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For my father


In loving memory of George Hansen(July 29, 1959–April 10, 2013)

















	
I.


	Marital Status: Widowed












It’s four in the morning, and I’m putting together my profile for JDate, the self-proclaimed “largest Jewish dating community worldwide.” My husband, George, died fourteen months ago. George was my high school sweetheart, the strong man I curled up next to each night for thirty-two years.


Now that George is gone, I don’t know who I am anymore. I’ve lost the me that I was when I was married, but I’ve got to come up with something to tell strange men.


This is what I put on my dating profile:




I’m a former attorney currently writing a book and gardening when I get writer’s block. I am fun, witty and outgoing but occasionally shy, irreverent but kind, poised but occasionally awkward, with a wry sense of humor. I can talk about almost anything and am (not so secretly anymore) an eighties freak.





I’m always hearing about online scams. So best to put right up front that I’m a lawyer, never mind that I haven’t practiced in eleven years. Saying I’m a lawyer will probably turn off some people because lawyers are widely regarded as jerks.


I know I was a jerk when I was a practicing lawyer. Now that I don’t work anymore, my days are pretty mellow: walking a nearby trail, taking a yoga class, writing in my journal, and planting a few nandina shrubs in my garden.


I still talk to George. During this morning’s walk on the tree-lined trail that runs through town, I was overcome by the different shades of green, shimmering and verdant, pierced with red bottlebrush and orange poppies. Afterward, in my garden, the arcing sprigs of my new plants with their neat oval leaves seemed so fragile.


George, I’m sending them love, hoping they’ll take to their new home, hoping that somehow my love will reach you as well. Maybe things look more intensely beautiful, because even in a world without you, I still want to live.


Of course, I don’t put any of that in my profile. I don’t want potential dates to know I still chat with my late husband. At least I no longer expect him to answer back. And that’s progress. I know I’m alone and it terrifies me, but I’d better leave that out too.


I worry I’ll sound terribly retro as I search for a man in an age when so many women have chosen to be single. And having spent over ten years working with male lawyers, I can see why.


The profile questionnaire looms.


I try to imagine the prospect of having sex with a new man. Failing that, I try to visualize going out with him for a nice dinner. Failing that, I go to the kitchen to get a dark chocolate truffle.




Me: 50 years old (a terrible age to be newly single), 5’9, athletic build, green eyes, red hair (originally brunette, but I have a great colorist, and deeply insecure).


Location: Danville, CA.





Danville is an overpriced suburb forty minutes southeast of San Francisco. But in 1970 when I first met George at his parents’ pool party, it was all walnut trees and rolling hills dotted with ranch houses, just like Walnut Creek, where George lived ten minutes away.


My dad and his mom worked together as nuclear physicists at Lawrence Livermore National Laboratory. Our moms cooked and decorated their homes out of Sunset, a lifestyle magazine offering “the best of the West,” which seemed to involve miniature cactus gardens and dips made with mayonnaise and those tiny precooked shrimp. George’s first words to me were “Do you want to see my model train set?”


He was the cutest boy I’d ever seen, slender with olive skin, a pile of black curls, and huge brown eyes. But he was an older boy, eleven to my seven. Worse, my mom had just cut my bangs too short, and I felt like a fat-faced elf in my navy bikini with the dorky white piping. Tongue-tied, I followed George into the den, aware that he too was wearing only black nylon trunks. I could smell the chlorine on his skin as we stood next to each other, embarrassed when our hands touched as he showed me how the engine car worked.


I thought about him long after I’d gone home.




My past relationships: My relationship was my life.





I might as well say I wish I’d died along with him. Delete and try again. I roll over and plop my iPad on the untouched pillow next to mine.




My relationship, singular, was great while it lasted.





George was a software developer, the technical lead on Quicken, Intuit’s personal finance program. An engineer’s engineer, he wanted to be only with me and his computer. I wanted to be only with him and my books. Both of us were introverted only children who never grew up.


We lived in our own little world of two, watching the same noir films over and over—The Maltese Falcon, The Big Sleep—seeing new camera angles each time. We tracked down rare record albums—a Talking Heads EP on red vinyl, a foreign pressing of Joy Division on blue.


At least every other Saturday, George drove us to San Francisco to find obscure records and DVDs to add to his collection. We made complicated recipes that needed weird ingredients, like monkfish liver or five different kinds of chili peppers, eating whatever he wanted in our two-person universe.


When he wasn’t working or cooking, he was doing projects like the home theater system that dominated our living room and that, since he was a perfectionist, he never finished. When people asked why we didn’t have kids, we always said, “We’re having too much fun being kids.” That, and our living room was an unsafe mass of wires.


I don’t believe that everything happens for a reason (one of the worst things to say to a widow, by the way, as if my husband’s death were necessary to forestall a plague of frogs). There was no reason for George to die of cancer at the age of fifty-three. He was a truly great guy, loved by his colleagues.


When he died, they wrote me letters about the many engineers he’d mentored, his uncanny bug-fixing abilities, and his adherence to his motto, “If you can dream it, I can build it.” But mostly they told me how happy and upbeat he was to be around, even after his diagnosis, always ready to do anything from dreaming up new features to helping move office furniture.


Continuing on is the hardest thing I’ve ever done in my life. I didn’t think anything would be harder than when my mom died, leaving me alone at ten to be raised by my dad. See “nuclear physicist,” above.


I thought my memories would be enough to sustain me, but they’re not. They’re like looking at pictures of food when you’re ravenous. Perhaps looking at photographs of men on JDate will be more satisfying. I might even find someone to ask me about my day.


My ambitions: To sleep through the night. That way, I might not follow through on dumb ideas like this one, typing my dating profile in the dark like some kind of stealth operative. I want to be sleeping next to someone I love, not hunched over an iPad at four thirty in the morning, trying to market myself to strangers.


In the movies, the middle-aged widow played by Diane Lane mourns with spunk, as if she’s just lost an argument instead of a husband. Surrounded by dear friends at a seaside restaurant with a golden sunset as her backdrop, the wisest character, usually played by Morgan Freeman, tells her life is still worth living.


An attractive guy keeps staring at her because she still looks stunning; there are no bags under her eyes (basically, she’s just wearing less eye makeup). We know she’ll see him again because he’s played by a big star like Richard Gere.


Within a year, she opens a cute new dog-grooming business, fulfilling one of her dreams, and in walks Richard with a dirty labradoodle, fulfilling another. They move to a renovated cottage in the Hamptons after her grieving is compressed into a short montage. Her late husband is transmogrified into the shooting star that flies by offering its blessings. #secondchances.


I watch movies about widowed people and throw cocktail olives at the screen.


I’ll be like that guy in Sideways who winds up by himself in a crummy restaurant chugging the wine he’s been saving for a special occasion because he has no one to share it with.




My ambition is to find someone I can fold myself into so I’m not alone anymore.





Delete—that sounds mega-needy.


So, my ambition is: to find someone who gets my sense of the absurd and to master the crow pose in yoga. What goals would anyone list on a dating site other than that they’re trying to find someone special? That’s why I picked JDate. It looked pretty clean, so I hopefully don’t have to hear if someone else’s wish list includes Roman orgies and ketchup.




Things I could never live without: My late husband.





Duh. But that’s not going to attract any men. When I googled the most popular words used in dating profiles, “friends and family” kept popping up. I never bothered to make friends when I was married, so when George died, there were no concerned calls or bereavement casseroles or people I could lean on other than my dad and stepmom.


George used to say he spent so much of his time working that he wanted his free time to be for the two of us. At the time, it seemed like enough.


I limited my world to just one person, and despite the fact that my mom died young, I’d forgotten that people are mortal. Trying to sound lighthearted and carefree, I write that I could never live without Neil Young on vinyl, irony, chocolate frozen yogurt, and vinyasa yoga.




My favorite books, movies, TV shows, and music: Movies by Wes Anderson and Fellini. Also Blade Runner and Donnie Darko. For music, the eighties. (I Wanna Be Sedated!) TV show: Mad Men. Favorite writer: Haruki Murakami.





My answers will inform my prospects that I’m an intellectual snob and a bit of a geek. But my list doesn’t include the things I really love. That would be too personal. It shows who I want to be—someone detached and artistic, who doesn’t seem too suburban despite being a lifelong suburbanite. I want to be someone who seems unquestionably cool, even if I am curating a cliché.


I’ve read Murakami, but really I live for rereading Laurie Colwin and M. F. K. Fisher, delighting in descriptions of eating eggplant alone or nervously ordering a meal in French. But I don’t want to explain to my dates that I return to Fisher because my dad introduced me to her writing, and I read Colwin because she found comfort everywhere.


In college, George and I used to see Fellini films at art house cinemas, but my favorite part was sharing a marzipan chocolate bar. On my own I watch romcoms, laughing at, but loving, the silly endings where everybody finds love. But I don’t want my prospects to scoff at me for watching chick flicks.


I feel a twinge at being opaque while trying to find someone who’ll love me for the rest of my life. Then again, based on my movie choices, maybe romance is all about curation. I’m not going to mention my blog, The Hungover Widow, the name I gave myself based on my excessive Manhattan consumption during my first year without George.


When my mom died, my dad and I acted as if she were on vacation; we didn’t talk about her disappearance. It worked, except I couldn’t concentrate on my homework and I was overwhelmed by all the new chores and I hated having meatloaf for dinner every night and she was never coming back and my heart hurt.


This time I need to talk about my loss, even if only to a blog, but if my dates knew about it, they might think I’m too geeky. Then again, putting in my profile that I read articles about SEO might make me seem younger.


My fantasy is that if a guy really wants to impress me, he will suggest we both reread Hard Boiled Wonderland and the End of the World so we can discuss its noir influences on our first date over decaf (we’re over fifty, after all) cappuccinos and apricot scones. I think reading a book to get to know someone is utterly romantic.


George didn’t enjoy reading or wasting time sitting in cafés, so this time I’m going to indulge myself. The Ramones reference is sly, but I want to appear fun and maybe weed out anyone who doesn’t get it. Although at the moment, sleep-deprived and missing George beyond belief, I probably appear more scary than fun.




I’m looking for: A time machine to take me back to when George was alive.





Another loser answer. So, here goes: I’m looking for someone who doesn’t take himself too seriously but is not flakey, who is smart with a sense of humor and a little edge. I have to accept that no one will be George.




My ideal relationship: I’ll know it when I see it.





Like pornography. At least, I hope I will. But after getting up to eat another truffle, I find that the evil dating site has obliterated the soothing powers of raspberry-infused dark chocolate.


On Saturday nights I’m typically: I read lots of other profiles before answering this one. Evidently, most people are barbecuing home-cured salmon with their many close friends on teakwood decks they’ve refinished themselves, drinking a rare unoaked single-vineyard Chardonnay—even though my hunch is that they’re alone watching Netflix, eating a desiccated tuna fish sandwich left over from yesterday’s lunch.


Why lie? We’re all looking for someone to be with or we wouldn’t be on this site. Let’s be honest.




On a typical Saturday night I’m surfing the internet just like everybody else.


My perfect first date: Has me really looking forward to the second one.





Obvious, right?


Online name: Let’s try song titles. “Sweet Little Ramona.” Too coy. “Cherry Bomb.” Too sexual. “Suite Judy Blue Eyes.” Doesn’t apply to a person. “My Sharona.” Pronoun issues. Being my own Sharona doesn’t make sense, and being your Sharona sounds too forward. I’ll be “Lady Writer.” It’s fitting, and online dating feels like throwing myself into dire straits.




Marital status: Widowed.





Posted.


Now what?

















	
II.


	The Man from The Ex Files












“You’re the first Jewish girl I’ve ever been interested in, so my mom’s okay with the fact that you aren’t into cooking.”


Ben, my first prospect from JDate, emailed me that message before we met in person. “She even asked me, ‘What would you rather have, a star in the bedroom or in the kitchen?’”


I thought I’d scored a date with a grown-up prom king. A mortgage broker with an MBA, he was a six-foot-tall Alec Baldwin lookalike with a scruffy beard and broad shoulders who clearly worked out a lot. I’ve always had a crush on Alec Baldwin.


“Being a Jewish American princess, I can be uninterested in both,” I emailed back.


“Now I know you’re really Jewish,” he answered.


Fourteen months after George died and three four-hour lunch dates later, Ben and I were venturing into new territory: our first dinner date. He’d be picking me up, and it made me nervous to think about, staying over on my sofa, since he lived over two hours away.


Originally from New York, he told me he had a Francis Sinatra complex and he saw us having a very cool, Art Deco kind of romance. But even before we’d met I should have noticed that despite his clever messages, he never asked me anything about myself. He had cast me in the unnamed role of “the girl.”


I’m sorry, George, if this were one of those Vaseline-lensed, backlit cancer movies, you’d have given me your blessing from your hospital bed to go forth and again find love, with a few white petals floating by your window as a hackneyed symbol of mortality. But in real life, you shooed me out of your hospital room, saying I should go home and eat dinner, you’d be fine, you’d see me tomorrow. Except that you died that afternoon.


But please don’t think my deciding to date is any reflection on you. Since you’re dead, you won’t even know what I’m doing. Yet for some reason I sense that you do.


Since I was raised by an eccentric nuclear physicist, my social skills have never been that great. Since I was with George starting at the age of seventeen, they never had a chance to get much better. When I talk to people, I’m always worried I’ve said the wrong thing. Although people who don’t worry about what they say are far worse.


I’d been preparing to date, asking for more ab work in yoga, having my hair freshly reddened, throwing away all my alcohol only to restock it six weeks later after deciding I’d been way too rash. Give or take a push-up bra, I was ready to enroll in Remedial Middle-Aged Dating.





Checklist:




	Do not talk about George on dates.


	Read The Five Love Languages, recommended by girlfriend Nancy.


	Visualize my ideal man as recommended by girlfriend Laura.


	Eat more salad and less carrot cake as recommended by skinny jeans.


	Really, do not talk about George.


	Rein in expectations (which will be hard after George).


	Chardonnay is not a food group.
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I pulled on dark jeans, not wanting them to come off, but in a few hours, I might be kissing a new man. I tried on a few different shirts, finally settling on a navy V-neck T-shirt, and hoping the neckline wasn’t too low, with a matching cardigan. Over the past year I’d remodeled my kitchen and master bath, trying to kill the stigma of loss that lived in the deferred maintenance of chipped tile countertops and delaminating cabinets, needing to banish that weird girl from junior high who was bullied for wearing the wrong kind of jeans.


I drowned out George’s voice saying he didn’t like the cardigan and I should return it, as if he were still reviewing my clothes. I applied macaron pink lip gloss and blotted. Glancing in the mirror, I concluded I did not look widowed.


It felt surreal to be getting ready to go out with someone besides George. My man was dead, yet here I was attempting to have fun with a new one.


When George got really sick, my caregiving had been flawed, riddled with impatience and sadness. I didn’t deserve to be happy. Yet here I was trying to be. And my attempt was so adolescent, pink lipstick and skinny jeans, ankle boots and fantasy kisses. Having only known a life with George, I couldn’t imagine a grown-up future with anyone else.


Were George’s and my places reversed, I couldn’t picture him going on a date, tucking a bright new button-down into his jeans, getting his car washed, and making small talk over dinner. I could only see him sitting at his computer, coding into the evening, then saying, “Well, kitten, got a lot done today,” telling me about his workday as if I were still there, then going to the kitchen to eat a solitary dinner, perhaps his favorite salmon salad with Gruyere on wheat. Only one sandwich to make now.


I ignored the shadowy presence next to me in the mirror, my guilt reminding me I didn’t deserve a new life no matter how many self-help articles I read about love after loss.


My last and practically only first date was with my husband.


“I can’t believe these are your records,” George said, thumbing through my collection of mostly FM staples—Journey, Steve Miller, Kansas, with a few Elton John LPs thrown in. We were standing next to the record player in the little stereo room of the house my dad and I shared, alone in the middle of a holiday party.


It was 1981; I was seventeen and he was twenty-one. I wanted to reach out and touch the black musical notes marching across the narrow white tie he was wearing with his red shirt.


He looked pretty much as he had when we first met, only taller and even better looking, like one of those skinny, dark-eyed, curly-haired guys in New Wave bands like the Romantics or the Records. We were exactly the same height, so I could look right into his eyes.


He claimed to be majoring in pinball but was in fact studying engineering at UC Berkeley, a National Merit Scholar with almost perfect SAT scores. He thought of himself as a rebel, but one who still lived at home and had scored an internship at Hewlett Packard.


“Don’t you know about punk rock? Haven’t you heard of the Ramones? ‘Rocket to Russia’? ‘Road to Ruin’?” he asked.


“What are you talking about?” I said. Almost involuntarily, I tossed my hair over my shoulder. He might have been speaking a different language, but there was a current of electricity running beneath his words.


“I’ll stop by and bring you some tapes after school.” The current had sparked.


I was a nerd with no experience with boys, but I wanted to go to my senior prom. So my dad threw a party and invited George and his parents, hoping I could procure him as my prom date since George was one of the few boys I actually knew.


I had subterranean status in my high school’s pecking order, a result of my being really shy and having been raised by my dad, who understood quantum physics, Jungian archetypes, and Japanese battle strategy during World War II but knew nothing about teenage girls.


Anything feminine I’d had to figure out for myself by reading Judy Blume novels and the instruction booklets that came inside boxes of tampons. My dad covered his ears only half- jokingly and yelled, “Stop, stop, I’m Jewish!” if I uttered the word “period” or “cramps.” “Maxi-pad” threw him into a tizzy. In his world, high school girls wore plaid skirts, used no makeup, and never menstruated.


George started riding his bike by my house on Tuesday and Thursday afternoons, the days that he trained for a two-hundred-mile bike tour. Suddenly, all the other days of the week receded.


As promised, he brought me tapes of his favorite music: one day the Talking Heads’ More Songs About Buildings and Food, the next day, Blondie’s Plastic Letters. The following week it was The Clash’s London Calling. Each tape was labeled in turquoise ink with the typing perfectly centered on a purple-edged sticker. You could tell already that he was going to be an engineer.


“Check out ‘Lover’s Rock’—the lyrics are really funny, even though they’re dirty,” he said, blushing a little and handing me the Clash tape. “And if you’re in a really bad mood, listen to ‘Clampdown.’”


After he gave me the day’s tape, I’d watch him ride away on his bike, clipping his feet into the pedals, so cute in his white Colnago cycling outfit. I always wished he could stay longer, but I didn’t know how to ask. I’d think about the way he smiled at me as if he were sharing something really private, and I’d wonder what would happen if he ever got off his bike and came into the house.


The music George gave me explained everything I hated about my suburban high school—a place where sports were revered, conformity was required, and no one in the administration had ever once asked me about my future plans. But I already had an early admission to Mills College, a small women-only liberal arts college in Oakland just forty minutes from home. Not surprisingly, my dad had picked it out for me.


I had no idea where I wanted to go to college, only that I needed to stay close to home to keep an eye on him. You never knew when a parent might vanish.


One day George came by in his regular clothes—black jeans and a tight black-and-red striped T-shirt that was exotic by my standards—and driving his old blue Toyota instead of riding his bike because it was raining. I asked him in, trying to stop that fluttery feeling in my stomach.


We sat close together on the long white leather sofa in the living room, my knees up, rain pelting the glass doors, the room dim in the gray light. George put his head on my shoulder, surprising me. I stiffened, then softened against him, everything heightened, the feel of his damp shirt against my arm, the water droplets in his curls, the smells of fresh rain and hair conditioner and hope.


“I’m afraid of thunder,” he said. “Aren’t you?”


“No.” Did he think I was a wimp?


“Then how am I going to kiss you?”


I decided I was afraid of thunder. I’d never made out before, but a little later I was no longer afraid of kissing, at least with George, a pink warmth rising deep in my stomach, the ocean landscape above the sofa soft and blurry, the air still yet charged.


“I love you,” George murmured into my long brown hair.


“That’s impossible. You don’t even know me,” I said, catching my breath, trying to sound casual, taking my arms from around his neck. I decided this must be some kind of older boy college game.


“Yes, I do. I’ve known you for years.” He laughed a little, but his voice was solemn, like he was trying to tell me something important. I realize now he was letting me know he’d chosen me way before this kiss, and he expected us to be together for a long time.


“Do you want to go to my senior prom with me?” I said tentatively, too immature to think past the summer before college started.


“Sure,” he said. Mission accomplished.


We had been together ever since.


Oh, yeah—remember to rein in expectations.


“You have fashion sense,” Ben said when he picked me up. I liked the way he looked in his polo shirt but said nothing, not wanting to appear too forward. We had dinner at the venerable John’s Grill in the city; romantically dim and retro, the restaurant is the setting of Dashiell Hammett’s The Maltese Falcon.


Ben ordered us shrimp salad, medium-rare steak, and red wine, like Frank Sinatra—or George—would have done, but in my nervousness it all tasted like nothing. I picked at my food, trying to make sure I didn’t drop anything in my lap, anticipation crackling between us.


After dinner, Ben took selfies of us under the “John’s Grill” sign, both of us grinning. He looked over at me, a bit bashful, as if he couldn’t believe his good fortune. I was lit from within, my hair glowing even redder in the neon, surprised to be feeling happy again after such a long time. We walked through Union Square holding hands.


“I canceled my JDate membership a few days ago,” he said. “So many people just want to date for the sake of dating. They see one person a few times, then move on to someone else. I want real emotional intimacy instead of just infatuation.”


“Well, I had love, and I want to find it again, but I’m not in any rush,” I said, trying to sound ready to be with a new person, yet not overly eager. With every word, I attempted to radiate emotional health, or at least a decent approximation, but I should have been asking what he meant by intimacy, and why he needed to emphasize the word “real.”


“I’m so lucky I found you before I went offline,” he said, squeezing my hand.


“Awww…” Almost involuntarily, I flipped my hair over my shoulder.


“I’m thinking of going home to upstate New York to visit my mom soon,” he said. “I’d love to show you where I grew up.” In my fantasies, I was practically a member of the family, his mother teaching me, the first Jewish girl he’d ever brought home, how to make her famous latkes (not that I actually knew whether she made latkes) while Ben looked on proudly.


Back at my house I settled Ben on the sofa, pouring red wine into long-stemmed glasses, taking off my boots, and tucking my feet up. The wine tasted of blackberries and promise as I giddily looked forward to our first real kiss.


“I need you to know something,” he said, taking a sip of wine, then putting his glass down and looking deep into my eyes. “For a long time, I’ve been really unhappy.”


“Oh?”


“After my divorce, I fell in love with someone.”


I pulled my V-neck T-shirt up a little higher. He then launched into the story of “The Blonde Who Ruined His Life.” An ex-live-in girlfriend, she wrecked his finances, was mean to his kids, talked him into buying a house he couldn’t afford, then cheated on him with a guy she met at the gym.


“After her, I sort of lost hope.” He concluded what seemed like hours after launching into his tale of woe. I surmised that we would not be kissing passionately, dazed by our good fortune at having found each other.


I looked down at my empty wine glass. His was empty too, but I didn’t want to offer any more in case it prolonged the conversation. So much for promise.


I couldn’t believe this was the same guy who’d written me a hilarious story about Jews inventing jazz music so all the lyrics were about fiscal prudence. His virtual foreplay may have been irresistible, but in person he was serving warmed-over blonde.


By the end of the evening, I felt like I too had lived with this breast-enhanced hottie. Why did he feel compelled to tell me about her boobs? Could this really be modern dating—Ben confessing his romantic failures at my house so I couldn’t even leave?


“Well, it’s getting late,” I said, taking our wine glasses to the kitchen, pausing at the counter and wishing I didn’t have to go back to the living room.


Maybe he rambled on when he was nervous. We said goodnight after getting ready for bed, he in the sweatpants and a T-shirt he’d brought in his overnight bag. I was in a modest sleep shirt and boy-short undies.


I asked, “Do you want to lie down on my bed for a few minutes just to see what it feels like?” I wasn’t ready to have sex yet, but I at least expected to be wanted.


“I want to communicate about my past in real depth before anything physical happens between us,” he said primly, declining to enter my bedroom.


I thought I might die of boredom before that happened.


My adolescent diet of Judy Blume and the copy of Fear of Flying I’d found in my dad’s den hadn’t prepared me for this. We parted for the night, and I closed the bedroom door behind me. I was unable to sleep, picturing him on my sofa dreaming of his ex-blonde, unconsciously willing her back into his life. Why else would he have talked about her so much?


The next morning, I took him to brunch at one of Danville’s nicest restaurants—after all, he’d come so far to see me—but the blonde was only an appetizer. Over eggs Benedict and mimosas on the outdoor patio and late into the afternoon back at my house, he told me about yet another breast-enhanced blonde who’d wounded him, an ex-wife he was still sad about, and a brunette he’d loved deeply but who hadn’t loved him in return, shattering what was left of his already fragmented heart.


Now I knew. Real emotional intimacy to Ben meant listening to him wax ad nauseam about his exes, precluding any intimacy, real or otherwise, with his current date.


We would not be one of those laughing couples reliving their sexy Saturday over Sunday brunch. George hadn’t much liked going out for brunch—he thought it took too much time away from his projects—but Ben was far worse. He was Robert Hays in Airplane, recounting his epic story of lost love to the passengers on the plane. I had a bit part as one of his listeners.


“I know you understand pain,” he said, finally wrapping it up. I wanted to throw my mimosa glass at his head. I hadn’t realized that was my main selling point. Was he even attracted to me? Or had he just thought a widow would be less demanding and more willing to spend the rest of our lives sitting shiva for our losses, tacitly agreeing to live in the past because the present could never measure up?


But my partner died, I wanted to scream. I had no choice but to be alone. You just had really poor judgment. Repeatedly.


I thought about how George never complained, not when he was getting his chest zapped with radiation, not during all-day chemo, not even when he was dying and couldn’t breathe because his lungs were filled with fluid. I had a George-o-meter in my head, a dial that measured every man by how George would have acted, whether I wanted it to or not. Now it was saying, Back away. This guy is a total pussy.


Ben finally left midafternoon, having turned my sofa into a therapist’s couch. I’d gone from a sparkly red object of desire to a dull brown urn in which to deposit his pain.


The sharing of agony was not one of the five love languages. Acts of service were, but I’d done all the serving, listening, and offering up comfort while he filled up my poor empty urn with his tears, leaving them to mingle with George’s ashes. Remembering my guilt the night before, I realized I’d gotten the date I deserved after all.


If this was my first foray into dating, I had to be cursed, despite remodeling my kitchen and wearing the right kind of jeans. Karma was apparently stronger than designer denim.


After Ben left, I went for a long walk on the trail that ran through Danville and into the next towns, stepping quickly past the sounds of music and splashing coming from the homes, smelling the barbecue smoke, passing the placid dog walkers and the mothers with their strollers, unable to return their smiles.


I was pretty damn sure I looked widowed.


I could have told Ben what real pain looked like, about George’s last days, the ones I kept going over, measuring them out like spools of black ribbon.


George was fifty, his stomach extending a little farther each year as his cookbook collection continued to grow, topping out at two hundred pounds on his five-foot-nine frame, his hairline receding, his curls thinner and shot with gray. But his smile and his brown eyes were the same as the day we met. I always saw the eleven-year-old boy from the pool party peeking out at me.


One spring morning in 2009 he said, as if he were running out to buy more cream cheese, “I’m going to Kaiser.” He mentioned a sore on his chest that hadn’t healed, and wanted to have it checked now that he’d finished coding Quicken for the year.


That was George: his schedule and Quicken’s were one. Almost every weekend, he volunteered to be on call for bug fixes despite my pleas for a reprieve. Even his business card said “Mr. Quicken.” He returned early that evening, saying only that the doctors were running some tests. But he’d been gone more than six hours. I knew it had to be bad.


The following Tuesday he announced, “The bad news is I have metastatic male breast cancer.” He smiled widely to defuse his words, as if they’d be less frightening under a veneer of optimism. “The good news is they say it can be treated with everything—pills, radiation, chemo, even surgery.”


So it needs everything, I thought.


Later, I googled. “Metastatic” meant “stage four.” The survival rate for people with stage four breast cancer was low, though exactly how low I was afraid to find out. Obviously, the odds of survival were much higher when the cancer was discovered before it spread. George’s records revealed that his had spread to his bones, liver, and brain. I stopped researching after that, but everything I found told me we were living on borrowed time.


We had four good years after his diagnosis, but by the winter of 2013, the cancer had finally claimed him. Down to one hundred fifteen pounds, his face all shaggy with purple hollows, his body harlequined with bruises, he looked like a starveling Rasputin.


The face on the pillow next to mine wizened, and the terra cotta bedding I’d once found so cheerful became as funereal as dried blood. He’d caught pneumonia that January and never really recovered, spiraling swiftly downward, the death sentence from his diagnosis finally coming to pass.


Every morning I pushed him into our home office, trying not to let the wheels of his chair get tangled up with the cables from his oxygen tanks, and stationed him behind his desk. He was still working, attending all his meetings remotely, his colleagues unaware how terrible he looked. He spent his days coding a product for people to budget their long-term goals when he himself had become short-term.


“Hey, kitten, in an hour could you bring me a cup of green tea and four Triscuits covered with Underwood Chicken Spread?” he asked every morning, turning on the computer he’d built himself that was so much faster than the ones at work.


That would be his breakfast—all he’d eat until dinnertime, when he would have a similar plate plus a few token bites of whatever I was having. Even though he could no longer cook—he could barely eat—he still chose what we had for dinner, although the steak he requested stuck in my throat, and he’d throw up his few bites later that evening, thinking I didn’t know. Outside, the February sky was pearly gray; the sun had disappeared.


“We’re going to have to deal with this,” I said day after day.


“Deal with what?” he asked impatiently.


“With how sick you are,” I said, putting my hand over his on the keyboard to stop him from typing.


Again I would hand him the photo on my phone of the gaping holes cancer the merciless sculptor had carved into his lower back. I’d moved from using medium to large-size bandages, worrying about infection, scared I might be making him worse.


“I have to get to work,” he muttered, waving me away, even though the pictures showed inches of bone poking through the tears in his skin.


To say George was in denial is an understatement. I’ll never understand how he turned his brilliant mind back on itself to deny reality, how he could look in the mirror every morning and think he was beating cancer. He could still write code in C++ and HTML, but he was speaking to me in the language of avoidance. No matter how many times I tried to wrench him into reality, my words were incomprehensible to him.


I could have learned his language, white blood cell count, radiation, oncology department down the hall, but it was as if I had only a textbook—George wouldn’t teach me conversational cancer. So my sentences were like my high school French class when we kept going over what’s in a bowl of fruit or une salade, but the words were meaningless because they had no context.


I wanted to ask him what it felt like during chemo and if he was afraid of dying. Was there anything he wanted to do before he passed, and could I please do it with him? I was like a toddler clamoring for attention, waving my arms and shifting from foot to foot, exclaiming, “We don’t have much time left!” while he drowned me out.


Then there were the things I was afraid to ask, like what it felt like to be in a body that was disintegrating and how much pain he was in. And the things I wanted him to ask me, like how it felt to be losing him, and what I was going to do without him—but we no longer understood each other.


We usually compromised whenever we argued, but if we couldn’t, he’d win by sheer tenacity. As his health declined, that tenacity had become a survival mechanism. I watched him from the doorway and wondered who he had become.


I will always regret that he went through what must have been the most frightening experience of his life by himself. But I genuinely believe that he genuinely believed he was going to defy death.


He died in the hospital on April 10, 2013, still convinced he was going to get better and come home. He was fifty-three years old, and I was just four months shy of my fiftieth birthday. George had always taken care of me, and I couldn’t stop thinking that the one time he really needed me to take care of him, I’d let him down.


But I wasn’t about to share any of that with Ben.


Ben called a few days after our “sleepover,” announcing, “I’m done talking about my past. I said what I had to. Now I’m ready to focus on us.” I’d liked him so much before he started nattering about his exes and their boobs, and he was so great looking that I agreed to another date. Maybe we could finally move on to my love language of touch.


But when he arrived at my house, he greeted me with “I canceled my JDate membership, but you, Debbie, you remain active. I can see how much time you’re spending online.”


I’d replaced most of my candid profile photographs with professional shots, telling myself the pictures were for my future career, whatever that might be. But actually, I’d listened to a TED Talk by a woman who found her ideal man online. She explained that because men are visual, she’d put up more flattering, professionally taken profile photos of herself. A year later, she and her perfectly matched husband were celebrating the birth of their first child.


I too was getting more responses with professional pictures. I put prints of them on my office shelves, blocking the remote-controlled car George had been working on when he died, willing myself to be the carefree, smiling redhead in the photos. That woman looked open to anything, a far cry from the real me, a widow of fifteen months crying alone at her kitchen table, wondering how to go on living without her bashert.


“I’ve only just started dating after being with one person for thirty-two years. I’m not ready to be exclusive,” I said, my anger flaring. “Besides, you didn’t seem that into me. Or if you were, you talked about your exes so much I couldn’t tell.”


Why had I agreed to a second date? He couldn’t kiss me, yet he could track my time on JDate like a passive-aggressive hall monitor.


“I’m trying to figure out where love goes,” he said. “I want real love this time. For the first time in a long while, I was actually excited about someone. You. I was even thinking of asking you to come to New York with me to meet my mom. But you just want to date other people.”


Despite my inexperience, even I understood new love didn’t flourish while being strangled by the ghosts of girlfriends past. Perhaps his ex-blondes hadn’t been so bad—he’d just driven them away by going on about his ex-wife so much they couldn’t take it anymore.


Ben was clearly causing his own misery, telling each new woman about her predecessors in excruciating detail. Unless he only did that with me, which made it even worse.


Maybe he expected me to heal him with my widow super powers. And when I failed, as of course I would, I’d become the latest in a long line of women who could never succeed because his injuries were just so damn profound, at least to him. Oddly enough, the mother he described as a disciplinarian evidently never taught her son that he needed to let the other children take turns talking too.


We spent the evening strolling through San Francisco’s North Beach, getting drinks at a bar where the Beats used to hang out, looking into the church where Joe DiMaggio and Marilyn Monroe got married, stopping at shadowy little Italian restaurants, getting Caprese salad at one and arancini at another. He said our pasts made us who we were. I said I’d had enough death in my life.


Our only photo from that night was the one I took of the quotation by John Steinbeck embedded in the sidewalk outside City Lights bookstore: The free exploring mind of the individual human is the most valuable thing in the world.


Ben was certainly doing a poor job of exploring me. At one point, he did lean over to give me a long kiss on the neck, but ruined it by saying, “You liked that, didn’t you?” His voice sounded oddly malicious, as if he were giving me a tiny taste of creamy cannoli, then taunting me for wanting more.


Back at my house, clad in his sweatpants and T-shirt, he asked to lie down on the bed next to me. But after stretching out over the covers, he smirked and said, “So, can you tell which girl really destroyed my faith in love?”


“Um, I guess it’s the blonde,” I stammered. I hadn’t realized there was going to be a test on this.


“No,” he practically snapped. “It was Kathy.”


Ah, the sweet but emotionally damaged brunette. He’d climbed onto my bed only to invite his exes in too. Now I knew. He used his great looks as bait to reel in unsuspecting listeners.


“Time for you to go back to the couch,” I said, channeling my blogging persona, the Hungover Widow finally vanquishing Ex-Girlfriend Regurgitation Man.


“It will soon be time for us to become physical,” Ben said solemnly the next morning, as if things had gone swimmingly the night before. “I’m not small.” Suddenly, he moved my hand to his semi-erect crotch.


I pulled my hand away faster than a grossed-out twelve-year-old. Touching his penis was supposed to come after the wildly passionate kisses, like the fade in a Nicholas Sparks movie. Having sex with Ben would be like trying to mate with a depressed albatross. That dick belonged to Kathy in perpetuity.


“We aren’t going to work out,” I said. His weird kiss on the neck, then backing away; his jumping on my bed, then testing me; and now this awkward, unprovoked offer of genitalia suggested something was really off with him. Perhaps he was uncomfortable with female sexuality, offering yet another reason for all those exes.


To my shock, he started crying, repeating to himself, “It’s okay, poor unloved middle child who never got what he wanted. It’s going to be okay.”


He’d seemed almost hostile with his “guess the exes” game; I hadn’t realized his problems ran far deeper. Through all his talking, I’d just wanted him to cheer up and take his shirt off. I hadn’t seen how injured he was, that his heart wasn’t just battered but had likely been broken in childhood.


That would explain the weird baiting, then backing off. Suddenly, he’d turned from a controlling egotist into a little boy who needed comforting, and I didn’t know what to do. None of this made me like him any more than I had before.


“Are you going to be okay? Is there someone you can call?” I asked, desperately casting about for ways to avoid spending another day as his anointed healer.


“My therapist is out of town,” he said. “I’ll call her when she gets back.”


We hugged awkwardly after he gathered up his things to go, no longer the prom king from central casting but a zombie from The Walking Dead. Ben was an ambulatory cautionary tale, a man who spread his pain like grass seed, lessening it for himself by strewing it among others, never thinking they too might be fragile. He could have had any number of futures, but he was so immersed in the past he precluded all of them, as if happiness were a sin and he needed to take everyone down with him.


He should have just been honest in his profile: Looking for a woman to share my pain. Degree in abnormal psychology a plus. Must enjoy long walks watching me cry, romantic dinners listening to me talk about other women, and sex where I cry out their names instead of yours.


Listening to Ben’s language of self-imposed misery reminded me not to feel too sorry for myself. Unlike many other widows and divorcees, I got to keep my home, which George had paid off when he was diagnosed, and I didn’t have to work because I’d received his life insurance benefit and had a dad who would help out if necessary. I could continue on just as I had before.


If my life felt empty now, it was because I allowed it to become so hollow when I was married. It just hadn’t seemed that way at the time.


Many people didn’t get to have anywhere near the thirty-two years I had with George. But night after night alone, I still couldn’t convince myself how lucky I was. Dove-gray tile aside, a bathroom remodel can only go so far.


I thought a new man was the answer, but in reality, I was living with so much guilt it was almost all I could think about, no matter how hard I tried to bury it under new sweaters and kitchen sinks. The obvious lesson I learned from Ben was I needed to look forward. But I hadn’t yet figured out that the real lesson was my need to reconcile with the past.


I went on another long walk, thinking that if I fell and sprained my ankle, I had no one to call to pick me up. When I got home, my plants were the only living things there to greet me. And when I died alone, I’d better do it really close to the front door so one of those irritating real estate agents who was always stopping by would catch the stench and call the police.


I crossed the streets gingerly, as if I was ten years old and my mom just died and my dad was reminding me to look both ways.
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