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			INTRODUCTION

			What is a love story? As the editor of the “Modern Love” column, I ask myself that question all the time. When working my way through the eight-thousand-plus personal essay submissions that pour in every year, I am constantly forced to think: Is this a love story? Is that? If The New York Times is the newspaper of record, does that mean I’m choosing the love stories of record? If so, I’d better at least have a working definition.

			When “Modern Love” began back in 2004, we founding editors of the column (Styles editor Trip Gabriel; my wife, Cathi Hanauer; and I) decided we would interpret “love” broadly because we didn’t want to limit the stories to romantic love. We hoped the stories would explore the darkness as much as the light, plumb both the joys and the pain that spring from our lifelong efforts to be intimate with other human beings.

			
			The most powerful stories typically involved relationships that had some mileage: the trials of midlife marriage, the strains of parenthood, and the loss of loved ones (children, spouses, parents, friends). These stories seldom celebrate roses and kisses, but are they love stories? Absolutely.

			Vulnerability is the animating quality of all love stories, and it can take many forms. In every case, though, vulnerability means exposing ourselves to the possibility of loss, but also—crucially!—to the possibility of connection. You can’t have one without the other. The stakes vary, of course, from dipping one’s toe in the water to taking a blind dive from a high cliff.

			Rachel Fields, in her essay “The Five Stages of Ghosting Grief,” details her mounting anxiety after sending her first mildly sexual text message to a new guy she’s started seeing and then waiting, in agony, for him to respond. For hours. Which might as well have been a lifetime. A different kind of vulnerability is on display in Amy Krouse Rosenthal’s “You May Want to Marry My Husband,” in which she writes a kind of dating profile for her husband because she’s dying from ovarian cancer and doesn’t want him to be alone after she’s gone.

			I suppose if we are going to try to define what a love story is, we should begin by defining what love is, but that can be even more slippery. Our definitions of love, too, tend toward the flowery treatment. From where I sit, however—as someone who has read, skimmed, or otherwise digested some one hundred thousand love stories over the past fifteen years—love, at its best, is more of a wheelbarrow than a rose: gritty and messy but also durable. Yet still hard to put into words.

			
			Once, at the start of a radio interview, the host introduced me as the “Modern Love” editor and then asked, as her first question: “So what is love?”

			I was so caught off guard, I laughed nervously and then said, “You’re really going to open with that?” When she didn’t laugh, we shared an awkward moment before I mumbled some generalities about human connection.

			I wish I’d remembered how I had already answered that question in the “Modern Love” column a few years before, when I stepped into the space as editor during Valentine’s week to note some observations. Because love, for me, is less about definitions than examples. Which is why I think the kaleidoscope of experiences represented in the “Modern Love” column, and in this book, can do the job better than any dictionary. Back then I wrote:

			
				If I were Spock from Star Trek, I would explain that human love is a combination of three emotions or impulses: desire, vulnerability, and bravery. Desire makes one feel vulnerable, which then requires one to be brave.

				Since I’m not Spock, I will tell a story.

				Say you decide to adopt a baby girl in China. You receive her photo, put it on your refrigerator, and gaze at it as the months pass, until finally you’re halfway around the world, holding her in your arms, tears of joy streaming down your face.

				But later in your hotel room, after undressing her, you discover worrisome physical signs, in particular a scar on her spine. You call the doctor, then head to the hospital for examinations and CT scans, where you are told the following: She suffered botched spinal surgery that caused nerve damage. Soon she will lose all bladder and bowel control. Oh, and she will be paralyzed for life. We’re so sorry.

				
				The adoption agency offers you a choice: keep this damaged baby or trade her in for a healthier one.

				You don’t even know about the trials yet to come, about the alarming diagnoses she’ll receive back home, the terrifying seizures you’ll witness. Nor do you know about the happy ending that is years off, when she comes through it all and is perfectly fine. You have to decide now. This is your test. What do you do?

				If you’re Elizabeth Fitzsimons, who told this story here one Mother’s Day, you say: “We don’t want another baby. We want our baby, the one sleeping right over there. She’s our daughter.”

				That’s love. Anyone can have it. All it requires is a little bravery. Or a lot.

			

			If you’re looking for random acts of bravery, including Elizabeth’s, you’ll find them in these pages. These tales shock and instruct. They provoke laughter and heartache and tears. Occasionally (it’s true) they aren’t even very modern. Always they pry open the oyster shell of human love to reveal the dark beauty within.

			—Daniel Jones

		

	
		
		
			
			SOMEWHERE OUT THERE

		

	
		
		
			
			SINGLE, UNEMPLOYED, AND SUDDENLY MYSELF

			MARISA LASCHER

			I WAS THIRTY-SEVEN, SINGLE, UNEMPLOYED, AND depressed because in a couple of months I was going to be moving out of my studio apartment on East 23rd Street in Manhattan and in with my mother in Sheepshead Bay, Brooklyn. Since taking a buyout at my Wall Street firm, I had devoted myself to two activities: searching for a new job and working out. And I spent a lot of time in my apartment.

			So did the three recent college graduates next door. At their weekend parties, a loud bass penetrated our shared wall starting at 10:30 p.m. In sweats, no makeup, and with my hair piled in a bun, I would go out and ring their bell around 11 p.m. (early, even by my geriatric standards) to ask them to quiet down.

			One of them would appear, flush with alcohol and annoyance, and promise to turn it down. Usually they did. When they didn’t, I would call the doorman, the management company, and, once, the police. But the noise continued.

			
			My 23rd Street building was near three colleges. When I signed the lease, I didn’t realize the place had so many student renters, people who understandably liked to party. Yet it was the least social time in my life. Most of my friends were married. I had no income, and rent was almost $3,000 a month. I wasn’t dating because I hadn’t figured out how to positively spin my unemployment story.

			One afternoon in the elevator, I saw one of the guys from next door in jeans and a T-shirt, his dark hair slightly receding.

			“Are you always around in the middle of the day?” he asked.

			“For the last few months I have been,” I said. “I’m job searching.”

			“I am too,” he said. “It’s my last year of law school.”

			“Never leave a job without another,” I told him. People had warned me about this, but it was only after I’d done it that I realized how true it was. As we neared our doors, I said, “I’m moving out, so you guys can blast your music all night long. The mean old lady is leaving.”

			“Why?” he asked.

			“I can’t afford this any longer. I’m moving in with my mom in Brooklyn.”

			“That sucks,” he said, then added: “It’s not me blasting music. It’s my roommates.”

			Which made sense. He was always the kindest and most apologetic when I got angry. “How old are you guys?” I said. “Like, twenty-three?”

			“Yeah, well, I’m twenty-three,” he said.

			
			“I’m thirty-seven. So I hope you get a younger neighbor the next go-round.”

			“I never would have guessed thirty-seven,” he said. “I thought you were, like, twenty-six.”

			Was he sweet-talking me? I looked the same age as my friends, but maybe the dormlike context had fooled him. That afternoon we ran into each other again; he was in a suit headed to an interview. I wished him luck.

			Two weeks later, my friend Diana and I were sitting at a nearby bar, drinking vodka sodas, and looking at her Tinder app, when my twenty-three-year-old neighbor popped up.

			“Swipe right!” I said. “Tell him you’re out with me.”

			She swiped, they matched, and she told him I was with her. I followed up with a text, proud to be out on a Saturday night. Here was proof that I, too, was fun. We messaged back and forth; he was on his way home. When I asked if he wanted to join us back at my apartment, he said yes.

			Twenty minutes later Diana and I arrived, and he showed up with a bottle of vodka and cans of Diet Coke.

			Soon he was laughing, saying, “My roommates can’t stand you. And I was always so confused why a twenty-six-year-old was upset about our parties. I thought you were just an old soul.”

			Diana and I danced to “Jump” by the Pointer Sisters, a song he didn’t recognize. Before Diana left at 4 a.m., she whispered to me, “He likes you. Hook up.”

			I offered a hushed protest, insisting he was too young. But apparently the neighborly tension had been building, because he and I started kissing right after she left.

			When we woke up, hung over, a few hours later, I begged him not to tell his roommates. My transformation from puritanical noise warden to Mrs. Robinson embarrassed me; my dulled brain screamed, “What just happened?”

			
			But I won’t lie: It was also an ego boost. I may not have had a job, a husband, or a boyfriend, but at least I could attract an adorable twenty-three-year-old.

			Over the next few weeks, we texted constantly and kept getting together to talk about our dating and employment searches and to fool around. When I asked him if I seemed older, he said, “Not really. Mostly because you aren’t working and you’re around all of the time.”

			I said: “When I graduated high school, you were four.”

			One Sunday at 5 a.m., he got to experience the pleasure of being woken up in my bed by his roommates’ drunken rendition of “Oops!…I Did It Again.”

			“This is really annoying,” he yelled, covering his head with my pillow.

			“It’s payback,” I said. “Now you understand.”

			With him, my usual romantic anxiety disappeared. Instead of projecting my insecurities onto him and wondering if I was enough, I just had fun because I knew our age gap made a future impossible. And I was moving out soon.

			Not that my mind was entirely free of concerns. I worried people would think we were ridiculous. But when I told my coupled-up girlfriends, they said I was living a fantasy.

			“At least you’re having fun,” a soon-to-be-divorced friend said. “None of us are. I didn’t even want to touch my husband at the end.”

			Even so, the chasm between my new friend and me was no more glaring than when he said, “Dating is fun. I get to meet lots of people.”

			
			Dating, for me, was about as fun as my job search. And that was because I approached both in almost exactly the same way: with a strategy, spreadsheets, and a lot of anxiety about presenting my best self and hiding my weaknesses. With him, though, I worried about none of that.

			When he admitted he had no idea what he was doing with women and made things up as he went along, I assured him this wouldn’t change—no one knew.

			Our honest exchange was so refreshing. Dates my age disguised their fears with arrogance. Within an hour of meeting me, one had boasted about the amount of sex he’d had, and another, on our second date, gave me a heads-up that his large size had caused many of his relationships to end. How considerate of him to warn me!

			With appropriate romantic prospects, I had been overly polished and protective. Just like the men, I spun stories broadcasting fake confidence. But I confided in my neighbor about how hard the year had been and how worried I was about finding a job and a man to love. With nothing at stake, I was charmingly vulnerable.

			One evening as we cuddled in my apartment, with me droning on about my man troubles and career fears, he said, “We get so fixated on the job we want or the person we’re dating because we don’t think there will be another. But there’s always another.”

			I thought that was so true. Even wise. But it’s easier to have that attitude, about jobs or love, at twenty-three than at thirty-seven.

			Then one night I came home a little too drunk and encountered him in the hallway. He was the one who almost always decided when we would hang out, and I complained it wasn’t fair that everything seemed to be on his terms. I was pressuring him, reverting to my worst dating default behavior, and he fled into his apartment.

			
			The next day he texted: “maybe we should chill with this. you’ve been a good friend…we complicated it a little though haha.”

			I knew “haha” was just his millennial way of keeping it light, but here’s the thing: In our “light” relationship, I had let myself be fully known, revealing all of my imperfections, in a way I normally didn’t. With him I was my true self, and it was a revelation.

			And a conundrum. Because I can’t seem to be my true self when I’m seriously looking for love, when all I’m thinking about is the future. To win the person (or the job, for that matter), we think we have to be the most perfect version of ourselves. When our hearts are on the line, vulnerability can feel impossible.

			A year later, I finally managed to be just perfect enough to land a job. I’m still working on allowing myself to be imperfect enough to find love.

			Marisa Lascher lives in Manhattan and is a leader in designing empathy-based approaches to strengthen organizational culture and employee performance. This essay appeared in October 2017.

		

	
		
		
			
			UH, HONEY, THAT’S NOT YOUR LINE

			MATTESON PERRY

			MOONLIGHT FROM THE WINDOW ILLUMINATED the tattoo of a phoenix covering the left side of her torso. I traced it with my finger, from just below her armpit, over the speed bumps of her ribs, to her hip bone. I had only seen tattoos like this in the movies, never in person, never this close, and never in my own bed.

			I knew I had found my very own Manic Pixie Dream Girl.

			When he was the film critic of the A.V. Club, Nathan Rabin coined the term “Manic Pixie Dream Girl” to describe the love interest in Cameron Crowe’s Elizabethtown, though the character type has been in many movies before and since (Natalie Portman in Garden State being perhaps the quintessential example).

			The Manic Pixie Dream Girl is now an indie-film cliché, more a collection of quirks than a person, who exists to be the perfect love interest for the male protagonist. These weird (but beautiful) girls appreciate shy, sad, creative boys and teach them to enjoy life again though sex, love, and various activities done in the rain.

			
			Though often perky, the Manic Pixie Dream Girl will be troubled as well. She straddles the narrow line between quirky and crazy, mysterious and strange, sexy and slutty; she is perfectly imperfect. And that imperfection is the key, because a Manic Pixie Dream Girl must be messed up enough to need saving, so the powerless guy can do something heroic in the third act.

			I met my Manic Pixie Dream Girl in a sketch comedy class. On the first day she wore a bright red dress and cowboy boots as if attired by the costume department. She had the olive skin and dark eyes of her half-Mexican lineage, a look one might describe as “exotic,” though she would punch you in the arm if you used that term. She had a boyfriend, so we couldn’t date, but we chatted online, learning about each other’s lives while we traded YouTube clips of our favorite Saturday Night Live sketches.

			One hot summer afternoon, we met at a bar with the intention of writing sketches together, but our plans changed, as they often do with Manic Pixie Dream Girls. We never opened our notebooks and instead went on an impromptu bar crawl.

			Each new bar found us a bit drunker and sitting closer together. Our knees touched under tables and our shoulders brushed together as we walked. We sat so close I could smell her sweat, though the chemicals of infatuation turned it into a sweet perfume.

			
			The night ended with a drunken attempted kiss by me, which she ducked under.

			“I can’t cheat on my boyfriend,” she said. “Even if things aren’t going well.”

			Not going well. I had hope. More than hope, it turned out. Within a month she broke up with him, and not long after she and her tattoo ended up in my bed.

			I’m not a nerd by any means, but I’ve never been cool in the classic rebel way. For example, I secretly enjoy doing my taxes. This girl, though, was cool. She could get a drink at a hopelessly crowded bar. At parties she enchanted men with jokes and dancing and loud laughter. I could see the envy in their eyes when she left with me.

			She made me feel cool by proxy, like a human VIP pass. Impulsive, erratic, and electric, she was my opposite, and the juxtaposition thrilled me. I fell deeply in love. And she loved me back.

			My Manic Pixie Dream Girl was either all-in or all-out on everything she did, so things moved quickly. Within a year we moved to Los Angeles, where we lived together. I had never lived with a woman before and loved the intimacy it brought, but the domesticity troubled her. She began to freak out periodically about our future together.

			Whatever the cause (the purchase of dining room chairs sparked the first), these freak-outs followed the same script. She would cry and yell and pace around the apartment while declaring us incompatible. I would stay calm and explain how our differences made us work so well together by strengthening each other’s weaknesses.

			I always justified why she shouldn’t be freaking out, why we should be together, in essence, why her feelings were “wrong.” (Shocker: People’s feelings are never wrong.) I didn’t mind the episodes so much. I considered them the symptom of my Manic Pixie Dream Girl being perfectly imperfect.

			
			As we approached three years together, she struggled with a bout of depression, and it created a rift between us. We had been a couple that did everything together, but she started going out without me.

			On several occasions I woke up at three or four in the morning to find she wasn’t home yet and hadn’t called. I would lie in bed, vacillating between worry and anger, calling her every half hour. If she answered, she would usually refuse my offer to pick her up and say something like, “No, I’m still having fun here.”

			Sometimes I didn’t know where “here” was, if “here” belonged to a guy or a girl.

			In the morning I would question her whereabouts, more disapproving parent than angry lover, playing my role of the calm, rational, square boyfriend. She would just nod, say a perfunctory sorry, and go to sleep. At night she was the Manic Pixie Dream Girl for other people; during the day I got the Hungover Depressed Pixie Nightmare. I knew our relationship was in trouble, but I still loved her and believed this was just the difficult third act before “happily ever after.”

			One weekend I went camping with friends, trying to give her space. Before I left I wrote her a letter (five pages, single-spaced) about our relationship. I told her how much I loved her, how I wouldn’t stop fighting for “us,” and concluded by saying, “I know my love can’t fix your depression, but I still want you to know my love’s here and always will be.”

			
			I put the letter on her desk with flowers and departed. I spent the twelve-hour drive to Lake Powell waiting for her to call, but the phone just sat in the cup holder, silent for hours and hours. Late in the afternoon it finally beeped—not a call, but a text message. She thanked me for the flowers and didn’t even mention the letter. I knew then our relationship was over.

			While the Manic Pixie Dream Girl always rescues the man from the doldrums of life in the first act of the movie, the roles reverse in the end, with him ultimately saving her with his love. Beyond the coolness and excitement they bestow, this is the true gift of the Manic Pixie Dream Girl, because fixing something, especially when it’s a person, is what makes a man feel most valuable.

			When I said in my letter I knew my love couldn’t fix her depression, I was lying. I thought my love could fix everything, including her depression. That letter was my Grand Gesture, the one that saves the relationship and the girl. It was my Lloyd Dobler moment, holding a boom box over my head, blasting “In Your Eyes.”

			In the movies the romantic gesture works, but it failed me in real life. This was like Diane Court coming to the window only to shut it so she could go back to sleep. I gave her my heart; she thanked me for the $12.99 flowers.

			What makes movies magical is not that incredible things happen in them. Incredible things happen in real life. No, what makes movies magical is they end right after the incredible thing happens. They stop after the war is over, after the team wins the game, after the boy gets the girl. But in life the story keeps going and the boy can later lose the girl. “Happily ever after” is too boring for a Manic Pixie Dream Girl.

			
			Not long after I returned from my trip, she dumped me. There would be no effort to save the relationship; no longer all-in, she was all-out. It seemed my love couldn’t “fix” her after all, and even worse, she didn’t want to be fixed. Needing to be repaired is the No. 1 rule of being a Manic Pixie Dream Girl—how could she ignore it?

			She could ignore it because she wasn’t a Manic Pixie Dream Girl. She wasn’t a character or plot device in my story, or some damaged creature with deep despair that I and only I could cure as part of my “hero’s journey.” She was simply someone who had fallen out of love with her boyfriend. Which happens. It’s really uncinematic, but it happens.

			So our story ended, not with credits rolling to freeze our relationship in eternal bliss, but with crying and the division of possessions. (I kept the dining room chairs; she kept the old-timey typewriters.) It took a while, but I found someone new.

			This time I’m trying to make ours an original love story instead of one I stole from the movies.

			Matteson Perry is a writer and performer in Los Angeles, where he lives with his wife, the “someone new” from the end of this essay, which appeared in July 2013.

		

	
		
		
			
			I SEEMED PLUCKY AND GAME, EVEN TO MYSELF

			MINDY HUNG

			I AM A GOOD, PRACTICAL GIRL. I eat my vegetables. I go to bed early. In fact, at thirty-one, I’m not just good, I’m an apprehensive priss—and I hate it.

			In a recent attempt to invent a brave new me, I contacted Tom on an online dating website. Something had to change. I had to change. On free evenings, I tend to gravitate toward bookstores rather than bar stools. I walk with my head plunged forward and my eyes down. I’m hardly a hermit; I have plenty of friends, take solo trips to Europe (with my agenda fussily planned out, of course), and fill my weekends with brunches and shows. But my romantic life has been tepid at best, usually stalled out by my caution and timidity.

			Friends urged me to try Internet dating, and at first I was wary, but soon I realized I’d found the perfect medium. I could be an extrovert without the exertion. And suddenly I was popular: I seemed to appeal to males from Hawaii to Virginia. Musicians, marathoners, soldiers, brokers, a man who claimed to own five “Rolix” watches, a Hollywood dentist—all these men and more wrote to me and professed their interest. Their attention gave me a shot of bravery—or bravado, at least. They didn’t know about my anxious, twittering self. They thought I was exciting. Maybe I was.

			
			Tom’s profile began unremarkably: he loved Australia, clean sheets, and orange juice. But midway through, he charmed me by confessing that he’d deleted an entire paragraph because he feared he was sounding like the kind of rambling and often incoherent messages that he sometimes left on people’s answering machines.

			I looked at this wry, sheepish admission, and I understood completely. What’s more, I knew exactly how to respond.

			“You seem very good at the charming, self-deprecating schtick,” I teased in my introductory e-mail. “Do you blush and stutter in person?” I gave him my number, unasked.

			A few days later he called, and as we bantered on the phone I surprised myself by asking him out. I chose the time (Saturday at 3:00 p.m.) and the place (Cha-An Teahouse, on East Ninth Street). I forwarded him instructions on which train to take, which direction to walk in when he left the station, and where to meet me in case it rained. I tried to sound nonchalant and in control, like I asked men out all the time.

			Heading out for our date, I wore a silk skirt and a low-cut shirt, and I brought a backpack. I was bound for Connecticut later that night with plans to go kayaking on Sunday. I seemed plucky and game, even to myself.

			As I approached Cha-An, I saw Tom waiting out front—I recognized those long eyelashes and easy smile from his picture. But in person he was disconcertingly self-assured. He didn’t stutter or blush as I’d imagined. And he was apparently bold in other ways, too: he told me he’d once quit his job to become a professional gambler. When I told him about my kayaking plans, he instructed me on how to turn my clothing into a flotation device in case my kayak overturned.

			
			All the while, for three hours, I remained confident, engaged, decidedly unprissy. My only slip came when he stopped and said, “You have two very deep dimples.” There was a pause. “And now you’re blushing.”

			I recovered and held up for the rest of the date, but the damage had been done, and my poise—or my pose—didn’t last long. But, worse, instead of maintaining my cool, venturesome, see-what-happens demeanor, I promptly plunged into fantasizing about our future together: Tom and me playing Frisbee in the park, sharing a cupcake with chocolate frosting, running along the Hudson. I would slap his behind and take off giggling.

			By the second date, I’d decided to abandon the carefree adventurer. I was going to be a great big flirt. I would bat my eyelashes, stroke his wrist, and work some coquettish magic.

			We had agreed to go out for Indian food in Curry Hill. I brought him two Aero bars because he’d told me that he liked English chocolates. His eyes lit up when I pulled out the candy. “You might be the perfect woman for me,” he said. Or maybe not. Because then he talked about Nicole Kidman and other blondes he had crushes on. I concentrated on cooing and nodding my decidedly unblond head.

			
			I was too focused on trying to secure my vision to realize that I was acting like a fool. If I’d been using my head, I would have noticed the warning signs: all the talk about ex-girlfriends and his complaints about the terrible women on the dating website…Tom was not interested—or not interested enough.

			After dinner, I invited him to my apartment, where I made tea. He stretched out on the sofa and put his feet on the coffee table. I scooted up close to him. He pulled away.

			He was nervous, he said. Women were unpredictable. He wanted to be honest. “I find you attractive,” he said, “but I don’t see this being long-term.” Then he gave me a sideways glance and added, “I wouldn’t be opposed to a fling.”

			I felt numb. Bold me might have asked what the hell gave him the right to make up his mind so quickly. But I wasn’t a spunky fighter after all, was I?

			Instead, I slumped on the couch. I wanted more; I’d acted like an agreeable, love-struck half-wit all evening in order to get it. I had no poses left.

			Tom seemed a little sad, but nonetheless he guided me into the bedroom, where he laid me down and put his arms around me. “I feel like a jerk,” he said, touching the skin of my stomach. “We could always just be friends. We don’t need to have a fling at all.”

			I blinked twice and propped myself up on one elbow. “Oh no, I’d like to have the sex,” I said crisply, “but I don’t see how we could ever be friends. The sex thing would always get in the way.”

			There was a pause. Apparently, this was rather original of me. This was also rather insane of me. Tom laughed. For the first time that evening, he eyed me with what seemed like admiration. “That’s usually my line,” he said.

			
			I’d gotten my game back. In one audacious move, I had regained my self-respect and control of my brain—or so I thought. We batted the idea around some more and decided that I should think it over. I walked Tom to the subway station. As we parted, I told him I would call him. He said that would be best and kissed me on the forehead.

			The next morning, I got up and ran four miles. Then I went back to bed and curled up in a fetal position.

			I could still be an adventurous me, I reasoned from the safety of my covers. I thought about Tom’s eyes peering at me from under his long lashes. The more I brooded about it, the more a fling seemed like a good idea: I had a healthy libido, a year’s supply of birth control pills, and several changes of sheets. If I could detach myself from the disappointment over the lack of long-term interest in me, I might have fun. Never mind that I’d spent the day in bed moping over a boy like a decidedly undetached and unfun girl.

			I fired off an e-mail:

			
				OK, so I’ve thought this through. Fling is fine. Iffy about the friends thing, though. I’m not sure that I like you very much right now. Plus, although I am familiar with the general concept, I am not sure how this particular specific friendship would play out in real life. What would we do? Play catch in the park? Get manicures together? Anyway, Barbara Ehrenreich is reading at Barnes and Noble Union Square on Wednesday at 7. Interested in going?

			

			
			I read my note. It seemed casual. It conveyed some anger, yes, yet I seemed detached, frank, witty, intelligent.

			I was, of course, just confusing.

			“I’m confused by your message,” Tom wrote. “If you don’t like me very much, why do you want to keep seeing me? I don’t very much like not being liked very much!”

			Okay, perhaps I hadn’t come across as the adventurous, ready-for-trouble woman I’d intended. Perhaps I’d come across as a bitter, scary nutcase.

			I can fix this, I thought, rubbing my hands together. But I wasn’t sure what I wanted to repair: The potential fling? Or the potential friendship?

			I started typing. I explained that although I was drawn to him, I couldn’t possibly like him. I had to remain cold in order to avoid being hurt. Surely, he would understand. “I’d like to see how this experiment turns out,” I wrote in conclusion. “The question is, do you?”

			I reread the e-mail: it was honest, vulnerable, and realistic, with no obvious spelling mistakes. I hit Send.

			This time, it only took me two hours to understand that I’d written another crazy message. I wasn’t a bold explorer in the sea of love. I was the same timid girl I’d always been, just working a little harder this time to avoid heartbreak.

			Tom never replied.

			My friend Dwight tells me that craziness is what ensues when two clear and opposing visions collide. He is referring to Tom’s fling plans versus my dewy vignettes of the future. Dwight is married. He can be objective. He says that my wild responses were a natural reaction to an unfair proposition.

			I don’t know. Perhaps my expectations—for a relationship, and for myself—were as unreasonable as Tom’s. Based on one date and a phone call, I had envisioned a future of endless summers: green lawns, cupcakes, and Tom running beside a blithe, smiling me. The only thing less real than Tom’s presence in my idyll was the brassy yet carefree version of myself I saw bounding along beside him.

			
			Mindy Hung lives in New York City, where she writes romance novels as Ruby Lang. Her latest release is Playing House. This essay appeared in November 2005.

		

	
		
		
			
			AT THE HOSPITAL, AN INTERLUDE OF CLARITY

			BRIAN GITTIS

			THERE IS NEVER A GOOD time to fall off your couch onto a martini glass, nick a major blood vessel, and begin losing a dangerous amount of blood, but having this happen in the middle of a promising date is an especially bad time. Nothing breaks the mysterious spell of blossoming attraction faster than spurting blood.

			I demonstrated this last spring while on my fourth date with a Brazilian woman so beautiful I was almost afraid of her. After dinner in a homey Italian restaurant, we walked back to the apartment I had just moved into in Brooklyn. Living in the city for the first time without roommates, I was eager to take advantage of my newfound privacy. And things were going well. There’s something romantic about drinking from fancy glasses in an unfurnished room full of unpacked boxes. Miles Davis’s In a Silent Way spun on the record player.

			
			I was amazed to have gotten this far. As my friends were sick of hearing, it made no sense to me that a gorgeous woman in her early twenties who spoke four languages and had lived on three continents was spending her Saturdays with me, a thirty-one-year-old bookish type from Pittsburgh.

			Each outing felt as if I were sneaking into an exclusive club, and at the end of the night I always feared I would be discovered and asked to leave. I realize that meeting someone wonderful is the whole point of dating, but actually being with someone wonderful can be too stressful for me to enjoy.

			This stress is typical for me. I have been on anti-anxiety medication for about ten years, and on dates I’m constantly asking myself: “Was that the wrong thing to say? Do I seem nervous? Will obsessing about being nervous make me appear more nervous?”

			Not unusual questions to ask yourself when meeting new people, but for me they can be paralyzing. Any brain space left for experiencing the date itself is woefully small. Even if the evening goes well, I often appreciate it only later and from a distance, as if it had happened to someone else—like dating in the third person.

			So far my success with this particular woman had been an exercise in ignoring the reality of it, which apparently also led me to ignore the reality of my surroundings in general. As she unraveled herself from our embrace on the couch to use the bathroom, I fell onto the after-dinner drink she had left on the floor, the glass slicing into the soft underside of my upper arm. When I looked down, I glimpsed my exposed triceps and more blood than I had ever seen in my life. The cut had gone nearly to the bone.

			
			This is not the first time a date ended with me in the emergency room. I seem to have a knack for it. My college girlfriend once served undercooked chicken that gave me hallucinations and a fever of 104. Years later, my attempt to cook breakfast for another woman ended in second-degree burns after I managed to set fire to a paper towel. But the severity of this injury, its unfortunate timing, and the fact that I was naked all broke new ground.

			In the ambulance, the emergency medical workers held together my arm, but their questions threatened to unravel my subterfuge as an acceptable mate to this accomplished young woman.

			“How old are you?” one asked, which put our substantial age difference—something we had not yet talked about—suddenly under a spotlight.

			“Are you on any medication?”

			“Antidepressants and Klonopin,” I reluctantly answered.

			Then, to her: “Is he your boyfriend? Your friend?”

			Long pause. “Boyfriend,” she blurted uncomfortably. Then, an instant later, “Friend.”

			Even though I was riding in an ambulance to surgery, that one still stung.

			To the entertainment of the hospital’s overnight staff, I was still half-naked when I arrived. My date had managed to get pants on me while we waited for the ambulance, but as I hadn’t been able to let go of my arm at the time, my shirt would go on only halfway. Being wheeled into surgery like this, alongside a woman in a sexy dress, pretty much screamed “sex injury.”

			The next hour was a chaotic blur of X-rays, questions I struggled not to panic about (why does this waiver form ask for my religious preference?), and several doctors’ disconcertingly wide-eyed reactions to my injury.

			
			When I asked, “I’m
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