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has “the wit and verve of Susan Isaacs.”
—Publishers Weekly on Such a Lovely Couple
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The Last Blind Date


“A laugh-out-loud-funny, nakedly revealing, kooky look at late, long-distance romance told with sweetness and soul. From the minute Linda picks up Randy at the airport with his fly accidentally unzipped, to their first New York date where he takes her to his friend’s son’s bar mitzvah and mistakenly calls her by his ex-wife’s name, it’s impossible not to root for their love.”


—Susan Shapiro, author of
Five Men Who Broke My Heart and Overexposed


“With self-deprecating charm, Yellin takes her reader on a journey from Chicago to Manhattan, eviscerating New York City folkways with gentle yet biting wit. The author’s voice is tender and authentic. You can see why Randy fell for Linda.”


—Sally Koslow, author of With Friends Like These


“Linda Yellin’s modern love story will leave you laughing ’til it hurts.”


—Sam Apple, publisher and editor-in-chief of The Faster Times


“This memoir about love the second time around is romantic comedy at its very best. Breezy, fun, and worldly wise, it will put a never-ending smile on your face.”


—Mindy Greenstein, author of The House on Crash Corner


“The Last Blind Date will have you rooting for Yellin as you eagerly turn the pages, hopeful that whatever the outcome she will just keep writing more.”


—Laurie Graff, author of You Have to Kiss a Lot of Frogs


and The Shiksa Syndrome


“I love this book. I couldn’t stop reading.”


—Nina DiSesa, author of Seducing the Boys Club


“The funny and touching truth about how a woman gets to happily-ever-after, a la Dorothy Parker.”


—Susan Spano, former New York Times columnist


“A very funny book. Each page produces several giggles and at least one big belly laugh. . . . This is the kind of book that makes you glad that writers write.”
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For my mom
VIVIEN YELLIN
Thank you for your love, your salmon patties,
your wry humor, adorable good spirits, and for teaching me
to always look at the world through the other guy’s point of view.
And thanks for marrying Dad, whom I miss very much.





Linda’s Get-Out-of-Jail Card



In circumstances where I can’t use a real person’s name and can’t make up just any name in case it is a real person’s name, I’m using names of friends who don’t care what anybody says about them. Or I’m scrambling details, maybe altering descriptions.


And if this makes sense, I’m hiring you as my lawyer.


Also, in the interest of not impugning any particular lecturer or getting Randy tossed out of his club, the actual Harvard Club topic in the “Out of My Ivy League” chapter was not on Frederick Law Olmsted. If there ever is a Harvard Club lecture on Olmsted, I’m sure we will attend. Assuming, of course, that Randy is still a member.
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When Randy Arthur of New York City separated from the first Mrs. Arthur, he left home with two suitcases, the stereo speakers, an agreement he’d get the children alternate weekends and every Tuesday and Thursday night, and a Five-Year Plan.


It broke his heart to leave the children, left him broke to leave Mrs. Arthur, but after years of feeling unappreciated by the woman he’d married twelve years earlier, it was a decision he felt compelled to make.


As Five-Year Plans go, Randy’s wasn’t up there with, say, Stalin’s Five-Year Plans to industrialize the Soviet Union, but still, he felt a strong commitment to it. He’d focus on work, the children, pay the bills—and have lots of short-term, noncommittal, no-strings-attached relationships with a variety of beautiful women.


He was honest with the women he dated; told them right up front that he didn’t want to get involved. But of course they never believed him. He was too attentive, too affectionate; in lieu of their names he called them “sweetheart” and “beautiful,” leaving each woman under the impression that she was his beautiful sweetheart.


As soon as anyone got too close, attempted to buy theater tickets for shows months away, or suggested he redecorate the living room of his small one-bedroom apartment, maybe hang some pretty curtains, he said a gentle good-bye. His priority was the children, whom he never introduced to any of the beautiful sweethearts; he didn’t want eight-year-old Phoebe and five-year-old Benjamin growing attached to women who would soon be moving on. It was a good plan, and because of his up-frontness with each succeeding participant, arguably an honorable plan, and should have been reasonably successful if he hadn’t screwed it up in Year Two.


His best friend Dan who now lived in California suggested Randy call Linda who lived in Chicago and was the best friend of Dan’s girlfriend Lynn. And if you failed to track that, ignore it, continue on, and go with the flow.


“What do I need with calling some woman who lives seven hundred miles away?” Randy asked Dan. In the interest of male bonding they spoke on the phone almost every week.


“My gut says you’ll like her.” Dan had a large gut so Randy tended to trust it. “She was here last year right before you were. She’s tall. Dark hair. Decent body. She wrote a book. You should read her book. See what you think.”


“What’s her book about?”


“Her dead husband.”


“Great. Already she sounds like fun.”


“What have you got to lose?” Dan said.


“Airfare,” Randy said.


But after Randy’s current girlfriend started mumbling things about maybe leaving a toothbrush at his apartment, Randy began to think there might be certain advantages to dating someone out of town. Get together. Share a few laughs. Score some easy gratuitous sex, then escape on a plane. Talk about your no strings attached. The only thing better than a woman you don’t plan to see again is a woman you’ll never run into again.


So he called me.


Fifteen years ago I published a novel to no acclaim whatsoever. If by any chance you did happen to read it (and if you claim to have done so, I know you’re lying unless you’re my mother, one of my two sisters, or a handful of ex-boyfriends who were just making sure I didn’t slander them)—well, if you were one of those six people, you’d already know the following:


Two weeks after college graduation I married a tall, handsome, damaged young man who’d spent three years in the Marines, one of them in Vietnam. He was sweet. He was confused. He was depressed. I was in over my head.


We had what was then called a whirlwind courtship, but I’d now call a what-the-hell-were-we-thinking courtship: engaged in six weeks. We met in college from different starting points. Small town—big city. Baptist—Jewish. He saw me as easygoing and uncomplicated. I saw him as strong and complex. The only other Vietnam vets I ever ran across were the ones I’d see on TV crime shows, their backgrounds always revealed during the big finish, right after they were arrested for hacking off a little old lady’s head.


“Why did he do it?” someone would ask, and a detective with a somber voice and a bad brown suit would offer up the answer: “’Nam.”


I loved that Teddy was a former Marine. What’s sexier than a man who looks good in a uniform, fights for his country, and can wield an M16?


Okay, probably a lot of things. But when I was twenty-two years old, the Marine credential seemed like a good enough reason to get married. I just didn’t know how to convince my new husband to maybe get a job. Or go back to school. To not stay in bed all day tormented and despondent.


In time he did rouse himself. He left me to drive to Alaska in his powder blue Volkswagen Bug with its oil leaks and broken heater. His plan was to find a job working on the pipeline. Seven weeks later he returned and announced he wanted to be a banker.


By then I was confused. How’d he turn into a banker?


He was hired by the First National Bank of Chicago to sit behind a desk on the main floor of their Erie Street branch opening new accounts and helping senior citizens balance their checkbooks. I worked in an advertising agency writing headlines for shampoo, a job he considered shallow.


We stopped talking, afraid to acknowledge the mistake that was us. We took separate vacations. One year Teddy went fly-fishing with his high school buddies while I visited my college roommate in Washington, D.C. Another year he went camping in Wisconsin with some guys he met at the bank while I visited a girlfriend who had moved to Boston.


After ten years of marriage, without ever really being married, we divorced. He moved to Oregon to learn carpentry and build furniture. I rearranged my closets and remained in Chicago. But we always stayed in touch, exchanging phone calls and letters.


He died of brain cancer four years later.


We were together his last nine months.


After the funeral I spent a year of sleepless nights blaming myself for every sad or lonely moment in his life—even the ones that took place before we met. I know it’s self-centered to think I’d been the cause of someone else’s every misery, but that’s how bad off I was: too angry at myself to realize I was too involved with myself.


While the world slept, I agonized.


Why’d I stay on the pill when he wanted a baby?


Why’d I say no when he wanted to move to La Jolla and study oceanography?


Why wasn’t I nicer to his mother?


I’d cry in the bathtub long past the water turning cold. I ignored my Bruce Springsteen tapes in favor of Billie Holiday. I felt so hopeless about the future that I didn’t contribute to my IRA. People who once desired my company were more likely having conversations like this:


“Let’s throw a party!”


“Swell idea.”


“But do we have to invite you-know?”


“Linda? No way!” “Ugh.” “She’s a bummer!” “Miserable woman.” “She’ll bring down the whole night.”


Even I wanted to avoid me.


I had always been one of those cheery, hopeful types. Half-full glasses. Silver linings. Lemonade out of lemons. Among my friends, I was considered the optimist. But for me, Teddy’s death was the first time the words everything will turn out fine—turned out to be a lie.


At night I wrote in search of answers. During the day I dragged myself between my apartment and my job. Bus drivers admonished me, “Let’s see a smile!”—these were Midwestern bus drivers. The truly unaware and insensitive would ask, “Hey, lady—who died?”


Friends eager to fix me tried fixing me up. And sometimes, just to get everyone off my back—particularly the friends of my mother with eligible sons, nephews, or wards of the state—I’d say yes.


There was germ-phobic George, who invited me to his apartment for our first date. He was afraid to go outside and breathe the air. He sat behind his big mahogany desk and motioned me to the seat on the opposite side.


“Is this a date or an interview?” I asked.


“I’m waiting for a call from my lawyer,” he said, then proceeded to tell me about his previous home, the brownstone in the Gold Coast on State Street (which if you’ve never been to Chicago is code for: I’m rich) that turned out to be riddled with asbestos. Every nook. Every cranny. Just recounting the story was enough to make beads of sweat appear on George’s forehead.


Keeping his words measured and precise, apparently surmising that I could only understand if he spoke s-l-o-w-l-y, George explained that he had just upped and walked away, leaving behind his Ralph Lauren Purple Label sport coats, his Thomasville furniture, his twenty-gallon freshwater fish tank built into the wall of his master bedroom—and moved to his current apartment with the excellent ventilation system.


I wasn’t sympathetic sitting there on my side of the desk. I suggested that if he was so worried about creepy crawlers, maybe he should get his white carpets cleaned.


My dating skills needed some fine-tuning.


One week later, my friend Barbara wanted to fix me up with her depressed cousin, whose mother had just died of cancer.


“What do we have in common?” I asked. “Cancer and depression?”


My cousin Dolores fixed me up with a businessman friend of her husband’s who cooked dinner for me: shrimp curry and something so exotic I still can’t pronounce the name. After the strawberry parfaits—“made with real whipped cream, not Cool Whip,” he was quick to point out—he leaned back in his chair and smiled at me. “I have terrific hands,” he said. “Would you like me to crack your neck?”


Then there was Shish Ka-Bob, who took me to a Turkish restaurant and fancied himself a comedian. He’d say things like “May I be frank?” And when I said sure, he’d say: “Swell! Because my real name’s Bob!”


I feel sorry for myself just remembering these dates.


The low point came when I let my friend Liz talk me into attending a Jewish Singles Super Bowl Party. A theme party for lovers of football and Moses held in the paneled basement of a synagogue. The guests were more determined than the football players.


Or maybe it was the guy who left his dog in the car while he fed me, and then left me in the car while he walked his dog. This was a man I knew had dog hairs on his bed linens.


And why did I let my mother’s cleaning lady fix me up with one of her clients?


“I hear you’re really neat,” I said, when the client and I first spoke on the phone. His name was Martin. “I don’t mean as in really cool, but as in—you pick your socks up off the floor.”


There was a long pause.


“Well, I am rather tidy,” he said.


The conversation never got more heated than that.


I was angry at every man I met. In the back of my heart I felt disloyal to Teddy, like I was cheating on him by moving forward with my life, by being alive when he no longer was. At least I wasn’t cheating on him with anyone good.


I’d return home from dates and bury myself behind my computer.


Maybe my book didn’t sell because it had the all-time worst cover design in the history of, well . . . cover designs: a photo of a pathetic-looking girl with a Mamie Eisenhower hairdo making cow eyes and clinging to the arm of a young man clearly too good for her. A perfect cover if the book were a primer for low self-esteem.


But even if people have no intention of ever reading your book, they generally think it’s impressive that you’re published. Of all the monikers a person can slap on themselves—abolitionist, abortionist, arsonist (I’m starting with the A’s)—novelist is one of the better ones.


I was waiting for a box of free pencils at work one day when the man in charge of the office supplies closet said: “So, I heard you wrote a book.”


“Uh, yeah. I did.”


“What’s the name of it?”


I told him, only to see his immediate disappointment when I didn’t answer Lonesome Dove or War and Peace.


“Never heard of it,” he said, in an accusatory voice, like if he hadn’t heard of it, I wasn’t a real writer. “But, hey, I think it’s cool.”


Strangers felt compelled to tell me their life stories so I could write about them. My landlord requested my autograph on something other than a rent check. While sharing an elevator, the stamp-collecting neighbor who lived next door said, “Gee, I’m afraid to say anything. It might end up in a book.” While I thought: You should only be so interesting.


No one was prouder than my mother. The only thing that could have made her happier was if I found a new husband. She hated seeing me unattached. She was embarrassed that I wasn’t married with three kids.


Five years after Teddy’s death, even I admitted I was lonely. Not alone. But achingly lonely. Falling in love again didn’t sound so terrible. I just didn’t want to have to date to get there. I longed to skip the getting-to-know-you part and immediately jump to the rent-a-movie-and-order-in-some-Chinese part.


Which, in a way, is how I met Randy.


I flew to California the week of Valentine’s Day to visit my friend Lynn and avoid Valentine’s Day. California’s an excellent place to ignore a holiday. Lynn was newly in love with Dan, a Hollywood cameraman who once worked on a movie with Eddie Murphy.


“It’s a good thing you weren’t coming next week,” she told me while fluffing the pillows on the bed in her guest room. Lynn’s the nurturing type, a pillow fluffer and cookie baker. “Dan’s friend Randy is coming out from New York, so the guest room is booked.”


Months later I was home on a Sunday night watching a movie and eating Chinese when the phone rang.


“This is Randy Arthur,” the voice on the other end said. “Do you know who I am?”


“Sure,” I said. “You and I have slept in the same bed, only at different times.”


“Well,” he said, “timing is everything.”


We spoke for forty-five minutes. A record for me. But the guy lived out of town. What could be less threatening? And halfway through the Reader’s Digest versions of our life stories, it turned out to be one of those conversations where whatever either of you says, the other’s responding:


“Oh yeah? Me, too.”


“Really? Me, too.”


We both loved Gilligan’s Island. We both hated the musical Cats. We both preferred Swiss cheese over American. I found myself thinking: At last, somebody understands me.


I asked if he liked his mother and he said yes, he loved his mother, passing my Do you have issues with women? test.


He asked if I liked snakes, and I didn’t exactly say I loved snakes or sought out their company, but told him, no, I’m not afraid of snakes and how in high school science class I was the student who volunteered to wrap the visiting boa constrictor around my neck. Then he told me about Curly, his kids’ pet red-tail boa constrictor kept in a glass tank in the living room, passing his Do you have issues with cold-blooded animals? test, while promptly flunking my Good Taste in Living Rooms test.


He said, “I read your book.”


“Really? Me, too. That makes two of us now. How’d you end up reading it?”


“Dan insisted.”


“I should hire him as my publicist. It’s interesting waking up every day knowing you can be purchased used and new on Amazon for thirty-three cents.”


“I liked you in it,” Randy said.


“Really?”


“A lot.”


“It’s fiction,” I said.


“Yes, of course. Fiction.”


He kept calling. I wanted him to call. I know it sounds peculiar that I could break out of a depression after one good phone call, but by then I was looking for an excuse to be happy.


Leslie was a therapist and three-time divorcee. She tended to be a tad cynical about romance. “You should cut to the chase and go meet him,” she said. We were stretched out on lawn chairs in her backyard, tanning our arms and legs while wearing huge sun hats to avoid wrinkling our faces. “Otherwise you’ll start fantasizing about him, make him into some sort of Prince Charming, and be disappointed when he turns out to be just another maniac who spent his childhood drowning kittens.”


“What if he really is Prince Charming?”


“See. You’re doing it already.” She let out a long sigh. Everything about Leslie was long. Her legs. Her arms. Her wild, frizzy red hair spitting out from beneath her hat. Even her gold hoop earrings were long, practically grazing her shoulders.


Leslie had mixed a large pitcher of margaritas and we were each polishing off our second glasses.


“Randy’s got a great voice,” I told her. “Authoritative but sexy.”


Leslie snorted. “Voices don’t predict shit about a person. Visualize a radio DJ based on his voice and then get ahold of his photograph. It’s always unbelievable—that smooth, sultry voice belongs to that face?” She refilled her glass, held the pitcher up at a slight tilt to offer me more; she looked like a mother in a Kool-Aid commercial. “Have you seen a photo?” she asked.


“Yes. He’s cute. Owns a suit and tie.”


“Cute doesn’t mean diddly,” she said. “The man could still have body odor. Meet him before you waste any more time.”


In bed that night, listening to Springsteen’s “Roll of the Dice,” I phoned my friend Annabelle. She was planning to be in New York the following month for almost two weeks, on expense account, in a midtown hotel. Annabelle runs stress reduction seminars for top executives of large corporations. It’s a lucrative profession because everybody has stress and nobody wants it. I asked Annabelle if I could stay with her, visit over the weekend, so I could check out if Randy was a kitty-drowning maniac with body odor.


“Good plan,” she said. “The longer you wait to meet him, the more tension you may experience.”


Annabelle hated tension. Everything about Annabelle was relaxed. Her minimal makeup. Her flowing cotton dresses. Her languid hand gestures. Even her curls were relaxed.


“Start with dinner,” she advised. “Pay close attention to how he approaches dinner.” After extended personal research on her part, Annabelle believed that a man makes love the same way that he eats a meal. “If he dives in without paying any real attention to the experience, if he’s just focused on feeling full—he’ll be the same way in bed. A man who shoves his food around his plate, who’s not quite sure what to do with it, won’t know a vagina from a hole in the wall. But a man who savors each part of his meal, pausing to sniff, taste, and admire every course—well, then you’re heading toward dessert.”


After we hung up and I spent several minutes thinking I might never eat with Annabelle again, I called Randy.


“If I happen to be in New York Columbus Day weekend, will you buy me dinner?”


“Sure,” he said. “We can do more than dinner.” He must have paused to consult his calendar before he asked, “Would you like to go to a bar mitzvah?”


That I didn’t expect.


“For my friend’s son,” he added.


Okay. So it wasn’t the sexiest offer I ever got, but I said, sure, why not? If Randy turned out to be a disappointment, at least there’d be a sweet table.
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Two weeks later Randy invited himself to Chicago. He said that waiting over a month to meet me was too long. I could picture him in New York surrounded by his guy friends all egging him on to find out sooner rather than later if I was a maniac.


We exchanged descriptions so we’d recognize each other at the airport.


“I have a hunchback, hairy legs, and two missing teeth,” I told him.


“My entire body’s tattooed with Grateful Dead lyrics,” he told me.


I wasn’t sure what first impression I wanted to convey. Sexy and mysterious? Happy-go-lucky? Maybe blasé and nonchalant—like those rock stars who show up on The Tonight Show wearing old blue jeans and torn T-shirts. I opted for pert and optimistic: a yellow culottes dress with an orange belt, orange espadrilles, and L’Oréal Medium Ash Brown.


I borrowed my cousin Dolores’s Lexus to pick him up.


Waiting for Randy at the gate, I started to have second thoughts, followed by third and fourth thoughts. What if we hate each other? This could be the longest, most painful blind date in history.


When the plane landed I watched the other passengers walk off and tried to guess which ones were the New Yorkers and which ones the Chicagoans. By the time a guy matching Randy’s photograph finally emerged, I was wondering if I’d been stood up. The only other people getting off the plane were crew members.


He waved at me as he approached. I waved back.


He wasn’t as tall as I expected, but tall enough; his hair more pepper than salt. The majority of the men I dated post-Teddy were bald, a circumstance I attributed to age and coincidence, not because I gravitated toward scalps. A head with hair earned definite brownie points along with the pressed khakis and the pin-striped shirt with the rolled sleeves. If I were writing a headline for his look, it would’ve been NATTY YET CLASSIC!


He walked closer with a big smile and an unzipped fly. I was too mortified for him to point it out.


He said, “Hello, sweetheart.”





THE FIRST PART
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MAMA SAID THERE’D BE MEN LIKE THIS
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On the drive from the airport to my apartment downtown, I made sure Randy knew the Lexus was on loan, not to go thinking I owned a fifty-thousand-dollar car; that I was a disaster in the kitchen, so he shouldn’t be counting on any homemade meals; and that he’d be sleeping on the sofa.


I chatted nonstop. I felt like a seventh grader. “Cloudy sky,” I said.


“Looks like rain,” he said, peering up through the windshield.


“Sure does,” I said.


He drummed his fingers along the armrest, kept tapping his foot on the car mat.


On the phone we’d talked about everything: his kids and how much he adored them; his new stockbroker career versus his old real estate career; Madonna’s Blond Ambition tour; free will versus fate; chocolate versus strawberry; Pete Best versus Ringo—and now we were discussing weather fronts. I struggled to connect the voice from the telephone with the real live man, sizing him up, checking him out, sneaking peeks during traffic stalls on the highway.


I caught him peeking at me while I was peeking at him.


“You’re right,” I said. “Could be quite a storm.”


My apartment was in one of the tallest buildings in the city, on the fifty-eighth floor with an unobstructed western view. The straight avenues of the city stretched out into a panoramic grid. Walking into my living room at night felt like taking off on an airplane.


“Not what I expected,” Randy said, setting down his canvas overnight bag next to the couch.


“Really? What did you expect?” I waited for him to say farmhouse, log cabin, moose lodge, one of those Midwest misconceptions typical of East Coasters.


“Well, it’s higher up than I expected,” he said, staring out the window, then scanning my white walls, white carpet, my white upholstered furniture, “and more virginal.”


I served dinner out of cartons. General Tso’s chicken. Black bean prawns. And something called Any Two Meats with Wonton.


We sat in the living room on adjoining white chairs, side by side, chopsticks in hand, passing cartons back and forth as we ate with our stocking feet on the windowsill. I poured champagne to class the meal up.


I noted that he ate with gusto. Annabelle would approve.


We watched the storm clouds roll toward us. Lightning slashed through the sky, whipping from one site to the next, a cosmic electric show followed by a rolling clap of thunder.


“If we’re into signs, this could be the start of a major love affair,” Randy said.


“Or a lot of flooded basements,” I said.


Randy leaned over from his chair, bringing his face close to mine. He smelled like Dial soap. “Let’s kiss,” he said.


“Okay,” I said.


Saturday morning Randy popped for breakfast at the Walker Bros. Original Pancake House. He ordered flapjacks and bacon and hash browns. I ordered a plain omelet, then left it untouched.


We spent the rest of the day doing the things couples do in those corny montage scenes in the movies, the series of clips that say: We’re getting to know each other! We like each other! Romance is in the air!


We strolled past the shiny storefronts on Michigan Avenue, a street so idyllic, so pristine, a vision of such horticultural magnificence, that it feels like a movie set.


We watched the Michigan Avenue bridge rise and split for a high-masted sailboat on the river below.


We listened to the saxophonist who stands in front of Saks Fifth Avenue playing the Flintstones theme song.


Too bad it wasn’t snowing so we could roll around and have a snowball fight, or hot enough to splash each other in Lake Michigan, the two mandatory activities of every halfway decent montage.


Instead we walked along the lakefront and through Lincoln Park. Randy started rattling off the Latin names of trees until I told him that really wasn’t necessary. I already thought he was smart.


He leaned over and kissed me beneath an Aesculus hippo-castanum.


That night Randy was off the sofa and invited to sleep in my bed. “But no sex,” I told him. “The rule is we keep all underwear on.”


“What about bras?” he said. “What if nobody wears a bra?”


Before I could answer, his trousers were on the ground. I thought, if there’s ever a gold medal for Olympic pants removal, this guy’ll be first on the podium. Then I refocused on the situation at hand.


I believe underwear says a lot about a man.


White briefs: Practical. Reliable. Buys in bulk.


Thong: Weekend job at Chippendale’s.


Nothing whatsoever: Everything’s in the wash.


Randy wore colored briefs. Conservative in their own Fruit of the Loom kind of way, but with a promise of something extra.


I insisted we take it slow. No underpants were removed. We were warm and playful, we invented games in the dark; I traced words on his back with my fingertip and made him guess what they were; Randy whispered like he was a lech and I was the high school prude.


In the morning, I was first to wake. I made coffee, the lone item in my cooking repertoire, and after kissing Randy awake, we sat in bed, propped against the pillows. We sipped from matching white mugs. By then I was wearing an old Chicago Bulls shirt; I’d managed to comb my hair and splash water on my face, hoping I still looked desirable in daylight.


“Well, we made it to Sunday,” I said. “Not many people plan a two-day date the first time they meet.”


“You’re fun,” he said.


Fun. Was that a good thing? Or a polite thing? Like, you have a pleasant personality.


“What would you have done if you didn’t like me?” I asked.


He didn’t answer right away. His expression was serious and reflective. He said, “I’d have gone home early.”


My coffee suddenly tasted cold. “We’re still on for the bar mitzvah, right?”


“Of course,” he said, then pretended to twirl a mustache like a lech.


For the next several weeks our phone conversations centered on erotic expectations. Randy elaborated on what he wanted to touch, lick, kiss, how often and why. How he couldn’t wait to see me, hold me, study and explore me; he mentioned everything short of checking for body moles. I’d never known a man to be so communicative. I kept saying things like, that sounds interesting, that could be good, works for me.


I called Annabelle to explain that I would not be sharing her hotel room when I visited New York. She wished me luck, advised me not to stress out.


The taxi stopped in front of a neon sign. P&G Café Bar. I glanced down at the notepaper in my hand, read the address aloud once again.


“That’s it,” the driver said, aiming his thumb over his shoulder. “One door to the right.”


As I exited the cab, carrying my weekender bag and a hostess gift of Frango mints, I spotted Randy walking down the street, all handsome and corporate-like in a dark gray suit and tan trench coat, carrying two wrapped bouquets of flowers. I’m a sucker for men in suits; they look solvent, responsible, like they’ve never bounced a check. This was before I learned Randy had spent two years as a hairy-faced hippie living in communes and hitchhiking around the country and not calling his worried-sick mother for months on end.


“Hello, beautiful,” he said, kissing me, handing me the flowers and taking my bag. Men never called me beautiful. I couldn’t help but feel, well, kind of thrilled.


He led me into the lobby of his building, which looked like a castle with its stone columns and arched stained glass windows.


He introduced me to Jerry, his elevator-combo-doorman, who complained about the Giants while the three of us rode to the thirteenth floor.


“I hope you enjoy the flowers,” Randy said as he unlocked his front door. “One’s roses and the other’s lilies. I didn’t know which you’d like better.”


Once inside the doorway Randy set down my bag and emptied my hands of floral items, pulled me close, and kissed me again. I suppose he showed me his living room and kitchen and pet snake. And I suppose he put the lilies in a vase. And maybe I even unpacked. But the next thing I remember we were lying naked in his bed surrounded by lit candles with Van Morrison playing on the stereo.


Then all proceedings screeched to a romantic halt.


“I just want you to know I’ve had a blood test,” Randy said.


“Wonderful. How’s your cholesterol?”


“That’s not the kind of blood test I mean.”


“Really? Because if you’ve had sex with any other woman in the past six months, the test doesn’t count and you still have to wear a condom.”


“Well, I have had sex in the past six months.” He sounded indignant. Like of course he’d had sex in the past six months.


He rolled over and with a practiced ease and grace slid open the drawer of his night table. I peeked over his shoulder.


“Geez,” I said, “you’ve got your own Trojans concession stand in there. Have you had sex with every woman in New York in the past six months?”


“No, of course not. I just like to be prepared.”


“For what? In case a cheerleading squad drops by?”


Randy closed the drawer after producing four foil packets. Mr. Great Expectations.


But he didn’t overpromise.
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Saturday morning, bar mitzvah day, we attended the Notre Dame of synagogues. Gold-leaf pillars. Vaulted ceiling. Park Avenue address. And such a crowd! Somehow my Chanel knockoff suit didn’t quite cut it among the real Chanels.


The simple redbrick synagogue my parents attended, and forced their three daughters to attend back when we were still young and forcible, looked like its poor cousin. This synagogue, this God-blessed golden shrine to synagogues, glittered and gleamed. I wanted to run to the nearest pay phone to call my mother and report all the details. The rabbis wear silver-trimmed robes. The floors are glass mosaic. You wouldn’t believe the stained glass Moses. I could imagine my father barking in the background, wanting particulars about the building fund, laughing at how those crazy New York machers must be up to their tuchases in third mortgages.


I sat with a prayer book open across my knees. Since I was in the neighborhood, I thanked God for sending Randy my way.


Jared the bar mitzvah boy looked like he’d outgrown his blue suit between the time it was purchased and the time he was standing before the congregants delivering a speech about Joseph and his coat of many colors. Some connection was being made between the weaving of threads and the weaving together of Jews around the world, but I missed the nuances, I couldn’t quite follow Jared’s point. Probably because of the Jewish boy sitting next to me.


During the three-hour service we were shushed twice, harrumphed once, and clucked at three times by offended guests surrounding us, most of them elderly ladies who evidently didn’t consider it proper for two people to paw each other during a religious ceremony.


After the remaining service rituals—songs, sermon, Torah—the worshippers migrated to the Grand Hyatt Hotel on Forty-Second Street for a reception.


An hors d’oeuvre table stretched down the entire length of the ballroom, covered with trays of salmon mousse, popcorn shrimp, and clams casino. The theme for the party was Hollywood. Flower arrangements replicated movie scenes. Marilyn Monroe pushed down her white daisy dress as it billowed up from a subway grate of ferns; Dorothy, Toto, and the Scare-crow—bluebells, petunias, and clematis—marched through the chopped liver; Scarlett O’Hara, all in red roses, graced a staircase of miniature egg rolls. Huge ice-carved letters, four feet high, spanning the ballroom and table, spelled out JAREDWOOD.


The guests hit that table like it was 4 A.M. and last call at the bar.


Randy and I elbowed our way through the stampede, homing in on the mini-crabcakes. A woman blocked my face as she reached to pluck a melon ball. The rabbi shoved past me to lunge for the halvah. The same people who’d found my behavior offensive in temple were certainly managing to offend me at the hors d’oeuvres.


“Do you think anyone would mind if I wrap a few mushroom caps in a napkin and stick them in my purse?” I asked Randy.


Twice he introduced me to other guests as Susan, as in—the former Randy and Susan. I didn’t correct him, didn’t want to embarrass him. I just pretended my name was Susan.


Guests rumbaed. Guests tangoed. A live orchestra played Cole Porter, Sammy Cahn, and Hoagy Carmichael. I wondered if they’d brought the wrong playlist, the one labeled “Debutante Ball.”


I listened to toasts from aunts, uncles, cousins. A blessing over the bread from Grandpa Harvey.


I discovered Randy danced with a skillful flair and open joy.


It was the longest bar mitzvah in the history of the Jews. I’d known people who got married, threw a reception, and came back from the honeymoon faster.


About the time I thought the party was over and we could finally hightail it out of there, two long curtains were rolled open and dinner was announced.


Sunday morning Randy suggested we go sailing. We were still in bed. I thought we had just finished sailing. I was beginning to believe the guy might actually run out of condoms.


“Sailing? Like on a boat?” I said.


“That’s generally the way it’s done. My father has a boat docked in Staten Island. We can rent a car and drive out there. Sleep on the boat. It’s so romantic. I’d love to take you sailing.”


We went sailing. It was a windy, beautiful afternoon with large, constant waves. Scenic, if you like that sort of thing. Randy maneuvered the boat out of port. Twenty minutes later I barfed over the side of the boat. Three minutes after that, Randy headed back into port.
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I walked out of the marina bathroom chewing gum. Randy was rearranging the car trunk with backpacks, blankets, and a cooler containing uneaten salami sandwiches and unopened beers.


“I’m sorry,” I said. “Boats and I aren’t a good mix.”


“Forget it.” He didn’t even bother to hide his disappointment. “It’s just something I wanted to share with you.” For the slightest moment I was afraid he was going to break up with me right there in the middle of the parking lot. He told me he’d been sailing since he was three years old.


I told him I’d been throwing up since I was three years old.


He slammed the trunk shut. Did we just have a fight?


“So, what else is there to do around here?” I asked, trying my best to sound upbeat, cheerful, like there was life after sailing.


Randy looked right past me, his eyes scanning the boatyard, probably searching for a woman with a stronger constitution, but he rallied, said, “Well, we’ve still got the rental car for the rest of the day. Do you want to drive to New Jersey and meet my parents?”


Meeting parents usually meant something. He’s talked about me. They’ve asked about me. He’s crazy about me. Then again, maybe it just meant he hated to waste a rental car.


I said, sure, of course, I’d love to meet your parents.


A more honest response would’ve been: Meet your parents right after I heaved over their boat?
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We drove down a crowded turnpike past oil refineries, Newark Airport, a Budweiser brewing plant.


I said, “Hey—isn’t this supposed to be the Garden State?”


Having gone from one moving vehicle to another, I was nervous. Either Randy didn’t hear my stomach rumbling or he was too polite to comment. Or he didn’t care what happened to the interior of a rental car. He did most of the talking; Benjamin this, Phoebe that. It was obvious he was nuts for them.


I slid across the seat wanting to sit closer and said what any woman would have said: “Your kids sound great. I’d like to meet them sometime.”


Randy glanced over at me, then back at the road. “I never introduce my children to the women I date.”


I slid back to my side.


He had a policy. “My kids have had enough disruption. I don’t want them meeting someone, getting attached, and then she goes away.”


Goes away? Goes where? My stomach hurt, but not from seasickness.


He said, “It’d be too confusing for them.”


Randy’s parents lived in a modest split-level in Clark, New Jersey, a town I had never been to, nor for that matter, heard of. The front of the house was fake stone on the first level with white aluminum siding on the second, and almost completely hidden by the tallest, fattest rhododendron bushes I’d ever seen, the redwood forest of rhododendrons, resulting in a blocked view and minimal natural light inside the living room.


Ruth was short and round, high-breasted and blond; she reminded me of Cinderella’s fairy godmother. I kept expecting her to whip out a wand and say, Bibbidi-Bobbidi-Boo! Instead she whipped out crackers and orange juice.


Larry was also short, but all angular arms and legs, a wiry build and a jaunty gait. Bibbidi-Bobbidi-Boo married to Popeye.


They seemed delighted to have Randy in their midst. They fussed over him, circled around him, kept hugging him. They were warm and curious toward me.


Ruth gave me a tour of the house with its heavy dark furniture and bright red living room rug, which she promptly informed me they’d purchased in Turkey as a gift for Randy and Susan. Only Susan hadn’t liked it.
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