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Author’s Note

The Awful Truth

The stories contained herein are true. True. Real, genuine, actual, valid, authentic, bona fide, sincere—not fake. None of this has been made up. You deserve the truth, and you’re going to get it.

However.

There are times when the truth is just too horrible to stomach. Believe me, I know. The truth is an awful thing: messy, cumbersome—and often embarrassing. And it is for this reason that the characters, correspondences, and conversations presented in this slim volume, insofar as they relate to the personals, have been altered.

This is not lying; it is simply my nature to protect the innocent—and also the guilty. I try not to play favorites. Personals advertisers, as they are presented here, are composites of real people, with healthy doses of whimsy and nihilism thrown in, and no particular person’s identity or circumstances is intended nor should be inferred. This book is not about you.
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[1] Meant for Each Other


SWF LOOKING FOR you, a slim, attractive, kind, honest and generous man who understands the value of hard work, loves his family and hopes to meet a special lady. I bring sweetness and a true heart to the table. Mid-40s or older. Let me hear from you.



People like to say it’s the little things that’ll end a relationship, but those people are amateurs. Being sentenced to prison, excusing oneself to go get cigarettes and never returning, the ill-timed discovery that one’s beloved is attracted to another gender or species—those are little things. They are nothing compared to having every single moment of your daily existence—every detail, every gesture, everything you say or do or think—be a point of contention. Let me explain. I am apparently hard to live with. I have been told this, repeatedly. I smoke, I swear, I dress badly, I snore and steal blankets, I make too much noise in the bathroom and forget to flush, I wash whites with darks, and I chew loudly. I inspire neither tender words nor sweet nothings, only criticisms and complaints. Don’t leave hair in the sink. Be nice to my mother. For the last time, put the seat down. Sheesh. You’d think the person who’s supposed to know me better than anybody wouldn’t have so many questions. Why do I always buy yellow mustard when I’ve been told a million times to get honey dijon? Why do I constantly turn the thermostat down when it’s cold outside, and up when it’s warm? Why am I so cheap? Why am I so quiet? And why do I look so mad all the time?

This is what love can turn into. Pettiness, cruelty, unhappiness, taking little digs at each other, playing cruel mind games and having spats, trotting out every instance of betrayal and hurt in order to score points in a game neither one of us understands or could possibly win. This is what happens after the bliss gets threadbare, as bliss inevitably must. Every word comes out sounding hostile and sarcastic; we can’t even clear our throats without one of us demanding to know just what the hell the other one means by that crack.

Things are tough at home. We’re in our ninth consecutive year of breaking up in the most bitter and unpleasant manner imaginable, a new personal best for me, though I don’t feel particularly proud. People can find love and be happy-ever-after, I know this, I’ve seen it on television and in the movies; I’ve even had it in my own life. We were happy, at first—playing house, making dinner together, holding hands and talking for hours and hours, blissfully unaware of the time and the disaster that awaited us. But, sadly, the word honeymoon is nearly inevitably, practically always, followed by the word over. Now our mutual unhappiness and inability to actually end this agony are the only aspects of life in which we’ve proven to be compatible. We’re both equally miserable, and we both desperately want to play the victim, we have that in common, but lately it has occurred to me that these are, perhaps, not enough reasons upon which to base a long-term relationship. We know we can’t go on like this forever. Fighting has become exhausting and only occasionally exhilarating, and lately the old thrill of raising voices over the gas bill or nearly coming to blows over taking out the garbage is gone. We’re in one of those phases where I sleep on the couch—it’s been every night for the past two years, by mutual agreement; we may go to bed angry, but at least we get some sleep. In our waking hours, we go on and on, sniping and fighting, every morning and every night. In between, I go to work.

At work, all the bad stuff fades away, all the bitterness and hostility and unhappiness. At work, there is love. Love. From nine to five, it’s unavoidable. There is love, and romance and passion and hope, and chemistry and rapport and delight, and hot mind-numbing sex so incredible that your bones vibrate afterward, and no one criticizing anyone’s cooking skills or mismatched socks or the way one hangs the toilet paper. Ah, work. It’s pure bliss, I tell you.

I love my job. I love the subway ride every morning through the bowels of Chicago, I love opening the door of the building I work in, I love climbing the steps to my office and finding the stack of personal ads waiting for me on my desk, each a tale of joy and woe, and I love that my phone is ringing before I even sit down, before I can get that first cup of coffee.

“But I don’t know what to say,” the woman on the other end of the phone tells me. I hear this several times every day. “I just don’t want to sound like a pathetic loser, you know?”

“Lady,” I tell her, “me neither.”

Admission: I work in the personals. If you’re confused, I understand. Back in the old days, before computers and cell phones and speed dating and singles clubs, the personals were the most efficient and safe way to meet people. Need a date? Write a personal. Looking for a husband or a wife? Place an ad. I can help you find a bridge partner, a mistress, someone with whom to both carpool and indulge in your strange balloon fetish, just tell me what you want. You still see personals these days, strange little ads filled with strange little abbreviations usually found in the back pages of newspapers, where they do no harm and attract little attention; you’d miss them unless you were really looking. Personals are noteworthy mostly for the strange code they’re written in, a cacophony of capital letters and staccato, rat-tat-tat descriptions that somehow or other translate into someone’s deepest longings or darkest desires—like this:


SWF 38 sks SM35–50 for LTR. Be nsmk, fit, D/D-free, urb. dwell, no chld.



In English, this translates as “Single white female, age thirty-eight, seeks single male, thirty-five to fifty years old, for long-term relationship. You must be a nonsmoker, fit, drug- and disease-free, urban dweller, and have no children.” See? It’s easy. Once you’ve picked up the basics, it’s really very simple. Of course, this is only a start; it’s one thing to say what you want, but it’s quite another to get what you want. And that’s where I come in.

Working in the personals isn’t all glamorous fun—it isn’t a cushy job, like writing obituaries. An obituary, like a personal ad, is something that happens when everything else fails and you have nothing left to lose, but the resemblance ends there. Those obituary guys have it made, because their people aren’t nearly as needy as mine. Nobody calls them to complain that their obituary makes them sound too desperate. Obituaries have all the legitimacy and gravitas that the personals lack: being dead is awful, but it’s better than the shame of being lonely.

People have a hard time believing that there’s a person who actually works in the personals; what’s more, once they get to know me, they have a hard time believing that person would be me. I understand. The irony of a guy in my particular romantic circumstances being the go-to man for fulfilling the heart’s desire of an entire city is apparent on the face of it. The expectation is that I would be a hard, bitter, jaded cynic who has long since taken to drinking heavily. But, strangely, I’m not and I haven’t. I believe in love. Not having love just makes my need to believe in it that much stronger.

“I’m not unattractive,” she tells me. “Though, sure, I know I could stand to lose a few pounds. I have a job, and friends, and a life—but I don’t want to oversell myself, either.” I’m helping her sum up her personality in fifty to a hundred words, to appear in the back of a newspaper. If you’ve never tried it, it’s actually a tricky kind of writing to do. Listing what’s good about you can be incredibly dull, and can also accidentally make you seem slightly insane or at least very egotistical. The hesitant woman on the phone could be a morbidly obese shut-in living with the corpse of her insane mother, or possibly a kittenish bikini model-slash-Ph.D. student in biomechanical engineering; it’s hard to tell. She wants to quote sonnets and drop cute lines from popular love songs, because that’s what she thinks love is. She doesn’t want to talk about herself. Most people are like this. She’s blowing a golden opportunity, but it’s really hard to explain that to her.

While I coax her to list all her attributes—her lustrous hair, her winning smile, her love of jazz and dark chocolate—I look over a fresh stack of ads. Two suburban divorcees with kids. A guy looking to get spanked. Some woman placing an ad for “a friend.” An older man, he says mid-fifties, claims to look mid-forties, but I’m guessing probably mid-sixties, seeking a good time and making a veiled offer of compensation to any “comely, vivacious younger gals who might be reading this.” Some people are vague, intentionally so, writing ads filled with clichés and platitudes that could apply to practically anyone, but some are so specific that I haven’t the slightest idea what they’re talking about. None of them knows what will work, but they are all trying.

“There are two things you need to do,” I tell the mystery woman on the phone. “You’ve told me what you want and that’s good, but you also need to tell me who you are. I know, it’s not as easy as it sounds, but basically that’s all there is to it.”

Of course it’s trite to say this—but so what? I’m actually interested in who she might be, and not just because I’m paid to ask. After all, I’m not paid very much, but besides that, I know what it’s like to be overlooked and ignored. I know how hard it is to get someone, anyone, to stop and take notice, to pay attention, to actually see who you really are. Even the most docile and unassuming among us has a good story they’re just dying to tell, an opinion to express, a point of view, but it’s hard to find an audience when everyone’s so into themselves—their own problems, their own lives. Every week there are three or four hundred new advertisers, and while most of them will never realize I’m here, or contemplate what I must think, those who do demand my complete attention. And I oblige.

This is, perhaps, the reason I’m good at this job: I know how to shut up and listen. I’m sure I don’t have any other qualifications to speak of—no Ph.D. in clinical psychology, no degree in social work or behavioral sciences, no prescription pad, nothing that you’d assume would come in handy. There’s no certification in matchmaking, nor professional associations, not even a support group. Journalism schools don’t bother with the personals, and neither graduating from college nor flunking out of graduate school prepared me in any way for this career. It wasn’t my lifelong aspiration to do this; I didn’t spend my formative childhood years dreaming up clever ways to abbreviate. I just needed a job, and this was a job that nobody wanted. It’s as if we were meant for each other.

I got the job, I assume, because I was the least crazy of everybody else they interviewed, but no one seems to remember exactly. I’ve been doing this for a long, long time—so long that people don’t seem to recall that there was a time when I wasn’t here. But everyone agrees now that I’m the right guy for the job, although there’s little consensus as to why that is.

Is it stamina? I’ve certainly developed a strong stomach for all the stupid romantic clichés, and I’ve made my peace with them—though I’d like, for once, someone who says they’re looking for a “partner in crime” to really be looking for a partner in crime—someone with a taste for film noir who can drive a getaway car or provide cover fire. Or am I just naturally sympathetic? It took a while to learn how to cope with people who are very bitter, or desperate, or both; the trick is to have enough tact to not point such things out to these folks. Maybe it’s that I have a somewhat more open-minded view of human relations than most people. I don’t discriminate based on age, gender, race, class, religion, nationality, education, and, I’m sure, a few thousand other things I can’t think of off the top of my head—how could I possibly stand in judgment? The woman babbling on the phone, the people whose ads sit before me in a neat little pile—they all think doing this means that they’ve reached the bottom of the barrel, the end of the rope, and that they’ve gone as low as they can go. But you can’t be generous out of pity. I honestly envy them a little, and admire them a lot. They’re still fighting and hoping, while I’m pushing the disappointment and disillusionment of my own love life to the back of my mind, grateful for the chance to come to work, get outside myself, and listen to someone else.

Besides, I can’t act high and mighty. It’s bad for business. And I don’t want to lose my job—it’s the only thing I’m good at. I once wrote a personal ad for a Russian émigré lesbian Orthodox Jew with only the barest English skills and corrected the atrocious spelling of a pair of identical-twin swingers from the south side of town on the same day, before lunch. It’s fun like that, all the time, every day.

The poor, shy woman on the phone, the one who didn’t know what to say, has been talking nonstop for more than ten minutes, and in that time I’ve heard all about her bike ride last summer through the south of France, how she cried when her pet ferret died, and that she’s allergic to peanuts but still loves peanut butter. Being a gentleman, I’ve said very little. Most of the time I’m so quiet, people don’t even realize that I’m there, which is how I prefer it. After all, this isn’t about me.

That’s another reason why I love this job. It reminds me that love means knowing it’s never, ever, ever about you. If her personal ad works—and I give no guarantees—this woman will learn, like all the others, that love isn’t at all the thing they say it is in poetry or romance novels or movies. The thing about being in love, I think, is that while it’s about two people, it’s never just about you. It’s listening more than talking, or at least it’s supposed to be. If she’s lucky, this will be the last time she ever gets to get a word in edgewise. She and her beloved, wherever and whoever he may be, will compete for attention from each other day and night, fighting for the pleasures of hearing and being heard.

Ferrets. France. Peanut butter. This is what she has to offer. It’s a good start, and we write up an advertisement and hope for the best. She still wants to talk of love, of stars and birds and flighty, gooey things, but I need my coffee. I always try to be diplomatic, but it’s very hard to keep your patience when complete strangers continually try to shove greeting-card sentimentalities down your throat. Every day it’s nothing but love this and love that, with an occasional appearance of lust to break the monotony, and a half hour for lunch. You’d think the subject of love had been exhausted by now. You’d think people would know better than to try stating the case anew, but you would be wrong.

* * *

If I were the one writing a personal ad—an ad for myself—what would I say? I get asked this a lot. Most of the time I beg off, or change the subject, or laugh derisively and declare that personal ads are strictly for losers. But in truth, I just don’t know what I would say. I’m not sure there’s anything to say. Love is the thing that everybody’s looking for, even when we know it’s hard to find, and I know that finding it is a cakewalk compared to living with it, and the only thing worse than living with it is losing it. Love is this big thing that makes us look so small when we crawl up next to it, it leaves us wide-eyed and speechless. But I have absolutely nothing of use to say when it comes to the subject of love. People shouldn’t ask me. I have a terrible track record, and mostly I prefer to just listen to others talk about it.

“I know you’re out there!” she exclaims, and she’s thrilled with her choice, no doubt thinking she’s the first person ever to combine those words in such a perfect fashion. “And be sure to include the exclamation point,” she tells me, and I dutifully comply. For me, these words come across as a little ominous, even when decorated with an exclamation point, but I keep the thought to myself.

She thanks me, profusely and honestly, for my help. I do not warn her of what she might be in for, the things that will happen as she looks for love and everything that follows when she finds it. She thinks I’m wonderful and kind, and I don’t argue. But she doesn’t know what I’m getting from this. When I’m at work, I get to think about love. I get to believe in love. And when I get home I’ll inevitably be asked, out of courtesy more than real interest, “What happened at work today?” And I’ll answer, as I always do, “Oh, nothing.” Anything else wouldn’t make sense, and none of it would be understood anyhow.


[2] Losers


WE’RE A BUNCH of high-powered mid-career derivative finance people forming an exciting social group to study the applications of neural network methodologies to probability theory, statistics and financial modeling. Sounds like fun? Join us for friendship, camaraderie, good time and plenty of math.



Every week I do business with three or four hundred brand-new people, and no matter who they are—rich or poor, young or old, black or white, male or female—they are all mortified at having to write a personal ad to find a date. There is no greater shame, apparently, than to advertise the longings of your heart as if you were throwing a garage sale, putting your hopes and dreams out for strangers to pick apart and haggle over. The personals feel dirty, unseemly, pathetic—and for the inexperienced and uninitiated, writing that first ad seems like a humiliating admission of total failure.

Luckily, there’s me—I’m here to help, with a kindly word and an open heart, providing tender encouragement to the nervous newbie. Buck up, lonely hearts! All you need is a big-hearted someone to gently ease you into the fun and exciting world of personal ads—someone to guide and support you, someone who cares. And I, by default and by virtue of paycheck, am that someone. So here’s a primer of sorts, a brief introduction to everything you need to know about placing your very own personal ad:

Nobody Loves You

Admitting you have a problem is the first step to beating it, right? Okay, maybe I’m thinking of heroin, but regardless—nobody loves you. I’m sorry, but it’s true. Why else would you be here? Of course, just because nobody loves you doesn’t mean you shouldn’t be loved—far from it! You’ve taken an important first step by considering a personal advertisement, and if it’s any consolation, you aren’t alone. Look at all the people who place personals—there are pages and pages of them each and every week. Nobody loves them, either. You aren’t so special after all, are you? And you’re not nearly as unlovable as some of these people, believe me. Take this fine lady, for example:


HYPNOTIZED GUYS TURN me on. Let me put you in a trance. SWF amateur hypnotist looking for guys to put under. Can be sexual or not. ISO guys with open minds, height/weight proportional, picture required.



Isn’t that sad? Hypnotism, magic spells, kidnapping, free dinners—people will do the most awful, desperate things to get someone to love them. All you’re doing is asking. There. Don’t you feel better now?

Everybody Hates You

It’s not enough that nobody loves you. That’s only a start. If you really want this personal-ad thing to work, you have to be willing to let people hate you. The biggest mistake people make is to avoid letting anyone hate them—they think, “Jeepers, I don’t want to miss out on finding the man/woman/other of my dreams, so I’d better be on my best behavior and avoid saying anything that will tick off someone who might be perfectly perfect for me.” People shy away from the controversial, the incendiary, all the hot-button topics that make them unique but possibly unpopular. First-timers have a tendency to avoid admitting their religious beliefs or disbeliefs, keep quiet about their political leanings and prejudices, and behave themselves to the point where they’re nothing but piles of decorum, sweetness, and mush. Sometimes they even go so far as to offer up versions of themselves that couldn’t possibly be true:


CHAUVINIST SEEKS AMENDS. Lonely SWM 28 hopes to learn to treat women better from young professional ladies. I am honest and loyal, just misguided. I will cook and clean, I will obey. Let me repay you for my wrongs to others, and learn for the future. Meet me for lunch.



I don’t buy it, and you shouldn’t either. Twenty-eight is a little old to suddenly have such a dramatic change of heart, don’t you think? You know if you go out with this guy, you’ll be scrubbing his toilet and fetching his slippers within a matter of weeks.

Just go ahead and put it out there—if you believe, deep in your heart, that a woman’s place is in the home, barefoot and pregnant and kept away from the voting booth, go ahead and say so. If you think voting Republican is a crime that merits bringing back the hallowed tradition of public flogging, don’t keep mum. All the awful things you’d prefer to hide about yourself—your kleptomania, your commitment to Satanism, your three adorable cats—are parts of who you actually are. The whole personal-ad setup is more or less anonymous, so what’s stopping you? This guy surely wasn’t afraid of how he might come across:


BY THE YEAR 2020 I will have slept with over six thousand women. Currently I’m on number eight. Stunning male with great potential for evening activities seeking several thousand someones who want to go out once and enjoy a casual screw.



Sure, this fellow may not get many dates, but at least the ones he will get will know what he’s all about. At the very least he’s gotten your attention, even if you disagree with him—which is better than being ignored.

You’re Not Fooling Anybody

You are so very clever, aren’t you? You think you can fool people with your subtle choice of words, or your innocent omission of detail—but I have news for you, babycakes: it’s been done before, it’s been done better, and it’s been done to death. Everyone knows that when you say college-educated you don’t necessarily mean college-graduated, and claiming your weight is proportionate to your height is utterly meaningless, when you think about it.

People aren’t as dumb as you think they are. People aren’t even as dumb as I think they are. Women say things that they think will fool men, and men say things that they think will fool women—but the fact is, men and women have this terrible habit of fooling only themselves.



	WHAT WOMEN SAY
	          
	WHAT MEN HEAR



	Adventurous
	 
	Slutty



	Athletic
	 
	Flat-chested



	Average-looking
	 
	Ugly



	Beautiful
	 
	Delusional



	Contagious smile
	 
	Drug addict



	Emotionally secure
	 
	Heavily medicated



	Fortyish
	 
	Forty-nine



	Free spirit
	 
	Junkie



	Fun
	 
	Annoying



	Old-fashioned
	 
	Closed-minded



	Open-minded
	 
	Desperate



	Outgoing
	 
	Loud and obnoxious



	Rubenesque
	 
	Grossly fat



	Voluptuous
	 
	Hugely fat



	Young at heart
	 
	Old






	WHAT MEN SAY
	               
	WHAT WOMEN HEAR



	Athletic
	 
	Watches football on TV



	Average-looking
	 
	Hair on ears, nose, back



	Educated
	 
	Patronizing



	Fortyish
	 
	Fifty-two



	Friendship first
	 
	Sex required



	Fun
	 
	Drunk



	Good-looking
	 
	Dumb



	Honest
	 
	Liar



	Huggable
	 
	Fat



	Likes to cuddle
	 
	Mama’s boy



	Mature
	 
	Old



	Poet
	 
	Writes bathroom graffiti



	Sensitive
	 
	Gay



	Very sensitive
	 
	Very gay



	Stable
	 
	Charged, but acquitted




Get Over Your self

The personals aren’t for spineless wimps. You want to whine and bitch about how sad this all is? Fine. But don’t do it on my dime or time, buddy. If you think writing personal ads is a hard, bitter, terrible experience, just think about what it must be like for me to read them. A little sympathy would be nice. I might love this job, but you don’t know that unless I tell you.

When you let go of all the nonsense, when you let loose and say who you are and what you want and how you want it, you’ll not only find what you’re looking for but you’ll entertain me in the process—and that’s saying something. The following are some of the more entertaining, if somewhat disturbing, ads I’ve come across:


CIVIL WAR RE-CREATIONIST ISO SWM 18–30 for illicit role-play. I am a Northern soldier, possibly with leg injury. You, a Rebel in every sense of the word. If you can capture me, you can have me. Accurate description, no fatties, costume helpful. No fatties! Call, and let’s duel it out!

DESPERATELY SEEKING DINNER. Charming SAF ISO dining sugar daddy for upscale culinary experience. Must be willing to pay for my meal, and be handsome enough to keep my food down. You get the pleasure of my company and the chance to see my mouth with a fork in it. Bon appétit. For me.

BLACK MALE LOOKING for soft angora-wearing woman to have sexual fun. Must have soft, fuzzy hair. Only kinky women should respond. You must be very naughty, but love to wear angora sweaters, and your hair must be very, very soft.



I do want to add, however, that if you are one of these people who insists on wallowing in your weirdness—if you absolutely cannot help but wrap yourself up in humiliation and embarrassment and let your freak flag fly—all I can suggest is that you pick another venue. There’s a place where you can go to be yourself that’s far more anonymous than the personals, and it’s called the Internet. Think about it—won’t you? A guy can take only so many freaks in one day.


[3] Means of Introduction


READING AYN RAND on the subway, Monday evening. I sat beside you for a few stops to Diversey, where you got off. I was in shorts and flip-flops. You’re that girl who goes to my gym, I think. I didn’t say much, but the memory of your beautiful eyes makes me wish I had. Would just like to talk. Just talk. I’m sensitive and funny, and I absolutely believe there is someone somewhere waiting for me. Is it you?



Bill wanted to place a personal ad. He’d seen a woman, a beautiful woman he couldn’t forget, at a bar called Gamekeepers the Saturday evening before. Gamekeepers is a semi-quasi-sportish kind of bar in a solidly gentrified part of Chicago, the kind of place where former sorority girls and fraternity boys go in an effort to stave off growing up—white girls with ponytails and guys with Michigan State sweatshirts and loud drunken voices; it’s exactly what you think. Bill had been out with some friends of his, and, after listening to him obsess about this girl for three days, they finally goaded him into putting an ad in the personals to find her. The buck had thus been passed to me.

“Does this ever work?” he whined, and I told him yes. Yes. Well, sometimes. Maybe. It depends. I told him not to think about that, and to concentrate on the task at hand. He needed to tell me everything, every little thing he
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