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CHAPTER  1

puzzle pieces

When I was thirty-seven years old, I met the man of my
dreams. He was a tall man, of course—Who would dream
up a short one?—and slim with bright blue eyes that sparkled
with the fun of life. He was funny, clever, witty, and occasionally
profound. He was smart. He was cultured. He was single. His name
was Dan. The year was 1970, when all things were possible.

Not long before Dan and I met, I left my brief and unhappy
marriage and, with a five-year-old son to support in all ways, never
thought about male companionship; indeed, I needed fewer not
more complications, and life had taught me that adding a man to
one's life was just asking for trouble. Everything was simpler
without a man, and that included sex, which I had taught myself
to do, thereby freeing me from the emotional trappings that came
along with another person. No need to ask "Was it good for you?"
No need to wonder if he'd call. No need to worry that you weren't
pretty or clever or imaginative enough in bed to ensure a repeat
engagement. No need to heap blame on yourself when your husband
turned away from you, no need to wonder what an orgasm
felt like. Do-it-yourself sex was the answer to a lifetime of insecurities
and unmet needs. It was, after all, the seventies, when hedonism
was in and your mother's admonitions were out. Besides, it
was boys, not girls, who went blind.

In the seventies the California high school in which Dan and I
taught English was wild. Built for fifteen hundred kids, it housed
almost three thousand teenagers, and in the seventies a lot of them
were stoned a good deal of the time. Like, hey man, why not? So
were some of the teachers. Everyone smoked something, and during
our fifteen-minute morning break the faculty lounge, a cloudy
haze, looked like a cocktail party with bad furniture. The talk,
though, was great. We were all young and smart and funny and
occasionally profound. One day as I stared out the window onto
the quad where hordes of kids jostled each other or held each other
up, Dan came up behind me, put his arm around my shoulders,
pointed to the theatre of the absurd going on outside, and said,
"Someday, my son, this will all be yours." I collapsed with laughter,
and we became fast friends.

Dan taught me to love opera, black-and-white movies, and, on
Sunday afternoons, champagne. Accompanied by the glories of La
Traviata played at top volume on his fine stereo, we toasted each
other, celebrating our like-mindedness on books and music and
people, very few of whom escaped our often malicious judgment.
From opposite sides of the room we drank to our superiority.

Dan lived alone in a tiny redwood cottage high in the hills, at
the end of a long path that wound up through madrone and live
oak from the street below; it was the most romantic place I could
have imagined. On the evening of my undoing, Dan, in his Levi's
and sweater, relieved me of the bottle of champagne I had brought;
from inside the cottage I heard Tosca lamenting her lover's fate.
Overhead the stars were beginning to shine; inside, a fire burned
brightly in the fireplace. Was this a night made in heaven? Without
a drop of champagne, I was tiddly on the promises implicit in
the evening before me.

I don't remember dinner, though I can safely say that it was
wonderful, for Dan, along with everything else, was a wonderful
cook. He seemed to do it easily, as easily as he gardened, as easily
as he selected the perfect concerts for the two of us to attend, as
easily as he shushed those in the movie audience who whispered
during the film and who fell silent when Dan unfolded his sixfoot-tall
frame in their direction. I suppose dinner that special
evening was something like coq au vin, with a salad at the end of
the meal—made of endive from Dan's garden; but by the time we
had the salad, which I'm sure was sprinkled with just the right
amount of vinaigrette seasoned perfectly with herbs from the same
garden, I had had enough champagne to require Dan's steady arm
as I plopped down on the floor before the fireplace. Dan sat nearby.
Well, one thing led to another, and before I could stop myself, I
leaned my head against his long thigh and waited for what would
come next. What came next was Dan's hand on the top of my head,
and as I lifted my chin for the kiss that would seal the deal for all
eternity, I heard Dan say, "Oh, dear heart, don't you know?" And
suddenly I did. Dan was gay. How could I have been so stupid.

Dan was my first gay friend, though not my last; he was, however, 
the only gay man I have ever known who preferred the company 
of women. Men were for sex, and Dan had a lot of sex, as he
would proclaim to me in the years to come, but women, he averred,
made better companions. And so I, along with others like me, all
of us unaccompanied by men of the traditional sort, became Dan's
companions. In public Dan and I looked like a couple—a man and
perhaps his wife, perhaps his lady friend, maybe even his lover—
who clearly enjoyed each other's company. In private we kept our
distance, sipped champagne, and dined on nasty little quips about
people who, unwittingly, had incurred our contempt.

Eventually we lost touch, as they say. Dan moved to another
country, and, forewarned and forearmed, I resumed a life empty of
men. It would be almost thirty-five years before I ventured once
more into the world of sexuality, a world that in fact had been there
all along had I had the courage—or perhaps the desperation—to
peek into it.

For thirty-three years teaching had been my passion, until, like
passions of every kind, it wore me out. And so I left. In retirement
my life became plain and simple. I lived in a little cottage on a
little street, around the corner from the post office and the bank
and the movie theatre and restaurants Italian and Chinese and
French and Middle Eastern and Mexican and Indian as well as, if
you felt like American, a soda fountain—malts, lime rickeys, the
works. My neighbors said "Good morning," and so did I; we were
friendly and at the same time respectful of one another's privacy.
Unlike me, who was a renter, most of them had lived in their
houses for many years. So when a single man, young, no more than
thirty, bought the modest house next door to me for nine hundred
thousand dollars, we raised our eyebrows in wonder: My neighbors
had become millionaires almost overnight. My cottage, too, shot
up in value, and I began to worry that my landlords might raise
the rent accordingly. The fear of being ousted, of being unable to
pay increased rents, is endemic to renters; deep down we know that
nothing is really ours, that, except for the protection of a few good
laws, we live at the mercy of those who own the property we pretend
is ours. So we try not to think about those very real possibilities, 
which resurface every so often, against our will, in the middle
of the night. I put myself back to sleep by reassuring myself that,
someday, I would be able to buy a small place, not for pride of
ownership but in the interest of getting a good night's sleep.

In the meantime I went about the business of the retired person: 
Being Busy. Instead of rising every morning at five A.M. to
prepare myself for the onslaught of one hundred sixty hormonal
teenagers, I sang in a choir, taught a class in writing at San
Quentin State Prison, taught a few classes at a nearby college, and
every Thursday morning escorted women into Planned Parenthood 
for abortions they had chosen to have, no matter the calls and
the hoots of the self-righteous, who thought the choice belonged
to them and not to the women who walked beside me. I was one of
those newly retired people who say, "Oh, I'm so busy I hardly have
time to catch a breath!" Being Busy, like Staying Active, is not
only the American way and so commendable in and of itself; being
and staying busy—a full-time job—is useful for keeping at bay
those deep-seated emotions that threaten stability, that can turn a
plain and simple life into anything but.

Well, I failed at retirement, at keeping busy, and my punishment 
was that "anything but..." happened to me. A deep-seated
emotion—desire—unseated itself, rose up and began to knock insistently 
at the door of my sexuality. I wanted to invite a man into
my life. The problem was that, despite senior hikes, senior birdwatching, 
senior mixers, even a couple of senior dances at a church
the doors of which I had not darkened in over fifty years, I couldn't
find one. I took classes at night; everybody in them was either
married or thirty-two or both. I went to a reception for college
alumni; everybody there was married or one hundred and seven, so
I just gave up; celibacy was better than this eternal hunt, and not
nearly so humiliating. Then suddenly one autumn evening as I
walked home from the movies, genius struck, albeit briefly, and
there plopped into my mind what it was I wanted and how I
would get it. By the time I got home, a personal ad, fully formed,
was ready to go: "Before I turn 67, I would like to have sex with a
man I like. If you want to talk first, Trollope works for me."

No use in trying for busy any longer, the cat was out of the bag.
I could no longer suppress my need not just for sex but for touching, 
for intimacy, for a man right next to me or on top of me or underneath, 
whatever we found that was to our liking. I wanted a
full life and had to admit that I didn't have one. I was greedy,
needy, ready, and determined. Next day, I went to the library, just
down the block, where I searched The New York Review of Books for
instructions on how to submit what it was I wanted and whose results 
I was prepared to live with. Or so I thought. Holy cow and
Lord A-mighty.

The New York Review is a highly regarded publication full of
long essays on everything—politics, literature, art, science—with
a back page devoted to ads—real estate, seminars abroad, employment 
oppportunities, and, occupying the most space of all, two,
sometimes three columns of personal ads. It seemed to me that
men who read such an august journal would be a cut above the men
who read ads in a regular newspaper; I expected the Review to provide 
a filter, leaving the dregs for those who weren't me. I expected
to get a little class out of all this. What I got were sixty-three-and-counting 
responses to my little ad and a new life I barely recognized 
as my own. Never again was my life plain and never ever
simple. Did I get what I wanted? Yes, I got exactly what my ad
asked for, along with a life that got tossed around like a shoestring
in a windstorm, that got twisted into knots, until it freed itself
only to be buffeted about again by forces beyond my control.

At times my life seemed not to belong to me at all; it dizzied
and upset me at the same time it filled every nook and cranny of
me with men, some of whom I came to love, some of whom loved
me back ... or not. To keep my sanity—truly, to quiet the din in
my head, the roar in my ears—I wrote voluminously in my journal. 
In the end I made the journal into a book called A Round-Heeled 
Woman. As Mark Twain says in The Adventures of Huckleberry
Finn, "You don't know about me without you have read a book by
the name of. . ." Then he goes on to create his richest character
ever, Huck, and we forget there ever was a previous book.

Likewise, the publication of A Round-Heeled Woman brought
with it another new life. So, as Mark Twain claims he did in The
Adventures of Tom Sawyer: "told the truth, mainly," I will, too. I will
tell you about my lives, so various and new, and about the people
in it now as well as then. Along the way, if I learned anything—
and I did—I will tell you that, too.

I know right this very minute that I'm different from the person 
I was before I went after what I wanted. During my late-life
adventures I gave away myself, sometimes bit by bit, sometimes
wholly. Fortunately, I got most of the pieces back, though not in
the same order. I think what I'm after now is making the pieces of
me fit, smoothing the edges so they don't rub up against one another 
and hurt. Have I given up the passionate life? I'm still deciding. 
Maybe writing this book will help me find out.





CHAPTER  2

friendship

"To one, whom I have known long, and accompanied far, whom
I have found wakeful over my sickness and kind in my sorrow,
glad in my prosperity and firm in my adversity, true in counsel
and trust in peril—to a friend often tried and never found
wanting."

—LORD BYRON in the dedication of the fourth canto of "Childe
Harold's Pilgrimage" to his friend John Hobhouse

You're a fuckin' whore!" His voice over the telephone is
scratchy and high. How did he get my number? I am paying 
the phone company to unlist it, so I was surprised when
Denny called from somewhere in Indiana, southern Indiana it
sounded like, to tell me that he was forty-two years old and reading 
my book. "I'm just thirty-four pages into it but hope to have a
longer conversation when I'm finished." I thanked him for his call
and hung up.

One week later he was seventeen pages from the end. "Jane," he
said, "there's a theme running through your book, the theme of a
need that never got filled." I'm always interested in what people
get out of my book, so I listened. "Jane, you took drugs, you tried
alcohol, you tried sex, and none of it satisfied you. Have you
thought about Jesus Christ?" I decided not to tell him that yes, I
had tried sex and drugs and alcohol, and every one of them had
satisfied me, so Jesus was unnecessary; instead I replied, "I'm hanging 
up now." And I did, but not before he screamed, "You're a
fucking whore!" Ten minutes later the phone rang again, but this
time I let the machine get it: "Jane," said Denny, "if you had a relationship 
with the one who created you, you wouldn't have killed
all those babies." I unplugged the phone and went to bed.

Denny is not the first to charge me with promiscuity and godlessness, 
although usually the language is less direct. Usually the
callers and letter-writers feel sorry for me: "I can only say I am saddened 
by the downturns your life has taken" followed by "I am not
being judgmental" followed by "Go see The Passion of the Christ."
Christians in Milwaukee, a whole congregation of them, I am told,
pray for me weekly. I would not be surprised to learn that church
people everywhere are wringing their hands, for my book details
behavior utterly contrary to religious teachings. However, it is not
only Christians who feel sorry for me.

Joseph Epstein was an intellectual hero to me for many years; I
looked forward to the sound thinking and wise humor he brought
to his column in The American Scholar and was saddened by his departure 
as the journal's editor and by the rumor that Mr. Epstein's
politics had shifted radically rightward. When PBS in Boston
called me and asked me to be one side of a conversation with
Mr. Epstein, I was flattered and agreed immediately. I prepared for
our talk by buying—in hardcover—his new book, Fabulous Small
Jews, which I read with great pleasure. Off I went early one Saturday 
morning to a studio on the Berkeley campus, nervous as could
be: I was going to have a conversation with a man I had long admired. 
From the studio in Boston, Mr. Epstein trumpeted
monogamy, underscoring his own long marriage as the example
for us all. In the end, he said, referring to my book, he couldn't
help but feel sorry that I would never experience the joys of growing 
old with just one man. I cried into the microphone, "Oh,
Mr. Epstein! I'm so disappointed in you!" What disappointed me
was that my intellectual hero seemed to have lost the latitude necessary 
for true thought. I had admired him over the years for the
wide range of his thoughtfulness, which now, beamed to me from
somewhere in Boston, seemed like a narrow stream of single-mindedness: 
My Way Is the Right Way. This was not the first
time I had heard or read Mr. Epstein on the virtues of his particular 
marriage, but this was the first time I wondered why we have
never heard from Mrs. Epstein.

The National Review, a journal by and for neoconservatives, felt
sorry for me, too. In an article that appeared shortly after my book
came out, the writer expressed her sorrow that, in the end, I will
have no one to cut my grass. Let me tell you, if I had any grass,
there would be no shortage of volunteers to cut it.

In The New York Times, none other than the op-ed columnist,
the estimable David Brooks, took my "lifestyle," if that's what you
want to call it, to task: Although he didn't address me directly in
his column "The Power of Marriage," he warned me and others
like me of "spiritual suicide." He announced that anyone who has
"several sexual partners in a year" is in trouble, and warned against
finding oneself "in an assembly line of selfish sensations," which
translated, I'm guessing, means multiple orgasms. Way to go,
David. This way of thinking, this certainty, this absoluteness, is
something I had believed Mr. Brooks too smart to be a victim of.
But I have found that all too often intellect shuts off when people
talk about sex and marriage; suddenly their childhoods kick in,
their Sunday schools, their parents' finger-wagging; suddenly, according 
to Mr. Brooks, it's trouble for anyone who has "several
sexual partners in a year." What he offers is a formula for all of us:
One man plus one woman equals one marriage forever and ever,
amen. I am, therefore, behaving in a manner certain to bring a
self-induced end to my spiritual self. Again, I wonder what his
wife might have to say. I think Mrs. Brooks would agree with her
husband; he's so cute.

"Oh, Mr. Epstein!" I cried near the end of our conversation.
"Don't put me in a box!" A box with a lid on it. I won't go. Let me
tell you: "Selfish sensations," when ignored, are a deathblow. "Selfish 
sensations"—that pleasure most profound and most natural of
two people together, the pleasure called sex—when resisted, when
denied, lead to spiritual—and sometimes virtual—suicide and
murder. Messrs. Epstein and Brooks would offer marriage as a solution,
as the only solution, despite the gloomy statistic that more
than half of all marriages in this country fail. Still, in the absence
of a more workable substitute we cling to marriage as our strongest
institution for holding back social chaos.

Shall we think for a moment about fundamentalist Islam?
Where virgins are promised on the other side as the reward for
murder and mayhem committed by young men on this side?
What if we gave them female companionship on this side? Remember 
the Berlin airlift of 1948 and '49, where, from our Douglas 
C-47 Dakota airplanes we dropped the necessities of life into
a city sealed off by Communist Russia and became heroes to the
rest of the world? Well, if sex isn't a necessity of life, what is it? I
believe that the deprivation of "selfish sensations" in the name of
religion is responsible for most of the upheaval that has been a sordid 
part of human history. By some accounts, throughout history
Christians, in the name of rectitude, have been responsible for as
many as one hundred million deaths. Let's put an end to this. Let's
give young men of Christ and Allah a way of venting frustration
and bloodlust before it reaches explosive dimensions; let's offer
them women, or, better yet, let women offer themselves. Couldn't
young men be encouraged just to date? Walking side by side along
the river or on a street—a man and a woman together—cannot be
a bad thing. How simply the urge to violence could be dispelled.

In the meantime, all you fundamentalists of whatever stripe
you are, stay out of my life. I plan to read your books just to keep
track of your wrong-headedness, but you don't have to read mine.

On the other hand a lot of people liked A Round-Heeled Woman.
They called me on the phone, they wrote me letters, they crowded
into the bookstores where I did readings and signed books. They
cheered what they called my courage and thanked me for restoring 
hope.

"DO YOU THINK you're a nymphomaniac?" So began A Round-Heeled 
Woman. Bill, at sixty-one, good-looking, attentive, and outspoken, 
was the speaker of that first sentence. He had not read my
book, for it was yet to be written; unwittingly, however, he had
begun it. I tucked his question away for use another day: Midnight, 
sitting close together, didn't seem to be the time or place to
bring up my writing plans. But he had heard about me, and my
ad, from my friend Ilse, and now he seemed interested in me. In
the weeks following he sent flowers; he brought me books; for
Valentine's Day he gave me my own subscription to The New York
Review. He invited me to bed.

The last sentence of the book is "Paint your wagon, I'm coming." 
It was said to me before I had any intention of writing a
book. It came from Graham, tall, slim, funny, kind, terribly bright,
and thirty-two years old. His letter in response to my ad in The
New York Review was the last letter I answered. "Not quite Harold
and Maude," he wrote of what the two of us might become, "but
close." Full of qualms and curiosity, I answered, and a few months
later we met. He was damned near perfect. "Do you agree that
Melville's 'Bartleby' is the most perfect story ever written?" he
asked. I did. "Tell me the name of your favorite poem." I did, and
he recited The General Prologue of "The Canterbury Tales," of
course in Middle English. "Why is it," he asked rhetorically, "that
on a Chinese menu you have to get to at least number fifteen before 
anything gets interesting?" And very late, in a room high
above Central Park, "Why are you wearing all those clothes?" And
then I wasn't. He was my heart's delight, and I was his. But before
Graham there was Meredith. And there was loss.

Friendships among women are tricky things. We are inclined
to take them for granted since they happen so naturally, since they
are born of common interests, since, unlike friendships with men,
they seem easy to come by and easy to live with. Or so we believe.
My long friendship with Meredith would prove me wrong, would
show me that tact, understanding, and nurturing were as essential
to women's friendships as to any relationship I might have with a
man. I took Meredith for granted and paid the price.

In the summer of 1999, some few months before I conceived
the notion of placing an ad, Meredith and I spent a fine week at a
lake edged with tall pines, a lake reflecting snowcapped mountains. 
Meredith and I had a lovely lot of talk, much laughter. We
went to the county fair, we enjoyed each other's company. Why
not do it again the following summer? Yes, we agreed, we would.

But then came Graham. I chose the coward's way to tell Meredith:
e-mail.

Dear Meredith,

I feel absolutely terrible about this, but I am going to do it anyway. 
I have to disinvite you to the lake. On a whim, I invited
Graham, believing that of course he wouldn't come. But he's
coming, and I want to see him. I don't expect you to accept my
apologies or do anything but be angry with me. But I will continue 
to hope for forgiveness sometime.

Meredith and I became friends in 1955, a long, long time ago,
in San Francisco. Me from Ohio, Meredith from Detroit, we followed 
the rule: gloves and heels in downtown San Francisco. Hats
were voluntary by this time, though women our mothers' ages
still wore them in Union Square. For Christmas, Meredith and I
gave each other elbow-length leather gloves and compacts, pretty
and round and containing face powder I never knew where to put
or how much, so I didn't. Still, I tried to be a lady, or at least ladylike. 
Meredith, tall and slim as a model, did much better. As ladies,
we never talked about sex, especially our own.

It is our generation—Meredith's and mine—the one that grew
up in the fifties, that is silent about sex. Like girls of our time, we
never even mentioned sex except obliquely, and Meredith was very
good at oblique. She was a great literary gossip: She knew all the
dirt of the literati, such as that Simone de Beauvoir shacked up
with Nelson Algren in Chicago, then returned to her celibate life
with Sartre. And she did it more than once, sort of like going to
camp in the summer. I listened intently as Meredith told me that
on his wedding night John Ruskin screamed in horror at the sight
of his wife's naked body, and that Dante Gabriel Rossetti dug up
his wife's body to reclaim the poems he had put into her coffin on
her death. And that Tennessee Williams was gay. "He is not," I
said. "Look at all those manly men in his plays, look at Stanley
Kowalski!" "Oh, Jane," sighed Meredith, exasperated over my
stubborn naïveté, "only a writer in love with other men could create 
those characters." We giggled over the gossip and the people
who lived in it, but we were careful never ever to connect anything
they did to our own lives; we never explored what they did, we
just guessed and kept our guesses to ourselves. For Meredith and
me it was as if we weren't having sex, though both of us were,
Meredith with a married man, I with Jack, both relationships
headed for disaster. Not talking about certain things ensured our
friendship; we understood the taboos against intimacy of all sorts;
we honored our mothers' code.

One time, our mothers notwithstanding, sex interfered. It reared
its ugly head and would not go away. Before the pill, before Roe v.
Wade, pregnancy loomed at every turn. Birth control was available
by way of a diaphragm, that little round thing that, once inserted,
popped open and screened (almost always) the sperm. Meredith
and I never talked about the diaphragm, whether or not we used
one or where to get one if we wanted to or how to get the damn
thing in or out if we got one. Meredith clearly did not get one. She
got pregnant by way of a man who, as a husband and a father of
two, could not marry her. So in order to keep her job, she needed
an abortion. Unwed mothers then were fired if their disreputable
state became known, and pregnancy being what it is, it could remain 
hidden only for so long. So Meredith needed an abortion, illegal 
and dangerous though it was, and Tijuana was where others
we had heard of went to do the dastardly deed. At the time Meredith 
had no money, so I gave her money, some mine, the rest borrowed 
from friends, and off she went, the father of the unborn
child along with her, no doubt to make sure the job got done.
Meredith returned, the father went to jail for nonpayment of child
support, and I listened to Meredith recount the bloody tale of pain
and humiliation she'd endured south of the border. Twenty minutes 
of a real-life story was enough for us. We were relieved to return 
to ignorance and the safety thereof.

Meredith went on to spend her nights at law school; I spent
mine in North Beach. I was fascinated by the 1950s' renegades,
the girls who went to Greenwich Village in New York or North
Beach in San Francisco and became beatniks, which meant, at least
to me, that they had a lot of sex. When I wasn't wearing gloves
and heels on my way to lunch with Meredith, I tried to become a
beatnik. I grew my hair long, and hung out in bars. But I never
had sex. I never even got asked to have sex. The closest I got was
one night at a bar called The Place on Grant Street in North
Beach. The Place was small, dark, and probably dirty, though
there was never enough light to find out for sure. The one waitress
in The Place—Sheila was her name—appeared magically out of
the darkness, holding pitchers and trays handed to her by some
sorcerer in the alley out back. No bartender was ever seen. Every
Monday night was Blabbermouth Night: Anyone who wanted to
could take the grungy little stage and harangue or sing or recite
their poems or do magic tricks, whatever they felt like, the only
requirement being a sincere attempt at being outrageous. No girls
went up there, of course; we sat in the back and drank beer and
wished we hadn't worn kneesocks and sneakers.

One night Dirty-Talking Charles, as he was known to all of
North Beach, strode up—"weaved" is more accurate—to the stage,
turned to the audience, and began to chant, "Sex is the answer, sex
is the answer." On he went, never varying, never pausing, never ever
ending, it seemed to me. Finally, many beers within me, I called
out, "So what is the question?" Dirty-Talking Charles, without
missing a beat, said, "Will you?" In 1956 that was a showstopper.

That's as close as I ever got to talking about sex or having some
for far too many years to follow. I also failed to become a beatnik; I
could never figure out what to wear on my feet, and the long braid
I wore down my back gave me headaches.

Meredith stayed away from The Place and the other hangouts
in North Beach, earning her law degree in record time. My yearnings 
remained mine alone, unspoken to anyone, rumbling around
my insides like those steel balls in a pinball machine.

Sexism was not a word then, only a practice. The boys and men
who read their poetry on the stage of The Place and up and down
the California coast, in bars and on street corners, claimed the
company of women to serve them food, admiration, and sex. I suppose 
I should have been grateful to be excluded, but I wasn't. I
wanted like anything to go with them, to do whatever they asked
just for the adventure, the fabulousness of it all. But there were no
takers. I needed to be bolder, to ask outrageous questions, to offer
clever answers; I needed to be prettier, but all I was was afraid, and
so I went back to work as a secretary to wait for the right man to
come along. The waiting seemed endless. Always available for
witty conversation, much of it about books, never about sex,
Meredith was a friend indeed. Together we avoided the unmentionable; 
we were a team.

Now, some forty years later, I hoped she would understand that
I could not pass up an opportunity to make love in the afternoon,
evening, morning, noon, night with this wonderful man. Surely
she would understand eventually that this was unusual, a onetime
thing, likely never to happen again. She didn't. She wrote back,
"It is my belief that e-mail is a poor way to communicate anything important." 
What the hell did that mean? So I called her on the telephone. 
"I am so sorry, but I've told you about Graham. How . . .
can you . . . ?" Click.

Graham came to the lake, and we went to bed. Before and after,
we canoed, went to the county fair, talked endlessly about everything, 
and Graham skipped stones—one, two, three, four, five, fifteen! 
skips—far out into the lake. He wore a sarong. "It's from
Kenya," he explained. "It slips off rather easily." Afterward he read
Proust aloud to me while outside our window the sun went down
into the lake far away on the other side. Sometimes I lay on my
side and just looked at him. The sunset paled.

In October, some six weeks after Graham's visit, Meredith
phoned and said, "Let's have lunch and get this elephant out of the
living room." I agreed.

I was early. And I was anxious. I did wrong. Yes, I did. Did I do
wrong and right? I didn't know. Yes, I probably did them both and
at the same time. One thing I was certain of was this: I was being
called to account and I was scared. I have always avoided confrontation. 
My mind grows fuzzy at the mere thought of it, although,
my long life having provided extensive experience in heartbreak
and healing, I am better at it than when I was twenty-five or even
twenty-six. I am more capable of standing outside my feelings,
my feelings are not as vulnerable to hurt. Who was I kidding?

Café Claude in San Francisco was Meredith's and my favorite
restaurant. It is in a little alley in downtown San Francisco; you
have to know about it to find it, or be French, because French
people run it and, I'm sure, French people cook the food. '"Allo,
'allo," says the maître d'.

No longer burdened with gloves and heels, Meredith and I
were dressed much more casually, but at sixty-six Meredith was as
elegant as she was when we first met, perhaps more so. She made
more money, for one thing, and lived alone in a three-story Queen
Anne in Noe Valley, one of San Francisco's most desirable neighborhoods. 
When she heard I had sold my house in Orinda and was
moving into a cottage sans washer and dryer, that I would wheel my
dirty clothes to the laundromat in a little cart in public, she inhaled
sharply and said, "Just don't do it when I'm around." Indeed, she
never saw my cottage. Safer that way. To irritate her for the hell of
it, when I visited her in her Queen Anne, I would wear my Birkenstocks. 
Once, in a department store, she caught me in them and
said, "I'm going up to Better Shoes, please don't follow me." We
both laughed, hers more of a sputter.

But it was true: Her shoes and clothes were expensive; she
bought nothing on sale. She had never entered a discount store; a
mall was her idea of hell. Wary of Macy's appeal to the common
herd, she had never been to its first floor, where cosmetics promise
new life to the bourgeoisie. Instead she entered on Geary Street
and took the elevator directly to the designer floors. Once she was
there her eyes narrowed and her focus became as intense as that of
any athlete about to take the field. She would raise her head, sniff
delicately the air around her, and glide among the racks and tables,
smoothing her hand along the fabrics as she did. She would find
what she had come for. She had no use for the new look, tight-fitting
industrial fabrics stretched over bodies meant to be hidden, not
flaunted. Like the rest of the country, San Francisco has exchanged
elegance for discomfort and show. Style now is loud. Meredith's
style was as appropriate, as beautiful, in the year 2000 as it was in
1955. It is Ralph Lauren with imagination. Whoever dyed her
hair should have gotten an award.

There she was, earlier even than I, seated at a corner table, back
to the wall so that she could look me over as I entered, her hair a
gleaming black, pulled back sleek into a chignon suitable for every
century. I don't remember what I was wearing, something that
made me wish October weren't so warm, that instead an autumnal
chill had settled in, calling for a cover-up, like a coat, full-length.

Though I couldn't see them without peering underneath the
table, I knew her shoes were of calf leather, medium-heeled, the
toe rounded just a bit, a design of some sort—a scroll, a feather, a
sweet bow—etched into the vamp by an underpaid Italian still
living with his mother. She wore trousers, men's trousers to fit her
slim hips, tailored to accept the slight but determinedly female
tummy. I knew that when she rose, her trousers would fall into
just the right break, skimming to good effect her long and limber
legs, covering just enough but not all of the Italian shoes. God, if I
looked like that in pants, I'd pay all that money, too. My trousers
come from CP Shades, where all pants are made with elastic waistbands.

I decided to take the plunge, deliberately choosing courtroom
language: "So, what's on the docket?"

Meredith was quick to answer, "Why did you do it?"

I stalled. "Do what?"

"Invite someone else when you'd already invited me." Boy, did
she have eye contact. I was feeling just a bit pierced.

"Because it was Graham. Because he could come that week, and
if we were ever going to see each—" Meredith's face made it clear
that pleading my case would do no good, but I stumbled on. "I regret 
making you angry; you have every right to be angry, but ..."
Hell, I was not going to lick her Italian boots. "I do not regret the
week with—"

Meredith cut me off. "I don't think I was so angry. I was more
hurt. I still am."

Get over it, I wanted to say but didn't. "I'm sorry. Graham is
special. The circumstances—"

"And I'm not?"

Oh, please. "Yes, you are special but in a different way." Meredith 
looked skeptical, and I wanted to shout, For crissake, Meredith, 
can't you see how you and Graham are different and special,
both of you at the same time? I wanted to say but didn't, Listen
hard, Meredith, great fucking beats great shopping all to hell.

"I guess our systems of friendships are different," Meredith
said. Her salad remained untouched, her eyes were still glued to
my face. I could feel my cheeks melting.

"Systems are vulnerable to blips," I argued, "and Graham is a
very big blip. Graham is a goddam meteor shower!" My voice rose,
and Meredith's mouth made a moue, her way of reminding me of
her distaste for crude language and loud voices. I persisted, albeit
quietly. "In fact, I don't have a system of friendship; I have friends."

Meredith gazed down into her soup. "Well, then, ..."

One last try. I leaned across the table and almost whispered, "I
regret hurting your feelings, but it seems to me that a long friend-
ship like ours ought to include forgiveness. I had hoped that with
the passing of time your hurt would ease."

"It hasn't."

Meredith's soup bowl was empty. She had managed to eat it
all—spoon pushed away, not toward—without spilling a drop.
Shreds of my Niçoise decorated my bosom. I was bespattered with
egg yolk, tuna, several lettuces, and an olive. La salade, c'est moi.

Outside the cafe I said, "Talk to you soon." Meredith was silent,
and I knew that my friendship with this prickly, sensitive, funny,
smart woman was at an end. I had been found guilty before the
court convened. Throwing myself on the mercy of the judge, ad-
mitting that I had willfully and with callousness aforethought
brought hurt to my friend, then asking forgiveness, had wrought
only stern silence.

"You're a lot of fun," Meredith told me at the corner of
Grant and Pine, "but you are undependable, unpredictable, and
irresponsible."

The elephant in our living room was, of course, sex. Months
after our failure even to budge it, when instead we had succeeded
in making the elephant even bigger, when it grew and grew until
it had no choice but to stomp to bits all the furniture in the joint,
I concluded that my real crime against Meredith was that I had
broken my promise—implicit but integral to our friendship—to
remain celibate in our later years. She had spoken briefly, years before, 
of a man she had met on her trek to Nepal, a man she loved,
she thought, but who left and married another. Since that betrayal, 
she wanted nothing to do with men. I had joined her there—
we were alone together—and now look what I had gone and done.
I had done a very serious and unforgivable thing, just as the men
in her life—the married man, the trekker in Nepal—had done.

There is, among women, an unwritten rule: Never dump a
woman for a man. Men have no such rule. Why do we? Perhaps it
serves as protection for women against the greater power of men;
it ensures that we will not be left unguarded and alone and in the
lurch whenever a man strides by. Of course, this rule is broken all
the time, but when I did it, I knew full well that I was going
against the code of my gender. I also knew that breaking rules,
whether or not they are stupid, has consequences and results in
punishment. Way down deep, beneath the desire, beneath the joy
in Graham's visit, a doubt niggled. Graham was long gone, back
in New York; and whenever I forced myself to be realistic, I saw
no future with him. Who, then, would I talk to, shop with, laugh
with? At the rate I was going I would have no one, only memories.

The Feather River Canyon, where Graham and I spent our
week, is quite possibly the most beautiful place on earth. The
water sparkles as it rushes down mountains, cuts through rock,
ripples through meadow. The sunlight through the trees dapples
everything, and the sound of the water cools even in the late summer. 
I knew then that when things got tough, the memory of that
time at the lake would rise clear and sweet and set itself against
hurt and loss. It would soften despair; it would restore hope.

It was the same for Graham. In an e-mail he wrote, "The week we
spent in the Sierra remains dearer to me than almost any other time of my
life. It has a rare perfection to it. It rises up so easily in memory and it is
perfectly polished, radiant, and it always makes me happy."

Meredith, you are wrong: E-mail can convey things important
and beautiful.

In the end, hard as it is to believe even for me, it is Graham who
will fit Byron's description of friendship. He will see me through
hard times and good times; he will pluck me from the slough of
despond more than once, he will insist that I can write and that I
must. He will be, in Byron's words, "often tried and never found
wanting."

But oh, Meredith, I miss you.

After the book came out, almost two years after our fateful and
final meeting, I looked for her at every reading I did. Surely she
would show up at one of them, surely she would send a note. But
of course not. She must have been terribly offended, not just at
what I had gone and done but that I had written about it. Where
were my manners?

In January of 2004 my telephone rang with news of Meredith's
death from liver cancer. She died at home, leaving no family behind. 
At her bedside, at her request, was her fellow trekker, a man
who had left her for another. I wonder who got her house.
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