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				One

				Upstairs, the front door slammed with enough force to register a five on the Richter scale. Dust dislodged from the exposed basement rafters and drifted down like polluted snow, settling over the basket of clean laundry I’d been folding. The ensuing shouting, barking, and yowling drowned out my muttered curse of choice and yanked my attention away from the now Dalmatian-spotted white wash. 

				“Once more unto the breach, dear friends,” squawked Ralph, the Shakespeare-spouting African Grey parrot I’d inherited when Great-Aunt Penelope Periwinkle died two years ago. “Henry the Fifth. Act Three, Scene One.” He spread his wings and took flight up the basement stairs to check out the action. I raced after him, eager to prevent World War III from erupting in my living room. 

				“Muzzle that abominable creature, or I’ll have the pound haul him away,” shrieked Mama. “He’s traumatizing Catherine the Great.”

				“So shove some Prozac down her throat,” said my mother-in-law, Lucille. “What the hell are you doing back here? And don’t you ever bother to knock? Just barge right in like you own the place.”

				“I have more right to be here than you. This is my daughter’s house, you … you pinko squatter.”

				As I hurried through the kitchen, I glanced at the calendar tacked next to the telephone. Mama wasn’t due back from her Caribbean cruise for another three days. Damn it. I needed those three days to steel myself for the inevitable explosive reaction that occurred whenever Flora Sudberry Periwinkle Ramirez Scoffield Goldberg O’Keefe, my mother and the former social secretary of the Daughters of the American Revolution, locked horns with Lucille Pollack, my mother-in-law and current president of the Daughters of the October Revolution. I’d been swindled out of seventy-two hours.

				By the time I entered the living room, Mama and Lucille’s voices had reached glass-shattering decibel range. 

				“Crazy communist!” yelled Mama. She stood in the middle of the room, cradling Catherine the Great, her corpulent white Persian with an attitude befitting her namesake. 

				Manifesto, my mother-in-law’s runt of a French bulldog, stood inches from Mama’s Ferragamos, his bark having switched to growl mode as he glared up at his nemesis. With a hiss and a yowl, Catherine the Great leaped from Mama’s arms. Showing his true cowardly colors, Mephisto, as we always called him behind his back and often to his snout, scampered to safety behind my mother-in-law’s ample girth.

				Lucille barreled across the room, waving her cane at Mama. “Reactionary fascist!” 

				“How dare you threaten me!” Mama defended herself with a French-manicured backhand that would have done Chris Everett proud. The cane flew from Lucille’s grasp and landed inches from Mephisto’s nose. Demon dog yelped and dove between Lucille’s orange polyester-clad legs. 

				My mother-in-law’s rage multiplied into Vesuvian proportions. Her wrinkled face deepened from a spotted scarlet to an apoplectic heliotrope. “You did that on purpose!”

				Mama jutted her chin at Lucille as she rubbed the palm of her hand. “You started it.”

				“And I’m stopping it.” I stepped between them, spreading my arms to prevent them from ripping each other’s lips off. “Knock it off. Both of you.”

				“It’s her fault,” said Mama. She jabbed a finger at Lucille. Her hand shook with rage, her gold charm bracelet tinkling a dainty minuet totally incompatible with the situation. “And that vicious mongrel of hers. She sic’d him on us the moment we walked through the door.”

				Highly unlikely. “Mephisto’s all bark and bluster, Mama. You should know that by now.”

				“Manifesto!” shrieked Lucille. “How many times do I have to tell you his name is Manifesto?” 

				“Whatever,” Mama and I said in unison. It was an old refrain. Mephisto better suited demon dog anyway. Besides, who names a dog after a Communist treatise? 

				Behind me, Ralph squawked. I looked over my shoulder and found him perched on the lampshade beside one of the overstuffed easy chairs flanking the bay window. A chair occupied by a cowering stranger, his knees drawn up to his chest, his arms hugging his head. I glanced at Mama. Glanced back at the man. “Who’s he?” 

				“Oh dear!” Mama raced across the room, flapping her Chanel-suited arms. “Shoo, dirty bird!” 

				Ralph ignored her. He doesn’t intimidate easily. Mama was hardly a challenge for a parrot who had spent years successfully defending himself against Aunt Penelope’s mischievous students. “Anastasia, I told you that bird’s a reincarnation of Ivan the Terrible. Do something. He’s attacking my poor Lou.”

				Her Poor Lou? Okay, at least the man had a name and someone in the room knew him. I stretched out my arm and whistled. Ralph took wing, landing in the crook of my elbow. Poor Lou peered through his fingers. Convinced the coast was clear, he lowered his hands and knees and raised his head.

				“Are you all right, dear?” asked Mama, patting his salt and pepper comb-over. “I’m terribly sorry about all this. My daughter never did have the heart to turn away a stray.” She punctuated her statement with a pointed stare, first in Lucille’s direction and then at Ralph.

				Lucille harrumphed.

				Ralph squawked.

				Mephisto bared his teeth and rumbled a growl from the depths of his belly.

				Catherine the Great had lost interest in the family melodrama and dozed, stretched out on the back of the sofa.

				Before Mama could explain Poor Lou’s presence, the front door burst open. Fourteen-year-old Nick and sixteen-year-old Alex bounded into the living room. “Grandma!” they both exclaimed in unison. They dropped their baseball gear and backpacks on the floor and encircled Mama in a group hug.

				“Aren’t you supposed to be on a cruise?” asked Nick.

				“Who’s this?” asked Alex, nodding toward Poor Lou.

				Poor Lou rose. He wiped his palms on his pinstriped pants legs, cleared his throat, and straightened his skewed paisley tie. “Maybe I should be going, Flora. The driver is waiting.”

				I glanced out the front window. A black limo idled at the curb.

				“Yes, of course.” She walked him to the door without bothering to make introductions. Very odd behavior for my socially correct mother.

				“I’ll call you tomorrow,” Poor Lou told Mama. 

				She raised her head, batted her eyelashes, and sighed. Poor Lou wrapped his arms around my mother and bent her backwards in a clinch that rivaled the steamiest of Harlequin romance book covers. His eyes smoldered as he met her slightly parted lips. Mama melted into his body.

				I stared at my etiquette-obsessed mother, my jaw flapping down around my knees, and wondered if she had eaten any funny mushrooms on her cruise. Out of the corner of one eye, I saw my two sons gaping with equally bug-eyed expressions. Behind me, Lucille muttered her disgust. Even Ralph registered his amazement with a loud squawk. 

				Over Mama’s shoulder, Poor Lou stole an anxious glance toward Ralph, broke the kiss, and darted out the door.

				 Mama fluffed her strawberry blonde waves back into place, smoothed the wrinkles from her suit jacket, and offered us the most innocent of expressions as we continued to ogle her. “Is something wrong?” 

				“Wrong? Why? Just because my mother was doing the Tonsil Tango with a total stranger?”

				Lucille stooped to retrieve her cane. “I suppose this means that trashy hussy is moving back into my room.” 

				“Your room?” asked Mama. 

				“Hey, it’s my room!” said Nick. 

				Poor Nick. He was none too happy about having to give up his bedroom to his curmudgeon of a grandmother. He didn’t mind the occasional upheaval when Mama came to visit because he knew it was temporary. Besides, the boys and Mama had a great relationship. Lucille was another story. When she moved in with us to recuperate after a hit-and-run accident and subsequent hip surgery, none of us had expected a permanent addition to the household. Then again, I had suffered from quite a few delusions back then. 

				Lucille scowled at me. “You should teach those boys some respect. In my day children knew their place.”

				“Don’t you speak to my daughter like that.”

				Lucille scoffed. “Look who’s talking. A fine example you set.” 

				“What’s that supposed to mean?” demanded Mama.

				“Strumpet.” Lucille pounded her cane once for emphasis, then lumbered from the living room, Mephisto following at her heels. Lucille habitually pronounced judgment with a pounding of her cane, then departed. 

				“At least I’m getting some,” Mama called after her. “Unlike a certain jealous Bolshevik who hasn’t experienced an orgasm since Khrushchev ruled the Kremlin.”

				“Mama!”

				Nick and Alex grabbed their middles and doubled over in hysterics.

				Mama brushed my indignation aside with a wave of her hand. “For heaven’s sake, Anastasia, I’m a grown woman.”

				“Then act like one. Especially in front of your grandsons.”

				She winked at the boys. “I thought I did. Besides, if they don’t know the facts of life by now, they’ve got a lot of catching up to do.”

				I glanced at my sons, not sure how to interpret the sheepish expression on Alex’s face or the feigned innocence on Nick’s. After the initial shock of seeing their grandmother in the throes of passion, both seemed quite amused by the drama playing out in our living room. “They know all about the facts of life. What they don’t need is a graphic demonstration from their grandmother.”

				The corners of Mama’s mouth dipped down. “Honestly, Anastasia, just because I’m over sixty doesn’t mean I’m ready for a hearse. When did you become such a stick-in-the-mud, dear?” 

				I suppose right around the time she morphed from Ms. Manners into Auntie Mame. Other sixty-five-year-old women might behave this way in front of their daughter and grandsons, but up until today, Mama wasn’t one of them. Was Poor Lou’s last name Svengali? 

				Alex spared me from defending myself. “So who’s the stranger dude, Grandma?” 

				“Lou isn’t a stranger. He’s my fiancé.”

				“Your what?” Surely I hadn’t heard her correctly. Had some of that rafter dust settled in my ears? “What about Seamus, Mama?”

				“Seamus?”

				“Yes, Seamus. Remember him?”

				Mama heaved one of those sighs reserved for children who need repeated instruction and explanation. “Seamus died, Anastasia. You know that.”

				Of course I knew Seamus had died. He’d suffered a cerebral aneurysm while kissing the Blarney Stone. “But he just died. Three months ago.” Within days of losing my own husband, Mama had lost hers.

				“Well, it’s not like we were married very long. He died on our six-month anniversary. Besides, I’m not Merlin. I don’t grow younger with each passing year.”

				Ample justification for getting herself engaged to a total stranger, no doubt. “Where did you meet this man?”

				“On the cruise, of course.”

				“So you’re engaged to a man you’ve known for all of one week?”

				Mama shrugged. “Time is meaningless when soul mates connect.”

				Soul mates? The now-departed Seamus had been soul mate number five for Flora Sudberry Periwinkle Ramirez Scoffield Goldberg O’Keefe. When Mama finally met her maker, she’d have a line of soul mates waiting for her at the Pearly Gates. She’d better hope St. Peter allowed polygamy up in Heaven.

				“Besides,” continued Mama, “at my age, I have to grab happiness when it presents itself. Advice you’d do well to heed.” She glanced down the hallway toward the bedrooms. “Unless you want to wind up like her.”

				“No, not that!” Nick grabbed his throat and made gagging noises. “Not my mom!”

				Alex fell to his knees in front of Mama, his hands clasped in supplication. “Please, Grandma, save our mom!” 

				Comedians. I tossed them a mom-scowl. “If the two of you have so much time on your hands, you can vacuum and do a load of wash before dinner.” Nearly seven and I still had to prepare a meal, finish a project for a photo shoot tomorrow, and figure out a way to rob Peter to pay Paul before the bill collectors came knocking. Again.

				Alex grabbed his backpack. “Sorry, Mom. Got an economics paper due tomorrow.” 

				“Bio test,” said Nick, retrieving his backpack from the floor.

				“Dibs on the computer,” called Alex as he sped down the hall to the bedroom they now shared. The boys used to have their own computers, but Nick’s died last month. A replacement would have to wait until I won Mega Millions or Powerball. 

				Nick raced after Alex. Neither bothered with the baseball gear they’d dumped on the carpet. Apparently, it had become invisible to all but me.

				I stooped to pick up the discarded duffels of sports paraphernalia. “I’m still in mourning.”

				Mama snorted as she followed me into the kitchen. “For a no-good gambling addict who left you without two nickels to rub together?”

				“Karl and I were married eighteen years,” I said softly as I hung the duffels on pegs in the mudroom off the kitchen. “He’s only been dead three months.”

				Mama regarded me with an expression that hovered somewhere between pity and skepticism. “You don’t still have feelings for him, do you?”

				I grabbed the leftover chicken and broccoli casserole from the fridge. There was barely enough left for four, let alone five people. “Not exactly,” I said, reaching for a box of mac and cheese to supplement the casserole. Not after what Karl Marx Pollack had done to his kids and me. I mourned for my former life. Before lies and deceit and death shattered the illusion of our perfect middle-class world. 

				I brushed my desperately-in-need-of-a-styling-but-can’t-afford-it hair out of my face and turned to confront Mama. “Besides, I don’t have time for romance. I’m too busy paying off Karl’s debts.”

				Three months ago, my husband of eighteen years had permanently cashed in his chips at a Las Vegas roulette table—after also cashing in his sizable life insurance policy and 401(k), maxing out our home equity line of credit and numerous credit cards, and draining our teenage sons’ college accounts. 

				Besides the mountain of debt, my dearly departed had saddled me with both Ricardo the Loan Shark and Comrade Lucille, the communist mother-in-law from Hell. Karl had also stolen his mother’s life savings, thus leaving Lucille and Mephisto ensconced in Nick’s bedroom where they’d remain—short of an act of God. Considering Lucille didn’t believe in God and I had the luck of an excommunicated leprechaun, chances of her leaving anytime soon were slim to none. 

				At least I no longer had to worry about Ricardo. He now resided at a federal facility. Permanently. No chance of parole, thanks to a trail of dead bodies three months earlier. 

				“A life without romance isn’t worth living,” said Mama. “Which reminds me, how’s that sexy tenant of yours?”

				“Zack?” asked Nick, bounding into the kitchen. He opened the refrigerator and began to survey the contents. “He’s cool. Don’t you think he and Mom—”

				I cut him off before he could finish his sentence. “I thought you had a test to study for.” I yanked his head out of the fridge and closed the door. 

				My sons shadowed Zachary Barnes like unweaned puppies. More often than not, I arrived home from work to find Zack sitting at my kitchen table, regaling Nick and Alex with his latest adventure. Lucky for me, the too-sexy-for-my-own-good photo journalist traveled frequently. 

				“I’m hungry.”

				“You’ll have to wait until dinner.”

				He glanced at the clock over the sink. “Jeez, Mom, it’s after seven. When are we going to eat?”

				I tossed the box of mac and cheese at him. “If you’re so hungry, you can help.”

				He tossed the box back. “Can’t. Have to study.” He snagged an apple from the bowl on the kitchen table and hustled out of the kitchen.

				“So what’s with you and Zack?” asked Mama as I filled a pot with water and placed it on the stove.

				When Mama first met Zack, she tossed her hair, batted her eyes, and preened in front of him like a svelte Miss Piggy trying to woo Kermit the Frog. When Zack didn’t take the bait, she decided I should have him. This all took place within days of both of us entering the ranks of widowhood. 

				I handed her a half-empty bag of carrots and a vegetable peeler. “Nothing.”

				She raised an eyebrow as she began scraping carrots. “He’s a very handsome man, Anastasia. Unattached. Good job.”

				“Forget Zack. Let’s talk about you. Why are you home three days early?” 

				Mama had a knack for marrying grasshoppers—men who lived life to the fullest without any regard for tomorrow. When they died, as each of them had, they left her with fond memories of a good time and little more than pocket change. So between husbands, she camped out at Chez Pollack. Although also a grasshopper, Seamus O’Keefe had had the foresight to purchase a small life insurance policy prior to his and Mama’s Irish sojourn—a life insurance policy Mama had discovered only by chance weeks after returning from Ireland. Behind my back she paid off twenty thousand dollars of my inherited debt, then treated herself to a post-Seamus first-class cruise with the remaining five thousand dollars.

				Mama waved a raggedly peeled carrot in the air. She was as useless in the kitchen as the rest of my brood. “The ship had some sort of mechanical problem in Antigua. Since there were severe storm warnings, Lou and I decided to fly home before the storm hit.” 

				“And just who is this Lou?”

				A dreamy look settled over her face. The corners of her mouth turned upward into a beatific smile as she exhaled a long sigh. “Lou? He’s the answer to my prayers. And yours.”

				“Want to run that by me again?”

				Mama rose from the table and tossed the carrot scrapings into the sink. “Lou is Louis Beaumont, Anastasia.”

				I waited. And waited. I crossed my arms, tapped my foot, cocked my head, and waited some more. “And?”

				Mama’s eyes grew wide. “Surely you’ve heard of Louis Beaumont.” 

				“Can’t say as I have.”

				“He produces You Heard It Here First with Vince and Monica.”

				That explained so much. I offered Mama a blank stare.

				“The morning talk show with Vince Alto and Monica Rivers? Surely you’ve watched it.”

				“Television?” I laughed. “Right. Every morning while I loll around at the spa. In the afternoon I sip champagne, eat bonbons, and watch the soaps.”

				“There’s no need for sarcasm, dear. It’s a popular show. Even if you haven’t watched it, I’d expect you to know about it.” 

				“In case you hadn’t noticed, Mama, I’m a single parent. I’m juggling a full-time job, two teenage kids, a house, a parrot who thinks he’s the reincarnation of William Shakespeare, a semi-invalid mother-in-law, and her spawn of Satan dog. 

				“And when I’m not dealing with all of that, I’m trying to figure out ways to earn extra income because I’m up to my patootie in debt. I’ve never heard of Louis Beaumont. And you’ve heard that here first.” 

				“Well, you’d better make an effort to watch You Heard It Here First, dear, because you’re going to be a regular on the show.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Two

				I laughed until tears streamed down my cheeks and I couldn’t catch my breath.

				“What’s so funny?” asked Mama. She scowl-stared at me as if trying to determine whether I was making fun of her or had gone completely non compos mentis.

				“You are.” I swiped at my face and broke into another chortle-athon. I had little enough to laugh about these days, and besides, sometimes a girl just has to bow to the absurd and let it all hang out. “Come on, Mama. Be serious. Me on TV? Not unless You Heard It Here First is a reality show for middle-aged, pear-shaped, financially strapped single parents.”

				“I am being serious,” she said, hands planted on her hips. “Lou thinks it’s a marvelous idea. Just what the show needs, he said.”

				That sobered me up. I tossed the chicken casserole in the oven and turned to her. “Forgetting that I have absolutely no acting experience, what’s what the show needs?”

				“Fresh blood.”

				I wasn’t sure I liked the sound of that. “So You Heard It Here First is a daytime Buffy rip-off ? And Vince and Monica are the resident vampires?”

				“I don’t know about anyone named Buffy,” said Mama. “The stars are Vince Alto and Monica Rivers. I told you that already. And they’re certainly not vampires.”

				“And now I’m one of the stars?”

				“Well, you and some of the others.”

				“What others?”

				“The other people from the magazine, of course.”

				“Of course.” Silly me. The sound of boiling water drew my attention back to the stove. I dumped the dry macaroni into the pot, gave it a stir, and lowered the flame. Then I turned my attention back to my mother. “Let’s start from the beginning, shall we, Mama?”

				“I don’t know why this is so difficult for you to grasp, dear. Lou wants to revamp his show. Ratings are down. I suggested he think about switching from the sordid gossipfest he’s got now to one of those makeover shows that are so popular.”

				I glanced at my body. As much as I could use a makeover, I wasn’t about to engage in one on national television. Even I wasn’t that hard up for money. Well, actually I was, but I still maintained some principles, and making a public laughingstock of myself wasn’t even at the bottom of my list of ways to earn extra cash to pay the bills. Queer Eye for the Frumpy Middle-Aged Widow? “No way. I’m not going to be a guinea pig for a group of fairy godfathers.” 

				Mama’s scowl-stare returned, her perfectly arched eyebrows knitting together over the bridge of her nose. “What on earth are you talking about? I never said anything about anyone using you as a guinea pig.” 

				“Then what?”

				“You’re not getting a makeover, dear; you’re giving them. You and the rest of the staff at American Woman.”

				American Woman was a second-rate monthly magazine sold on the racks at supermarket check-out lines. In my glamorously titled but poorly paid position, I created the various craft projects featured in each issue. “I’m the magazine’s crafts editor,” I reminded her. “I have nothing to do with fashion or beauty.” 

				“I know that.”

				So why did I get the feeling I was reasoning with a rutabaga? 

				She exhaled a long-suffering sigh, as if I were the rutabaga—and a mentally challenged one at that. Then she spoke in a carefully modulated tone, the kind one might use to explain something to a mentally challenged rutabaga. “The fashion and beauty editors will deal with personal styling. You and the decorating editor will deal with home projects.”

				Okay, so maybe I was the rutabaga after all, considering Mama was beginning to make sense. “What about Trimedia?” I asked. Trimedia was the conglomerate that owned American Woman, and a stingier group of pecuniary tightwads had never walked the face of the earth. My paycheck could attest to that. I couldn’t see them kicking in the moolah to support such a venture.

				Mama issued forth another exasperated sigh. “Don’t you know anything about the company you work for, dear?” 

				I knew they had instituted a hostile takeover last year, wresting control of the family-owned company out of the hands of former publisher and now meaningless figurehead Hugo Alsopp-Reynolds. Once in control, the bean-counting suits had reduced our benefits and upped the employee contribution for what little remained. Then they moved us from our easy-to-commute-to Lower Manhattan offices to a cornfield in the middle of Morris County, New Jersey. I’d say I knew more than I wanted to know about Trimedia.

				When I didn’t answer her, Mama continued. “Trimedia owns the network that produces You Heard It Here First. Lou already pitched the idea while we were on the cruise, and they love it. They’re going to hold a press conference at the end of the week. At a cocktail party.” Tapping her lips with the opalescent pink nail of her index finger, she graced my bleach-stained jeans and faded New York Mets sweatshirt with a critical once-over. “You do have something nice to wear, don’t you, dear?”

				_____

				An hour and a half later, I was back in the basement, tossing the rewashed whites into the dryer. Before pushing the start button, I offered up a prayer to the gods of household appliances that my sixteen-year-old Kenmore would live through yet another load. It had recently begun making ominous noises. I wondered if I should also burn some incense or set up a little shrine to further appease the laundry gods. Couldn’t hurt. I needed all the help I could get. I didn’t have money for a repair bill, let alone a new dryer. And I certainly didn’t have the time to hang wet laundry on a clothesline. 

				I searched around for the makings of a shrine. No incense, but I did have a half-melted, strawberry-scented candle and a bottle of Mr. Clean. The muscle-bound bald guy looked enough like a Buddha to pass as a laundry god. I draped the bottle with a strand of Mardi Gras beads, lit the candle, and offered up a prayer. Then I turned my attention to the half-finished craft project spread out on the card table in the middle of the room. 

				Because staff meetings, photo shoots, and mounds of paperwork often gobbled up my day, I did much of my designing at home in the evenings and on weekends. Up until three months ago, I worked out of a comfortable home studio housed in the apartment above our detached garage. Now Zachary Barnes occupied the apartment, and I worked beneath the spastic flickers of a fluorescent strip light, shivering in the cold basement with my craft supplies spread atop an abandoned ping-pong table wedged between the hot water heater and the washing machine. One stumble to the left were assorted tools and a plethora of sports equipment. To the right were cartons of Christmas decorations and shelves of cleaning supplies. 

				Did I mention I’ve got the luck of an excommunicated leprechaun?

				Even though it was the first week of May, the makings of a Halloween centerpiece, faux fall foliage and resin pumpkins, covered my work space. A monthly magazine’s biological clock runs five to six months ahead of the calendar. Come October, I’d be knee-deep in fuzzy Easter bunnies and cellophane grass. 

				As I worked, I mulled over Mama’s bombshell announcements. I’m not sure which bothered me more—yet another stepfather in a continuing parade of short-term stepfathers, or the fact that I would soon be wielding my glue gun in front of a few million television viewers. 

				The first disturbed me; the second terrified me, thanks to my one and only on-air experience. As a very young child, I had wet my pants on Bozo the Clown. 

				Don’t ask.

				Besides, I didn’t need any additional responsibilities to cram into my already over-extended life. During the past three months I had come to the conclusion that juggling family, career, and homemaking duties as a single parent ranks up there with having a root canal, an ingrown toenail, and a colonoscopy—all on the same day. 

				However, Mama had said the television show was the answer to my prayers. Lately those prayers had centered around learning I was the long-lost sister of Bill Gates or daughter of Warren Buffett.
Apparently God saw otherwise. I’d settle for an extra weekly paycheck, despite the additional work. 

				“I need a wife,” I groused, gluing a silk burnt sienna oak leaf into position. 

				“Heaven witness,” squawked Ralph. “I have been a true and humble wife. Henry the Eighth. Act Two, Scene Four.”

				I glanced to my left to find him perched on a shelf above the washing machine, between a box of Tide and a package of Ty-D-Bowl. “No offense, but parrots don’t count.” Ralph might have an uncanny knack for uttering circumstance-appropriate quotes from the Bard, but like the rest of my household, he was useless when it came to domestic assistance.

				_____

				At work the next day, I found myself the center of attention—anything but a common occurrence except for that one occasion three months ago when I was the suspect of a murder investigation. 

				A hierarchy existed at American Woman. Fashion and beauty reigned, garnering the most number of pages per issue. Crafts maintained Bottom Feeder status. Ad space—or more accurately, lack of it—determined my monthly page allotment. Ads equaled revenue. An issue with lots of crafts projects meant the sales force hadn’t done a very good job that month. Thus, the bean counting shirts who resided upstairs were exceedingly unhappy when I wound up with more than a page or two of editorial content per issue.

				And when the bean counters were unhappy, they made life miserable for the rest of us. Consequently, even though I had nothing to do with generating sales, I wasn’t the most popular person around American Woman. 

				However, when I entered the break room and dropped Mama’s bombshell news, I became Miss Popularity. Everyone demanded details. “That’s all I know,” I told them after providing the information I’d garnered from Mama. “I guess we’ll have to wait until the press conference tomorrow.”

				“I wonder if Naomi knows more,” said Cloris, munching on a chocolate glazed donut with pink sprinkles. Cloris McWerther was the magazine’s food editor, a few rungs above me in Bottom Feeder Land, and my closest friend at work—even though she possessed a metabolism that enabled her to inhale calories, yet maintain a size 2 figure. I, on the other hand, merely had to glance at a chocolate glazed donut with pink sprinkles to blow up another dress size. 

				Normally, I’d hate someone like Cloris, but she had also played Doctor Watson to my Sherlock Holmes a few months ago when Ricardo the Loan Shark tried to frame me for murder, so I forgave her that enviable metabolism of hers.

				“Know what?” asked Naomi. Our editorial director entered the break room and helped herself to a cup of java. With her aristocratic features, the elegant Naomi Dreyfus reminded me of Grace Kelly. She wore her silver hair pulled back into a tight chignon and always looked like she had stepped off the pages of Vogue, circa 1955. 

				Kim O’Hara, Naomi’s half-Chinese, half-Irish, ever-present assistant, stood several paces behind her boss. As usual, Kim clutched a phone between her cheek and shoulder while jotting notes on a pad balanced atop a stack of file folders. Every once in a while she offered an “uh-huh” as she jotted another detail from the caller.

				“About all of us doing a television show,” said Jeanie Sims, our decorating editor.

				Naomi frowned. Mutual animosity existed between her and upper management. Some of it, no doubt, stemmed from her long-time relationship with Hugo. Except for a brief period when Hugo fell under the spell of former fashion editor Marlys Vandenburg, he and Naomi had been an item for years. They got back together after Ricardo dispatched Marlys to the great catwalk in the sky. The rest of the hostility between Naomi and the guys upstairs dealt with her ongoing battle over control of editorial content. “No one has said anything to me about a TV show,” she said.

				I told her what I knew.

				She turned to Kim, who had ended her call and was now helping herself to a cup of coffee. “You hear anything?” In order for Naomi to control her blood pressure and keep ulcers at bay, she used Kim whenever possible to run interference for her against the tightwad suits. 

				Kim shook her head, her blunt cut sweeping across her face like a silky auburn curtain. “Not a word. You want me to talk to some of the girls upstairs?”

				“See what you can find out,” said Naomi.

				Kim grabbed her files, her phone, and her coffee and headed for the elevator.

				“I hope it’s true,” said Tessa Lisbon, Marlys’s replacement. She bent her knees to check her perfectly applied make-up in the reflection from the toaster oven on the Formica counter. As fashion editors went, Tessa was not much of an improvement over the self-absorbed Marlys, a prima donna personality seeming to be a pre-requisite for fashion editors. “I’d kill to be a big-name TV star,” she added.

				“That’s probably the only way you’d gain a name for yourself on that show,” said Cloris. 

				“What do you mean?” asked Tessa. She removed a lipstick from her pocket and began repairs to a collagen-enhanced pout that already looked perfectly painted to me.

				“I caught it once when I had the flu and was channel surfing,” said Cloris. “Once was enough. They really scrape the bottom of the tabloid barrel.” 

				“How so?” asked Janice Kerr, our health editor.

				“Mama did say it was one of those sleazy gossip shows,” I said. 

				“We’re not talking Regis and Kelly here, ladies,” continued Cloris, reaching for another donut. “Even the show’s hosts are washed-up B-listers. The day I watched, one guest was a Hollywood has-been who’d recently completed a few hundred hours of community service.”

				“Drugs?” asked Jeanie.

				“Uncontrollable sticky fingers on Rodeo Drive,” said Cloris. “The other was some right-wing radio pundit who’d served mandatory time at Betty Ford.”

				Tessa wrinkled her nose. “And we’re supposed to give them makeovers?” 

				“Sure,” said Jeanie. “You educate them on how to accessorize orange jumpsuits, and I show them how a few yards of chintz can transform a prison cell into a cozy abode.”

				We all laughed. “Maybe the craft segment will be considered art therapy,” I said. “Something they can do to keep busy while in rehab or prison.”

				“And Cloris can teach them how to bake a cake with a file hidden in it,” added Janice. 

				“Frankly,” I said, “I really don’t care who the hosts or guests are. I’m just happy for an opportunity to increase my bank account.” 

				“Ditto,” said Cloris. “My daughter’s tuition is going up again next semester. Nearly ten percent this time.”

				I groaned. If I remembered correctly, this was the third tuition increase for Cloris’s daughter, and she was only a sophomore. Alex was two years away from college. I had no idea how we’d manage tuition, even the more reasonably priced state schools, no matter how much extra I earned from the television show. Thank you from the bottom of my penniless heart, Karl Marx Pollack.

				Frown lines settled at the corners of Naomi’s mouth. She cleared her throat. “I hate to be the bearer of bad news,” she said, “but chances are none of you will be seeing anything extra in your paychecks from this. If there actually is a show in the works.”

				We all stared at her. “What do you mean?” I asked.

				“I’m not taking on more responsibilities without adequate compensation,” said Tessa. Only periodic Botox injections prevented her from frowning the displeasure evident in her voice. 

				“Read the fine print in your contracts,” said Naomi. “We all have a clause that requires us to perform any public relations duties Trimedia deems necessary to the success of the publication. The contracts specifically mention television, radio, and public appearances.”

				“But this isn’t an occasional three-minute holiday stint on Good Morning America,” said Cloris. 

				“Right,” said Jeanie, her head bobbing in agreement with Cloris. Even the smattering of freckles across the bridge of her nose seemed to scowl her displeasure. No Botox for Jeanie. No Miss Clairol, either. She believed in the natural aging process. Her gray-streaked hair proved she practiced what she preached.

				“Doing a television show would be like taking on a second job,” I said. “Surely Trimedia needs to compensate us for that. Besides, according to Mama—”

				“Maybe we shouldn’t jump to conclusions until we know all the facts,” suggested Naomi. “Right now all we have is what your mother told you. Nothing official.”

				What Mama told me. I chewed on my lower lip and admitted what had nagged at me from the beginning. “Mama isn’t always the most reliable source of information.” 

				Except that this time she was. Kim returned a few minutes later waving a sheet of paper. “This is a copy of the memo going out to all of us via e-mail later today.”

				Tessa snatched it from her hand and read out loud, “All staff members are required to attend a cocktail party Friday evening, seven-thirty sharp, at the Marriott Marquis where the launch of a joint venture between two of Trimedia’s highly successful properties, American Woman magazine and our morning talk-show You Heard It Here First with Vince and Monica, will be announced.” 

				“Highly successful?” Janice raised both eyebrows. “Wasn’t it just last week they were threatening to fold us if retail sales didn’t improve?”

				“That was a ploy to keep from handing out annual raises,” said Kim. We all stared at her. She shrugged. “Hey, you hear things upstairs.”

				Cloris turned to Naomi. “Is that true? No raises this year?” 

				Crap. Besides my huge husband-induced debt, Westfield had announced school tax increases for the coming year. Then there was the recent rise in everything from postage stamps to gasoline to milk. “Not even a cost-of-living adjustment?” I asked. 

				Naomi frowned into her coffee cup. “Don’t look at me. I’m on a need-to-know basis when it comes to those guys.”

				“Hugo hasn’t said anything?” I asked. After all, Hugo had an office upstairs, even if it wasn’t more than a broom closet and situated as far away from the action as the big boys could stash him without actually shoving him out a window.

				“Hugo knows even less than I do.”

				Naomi had always remained semi-aloof when it came to relations between herself and her editors, but the problems of the past few months had shattered the wall that separated the drones from the queen bee and created a bond between us. I suppose murder will do that to people. Especially when the police finger you as one of the suspects. Naomi and I had both been singled out for extra scrutiny during the investigation into Marlys’s murder.

				I exhaled a sigh of disgust. My problems were my own and not Naomi’s fault. “That’s it?” I asked Kim. “We don’t get any other information about the show until tomorrow night? Like whether or not we’re getting paid?” 

				Kim turned to Naomi. “They want to see you upstairs.”

				“That sounds ominous,” said Cloris.

				“Should I bring my shovel?” asked Naomi.

				Kim nodded. 

				“This is not looking good,” muttered Tessa, biting off all her carefully applied lipstick.

				_____

				When Naomi returned an hour later, Kim called all eight editors into the conference room.

				“I want you to know I did my best,” Naomi began.

				“Here comes the big but,” Cloris stage-whispered.

				Naomi sighed and nodded. “But I couldn’t sway them. They’ve consulted with the corporate attorneys who have concluded editorial participation on the show falls within the parameters of your existing contracts.”

				“Shit!” 

				Everyone turned to stare at me. Thermonuclear heat jettisoned up my neck and into my cheeks. I hung my head and mumbled, “Sorry.” 

				“Don’t apologize,” said Naomi. “I used far more graphic language a few minutes ago. To no avail.” She went on to feed us the company line. “They believe this is an excellent opportunity for all of us.” 

				“How do they figure that?” 

				“The show is being renamed Morning Makeovers. It will run Monday through Friday from 9 a.m. to 10 a.m. Each editor will be responsible for a fifteen-minute segment once a week—one each for fashion, beauty, decorating, crafts, food, travel, finance, and health—two segments per show.”

				“The math doesn’t add up,” said finance editor Sheila Conway.

				Naomi shrugged. “They didn’t outline the remainder of the programming to me, and frankly, I wasn’t interested. My only concern is the magazine’s involvement.” 

				We all nodded in agreement as Naomi continued. “Anyway, each of your segments will relate to the makeover of a lucky viewer participant. The magazine, as well as each of its editors, will gain tremendous national exposure. Or so they believe.”

				“Silly me,” I said, slapping my forehead. “I had no idea the utility companies were now accepting exposure credits in lieu of checks for payment. How many minutes of air time equals a dollar’s worth of electricity or gas? One-for-one like mileage awards? There aren’t any blackout periods, are there?”

				Naomi winced. “The exposure could lead to product endorsements or other offers.”

				“Don’t try to put a positive spin on this,” said Cloris. “Let’s face it. The only winner here is Trimedia. Think of the increased advertising revenues. Corporate stuffs their pockets on our slave sweat.”

				“So, we won’t be compensated at all for these weekly appearances?” asked Tessa.

				“They expect you to honor your contracts. Their attitude is that they’re only asking for an additional fifteen minutes of your time per week. And due to the new format, the show will now be taped, so none of you will have to leave home before dawn to arrive at the studio on time.” 

				“Their benevolence knows no bounds,” Jeanie grumbled.

				“Wait a minute,” I said. “Fifteen minutes? What about the additional hours it takes to prepare that fifteen-minute presentation? I don’t pull craft projects out of a magician’s butt, you know. And each completed project I show in the magazine requires several step-by-step models.”

				“Same here,” said Cloris. “When I bake a cake, I actually bake half a dozen.”

				“And what about the commute in and out of Manhattan?” asked Tessa. “In case you’ve forgotten, we’re stuck in the middle of a New Jersey cornfield.” 

				“Add to that the time we’ll have to spend in make-up prior to taping and you’ve killed an entire day,” said Nicole Emmerling, our beauty editor. She panned the room, a scowl plastered across her face, as she waited for the rest of us to chime in our agreement. 

				“Fifteen minutes, my ass,” grumbled Sheila. 

				“Unless they want us to appear au natural,” suggested Jeanie.

				Cloris laughed. “Are you kidding? We’d frighten the hell out of women waking up all over America.” 

				“Which might not be such a bad idea,” I said. 

				“What?” Nicole’s perfectly shadowed, lined, and mascara-ed eyes widened with horror. “I’m not appearing on television without make-up. Are you crazy?”

				“Like a fox,” I said. “Can you think of a quicker way to turn off the public? No viewers, no show.” 

				“I didn’t hear that,” said Naomi. “However, before you plan a mutiny, bear in mind that Trimedia keeps an office full of barracuda attorneys on retainer. Don’t do anything that might set you up for a lawsuit.” 

				“So you’re saying we have no choice?” Janice asked.

				Naomi raised her hands in defeat. “I did my best. They refuse to budge. The only concession I could wheedle out of them was a verbal hint of a possible bonus if the show is successful.”

				“Any chance of getting that in writing?” asked Cloris.

				“From those guys?” I tossed her a smirk. “When armadillos fly.”

				“What if we refuse to participate?” asked Tessa. 

				“People who don’t meet their contractual obligations get fired,” said Naomi. “If you want to keep your job, you have no choice.”

				Tessa crossed her arms over her silk-clad, silicone-enhanced cleavage. “Well, I’m not going to stand for this. I’ll hire my own attorneys to fight them. No one takes advantage of me and gets away with it.” She stormed out of the conference room, her Jimmy Choo heels clicking a quick staccato beat on the terrazzo floor. 

				Tessa wasn’t one of my favorite people at the magazine, but I had to give her points on this one. The last thing I needed was another uncompensated responsibility egg to juggle. Problem was, I also didn’t have any excess cash to hire a contract attorney, and I doubted any pro bono flunky at Legal Aid would stand much of a chance against the Trimedia barracudas.

				“Just like Marlys,” said Cloris to Tessa’s retreating backside.

				“I hope not,” I said. “Finding a dead fashion editor in my office was one experience I’d rather not repeat.”

				_____

				The next evening, minutes before the press conference, the American Woman editors were ushered into a small meeting room next to the reception room. Mama’s Poor Lou, looking fully recovered from his traumatic encounter with Ralph, bobbed his head in silent response to Alfred Gruenwald, the Trimedia CEO speaking to him. Naomi, regal in pearls, basic black, and a tight smile, stood beside Gruenwald. I scanned the room but saw no evidence of Hugo.

				To my surprise, Mama, decked out in a two-piece Pierre Cardin plum-colored jacket dress and acting the perfect corporate wife—or fiancée in this case—hung onto both Poor Lou’s arm and every word spouting from our pompous CEO. She had given no indication that she’d be attending the press conference when I mentioned it to her yesterday, and she hadn’t been home when I popped in to change clothes before catching the train into Manhattan. Then again, Mama hadn’t divulged much of anything after dropping her bombshell two nights ago.

				Halfway across the room, a man and woman watched Mama, Lou, Naomi, and Gruenwald. They made no attempt to conceal their murderous expressions as they whispered to each other.

				“Vince Alto and Monica Rivers,” said Cloris, following my gaze. 

				Vince Alto appeared to be in his mid-fifties, a man who spent too much time either in the sun or in tanning beds, judging from the deep crow’s feet and laugh lines engraved into his bronzed skin. His way-too-jet-black wavy hair made me wonder if he owned stock in Grecian Formula. His slight paunch strained the gold buttons of the blue serge blazer he wore with a pair of khaki pants, lemon yellow dress shirt, and blue gingham checked silk tie. A matching silk handkerchief peeked from his breast pocket. He looked like he’d taken a wrong turn on the way to his yacht. 

				In contrast, his co-host had dressed for New Year’s Eve at the Ritz—more than seven months early. Monica Rivers wore a long-sleeved crimson sequined gown with plunges front and back that required at least a roll of double-sided tape. Otherwise she’d run the risk of arrest on charges of indecent exposure. Her deep chestnut teased hair was piled high on her head. Strategically placed tendrils cascaded over her face and kissed her shoulders. 

				I pegged her at around my age, maybe a few years younger. The tight pull of her facial skin suggested someone who lived fast and hard but had the money to camouflage it. Plastic surgeons live for such women.

				I had dressed in a conservative black silk suit with pearl buttons, the same outfit I’d worn three months earlier to Karl’s funeral. Most of the other editors were similarly garbed except for Jeanie, who hadn’t bothered to change from the flared denim patchwork skirt, matching jacket, and Birkenstocks she’d worn to work. Only Tessa had donned a cocktail dress, but her shocking pink chiffon baby doll chemise looked like a nun’s habit compared to Monica’s almost-a-dress.

				The two hosts interrupted their whispering long enough to dart a quick once-over in our direction. The homicidal set of their jaws and dagger glint in their eyes remained in place. “They look about as friendly as a pair of porcupines with hemorrhoids,” I said.

				“Get a load of those baubles,” said Cloris. A pair of multi-diamond and ruby earrings dangled from Monica’s lobes. “I’ll bet they’re worth enough to cover a few years of college tuition.”

				“If they’re real,” said Tessa. “Hard to tell from this distance. Or they could be on loan. The dress, too.”

				“Yes,” said Cloris, “your predecessor used to take advantage of that little perk quite often. Got herself killed for the Cartier trinkets she was wearing.”

				Well, not exactly. I raised an eyebrow ever so slightly. Cloris ignored me. We both knew Marlys’s borrowed diamonds were a bit of serendipity for Ricardo the Loan Shark, but Cloris liked to yank the newbie’s chain a bit from time to time. Having few perks of our own, we Bottom Feeders took whatever advantage we could get.

				Jeanie continued to stare at Vince and Monica. “I’m feeling like the poor relation no one really wanted to invite. Do you get the sense they don’t want us here?” 

				“They don’t.” 

				We all turned. A shocking pink and lime green floral muumuu-draped woman stood behind us. I pegged her as early-to-mid fifties. She wore a Dorothy Hamill helmet of peat-brown hair and a smile that stretched between a pair of plump, splotchy red cheeks. Raising her hand, she wiggled her fingers in greeting. “Welcome, ladies. I’m Sheri Rabbstein, otherwise known as the power behind the throne.” She giggled.

				We stared at her.

				“Lou Beaumont’s indispensable assistant producer,” she explained. “Nothing gets done around here unless I do it. And I am so happy to meet all of you.” She reached out and pumped our hands, one after the other. “I’ve been after Lou for ages to give this show a swift kick in the gluteus maximus. ’Bout time he listened to me.” She darted a quick frown toward Poor Lou. 

				Then, her face-filling beam somersaulted back into place, and she cocked her head in the direction of Vince and Monica. “Those two are so yesterday. They were killing us. We were about to be canceled, you know.” She spoke this sotto voce, her hand cupping her mouth. “But you gals are tomorrow. Between my ideas and your know-how, this show is going to rock and roll.”

				“We don’t do music,” said Cloris.

				Sheri offered up another giggle. “Here.” She handed us each a sheet of paper. “This will explain all the changes in case any members of the press buttonhole you during the reception.”

				“Buttonhole us?” I asked, glancing down at three paragraphs of black type on a pink page.

				“Don’t worry,” she said. “After they hear about the changes, they’ll be all over Vince and Monica. I doubt anyone will ask you any questions. If you do get trapped and need rescue, I’ll be circulating, ready to bail you out of any jam.” She darted another quick frown toward Poor Lou. “That’s what I do best.” Then with her smile pasted in place, she wiggled her index finger at us before bouncing toward the exit. “Remember,” she sing-songed over her shoulder, “I’m here if you need me.”

				“That woman missed her calling,” said Cloris. “She belongs on Sesame Street.”

				“Too sweet.” Janice wrinkled her nose. “She’s more like that obnoxious, obese purple dinosaur.” 

				The others grunted in agreement as I bowed my head over the pink sheet of paper. “Oh. My. God.”
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