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Note to Readers


The names and other identifying characteristics of the persons included in this memoir have been changed, and several e-mails and online postings were edited to remove identifying information. A few individuals depicted herein are composites of people I met and corresponded with during this time, and therefore several of the e-mails and online postings are composite representations of e-mails or postings I received.
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The last thing he said to me, “Rock,” he said, “sometime, when the team is up against it, and the breaks are beating the boys, tell them to go out there with all they got and win just one for the Gipper.”

—Knute Rockne All American



THE 2005 SEASON

OR


Don’t Stop Believin’




When I was a little girl, I told myself a story about the kind of life I wanted to live someday. I didn’t know how to tell a story back then, so I looked around for a blueprint, a story whose plot I could modify for my own purposes. It needed to be about how to live an extraordinary life—an escape story. So I read lots of books, of course. Pittsburgh’s Andrew Carnegie built the public library in my hometown. Even though I haven’t set foot in that library in over twenty years, I can tell you exactly where the sports biographies were shelved when I was a kid. My parents thought it was a little strange: their chunky, bookish daughter who really didn’t enjoy playing sports devouring biographies of Satchel Paige, Johnny Bench, Lou Gehrig, and Jackie Robinson.

The sports story provided me a straightforward formula, my own version of the Horatio Alger story. Replace “wants to go the distance with Apollo Creed” or “desires to win Olympic gold medal” with “wants to be an author.” Replace “must face bias and an unsupportive father” or “fights fear, fatigue, and a Russian adversary” with…well, I don’t think I knew who or what I was up against, but I knew it had something to do with being a girl instead of a boy. I knew it had something to do with being from a town in the middle of nowhere Indiana. I knew it had something to do with growing up in a family that rarely read books, let alone thought about writing them. If playing football is a guy’s ticket out of “Life in the Steel Mills” or “Life as a Neighborhood Bum,” then writing was my ticket out of “Life as a Small-Town Girl.” I wanted to take the midnight train and go anywhere.

And I did. My story came true.

That’s where this story begins. I’ve just moved to Pittsburgh to start my dream job teaching fiction writing at the University of Pittsburgh. My office is in a stately building called the Cathedral of Learning. My first book is out and doing pretty well. I’ve moved to the Steel City from New Jersey so that I can live closer—but not too close—to my family in Indiana. I may be thirty-seven but, as my grandma says, I still have my figure. I have finally achieved my professional goals and am ready to focus on my personal life.

If this was a movie, then this would be the part where, after pounding a lot of frozen meat with my fists and running down dirty, narrow streets, I reach the top step of the Philadelphia Art Museum. Triumphantly, I jump around in slow motion, framed by the pink, rising sun. But later, when I’m in the ring and call out “Adrian! Adrian!” nobody answers.



The night of the November 28, 2005, regular-season matchup between the Colts and Steelers, I brazenly make a bet with my fiction workshop at the University of Pittsburgh: if the Steelers manage to beat my home-state Colts, I’ll give the class extra time to turn in their final exam. There’s good-natured razzing all around as we pack up to go home. It’s half an hour before kickoff when my bus, the 71C, lets me off in a strangely deserted Shadyside. When I moved to Pittsburgh a few months ago, I got the same advice over and over: the best time to drive anywhere is during game time. Everyone is either packed into Heinz Field (though still waxing nostalgic about Three Rivers Stadium) or holed up in front of a large-screen television. As my bus pulls away, I know that my body is walking down Ellsworth Avenue in Pittsburgh, but the rest of me is back home in Indiana with Colts fans: walking in downtown Indy toward that white, domed spaceship on the horizon; sitting in a sports bar in a big-box shopping center; descending into a finished basement decorated with upturned horseshoes. I wonder what it would be like to fly over Indiana this Monday night, if all those TV sets, all those living-room picture windows blinking a flickery blue light would look like a million stars scattered across the cold, black earth.

At the door to my apartment building, I see two guys wearing yellow and black holding pizzas and beers. Because I am a nice girl from Indiana, I hold the door for them, but in the elevator I can’t keep my silence.

“Going to watch the game?” I ask.

“You bet!” they say.

This is how a Hoosier trash-talks: I say sweetly, “Well, I hate to say it, but I’ll be rooting for the Colts.” They look at me like I’m insane. “I can’t help it,” I say. “I was born in Indiana.”

They shake their heads like this is the most idiotic thing they’ve ever heard.

I try a more rational appeal. “Look, if you had to move to, say, Kansas City, you wouldn’t all of a sudden become a Chiefs fan. You’d still be a Steelers fan, right?”

“Shit yeah,” they say in unison.

“Well…that’s what I’m saying.” A stiff silence follows as we wait for the elevator doors to open. I get off first, and as I’m walking away, one of them yells, “Go Steelers!”



So what’s a nice girl like me doing in a place like this?

I left Indiana—probably for good—fifteen years ago. When I was eighteen, my parents moved from Peru, Indiana, a small town two hours north of Indianapolis, to Aurora, Indiana, an exurb of Cincinnati, which is where I saw my first major-league baseball game and understood what Susan Sarandon meant in Bull Durham: “I believe in the Church of Baseball.” I went to graduate school at the University of Alabama and became a Tide fan. My academic career took me first to Mankato, Minnesota, training camp for the Vikings, where I was introduced to ice hockey and the Twins. Then I moved to Baltimore and went to Camden Yards to watch the Orioles and Cal Ripken. After that, I taught in New Jersey, a state of diffuse loyalties and identities. Was I supposed to follow the Eagles or Giants or Jets? And now I live in Pittsburgh, where I’m learning the cultural importance of Mario Lemieux and the Terrible Towel.

Twenty years of moving and making new friends and learning new jobs and moving and starting all over again—following sports, following a team, was how I made each new place home. But my fandom has always been fleeting. When I move, so do my loyalties. I have no idea whether Alabama beat Auburn last year or how the Orioles are doing. However, one thing has never changed: no matter where I’m living, I still love Indiana sports.

By the way, “Indiana sports,” when you grow up in the northern half of the state, includes Chicago (unless they’re playing an Indiana team, of course).

On January 26, 1986, four generations of the Day family gathered in our living room to watch Super Bowl XX. The Chicago Bears cremated New England 46–10. In the photograph commemorating this event, my thirteen-year-old brother brandishes his first beer, my dad and my grandpa sport Bears jerseys, and my eighty-seven-year-old great-grandfather holds a VHS cassette of “The Super Bowl Shuffle.” A year later, I sat in my college dorm’s TV room, watching mournfully as Walter Payton played his last game. The Bears lost that day. Afterwards, Sweetness sat on the bench with his head in hands, and my heart broke a little, so I called my dad to see how he was doing.

You need to know this: my father has read two books since he graduated from high school: my story collection and Never Die Easy: The Autobiography of Walter Payton.

In 1998, when the Bulls and Pacers were battling for the conference championship, my long-term boyfriend Alex (a native of Chicago) and I got so vicious we couldn’t watch the games together. When the Pacers lost to the Lakers two years later in the 2000 NBA finals, my heart broke—as it had for Walter Payton—as Larry Bird’s three-year coaching stint in his home state ended with a loss. When I heard that IU beat Duke in the 2002 NCAA tournament, my heart swelled for Mike Davis as he tried to escape the shadow of Bobby Knight. The week of Indiana’s championship game against Maryland, I got a little hysterical. I was teaching in New Jersey at this point, and I wore cream and crimson every day and hummed the IU fight song (which is also my high school fight song) at the Xerox machine.

That night in 2002, I sat down to watch the IU game alone. After seven years together, Alex and I had broken up the year before, and I realized that since then I had neither watched nor attended a single sporting event. See, all those games I mentioned—in Alabama, Minnesota, Baltimore—I went to with him. I’d moved to New Jersey for two reasons: to be closer to him and to keep myself in the kind of teaching job that gave me time to write my book. The book was almost finished, but the relationship was kaput, and I realized that I was in a place where I knew almost no one. When the game started, I wondered how it had come to this: I was a single woman in her thirties sitting alone watching television. At halftime, I called my dad on the landline and my brother on my cell phone and we “watched the game together.” Sort of. And IU lost.



Here’s a funny story: Shortly after the breakup, I went to Boston to spend Thanksgiving with an old college buddy and her husband. There, I experienced my first Fix-Up. They invited a friend (that rare commodity, the Straight Single Man in His Thirties) to join us for dinner. He asked me what I did for a living. I told him the truth: I’m a college professor and a writer. After dinner, Straight Single Man kept touching my ass and talking about a book he’d just read. Later, he confessed he really hadn’t read it; he just figured that’s what I’d want to talk about. Later, he told my friend he wasn’t interested in me because I probably wasn’t the kind of girl who’d watch football with him on Sundays.



Monday Night Football. Colts versus Steelers. The elevator door closes on the cry of those Steelers fans. My cat greets me at the door to my apartment. I open my mail—bills. Check my messages—none. I put on my pajamas and turn on the TV. Munching popcorn, I watch Peyton Manning throw an 80-yard touchdown to Marvin Harrison on the first snap. Then the phone rings, and I must track two games at once: the football game on TV and the pseudo–dating game I’ve been playing with the man on the phone. I met him at my faculty orientation meeting, and we’ve been hanging out for three months. He’s smart. He laughs at my jokes. We talk on the phone for hours sometimes. He took me to my first Penguins hockey game. When he picks me up to see a movie or eat dinner, he touches my knee and says, “You look really nice tonight.” I haven’t heard words like this in five years so, of course, I’m crazy about him.

Wait. We’re coming to the agony-of-defeat-skier-plummeting-down-the-mountain-Favre-picking-Vicodin-out-of-the-toilet part of the story. Did I mention he has a girlfriend who lives in New York City? Did I mention that he’s been mentioning her less and less lately? I can’t stand the tension anymore.

“Look,” I tell him, trying to follow the Colts versus Steelers game. “It’s fourth-and-four. What are you gonna do? Are you gonna go for it? Or are you gonna punt?”

He says, “What, do you mean I’ve been flirting with you? No I haven’t.” An hour later, he admits that yes, he has, but no, he’s not leaving his girlfriend. An hour after that, I tell the Punter goodnight and hang up. The Colts have beaten the Steelers on Monday Night Football, but I’m not celebrating. I’ve just said good-bye to my only friend in Pittsburgh. It’s late, and Shadyside is quiet and dark. Another love-life postseason has begun.



You need to know this: in the game of love, my team has always lost in spectacular fashion. As with the Colts, some seasons begin with great promise, but something goes awry in the playoffs. Afterward, I sit on the bench with my head in my hands and my heart in my stomach. I walk to the locker room, where a teammate gives me that postgame pep talk. “There is a Super Bowl ring in your future! I just know it, Cathy! Now you’re a free agent, and some team is going to snatch you up!” I know I must believe this. I know there’s always next year. As Tim Robbins says in Bull Durham, it’s a very simple game once you learn your interview clichés. Sometimes you win, sometimes you lose, and sometimes it rains.

A reporter sticks a microphone in my face.



Reporter: Cathy, what went wrong?

Me: Well, I’m disappointed. I put myself in good position, no question. But he had home-field advantage. He just wasn’t able to take that next step, and that’s disappointing. It is hard to swallow.

Reporter: Are saying it’s not your fault?

Me: Well, he knew my offensive line had problems, but I know I didn’t protect myself like I should have.

Reporter: Cathy, you’re coming off a tough loss. You’re thirty-seven years old, you’ve never been married. This season began with such high hopes. Everyone—especially your mother—really thought this was the year. How do you feel right now?

Me: Are you kidding me? How do I feel?

Reporter: Yes, how does a player pick up the pieces, year after year, come back and try again?

Me: I used to know the answer to that question. It was: You just do. But I honestly don’t know if I have it in me to go through this again.

Reporter: Are you planning to retire? They say you still have a few good years left to play.

Me: Look, right now I just want to get drunk and sleep for two days, okay?

Reporter: This is Suzy Hightop reporting live. Back to you, Bob.



The Colts’ amazing thirteen-game winning streak ends on December 18 against San Diego. I drive from Pittsburgh to Indiana for Christmas, but I’m in no mood for the holidays. I put on a red sweater and try to enjoy the day, but I can’t shake my recent loss in the game of love. Over and over in my head, I replay my relationship with the Punter, trying to calculate what went wrong. Was it my offense or my defense? Did I have my head in the game? Or did I overthink? Was it me or him? Am I cursed?

My sister Andrea finds me alone on the back porch. “I want you to come inside,” she says. “You need to stop thinking about him. You need to stop dwelling.”

I look up at her. “How do you do that?” I really want to know the answer.

“You just do it. You think about something else. You snap out of it.”

“I’ve never been very good at that,” I say.

“I know,” she says softly, then gives me a hug.

Later Andrea, her husband John, and their son Clay drive home to their house in Harrison, Ohio. My brother Scott and his wife Sara drive home to their house in Batesville, Indiana. Me, I have no house—not even in Pittsburgh. My parents’ house is the closest thing I have to a home. I feel like I’m nineteen—not thirty-seven—and home for the holidays like a college girl.

All my life I’ve been a believer. I believed I would become a writer. I believed I would fall in love. I believed that this was the year the Colts would win the Super Bowl. But I can feel my faith in those things slipping away.



To prepare for the Colts versus Steelers playoff game on January 15, 2006, I replicate most—but not all—of the conditions of their first matchup. I’m in Pittsburgh, alone in my apartment, eating popcorn in my pajamas with my cat. But this time I don’t make a bet with my students, brag on the elevator, or talk to the Punter. Later, I’ll learn that 74 percent of TV sets in the Indianapolis viewing area are tuned to this game. I’m sharing the experience with three quarters of the population of central Indiana. I’m in Pittsburgh, I’m in Indiana. I’m in both places, I’m in neither. It’s like waking in a dark hotel room, those “Where am I?” seconds when you’re momentarily placeless. And isn’t this the story of my life?

I’m in Pittsburgh, but in the RCA Dome the Colts are struggling. During the fourth quarter I call my family. Briefly I wonder if calling them is a good idea, since I wasn’t talking to them—but rather the Punter—during the last Colts versus Steelers game. The Punter and I aren’t talking anymore, but should I call anyway, for the sake of the team? No! I decide, I should not! Just then Steelers’ running back, Jerome Bettis, a.k.a. “The Bus,” loses the ball at the goal line. All around me I can hear Pittsburghers scream. At Cupka’s Bar on the South Side, the heart of a die-hard Steelers fan literally stops beating, and he falls from his barstool. He misses what happens next: Nick Harper, whose wife had stabbed him twenty-four hours earlier, swoops up the ball and runs downfield. On the phone, my family shrieks “Goooooooooooo!” Everyone in the state of Indiana is on their feet yelling “Yessssss!” and everyone in western Pennsylvania is on their feet yelling “Nooooooooo!”

Then Steelers quarterback Ben Roethlisberger appears, trying to get in position to stop Nick Harper. Ben lunges and falls to the turf but manages to get his hand on Harper’s kneecap. Later, sports commentators will refer to this desperate, backpedaling dive as the “Immaculate Tackle” in honor of another legendary Steelers’ game-saving play: Franco Harris’s “Immaculate Reception.” The tackle is hardly “immaculate.” It’s a fluke! But it’s enough to bring down Harper, who—if it hadn’t been for Bearded Big Ben—would have run the ball for a touchdown. Later the heart-attack guy will say from his hospital bed, “It hurt me more to see [Bettis] fumble the ball, and to perhaps end his Pittsburgh career that way, than us losing the game. It was more than my heart could bear.” On the sidelines, Bettis’s coach and teammates reassure him. “That will not be your last carry in the NFL!” But why not? Did Walter Payton win the last game of his NFL career? No. Did Larry Bird end his coaching career with a win for the Pacers? No. Why should Jerome Bettis get what they didn’t?

But there’s still hope, Colts fans! Because all we need to tie the game and send it into overtime is for ace kicker Mike Vanderjagt to nail a 46-yard field goal. And unbelievably, Vanderjagt chokes. Wide right. The walls of my apartment building vibrate with ecstatic joy. Down on Forbes Avenue, my Pitt students pour into the streets. Peyton leaves the field, and I feel my heart breaking. How can your heart break for a man you don’t even know? “Mom,” I say into the phone, “how’s everybody doing?”

“Well, Scott took off his Peyton Manning jersey, and your dad just kicked a bucket full of spare car parts all over the garage.”

After we say good-bye, I pace my apartment, trying to calm down. I log onto the home pages of the Indianapolis Star and the Pittsburgh Post-Gazette to see the headlines. At a Pittsburgh hospital, the heart-attack man regains consciousness and asks his doctor who won. In Batesville, my father and brother go for a long walk together. They never walk anywhere, not even to the corner store for a gallon of milk, but they just don’t know what else to do with themselves. I wish I had someone to commiserate with, but there’s no one around except Steelers fans.



It’s the day after the Colts lost to Pittsburgh. At a faculty meeting everyone’s talking about the game. A colleague notices me sitting quietly and says, “Oh right, you’re from Indiana. Too bad.”

“It’s not too bad,” I say brusquely. “It’s a freaking tragedy.”

He thinks for a second. “Yes, I’d have to agree with you. It’s a Greek tragedy. Or perhaps Norse.”

Someday he might write a paper comparing the Colts’ 2005 season to a play by Sophocles. Me, all I can do is compare it to my stupid love life. But isn’t the correlation obvious? Aren’t these Colts fans posting on an Indianapolis Star message board saying the same things I’ve said to myself after losing a big game of love?

“Sometimes Peyton can think too much.”

“I love the Blue, but how can this organization not be cursed?”

How many times in love’s postseason have I asked myself the question “What’s wrong with me?” Here’s Colts coach Tony Dungy’s answer: “That’s the hardest thing, because you do kind of get that in your own mind. You hear enough, ‘What’s wrong? What’s wrong?’ Really, most of the time there’s not a whole lot wrong. It’s very, very disappointing, but you do have to resist the idea that something needs to be overhauled, and I think we’ll be able to do that.”



I sit down to write an encouraging letter to the Colts. I want to tell them, “Guys, I know about heartbreaking losses.” I want to tell them, “Don’t stop believing!” I start writing, and somewhere along the way, I realize I’m writing a pep talk, not for them but for me.

So that’s how this whole thing starts. I tell myself, Cathy, if the Colts can come back in 2006 and try again, so can you.










If you build it, he will come.

—Field of Dreams



TRAINING MONTAGE

OR


Nothing (and Everything) Happens During the Off-Season




Cue “Theme from Chariots of Fire” by Vangelis

It’s the week after the Colts lost to Pittsburgh, and I need to get back on the playing field of love. Either that or I need to buy a house. One of the two. I pick buying a house because it scares me less. I log onto a Web site, enter my preferences, and click around to see what’s out there. I tell a realtor I’m ready to finally put down some roots, and a week after the Super Bowl, she fixes me up with a two-story brick house in the Polish Hill neighborhood of Pittsburgh. The house is very old but totally refurbished, which is good, because I’ve had it with those fixer-upper types. I tell myself, You’ve been a free agent long enough. Be a franchise player. So I spend all my money—every cent. I sign the papers. I own property in, of all places, Pittsburgh. I move from my apartment in Shadyside to Polish Hill.

That’s when I start getting letters about mortgage life insurance. “If something should happen to you,” the letters say, “don’t you want your spouse and children to be able to continue living in your house?” Sure—if I had them. But it gets me thinking. What happens if I do die? Who gets stuck with my debt? I call Paul, my insurance guy. He says he can’t remember the last time someone bought a house but didn’t have a spouse or real or intended children to give the house to. Paul says I should see a lawyer and officially leave the house to my “siblings.” He even recommends a lawyer friend of his, also named Paul. Paul the Lawyer. In the back of my mind, I think, Wouldn’t it be funny if making out a will is what leads me to my future partner? Actually, I have this thought a lot, and my single friends say the same thing. It’s so rare to meet a single man, or even a potentially single man, that you can’t help but wonder: Are you the man who will be my husband? Is this the story I’m going to tell about how we met?

My meeting with Paul the Lawyer looms. I tell myself to collect the info that surely he’ll need: bank accounts; my TIAA-CREF accounts. Do I have a life insurance policy? Surely I do. But I can’t make myself look for this information. The morning of our meeting, I wake up and think, You know, I don’t need this today. This is really bumming me out. But what if Paul the Lawyer is my Future Husband? Plus, I have nothing else to do today, so why not make out a will? Who do I want to have power of attorney when I become old and incapacitated? Do I want to be kept alive with a feeding tube? I get out of bed, scour my files for account statements and policy numbers, and run out the door.

Paul the Lawyer walks into the waiting room and sticks out his hand. He’s wearing a wedding ring. Oh well. In his small office I explain what brought me: I’m single and I don’t know if that’s going to change and I just bought a house. Paul chitchats, and then shows me pictures of his kids behind his desk. I get this a lot, actually. I try to be friendly to a man my age, and within thirty seconds he finds a tenuous reason to bring up the word “wife” or “girlfriend” or “kids.” For a long time, I worried about this. Was I putting out a vibe like I was after them? I don’t think I do, but wasn’t I wondering if he was single before I even walked in the door? And aren’t I glad these men are doing this? Would I rather that they hit on me only to find out later that they’re married?

We discuss setting up the will so that my house will go equally to my younger sister and brother, their spouses, and their current and future progeny. Paul smiles. “But it will easy for us to change this when you do get married.”

I shrug. Is he being patronizing? It feels like he’s just rooting for me.

He smiles. “I’ll just write in here something like ‘Spouse…’”

“TBA,” I offer.

I’m amazed that this lawyer, a stranger to me, is more positive about my romantic future than I am. Paul gets out a form to take down information about my beneficiaries, and I notice that he’s covering part of it with his hand. That’s because it’s set up in two columns—the left side is for husband and the right side is for wife, and he’s writing all my info down under wife.

The feminist, intellectual side of me is infuriated—at Paul, at whoever created this form. But there’s another part of me that feels embarrassed and completely, utterly alone on the face of this earth. There’s an elephant in this tiny Squirrel Hill office, and the only way I can keep myself from bursting into tears is to smile and point out this elephant. (I wrote a whole book about elephants, after all.)

“Can I ask you something?” Paul looks up from the page. “How many women like me who’ve bought a house on their own come in here and do this?”

He pauses before answering. “I’d say less than one percent of our clients are women like you, single professional homeowners.”

I tell him about the form letters that led me to take this step, the insistent question: If something should happen to you, don’t you want your spouse and children to continue living in your house? Surely I’m not the only female single professional homeowner in Pittsburgh? “So when those women get this letter in the mail, what do they do?”

Paul’s voice gets kind of quiet. “I guess they figure there’s always a chance that maybe they’ll get married someday.”

What I don’t say is: They don’t want to come into this office because it’s tantamount to saying, “When I die, and yes, I will die someday, I will die alone.” Because who wants to say that?

Cue “Maniac” by Michael Sembello (from Flashdance)

It’s Valentine’s Day, and I think I’m having anxiety attacks. Every time I see the Punter, every time I think I might see the Punter, my chest tightens like I’ve had the wind knocked out of me. I start seeing a shrink. This is a new kind of shrink for me, a cognitive-behavioral therapist who uses a dry erase board, multicolored markers, and workbooks that tell me to stop thinking negatively and start thinking positively. I argue with this shrink, who asks questions like, “Okay, so you think the reason he doesn’t want to date you is because you are too intense. What is a more rational explanation?” To which I say, “How do you know that isn’t the rational explanation?” What keeps me coming back is that this shrink was born twenty miles from my hometown. We are the same age and went to rival high schools but have just now met in, of all places, Pittsburgh. For some reason, I believe this coincidence means that this shrink can help me figure out why my life makes absolutely no sense to me.

“I can’t figure out why I’m not happy,” I tell her. “I published a book. I teach at this great school. But why do I feel like I have no life?”

“What about friends?” the shrink asks.

“He was my friend.”

“Don’t you have women friends?” She asks this a little accusingly.

“Yes,” I say calmly. I tell her about my friend Sofia in Alabama, Jillian in Oregon, my sister, my mom. I tell my shrink I have women friends all over the damn country—from my years in college, graduate school, Minnesota, Baltimore, and New Jersey.

“What about Pittsburgh?”

I sigh. “I’m working on it.” Sometimes finding a girlfriend is as hard as finding a boyfriend. “A lot of the women I know are married. A lot of them are busy with kids, or they’re trying to have kids.” I look down at my hands. “I wonder sometimes. What’s the difference between them and me?”

“What do you mean?” the shrink asks.

I pause. “What did they do that I didn’t do? What do they know that I don’t know?”

My shrink sighs. “I think a woman makes a promise to herself about when she will have kids.”

I’m amazed by this. “You mean some women consciously say to themselves, ‘By the time I’m twenty-seven, I will be married. By the time I’m thirty I will have a child.’ Women actually think like that?”

She nods. “Yes, although sometimes it’s more unconscious. Did you make yourself a promise?”

I look up at the dry erase board, at the stoplight drawn next to the long list of my negative thoughts. “I promised myself I’d have written a book by the time I was thirty-five.”

The shrink nods. “See, you do understand, you just told yourself something different. Did you keep your promise?”

“Yes,” I say, but a very negative thought pops into my head. I don’t say it out loud, because then the shrink will jump up and add it to the list on the dry erase board. Maybe I made myself the wrong promise. Or maybe I should have made two promises: a book and a family.



My gynecologist gives me the bad news: my chances of finding a good man in Pittsburgh are slim. I’ve come in for my yearly pap smear, and the doctor conducts her interview in her private office at the Magee Women’s Hospital. Outside her window, cars stream up Forbes Avenue. She’s a shortish woman in her fifties and she adjusts her glasses as she scans my intake form. I know what she sees. I’m a thirty-seven-year-old unmarried female. “Well, Catherine, what brings you to Pittsburgh?”

“Cathy is fine.”

“Cathy.” She smiles at me like a supportive aunt.

“I just started teaching at Pitt.”

“What department?”

“English.”

“You’re a professor then?” She looks skeptical.

I nod. I get this a lot. I don’t look particularly professorial in my jeans and sweater. I can still pass as a slightly aged graduate student. I give her the short version of my peripatetic academic life: teaching gigs in four states, etc.

She clicks her pen. “Are you on birth control?”

“Not anymore.”

She looks up over her glasses. “Are you sexually active?”

“No,” I say a little crankily.

The doctor chuckles.

In the exam room, she kneads my breasts and says, “You know, Pittsburgh is a hard place for a single woman, especially a professional.”

I keep staring at the ceiling light fixture. “Really? Why is that?”

“Do you do regular breast exams?”

“Oh sure,” I lie. Lately, my breasts seem as inessential to me as my gallbladder.

At the end of the exam, she snaps off her gloves and says, “Men in Pittsburgh marry early. The ones who don’t fall into two groups: the ones that still live with their mothers, and the ones who leave.”

“Where do they go?” I ask, sitting up in my gown.

“Well, the professional ones, the ones with something going for them, the kind you’re looking for, go to Philly or New York, where the good jobs are. The ones who stay here and don’t get married, well, they lack…how to say it?” Her voice goes a little dreamy, and she stares at the specimen bottles in her hands. “Drive,” she says finally. “They’re not much interested in women like us.”

I’m not sure if I feel like bursting into tears or screaming, “What do you mean, like us? I’m not you!” But I know that in many ways I am. I picture her driving home to Squirrel Hill or Shadyside at the end of the day, entering her condo, making herself some dinner with the cat sitting on the counter and settling down for the night in front of the tube, which is exactly what I do every night. Things weren’t supposed to work out like this for us, but for reasons we can’t quite understand, they did. We sit around and wonder what if we’d done things differently—picked him instead of the other guy, picked this city or that job or this college rather than the ones we did. We’re both lonely and bored and pissed off. Or at least I am.

“Thanks,” I say to the gyno. It’s all I can think of.

“Good luck, Cathy,” she says, and I can tell she means it.



For the first time in my life, I’ve got insomnia. My doctor won’t prescribe me anything. Instead, she says, “Are you ready to stop smoking?”

I’ve been thinking about it a lot, actually. I want to start dating, and I can’t imagine getting through that much social distress without Camel Lights. But I know that checking the “I’m a smoker” box will limit my options. What if I miss meeting the man of my dreams because I’m a smoker? But wouldn’t the man of my dreams understand? Maybe the man of my dreams is a smoker, and I’ll miss meeting him because I’ve quit? It’s thinking and rethinking like this that keeps me up until four in the morning every night.

“You know,” I tell the doctor, “I think that if they really want people to stop smoking, they should put us in a coma for about two weeks, feed us intravenously, and let the worst of the withdrawal pass, and then when we come out, all we have to do is beat the habit of it.”

My doctor keeps her back to me, looking at my chart. She writes something down. Is she writing a note in my file: “Wants to be put in a coma.” But it was a joke!

Not really, but sort of.

The doctor suggests acupuncture instead of a drug-induced coma and hands me a phone number. I ask her, “Is it true that some people get Xanax when they are quitting smoking?”

I am not asking for a prescription for Xanax; I’m just asking if it’s ever done.

She gives me a level look. “I wouldn’t suggest that.” So, in about five minutes, I have asked:


	for sleeping pills

	to be put in a coma

	for Xanax



My doctor must be very impressed.

Cue “Gonna Fly Now” (Theme from Rocky)

My potential new friend Pam drives us over the Sixteenth Street Bridge, slipping under its tiered yellow arches set against a brilliantly blue June sky. We enter Pittsburgh’s historic North Side. In so many of this city’s neighborhoods, I can almost see the high-water markers of Pittsburgh’s floods and famines. The Victorian brownstones lining the leafy Mexican War streets (named for the battles and generals of said war) mark the economic prosperity of the nineteenth century, and the porn theater and check-cashing stores on North Avenue mark the economic decline of the mid-twentieth. When we park, Pam and I lock our purses in the trunk, stuffing lipsticks and credit cards into our pockets.

We’re headed to a fund-raiser at the Mattress Factory, a contemporary art museum housed in a former Stearns & Foster warehouse, hence the name. Inside, Pam points to the hundreds of people standing around with drinks and prods me to start conversations with random people, preferably men. This stresses me out so much that I have to retreat outside to the ornate rock garden to have a cigarette, where I start up a conversation, no problem, with three other smokers, a married couple and their friend, who appears to be single. We chat and smoke. The seemingly single guy owns some sort of landscaping business and plays on a softball team. He tells me that his team stops by Gooski’s, a bar in my neighborhood, every week after practice. I take a deep breath and try to seem nonchalant. “Oh, I live near there.” The single man says, “Do you have a card or anything?” I say no, and he says he doesn’t either. “I’d ask for your number, but you’d probably think I was trying to pick you up.” I blush and look at my feet. As Pam and I are leaving, I see him chatting up a girl who looks about twenty-three. Not wanting to interrupt, I give my number to his married friends, who say they will pass it on, but I never hear from him.

On the way back to the car, Pam gives me a pat on the back. “You never know,” she says. “Maybe something you learned tonight will make a difference later.”

I wake up the next morning realizing that I need to bone up on my dating skills. Not that I’ve ever had any. See, I can stand in front of a classroom as Cathy the Teacher and riff on point of view or postmodernism. I can stand in front of an audience as Cathy the Writer and read from my book without a single stammer. But I can’t seem to figure out how to stand in front of a man as Just Cathy and not fall to pieces. So I tackle this problem the best way I know how: I do research. I buy dating books (anonymously on Amazon.com), including Dating for Dummies, Turn Your Cablight On, and He’s Just Not That into You. I rent the first two seasons of Sex and the City. I study up. I take notes.



I’m at the payroll office at Pitt when a lady comes out of the back office and announces that Ben Roethlisberger just crashed his motorcycle at Second Avenue and the Tenth Street Bridge. Later, I’m walking down the street thinking about what I’ve been learning in my dating research. For one, when I’m walking down the street, I should try to make eye contact with men, which I find extremely hard. I couldn’t look anyone in the eye until I was seventeen. Also, I need to start conversations with strangers. Maybe I should use this news flash as a conversation starter? “Hey,” I’ll say to some Pittsburgh dude at the bus stop. “Did you hear? Ben Roethlisberger was in a motorcycle accident.” But how sick is that, using one man’s perhaps fatal accident to talk to another man?

By the next day, however, it’s clear that Ben will surely live. I’m on the Cathedral elevator. There’s an attractive young man in there with me wearing an earring and an iPod. He’s at least fifteen years younger than me, but hey, I need the practice. So I ask, “Have you heard how Ben Roethlisberger is today?”

He looks at me. “I’m so fucking sick of people talking about Ben Roethlisberger.”

I’m so stunned, all I can say is, “Sorry, sorry.”

“I mean people act like the world’s gonna come to an end!”

“I know,” I say. On the local news, it’s all Ben all the time.

The elevator reaches my floor. I get off and run to my office.

Cue “Lunatic Fringe” by Red Rider (from the Visionquest sound track)

My friend Jillian calls from Oregon. “So explain to me what following the Colts has to do with dating.”

“Everything!” I say, and I tell her how I’m “in training” for my dating season.

She sighs. “Cathy, you are so hard on yourself.”

“No, I’m not,” I say. Then I pause. “Okay, so I am, but just look how far being hard on myself has gotten me in life.”

Jillian laughs. “Instead of Peyton Manning, you should emulate Brett Favre. At least he knows how to have fun.” Her tone turns more serious. “Cathy, maybe what you need to be working on right now is convincing yourself you don’t have anything to work on. That you’re fine the way you are.”

I’m quiet for a long time. “But if I’m so great, why am I still alone?”

She sighs. “Because you didn’t settle, and that’s to your credit. A lot of people settle because they’d rather do that than be alone. And some are just luckier and found the right person already.”

I light a cigarette. “How do people meet other people?” I ask.

Jillian humphs into the phone. “I have no freaking clue, babe.” She’s been divorced for a few years now.

I tell her that romantic comedies, sappy songs, even the stories people tell about meeting each other, they all make it seem as though it’s about serendipity, about not trying. I wasn’t going to go to the bar mitzvah, but I did, and then there s/he was. Movies teach us that all you need to do to fall in love is walk around this earth until one day, boom! the love of your life will literally run into you. “I’ve been patient, Jill. I’ve walked around on this earth for thirty-seven years, and I’ve never run into the love of my life, and he’s never run into me.”

Jill lights a cigarette. “What you need, girlfriend, is practice. Lots and lots of practice. Go out with any guy who asks, anything that moves. You need to get your confidence back.”

“Back? I never had it to begin with.”

“You’re too nervous. Pretend they aren’t dates. Pretend they’re like research subjects for some anthropological study you’re doing.”

Late that night, I sit on my deck alone, chain smoking cigarettes, thinking about love and football. What ultimately determines the outcome of these games? Is it about intangibles like fate and chemistry or is it about tangibles like preparation and control? Or is it both? The lesson the Colts keep learning over and over again is that you can have a great team, a great season, home-field advantage, the best QB in the league, but you still might walk away from the season without a Super Bowl ring. The lesson I keep learning over and over again is that I can have a sense of humor, a good head on my shoulders, a kind heart, a nice smile, a decent rack, but I still might walk off the playing field alone. Why haven’t the Colts won the Super Bowl? Why am I alone? Are we victims of bad luck, or is there something we should be doing differently? Is it like people keep saying? Be patient. It’ll happen when it happens.

It’s very late now. I can see the three green copper domes of the Immaculate Heart of Mary Church lit against the downtown skyline. A train clatters through the night. On the other side of the Allegheny River is a mountain of golden stars, the streetlights of Pittsburgh’s Troy Hill blinking in the distance. But I’m completely in my own head. I’m thinking about instinct, how athletes can perfect their performance by changing their less-than-ideal instinctual reactions and movements into more powerful swings or better throws. They perform a motion again and again. Muscles memorize and absorb until the new motion becomes a new-and-improved instinct. Perhaps I need to unlearn the way I’ve always played the game of love. I haven’t really been trying—so I’ll try. And I always seem to like the wrong kind of guy—so I’ll like a different kind of guy. It’s like John Cusack’s character says in High Fidelity: “I’ve been listening to my gut since I was fourteen years old, and frankly speaking, I’ve come to the conclusion that my guts have shit for brains.”

I stub out my cigarette. I have one left in my pack. The next morning, I smoke that last cigarette and decide that it’s my last one ever. If I can change this instinct, I think, I can change anything.

Cue “Eye of the Tiger” by Survivor (from the Rocky III sound track)

Tom and Rachel live across the street from me. They’re a cool young couple and seem like they must know other cool young people. One night in July I finally work up the courage to say to them, “Hey, you know, uh, I’m sort of single and everything, so do you guys know any nice fellows?” Magically, they do know someone!

“His name’s Nick,” Tom says. He’s a medic. Is that okay?”

“Why wouldn’t it be okay?”

“Well, you know, you’re a professor and everything. He’s kind of salt of the earth. He didn’t go to college.”

I roll my eyes. “Dude, I’m salt of the earth!”

I’m supposed to go with them to a Fourth of July party where Nick will be. This will be my first social function without cigarettes, so I bring a lot of suckers.

Nick is forty, a stocky, attractive blond with great teeth and a firm handshake. “Great to meet you, Cathy.” Everyone’s talking idle party talk—summer movies, landscaping woes, recycling—but I want to cut to the chase and find out who this Nick is. I sit down next to him and ask how he became a medic. Our Q&A (I’m the Q, he’s the A) goes on for about forty minutes. Before I leave, I hand him my phone number. I learned my lesson at the Mattress Factory. Just do it. “Oh!” Nick says. “Thanks! I was going to ask, but wasn’t sure…”

As we drive home, I tell Tom and Rachel that he seemed nice but he did most of the talking. “I don’t think he listens very well,” I say, “but maybe he was just nervous.” He calls me a few days later to ask me to dinner.

I went out to dinner lots of times with the Punter, but those don’t count as Real Dates. We both knew he had a girlfriend, and as much as I wanted him to kiss me at the end of the night, I knew he probably wouldn’t, which made them Pretend Dates. This date with Nick is my first Real Date in—seriously—years. Nick takes me to Kaya, a Caribbean restaurant in the Strip District. He still does a lot of the talking, but I spend most of my days alone with no one’s thoughts to keep me company but my own, so I’m quite glad to listen to another human being for a while. Halfway through dinner, Nick takes my hand across the table and goes on talking. Just a simple, human gesture. But I’m undone, ready to burst into tears. It’s been so long since anyone besides family or friends touched me that I can’t bear it. A few minutes later, I excuse myself to go to the ladies’ room. Get a grip, Cathy. How can you date if you cry every time somebody wants to hold your hand?

Later, Nick gives me a kiss good night, and I walk into my house feeling elated and emotionally spent. I want to sit on my deck and have a cigarette, contemplate the evening, but I can’t. So I fix myself a drink instead (my first since I stopped smoking), sit on the deck, and replay the evening over in my head. It’s a blur. It’s like watching a movie with the sound off, a DVD with huge skips in it. The plot, the dialogue, it’s all muddled. I can’t remember anything Nick said. I can’t remember anything I said. All I remember is that touch and what welled up inside me—joy and relief and sadness, all rolled into one.

And yes, a few days later, after our second “date” (which consisted of nothing more than him stopping by), I sleep with Nick. I am amazed I still know how. Afterward, Nick asks with an anxious look on his face, “Do you want to have kids?”

Finally, I think. He’s trying to get to know me. It’s a strange question to ask on a second date, but given the speedy way we are progressing through things, perhaps not all that strange. “I don’t know,” I say. “I think it depends if the man I’m with really wants to be a dad and wants to share parenting.” I pause. “What about you? Do you want kids?”

He looks up at the ceiling. “I don’t know,” he says. That’s all.



I had sex more times between the ages of sixteen and twenty-two than I have had in the years since, and that is a sad, sad thing. Back then, I was too young and immature to know what my body wanted, what I wanted. Like a lot of young women who don’t yet know themselves, I slept with men because it was something very interesting to do, because it was a way to escape before I had the means or the will to do so. Although I wanted very much to love and be loved, I had absolutely no idea how love worked, what it looked like, or even how to recognize it if and when it decided to show up. In my early twenties, after a period I’ll call the Wanton Years, I decided that I would only sleep with someone within the confines of a relationship: if I loved him or thought I did, or if he loved me or thought he did. Of course, I sometimes amended this rule to include the status of “liking a lot.” Living by this code saved my soul but has rendered me at times more chronically untouched than I can bear.

There are times when my adult life feels like an impossibly long drive. When I was younger, I didn’t mind the highway stretching relentlessly before me as long as I had good music, cigarettes, and a Coke. I loved not knowing how much farther. But these days, I can’t handle long stretches of nothingness—on the road or in my life. Being a thirty-something single woman feels like driving down an unfamiliar road at four in the morning: no traffic, nothing’s open. I’m hours and hours from where I came from, so I can’t turn around and go back, and I’m headed to a place I’ve never been, so I don’t know how much farther. Sometimes, I get scared that this is the rest of my life: driving a really nice car all by myself.



For our third date, Nick and I go out for Thai food, then coffee. When we pull up at the Starbucks, he says, “Oh, I have bad memories of this place.”

“Why?”

He pauses for a second. “I met a woman here, a woman I met on an Internet dating site. I got here, and I realized she’d…uh…misrepresented herself.”

“How?” I’m fascinated.

“Well, she was a lot heavier than her picture.”

“Oh.” I think for a second. “Was she nice?”

Nick fiddles with his keys. “I don’t know. I was really mad, so I stuck it out for about fifteen minutes, and then I left.”

I think about that poor woman working up the courage to meet a stranger in a public place, only to watch him run out the door. It makes me want to cry.

“What if she’d used a current picture and just been straight up?”

Nick is really, really uncomfortable. “I’ll admit it. I’m not attracted to big women, so I probably wouldn’t have contacted her. I wouldn’t have gotten my hopes up. That’s what I hate. Getting my hopes up. But you know, if she’d told the truth, she wouldn’t have gotten her hopes up either.”

We’re sitting outside the Starbucks, sipping iced coffees through green straws. “Have you met a lot of women that way?” I ask.

Nick nods. “Yeah, quite a few.”

“How many?”

“I’d really rather not say.” He smiles, but it’s forced. “It’s embarrassing.”

“Why?”

“I don’t know. It just is.”

I look at the ground. “Have you met anybody special?”

“No,” he says. “I’ve been on a lot of first dates, but not very many second dates.”

“Don’t you want to go out with them again?”

“Sometimes I do, sometimes I don’t. I’ll call and leave a couple messages, but if she’s not interested, she stops returning my calls.”

I laugh. “That’s rude!”

Nick shakes his head. “Oh no, I’d rather they let me know like that. I don’t want to have to hear that they don’t like me.” He takes out his cell phone and flips it open. “I call a girl and leave a message. If I don’t hear back, I call again. And if I don’t hear back after that, I delete her.” He flips his phone closed. “Just like that.”

“Wow,” I say, shocked. “It can’t be fun, being rejected like that.”

Nick slips his phone back in the pocket of his cargo shorts. “I move on. If she doesn’t like me, fuck her.”

This is the longest conversation on one topic we have all evening.

As he drives me home, I take stock. How do I feel? My instincts are telling me one thing (I’m not connecting with this guy), but then, I’ve decided my instincts have shit for brains, so I sleep with him again. I consider this a hopeful act, a positive step, and as I step out of my clothes once again, I give myself a pep talk. Maybe things have changed since my twenties, I think. I’m a mature, intellectual woman, and I can handle the whole sex without love thing without feeling like a floozy. That’s society talking. That’s my upbringing talking. I define my sexuality. Me and only me! I can handle this.

A few hours later, Nick goes home, and I realize I can’t handle this. I’m a nice girl. Sex without love just makes me too terribly sad.

Cue “Na Na Hey Hey Kiss Him Goodbye” by Steam (ubiquitous sports anthem)

When I bought my house, the Punter recommended a carpenter to me for some work I needed done. This carpenter had an assistant named Dom, a young, strapping guy who mostly held ladders and fetched tools. The last day of the job, I took a picture of Dom and the carpenter for my scrapbook, waved good-bye, and didn’t think much more about him until a few weeks later when, out of the blue, the Punter calls.

“How are you?” he asks.

“Oh, fine! Just fine!” But then I tell the truth. “Actually, I’m having a bad night. Almost a month with no cigarettes and I’m going crazy tonight for some reason.”

“Come with me to the grocery store,” he says. “It will take your mind off it.”

On the way to the Giant Eagle, he tells me he just got back from New York City. “How’s your girlfriend?” I ask, cringing inside even as I ask.

He fiddles with his CD player. “We broke up, actually. Or at least I think so.”

“I’m sorry,” I say, although I’m not sorry at all.

At the grocery store, we wind our way down the deserted aisles. It’s about ten on a weeknight, and the only other customers appear to be college boys from the Pitt football team buying large quantities of frozen pizzas. In the soup aisle, the Punter says, “The reason I called you…” and I have to look away, I’m so nervous to hear what will come out of his mouth, “…is that I was talking to my friend the other day, you know, the guy who worked on your house.”

I reach for a can of Progresso Chickarina. “Uh-huh.”

“Dom has a crush on you.”

I stand there, palming the heavy can. Then I say, “That’s why you called? To tell me that a twenty-five-year-old guy has a crush on me.”

Completely oblivious, he smiles. “I think it’s cute. You should go out with him.”

I want to chuck the can of soup at his head. You idiot! You just told me you broke up with your girlfriend, the reason you said you wouldn’t go out with me. I look the Punter right in the eye. “Okay, fine. I’ll do it.” And I wheel my cart away.

A few days later, I e-mail my friend Joe, a writer who lives in Cleveland, that I have a date with a twenty-five-year-old. He e-mails back:

Wow! Congratulations! Don’t mention: Hot Wheels, John Hinkley Jr., The Greatest American Hero, Remington Steele, or Rush.


Cue “That’s the Way I Like It” by K.C. and the Sunshine Band (ubiquitous sports anthem)

I’ll admit it: I like a guy who drives a big truck. When Dom pulls up in his big Ford Whatever, I feel like some younger, wilder, alternate version of myself stepping up to the running board to climb inside. As we fly down Bigelow Boulevard toward the Liberty Bridge with the windows down, I study his flame tattoos. Dom is huge: 6 feet 5 inches and just over 200 pounds, but he’s gentle and deferential, asking if I’m comfortable, if I like the radio station. Magically, as he’s scanning through the channels, I hear the opening notes of Rush’s “The Spirit of Radio,” and pretend to drum along with Neil Peart. “You like this song, I guess.” He smiles.

“Don’t you?”

“Who is it?” he asks.

Oh God, Joe was right, I think.

As he winds through the South Hills, I can feel Dom’s anxiety, so I try to put him at ease, asking questions about his job, his hobbies.

The restaurant is a family place, and we sit in a booth by a window. Dom asks the server if a friend of his is working. “Nope, not today,” she says as she sets down our drinks. He recognizes two friends sitting at a nearby table and gives them a wave. Did he bring me all the way out here to show me off? I find this incredibly flattering, but why does Dom, who is young and handsome, need to show me off?

About halfway through lunch, as an uneasy Dom pushes his food around his plate, it hits me: I feel like I’m sitting across from a nervous undergrad who’s come to my office hours, or someone at a book signing, a person who’s looking at me like I’m a strange and alien life form—The Author. Sometimes I think I spend half my life putting people at ease. Hey, I’m just a person here. Calm down. This unsexy feeling grows stronger when Dom nervously starts talking about his favorite book from when he was a kid, Where the Red Fern Grows. I don’t remember the plot, and suddenly Dom is completely relaxed as he narrates the story of Billy and his coon dogs, who battle a ferocious mountain lion. His voice breaks up a bit as he relates the Indian legend that a sacred red fern grows over the graves of good dogs. “That’s where the title comes from,” Dom says proudly.

“Yes,” I say, my heart breaking a little. “That’s right.”

On the way home, I ask Dom, “Hey, be honest. How old are you?”

“I’ll be twenty-five in a few months,” he says.

“Oh God,” I say. “I thought you already were twenty-five. Do you know how old I am?”

He looks at me and smiles. “Is this a trick question?”

“No. I’m thirty-seven.”

“I think you look younger. Like thirty.”

“That’s nice of you to say.”

“Seriously, you’re pretty cute.”

“Dom, I don’t think we can go out again.”

“Why not? The age difference doesn’t bother me.”

We’re in the Liberty Tunnel, and then, with breathtaking suddenness, we’re through and facing downtown Pittsburgh. The vista can change suddenly in Pittsburgh. One minute you’re in a claustrophobic street maze, and then you turn right, then left, and suddenly, you’re in a different world.

When he drops me off, I kiss Dom on the cheek and give him a hug. “This did great things for my ego, Dom. But the age thing, it bothers me. I’m sorry.”

Dom’s hands are enormous and reassuring, but he keeps them to himself. “It’s okay, Cathy. You’re really nice.”

Cue “Rock and Roll Part II,” a.k.a. “The Hey Song” by Gary Glitter (ubiquitous sports anthem)

That night I go to a Gist Street reading. They’re held in a local sculptor’s third-floor studio in Pittsburgh’s Uptown neighborhood. Folding chairs fill his living room and kitchen. An old claw-foot bathtub squats in the center of the room, full of ice and beer. A cat winds his way through chair legs and people legs, and always more than a hundred people show up for these once-a-month gatherings. It’s a pleasant summer night, everyone in funky glasses and vintage clothes, bearing wine and beer and food, a bohemian potluck supper. There are a dozen colleges and universities in Pittsburgh, the largest being Pitt, Carnegie Mellon, Chatham, and Duquesne. And where there are colleges, there are writers and lovers of writing. There’s nothing quite like the first time you find yourself in the company of like-minded people. One of the reasons I love my life as a writer in academia is that no matter where I teach, there’s someone around willing to talk about books and writing. Pittsburgh’s different though. Most of my teaching jobs have been in out-of-the-way towns or small departments where all the writers were friends or at least knew of each other. I’m a small-town girl, after all. There’s no rule that says I need to know all the writers in Pittsburgh, but the fact that I don’t makes me feel disconnected. How long before I walk into one of these readings and I know more than one person?

I know that walking in now is how I make that future day happen, and maybe it doesn’t seem like a big deal that I’ve come here tonight, but know this: walking into a party where I don’t know anyone fills me with more social anxiety than my nicotine-deprived brain can handle. I walk into the room, nod to people I don’t recognize, and I see Pam across the room. It wasn’t that long ago that we were in the courtyard of the Mattress Factory together. I start to wave, but it’s not clear if she sees me, so I lower my hand. For a while we were becoming friends, but now we’re not. Making friends, I’m learning, is a process as delicate and fraught with mystery as dating. My brain starts repeating a loop of negative thoughts, and I can’t shut it off. My chest tightens, my breath becomes shallow. I want to go home, but I force myself to stay. I give myself a task. Go to the bathtub. Get a beer. As I do, Joe taps me on the shoulder. He’s driven down from Cleveland. I’ve never been so happy to see someone in my entire life. “How’d it go with the boy?” He grins.

“He was sweet,” I say.

Joe says, “So he was twenty-five, huh?”

“Uh, well, he turned out to be twenty-four.” Joe laughs and claps his hands. “I should feel great, right? Some hot twenty-four-year-old guy finds me attractive, and I can’t bring myself to take it seriously.”

Joe takes a swig of his beer. “Well, speaking as the old married guy, I say you should take advantage of this over and over again.”

I blush.

“I’m sorry,” Joe says. “That was crude. I’m just jealous I guess.”

I’m astounded. “Why would you be jealous of my stupid life?”

He looks at me like I’m dense. “Because you can do what you want.”

I look at him like he’s dense. “I want what you’ve got.”

Joe looks off into the distance. “I remember when Connie and I were trying to figure out whether or not to get married, whether to have kids. I don’t know why, but I kept stalling and stalling. Now I don’t know why I waited so long, what held me back.”

I cock my head and look at him. “Dude, you think the reason I’m single is I fear commitment?”

“Well, don’t you?”

“No!” I practically yell, and a woman sitting nearby with an “I Read Banned Books” button pinned to her enormous purse looks at me. “I want a partner. A friend. I want a family, even if it’s just me and him.”

“Well, what’s stopping you?” Joe says.

I want to strangle him. “Let me put it to you this way. You and I, we’re about the same age, both writers, same kind of job. But the way we got here”—I gesture to the room, the crowd surrounding us, the cities of Pittsburgh and Cleveland, “was that we had to move around a lot.”

“Yes,” he says quietly.

I pause for a second. “Let’s say you met me in graduate school, not Connie.” There’s a bit of uncomfortable silence. I don’t mean this in the romantic sense—I’m just illustrating a point. “Would you have followed my ass around all these years?”

Joe takes a long swig of beer and stares at the bottle. “No,” he says finally. “I wouldn’t have.”

“That’s what I’m saying!” I poke him in the chest with my finger.

“Just because I wouldn’t have doesn’t mean no man would,” he offers.

I laugh a wry, bitter laugh. “Well, if he’s out there, I haven’t found him yet.” The directors of the reading series have approached the microphone, telling everyone to find a seat. I look at Joe. “I always think I’ve picked the right guy. But it seems like every time I start getting a little bigger, he feels a little smaller.”

Joe hands me another beer from the bathtub. “I’m sorry.”

Later, after the reading, he says, “I’m your wingman tonight.” He circulates through the room and in every group he finds a way to ask, “Hey, do you know anybody for Cathy here?” A few months ago, I would have been mortified. Now, I’m just incredibly grateful, even though in the end his efforts don’t produce any results. Maybe finding someone is like that Faberge shampoo commercial. I told two friends, and then they told two friends, and so on and so on and so on.



When Alex and I broke up, I had no problem being single. It was sort of a relief, actually. No one to think about but myself. But then months turned into years. What was wrong? When I left Alex, I assumed that there would be another man around the corner, because that’s how it had always worked before. But during our seven years together, everyone we knew was getting married, starting families. Of course I noticed this. Buying registry gifts was our biggest expense. When we broke up, I was thirty-two. A year later, I took inventory. How many single men did I know? How many had I met, even casually, over the last year? None. Not a single solitary one. Well, no men my own age, that is. I was surrounded by very young single men every day, all day. The only men my age I knew were my colleagues, and they were all married. I went to their parties and met their friends and neighbors, and again, everyone was coupled. Of course they were. This was suburban New Jersey.

When I started telling my friends that I’d like to start dating again, they said, “Hmmm…I can’t think of any single men.” Not one. Or they said, “Not one who is right for you.”

“Who do you think is right for me?” I asked.

“Oh, my boyfriend’s got some guy friends, but all they do is fish and talk about sports.”

“That’s what I like,” I said.

“No you don’t,” my friends insisted. “You need someone more educated, more special.”

“At this point, I’d be happy with the fisherman who watches football,” I told them. How had it come to this? I’d worked hard and sacrificed so that I could escape Indiana and live a different kind of life, and the only kind of men who were left by the time I got there were the same ones I could have married if I’d never left home at all.

Cue “Centerfield” by John Fogerty (from the Bull Durham sound track)

A few days later, my phone rings. A man I know, Philip, has season tickets to the Pirates, two seats right behind home plate, and he can’t go to tonight’s game. I have yet to see a game at spectacular PNC Park. So I start making calls. I call Nick, but he has to work. I don’t call Dom. I call Joe, but he’s out of town. I call my neighbors Tom and Rachel, but Tom doesn’t like baseball (“Boring,” he says) and Rachel is busy.

My dad calls from Indiana to check in, and I tell him about the tickets. “I’ll go!” he says, and actually, if he got in the car right now, he could drive the five hours and make it on time. But that’s ridiculous. Surely I’ll be able to find someone to go to this game with me, even if it is last-minute. But there’s a part of me that knows right then that I won’t be able to find anyone, that I’ll call a bunch of people who will take a pass for one reason or another, and that I will have to talk myself out of throwing another pity party. I have to stop myself from thinking negative like this, so all day I make phone calls. I leave Pam a message. I call people I teach with, but everyone’s out of town. I call the Punter. No answer. Then I start calling my graduate students. All of them have other plans. Finally, I am forced to call Philip and give up the tickets. “Thanks anyway,” I say.

On the eleven o’clock news, I learn that the Pirates didn’t win the game. There’s also a segment on the Steelers’ training camp in Latrobe, Pennsylvania, and the status of Big Ben Roethlisberger’s cracked noggin, which makes me wonder how the Colts are doing at their training camp in Terre Haute, Indiana. I wonder how Peyton is feeling.

Actually, what I really want to know is this: What did Peyton do when he woke up on January 16, 2006, the morning after the Pittsburgh playoff game? Did he lie in bed and pout? Did he pray? Did he make a sandwich? Did he replay the game film and study where he went wrong? Did he write angry letters to Terry Bradshaw? What did his wife Ashley say to him? His dad? His mom? His brothers? What did he say to himself so that he could come back and try again? And what is he saying to himself right now, as he lies in bed in Terre Haute? How does he keep himself from thinking too far ahead and focus on each day? Can I pay Peyton Manning to teach me how to think like this?

The next morning, my dad calls to ask how the baseball game went, and I tell him that he should have driven the five hours to Pittsburgh after all. Then I burst into tears. “Dad,” I say, “I’m trying so hard…”

“I know you are, Cathy.”

“…but I gotta get out of here. I’m coming home.”



Cue “Back Home Again in Indiana” as sung by Jim Nabors before the Indianapolis 500
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