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PROLOGUE

The Streak: 

	The Dark Ages

Love is the answer—but while you’re waiting for the answer, sex raises some pretty good questions.

—Woody Allen
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One Thousand Days


I could tell you that I came to the most remote corner of Arctic Russia because of an interest in life on the tundra in the post-Soviet era. Except it wouldn’t be true. The reason I’m here is that I have gone one thousand forty-four days without sex.

Let me clarify: I did not come to Provideniya to get laid. That would be like traveling to North Dakota for Ethiopian food. There are maybe forty single guys in this town, and it appears that the majority are border guards wearing the type of oversized sunglasses last seen on Starsky and Hutch. Not a good look, really. 

The truth is, I came to Provideniya—a near ghost town of crumbling concrete with no cafes, no hotels, not even hot running water—because it seemed like the perfect place to commemorate my One Thousand Days. My own personal New Millennium.

The fact that I have been stranded here for a week seems especially appropriate. The fact that I don’t really want to leave comes as a bit of a surprise.

I can’t recall exactly when I started counting, but at some point, back home in Los Angeles, I did some calculations and determined that I was closing in on a historic milestone. One thousand days, in case you’re doing some calculations of your own, is ninety-two days shy of three years. It is just thirty-six days shorter than the duration of the Kennedy administration. Other than my parents’ former housekeeper, Esperanza, an ex-nun from El Salvador, I do not know anyone under the age of seventy who has even approached this record.

With no prospects in sight, I am, at age thirty-four, becoming the Cal Ripken of celibacy.

Now, I’m sure you’re wondering how I got into this predicament. Do I look like Freddy Krueger? Do I dress like Barbara Bush? Am I too picky? Too bitchy? Too shy? Do I have agoraphobia? Chlamydia? Really bad foot fungus?

Good questions, all of them. Questions that I have, at one time or another, mulled over. Questions that members of my family ask frequently and loudly at our Jewish-holiday gatherings.

The short answer to all of these questions is no. Or, as they say here in Provideniya, nyet.

I suppose I could have sex. In fact, just last month, through my Internet dating service, I received the following e-mail from a twenty-one-year-old bicycle messenger: “I would like to spend a night with a wonderful woman. I am young but I am mature. I am French, also. I love pleasure, exchange of energy! What about you?”

The thing is, most consenting adults can find sex, if they’re willing to go to bed with someone they’re not especially attracted to or fond of. But here’s the other thing: Yes, I’m looking for sex, but I’d like something more, too. At the very least, I’d like a little mutual desirability. I’d like the tiniest spark. And I’d like a guy who can utter the phrase “I feel” in a context other than “I feel like eating at Burger King.”

Don’t get the wrong idea: I am not all that virtuous. I’m certainly not saving myself for Mr. Right. I’d be perfectly amenable to taking Mr. Remote Possibility for a test drive. But somehow, despite my valiant efforts over one thousand days, even he doesn’t seem to have made an appearance. As a consequence, I’ve been left in a state of sexual deprivation that I previously thought impossible. What’s it like to go without sex this long? Well, let’s just say that unlike Cal Ripken when he was riding his streak, nobody’s cheering, least of all me.

During my epic dry spell, I’ve been out with so many guys that I have developed a system of dating strategies complex enough to warrant doctoral study. I have vowed to broaden my search, to try harder. I’ve vowed not to try at all and just “let it happen.” I’ve tried to appear more available and less assertive. I’ve tried to appear less available and more assertive. I’ve done just about everything but lower my standards or give up completely, because the truth is, I still have hope. Greater miracles have occurred. Remember the South American rugby players who survived a plane crash in the Andes in the dead of winter? If they could live for ten weeks on toothpaste and the flesh of their deceased teammates and still manage to walk out of the mountains alive, surely I can navigate my way out of singlehood, no?

Still, as I stand by and watch almost everyone I know get paired off, I do wonder what’s going on. Is this bad luck? Is it fate? Is this predicament of my own making? I’ve never believed there is just one perfect match out there for me—there are probably dozens, if not hundreds. But why do they all seem to be in a witness protection program?

Some months ago, it became evident that my countless efforts, large and small, would not keep me from reaching One Thousand Days. Short of a miracle to throw me off course, I was headed straight toward this ignoble benchmark.

Clearly, an event of this magnitude called for some sort of tribute (to myself, of course, for my remarkable endurance). I briefly considered a solo trip to Death Valley, but commemorating my dry spell in the desert . . . I don’t know, the concept just seemed unimaginative. A few friends suggested I go somewhere fabulous, like Tahiti or the Italian Riviera or Jackson Hole, Wyoming. But fabulousness was clearly not what the situation warranted. Fabulous is for your honeymoon, not your impersonation of the Virgin Mary.

The worst advice came from Kate, a friend who’s appointed herself my own personal airbag, ready to deploy whenever she thinks I’m about to get hurt. “Go pamper yourself at a spa!” she insisted. “Blow lots of money on beauty treatments!” It was obvious that Kate had never been to a spa and had only read about them in perky women’s magazines.

I, on the other hand, have been to several spas, having been sent on assignment, as it happens, by the various perky women’s magazines that I write for. I can tell you that the suffering usually begins with a facial. You are led into a dark room by a pale, stout Bulgarian named Magda, who wears a white lab coat and uses a giant magnifying glass to inspect your pores under the blinding glare of a floodlight that could do double duty in police interrogations. She then demands to know what cleansing, toning, and moisturizing products you use—and why you have so little regard for your skin as to have purchased any of the products you just mentioned (if you could think of any). Suddenly you are engulfed in steam, and Magda gouges her sharpened thumbnails into your nasal cartilage, sighing as she extracts blackheads visible only through her electron microscope. Then she grabs a spiked pizza slicer and rolls it all over your face.

It’s one thing to have endured one thousand days without sex. It would be like pouring lemon juice on a canker sore to commemorate the occasion by visiting a spa.

Pampering was out. But what was the alternative? I was searching the Internet one night when I hit upon a trip that seemed to strike the perfect tone: the Arctic Ocean Ride of Pain. It was an eleven-day mountain-biking and camping trek along the unpaved Dalton Highway, the most remote road in the United States, stretching 450 miles from Fairbanks, Alaska, up to a town called—I loved this part—Deadhorse. Temperatures would likely be near freezing, and there would be no showers, no toilets, and except for the world’s northernmost truck stop at mile 174, no services at all. “Let it not be said that we didn’t warn you!” the tour company’s Web site offered. I should mention that I’m an avid cyclist, so this trek seemed to offer the proper amount of torture without the risk of death.

I did more research and discovered that I could cap off the Ride of Pain with a two-day side trip to Provideniya, a town 6,000 miles from Moscow but just an hour by prop plane from Nome, across the Bering Strait. I looked at the world map on my office wall. Russia, an enormous, orange blob, appeared to have a lot in common with my celibacy streak: It looked bleak and endless. It seemed like my kind of place.

Now, you may be wondering: What’s the difference between spa pain and Arctic pain? It’s all in the expectations. If you sign up for something that sounds fantastic but turns out to be dreadful, you end up feeling ripped off and bummed out. But if you go in expecting misery, you can only be pleasantly surprised.

Today is day seven of my two-day “side trip” to Provideniya. Back in Nome, the tour company operator had mentioned that planes can’t fly out of Provideniya when it’s foggy. What she didn’t happen to mention is that (1) it’s almost always foggy here, (2) foggy or clear, the airport is closed on weekends, and (3) even on weekdays when the weather is clear, airport power outages can still keep you grounded.

Every morning, my fellow inmates and I gather around our apartment window and gaze out at the fog, wondering when the requisite stars will align to spring us from this joint. The others in the group—two retired couples from Texas and a shy, forty-ish software engineer from Seattle—are becoming increasingly anxious to get out of here. Last night when Yuri, our local guide, mentioned that a group of Japanese scientists once got stranded in Provideniya for a month, the whole lot of them looked positively stricken.

But I could hardly contain my good humor because, personally, I’m in no hurry to go anywhere. I’m still basking in the glory of my arm-wrestling victory over a Russian teenager the other day at the rec center. (Hey, he started it.) I’ve got dozens more American slang expressions to teach Yuri—“You’re bullshitting me” is his new favorite—and I’m still perfecting the Scrabble board I made out of notebook paper and duct tape. I’ve got stuff going on.

Besides, as I look at the rusted tanks and decaying boats outside, it occurs to me that I’ve been given a rare and unexpected opportunity. For the first time in ages, there is absolutely nothing I can do about my streak—no online dating services to pore over, no setups engineered by well-meaning friends, no strategies to implement simply because they’re so wacky they’ve got to work. Without any pressure or distractions and only time on my hands, maybe I can finally get to the bottom of things. Maybe I can figure out why, over the past one thousand forty-four days, I managed to get so far off track. How did I go from being a person who has sex to being a person who thinks an abandoned military outpost in Arctic Russia is a really great place to vacation?

If I can figure that out, then maybe I can figure out a way to put an end to the Streak, and begin the rest of my life.
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The Curse of the Singles Table


Of course, it’s not just about the sex. Sooner or later, I’d like the sex to come packaged with a wedding ring.

Why get married? For love, companionship, children, for someone to help pay the mortgage and field the telemarketing calls—all the usual reasons. But when you’re in your thirties, the prospect of marriage offers one particularly alluring perk: the end to insufferable singlehood.

Not that singlehood, as a concept, is entirely dismal. At certain times of life, being unattached is actually quite a blessing. In your early twenties, singlehood allows you to be spontaneous and madcap—to put your belongings in storage and bicycle across the country, to have sex with your coworkers in your Trooper in the company parking lot. At this point, marriage is a concept as alien and disconcerting as a colonoscopy.

Late-twenties singlehood isn’t a bad deal, either. A couple of your friends have gotten engaged, but you’re not hearing any ticking clocks, and you’re feeling free to sleep with cute guys you’re certain would never be husband material. If your family starts nagging you, you just pack up your Trooper and move to a new city.

But then there’s over-thirty singlehood, which is basically like being sent to the Gulag. This fate becomes very clear every time you attend a wedding and are seated at the Singles Table.

In your twenties, the Singles Table is not a bad place to be. Sure, you’re disappointed that you didn’t have a date for the wedding, but you look upon your singleness as a common and temporary condition, like the flu. In fact, when you glance over at the Married Twenty-Five-Year-Olds Table, you’re quite glad you’re not sitting there, especially since you’d be wearing pearls and other items of jewelry and clothing that would suggest a premature transformation into your mother. You’re sure all the Married Twenty-Five-Year-Olds made a grievous error—that in ten years they’ll wake up wondering why the stranger in their bed prefers flipping channels to having sex and how much money they’ll need to spend on couples therapy to bring their marriage out of its vegetative state.

In your twenties, you take your place at the Singles Table with optimism. You know there will be a decent crop of available guys at your table, and it’s not inconceivable that one of them might become your next fling, or maybe even your next boyfriend. At the very least, you’ll have someone to dance with.

In your thirties, the Singles Table is a very different place. Now, the population of this table resembles that of a war-torn nation: women, children, and sickly men. Typically there are not enough bona fide singles to fill an entire table, since all the people you sat with in your twenties have found their mates. So the definition of “single” is stretched to include engaged couples, eleven-year-old nephews of the groom, and paunchy second cousins from Detroit who manage their father’s drywall business. 

In your thirties, you dread taking your place at the Singles Table. Your singleness has started to feel like something more serious than the flu, something chronic, painful, and obscure—like diverticulitis. Deep down you know you haven’t done anything to cause your condition, but you know that other people suspect it’s your fault, and in your worst moments you start to wonder if they’re right. 

In your thirties, the conversation at the Singles Table goes through distinct phases. In the introduction phase, everyone behaves as if they are seated at any ordinary table. Conversation is along the lines of, “So, are you friends with the bride or the groom?” or “How long have you known Stacy and Steve?” Everyone takes turns telling their story—“Joan’s uncle Charles is my mom’s cousin’s husband” or “Scott and I were fraternity brothers” and so on. In this phase, the dialogue is very similar, I imagine, to the conversation that goes on at all the other tables. For a good, solid ten minutes, you cling to the illusion that you are just like everyone else.

But then the music starts, and you’re suddenly reminded that your tiny, tablecloth-covered island is a world apart. At first, you try to talk over the music, ignoring the fact that, ten yards away, two hundred people have flooded the dance floor. You try to act as if this is a wonderful opportunity to continue the fascinating conversation you began during the introduction phase. While the DJ blasts “Play that Funky Music, White Boy,” you find yourself screaming across the Singles Table, “So, how many employees work in your division? Has the company always been based in St. Louis?”

At some point, the music becomes too loud and your situation too conspicuous (all of the tables except the Longtime Housekeeper and Elderly Distant Relatives Table have now emptied onto the dance floor), and you are forced to either flee to the bathroom or ask the second cousin from Detroit to dance, since he is far too meek, short, inept, or uninterested to think of asking you. So you and the second cousin venture to the edge of the dance floor and engage in some quasi-robotic movements without making eye contact—without really moving, actually. You pray that there will not be any slow songs and that the food will be served very, very soon.

Usually, sitting at the Singles Table is an indignity you endure in private. Sure, you’re in a room with a few hundred other people, but they’re all preoccupied, fawning over the bride and the table decorations, and your fellow singles are a nonissue because tomorrow they’ll be off to Detroit or the sixth grade. When your mother calls for a wedding report, you can just say, “The flowers were beautiful” and “The rabbi was in top form” and so on. Nobody has to know.

But then there are times when the Singles Table ordeal is exacerbated by the fact that you have to endure it in front of your family. This happened to me recently at the wedding of two family friends, Marnie and Mike. My parents, my grandparents, my aunt and uncle, my sister and her husband, and my cousin and her husband were seated at one table. I was seated about thirty feet away, at the Singles Table.

Actually, at this particular wedding, the indignities began before the seating arrangements were even revealed. I drove to the affair with my cousin and her husband, whose unspoken function in the family is to accompany me to events where everyone else has a date. Once, they even insisted on bringing me to a Valentine’s Day dinner, a thoughtful gesture that turned into a debacle when the three of us showed up at a restaurant that only had tables for two. We ended up at a seedy Thai joint seated in a booth.

Upon arriving at the synagogue, I promptly ran into my parents. My mother could not stop raving about how thin and gorgeous I looked, which is her usual attempt to overcompensate for the fact that I am dateless. The longer I am single, the thinner and more gorgeous I become, according to my mother. By the time I hit forty, I may well turn into Julia Roberts.

I will admit that I was fairly fetching that evening, thanks to a slimming black dress and velvet jacket that my father had bought for me on a recent shopping expedition. It is true: I am thirty-four years old and my father is dressing me. There are two explanations for this:

(1) Nobody in the family trusted me to show up at the wedding dressed appropriately (“appropriate,” in my family, means new, expensive, and fabulous). Their instincts were correct. Left to my own devices, I would have done a cost/benefit analysis—Is it worth spending four hundred dollars for an event unlikely to yield a single prospective boyfriend?—and pulled a black suit from my closet. If my parents wanted to see me in a new outfit, they would have to buy it for me.

Which brings me to (2). I have neither the patience nor the talent to shop for dress clothes on my own, a deficiency I seem to have inherited from my mother. Left to her own devices, Mother favors knee-length Bermuda shorts with sweaters and tights. She’s a whiz at analyzing the P/E ratios of technology stocks, but send her to an upscale clothing store and she’s like Bambi lost in midtown Manhattan.

My younger sister, Jennifer, is an experimental artist turned graphic and interior designer with a superior fashion sense. Her personal preference is to go for shock value—low-cut, fluorescent-orange blouses and pumps that are impossibly high and pointy—but she has done a stellar job as a personal shopper for my more sedate tastes. However, Jen and I were not on speaking terms as Marnie and Mike’s wedding approached, an unfortunate and complicated situation dating back to her own recent wedding. Alas, my father was the only available candidate for the job.

He was, I should add, an outstanding candidate. A fine-art dealer and connoisseur of flowers, furniture, and apple martinis, my father was born to shop. He wears Panama hats and wingtip shoes and mustard-colored herringbone blazers with a handkerchief peeking out of the breast pocket. When he travels, he often gets upgraded to first class simply because he looks the part. My father does not know how to throw a football or operate a power saw, but he is a genius when it comes to matching dresses, scarves, and wraps. In less than one hour, my father had found me the perfect outfit for Marnie and Mike’s wedding. I was grateful. Better to be dateless and gorgeous than dateless and drab.

As I sat in the synagogue trying to stay awake during yet another explanation of the Jewish wedding rituals, the rabbi’s words suddenly caught my attention. Reading from a poem, he announced that marriage joins two people whose lives, previously, were “worthless, without purpose.” Well, well, well. How marvelous, I thought, for Marnie and Mike to have evaded this miserable fate. Bravo for them! But what about the rest of us worthless, purposeless masses sitting out here?

After the ceremony, we filed into the hallway to pick up our place cards. That’s when I discovered I’d been banished to the Singles Table. As I walked over to my place, my family waving to me in dismay, I felt like a criminal defendant being taken into custody after bail had been denied.

One by one throughout the evening, my family stopped by to commiserate or lobby for my release. “We’ll just grab a chair and squeeze you in!” one cousin suggested. Jen’s husband, John, surveyed my fellow singles, the usual slim pickings, and shook his head. “Man, you’ve gotta blow this joint,” he said before being abruptly summoned to push Grandpa Julius to the men’s room in his wheelchair. My aunt implored me to join the family. “You belong with us,” she said.

But did I? The ten people at my family’s table were all coupled up. Wouldn’t that make me the eleventh wheel? Plus, the cramped quarters at the family table would have made my predicament even more obvious. I feared the conversation that might follow and thought back to my cousin’s wedding, when Grandma Honey cornered me in the restroom and demanded to know why, at age thirty-one, I had no marriage prospects. “Where do you fit into all this?” she asked, before heading out the door and onto the stage for a lengthy speech in which she proclaimed, “At least one of my grandchildren will be married before I’m dead!”

I know Grandma Honey (a childhood nickname for Hannah) means well. She just wants me to be happy, and obviously, she has decided that marriage is the shortest route to that destination. Which, in itself, is fascinating to me since marriage is the very institution that has made her life miserable. “Living hell,” “nightmare,” and “Sometimes I’d rather be dead” are just a few of the terms she uses when speaking about her sixty-six years of wedlock to Grandpa Julius, a cantankerous retired business mogul.

In the early years, according to reliable sources, my grandmother’s marriage consisted primarily of planning and executing lavish parties to impress my grandfather’s associates in the coat-manufacturing industry. Otherwise, Grandpa was blessedly out of her hair, off barking orders at his salesmen or intimidating his business associates in Europe. These days Grandma is stuck with him and his tirades twenty-four hours a day, since she can’t see well enough to drive and wouldn’t leave him alone anyway, for fear that he would forget to take his blood pressure medicine and drop dead of a stroke, thus leaving her with unbearable guilt. Now that Grandma is ninety, her marriage entails fixing Grandpa breakfast, administering eye drops for his glaucoma, and living in a retirement-home suite that is hotter than Guatemala in August. (Grandpa is always cold but refuses to wear sweaters, so he blasts the heat instead.) And still, Grandma Honey insists that I get married.

My other grandma, Ruth, held marriage in equal reverence, even though she was divorced twice herself and did not approve of ninety percent of all spousal choices made by anybody related to her. To put this in context, I should mention that Grandma Ruth disapproved of pretty much everything, especially exercise, politics, credit cards, four-door sedans, and Israeli accents. Still, when I’d visit for our weekly Scrabble game, her first question to me was always, “So when are you going to get married?” I would feign momentary shock and say, “Oh my God, I can’t believe I forgot to tell you! I’m getting married on Saturday! I hope you have something to wear!”

As Grandma Ruth grew older and weaker, she couldn’t remember whether “agria” was a legitimate Scrabble play (the word, which means “severe pustular eruption,” is indeed fair game, as Grandma herself had taught me), but she always remembered to pester me about finding a husband. When, at age eighty-nine, she became so frail she could barely sit up, her greetings were reduced to a single word: “Married?”

Grandma’s dead now, but that hasn’t really helped the situation, since I have several dozen other relatives standing by to remind me of my single state.

Now, you may wonder why, given the marital train wrecks previously described, I still aspire to utter the words “my husband.” One reason is that unlike my grandmothers, who married very young, I’ve milked singlehood for all it’s worth. Another reason I remain hopeful is my parents. For more than three decades, they’ve had the kind of love affair that could be accompanied by the soundtrack to When Harry Met Sally.

Romance? My father will light six pairs of antique candlesticks in their bedroom and serve my mother sherry from a crystal decanter. He loves to make dinner an event, moving their table for two to the den fireplace, to the side yard near the rosebushes, or to the bedroom, within view of the saucer magnolia tree.

Respect and admiration? Sometimes my father will call me from his car phone just to say, “You should have seen your mother at the Rosenfelds’ party last night. She was just exquisite in her green dress and diamond earrings, and she didn’t look a bit tired, even though she drove Grandma to the urologist and Grandpa to the dermatologist and spent four hours updating their finances on the computer. I hope my next wife is half as capable and brilliant and gorgeous.”

Of course, there will be no second wife. My father is only joking. He is almost always joking, except when it comes to professing his love for my mother.

My mother is no less effusive. Her calls to me from the car phone are testimonials about my father’s sense of style, his flair for adventure, and his ability to sell expensive paintings to people who did not even realize they were in the market for art.  “He’s a miracle worker,” she’ll say. “He’s one in a billion.”

My parents’ marital compatibility is all the more remarkable considering the only thing they really have in common is that they despise all feature films except those starring Meryl Streep.

My father is an optimist, certain that his next art exhibition will be an unprecedented success. My mother is the pessimist, just as sure the whole endeavor will drive them to bankruptcy. My mother lives in a constant state of assessment: Has she chosen the right homeowner’s insurance? The correct toner cartridge for her printer? The proper ratio of onion bagels to egg bagels? The only issue my father takes the time to assess is whether the bar in the den is low on vodka.

And yet, somehow, my parents get along marvelously. Watching them is really quite magical. Naturally, they want the same for me. They will not say as much—thank goodness—but I can sense their longing. They want it so badly that my father has even taken to reading the personal ads in The Jewish Journal. Not long ago he came across a thirty-eight-year-old writer whom he felt was perfect for me. He was so sure that he secretly called the writer on my behalf. Dad was forced to admit this egregious behavior to me when it turned out that the prospective date he’d selected was a former coworker of mine, a guy who was clearly as uninterested in me as I was in him.

So perhaps you can understand why I was not leaping toward the family table at Marnie and Mike’s wedding. At least there was a place designated just for me at the Singles Table. Unfortunately, it was next to a guy who spent most of the evening stalking a woman seated on the other side of the room. That left an empty space between me and the other nonrelative single guy. I expended a great deal of effort leaning across the empty space and feigning interest in the fact that his on-again, off-again girlfriend plays fullback on an all-women’s contact football team. About halfway through the meal I gave up on the conversation and focused instead on eating the table-decoration grapes in a symmetrical pattern, so the centerpieces would not be ruined by the bare stems.

By the time we finished the chicken and asparagus, the Singles Table had been largely abandoned, a common yet mysterious phenomenon. It’s not clear where everyone goes, and I’ve never taken the time to investigate. I suppose the engaged couples get swallowed up on the dance floor, and the eleven-year-olds try to scam some booze from the bar. My usual strategy is to leave the event altogether, so as to avoid participation in the ultimate indignity: the bouquet toss.

This loathsome tradition has been eliminated from most weddings I attend these days, since the brides and grooms are typically in their thirties and have no single friends left to participate. However, as I learned from my friend Cara’s wedding, you just never know when this custom, like a bad credit report, will resurface and ambush you.

The best thing that happened to me at Cara’s wedding was that, while walking to the garden for the postceremony photo shoot, I tripped down the concrete steps and sprained my ankle. The immediate humiliation, including the wedding coordinator’s frantic pursuit of an ice pack, was mitigated by the fact that I now had the perfect excuse to leave the party early. I took full advantage of my injury, limping out the door as soon as dinner was over.

The next day I learned that, after I left, I had been paged by someone at the microphone onstage. If I’d been there, I would certainly have ventured up, on the assumption that I had lost my keys or wallet. As it turned out, I’d been summoned for the bouquet toss, which apparently was supposed to have involved three people: the two flower girls and me.

I didn’t know if Marnie would be having a bouquet toss, and I didn’t want to find out. With the Singles Table now empty, I wandered back over to my family’s table, where my grandfather and I discussed the recent increase in his dosage of congestive heart failure medication. “I’ve got to go to the john all the goddamn time,” he said. Fearing that a trip to the men’s room was imminent and would involve me piloting the wheelchair, I decided I’d served my time at this wedding. I grabbed my cousin and her husband, and we split.

When you’re single in your thirties, you are often overcome by this urge to flee. But you’re not just running away—from the latest airborne flower bouquet or baby shower or New Year’s Eve bash. You’re running toward something—or at least that’s what you tell yourself as you buy your plane ticket.

Every time my birthday comes around or a friend gets engaged or the holiday season appears on the horizon, my impulse is the same: I pull out my Rand McNally Road Atlas or log onto a bargain travel Web site. For just $599, I discover, I can go to Malta for a week, airfare and hotel included! I don’t even know where Malta is, but for a split second, I feel a surge of optimism. Maybe I’ll meet my next boyfriend on the beach in Malta! (But wait, does Malta have beaches? Or is that Yalta?) I feel certain that the more remote the destination and the more taxing the trip, the more possibilities await me.

Fleeing gives you more than a sense of relief, more than a means to distract yourself while everyone else is opening a joint checking account. It gives you hope that you can find a way out of your predicament.

But perhaps I’m getting ahead of myself. I daresay, the day Cal Ripken trotted out to third base in 1982, he had no idea it was the start of a record-setting, 2,632-consecutive-game streak. I was similarly oblivious to what lay ahead. In fact, up until the first day of my One Thousand Days, sex had pretty much been like Häagen-Dazs. It wasn’t something I had every day, but I figured it would always be available.







B.C.E. 

(Before the Celibacy Era)

Some things are better than sex, and some things are worse, but there’s nothing exactly like it.

—W. C. Fields
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Life with Sex


The most notable thing to come out of my sex life with Bradley, the predominant boyfriend of my early twenties, was that I memorized the official birds of all the M states: Maine, Maryland, Massachusetts, Minnesota, Mississippi, Missouri, and Montana. Bradley had a map of the United States posted above his futon, and it featured alphabetized columns listing the fifty states and their corresponding birds. Whenever we’d have sex, a monotonous event that took place about once a week in his cat-hair-coated studio apartment, I would inevitably end up positioned in front of the M-state column. To pass the time, I would bone up, so to speak, on my birds. “Maine: Chickadee,” I’d say to myself, as we went at it. “Montana: Western Meadowlark.”

As a couple, Bradley and I had all the appeal of a chopped-liver-and-jelly sandwich. During our three years together, we constantly complained about each other’s music, each other’s apartments (him: “Could your bedroom be any more cavelike?”; me: “Could you maybe put blinds on your windows?”), and each other’s spending habits. Once we got in a huge fight at a shoe store after he spent a half hour debating whether to buy a brown pair or a black pair of forty-dollar dress shoes. When I suggested that he throw caution to the wind and buy both, he accused me of being Imelda Marcos incarnate. “I only have one pair of feet!” he snapped as I stormed out of the store.

At this point, you may be wondering why I was with Bradley at all, let alone for a period lasting longer than most Hollywood marriages. I have thought about this long and hard and have settled on an explanation: cluelessness. The early twenties, at least as I experienced them, are not particularly conducive to making deeply considered decisions. At this point, you are little more than an amoeba with a credit-card balance. Your obtuseness applies to pretty much every aspect of life, whether it’s your behavior at the office, your roommate-selection process, or the guys you hop into bed (or the back seat of a Trooper) with.

Granted, there are exceptions to this rule. There are people who make all the right moves from birth and have decided on a career, a spouse, and a city to settle in by the time they’re old enough to vote. But since neither I nor any of my friends ever fit into that category, I have to assume these people either are (1) freaks of nature, or (2) living in countries with limited job opportunities and arranged marriages.

More typically, it seems, the early twenties are exemplified by a tendency toward being monumentally impulsive or dense. Certainly this explains how I ended up with a career writing articles like “Flat Abs by July!” and “A Firm Butt in 3 Moves!” Basically: I didn’t get my year-end raise at the newspaper I worked for because, according to my boss, I frequently rolled my eyes at assignments I didn’t like. I quit in a huff and took the first job that came along, a position at a women’s fitness magazine favored by readers who consider cellulite to be only slightly less horrifying than the threat of global nuclear warfare. (I enjoy exercise as much as the next person—probably more so—and I’m hardly procellulite, but surely there are obsessions worthier than the pursuit of sculpted glutes.)

An ample supply of impulsiveness also explains why I shared a rental house for two years with a girl I met at a bowling alley, who brought along a mangy mutt that did nothing but hump the couch and relieve himself on my bedroom carpet. To a certain extent, it also explains Bradley, the last in a series of starter boyfriends that began in college.

When it came to sex, I was late off the blocks, but that’s what tends to happen when you spend six years sequestered in an all-girls prep school, especially one so strict that you’re sent to detention for wearing sneakers instead of regulation loafers. By my first year at college, though, I was determined to catch up. And so I began a mutually obsessive flirtation with a button-down upperclassman in my Spanish class. He was smart and dorky in a cute kind of a way, and I cornered him for our first kiss in an empty hallway outside our language lab.

I was the one who brought up sex, a few months later, but he kept begging off. When we finally ended up fumbling through my farewell to virginity in his off-campus apartment, I did make a mental note that he appeared to be showing the same amount of excitement toward my breasts as one might show toward, say, a pair of moldy tomatoes. But I had nothing to compare our encounters to, so it never occurred to me that we might be engaged in the worst sex ever experienced by two consenting adults. Nor did it occur to me—or to him, until several years later—that he was gay.

When I moved on to my second boyfriend, Eric, a sorta-cute, sorta-dorky writer on the campus paper, I told him that sex, in my view, was like step aerobics—an inexplicably popular activity that was, in reality, nothing more than a succession of variations on the same uninspiring moves. Luckily, he realized that I just hadn’t had the right instructor. He unhooked my bra with one hand, unzipped my jeans with the other, and moments later, I made a surprising and life-changing discovery: Sex was fun!

I mark this as the official moment when my Life With Sex began, and it seemed infinitely superior to the alternative. Over the next few years and sexual partners, I stumbled onto several more conclusions. First of all, there seemed to be distinct categories of sex. For me, these consisted of: bad sex with guys who turned out to be gay (see Boyfriend No. 1); good sex with nice guys worthy of a fleeting coed crush (see Boyfriend No. 2); weird, regrettable sex with guys who would never be more than friends; and fantastic sex with smart, hunky guys who would inevitably dump you.

My impulsive forays into so-called “friendly” sex were especially disastrous. On paper, this would seem to be the perfect outlet for carnal lust. You’re between boyfriends. You want sex. And you’re put off by the bar scene. Why not sleep with your favorite office pal sitting a few cubicles away? He’s decent-looking, and there’s no danger of hurt feelings, since you both know you lack the chemistry to go the distance. What could go wrong?

But then you start kissing, and you realize there was a reason you’d never mentally undressed the guy: You’re not attracted to him. At all. You go through with the sex anyway—you’d already agreed to it and you’re long overdue—but the pleasure instantly gives way to a torrent of horror and embarrassment. Why couldn’t you have just played Yahtzee? When it’s all over, you both pretend nothing has changed—you might even believe it at the time. But soon you realize that, in a matter of a few libidinous moments, you have managed to destroy a year, maybe two years, maybe even five years, of friendship. The really amazing thing is that, within months, you reenact the whole sorry tale with yet another male friend.

Eventually, of course, you land another boyfriend (just in the nick of time, since you’re now running short on people to go to the movies with). Maybe this time you hit the jackpot and end up with a chiseled, charming guy you adore. Even better, you get to revel in the fact that a guy so chiseled and charming seems to adore you. My own chiseled charmer was a sportswriter named Dave who wore a baseball cap, drove a Datsun 280ZX, and called me “darlin’.” He had smooth skin and a repertoire of smooth lines (“You look good, you taste good, you feel good, you smell good . . .”). Dave did have his limitations—most notably his inability to confine himself to a single girlfriend, which I didn’t figure out until after we’d broken up. But during the year Dave and I dated, my sexual learning curve was phenomenal. I would like to say this was because he tenderly and patiently showed me the ropes, but really it was because one day he suggested that I go read a sex handbook and learn the basics. I was so mortified that I actually did.
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