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To the Plenty of Fish crowd from the early days, and everybody who survived the wild dates, mixed signals, broken hearts, and absolute craziness of looking for love.

I hope you found your soulmate. And if you didn’t, I hope you found your laugh again, learned what you deserve, and never settled for somebody else’s bullshit just to avoid being alone.

Here’s to the ones who made it through the wreckage and still had the guts to try again.

PhishStones
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I try to make every book I write personal and unique. Not a copy of the last one, not somebody else’s idea of how I ought to sound. Every story carries a reflection of battles, mistakes, laughter, and things I’ve learned along the way.

I do it with the half a brain I joke about having, and with every bit of heart I’ve got. Some days the words come easy. Other days I have to fight for them. Either way, I want the people in these pages to feel real, the laughs to land, and the hard parts to mean something.

If this story makes you laugh at a bad date, recognize an old wound, or believe in another chance, then it did what I hoped it would.

PhishStones
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CHAPTER 1

WELCOME BACK TO THE FUCKING MEAT MARKET
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Maggie Callahan had been married so long that the last time she went on a first date, nobody had a smartphone. Hell, hardly anybody had a cell phone unless you counted those giant bastard things people carried around like military equipment.

That long.

And now, at fifty-seven years old, divorced, pissed off, and slightly buzzed on cheap pinot grigio, Maggie was sitting at her kitchen table trying to explain herself to an app.

Tell us about yourself.

She stared at the little white box for several seconds. “Go fuck yourself.”

Her best friend, Donna, looked up from across the table. “What?”

“This thing wants me to tell it about myself.”

“That’s generally how dating profiles work.”

“In five hundred characters.”

“Then don’t include your childhood.”

Maggie turned the phone around. “Look at this shit. ‘What are you passionate about?’”

Donna took another sip of wine. “Complaining.”

“I am not putting complaining.”

“You’re very good at it.”

“I was married thirty-one years. I raised two kids. I worked twenty-six years at a medical billing office without murdering anyone. I survived menopause, a cheating husband, a basement flood, two root canals, my mother moving into assisted living, and a golden retriever that ate an entire Thanksgiving turkey.”

Donna nodded thoughtfully. “Strong opening.”

“And now I’m supposed to write, ‘I enjoy sunsets and long walks on the beach.’”

“Do you?”

“No.”

“There you go.”

“I hate sand.”

“Put that.”

Maggie looked horrified. “I’m not putting that.”

“Why not?”

“Because then nobody will contact me.”

Donna leaned back in her chair. “Maggie, ten minutes ago you said you didn’t want anybody to contact you.”

“That’s different.”

“How?”

“I want them to want to contact me. Then I want the option of rejecting them.”

Donna stared at her for a second. “That is possibly the most divorced thing you’ve ever said.”

Maggie laughed, and not the polite little laugh she had become good at using when somebody said something that was supposed to be funny. This one came out of someplace she hadn’t visited much lately.

That was the problem with Donna. She could make Maggie laugh when Maggie was trying very hard to remain miserable.

Maggie looked back down at the screen. Choose your interests. Travel. Fitness. Hiking. Cooking. Wine. Yoga. Concerts. Camping.

Maggie checked wine, then cooking, and after thinking about it for three seconds, unchecked cooking. Heating soup should not legally qualify.

“Hiking,” Donna said.

“I don’t hike.”

“You walk.”

“To the mailbox.”

“You walked all over Disney World.”

“That was twelve years ago, and I was looking for alcohol.”

“Still counts.”

Maggie scrolled farther. “These people all sound exhausting.”

“Who?”

“The women.”

Donna leaned over while Maggie pulled up one of the profiles. Living my best life! Hiking, kayaking, traveling, yoga, sunrise runs, healthy eating and spontaneous adventures!

Maggie stared at it. “Who the hell wakes up at fifty-eight and says, ‘You know what would make today better? A kayak.’”

Donna laughed into her glass. “Maybe she likes kayaking.”

“She’s lying.”

“You don’t know that.”

“Yes I do. Nobody likes kayaking that much.”

She swiped again. Another smiling woman stood on top of a mountain in skin-tight clothes, arms raised over her head like she had personally defeated gravity.

“Look at her,” Maggie said.

“What?”

“She’s sixty.”

“So?”

“If that woman is sixty, I’m Jennifer fucking Aniston.”

Donna grabbed the phone. “It could be recent.”

“That picture was taken during the Clinton administration.”

“You’re terrible.”

“No. I’m observant.”

Donna handed the phone back. “Stop looking at the women. You’re not dating the women.”

“I’m studying the competition.”

“This is not the Kentucky Derby.”

“Feels like it.”

That was the part Maggie hated most—the inventory feeling. Height, weight, age, hair, education, income, divorced, widowed, separated. She had quickly figured out that separated was dating-app language for still married but hoping you won’t ask too many fucking questions.

Everybody had been reduced to a thumbnail, a few sentences, and a list of preferences. It felt like shopping for a used lawn mower, except the lawn mower might have emotional problems, Viagra, three ex-wives, and a daughter who hated you before she ever met you.

Maggie poured more wine.

Donna pointed at the glass. “That’s number three.”

“It’s medicinal.”

“For what?”

“Dating.”

“You haven’t been on one yet.”

“Preventative medicine.”

Donna reached across the table and took the bottle away. “Write the profile.”

Maggie sighed dramatically and began typing. Recently divorced after thirty-one years. Mother of two grown children. I like—

She stopped. “What do I like?”

Donna blinked at her. “Maggie.”

“No, seriously.”

“Movies.”

“What kind?”

“You fall asleep during all of them.”

“Exactly.”

“Restaurants.”

“Everybody likes restaurants.”

“Your garden.”

“The deer eat it.”

“Music.”

“I listen to the same twelve songs I liked in 1987.”

Donna smiled. “Put that. That’s actually funny.”

Maggie looked at the screen for a moment and typed: Recently divorced after thirty-one years. Mother of two grown children. I listen to the same music I liked in 1987, consider walking through Costco legitimate exercise, and have no desire to climb a mountain unless somebody has hidden money at the top.

Donna read it. “That’s good.”

“It’s stupid.”

“It sounds like you.”

“That’s what worries me.”

“Keep going.”

Maggie typed again. I’m looking for someone honest, funny and normal. She stared at the sentence, reconsidered it, and deleted normal.

“What happened to normal?” Donna asked.

“I was married to normal.”

“Fair point.”

Maggie replaced it with: I’m looking for someone honest, funny, kind and reasonably sane. If every one of your exes is supposedly crazy, I’m going to assume there is additional information missing from the story.

Donna burst out laughing. “You cannot put that.”

“Why?”

“Because it’s hostile.”

“It’s accurate.”

“Men will be scared of you.”

“Excellent.”

Donna reached for the phone. “Give me that.”

“No.”

“I’m saving you from yourself.”

“I didn’t ask to be saved.”

“You called me at seven this morning and said, ‘Come over tonight and stop me from deleting the dating app.’”

“That was morning Maggie.”

“And?”

“Morning Maggie is weak.”

Donna managed to steal the phone and edit the line.

“What are you deleting?”

“Nothing.”

“You’re deleting my ex-wife line.”

“I am improving your marketability.”

“I’m not a fucking condo.”

Donna handed the phone back. The line remained, mostly, but Donna had softened it to: Honesty matters. If every relationship in your past was entirely the other person’s fault, we probably won’t be a match.

Maggie frowned. “That sounds like a therapist wrote it.”

“It sounds like a person who gets dates wrote it.”

“I liked mine.”

“Of course you did.”

Then came the photographs, and somehow that was worse. Apparently she needed six. Six fucking photographs of herself.

Maggie had approximately three from the previous five years that she did not immediately want destroyed. One was from her daughter’s wedding, one was Christmas, and one included her ex-husband.

Donna rejected that one immediately. “You cannot crop him out?”

“His hand would still be on my shoulder.”

“Jesus.”

“I know.”

Donna started scrolling through Maggie’s camera roll. “No. No. Absolutely not.” She stopped suddenly. “Why do you have seventeen pictures of a casserole?”

“It looked good.”

“It looks brown.”

“It was delicious.”

Donna kept scrolling until she stopped on a photograph Maggie barely remembered. It had been taken the previous summer on the back porch. Her hair was pulled back, she had no makeup on, and she was laughing at something outside the frame.

Maggie studied herself. There were lines around her eyes, a little softness under her chin, and more gray in her hair than she usually allowed photographs to document. She looked fifty-seven.

Her first reaction was that she hated it. Then she looked again. She looked happy. Not posed happy. Not everybody smile because this is going on Facebook happy. Actually happy.

“When was that?”

“Last July,” Donna said. “Your birthday.”

“Who took it?”

“I did.”

“I look old.”

Donna stared at her. “You are fifty-seven.”

“Thank you, Hallmark.”

“You look like you.”

“That is not necessarily helping.”

“Maggie, you just spent twenty minutes complaining about people using ten-year-old photographs.”

“I know.”

“And now you’re trying to find a ten-year-old photograph.”

Maggie said nothing. Goddammit. Donna was right again. Maggie hated when that happened.

“Fine.” She selected the picture, then chose one from the wedding, one with her dog, and another from an outdoor concert. Donna rejected a heavily filtered selfie.

“Why?”

“Because your skin looks like laminate.”

“It smooths things out.”

“It erased your nose.”

“Everybody uses filters.”

“And you just spent twenty minutes bitching about everybody using filters.”

Maggie looked at the picture and sighed. “Fine.”

Delete.

Her real face went up. Wrinkles and all.

When they were finished, Maggie looked at the complete profile and felt strangely exposed. There she was: fifty-seven, divorced, two grown children, one dead dog she still missed, and a thirty-one-year marriage she wasn’t sure how to explain. She had a body that no longer matched the one she remembered possessing, a heart that had been broken in ways she had never expected, and somehow a sense of humor that had survived all of it.

Underneath everything was one embarrassing truth she had not told Donna. Maggie missed having a person.

Not necessarily a husband. She was nowhere near ready to say husband. Not even a boyfriend, really. She missed somebody who noticed when she entered the room. Somebody she could send a stupid picture to without wondering whether it was worth sending. Somebody who knew what she meant when she said, “You remember that place?” Somebody whose number she could call without first deciding whether she might be bothering them.

The real loneliness wasn’t sleeping alone, eating alone, or watching television alone. It was having something happen and realizing there was nobody who automatically belonged on the other end of the story.

That part hurt.

Maggie reached for her wine. Donna had moved the bottle but forgotten to move the glass. Amateur mistake.

At the bottom of the profile was one final button. PUBLISH PROFILE.

Maggie stared at it while her stomach tightened. “This is stupid.”

“Probably.”

“I could meet a murderer.”

“You could.”

“A married guy.”

“Definitely.”

“A guy who sends dick pictures.”

“Almost guaranteed.”

“Wonderful.”

“But you could also meet somebody decent.”

Maggie looked at Donna. “What are the odds?”

“Probably terrible.”

“Thank you.”

“You want me to lie?”

“No.”

“That’s the whole point, right?”

Maggie looked back at the button. Honesty. That was the whole damn point. She had spent too many years accepting half-truths, tiny lies, and convenient explanations. She was done beginning things with bullshit.

So she hit Publish.

The screen changed. Congratulations! Your profile is now live.

Maggie froze. “Oh, fuck.”

Donna smiled. “What?”

“It’s live.”

“Yes.”

“People can see me.”

“That is how it works.”

“Turn it off.”

“No.”

“Donna.”

“No.”

A small red notification appeared almost immediately. You have a new like. Then another. Then another.

Maggie looked at Donna. “What the hell?”

Donna grinned. “Welcome back.”

Maggie picked up her phone like it contained an explosive device. The first man was sixty-two, shirtless in a bathroom mirror, wearing a gold chain and some kind of tribal tattoo. His biography consisted almost entirely of: NO DRAMA. GOOD VIBES ONLY.

Maggie held the screen toward Donna. “Absolutely not.”

“Why?”

“Any man who writes ‘no drama’ in capital letters has police reports.”

She swiped. Next came a man standing beside a bass the size of a toddler. Swipe. Another fish. Swipe. Motorcycle. Swipe. Sunglasses in a car. Swipe. Gym mirror. Swipe. Another goddamn fish.

“Why are there so many fish?”

Donna shrugged. “Maybe fish are proof they can provide.”

“If society collapses, I’ll reconsider.”

Then Maggie saw the next profile. No fish. No motorcycle. No shirtless bathroom mirror. Just a man wearing a blue button-down shirt, standing in somebody’s backyard with gray hair and a normal smile.

Sixty years old. Jack Mercer.

His profile was short: Widowed. Two grown kids. Retired electrician. Bad golfer. Good cook. I own reading glasses in every room because I can never find the pair I’m looking for. Looking for somebody who can laugh when life gets ridiculous.

Maggie read it twice.

Donna leaned over. “Well?”

“I don’t trust him.”

“Why?”

“He looks normal.”

Donna laughed. “That’s your complaint?”

“It’s suspicious.”

Maggie looked at the photograph again. Jack Mercer. Blue shirt. No fish. No bullshit quotation about living life to the fullest. No photograph beside a sports car, and no obvious twenty-year-old picture pretending to be current.

He looked like a sixty-year-old man. A little tired around the eyes. A little heavier than he had probably once been. Real.

Maggie’s thumb hovered over the screen for a second before she locked the phone and set it facedown. “Nope.”

Donna smiled. “You liked him.”

“I did not.”

“You read it twice.”

“I was checking for warning signs.”

“And?”

“I haven’t found them yet.”

Donna raised her glass. “That must be terrifying.”

Maggie looked at the phone without touching it.

Six miles away, Jack Mercer was sitting in his own house with a sleeping dog beside him and a pair of reading glasses resting uselessly on top of his head. He was looking at Maggie Callahan’s profile.

He read the line about exes and laughed. Then he read it again.

And for the first time in a very long while, he thought: Well, shit. She sounds interesting.

By midnight, Maggie had seventy-one likes and one new understanding of humanity: access to a phone had been granted far too broadly.

Donna had gone home at ten, but Maggie kept swiping.

She told herself she was learning the system.

Really, she was fascinated.

One man opened with: You have beautiful eyes.

Reasonable.

Another: Hello dear I am widower engineer offshore.

Maggie stared at that one.

“Absolutely not.”

A third sent only a rose emoji, a fire emoji, and something that might have been an eggplant.

She set the phone down.

“Jesus Christ.”

Ten minutes later she picked it back up.

The attention changed the temperature of the room.

Earlier that evening, Maggie had felt fifty-seven, divorced, and vaguely obsolete.

Now dozens of strangers had apparently voted otherwise.

She hated how good that felt.

That bothered her enough to close the app.

Then she opened it again.

A man named Steve had written: Hey sexy what you looking for?

Maggie typed: A functioning sentence, apparently.

She did not send it.

Growth.

Instead she deleted the message.

Another man was seventy-four and claimed fifty-nine.

Maggie knew because his profile included a photograph standing beside a birthday cake with giant number candles.

74.

She zoomed in.

“Come on, buddy.”

He had not even cropped the evidence.

A man named Doug listed his relationship status as separated and wrote: Wife and I basically roommates.

Maggie said aloud, “Does she know she’s basically a roommate?”

She swiped no.

Another profile said: No cheaters. No liars. No games. Been hurt too many times.

Every photo showed the man scowling.

Maggie felt sorry for him.

Then she swiped no too.

That was the uncomfortable cruelty of the app. Human pain reduced to half a second of thumb movement.

No.

No.

Maybe.

No.

A person could have survived war, buried parents, raised children, rebuilt after bankruptcy, spent twenty years caring for a disabled spouse, and still become “guy holding fish” in somebody else’s hand.

Maggie did not know what to do with that awareness.

So she tried to slow down.

Read the profile.

Look at all the pictures.

Remember there was a person on the other side.

Then one profile opened with a bathroom mirror photo so badly framed that a toilet dominated the background.

Maggie lost her commitment to compassion for several minutes.

At 12:23, Katie texted.

Why are you awake?

Maggie: Dating app.

The typing bubbles appeared instantly.

OH GOD.

Maggie: Very supportive.

Katie: Do not give anyone your address. Meet in public. Tell me where you go. No getting in strangers’ cars.

Maggie stared at the screen.

You realize I raised you.

Katie: And now I’m returning the favor.

Maggie: I’m deleting your number.

Katie: Send screenshots first.

Maggie laughed.

Then Katie sent one more message.

Seriously though, have fun. You deserve some.

Maggie’s smile faded into something softer.

She set the phone on the nightstand.

You deserve some.

Fun.

Attention.

A life that did not begin and end with what had happened to her marriage.

She was not sure she believed it yet.

But for the first time, the idea did not sound impossible.

Her phone buzzed one final time.

A message from the man in the blue shirt.

Maggie did not open it.

Not yet.

She turned off the lamp and lay in the middle of the bed.

Tomorrow, she decided.

Tomorrow she could find out whether normal-looking men were more dangerous than fish men.
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CHAPTER 2

DIVORCE DOESN’T SOUND LIKE YOU THINK IT WILL
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The end of Maggie’s marriage did not sound like screaming. It did not sound like a plate hitting a wall, a door slamming hard enough to shake the house, or a dramatic soundtrack swelling while somebody dragged a suitcase toward the rain.

It sounded like a laser printer.

Whirr. Click. Whirr.

Page one. Page two. Page three.

Thirty-one years of marriage came out of a machine in a law office that smelled faintly of coffee and toner.

“Initial there,” her lawyer had said.

Maggie initialed.

“And there.”

She initialed again.

“And sign the last page.”

She signed.

Her hand shook only once, which annoyed her. Not because she wanted to be emotional, but because she had spent three decades signing school permission slips, mortgage papers, tax returns, insurance forms, birthday cards, Christmas cards, wedding cards, condolence cards, and one particularly expensive estimate for replacing a septic line. She had signed her married name thousands of times. Now one signature was apparently enough to legally close the whole thing.

Her lawyer, Ellen, glanced at the papers and said, “That should do it.”

That should do it.

Maggie almost laughed. Thirty-one years reduced to something a plumber might say after tightening a valve.

She had imagined divorce differently. She had imagined courtroom drama, vindication, a judge looking at her husband and saying, Sir, you are a fucking idiot. Instead there had been fluorescent lighting, polite voices, and a clerk who looked as if she was deciding what to order for lunch.

Maggie left the courthouse at eleven forty-three in the morning.

At eleven fifty-seven, she was sitting in a fast-food parking lot eating french fries.

That detail bothered her later. She would tell Donna about the legal stuff, the paperwork, the phone call from her son, the strange emptiness of the house. She never mentioned the fries because they seemed somehow disrespectful. Surely when a marriage died, you were supposed to do something more dignified than dip a fry into ketchup while listening to an eighties station.

But she had been starving.

That was the first surprise.

The second was relief.

Not happiness. She was not happy. Happiness would have been insulting. But as she sat there, she noticed her shoulders had dropped. She breathed more deeply than she had in months. Nobody was waiting at home for an argument. Nobody was going to ask why the dishwasher had not been emptied. Nobody was going to stare at the television while insisting nothing was wrong.

The marriage was over.

And for one guilty, disloyal, almost shameful minute, Maggie felt lighter.

Then she cried so hard she got ketchup on her sleeve.

That was divorce, she would eventually decide. It was grief with absurd interruptions. You could be devastated and still need to pee. You could feel your family splitting apart and realize you forgot to buy toilet paper. You could hear the sentence “Your decree has been entered” and immediately wonder whether the dry cleaner closed at six.

Life did not respect emotional timing.

Her daughter, Katie, called first.

“Mom?”

“Hi, honey.”

“Is it done?”

Maggie looked at the folded packet on the passenger seat. “Yeah.”

Katie was quiet. “Are you okay?”

Maggie almost said yes automatically. She had spent years saying yes because it made other people comfortable. Yes, I’m fine. Yes, we’re fine. Yes, your father and I are working on things. Yes, don’t worry about us. Yes, yes, yes, while the whole thing quietly rotted underneath them.

“No,” she said. “But I think I’m going to be.”

Katie exhaled. “That’s a better answer.”

Maggie smiled through the tears. “Look at you, getting emotionally healthy on me.”

“Therapy. You should try it.”

“Don’t push your luck.”

Katie laughed, and the sound helped.

Her son, Brian, called an hour later. He was more awkward about it. He had inherited that from his father: a deep suspicion that any conversation involving feelings might require special equipment.

“So,” he said.

“So.”

“You okay?”

“Your sister already asked.”

“I know. She texted me and said I had to call.”

“Beautiful. Nothing says love like delegated concern.”

Brian laughed. “I love you, Mom.”

“I love you too.”

Then came the question she had been dreading.

“Do you hate Dad?”

Maggie looked out through the windshield at a woman wrestling a toddler into a car seat. The kid had gone completely rigid, the ancient child-defense mechanism known as becoming a board. The mother was losing the fight and possibly her will to live.

“No,” Maggie said finally. “I hate some things he did. That’s different.”

“Good.”

“Why?”

“Because I love both of you, and sometimes it feels like I’m supposed to pick.”

The fries turned to paste in her mouth.

“Oh, honey. No. Never.”

“I know you don’t say that, but you know.”

She did know.

That was the third surprise about divorce: the marriage ended between two people, but the blast radius was much larger.

Her kids were adults. Everybody kept saying that as if adulthood came with emotional body armor. They were twenty-nine and thirty-two, not nine and twelve, but they still had a childhood house. They still had Christmas rituals. They still had a version of their parents stored somewhere in their heads. Maggie’s divorce had kicked a hole in that picture.

She hated that.

She also knew staying married would not have saved them from anything. They had already seen too much silence. Too many dinners where nobody spoke. Too many birthdays where Maggie and Tom performed happiness like tired community-theater actors.

Tom had cheated. That was the headline, the simple version people understood. But by the time Maggie learned about the other woman, the marriage had been dying for years. The affair was not the bullet. It was the autopsy report.

Tom had once been funny. That was what hurt most when she remembered the beginning. He could make her laugh until she snorted, and then he would tease her for the snort until she laughed harder. They had danced in kitchens. They had driven through a snowstorm with infant Katie screaming in the back seat and both of them so exhausted they started laughing at how completely fucked they were.

They had been good once.

That mattered.

Maggie refused to rewrite thirty-one years into a villain story just because the ending was ugly. Tom had failed her. She had failed him in quieter ways. They had disappointed each other, neglected each other, and eventually become experts at hurting one another without raising their voices.

The affair was his. She would never carry that for him.

But the whole marriage? The whole marriage belonged to both of them.

That afternoon she drove home to the house she had fought to keep. The driveway looked exactly the same. Her hydrangeas needed trimming. A package sat on the porch. Somebody’s recycling bin had blown halfway into the street.

Maggie stood in the foyer with her purse still over her shoulder and waited for something to feel different.

Nothing did.

She walked through the living room, into the kitchen, and opened the refrigerator for no reason.

There was half a rotisserie chicken, mustard, three yogurts, and a bottle of champagne Donna had brought over the week before with a note tied around the neck: FOR EITHER OUTCOME.

Maggie took out the champagne.

Then she put it back.

Not yet.

She went upstairs instead and opened the closet. Tom’s side was mostly
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