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How to Be Single




This book is dedicated, as is everything I do,


to my mother, Shirley Tuccillo





 



It’s the most annoying question and they just can’t help asking you. You’ll be asked it at family gatherings, particularly weddings. Men will ask you it on first dates. Therapists will ask you over and over again. And you’ll ask yourself it far too often. It’s the question that has no good answer, and that never makes anyone feel better. It’s the question, that when people stop asking it, makes you feel even worse.

And yet, I can’t help but ask. Why are you single? You seem like an awfully nice person. And very attractive. I just don’t understand it.

But times are changing. In almost every country around the world, the trend is for people to remain single longer and to divorce more easily. As more and more women become economically independent, their need for personal freedom increases, and that often results in not marrying so quickly.

A human being’s desire to mate, to pair up, to be part of a couple, will never change. But the way we go about it, how badly we need it, what we are willing to sacrifice for it, most definitely is.

So maybe the question isn’t anymore, “Why are you single?” Maybe the question you should be asking yourself is “How are you single?” It’s a big new world out there and the rules keep changing.

So, tell me ladies, how’s it going?


—JULIE JENSON









RULE 1

Make Sure You Have Friends




How Georgia Is Single

“I JUST WANT TO HAVE FUN! NOW THAT I’M SINGLE I JUST WANT TO HAVE FUN! YOU SINGLE PEOPLE ARE ALWAYS HAVING FUN!! WHEN ARE WE GOING TO GO OUT AND HAVE FUN?!!!”

She is screaming, screaming at me on the phone. “I WANT TO KILL MYSELF, JULIE. I DON’T WANT TO LIVE WITH THIS MUCH PAIN. REALLY. I WANT TO DIE. YOU HAVE TO MAKE ME FEEL LIKE EVERYTHING IS GOING TO BE OKAY! YOU HAVE TO TAKE ME OUT AND REMIND ME THAT I’M YOUNG AND ALIVE AND CAN HAVE LOTS AND LOTS OF FUN! OR GOD KNOWS WHAT I MIGHT DO!!!” Dale, Georgia’s husband, had left her for another woman two weeks ago and she was obviously a tad upset.

The call came at 8:45 in the morning. I was at the Starbucks on Forty-fourth and Eighth, balancing a cardboard tray of coffees in one hand, my cell phone and this conversation in the other, my hair in my face, grande mochaccinos tilting toward my left breast, all while paying the nice young twentysomething at the cash register. I’m a multitasker.

I had already been up for four hours. As a publicist for a large New York publishing house, part of my job is to cart our writers around from interview to interview as they promote their books. On this morning I was responsible for thirty-one-year-old writer Jennifer Baldwin. Her book, How to Keep Your Husband Attracted to You During Pregnancy, became an instant bestseller. Women all around the country couldn’t buy the book fast enough. Because, of course, how to keep your husband attracted to you during your pregnancy should be the main concern for a woman during that very special time in her life. So this week we were making the prestigious morning show rounds. Today, The View, Regis and Kelly. WPIX, NBC, and CNN, so far that day, ate it up. How could you not love a segment showing eight-months-pregnant women how to strip for their men? Now the author, her personal publicist, her literary agent, and the agent’s assistant were all anxiously waiting for me in the Town Car that was parked outside. I held the lifeline to their caffeine fix.

“Do you really feel like you want to kill yourself, Georgia? Because if you do, I’ll call 911 right now and get an ambulance over there.” I’d read somewhere that you should take all suicide talk seriously, even though I think all she was really doing was making sure I would take her out drinking.

“FORGET THE AMBULANCE, JULIE, YOU’RE THE ORGANIZER, THE ONE WHO MAKES THINGS HAPPEN—CALL THOSE SINGLE FRIENDS OF YOURS, THE ONES YOU ARE ALWAYS HAVING FUN WITH—AND LET’S GO OUT AND HAVE FUN!”

As I continued my balancing act toward the car, I thought about how tired that thought made me. But I knew Georgia was going through a difficult period and it would probably get much worse before it got better.

It’s a tale as old as time. Dale and Georgia had kids, stopped having regular sex, and began fighting. They became distant, and then Dale told Georgia he was in love with a twenty-seven-year-old whore gutter trash samba teacher, that he met at Equinox. Call me crazy, but I’m thinking hot sex might have had something to do with this. Also, and I don’t want to be disloyal, and I would never even suggest Georgia was at fault in any way because Dale is an asshole, and we hate him now, but I can’t resist saying, Georgia completely took Dale for granted.

Now, to be fair, I am particularly judgmental about the Married Women Who Take Their Husbands for Granted Syndrome. When I see a very wet man hold an umbrella out to his wife after he has just walked five blocks to pick up the car and drive it back to the restaurant and she doesn’t even say thank you, honestly, it makes me very cranky. So I noticed that Georgia took Dale for granted, particularly when she would talk to him in that tone. The tone that you can dress up and call what you want, but the truth is it’s plain old-fashioned contempt. The tone is disgust. The tone is impatience. The tone is a vocal eye roll. It is the undeniable proof that marriage is a horribly flawed institution let out in a single “I told you, the popcorn popper is on the shelf over the refrigerator.” If you were able to fly around the world, collecting the tone as it is let out of all the disgruntled married men’s and women’s mouths, cart it back to some desert in Nevada, and release it—the earth would literally sink into itself, imploding in sheer global irritation.

Georgia talked to Dale in that tone. And of course that wasn’t the only reason for their split. People are irritating and that’s what marriage is: good days and bad days. And, really, what do I know? I’m thirty-eight years old and I have been single for six years. (Yes, I said six.) Not celibate, not out of commission, but definitely, fully, officially, here-goes-another-holiday-season-alone single. So in my imaginings, I would always treat my man right. I would never speak harshly to him. I would always let him know that he was desired and respected and my number one priority. And I would always look hot and I’d always be sweet, and if he asked, I would grow a long fishtail and gills and swim with him in the ocean topless.

So now Georgia has gone from semicontented wife and mother to a somewhat suicidal single mother with two children. And she wants to party.

Something must happen when you become single again. A self-preservation instinct must kick in that resembles having a complete lobotomy. Because Georgia suddenly has traveled back in time to when she was twenty-eight and now just wants to go out “to some bars, you know, to meet guys,” forgetting that we are actually in our late thirties and some of us have been doing that without a break for years now. And frankly, I don’t want to go out and meet guys. I don’t want to spend an hour using one of the many hot appliances I own to straighten my hair so I can feel attractive enough to go out drinking. I want to go to bed early so I can get up early so I can make my smoothie and go out and run in the morning. I am a marathoner. Not in the literal sense; I run only three miles a day. But as a single person. I know how to pace myself. I am aware of how long a run it can be. Georgia, of course, wants to line up the babysitters and start sprinting.

“IT’S YOUR OBLIGATION TO HAVE FUN WITH ME! I DON’T KNOW ANY OTHER SINGLE PERSON EXCEPT YOU! YOU HAVE TO GO OUT WITH ME. I WANT TO GO OUT WITH YOUR SINGLE FRIENDS! YOU GUYS ARE ALWAYS GOING OUT!! NOW THAT I’M SINGLE, I WANT TO GO OUT TOO!!!”

She is also forgetting that she is the same woman who would always look at me with such pity when I would talk about my single life and exclaim in one breath “OhmyGodthat’ssosadIwanttodie.”

But Georgia would do something that all my other happily married or coupled friends would never even think of doing: she would pick up the phone and organize a dinner party and scrounge up some single men for me to meet. Or she’d go to her pediatrician and ask if he knew any eligible bachelors. She was actively involved in my search for the Good Man, no matter how comfortable and self-satisfied she might have felt herself. And that is a rare and beautiful quality. And that is why on that Friday morning, as I was mopping up coffee from my white shirt, I agreed to call up three of my other single friends and see if they would go out and party with my newly single, slightly hysterical friend.

How Alice Is Single

Georgia is right. We’re having so much fun, my single friends and I. Really. Oh my God, being single is hilarious. For instance, let me tell you about the sidesplitting uproariousness that is Alice. For a living, she gets incredibly underpaid to defend the rights of the impoverished people of New York City—against callous judges, ruthless prosecutors, and an overburdened system in general. She has dedicated herself to trying to help the underdog by bucking the system, beating the man, and guarding our Constitution. Oh yeah, and every once in a while she has to defend a rapist or murderer that she knows is guilty and whom she often succeeds in putting back onto the streets. Oops. You win some, you…win some.

Alice is a Legal Aid attorney. While the Constitution guarantees the right to a lawyer, it unfortunately can’t promise that you’ll be defended by Alice. First of all, she is gorgeous. Which, of course, is superficial, who cares. Because those jurors sitting in that drab industrial green jury room with the fluorescent lighting, and that eighty-year-old judge presiding over the general misery of it all, well, they’ll take whatever aesthetic pleasure they can find. And when redheaded, sexy Alice talks to you with her deep, soothing voice and her thick, I’m-one-of-the-people-but-much-more-adorable Staten Island–Italian accent, you would drive into Sing Sing and break out every last prisoner, if that’s what she asked of you.

She was so startling in her legal acumen and plain old-fashioned charisma that she became the youngest law professor at NYU. By day Alice was saving the world, and by night she was inspiring yuppie born-and-bred law students to forget their dreams of nice Manhattan co-ops and Hampton summer shares to go into Legal Aid law and do something important. She was outrageously successful. She made insubordination and compassion cool again. She got them to actually believe that helping people was more important than making money.

She was a Goddess.

Yeah. I say was, because I’m kind of lying. The truth hurts too much. Alice is no longer a Legal Aid attorney.

“Okay, this is the only time I believe in the death penalty.” Alice, being a fantastic friend, was helping me transport books from my office on Fiftieth Street and Eighth Avenue to a book signing on Seventeenth Street. (The book was The Idiot’s Guide to Being an Idiot and was, of course, a big hit.)

“The only exception to the rule is any man who goes out with a thirty-three-year-old woman until she’s thirty-eight and then discovers he has commitment issues; who gives that woman the impression that he has no problem with marriage and being with her for the rest of her life; who keeps telling her it’s going to happen, until finally, one day he tells her that he doesn’t think ‘marriage is really for him.’” Alice put her fingers in her mouth and let out a whistle that could stop traffic. A cab veered over to pick us up.

“Pop the trunk, please,” Alice said, forcefully grabbing a box of the Idiot books from my arms and throwing them in the trunk.

“That was shitty,” I conceded.

“It was more than shitty. It was criminal. It was a crime against my ovaries. It was a felony against my biological time clock. He stole five of my precious childbearing years from me and that should be considered grand larceny of motherhood and be punishable by hanging.” She was ripping each box out of my hands and hurling them now. I thought it best to let her finish this on her own. When she was done, we walked to opposite sides of the cab to get in and she continued talking to me over the cab roof without taking a breath.

“I’m not going to take this lying down. I’m a powerful woman, I’m in control. I can make up for lost time, I can.”

“What do you mean?” I asked.

“I’m going to quit my job and start dating.” Alice got into her side of the cab and slammed the door.

Confused, I sank into the cab. “I’m sorry, what?”

“Union Square Barnes and Noble,” Alice barked to the cabdriver. Then to me, “That’s right. I’m going to sign up for every online service, I’m going to send out a mass email to all my friends to set me up with any single guys they know. I’m going to go out every night and I’m going to meet someone fast.”

“You’re quitting your job to date?” I tried to say this with the least amount of horror and judgment in my voice.

“Exactly.” She kept nodding her head vigorously, as if I knew just what she was talking about. “I’ll keep teaching, I have to make some money. But basically, yeah, it’s my new job. You heard me.”

So now my dear do-gooder Superwoman, Xena the Warrior Princess, Erin Brockovich, friend Alice, is still spending all her time and energy trying to help the underdog. But this time the underdog is herself: a thirty-eight-year-old single woman in New York City. She’s still trying to stick it to “the man.” But this time the man is Trevor, who took up all that precious time of hers and has now made her feel old, unlovable, and frightened.

And when Alice is asked what she does with all her newly free time that she once used to help keep young, first-time offenders away from Rikers and imminent horrifying physical abuse, she often goes into this little speech: “Besides the Internet, and the fix-ups, I just make sure I go to everything I get invited to, every conference or luncheon or dinner party. No matter how shitty I feel. Remember when I had that really bad flu? I got out of the house and went to a singles night at New York Theatre Workshop. The night after my hand surgery I took some Percocet and went to that huge benefit for the Central Park Conservancy. You never know what night it will be when you meet the man who’s going to change your life. But then I also have hobbies. I purposely do what I love to do, because you know, when you least expect it, that could be when you meet someone.”

“When you least expect it?” I asked, during one of Alice’s diatribes. “Alice, you have decided to quit your job to dedicate your life to meeting someone. How can you ever, ever least expect it?”

“By staying busy. By doing interesting things. I kayak in the Hudson, rock climb at Chelsea Piers, take carpentry classes at Home Depot, which you should totally do with me, by the way, I made an amazing cabinet, and I’m also thinking about taking this sailing course at the South Street Seaport. I’m keeping busy doing things I find interesting, so that I can trick myself into forgetting that I’m really just trying to look for guys. Because you can’t look desperate. That’s the worst.”

As she is telling people this, she often comes across as a little deranged, particularly because she’s usually chain-popping Tums as she says all this. Her indigestion problems stem, I believe, from a little acid reflux condition called “I’m terrified of being alone.”

So, of course, who else would I call first when I needed to go out with a bunch of girlfriends and “have fun” than Alice, who is basically a professional at it now. She now knows all the bartenders, doormen, maître d’s, bars, clubs, out-of-the-way places, tourist hangouts, dives, and happening scenes in New York City. And naturally, Alice was ready to go.

“I’m on it,” she said. “Don’t you worry. We’ll make sure tomorrow night, Georgia has the best time of her life.”

I hung up the phone, relieved. I knew I could count on Alice, because no matter how Alice’s life might have changed, she still loved a good cause.

How Serena Is Single

“It’s too smoky, no way.”

“You don’t even know where we’re going.”

“I know, but it’s going to be too smoky. Every place is too smoky.”

“Serena, there’s a smoking ban in New York; you can’t smoke in bars.”

“I know, but it still seems too smoky. And it’s always too loud at these places.”

We are sitting at the Zen Palate—the only place I have ever met Serena at in the past three years. Serena doesn’t like to go out. Serena also doesn’t like to eat cheese, gluten, nightshade vegetables, nonorganic vegetables, and pineapple. None of it agrees with her blood type. If you haven’t guessed, Serena is very, very thin. She is one of those very pretty, waiflike blond girls you see in yoga classes in every major city across America. She is a vegetarian chef for a New York celebrity family, about whom I’m not allowed to speak due to a confidentiality agreement Serena made me sign so that she wouldn’t feel guilty about breaking the confidentiality agreement she signed with her employer when she gossiped to me about them. Really. But let’s just say for the purposes here, that their names are Robert and Joanna, and their son’s name is Kip. And to be honest, Serena doesn’t say anything bad about them at all; they treat her really well and seem to appreciate her gentle spirit. But by God, when Madonna comes over for lunch and makes a dig about Serena’s cooking, Serena has to be able to tell someone. She’s only human.

Serena is also a student of Hinduism. She believes in equanimity in all things. She wants to see divine perfection in all of life, even the fact that she literally hasn’t had a date or sex in four years. She sees this as perfection, the world showing her that she needs to work on herself more. For how can you really be a true partner to someone until you are a fully realized human being yourself?

So Serena has worked on herself. She has worked on herself to such an extent that she has actually become a human maze. I pity the man who ever attempts to enter the winding corridors and dead-end tunnels that are her dietary restrictions, meditation schedule, new age workshops, yoga classes, vitamin regimes, and distilled water needs. If she works on herself any more, she will become a shut-in.

Serena is that friend you always see alone; the one whom no one else knows. The one who, if you ever mention her in passing, prompts your other friends to say, “Serena? You have a friend named Serena?” But things weren’t always like this. I met Serena in college and she used to be just like everyone else. She was always a tad obsessive-compulsive, but back then it was a quirk and not a lifestyle choice. All through her twenties she would meet guys and go out. And she had a long-term boyfriend for three years as well. Clyde. He was really sweet and was crazy about her, but Serena always knew he wasn’t the one. She sort of settled into a nice routine with him—and if you haven’t guessed, Serena does enjoy her routines. So we encouraged her not to lead him along—never dreaming that he might be the last real relationship for the rest of her wheat-free life. And after Clyde she still managed to date—not aggressively so, but whenever something came up. But around thirty-five, when she never found anyone who truly interested her, she started focusing on other aspects of her life. Which, to be fair, is what many of the self-help books that I help publicize tell women to do. These books also tell you to love yourself. In fact, if you had to boil every self-help book down to two words, it would be “love yourself.” I can’t tell you why, but this irritates me immensely.

So Serena started focusing on other things, and thus began the classes and crazy diet stuff. Unlike Alice, at least in terms of dating, Serena decided to go quietly into that good night. It’s a slippery slope, the decision just to let go of the dream of love in your life. Because if done well, it can make you relax, enjoy your life, and actually allow your inner light to shine brighter and stronger than ever before. (Yes, I am talking about someone’s inner light—we are dealing with Serena right now, after all.) But in my opinion, that strategy, if followed incorrectly or for too long, can make your light go out, slowly, day by day. You can become sexless and cut off. Even though I think it might be extreme to quit your job to start dating, I don’t think you can ever just sit back and let love just find you. Love isn’t that clever. Love isn’t actually all that concerned about you. I think love is out there finding people whose lights are burning so brightly that you could actually see them from the space shuttle. And frankly, somewhere between the high-colonics and the African dance classes, Serena’s light went out.

But still, she has a calming effect on me. She is capable of listening to me vent about how much I hate my job, with the patience of Gandhi. Besides the books I have already mentioned, I have helped publicize such tomes as The Clock Is Ticking! How to Meet and Marry the Man of Your Dreams in Ten Days, How to Know if Your Man Really Loves You, and the runaway hit How to Be Lovely (it’s supposedly the secret to all feminine happiness).

I grew up in New Jersey, not so terribly far away, just a bridge or a tunnel from the city of my dreams. I moved here to be a writer, then I thought I might be a documentary filmmaker, then I even took a few courses in anthropology, thinking I might move to Africa and study the Masai warriors or some other almost-extinct tribe. I am fascinated by our species, and loved the idea of reporting on them in some way. But I realized I inherited a strong practical streak from my father. I liked indoor plumbing, and knowing I had health insurance. So I got a job in publishing.

But now, the novelty of being able to afford groceries had definitely lost its initial thrill. And throughout all my complaining, Serena listens quietly.

“Why don’t you just quit?”

“And do what? Get another job in publicity? I hate publicity. Or be unemployed? I’m too dependent on a steady paycheck to be that free-spirited.”

“Sometimes you have to take a risk.”

If Serena was thinking I was in a rut, I knew things must be really bad. “Like what?” I asked.

“Like—didn’t you always say you wanted to write?”

“Yes. But I don’t have a big enough ego to be a writer.”

In my professional life, I was a bit stuck. My “voice of reason,” so relied on by others, only caused me to talk myself out of pretty much everything. But every Friday, Serena would listen to me bitch about my work frustrations as if it were the first time I was bringing it up.

So I thought, why not? My friends have always been curious about her. Why not try to convince her to go out?

“The chances of any of us going out tomorrow night and meeting the man of our dreams is practically zero. So why bother?” Serena asked as she took another bite of her tempeh burger.

In terms of the facts, Serena has a point. I have been going out at night in the hopes of meeting the one guy that’s going to adore me for the rest of my life. Let’s say I’ve been doing this for two or three times a week for, oh, fifteen years. I have met men and dated, but clearly, as of today, not the guy that gets written down in my big book of life as “The One.” That adds up to a hell of a lot of nights out not meeting the man of my dreams.

I know, I know, we weren’t just going out to meet men. We were going out to have fun, to celebrate being single and being sort of young (or at least not yet old) and alive and living in the best city in the world. It’s just funny how when you finally do meet someone and begin dating, the first thing you both do is start staying home to snuggle on the couch. Because going out with your friends was simply that much fun.

So I couldn’t really argue with Serena. The whole concept of “going out” is somewhat flawed. But I continued my plea. “We’re not going out to meet guys. We are just going out to go out. To show Georgia that it’s fun to just go out. To be out in the world, eating, drinking, talking, laughing. Sometimes something unexpected happens and sometimes, most of the time, you just go home. But you go out, you know, to go out. To see what might happen. That’s the fun of it.”

The argument for the benefits of spontaneity and the unknown was usually not the way to Serena’s heart, but for some reason, she agreed.

“Fine. But I don’t want it to be anywhere too smoky or too noisy. And make sure they have a vegetable plate on the menu.”

How Ruby Is Single

And then, there’s Ruby.

It was Saturday, at two in the afternoon, and I had come over to Ruby’s apartment to try to recruit her into going out that night—and because I knew she might not have gotten out of bed yet.

Ruby opened the door in her pajamas. Her hair was severely matted, almost in a predreadlocked state of knots.

“Did you get out of bed today?” I asked, worried.

“Yes. Of course. Right now,” she said, offended. She proceeded to walk back into her bedroom. Her apartment was impeccably neat. None of your cliché telltale depression signs, such as moldy ice cream cartons, half-eaten doughnuts, or weeks of dirty laundry strewn around. She was a very tidy depressive. It gave me hope.

“How are you feeling today?” I asked, following her into her bedroom.

“Better. When I woke up he wasn’t the first thing I thought about.” She crawled back into her very fluffy, downy, flowery bed and pulled the covers around her. It looked really comfortable. I was starting to think about taking a nap myself.

“Great!” I said, knowing I was about to hear much more than that. Ruby is an adorable, long-haired brunette, a perfectly curvy, feminine creature of soothing tones and tender words. And Ruby likes to talk about her feelings.

She sat up. “My first thought this morning was ‘I feel okay.’ You know what I mean—that moment before you remember who you are and what the actual facts of your life are? My first thought, in my gut, in my body, was ‘I feel okay.’ I haven’t felt like that in a long time. Usually, you know, I open my eyes and I already feel like shit. Like in my sleep I was feeling like shit, and waking up was just an extension of that, you know? But this morning, my first thought was ‘I feel okay.’ As if my body wasn’t, you know, housing any more sadness.”

“That’s awesome,” I said, cheerfully. Maybe things aren’t as bad as I thought.

“Yeah, well, of course, once I remembered everything, then I started crying and couldn’t stop for three hours. But I think it was an improvement, you know? It made me see that I was getting better. Because Ralph can’t stay in my memory so strongly, he just can’t. Soon I’ll wake up and it’ll take me three whole minutes to start crying about him. And then fifteen minutes. And then an hour, then a whole day, and then I’ll finally be through this, you know?” She looked as if she was going to start crying again.

Ralph was Ruby’s cat. He died of kidney failure three months ago. She has been keeping me updated on the physical sensations of her profound depression every day since. This is particularly difficult for me because I have absolutely no idea why anyone would pour all their emotional energy into something that can’t even give you a back rub. And not only that, but I feel superior about it. I believe anyone with a pet is actually weaker than I. Because when I ask somebody why they love their pet so much, they invariably say something like, “You just can’t believe the amount of unconditional love Beemie gives me.” Well, guess what. I don’t need unconditional love, how about that? I need conditional love. I need someone who can walk on two legs and form sentences and use tools and remind me that that was the second time in a week that I yelled at a customer service person over the phone when I didn’t get my way and I may want to look into that. I need to be loved by someone who can fully comprehend that when he sees me get locked out of my apartment three times in one month, that that may very well be the Thing About Me That Is Never Going to Change. And he loves me anyway. Not because it’s an unconditional love, but because he actually truly knows me and has decided that my fascinating mind and hot bod are worth perhaps missing a flight or two because I forgot my driver’s license at home.

But that’s not really the point right now. The point here is that Ruby refuses to step out for a cup of coffee, go shopping, or even take a walk with me, because Ruby is a disaster at handling disappointment. Particularly of the romantic variety. Whatever good times she has with some fellow, it will never be worth the amount of pain and torture she puts herself through when it doesn’t work out. The math of it simply doesn’t add up. If she dates someone for three weeks, and then they break up, she’ll spend the next two months driving herself and everyone around her crazy.

Because I’m an expert on the emotional MRI of Ruby, I can tell you exactly what happens during her descent. She will meet someone, a man, say, as opposed to a feline. She will like him. She will go out with him. Her heart will be full of the possibility and excitement that comes with finally finding someone you actually like who is available, kind, decent, and who seems to like you back.

As I said before, Ruby is attractive; very soft, very feminine. She can be inquisitive and attentive, and a great conversationalist. And when she meets men, they like her for all these reasons. Ruby is actually really good at the dating part of dating, and when she is in a relationship, she is clearly in her element.

However, this is New York, this is life, and this is dating. Things often don’t work out. And when they don’t, when Ruby gets rejected, for whatever reason it may be, and however the bad news is delivered, a process begins. She is usually fine at the Moment of Disappointment. Like when this guy Nile broke up with her because he wanted to get back together with his ex-girlfriend. At the moment of impact, she is philosophical about it. A burst of sanity and self-esteem washes over her, and she tells me that she knows that it just means he wasn’t the one, and she can’t take it personally and it’s his loss. And then a few hours go by and time will push her further away from that moment of clarity and she will start to slip into the Crazy Pit. Her beloved, whom she once saw at normal size, starts growing larger and larger and larger, and in a matter of hours he becomes the Mount Everest of desirability and she is inconsolable. He was the best thing ever to happen to her. There will never be anyone as good as him ever again. Nile did the most powerful thing he could do to Ruby—he rejected her and now he is EVERYTHING and she is nothing.

I’ve gotten so used to watching Ruby go through this, that I make a point of being around her during those critical few hours after a rejection, to see if I can stop her at the top of the stairs down to Crazy. Because, let me tell you, once she goes down, there’s no telling when she’s going to come back up. And she doesn’t like to sit there alone. Ruby likes to call up her friends and describe in vivid detail, for hours, what it’s like in the basement of broken dreams. The wallpaper, the upholstery, the floor tiles. And there is nothing we can do. We just have to wait it out.

So you can imagine that after a few years of these ups and downs, whenever I get the call from Ruby that she has “met this great guy” or the second date went “really, really well,” I’m not necessarily jumping for joy. Because, again, the math is simply not promising. If three weeks can add up to two months of tears, imagine how terrified I am when Ruby celebrates her four-month anniversary with someone. If she ends up breaking up with someone after a few years of living together, well, I don’t think at this point there are enough years left in her life to get over him.

Which is why she decided to get Ralph. Ruby was tired of being disappointed. And as long as she kept her windows closed and doors not ajar, Ralph would never leave her. And Ruby would never have to be disappointed again. But Ruby didn’t know about feline chronic renal failure. And now, well, now Ralph was the best cat there ever was. Ralph made her happier than any animal or human could have ever possibly made her and she has no idea how she will ever live without him. She still manages to work. She’s got her own business as an executive recruiter, and she has clients who rely on her to get their asses jobs. And thank God for them, because she will always get out of bed to help someone in need of a good nonlateral job placement. But a Saturday afternoon is much different. Ruby isn’t budging.

Until I told her about Georgia. How her husband left her for a samba instructor and she’s devastated and wants to go out and feel good about life. Then, Ruby understood completely. Ruby understood that there are moments when no matter how badly you feel, it’s your duty to get out of the house and help deceive a newly single person into believing that everything is going to be okay. Ruby knew, intuitively, that this was just such a night.

How I’m Single

Let’s be honest. I’m not doing it any better. I date, I meet men at parties and at work, or through friends, but things never seem to “work out.” I’m not crazy, I don’t date crazy men. Things just don’t “work out.” I look at couples walking down the street and I want to shake them, to beg them to answer my question, “How did you guys figure that out?” It has become the Sphinx for me, the eternal mystery. How do two people ever find each other in this city and “work out”?

And what do I do about it? I get upset. I cry. I stop. And then I cheer up and go out and be absolutely charming and have a great time as often as I can. I try to be a good person, a good friend, and a good member of my family. I try to make sure there isn’t some unconscious reason why I’m still single. I keep going.

“You’re single now because you’re too snobby.” That’s Alice’s answer every time the subject comes up. Meanwhile, I don’t see her married to the handsome gentleman working at the fruit stand on the corner of Twelfth and Seventh who seems to have taken quite a shine to her. She is basing this judgment on the fact that I refuse to date online. In the good old days, online dating was considered a hideous embarrassment, something that no one would be caught dead admitting to. I loved that time. Now the reaction you will get from people when they hear that you’re single and not doing some form of online dating is that you must not really want it that bad. It has become the bottom line, the litmus test for how much you’re willing to do for love. As if your Mr. Right is definitely, absolutely guaranteed to be online. He’s waiting for you and if you’re not willing to spend the 1,500 hours, 39 coffees, 47 dinners, and 432 drinks to meet him, then you just don’t want to meet him badly enough and you deserve to grow old and die alone.

“I don’t think you’re really open to love yet. You’re not ready.” That’s Ruby’s answer. I’m not even going to dignify it with a response—except to say, I didn’t know that finding love had become something equivalent to becoming a Jedi Knight. I didn’t know there were years of psychic training, metaphysical trials to endure, and rings of fire to jump through before I could get a date for my cousin’s wedding in May. And yet, I know women who are so out of their minds they might as well be barking like dogs, who still find men who adore them, men whom they, in their madness, feel they are in love with. But no matter.

My mother thinks I’m single because I like having my independence. But she rarely weighs in on the subject. She comes from the generation of women who didn’t think they had any other option but to get married and have children. There were no other choices for her. So she thinks it’s just dandy that I’m single and that I don’t have to rely on a man. I don’t think my mother and father had a particularly happy marriage and after my father died, she was one of those widows who finally got to come into her own—the classes, the vacations, the bridge and book clubs. When I was still just a girl, she thought she was doing me a great service, giving me this wonderful gift of reminding me that I don’t need a man to be happy. I can do anything I want, be anyone I want to be, without a man.

And now…I don’t have the heart to tell her that I’m not really happy being single, and if you want to be someone’s girlfriend or wife, and you happen to be straight, you kind of do need a man, sorry, Mom, because then I know she’d worry. Mothers do not like to see their children sad. So I steer the conversation away from my love life and she doesn’t ask, both of us not wanting to reveal or know about any pesky unhappiness.

“Oh please,” Serena—who, among my friends has known me the longest—said. “It’s no mystery. You dated bad boys till your mid-thirties, and now that you’ve finally come to your senses, the good ones are all taken.”

Bingo.

My last boyfriend six years ago was the worst one of all. There are some guys you date who are so bad that when you tell the story about them, it reflects just as badly on you as it does on them. His name was Jeremy and we had been dating for two tumultuous years. He decided to break up with me by not showing up to my father’s funeral. I never heard from him after that.

Since then, no bad boys. But no great love, either.

Georgia weighed in on this subject of why I’m single on one particularly dark, lonely, regretful night.

“Oh for God’s sake, there’s no reason. It’s just totally fucked. You’re kind, you’re beautiful, you have the best hair in New York City.” (It’s really long and curly but never ever frizzy, and when I want to straighten it, it looks just as great. I have to admit, it’s my best feature.)

“You’re hot, you’re smart, you’re funny, and you are one of the finest people I know. You are perfect. Stop asking yourself that awful question because there is not one goddamn reason why the sexiest, nicest, most charming man in New York City isn’t madly in love with you right now.”

And that was why I loved Georgia. And that’s how this weekend I ended up spearheading an outing with my mismatched set of friends to make her feel like life was worth living. Because at the end of the day, it’s night. And in New York, if it’s night there’s nightlife, and when there’s life, as most optimists will be happy to tell you, there’s always hope. And I guess that’s a big part of how to be single. Hope. Friends. And making sure you get out of your damn apartment.









RULE 2

Don’t Be Crazy, No Matter How You Feel, Because It Just Makes Us All Look Bad




When you’re going out for a night on the town with the main goal being to make a friend stop threatening, however unconvincingly, to commit suicide, you must pick your locations carefully. Alice and I discussed this with the deliberation of generals planning a midnight air assault. The truth is, any night you go out, you must do your research thoroughly. Because a bad night out can be demoralizing even for the fit-test of us single women. So you must ask a lot of questions. How many men will there be to how many women? How expensive are the drinks? Is the music good? Is this the right night to be there? You have to take all these factors into consideration, and if need be, use graphs, diagrams, and a couple of well-placed phone calls to come up with the right plan of attack. In this case, the strategy was quite simple: places with tons of men. Because the one idea you don’t want anywhere near your newly single friend is the one concept that is so all-pervasive, so oppressive, that it will be the first thought any sensible woman will have when she realizes she is now officially single, and that is of course, There are no good men left. And then the next thought would be I’m going to be alone for the rest of my life.

Now, the big question of whether there really are no good guys left in New York City is something we could probably debate forever, but for now we will leave the reality of that up to the Census Bureau and the matchmaking services. What I’m concerned about, for this particular night, is the perception that there are tons and tons of handsome single men out there, literally falling out of the skies, out of trees, bumping into you on the street, wanting to have sex with you. So therefore, in Alice’s mind, where to have dinner was an easy choice. It had to be a steakhouse, and the biggest one there is. And that would be Peter Luger in Williamsburg, Brooklyn. Now you may wonder what we are doing taking our newly single friend out to Brooklyn. Well, wake up, sleepy—where have you been? Brooklyn is the new Manhattan and Williamsburg is the new Lower East Side and Peter Luger serves so much red meat that you are guaranteed to find heaps of straight men there (or women beefing up for their next weight-lifting competition). Either way, that makes the odds pretty good for us, and that’s all I’m asking for. At a time like this, the perception of abundance is everything, not just with the thirty-eight-ounce steaks, but with the tons of straight men all sitting around large wooden tables in groups of eight and ten, devouring their meat like cavemen.

I don’t know if you have ever been responsible for getting people together and deciding where they go for an evening. But if you haven’t, let me tell you that it is a surprisingly nerve-racking experience. I say “surprisingly,” because if you’ve never been the one in charge, you’ll just be wondering why your normally relaxed friend asked you three times if you liked your tortellini. But if you’ve ever done it, you understand that even the most confident person turns into a jittery, insecure hostess, obsessed with every joke, eye roll, and aside made by her companions. And if it doesn’t go well, it will be seared into people’s minds as the night you took them out and they didn’t have fun.

Now, the key to having fun is, of course, a great mix of people. So let me remind you of what we’re dealing with here: Georgia, a newly single woman toying with the idea of a nervous breakdown; Ruby, who is still mourning the death of her cat; Serena, the girl in the nondairy wheat-free bubble; and Alice, who God bless her, though she may be working on a gastric ulcer from her dating schedule, is my only hope of getting through this in one piece.

You see, none of them know one another very well. They know each other from my various birthday parties throughout the years, but we are definitely not a gang. I met Alice at a spin class five years ago. I worked with Georgia until she left to raise her kids. Serena’s my best friend from college and Ruby and I bonded fifteen years ago at a horrific temp job, then we shared an apartment for three years after that. They are basically strangers to one another. In fact, I could safely say that Alice, Georgia, Serena, and Ruby don’t really care for each other that much, for no real reason except that none of them is really any of the others’ “types.” I always wanted a gaggle of girlfriends, always longed for a posse, my little family of friends, but it just didn’t work out that way. It would have been nice if at one job I was able to grab a whole bunch of them, like lobsters in a trap. But meeting a group of women who end up living in the same city, remaining friends, and sharing the most intimate moments of their lives is rare and wonderful and definitely something to pine for, or at least watch on television.

“Oh my God, it’s so cold, I should have worn a heavier coat. I hate October. October is the most annoying month because you never know how to dress,” said “no-body-fat” Serena.

We had decided to meet on Twenty-third and Eighth, and take a cab to Williamsburg together. Everyone seemed to be fairly upbeat, but I could already tell that Serena, who was so out of her element, was going to be the problem. Not that I wasn’t worried about Georgia, too, who was wearing a low-cut shirt and a miniskirt. Georgia is a gorgeous woman who can certainly pull this off. She’s a slim five seven, with long, light brown hair and bangs that are just a little too long in that way they’re supposed to be so they fall perfectly in front of her eyes. She has naturally bee-stung lips that many women would happily inject themselves for, and before the separation, used to always look effortlessly, carelessly hip. Now, however, it was October. And cold. And I could actually see her ass. We all piled into a cab and were on our way.

As Serena wondered aloud if there was going to be anything vegetarian to eat at this place, and Alice was barking orders at the cabdriver, I had an epiphany as to how this entire night might actually turn out okay. I realized there is a divine spirit looking out for us in this world. Because there’s this thing called alcohol. And at that moment, alcohol seemed like such a good idea that I knew there must be a God who loved us enough to invent it.

When we entered Peter Luger Steak House it was just as my alcohol-creating God would have intended it: handsome, clearly employed men as far as the eye could see. The knot in my stomach relaxed. I knew that the first leg of the treasure hunt that is called “Running Around New York City Looking for Fun” was going to be a win for our team.

“Oh my God, I’m a genius,” Alice said proudly.

“Yay!” said Georgia.

“I love it here,” said Ruby.

“I know there’s not going to be one thing here that I can eat,” said Serena, as we walked past the multitudes of tables heaped with cooked animal flesh.

It’s a funny thing about peer pressure: it works at any age. While we were looking at the menus, Serena ordered a vodka tonic. Now that might not seem like much to you, but it was a momentous occasion in my book. And it came to be simply because my three friends, who didn’t know Serena at all, told her she should lighten up. And she got embarrassed. After the past three years of my begging her to try a mojito, it was as simple as that. She still ordered a plate of broccoli rabe for dinner, but you couldn’t deny that there was magic in the girl posse and it had already begun.

It’s always better when you have a purpose, whether in life or simply for a night out, and for this evening the goal was clear: Georgia needed to flirt with someone recklessly. And here we were, in the land of big steaks and bold moves. So as the red meat and alcohol began to flow, it was time to get into wacky-scheme mode.

Alice decided to approach the table adjacent to us, which, coincidentally, had five men at it.

“Hey guys, we’re trying to show our newly single friend a good time and thought it’d be fun to crash your table.”

Alice is fearless. Once you’ve had a few murderers lunge at you from across a table and try to choke you to death, walking up to a group of guys is a piece of cake. And because of Alice, there we were, moving our plates and silverware over to the table next to us and squeezing ourselves in very closely with a bunch of cute men. And Georgia, happily, was getting the lion’s share of the attention, like a bride-to-be at her bachelorette party. Nothing like putting your romantic stakes right out on the table to get people hopping, and this time she didn’t need to wear the plastic condom veil with matching penis earrings. I looked around the table and this is what I saw:

Georgia giggling like a schoolgirl.

Ruby giggling like a schoolgirl.

Serena giggling like a schoolgirl.

Alice giggling like a schoolgirl.

And, when I gave myself a moment to stop worrying if everyone was having a good time, I was giggling like a schoolgirl, too. And I thought, My God, we are pathetic creatures. We are lawyers and publicists and businesswomen and mothers with blow-dried hair and lipstick, all just waiting for the sun of male attention to shine down upon us and make us feel alive again.

They taught us drinking games, we made jokes about their ties. Ruby was talking to a man who seemed particularly enraptured with her and every one of the guys told Georgia that she was hot and she doesn’t have a thing to worry about. There was gold in that thar steakhouse.

“Oh my God, that was so much fun!” Georgia said, laughing, as we left the restaurant.

“I can’t believe I drank vodka!” Serena said, beaming.

“That guy I was talking to wants to come with us wherever we go next!” Ruby said, giggling. “Where are we going next?!”

Now, the thing about being responsible for people’s good time is that the stakes just keep getting higher and higher throughout the night, no matter what has happened the moment before. If dinner was a dud, then boy, you have to make up for it with a kick-ass bar or club to go to next. If dinner was really fun, which in this case it was, then you better not blow it by picking a place that brings the mood down. So I conferred again with my own personal Zagat, Alice. We were sticking with the theme “It’s raining men” so Alice made her decision quickly. We headed to “Sports,” a fancy sports bar with a clearly unimaginative name on the Upper West Side. Ruby and her new guy, Gary, took one cab and we piled into another. Not the cheapest taxi ride but what’s money when there’s five drunky girls trying to keep their buzz alive?

When we arrived, I knew immediately that this was a misstep. The problem with sports bars hits you immediately when you walk in: men really are there to watch sports. Because if they really had their sights set on going out to meet women—they wouldn’t go to a sports bar. Alice was thinking the same thing.

“We should go to the Flatiron instead.”

But Serena had already ordered another vodka and Georgia had walked up to the cutest guy in the place and was trying to talk to him. Unfortunately, there was a big Knicks basketball game on—which I don’t understand since it was preseason and the Knicks aren’t involved in “big” basketball games anymore. Anyway, Georgia was able to grab his attention during a commercial break and she was using those four minutes to get in as much flirting as possible.

Ruby was talking to Gary, who had clearly fallen in love with her and wanted to be with her forever. But unfortunately for Serena, Alice, and me, we were soon sitting at the bar with our drinks, looking at about twenty screens of various sports that we couldn’t give a crap about.

But Alice knew something we didn’t.

“Oh my God, there’s a foosball table over there!” Alice said, way too excitedly.

“I don’t play foosball,” Serena said, already grumpy.

“Do you think we should go somewhere else?” I said, ignoring the whole foosball idea.

“No, you don’t understand. It is an absolute fact that a group of women cannot play foosball for more than ten minutes without guys coming over to play with them.”

“You’ve spent a lot of time proving this fact?” I said, a little reproachfully. Did I happen to tell you that Alice used to be a lawyer who defended the rights of the poor and disenfranchised, making them feel respected and heard, often at the darkest times of their lives?

“Yes. And I’ll prove it to you now.”

So we took our drinks and moved over to the foosball table. Alice and I played foosball, while Serena watched the clock. It was exactly three and a half minutes before two guys walked up to us. At four and a half minutes, they challenged us to a game.

Alice scares me, sometimes.

She is, of course, brilliant at foosball, so we kept winning and getting challenged, the foosball suitors lining up to get a piece of our foosball magic. We kept drinking and the giggles started again and the next thing I knew, Serena was eating chicken wings off one of our challengers’ plates. A game later, she was licking her hot-sauce-covered fingers and ordering a plate of wings for herself. She was a vegan gone wild. I quickly scanned the room and saw Ruby still chatting with Gary, and Georgia still trying to talk to the cute guy between sports highlights. I had never seen Georgia flirt before; she was already married when I met her. But I could tell from just one look that she was trying too hard. She was talking a little too animatedly, listening a little too earnestly, laughing a little too excitedly. She was trying to compete with the Knicks and, even though they suck, she didn’t stand a chance. But instead of cutting her losses, she continued to touch his arm, laugh loudly, and order another drink.

As Alice and I continued to beat these two guys (Bruce and Todd) at foosball, I heard Alice, when asked what she does for a living, say in complete earnestness that she’s a “facialist.” I looked at her with surprise and she shot me a look of “I’ll explain later.” I had had my foosball and flirting fill and excused myself, getting Serena to stop shoving poultry in her face long enough to take my place, and I walked over to the bar. On one side I heard Georgia squealing, “Oh my God, I love Audioslave!” (like she knows from Audioslave), and on the other, Ruby was saying to Gary, “I loved Ralph, but I mean, he was just a cat, you know?”

Alice eventually walked over to get a drink. I looked at her, scowling with as much judgment and disappointment as I could muster. Alice took the hint.

“Didn’t you hear about that study that came out of England? The smarter you are, the less likely you are of getting married. The dumb girls are getting the guys.”

“So you say that you give facials for a living, instead of that you’re a lawyer who graduated with top honors from Harvard Law School?”

“Yes, and it works.”

“What happens if you start dating one of these guys?”

“I’m just getting them interested by appealing to their basest level. Once I have their interest, I slowly sneak the smart in, but by then they’re hooked.”

Appalled, I turned around just in time to see Georgia grabbing the cute guy’s face and kissing him straight on the lips. Kind of like a crazy person. Cute guy’s response: not so excited. He did that sort of laughing, sort of muttering “oh ho ho, you’re one wild girl” while trying to politely peel her off him. It was a painful moment for all of us.

Serena ran up to us, her face aglow with hot sauce.

“Bruce and Todd think we should go to Hogs and Heifers.”

Serena, who before tonight hadn’t been anywhere there wasn’t Enya or waterfall sounds playing, thought Hogs & Heifers was a keen idea. I realized she was slightly drunk.

“Cool, I know all the bartenders there,” Alice replied.

Ruby and her new boyfriend, Gary, thought it was a great idea, too. Again, the entertainment director in me was concerned. Our evening had degraded from Steaks and Vodka to Beer and Wings to Hogs & Heifers. New York is a big, hip, glamorous city, and there was no need to be ending our night in a touristy, outdated biker bar. I told them this, but alas, the horses had broken out of the barn and were now planning to gallop all the way downtown to Hogs & Heifers with or without me. Ruby came up, excited.

“Gary is going to meet us down there; he just had to go pick up one of his friends. Julie—wouldn’t it be an amazing story if Ralph died but I ended up meeting the love of my life right after? Wouldn’t that be great? Gary’s really cute, right?”

“He is totally cute, Ruby. Totally.” And he was. He seemed really nice and into her, and by God, people meet and fall in love every day of the week, so what the heck?

Alice, Georgia, and Serena were already outside hailing cabs with Bruce and Todd. Ruby went outside to join them. I decided to go along. My experience with women not used to drinking or staying out late is that by the time they have the cab ride downtown, they’ll be sleepy, slightly nauseous, and ready to go home.

Unfortunately, that was not the case. In their cab going downtown, Todd told Georgia about how Hogs & Heifers is famous for women getting on the bar and dancing, and then somehow taking off their bras. Demi’s done it, Julia’s done it, Drew’s done it. It’s the thing to do. At least, that’s what Alice told me when I got there, explaining how and why Georgia had managed to already be on top of the bar swinging her bra around. Ruby was screaming and laughing, Serena was hootin’ and hollerin’ and the place was going wild. Hogs & Heifers is famous for its “biker redneck” aesthetic. The walls are covered with hundreds of women’s tossed-off bras for as far as the eye can see. Wherever there might be a tiny bit of wall space left, there’s an American flag or cowboy hat. The bartenders are all women wearing tight denim and even tighter t-shirts and the place is packed. Bruce and Todd had disappeared, but I’m sure they were hootin’ and hollerin’ from wherever they were. It’s so odd how all it takes is a few people dancing on a bar to make people feel as if they’re having a hilariously wild night out.

Now, you have to understand why seeing Georgia on top of a bar was disturbing to me. Remember, I met Georgia when she was already married. And Georgia and Dale were not the couple you’re going to catch groping each other in the kitchen. So I have never actually seen Georgia get her groove on, so to speak, and it wasn’t something I ever really missed seeing. I looked at her on the bar, gyrating and grinding, and I remembered back to a day when I went to the beach with Georgia and her two children, Beth and Gareth. She spent the whole day in the water with them, getting them used to the waves. I helped for a while, playing with them for an hour or two, but she stayed in longer than any adult human being should have to, without a complaint. Then she let them cover her entire body with sand, with only her tired, salty face sticking out. That’s the Georgia I remember—Georgia, the wife and mother of two.

But now Georgia was allowing herself to unravel. She was single, she was out, and she wanted to have FUN!

The bar was crowded with lots of guys, many from out of town, some bikers, a couple of cowboys (don’t ask me), all sharing the common trait of having a deep respect for women and their struggles on this planet. Just kidding. Serena then got on the bar as well, beer in hand, drinking and dancing. Okay, I’ll admit it, that was fun to see. Serena, not only in a bar, but on a bar and trying to do a two-step. Alice then got up on the bar, too—my own little White Trash Rockettes. Ruby, however, was now standing by the door, checking her cell phone constantly and looking out onto the street, waiting for Gary. She might as well have been sitting on the windowsill, like her pet cat, Ralph, waiting for her master to arrive. My stomach began to tighten again at the idea that there might be another impending disappointment in store for Ruby.

The longest country song in the world finally came to an end, and Alice and Serena, as drunk but not completely-out-of-their-minds women do, got off the bar. Georgia, however, stayed, not yet ready to leave the spotlight. A large biker man in his fifties, with a bushy gray beard and long gray hair, helped Serena off the bar. I overheard him ask her if he could buy her a drink.

She said, “Yes, and some ribs would be nice as well.” I don’t quite understand what happened, but somewhere after her first vodka tonic, Serena’s sleeping carnivore awoke, and she turned into a pretty, little werewolf. The biker man told Serena his name was Frankie and he was an art dealer who had just finished a long round of the galleries of Chelsea and came in for a break.

“Wow, that just goes to show you. I would never have guessed you were an art dealer. I know nothing about people, Frank.” As she spoke she drunkenly slung her arm over Frank’s shoulder. “I’ve been living a sheltered life. And I know nothing. Nothing.”

Alice had also gotten the attention of a few men. I guess their spotlight dance was like a thirty-second dating advertisement. So, there I was again, worrying about my friends and not having any fun on my own. I started wondering if it would be okay for me to leave. I was tired of being Judge McJudgey, and frankly, I was beginning a downward spiral of worry and fear. What would become of all of us? Would we end up with husbands and children? Would we all stay in New York? What would become of me? Would I just stay at my hateful job, doing work that doesn’t satisfy me, being single, alone, trying to make the best of it for the rest of my life? Is this as good as it’s going to get? A yuppie biker bar on a Saturday night at 2 A.M.?

But then a guy came up and started talking to me. And that’s all it took to cheer me up. Because, I believe you recall, we are pathetic creatures. He was cute and he picked me to talk to and I was flattered as if I was at my first school dance. I forgot all morose or possibly deep thoughts and just started flirting my ass off.

“So what brings you to this place?” he asked. His name was David and he was in town from Houston with his buddy Tom. I pointed to Georgia, who was still dancing up a storm.

“She just split up with her husband and we’re trying to show her a good time.”

He looked up at Georgia, and he said, “It looks like you did a good job.” As if the universal symbol for having a good time is dancing on a bar swinging your bra around.

He then said, “I split up with my girlfriend two months ago. It was really rough, so I understand what she’s going through.” Was he really trying to talk seriously with me while “Achy Breaky Heart” was playing and women were taking off their bras on the bar? That’s kind of sweet. We sat down at a table, and began to have a lovely conversation, the kind you can have anywhere at any time when you’re with someone you really like talking to. I told him about our evening and how worried I was about it, and he immediately began to tease me about being a control freak. I love it when they tease. And he talked about being a little bit bossy since he’s the oldest of four, and how much he worries about all his siblings. Cute.

I believe we were talking for an hour, though it could have been five hours or ten minutes. I couldn’t tell you. I had stopped worrying, thinking, and judging, and was just trying to have a goddamn nice time.

I finally looked up to see a girl gesturing to Georgia to get off the bar. Yes, Georgia was still on the bar, and for everyone there, the novelty had worn off and they wanted someone else to take advantage of that valuable bartop real estate. I saw Georgia shaking her head as if to say “No fucking way.” In fact, I think I heard her actually say that. I walked over to Georgia and saw that Alice was now bartending, because randomly, Alice knows how to bartend and decided to help out. I saw Serena nodding out in a corner with the biker art buyer. He was holding her so she wouldn’t fall over and while doing so, had a hand firmly over her right breast. I had no idea where Ruby was. Then a guy from the crowd screamed, “Get your tired old ass off the bar, and give that other girl a chance! She’s hotter and younger and you can’t dance for shit!” And the entire bar laughed. I turned around to see what asshole said it—and it was David. David whom I was just talking to, David. The cute teaser, David.

Georgia heard this, and I could see the words hit her ears, go into her brain, and wash across her face. She was mortified. And at this moment, the Georgia I used to know would have sort of crumpled off the bar and run into the bathroom, in tears. But the new Georgia, however humiliated she might have felt, flipped David her middle finger and refused to give up her spot. The hot girl in question was now pissed and started grabbing at Georgia’s calves to pull her off the bar. A very large bouncer, perhaps a giant, got to the bar quickly and tried to keep things calm. And yet Georgia would not get down. She wanted to stay up there and dance to country music until she goddamn felt like coming down. She would stay up there until all her pain was gone and she truly felt attractive and whole and loved again. And if that took her to next Christmas, by God, I think she planned on being up there until then.

Now Georgia started dancing even more suggestively than she had been, like a stripper on speed. It was about as painful a thing to watch as anything you could imagine. Except for perhaps ten seconds later, when I looked over to see Serena vomiting on herself. Oh yes. I was about to run over to her when I saw Georgia try to kick the bouncer, who then pulled her off the bar. The hot girl took this opportunity to call Georgia a cunt, and Georgia, now flung over the bouncer’s shoulder, managed to seize the hot girl’s hair and tug as hard as she could. The hot girl then slapped Georgia in the face as the bouncer weaved and turned, trying to get these women away from each other. He put Georgia down and one of the hot girl’s friends punched her in the arm.

This was when Alice jumped across the bar and started throwing punches at the hot girl, the hot girl’s friends, and anyone else who got in her way. You can take the girl out of the fight, but you can’t take the fight out of the girl, and until that moment, I had no idea how good Alice was at actual hand-to-hand combat. Frankly, I was impressed. Not much of a fighter myself, I ran to Serena.

“Good, you better deal with her. This bitch is fucked up,” the biker art dealer delicately said to me, as he stood up. As if on cue, Serena vomited on herself again. The only saving grace to all this was that she was out cold, so she was spared the humiliation of seeing her entire self covered in half-digested chicken wings and ribs.

“What should I do?” I asked.

“Get her to the emergency room. She might have alcohol poisoning.” He looked at her, disgusted.

Georgia and Alice were still pulling and scratching and swinging. I made my way through the crowd trying to avoid physical injury and managed to scream out to Georgia and Alice that Serena might have to go to the hospital and we had to go. They didn’t need to agree with me on this, because they were promptly dragged by the scruffs of their necks by two other very large men, and basically thrown out onto the street. Frank had deposited Serena outside as well. “Jesus, I’m fucking covered in her fucking vomit. Fuck.” He shook his head and walked back inside. It was a lovely sight to see: Alice and Georgia scratched and bruised and Serena covered in vomit, all underneath a big neon sign that said “Hogs & Heifers.” I realized that I didn’t know where Ruby was, but I had a hunch. I went back in and walked through the crowd to the ladies’ room. I got there to find, exactly as I suspected, Ruby sitting on the bathroom floor, her pretty heart-shaped face crumpled up in pain, her eye makeup dripping down her face. She was sobbing.

“He didn’t show up. Why would he say he was going to show up if he didn’t mean it?” I sat down on the floor with her, and put my arm around her.

“How do people do this?” she asked. “How do people keep putting themselves out there when they know they’re probably just going to get hurt? How can anyone deal with that much disappointment? It’s unnatural. We’re not supposed to go through life so exposed. That’s why people get married. Because no one is supposed to go through life that vulnerable. No one is supposed to be forced to meet so many strangers who end up making you feel bad!”

I had nothing to say to this. I was in complete agreement with her. “I know. It’s brutal, isn’t it?”

“But what are we supposed to do? I don’t want to be the girl who stays home and cries about her cat. I don’t want to be the one that’s sitting here now! But what can I do? I liked him and I wanted him to come down to the bar like he said he would and he didn’t show up and I’m so disappointed!”

I scooped Ruby up and walked outside with her. On the way out, I passed David and kind of shoved him. Hard. Made him spill his drink. I was mad at him—he had humiliated my friend Georgia and ended up not being my husband.

When we got outside, I explained to Ruby what had happened with the fighting and the vomiting. Then Georgia told us Alice had already taken Serena to the hospital. We all hopped in a cab and went to Saint Vincent’s.

By the time we got there, Serena’s stomach was being pumped, which I have heard is not a pleasant experience by any stretch of the imagination. I was thinking that sounded a little severe until the nurse told me Serena had consumed about seventeen drinks during the course of the evening.

Why hadn’t I noticed? I was so busy being happy that she was finally letting her hair down, I didn’t even see that she was hazing herself. Alice and Georgia came back from getting treated for their wounds and were covered in bandages like a pair of Roller Derby girls.

Something was terribly, terribly wrong. We were beautiful, accomplished, sexy, intelligent single women and we were disasters. If there was a “How To” book to write, it should be called “How Not to Be Us.” We were doing it all wrong, this “being single” business, yet I had no clue as to how to do it better.

As my thoughts were giving way to musings of a better life, I looked over to see two women across from us, very animatedly speaking in French. Both were beautiful, slim, impeccably dressed women in their early forties. One was wearing a brown felt duster with large white stitching on the front side and the other was in a short brown suede coat with fringe. Somehow it worked. I never notice shoes, won’t even bother, but a nice thin overcoat that makes you ignore anything else being worn, well, that impresses me. These perfect ladies were obviously disgusted about something. Which is so French. As I tuned in with my two years of college French, I got the gist of it: the health care in the States is deplorable, this emergency room is filthy, and America basically sucks. I was now curious as to what brought them here. They looked so elegant, so perfect. What could have possibly gone wrong in their lovely French lives to have them wind up in the emergency room? Did one of their friends OD on contempt?

“Excuse me, is there anything I can do to help?” I tried to appear friendly, but I just felt like being nosy.

The two women stopped talking and stared at me. The one with the fringe coat looked at Ruby and Alice with complete superiority and said, “Our friend sprained her ankle.” The other one, darting her eyes around us, decided to get curious as well.

“What brings you here?” she said in her adorable French accent. I was thinking about lying when Alice just blurted it out.

“We got into a fight with some girls.”

“They made me get off the bar I was dancing on,” Georgia said. She stared at them as if to say “and I’m ready for another round.” The French women scrunched up their noses as if they’d smelled some bad Brie.

They looked at each other and spoke in French. It was something like, “American women, have no [something]. Where are their mothers? Did they not teach them [something]?”

I understood everything but that one word. Damn that I didn’t keep up with my French studies. Oh, fuck it.

“Excuse me, what does orgueil mean?” I asked, a little confrontationally.

The one in the long coat looked me straight in the eye and said, “Pride. You American women have no pride.”

Alice and Georgia sat up straight, ready to rumble. Ruby looked like she was going to cry. But I was interested. “Really? Do all French women have pride? Do you all walk around proud and dignified all the time?”

The French women looked at each other and nodded. “Yes, for the most part, we do.” And then they moved to another corner of the emergency room. Ouch. Shamed by the cool French ladies.

But I really couldn’t argue with them. We were by no means behaving like the strong, independent single women that we were taught we could be. I wondered how we had sunk so low. It’s not as if we didn’t have role models. We did. We had our Gloria Steinem, Jane Fonda, Mary and Rhoda, and so many more. We have image after image of beautiful single women who lead fun, fulfilling, sexy lives. Yet many of us—I won’t say all, I refuse to say all, but many of us—still walk around knowing that we’re barely making the best of the untenable situation of not having romantic love in our lives. We have our jobs and our friends and our passions and our churches and our gyms and yet we still can’t escape our essential nature of needing to be loved and feel close to another human being. How do we keep going when that’s not what life has given to us? How do we date, having to act as if it’s not the be-all and end-all in our lives, while knowing that one great date could change the course of our lives? How do we keep going in the face of all the disappointment and uncertainty? How do we be single and not go crazy?

All I knew was that I was sick and tired of it all. I was sick of the parties and the clothes and the schedules and the taxis and the phone calls and the drinks and the lunches. I was tired of my job. I was tired of doing something that I hated, but being too scared to do anything about it. I was frankly tired of America, with all our indulgences and our myopia. I was stuck and tired.

And suddenly I realized what I wanted to do. I wanted to talk to more single women. I wanted to talk to them all over the world. I wanted to know if anyone out there was doing this single thing any better than we were. After reading all the self-help books that I have, it was ironic—I was still looking for advice.



***

The next morning I logged on to my computer and spent the day doing research about single women all over the world. I learned about marriage and divorce statistics from New Delhi to Greenland. I even stumbled across the sex practices in Papua New Guinea. (Read about their yam festival, it’s fascinating.) The rest of Sunday I walked around Manhattan and thought about what it would be like to leave it all. As I walked downtown along Eighth Avenue, through all the different neighborhoods and communities, crossed to the East Village and saw all the NYU students rushing around with great urgency, then walked past the South Street Seaport and saw the tourists taking their photographs, and made my way to the Hudson River, I thought about what it would feel like to remove myself from this ball of activity and intensity that is New York. By the time I got back to Union Square, and watched all the people selling or buying things at the farmers’ market, I had to admit it: If I left town for a little while, Manhattan would really do just fine without me. It would manage.

So on Monday, I walked into my boss’s office and pitched her an idea for a book. It would be titled “How to Be Single” and I would travel around the world and see if there is any place in the world where women are better at being single than here. I mean, we might not necessarily have all the answers here in America; we could perhaps be taught a thing or two. I knew the first stop would be France. Those women never want to read our self-help books—they don’t give a crap about Bridget Jones—and the French version of The Bachelor has yet to be made. Why not start there? My boss, Candace, an extremely unpleasant woman, around sixty, very well respected and quite feared, replied that it was the worst idea she had ever heard.

“‘How to Be Single’? Like they need to be good at it because they’re going to be single for that long? That’s depressing. Nobody wants to be single. That’s why you always have to give women the hope that they soon won’t be single, that the man of their dreams is right around the corner and the horror will soon come to an end. If you want to write a book, write one called ‘How Not to Be Single.’” She said this without looking up from her computer.

“And, by the way, who cares what they’re doing in France or India or Timbuktu for that matter? This is America, and frankly we do know best and I couldn’t give a fuck what they’re doing in Tanzania.”

“Oh,” I said. “Then I guess that new statistic that there are officially more single women living in America than married ones means nothing to you?”

She peered at me from over her glasses.

“Continue.”

“And that maybe women need a book that’s not about how to get a man or keep a man, but how to cope with a state of being that’s inherently filled with confliction, emotion, and mystery?”

“I’m still bored,” Candace said as she took her glasses off. I continued.

“And that maybe women might want to read a book that helps them deal with something that might be long-term, and not sugarcoat it for them? It’s a fact that all over the world women are getting married later in life and getting divorced more easily. Maybe women might be interested in a global perspective on something that’s so private. Maybe they would find it comforting.”

Candace folded her arms over her chest and thought for a moment.

“Comforting is nice. Comforting sells,” she said, finally looking up at me.

“And I’ll pay for all my travel expenses,” I added. After all these years, I knew what to say to really sell something.

“Well, the idea is certainly getting less unbearable,” she said, begrudgingly, as she grabbed a notepad. She wrote down something on the notepad and passed it to me on the desk.

“That would be your advance, if you’re interested. Take it or leave it.”

I looked at the figure on the piece of paper. It was incredibly low. Not low enough for me to walk out in a huff, but not high enough for me to appear grateful. I accepted the offer.

That evening, I went back to my small one-bedroom apartment, sat on my couch, and looked around. I still lived like I was twenty-five. I had my books, my CDs, my iPod. My computer, my television, my photos. I have no talent for decorating. No personal flair. It was an extremely depressing place. And it was time to go. I got on the phone and cashed in all my stocks, leaving me with a very meager sum of money. I then went on Craigslist and by the time the week was through I had someone subletting my apartment, had a “round-the-world” plane ticket (basically the airline version of a Eurail Pass for the entire world), and I had explained to my mother what I was doing.

“Well, I think that’s fantastic. I always thought you needed a break from the nine-to-five. It’s time you do something outside the box,” is all my incredibly supportive mother had to say. But then she added, “Just don’t go anywhere too dangerous. I have no need to hear about you getting blown up in some marketplace.”

Then, right before I left, I called up my four dear friends and asked them to please look out for one another. I asked Serena, Ruby, and Georgia to make sure Alice didn’t overdose on Tums or dating. I asked Alice, Georgia, and Serena to make sure Ruby got out of the house, and I asked Alice and Ruby to make sure Serena and Georgia didn’t leave the house at all. I found out that at least one of those concerns was already taken care of.

“I’ve decided to become a swami,” Serena said, over the phone.

“I’m sorry, what?” was my witty reply.

“I’ve quit my job and I’m going to renounce all my worldly desires and take a vow of celibacy at my yoga center. The ceremony is next week—can’t you postpone your trip to make it? I’ve invited Georgia, Alice, and Ruby, too.”

I lied (yes, I lied to a soon-to-be member of the clergy) and told her I couldn’t, I had a big meeting in France with someone about my new, exciting book and I just simply couldn’t change my plans. And then I hung up the phone and got ready to get my ass out of New York. Was I going crazy? I wasn’t sure. It may have seemed like an insane thing to do at the time, but somehow…staying in New York would have been even crazier.
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