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I'd taken her to the breaking point, as I inevitably do, and as I inevitably do I made all the heavy lifting hers.  She'd call, looking for a bit of sweetness, and I'd just sit on the other end of the phone, answering in grunts and long pauses.  "Ryan?"


"Yeah."


"… Hi!  Am I . Are you in the middle of something?  Or-"


"… No.  Just reading."


"Because you sound-"


"I just got myself situated, is all, with my tea, and some pillows, and the book.  So I had to get up, and throw everything off, and.  Well."


"Oh.  Ha ha.  You should have the phone within arm's reach. … Hello?"


"Yeah."


"I said you should have the phone within arm's reach."


"Right."


Eventually she couldn't take it and we had to have The Talk, where we got together at her place and sat on the couch and she sobbed and I got morose watching her sob.  One of those moments where you get to know intimately some detail you'd never considered, like the pattern of lilies on her couch, or how the cup you always drink from when you stay there has a chip on the inside of the handle.  You trace your finger over and over the chip and listen to her say how the relationship is dissolving and she doesn't know why, and doesn't know why you don't care, too, and don't you love her? Did something change, was there somebody else, what is it, at least she deserves to know what's going on in your head, etc.


Then you pull two or three items out of the grab bag, which aren't even worth ennumerating here, and by the end of it she's crying and you've broken up and you've tried to make a joke or two to lighten the mood which never works.  


And then you leave, feeling bad, but also feeling wonderful, vowing you'll never get yourself into _that_ mess again, but when you pass the hottie with the black-and-yellow Georgia Tech Yellowjackets scarf sitting across from you on the 2-3 you wonder, all the way down from The Heights, how to get yourself into another mess as quickly as possible.

#

But I'm not a bastard.  At least I don't think I am.  What should I be doing?  Should I a) lie, and pretend things are fine when they're not, just in order to draw out the breakup instead  of precipitating it?  b) be even more hair-triggered, and the first sign of trouble push the red button, so that we're sitting in Famous Ben's and she's grumpy because they've overcooked her slice and I go: sorry, this isn't working, I'm leaving? Or c) just stick it out, pick the next girl and just stay with her, come hell or high water, and don't even worry about whether I want to be there?  d) offer up a disclaimer before beginning to see somebody, say hey, you know, I think you're hot and I love your laugh and you're fun to talk to, but I can be emotionally distant and I just run out of juice with people, and my exes hate me because I turn into a stranger and make them feel like there's something wrong with them, even though I don't try to do this.  So, that said, would you like to have a drink?


This started to bother me - both the idea that I'm a bastard, and the conviction that I'm not, which began to sound more and more like a rationalization.  In New York you see a breakup every few days, if you're paying attention, some girl with puffy eyes riding the train home, her mittened hands folded neatly on her lap; or some sedated guy slumped over, thumbing morosely at his iPod.  And I feel _bad_ for them, is the thing.  How idiotic for so many people to be hurting, when they're probably all no better or worse than me, trying to make their ways, trying to get what they want and avoid what they don't, just like I do.


We were at the John Street Bar when I had the idea: I will be The Saint, for the course of one relationship.  Egged on by Wes and Daniel, who were ruinous in these situations, I'd had between five and ten screwdrivers, and that played a part, too, and the music was turned up so that we couldn't really talk anymore, and it seemed so clear: I will find somebody and ride it out for a month.  


And I will find: you,  I thought, spotting my future girlfriend at the other side of the room, sitting with a mix of guys and girls, arms crossed in front of her chest, looking sullen, most of a glass of beer sitting untouched in front of her, as if it had been found wanting.  This is a chick, I thought, impossible to please; who would complain and bitch and imply, always, that you were not satisfying her.  Her date - it seemed clear he was her date - sat awkwardly across from her, staring at his napkin, which he was in the process of tearing into little pieces.  Dressed fashionaly, both of them, her blond hair cascading around her shoulders.  She'd invest an hour in her hair to get ready for the date and then for the rest of the night act as if she could not be less interested in how it turned out.


She got up, took a pack of smokes from the pocket of her coat.  Headed outside.  Her date didn't join her; looked relieved, in fact, to have her gone, so that he could talk to the other couple they were with, who actually seemed to like him.  I told my friends I needed to catch some air and got up to follow her outside.


She was leaning against the wall by the door, just lighting up.  "Got an extra one of those?" I said.  She looked at me skeptically.  Cigarettes are so pricey few people besides the homeless ask to bum them anymore; it sends the opposite of whatever signal you want to send.  "Or I can just buy one off you.  Fifty cents be enough?"


"Here," she said, shaking one loose from the pack, her tone showing me that it was offered with the complete absence of generous spirit.


"Cheers," I said.  "Light?"


She sighed, as if now I'd asked her to dog-sit, but she dutifully extended the lighter.  Flicked it.  I cupped her hand in both my own to shield it from the nonexistent wind.  "Cheers," I said again.  Took a drag, blew it out.  "You don't look like you're having fun."


"Oh?" she said.  "You've been watching?"


"Everybody's watching," I said.  "Everybody's always watching.  Pretty girl out in New York, this is what you get."  Normally I'd hope the compliment would warm her to me, but now I hoped that it would not, and I wasn't disappointed.  After a moment's pause she grimaced.


"Is that your pickup line?" she said.  "Indirect compliment, or something?"


"Something," I grinned.


"Well, at least you're less un-original than normal."


"So are you?  Enjoying yourself?"


"If you've been watching me you know the answer."


"Would it be too forward to ask for your number?" I said.  "I think I can do better."


"Do better than my date, or do better than you're doing now?" she laughed, but not a nice laugh, like I normally go far.  A laugh that was mean to me, and to herself.


"Both," I said.


"Do you have a pen?" she said.


"No," I said.  "But I've got my phone."  She told me her number with all the enthusiasm she would have brought to a tax audit.  I keyed it in.  "And your name?" I said, and laughed.  How backwards it seemed, to come last to this.


"Erin," she said.


"Erin," I repeated, trying it out.  I'd never dated an Erin before.  I'd never dated a bitch before.  I'd never resolved, as I was resolved now, to take whatever she could dish out, partly for penance, partly for science, partly to get a lower bound on what it was like to date me.  Because I couldn't be this bad, could I?  "I'll call you, Erin, and we can talk for real," I said, smiling at her.


"I look forward to it," she said, bringing the cigarette to her lips and staring into the street.  

#


Erin wasn't cold all the time, which surprised me at first.  During our first phone conversation, the day after we'd met at the JSB, she was engaging and even funny.  She worked in advertising, had moved to the city from San Francisco a year and change ago, liked to read and liked Indian food, which she talked about with such enthusiasm that she stopped mid-sentence and apologized.


"My mom used to tell me that a girl wasn't supposed to talk about food," she laughed.  "I guess I blew that rule all to hell."


"No offense to your mom, but that's the worst piece of advice ever," I said.  "You talk about what you love.  What's the alternative?"


I'd been steeling myself for a long slog, but in short order I forgot that this was all an experiment.  The only reminder was her complete self-absorption.  When I hung up the phone I knew how many siblings she had and their names, the names of her pets, and what she wore to her first prom.  She knew little more about me than she had going in.  Maybe nothing, except that I, too, liked to read, and I, too, liked Indian food.


Still, I was genuinely excited for our first date.  We went to some tiny place on India Row that supposely had the best massaman curry in New York.  The curry didn't disappoint, but Erin was back to her ice-princess routine: immaculate hair, immaculate makeup, lipstick the perfect strawberry color to tie it all together.  But she was listless, uninterested.


"So if this is the best massaman curry in New York," I said, "what's the second best?  Because I have to tell you, massaman's damn hard to do well, and I haven't found much worth talking about."


"Oh, there are a few places," she said.  She rattled off a list of restaurants and asked me if I'd been to them; and when I said that I hadn't she made it clear that this would count against me on the score card she was keeping somewhere.  By the end of the evening I hesitated to lean in for a kiss, because not only was it clear she didn't want me to, but I didn't want to either.  


This, of course, was proof that it had to be done, and so I stepped into her, outside the restaurant, since we were going in different directions to the subway.   She allowed herself to be kissed, and gave me a sort of pat on the lapel.  I mentioned something about calling her soon, and she made noises that indicated that this would be a good idea, even as her body language indicated it was not.


One down, I told myself.

#


The next day I could think of nothing I wanted less than to submit myself to that experience again, which I took as a sign that I was approaching the experiment with integrity and resolve, and I called her that night, and we made a date to have a drink the night after that.  Erin looked stunning when she walked into the bar, which was in Midtown, near where she worked: professional, elegant, and sexy, with an ambience that implied she was a display model, not to be touched.


But again she surprised me.  She smiled warmly, took and squeezed my hand a number of times over the course of our conversation, and answered my questions so readily, and laughed so animatedly at my jokes, that by the end of the night the only reason I didn't try to go home with her, or ask her to come home with me, is because she'd mentioned several times how busy she was at work, and how she'd be getting up at five the next morning in a push to finish up a campaign for some kind of crackers.


"Crackers?" I said.  "I thought you were doing something with tobacco."


"No, I said a tobacco COMPANY," she said, touching my hand again.  "But tobacco companies are super diversified these days.  The account is to sell buttery crackers.  Except the crackers leave a kind of unpleasant taste, once you're done chewing them."


"Sounds like murder," I said.


"You have no idea," she said.  This last was said just outside the bar, and this time she stepped into me, and kissed me, a kiss that was the opposite of perfunctory and that made my head spin a little.  "Talk to you soon," she breathed into my ear, and with her lips tickling my ear, and the kiss ringing in my skull, I'm surprised my dick didn't make one of thoise "booooooooing!!!" sounds, like an arrow thunking into a very stiff tree.


"Not soon enough," I said, without knowing whether or not I meant it.

#


The dates continued in this schizophrenic fashion, and I became mildly schizophrenic myself.  Some nights I kept telling myself that I was fulfilling a promise, and that it was supposed to be infuriating and impossible; other nights I didn't have to tell myself anything.  I lived in the now, and trying to earn a smile, a laugh, a caress buried any higher-level thought.


Erin had issues, that much was obvious.  She didn't like to be touched most of the time, except when she did.  She'd talk freely of the remote past but not the immediate past; I didn't know, for instance, about her life when she first came to New York, I didn't know about her last boyfriend or boyfriends.  I knew all about her childhood in  Kentucky, but there's only so much you can do with that kind of information.  I spent a couple weeks trying to divine a pattern in all of this; trying to read the empty spaces in my knowledge of her for signs of sexual abuse; drug addiction; an unwanted pregnancy or two.  And while I can't say for sure she didn't have one or more of those demons, nothing jumped out at me.


"You can't always explain things away in terms of some pathology," Daniel said.  I hadn't been hanging out with my friends as much as I was used to, a fact Daniel had given me a moderate level of shit about.  It didn't help that I'd brought Erin to meet my friends two times; the first time with Beth, Scott, Sarah, and Ollie. Erin charmed them all out of their collective pants.  "DO NOT LET HER GET AWAY" Beth drunk-whispered to me once when we passed each other on the way to the bathroom.  "I don't plan to," I said back.  


The other time Erin and I met Wes and Daniel at the JSB, in what I thought would be a triumphant re-visiting of our first encounter, except that Erin was as cold as bitchy as could be imagined, and Wes and Daniel made excuses to leave after they'd put in a single hard hour.  


"Sometimes," Daniel continued, "people are just fucked up.  And there's no particular explanation."


"I guess," I said.  He wasn't telling me anything I didn't already believe, but still, it was fucking _infuriating_.  The first time Erin and I had slept together had been one of the top five sexual experiences I'd ever had, which  is something that had _never_ happened with a new lover.  The second time was also very good, but since then it had been somewhere between uncomfortable and cold.  She'd either give every indication that she was participating in the act only because nothing good was on television, or she'd squirm around and issue me a series of plaintive "suggestions" that implied that other guys - any other guys - had anticipated her needs with a lot more intuition than I could manage.


Some days I thought I was in love with her.  We took my car upstate and stayed in a bed and breakfast one weekend.  We went ice-skating, the first time I'd done that in years, and Erin swooped and twirled and came to hard stops that sent ice-shavings into my eyes.


"Jesus," I said.


"High school hockey," she said.


"In Kentucky?" I said.  


"I'm full of surprises," she said.


"That's for fucking sure," I said.


We didn't sleep together the first night, which bugged me a little, but the next night Erin gave me two blowjobs; the first which lasted about eleven seconds; the second which she managed, through some black art, to extend to an agonizing fifty minutes.  When I finally came I thought my head had come detached from my neck.  I thought I had a bloody nose.


"Happy birthday," she said, as she wiped her mouth with a towel.


"It's not my birthday," I said.


"It will be eventually," she said.  And then we drove back to New  York, and when we had lunch the next day it was like eating Thai food with a contractor who's just fucked up your kitchen.


I explained these things to Daniel and Wes, neither of whom had anything to offer besides that I should 'dump the bitch.'  I whined, repeatedly, on the phone with Beth, who couldn't imagine I wasn't being an ass somehow.  And of course I was, but I wasn't going to tell her the nature of my ass-hood, that this had started as an experiment and ended up with me trying to solve her like a puzzle.


This, finally, is what let me break loose: the knowledge that I'd resolved to test my mettle for a month, and I was now starting week seven.  That, and the fact that Erin was getting even more complicated, and that instead of hot and cold days, now each day was some combination of hot and cold.  She'd show up at my apartment complaining and whining and carrying on as if I were the source of all ills; and then an hour later, when I was frustrated because Trader Joe's had no decent apples, she was the soul of concern; stroking my hair, telling me that I should just go across the street and get a cup of coffee while she finished up the shopping.  


I took her up on the offer.  Walked across the street and got a cup of coffee at Juliano's, sat and stared out the window at the people passing on the street.  Wondered how the fuck I had come to be this person.  Erin, and dealing with Erin, was taking up something like eighty percent of my mental space, and even though some wonderful stuff was mixed in with the bad that's not the kind of person I'd ever wanted to be.  I resolved to end it the next day, at Pam's.  Pam's was our customary Monday lunch destination, and seemed fitting because it was neutral ground, and fitting because it was a place we only knew in the context of our shared lives, which meant the experiment could end with minimal bleeding.


I sat there, drinking my coffee, convincing myself of the rightness of the decision.  I knew Erin could be mightily persuasive when she was sweet, so I hoped she would have swung sour by the time she emerged from Trader Joe's.  


Fortunately, for the rest of the night she was a bitch.

#


I'd always found that breaking up with a girl was best done without thinking about it at all, without anticipating, so even before I took a bite out of my sandwich I said: "This isn't working anymore, and I want to break up."  I never say: I have something serious to talk to you about, because when you say that the other person knows that some horrible news is coming, and endures an awful pause between the moment you tell her you have something to tell her and the moment you actually tell her.  Which I know seems blunt; and while enduring Erin's storms for our seven weeks together had taught me to see some things differently this wasn't one of them.


Erin, however, _had_ taken a bite of her sandwich, and now she looked at me while she finished chewing it.  Those few seconds of silence seemed very long.  "Can I ask what you think isn't working?" she said.


"Do you really have to ask?" I said.  "It's like every day is a fucking battle, except I don't know who I'm fighting."


"What are you talking about," she said.


"I'm talking about you," I said.  "Sometimes you're like a kitten, and you jump into my lap and purr.  Other days you're like one of those cats that when you try to pet them they run away, and if you try to pet them again they hiss at you."


She looked at me.  She put her sandwhich down.  "I don't appreciate being compared to a fucking cat," she said.  


"It's just a metaphor," I said, "it's - look, I don't know what the hell is going on, I don't know what you want or don't want, but I do know that I can't deal with it anymore, and in fact normally I never would have even called you after the way you acted the first night I talked  to you,  the only reason I did was - "


Shit, I thought.


"Yes?" She said.  She'd crossed her arms in front of her and was giving me her imperious stare, for which I was extraordinarily grateful.


"Honestly, I was worried that in my dating life I was somehow … lacking integrity.  Like I was behaving badly, even though I wasn't trying to behave badly.  So I decided to find someone difficult to be with, more difficult than I ever was, and put up with shit I would never have put up with normally."  I said this last sentence with a hint of venom, because now that I was letting this into the open I wanted her to know that even though she'd treated me like a sucker, that I _wasn't_ a sucker, that I'd only been playing a sucker for science.


Erin was shaking her head, staring at me incredulously.  "Wow," she said.


"And I don't mean that I was lying; or acting falsely," I hurriedly went on, because I knew that if you wanted to you could take what I was saying the wrong way, and that right now she probably wouldn't be feeling charitable.  "All the emotions you saw were absolutely real.  I was completely myself with you.  Just a more patient and persistent version of myself."


"Wow," she said again.  "I can't believe -"


"And I didn't do a damn thing wrong," I said.  "I'm not apologizing.  I shouldn't even have said anything.  All that matters is that the real me -"


"I've been acting, too," she said.


We stared at each other for a few seconds.


"What?" I said.


"I had this string of relationships where I just gave and gave.  I chased, I did all the work, I did all the listening, and then when the guy had got enough out of me he'd either leave, or just close down.  So I decided, fuck it, I'm going to do the opposite.  I'm going to not give anything unless they drag it out of me.  I'll let someone else do all the work, all the chasing, all the suffering.  I'll take what I want when I want, I'll act like a bitch.  It's can't be better than what I've been doing."


"Wow," I said.


I started to say something else, and then stopped, and Erin did the same.  The implication was obvious: we'd both been acting like the other; and now, in theory, with lessons learned, we could go back to acting like ourselves, and if we met each other in the middle then hey, hello wondrous utopia, hello incredible storybook love!


Except it didn't feel like that; it felt weird, like I was looking at a stranger, and I didn't know what to think about the weeks we'd had together, or what the experience said about me, or about her.  Erin picked up her sandwhich again, and took another bite.  I unwrapped mine and took a bite of my own.  We watched each other, chewing, and I tried to figure out what to do next.

