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My knuckles flushed white with indignation. I shredded the brochure into halves, then quarters, then eighths. 

Back when Elias and I were still boyfriends, I’d been planning to surprise him with a Balinese monkey statue he’d always talked about. It was going to be for his birthday. The gallery brochure had been hiding in my university office so as not to spoil the surprise. 

Why had I done all that for a man who wouldn’t even talk about marriage? Elias had berated me for “making a mess” in my own home, but never considered the mess he’d made of my heart. 

Good riddance. Elias’s beloved wooden statues — or at least their brochure — vanished into my office trash bin. Elias deserved shredding to infinity, but that would’ve paid him too much attention. 

I squirted disinfectant into my hands, then did a triumphant three-sixty in my desk chair. I’d broken up with Elias back in June. Now, in November, I managed to clear the last of his things from my office.

The year I’d spent with that germaphobe-commitment phobe was already a year too long. All he cared about was the precious antique wooden statues he collected. 

Elias could discuss a mesquite macaque for an hour: its material, its style, its crafting. For a wooden monkey. If I ever mentioned to him the crafting of us, Elias looked away and changed the subject.

I stretched my arm down to the under-desk mini-fridge, my beer cooler. Drinking at work was the best part of being tenured. Faculty, students, or administrators who didn’t like it could pound sand. I could open that mini-fridge door with my left hand while computing a Fourier transform with my right.

A dozen Heineken bottles still in the hopper. I slid my fingers over them and pulled one out. Beer was reliable, steady, always by my side, never dodging my affections, never afraid to commit. In all non-sexual regards, beer was more reliable than my ex-boyfriend Elias Young. 

Outside my office window, snow blew in little tornadoes through Butte Square. Students rushed across campus, clutching their books, their scarves, their ears. 

2:46 P.M., a solid fourteen minutes before I had to teach calculus to sniveling ingrates.

I reached to the keyboard and instinctively started typing  instagram.com/elia — no! Loathsome habit, thinking of my ex whenever I had fifteen, or even fourteen, minutes to kill. I certainly didn’t need to look at Elias’s Insta. I was way over him. And he’d probably blocked me anyway. 

My desk phone rang, just in time to pull me away from Insta-temptation. I didn’t need Elias, and I was going to stick with that.

“Yeah.” I sighed and shook my head at the snow swirling outside. Montana was one of the few places in the universe with weather even worse than New York’s.  “This is Harry Lorenz, PhD, tenured professor, Department of Mathematics. What do you want?”

“Mister, Doctor, Lorenz, this is Zoe Zellinger, from Findr, America’s premier gay dating app—”

I sighed loudly enough directly into the phone so the solicitor on the other end could hear. “I bought a lifetime subscription. You don’t have to call me.”

“This isn’t about your subscription, Mister Lorenz. I don’t have access to that.”

“Then?” I chugged at my Heineken, also loudly enough for her to hear me gulping it down. “Is it about the dick pics I sent that guy?”

“The dick? What? No, Mister Lorenz — you won!”

“I won?”

“You won, Mister Lorenz. You won.”

“In terms of, at life, overall?” I leaned back in my chair just a little and took another swig. I cherished how little I cared about being late for the class I had to teach. “Yeah, you could say that. Here I am, a certified genius, a fully tenured professor, my dick in one hand and a beer in the other—”

“No, you won the contest. The Dream Gay Getaway contest.”

“Dream Gay Getaway?” I racked my brain. “Is this timeshare? I’m too smart to be fooled—”

“Mister Lorenz. The contest you and your partner entered. For a free dream vacation.”

“Partner?” I asked, heroically suppressing a laugh.

“With your partner, yes.” Was she talking about Elias?

“Vaguely remember.” I swigged another gulp of beer. If I was going to be late to teach calculus, I might as well smell like a brewery. “Trip to Thailand, that contest?” 

“Exactly right! A dream romantic getaway for two!”

“Oh, I think I remember.” I did. It was an essay I’d typed up when I couldn’t sleep one night for some online contest run by Findr. “I just assumed Findr contests are always scams.”

“Excuse me, Mister Lorenz?”

“Sweepstakes, raffles, contests — everybody knows they’re bullshit.” What I hadn’t mentioned: my essay wasn’t exactly a bastion of honesty either. I’d claimed that Elias was a travel-loving cosmopolitan who’d always dreamed of rediscovering his ethnic roots in  Thailand. I thought it would help us win the contest. Apparently it did, although there was the small issue of a Montana farm boy I’d said was Thai. And the slightly bigger issue of us no longer being boyfriends.

“Mister Lorenz.” She paused for what felt like a minute, but was probably only two seconds. “I need to sit down with you and Mister Young to plan the trip.”

“What— oh.” I cleared my throat. “Yeah. But he won’t go. He’s not into traveling. I’ll have to take this trip solo. Unfortunately. Very unfortunately.”

“In the essay, you said Elias is a lifelong traveler—” She was about to read me my own tall tales of Elias’s wanderlust. 

“Of course Elias would love to go on vacation!” I was quick on my feet like nobody else. “But he’s a busy man. A businessman. Unlike me. I’m a tenured professor. I get a lot of time off. Whenever I want. But poor, unfortunate, Elias, unlike me, can’t take any time off—”

“Well I certainly hope Elias can make it.” Her voice dripped treacle. “The two of you together! Won’t that be wonderful?” 

I gritted my teeth.
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“What?” My date dropped the spoonful of Thai noodles directly onto the table. Bang. He glared at me through bifocals. His ample eyebrows wiggled like a judgmental caterpillar. “You own The Butte?”

“Yeah.” I nodded and shoveled a spoonful of chicken curry into my mouth. “Remember my profile? A neatnik, a realist, and a business owner.”

“A business owner.” He took a very calculated sip of his apple martini and stared at me, his head slowly shaking. “You operate a bordello.”

“I don’t operate a bordello.” I sighed. “I run an all-male dance club.”

“The Butte. A quote-unquote dance club.” He pulled a toothpick out of his pocket and excavated something from his gums while still staring at me, and still talking.  “You own a literal whorehouse. A male whorehouse.”

“There’s no sex for sale.” How many times did I have to say that?

“It’s literally named after butts, Elias.”

“Butte is pronounced byoot not butt.”

“Byoot maybe when it’s on a map. But Butte is Butt when it’s plastered on your brothel.”

“The Byoot is not a brothel.”

“That flashing pink building in the shape of ass-cheeks is not a gay whorehouse? You think I’m an idiot?” He pushed away his plate of pad thai like it was radioactive. “Am I on a reality show about getting catfished? I right-swiped on a businessman but I get a— I don’t even know what to call you—”

“I’m a businessman.” I sighed. “I see you aren’t enjoying your noodles. Can I recommend another dish? Curry? Are you a fish guy?” I preemptively waved at a waiter. 

Food defused tense situations. Whenever my ex Harry and I had a minor spat, we’d sit down to Thai curry and soon everything was ok.

“Doesn’t matter if I’m a fish guy. I have no desire to dine with a brothel-keeper.” He spit something into his napkin and wrapped it up like a cadaver. “For the record, I don’t like Thai food.” 

I waved down another waiter.

“My friend isn’t a big fan of pad thai,” I told the waiter in the cheeriest tone possible: lemons into lemonade, choose another dish and maybe this guy would start to love Thai food. Even eternally grouchy Harry loved Thai food. “My friend would like to choose a different dish.”

“I’m not your friend.” He shook his head and snickered at me. “And I don’t want a different dish. More like a different date. One who doesn’t run a bordello.”

If I could convince the IRS and the City of Butte that the bar I’d bought with my parents’ life insurance money was a legitimate business, why couldn’t I convince any man I tried to date? Other than Harry. That slob Harry. Good riddance, but at least Harry understood that I was just a ho-hum bar owner.

My date gritted his teeth. “I wasted my super-like on contacting a literal pimp, then wasted my precious evening on meeting said pimp.” He was still staring at me through his bifocals, like a scientist examining a stray bug.  “And you’re making me eat disgusting Asian food.”

“Oh, come on.” I wanted to salvage at least something. I wasn’t expecting Mister Right, but at least Mister Rebound. “Asian food is delicious!”

“Pimp Daddy will now lecture me about taste?” He clicked his tongue at me about as disdainfully as a tongue could be clicked. “And Mister Sex On The Clock, are you charging me for your time right now? Are we on the clock?”

“Look.” I sighed. “I’m totally legitimate! My business is totally legitimate! My brother is a priest!”

“What?” My date shook his head, then cautiously started to laugh.

“I mean— how terrible a person could I be if— if my own brother is a priest.” I sweated profusely, despite the restaurant’s heating barely keeping up with the weather outside. 

“You’re seriously making this argument to me. When you own and operate The Butt.”

“It’s The Byoot.” I pulled my phone out of my pocket and flipped to a photo of me and my brother Toby having our weekly afternoon coffee. “And my brother has a collar and everything.”

“You’re out of your mind.” My date gathered his car keys, wallet, and phone off the table and put them in his coat pocket, as if I was threatening to steal them. “Telling me about the whorehouse you run, then showing me pictures of some priest?”

“This isn’t working out.” I hadn’t expected a Findr date could go that badly.

“You finally see reality?” He snickered.

My phone vibrated. Breaking my ironclad rule of no interruptions on a date, I took the call. This, whatever it was, was no longer a date. 

“A trick is calling you? Or is it a john?”  My date gulped water, then stood up. “I’m outta here.” 

I held the phone to my ear. The woman’s voice dripped with treacly enthusiasm. “Elias Young? Hello?”

My ex-date was already well out the door.

“Yeah. I’m Elias.” I sighed. “The same old Elias.”

“Elias! We have great news!”

I started to reach for the red hang-up icon. “I’m not buying whatever you’re selling.”

“No! I’m calling from Findr.”

“How did you know so quickly that it didn’t work out — are you offering a refund?”

“What?”

“I just had a date. I thought you — never mind.”

“Elias! Mister Young! You won!”

“I won what?” I’d give the caller one more chance to prove she was legitimate, with or without any priests involved — though I’d learned with Harry that second chances only delay the inevitable.

“You won the Dream Gay Getaway contest!”

“Timeshare?”

“Not a timeshare! The contest! On Findr. Your essay.”

“My essay? What essay?”

“About the dream getaway you planned with Harry Lorenz!”

“Why would I plan—” 

“All expenses paid trip to Laki Beach, Thailand! First-class airfare, five-star resort, Michelin-starred restaurants, postcard beaches, and a hundred thousand in cash! Remember now?”

“The contest like a year ago?” Harry had printed out some kind of Findr contest he said he could easily win. He and I were entering as a couple. Back when we were a couple. 

“Both of you won!”

“Both of us? From, like ages ago? Probably last year?”

“You and Harry Lorenz! And it was in April, not last year.”

“It’s November now. April is almost like last year.” I took a gulp of the water in front of me, then coughed nervously into the phone. 

“I won a trip with Harry?”

“Not just a trip. A dream romantic getaway.”

My jaw tensed even more. I almost struggled to speak into the phone. “A vacation with Harry. Sounds wonderful.”
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“One of you explain to me.” I tapped the chalk so hard on the board that the tip broke off. I was at least twenty years younger than most of the other math faculty. Using old-fashioned chalkboards instead of whiteboards gave me an extra nudge of gravitas, and was a lot easier than dyeing my hair gray or wearing tweed. “One of you explain to me, please, how proof by induction works.” 

My charges went silent for a full three seconds. Then a hand shot up. 

“Yeah. Imelda.” I pointed at the eager-eyed undergraduate in the front row. 

“Professor Lorenz.” Her nonplussed stare was exactly what I’d been going for. “My name is Emily.”

“Just messing with you.” I grinned like I’d just swallowed a big fat canary. “I know your name isn’t Imelda. I want you to stay on your feet.”

“Alright.” Emily nodded. “Proof by induction is a method of mathematical proof for when you have a base case, and you prove that if something is true for a base case, then it’s true for every subsequent case.”

“Good.” I held my hands in the air to demand silence. “Go on.”

“So if you can prove that it’s true for the base case, the starter case—” She spoke without a pause, definitely without consulting notes or a book. “Then you’ve proven that it’s true for all the subsequent cases.” 

Emily had introduced herself on the first day of class as “I’m no good at math,” then slowly became the star student of the class. I secretly credited myself with having awoken her interest in math.

“Perfect answer. A round of applause for Emily, please.” If we clapped for field goals and movie endings, then why not for math? My students were used to it now and dutifully applauded. I added some fist-pumps and whoop-whoops. “Emily, if you haven’t thought about graduate school in math, or especially if you have, email me, or see me after class, or just fucking apply, because you’ll go far, ok?”

“Thanks, Professor Lorenz.” She beamed me a huge smile.

“You deserve it. Now, final question of the day, for the whole class.” I cleared my throat. “As I always tell you ragamuffins, real life is not like math. And real life is especially not like mathematical induction. Can somebody explain what I mean?”

Emily looked around. No hands were up. Her eyes on mine, she gingerly raised her hand.

“Emily again! It’s all you, Emily!” I called out like a sports announcer. “No shame in hogging all the questions if nobody else wants to answer.”

Emily cleared her throat. “So, mathematical induction basically means that if something happens once, it will keep happening again. Like, if it’s true for N=1, then it’s also true for N=2, N=3, until infinity.” She looked at me, waiting for my approval.

“Right.” I nodded.

“So.” Emily looked up at the ceiling. “Life isn’t really like math. You don’t get, like do-overs where the only thing that’s changed is the value of N.”

I smiled. She’d nailed it. “So that’s why math is cool, right, Emily? It’s almost like a fantasy world, where you can just change the day of the week and everything else stays the same.”

“Yeah, Doctor Lorenz. That’s why I love math.” 

I put down my chalk and stepped to the first row to fist-bump her. “That’s why I love math too. Because the real world is nothing like it.”

Emily nodded, and her classmates followed. 

My cellphone rang. I glanced at the screen. “What’s the rule on taking phone calls in my class?” I asked, my eyes flitting between my students and my phone screen.

A chorus answered: “If it’s not your mom, it can wait!” They’d remembered.

“Well, this time it is my mom.” I waved my phone at the students and pressed the green button to answer. “Just one final announcement: I’ll be out of town during Exams Week and the week after.”

“Where you going?” A half-mocking voice asked from the back row. Rocky: goofy and self-assured, completely harmless. “Is Professor Lorenz going on vacay?”

“No time for that conversation. I’ve got Mom here.” I waved my phone at the heckler. “Class is dismissed.” I turned toward the blackboard, my back to the students shuffling out, and held the phone to my ear.

“For two weeks you’ll be gone?” Mom immediately asked. “Those kids will flunk out without you. Kaput.”

“Exams week and first week of winter break. They’ll be ok, Mom. So you got my text?”

“I’m seventy, not an idiot, Hillel.”

“I never said you’re an idiot. And I’m Harry, Mom. Harry. For twenty years now, it’s been Harry.”

“What does your birth certificate say?” She clicked her tongue. “Hillel Lorenz.”

“How about what does my Harvard degree say?” I hummed the Jeopardy! theme. “Harry Lorenz.”

“I’m your mother, not Harvard.” She sighed. “But alright. I’ll call you Harry, for this phone call and this phone call only. You’re really going on vacation with that guy? Your ex?”

“It’s not my choice, Mom!” I said it a bit too loudly and looked behind me. Only a few students were still filing out of the classroom. I made a mock-angry face at them and with frantic waves of my hand shooed them out of the classroom. “I don’t actually want to go on vacation with Elias.”

“Someone is forcing you, Hillel, I mean Harry?” Mom clicked her tongue louder than before. “Enter your ATM PIN backwards if you’re being held hostage, darling.”

“No, Mom. I’m not being held hostage.”

“So? Why do you say it’s not your choice? If nobody’s forcing you, then just don’t go on the trip you don’t want to go on. Simple as that.”

“This is the kind of advice you charge your clients five hundred bucks an hour for?” I walked to the back of the classroom and stood in the corner. I probably sounded like I was in a shower stall.

“Number one.” Motherly indignation rose up in her voice. “That five hundred shekels an hour paid for your Harvard, so shush.”

“I know. I’m just—”

“Number two, I’m a sex therapist, not a high school counselor. My clients’ concerns are a bit more complicated than not wanting to go on a trip that they don’t have to go on.”

“I realize that as well, Mom. I do want to go on the trip. On the trip qua trip. But not with Elias.”

“Trip qua trip but not Elias qua Elias?” Mom sighed. “Sometimes I regret putting you in Latin classes. Why is Elias a necessary part of this trip?”

“It’s a free trip.” I sighed and took the warm phone away from my ear, then switched it to speakerphone. “A contest. And the company says we have to go together. Elias and I won a contest we’d entered back in April. ”

“And just now they announced the winner? Six months late?”

“I guess. I’d forgotten about it since then. Just today they called me to say we won.”

“So late?”

“They obviously didn’t have a mom like you nagging them.” I bit my lower lip — it was my mom’s pushing that had set me on my academic path. “You never would’ve let me be so slack.” 

“I’m glad you don’t always forget all I’ve done for you.” She loved to remind me. And she wasn’t wrong.

“The point is that Elias annoys the hell out of me, but I want the free trip. I want to go have a good time in Thailand and don’t want to pay for it. And don’t want Elias with me either.”

“By good time, you mean dancing the cha-cha with some local guys?”

“Mom.” I sighed, even though it was no use. “And yes, I do kind of mean that.”

“Kind of, Hillel?” She chuckled victoriously. “Who used my business credit card for a Gaytube subscription at the tender age of seventeen?”

“Ok, alright. No need to bring that up. You had it just lying next to the keyboard. And yes, mostly to dance the cha-cha, as you call it. And also, my name is Harry.”

“And Harry, your six-figure professor salary won’t pay for the trip? When you don’t even have a precocious son whose fancy education you have to pay for as a single parent like I did?”

“I get the hint. And first class, five star to Thailand would cost like twenty thousand if I wanted to pay for it myself.”

“Small money for a guy at your level, I’m sure.” She was proud and mocking, all at once.

“Wasting money is against our religion, isn’t it?”

“Mazel Tov, Hillel. Harry. So would you rather spend twenty thousand bucks than go with Elias?”

“Argh! That’s exactly my problem! I don’t want to do either one, really. But I still want to go to Thailand. I just wish it was without Elias.”

“Because he broke your heart?”

“Nobody can ever break my— ok, maybe.”

“Maybe? This is your mother you’re talking to, Harry.”

“Ok, yes.”

“So just go to Thailand but don’t get involved, and don’t expect commitment from Elias. Don’t let him draw you in. Let him play with his statues or whatever.”

“I wish it was so easy. Sometimes we can’t control—”

“Control, schmontrol. Go to Thailand, frolic on the beach, just remember not to fall in love with him. Again.”

“Is this the kind of professional advice you give your clients?” 

“It is if you’re not paying five hundred dollars an hour for fancy language.”

“I’m not paying my own mother.”

“Then that’s all you get. As a free bonus, you can call me and complain whenever he does something particularly loathsome.”

“Like when he yelled at me for putting a beer can in his statue’s outstretched hand?”

“I was on his side on that one.” Treasonous. She was siding with the enemy. “You defiled his statue.”

“A stupid statue! I didn’t break it!”

“Harry. It’s not just a stupid statue to him. You need to learn to respect what other people value.”

“The hand looked like a drink caddy.”

“I remember your excuses from back in June. And I’m still on Elias’s side on this one.”

“My own mother.” I sighed. “But thanks for the honest opinion. And yeah, I guess I’ll go, and just put up with whatever Elias throws at me.”

“Does this Thai vacation of yours mean I won’t even see you for Christmas?” 

“We don’t even celeb—”

“I never said we celebrate Christmas, Harry. Just asking if I’ll see you then.”

“I’ll try, Mom. I’ll try.”
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