


Praise for Books 
by Peter Mehlman

#MeAsWell: A Novel

“Mehlman’s narrative is spirited, political, and both hilarious and sadly reflective of the digital culture that can befriend or betray on a whim. A witty, culturally perceptive dark comedy.”

—Kirkus Reviews

“It takes a certain kind of courage or, rather, daring to write a satirical novel or send-up of the MeToo movement. Comedy in the wake of contemporary cultural progressing towards an intolerance of not just sexual abuse and assault but casual sexism is a difficult vein to mine…#MeAsWell isn’t a perfect novel nor does it need to be. What it does do is scratch an itch many will have to both blame and exonerate social media and cultural conventions.”

—Misanthropester

Peter Mehlman’s particular form of satire — playful, a touch neurotic — has earned him a successful career. He was a writer and executive producer on the iconic TV show “Seinfeld,” responsible for some of the show’s most memorable bits and phrases including “double-dipping,” “shrinkage” and “yada yada.” He has contributed humor pieces to The New York Times, the Los Angeles Times and Esquire. He’s a stand-up comedian. But, as Mehlman observes — and Arnie Pepper, the Pulitzer-prize winning sports journalist and protagonist of Mehlman’s latest novel “#MeAsWell,” discovers — these are not easy times to be funny.

—The Argonaut

It Won’t Always Be This Great: A Novel

“It turns out that not only can Peter Mehlman write funny television, he can write a funny book. Who knew?”

—Julia Louis-Dreyfus, star of Veep and Seinfeld

 “Anyone who writes for television gets frustrated that they can’t write like Peter Mehlman. Now he’s going to make novelists mad too. Mehlman’s writing style is completely unique and creates an intimate bond between the narrator and the reader. You finish the book feeling as though you’ve made a new friend.”

—Aaron Sorkin, Academy and Emmy-award winning screenwriter, producer, and playwright, whose works include A Few Good Men, The West Wing, The Social Network, and The Newsroom

 “Overflowing with humorous, strange, and insightful social observations, the novel is told with Mehlman’s particular sensibility . . . In a refreshing twist, Mehlman creates a narrator who still loves and respects his wife, Alyse. Even after twenty-four years, he’s still trying to impress her.” 

—The Huffington Post

 As the nameless narrator tells his story to a college pal lying comatose in a hospital bed, there are clear echoes of Catcher in the Rye and the inspired nothingness of Seinfeld. Throw in some catch-me-if-you-can themes from one of the greatest Russian novels—Fyodor Dostoyevsky’s Crime and Punishment—and basketball references with echoes of Updike’s Rabbit Angstrom, and this jokey dark comedy can claim serious literary inspiration.

—LA Weekly

“American humor would not be the same without Peter Mehlman, a former co-executive producer of Seinfeld and leading television writer and producer.”

—The Wrap

“Thanks to Peter Mehlman, former Seinfeld writer and producer, the terms ‘shrinkage’ and ‘yada-yada’ became a part of the popular vernacular.”

—NPR’s Fresh Air

Mandela Was Late: Essays

“Mandela Was Late will make you laugh, and you will find more than once you can relate to his stories in a “yeah that happened to me” or “yeah I feel the same” kind of way. It was a true pleasure to get a firsthand glimpse into the mind of this master of satire. Keep writing Mr. Mehlman; we are waiting for more.”

—TheCelebrityCafe.com

 “A collection of outrageous and entertaining essays and accompanied by colorful trademark doodles, Mandela Was Late traverses the inner universe of a satiric genius who maybe should be getting out of the house a little more often. Wrapped in his cocoon of Hollywood residuals, battling his own (mounting?) foibles day by day, former Seinfeld writer/producer Peter Mehlman somehow manages to see the world a little more clearly than the rest of us.”

—Mike Sager, Esquire
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Due in part to her overprivileged upbringing, Amber “Jam-On” Lund was blessed with unseemly calm. For example: when she spotted a girl weeping on the rooftop ledge of Flyer Hall holding a taxidermied bat with eternally spread wings, she casually glanced back toward a pack of meandering classmates.

“Anyone seen Iola?”

Willow Mendenhall, a pudgy sixteen-year-old with cat-eyeglasses for her 20/180 vision, waved backward. “I just saw Iola at the track.”

“Go get her,” Amber said, motioning skyward.

Willow saw the girl on the roof. “No, no, Jam-On, I have computer lab. Can’t you get Iola?” 

“I saw the jumper first. You saw Iola last. Rules are rules.”

Willow pleadingly looked to other classmates but got shrugs. She dropped her backpack and ran to the track to get Iola Dyson.
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Hersey Prep Boarding School shared athletic facilities with Hazelton University, a liberal arts college notably indifferent to athletics. Hersey kids called the collegians “Haz-Mats” because it sounded funny if you didn’t overthink it. Dividing the campuses was the zip code’s only four-lane road, Brae Slip Boulevard, which both student bodies called Slave Ship Boulevard, a smirk to its history as the path between two of Alabama’s more ruthless cotton plantations. 

The Hersey girls’ track team, in spandex leggings and fleece hoodies, stretched on the cool infield grass inside a cinder track. Katy Orr, despite her arms-akimbo style, was the team’s top sprinter. With dimples that appeared only when she frowned, Katy exuded perpetual moral outrage, her exact mindset as she listened to Iola Dyson. 

“Hold it, Katy,” Iola said, mid-quad stretch, “your sister blames you for her miscarriage because you had one sip of beer during her first trimester in your dorm ninety miles away from her home???” 

Mesmerized for the zillionth time by Iola’s creamy vanilla skin, butterscotch hair, and walnut-brown eyes, Katy managed a nod. 

“Listen: Tell your sister her reproductive issues are her own. She’s obviously introjecting her latent self-loathing on you.”

“Damn, Iola. Where’d you learn to talk like that?”

“I don’t know,” Iola mumbled, fully knowing where she learned to talk like that, a secret she’d never revealed. Refocused on running, she stretched her hip flexors while humming a highly un-pop tune. 

Katy dialed her phone and asked, “What are you humming?”

Iola whispered, “Beethoven’s Third.” 

Katy’s face went huh? then turned to her phone. “Margo? I know you’re my sister, but can you find it in your heart to go eat dirt?”

Katy’s dimples vanished into a smile as Iola murmured, “Not exactly what I told you to say, Katy . . . ” 

A quarter mile north, Willow churned her cramping legs on pine needle-y paths. Her glasses fogged up as she gulped at the 38-degree February air. 

Back at Flyer Hall, students massed below while those in the building cantilevered from windows for sightlines up to the girl on the ledge. Compared to movies where “tension gripped the crowd,” this scene was placid. Hersey kids had witnessed this spectacle before and were cocky about the results.

At the track, Katy dusted Iola by two-tenths of a second in the hundred-meter dash. Coach Walt Ledbetter cursed his stopwatch then got in Iola’s face. 

“What the hey? You were leading! Then you looked at Katy—”

“Well coach, Katy’s sister is emotionally abusive and at fifty-five meters or so, I thought of a coping mechanism that—” 

“That’s what you’re thinking about while running? Coping mechanisms? How about running mechanisms? You should be the fastest girl in Alabama. But if you can’t get out of your mixed-up head, you’ll never win anything.”

Iola didn’t try explaining her mixed-up head. Instead she noted how her coach bit his lower lip after his tirade. Repressed frustration, she thought, just before hearing an asthmatic wheezing behind her.

Willow Mendenhall fell to her knees, flicking her thumb behind her as if pointing to where she last saw her lungs. 

Ledbetter blew his whistle in Willow’s ear. “What the hey?” 

In lieu of passing out, she panted, “Need . . . Iola . . . ”

“Yeah, I need Iola too! I need her not to run slow enough for a basset hound to relieve itself on her shoe in the middle of a race.” 

Pleased with his imagery, Ledbetter turned to Iola, but her eyes were locked on Willow.

“Girl . . . roof . . . jumper . . . ”

A familiar heat filled Iola’s face. “Sorry, coach. I have to go.”

“Go? We got forty minutes of training left.”

Iola gave her coach what struck him as a maternal look. 

“I have to go now, sir.”
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If only Iola Dyson ran on a track the way she ran now: ground-eating strides, knifing hands inches from her hips, eyes dead ahead. God, I love running, she told herself. If I could go a little faster, maybe I could outrun my own mind.

She cut behind the infirmary then veered left over the Bolton Bridge spanning Stone Creek onto Chesterfield Path, a straight shot to Flyer Hall where the flocked students began chanting her name. She tore up five flights of stairs and shouldered the roof’s rusted door, causing a screech that sent the girl with the bat into a full-body spasm. Iola thought even the bat looked startled, ready to jump from its taxidermized death and flap away. 

“Back off or I’ll catch some air!” the girl hissed. 

Out of habit, Iola put a finger on the inside of her wrist. 

“Gosh, I ran here from the track and my heart rate is under sixty. Feel the inside of my wrist. You won’t believe it.”

“Oh right. I feel your wrist. You grab mine and you’re a hero. Excuse me, Queen Pom-Pom, but when did I become a fucking idiot?”

“No, I wasn’t . . . Okay. I’ll stand here and we’ll just chat.”

“No! No grabbing, no chatting! Like I need some ditzy jock-ette telling me I have my whole life ahead of me.”

“I wouldn’t tell you that. You don’t have your whole life ahead of you. Based on statistics, your life’s probably 20 percent over.”

Not the response batgirl expected. “Who the fuck are you?”

“I’m Iola Dyson. Senior. I’m on the track team, hoping to get a college scholarship. I should be faster but—” 

“Who cares? I’m on a fucking ledge!”

“Okay, okay. You don’t have to swear so much.”

“Blow me.”

She’s lucid, but rage aggressive. 

Soothingly, Iola said, “Did you know there are fish-eating bats that can detect a fin breaking the surface purely through sonar?” 

“Jesus Christ. I’m already going to kill myself. You don’t have to bore me to death too.” 

A sense of humor. A good sign. 

“Just wondering why you brought a stuffed bat along.”

“None of your business.”

“Long story, huh?”

“No, it’s a short story.”

“I love short stories.” 

“Okay, if it makes you get lost? I made out with a boy. He fell asleep. He snored. His face reminded me of a bat. End of short story.”

“Ah.”

“Ah? There’s no ah. What do you mean, ah?”

“I mean, ‘Ah’ as in ‘Ah, I see.’” 

“Ah, you see. Oh wow! Tell me! What do you see?” 

Iola leaned against the building’s HVAC unit and began: 

“The snoring sparked a memory in you, didn’t it? Surely from when you were a little girl. Now, your dad would’ve had to snore awful loud for you to hear him in the master bedroom—unless there was incest going on. But your clothes are like mine, so clearly your folks aren’t wealthy so you must get financial aid to come here, which means you’re a good student and incest victims tend to not have good study habits, so let’s drop the incest angle.”

Iola paused. Her blink rate is quickening. Exposure . . . 

“Now, to hear your dad snore, he must have had quite a dry throat so let’s say he was out late smoking and drinking. Assuming he wasn’t the designated driver type, you’d lie awake worried he’d die driving home. But even when he got home safe, your mom was all miffed about his boozing so there was a lot of yelling and tumult in the house. Gosh, that’s tough on a little girl, very tough. But when you heard your dad snore, you felt relief because all that scary stuff was over. Of course, those marriages don’t last so your snoring boyfriend sparked big-time separation anxiety in you. But the stuffed bat . . . ? Well, perhaps when dad wasn’t carousing, he shot small defenseless animals. Hold up the bat a sec?”

The girl, rapt by Iola’s dead-on reading of her life, obediently held up the stuffed bat. Iola shrugged. “No offense, but not quite museum-quality work. Your dad stuffed animals as a hobby, right?”

The girl whispered, “Who. Are. You?”

Same question, no swearing this time. Submission . . . 

Down below, two police cars arrived. From the lead car, Iola’s father, Police Chief Clark Dyson called out, “What do we got here?”

“It’s nothing, Chief,” Jam-On said. “A girl wants to kill herself.” 

Chief Dyson quietly asked, “Is Iola up there?”

“Yes, sir. We got her here ASAP. Then . . . we called you.” 

Chief Dyson wasn’t insulted. Iola’s lips and eyes matched those of her father who was also a sprinter twenty-eight years and seventy pounds ago. Yet he had a recurring thought, No girl that smart can be mine . . . 

“Stand down, men,” Chief Dyson said. 

Three cops slumped in relief at not having to climb stairs and talk to a teenage girl in ways for which they had no training. They looked up to the roof where their boss’s daughter did all the work. 

“So,” Iola said, “you say you only made out with this boy?”

“Why? That’s not enough? For God’s sake, I’m just a first year.” 

The politically correct term for freshman. Good. She’s getting concerned about how she’s perceived. 

“No, that’s more than enough. Have you heard from him since?”

The girl looked away. 

“No, huh? Well, let’s call him. Do you have a cell phone?”

“I didn’t bring it seeing as I planned on dying.” 

“Well, my dad is chief of police. I get a free iPhone. Never know when some fool will want to take the police chief’s daughter hostage.” 

“I wish someone would take you hostage right now.”

“Ha. Funny, but not likely.”

The girl touched the head of the bat. “You like your dad?”

Iola smiled. “I love my dad. He’s like a father figure to me.”

The girl seemed shocked to get the joke, a tiny laugh escaping her throat. Iola took the opening. “Look, um . . . ?” 

“Connie.”

“Connie. Listen, Connie: You just laughed.”

“Yeah. So what?”

“So, isn’t life worth living knowing you may laugh again tomorrow?”

Connie shrugged and whispered, “Do you have a boyfriend?”

Iola tightly said, “We’re getting off-subject here.”

“Come on, I told you about me.”

“No, Connie,” Iola said. “I told you about you.”
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Cheers greeted Iola and Connie as they emerged from Flyer Hall. Much to Chief Dyson’s relief, a deputy led Connie into a squad car without shoving her head down as if she’d pulled a bank job. Iola nodded grimly to her dad. Pete Gibson, a local EMT who loved Iola in a Forrest Gump kind of way, offered her a lift in his ambulance. Then Scoop Ehlo, a sophomore reporter for The Hersey Weekly Bugle, semi-accosted her. “Iola, can you go on the record about how you talked that nut job off the roof?”

“Get lost, Scoop.”

“Can I quote you on that?”

Iola brushed by him and started running. Just running. Away. 
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Hersey Prep was founded in 1918 by Argus Hersey, a guilt-ridden descendant of slave owners. During World War I, he was stationed at the army base on Alcatraz. On leave, he’d tour San Francisco, where he was shocked to see Black people in the flow of society. Once, after stupidly trusting his sense of direction, a Black teenager approached him. “Soldier, you look lost.” Argus, sensing an ambush, looked around for a gang of other Black youths.

“The city can be confusing for a military man on leave.”

A friendly, confident Black voice was all new to Argus.

“I guess I am a little lost . . . ”

The boy directed him to Nob Hill. “It’s a lovely part of town.” 

That moment led Argus to start a school he’d ultimately integrate decades before it became commonplace. If he came back to life now, Argus would enjoy seeing Patsy Bowman blithely roll into Montrose Residence Hall. With her retro Afro and thinly gapped front teeth, Patsy resembled ’60s Black radical professor Angela Davis. Lugging a backpack to her second-floor dorm room, she passed a pale, rangy girl in the stairwell. 

“Hey, Yogi. What’s up?”

LuAnn Holmgren had a tattoo running up her left arm spelling out instructions one should follow when encountering a bear. She wouldn’t explain the tattoo but had embraced the nickname Yogi. 

“Hey, Patsy, I think Iola’s a little put out about something or other. There was a loud thud from your room before. It was so loud, I thought there was a bear in there.” 

“Wow, that’s loud,” Patsy said. “Thanks for the heads up.”

Patsy assumed that everyone had a side order of lunacy, but, for now, she saw herself as the sanest girl at Hersey Prep. 

She entered her room to see an overturned chair on a triage of books and papers. Then there was Iola, on her back in bed, seething under her poster of Ludwig van Beethoven. 

“Don’t tell me, I-O,” Patsy said, “you saved another life.”

Iola nodded, quietly glad to see Patsy. She’d spent the last half hour wishing she was “normal,” even while believing that “normal” was just a devious form of crazy. Iola also knew that woe-is-me came too easily to her and Patsy would snap her out of it.

That night, they sprawled out on a lawn behind the dining hall, their spot for meditative talks. Iola felt nostalgic knowing, as seniors, moments like this were winding down. These are the good old days, she told herself, before wondering why these days didn’t feel better. 

Under spooky clouds, their chat bounced around, limitless and random. At one point, Iola told Patsy about her childhood neighbor, Bobby Flowers. “Bobby was a year ahead of me. I always liked him even though he was a flat-out degenerate.”

“If you watch TV news, degenerates are killing it these days.”

“Bobby went off to college at Huntsville. In his first semester, he was arrested for stealing the Homecoming Queen’s diaphragm as a fraternity prank and spent three days in jail, where he joined a skinhead gang.”

“In just three days? They must have great rush parties.”

“Don’t laugh. My dad says lots of inmates smuggle in beer.” 

“Well, I’m okay with binge drinking in moderation.” 

“Hey, God must have invented beer for a reason.”

“I thought you were an atheist.”

“Yeah. Maybe I should pray to God to give me the strength to be a better atheist.” 

Iola gazed at a soundless jet passing over. Having never flown, she visualized people up there, strapped into a flying soda can. The wonders of the turning world soothed Iola . . . until Patsy uncharacteristically broke the spell. 

“So I-O, notice how I never ask why saving lives upsets you so? I mean, just because we’re best friends, you don’t have to tell me why you get on such a grand funk railroad after your feats of heroism—or is it heroine-ism? Whatever. No obligation to confide in me.”

Iola so wanted to confide. Instead, she thought, Wherever that plane’s going, I wish I was on it. 
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Twice that week, people told Rodney Ellis he looked tired. Sporadic shaving played a part, as did shaggy brown hair and heavily lidded hazel eyes that led his ex-wife to describe him as “shabbily handsome.” Not that he referred to her as his “ex-wife.” Jami had left him only six weeks earlier. As of this morning, there were no lawyers, no filings. Just Rodney, thirty-three, tired, sipping coffee in his kitchen with a phone to his ear while reading the morning newspaper:

CO-ED RESCUES FIFTH JUMPER

“Yes, I’m calling about my biopsy,” Rodney said before being put on hold again. As a psychology PhD, he read about Iola with fascination. He imagined himself talking to a jumper, desperate to put his PhD to practical use. But all he conjured up was a body sailing toward cancellation. 

“Yes . . . Negative? Oh no! What? Oh right. Yes, I’m thrilled.” 

The news of a benign cyst on Rodney’s arm gave way to finishing the newspaper story. He’d heard less about suicides in high school than in college. Ben Coburn, a grad school buddy now teaching at Cornell, told Rodney that so many kids had jumped into a gorge in Ithaca, the school put up nets. 

Then he thought, I can’t believe Coburn has a chair at Cornell. 

Rodney taught at tiny Hazelton. His inability to write a notable book, or any book, adding to the scholarship of his field kept him at this obscure university in a town off the map. 

He brewed more coffee from the Keurig one-cup Jami left behind. Unable to “take another day in this swamp,” she’d collected their nine-year-old son Carlos and fled back to Main Line Philadelphia. Rodney barely resisted, knowing it would be best for Carlos. Now, in his cozy, tasteful, achingly underpopulated home, he couldn’t help imagining Jami’s end of conversations. 

“Hersey’s a prep school,” she’d say about the story of Iola on the roof. “Only rich kids can afford the luxury of suicide.”

Rodney would say something pat: “It’s a cry for help.”

“So why commit suicide? Why not just cry for help? At least Sylvia Plath got her degree before doing herself in.”

Jami, a more petite, less-informed, equally verbal, staunchly hetero version of Rachel Maddow, struggled to put her English Lit master’s to good use. Rodney almost admired her for leaving him. At least she tried fleeing frustration. The last morning the family was together, Carlos, in his way of starting conversations mid-stream, said, “Jared Sutter gets nosebleeds for no reason at all.” 

“Nosebleeds,” Rodney said, “are unpredictable.” 

Those were the last in-person words he recalled saying to his son, haunting for a father who loved teachable moments. Rodney and Jami told Carlos he was spending a semester in Philly because he was so special. And that was the problem. He was special. Witty, verbal, and smart enough to grasp things way before his parents would hope.

On top of all that, Rodney was a pathetic basketball player. He shared ineptitude for the game with Fred Barton, a colleague in the Psych Department. Three days a week, they played one-on-one, breathlessly chatting throughout. Oddly, their palsied games provided relief from a competitive world. 

“Jami was right. I’ll never get tenure. I’ll be stuck here forever. It’s the old publish or perish and I have a VIP pass to perish.” 

Fred dribbled the ball off his foot. “You know, you and Jami had the only marriage I ever envied. I was stunned that people so made for each other could ever meet. Guess my judgment was a tad off . . . ”

“No. We were a great couple. Damn, my foot’s out of bounds.”

“I wasn’t going to call it . . . ” 

“Did I ever tell you I read Spring and All aloud to Jami? God, it was great, her lying against me on the couch listening to every word. Now she can barely get up a sigh for me.”

“She was overeducated, understimulated, made no friends in a town she hated, and blamed it all on you. Look, I love Jami—”

“Everyone loves Jami.”

“She’s wildly lovable. But blaming it all on you wasn’t fair.” 

“I appreciate that, but still, I should have been teaching somewhere better by now. No offense, Fred.”

“None taken. I know my career’s for shit.”

Fred was tenure-bound at Wake Forest until his affair with the scrivener of Tri Delta sorority. At 32, he lost his job, wife—everything but his lust for co-eds. 

“Marriage is a rough business. I don’t know how you resisted college girls all this time. They’re all crazy about you.”

“College girls,” Rodney said, “have notoriously bad taste.” 

“Yeah, thank God for that.”
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Walking to class, Iola spotted an un-smoked cigar in one of the pea green trash bins designed to blend in with campus foliage. 

“You lose something in the trash?” 

Collier Meacham invaded her airspace, looking ripped in a nylon Puma shirt under a varsity football jacket. At a glance, he was an undiscovered Maxim model, perfect for selling rock-hard abs. Throw in his status as a standout tight end and he should have been the campus dude. But something in his glazed smile hung a “Caution: Do Not Approach” sign on him. It didn’t take laser-guided intuition for girls to sense something off abou him. Iola, and only Iola, went on one, and only one, date with him, partly because he alone had the moxie to ask her out. Boys at Hersey, without ever seeing Iola in the steady company of any one guy, just assumed she was taken. 

“Collier, you scared the daylights out of me.”

That smile again. Reflexive overcompensation. 

“Look, Iola, about our date. I think I got, uh, ruffled? Blabbing about football, my family . . . Then you said that thing about me and my mom and it just threw me off my game altogether.” 

“You were fine. Really.” 

“Okay. In that case, I think, we should get back together.”

“Collier, we had one date.” 

Collier was only figuratively on a ledge, so Iola didn’t elaborate. Her main memory of the date was observing Collier carbo loading. He spins his fork when he talks about himself. Deception. And that’s the normal part of him. All over the world, guys take girls out and wind up hiding their true selves. And here I am, in on the farce, acting like I buy his imposter routine. How do dates ever lead to love? Maybe dating only survives for lack of a better idea. 

Now, in a sick twist on guy repellent, Iola said, “Collier, do you still carry your grandpa’s Zippo lighter from his time in Vietnam?”

Collier reached in his pocket for his prized possession. Iola took the cigar from the garbage, lit it, and sniffed the smoke. 

“Gosh, I miss the smell of cigars.”

Without asking for the Zippo back, Collier walked slowly backward, his haunted smile crinkling into vinegary distress. 
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Rodney and Fred’s b-ball chatter moved to the scorer’s table. 

“Fred, if five years ago, you showed me video of my life today, I’d have never believed it.”

“Really? I’m just where I thought I’d be: On a need-to-know basis with my own life, drifting through forgettable days.”

That’s when a courtside door opened and a vision walked in.

Fred’s eyes widened. “Hey, that’s the suicide whisperer girl.” 

“Hi. I’m Dr. Barton. Fred. You’re . . . ”

“Iola.”

“Right. Iola. Fantastic name.”

“What’s fantastic about it?”

“Three syllables and three vowels in four letters? I love that.”

“Yeah. Okay. I’m just cutting through here. I’m late for a meeting with my track coach,” Iola lied.

Rodney perked up. “Oh, I know your coach. Our sons are—were—in the same grade. What’s his name? Coach Bedwetter
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