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Once upon a time

A Note on the Author


Prologue

He’s just inserted his key card. The door unlocks with a little click and a flash of green light. He smiles at me. “After you, Mademoiselle.” My drunken brain attempts to process what should be a simple matter of putting one foot in front of the other. But when my left foot slides forward, it slips right out of my stiletto shoe.

Technically, it’s not my shoe. It’s my best friend Kitty’s shoe… a black Christian Louboutin, to be specific. And I’d “better be damn sure these babies come back in one piece.” Her words exactly. First pair I’ve worn in years that weren’t made in China.

My toes find the comfort of the plush Persian carpet. Feeling temporarily grounded, I scan the room. Or is the room scanning me? After four glasses of Château Latour, I can’t be sure.

This doesn’t feel like a hotel room… it’s more like an apartment, bathed in soft light, looking over the gardens of the Place Vendome. Wow! Wait a second… It’s not a room at all. It’s a suite. In Paris!

Swathed in silks, woods and brocades, the place looks as though Louis XV had decorated it himself, hand-picking all the objets d’art. Through a set of double doors I can see the bed, prepared by the turn-down service, its king-size white linen feather pillows and gold bolsters fairly screaming, “Hop in! Let’s romp!”

“Sorry about the room,” he says, in his husky French accent. “They had only the executive level. The Windsor Prestige was booked.”

“Oh,” is all I can think to say. The mood is changing now. Rapidly. My sky dive has turned into a nose dive. Just ten minutes ago we were downstairs at the Bar Hemingway, laughing, chatting, telling our life stories. I was in the power seat, safely snuggled in a large leather armchair, running my finger along the rich wood paneling. Now I’m staring at my date, Etienne. And he’s staring back at me, his hands casually tucked in his pocket. Carved into his custom made suit, his white, monogrammed shirt opened just enough to show a peep of chest hair, he looks as though he’d stepped off the pages of GQ’s fall fashion line-up—French GQ, that is—right down to his velvet-encrusted slippers with gold scrambled-egg emblem. Sans socks, of course. His jet-black hair is sleekly looped behind his ears, and he wears horn-rimmed glasses. By any standard he’s tall, dark and handsome. You might even call him sexy. But he’s just not my type.

Well, isn’t that the point? To try something different? For me to get away from the artsy intellectual with rumpled clothes whom I always pine for?

Etienne moves to the desk and picks up the telephone before turning to me. “Tu veux une autre boisson?” he coos.

What is he saying? Is he offering me…a fish? No, that’s “poisson”. Darn! I can barely stand up. And now I have to translate French?

He tries again, the phone at his ear. “Peut-être un peu de champagne?”

Champagne! Got it! “Oui,” I say. Oh, what the hell. One more glass.

Then, looking around for the bathroom, I try, “J’ai besoin d’un…” Is it salle de bain? Toilette? Whatever, I’d better start searching. Judging by the size of this place, I’m going to pee my pants. Except I’m not wearing pants. I’m wearing my good-luck, hot pink dress. And Kitty’s black shoes, or one shoe… which I’ve now tossed to the side so I won’t be hobbling to the bathroom. But where’s the other shoe? And why do I always have to pee? The joys of being forty-one. Thirst of a racehorse and the bladder of a mouse.

Etienne points me in the direction of the powder room. I curtsy and then disappear around the corner. Wait. Did I really just curtsy? Why? To show I’m a lady? The guilt must be kicking in already. Aren’t I supposed to be a pillar of American decency? Aren’t I Libby Beal Crockett, the woman who volunteers at the shelter for those unwed teenaged mothers? Well, yes, but at the rate I’m going—lost shoes, no paycheck, a brain liquefied by drink—I might soon be sharing a cot right alongside them.

I flick on the switch and close the bathroom door. I sit down on the commode to tinkle. If you thought the rest of the room was amazing you should see the bathroom. My fingers suspend over the edge of the Carrara marble.

I stand up, flush the gold handle, and move to the sink. Turning on the water, I catch sight of myself in the mirror. Good Lord. Oh, God, too many lights. Why is it the younger they are the more light they like? And he’s definitely younger than I am.

I reach for the Turkish towels. My friend Bebe would love these towels. Thick and plush, with a matching monogrammed robe behind the door. But Bebe wouldn’t love me. Not just now. This isn’t the example she’d want me setting for her exotic new daughter, the one who calls me “Auntie HeyLib” in her weird Borat accent.

What am I doing here? How did I get here? It all started at that French art show with Kitty—that’s where I met him. And then we went on for drinks. Did I even once think of my beloved Ben? No. How long is too long between the last man and the next man? For four years I slept with Ben, spooning up to his backside every night before we rolled over and he snuggled me in return. He was to be my forever and for always. And this is how I heal the pain of loss? Is Etienne simply a Band Aid?

I hear music coming from the next room. Etienne seems to be playing Cole Porter. A bit young, isn’t he? Coldplay maybe, but Cole Porter… Come to think of it, I’m a little young for Cole Porter myself, though I’m a sucker for sweeping romantic movies and show tunes. Ben always understood that. He was my chivalrous, slightly older gentleman.

Now I’m examining my crow’s feet in the magnifying mirror attached to the wall. I wonder if I’m really capable of having sex with another man. Ugh. I can just picture myself doing the humiliating “walk of shame” when we’re done. That’s when you have sex at a hotel and you wake up to find 5.a.m. staring back at you from the nightstand clock. So you gather up your clothes and sneak to the elevator in dark sunglasses, hoping nobody sees you as you make your way through the lobby in your crumpled dress from the night before. Am I a walk-of-shame kind of gal?

The difference between Ben and Etienne is that a man who loves you gives you sex, he doesn’t take it. I whimper, ‘Oh, Ben…’

“Look, Libby,” I whisper to myself in the mirror. “Rationalize.” This Etienne’s got class. He’s got clout. He’s practically a prince. Prince Charmant! So when am I going to learn the word ‘yes’ when it comes to life’s little indulgences? Of course, Kitty would be all for this. She’d be the devil on my shoulder, egging me on. Just as long as I returned her shoes intact. Both of them.

Sounds emerge from the next room. The jingle of glasses, the cat-pad of footsteps. What will his seduction routine be? He is European. Is that so different from an American? I come to attention when I hear something pop. Was that champagne or a pill bottle cap? Isn’t he a bit young for Viagra?

I fluff my hair and smack my lips to give them au naturel color. When in Rome, right? But this is Paris. And the problem is…

He’s probably out there right now setting up the champagne flutes. It’s all so sweet. Maybe he really is the one who can finally make my dreams come true. I rearrange my dress to my knees and exhale. We’ll take this fairy tale slowly. Maybe just one more drink…

I open the bathroom door. For a moment I can barely see anything. I smile expectantly as I wait for my eyes to adjust to the romantically dim lighting. Where’s Etienne? Oh, there he is. My eyes make out his perfectly chiseled young face. His big, slightly wolfish smile. And his—oh my God.

Etienne is completely naked. Naked except for Kitty’s strappy Louboutin, which is hanging from his um, shoe rack. He points down and says, “Here is the slipper. And not one, but two balls…”


Once Upon A Time…

…when people had time, for God’s sake—on the sand-washed shores of Cape Cod, Massachusetts there lived a handsome husband with his beautiful wife, Libby Beal Crockett. They had two little ringlet-haired daughters in pink, taffeta dresses that pounced up the cobblestone walk to church with them every Sunday morning. The handsome husband was a hair stylist; Libby was a journalist, and their lives were like something out of the pages of Good Housekeeping right next to a comfort food recipe by Betty Crocker.

It wasn’t until the daughters moved into middle school and became braces-wearing adolescents that Libby realized that a handsome husband who cut hair by day and socialized in Provincetown by evening might have, well, an alternative lifestyle. It was soon after that Libby’s neighbors from the village pointed out to her that her handsome husband was seen walking through town in something you’d find at Elton John’s Charity trunk show. How could she not have known that the man she married was the proud owner of a fuchsia feather boa and a pair of tight leopard velvet pants?

That’s when Libby took notice. She also noticed that her husband was turning into a mean ole ogre. The only thing missing was the bridge under which ogres live. No matter how well she scrubbed the floors and cooked the dinners, the more Libby did for him the less he appreciated her. No matter how many sweet-smelling bubble baths she took or how many push-up bras she clasped, the more womanliness Libby projected, the meaner the ole ogre got. Until one day Libby gave the mean ole ogre the middle finger and left in search of true love.

But that didn’t come easily…

Once a beautiful wife with a beautiful family, Libby was suddenly a single mother. And where there had once been two incomes, there was now only one.

Meanwhile Libby’s little cherubs had grown into two teenage girls with bellybutton rings and driver’s licenses. And whenever Libby needed help curbing their escapades, the mean ole ogre stayed under his—newly constructed—bridge. Libby found herself working two jobs, sometimes six days a week. On the seventh day, her only day off, she would dutifully wake at 6 a.m. to landscape the yard before the sun rose to its peak, making it unbearably too hot to weed the hillside. Running the back of her hand over her bug-bitten brow, Libby quietly reflected that while other women were screwing their gardener, she was being screwed by his bills. So she decided to just mow the grass herself.

Then one very special day, while she was opening a pile of ‘past due’ bills with her in-need-of-a-manicure-fingers, a bonus check arrived. It was for an article called “Celibacy by Choice” that Libby had written for a women’s magazine.

At night Libby cried herself to sleep—too tired for the ups and downs of match.com; too wide awake to put up with the neediness of the few village idiots she did date. The last thing Libby wanted was a “man child” except for the material he could provide in her next magazine article.

One day, while her daughters were sound asleep, Libby closed her laptop and sat at the window edge of her lonely castle. She let down her long auburn hair and dropped her martini olives into the moon—lit liquid below. The olives sunk. Just like her. With one large swig, she polished off the contents of the martini glass, tossed it against the bricks and watched it shatter. She was nowhere. Yet she knew deep inside of her very being, that somewhere, someday, her Prince would come.

The first year of being divorced turned into the second, and then in the second year an editor said, “We’re giving you your big chance” and assigned her a cover story in New York City. And “big chance” it turned out to be. For it was at a fancy restaurant where she attempted to order a French wine that she unexpectedly met a wonderful man—a musical composer named Ben Taylor—who, from the next table, assisted in her selection. It was love at first sight, but Libby lived in Cape Cod, so that meant only one thing… a long-distance romance.

As any fair maiden should be courted, Ben courted Libby. The bouquets and chocolates began arriving daily on her doorstep. Libby flew to meet Ben and Ben flew to meet Libby as the absences made their hearts grow fonder. They cavorted in hotel rooms during his business trips, ordered room service, and drank fine French champagne, laughing and breathless and fondling each other as though nothing in the world could come between them except distance. When they were apart, they would count the days, keeping each other in their thoughts. Over and over she could hear Ben say, “I think of you every 1.2 seconds.”

The handsome Ben Taylor was sophisticated and successful, part of the inner circles of New York’s literati. He could speak several languages, and order Château Lafite-Rothschild without mumbling. He could probably even slay dragons, though that talent remained untested. Yes, he was indeed her Prince Charming.

But there was something else. Handsome Prince Ben was a dad. Unlike Libby, whose daughters were now teenagers, Prince Ben had twin toddler boys. Libby had yet to meet them, though Ben was proud to exhibit their existence in wallet-photo size. Safe under plastic lamination, the children melted her heart. Such precious-looking little sweeties. Nobody warned Libby that wallet pictures can speak a thousand false words. Perfectly polished in their cobalt-blue-matching-cable-knit-sweaters-with-button-down Oxford-shirts—their polo mallets held upright—what trouble could they possibly be?

Exhaling happily and separated by multiple state borders, Libby didn’t think about it. Instead, she pondered the frequent flier miles they were accumulating in their haste to fall once again into each other’s arms.

By the third year, the long distance had taken its toll. Libby’s time had come. After twenty-one years of raising children she had earned a big dose of happiness. But beyond that, she no longer felt the guilt of motherhood—let alone the shortcomings. Libby knew she had done the best she could. With her oldest daughter, Scarlett, graduating cum laude from college and the younger, Madeline, dying to attend a university in New York, it seemed only logical that the ocean mouse of Cape Cod should consider relocating to the city to be with Prince Ben. Madeline, in fact, adored Ben, so Libby graciously accepted the Prince’s offer. He sent the Royal Movers to pack her up. Amidst trumpet fanfare and the mysterious disappearance of various small valuables, they brought her many boxes to the Big City.

It was their first night in New York. Sitting on a cardboard box and placing his take-out chop sticks to one side, Prince Ben asked Princess Libby, “O fair maiden, will you be mine for ever?”

“Yes, I will be yours for ever!’ exclaimed Libby, as she fell sobbing with joy into his big strong arms.

In an instant, Ben placed the engagement ring on her finger. She stared at the clarity, color and cut of the flawless Harry Winston diamond as it sparkled up high in her face and then said, “No.” Ben was taken aback. Hadn’t she read the fairy-tale handbook? Libby shrugged her shoulders, removed the ring, placed it in his palm and said, “I’ll happily marry you, but can we sell the diamond and donate the jewelry money to charity?” Ben said, “Yes,” kissed her hard, pulled her to the floor where they made wild love and…

…they both lived happily ever after.


Chapter One

“Happily ever after my ass!” But my editors would stab me to death with red pencils if I actually wrote that. So “Happily ever after” it is. My fingers move frantically over the typewriter keys. Like a marathon runner approaching the yellow ribbon, I crash through to my two favorite little words in the English language: “The End.”

“Yes!” I pump my arms overhead and then tip back in my swivel chair, massaging the back of my neck before reaching for the comfort of my long-gone-cold Earl Grey tea, the bag label still swinging on the side of the cup. Just as my lips hit its ceramic rim, I’m startled by a tapping on the glass pane outside my office. It’s a window washer. He resembles that coffee guy, Juan Valdez – but without the coffee, or the mule for that matter. He’s smiling in at me, suspended on his scaffolding, gliding his squeegee across the glass with insinuating strokes.

My orange tabby cat, Brad – so named because he’s the Brad Pitt of gorgeous male felines – presses his nose against the window in an effort to spread pheromones. The cleaner pretends to tickle Brad, who behaves as though he can feel it. Window Washing Man lifts his hands to the sky to motion “Nice day, eh?” before locking my eyes like a game show host awaiting my million-dollar response.

But he’s already lost me – my attention wanders off to a potential article brewing in the back of my mind…

Until you’ve lived in a city like New York you’ve probably never hired a window washer. Back on Cape Cod I just cleaned the windows myself, folding down the double-hung pane as I dangled from the ledge above the front yard, one story up. Neighbors would gather in a crowd to watch as I suspended like an acrobat in Barnum & Baileys Circus. One day I contorted myself enough to wind up at a chiropractor’s office, after being rescued by my neighbor. “I missed a spot!” I screamed as she lowered me into the back seat of her car. “C’mon! Look at those streaks!”

How come this guy doesn’t have streaks, I think, gazing out at Juan Valdez as he makes perverted Marcel Marceau mating gestures to my cat with his fingers. Lovely. I’ll bet he mimes that to all the cats. But my annoyance inspires me to turn back to my keyboard to change a few lines on that article…

“Well, they didn’t quite live happily ever after…. Insert the sound of SCRREEEEEEEEECHING brakes. Because I don’t remember the fairy-tale including two small twins running their chocolate-covered fingers across my white suede couch.”

It was about a year ago that I told my cousin Godfrey, the celebrity chef, “I wish that my boyfriend, Ben and I could just live together. We’d be so happy.”

“Be careful what you wish for,” he said, while mixing a batch of the steak tartare that made him famous. I knew he had a point. I’ve won the Grand Prize in Ben. But now I’m a mom for the second time, only the kids aren’t mine. Ben and I had gone from broken families to a blended family. Nobody said it was going to be easy…

I had had my daughters way too young – raising them for what seemed like my entire life. The irony is that Ben is ten years older than me but has younger kids, and I am ten years younger than he but have grown kids. Considering our ages, his kids should be my kids and mine, his. And to complicate matters the twins aren’t technically Ben’s kids at all. He had married Rosemary in his early forties, and adopted the two twins she’d had from a previous marriage to an eccentric Parisian. The boys’ biological father, Jean-François, had split but had left her with the boys ins – Jean-Baptiste and Jean-Christophe. Where is Jean-François is now? Probably in some French café sipping wine, smoking endless Gitanes (and he would be one of those flouting the smoking ban), surrounding himself with beautiful young starlets in bandage dresses, the kind that require the girl to stand stick still and hold her breath or a breast might pop out. Wonder if he wants to meet for a martini? Compare notes? I’d be willing to go to Paris for Happy Hour…

The window washer taps to get my attention. I choose to ignore him before realizing he’s warning me about something else. And as I come to, I hear that something else outside of my office door.

Growing faster than a freshly watered Chia pet, spreading more rapidly than poison ivy, more powerful than a locomotive, it’s a plane, it’s a bird it’s…

…Jean-Baptiste, rounding the corner straight toward my desk, causing me to jump back in my seat the way an filmgoer might from some exploding creature in a bad B movie. As he charges toward me like a bulldozer, my tea cup goes flying across my keyboard and into my lap.

“Shit, shit, shit!” I scream, as its cold contents find a home on my bare thighs in cut-off shorts. I jump around, dabbing at my wet crotch like an Indian tribal leader in a rain dance. “Shit! Shit!”

“My mommy says you’re not supposed to swear,” says Jean-Baptiste.

As I pat at my crotch with tissues from the nearby box, the window washer raises an interested brow. He lifts his foot to move in closer but instead, moves his foot into his steel bucket. He begins to topple, grabbing the building’s faade for dear life, his eyes widen as he falls backwards…

I rush towards the window. Thank God, he’s fine. The bars of the scaffold stopped him from falling back entirely. Prone, he gives me a sheepish grin and a thumbs up. I give him an apologetic smile and turn back to Jean-Baptiste

“Libby,” he sing-songs, “it’s just, just, just that…um, just…”

“Honey, remember we talked about gathering your thoughts before you speak in order to help you from stuttering?”

He nods. I go back to my keyboard as he stands there “gathering.”

“Okay, Libby,” Jean-Baptiste says. “I, um, um, I um, gathered my thoughts…”

“Good,” I say spinning my desk chair his way and giving him my undivided attention.

“It’s just that it’s been a long time and he’s still not hot.”

“Who’s not hot?”

“Ohhhhhhhh,” he says exhaling deeply as though he’s just dropped off a ton of stone at the top of Acropolis. “I just want to know how long do we sunbathe a cat? We don’t want him to burn and then peel.”

Leaping from my chair I dash to the kitchen to find the other twin, Jean-Christophe standing at the counter. His devil eyes narrow at the microwave door waiting for it to ‘ding.’ My heart falls to my bottomless pit of what was once called a stomach. I press the release button and Brad comes storming out, shaking his body and meowing, his fur a bit electrified. He’s slightly tipsy in his step before gaining his composure and bolting from the counter to the next room.

“Are you out of your minds?” I say to the twins staring up at me.

Jean-Christophe head butts Jean-Baptiste and the two fall to the kitchen floor wrestling, biting and clawing like a scene from Animal Planet. Imagine that David Attenborough with his exaggerated enunciation: “And now the cougar fights the jaguar over the almost dead cat. It’s Jean-Christophe who wins this round by poking his brother straight-away in the eye socket!”

“Owwwww!” screams Jean-Baptiste at the top of his lungs, “That hurts!”

“It’s not supposed to hurt,” says Jean-Christophe, poking him in the other eye. “It’s supposed to kill you!”

“Jean-Christophe!” I call out. “Stop! I said, stop that biting!”

“I’m not Jean-Christophe,” he explains. “I’m Jean-Baptiste!”

I move to the window and twist the lever on the blinds, blocking the view of our window washer. Then, dropping to the floor, I take the child’s arm with one hand, using my other hand to cover his snapping mouth. Now he’s biting my hand. I retrieve it instantly, shaking my fang-marked fingers into the air.

“Ouch,” I say, “That does hurt!” I examine the boy’s face. I’ll be a monkey’s uncle – it is Jean-Baptiste! So easy to confuse the two, except for Jean-Baptiste’s beauty mark on his left cheek.

“Promise me you’ll stop, honey,” I say.

He nods, his eyes looking up at me as though he’s been enlightened. I trust him. I smile. I let go. Immediately Jean-Baptiste digs his teeth into his brother’s arm, this time drawing blood. I’m stunned. The little liar! Now I’m down on my knees using my arm to separate them like some hockey referee on the rink.

“Can’t you two just get along?” I demand desperately.

They drop their hands to their sides, stop and stare up at me like orphans waiting for a porridge refill.

I look at each of them and exhale deeply. “Look, boys, I have to work. Okay? I have what they call ‘a deadline.’ Do you know what that means?” They shake their heads so I squat down to their level, one hand placed gently on each of their shoulders. “It means that I have to have the work done by a certain time. Like when you have a deadline to make the school bus, or a play date.”

They nod.

“So,” I continue, “After I read through my assignment, and after we talk about why we can’t harm God’s precious creatures by putting them in the microwave, I promise with all my heart I’ll take you out for ice cream. Any flavor you want.”

“No. I hate ice cream!” says Jean-Christophe.

“We only eat gelato,” say Jean-Baptiste.

“And only in Milan with Mom-mee,” says Jean-Christophe.

“Milan,” I say. “Of course. Lovely.”

“I hate you, booger face,” says Jean-Christophe grabbing at his brother’s nose. The two of them are back at it again. “I hate you! I hate you!”

And I hate that you get to go to Italy. I hate that you’ve had gelato. I’ve never even tried gelato. Instead by the good angel on my right shoulder reminds me that I must maintain being the sweet stepmother who defies years of fairy-tale stereotypes. So I opt for, “Okay, the heck with ice cream. How about popcorn and a movie? Sound good?” I’m hopeful.

But they’re ignoring me. Now Jean-Baptiste goes for Jean-Christophe’s belt, tugging it away from his waistline and grabbing down inside of his pants for a shiny blue device that’s poking out of his zipper. “See! It’s my iPod! Right there! Told ya!” says Jean-Baptiste pulling his brother’s unruly curls with his left hand and shoving his right hand deeper inside his brother’s pants to create a wedgie.

“No, it’s mine!” screams Jean-Christophe, pulling his brother’s hand out.

“You have an iPod?” I ask, snapping up the device. It’s a small one, an iPod Nano, I think they’re called, but still… “You’re only seven!”

“I have two iPods!” he declares hatefully. “A blue one, a red one and Mommy is buying me a green one next week, so there.”

“Then you should donate one to the poor,” I say, carefully wrapping the cord around the blue iPod and placing it on my desk.

“Hey, that’s my iPod, lady!” says Jean-Christophe grabbing at my arm.

“Excuse me?” I say.

You give it back to me or I’m calling the police!” says Jean-Baptiste.

“What?” I’m completely stunned. Not sure whether to laugh or cry or wash his mouth out with Ivory soap.

“Give it back to me or I’m calling the police and have you arrested!” he repeats.

I stare down at his evil dark eyes beaming up at me.

“Oh really?” I say. “Well, I’ll let you call the police, little man, but first you’re both in the corner for a time out while I finish my article. I’m on deadline.”

“We don’t do time outs.”

“I bet you don’t,” I say.

Just then, their father, Ben, enters, hands on hips He stares me down. “What did you do to them?”

“What did I do to them?” I ask. “Are you kidding me, Ben?”

They dash to his side, clinging like flies to a screen.

“Daddy, she’s being mean,” says Jean-Baptiste.

“Okay, you know what?” I say. “You take them. I’ve only got ten minutes until my deadline.”

I escort them all out of my office door, easier said then done, dodging the hundred and fifty action figurines strewn across my floor—enough to entertain a village in Bosnia; enough to support an entire cancer wing full of children; enough to fund our nation’s financial bailout—and still send every hard-working American on vacation.

Ben is out the door with both boys but looks back, “I’m going to take them out for lunch, to a movie, to the park, and then…”

I close the door before he can finish his thought. Then I fall back against it as my eyes tear up, my hand planted on the inside of the handle separating my world from theirs, as though I’m looking through the wrong end of a telescope and they’re fifty miles away.

And through the telescope I can see Ben’s pre-married life. The ski slopes in Aspen, the August trips to Italy—apparently eating gelato—the five-star hotels and the Michelin-starred restaurants. And never once having to pull a plug on the monitor of a dying grandmother. Never once spreading his mother’s ashes on the shore, twisting the tin container’s top as you flung them into the wind and then trying to remain solemn, caught between the bittersweet tears and the granular crunch as they blew back in your tear-stained face.

This was not the life I had signed up for. I was finding out the hard way – like running your fingers through the blade grass at the beach – that life with Ben was going to be full of surprise paper cuts. I could use one of my grandma’s remedies about now. “If you want to make a bad burn or poison ivy go away, squat down, pee on a cloth, add a little witch hazel and dab with it until…”

Rising up from the floor, my desk clock reminds me I now have seven minutes until my deadline. Life always seemed to be a ticking clock of deadlines. I move to my daughters’ high school and college graduation photos lining my fireplace. We had survived the test of time, we three women, but I had to have a Teflon heart to do it. Their days of little girl tea parties and frilly ankle socks are a lifetime away, though I clearly remember a specific night—a birthday sleepover with classmates, when I watched them evolve into teenagers. Such bizarre creatures at the age of fourteen—their brains exploding with ideas, so much of it devoted to the pursuit of silliness. They’re like fizzing electric wires, spurting energy but not hooked up to anything.

And now my girls are grown and have moved into respectable lives. They are concerned with the environment, creating universal peace, saving all the whales from extinction, and most of all, fighting for the legalization of marijuana.

I twist the lever on the blind and find that my window washer has left his bucket on the ledge. Staring down into its contents—the water blacker than Donna Karan’s autumn line—I can almost see a reflection of the person I once knew; a person who was supposed to be enjoying her empty-nest time. And then I look up. The window washer is back, staring in at me.

I mouth the words, “Why am I being tarred and feathered by stepkids?”

The washer shrugs. “I no speak English,” he mouths back

“And I don’t speak Spanish,” I reply, plopping back down in my chair at my desk, still wet from the tea.

My window washer returns to his job and I return to my keyboard, which is now sticking from the tea spilled between the “R” and “U” keys. Damn it. Finally, after a lot of furious pushing, the keys begin to soften and finally move again. I turn my attention away from the article I’m tinkering with – I’ve just had an idea for a new one.

“Plan A,” I type, getting my thoughts down on paper in note form before they escape me. “We grow up believing in fairy tales. Marriage, lovely children, a lovely home. But what happens when Prince Charming turns into a frog?

“Plan B. Perfect man comes with baggage. Ex-wife, stepchildren. In the fairy tale of your life, you are the now the evil stepmother. And men get polarized in the conflict of the entire family conflict… so what do you do when that plan fails?”

My hands hover over the keyboard while I work out what to say. Then I have it. My fingers flash over the keys. “Plan C: chuck it all in, move to Paris and live the Bohemian lifestyle in a garret.”

I laugh at myself. Plan C is a pipe dream. A Very Nice Pipe Dream, but one all the same.

I close the document without saving it and go back to my original article. With a few minor tweaks I decide that it’s done, and I press send. As it flies off to my editor, I wipe down my desk and return to my Plan B life.

But that Plan C just doesn’t seem to want to go away.


Chapter Two

I remember a certain wintry morning many years ago. It followed the let’s-get-through-the-holidays-for-the-sake-of-the-kids phoniness, the weeks of my husband and I arguing, sometimes in front of the children, mostly after they went to bed. After more than a decade of “wedded bliss,” it was very clear the marriage was over. I could take the emotional torture no more. And now the moment was here: how would my husband move his clothes out of our walk-in closet without our daughters actually seeing him do it?

One day and a half-empty closet later, I moved my shoes to what had always been his side. As I did, the closet walls echoed and so did my head, with my fears—financial and emotional. We would be a household of three now, not four.

Surprisingly, I found comfort where I least expected it: from my daughters, Scarlett, age fourteen, and Madeline, age twelve. It began that night in a lonely bed, where I experienced for the first time the cold silence from his side of the sheets. At 11 p.m., my door flew open. There stood my two beaming daughters. “I thought you two were asleep!” I sputtered. The girls didn’t answer but instead climbed up on the quilt. Brandishing a boom box, Scarlett said, “Mom, this is important. Do you think ‘NSync or Backstreet Boys are better singers?” She pressed a button, and suddenly Justin Timberlake was belting out a tune. Madeline began flopping around the mattress. Lots of giggles and pillow slamming ensued.

My first night alone simply…wasn’t.

Had they come to me to ease their own sense of loss? Could they have been more aware of mine than I knew? Did some instinct tell them that in making me feel better, they would soothe themselves as well?

Gradually I began to see that the roadmap to this new, uncharted life lay in my daughters’ faces. When Madeline studied my eyes while licking the cookie-dough spoon and asked with a crumpled jaw, “Mommy, you won’t ever leave me, will you?” a new kind of direction was born in me.

I learned that being “us girls” alone didn’t only mean we had lost something. We had gained something, too: independence. In the car Scarlett, pushing the radio buttons, back and forth, landed on the theme song from the Charlie’s Angels movie, and she started singing along while she waved her arms in the air, about being independent and being strong. She then turned to me and said, “Hey, Mom, that’s you. Independent,” which prompted Madeline to ask, “What does independent mean?”

Years later I watched Scarlett take a clue from me and she grew up to be independent, too.

The day she graduated college it was pouring rain. As we splashed through the mud after the ceremony, she flung her arms around my neck and said, “You are the best mom a girl could ask for.”

And her words told me that I had gained a lot more than a little extra closet space.

Quick! Write that all down. I stumble over my half-clothed self as I move to my dresser to find a piece of paper and a pen. Great article for later: “How to Find Comfort in A Divorce from the Place You Least Expect It: Your Children…”

But then, startled by a ringing telephone, I lose the thought as fast as it had arrived. I trip over my shoes and then the nightstand to get to it. I pick up. “Hello?”

“Took you long enough to answer the damn phone,” says an over-demanding voice on the other end of the receiver.

“Kitty?” I say, “I have to call you back.” I juggle the phone while trying to snap on my bra. “Five minutes, I promise. Don’t go anywhere. Five minutes.”

“But—”

But I’ve already hung up. And my bedroom door handle begins moving. If I’m not finished dressing by the time the door flies open, I know the newspaper headline will read: “Twins Die of Fright upon Viewing Stepmother’s Fat Ass!”

The door handle comes to life, twisting and turning, the giggles on the other side of the door signifying determination more than amusement.

“Just a minute!” I scream out. “Do you mind? I’m getting dressed.”

Then everything goes silent. Then the sound of the lock being picked. I panic. It’s a race against time. I yank, pull and strain to shove my thunder thighs into the black fabric like sausage into a casing, all the while reminding myself that Beyoncé’s, J-Lo’s and Kim Kardashian’s butts have all been voted America’s sexiest. I always knew fat asses would be in style one day.

Success at last, as I lower my black woolen skirt, smoothing it over my belly which is now tightly contained in a pair of black Spanx. The door flies open. The twins stare up at me, their look of mischief turning to disappointment. I slip a foot into my black stiletto. “Boys, that’s not very nice,” I say. “When somebody is trying to get dressed you have to give them privacy.”

Jean-Christophe narrows his eyes at me. “I told my brother he’s not supposed to use markers in the house.”

“What markers?” I ask. “Where?”

Jean-Christophe produces the evidence. A black Sharpie.

Truth is… even if Jean-Baptiste had covered all the walls with graffiti, I couldn’t be happier at this moment as my eyes traverse my full-length image in the mirror. An instant ten-pound-loss. God, I love the person who invented Spanx. Had to be a woman.

And then I glance at the clock. “Shit! I’m so late,” I blurt.

“You’re not supposed to swear,” says Jean-Baptiste.

I scoot around him, grab my purse, and notice the Sharpie mustaches drawn on the glass of all my relatives’ photos. Not that my Armenian great-grandmother didn’t have a moustache already…

“Oh my!” I say. “What did you do?”

What did you do?” he imitates me.

“Was it you?”

“Was it you?” he mimics.

“Or your brother?”

“Or your brother?” he mimics again.

The phone rings. I shoo Jean-Baptiste away to grab the receiver.

My annoyance is apparent in my “hello.”

“Libby?” says Kitty. “You said five minutes.”

“I’m sorry. It’s only been like four—”

“Oh, who’s counting,” says Kitty, anxious to dive in. “Especially when this is a matter of life and death…”

I stop in my tracks, frozen in fear. “Oh God! What’s happened?”

“It’s Bebe,” says Kitty. “Wasn’t it enough? First her bullet-ridden husband and now some mobster’s baby in Russia!!”

“Kitty, calm down,” I say struggling to clasp my necklace. “I’m meeting Bebe in the park after work. I’ll talk to her then.”

“Well you better wear a bulletproof vest!”

“I’m sure that won’t be necessary.”

“Fine,” says Kitty. Then, switching registers, she purrs, “And, I found him…”

“Found him who?” I say, moving to my purse and keys.

“Helmut. Known for his paintings, but now he’s a sculptor. He’s unveiling the first Phallic Holograms at my gallery.”

“As in penis art? Damn!”

“Don’t be sarcastic. They’re not mere penises! They’re Phallic Holograms. He’s going to be huge!”

“Maybe he already is,” I chuckle.

“I’m being serious,” says Kitty.

“Don’t be hard on me!”

“Very funny. Look, I’ve been traipsing around all week with clients at Sotheby’s. I need a glass of wine and some good gossip. Come to a late lunch.”

“I don’t do lunch, Kitty. I don’t have time.”

“C’mon. Call in sick. It’s on me…”

“I can’t come to lunch. I’m about to be arrested.”

“What?”

“My stepson threatened to call the police.”

“Again? But it’s Tuesday,” says Kitty. “Aren’t they only there on weekends? Hasn’t their mother figured out you aren’t part of her paid staff.”

“Aren’t I?”

“Just where the hell is she now?”

“Tennis lessons, meditation clinic—take your pick. Oh no, wait, wait… she’s away on a rebirthing retreat.”

“Are you kidding? Is there such a thing?”

“Yes, and according to the brochure, you too can be rebirthed in a week.”

“Okay, that’s just gross.”

“Hey, look at the bright side,” I say. “It took Rosemary nine months to be born the first time around. Now she’s rebirthing herself in only seven days.”

“Maybe she’ll rebirth herself into a woman who can find a job.”

“She works at working out,” I reason. “She must have a rock-hard body.”

“Give me the chance to work out, I’d just lie down on the couch until the urge passes,” says Kitty.

“A nap sounds good about now.”

“Did you finish the article?”

“Yes. At least my fingers got a work out,” I say, then reading the title to her from my computer screen: ‘“Be Careful What You Wish For: A New Man, A New Life and his Kids, too.”’

“I like it.”

“Yeah, well, let’s hope my editor does, too. My journalism career is being destroyed by bloggers.”

“Why? Blogs aren’t so bad,” says Kitty. “I read them all the time.”

“My point exactly. But they don’t have editors. They don’t do research. They barely spell check. They just spout opinions.”

“Okay, forget work. But are you going to do what I told you to do?”

“I can’t. They can’t get anybody to fill my shift.”

“Which shift? I’m confused.”

“So am I. So many jobs, so little time,” I say.

“You’re like God. You’re everywhere.”

“Except on the seventh day, God rested.” I hit the power-down button my computer.

“I already told you—why don’t you take some time off? Go up to your cottage. Visit old friends on the Cape.”

“Can’t,” I say. “I’ve been meaning to tell you…”

“I don’t like the sound of this…”

“The old cottage is on the market.”

“But that house has been in your family since…since…”

“Since, um, 1950,” I say, throwing my water bottle, cell phone and some Advil into my purse.

“Since 1950? You can’t sell! Your grandma will roll in her grave!”

“Well then, Grandma is finally getting some exercise, I guess.” My hands fidget with my briefcase, shoving papers into it. “Look, Kitty, something’s gotta go…”

“Can’t Rosemary sell her damn mansion? Does she really need six bedrooms? How long are you and Ben going to be her yoga mat?”

Just then I hear a sound much like that of perhaps two hundred thirsty buffalo stampeding a dusty plain.

“What the hell was that?” asks Kitty.

“Oh, it’s just the twins.”

“The twins? Don’t you mean Rosemary’s Babies!”


Chapter Three

The blinking red sign flashes the words “On air!” as I swing through the glass door of the television studio. Instantly, I’m reminded of Sister Ardeen, an old nun from grammar school, who would reprimand me by leaning in, her bad breath under my nostrils. “Shhhhhhh!” she’d say, grabbing my face, the smell of freshly peeled oranges on her fingers. “You use your quiet voice, Lady Jane.” Only recently I discovered that Lady Jane was King Henry the VIII’s great—niece, who had a nine-day reign as Queen of England before being beheaded. See, there are worse things than being late for work.

My producer, Maxine, can be seen at the end of the soundproof hall, tapping a pen against an armload of files. She looks both pretty and annoyed, until the sight of my smiling face registers relief on hers. She looks so happy in fact, you’d think she just got a negative reading on a pregnancy test.

“What the fuck?” she says laughing but with authority. This in itself is amusing since she looks about twelve.

“Sorry, sorry. I know, but I’m here now,” I whisper, motioning toward the weather girl delivering her forecast under the hot stage lighting. “We’ve got time, right?” I glance at my wristwatch. “Is make-up empty?”

“Yes, thank God,” says Maxine. She grabs my elbow and leads me by the arm to the make-up room. “We’ve got about ten minutes. Then you’ve got the monkeys coming in.”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean monkeys. Literally. The whole second hour.” Maxine reads from her schedule. “Barry Bosco and his Bubble Blowing Bonobos.”

“God, we’ve hit on hard times.”

“But it’s ratings week,” says Maxine.

“My point exactly. Wait, did you say bonobos? Aren’t they those insatiable little—?”

“Fuckers? Yes. They fuck all the time.”

“I’m sure I’ll be quicker than a monkey. In make-up I mean.” I fall into my swivel chair. An unrecognizably tired and pale complexion looks back from the fifty-thousand-watt mirror. “On second thoughts, it might be easier to make a monkey look good.” I give a warm hello to the make-up woman as she drops a black drape over my blouse. She stands back, foundation brush in hand, studying my face to determine where to apply her transformative magic. The real magic is the fact that this woman still works here. She probably applied eyeliner to Ed Sullivan, maybe in this very chair when television was still black and white and had rabbit ear antennas.

“You know you look fine,” says Maxine, handing me my script. “Every frigging stagehand drools whenever you walk by. You just need some time off.”

“No. I need more hours. One show a week isn’t cutting it,” I say, peering at my crow’s feet as the make-up woman dabs my brow.

“I’m working on it, Libby,” says Maxine. “But with these cutbacks… they just let twenty people go in the editing room. And then with the producers down, I’m being four people now.”

“I know the feeling,” I say.

Maxine glances at her script copy. “I made a change to your cold open and your guest intro for the nurses.”

“Nurses?” I ask, twisting toward her abruptly, causing the make-up woman to accidentally run her eyeliner wand across my cheek. She takes my face and moves it back to the center, signaling me to look in the mirror when I talk to Maxine. “Nurses?” I ask Maxine’s reflection.

“Yes, duh, nurses! We’re doing the nursing shortage in America, remember? It was your idea.” Then, mimicking me, “Where have all the nurses gone?”

“Oh God, is that today?” I drop my notes in my lap. “I’m sorry. I thought we were doing stress.”

“Don’t you have enough of that?”

“I’m being serious. That pre-menopause segment,” I say, hardening my voice into anchor mode. “Pre-menopause. Is it the change?” I shift profiles. “Or something else?”

“Colon cancer and fibroids is next week’s show,” says Maxine, slamming me on the head with her papers.

“Okay, I can wing it today,” I say, fluffing my hair. “Love nurses. What would we do without them?”

“That’s your point exactly. Use the prompter,” says Maxine. “And then go home and get some sleep.”

Moments later, I’m set and wired, the mic running up my back and clipped to my collar, an earpiece running in a different direction through my buttonhole. Eventually it finds my ear. My set director cues me as the set guys dodge floor wires and move the prompters closer to my face, still exhausted-looking underneath all my perky make-up. Do we really need close-ups?

“Ready, Libby? We’re on camera one,” says Maxine, listening through her own earpiece to the big producer upstairs. I readjust my posture, paste on my enthusiastic newscaster smile, and touch my head to flatten a piece of static-electric fly-away, as she lifts her fingers in front of my prompter, and then lowers them, counting me down, “Five, four, three, two and…”

“Welcome to Top Talk, where we talk about issues important to women. I’m Libby Crockett in New York.” And then, switching camera angles, “What would you do if one of your elderly parents or your small child were rushed to a hospital only to find there’s a nursing shortage? Back in the sixties and seventies there were only three things a little girl wanted to be ‘when I grow up’—a stewardess, a teacher or a nurse. So where have all the nurses gone? Joining us today is the Head of Nursing…”

Ten minutes later it’s a wrap and a miracle. I haven’t once slurred, despite the four hours of sleep I had the night before. Dodging floor wires, I totter toward the exit on the kind of black stilettos that do wonders for your calves so long as you don’t try something crazy like walk in them. Out of the corner of my eye I can see the “Top of the Hour” anchorman at his desk, with tanning-booth leather skin and enough dental bleaching to re-blind Ray Charles. He smiles into the lens, trying to sound part persuasive and part serious, as he delivers the hourly update of breaking news.

“Leading today’s stories, families in Brooklyn are mourning the loss of one of their own in the death of Officer John Gonzales, a twenty-year veteran who was shot in an alleged bank robbery. He was the father of two. His wife, Juanita Gonzales, was pregnant with their third child. Funeral services will be held Friday. In lieu of flowers, donations may be made to the Boys’ Clubs of America at the number on the bottom of your screen.” The newscaster shifts his papers on the desk in front of him. “Severely beaten in a garage stairwell and left to die in a pool of blood, a young immigrant is rescued by a parking attendant in downtown Manhattan. Anyone with information please contact your local authorities.” He switches cameras again, “And in other news… After a head-on collision on the West Side Highway, a young couple was air-lifted to…”

Okay, maybe I should stop my whining. Maybe I already have. I am, after all, alive, thank God; not beaten, shot, mugged, air-lifted to safety, or left in a stairwell to die. Up until now I have had the normal life of being a parent, burying parents, buying homes, building homes, losing homes, birthing children, graduating them, paying mortgages, paying credit cards, and paying off that car loan. I was surviving in this recession, even if now I was just treading water with no lifeboat in sight. I am lucky. I have a job. I have actually several. I have—well, a life.

In fact, my minor woes cushion my bank account since I write how-to articles for women’s magazines—the kind you flip through on the glass table at the dentist’s office—which eventually end up as topics on my women’s TV show. But nobody ever warned me about the woes of stepfamilies. Wasn’t the only surprise left in my life supposed to be raising grandchildren? Or spending my Social Security check on the early-bird special?

I detour to the ladies room, no sound of anybody in the stalls, and pick one, turn to clasp the lock and then lift my skirt in order to squat, pee and reflect. You do a lot of peeing after age forty. And reflecting. There are worse things in life than Ben’s two tyrannical seven-year-old boys. Little kids, little problems; big kids, big problems. With my Scarlett and Madeline, I had been through my share of big teenage problems, from missed periods to missed curfews with me pacing the floors after midnight waiting for them to crawl in through the bedroom window. I watched their adorable kitty cat posters come down and the rapper posters go up. I’d learned to enjoy loud rap music and those “bleeping” reality shows. I’d been through their drama-queen issues over the Heartthrob, the Jock, the Geek, and the Rebel—the bad boy on the motorcycle—who would peel out of my driveway with Scarlett clinging to his waist. I remember running out the front door after his rumbling engine to scream out, “Wear a…” helmet! And a condom! But they were long gone.

But far more humiliating—in a way I’d now find flattering—was being called the neighborhood “MILF”—you know: “Mom I’d Like to Fuck”—by my daughters’ drooling adolescent male friends.

Lowering my skirt I unlock the stall and move to the pump dispenser at the sink. Speaking of adolescent boys, if Ben’s twins are only seven years old, doesn’t that mean I’d be going through their teen years in less than ten years? I wince at the thought.

I pick up the pace down the hallway, realizing I’ve come a long way in the ten years since my Cape Cod newspaper articles bore headlines like “Boy Scout Boating Trip Cancelled after Vessel Strikes Dolphin.”

Rounding the corner back to the make-up room, I’m startled to see several bonobos. One swings between the swivel chairs, rearranging the make-up brushes on the table. Another uses a drape as a mask to play his version of “blindman’s bluff,” shielding his face as he bounces off the walls. The last two seem quite content having intercourse on the counter—the male taking the female from behind. Over the chaos, the make-up woman screams out to me, “The Union’s gonna hear about this!”

I shrug. For me it’s just going from one zoo to another. I squeeze past the howling bonobos—the ones having sex—and move to the mirror to wipe the foundation from my forehead. How did I miss the have-fun-screw-everything phase of my life? I guess that’s what I get for opting to be responsible and have children in my early twenties.

The bonobo that’s been rearranging the brushes swings over to examine me, closely puckering her lips, so close I can feel her breath on my cheek. She stares from my face to the mirror and back again before plucking a tissue from the box, imitating me, and then picking at my hair with her fingers. I’m pretty sure I don’t have bugs in my hairline, but she seems hopeful.

“Hello there,” I say, feeling I can relate to this endangered species of the Congo. She just stares back. Bonobo females are said to contain their emotions. If only we human females were so good at that game. Bonobo females even play a central and often dominant role in their social life. I stop wiping my make-up off and look at this one straight on. “If I don’t get a better contract in the New Year, I have no option but to find another job, assuming that in this economy there is another job out there.” The ape tips her head sideways, pouts, and then makes a whimpering sound. A girlfriend!

The “blind-man’s-bluff” bonobo senses our bonding even though he’s blindfolded. His coos are unsettling and I can sense trouble arising. Ripping off his drape, he steals the make-up brushes from my female companion, and she grabs them back, thrusting the two into a high-pitched screaming and tugging match. Her puckered lips fascinate me. You couldn’t pay for collagen injections that good!

It’s clear that no matter what species we’re dealing with, the male thinks he dominates. But then the mood changes, as the male bonobo drops the brushes and moves in to hug her. She hugs back. He goes in for a mouth-to-mouth kiss. And just like that, peace is restored. If only human romance were so simple. Suddenly, right before my eyes, the male bonobo forces the female on top of his lap. Apparently she likes it. She squeals with delight. How can she get aroused so quickly? We humans require wine, dinner, flowers, foreplay and commitment.

As they move from one thrilling position to the next, I grab my pad to take notes. Substituting sex for aggression could save a lot of problems. Visions of Ben swinging from a vine and dancing naked, sashay through my head.
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