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As we plowed through decades of her extreme clutter, I began to
notice similar tendencies in my husband. And once I saw the
hoarder in him, there was no turning back.

here’s a snapshot Aiden took of me a few days after our wedding on Christmas

Eve, 2009. I’m standing outside his mother’s house wearing disposable

coveralls, gloves, and a particulate mask. In the background is a dumpster. The

ground is thick with dead, brown palm fronds. I am beaming at the camera.

I wished so much that I could have met Ruth, my mother in law. I knew she was a

bright, adventurous woman who never found work to suit her lively intelligence. She

was a 1960’s housewife fascinated by history and art and ideas. She loved dogs. She

suffered from untreated depression and agoraphobia.

The day Ruth died, her family just locked up the house and walked away. Now, !ve

years later, it’s still standing empty. Aiden worries about it. I worry about him. No one,

I think, should have to clear out a parent’s house alone. His brothers are no help at all.

“You and I can do it together,” I say. “It’ll be our honeymoon. We’ll take a month and

just get it done.”

And now we’re here.

The front door opens into the living room — an ironic name for such an

uninhabitable place. I’ve never seen anything like this. There are LPs, stained

mattresses, mountains of canned food, ripped cushions, dog crates, and hundreds

upon hundreds of boxes. All fading back into the darkness. The smell is beyond

staleness or rot. It’s the stench of sickness, of time lost.

I’d fantasized about meeting my mother in law. Now I’m getting my wish, but in the

most macabre way. As I dig through her belongings, I feel I’m excavating Ruth herself.

Every room in that house — every pile of garbage, every broken sofa, every packed
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closet — seems saturated with her spirit. Each stratum we uncover reveals more of

the woman who raised my husband — a woman whom I will otherwise never know.

I haven’t yet heard of obsessive-compulsive hoarding. I have no idea that there’s a

clinical name for what I’m looking at. I only know that Ruth’s house feels like a map of

a disturbed mind.

Why, I wonder, is the "oor of the den covered in newspapers three feet deep?

“That’s for the dogs,” Aiden explains, as if it makes perfect sense. We start hacking the

newspaper out, a job that requires pickaxes and shovels. Clouds of powdered !lth !ll

the air. The whole thing is a petri!ed matt of paper, urine and excrement. Decades

ago, Ruth crammed her ever-growing collection of dogs — eighteen? twenty? — into

this single modest-sized room and left them to do their thing. When the "oor got

bad, she simply added another layer of paper.

In another room, I !nd

notebooks. Boxes of them, all

densely crammed with faint,

microscopic handwriting.

They’re lists of words.

“Oh, Mom was always

learning languages,” Aiden

tells me. Some of the word-

lists are in English. Others are

in Spanish, German, Polish,

Norwegian. Clearly the work

of an intelligent and gifted

person. The thing is, I can’t

see anyone actually using
them for anything. They’re

barely legible. It’s as if Ruth

was collecting words just for

the sake of having them.

Further in, there’s a stack of maybe thirty cardboard boxes, wrapped in paper and

swathed in packing tape. What was Ruth storing with such special care? Even with

my mat knife, it takes a long time to get the !rst one open. I tear off the paper.

Underneath there’s more tape. Then tissue paper. Gently, I turn back the layers.

Palm fronds. The box is full of dead palm fronds from the yard outside, carefully

folded and packed.

I spend the next hour cutting open more boxes. They all contain more of the same.

As I work, I keep twisting to glance behind me.

Back in the den I !nd Aiden crouched down, frowning at the heaps of crud that we’ve

hacked out of the "oor.

“We need to go through all this by hand,” he says earnestly.

I stare. “You mean the whole room? All of it?”

“There could be something important buried here,” he says. “Get a bag.”

I get a bag. As I start sifting, I try to think of something to say. We can’t do this. We’ll
never get through it all. This is crazy.
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I pry up a wad of rat-chewed newsprint. Underneath, gazing up at me, are Aiden’s

eyes.

It’s a photograph, half buried in the muck. It can’t be Aiden, though.

The picture is old, taken maybe around 1920. But the resemblance is eerie. Same

curly brown hair, same beautiful eyes. The guy is obviously a relative. Aiden has no

idea who he is.

Later on, we show the picture to Aiden’s dad. “That’s your Great Uncle Norman,” he

says. “He had some problems.” Problems? Apparently, Ruth’s uncle committed

suicide sometime before the Second World War.

I’m sorry to hear it. But what really disturbs me is the vision of my sweetie buried

under a pile of garbage in that house. Those eyes, hidden down there for decades.

Sad eyes. A genetic heritage.

At the end of January, after

about a month of excavation,

we run out of time. The whole

process has been traumatic

for Aiden, and to what end?

We’ve !lled one corner of the

dumpster, which means we’ve

thrown away the equivalent of

about one closet’s worth of

stuff. The rest of the house we

leave as it was, relocking the

door behind us. I feel

defeated. Aiden is silent.

Back in London, our cluttered

apartment is starting to worry

me.

“I’m remodeling, so everything’s kind of up in the air,” Aiden had told me months

before, the !rst time I saw where he lived: before it became where we lived. I’d been

impressed to learn that he was doing all the work himself. Naturally the place was

messy now, I thought. I could see it was going to be beautiful when it was done.

But time passed, and the remodel began to seem like the labor of Sisyphus: a project

that could absorb any amount of time and work without ever reaching completion.

Now we’ve returned from California and moved into a construction site. It’s

uncomfortable. There’s no room for my stuff. Aiden urges patience as he keeps

accumulating tools and crates and building materials salvaged from neighborhood

trash cans. One night, I come home and am bewildered to see what looks like a pile

of car parts in the living room.

I’m starting to understand that, for my husband, the chaos of the remodel is not a

temporary stage on the way to a cozy shared living space. It’s the way he lives.

When I shake out a blanket, clouds of dust and mold "y up. We have "eabites.

Without consulting me, Aiden adopts two dogs, which are never housebroken. Now I

have to wear clogs all day, stepping over puddles on my way to the kitchen.

I offer to do all the cleaning myself. “This is not your project,” Aiden responds. I try to

negotiate for one clutter-free room. For the !rst time, I see my husband truly furious.

Once, I rearrange a couple of pictures on the wall. After that, Aiden doesn’t speak to
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me for a week. He feels that I’m a feckless control freak. I feel unwelcome and

unvalued. Much as I love him, I’m sliding into chronic depression. Angry depression.

Through it all I can’t get Ruth, or her house, out of my mind.

Finally, two years later, our marriage ends. I’ve been !ghting hard to clear away the

obstacles — physical and emotional — that stand between us. To Aiden, I’ve realized

at last, my efforts feel like an attack on the core of his being.

The hoarder crowds his life with rubbish in an effort to keep other things out of his

life. Things like spontaneity, and the spiritual intimacy re"ected in a shared living

space. Love and friendship don’t stand a chance. The need to barricade oneself —

literally and psychologically — overrides everything else.

I grieved our loss for a long time. But today I’m sitting in a tranquil room full of clean

surfaces. There’s open space. There’s sunlight. I luxuriate in having exactly what I

need and no more — my books, my teakwood desk, my glass pen jar. Best of all, my

thoughts have room to spread and blossom.
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A proposed New York State law could offer justice to women who
!ght back against abusive partners. Kim Dadou is doing everything
she can to make it a reality.

n the night of December 17, 1991, Kim Dadou’s boyfriend, Darnell Sanders,

drove up to her mother’s house. He waited for her in his car, parked on the

street. It was around midnight and there was snow everywhere from a storm that had

hit Rochester, New York, hard. Dadou was happy to see him even though he was high.

The car reeked from the fumes of weed laced with cocaine. Her dark wavy hair

bounced as she quickly ran back into the house to get air freshener to spray in the

car.

She was hopeful that things were !nally going to get better. All she wanted was his

love. For four years, Dadou had received beatings and death threats from Sanders,

the six-foot tall, 250-pound man who said he loved her.

When she returned, the two 25-year-olds started kissing. Then he told her to

perform oral sex on him. She refused. “Bitch, who are you giving my ass to?” he yelled

incessantly. Dadou has maintained since then that Sanders often raped her if she

didn’t comply with his demands for sex.

This time, she pushed him off. He hit her in the face and thigh before grabbing her

throat. He used his left hand to choke her and his right to push her head down. The

last thing she heard was “This is it, bitch!” She recalls his entire upper body leaning

over on her and pressing her down and forward. Sanders outweighed Dadou by

about !fty pounds, and was much taller and stronger than her.

She tried to yank the door handle, but realized that the power locks were on. He was

too heavy to push off. “I couldn’t breathe and I started to panic for my life,” she says.

She reached for the gun Sanders kept under the passenger seat.

The police found Sanders’s

frozen body collapsed in a

snow bank. He had been shot

six times.

Dadou was charged with

manslaughter in the !rst

degree and sentenced to eight

to 25 years. She was denied

early release !ve times by a

parole board even though she

stayed out of trouble while

incarcerated, and spent

seventeen years behind bars

before her release in 2008.

Dadou, now !fty, has been out

of prison for seven years.

She’s actively lobbying for a

bill that could have potentially

saved her from incarceration.

The Domestic Violence

Survivors Justice Act (DJSJA) —

sponsored by New York State

Senator Ruth Hassell-

Thompson and Assemblyman
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Jeffrion Aubry — has been

inching its way into state law

since 2011. “Sending survivors of domestic violence who act to protect themselves to

prison for long sentences is incompatible with modern notions of fairness and

humanity,” Hassell-Thompson wrote in a 2013 press release.

Dadou wants to change the system that failed to protect her. “I don’t get paid money

to do this, but I want to prevent survivors from losing years of their life like I did,” she

says. “So anything to make sure this bill gets passed, I’m happy to volunteer with.”

She’s been telling her story to legislators, legal experts, and advocacy groups for !ve

years.

In 1989, the National Coalition Against Domestic Violence (http://www.ncadv.org/)

found that while the average prison sentence for men who kill their female partners

was two to six years, the average sentence for women who killed their male partners

was !fteen years. This, despite the fact that, as stated by NCADV’s !ndings, “most

women who kill their partners do so to protect themselves from violence initiated by

their partners.”

Dadou says she had Sanders arrested for physical assault !ve times during the four

and a half years they were together, but that didn’t stop him. According to The

National Hotline for Domestic Violence (http://www.thehotline.org/), it’s common for

victims of trauma to go back to their abusers because while they want the violence to

stop, they don’t want the relationship to end.

Their relationship wasn’t violent in the beginning. The trouble started with a marriage

proposal. She and Sanders knew each other in high school, but didn’t date until they

were 21. After two months, he proposed. He wanted her to have his grandmother’s

wedding ring. She was in love with Sanders, but wasn’t ready for marriage, she

explains. After yelling at her for being ungrateful, he smacked her in the face.

Another evening, Sanders accused Dadou of "irting with one of his cousins while

they were at a party. She told him she hadn’t, and tried to comfort Sanders for feeling

ignored. But he didn’t listen. They got in the car and she started driving away from the

apartment complex. He slapped her and shoved her into the car door until she

begged him to let her pull over so she could use a restroom.

She knew Genesee Hospital was nearby and speedily turned into the emergency

room entrance. Sanders told her to park close to a window so he could watch her. “If

I see you talk to anybody, I’m going to burn your car to the ground,” he warned her

while holding up a bottle of whiskey and his lighter. She walked into the emergency

room with her face swelling and the taste of blood in her mouth. On-duty police

of!cers were standing in the emergency room triage area. As soon as she saw a

nurse, she asked for directions to a bathroom.

When the nurse asked about her face, she told her, “I just need a bathroom. He’s in

the car. He’s going to kill me if you do anything. Help me, please.” While the nurse

treated the injuries on her face, the two of!cers came over. “I kept trying to explain to

them that Darnell was very dangerous,” she says. Dadou said the of!cers asked her to

settle down then handed her a warrant to sign so they could arrest Sanders. Sanders

was released from jail the very next day. Dadou woke up to him standing over her at

her home.

A few years later, on that winter night in 1991, Dadou knew Sanders kept a gun under

his passenger seat because she always feared it would accidentally go off and shoot

her in the ankle. She felt the butt of his gun while her head was down. “I had just

Kim Dadou in Seneca Park, New York.
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I

wanted him to see it,” she says. “I thought if he saw the gun he would get off me. I

grabbed the gun, and in one second, the gun was going off and bullets were coming

out.” She thought she had shot into the roof of the car.

Sanders turned to his side and suddenly stopped choking her. As soon as he let her

go, she unlocked the car door and opened it to "ee. While running back into her

mom’s house, she says she heard him scream, “Bitch, get back here.”

As she ran from Sanders, she heard the car pull away. He managed to drive away

even while wounded. Not realizing her shot had hit him, she was worried that he

would be out looking for her. “I thought to myself, I’m glad I didn’t shoot him, but I

was so scared he would !nd me and kill me,” she says.

* * *

f passed into law, the Domestic Violence Survivors Justice Act would allow judges

to sentence domestic violence survivors, like Dadou, to fewer years behind bars

or to alternative-to-incarceration programs. The legislation could also lessen the

sentences of survivors who were forced into criminal activity by abusive partners. In

2012, California passed similar legislation, called The Sin by Silence Bills and

championed by Assemblywoman Fiona Ma.

Gail Smith, director of the Women in Prison Project

(http://www.correctionalassociation.org/pp/about-women-in-prison-project) at the

Correctional Association of New York, a criminal justice advocacy group, says that

this proposed legislation is in no way a “get out of jail free card.” She says the criteria

for a survivor to be eligible for resentencing or alternative sentencing is stringent,

emphasizing the fact that there are safeguards in place to make sure individuals don’t

falsely claim abuse to excuse violent behavior. Smith explains that past abuse during

childhood would not make someone eligible; the individual would have to be a

victim of domestic violence at the time of the offense. The abuse would have to be a

“signi!cant contributing factor” in the defendant’s participation of the offense, and

the judge would have to !nd that sentencing the survivor under current law would

be “unduly harsh.”

Currently incarcerated domestic violence survivors could apply for resentencing, but

they would be obligated to provide hospital records or police reports to prove they

were reacting to a life-or-death situation when they killed their abuser.

“I don’t get paid money to do this, but I want to prevent survivors from losing years oftheir life like I did,” says Dadou.

http://www.correctionalassociation.org/pp/about-women-in-prison-project
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Research by the Alliance for Rational Parole Policies has shown that

(http://www.ncdsv.org/images/WIPP_Suvivors_of_Abuse_Fact_Sheet_4-1-2009.pdf)

survivors who kill their abusers in self-defense typically have no criminal record or

violent past. In fact, they are highly unlikely to pose any threat to society after !ghting

for their lives against their abusers. The recidivism is extremely low — nearly

nonexistent — when survivors are released after serving time, says Saima Anjam,

director of public policy at the New York State Coalition Against Domestic Violence

(https://www.nyscadv.org/), demonstrating that they were acting out of desperation,

not malicious, violent intent.

“This is not for someone who decides one day that they’re going to kill their partner,”

Smith says. “These women aren’t violent unless someone is choking them or trying to

kill them.”

If the Domestic Violence Survivors Justice Act had been law when the investigators

arrived at Dadou’s mother’s house the day after her altercation with Sanders, the next

twenty years of her life could’ve been drastically different. Instead, when the of!cers

told Dadou that Sanders had been killed in a car accident, they were starting to build

a case against her. Sanders’s red 1982 Chrysler Fifth Avenue crashed into a home just

two blocks away from Dadou’s mother’s driveway. The police found his frozen body

about twelve hours after Dadou shot him.

The police escorted her to the precinct to identify the car. She recalls being in shock

when she went with the of!cers. She believed the investigators when they told her

that he died in an accident. “It made sense since he was so high on base joints [weed

laced with cocaine] and there was a heavy snowstorm,” she says. “I had no idea I had

shot him.”

While at the precinct, the of!cers interrogated her for about twelve hours. When she

told them about Sanders’ violent nature, the police said she would not be convicted if

she confessed. She gave them an eight-page statement about the !ght along with a

history of the physical, mental and psychological abuse she endured while with

Sanders.

Shortly after, Dadou — who had never before been in legal trouble — was arrested

and charged with second-degree murder. She had no lawyer present. She says that it

wasn’t until the statement was processed that she was allowed to make phone calls.

In June of 1992, about six months after Dadou’s arrest, Metro Justice

(http://www.metrojustice.org/), a non-pro!t social justice organization based in

Rochester, raised $15,000 and posted Dadou’s bail. In a fund-raising letter Metro

Justice wrote that: “Kim is not a danger to society! She acted in self-defense! She was

emotionally traumatized and physically brutalized.”

When Dadou’s hearing came in October, Dadou says that, her attorney told her not to

testify because she would be cruci!ed by the prosecutor. Instead, he advised her to

!nd an expert witness to testify that she was in fact abused while with Sanders.

Hiring Thea DuBow — who worked at My Sister’s Place, an agency that runs a shelter

for abused women and their children in Yonkers — cost Dadou an additional $500.

She wanted the well-known expert, Lenore Walker, but she says that would’ve cost

her just shy of $10,000. “Would that have saved me from prison?” she still wonders.

http://www.ncdsv.org/images/WIPP_Suvivors_of_Abuse_Fact_Sheet_4-1-2009.pdf
https://www.nyscadv.org/
http://www.metrojustice.org/
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Angela Reyes, Monroe County’s assistant district attorney at the time, prosecuted

Dadou’s case. In a statement made on June 29, 1992 to Democrat and Chronicle,

Rochester’s local newspaper, Reyes said that Dadou harassed Sanders and that she

refused to accept that their relationship was over. “Everyone said they fought like cats

and dogs,” she maintained in a recent interview. Reyes says that they didn’t have

police records corroborating that Dadou had harassed Sanders; investigators and the

District Attorney’s of!ce concluded the nature of the relationship after interviewing

neighbors and family members.

Dadou’s diary, according to Reyes, proved that she couldn’t be a victim of partner

abuse. In it, she says, Dadou wrote explicitly about having a sexual relationship with a

man who wasn’t Sanders. “That’s why she wouldn’t take the stand, because she didn’t

want that information from the diary to come out,” Reyes explains during a phone

interview. Reyes says the diary had no written entries about any abuse Dadou might

have endured during her on-and-off relationship with Sanders.

Patricia Marks, Monroe County’s Judge during Dadou’s trial, says she didn’t allow the

diary to be admitted as evidence in court because it was too “prejudicial” to Dadou.

“It wasn’t probative or relevant to the case,” Marks explains. But Reyes says that Judge

Marks’s decision didn’t stop her from keeping the diary visibly on her desk during the

trials. “I wanted Kim to know that I had it with me every single day of that hearing,”

she explains. “That’s why she never took the stand.”

Since Dadou didn’t testify, the judge refused to admit all of the police reports,

hospital records, battered women’s shelter reports and witness statements attesting

to the abuse. Dadou says that Judge Marks allowed some evidence about battered

woman syndrome, but it wasn’t enough to convince the jury.

To this day, Dadou !nds it dif!cult to understand why no one took note of the fact

that she had Sanders arrested !ve times. She says that Reyes presented her as a

calculated killer. “So put me in prison for seventeen years because I wrote in my

diary about seeking comfort in a former lover while Darnell was beating me up,” she

says. “That makes the abuse go away?”

During her sentencing, protestors stood outside the courthouse with signs reading

“Bring justice to battered women: Free Kim Dadou.” In October 1992, Dadou was

found guilty. She spent more than six thousand days waking up in prison.

Dadou (far right) and fellow advocates for The Domestic Violence Survivors Justice Act in Albany. Five out of six of

the women have been incarcerated. (Photo courtesy of Kim Dadou)
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I
* * *

n the next legislative session, which starts in January, advocates hope that New

York State Senators will !nally cast their votes on the bill that could save abuse

survivors who are in same position as Dadou was 25 years ago from harsh prison

sentences.

New York Senate Democratic Leader Andrea Stewart-Cousins says she’s hoping that

her colleagues will keep in mind that “those who have suffered due to domestic

abusers deserve to have our laws reformed to recognize the uniqueness of their

situations.” She said that “common sense legislation which would address this

situation has been stuck in committee and denied a vote by the Senate Republican

Majority.” In May, the bill gained some momentum and was passed by the State

assembly with bipartisan support. It remains uncertain if the bill will reach the full

Senate for a vote during the upcoming session. John Flanagan, temporary president

and majority leader of the New York State Senate, didn’t respond to multiple attempts

for his comment on the bill.

The only signi!cant opposition to the legislation has come from the District

Attorneys Association of the State of New York who in 2012 wrote that the bill “denies

jurisdiction to prosecutors who are otherwise empowered to bring cases that impact

their counties; it disrupts well-established criminal procedures; and it fails to achieve

its purported goal of providing cost savings.”

Saima Anjam, the New York State Coalition Against Domestic Violence

(https://www.nyscadv.org/) director, disagrees. In fact, she says that if the bill passes,

it’s proven that New York will reap signi!cant savings every year. In New York, it costs

up to $55,000 per year to send one adult to prison, but sentencing to an alternative-

to-incarceration program would cost $11,000, according to a report (http://www.ati-

ny.org/!les/ATI-!nal.pdf) from NYC Reentry Coalition Services. “We’re in a time

when legislators everywhere are seeing very evidently the economical and social

costs of mass incarceration,” she says.

Since Senator Hassell-Thompson left the Senate to join the Governor’s of!ce in July,

Senator Roxanne Persaud of Brooklyn is stepping up as lead sponsor. “Too often in

these cases where victims defend themselves, the domestic violence is discounted,”

she says. Persaud is educating legislators and community members about what

domestic violence victims like Dadou face when they are !ghting for their lives.

When Dadou was behind bars, Jaya Vasandani and Tamar Kraft-Stolar from the

Correctional Association in New York visited her and other incarcerated women

frequently to assess and report on the quality of living conditions in state prisons. In

2011, Vasandani and Kraft-Stolar asked Dadou to be a survivor advocate for DVSJA.

“It helps me heal knowing that I can raise awareness about domestic violence and

what this bill can do for survivors who acted out in self-defense,” Dadou explains.

“Prison is not a place for survivors of abuse who have been through extreme trauma

– they deserve rehabilitation and support.”

Now, Dadou works as a customer representative for the Association for the Blind and

Visually Impaired in Rochester and spends her free time with her wife, Annie Bell

Brown. The couple met in prison about 25 years ago and fell in love.

Dadou tells her story – alongside fellow survivors, legal advocates, and families of

currently incarcerated victims – to legislators at public education events and DVSJA

lobby days in cities like New York City and Albany.

https://www.nyscadv.org/
http://www.ati-ny.org/files/ATI-final.pdf
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“If

there was a bill like Domestic Violence Survivors Justice Act over twenty years ago, it

probably would’ve given me back ten years of my life,” Dadou says. “Maybe I would

have had kids.”

Dadou and her wife, Annie-Bell Brown, in Seneca Park, New York.
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I was 34 years old and it was a primal attraction I couldn’t control.
But this was before I discovered Johnny’s dark predilections.

y brother Johnny had just been paroled from the Georgia state prison system

when I found my birth family. When the train taking me to the reunion

pulled into the Savannah station, Johnny was waiting on the platform with my sister

Belinda and my brother Mike. Already in tears, I went for my sister !rst, and then

Mike, while Johnny stood quietly and waited his turn to hug me.

Johnny was dark, like me and our mother, who’d died the previous year. His eyes

were my eyes, his lips were my lips. He had a dimple on one cheek that appeared

when he smiled, just like me. He was a good-looking man, as were all my brothers.

He’d just been released from prison; his body was meaty and well-nourished.

Learning I was related to someone with felony convictions didn’t bother me; I was no

saint, for one thing, and I’d also been a criminal defense lawyer for ten years by then.

Nothing could shock me, I thought.

Riding that train for twenty hours, I swung wildly between worries and hopes about

what life inside a new family would mean to me. My mother had been !fteen when I

was born, and just three months later she married the man who would be the father

of the rest of her children, a daughter and !ve sons. I’d been adopted as an infant by a

family up North. My siblings grew up with my mother and their father. This would be

my !rst time meeting them. Would they be so different from me that I’d be repelled?

Or would I snap into place with them? I’d learned a little about them all from letters

and phone calls. It sounded like most of my !ve brothers were a lot like my clients.

Unlike some defense lawyers I knew, I liked my clients – and I liked the no-frills, no-

bullshit, blue-collar culture of people who were poor and struggling. I liked rule-

breakers.

At the train station, and all during the week of my !rst visit to Savannah, Johnny and I

spent long minutes staring into each other’s eyes. I was under a spell of fascination

with the resemblance I’d been missing my whole life as an adopted person, and

although I looked like all of my siblings in some way, the resemblance was strongest

between Johnny and me. He was the sort of man who wouldn’t look away from

another person’s gaze; probably, I thought, a habit picked up in prison, where to look

away meant weakness. I was 34 then, and he was six years younger than me. I wanted

to be literally in touch, as if separating from him physically would tear off a piece of

my skin.

A book I’d read before getting on the train, The Adoption Triangle, had prepared me

for those sorts of feelings. Of the many stories of adoption reunions, there were a few

of brothers and sisters, and mothers and sons, who fell headlong in love, intoxicated

by “deep, unrestrained love” and “intense, incestual feelings.” This didn’t surprise or

disgust me when I read about it, or even when I experienced it myself. After all, it’s

easy to confuse love with sex and sex with love.

I’d devoured stories of brother-sister incest all of my life: Wuthering Heights, Ada,

The God of Small Things, Game of Thrones. It wasn’t me who’d turned those stories

into bestsellers and critically-acclaimed classics. The attraction I felt wasn’t a sign of

deviance, but I didn’t plan to act on it.

* * *
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S
oon after I got back to New England from that !rst visit to Savannah, Johnny was

arrested on a burglary charge. Con!ned in the local jail, he charmed the female

relative of an employee into helping him escape. He was picked up again within days.

A few months later, I traveled to Savannah again, this time with one of my courtroom

out!ts packed away.

I dressed up like a lawyer to visit my brother in jail, and brought the maximum

number of boxes of Marlboros allowed. We sat in an open visitation area at one of

!fty tables. We held hands, the only contact allowed. Rules meant to prevent

revealing attire were enforced against female visitors. In spite of that, the women

visiting their men turned up the heat with the arch of their spines, the curves of their

lips. Their heat spread to me, and I caught myself looking down at my breasts, which

swelled against the silk blouse I wore, and I felt the same heat from Johnny.

Psychologists will say we repeat our families’ pathologies because we try, as adults, to

rebuild the patterns we know. I’d always been attracted to reckless men like my

brothers, even though I didn’t grow up with men like that. Once I met my brothers, I

decided my desire was simpler and deeper than trying to replicate a childhood

pattern; it was blood calling to blood. For the next few years, Johnny and I

communicated through letters while he was locked up. I learned, partly through his

letters from prison, and partly through what others told me, that he’d been

institutionalized at seven years old and given shock treatments and anti-psychotic

medications. He’d been

sexually abused by staff at that

institution, and later in

juvenile offender facilities and

foster homes, where he was

called “hyperactive.”

By sixteen, he was living on

the streets, and he’d survived

by stealing and prostituting

himself. “If the price was

right,” he wrote in one of his

letters, “but as I got older and

wiser, I started just robbing

them kind of people.” By the

time he reached his twenties,

he’d spent half of his life

incarcerated.

Johnny’s prison terms and deep dives into heavy drug use kept him away from all but

one of the series of beach-house reunions I staged in the !rst ten years after I found

my family. I was !xated on having everyone under one roof at the same time, trying

to recreate the family-that-would-have-been if my mother hadn’t given me up, and I

was oblivious to reasons why that might not be a good idea.

That one he made it to was in the !fth year of my reunion with my family, after I’d left

my !rst husband and sold my law practice, after I’d started teaching college classes.

That year, I began drinking with my brothers, and drinking hard, as I had in my

teenage years and early twenties.

My uncle’s redheaded wife was the person in our family who most often told it like it

was. When Johnny was released, and it looked like he would make it to the !fth

beach-house reunion, she took me aside to tell me to watch him around children,

and to explain why her husband – my uncle – didn’t want to be around my brother.
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H

When their daughter was three years old, they’d left her in then fourteen-year-old

Johnny’s care and had come home to him with his pants down, his penis in the little

girl’s mouth, and him saying “Just suck on it like it’s a bottle.”

I wondered why my other brothers, or my sister, hadn’t told me Johnny had molested

our cousin. Maybe they believed it wasn’t necessary because he was safely locked

away so soon after I met him. Maybe they saw that I loved Johnny, and they knew love

had been in short supply in his life. Maybe they wanted me to love him, and they

were afraid I’d recoil in disgust. But I didn’t.

In that !fth year, in a crowded two-bedroom beach house on holding over a dozen

people, where I was hell-bent on recreating the family dynamic I never had, I lay

down on the Berber carpet in the room where four of my little nieces were sleeping

in a bed. Johnny lay down a few feet away from me. He and I were the last ones up

after a night of full-throttle drinking. Other than the time I visited him in jail, this was

the !rst time we’d been together since my !rst trip to Savannah. I’d been watching

him around the children, the youngest of whom at that time were four-year-old

Brandon, who was sleeping on a couch with his mother, and six-year-old Candi, who

was one of the little girls in the bed. I hadn’t seen anything amiss.

I punched a pillow down under my neck to make the "oor more comfortable, and

then I reached back and pulled Johnny to me. It was the familial love, the call of blood

to blood, and it was sexual.

“Don’t do that, Michele,” he said. “Please, don’t do that.”

I stopped, realizing the wrongness of what I’d just done, and realizing I couldn’t get

away with it. I’d just turned forty, and I was informed enough to know better. And

then I passed out.

When I woke at dawn, Johnny was a few feet away from me on the "oor, snoring

heavily. The girls were all still asleep in the bed. Nothing had happened. But what if?

And even drunk, how could I have made that move with the children sleeping in the

room? In a life full of bad acts, that move is the act I’m most ashamed of, even though

it didn’t go any further than a gesture, even though my brother, the convicted felon,

stopped me cold and saved me from myself.

* * *

is !nal conviction was for armed robbery. By that time, I was of two minds

about him being in prison: it was violent, dangerous and dehumanizing, but

safer than the street, where there was nothing at all to protect him.

At forty, he was no longer young and strong enough to rebound from privations and

beatings, no longer quick enough to evade the rage of people he stole from, and on

his way to becoming the homeless man who creeps around the edges of a camp!re,

snatching at scraps, and getting kicked for it.

He was in prison in 2004 when my brother Rudy and his wife, who were addicts,

signed the papers to give me guardianship of their daughter, my niece Candi. She’d

just turned thirteen, and over Cherry Coke slushies, she told me Johnny had molested

her, too, when she was about three years old. Her parents had gone out to score

some drugs and had left him in charge of her and some other children. He brought

her into a bedroom and started licking her private parts. He was an adult, not a

confused fourteen-year-old kid. His assault on my little cousin wasn’t an isolated

incident. I had to admit my brother had a predilection for molesting little girls.

I wrote to tell Johnny I knew what he’d done to Candi, that she was living with me,

that I still loved him, and that the next time he got out, I’d try to see him on his own,
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away from the kids.

Current research

(http://articles.latimes.com/2013/jan/14/local/la-me-pedophiles-20130115) leans

toward the conclusion that pedophilia is hardwired, a sexual preference like

heterosexuality or homosexuality that emerges in adolescence and is pretty much

exclusive to men. But only about !fty percent of the men who molest children are

actually pedophiles; the other !fty percent are men with histories of violence or

personality disorders. Those men tend to molest family members. I wondered which

category my brother fell into, and whether it mattered.

Candi is twenty-!ve now. I messaged her, told her what I was writing about, and

asked, does it matter to her? She told me no, the why didn’t matter, but knowing

Johnny was also abused helped her to let go of wondering why. And then she added:

“Some of the worst things can become our biggest blessings. I’ve decided to heal and

to not let that control me, so I don’t mind talking about it. I’m not hiding anymore.” I

was reminded of my little cousin, who is now forty years old, and a conversation she

and Candi had about Johnny, how my cousin said, “There can’t be any dark secrets if

you don’t keep them in the dark.”

One dark afternoon, Candi and I went to the boardwalk near the pier at Jacksonville

Beach to see the ocean after a hurricane. The air was still tropical, and the waves still

curled like rows of !sts, ready to pound the sand. The wind blew her long blond hair

around her shoulders, and we both spread our arms wide to feel the uplift, to

pretend we could rise up at any moment and "y.

She didn’t notice the man sitting next to the Coast Guard station, the dark man with

wild hair and a wild beard and the ruddy look of someone who’d been outdoors and

drunk for months. But I saw him. How could I not? He stared back at me with my

own eyes. We held each other’s gaze for a few long moments. I tried to !gure out a

way to distract Candi so I could go over to Johnny and tell him I loved him. But the

boardwalk was empty, and the shops were shuttered closed. I turned my face from

his, and hustled Candi into the car with the promise of a stop for Chinese food. I

looked back, and he was still staring at me. I did not reach out to him. My brother,

who’d had so little love in his life, was not my heart. Candi was my heart.

Back at our apartment, the door closed behind us with a little push from the wind.

Inside, the air was cool, the lights were bright, and the dining room table was waiting

for us, clear except for a bowl of "owers we’d arranged together earlier that day.

The next day, after Candi left for school, I drove back down to the beach, parked my

http://articles.latimes.com/2013/jan/14/local/la-me-pedophiles-20130115
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car, and wandered around where the homeless people hung out. Johnny was gone,

like a mirage that disappears once you look away, or once you stop believing in it. I

never saw him. I never saw him again.
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After years getting paid to bare my breasts at more clubs than I can
count, when my funds hit an all-time low I pioneered a cleaner
brand of sex work.

Topless Housecleaning + Lapdance
Gentlemen, do you need a good, clean tease after a hard day’s work? I’ll clean your

house and give you a (1) lapdance
$100/hr – have your own cleaning supplies – no blocked numbers.

hen I arrive at the house of the !rst viable person to respond to my

Craigslist ad, I knock on the door and take a step back. He opens it right

away. Jim or John, suddenly I can’t remember. He’s young to have such a nice mini-
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mansion with a swimming pool and younger than I normally like to deal with. I like

his work jeans and dirty white t-shirt, though. They feel kind of homey.

I step in, a little "irty, but all-business to begin with. I get him to show me the whole

house, which serves the double purpose of planning ahead for cleaning and making

sure there’s no one else hiding, ready to pop out for a gang rape later. Just when the

tour is complete my phone rings. It’s my security detail — Possum, the hillbilly

witchdoctor I’ve befriended, following instructions to wait for me to clear the house

and call to be sure everything’s okay.

“Hey,” I say. “It’s all good in here. Call me in like an hour.”

“Ayep,” Possum replies in his drawl.

I turn to JimJohn and start to pull my shirt off, then stop. “Business before pleasure,

babe,” I say, making the little money sign with my !ngers.

“Oh, of course.” He pulls a hundred out of his pocket and presses it into my hand. I

shove it down one of my stockings as I take my pants off, because I have always

believed that the safest place for my money is right against my skin.

* * *

d had eighty dollars left to my name when I drove into Greenville, South

Carolina. Half a tank of gas and two blueberry smoothies later, it dwindled to

sixteen dollars folded together in the bottom of my pocket. For some people, this

might have been a problem, but not for me. I have the magical ability to walk into a

strip club just about anywhere there is one and make a few hundred bucks just

because I’m willing to get naked and smile at people.

Sex work is my trust fund. When I’ve been broke down on the side of the road with

no money, when I’ve been a homeless teenager, when I’ve wanted to buy a house, a

car, an education — sex work has always been there for me. I’ve done almost all the

sex work: everything from street hustling to dancing in bejeweled gowns to foot

fetish parties and erotic hypnosis. Whenever I discover a new form of sex work — the

weirder or more interesting the better — I try to experience it.

I’m staying, with my dog, Spot, in my van down by the river next to Possum, who lives

in a van that’s much bigger and nicer than mine. Possum drew me a map showing

how to get to the two strip clubs he knows of: a big one, and a little one. Big strip

clubs sometimes have things like rules and schedules and lots of competition and

high house fees, which I don’t like. I decided to try the small one !rst.

The small one turned out to be a brothel with very little business, where I met some

very beautiful, very southern women, including a 300-pound dancer named

Hamhock who I wish I could introduce to every teenager worrying about their

weight ever.

I was too fat for the big one, or the door guy was having a bad day.

I started to feel a little panic. That’s when the idea of topless housecleaning came to

me — purely formed, rising sweetly out of my desperation — so I put up a Craigslist

ad and here I am at Jim or John or whatever his name is’ house.

* * *

do the kitchen !rst, like my friend Tania who actually grew up in a mansion and

knows how to clean explained to me last night on the phone. I keep up a steady

stream of "irting while I put his dishes in the dishwasher and move everything on the
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counter to one end so I can clean it. While I’m stacking his mail neatly I check out his

name. Jim. The counter is dirty, covered in stains and puddles of dried-up food and

glue and who knows what else. Scrubbing while bending over a counter in six-inch

heels, back arched so that your ass sticks up pretty, is hard work. Especially while

"irting the whole time with a man you hope is staring at your ass and not your sweaty

face.

He asks about me, how I came to be a topless housecleaner. I don’t tell him that he’s

my !rst, or that I’m broke, or that I live in a van. If you watch television you know

what happens to broke homeless women: They give $20 blow jobs, not $100 counter

scrubbings. Instead I make up a prissy story about !nishing my Master’s degree and

taking a year to drive around the country in an R.V. dancing. Of course I tried dancing

here, I explain, but the clubs are just so dirty, and I’m way too classy to expose myself

to such an environment. The crazy thing I’ve discovered is that the snobbier you

seem, the more they will pay you.

Jim is amazingly empathetic about the nastiness of the local clubs. A classy woman

like me obviously doesn’t belong in places like those. He follows me from kitchen to

bathroom to bedroom to living room, staring while I wipe, mop, scrub and vacuum,

all while trying to look like I’m not sweaty from doing this work in humid 90-degree

weather. His story is interesting. All his time goes to his race-car business, which is

like a dream, but lots of hard work. He bought this house two years ago, but hasn’t

had the time or taste to furnish it yet, though he does !nd the time to indulge in the

tradition of illicit hooch brewing down in the basement. Steely grey eyes and his

young tough look contrast with his docile nature as he tamely follows me around his

house. I’m beginning to think all men in the South must be gentlemen.

When I’m done cleaning I settle him on his couch, set my iPod to Depeche Mode, and

tell him that he gets one free lap dance with his housecleaning and after that they are

twenty dollars, just like in the club. He opens his wallet and peels off another

hundred, right away, and tells me to just dance until that runs out.

“No touching,” I remind him as the song starts and I move in front of him. Soon I’m

crawling all over him, undulating, brushing my ass across his hard penis through his

jeans. He is begging me to let him touch me, and I’m reminding him that I’m not that

kind of girl, although I make sure to sound a little confused.

“Come on,” he says, getting his wallet out. “What about for another hundred?”

I pretend to think hard, then: “Okay.” I take his hands and guide them over my body.

“You can touch here — my ass, my thighs, my stomach, but no titties or pussy.”

“Two hundred?” he pulls two crisp $100 bills out of his wallet.

It’s not really a question for me. I’ve given this much contact for thirty dollars a song. I

pretend to think long and hard, though. If I let on that I have no principles, I can’t

pretend to sell them.

“Okay,” I !nally say, pushing the bills down my stockings, “but keep your hands off the

kitty! That is not for sale!”

He has gentle, well-practiced hands that he swirls around my nipples and brushes

softly over my ass. I arch my back and gasp in pretend ecstasy. Soon he wants more

again — a hand job, a hundred dollars.

I insist that I’m not that kind of dancer while I consider this through to its logical

conclusion. A couple hundred more for a hand job, a couple hundred more for a

blow job, a lot more for sex. It could be a grand, easily. But do I want to have sex with
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this guy? The thing is, I’m a lesbian. The other thing is, sometimes I think I could be

bisexual, and every year or two I have a man sex experiment. I can get into men, and

right now on this guy’s lap, I’m turned on.

My phone rings again. It’s Possum. “It’s been an hour,” he says, “are you okay in there?”

“Yeah,” I giggle, “I’m having a great time. I’ll be just another !fteen minutes or so.”

“Awright.” He hangs up.

“Will you touch it?” Jim asks.

Do I look like that kind of girl? I’m a very classy stripper, I remind him.

“Oh, of course, of course. I’m sorry,” he says. “I hope you’re not offended.”

“No…” I cock my head. “Actually… I’ve always kind of wondered what it would be like

to do something like that for money.”

“Well, here’s your chance to !nd out.”

“Hmm…I dunno. I couldn’t. Well…how much?”

“A hundred?”

“Oh, no. I couldn’t.”

“Two hundred?” He’s got his wallet out, two crisp hundreds in his hand.

“Okay.” I grab them and shove them into my stocking. In my mind I’m counting and

calculating miles. This makes 600, or is it 800? That’s, like, 5,000 miles of gas money!

Or 2,000 miles and a month or two of groceries and stuff while I explore desert

canyons and sky islands. What more could a girl need?

I slide down between his legs and he unzips his jeans eagerly. It is small, with a nice

curve and for a second I love it and want to fuck him. Smiling, I bring my face close,

admiring it like I’m about to lick it. He gasps and wiggles a little, and I take his cock in

my hand. It’s already throbbing, and I just run my hand up it lightly, swirl some of the

pre-cum back down it, run my !ngers over the whole thing. He moans and half

thrusts his hips. I love this. When I !nally grab his cock, two-handed, and give it a

couple strong, twisting strokes, he explodes right away. Perfect.

“Oh my god,” he says.

I giggle. “No, goddess.”

“Oh my goddess.” He smiles.

“Stay right there, I’m going to get you a washcloth.” I run to the bathroom.

While he cleans up, I pull my jeans and tank top back on over my !shnets and thong.

I’m ecstatic and high from the rush of going from six dollars to 800 dollars in an hour

with my hustling skills, but I know I won’t have really pulled it off until I’m in the van,

driving away. I make myself look totally calm while I throw my iPod and cleaning

stuff in the bag I came with, give him a goodbye hug, and tell him he should really call

me again to clean the rest of the house.

I don’t start laughing until I’m in the van and Possum is driving us away. Then I fold

over in my seat, laughing and clapping my hands with excitement.
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“Possum,” I exclaim, “I love having a vagina!

Leaning back, I push my hips up to pull my jeans down and start !shing the hundreds

out of my !shnets.

Possum looks over at me with my legs up on the bed, pulling eight $100 bills out of

my thigh highs. “Holy shit,” he says, “I do believe I wish I had a vagina too.”

Checking “topless housecleaning” off my to-try list of sex-work gigs makes me

enough money to get back on the road. The next day Spot and I get in the van and

drive across the country until I !nd a beautiful desert-sky island in northern Arizona.

I stay for a couple weeks, playing in a creek and tracking coyote, before I get low on

money again and start over.

* * *

Tara Burns is the author of the Whore Diaries series. She lives in a little cabin in a big
boreal forest and she is working on a memoir. Follow her @THEecowhore
(http://www.twitter.com/@THEecowhore)
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I

My analyst and I grew more intimately connected each week of
treatment...but I never saw this indecent proposal coming.

t’s the waning moments of my fourth session with a new therapist. I’m holding

back — and she knows it. My entire body feels tense, not ideal for the setting. I try

to relax, but the plush leather couch crumples under me when I shift, making the

movements extraordinary. I’ve barely looked into my therapist’s blue eyes at all, and

yet I think the hour has gone very well. Of course it has. On the surface, when the

patient has been highly selective of the discussion topics, therapy always resembles a

friendly get-together.

“Well,” my therapist, Lori, says, the millisecond after I become certain our time is up

and I might be in the clear. “I don’t think I should let you go until we’ve at least

touched on what was put out there at the end of last week’s session.”

I so supremely wanted this not to come up. My eyelids tighten, my mouth puckers to

the left, and my head tilts, as though I’m asking her to clarify.

“When you said you’re attracted to me,” she continues.

“Oh, yeah,” I say. “That.”

Back in session three Lori was trying to build my self-esteem, the lack of which is one

of the reasons I’m in treatment. Within the con!nes of my family, I’ve always been

the biggest target of ridicule. We all throw verbal darts around as though we’re

engaged in a massive, drunken tournament at a bar, but the most poisonous ones

seem to hit me the most often, admittedly somewhat a consequence of my own

sensitivity. I’ve been told it was historically all part of an effort to toughen me up, but

instead I was !lled with towering doubts about my own worth. And since 2012, when

I gave up a stable, tenured teaching career for the wildly inconsistent life of a

freelance writer, I’ve had great dif!culty trusting my own instincts and capabilities. I

told Lori that I wish I was better at dealing with life’s daily struggles instead of

constantly wondering if I’ll be able to wade through the thick.

She quickly and convincingly pointed out that I work rather hard and am, ultimately,

paying my bills on time, that I have friends, an appreciation for arts and culture, and

so on. In short, I am, in fact, strong, responsible and “pretty good at life.”

Then Lori heightened the discussion a bit. “I also feel that it is your sensitivity that

makes you a great catch out there in the dating world,” she said, to which I

involuntarily smiled, blushed and quickly buried my chin in my chest. I was too

insecure and too single to handle such a compliment from a beautiful woman.

“Why are you reacting that way?” Lori asked.

I shrugged my shoulders, only half looking up.

“Is it because you’re attracted to me?”

I laughed a little, uncomfortably. “How did you know?”

She gently explained she could tell the day I walked into her of!ce for the !rst time,

after I "ashed a bright smile and casually asked where she was from.

Now, a week after dropping that bomb, Lori asks, “So, why haven’t we talked about

it?”
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“I was hoping to avoid it, I suppose.” I tell her the whole notion of having the hots for

a therapist is such a sizable cliché that I was embarrassed to admit it. “For Christ’s

sake,” I say, throwing my hands up, “Tony Soprano even fell in love with his therapist.”

Lori snorts, rolls her eyes. “I knew you were going to say that.”

I smile, shake my head and look around the room, denying acceptance of my own

ridiculous reality.

“It’s OK,” Lori says, grinning. “We can talk about this in here.”

I look again at her stark blue eyes, prevalent under dark brown bangs, the rest of her

hair reaching the top of her chest, which is hugged nicely by a !tted white tee under

an open button-down. She jogs often, I’d come to !nd out, which explains her petite

!gure and ability to probably pull off just about any out!t of her choosing.

I still can’t speak, so she takes over.

“Do you think you’re the !rst client that’s been attracted to their therapist?” she asks

rhetorically. “I’ve had other clients openly discuss their feelings, even their sexual

fantasies involving me.”

“What?” I cackle, beginning to feel as though I’ve moseyed onto the set of a porno.

“It’s true,” she says, acknowledging her desk. “What’s yours? Do you bend me over

and take me from behind?”

Nailed it.
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O

“If that’s what you’re thinking, it’s OK,” she goes on, earnestly, explaining that she’s

discussed sexual scenarios with her clients before so as to “normalize” the behavior

and not have them feel their own thoughts are unnatural. By showing the patient a

level of acceptance, she hopes to facilitate a more comfortable atmosphere for “the

work” — her painfully accurate pseudonym for psychotherapy.

I take a second to let the red "ow out of my face, and ponder what she said. I’m a little

unsure about this whole technique, but the more I think about it, the more it makes

sense. So I go home, incredibly turned on and completely unashamed.

* * *

ne of the great breakthroughs I’ve had in the thirteen months since I began

seeing Lori (who agreed to participate in this article, but requested that her full

name not be published) is a new ability to accept the existence of dualities in life. For

instance, I’ve always had a tremendous sense of pride that, if it doesn’t straddle the

line of arrogance, certainly dives into that hemisphere from time to time. I’m great at

seeing "aws in others and propping myself up above them by smugly observing my

character strengths. I’ve never liked that about myself, but the harder concept to

grasp is the fact that I can be so egotistical while also stricken with such vast

quantities of insecurity.

In treatment I came to realize that all people have contradictions to their

personalities. There’s the insanely smart guy who can’t remotely begin to navigate a

common social situation, the charitable girl who devotes all her time to helping

strangers, but won’t confront issues in her own personal relationships. In my case,

my extreme sensitivity can make me feel fabulous about the aspects of myself that I

somehow know are good (my artistic tastes) and cause deep hatred of those traits I

happen to loathe (the thirty pounds I could stand to lose).

My next session with Lori is productive. We speak about relationships I’ve formed

with friends and lovers, and how my family may have informed those interactions.

One constant is that I put crudely high expectations on others, mirroring those

thrown upon me as a kid. I’m angered when people don’t meet those expectations,

and absolutely devastated when I don’t reach them. Lori points out that it must be

“exhausting trying to be so perfect all the time.” I am much more comfortable than I

was the week prior, and can feel myself being more candid. I’m relieved that the

whole being-attracted-to-my-therapist thing doesn’t come up.

Then, a week later, Lori mentions it, and I become tense again.

“I thought I’d be able to move past it,” I say, adding, “We aired it out, and it’s !ne.”

As de!nitive as I’m trying to sound, Lori is just as de!ant.

“I’m glad you feel that way,” she begins, “but I think you owe yourself some kudos.

This kind of therapy,” she shares, “isn’t something just anyone can take on.” Such

honest discussion doesn’t simply happen, it takes tremendous guts, and Lori can see

that I am dealing with it relatively well, so I should praise my own efforts.

“Shit, we both should be proud of ourselves,” she says. “It’s not easy on the therapist

either, you know.”

“Why not?”

“Because talking openly about sex is risky at any time, much less with a client.” She

explains that therapists are warned any semblance of intimacy can be easily

misconstrued. “We learn in our training to not personally disclose, for example,” she

says, but adds that, occasionally, transparency can be helpful.
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“Still, with you,” she continues, “until I raised the question, I didn’t know for sure that

you would go with it; for all I knew you’d run out of here and never come back to risk

being so uncomfortable again.”

She’s building my con!dence more, and I’m learning that I play a much bigger role in

how my life is conducted than I often realize. My treatment wouldn’t be happening if

I weren’t enabling it.

Then she says, “And don’t think it’s not nice for me to hear that a guy like you thinks

I’m beautiful.”

Crippled by the eroticism of the moment, and combined with the prevailing notion

that no woman this stunning could ever be romantically interested in me, I "ounder

through words that resemble, “Wait…what?”

“If we were somehow at a bar together, and you came over and talked to me,” she

says, then "ips her palms up innocently, “who knows?”

I laugh again and tell her there’d be almost no chance of me approaching her because

I’d never feel like I had a shot in hell.

“Well, that’s not the circumstances we’re in,” she says. “But you might. Who knows?”

I’m confused — Is she really attracted to me or is this some psychotherapeutic ruse?
I’m frustrated — I told her I didn’t really want to talk about it. Shouldn’t she be more
sensitive to my wants here? I’m angry — Is she getting an ego boost out of this? Most

of all, I don’t know what the next step is — Am I about to experience the hottest thing
that’s ever happened to a straight male since the vagina was invented?

There were two ways to !nd out:

1) Discontinue the therapy, wait for her outside her of!ce every day, follow her to a

hypothetical happy hour and ask her out, or

2) Keep going to therapy.

* * *

week later, I’m physically in the meeting room with Lori, but mentally I haven’t

left the recesses of my mind.

“Where are you today?” she asks, probably noticing my eyes roving around the room.

“I don’t know.”

“Are you still grappling with the sexual tension between us?”

Here we go again.

“Yes,” I say, with a bit of an edge in my voice, “and I don’t know what to do about it.”

Lori, ever intently, peers into my eyes, wrinkles her mouth and slightly shakes her

head.

“Do you want to have sex with me?” she asks.

We both know the answer to that question. All I can do is stare back.

“Let’s have sex,” she announces. “Right here, right now.”
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“What?” I respond, "ustered.

“Let’s go!” she says a little louder, opening up her arms and looking around as if to say

the of!ce is now our playground, and, oh, the rollicking fun we’d have mixing bodily

"uids.

“No,” I tell her, “You don’t mean that.”

“What if I do?” she shoots back. “Would you have sex with me, now, in this of!ce?”

“Of course not.”

“Why ‘of course not’? How do I know for sure that you won’t take me if I offer myself

to you?”

“I wouldn’t do that.”

“That’s what I thought,” she says, and tension in the room decomposes. “Mike, I don’t

feel that you would do something that you think is truly not in our best interest,

which is exactly why I just gave you the choice.”

Her offer was a lesson in empowerment, helping me prove that I have an innate

ability to make the right choices, even if I’d so desperately prefer to make the wrong

one.

I see what she means. I’m awfully proud of myself, and it’s OK to be in this instance.

I’m gaining trust in myself, and con!dence to boot. But, as the dualities of life dictate,

I’m successfully doing “the work” with a daring therapist, while at the same time not

entirely convinced she isn’t in need of an ethical scrubbing.

* * *

don’t have another session with Lori for nearly three months, because she took a

personal leave from her place of employment. When our sessions !nally

resumed, I could not wait to tell her about my budding relationship with Shauna.

Ten minutes into my !rst date with Shauna — right about the time she got up from

her bar stool and said she was “going to the can” — I knew she would, at the very least,

be someone I was going to invest signi!cant time in. She was as easy to talk to as any

girl I’d ever been with, and I found myself at ease. Plans happened magically without

anxiety-inducing, twenty-four-hour waits between texts. Her quick wit kept me

entertained, and I could tell by the way she so seriously spoke about dancing, her

chosen profession, that she is passionate about the art form and mighty talented too.

Shauna is beautiful, with "awless hazel eyes and straight dark hair, spunky bangs and

a bob that matches her always-upbeat character. She is a snazzy dresser and enjoys a

glass of whiskey with a side of fried pickles and good conversation as much as I do.

Things escalated quickly, but very comfortably, and since we’d both been in our fair

share of relationships, we knew the true power of honesty and openness. So upon

the precipice of my return to therapy I told Shauna about Lori, and admitted to

having mixed feelings about what I was getting back into. I told her I was at least

moderately uncertain if my mental health was Lori’s number-one concern since she

always seemed to !nd the time to mention my attraction to her.

The !rst two sessions of my therapeutic reboot had gone great. Lori appeared

genuinely thrilled that I was dating Shauna and could see how happy I was. I wasn’t

overwhelmed with sexual tension in the new meeting room, though it wasn’t actually

spoken about, and in the back of my mind I knew it was just a matter of time before it

would start to affect my ability to disclose my thoughts to Lori again.
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Then, while attempting to ingratiate myself with my new girlfriend’s cat by spooning

food onto his tiny dish on the kitchen "oor, I hear my phone ding from inside the

living room.

“You got a text, babe,” Shauna says. “It’s from Lori.”

“‘I’m so impressed with you and the work you’re doing…’” Shauna reads off my phone

from inside the living room, inquisitively, and not happily. I stuff the cat food back

into the Tupperware and toss it into the refrigerator. I make my way into the living

room, angry at myself for not changing the settings on my new iPhone to disallow

text previews on the locked screen. Shauna’s walking too, and we meet near the

kitchen door. “What’s this?” she says, holding up the phone. “Your therapist texts

you?”

I take the phone from Shauna and say the most obvious, cliché-sounding thing: “It’s

not what it seems.”

As I text back a curt “thanks,” Shauna tells me she’s going to ask her sister, a therapist

herself, if it’s OK to text patients.

“Don’t do that.” I say, a little more emphatically. “I promise, this is nothing to be

worried about. We’re not doing anything wrong.” I explain that Lori’s just trying to

build my self-esteem.

“The only reason I’m even bringing this up is because you said you weren’t sure

about her in the !rst place,” Shauna reminds me. I can tell she regrets looking at my

phone without my permission, but I completely understand her feelings.

At my next session I tell Lori that Shauna saw her text and wasn’t thrilled about it.
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“She probably feels cheated on to some degree,” Lori says. “A relationship between a

therapist and a patient can oftentimes seem much more intimate than the one

between a romantic couple.”

Lori goes on to point out that the reason she feels we can exchange texts, blurring the

lines between patient/doctor boundaries — a hot

(https://www.psychologytoday.com/blog/in-therapy/201106/texting-in-therapy)

topic (money.cnn.com/2014/11/05/smallbusiness/text-therapy/) in the

psychotherapy world these days — is because she trusts that I’ll respect her space and

privacy. “You’ve proven that much to me,” she says.

On my walk home, instead of being angry at Lori, I understand her thinking behind

the text. But I’m also nervous about how Lori and Shauna can ever coexist in my life.

Isn’t therapy supposed to ameliorate my anxiety?

* * *

week later, Lori begins our session by handing me a printout explaining the

psychotherapeutic term “erotic transference

(http://www.guidetopsychology.com/erotic_transference.htm)” written by Raymond

Lloyd Richmond, PhD. It says that erotic transference is the patient’s sense that love is

being exchanged between him or herself and the therapist — the exact sensation I

was experiencing with Lori, of which she was astutely aware.

According to Richmond, one of the primary reasons people seek therapy is because

“something was lacking in their childhood family life,” perhaps “unconditional

nurturing guidance and protection.” Upon feeling “noticed” and “understood” by a

quali!ed therapist, sometimes a patient can be “intoxicated” by their therapist’s

approval of them. A patient may in turn contemplate that a love is blossoming

between them, and, in fact, it sort of is.

From an ethical standpoint, Richmond argues all therapists are “bound” to love their

patients, for therapists are committed to willing “the good of all clients by ensuring

that all actions within psychotherapy serve the client’s need to overcome the

symptoms” which brought them into treatment. This takes genuine care and

acceptance on their part. However, a patient can easily confuse the love they feel with

simple “desire.” They’re not quite in love with their therapist, so much as they yearn

for acceptance from someone, and in those sessions they just happen to be receiving

it from their doctor.

Lori tells me that, all along, she has been “working with what I gave her” and that

because I "irted with her a bit, she used that to her advantage in the treatment. In

employing countertransference — indicating that she had feelings for me — she was

keeping me from feeling rejected and despising my own thoughts and urges.

“There’s two people alone in a room together, and if they’re two attractive people,

why wouldn’t they be attracted to each other?” says Dr. Galit Atlas. A psychoanalyst

who’s had her own private practice for !fteen years, Dr. Atlas has an upcoming book

titled The Enigma of Desire: Sex, Longing and Belonging in Psychoanalysis, and I

sought her as an independent source for this essay to help me understand Lori’s

therapeutic strategies.

Dr. Atlas explains that there are certain boundaries that cannot be crossed between

therapist and patient under any circumstances — like having sex with them,

obviously. But many other relationship borders can be mapped out depending on the

comfort level of the therapist, as long as they stay within the scope of the profession’s

ethics, which complicates the discussion surrounding erotic transference.

https://www.psychologytoday.com/blog/in-therapy/201106/texting-in-therapy
https://narrative.ly/how-cleaning-out-my-hoarder-mother-in-laws-junk-caused-my-own-marriage-to-crumble/money.cnn.com/2014/11/05/smallbusiness/text-therapy/
http://www.guidetopsychology.com/erotic_transference.htm
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“As a therapist, I have a role,” Dr. Atlas says. “My role is to protect you.” She says it is

incumbent on the therapist to not exploit the patient for the therapist’s own good,

but admits that the presence of erotic transference in therapy brings about many

challenges. “[Attraction] is part of the human condition,” she observes. In therapy, “the

question then is: What do you do with that? Do you deny it? Do you talk about it?

How do you talk about it without seducing the patient and with keeping your

professional ability to think and to re"ect?”

I ask her about the bene!ts of exploring intimacy in therapy, and Dr. Atlas quickly

points out that emotional intimacy — though not necessarily that of the sexual brand

— is almost inevitable and required. “An intimate relationship with a therapist can

[be] a reparative experience — repairing childhood wounds — but mostly it’s about

helping the patient to experience and tolerate emotional intimacy, analyzing the

client’s anxieties about being vulnerable and every mechanism one uses in order to

avoid being exposed.”

Dr. Atlas says this topic speaks to every facet of the therapeutic relationship,

regardless of gender or even sexual orientation, because intimacy reveals emotional

baggage that both the patient and therapist carry with them into the session. But this

isn’t a symmetrical relationship, and the therapist is the one who holds the

responsibility.

“Freud said that a healthy person should be able to work and to love,” she says. “In

some ways therapy practices both, and in order to change the patient will have to be

known by the therapist. That is intimacy. In order to be able to be vulnerable, both

parties have to feel safe.”

After I brie"y explain all that has gone on between me and Lori, Dr. Atlas steadfastly

says she does not want to judge too harshly why and how everything came to pass in

my therapy. “I don’t know your therapist, and I don’t know your history,” she says. But

she offers that I should “explore the possibility” that I might have created and

admitted my sexual adoration of Lori because one of my fears is to be ignored, not

noticed.

Then I offer: “Maybe this essay is being written for the same reason.”

“Exactly.”

Maybe I wanted to interview Lori about erotic transference in my therapy sessions

for that same reason as well…to stand out as the most amazingly understanding

patient ever.

* * *

want to be very clear that this was never about feeding my own ego,” Lori says

about her approach to my treatment. “We were always doing this in your best

interest.”

I’m in Lori’s of!ce, a tape recorder rolling and a pad and pen in my hands.

“I felt I was doing a disservice to you if I didn’t ‘out’ what I felt was weighing on us,

which, honestly, felt like a heavy secret,” she says, pointing out that she discussed my

therapeutic process for many hours in her required supervision meetings.

In order for Lori to advance in her !eld as a social worker, she has to attend 3,000

conference hours with another professional to go over casework — kind of like

therapy quality control.
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We talk about all of this during one of my scheduled sessions, for the entire hour —

and go over by a few minutes, too.

Lori says that when she began her career as a social worker, she decided she wasn’t

going to shy away from any subjects. “It’s typical for a client to [have] a habitual desire

to sweep things under the rug,” she observes, especially about taboo topics. It can

become a cycle of behavior that Lori seeks to break.

I refer back to the time when, unprovoked, she brought up my attraction to her.

She says she mentioned it to avoid what therapists call “door-knobbing,” which is

when a patient will purposely mention some huge reveal right at the end of a session

so as to sidestep a lengthy conversation about it.

“My only question for you is, was I wrong for bringing it up?” she asks. “Only you can

answer that.”

Lori’s great at forcing me to re"ect.

“I guess when I said I was over it and could move on, that was an example of my strict

black-and-white thinking,” I say, throwing back some language she’s used often to

describe my challenge in accepting dualities. In my mind, I was either attracted to her

and shouldn’t see her anymore, or I wasn’t attracted to her and could still have her be

my therapist. There was no in between.

I realize now that she wasn’t wrong for mentioning my feelings for her, even when I

didn’t want her to. Lori noticed that I was frustrated with myself and wanted me to

know that an attraction to a therapist is so normal and happens so frequently that

there are technical terms for it.

I turn my attention towards the presence of countertransference in our session. I’m

trying to come up with an actual question here, but, really, I just want her to con!rm

her feelings for me are real. So I say, referring to her feelings, with a great degree of

dif!culty, “It’s funny that they seem genuine to this day.”

“They are genuine,” Lori says, adding a moment later: “I think it might be a good idea if

we explore why our discussing it suggests a lack of authenticity.”

“It doesn’t, necessarily,” I begin, then stammer through a few sentences, worried I

might offend her by implying she’s been dishonest. I !nally settle on, “I guess it

comes back to my self-esteem issues. Why would a beautiful woman think I’m

attractive?”
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Lying in bed with Shauna a few months into our relationship, I ask her what she

thought about me the moment she !rst saw me. I’m !shing for a compliment. But we

met on Tinder and I just hope that seeing me in person wasn’t some kind of letdown

for her after swiping right on my hand-picked glamour shots. Obviously she isn’t

going to say something so awful after having committed to me for so long. It’s a slam-

dunk ego boost.

She says she liked the fact that I was wearing a blazer and a tie on a !rst date. She

adds that I was a little shorter than she anticipated, but was content with the two of

us at least being the same exact height.

“What did you think when you !rst saw me?” she asks, turning it around, naturally.

Staying committed to my honesty-at-all-costs policy, I say, “I thought you were really

beautiful, but not to the point where I was intimidated by you, which was very

important because if I was, you would have gotten a very uncon!dent version of me,

and we probably wouldn’t have hit it off as well as we did.”

Shauna thinks about that for a second, and eventually nods “OK.”

I explain that my insecurity could often get the better of me in dating situations. It

was easy to convince myself that I’d be rejected by the girl I was with, especially if I

thought she was out of my league. I would then slip into a nervous and reserved state

that isn’t at all re"ective of my true self.

I’m essentially saying that I was so thrilled to not !nd Shauna so extraordinarily pretty

that I couldn’t accept her being on a date with me. That thought made so much sense

at the time I said it, but I’ve since come to realize it is as ridiculous as it is insulting.

After ten months of being with Shauna, I’m still completely "oored by her, on every

level, including a physical one. It gives me great pride to walk into a room with her,

and I don’t imagine that changing. Therefore, she actually did meet a con!dent

“version of me.” The way people look doesn’t drastically change in ten months but a

person’s perception of self can. It seems my emotional workouts in erotic

transference were just beginning to produce results.

* * *

eople fuck up,” Lori informs me during one winter session. “Therapists have

slept with clients before, just like politicians have had sex with their interns.

But, so you have a full understanding of how this works, we can date.” She explains

the parameters as outlined in the social worker’s code of ethics. One of the many

stipulations is that we wouldn’t be able to see each other, under any circumstances,

for at least two years before dating. She tells me she loves her job, and there’s no way

she would ever sacri!ce my safety or her career for anything, so she would strictly

follow all the dictated rules. “If you truly want to date me, there is the option. But it’s

ultimately up to you.”

I know what she’s doing here — putting the onus on me, just like last year when she

said we could have sex. The difference this time is the answer I want to give is on par

with all of my involuntary urges.

“I don’t want to stop the work we’re doing,” I say. “At this point, it’s far too valuable to

me, and, really, I know very little about you.” She’s beautiful, exercises, is smart, funny,

professional, enjoys good TV…and that’s about it. Aside from whether or not we’d

even both be single in two years, and if we’d be in the correct mind frame to explore

a relationship, there are several other things I’m considering here: Would Lori and I
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really be compatible in every way? Would she ever see me as a lover, a partner, an

equal, and not a patient? Could I ever reveal a detail about myself, or even just a shitty

day of work, without wondering if she was picking it apart and analyzing it?

Frankly, all those questions could be answered in the positive. But, even if I wasn’t in

a happy relationship — Shauna makes this choice much easier, for sure — I wouldn’t

go that route. I’d be out a therapist.

* * *

t’s a beautiful spring night in New York and only sidewalk seating will do. Shauna

and I are out to dinner at a restaurant near her Queens apartment, and we’re both

in good spirits. The weather and the alcohol consumption are partly to blame for that,

but, on cue with the season’s change, I feel I’ve turned an emotional corner. Work

payments that were past due are !nally !nding their way into my bank account. As it

turns out, my short-term money troubles were not an indication that I had no

business being a writer, or that my life changeup was as irresponsible as unprotected

sex at fourteen years old.

I’d told Lori as much that afternoon. I took a mental step back from my current

situation and realized that in spite of my recent hardships, I was succeeding. I

summarize my session for Shauna, who nods in agreement, lovingly pointing out that

she’s had the same challenging freelancer experiences as a dancer.

“You’re doing great, babe,” she says matter-of-factly.

“Thank you. That means a lot,” I respond. “I guess if I’m going to be a writer I just have

to accept all this and have faith in myself. The way Lori put it was, ‘You just have to go

all-in.’”

“Good,” Shauna says. “You should listen to the women in your life.”

* * *
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Countless couples have tackled the taboo subject of racy videos and
illicit orgasms. What happens when it’s the woman who can’t stop
watching?

This story features explicit situations that may not be suitable for all audiences.

t’s past two a.m. and my husband’s breathing has become long and even. An

opportunity presents itself. I slip my right hand down my pajama pants and move

slowly, careful not to bump my elbow into his side rib, or bring my hips into it. Too

much movement or sound will wake him, and to be found out for something like this

is not just embarrassing but potentially destructive. He’ll think he doesn’t satisfy me,

and men do not like feeling inadequate, especially when it comes to matters of the

bedroom. Or maybe he’ll feel sorry for me. And who wants to fuck someone they

pity?

Even worse, maybe he’ll !nally say the words I’ve been waiting for him to say since I

!rst told him that I am a sex addict. That he’s bored with it. He’s disgusted. He’s had

enough.

I lift my wrist away from my body. I’m careful to keep my breath from becoming a

pant, even as my pulse quickens, but this takes much concentration. The body desires

the convulsion the mind denies. There is no letting go here though. This orgasm is a

controlled, measured, calculated experience.
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I have masturbated in this way next to the sleeping bodies of all my serious,

committed partners who came before my husband. In some cases, as expected, it

was because I wanted more sex than they could give me. I’ve been called “insatiable”

and “demanding” one too many times. But this has not always been the story. Yes, I

have an incredibly high sex drive, but even in relationships where I have great sex

multiple times a week my nighttime stealth for self-pleasure has persisted.

My college boyfriend, burgundy haired and tattooed, had the high sex drive typical of

most nineteen-year-old males. We fucked all the time, but even still, I wanted more,

something only I could give me. One afternoon, after he’d fallen into a deep post-sex

slumber, I serviced myself with my second, third, and fourth orgasm beside him. That

was the !rst time I’d experienced such a level of both secrecy and shame.

I made a promise to my husband and to myself, long before we were even wed, to be

austerely honest. He knows I’ve been a compulsive masturbator since I was twelve

years old. He knows about my extensive "uency in the hardcore categories of various

porn sites. He knows about the bad habit I used to have of hooking up with not-so-

nice men because they were available and I was bored — and that I rarely used

protection with any of them. And that I believed, for a really long time, that my

addiction made me a broken person, a disgusting person, a person unworthy of love.

I told him these things from the start because I met him at a time in my life where I

was ready and open for change. Because I liked him so much that I wanted to love

him. Because I knew that the only way to love him, and be loved by him, was to be

myself.

* * *

hat’s your favorite porn scene?”

The man who will become my husband in less than a year asks me this question as

he lies naked and vulnerable beside me. We’ve just had sex and although I am naked

too, it isn’t until this moment that I feel just as vulnerable as him. While it might seem

absurd to some, I know immediately this is a moment of great signi!cance for us. It is

an opportunity to !nally do things differently.

The possibilities run through my head.

I can describe something vanilla: This one where a busty blonde gets banged by her

personal trainer. Or perhaps something a little more racy: These two hot teens swap

their math teacher’s cum after he made them stay late in the classroom. Chances are

he’ll get hard again and we’ll end up abandoning the conversation for a second

round. These are harmless answers. Expected answers.

They’re also lies.

The possibility of revealing the actual truth not only makes me nervous, but also

physically sick. I feel a constriction in the back of my throat, a "utter in my belly, a

tremble in my extremities. After all, we’ve only been dating a couple of months and

he doesn’t love me yet. If I tell him, will he ever?

“Why do you ask?” I reach for the sheet, damp with sweat, a tangle of 300-thread-

count cotton across our limbs, and yank it up to cover my breasts.
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“I don’t know,” he says. “Curiosity?” He turns over on his side and props his head up

on his left hand. His green eyes are wide with wonder.

“Seems like a weird question.” I tuck the sheet into my armpits and scoot my body a

little to the left so we’re no longer touching. The tone of my voice has become

defensive and he can tell.

“It’s just that I usually pick the porn,” he explains. “Do you like what I choose?”

I see what he’s doing. He’s trying to be considerate since we just had sex while staring

at the laptop screen after searching terms of his choosing: Latina, real tits, blow job,

threesome.

Maybe he feels guilty for getting off to them instead of me, even though I’m the one

who suggested we watch porn in the !rst place. Even though I’m always the one who

suggests we watch porn while we have sex.

“Yeah, sure.” I look up at the ceiling. “They’re !ne.”

“Are you sure?”

I wish he’d stop prying, but I realize something else is happening here. Not only is he

trying to be considerate; he’s also trying to get to know me. The past couple of

months has allowed us to cover most of the basics — what ended each of our most

recent relationships, what our parents are like, what we hope to do with our lives in

the next few years — but there’s still a longing for something deeper, and I can’t think

of anything deeper than knowing a person’s favorite porn scene.

It can speak volumes. For one scene to stand out amongst the rest, when so many

others are available, there has to be something below the surface. What maintains its

appeal? What keeps a person returning in the deep, dark recesses of a lonely night?

Perhaps the answers to these questions are a great source of shame. I never thought

of revealing such answers to anybody, and especially not somebody like him,

somebody I could really like. It seems far too risky, preposterous even.

It also seems necessary. Too many of my past relationships were doomed by my

inability to tell the whole truth, to fully be myself. Now I have the opportunity to go

there, and to say to a person, “This is who I am. Do you accept me?”

“Well, there’s this one gang bang,” I start, looking over at his face to see a reaction of

surprise and interest register at once.

“Go on.”
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I take a deep breath and proceed to tell him, !rst slowly, then progressively faster

about the scene. Like a busted dam, I can hardly hold back the rush of descriptors

fumbling from my mouth: “Two women in a warehouse. One dangling from a

harness. The other just below her. Both are waiting to take on !fty horny men…” and

on and on.

I watch his face the whole time, not pausing when his smile becomes a frown and his

eyes squint as if it hurts to look at me.

“Afterward, the women exit the warehouse through a back door while the men

applaud.”

For a long moment after I’ve !nished talking, there is silence between us, but there is

also a sense of relief on my part. I have revealed something so dark, so upsetting, so

impacted in shame, and he hasn’t immediately disappeared. He is still here beside

me, propped up on his left hand, naked and vulnerable, and so am I. He sees me and I

see him seeing me and we are in new territory.

But then he says, “I kind of wish I hadn’t asked.” It’s all I need to hear to send me into

tears. Not just tiny, embarrassed sobs, but humiliated wails. I have myself a tantrum.

He is confused now as he pulls me close to him, laughing nervously at my abrupt

shift in disposition. I try to pull the sheet completely over my head, but he pulls it

back down and covers my face with apologetic kisses. He can’t possibly understand

why I’m crying. He can’t possibly know what I’ve just revealed to him. “What’s going

on? Baby, what’s wrong?”

And so I tell him.

* * *

ddiction to porn and masturbation is often grouped under general sex

addiction because they all have to do with escape via titillation, pursuit and

orgasm, but I’ve always felt more pathetic about my predilections. Going out and

fucking — even someone you don’t really like — is wild, dangerous, but essentially

social and shared. Though I had periods of promiscuity throughout my twenties, my

biggest issue has always been with what I do alone.
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There’s something so sad and humiliating in imagining a person locked away in a

dark room, hot laptop balanced on chest, turning the volume down low, scrolling,

scrolling, choosing, watching, escaping, coming.

And then realizing that person is me.

But my proclivity for solo pleasure has strong, stubborn roots. I lost my virginity to a

water faucet when I was twelve years old. I have Adam Corolla and Dr. Drew to thank

for this life-shaking experience; it was their late-night radio show “Loveline” on L.A.’s

KROQ that served as my primary means of sex ed during my pre-teen years. This

technique is one of the many things I learned, but I had a whole other kind of

education going on, which had long !lled my head with other ideas — sex is

something that happens between a man and woman who love each other;

masturbation is a sin. You know, your typical run-of-the-mill Catholic guilt stuff.

Just as oppressive as the Catholic guilt was my femininity. Girls weren’t talking about

masturbation and sex. I had no company with whom to share my new activities and

interests. And so this silence morphed into shame. I became a pervert, a loser, a

sinner.

I tried to stop myself from taking long baths, from late-night undercover activities,

from being alone too long, but the more I obsessed about stopping, the more I could

not. I joined shame, secrecy and pleasure in a daily orgy, whether I was tired, bored,

angry or sad. Whether I was single or coupled, it didn’t matter. Getting off required all

of these components and I needed new, more extreme methods to stay engaged —

more hours sucked away watching progressively harder porn like the warehouse

video, complemented with dabbles in strip clubs, peep shows and shady massage

parlors. It became impossible to get off during sex without fantasy, my body over-
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stimulated to numbness. I was irritable unless I was fucking or masturbating or

planning to do either of these things. Life revolved around orgasm to the detriment of

any kind of real progress in my professional or social existence.

I was out of control.

* * *

ittle did I know that describing my favorite porn scene would be the !rst of

many future admissions that would help peel back, layer by layer, a long and

exhausting history of self loathing. My future husband and I quickly learned that

watching porn during sex wasn’t a harmless kink for us; it was a method I’d long used

to remain disconnected from my partners. It took much discipline and patience for

us to expel it from our relationship altogether, though every now and then we slip up.

Talking about my habits led me to examine them, which ultimately led to my desire

for change. Holding a secret for too long is like being unable to take a full breath. I

didn’t want to feel this way anymore. I needed to share — often and fully — what had

for too long been silenced in order to reclaim who I was underneath my addiction. I

needed to breathe again.

I found relief in Sex and Love Addicts Anonymous meetings, seeing a therapist I

trusted, attending personal development courses like the Hoffman Process

and writing about my journey. I’ve managed to move away from porn for the most

part, but when it comes to this addiction — to something I don’t have to seek out or

purchase — control is like a wayward horse and my ass is always slipping off the

saddle.

I constantly struggle with whether or not I should give up porn completely, but until I

!nd a way to have some moderation with it, I avoid it as best I can. I wish I could just

watch it occasionally, as some sort of supplement to my active sex life, but the whole

ritual of watching porn is tangled up in too many other negative emotions. Watching

porn takes me back to being that little girl alone in her bedroom, feeling ashamed

and helpless to stop it. I can’t just watch one clip without needing to watch another

after that, and another, until hours have passed and I’m back to binging every night.

If my husband leaves me alone all day and idleness leads me to watching porn, it’s

the !rst thing I confess upon his return. Sometimes I don’t even have to say it. He can

tell by my downturned eyes and my noticeable exhaustion. He shakes his head and

takes me in his arms as I make another promise to try to leave it alone. When I visited

a peep show on a recent work trip out of town, he seemed more amused than upset

about the whole thing.

Unfortunately, I have yet to be as generous. If I !nd he’s been watching porn without

me, when I’ve struggled to abstain for a stretch of time, I react with what might seem

like unjusti!ed rage. This frustration is only rooted in envy.

* * *

asturbating beside my husband while he sleeps is the last secret I’ve kept

from him. Although I’m beginning to fear that it’s actually just the latest

secret. My resistance in telling him only proves how fragile recovery is. This week it’s

masturbation. But maybe next week it’s back to porn binging. Or obsessive scrolling

through Craigslist personals. Or lying about my whereabouts. And so forth.

Abstaining from these habits, when so readily available, without abstaining from

sexual pleasure completely, or the shame I’ve long bound to it, is a challenge I face

daily.

That’s why I need to tell my husband.
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Not because I need his permission, his forgiveness or to offer him some act of

contrition. But because I need him to see me. To witness. The act of telling the truth,

especially about something that makes us ache, is often the only absolution we need.

* * *
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