If yowr father slepl around,
are you genelically doomed
!-'” ( lfj f’ e S '.I']'l[}? By Danielle Pergament

URING THE WINTER before my
wedding, [ was on assignment in
Sicily, where | met Diego—a
photojournalist with black hair, a
scruffy beard, and warm brown eyes
that could liquefy concrete. He was my
guide in Palermo, driving me around the
city on his motoreyele, On my last day,
as we stood in a bombed-out cathedral —
him talking about World War 11, me
trving to focus on his words—he
started inching closer. Another inch.
‘Then a fraction more, and he was in my
personal space. The slightest gesture
from me would have been an invitation.
[ froze. | was madly in love with my
fianeé, so what the hell was [ doing?
The desire to cheat is hardly a new
emotion for me. In fact, | can fairly say
that if you've dated me, there's a pretty
good chance | was unfaithful. (Fm really

sorry!) You might even call me a natural-
born cheater—and | think 1 get it from
my father.

Henry Pergament was a business-
man, entrepreneur, and chemistry
genius, By the time | was born, he'd
raised several fortunes and had two
families and half a dozen children in
and out of wedlock. | have memaories
from my childhood that I wish 1 didn't:
One night when | was about 10, | was at
dinner with my sister, my father, and
his friend Mike. I overheard my dad
say, “What have | been up to? What
men are up to when they're not with
their wives."

Daily life in my family found my sis-
ters, my mother, and me running
around the house like it was a disrupted
anthill, my father somewhere offscreen.
He worked hard and was often in »»
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absentia. But as | started to under-
stand the adult world in increments, |
wondered: Was he with another woman
when he could be home teaching me to
take a picture/drive a stick shift/make
potato pancakes?

In the fall of 1991, I flew back to board-
ing school in California from our home
in New York; my father had driven me
to the airport. Once at my dorm, I called
home, and my mother sounded strange
on the phone: “Your father never came
home.” He'd hugged me at the United
terminal, then gotten in his car and
driven all the way to Arizona, to his mis-
tress, | remember thinking, How could
he not tell me he wasn't coming back?

But then he did come back. A few
months later, he showed up at my
graduation—tan, fit, wearing a linen
suit, his white hair longer than I'd ever
seen it. | never spoke to him about his
family sabbatical.

My father died 10 vears ago, and to
be fair, he was a great deal more than
his infidelities. He had a Dickensian
childhood—was raised in an orphanage,
knew only poverty, never dreamed of
going to college. He was highly intelli-
gent (he invented film-processing sys-
tems that revolutionized photography),
generous, and so handsome that
Catherine Deneuve flirted with him and
Audrey Hepburn tried to buy him a
drink. (He declined; I never learned
why.) | take after my father in many
ways—I got his dark eves, his hot tem-
per, his taste for burned toast. And |
understand why he cheated: There
wasn't enough love in the world to make
up for what he'd missed as
a child. I just wish | wasn't
doomed to repeat it.

The first time | strayed—
| messed around on one
high-school boviriend with
the next one—I called it
“overlap.” By college, | was
overlapping all the time.
My sister called me “boy

barely

“My mother
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fided to my mother that 1 was torn
between Peter and Matt, she barely
contained her disapproval. “You have
vour father's sex drive,” she said. Ouch,
| thought. But, then, a second later:
Could this be a genealogical pattern?

What happens when the right person
comes along?

[ got married nearly two vears ago to
exactly the right person. | fell in love
immediately and—cringe—told him so
on—cringe, flinch, recoil—our second
date, On our wedding day, | missed my
dad terribly, like any fatherless bride,
but something else was bugging me:
Would [ be able to respect marriage in
a way that my father never could?

The other night at a dinner party, |
posed a question to the table: “Could
there be a gene for infidelity?” | asked.
“No," said my doctor friend Michael
through a mouthful of pasta. There is
no coil in DNA that makes a person
cheat. Period. But surely not all of our
proclivities are learned, | said. Some of
us are born loving public speaking or
being great at languages—it just takes
a few vears to know it. So what if there is
a libido gene? And a gene for impulsive-
ness? And what if a person has both?

“Sounds like an excuse,”
replied Michael.

Who knows why people

Eﬂntah'I-Bd |1EI' cheat—too little attention,

dlsa?pmval.
‘You have
your father’s
sex d

she said.

too much attention, fear,
boredom? For me, it's always
been the excitement princi-
ple—the promise of being
naked with someone new, the
physical draw and the uni-

crazy.” Once, when [ con- [ KNG <o willing me to lean in.
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When you consider the counterforce, the
prissy and principled I'm not going to do
that, it doesn't seem like a fair fight. But
=0 far it works—fidelity always wins.

I never did kiss Diego, back in the
ruins of Palermo. Sure, | wanted to, but
it seemed small, childish. Too easy.

And now | have a strategy for duck-
ing temptation. No, | don't imagine my
hushand's loving face. The notion of tell-
ing my=elf it's not worth it, don't throw
it all away, blah, blah, blah, doesn’t work
for me. Instead, every time | sense it
could happen, every moment 1 find
myself attracted to someone and cross-
ing into too flirty, [ tell my husband.
Because once | confess to him my lust
for the hot bartender at the tapas place,
[ lose interest. OF course, copping to
even a potential infidelity is not the
most pleasant conversation—when |
told my hushand about Diego, he was
understandably pissed. But then two
things happened: He and | became
closer, and Diego lost his sheen.

If there's such a thing as a cheating
gene, it's not the same as attached
earlobes—it predisposes us to a pos-
sibility, not a certainty. I'll know when
I want to cheat, and because of my
take-it-like-cough-medicine method,
my husband will, too. | ean vacuum
the mystery right out of it and make
my marriage stronger in the process.
Maybe infidelity wasn't the only gene |
got from my father—maybe, if I'm
lucky, 1 got his fortitude as well. mc
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