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				I hate whiners. Always have. So I was doing my damnedest not to become one in spite of the lollapalooza of a quadruple whammy that had broadsided me last week. Not an easy task, given that one of those lollapalooza whammies had barged into my bedroom and was presently hammering her cane against my bathroom door. 

				“Damn it, Anastasia! Hot water doesn’t grow on trees, you know!” 

				Some people can’t start the day without a cigarette. Lucille Pollack, Monster-in-Law from the Stygian Swamp, can’t start hers without a sludge load of complaints. As much as I detest cigarettes, I’d much prefer a nicotine-puffing mother-in-law, as long as she came with an occasional kind word and a semi-pleasant disposition. Unfortunately, marriage is a package deal. Husbands come with family. And mine came with a doozie to end all doozies.

				My mother-in-law is a card-carrying, circa 1930s communist. When she met me, it was hate at first sight. I bear the name of a dead Russian princess, thanks to my mother’s unsubstantiated Romanov link—a great-grandmother with the maiden name of Romanoff. With Mama, the connection is more like sixty, not six, degrees of separation, and the links are coated with a thick layer of rust. But that’s never stopped Mama from bragging about our royal ancestry, and it set the tone for my relationship—or lack of it—with my mother-in-law from Day One.

				I suppose I didn’t help the situation by naming one of my sons Nicholas and the other Alexander, even if they were named after my grandfathers—Alexander Periwinkle and Nicholas Sudberry.

				“My kingdom for a bedroom door lock,” I muttered. Not that I had much of a kingdom left. So it would have to be a really cheap lock. 

				“About time,” said Lucille as I exited the bathroom amidst a cloud of warm steam. “Some people have no consideration of others.” Raising one of her Sequoia-like arms, she waved her cane in my face. “Those boys of yours have been camped out in the other bathroom for half an hour doing what, I can’t imagine.”

				Lucille always referred to Nick and Alex as those boys, refusing to use their given names. Like it might corrupt her political sensibilities or something. 

				“Three minutes,” she continued ranting. “That’s all it takes me to shower and all it should take any of you. I’m the only person in this house who gives one iota of concern for the earth’s depleting resources.” 

				She landed an elbow to my ribs to push me aside. Manifesto, her runt-of-the-litter French bulldog—or Mephisto, the Devil Dog, as the rest of the family had dubbed the Satan-incarnate canine—followed close on her heels. As he squeezed past me, he raised his wrinkled head and growled. 

				As soon as they’d both muscled their way into the bathroom, my mother-in-law slammed the door in my face and locked it. God only knows why she needs her dog in the bathroom with her. And if he does know, I hope he continues to spare the rest of us the knowledge. 

				My Grandma Periwinkle used to say that honeyed words conquered waspish dispositions. However, I doubted all the beehives in North America could produce enough honey to mollify the likes of Lucille. After eighteen years as her daughter-in-law, I still hadn’t succeeded in extracting a single pleasantry from her. 

				Of all the shocks I sustained over the past week, knowing I was now stuck with Lucille topped the list. Two months ago, she shattered her hip in a hit-and-run accident when an SUV mowed her down while she jaywalked across Queens Boulevard. Her apartment building burned to the ground while she was in the hospital. 

				Comrade Lucille put her political beliefs above everyone and everything, including common sense. Since she didn’t trust banks, her life savings, along with all her possessions, had gone up in flames. And of course, she didn’t have insurance.

				Homeless and penniless, Lucille came to live with us. “It won’t be for long,” my husband Karl (Lucille had named him after Karl Marx) had assured me. “Only until she gets back on her feet.” 

				“Literally or figuratively?” I asked.

				“Literally.” Karl liked his mother best when two rivers and an hour’s drive separated them. “I promise, we’ll find somewhere for her to live, even if we have to pay for it ourselves.”

				Trusting person that I am—was—I believed him. We had a moderately sized nest egg set aside, and I would have been more than happy to tap into it to settle Lucille into a retirement community. Lucille had recovered from her injuries, although the chances of her now leaving any time soon were as non-existent as the eggs in that same nest. 

				Unbeknownst to me—formerly known as Trusting Wife—Karl, who handled the family finances, had not only cracked open, fried, and devoured our nest egg, he’d maxed out our home equity line of credit, borrowed against his life insurance policy, cashed in his 401(k), and drained the kids’ college accounts. 

				I discovered this financial quagmire within twenty-four hours of learning that my husband, who was supposed to be at a sales meeting in Harrisburg, Pennsylvania, had dropped dead on a roulette table at the Luxor Hotel in Las Vegas. The love of my life was a closet gambling addict. He left me and his sons totally broke, up the yin-yang in debt, and saddled with his mother. 

				If he weren’t already dead, I’d kill him. 

				Without a doubt, a jury of my peers would rule it justifiable homicide.

				With Ralph, our African Grey parrot, keeping a voyeuristic eye on me from his perch atop the armoire, I dried myself off and began to dress for work.

				They say the wife is always the last to know. For the past week I’d wracked my brain for signs I might have missed, niggling doubts I may have brushed aside. Even in retrospect, I had no clue of impending cataclysm. Karl was that good. Or maybe I had played my role of Trusting Wife too well. Either way, the result was the same. 

				Karl and I hadn’t had the best of marriages, but we hadn’t had the worst, either. We might not have had the can’t-wait-to-jump-your-bones hots for each other after so many years, but how many couples did? That sort of love only exists in chick flicks and romance novels. Along with the myth of multiple orgasms. Or so I’d convinced myself years ago. 

				Besides, after working all day, plus taking care of the kids, the shopping, the carpooling, the cooking and the cleaning, who had the energy to put into even one orgasm most nights? Even for a drop-dead-gorgeous-although-balding-and-slightly-overweight-yet-still-a-hunk husband? Faking it was a lot quicker and easier. And gave me a few extra precious minutes of snooze time.

				Still, I thought we’d had a pretty good marriage compared to most other couples we knew, a marriage built on trust and communication. In reality what we had was more like blind trust on my part and a whopping lack of communication on his. Most of all, though, I thought my husband loved me. Apparently he loved Roxie Roulette more. 

				Could I have been more clueless if I’d tried?

				The theme from Rocky sang out from inside the armoire. Dead is dead only for the deceased. The widow, I’m learning, becomes a multi-tasking juggler of a thousand and one details. Our phone hadn’t stopped ringing since the call from the hotel in Las Vegas.

				But this wasn’t the home phone. I opened the armoire and reached for the box of Karl’s personal items the funeral director had given me. No one had bothered to turn off his phone. The display read Private Call. “Hello?”

				“Put Karl on.”

				“Excuse me?”

				“Don’t play games with me, Sweet Cheeks. Hand the phone to that slippery weasel. Now.”

				“I’m afraid that’s not possible.”

				“Make it possible. You tell him Ricardo’s run out of patience, and he’s run out of time.”

				As an auto parts salesman for a national wholesaler, Karl dealt with his share of lowlife Neanderthals, but Ricardo sounded lower than most of the run-of-the mill Neanderthals in the auto industry. 

				I wasn’t in the mood for any macho-posturing Soprano wannabe. “If this concerns an order you placed, you’ll have to get in touch with the main office in Secaucus. Karl passed away last week.” 

				Silence greeted my statement. At first I thought Ricardo had hung up. When he finally spoke, I wished he had. “No kidding?”

				“Your sense of humor might be that warped, but I can assure you, mine isn’t.”

				“This his missus?” He sounded suspicious.

				“Yes.”

				“Look, I’m sorry about your loss,” he said, although his tone suggested otherwise, “but I got my own problems. That schmuck was into me for fifty G’s. We had a deal, and dead or not, he’s gotta pay up. Capisce?”

				Hardly. But I now sensed that Ricardo was no body shop owner. “Who are you?”

				“Let’s just say I’m a former business associate of the deceased. One you just inherited, Sweet Cheeks. Along with his debt.”

				I glanced at the bathroom door. Thankfully, Lucille’s three-minute shower was running overtime. I lowered my voice. “I don’t know anything about a debt, and I certainly don’t have fifty thousand dollars.” 

				Although both statements were true, after what I had recently learned about my husband’s secret life, he probably did owe Ricardo fifty thousand dollars, the same fifty thousand dollars the casino manager in Las Vegas said Karl gambled away shortly before cashing in his chips—literally—at that roulette table. 

				But what really freaked me out as I stood half-naked, in nothing more than my black panties and matching bra, was the thought that there could be other Ricardos waiting to pounce. Lots of other Ricardos. Behind my husband’s upstanding, church-going, family-oriented façade, he had apparently hidden a shitload of secrets. What next?

				Ricardo wasn’t buying into my ignorance. “I happen to know otherwise, Sweet Cheeks, so don’t try to con me. I’ll be over in an hour to collect.”

				There are five stages of grief. I’d gone through the first stage, denial, so fast I hardly remembered being there. For most of the past week, I’d silently seethed over Karl’s duplicity. With each new deceit I’d uncovered, my anger grew exponentially. I knew Stage Two, anger, would be sticking around for a long time to come, sucking dry all the love I once had for my husband.

				Ricardo became that proverbial last straw on my overburdened camel’s back. “You’ll do no such thing,” I screamed into the phone. “I don’t know who you are or what kind of sick game you’re playing, but if you bother me again, I’m calling the police. Capisce?”

				Ricardo’s voice lowered to a menacing timbre. “I wouldn’t do that if I were you, Sweet Cheeks.” The phone went dead. Along with every nerve in my body. 

				And I thought I had problems before?

				“If you have tears, prepare to shed them now,” squawked Ralph. “Julius Caesar. Act Three, Scene Two.”

				No Polly wants a cracker for this bird. Ralph spouts Shakespeare and only Shakespeare, thanks to several decades of listening to Great-aunt Penelope Periwinkle’s classroom lectures. When Aunt Penelope died two years ago, I inherited the parrot with the uncanny knack for squawking circumstance-appropriate quotes.

				Could have been worse. At least Aunt Penelope wasn’t a closet rap queen with a bird who squawked about pimpin’ the hos in the ’hood. I’m also grateful Ralph is housebroken, considering his ability to pick the lock on his cage.

				“I’ve already cried enough to replenish New Jersey’s drought-lowered reservoirs, Ralph. So unless you know of some way to transform tears into twenties, I’ve got to move on and figure a way out of this mess.” 

				He ignored me. Ralph speaks only when he wants to, and right now his attention had turned to grooming himself. Like I said, I hate whiners, but jeez! How much simpler life would be if my only concern was molting feathers.
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				Lucille didn’t yet know about the financial ramifications of Karl’s death. Coward that I am, I’d spent much of the last week putting off what promised to be one of the more pleasant tasks—and I mean that with all the sarcasm I can muster at six-thirty in the morning—of my widowhood. Whether this Ricardo creep turned out to be a crank or the real thing, the time had come to impart the gory details of how Lucille Pollack’s darling son Karl had drained our savings and plunged us into a shitload of debt. 

				I confronted her as soon as she came out of the bathroom. She accepted my penniless state about as well as Mephisto the Devil Dog takes to cats. 

				“I don’t believe it!” She sat down on my bed and clutched Mephisto tight enough for the dog to whimper and squirm. “Karl would never get involved in gambling. I know my son.”

				“Right.” Good old Saint Karl. “Believe what you want,” I told her, “but here’s the deal: Either you start paying for room and board, or you can find somewhere else to live because thanks to that son you know so well, I can’t afford to support you.”

				“So you wash your hands of me and toss me out on the street? How typical!”

				“I never said that.” 

				I took a deep breath and told myself to count to ten thousand. How could she believe I was that cruel? “You have several options.” 

				Besides her Social Security, Lucille received a meager pension from her years as an editor at The Worker’s Herald, the weekly newspaper of the American Communist Party. The pension had covered her now-a-pile-of-burned-rubble, rent-controlled Queens apartment. Social Security paid for her other living expenses.

				Rent-controlled apartments were a dying breed in New York and nonexistent in New Jersey. Between the two monthly checks, Lucille might be able to afford another apartment, but she’d have little left to live on. For all their Workers Unite and Power to the People propaganda, The Worker’s Herald offered shit in the way of benefits to its retirees. 

				“There’s always senior-citizen housing,” I suggested. I didn’t tell her that I doubted many would welcome Mephisto the Devil Dog, even those that did allow pets. Aside from Lucille, Mephisto had never met a human he didn’t immediately grace with a menacing growl. 

				“I will not live with prattling idiots who sit around all day watching soap operas, playing Canasta, and complaining about their aches and pains. If my son were alive—”

				“But he’s not, and I’m in this mess because of him, no matter what you want to believe. I know there’s never been any love lost between us, but I’m not the villain here. Karl left me with a mountain of debt and without two nickels to rub together. So either you contribute or you leave. It’s as simple as that.”

				Neither option appealed to her. Karl had promised to subsidize a new apartment once her doctors gave the okay for her to live on her own again. Even though I’d hoped she’d opt to leave, no matter how much she despised me, she had it better here than she’d have it on her own, and she knew that. 

				“How much?” she finally asked.

				I named what I thought was a reasonable monthly figure to cover her expenses.

				“Outrageous!” she bellowed. “You’re no better than a slum lord!”

				“The lady doth protest too much, methinks,” squawked Ralph. “Hamlet. Act Three, Scene Two.” Both Mephisto and Lucille growled at him. Ralph squawked back a mimicking growl.

				My domestic skills would never win me the Good Housekeeping Seal of Approval, but my home didn’t exactly qualify as a slum. I pulled the phone book off the bottom shelf of my nightstand and tossed it on the bed. “Fine. You’d better start calling rental agents.”

				With a harrumph, she pushed the directory aside, lowered Mephisto to the floor, and stood. “For that kind of money, I want more room. I’ll move into the apartment above the garage. I need my privacy.”

				She needed her privacy? This coming from the woman who’d stuck her nose into every millimeter of our lives every nanosecond of the day since she moved in? “Even if you could manage the stairs, which I don’t think you can, I’m afraid that won’t be possible.”

				“You don’t need all that space. You can move your things into the basement.”

				“I plan to,” I said. “I’m renting out the apartment. You’ll have to stay where you are.”

				“Absolutely not. It’s too small.”

				“For what? You lost everything you owned when your apartment burned to the ground.” 

				She offered no rebuttal. Her entire argument had been an exercise in pushing my buttons. Argument for the sake of argument. Standard Lucille discourse. 

				“By the way,” I said to her departing back, “that amount includes cut-rate kibble for Mephisto. If the rest of us have to live on mac and cheese to get by, he’s going to have to make do without his gourmet canned cuisine.”

				She stopped, pounded her cane on the carpet, and glowered at me over her shoulder. “His name is Manifesto, and he has a delicate constitution.” 

				So delicate that he’d scarfed down an entire doorstop-heavy fruitcake several weeks ago when no one was looking. At least Mephisto’s thievery had spared the rest of us from dealing with the annual Christmas gift from Hell. 

				“We all have to make sacrifices,” I told her. 

				“Don’t you lecture me about making sacrifices, missy. I lived through the Great Depression. A depression brought about by greedy capitalists, I might add. I know all about making sacrifices. Unlike some people.”

				Then she launched into one of her very own communist manifestos, which set an orchestra of percussion instruments pounding between my temples.

				Over the years I’ve tried my damnedest to foster a congenial relationship between me and my mother-in-law. Lucille had pulverized all my attempts under her size-ten orthopedic heels. At least I knew I wasn’t the sole beneficiary of her wrath. The Daughters of the October Revolution, all of whom have similar curmudgeon-like personalities, are the only people I ever recall warming up to my mother-in-law—probably because they’re all as curmudgeonly as she is.

				“I’m late for work,” I said, interrupting her dissertation of all that’s wrong with the world. This time I closed the door in her face.

				____

				I tried not to think about Ricardo’s phone call as I made my way to work. Maybe it was a crank call. One of Karl’s lowlife Neanderthal clients with a warped sense of humor. And maybe pigs really can fly, Anastasia. 

				Sitting astride a winged Miss Piggy would have been a preferable mode of transportation at the moment. Making the daily rush hour trek to and from work had been somewhat tolerable while I still owned my Camry. My new state of pauperdom had forced me to sell the comfortable silver car with its multitude of amenities back to the dealer. In its place I’d purchased a used, stripped-down, bottom-of-the-line, eight-year-old mud-brown Hyundai. 

				The balance of the money from the car sale had paid for shipping Karl’s body back from Nevada and the cremation expenses. Cremation is cheaper than burial, and after what my husband had done to me and his kids, we didn’t need the expense of a cemetery plot. If anyone wanted to visit Karl in the future, they could talk to the urn on the bookcase shelf.

				I’m not a large woman, barely five-two. And as I’ve mentioned previously, I don’t like to whine. Although, I suppose that’s hard to tell lately. Anyway, years ago I learned to accept the God-dealt genes that landed me Mama’s stubby legs, Grandma Sudberry’s below-the-navel spread, and Grandma Periwinkle’s training bra-sized boobs, making me a height-challenged, cellulite-dimpled, flat-chested brunette Bartlett pear. 

				And although I refuse to take responsibility for the additional ten pounds I haven’t been able to shed since the birth of my last child—thanks in part to both my Carbo Junkie Gene and my Chocoholic Gene—I still managed to squeeze into a size eight. On good days. Still, in the sub-sub compact Hyundai, I felt like The Incredible Hulk shoehorned behind the steering wheel.

				After an hour of creeping along Routes 24, 78, and 287 at a pace slower than the average snail, I pulled into the parking lot of Trimedia’s new headquarters, situated in the middle of a former cornfield in Morris County. Builders planned an entire business complex for the area, but at present our only neighbor was the new parking lot and commuter rail stop built across the road to accommodate the expected influx of corporations fleeing New York.

				Prior to September 11th, we were located in lower Manhattan, an easy commute for me via public transportation. Our building had sustained minimal damage from the terrorist attack, and after a short stint in temporary offices, we’d returned to our headquarters. However, a few months ago our new owners were lured across the Hudson by cheaper real estate and huge tax incentives. 

				Few staff members at American Woman were happy about the move, but then again, even fewer were happy about any of the changes Trimedia had instituted since gobbling up the family-owned Reynolds-Alsopp Publishing Company—least of all our former owner, Hugo Reynolds-Alsopp. 

				Hugo remained publisher in title only. The real power now rested in the hands of the Trimedia Board of Directors, a parsimonious group of bean counters who sacrificed editorial content for the almighty bottom line. 

				I worked in a cat-claw-cat environment, but unlike most of my coworkers at American Woman, I was content in my position as crafts editor. I had no desire to scheme and plot my way up the monthly magazine’s editorial ladder to the Holy Trinity, better known as Decorating, Beauty, and Fashion. 

				None of my coworkers seemed surprised to see me Monday morning. Publishing deadlines wait for no one. Our motto is much the same as the mail carriers’: Neither rain, nor sleet, nor snow, nor hail—or in my case, recent widowhood—will keep us from getting our issues out on time. 

				Besides, thanks to Trimedia’s Simon Legree–like benefits package, I’d already used up my yearly allotment of personal leave days. And it was only the end of January.

				After dumping my coat in my cubicle office, I grabbed my notes and headed for the conference room. The last Monday of each month was the day we planned the issue five months down the road and gave status reports on the progress of the other issues in the works. 

				I arrived to find all the usual suspects, minus Marlys, already gathered around the battered and chipped walnut conference room table. Our building might be spanking brand new, but Trimedia’s bean counters had saved a bundle by moving all our crappy old furnishings from lower Manhattan to the cornfield.

				Marlys Vandenburg was our fashion editor and resident Prima Donna. Rumor had it, she got her job, not because of her experience in fashion but from her gold medal performance in bed—the bed of our former owner, Hugo Reynolds-Alsopp. Marlys kept her own hours and got away with it because, according to another rumor, now that Hugo had lost control of the company, she was performing her bedroom gymnastics for the chairman of the Trimedia Board of Directors. 

				I poured myself a cup of brewed high test and took my seat on the Bottom Feeders side of the table. The food and health editors were to my left. The travel and finance editors, plus the one editorial assistant the five of us shared, were to my right. 

				Across the table sat the decorating and beauty editors, their individual editorial assistants, and Marlys’s assistant. Naomi Dreyfus, our editor-in-chief, sat at one end of the table. Hugo, who still attended editorial meetings, commanded the chair at the opposite end. 

				“I suppose we might as well get started,” said Naomi, scowling at the empty butternut faux-leather upholstered chair usually occupied by Marlys. “You’d think she’d make an effort to show up on time at least once a month.” She directed this last comment, along with a bitter purse of her lips, toward Hugo. 

				Naomi and Hugo had been an item for years until Marlys came along. Now they barely spoke to one another. Another rumor flying around the office suggested Marlys had recently set her sights on Naomi’s job.

				Hugo lowered his thinning gray head to avoid eye contact with Naomi. He had aged considerably since losing the company and had lost the dapper patina that had attracted beautiful women for most of his sixty-plus years. His hair needed a trim, his suit a good pressing. A series of small stains marred his custom-made shirt and striped silk tie, as though he had dribbled his morning coffee and either hadn’t noticed or no longer cared. 

				Now that Marlys had given him the boot, I suspected he regretted walking out on Naomi. The statuesque Naomi, with her well-bred patrician features, cultured tones, Swiss boarding school education, and trademark silver chignon, exuded class. Without the aid of any plastic surgeon, she looked years younger than her actual age of fifty-nine. Naomi was a true silk purse. Next to her, the twenty-five years younger Marlys, for all her designer duds and hours spent at the most chic Manhattan spas, came across as a sow’s ear. 

				The rest of us certainly regretted the day Hugo hired Marlys, especially Erica Milano. Erica was Marlys’s personal slave, although technically her title was assistant fashion editor. 

				“I have everything covered,” Erica said, her voice little more than a whisper directed at the shocking pink folder on the table in front of her. One of her hands fidgeted with a corner of the folder. The thumb and index finger of her other hand picked at the rubber end of a pencil stub.

				Erica put in sixteen-hour days, doing all of Marlys’s work while Marlys took three-hour, four-Cosmopolitan lunches and all the credit. Unfortunately, Erica was a doormat, and Marlys, who owned a closet full of Christian Louboutin boots, took extreme pleasure in tramping their trademark red soles all over Erica. Marlys had even bullied her milquetoast assistant into running personal errands for her during her lunch hour.

				Naomi forced a smile. “Of course you do, Erica. You always do. And we appreciate your dedication to your job. I have to wonder why we even bother to pay Marlys a salary.” Again, she leveled an icy green glare at Hugo.

				Around the table, the others traded surreptitious glances. Erica was fashion editor in all but name, Marlys in name only. Too bad Erica lacked the backbone—and the looks—to steal the job away from her bitch of a boss. Poor Erica. As long as she carried around an extra thirty pounds and refused to apply to her own body the same design sense and style she used in the pages of American Woman, she’d stay hidden away in a Trimedia cubicle. 

				The magazine couldn’t risk the ridicule of the press. A fashion editor had to look the part. And if nothing else, Marlys looked the part.

				One by one, each of us gave our status reports for the issues in progress, pinning copies of layouts and photos up on the cork-covered wall behind me. The Holy Trinity got a bird’s-eye view. We Bottom Feeders needed to twist in our seats. When we had covered each department, we moved on to planning the July issue.

				“I’d like to do a Lazy Days of Summer theme,” said Naomi, “focusing on a patriotic color scheme.” 

				Her half-Chinese, half-Irish assistant Kim O’Hara, pushed a lock of straight auburn hair behind her ear and rose to pin some swatches and photos to the wall in the space allocated for the next issue. 

				“Any ideas?” asked Naomi.

				“Denim and bandanas are making a comeback,” said Jeanie Sims, our decorating editor. She rifled through one of the file folders in front of her and extracted several catalogue sheets which she handed Kim to add to the wall. 

				“Furniture manufacturers are showing denim upholstered sofas and chairs. We could accent with red and white bandana throw pillows?” She glanced my way.

				“Envelope pillows,” I suggested, “along with a few patchwork pillows using both denim and bandanas.” 

				“Good,” said Naomi. “What else?”

				I thought for a moment. “We could bring the theme outdoors onto a patio for placemats, napkins, a tray. Maybe a denim hostess apron?”

				“Denim hostess apron?”

				Everyone turned as Marlys Vandenburg breezed into the room and made a production of settling herself into the chair next to Erica. Her derision sounded in her voice and showed on her face. 

				She wore a calf-length handkerchief dress of vermillion-colored raw silk. A plunging neckline showcased an enormous tear-drop shaped diamond nestled between her breasts. Somewhat smaller matching diamonds hung from each ear. A diamond clip pulled back her chin-length platinum layered haircut on one side of her face. 

				I glanced at Hugo. Was that drool I noticed on the corner of his mouth? 

				Naomi didn’t bother to conceal her annoyance. “Nice of you to join us, Marlys, even if you are three hours late. And a bit overdressed.”

				“As I’m sure you’re well aware, previews for Fashion Week began today. I had an interview at Cartier first thing this morning. Didn’t Erica mention that?” She glared at her assistant.

				Erica’s eyes grew wide, her voice squeaked in protest. “But I didn’t know.” 

				Marlys, who stood nearly six feet in three-inch stilettos, literally looked down her nose as she graced Erica with a sneer. “You would if you did your job properly.” 

				Her lips turned up into a too-saccharine sweet smile as she fingered the expensive bauble between her breasts. “Beautiful, isn’t it?” she asked no one in particular. “The diamonds are from Cartier’s newest collection. On loan to me for a late dinner with Emil Pachette this evening. He’s agreed to give me an exclusive.”

				“An exclusive what?” I asked, unable to resist. Titters sounded around the room. 

				Cloris McWerther, our Food editor, elbowed me in the ribs. “Naughty Anastasia,” she whispered.

				“You’re just jealous I beat you to the punch,” I whispered back. 

				“An exclusive interview,” snapped Marlys. “I don’t suppose someone like you has ever heard of Emil Pachette, but he’s the brightest new star to hit the fashion scene in a decade. By this time next year everyone will be wearing couture from the House of Pachette.” 

				She turned to Naomi. “And if we weren’t exiled to this godforsaken no-man’s-land, I’d have time to return home to change before my dinner date. Or perhaps you expect me to show up wearing denim?” 

				Not that Marlys had ever shown up for work on time when we were located in Manhattan, but Naomi chose not to mention that fact. “Let’s get back to the issue,” she said.

				“Just a minute,” said Marlys. “What’s this about tacky hostess aprons? That’s so seventies. What’s next? Palazzo pants? Do it yourself disco balls?” This time I was the recipient of one of her sneers. 

				Marlys considered my monthly contributions to the magazine a waste of editorial space. In her effort to grab more pages for herself, she’d launched a campaign to eliminate my department. Luckily, Hugo and Naomi had fought for me and the value of the craft section to our readers. However, I had no reason to believe she’d given up her quest now that we had new owners. Especially if the rumors about her current bed partner were true. 

				Given my dire financial situation, I should have restrained my sarcastic tongue. I couldn’t afford to lose my job. Too bad I hadn’t thought of that before I gave Marlys one more reason to hate me.

				Naomi gave her a brief recap of our plans for the July issue.

				Marlys’s voice rose two octaves. Her face suffused with a color akin to her dress. “Denim and bandanas? Over my dead body! Where do you suggest we hold the fashion shoot? Dogpatch?” 

				She slapped her hand onto the table. “We are not featuring denim and bandanas. I won’t allow it.”

				Naomi sat back in her chair and steepled her fingers under her chin. Somehow she managed to keep her voice calm and controlled as she spoke, but I’m sure the effort nearly killed her. “I happen to be the editor-in-chief of this magazine, Marlys. I make the decisions, not you.”

				“We’ll see about that.” Marlys rose from her chair and stormed out of the conference room, slamming the door behind her.

				As the rest of us squirmed nervously in our chairs, Naomi snapped at Hugo. “I want to thank you from the bottom of my heart, Dr. Frankenstein.” 

				Hugo grimaced. “I’ll see if I can talk some sense into her.” 

				“And if you can’t?”

				He cleared his throat, straightened his skewed tie, and pushed away from the table. “I’ll think of something.”
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				After Hugo left the meeting, we continued planning the July issue, everyone ignoring Marlys’s objection to denim and bandanas. Hugo never returned, but lunch arrived about half an hour later. We continued to work as we nibbled on club sandwiches, a monthly company perk that we all expected to lose once the bean counters discovered that Naomi tapped into miscellaneous expenditures to pay the deli each month. The meeting finally broke up shortly before two-thirty.

				Once back in my cubicle, my cell phone rang before I even had a chance to flip on my computer. I didn’t recognize the number on the display. “Hello?”

				“Hello.” Something about the way those two syllables rolled off the guy’s tongue sent a flooding warmth through me. Or maybe I’d just experienced my first hot flash. Two plausible possibilities (although I certainly hoped I was too young for the latter). Whichever the culprit, though, the thought of either sent a chill down my spine that immediately readjusted my estrogen levels. 

				“I’m calling about the apartment you have for rent,” he continued.

				Aside from having to replace my semi-luxurious sedan with an aging clunker, the second casualty of getting booted off Mount Upper Middle–class was the realization that I’d need to supplement my income. Sharing a house with Lucille was bad enough. Sharing a cardboard box with her and two teenage boys was far worse. That meant giving up my home crafts studio over our detached garage. 

				The end of last week I reluctantly placed an ad in the Star Ledger. Having missed the deadline for the weekend edition, the ad appeared for the first time in this morning’s issue. 

				“Would you like to see the apartment this evening?” I asked.

				“Actually, I’d like to see it now. I’m scheduled to leave on a seven-thirty flight tonight and won’t be back for a few days. The apartment sounds perfect. I’d hate to lose out to someone else.”

				I glanced at my watch and did some quick mental gymnastics, factoring travel time back and forth and the hours of work I still needed to put in on the wedding spread scheduled for tomorrow’s photo shoot. Three dozen peach, pink, and white satin birdseed roses sat in a vase on the corner of my counter, but I still had to create several pairs of bridal and bridesmaid tennies for the second part of the article. 

				It was going to be tight, and I’d have to work late, but I couldn’t risk losing out on a possible tenant. Besides, if I timed things right, he’d be gone before Lucille returned from her afternoon Kommie Koffee Klatch. Thank God for the Daughters of the October Revolution, their weekly Lower East Side meetings, and Lucille’s improved health, which enabled her to take the train into Manhattan. 

				“I’m at work, but I can meet you at the apartment in an hour,” I told him.

				“Great.”

				I gave him directions.

				“Thanks. By the way, I’m Zachary Barnes.”

				“Anastasia Pollack.”

				“See you in an hour, Anastasia Pollack.”

				After I hung up from Zachary Barnes, I noticed the flashing message light on my office phone. I tapped in my code to retrieve the message.

				“Given your recent widowhood, I’m cutting you a break. You have until tomorrow. Don’t make me regret my generosity. Don’t call the cops, and don’t ever hang up on me again if you know what’s good for you, bitch. Capisce?”

				Maybe I’d watched too many episodes of The Sopranos, but something told me this guy meant business. Might have been his uber-mafia-like accent. Or the repeated click-click-click of what sounded like a gun cocking. Not that I’d ever heard a gun cock except on TV or in the movies but what else would make that scare-the-living-wits-out-of-me sound? 

				I capisced all right. This was no crank caller as I’d hoped. The likelihood of a crank caller having both Karl’s cell phone number and the direct line to my office was about as likely as Miss Piggy sprouting those wings and sailing toward the clouds. 

				I was now convinced that on top of everything else, Karl had gotten himself mixed up with a loan shark. And I’d be the one wearing the cement Manolos if I didn’t pay up.

				But how could I? Thanks to Karl, I didn’t have an extra fifty cents, let alone fifty thousand dollars. I sank into my desk chair and stared at my blank computer screen, willing it to offer up some answers. It didn’t comply. 

				“Marlys! Where are you, you goddamn fucking bitch-whore? You can’t hide from me. I’ll rip your fucking heart out and shove it down your fucking throat!” The shrieking outrage of Vittorio Versailles, the Franco-Neapolitan fashion designer whose creations were a favorite of the celebrities on Mr. Blackwell’s Worst Dressed List, boomed from the direction of the elevator bank. A moment later, I heard him pounding down the corridor in search of the woman who had minced and mangled him in our latest issue. 

				In our business, egos often clash. Harsh words and not-so-mild expletives were frequently hurled. Jealousies abounded. Wild histrionics regularly pierced the normal frenzy of our workplace. Only the players changed from day to day and confrontation to confrontation.

				I poked my head out in time to see Vittorio, his face a deep purple that clashed against his skin-tight burgundy jumpsuit, charge down the hall toward Marlys’s office. He waved a copy of our latest issue over his head. An entourage of eight anorexic men, all dressed head-to-toe in die-cut aqua suede, followed at his heels.

				“Looks like Vittorio saw the slice-and-dice Marlys did on him,” said Cloris, stepping out from her office directly across the hall from mine. She gave me an odd look. “You okay?”

				“Sure, why?”

				“You look like you’re about to cry.”

				I pasted a smile on my face. “I’m fine.”

				“Sure you are, sweetie.” She broke the ears off a chocolate bunny and handed them to me. As food editor, Cloris received samples for review on a daily basis. She ate them all and still maintained a size two figure. I hated her. 

				I hadn’t told anyone at work about my financial situation and wasn’t about to now. And I certainly wasn’t going to say anything about the message I’d just received. I changed the subject back to Vittorio. “I can’t believe I’m about to say this, but for once I agree with Marlys. Vittorio’s designs belong in a circus.”

				“On the clowns,” said Serena Brower, our travel editor. She and Daphne Jervis, our shared editorial assistant, joined us. We watched as Vittorio and his group stormed into Marlys’s corner office. 

				“What do you have against clowns?” asked Daphne. 

				The three of them laughed. I joined in with a forced and half-hearted chuckle.

				They were still laughing a minute later when Erica, tears streaming down her cheeks, ran out of Marlys’s office and headed for the ladies’ room.

				“Uh-oh,” said Cloris.

				“Whose turn is it?” asked Serena.

				I sighed. “Mine.” 

				“If only she’d listen to us and file a complaint against that bitch,” said Daphne. 

				Erica and Daphne had been hired the same day, and Daphne could just as easily have been assigned to Marlys. At first Daphne resented Erica winning out on the choicer assignment, but her resentment soon disappeared when she saw how Marlys treated Erica. Now she thanked her lucky stars for her position as assistant to us Bottom Feeders. 

				“This is harassment,” said Daphne. “It’s illegal. Erica should exercise her rights.”

				But Erica didn’t have the backbone to say boo to Marlys, much less take legal action against her. She suffered Marlys’s wrath, then dissolved into tears at least once a week. I headed for the ladies’ room, hoping I could calm her down quickly. I had bigger problems than a sniveling, spineless assistant who wouldn’t stand up for herself to worry about—like a threatening loan shark and a prospective tenant I couldn’t afford to stand up.

				Entering the restroom, I found Erica locked in a stall, her gulping sobs sounding from behind the pink metal door. “Want to talk about it?” I asked.

				“She blamed me!” she wailed between snuffles. “Do you believe that? She told him I typed up her notes wrong, and she didn’t see the mistakes until after the issue was printed because I proofed the bluelines while she was out of town. She didn’t even have the guts to tell him to his face that she deliberately trashed him!” 

				“Did he believe her?” 

				Everyone knew Marlys was out to get Vittorio after he snubbed her in Milan last summer. She had waltzed into the House of Versailles, demanding the kind of freebies reserved for the editors of Vogue and WWD. We were a second-rate general women’s magazine sold at supermarket check-out lines. Vittorio knew it. He had laughed in her face and bounced her out on her liposuctioned butt.

				Erica sniffed back a mucousy sob. “I don’t know. I ran out before he said anything, but he looked like he was about to strangle both of us.”

				As if on cue, we heard Vittorio’s booming voice passing outside the ladies’ room. “You won’t get away with this, Marlys. Your days are numbered, bitch.”

				It took me ten minutes to talk Erica into unlocking the stall and another ten minutes before she had calmed down sufficiently to wash her tear-stained, puffy face. “I hate her,” she said. 

				I placed my hand on her trembling shoulder. “So I guess this means we can rule you out as president of the Marlys Vandenburg Admiration Society, huh?” 

				She jerked away. “Don’t make fun of me!” 

				“I’m sorry. I was just trying to cheer you up.”

				“Well, you didn’t.” She headed back to the stall, slammed the door and relocked it. “Go away, Anastasia. Just leave me alone.” 

				____

				I arrived home forty-five minutes later to find Zachary Barnes standing in my driveway, staring up at the apartment above the garage. He looked exactly like a guy with a voice like his should look: like someone had dumped the genetic components of Pierce Brosnan, George Clooney, Patrick Dempsey, and Antonio Banderas into a pan and baked up the epitome of male perfection. 

				I wasn’t sure whether this was a good thing or a bad thing, given my current situation. Luckily, my recent tumble into pandemonium, thanks to my own deceitful, dearly departed, drop-dead-gorgeous-although-balding-and-slightly-overweight-yet-still-a-hunk husband, had inured me to all males in general and drop-dead-gorgeous hunks in particular. I doubted any woman had ever had to fake an orgasm with the stud standing before me. If I hadn’t already sworn off men for the rest of my life, recently widowed or not, I’m certain I would have been reduced to drooling and babbling like some hormone-riddled sixteen-year-old. 

				Instead, I assumed my most professional, forty-something demeanor, introduced myself, then led him up the flight of stairs on the side of the garage and into the second-floor apartment. 

				“Perfect,” he said after taking a quick peek into each of the three rooms, bathroom, and closets. “I’ll take it. I’m assuming you want first and last month’s rent plus references?” He reached inside his well-worn brown leather bomber (the hunk jacket of choice) and produced a folded sheet of paper and a checkbook.

				I stared dumbly at him, my mouth refusing to work.

				“Is something wrong, Mrs. Pollack?”

				I shook my head, forcing my jaw to loosen and allow words to exit. “No, I … I’m … this is happening much quicker and easier than I anticipated. That’s all.” 

				What I had really been doing was mentally calculating how many rent checks it would take to get the Capisce thug to go away. What proof did I have that Karl even owed Ricardo money? However, did a loan shark really need proof? Was there a Society of Loan Sharks with a set of rules and code of ethics that had to be followed to maintain their certification? Highly unlikely. These guys made up their own rules. And broke legs—or worse—when the schmucks who did business with them didn’t pay up.

				I may never have come up against a loan shark before, but I do live in New Jersey, and I do read the newspapers. I was in deep shit. Thank you very much, Karl.

				Zachary Barnes was staring at me. “The apartment is for rent, right?”

				“Yes. Of course. Absolutely.” I snatched the sheet of references from his hand and gave them a cursory glance. “Freelance photo-journalist?” His contacts included an editor at National Geographic and the president of the World Wildlife Federation. 

				He tapped the paper with his index finger. “They’ll vouch for my integrity.”

				The connection suddenly clicked in my brain. Zachary Barnes. Photo-journalist. The Zachary Barnes. “I’m sure they will,” I said, “but why would you of all people want an apartment over a garage in a New Jersey suburb?” 

				This guy was on the A-list of every club in Manhattan. He dated models and celebrities. Correction. He was a celebrity, albeit a minor one, who’d been mentioned numerous times on Page Six and in other gossip columns. This guy enjoyed the nightlife of Manhattan. The only nightlife he’d find in Westfield, New Jersey, was high school basketball, PTA meetings, and Tuesday night Bingo at the Catholic church.

				He combed a hand through his hair, the kind of hair heroes in romance novels always have—thick and wavy and the color of bittersweet chocolate with just a hint of gray at the temples.

				“Look,” he said, “all I want is a quiet place to crash and work. I’m fed up with pushy publicists forcing me to be seen every night, not to mention interfering neighbors who think I’m running a meth lab.” 

				“A meth lab? Hey, I’ve got two teenage sons.” I shoved his references back at him. “I can’t have a junkie living on my property, no matter who vouches for your character.” A loan shark breathing down my neck was enough of a crime connection for this working mom.

				“Chill, lady. I’m not running a meth lab. I don’t do drugs of any kind. Never have.”

				Right. I raised an eyebrow. “Never?”

				He grew sheepish. “Okay, so I smoked a little pot in college. Didn’t everyone?”

				“But never inhaled?”

				That caused him to chuckle, which brought out a nice set of laugh lines around his eyes and the corners of his mouth. Why is it that guys with wrinkles look sexy, but when women get wrinkles, they just look old? 

				And why on earth was I thinking of such things when my life was turning to week-old crap? Maybe my brain decided I needed a shot of serotonin to give me a brief respite from the more pressing problems of newly acquired poverty and how to avoid being fitted for cement Manolos.

				I gave myself a mental slap upside my head. I couldn’t afford to lose this guy. “Then why do your neighbors think you’re running a meth lab?”

				“Because Mr. and Mrs. Can’t-Mind-Their-Own-Business are a pair of geriatric nut cases who don’t know the difference between a meth lab and a darkroom.”

				Darkroom? And here I thought those were assigned to the antiquities section of the Smithsonian, along with typewriters and adding machines. Didn’t photographers use digital cameras nowadays? All the photographers who worked for Trimedia did. But I decided this was not the time for such a discussion. Maybe Mr. Zachary Barnes was an old-fashioned purist. What did I care as long as he paid his rent on time? 

				“Last night,” he continued, “the cops raided my apartment and ruined three days worth of work when they barged in and turned on the lights while I was developing film. And that wasn’t the first time. It’s been an ongoing problem.” 

				He glanced at his watch. “Now I have to fly back to New Mexico to reshoot those three days in less than twenty-four hours in order to meet my deadline.” 

				He indicated the apartment with a sweep of his arm. “A place like this is ideal. No neighbors and easy access into the city.” 

				He looked at me. 

				I looked at him. 

				“Hey, I’m desperate here. You’ve got to believe me,” he said.

				I did. After all, I had my own geriatric nut case living under my roof, didn’t I? Besides, going head-to-head in a Who’s More Desperate contest, I’d win hands down. I needed Zachary Barnes and his rent check a hell of a lot more than he needed my apartment. What I couldn’t believe was my good fortune in finding a renter so quickly. But then again, maybe I deserved a slight nod from the Karma gods and goddesses, given the lollapalooza of a quadruple whammy they’d recently dropped on my head.

				I reached into my purse and handed him the standard lease agreement form I’d purchased at Office Depot. His check for two months’ rent would make a nice dent in the enormous stack of past-due bills sitting on my desk—bills that I, as Trusting Wife, had assumed Karl had paid. Silly me to take my husband at his word. 

				Or maybe I should wait with the bills and offer the money to Ricardo as a down payment. How long would the gas and electric company carry me before shutting off the power? Weren’t there some laws against doing that in winter? And what were the odds of a loan shark accepting a payment plan?

				“Sign on the bottom line, and the apartment is yours, Mr. Barnes. When would you like to move in?”

				“Zack,” he said, extending his hand. “And how does Saturday sound?”

				“Saturday works for me.” I shook his hand. “And it’s Anastasia.”

				“You’ve saved my life, Anastasia.”

				Actually, he’d saved mine, but I wasn’t going to let him know that. I also wasn’t going to mention the geriatric nut case living mere feet from his new apartment.

				I wondered how he felt about communists.

				____

				An hour later I pulled into a space under one of the parking lot lampposts at Trimedia. The dashboard clock read six-thirty, thanks to an overturned eighteen wheeler on Route 287 that had me stuck in traffic for two additional hours. The parking lot was empty except for Marlys’s silver Jaguar, which surprised me, considering her big date of this evening. Maybe it was a midnight supper.

				I stepped from the car and stretched. My lower back ached from sitting so long. The Hyundai’s seats were sub-standard, hard and non-ergonomic. As I entered the steel and glass structure, using my magnetic ID to release the lock, I made a mental note to investigate seat pads. Or maybe those beaded things that are supposed to give added support. 

				Scratch that. I had to reprogram my attitudes. Find creative ways to make do instead of solving problems with dollars. After all, I was a crafts designer and editor. Maybe I could make a seat cover with some old macramé beads I had stored in the basement. 

				As I walked down the vacant hallways, passing one unoccupied office after another, the staccato rhythm of my heels against the Terrazzo floor echoed in the eerie silence. I don’t often stay late; however, when I do put in overtime, I enjoy the calm silence that blankets the otherwise tumultuous environment that is American Woman. 

				Tonight, though, disquiet permeated the emptiness surrounding me. Disquiet and the distinct odor of hot glue. A prickly shiver crept its way up my spine, raising the tiny hairs at the back of my neck. I shivered, hugged my arms to my chest, and hurried around the corner to my own office.

				The last thing I expected was to find Marlys sitting at my computer. She stared at the blank screen, her fingers poised on the keys. “Marlys? Can I help you with something?”

				She didn’t answer.

				“Marlys?” I stepped into the cubicle and placed my hand on the chair’s headrest. The chair swiveled around, the keyboard moving off my desk and hovering in the air under Marlys’s fingertips.
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