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Praise for Fleishman Is in Trouble

‘This book . . . is the most astonishingly brilliant Trojan horse of a novel. Begins as a hilarious, fast-paced tale of a middle-aged Manhattan man navigating fast sex culture of dating apps, ends as a gut-punch feminist text’ – Dolly Alderton, author of Everything I Know About Love

‘Here is a portrait of modern love and marriage that is blisteringly funny, wincingly painful, and – ultimately – both heartbreaking and humane. Fleishman Is in Trouble reminds me of the great novels of the 1960s and 1970s – just the sort of thing that Philip Roth or John Updike might have produced in their prime (except, of course, that the author understands woman). Taffy Brodesser-Akner can write the pants off any novelist out there. She’s a star, and this book is a work of utter perfection’ – Elizabeth Gilbert, author of Eat, Pray, Love

‘From its opening pages, Fleishman Is in Trouble is shrewdly observed, brimming with wisdom and utterly of this moment. Not until its explosive final pages are you fully aware of its cunning ferocity. Taffy Brodesser-Akner’s debut is that rare and delicious treat: a page turner with heft’ – Maria Semple, Where’d You Go, Bernadette

‘Fans of Taffy Brodesse-Akner’s whip-smart profiles will not be disappointed by her debut novel. Extending the same heady cocktail of forensic observation, sardonic wit and cynicism mixed with zeitgeist, Brodesser-Akner writes a novel for our times: what makes a marriage? A parent? A man? And when does it all end?’ – Pandora Sykes

‘I have just finished Fleishman Is in Trouble. . . and feel bereft. I read it too fast, because I couldn’t stop, but can’t bear that it’s ended. It is a Great Novel (yes: cap G; Cap N). It has depth, wit, nuance and life. Heartbreaking and funny’ – Nigella Lawson

‘Excellent first novel by the New York Times super-interviewer’ Sunday Times Magazine

‘Firing on all circuits, from psychological insight to cultural acuity to narrative strategy to very smart humor. Quite a debut!’ – Kirkus

‘A marvel, full of shrewd observations, barbed wit, and deep insight. Taffy Brodesser-Akner reveals the twisted hearts of her characters – and the twisted soul of contemporary America – with an eye that is at once pitiless and full of compassion for our human foibles. This is a remarkable debut novel from one of the most distinctive writers around’ – Tom Perrotta, author of Little Children

‘You’re going to want to read this one: Fleishman Is in Trouble by Taffy Brodesser-Akner. I’ve long been a fan of Taffy’s journalism; in fact, I relentlessly stalked her on social media and insisted that she become my friend. This novel is really special, reminiscent of Tom Perrotta’s work . . . It centers on a man recently out of a marriage, but it’s about everything – love, friendship, life, death. Or, to borrow what we will now call the Tayari Jones standard, a literary novel with a great plot’ – Laura Lippman, author of Sunburn

‘This glorious debut has the humor of Maria Semple, the heart of Meg Wolitzer, the lustiness of Philip Roth, and a voice that is pure. It’s wild and wonderful and goes in so many directions, each with profundity – my favorite thing that novels can do. How does one’s favorite journalist become one’s new favorite novelist? With this book’ – Emma Straub, author of The Vacationers

‘Blisteringly funny, feverishly smart, heart-breaking and true. Fleishman Is in Trouble is an essential read for anyone who’s wondered how to navigate loving (and hating) the people we choose’ – Cynthia D’Aprix Sweeney, author of The Nest
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Toby Fleishman awoke one morning inside the city he’d lived in all his adult life and which was suddenly somehow now crawling with women who wanted him. Not just any women, but women who were self-actualized and independent and knew what they wanted. Women who weren’t needy or insecure or self-doubting, like the long-ago prospects of his long-gone youth—meaning the women he had thought of as prospects but who had never given him even a first glance. No, these were women who were motivated and available and interesting and interested and exciting and excited. These were women who would not so much wait for you to call them one or two or three socially acceptable days after you met them as much as send you pictures of their genitals the day before. Women who were open-minded and up for anything and vocal about their desires and needs and who used phrases like “put my cards on the table” and “no strings attached” and “I need to be done in ten because I have to pick up Bella from ballet.” Women who would fuck you like they owed you money, was how our friend Seth put it.

Yes, who could have predicted that Toby Fleishman, at the age of forty-one, would find that his phone was aglow from sunup to sundown (in the night the glow was extra bright) with texts that contained G-string and ass cleavage and underboob and sideboob and just straight-up boob and all the parts of a woman he never dared dream he would encounter in a person who was three-dimensional—meaning literally three-dimensional, as in a person who wasn’t on a page or a computer screen. All this, after a youth full of romantic rejection! All this, after putting a lifetime bet on one woman! Who could have predicted this? Who could have predicted that there was such life in him yet?

Still, he told me, it was jarring. Rachel was gone now, and her goneness was so incongruous to what had been his plan. It wasn’t that he still wanted her—he absolutely did not want her. He absolutely did not wish she were still with him. It was that he had spent so long waiting out the fumes of the marriage and busying himself with the paperwork necessary to extricate himself from it—telling the kids, moving out, telling his colleagues—that he had not considered what life might be like on the other side of it. He understood divorce in a macro way, of course. But he had not yet adjusted to it in a micro way, in the other-side-of-the-bed-being-empty way, in the nobody-to-tell-you-were-running-late way, in the you-belong-to-no-one way. How long was it before he could look at the pictures of women on his phone—pictures the women had sent him eagerly and of their own volition—straight on, instead of out of the corner of his eye? Okay, sooner than he thought but not immediately. Certainly not immediately.

He hadn’t looked at another woman once during his marriage, so in love with Rachel was he—so in love was he with any kind of institution or system. He made solemn, dutiful work of trying to save the relationship even after it would have been clear to any reasonable person that their misery was not a phase. There was nobility in the work, he believed. There was nobility in the suffering. And even after he realized that it was over, he still had to spend years, plural, trying to convince her that this wasn’t right, that they were too unhappy, that they were still young and could have good lives without each other—even then he didn’t let one millimeter of his eye wander. Mostly, he said, because he was too busy being sad. Mostly because he felt like garbage all the time, and a person shouldn’t feel like garbage all the time. More than that, a person shouldn’t be made horny when he felt like garbage. The intersection of horniness and low self-esteem seemed reserved squarely for porn consumption.

But now there was no one to be faithful to. Rachel wasn’t there. She was not in his bed. She was not in the bathroom, applying liquid eyeliner to the area where her eyelid met her eyelashes with the precision of an arthroscopy robot. She was not at the gym, or coming back from the gym in a less black mood than usual, not by much but a little. She was not up in the middle of the night, complaining about the infinite abyss of her endless insomnia. She was not at Curriculum Night at the kids’ extremely private and yet somehow progressive school on the West Side, sitting in a small chair and listening to the new and greater demands that were being placed on their poor children compared to the prior year. (Though, then again she rarely was. Those nights, like the other nights, she was at work, or at dinner with a client, what she called “pulling her weight” when she was being kind, and what she called “being your cash cow” when she wasn’t.) So no, she was not there. She was in a completely other home, the one that used to be his, too. Every single morning this thought overwhelmed him momentarily; it panicked him, so that the first thing he thought when he awoke was this: Something is wrong. There is trouble. I am in trouble. It had been he who asked for the divorce, and still: Something is wrong. There is trouble. I am in trouble. Each morning, he shook this off. He reminded himself that this was what was healthy and appropriate and the natural order. She wasn’t supposed to be next to him anymore. She was supposed to be in her separate, nicer home.

But she wasn’t there, either, not on this particular morning. He learned this when he leaned over to his new IKEA nightstand and picked up his phone, whose beating presence he felt even in those few minutes before his eyes officially opened. He had maybe seven or eight texts there, most of them from women who had reached out during the night via his dating app, but his eyes went straight to Rachel’s text, somewhere in the middle. It seemed to give off a different light than the ones that contained body parts and lacy bands of panty; it somehow drew his eyes in a way the others didn’t. At five A.M. she’d written, I’m headed to Kripalu for the weekend; the kids are at your place FYI.

It took two readings to realize what that meant, and Toby, ignoring the erection he’d allowed to flourish knowing that his phone was rife with new masturbation material, jumped out of bed. He ran into the hallway, and he saw that their two children were in their bedrooms, asleep. FYI the kids were there? FYI? FYI was an afterthought; FYI was supplementary. It wasn’t essential. This information, that his children had been deposited into his home under the cover of darkness during an unscheduled time with the use of a key that had been supplied to Rachel in case of a true and dire emergency, seemed essential.

He returned to his bedroom and called her. “What were you thinking?” he whisper-hissed into the phone. Whisper-hissing still did not come easily to him, but he was getting better at it every day. “What if I’d gone out and not realized they were there?”

“That’s why I texted you,” she said. Her response to whisper-hissing was eye-rolling glibness.

“Did you bring them here after midnight? Because I went to sleep at midnight.”

“I dropped them off at four. I was trying to get in for the weekend. There was a cancellation. The program starts at nine. Give me a break here, Toby. I’m having a hard time. I really need some me-time.” As if all her time weren’t completely and totally her-time.

“You can’t pull this kind of shit, Rachel.” He only said her name at the end of sentences now, Rachel.

“Why? You had them this weekend anyway.”

“But not till tomorrow morning!” Toby put his fingers to the bridge of his nose. “The weekends begin Saturday. This was your rule, not mine.”

“Did you have plans?”

“What does that even mean? What if there had been a fire, Rachel? What if there had been an emergency with one of my patients, and I ran out without knowing they were here?”

“But you didn’t. I’m sorry, I should have woken you up and told you they were there?” He thought of her waking him up, how it could have been catastrophic to his progress in understanding that she was no longer part of his waking up.

“You shouldn’t have done it at all,” he said.

“Well, if what you were saying last night is true, then you could have predicted this would happen.”

Toby searched his bleary brain for their last hateful interaction and remembered it with the force of a sudden, deep dread: Rachel had been sputtering some nonsense about opening up a West Coast office of her agency, because she was not busy enough and overwhelmed enough as it was. Honestly, it was a blur. She’d ended the conversation, he remembered now, by screaming at him through her sobbing so that he couldn’t understand her until finally the line went dead and he knew she’d hung up on him. This was how conversations ended now, rather than with the inertia of marital apology. Toby had been told all his life that being in love means never having to say you’re sorry. But no, it was actually being divorced that meant never having to say you’re sorry.

“This hasn’t been easy on me, Toby,” she said now. “I get that I’m early. But all you have to do is drop them at camp. If you have plans, ask Mona to come. Why are we even still talking about this?”

How could she not see that this wasn’t a small deal? He actually did have a date that night. He didn’t want to leave the kids with Mona—that was Rachel’s solution to everything, not his. He couldn’t seem to convey to her that he was a real person, that he was not a blinking cursor awaiting her instructions, that he still existed when she wasn’t in a room with him. He couldn’t understand what the goal of having all these agreements in place was if she wasn’t going to even pretend to adhere to them, or apologize when she didn’t. He’d given her a key to his new apartment not to pull shit like this, but so they could have something that was amicable. Amicable amicable amicable. Did you ever notice that you only use the word amicable in relation to divorce? Was it because it was so often used for divorce that you didn’t want to poison anything else with it? The way you could say “malignant” for things other than cancer but you never did?

The kids were stirring and it was just as well because his boner was gone.

Solly, his nine-year-old, woke up, but Hannah, who was eleven, wanted to stay in bed. “Sorry, kid, no dice,” Toby told her. “We have to be out the door in twenty.” They stumbled into the kitchen with unfocused eyes, and Toby had to muck around in their bags to find the clothing they were supposed to wear for camp that day. Hannah snarled at him that he’d chosen the wrong outfit, that the leggings were for tomorrow, and so he held up her tiny red shorts and she swiped them out of his hands with the disgust of a person who was not committed to any consideration of scale when it came to emotional display. Then she flared her nostrils and stiffened her lips and told him somehow without opening her teeth that she had wanted him to buy Corn Flakes, not Corn Chex, the subtext being what kind of fucking idiot was she given for a father.

Solly, on the other hand, ate his Corn Chex cheerfully. He closed his eyes and shook his head with pleasure. “Hannah,” he said. “You have to try these.”

Toby was not above being grateful for Solly’s sad show of solidarity. Solly understood. Solly knew. Solly was his in a way that made him never wonder if all of this had been worth it. He had Toby’s same internal need for things to be okay. Solly wanted peace, just like his father. They even looked alike. They had the same black hair, the same brown eyes (though Solly’s were slightly larger than Toby’s and so gave the appearance of always being a little scared), the same comma-shaped nose, the same miniatureness—meaning not just that they were short, but they were short and regular-sized. They weren’t slight or diminutive, so that if you were to see them without a height benchmark, you wouldn’t understand just how short they were. This was good because it was hard enough to just be short. This was bad because it meant disappointing people who had seen you in just such a benchmark-deprived way and had expected you to be bigger.

Hannah was his, too, yes, except that she had Rachel’s straight blond hair and narrow blue eyes and sharp nose—her whole face an accusation, just like her mother’s. But she had a specific kind of sarcasm that was a characteristic of the Fleishman side. At least she once did. Her parents’ separation seemed to ignite in her a humorlessness and a fury that had already been coming either because her parents fought too often and too viciously, or because she was becoming a teenager and her hormones created a rage in her. Or because she didn’t have a phone and Lexi Leffer had a phone. Or because she had a Facebook account she was only allowed to use on the computer in the living room and she didn’t even want that Facebook account because Facebook was for old people. Or because Toby suggested that the sneakers that looked just like Keds but were $12 less were preferable to the Keds since again they were exactly the same just without the blue tag on the back and what about being too-overt victims of consumerism? Or because there was a sad popular song on the radio about a long-gone romance that meant a lot to her and he had asked her to turn down her speakers while he was on the phone with the hospital. Or because later when she explained why that sad popular song was so meaningful by making him listen to it she seethed at him because he didn’t appear to magically understand how a song could ignite in her a nostalgia that she couldn’t possibly have had, never having had a boyfriend. Or because he wondered if her skirt was too short to sit down in. Or because he wondered if her shorts were too short if they showed the crease between her buttocks and thighs and were even so short that their full pocket linings couldn’t be contained by them and so extended beyond the shorts’ hem. Or because he asked where her hairbrush was, which clearly implied, to her, that he thought her hair looked terrible. Or because she. did. not. want. to. see. The Princess Bride or any of his old-man movies. Or because he ran his hand across her head one day in a display of tenderness, ruining her very perfect middle part that had taken ten minutes to get right. Or because no. she. did. not. want. to. read The Princess Bride either, or any of his old-man books. Yes, her contempt for her parents, which seemed manageable when it was aimed at both Rachel and Toby, was absolutely devastating in its current concentration when it was directed only at him. He had no idea if she saved any of it for Rachel. All Toby knew was that Hannah could barely look at him without her lake-water eyes narrowing even further into lasers and her nose becoming somehow pointier than it was and her lips turning white with purse.

They inched toward camp, irate and unfocused, because they were tired (See, Rachel? See?).

“I hate camp,” Hannah said. “Can’t I just stay home?” She’d wanted to go to sleepaway camp for the whole summer, but her bat mitzvah was in early October, and she had still needed June and July to learn her haftorah.

“You’re leaving in like a week. One more lesson left.”

“I want to leave now.”

“Should I maybe rent you an apartment in the interim?” Toby asked. Solly laughed at least.

They arrived at the 92nd Street Y, along with all the mothers in their brightly patterned leggings and their exercise shirts that said YOGA AND VODKA or EAT SLEEP SPIN REPEAT. This place cost about as much as sleepaway camp, and Hannah kept asking if she could skip being a camper and instead become some kind of counselor assistant, which you weren’t allowed to do until tenth grade anyway.

“Even then, it still costs money to go,” Toby said when he looked at the Y’s website. “Why do I have to pay for you to learn how to be a counselor while they use you as an actual counselor?” he’d asked her in the spring.

“Why did you have to pay to learn how to be a doctor while they used you as an actual doctor?” she’d answered. It was a good point. Toby thought then how sharp she was, and how he wished she didn’t deploy this sharpness exclusively against him. She was becoming, it seemed to him, the kind of girl that it was completely exhausting to be.

They had made it with maybe six minutes to spare. The Y took them to a campus in the Palisades every day, and if you dropped them off too late, they had to spend the entire day in the room with the very little children. Hannah declined her father’s offer to escort her to her gathering classroom, so he took Solly to his. Toby watched him as he participated in the last minutes of the morning slime experiment, and was just about to exit the lobby when he heard his name being called.

“Toby,” called a low, breathy woman’s voice.

Toby turned around to see Cyndi Leffer, a good friend of Rachel’s who had a daughter in Hannah’s grade. She took a moment to survey him. Ah, this. He knew what was coming: the head tilted twenty degrees, the exaggerated pout, the eyebrows simultaneously raised and furrowed.

“Toby. I keep meaning to reach out to you,” Cyndi said. “We haven’t seen an inkling of you.” She was wearing turquoise spandex leggings that had purple clawprints on the upper thighs, like a streak of purple tigers was climbing toward her crotch, trying to get to it. She wore a tank top that said SPIRITUAL GANGSTER. Toby remembered Rachel telling him that parents who sub out y’s for i’s in the middle of their girls’ names, and vice versa at the end, are not giving their daughters much of a chance in the world. “How are you doing? How are the kids doing?”

“We’re okay,” he said. He tried to not adjust the angle of his head to match hers, but his mirror neurons were too well developed and he failed. “We’re plugging along. It’s a change, for sure.”

Her hair was dyed in that new way where the top was purposefully dark and it progressively faded until the ends were blond. But the dark part of the roots was too dark—it was the darkness of a younger woman—and against the border of her forehead all it did was accentuate the relative raggedness of her skin. He thought about a physical therapist he’d slept with a few weeks ago, about how she had the same hairstyle but that the dark part had a warmer cast to it and wasn’t so stark against her same-age-as-Cyndi skin.

“Had things been hard for long?” she asked. Jenny. The physical therapist’s name was Jenny.

“It wasn’t a spur-of-the-moment thing, if that’s what you’re asking.”

Toby and Rachel had separated at the very beginning of June, just after school ended, the culmination of an almost yearlong process, or maybe a process that began shortly after their wedding fourteen years before; it depends whom you ask or how you look at a thing. Is a marriage that ends doomed from the start? Was the marriage over when the problems that would never get solved started or when they finally agreed that the problems couldn’t be solved or when other people finally learned about it?

Of course Cyndi Leffer wanted information. Everyone did. The conversations were always artless, and they were always the same. The first thing people wanted to know was how long things in the marriage had been bad for: Were you unhappy that night at the school gala, when you were showing off your college swing dancing lessons? Were you unhappy at that bat mitzvah when you took her hand and kissed it absentmindedly during the speeches? Was I right that at parent-teacher conferences when you stood by the coffee and she stood by the office checking her phone you were actually fighting? How it shook people to see someone extricate themselves from a bad situation; how people so brazenly wondered aloud every private thing there was to wonder. Toby’s cousin Cherry, who was prone to long, disappointed stares at her husband, Ron: “Had you tried therapy?” His boss, Donald Bartuck, whose second wife had been a nurse on the hepatology floor: “Were you unfaithful?” The camp director at the Y, when Toby was explaining that his kids might be a little shaky since when camp started, they’d just separated: “Did you guys have a regular date night?”

These questions weren’t really about him; no, they were questions about how perceptive people were and what they missed and who else was about to announce their divorce and whether the undercurrent of tension in their own marriages would eventually lead to their demise. Did the fight I had with my wife on our actual anniversary that was particularly vicious mean we’re going to get divorced? Do we argue too much? Do we have enough sex? Is everyone else having more sex? Can you get divorced within six months of an absentminded hand-kiss at a bat mitzvah? How miserable is too miserable?

How miserable is too miserable?

One day he would not be recently divorced, but he would never forget those questions, the way people pretended to care for him while they were really asking after themselves.

He had spent the early summer in a haze, trying to find footing in this strange world where every aspect of his life was just slightly different than it used to be and yet immensely so: He was sleeping, just alone and in a different bed. He was eating with the kids just like always—Rachel hadn’t come home before eight or nine on weeknights in years—but after dinner he dropped them off at the old apartment and walked the nineteen blocks home to his new one. That slippery fuck Donald Bartuck told him he, Bartuck, was being promoted to head of internal medicine and that he was putting Toby up as his only candidate for subdivision head of hepatology in the gastroenterology division once the current one, Phillipa London, evacuated the post to take Bartuck’s job. He didn’t have the natural first person to tell. He thought about calling me or Seth, but it seemed too pathetic to not have an actual family member to tell. He almost called his parents in Los Angeles, but the time difference put them at five
A.M. when he learned; then he debated if this was news that Rachel should hear or know. (He did tell her, later when he dropped the kids off, and she smiled with her mouth but not her eyes. She did not have to pretend to care about his career anymore.)

But now, in late July, as summer was rounding second base, he felt steady again, like at least he had a routine. He was coming along nicely. He was adjusting. He was cooking for one less person. He was learning to use the I instead of we to indicate availability for barbecues and cocktail parties, when he was invited, which wasn’t often. He was taking long walks again and learning to bat away the feeling that he should let someone know where he was. Yes, he was coming along nicely, except for conversations like this one, with Cyndi. He had been wallpaper to the Cyndi Leffers of the world before this; he’d been a condition that came co-morbid with his family. Successful Rachel’s husband, or social Hannah’s father or cute Solly’s father, or, hey, you’re a doctor, right, will you just look at this bump I’ve had for a week? Now he was someone people wanted to talk to. His divorce had somehow given him a soul.

Cyndi was waiting for an answer. Her eyes were searching his face the way soap opera actors looked at each other in the seconds before commercial breaks. He knew what was expected of him. He was working on trying to not fill in this pause; he was working on letting the discomfort of the silence be the property of the person who was mining him for dirt. His therapist, Carla, was trying to get him to learn how to sit with uncomfortable feelings. He, in turn, was trying to get the people who were pumping him for information to learn to sit with uncomfortable feelings.

But also: There was no way to talk about a divorce without implying terrible things about the other person in the marriage, and he didn’t want to do that. He felt a strange call for diplomacy now. School was a battleground state, and it would be so easy to get people over to his side, he knew that. He knew he could allude to Rachel’s craziness, her anger, her tantrums, her unwillingness to immerse herself in her children’s lives—he could say things like “I mean, I’m sure you noticed that she never came to STEM Night?”—but he didn’t want to. He didn’t want to undermine Rachel’s status at school out of an old sense of protectiveness that he couldn’t quite shake. She was a monster, yes, but she had always been a monster, and she was still his monster, for she had not yet been claimed by another, for he was still not legally done with her, for she still haunted him.

Cyndi took a step closer. He was only five-five, and she was a full head taller than him and skinnier than any woman needed to be. Her face was large-featured and pumped full of hyaluronic acid and botulinum toxin. Her concern, which was mostly transmitted via a slow back-and-forth shaking of the head and an exaggerated protrusion of her mouth, was mitigated by the fact that her browline was completely ossified, and had been since he’d known her. This was what she looked like when she was happy, too. “Todd and I were so sad to hear,” she said. “If there’s anything we can do. We’re your friends, too.”

Then she took another step closer, which was two too many steps close for a camp lobby encounter with a married woman who was friends with his wife. His phone buzzed. He looked down. It was Tess, a woman he had plans to meet for the first time later that night. He squinted at his phone to see a close-up photograph of the fertile crescent where her thighs and her black, netted panties formed a delta.

“That’s work,” Toby said to Cyndi. “I have a biopsy to get to.”

“You still at the hospital?”

“Uh, yeah,” he said. “As long as people still get sick. Supply and demand.”

Cyndi gave a one-syllable laugh but looked at him with, what? Sympathy? All the school parents did. A doctor wasn’t a thing to be anymore. Just last year Cyndi’s husband, Todd, had looked at him earnestly at parent-teacher conference night, while they waited outside classrooms for their names to be called (no Rachel in sight, because she was at a client dinner and would not arrive in time) and said, “If your kids told you they wanted to be doctors, how would you advise them?” Toby hadn’t quite understood the question until his walk home from school, at which point he’d realized it was a guy in finance feeling sorry for a guy in medicine. A doctor! He had been raised to think that a doctor was a respectable thing to be. It was a respectable thing to be! When Rachel got home that night, he told her what that douche Todd had asked him, and she said, “Well, what would you say?” They had all turned on him.

“You better get going, then,” Cyndi said now. “We’ll see Hannah tomorrow night, right?” She leaned over to give him a full frontal three-point hug with connection at the head, chest, and pelvis. The hug lingered for a millisecond longer than any previous physical contact he’d ever had with Cyndi Leffer, which was zero.

He walked away from the Y, wondering if the vibe he got off Cyndi—that she wanted to comfort him, yes, but, also, to fuck him as well—was real. It couldn’t be. And yet. And yet. And yet and yet and yet and yet and yet she was clearly wondering what it might be like to fuck him.

No, it couldn’t be. He thought about the way her nipples lined up so evenly and soldier-like under her stupid tank top. He was getting carried away, which is an easy thing to do when your phone is literally dripping with the lust of women who did definitely and assuredly claim to want to fuck you, fuck you bad, fuck you bad all night long.

Each little holler he got—each little [winky emoji] or [purple devil emoji] or bra selfie or actual photographed upper-region ass crack—made him revisit the essential questions of his youth: Could it be that he wasn’t as repulsive as he’d been led to believe by the myriad rejections of just about every single girl he’d ever made eye contact with? Could it be that he was maybe attractive? Was it not his looks or his physique but the desperation inherent in his attempts at a rigorous sex life in those days, or any sex life really, that rendered him something less attractive than he actually was? Or maybe now there was something about his current situation, being newly divorced and a little wounded, that had somehow made him that way. Or maybe absent mirror neurons and pheromones and other things that could not penetrate phone screens, all you had was a reflection of the intersection of your own horniness and your own availability, and the minute someone else’s horniness and availability matched up with yours, voilà and kaboom. He didn’t like to think that, that sex was no longer about attraction, but he couldn’t pretend it wasn’t a possibility; he was a scientist, after all.

He’d met Rachel when he was a first-year in med school. He thought about that time nearly constantly now. He thought of the decisions he’d made and whether he could have seen the warning signs. Her at that library party, her eyes flashing sex, her hair the same blond Cleopatra shape it would continue to be forever. How his eyes filled at the sight of the gleam of her geometry hair. How the blue of her eyes was both cold and hot. How the Cupid’s bow beneath her nose was a dewdrop mountain to be climbed; how it mirrored the cleft in her chin with the kind of symmetry that science said initiated male sexual imperative and created visual gratification and hormonal feelings of well-being. How the sharpness of her face seemed like a correction to the Semitic girls he was bred to want—her father hadn’t been Jewish, and by the account of her grandmother and the few pictures that existed of him, she looked just like him, and that, too, felt dangerous—that someone raised as traditionally as Toby would love a woman who looked like her absent Gentile father. How he was made dizzy, how he utterly dissolved in lust, by the way she stuck a hip out when she was trying to decide something. How, after knowing him just four weeks, she came with him to California for his grandmother’s funeral; how she sat in the back and looked sad for him and came to the house afterward and helped put all the catered food on trays. The way she undressed him—no, he shouldn’t think about that now. Thinking about that would be detrimental to his healing.

The point was that she had wanted him. The point was that someone wanted Toby Fleishman. We’d watched him watch the world pass him by; we’d watched him bewilder at his inability to attract someone. He’d only had one real girlfriend before, and other than that, just some drunk girls he had rolled around on the floor with at parties; he’d had sex with just two women before Rachel. But then college was over and the girls in med school were almost all attached to some guy from before. And there had been Rachel, who didn’t look at him like he was too short or too pathetic, even though he was, he was. He looked across the room to her at that party, and she looked back at him and smiled. So much time had passed since then, and yet that was Rachel for him. He had spent so many years in the service of trying to relocate that Rachel within the Rachel that she kept proving herself to be. But even now, it was that version of Rachel that was the first that ever came to mind when he thought of her. He felt he would be doing worlds better if it weren’t.

It was true that Toby had a biopsy in forty-five minutes, but really he wanted to spend a little more time with his app, so as he walked out onto the street he opened it up and headed west. It was already too warm, just about at the forecasted ninety-four degrees with storm clouds, but nothing quite so dangerous or threatening yet.

In the park, the beautiful young people—they were all beautiful, even if they weren’t—would be lying out on blankets even this early, their heads tilted up toward the sun. Some of them were sleeping. Back when Rachel consented to go on long walks with him, they would make fun of the sleeping people in the park. Not the homeless people, or the strung-out ones. Just the ones who’d made their way over to the park in their sweatpants, laid out their blankets, and pretended that the world was a safe place that only wanted you to be well rested. Neither of them could imagine having so little anxiety that you could fall asleep in the middle of a park in Manhattan; the anxiety was a thing they had in common to the end. “I can’t even imagine wearing sweatpants in public,” Rachel would say. She wore the leggings the other moms wore to exercise classes and the tank tops (BUT FIRST, COFFEE, read one of hers. Another: BRUNCH SO HARD), but those had their own professionalism to them. She felt that with all the alternatives to pants now—yoga pants, leggings, etc.—sweatpants had become an overt, if definitionally passive, statement on a woman’s state of mind. “Sweatpants,” she always said. “That’s just giving up.”

As he walked, he hit the search function on his screen, where he found a sampling of the women nearby who were available for digital insertion and nipple stimulation and hand job execution and other adult activity at eight-thirty A.M. on a Friday: an Indian woman in her late forties holding an infant; a droopy-eyed white woman with black nails in her mid-forties sucking on a lollipop; one with orange-tan skin and pastel purple hair and tortoiseshell glasses; a pale woman of indeterminate age (but adult) with a pacifier in her mouth; a freckled woman’s cleavage (just her cleavage); a pale woman’s ass crack (just her ass crack); a pockmarked woman with scared eyes who wore a heavy layer of wrongly matched foundation that had the effect of spackle and a button-down shirt, whose mouth was tightlipped and betrayed a nervousness at the act of being photographed; a brunette whose hair was in two Swiss Miss braids and who was holding one of them across her upper lip to make a mustache; a silver-haired woman who looked to be his mother’s age holding a martini glass, a sliver of a man’s shoulder not cropped out completely. There were also the usual numerous women holding nieces and nephews to signal a kind of casually incidental maternalism in case the reviewer of the photo was looking, consciously or not, for a permanent situation instead of just some of that digital insertion, etc. He swiped right on a woman who’d angled her photo so that she was literally hanging off her bed at about her T6 vertebrae (right in the middle of her thoracic spine), the camera poised up and over, the valley between her maybe-saline-filled breasts like a canyon road.

There was something in him that liked the world as his dating app presented it, something that liked to think of New York as a city covered with people just having sex constantly. People who walked around with only one imperative: to fuck, or to somehow otherwise touch/lick/suck/penetrate/apply hot breath to, the first warm body who agreed to it, people crazed with sex and fire, people who were still alive, maybe after a few years of death, like him, and who looked just like regular people but were deep down barely able to stop themselves from humping a stranger’s legs as they walked down the street to the drugstore or a meeting or a yoga class. It was nice to know that energy was still out there, even at what felt like a very late date in his life. This gave him peace and hope, that anything he’d missed out on when he married Rachel so young was still there, waiting. That other people had screwed up and were starting over, too. That he was still young enough to participate in what he had assigned as a purely youthful endeavor, which was spending a lot of time finding someone to fuck. Yes, there was joy and peace and comfort to learn of this layer of New York that existed under the layer of New York he knew before, that he could now only see with his separation glasses, with his freedom glasses, and which amounted to a zombie apocalypse for pussy.

Hr, which was what his preferred dating app was called, was now his first-thing-in-the-morning check. It had replaced Facebook, since when he looked at Facebook, he became despondent and overwhelmed by the number of people he hadn’t yet told about his divorce. But Facebook was also a landscape of roads not taken and moments of bliss, real or staged, that he couldn’t bear. The marriages that seemed plain and the posts that seemed incidental and not pointed, because they telegraphed not an aggressively great status in life but a just-fine one, those were the ones that left him clutching his heart. Toby hadn’t dreamed of great and transcendent things for his marriage. He had parents. He wasn’t an idiot. He just wanted regular, silly things in life, like stability and emotional support and a low-grade contentedness. Why couldn’t he just have regular, silly things? His former intern Sari posted a picture of herself bowling at a school fundraiser with her husband. She’d apparently gotten three strikes. “What a night,” she’d written. Toby had stared at it with the overwhelming desire to write “Enjoy this for now” or “All desire is death.” It was best to stay off Facebook.

Less Facebook left him more time for dating apps, of which he had four: Hr; Choose, which was supposed to be for Jews, though he found some Asian women and a few Catholics there, too; Forage, which was an old website that had been updated for smartphone use but was still used almost exclusively by Luddites, of which he was one, maybe; and Reach, through which only women could initiate contact, and that was just as well with him at first, since he was still trying to gauge exactly how appealing he was in his current state: still just five-five, still with his hair, some creases around the mouth, some bags beneath his eyes, but still thin, and don’t forget, still with his hair.

It was Hr that emerged as his clear favorite. It greeted him with an inspirational quote while it loaded, something sunny like “Eye of the tiger!” or “Go get ’em, boss!” One of his hepatology fellows, Joanie, had downloaded it for him one day. Toby had been upset by a text that Rachel had sent about child support (she’d called it “alimony”—accidentally, she said, but who was she kidding?). It had put Toby in a bad mood and he had snapped when Logan, another fellow, had misread an MRI in a way that could happen to anyone—in a way that was a teaching opportunity for Toby, not a snapping one. Logan looked surprised, and Toby felt he had no recourse but to tell them: He and Rachel had separated and would be divorcing. He was sorry, but he was on edge. There were about ten seconds of silence before Logan said, “Are you doing okay?” Toby said, “Yes, I’ve had a lot of time to process this.” And Joanie, with a let’s-call-it-non-traditional nose and colorless hair that she arranged as much over her face as possible, smiled with half her mouth and said, “Well, then. This will be fun.”

He tried not to smile while she spoke. He tried to squint seriously like he was consulting on a patient, but he couldn’t help it. It hadn’t occurred to him that his news could ever be received as anything but tragic. He thought he’d have to look at his shoes in sadness every time it came up, out of some kind of respect or decorum. But he had suffered enough. He had suffered for years in the limbo of failure and self-immolation that was the end of his marriage—that was the end of any marriage. Yes! This will be fun! He looked out the window just then and saw that it was summer. It was summer!

He looked back at his phone where Joanie was pointing. She showed him a number in the corner that allowed the woman to rate her own “availability” at any particular moment.

“Like if she’s free right now?” Toby asked, his face scrunched at his phone.

“Like how ready to go she is!” Logan said.

“Ready to go?” he asked.

The fellows all laughed. “How horny they are!” Logan said. Toby looked at Logan’s handsome, large-jawed face. A guy saying that back in Toby’s day was a lascivious creep. He looked over at Joanie to see if she was offended or uncomfortable, but she was laughing. The sexual conversation was now out in the open, as accessible as this free app he was now somehow downloading. How horny they are, Toby’s mind repeated for him, and Toby, still aware that he was a professional in a professional setting, treated this as medical data and nodded and thought about autopsies in order to forestall an erection.

Later, in the doctors’ lounge, he pretended to be casually checking email but he was actually exploring his new app. It quickly proved too much for him. He was immediately paralyzed by the amount of information that needed to be input into his member profile: The questions were inane, and the truth was either too banal or too ugly to put out into the world, and so he sat and stared at the questions, knowing the truth wouldn’t quite work. What would he be if he weren’t what he was (a book critic is somewhat true and a good choice, right?), what his spirit animal was (what? What did that mean?), his favorite food (hummus? It was true, but is there a food that’s less sexy than hummus? There is not), his favorite movie (he wanted to put down Annie Hall but wasn’t sure that was still okay), how he liked to spend a rainy afternoon (reading and watching porn and masturbating).

He was stymied. It wasn’t that he couldn’t fill out the forms; it wasn’t that he wasn’t ready to date—truly, by the time a marriage is over and the leaving is done, a person is more than ready for something new. But the paperwork. As if the prospect of combing through New Yorkers looking for love weren’t its own existential nightmare. He had done this when he was younger, hadn’t he? Hadn’t he resolved it? Hadn’t he ended this bullshit by getting married?

Then one Saturday morning, two weeks after he moved out of Rachel’s place, Toby woke up and realized he was alone. His new apartment seemed like a set in a depressing play, bare and filled so sparsely with objects that had been purchased not from need or desire but simply to fill the space. Nothing was strewn anywhere, like in his old apartment, which had been alive with a family rushing to the flute concert and the dance recital and the playdate and the birthday party. Now there was a brown microfiber couch and a gray chair that turned into a futon and a stupid swirly orange rug that was going mudwater brown at its edges already and a TV whose wires were unruly and unhideable and a shitty particleboard bookshelf and everything stayed the same every day. Nothing moved. The kids came in and out but they were guests now, and nothing moved. The light coming in every morning was blue, then yellow, then white, then blue again, but nothing moved. The kids came after school and ate dinner and did homework, but he walked them home and came back and it was as if they hadn’t just been there. It felt like a fake life.

And it was so, so quiet. He used to like the quiet, when it was intermittent. “Can you hear that?” he would ask Rachel when the kids were gone to school or camp or they both had playdates. The nothing was almost its own sound. Now the nothing wasn’t the exception; it was the condition. Now the nothing was his roommate.

And so he sat down on the beanbag chair he had bought for Solly and pulled on his chest hair with his right hand as he filled out with his left hand the Hr form finally with scientifically titrated answers (job: book critic; spirit animal: schnauzer; food: chicken Caesar salad; movie: Rocky II; rainy afternoon: a crossword puzzle, a museum, a walk—“Why should rain keep you inside?”). It wasn’t not true, except for the Caesar salad. Toby’s dedication to never once using an added fat was held like a patriotic or religious principle.

He clicked Send Form and watched his profile do its loading action, and within what felt like a millisecond, women were pummeling him with messages:


Hey you.

Hi there.

Whazzup?

[tongue emoji]

[purple devil emoji]

This is my ironic poke.

[eyes looking emoji]

[jokey face emoji]

[eggplant emoji]

[double purple devil emoji]

[investigator emoji]

[woman dancing possible samba in evening gown emoji]

Let’s fuck?



Well, friends, he lost a full day of his life that weekend. Or maybe it was more? Maybe it was a day and a half? Two days? Our friend Seth called him twice during that time and it didn’t go straight to voicemail, but it went after-seeing-Seth-was-calling straight to voicemail. The sun went up, the sun went down, he realized he’d had to pee for an hour, and at some point he thought to order Chinese food (steamed chicken and vegetables, no water chestnuts, please), but mostly he remained aloft on the wind of the messages he was getting—women who wanted to LOL at his every joke, and send winkies, and pictures, and set his weary heart afire with double entendre. Some sent emojis like [smiley face] or [winky face]. Some sent absolute operas with their emojis, like: [woman raising her hand emoji] plus [male construction worker emoji] plus [man and woman emoji] plus [bathtub emoji], which he cannot begin to describe how this turned him on. He swiped and swiped, gobsmacked at the sheer volume. Face, face, face, face, full body, face, face, just collarbone, face, face, face, just ass crack, face, tongue, just sideboob, oh man just lips, face. It was dark on the second day when it occurred to him that he had to take action on some of these conversations. He realized it because a woman he was messaging with wrote, So will I see that cute face anytime soon or not? He realized that what was happening on his phone, which was now streaked and hot to the touch, was also happening in real life. He looked up briefly and felt the strain of his eyes refocusing on the room around him. He hadn’t stopped smiling for hours now, but he looked around and the room was dark, which made him panic a little, and suddenly he remembered that very little in the world stands still like this, that forward momentum will always pluck you out of your fugue-jelly state.

He’d initially been democratic in his search parameters on the subject of age. Anyone over twenty-five who wasn’t yet dead was fair game, he’d figured, though he quickly began to tire of looking at the young ones. It wasn’t how it ached to see their youth, how their skin still showed glow and bounce, how they delighted in the seam of their buttock folding over the top of their thigh like it was on springs—though it absolutely did ache to see those things. It wasn’t how they so clearly believed it would always be like this, or perhaps how they knew it wouldn’t and so decided to enjoy it; that would be worse, if they were enjoying their youth because they knew it wouldn’t last, because who had the sense to do that? It was that he couldn’t bear to be with anyone who didn’t yet truly understand consequences, how the world would have its way with you despite all your careful life planning. There was no way to learn that until you lived it. There was no way for any of us to learn that until we lived it.

Toby knew about consequences. He was living them. Before and after his hookups, there was something like a conversation. He quickly learned that that conversation had the potential to make him feel like he wanted to die. People under forty had optimism. They had optimism for the future; they didn’t accept that their future was going to resemble their present with alarming specificity. They had velocity. He couldn’t bear velocity just at that moment.

And, practically, they mostly still wanted children—even the ones who pretended they didn’t out of some silly imperative to seem cool or wild or other or invulnerable or more like a man, as if that’s what men wanted. These young women could be easily led astray by kindness, and Toby didn’t want to have to worry that treating a woman well would result in some sort of expectation of an upward, forward-pointing trajectory. He could not imagine himself on any trajectory right now, much less an upward, forward-pointing one. He knew that was an unpopular point of view for a man in his position—our friend Seth would barely believe him if he confessed this; his own Hr search parameters had begun at twenty and expired at twenty-seven despite the fact that he, like us, was forty-one.

“Why not nineteen?” Toby asked. “Or eighteen even? That’s legal.”

“I’m not a perv,” Seth said, even though there were literally hundreds of women who would absolutely have classified Seth as a perv.

So Toby changed his search parameters to thirty-eight to forty-one, then forty to fifty, what the hell, and it was there that he found his gold mine: endlessly horny, sexually curious women who knew their value, who were feeling out something new, and whose faces didn’t force him to have existential questions about youth and responsibility. There he found women, most of whom were divorced, and most of whom had been discharged of their marital duties with a great second wind of energy, with the wonder of new chance flowing through their lymph, which he could smell through his phone like a pheromone.

There were other benefits to dating women his age. They weren’t porny in their avatar poses, the way the younger ones were. It was only this strange millennial generation that thought that a bitten lip or open mouth or half-closed eyes or totally leaned-back posture (where were her hands?) was alluring—that only giddy, half-dead submission could turn a man on. And maybe it was true for some—maybe it was true for the young men whose first primary sexual relationships were with porn—but not for him. The women who took a nice photo with a smile, who looked directly into the camera without artifice—those were the women who were interesting to him. They were the ones who were starting all over, like him, and waking up like newborn birds in a nest, eyes just opening, also just like him. Slowly, slowly, he began to see through their pictures and profiles a way to move on. “It’s like they’re showing me the way,” he’d tell me. “It’s like they’re leading me to the next version of myself.” He had begun, through these women and their confidence, to see a way to reenter the world.

The lesson? Fill out the form, even when it fills you with dread. The other lesson? Go with what you want instead of what you are supposed to want. All around him were instruction manuals on middle age: the car you should want to drive, the cocktail waitress you should want to fuck. More and more he found that he had to block these things out and ask himself what his particular condition required. It was never a sports car; it was rarely a cocktail waitress.

So as he was entering the park that morning, his need for confirmation of his fellow New Yorkers as a rabid bunch of writhing hornballs who could not make it to lunchtime without an orgasm validated, his phone began to ring and it disconcerted him for a minute. It was Joanie, her blushing ID photo picture coming up through the hospital’s internal caller app. Her picture overtook the picture of a personal trainer in a bikini, confusing the superhighway in his brain that had been prepping itself for lust.

“We have a consult in the ER, nonresponsive woman,” Joanie said.

“Okay, I’ll be there in twenty,” Toby told her. “I had the kids this morning unexpectedly.”

He hung up and saw a text message. It was from Tess.


We still on for tonight?



He hated to leave the kids, particularly on a Friday night. But more than that, he hated Rachel. His weekend wasn’t supposed to start till tomorrow. Fuck all of it, he thought.


Of course. Looking forward to it.



Truly, none of us could have predicted that this was how it would end up for Toby. We were twenty when we met on our junior years abroad in Israel. We didn’t know yet that there were variations on insecurity; we thought we were all maximally insecure, and, sure, those insecurities took different shapes, but we were all suffering. We all had faith we’d eventually get over it, though. We didn’t know that a happy future wasn’t guaranteed to us, that it wasn’t our right. But about Toby specifically, we didn’t know that being short and fat as a child had made him unacceptable in his own eyes—first in his mother’s eyes, and then in his own, and then, like a self-fulfilling prophecy, everyone else’s. We didn’t know yet that he wasn’t going to grow anymore—he’d read somewhere that people sometimes sprout up a few inches in their early twenties. Most of all, we didn’t know how severe the damage had been to him for being someone who had desires and wanted to be desired back and hadn’t been.

The night we met, twenty years ago, he was sitting on the floor of a tourist trap called the Hous [sic] of Elixir, where they served warm wine with a sugared rim, which is disgusting to think about now but was exotic-seeming at the time. Bob Marley was playing—Bob Marley was the only CD the place owned, and so it was always playing, though we didn’t know this yet. Toby was sitting against a wall, looking to his left, watching Seth move in on one of the waitresses. Seth was tall and athletic and had a floppy, prep school haircut. Toby’s hair would never hang down if he grew it out; it would just grow upward and outward. He and Seth were new roommates. They’d met three days earlier and had been out together every night, and every night, Toby watched a scene like this. By the second night, he no longer wondered if having Seth as his roommate was a great twist of luck or the worst thing to happen to his already tattered self-image.

The waitress had spent the previous hour ignoring Seth, probably used to the hypnotic effect she had on recently arrived American students. But she had never encountered Seth before. He kept asking her how to say different words on the English menu in Hebrew, and these were just factual questions so why shouldn’t she answer them? “C’mon, c’mon,” he said, “just tell me. I’m new in this country. Please, we are compadres, we are comrades, we are countrymen.” Toby watched as her tide rose toward him like he was the moon. She grew warmer and began leaning her body closer while she was reading what he was pointing at, and then watching his face as he repeated it back to her. It was amazing, the way people melted onto Seth—the way women melted onto the Seths of the world. Toby had been in college for two years by then, long enough to learn that high school had not been an anomaly. He had learned that he was permanently relegated to support staff status for guys like Seth. It was either his height, or his feelings about his height, or maybe he just truly lacked charm and good looks and charisma. Whatever it was, he watched those Seths of the world perform an animal mating dance in public in a way he would never dare to.

I had taken a bus down from Tel Aviv with my roommate, Lori, a bucktoothed redhead from a part of Missouri that wasn’t St. Louis—this would be the first and maybe only night we ever spent together recreationally in Israel. We sat down next to Toby on the floor, and while Lori looked around, I watched him watch Seth watch the waitress, a National Geographic Channel circle jerk. The waitress was now sitting on the floor with Seth. I was sitting, too, but with my arms across my midsection. Toby turned to take a drink from his wine and saw me watching him.

“I thought Israelis learned defense skills in the military,” he said.

He was from Los Angeles and a bio major at Princeton. He came from a family of doctors and had always wanted to do something in medicine. I was from Brooklyn, from a family full of girls who were expected to transfer from their childhood bedrooms to the bedrooms of their husband’s homes with no pit stops along the way. I was commuting to NYU, and a junior abroad program in a country my mother approved of was the only way I could get out of the house. Toby and I kept talking, watching Seth seduce the waitress, commenting on it like we were sports broadcasters. Within five words of each other, I knew we understood each other. Our defenses were the same: sarcasm, pettiness, a protective well-readness that we hoped conveyed that we were smarter than everyone. I liked him. I could have even like-liked him.

But: Two hours later, Lori announced that the last bus to Tel Aviv was leaving in fifteen minutes. He said he’d walk me to the bus stop, and I began to stand and then so did he, but when he stopped standing, I kept going, one inch, two inches, three inches. Toby was used to being short; I wasn’t used to being very tall. I was only five-eight, which was tall but not giant—well, depending on who you’re standing next to. My poor regard for my own body couldn’t withstand the kind of hulking that a relationship with Toby would have required. I couldn’t be larger than a man in bed, or at the movies or at a dinner table or, honestly, even on the phone. I didn’t want to feel big and graceless and a thousand pounds of just lumbering; I didn’t want to have to contend with that every time his hand reached under my shirt. I felt too bad about myself already. I immediately said to him, “I feel like you and this girl from my dorm might get along?” I said it to either deflect what I thought might have been his interest, or to make up for how bad I felt for counting him out immediately. He put his hands in his pockets and smiled with just his lips. We walked out the door to the bus, and we saw Seth in a shadow kissing the waitress, and we both ignored it and talked about our classes, lest sex show up between us. Toby wasn’t heartbroken; he didn’t want me, either, except that we both wanted somebody.

After that night, Toby and I met in Jerusalem on and off, first by going back to the Hous of Elixir the next week and being happy to see each other again, then by making intentional plans on our dorm telephones. Seth would come to town with Toby, where he would chase all the skinny girls who knew how to flirt. Toby and I stood and watched them, reducing them to caricatures, even as we shook our heads in bewilderment over how easy it all seemed to come to them. I found a guy that year eventually—Marc—who loved singing the Les Mis soundtrack on the Tel Aviv beach, spreading his arms wide as he sang, and going moisturizer shopping at Dizengoff Center with me and maybe you can see where this is going. He dumped me suddenly and unceremoniously because I never dumped anyone; I never had faith there would be anyone else. Toby told me he thought Marc was trying to let me down easy because I deserved better than a boyfriend who wasn’t attracted to me, but then I saw Marc spooning with another girl in another dorm, and I came to Jerusalem to see Toby and cry.

“Why am I such an idiot?” I asked him.

Toby had never understood what I liked about Marc. “I don’t know,” he said. “You’re so special and Marc is so dumb and regular.”

That was nice, but I still did two shots of Goldschläger, which was one and a half too many shots for me, even in my youth. We sat on a curb of the cobblestoned Ben Yehuda Street, where no cars were permitted. I leaned against his shoulder, which required a full coccyx-to-neck side curl, since his shoulder reached considerably below any part of my head, and so that I had to bend my torso-neck-head into the shape of a C. He patted the top of my head, wondering how ridiculous we looked to passersby.

Then, amid the too-drunk American students crowding Ben Yehuda came Seth, walking alone. He saw us and sat down on my other side.

“What’s going on, guys?” he asked.

“Marc dumped me. He said he was never that into me.”

“That’s because you don’t have a penis,” Seth answered. “You are too pretty to be limiting your options this young.” I smiled through the snot on my face and switched my lean toward Seth. Seth’s shoulder was higher than mine when we sat and so my new lean had more dignity.

That was November, right before Thanksgiving, and it marked the time that we became a predictable threesome. We saw each other every Thursday night, then on Saturday night, too, and always on holidays. During Passover break, when half our fellow students went back to the States to visit their families, we instead went on a hiking trip to the Galilee with a group of randoms who organized it through expat bulletin boards. We hiked through waterfalls at sunrise and at sundown we ate pigeon that we were told was chicken. We sat one night on the banks of the sea and listened to a Christian pastor who was converting to Judaism tell the story of his life. It was on that trip that Seth introduced me to cigarettes, and then pot, and boy, it was like I discovered the cure for myself. We spent our last night in Israel together, high and crazy, and took separate flights out the next day. The three of us stayed close even after we returned home, straight through college, after Toby graduated from medical school, after my first published article in a cheerleader magazine, after Seth’s first brush with the SEC. It was only after Toby got married that we all seemed to drift apart.

About twelve years ago, I married a lawyer and had kids and moved to the suburbs. I had long since faded from Toby’s life—we’d barely spoken since I’d gotten married. I thought of him with sadness sometimes. Sometimes months would go by and I wouldn’t think of him even once.

Then, this past June, my phone rang. I was in the kitchen, cleaning up after dinner. My husband, Adam, was putting the kids into bed. Toby’s number was the same as it had been years ago. His name flashed across the screen like it was nothing, like it was a regular occurrence.

“Toby Fleishman.” I turned the sink off, dried my hands, and turned around, leaning against the sink.

“Elizabeth Epstein,” he said.

“I’m afraid you have the wrong number, sir,” I said. “My name has been Elizabeth Slater for quite some time.”

“Really? In your magazine, it always says Epstein.”

“I’m afraid you have the wrong number, sir,” I said. “I haven’t been in a magazine in quite some time.”

“Really?”

“Toby,” I said. “Toby, what is going on?”

He told me he was getting a divorce, and that his therapist had said to reconnect with friends that he missed as one of his steps toward “reclaiming his life.” “That’s her phrase, not mine, I swear.” No, it wasn’t a surprise. Yes, it was a long time coming. Yes, he had big gaping wounds in his stomach and his spleen and he was leaking fluids at an untenable rate. Yes, she got the apartment and the car and the house in the Hamptons.

“What happened?” I asked.

“It turned out she was crazy. I worked so hard to find someone who wasn’t crazy and I ended up with someone crazy. We went to a couples therapist. He told her that she had too much contempt. He said contempt is one of the four horsemen of the marital apocalypse.”

“What are the other three?” I asked.

“Maybe one is shutting down? Oh, defensiveness. There’s a fourth. Honestly, I can’t remember.”

“Is one of them being a total bitch?” From my son’s bedroom, Adam shushed me. What was the point of owning a big fucking house in the suburbs if you couldn’t laugh in your kitchen at night? I whispered, “It has to be that one of them is being a total bitch.”

The last time I’d seen him was years ago, when Adam and I went over to their place for dinner, and it was a nightmare. Sweet, affable Adam tried to make conversation with Rachel about the agency business, and she answered his questions like she was a Miss America pageant contestant, in full sentences, no room for follow-up, and kept rushing the courses. At the end of the dinner, Adam said goodbye and thank you and I didn’t. I just looked at Toby and left.

Anyway, the night he called me, Toby had prepared an entire, tearful speech about what he’d been through, meant to dissolve any anger I had—any anger I righteously had—so that he could just have a friend again. “Be angry at me later,” it went. “I deserve it. But I could use a friend.” Maybe his voice would crack when he said “friend” and I would hear that he was for real.

But something else happened when I saw his name on my phone. I traveled back in time to the last place he left me. I heard the anxiety in his voice and I was filled with love and relief, and I filed my catalog of grievances for a later date.

I was going through something right then, too. I had left my job as a staff writer for a men’s magazine about two years before. I was now what was called a stay-at-home mother, a temporary occupation with no prospect of promotion that worked so hard to differentiate itself from job-working that it confined me to semantic house arrest, though certainly I was allowed to carpool and go to the store. When I told people what I did, they’d say, “Being a mother is the hardest job there is.” But it wasn’t. The hardest job there was was being a mother and having an actual job, with pants and a commuter train pass and pens and lipstick. Back when I had a job, no one ever said to me, “Having an actual job and being a mother is the hardest job there is.” We had to not say those things so that we could tiptoe around all the feelings of inadequacy that we projected onto the stay-at-home mothers; in fact, you couldn’t even ask a woman you suspected of stay-at-homery what she did because there was no not-awkward way to ask it. (“Do you work?” I once asked a woman back when I had a job. “Of course I work,” she said. “I’m a mom.” But I was a mom, too, so what was what I did called?) But also: No one had to tell me it was harder to have a job and be a mother. It was obvious. It was two full-time occupations. It’s just math. Because having a job made you no less of a mother; you still had to do all that shit, too. Keeping track of your kids from afar isn’t easier. Entrusting them to a stranger who was available for babysitting by virtue of the fact that she was incapable of doing anything else is not something that fills a person with faith and relaxation. Now that I have worked and stayed at home, I can confirm all of this. Now that I stay at home, I can say it out loud. But now that I don’t work, no one is listening. No one listens to stay-at-home mothers, which, I guess, is why we were so careful about their feelings in the first place.

Anyway.

It’s not like I wasn’t busy.
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