“] Was Afraid to Be a Woman” coswen

Do you think that life has any meaning?”

“I do,” he answered me very seriously.
“And perhaps just faith that there is a
meaning is enough to sustain us while
we search for this meaning. But this
search cannot be made at the expense of
our life’s duties.”

“But how can one cook hamburgers
and be concerned about the World Series
before one has answered this question?”

Committal to a Life Task

“We are all committed to this,” he
said, “by the very fact of our humanity.
We have to do our life task. Who else
is going to do it? Some of us come to
these questions sooner and can give our
lives a certain direction. Some come to
them later, having already assumed a life
role and many responsibilities. Some
never come to them at all. In any case,
working toward a solution of these prob-
lems can never be a substitute for carry-
ing on our job in life.”

I was allowed to go home for an over-
night visit about this time, and this was
when I got the first inkling of a situation
that might have been tragic, but which
turned out to be a huge factor in my
growing-up process. The children talked
incessantly about a friend of mine—TI’ll
call her Bahs—and all that she was doing
for them. She had taken one to an ear
specialist, another to a fair. “Here’s
where Babs and Daddy took me for a
walk.” “When Babs was here the other
night—" I was certain by the time I had
had another visit home that my husband
and Babs were having an affair.

Before he left me at the hospital, I
asked him, and he said that it was true.
Babs’ husband had been in Europe for
several months, and they had fallen in
love. I said, “Then you really don’t love
me at all now?” I had known it for
years, I guess, but I wanted now to put
it into words. My husband was kinder
than I had ever remembered him as he
answered me. “I know you’re a fine per-
son,” he said, “and I can’t understand
why I don’t love you, but I don’t.”

I was terribly jealous, not of Babs,
but of them both because they had love
and each other. But I was relieved, too,
because here was real evidence that my
husband was a man of immature values.
I hadn’t just been imagining his im-
maturity all these years.

I told the doctor about all this the
next day. “Now can you get mad?” he
asked me. “And let off some steam?”

I said, “I don’t honestly feel mad.” I
told him how I did feel, and he listened
carefully. (He always listened intently.)
When I finished, he said, “Now let’s talk
about what we’re going to do about this.”
That “we” was about the nicest word I'd
ever heard. I felt as though we had
pooled our strength and as if no problem
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were too big to handle. That same day
the doctor told me his residency at the
hospital would be up in about a month,
and that he had a job in the fall as a
psychiatrist at M.I.T.

I asked him point-blank, “Will you be
able to see me through this thing?” And
without a flicker of hesitation he said,
“Yes, I will.” (I have often thought that
this was a crucial point for me. I knew
the doctor had just broken up with his
fiancee, that his personal life must be in
a state of upheaval, that he mustn’t Rave
any clear idea how I could continue in
therapy with him, and yet he had under-
taken a journey with me and he was
going to finish it. This example of de-
votion to duty in spite of personal heart-
break meant more to me than ten thou-
sand words on the subject.)

This meeting ushered in a new stage
in my development. Afterwards I began
to try to think of solutions for my vari-
ous problems, using the doctor as a
sounding board. We didn’t always agree,
and I was learning that you can disagree

with someone without losing respect or

affection for him.

During this time I went home fre-
quently for visits. There were some ago-
nizing scenes between my husband and
me. Once I took the wedding ring I had
given him from his finger and threw it
out into the garden. Then I ran out into
the meadow near our house and threw
myself down on the ground and cried
for half a day.

Once we sat up all night talking and
talking. This night stands out in my
memory because we were so much our-
selves. We didnt speak in anger or
hatred, but just as two groping people.

To Be Loved

I asked my husband how it felt to love,
as an adult, and be loved in return. “For
a time,” he said, “it is wonderful. You
féel so important and attractive and
wanted. You'd give the world, if you
could, to the person who makes you feel
this way. It’s a feeling that can’t last
forever, of course,” he told me.

I said, “I don’t suppose it can.”

He went on, “Now that you are home—
now that there are all these problems—
well, it’s different.”

“Love shouldn’t change with external
conditions, should it?” I remember ask-
ing him. “It should be based on some-
thing so deep, so true that even death
can’t Jestroy it.”

“Ideally it should be that way,” he
said. “But what is that something sup-
posed to be, I wonder?”

“I don’t know,” I said. “I think it would
have to be based on a sort of secret inner
knowledge of another person’s integrity
and a complete acceptance of your com-
mon humanity and fallibility.”
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