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Prologue





“THE CLINTONS HAD JEFFREY EPSTEIN murdered. Did you know that? I read it because I did my research. You should do your research. A lot of women don’t know how to do research. They think that whatever some douche says on the news is real, but the truth is, there are a lot of different versions of the truth. Most women don’t get that. Anyway, Hunter Biden is going to be arrested this week because of his laptop. You wait and see, it’s happening. People are waking up. When they do, we can finally take back our country from the immigrants destroying us. Hey, how’s that chicken? It’s good here, right?” He says all this to me without pause.


The pinot noir goes down in one long, greedy, burning gulp. On our first date, he is wearing a zip-up sweatshirt and dirty jeans, as though he has just been working on a chain gang digging trenches. I am wearing dress pants and a lovely sweater with tasteful jewelry. My hair is blown out and looks great despite the drizzle, which can make me look like a cross between Barbra Streisand and Donna Summer in 1978. A well-worn ball cap on his head bears the logo of a local brewery, which he has mentioned he owns about forty times during the meal. The restaurant is a popular one on the south shore of Long Island. It is an Italian place with good sauce geared toward families. It is well-lit but not crowded on this rainy night. Do I retreat to the bathroom to deploy Plan B, the standby friend who can call to alert me to an emergency I must attend to immediately?


I was never good at figures, but I do some quick calculations in my head. Dating math, as I refer to it, requires a nimble mind and a working knowledge of physics, word problems, algebra and the ability to navigate between feet, inches, and meters. Tonight’s equation is a tough one. If I am two-thirds done with my chicken Parm, and he is four-fifths through his pasta Madeira, and his height online was listed as six feet, how many more minutes do I have to wait until I can escape his actual five-foot-eight-inch frame as well as his barely double-digit IQ?


Not long, as it turns out. He is disenchanted with what he describes as my “woke” personality. If by “woke” he means I’m not sleeping, he’s right about that. Score one for the dolt in the cap who has an irrational fear that drag queens will invade his brewery. I don’t have the heart to tell him no self-respecting queen would come within a mile of the hole that is his pride and joy. In his profile, he listed his political views as moderate, though the conspiracy theories he has been throwing at me since he noticed the TV over the bar was tuned to CNN betray that his bend is slightly to the right of Attila the Hun. He whistles at the waitress and the poor woman being signaled to like a dog turns her head toward our table. He makes the universal sign for bringing the check by signing the air in front of him in a sweeping dramatic gesture. I’m almost out, and I exhale in relief. We exit together, and I thank him for dinner. He tries to kiss me on the lips, but I turn and offer him my cheek. He gets the message and stalks away without a goodbye.


Fair enough.


I’ll never get those two hours back either, but there’s no reason to be rude. It starts raining harder as I drive away and the drops bead on my windshield. For some reason, the rain has always made me amorous. My mind flashes to Joe, the man I had hoped to have a future with almost five years after I separated from my husband of twenty-two years, and our marathon lovemaking sessions in my bed while we listened to the rain on the roof and windows. After a year of dating, he joined a multilevel marketing self-help group and ended the relationship.


I shake the thought out of my head and hustle to make it home before eight thirty. My ex-husband will be dropping the kids off at my house any minute. In the eyes of the law, we are still married since he has employed every tactic to sign it out of existence. After he insisted on mediation and picked the mediator, which was fine by me, it has taken eighteen months to come to an agreement in which I receive nothing, waive child support, pay for college for both kids alone, and pay him alimony for five years. I can’t fight him anymore on these issues, because he truly believes that he is under no obligation to pay for anything since he “can’t.” Of course, he “could,” but that would require him to do things that he doesn’t want to do, which never goes well for him. He has never been good with money and is the sort of man who my grandfather would have said “jumps over a dollar to pick up a dime.” While this sounds better in Yiddish, I have never been able to convince him that his Ivy League education and the master’s degree that I paid for could translate into earning a living.


While I was recovering from major abdominal surgery, I was blindsided by a letter from his “attorney of record,” who underlined in red every aspect of the agreement where money was concerned, demanding more. The last paragraph of the document read something like: “If Rachel dies before his alimony is fully paid out, he has the right to take the remainder from her estate.” Meaning, “If my ex-wife who supported me financially for twenty-two years drops dead from the stress and burden of responsibility that I have put on her for decades, I will steal the money I didn’t earn from my children.” When I read that, I collapsed onto the floor in a heap where I was found by a friend dropping off soup for my recovery. She picked me up off the floor, read the letter, and took me to her attorney’s office that very afternoon.


That took another year, but we’ve about sorted that out finally. All we need to do now is file the final paper, but he won’t respond to any letters, so eventually, I will have to hire a process server to physically serve him with the final documents. It’s interesting to note that we live about eight blocks from one another, but I will still need to shell out more dough because every decision he makes in his life has a deleterious effect on me financially, emotionally, and in every other way a person can imagine.


We are in the middle of a text argument, the only way we communicate our anger these days. It’s getting ugly and I want to be safely ensconced in my bedroom before he walks into my house like he lives there and we see one another face-to-face. It’s my own home, which I purchased by myself, after our divorce with my own money. Yet, when I get home, I will cower in my bedroom upstairs to avoid a confrontation. I feel pathetic. Everything wrong in my life must be my fault because I am a terrible person, or so I now believe after decades of emotional and financial abuse and having to diminish myself to make everyone around me feel better about themselves. I used to live for confrontation. My father would always tell people I would surely be a lawyer because I loved arguing about anything and everything. But now, all the fight has been drained out of me. I am an empty shell of the person I once was, but I don’t remember her now. It’s just a hazy series of images, like watching clips on YouTube from some old television show I used to love but haven’t thought about in years.


My father is dead now. Seeing me like this would have killed him, or at least made him angry. I can hear his voice in my head: What the hell is wrong with you? If you’re going to act like a whiny baby, then you deserve to end up on the floor of your bedroom. Hey, are there any Twizzlers in here? I’m looking for a nosh.


In a few months, I’ll be fifty. I’m starting a new career as a writer while having full custody of my two teenagers with no break except Tuesday after school and Saturday between the hours of noon and six, though that is hazy too. Often, the kids will randomly show up when I’m supposed to be free. Once they showed up minutes after Joe and I had finished having great sex in the middle of the afternoon because my ex-husband had to “do something.” Attempting to have some balance in my social life while juggling the rest has not been a resounding success. Since my ex-husband still lives in the large studio apartment that I procured for him when we separated, furnished mostly with the things I gave him, there is no room for the kids to hang out there for any length of time, let alone overnight. When I travel for work, he stays at my house. That’s getting old too. Every time I come home from a trip, something in my house is broken, the kids are beating each other with household items, and general chaos has ensued in my absence.


Another really bad date has come and gone. As I pull into my driveway for the hundredth time, I vow to delete the dating apps for good and get a cat.


God, I fucking hate cats.
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First Date





I NERVOUSLY AWAITED HIS ARRIVAL at the local bar in my neighborhood. This was my first time out since the breakup with Joe, the first man I dated seriously since my marriage ended. He left me to move out of state, and into a blond real estate agent with the IQ of an overripe turnip. He faulted me for not committing to him sooner and said that I was detached from my feelings. The idea of committing to another man I would have to care for terrified me, and now, I moved slowly in love and relationships. After nine months of dating exclusively, I decided that we could make a go of it for real. Before he left for a weeklong seminar in early September, I left a love note in his shaving kit, telling him I was excited about our future and couldn’t wait for him to come home so we could talk. I had a whole evening planned that included my declaration of love, a suggestion that we start talking about living together, and great quickie sex in my closet before he had to get back to his condo to do his laundry and catch up at work for the week he missed.


My plan was quickly dashed when he came to my house directly from the airport, ate the dinner I made for him, and then told me he met a blond at the seminar, was moving to Phoenix, and was going to pursue a relationship with her instead.


You’re not going to like this conversation.


He said this to me as I ushered him up the stairs to cover him in kisses and tell him I loved him. Once again, the other shoe in my life had dropped. It has been raining shoes for the last forty-nine years. I’m drowning in dropped shoes. I should open a shoe store. I should open a chain of shoe stores. We had a conversation, but I don’t remember much of it after his initial line.


As the saying goes, you don’t always know what you have until it’s gone. This time, however, I knew exactly what I had and wanted to keep it. Joe was not Mr. Saturday Night. He’s not the flashy or showy or loud or attention-seeking type. He was the first man I ever dated to make me feel completely safe at any moment, and appreciated for exactly who and what I am. Also, for what I am not. I’m not even sure he understood what moved me about him, which was his gentle but simultaneously very strong masculinity, warmth, curiosity, and understated humor. He’s quiet until you know him, but once you get him talking, he is up to discuss anything and everything. Being with him was always easy. Whether we were going away for a weekend or on a trip to the hardware store, we always had a good time. I found even his strangest of quirks interesting and adorable, like how he has his special mitt to handwash his car because, as he explained to me, the sand and dirt on the carwash brushes are gross. He was never persnickety, precious, or preachy about these aspects of his personality, but rather, he had done the research, experimented, learned, and now uses his own.


As for being detached, hell yes, I have always been detached from my feelings. We don’t run much to actual core feelings in my family. Rather, we prefer the New York Jewish method of communication, which is to scream our opinions to the person who happens to be sitting closest. Whoever yells the loudest gets their feelings semi-validated or, at least, acknowledged first. I own that. There hasn’t been space to feel much of anything in the last few years. Between the end of my twenty-two-year marriage, my father’s sudden death, and his girlfriend suing me within an inch of my life, not to mention sole custody of my kids, feelings have been relegated to the back burner. I’ve been trying now since Joe left. I realized that I wanted to tell him I loved him months earlier, but I was afraid that he didn’t feel the same, that I’d be hurt, that saying “I love you” would mean a host of other things I couldn’t even begin to sort out in my addled mind.





SUDDENLY, BEING ON A DATE felt too soon. I was still hurting, and I needed more time. But since my girlfriend, a therapist, accused me of being love avoidant, I went on the date to prove otherwise. Besides, I’m not convinced love avoidant is a thing. If it is a thing, I don’t think I qualify. I prefer to think of myself as love adjacent. But really, I went to show Joe that I didn’t care. I’ll find another, better Joe. Joe 2.0, in a heartbeat. I’ll show him, I thought. He met a woman that he committed to in five days (which I thought and still think is insane). I could fall in love with a random stranger too! I ordered a pinot noir to warm me up and calm me down before my date arrived. There was a chill in the October air. Fall had arrived in New York.


Waiting for him to arrive, I cycled through the myriad of first dates that I’d had in my life. I was never a great dater. Most of the long-term relationships I’d had were born out of friendship. I was what used to be called a late bloomer. In high school, I was the girl that boys wanted to joke around with, not take to dances or make out with in their cars. My great teenage romances were with gay men. I like baseball and basketball, though my lifelong support of both the Mets and the Knicks has mostly led to heartbreak. I’m not a jealous person, and I’m not sure if I truly believe that monogamy is the only way to go through life. I love bourbon, dark humor, and lots of other things that have traditionally been considered in the masculine domain. This has always led to strong and deep connections and friendships with men. My college boyfriends all started as pals. My first date with my husband was in 1996, and I had known him for years. I didn’t even know it was a date since he originally asked me to do him a favor and attend a staged reading of a play at some hotel in Los Angeles that his father had starred in on Broadway in the eighties. He had not brought a girl around in some time, and his family was starting to wonder if he was some kind of homosexual (not that there’s anything wrong with that) hermit. We closed the bar that night and stayed together for twenty-five years. Our bond was our love of dark humor and the trauma we had both endured as children with chilly, distant mothers and fathers who abandoned us for greener pastures. They couldn’t stand the women they had married but had no problems leaving us to deal with them alone. My last first date was with Joe in January of 2022, and we made out in the vestibule of the restaurant until management kicked us out to lock up.


I had no illusions that this first date would be a winner. I’m not even sure I wanted it to be, but I didn’t have time to spin further out of control in my mind because he arrived just as I was about to hyperventilate. I recognized him from his pictures online, which was a great sign. Though he was a bit shorter than he described, an inch or two off is considered acceptable when it comes to dating math. He smiled and sat down, ordered a beer, and we started chatting. He had a pleasant voice: not too high, and not too husky and low. He was the baby bear of the dating voice and just right—another good sign. Sometimes men, especially white men, put on a Barry White sexy voice when they initially engage. I’m told that the female inverse is vocal fry. Physically speaking, vocal fry is the shortening of vocal folds, so they close completely and then snap back open. The result is a frying or sizzling sound. From a cultural perspective, this phenomenon has best been described as how a Kardashian speaks. In addition to all the other issues one must take into consideration when dating in the twenty-first century, speech-pattern analysis is now included.


I asked what should have been an innocuous question:


“How often do you date?”


“Well, I haven’t been on a date in a while,” he replied.


“What’s ‘a while’?”


“Well, my wife and I met in middle school.”


I knew I was in trouble five and a half minutes into the date.


He proceeded to drop another bomb by telling me that he and his wife were still living together. “See, I live in the basement now, and she’s in our bedroom. She has a new boyfriend now. Well, he’s not new. I mean, I know the guy. He was my business partner and best friend for the last thirty years.” His smile was casual, almost nonchalant, as he shared his story.


I’m not sure where he expected the date to go after revealing his situation. I could tell he was sweet, and I felt terrible for him, but I also glanced at my phone and realized that soon, the nightly reruns of classic sitcoms would air on METV. I think on Tuesdays they show Taxi, one of my all-time favorites. This is the one night of the week I don’t have to make dinner or check homework. My ex-husband picks the kids up from school and takes my son to his dance class, and my daughter goes to whichever play she is in rehearsal for on Tuesdays. Of course, I ended up with a theater kid and a competitive dancer. They get their remarkable skills and talent from him and his side of the family. I’d like to believe they got their brains and ability to speak fluent sarcasm from me. All these thoughts swirled in my head while I continued to listen to his sob story.


My instinct was to help him, but I wasn’t sure if I wanted to help him because I liked him and had empathy or because I’d spent my entire life diminishing my own needs to take care of another man’s feelings. I spent my childhood constantly worried about my father. He lived on the edge of the law, fixing horse races, running card games, lending money, and engaging in other nefarious small-time illegal activities alone in a series of dumpy apartments that he would switch out every eighteen months or so to avoid being detected by the various people and groups who might have been following him. He dated a series of awful women, each worse than the last, and even married a few. He often would tell me that I was the only person in the world he could ever fully trust, and I took that burden very seriously throughout his lifespan. I think I was seven the first time he uttered that sentence. Maybe six. My greatest childhood fear was that he would be killed and I would be left alone in the world. I lived with my mother. She clothed me and fed me and made sure I ate something green a few times a week, but she didn’t trust me to use her hairbrush. Having a conversation with her was next to impossible, especially since she was typically too exhausted to hear anything I had to say. My father, the two days a week I spent with him, was present. He didn’t mind me asking him ten thousand questions about everything and nothing. He never spoke to me like I was a kid, but rather as a peer or pal. Despite his many faults, as a child, I believed that he was the only person whom I could ever fully love and trust.


My ex-husband had a nervous breakdown two months after we walked down the aisle after a year of his parents ignoring his impending nuptials and behaving abominably at his wedding. He later confessed that our marriage allowed him to feel safe enough to let himself deal with his traumatic childhood: abandoned by his famous father, disabused of the notion that he mattered and was a part of his dad’s life by his unkind stepmother who saw his existence as a threat, and emotionally abused by his mentally ill, addicted mom from birth. When he recovered enough to hold a lengthy conversation, he told me that he finally let himself fall apart once we were legally married because he knew that I’d take care of him and never leave. The irony of being his safety while he never once acted as mine has only recently dawned on me. He spent two years crying and attending Al-Anon and deep therapy while I worked four jobs to keep us afloat. After our wedding, he never earned a steady paycheck to contribute to our household regularly. That became my job alone. I taught UCLA night school, I was the CEO of the Los Angeles Museum of the Holocaust (now Holocaust Museum LA), I worked as an oral historian interviewing children suffering from chronic pain for an NIH grant I helped write, and on weekends I worked at Barnes & Noble. That went on until two weeks before I gave birth to my first child, which was four years into the marriage. I was nine months and one week pregnant when I quit two of my side jobs and kept my full-time gig as the CEO of the Los Angeles Museum of the Holocaust.


After intensive help and intervention, he pulled out of it and earned a master’s degree that I paid for, but depression is an odious foe. Its cyclical pattern continued to haunt us, plunging our lives into financial instability, insecurity, and emotional chaos for the remainder of our twenty-two years together. Our families, unequipped and equally uninterested in understanding the situation, got angrier with what they perceived as each failure on our part when the disease reared its ugly head; often, we ended up making decisions in panic mode, which does not lead to great life choices. Essentially, each family threw up their hands and left us twisting in the wind. I had no training on or understanding about how to deal with the situation, so I approached it as though I was learning on the job. The problem was that I had never received a job description when I applied. What was the job? Caretaker? Mother? Wife? Unwanted daughter-in-law? Partner? Bringer of the Kosher bacon? I was suddenly all those things without a manual or training session. All newlyweds have an adjustment period, but we had no honeymoon phase. We went from walking down the aisle in joy to immobile on the sofa without a clue within two months. It became my job to manage what felt unmanageable.





MY THOUGHTS TURNED BACK to my date for the evening. This man needed help, and since I was the one sitting next to him that evening, I decided to try. I took a deep breath.


“I’m sorry this is happening, but if you want my honest opinion, I don’t think you’re quite ready to hit the dating scene or be on the train wreck that is the average dating app.”


He seemed unnerved and said, “You think? But she has someone. I should too.”


“Sure, but maybe some therapy? It can be very helpful. Or at least get a place of your own. It might be awkward to bring a woman to the basement of the home you’re paying for and hiding out in from your ex-wife and business partner.”


“And best friend!” he added, still grinning. “Don’t forget that part!”


“Oh, I haven’t forgotten that part. But honestly, I feel like it might be a bit too soon for you. I went through a breakup myself pretty recently, and I think it may be too soon for me.”


He looked disappointed that the date would not end the way he hoped. He was cute and engaging, and if his life wasn’t a complete disaster, he would have gotten a second date. Rather than improve his mood, my words of encouragement seemed to plunge him into further despair. I suddenly worried that he would cry, right there in the bar.


I have never dealt well with crying. My parents hated it when I cried and would scream at me to stop or accuse me of being dramatic and crying for attention. My in-laws would scream and yell at me on a fairly regular basis and seemed to get a kick out of humiliating me in public and private. When my husband’s stepmother would scream in my face and call me truly vile names (“You and your husband are fucking asshole pieces of shit!”) I would start to cry, which infuriated her further. After the first few years of these horrific confrontations, I was able to control the crying and would simply silently weep in the bar, in the lobby of the hotel, in the street, in their kitchen, or over the phone. After many years, I managed to stop crying altogether, swallowing the enormous lump in my throat that was so big it hurt and burned badly when I squeezed it down. It has gotten to the point where I cannot express emotions around most people because I have been trained to swallow them all, especially the crying.


It took me years to understand that my ex-husband never took a stand for me because he could never take a stand for himself when he was being yelled at or gaslit either. How could he protect me when nobody ever protected him? When I took my first CEO job in New York, I had a handwritten sign on my office door that read simply: You May Not Cry in Here. By the time my husband moved out, I was so ill from swallowing emotions that I had two enormous hernias which had become vascular, tangling my intestines, and a bleeding ulcer that required surgery. To this day, I don’t even do well when my kids cry for an extended period; by extended, I mean more than three minutes.


Thankfully, he didn’t cry. We finished our drinks, and he graciously paid the check, though I offered to go Dutch. He walked me to my car, parked only a few feet from the bar’s front door. It was an awkward moment. I knew I would never see him again. He was fragile and lonely, but I was looking for a partner or at least a boyfriend, not a project. I smiled at him as I went to open the door, and he swept me into his arms and kissed me, ramming his tongue into my mouth and down my throat hard and fast. He saw me as the first new woman he had kissed since 1987 and figured it was now or never. Either that, or he was practicing for a CPR class at the local YMCA. Regardless, he was a terrible kisser, all tongue and saliva, no tenderness, passion, or regard for the mouth he entered. The tongue bandit’s roughness brought my goodwill to its inevitable end. I groped behind my back for the car’s door handle, got inside, and pulled away as quickly as I could without running him down. I saw him smile and wave confidently in my rearview mirror as I screeched toward home around the block.


I congratulated myself for driving instead of walking, while simultaneously cursing myself for going out. Not only did I miss Taxi, but I had my tonsils examined by a stranger. I don’t even like it when my primary care doctor, whom I adore, asks me to say “ah” and lays the wooden stick on my tongue. I do love kissing. It’s one of my favorite things when I’m doing it with someone that I’m into. I’ve been lucky to have experienced some great kissers. The childhood crush that I had a torrid affair with during my open-marriage days was world-class. It was my ex-husband’s idea, and I wanted to please him, and maybe get one or two of my own needs met for a change. Steve, my long-term boyfriend from that period with whom I spent fantastic, sweat-filled nights in hotel rooms all over Manhattan every six to eight weeks for almost a decade, was another award winner. Joe and I would make out constantly, and it was an incredible turn-on. My ex-husband wasn’t bad in that department either, but I cannot remember what it was like to be intimate with him. I know for a fact that all these men loved me, and still love me as best they can, but they were doomed from the start despite the incredible chemistry and passion that I had with each of them since there was no way they could ever commit to me. It turns out I am not the “love ’em and leave ’em” type, as much as I wanted to be hip and cool and make my marriage work.


I always seem to pick the wrong man. When Joe left, I finally realized that something inside me must be broken. Historically, I had a clear type. He was hilarious, handsome, tall, dark, brooding, insanely talented, charismatic, emotionally ruined, withholding, and incapable of any kind of commitment or ability to choose me for the long haul. I thought I had chosen differently when I started to date Joe, but he withheld from me just like the rest in the end. I had no idea he believed I was emotionally detached. He never once brought it up.





AS I PULLED INTO THE DRIVEWAY after this first date, I was looking forward to a hot bath and the third of a joint I had been saving for a special occasion. I made my way up my front stairs and entered the house only to find my two teenage children facing each other in a gladiator stance. My fourteen-year-old son had a spatula and was wielding it like a sword. My seventeen-year-old daughter was attempting to fight him off with a couch cushion. My son is a competitive dancer, lithe as a grasshopper. My daughter is a theater kid on the spectrum known for falling to the floor when sitting at the table eating dinner. Her coordination has never been stellar, and she often trips over herself. She was no match for his moves. At first, I wasn’t sure if they were joking around, but the screaming indicated that it was a deadly serious skirmish. I couldn’t tell who ate the last ice cream sandwich or which one of them used the other’s shampoo, but either way, I arrived home just in time to avoid bloodshed. I snatched the spatula out of his hand just before he brought it down on her wrist. With the other hand, I grabbed her cushion, lost my balance, and fell on the tile floor flat on my back. In addition to my wilting self-esteem, it felt as though I’d fractured my spine as I lay on the floor wondering how I had ended up here at this point in my life.


Once I untangled the argument and got them to agree not to murder one another—and cleaned up the mess they left behind—it felt too late to run a bath and luxuriate. The children were banished to their rooms, and I heard them grumbling about fairness and favoritism as I went through my nighttime ablutions. I smoked the jay on my tiny terrace, and it was just what I needed. It had been a long evening and I needed to unwind. I crawled into bed just in time for Cheers. It was the episode where Coach, about to attend his best friend’s memorial service at the bar, finds out he hit on his wife, and he feels blindsided and devastated. I empathized with him. Just as I was drifting off, I got a text message from Joe:


Falling asleep. Thinking of you.


I decided to hold off on dating until I felt a little more grounded and a little less messy.
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The One with Potential





OCTOBER TURNED TO NOVEMBER, which meant my least favorite holiday was upon me. I have always hated Thanksgiving. It is a lot of work for a meal that typically lasts about twenty minutes before whichever family you are with breaks out into total dysfunction. When we were married, my husband and I always went away for Thanksgiving. It was too painful not to be included at our fathers’ holiday tables. My father’s girlfriend only allowed her own family to come for Thanksgiving, citing her lack of chairs as the excuse. On the surface, she was a sweet, genteel lady who cared for my father. But her behavior over the years belied her real interest, which was control. She didn’t like the way he dressed or the car he drove, which did not reflect the image that she and her shallow family liked to portray. She didn’t like his friends and wouldn’t allow them to socialize in the home they shared in Buffalo, New York. He would have to go to them or go out somewhere public to meet them. She did not want to live in a penthouse condo but wanted a stand-alone home in a gated golfing community. My father hated golf but relented and paid for the prefab ugly home and the astonishing cost of a golf club membership for the privilege of eating in the dining room twice a week and being served by the waitstaff—the only people of color, seemingly, allowed on the hallowed property. Holidays were her domain for her family only, where she would decorate with enormous garish nutcrackers, life-sized Easter bunnies, and other atrocious seasonal décor. He would bitterly complain about the chazeri (Yiddish for useless bric-a-brac) but continued to shell out the dollars to pay for all of it regardless of his kvetching.


My ex-husband’s father simply never invited us once we left Los Angeles in 2007. The few times we inquired about their plans, we were told they were spending a quiet holiday, just his father and stepmother, at a restaurant, only to discover on Facebook that his siblings and their partners were devouring turkeys and racks of lamb the size of tables with them at their beautiful vacation home. After the inevitable Facetime call, my kids would ask why everyone in Daddy’s family was together except Daddy. I spent years telling them it was because I had to work, and they would cry and tell me I was a mean mommy. It was never discussed, and no apologies or explanations were ever offered. I dared to bring it up once, when his brother, eleven years his junior, called me to verbally assault me over the phone for some reason that was never made clear to me. I dared to ask him what the heck was going on and why we were never included.


“Who do you think you are?” the then twenty-four-year-old, who to this day has never once inquired about his niece or nephew, replied. “There isn’t enough room for you. There aren’t enough beds.”


I explained to him that I had in fact been to their vacation house and that there were in fact plenty of beds. He hung up on me. After calling me a cunt. We spent several Thanksgiving weekends in Pennsylvania at Hersheypark eating at the buffet and riding roller coasters in the cold. Those times were memorable but always a little sad for the family we could not have.


[image: ]


GIVEN THE DEPRESSING TIME OF YEAR, it was not surprising that my earlier decision to hold off on dating did not last. My decision not to date never lasted. I like men. I like their company; I like lying next to a man I love and talking to him lazily as I drift off. I like hearing about his day. And I like sex. The idea of not having a regular sex life after having a great one for the last year upset me. I had an idea that if I could fix the external, the internal would fall into place.


Less than a week later, I received a message from Mark on the app, which I had only checked once that week. He was six foot five, published a magazine, and might have been the best-looking man I had ever seen on a dating app. His message was irreverent, warm, and confident without being cocky. This is a rarity in the dating-app world, like a digital needle in a phony haystack built on a throne of lies. We traded app messages for several days before I decided he wasn’t a serial killer and he decided I wasn’t insane. We gave one another our phone numbers and exchanged text messages for another few days. Two weeks into our virtual conversation, we decided to take the first big leap and spoke on the phone. The conversation lasted for an hour. He was smart and funny with a sexy voice, and I learned that in addition to writing, he was also a painter. He was handy and did most of the work on his small house by himself. As a bonus, he lived in the Finger Lakes region. For that moment in time, dating someone who lived four hours away seemed to me the perfect arrangement in my clear mess of a mind. I could get the feelings, have some fun, and take things at my glacial pace without committing simply because of the distance. It seemed the ideal situation. The last online-dating hurdle loomed large: Should we meet in person? He had a publisher’s conference about two hours away from me and suggested we get together. If we clicked, I’d be delighted. I was convinced I needed to move on and put myself back out there. The worst-case scenario wasn’t so bad either. If he turned out to be a dud in person, I could still spend a night in a hotel room alone, which was an unknown dimension to me. It felt like a win-win, so I agreed, and we set the meeting for the week after Thanksgiving.


I fielded text messages from all the exes in my life that holiday week: ex-husband, ex-boyfriend, and even an old friend I had not heard from in over a year. Cute-screenwriter Paul, a part of my online Clubhouse writers’ group that I had a little crush on, sent me funny memes of turkeys, and we both agreed that the “Turkey Drop” episode of WKRP in Cincinnati was the greatest twenty-two minutes of television ever written. We watched it virtually together while I made mashed potatoes to bring to the feast. My college roommate and best friend Lynn lived around the corner with her family, and the kids and I spent Thanksgiving there. I showed her Mark’s picture and she approved.


We spoke every day leading up to the meeting and talked about our craving for intimacy and our heartbreak over the ends of our marriages.





AS I PREPARED TO MEET MARK, Joe texted from Phoenix, where he had spent Thanksgiving, asking me to meet him at the diner where we had our first meeting to decide if we liked each other enough to go on a proper date. He said he missed me and wanted to see me, which made my heart skip a beat. Maybe he realized what a mistake he was making by leaving me. I dressed in his favorite outfit and wore my new stiletto thigh-high boots that I had bought right before he left me as a surprise, since I knew he had a thing for me in high heels. I felt a little foolish in a mini-skirt and thigh-high boots in a Long Island diner on a dreary, rainy night, but I was trying to convey a message to him that said, I am everything you want! Pick me! But instead of telling me he wanted me back, he revealed that he’d purchased a home in Phoenix and showed me photos.


“You bought this house. Why did you call me? Why did you want to see me?” I asked him, genuinely confused.


“Because I wanted to see you. I missed you,” was his reply.


I felt like an idiot. I ended up crying on his shoulder in the parking lot. He held me tight and told me he still wasn’t sure he was making the right decision and that he may yet change his mind. I was totally confused and heartbroken. I drove home in tears and told myself that Mark was going to be great and that I should stop crying. I choked back the tears as I had been trained to do. The lump was getting so hard to swallow that I gagged and had to pull over in case I vomited. I was pretty sure this was our last goodbye, and I was miserable, but I told myself it was done and vowed not to text him.


Days later, I headed down the elevator from my hotel room and found Mark waiting in the lobby. He was handsome and his smile was so engaging it seemed like being in a bad mood around this man would be impossible. We walked to the restaurant, and he took my hand in his, which startled me. Nobody had held my hand for months, and at that moment, I realized how much I missed the feeling. While we ate, we chatted over this and that. During our month of communication before our meeting, we talked about sex and love and all kinds of things, including whether we would spend the night together. All the signs over the meal pointed to yes, though each one of us was too self-conscious and shy to bring up the topic first. We lingered over the meal, and I even went so far as to order coffee after dinner, which I never do. After three hours, it became clear that it was time to leave and he walked me back to my hotel, kissing me on the street.
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