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			Prologue



			This book is about intimacy and why we need it. Mixing narration and science, it tells stories about relationships.

			As human beings, we have a penchant to connect. Like waves cling to the shore, so we are inclined to attach. There may be seasons of low tide, an occasional desire to drift solo, or storms that strand us, but eventually we will seek or return to a harbor. Loneliness can kill, whereas togetherness revives. We live in a world where it is much easier to find isolation than companionship. Yet meaningful relationships are the most nurturing ingredient for our happiness.

			Intimacy eludes singular definitions. From casual sex to lifelong bonds, from marriage to betrayal, from friendships to unconditional love, when we witness birth or death, intimacy reclothes itself constantly.

			Much as we crave intimacy, we may also be in awe of it. It is an unmasking form of mutual knowledge and belonging, which many of us may go to great lengths to shun.

			If refracted through the prism of science, the experience of intimacy emerges in the most mundane fragments of our daily lives. It is about how we perceive with all our senses; how we steer our minds and carry our bodies in relationship to others; how we seek and offer rewards; how we predict risks and make decisions; how we fear or encourage; how we create memories; how we trust and make ourselves vulnerable; how we learn. While intimacy is a plausible object of scientific inquiry, it is also an important thread of lived experience.

			In this book we will encounter characters whose fears and desires will usher them in, through, and out of intimacy. A single woman in her forties at odds with the uncertainty of finding a partner. A husband who looks back in time to the beginning of his marriage. A man and a woman entangled in a secret love affair. Incompatible partners caught in a chase of union and separation. City daters striving to unite love and sex. A father and a daughter whose relationship shines as his death nears. Two men who figure out what they can teach each other. Inseparable friends who together sketch the path of their future intimate lives. Where possible, their thoughts, feelings, and actions are explained through notions and experiments in biology, psychology, and neuroscience. Life wisdom is mixed with knowledge of the body and the mind.

			Through these stories, we are invited to reflect on our own experience of intimacy. How we reach it and lose it. How we see it disappear or grow as we also transform, and renovate the way we love. How we get close, and closer.

		

	
		
		
			Shidduch



			Snow muffled the start of a new day. The river was frozen, and the view from Anita’s window was reliably gray.

			When her eyes opened, she found herself snug like a baby, as if tightly curled around the spool of some dream she could neither remember nor let go, her head buried in her breast, her arms around her knees. She took two or three deep breaths to broaden herself and was grateful she had not woken up coughing during the night—the new herbs from Inge, whom she called her infallible witch, were doing their job.

			Slowly she unwound and stared at the ceiling. She wondered if she had closed the bath tap completely before going to bed, and reached her hand to the floor to check for any flooding. Reassured, she gently yawned, sat up, and shook her head.

			She closed her eyes again.

			“Many sweet returns, Anita, and happy fucking Valentine’s Day,” she said, acknowledging the cruel game of fate that, ever since she was an adolescent, had made her wish her birthday could be forever scraped off the calendar. Then she grinned at her fat, sleepy, ginger cat.

			“Where’s my breakfast in bed, Joshua?”

			Joshua wasn’t the cat. The cat was called Whiskey. Joshua was a fantasy boyfriend she had created.

			“Tell me. Is he German?” had been Ruth’s first question.

			“No, Mother. He’s American.”

			“And is he one of us?”

			“Yes, Mother.”

			“Oh, motek, excellent! Is this a serious thing? When are we meeting him? What’s his name? And please don’t tell me he’s also an artist!”

			Anita was a photographer. She took pictures of abandoned spaces. Born and raised in Brooklyn, she moved, after art school in the Midwest, to Germany impulsively, when nothing was working for her at home. Berlin, the city whose mayor had once branded “poor, but sexy,” was the best haven for every jobless artist on the planet. Now her professional life was enviable, at least in comparison to what she had left behind in the United States. Her work was always being shown on at least two continents. She had a big solo exhibition on the horizon, a part-time teaching appointment at an English-language college, a personal assistant, and regular sales.

			She lived in a lofty flat, big enough to use as her studio. She was regularly invited to parties, and she had time to visit galleries and museums for inspiration. She had money to travel, to eat out on weekends, and to buy herself a new handbag from time to time. All considered, there was nothing she needed to worry about.

			But even if she was able to see that for herself, it didn’t count a dime when in the evenings all she had to cling to was the warmth of a pillow and Whiskey’s fur.

			She had met a lot of people in her new city, in particular the crowd of expats from the art scene, and that was a good thing for her work. But she couldn’t say she had someone she could really count on and that awareness, like a side effect of a new diet regimen, made her uneasy.

			Winters were especially harsh and solitary in the German capital: the large avenues muddy and silent, the bakers rude, and most people grumpy and irascible. With luck, commuters on the U-Bahn might smile again, maybe, in mid-April.

			Anita created Joshua on a day when three times in a row a stranger in the street didn’t return her greeting, a boy didn’t show up for a date, and Ruth asked her when she would finally get married. The invention of an imaginary companion helped her deal with her parents’ insistent concerns about her still being single but was also a way to mitigate her solitude and fantasize about what she wanted in a man. Occasionally, she would use the lie with strangers, such as when she was the only single person at a dinner party. Like Whiskey, Joshua was a redhead. He had hazel eyes. He was tall and a sculptor, which meant he had large, mighty hands. He was calm and assertive, funny and a bit clumsy. Above all, Joshua was a partner in crime and the comfort Anita missed through the ups and downs of her daily life. She needed someone to tell her off if she spent too much time in front of a computer screen, someone to sit her down at a table each time she ate while standing, a guy who would listen to her when she headed down a slope of negativity or ranted about a client who backed off a sale. She needed someone to remind her that fidgeting made her unattractive and that house fires are possible but rare. A guy who could laugh sweetly and take pictures of her while she danced naked to 1980s music videos and who would make a mess in the kitchen every Saturday, for pancakes, or to bake her a birthday cake. A man she could improvise with and on a whim book tickets for Africa or Brazil just because it felt right in the moment. Most important, Anita needed a man who, as she put it, could “fucking tell her that everything was going to be all right.” This was an odd turn of perspective. For years, since she was sixteen or so, she really had not wanted anybody—parents, friends, or boyfriends—to do that. Only she knew what was best for her. Now, in her early forties, she was fed up with being her only point of reference. Even the easiest task took her ages to accomplish. Every decision she made on her own felt like a matter of life and death. Even if he was unreal, she thought, Joshua halved the weight of her worries.

			*  *  *

			Before sprawling on a rug, Anita reached for her notebook and a pen. “LONELINESS KILLS,” she wrote in block letters, promptly crushing her last pack of cigarettes.

			It would make a great T-shirt, she thought. She could use it to come out as lonely at the next party or on the street, in the hopes to start a club or something, and maybe attract like-hearted people.

			Loneliness is a world epidemic. A comparative survey has shown that in less than two decades, from 1985 to 2004, at least in the United States, the number of people who had no confidant to talk to about important matters almost tripled. On the other side of the pond, the scenario is not brighter, the UK being among the most lonely countries in Europe.

			Anita’s slogan is no joke. Loneliness can be a cause of early death, just like smoking, obesity, lack of exercise, or air pollution. It harms our bodies and changes the way we perceive and interact with the world. It induces fatigue and encourages sleep disruption. It is associated with stress, anxiety, and depression. It is connected to elevated blood pressure and to damage to the cardiovascular system. It ignites cellular inflammation and impairs immune defenses. It may also lead to cognitive decline and ultimately to dementia.

			Anita felt the burden of loneliness as a relentless grip in her chest. A chronic sufferer of heartburn, she also had dyspnea, or rather what is called pseudo-dyspnea, which meant she hyperventilated, coughed, and was occasionally short of breath.

			We steer our minds and carry our bodies in relationship to events and others. We inhabit, share, perceive, and interact with the world through the totality of our bodies, not just with the brain. The vicissitudes of life, and how we react to them, take a toll on our body-mind equilibrium, affecting the function of organs, tissues, cells.

			Inge warned Anita: “We need to take care of your parasympathetic nervous system!”

			While the sympathetic nervous system is “on” when we need to deal with danger or an emergency, the parasympathetic nervous system dominates when we can afford to relax. It carries out functions that don’t need our attention, such as cardiac movements, respiration, and digestion.

			If, out of worry or stress, we are constantly vigilant, the parasympathetic nervous system resents it. We can’t relax. Not only that, some of the simple automatic functions it carries out go awry too. One of these is the draining of acids from the stomach.

			Anita’s chest pain and shortness of breath were not only a result of what she ate or how much coffee or gin she gulped. They were also a response to her loneliness, as well as to her preoccupation with it. One crucial component in the parasympathetic nervous system is the vagus nerve, a long nerve that travels from the base of the skull through chest and down to our genitals and is sensitive to social interactions. Among its many functions, the vagus nerve contributes to the regulation of our gastrointestinal tract. If something is awry with the vagus nerve, stomach acids are not drained properly. When acids accumulate and they back up on the esophagus, they burn tissues. The presence of acid on the local nerve endings causes them to signal incorrectly that there is not enough oxygen. As a consequence, we hyperventilate. Then we feel dizzy and edgy, and the agitation exacerbates our preoccupations and distress. It is a vicious cycle, and Anita was entangled in it. Inge massaged and acupunctured Anita. She gave her herbs and commonplace advice to move and take exercise. It was inertia, not exhaustion, that cut Anita’s breath short. Anita did take up jogging, remembering a quote from Erma Bombeck that went: “The only reason I would take up jogging is so that I could hear heavy breathing again.”

			Still in bed on that Valentine’s Day morning, Anita suddenly noticed something out of the corner of her eye. It was a man deftly walking on the gable roof of the house across the street, and for an instant she believed it was a cat. She turned her mobile on and it beeped. An e-mail from her mother:

			Surprise!! We are at the airport. Plane lands in Berlin around 1 pm, on way to Prague.

			Happy birthday, my child. Can’t wait to see you—AND Joshua!

			Mami and Baba

			Crap! Anita was in trouble. She had to find some perfect excuse or reveal the big secret.

			*  *  *

			Before Joshua was invented, Anita’s romantic life had been a troubling concern for Ruth. Her sense of accomplishment as a mother depended on it. With apprehension, Ruth thought of her daughter, her youngest—her “most golden,” she used to say—alone in a foreign country, away from her family, and wondered naively how different it might have turned out if Anita had never left home.

			“If Anita were still home, she would definitely be partnered by now.”

			Then she would produce a list of eligible men, which she had amassed by asking colleagues, relatives, neighbors, and friends at the synagogue. The pressure on Anita to find a partner and settle down was enormous.

			Ruth met her husband, Steve, at a Rosh Hashanah dinner, though he had already been eyeing her in the streets of Brooklyn. Marrying out of the Jewish faith was not an option. Inexperienced, just out of high school, when her wedding day arrived, Ruth had her whole family behind her, and she married into another big family. Her marriage wasn’t an arranged one, a shidduch, but it did conform to standards of parental approval.

			Anita dreaded generational comparisons. Family gatherings were invariably an occasion for a horde of older relatives, including her parents, to recite the same old poisonous adage: “How can someone like you be single?”

			Beautiful, clever, educated, well-read, with a job and, they didn’t refrain from pointing out, from a good family—whatever might push men away from their precious jewel, their little gorgeous Anita?

			How annoying. How insensitive of the whole lot, she thought, to rub salt into a young woman’s wounds. Not only did they make her condition of being single sound like a failure, but oblivious to the contemporary etiquette of the dating world, they also showed complete ignorance of what it takes to find a partner today. Besides, contemporary urban life in Berlin, or New York, is not what it was in Brooklyn when they were young.

			“At your age, not only was I married—” Ruth would begin to say, and without letting her finish her sentence, Anita would continue, “I already had a house, a dog, you, and your brother!”

			Anita loathed being alone but knew that being single was common in her circles. Though she didn’t disdain it, marriage for Anita was a distant, improbable milestone. For her family, Anita was simply late. The demographic figures across their generational gap are telling: The 1950s, when Ruth and Steve married, were definitely a golden age for nuptials. The median age at first marriage was even lower then than it had been in 1890! On average, women married by the age of 20.5 and men by the age of 24.0. In 2010 that same median age rose to a record high for the past hundred years. It was almost 27 for women and almost 29 for men. The proportion of men and women who by age 35 had never been married was also high, being 14 and 11 percent, respectively.

			When Anita mentioned things like sex appeal, or the words “fancy” and “spicy,” and how these belonged to her standards of choice when looking at men, Ruth would say to her:

			“Do you think I didn’t find Baba attractive? I chose the nicest man among those who wanted me and were available. Maybe it was a big illusion, but look where we are now. We saw no option other than sticking together. I didn’t know if I was ready—I just let myself go. I suppose it was destiny. Maybe I was lucky.”

			*  *  *

			Luck. It’s easy to regard romantic outcomes as if set by an erratic fate.

			At the same time, we wish we could corrupt destiny, mold it into a recognizable and convenient pattern that fits our aspirations. We inherently try to silence the incessant scream of uncertainty. We would like to predict beginnings and endings, chain the future, quench our thirst for definite answers even in matters of the heart—as if it were enough to follow a strategy to obtain a desired outcome.

			At the park, at parties or in cafés, even at the supermarket, Anita found herself staring at other couples as they stroked each other with blades of grass, made out with their eyes closed, and as they checked off their shopping list.

			What did they have that she didn’t? What made them ready to connect?

			The simple fact that they were in a relationship, and she was single, made them superior in her eyes. She looked up to them as if they were holders of some deep, secret meaning—often forgetting the many couples she knew who were drowning in arguments and incomprehension. In search of clues about her own romantic failures, she would watch them and wonder what traits and attributes might be the successful ingredients of a relationship. Was it tenderness, or was it some invisible complicity? Was it kindness? Was it directness, respect, independence, or the sex from the night before? Typically, after such voyeuristic sessions, she would conclude: “I just don’t know how to love.”

			But then she would hasten to revise her initial judgment with its exact counterpart: “This is ridiculous. Of course I know how to love.”

			She abandoned herself to the motion of an existential pendulum: Her sense of self-worth was the pivot, swinging from one extreme view of herself to another, from hope to resignation.

			She also wondered and worried about something else: How much time she would gain if she had a partner? She believed that people in a relationship had one thing less to worry about. They could better concentrate on other aspects of their lives, not having the problem of being single like a sword above their heads. She was envious of that and afraid her loneliness might interfere with her work. Could other people read on her face that she was lonely? Was that why sometimes clients didn’t buy her pictures or she didn’t get a job? Might her loneliness have scared people away?

			Loneliness obfuscates. It becomes a deceiving filter through which we see ourselves, others, and the world. It makes us more vulnerable to rejection, and it heightens our general level of vigilance and insecurity in social situations.

			Too much isolation interferes with our capacity to scan, understand, and interpret emotions. When faced with images depicting four basic emotions—happiness, fear, anger, and sadness—lonely people are less good than nonlonely people at interpreting them. The lonelier they are, the worse their ability to distinguish them. When lonely, we are also less capable of capitalizing on positive experience. Instead of concentrating on the joyful or positive aspects of things, we focus on the negative. We stress more easily. We are less optimistic.

			A brain-imaging study showed revealing differences in the ways lonely and nonlonely people reacted to pictures of objects or other human beings, with or without a social theme. When shown pleasing social pictures of people, such as a man running with a dog, the nonlonely participants reacted with greater activation in the brain’s reward center. The same didn’t happen for lonely people: activity in their reward center was higher in response to pleasing pictures of objects, such as money or a rocket liftoff, and not people, indicating a certain inability to react to, and relish, social stimulation. The results reversed when the pictures used in the study depicted people in danger, such as a soldier or a woman being slapped. In comparison to the nonlonely, the lonely people paid more attention to these pictures, as revealed by higher activation in the visual cortex, but they also showed less empathy or concern, as shown by weaker activity in an area of the brain that helps us intuit other people’s mental states or take their viewpoint. As the authors of the study suggest, being less open to pleasure and more acutely vigilant about threats can actually make us lonelier. Loneliness begets loneliness, in a cycle. One of the most pervasive and perverse effects of isolation is that the more time we spend in it, the harder it becomes to overcome it.

			Journal writing, years of psychoanalysis, yoga, feminist texts, poetry, acupuncture, chat forums, women’s magazines, the Grinberg Method, and Inge’s herbs—there wasn’t anything Anita hadn’t tried to become ready to love. She read the horoscope for Aquarius every day, and she once even resorted to a psychic, who told her love would knock on her door at the age of forty-four, from abroad, in the form of marriage and with the prospect of a child. No divorce.

			Without hesitation, Anita sent the prediction to Ruth.

			*  *  *

			In a fascinating analysis, the sociologist Eva Illouz uses the forces at work in market economies to make sense of the impressive shift in the dynamics of choosing and finding a companion today. In a nutshell, she explains that a whole new “ecology” of romantic choice and partner selection has spread in the arena of dating and matchmaking. Rupture with old-fashioned family, community, and religious networks; a craving to find in people a harmonious union of emotional and sexual attractiveness; and the expansion of options to choose from, due for instance to the introduction of Internet dating and the greater availability of casual sex, have changed the way we seek and gauge the eligibility of a potential partner. The larger the number of available options, the slimmer the chances of settling for one or the other. Abundance of choice dilutes appeal because when there are too many possibilities to choose from, it becomes more difficult to appreciate their value. On the other hand, when fewer options are available, their singular appeal becomes more pronounced. So does our desire.

			Such an embarrassment of riches was showcased in a study conducted in a food store. Researchers exhibited a selection of high-quality jams with samples available for tasting. In one scenario, customers had six kinds to choose from. In another, twenty-four jams were available. In the end, the stand with the wider selection enticed more customers, but in both cases people tasted about the same number of jams. When encouraged to actually purchase a jar of their choice with the gift of a one-dollar coupon, the reactions were strikingly different. While 30 percent of the people exposed to the smaller selection of jam eventually bought a jar, only 3 percent of those who had to choose between twenty-four different kinds made a purchase.

			As in the case of jam jars, an overabundance of partners to choose from prevents commitment.

			The French mathematician and writer Blaise Pascal once
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