subconscious in irreparable ways. Of course Robin knew this already but didn’t really know it till now, you know?]

RACHEL:

. . . Watch the last line of this movie.

ROBIN:

I’m going to throw up.

RACHEL AND ARIEL:

“I love you, Daddy.”

ROBIN:

[King Triton–like], “I’ll allow it. Transferring over my property to you, Eric.”

. . . Literally her family members are butchered in the kitchen, but now that she’s married to Eric, they’re all cool with the genocide of the fish. “Oh, just some in-law shenanigans, no big deal; half of the family wants to eat the other half.”

RACHEL:

Yep. “Thanks, Dad, goodbye.” From one man to the next.





Yes, Daddy

[image: illustration]
Spring 2015

BROOKLYN

“As females in a patriarchal culture, we were not slaves of love; most of us were and are slaves of longing—yearning for a master who will set us free and claim us because we cannot claim ourselves.”

— BELL HOOKS, COMMUNION: THE FEMALE SEARCH FOR LOVE

I was buzzing my clit with a vibrator as Adam mined me steady and deep with his usual authoritative ease. It felt so relieving to be fucked by him. He got hard when he wanted, for as long as he wanted. He never came before he meant to. This superhuman, rather freakishly unnerving talent made it possible for me to sometimes truly relax. To move as slowly or forcefully as I wanted to, not worrying about the consequences either way. He made me sit back onto him hard as I got close, gripping my ass in his fists. In his capable hands, I was Adam’s rib, fertile earth smoothed to clay.5 And now, this originally sinful derivative of man was coming in doggy.

“Yes, Daddy. Fuck me, Daddy!” I tried to play it off in the moment, quickly adding a “Fuck me, my man.” But like saying your first “I love you,” you can’t exactly ignore your first Daddy.

Afterward, he held me to his chest and flashed that inverted grin. “So . . . Daddy?”

“Ugh, it’s so weird I said that! It always creeped me out when people say they’re ‘daddy’s girls,’ too.” I covered my face with both hands, mortified. “It must be porn culture somehow. It got to me!”

Adam whispered in the gravelly night-DJ baritone he reserved for just such occasions. “Don’t worry, baby. I’ll be your Daddy.” I laughed and pushed him away, but damn was that delicious.

Though Adam saying he’d be my Daddy thrilled me, I resolved to use the word as little as possible. It didn’t work. On the verge of orgasm, over and over like that guy Charlotte dates in that episode of Sex and the City who can’t stop calling her “you fucking bitch you fucking whore” before he comes, I’d blurt it out. “Fuck me, Daddy. Yes, Daddy!” In response, he now sometimes called me his “girl.” My girl, he’d say, moving his cock around in a highly personalized swirl, a method he’d quickly perfected for making me come. Yes, my girl. It turned me on and creeped me the. Fuck. Out. But perhaps I called Adam “Daddy” simply because calling him “baby” or even “babe” seemed so . . . wrong. He was anything but a baby. Adam was so dominant he’d never call himself dominant. Tasteless and unnecessary, like a guy with a big dick bragging about it.

Naturally, I googled “why women say daddy during sex.” I learned there is a dynamic called a Daddy Dom/little girl relationship. (Daddy/boy and Mommy/girl pairings are also quite common; Mommy/little boy dynamics to a less obvious degree, likely because of how the genders are socialized.) The dynamic could vary in intensity, with some people only using the words “Daddy” and “girl” during sex. Others enjoy the dynamic in everyday life, too, with the Daddy Dom “taking care” of “his girl”—cooking for her, helping pick out her clothes, spanking her when she’s been bad, rocking her in his lap, tucking her in. The list of ideas made me cringe. And my pussy throb.

“What do you get when you have a male Dom who’s not a sadist and a submissive who’s not into pain? Often the result is a Daddy Dom and a little girl submissive in a relationship that focuses not only on domination and punishment, but also on nurturing and adoration for one another,” one article explained.6 A Daddy Dom, as he’s called, will “put the baby girl’s needs first,” doing everything to make her feel special and cherished and even spoiling her at times—but not letting her get away with being a brat, either. In return, the little girl submissive apparently “worships” her Daddy Dom. The word “worship” made me very uncomfortable. The throbbing grew stronger.

I had to admit this whole Daddy/girl dynamic sounded a lot like me and Adam. Hadn’t he promised to protect me? Didn’t he cook me dinner every night? Hadn’t I confessed I wanted him to be my teacher, and already become a much better writer under his precise edits? Wasn’t I dressing only as he preferred, and striving to follow all his many household rules?

Adam would add daily to the list of habits I needed to retrain: the way I spilled water around the sink when I washed the dishes; the way I left fingerprints on the bathroom mirror when I opened the cabinet; the way I forgot which dish towel was for the countertop versus drying; even the way I put the toilet paper on in the wrong direction. “Like this, see?” he’d say lovingly, punctuating his point with a spank for maximum effect. Yes, Daddy, I’d think, but never let slip outside the bedroom. And then, judging myself, Jesus, I really like to bring the armchair to the analyst, don’t I?

[image: illustration]
It was obvious to me why I was drawn to Adam’s strictness. There weren’t explicit boundaries, rules, or punishments in my upbringing. There were subtly shifting emotional expectations, and yelling/guilt trips when my parents’ only child failed to meet them. Don’t get me wrong, I’m in most ways very lucky—my biological parents were and are loving and well-intentioned, engaged, open-minded. But the quid pro quo always felt clear: Be a brag-worthy mini-adult attuned to easing our moods, and we won’t do inane things like give you a bedtime or make you go to school when you don’t feel like it. My mom often said I was her “do-over,” destined to live out the achievements her own poor and traumatic childhood had prevented. There was a lot of love and admiration, and a lot of implicit pressure/blurred lines/sudden outbursts I felt responsible for quelling.

My parents divorced before I turned three; their custody agreement had me passed back and forth each day or two. There was a constant shift not just between homes, but between the different sides of myself that most pleased each parent. If I fought with one, I could always run between my two rooms without consequence (literally, they lived a mile apart). Either “authority figure” would readily agree that the other was nuts. It should be no surprise then that throughout my twenties I did not take to monotony or feeling hemmed in. I was hypersensitive to being micromanaged—or really, managed at all. I continued to feel caged in by walls and regular working hours, claustrophobic in my total lack of privacy within open office plans. Being glued to a computer all day, no matter how potentially influential my position as an editor at a major women’s website, felt like a capitalist trap.

All I really wanted was to be a full-time writer. But that dream seemed too rare, too precious, too unlikely to financially pan out. I was lucky to work as close to my passion as I did, to be paying down my student loans . . . even if I dreaded Sunday nights and my morning alarm and many of the hours in between. At least, with Adam, less time felt squandered. My weekends were officially a Netflix-free zone. We read and danced, ambled in Prospect Park, went out for Buddhist Chinese food. I only smoked weed socially. We went to the Blue Note monthly, along with all the other shows Adam bought tickets for without asking. (I liked that he didn’t request permission, even though we split the cost on the shared card he had us get as soon as I moved in.) We had dinner with his fascinating friends, mostly academics whose stunning wit and kindness reaffirmed his specialness. We made heroic subway voyages home from Target. Though I was expected to pull my weight, bags were never carried evenly. I just tried to keep up.

[image: illustration]
In this way especially, I knew Adam was also a long-fermenting rebellion against the first and maybe only dating advice my dad gave me. We sat in the car at a stoplight as a man tugged on his girlfriend’s arm when it was time to cross the street. “Never let someone treat you like that. Like you’re a dog,” my dad said, uncharacteristically paternal.

“Okay, Dad, sure.” Still in high school, I couldn’t imagine I’d date a jerk like that anyway.

Now, not only did I enjoy the way Adam lurched me around the city, but he often joked that he was “training me.” I was surprised to find this idea was actually deeply relieving. Like it was no longer my sole responsibility to arrive at a destination—or even my own life. Adam never seemed lost in a way he couldn’t quickly correct. Insecurity appeared to elude him completely. In this shared illusion of his infallibility, I felt safe. I worried, intellectually, that this was problematic as hell. But oh, how relieving it felt. To fully trust, for the first time since I was a very little girl, that someone knew better than me which way to walk. That someone was lovingly monitoring me.

And Adam was interested in every detail. How I often unconsciously placed my mugs on the farthest edges of tables, as if daring them to fall. How I added a bizarre array of toppings on my ice cream and oatmeal alike, opting for variety and novelty and uniqueness over vanilla with sprinkles. How I left drawers ajar and toothpaste uncapped, perhaps afraid of wasting the cumulative seconds of my life. Though he still only brought up non-monogamy abstractly, the potential implications for these traits of mine were obvious to both of us—I liked pushing limits, ample variety, advancing quickly.

“You can tell a lot about a person by the way they brush their teeth.” Adam would smile at me, amused. Now I saw what he meant: my mouth foamed haphazardly, toothpaste often dribbled on my chin. I was quick, childlike, unconcerned with any reliable or couth methodology so much as the feeling that I had reached clean. He, on the other hand, was almost self-punishing; contained, effective, bicep bulging. No mess escaped his mouth. These were the kinds of character details I imagined people dissected in MFA writing workshops. I wasn’t willing to go into further debt to attend a grad program myself. But oh, did it sound luxurious and liberating to be tasked with only writing. Being analyzed by a professor felt like more than a consolation prize, then. It was like absorbing wealth by proxy.

[image: illustration]
When Adam very quickly took me home to meet his parents, I was already presented as his Partner with a capital “P.” I felt immediately at home in this happy, liberal Jewish family; they made it so by being incredibly hamish,7 breaking out their vintage bong as we watched The Daily Show and feasted on organic snacks. I saw the difference an extra generation of assimilation and college can make. Under their upper-middle-class wings, we’d never have to worry, Adam assured me.

I’d never dated someone who made much money. But securing a more stable future was also an important element of the pressure I felt to find “The One”—The One to Help Me Manage My Mom. I’d long felt emotionally responsible for taking care of my now-single mom, and her inevitable financial dependence could only be staved off so long.
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