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Separation— Edvard Munch, 1894

Ambivalence
Ruth is a woman in her late twenties.

For the problem we seemed unable to solve, you’ve brought us
to  the  office  of  a  therapist,  yours.  We  needed  either  a
meeting of the minds—a pledge—or a parting. You spoke at some
length of circumstances that he must know and I know well;
your relatively recent divorce, child support. Your problem,
these days a common one, with ambivalence. You elaborate on
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that. But you don’t fully want to part.

The session was ending. I had barely spoken. Both of you
turned  on  me—waiting,  urging.  Though  I  was  reluctant,  I
responded.

What you’re naming a problem is a stark and painful fact: to
lose me is less threatening than a pledge to stay. That hurts,
but it’s better for me to leave than not being loved enough to
continue. I can’t go in the direction of the old cartoon—he
flees, she pursues. You say, doctor, that we’re living at a
confusing time for commitment. I wonder if it’s really more so
than it seemed in the song by the very sophisticated Cole
Porter:

Old love, new love
Every love
But true love…

Let’s part. Let’s do the rearranging: my things that are at
your place, yours at mine. I need to feel much more welcome.

 

Deciding
Liliance is a woman in her mid-twenties.

To keep from hurling myself into traffic, I got on the bus
that stopped first … a rural one in an unfamiliar direction,
its initial stop a town I didn’t know. The one hotel seemed
good enough. Yes, to a night’s reservation, early dinner,
breakfast, self-service continental.

We  were  less  than  two  months  married,  had  found,  till
September,  a  cottage  where  two  small  studies  were
possible—honeymoon  graduate  student  version.

“This evening I wanted you to be here sooner than the usual



time. Your door stayed closed. In the morning, I’m going to
drive all the way to the landlords and cancel our lease.”

I had closed up my study at the usual time. You wanted it to
be sooner but did not choose to say or even to knock at the
door. Your vehement punishment stunned me. I could not speak
my thoughts.

I don’t think you were this way before. To marry, for you,
seemed to assure a guardian angel of sundry gratifications –
declared or mute. And beyond that, something fearful: to marry
was to have power over life and death.

I  had  thought—hoped?—it  would  mostly  be  like  Anne
Bradstreet’s,

“My true love hath my heart
And I have his
By just exchange
One to another is given …
There never was a better bargain driven.”

It was starting to seem more like Chekhov’s,

“If you want to know what
True loneliness is, marry.”

If you were to return, not just for your things, but for us,
is that what it would be like? Would the “worse” part of “for
better, for worse” mean the near violent solitude of a union
that cannot happen?

What, if you were to return, would my own decision be?

As I was falling asleep, I felt a sense of loss and sensed
that my exhaustion had an unfamiliar companion—relief.
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