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				Chapter 1

				So, how many times last month did you engage in sexual intercourse?”

				Elaine Markowitz, a realtor, fifty-two and tummy tucked, shifted uncomfortably in her chair, disturbing the beige and teak tranquility of my office overlooking Baltimore’s Inner Harbor.

				“You sure my name isn’t going to be published in this article, Dr. Berke?” she asked. “My mother’s still living. She has cataracts, but she reads.”

				“No names. Just numbers, I promise. And it’s an important study.”

				Elaine raised a skeptical eyebrow. “About sex?”

				We’d been through this once, but now I clicked off my physician voice and turned on my woman-to-woman voice, warmer and more reassuring. “About female sexual interest once we reach menopause. And about our levels of activity and satisfaction. There are so many myths out there. Like Mother Nature flips the switch when we turn fifty and shuts us down. Which I don’t for a moment believe, but I’d like to prove it. With statistics.”

				Better. Elaine settled back in her chair.

				“We need to get the facts out to the general public and to gynecologists, especially,” I pressed. “After all, the more we all know about the women we treat, the better we can meet their needs.”

				“Yeah, right. Okay,” Elaine said. “Let’s get rid of the myths. Sure. Ask away.”

				I’d already whipped out my survey sheet.

				Policy requires that every woman coming into the OB/GYN practice of Potak, Berke, and Bernstein, MDs for her annual physical and Pap test gets five minutes of chat time after we’ve invaded her most private territory with a gloved finger and a warm speculum. I make it ten. I like my patients. Because I’m a gynecologic oncologist and not an obstetrician/gynecologist, most of the women I see are older. Which provided a handy population for studying the impact of age on sexual activity.

				I’d been administering this survey for six months. I worked from a sampling base of a hundred. Excluding the single women in their eighties and nineties who have vaginas like prairie dog tunnels, nearly impenetrable, 30 percent of single women fifty and over in my practice reported dating at least once in the prior month. Twenty percent had been laid in that time frame. About 12 percent noted a significant other with whom they lived or an exclusive relationship with a longtime lover.

				Preliminary conclusion: don’t count us out. Which was supported by my clinical observation. At least half of the women I treat are divorced or widowed, and I was handing out enough samples of Astroglide and KY Jelly to slide the entire East Coast into the Atlantic. So I knew my single patients were sexually active.

				By the time I got to the second page of my checklist, Elaine Markowitz was happily sharing with me the details of her relationship with her forty-one-year-old boyfriend. “He’s the stage manager at the Fells Point Dinner Theater. And, I’m not exaggerating here, he looks like a young Brando and screws like a young Bugs Bunny. Five times a week at least. But, honestly, I could go every day. He makes me feel thirty-five.”

				She did seem to have a dewy freshness about her as if her corpuscles were boogying through her veins and I told her so, though in more clinical terms.

				“Part sex, part Dr. Fischman. Look closer.” She leaned in. “This is so wonderful. You’re a doctor and you can’t tell. The man is a miracle worker.” I proffered a noncommittal smile. Bland. Bland was good. Lessens those cartoon parentheses around the mouth. “I had a full face lift,” Elaine chortled. “The whole shebang all at once. Eyelids, brow, chin.” She stroked the adolescent tautness of her neck. “I felt like shit for two weeks, but it was worth it. Kevin never would have looked at the old me. Men look through fifty-year-old women, not at them, right?”

				I gave her a how-would-I-know stare and changed the subject to estrogen patches.

				As I droned on, Elaine actually strolled behind me to get a better look at a photo of Whit and Drew taken when the twins were five, bundled in snowsuits and mounted on kiddie skis. One of our family Christmas trips to Squaw Valley. Now Whit was in med school in Chicago with a law student girlfriend and Drew was pulling straight A’s at the Art Institute of Boston. Whit looks like me, but takes himself very seriously. Drew is my ex-husband Stan all over. Nicer than Stan, though. A better person than Stan.

				Elaine lifted the picture of my boys and interrupted my monologue. “Having kids really ages you. All the worry.” She turned to appraise me from under scaffolded eyelids. “You could get rid of those forehead wrinkles of yours. Botox. Or a peel. Nothing drastic.”

				That stung. I thought I’d done a nice job of hiding my accordion forehead under wispy bangs. “Thanks for the tip. I’ll keep it in mind.”

				When she left, I headed for the powder room to peer at my reflection, which hadn’t been giving me “you’re the fairest in the land” lately. Still, what I saw wasn’t so bad, even with the forehead pleats. Blonde hair kept glossy by weekly trips to Melik at the Istanbul Salon. Many little highlights to suggest sun streaks. Cream-and-roses skin inherited from my mother, which, alas, tended to fretworks of wrinkles. But I plumped it up with stuff that ran me eighty dollars a jar at Nordstrom’s, and I calculated that at fifty-four I could pass for forty. Okay, forty-five. Maybe.

				I noticed a bit of eyelid droop on the left side. And a shadow of a wattle under my chin. The sad truth is that women of a certain age must choose between face and body. Enough fat to keep your face youthfully plumped is enough to make your thighs porky. Go for the slender body, and neck up you’re drawn and sunken. My personal trainer and I opted for steel biceps and a tight ass, at some cost to my face.

				Hank Fischman, one of the top plastic surgeons at Johns Hopkins Hospital, was a former colleague. Maybe I’d give him a call. They used to peel your entire face back from your forehead for a face-lift. Ugh. I can roll an ovary around in my hand and slit into a belly while humming Mozart, but I couldn’t do plastic if my life depended on it. Still, there had been recent advances in the full-face procedure. Before I made an appointment with Hank, I’d go online and see what was new in the Ponce de Leon business.

				I couldn’t believe how shallow I was becoming.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Chapter 2

				To compensate for all this meditation on my aging exterior, I decided to subject myself to something that would plumb the very depths of my emotional being, something that would Roto-Rooter out any residual gunk of guilt, shame, and self-loathing. I drove up to Annapolis for a meeting of FRESH, a support group for discarded husbands and wives of recently out gays. FRESH is an acronym for Former Rejected Ex-Spouses of Homosexuals. At my first meeting, I’d mentioned to the president of the Maryland chapter that I thought the use of Former and Ex might be a trifle redundant. “Intentional,” he’d said, smiling gently. “What is more redundant than the heterosexual spouse of a homosexual?” Point taken.

				Unlike AA or Overeaters Anonymous, FRESH provided wine and cheese and permitted smoking on the frequently correct assumption that most of us had tailspinned back into former vices after the revelation. Also, the disclosure of last names was encouraged since it was a FRESH assertion that none of us had anything to hide; we were the innocent victims of circumstance. Also we might want to date each other.

				The idea of FRESH members coupling had, at the beginning, smacked of the cast-banging of two broken-armed lovers. But then, Harry Galligan piqued some interest. My favorite uncle had been called Harry and so far the FRESH Harry had been just that, avuncular. That night, he winked at my entrance, patted my back as I walked by, and whispered, “Glad you made it, Gwyn,” but that was it.

				A half hour in, with the wine flowing, Mark Silva, the chapter president, clapped his hands for attention and shouted, “Let’s get seated for Sharing.” Sharing was the FRESH term for the open-heart surgery that bares your inner pain.

				We gathered in a supportive circle around a man whose wife dumped him the previous week for his secretary. “To be honest,” he said, “I always had a little sneaky for my secretary. Never acted on it, of course. Then Brenda and Alison met at the company picnic. The next week they had a date for drinks and began the affair. Last Wednesday, they called me into the conference room to break the news. I’m still reeling.”

				“Of course you are. Very understandable. And so recent. This is the worst time, Fred. Time and friendship heal, believe me.” Mark Silva was also the resident clucker and tsker. And he was given to hugs, gender neutral, which freaked out a few of the men. “Correction. Not just me. Believe us.” Applause.

				Our second newcomer, a heavy woman with a mustache and a five o’clock shadow (I diagnosed polycystic ovary syndrome from eight feet away) related that her husband’s parting shot had been, “And you need to know that I never really loved you.” Essentially invalidating ten years of marriage. So gratuitous. Need to know? The bastard. I really did want to hug her, beard and all. Instead, I got out my Kleenex.

				Pam, sitting next to me, reported on her husband’s phone call of the evening before. He was going to Thailand for a sex change operation and asked her to be there when he told their children. She was anguished. We were anguished for her, with her. Twelve people in a circle murmured sympathetically. Two of us were sobbing. How ridiculous that I was one of them.

				Harry Galligan lightened the moment by giving the treasurer’s report. Harry was a pleasing contrast to my wiry, wired ex-husband. A lumbering Irishman with a PhD in physics, Harry worked at the Naval Research Lab in D.C. Not your standard issue scientist, though. He once told me that he spoke six languages and did a mean tango. Not bragging. Maybe flirting. His wife had left him for a famous local politician, a burly Irish woman who looked more than a little like Harry. “Well, she’s lost my vote,” Harry liked to crack. These days he seemed mildly amused and somewhat philosophical about the wife’s defection. But I’d heard from one of the longtime members that he’d shambled into his first meeting with booze on his breath and his tie askew, just about collapsed in the middle of his story sharing, and had to be helped to his seat.

				He didn’t come off as a personality prone to surprises, but at the end of his report he said casually, almost as an aside, “You know,” hitching his neck at me across the circle, his eyes soft with concern, and I felt my heart tumble, “Gwyn has never shared with us. She said she wasn’t ready. But she’s been coming to meetings for five months now.”

				Had I? Five months? I always decided to make the drive last minute, so I never marked it on my calendar or entered it in my PDA, which meant it didn’t count. A non-event.

				“Gwyn?” Mark Silva prompted in his kindergarten teacher voice. The bearded lady gazed at me expectantly. The transsexual’s wife put her arm around my shoulder and squeezed, so I figured what the hell, my story isn’t worse than any other, and I shared. Boy, did I share. Even after two years, I shook telling the story of what my friend Fleur called The Treachery.

				I told them how at the housewarming for Crosswinds, our new beach house on the Delaware shore, I’d opened the door to a storage room to see, in a nanosecond flash, a picture that would be branded forever into my little gray cells: my husband of twenty-six years entwined in the arms of his lover, his mouth against the mouth of Brad Ventner, Crosswinds’ decorator whose taste I never liked anyway. Startled, they broke apart and for a ghastly, surreal moment we all stared at each other. Stan, Brad, Stan’s yippy Chihuahua that he always brought everywhere, and me. Then the dog started barking and Stan started babbling something I couldn’t hear over the roaring in my ears. I spun away, the dog leaped, I raced for the stairs, the dog charged ahead and partway up darted under my feet, pitching me forward on the $80 a yard Berber carpeted steps, snapping my ankle. I’m a physician; I’d known immediately it was broken. I’d also known that a lot more than my ankle was broken and that it would take a lot more than a cast to fix it.

				“And the next day, Stan came back to Crosswinds to collect some clothing and he stood at the foot of my bed gushing this torrent of confession, details I really didn’t want to hear. But with my foot propped up and my ankle casted, I was trapped. At one point, he shouted at me: ‘Look, I’m fifty-four years old. I don’t have another fifty-four years to get it right. I can’t, I shouldn’t, goddamn it I refuse to tamp down my real feelings anymore.’”

				“Like it was your fault,” Pam said, shaking her head empathically.

				“Well, I suppose I should have known. I mean, yes, the night before he proposed, he confessed that he’d had what he called a dalliance with another Columbia journalism student, a guy in his dorm, when he was a sophomore. But he maintained it was an isolated incident of generic horniness that landed on whatever was close at hand. I thought, okay, a one-time thing. Which can happen. Experimenting.”

				I sniffed, holding back the tears. “Then over the years when he spent all those nights out, well, he’s a publisher. He runs two magazines. He took people to dinner. That’s what he told me. Entertaining was part of the job.”

				Preoccupied with my work, with my kids, I was clueless that the smooth fabric of our marriage was being ripped all along the seam by Stan’s lust hunts in the streets of Mt. Vernon, Baltimore’s largely gay neighborhood.

				“When he became obsessed with the beach house, I figured it was just a midlife crisis. But still, all that time with the decorator.” I sang the same old heartbreaking tune in a tremulous voice, “I should have known.”

				“No. That wasn’t your responsibility. You’re the victim here,” Mark Silva shouted from the drinks table. “Just remember that.”

				“And then Stan apologized. Sort of. He said, ‘I really am sorry I lied to you. But I thought if I got married, I wouldn’t feel the way I felt about men. I thought the marriage would cure me.’ That’s what he said. Cure him. Thank God there was the length of the bed between us, because I don’t know what I would have done if I’d been able to reach him. Especially when he said, ‘I love you. I always will. You’re the mother of my children. But this thing with Brad, this is different, this is in love.’” My voice failed. I was grinding my Kleenex to dust.

				Mark Silva, tisking, came up behind me to refill my wine glass. My hand was trembling so badly I splashed merlot on his fine white shirt.

				What I didn’t say was that I fell off the deep end after that. Thank God the HIV tests turned out negative, but I felt sick, looked sick, lost thirteen pounds in three weeks, and drove to the Safeway in the middle of the night to buy a pack of Marlboros. Me, a doctor. And I cried myself to sleep for six months straight.

				“I’m fine now, though,” I said, tears streaming. “I’m doing well. Really.” At which point, Harry stood up, nearly knocking over his chair, bisected the circle with his ursine lumber, and handed me his handkerchief. Folded. Clean.

				Later, during the socializing part, he brought me a plate of cookies. “You must think I’m a real shit for pushing you into sharing. Not that it wasn’t necessary for you, but still…”

				“You didn’t,” I assured him. “I should have shared months ago.”

				“You were processing,” he said.

				“Am I processed now? Like cheese?”

				Harry laughed. I had the feeling he liked me.

				When it was time to go, he walked me to my car, gave me a hearty hug, and kissed my forehead. No one had kissed my forehead in forty years. Maybe he was taking my emotional temperature.

				“You had a milestone night tonight. You should be proud of yourself, Gwyn. But don’t be surprised if you get some rebound from the release. Anxiety. Sleeplessness. I’ll check in with you during the week. Just to see how you’re doing.”

				He watched until I pulled out of the lot. It was midnight when I put my key in the lock. Five past when I called my friend Kat Greenfield who was widowed and a fiber artist, so she was up weaving at odd hours. Not my other friend and neighbor Fleur Talbot who got to Madame Max, the dress shop she owned, at 8 a.m. and went to bed, alone, around ten.

				Kat and I talked for eight minutes about Harry Galligan and twelve minutes about her not being able to take over the whole bed. Her late husband Ethan’s side was still sacrosanct. She wouldn’t even roll there in her sleep. When I hung up the phone, I stroked the back of the receiver. Nice phone. Give me some good calls this week. Someone with a deep voice who wants nothing more of me than a little attention.

				My prayer was answered. Sort of. God has a demented sense of humor.

				The next voice I heard was my father’s. He roused me from a deep, dreamless sleep shouting, “You need to telegraph your sister and tell her the birds arrived.”

				“Dad,” I said, “the sun isn’t even up. Go back to bed.”

				“Fine. But you’ll call your sister.”

				I have one brother, no sister.

				“And tell her about the birds. Sure, Dad. Does Sylvie know you’re up?”

				“Sylvie who?”

				Oh God.

				My father woke me around five nearly every morning. “I just saw your mother in the mirror,” he’d say. “She was stark naked and playing around with some old geezer I never saw before. I think she’s lost her mind!” Or: “I just wrote a check for $10,000 to the All American Aluminum Siding Company. They’re starting tomorrow.” Or the telegram about the birds.

				Why couldn’t I bring myself to put the phone on answering machine mode? He probably wouldn’t know the difference. His tangled ganglions didn’t register the distinction between reality and electronically reproduced reality. But I wouldn’t do that to him. He was the parent who’d stayed up with me through my chicken pox for four nights running. The parent who’d run interference on the crazy other one. My protector. A sweet little gnome of a man whom I loved with all my heart although I wasn’t sure who was currently inhabiting his body.

				I needed to speak to his caretaker Sylvie again about her going to bed earlier so she could be with him when he woke at 4:30. Weeknights, she stayed up until midnight watching a TV show in which a medium communicated with the spirits of the departed. Then she was so socked in sleep she didn’t hear my father prowling the house in Alzheimeric zigzags before dawn. We’d had this conversation before, Sylvie and I. She made promises, but the lure of the dead was stronger than the big bucks I paid her to look after the living.

				I would not put him in a nursing home.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Chapter 3

				I’d been hoping, but by Sunday Harry hadn’t called.

				“Well you can’t just sit there moping over an imaginary lover,” Kat said, hovering over my paper-strewn desk like a seagull over a landfill.

				“Believe me, this look of desperation you see has nothing to do with Harry Galligan,” I said as I shuffled through grant application forms.

				“Those proposals can wait.” Kat tugged them from my hand. “You need to take a break.”

				“Yeah, well the patients can’t wait,” I sighed. “When I think of these women falling through the cracks, it’s just terrifying. STDs are going untreated. Cancers aren’t being diagnosed. Women are going to die needlessly.”

				On mostly my own time, with grant money and some donations I’d scrounged up, I’d operated the Women’s Free Clinic in West Baltimore for seven years. Then the previous spring, the Clinic had come to a grinding halt when its funding dried up. For two months, I’d pumped my personal savings into the project. But it took on water faster than I could bail it out and in June, it sunk. Now hundreds of women from the poor, mostly black Baltimore neighborhood it served were without basic GYN care because they were uninsured or underinsured and couldn’t afford to see a doctor. I was determined to find the money to start it up again.

				“How many grant applications have you sent out?” Kat asked.

				“I’m working on the eleventh. So far, I’ve heard from seven. Out of those, six declines. One foundation managed to spare $2,000. That won’t even buy surgical gloves.” I sunk my head in my hands.

				Kat peeled my fingers from my forehead one by one. “Enough for today. You’re drowning in black and white. You need color, people, something to lift your spirits. Come with me to the exhibit opening. I promise it will be fun. And don’t you want to be able to discuss contemporary sculpture when you go out with someone who knows about art?”

				“Please, I have no prospects of going out with someone who wears his baseball cap backwards.”

				“Exactly. No prospects. Time to go prospecting,” Kat said.

				So I gave in.

				But an hour later I really wished I hadn’t because as Kat and I made our altogether innocent way across the gallery floor, from behind a sculpture labeled “Sleeping Python” constructed of knives, forks, and ladles, my ex-husband Stan appeared with (they were actually holding hands) Brad, the decorator, who would have been the other woman had he been a woman. Both wore jeans. Stan had lost weight and he’d tucked in his black T-shirt to show off his Scarlet O’Hara waist. His jeans were varnished on, so tight you saw every lump and bump. He’d worn Levi’s casual cut when we were married. With a dress belt.

				Brad spotted me first and nudged Stan who nodded.

				“Move it,” I hissed at Kat, who did a little bewildered two-step in the wrong direction. 

				Too late. “Ladies,” Stan said as they oozed over. “Enjoying the show?”

				“Interesting,” I said. “Seminal. Highly original.” I glanced down at my program while Kat presented a frozen half smile. She’d disliked Stan even in his heyday. When we were in college, he used to call her Hippie Dippy Katie and Lucy Liberal, and she once threw a plate of waffles at his head. He’d been doing an imitation of Jane Fonda making a pro-Cong speech, a nasty takeoff in falsetto with a hand on his hip. We should have known.

				“Oh, I can’t stand it,” Brad said, eyeing a metal fish sculpture. “The halibut. He’s done it with spoons for scales. It’s perfect, Stan. If it’s under a thou, I’m buying it for the store.” With Stan’s financial backing, Brad had opened a gourmet shop in Rehoboth not far from the beach house. Preciously named The Cook’s Tour, it carried imported foods and overpriced kitchen tools. “Visualize it in the spot right next to the counter where the light pours in.” He marched off.

				“I like your new hair, Kat. It’s very becoming,” Stan said.

				I looked at Kat. He was right. It was different. She’d colored out the gray and trimmed it a little so it just dusted her shoulders. Subtle changes I’d missed. I was suddenly overwhelmed and angry all over again at the unfairness of it all. He noticed hairstyles now, Stan the Insensitive, Insentient. Back in the marriage, I could have dyed my hair purple and shaved it into a mohawk and he wouldn’t have raised an eyebrow. Drew told me the last time his father visited, he’d brought photo albums and wept reminiscing about the twins’ birth. How moving it had been. The highlight of his life. This from a man who when I’d gone into labor asked me if I could hold off a half hour; he had an editorial meeting at four.

				For our sons’ sake, I try to maintain a civil relationship with my ex-husband, and that afternoon we managed a few minutes of careful chat about the boys. Just as I was ready to jump out of my skin, Stan drifted back to Brad. I heard them laugh, which in my paranoid state, I decided was directed at me. At my fat ass specifically. Which I knew, intellectually, was as small and hard as a stale biscuit. But my reaction was not intellectual. It was two feet south of my brain, tearing at my heart. Then they moved together to stand hip to hip, shoulder to shoulder, their bronze and blonde highlighted heads almost fusing, sharing the program as if it were a prayer book. Brad slipped his free hand into Stan’s back pocket. I wanted to die or to kill. Take your pick.

				“You okay?” Kat asked.

				I wheeled on her. “What the hell did you do to your hair?” Lots of misplaced hostility. She looked at me with sympathetic eyes, which is why she has been my friend since college.

				“I decided Fleur is right. It’s been nearly two years since Ethan’s accident. I can’t go poking around in widow’s weeds for the rest of my life. Dyeing my hair seemed to be a good statement, to me if to no one else. You know, ‘Look at me. I’m not an old lady with gray hair. I’m an old lady with black hair. And I’m back in circulation.’ Do you think this sends the message that I’m available?”

				This was interesting enough to distract me from Stan and Brad, now yakking it up with the sculptor of this culinary menagerie—the guy whose face was on the front of the program.

				“You’re not old,” I said reflexively. “And yes it sends the message. You’re radiating availability. Men are going to drop like flies.” Suddenly, a wave of vertigo washed over me, the kind that swamps you when you’re losing your bearings. It was disorienting that Kat of all people was paying attention to her appearance, trawling for men. And Stan had exploded out of the closet with Brad. Was I the only one stuck in the muck of my old life? “You look great, I’m just surprised. You haven’t messed with your hair for years.”

				“I dyed my hair because I was so fucking cold,” she said. And when she told the story, it made sense. She’d been out Friday night as the fifth wheel with two other couples. They’d gone to Ford’s Theater in D.C. and the air conditioning had been on full blast so that even the sweater she’d brought wasn’t enough. One of the women had whispered about how cold it was and her husband removed his jacket and draped it over her shoulders. Then the other husband had done the same. “And there was no one to drape me,” Kat said wistfully. “If Ethan were alive, I would have had a jacket. But I sat there shivering for two acts. Not just from cold either. I realized how goddamned alone I am. And decided to do something about it. The hair is a first step. What do you think?”

				I told her it was a brilliant first step. That I was proud of her. That the restored darkness brought out the violet of her eyes.

				“Not violet. Periwinkle.” It was the sculptor, Lee Bagdasarian, who’d come up behind us. “Eloquent eyes.” He was young. Younger, anyway. Early forties. Interesting slash handsome. Roman gladiator nose and a cowlick of glossy hair I wanted to lovingly smooth.

				“Eloquent show,” Kat fired back. “I really like your work.” He made a modest demi dip and smiled at both of us. “You’re Gwyn and you’re Kat.” And then the eyes veered off me. For good.

				“Stan Berke tells me you’re a fiber artist,” he said to Kat. “That you showed at the Clayton.” They talked weaving for ten minutes while I hung around like a potholder to avoid the Stan and Brad Show. Kat told Lee how she especially admired his hippopotamus made of colanders, strainers, and cheese slicers.

				“Have you seen the plate-ypus?” he asked her. Just her. “He’s got a lot of style, this guy. Come on, I’ll show you.” She lifted an eyebrow at me. I inched a tiny nod of approval, like a mom sending her daughter off to the prom. He steered her with a hand on her back. Very intimate for a new friend.

				And that is how Kat met Lee on the day she sent out her first signal and why I slogged home by myself through the wet streets of Baltimore.

				***

				I live eight floors up in Waterview, a condominium building in downtown Baltimore. Stan and I moved here after the boys left for college. It was perfect for the two of us. Light-filled and low-maintenance, it has a huge living room window that sweeps over a panorama of the Harbor. I always close the curtains before I leave the apartment just so I can open them to the magnificent view when I return. The dazzling sunsets make my eyes water with pleasure. Even on that rainy August Sunday, just beyond my terrace, gulls lifted into an opalescent sky. So calming. Like a Japanese painting. I watched for a few minutes before turning to the winking red light of my answering machine.

				Message 1. Sylvie, my dad’s companion. No hello. She barreled right into “Your father thinks he’s back in Norway. He thinks he’s seven years old and I’m his sister Margrit. He’s been pulling my hair all day. We need to talk, Dr. Berke.”

				Message 2. Dan Rosetti, my father’s geriatrician, telling me Dad’s newest symptom, leg cramps, might be a side effect of his Alzheimer’s medication. “Let’s cut him down from ten milligrams to five and watch him.”

				Dan was my age, a Yale grad, up on the latest advances, but at heart a physician of the old school, caring and hands-on. Literally. In the office, he’d hold my father’s bony hand or wind an arm around his fragile shoulders while talking with him in his gentle, soothing baritone.

				“If we get more agitation going down to five mgs, then we’ll have to tweak,” Dan continued. I sighed. My father was pulling Sylvie’s hair, the first sign of dementia-related aggression, and we were reducing his meds. No wonder I felt we were teetering on a tightrope.

				“I also want to start him on something new, ArCog. The studies look promising. Just keep an eye out for muscle weakness.”

				A tightrope without a net.

				Message 3. Just what I needed, the nasal drone of Summer Greenfield Ellicott, Kat’s married daughter, making a surprise, unwelcome appearance in my kitchen.

				“Gwyneth, I’m looking for my mother,” Summer drawled in that grating whine she’d found at two and perfected over the next twenty-five years. “Tim has come down with a stomach bug and I need her to stop at the Rite Aid and pick up a prescription.” She inhaled an exasperated breath. “If she’d only get a cell phone. Anyway, if you connect with her, have her call me.” Click. God forbid a please or thank you.

				Poor Kat. I didn’t blame her for pleading a technology phobia and refusing to carry a cell phone. She’d be at the beck and call of Summer and her husband, Tim the Dim, 24/7.

				Message 4. My son Drew just to catch up.

				Message 5. My friend Fleur asking when I saw the plastic surgeon would I please find out if he liposuctioned double chins.

				Message 6. My service. Which was unusual since one of our junior associates, Bethany McGowan, was covering that weekend. I returned the call to my patient Freesia Odum, dispensed soothing advice, and squeezed her in for an emergency appointment. Since the Free Clinic’s closing, Ms. Odum took two buses to get to my office. She had no health insurance. I saw her gratis to the increasing irritation of my partners in the practice and the outright hostility of the hired help, the younger docs. Especially Bethany, who had a sharp tongue and no respect for her seniors. Especially me.

				I wondered if Neil Potak had told her I was the one who tried to blackball her at the new-hire conference.

				I should have stuck to my guns.

				***

				On Thursday, I kept my appointment with Hank Fischman. I hadn’t seen Hank since we’d done a pediatrics rotation together at Hopkins. He’d been handsome then and he still looked good. Better maybe, with the Antigua vacation tan and the silver sideburns. His skin was smooth, which could have been an advertisement for his partner’s skills or just proof of the natural male aging advantage.

				Hank examined my face under the ultraviolet light. He tugged the skin under my chin. Took a digital portrait. Then he escorted me out of the exam room to his office and motioned me to a chair across from him.

				“So, how long have you been divorced?”

				I raised my eyebrows, then quickly lowered them before my surprise dug three new crevices in my forehead. “Actually divorced? Final papers? Seven months. I didn’t know you kept up.”

				“I don’t. Call it educated guesswork. You do it all the time with your patients, I’m sure.” He steepled his fingers, a major doctor gesture. “It’s my experience that women who have recently been divorced or widowed and who are ready to get back into the social swim come to me for a lift. It’s more than surgical, of course. It’s emotional. They think they’re in competition with thirty-year-olds and they want a fighting chance.”

				“Can you blame us?” I quickly corrected myself. “Them?”

				“No, of course not. What they don’t realize is it doesn’t work that way. Men who are interested in thirty-year-olds aren’t interested in fifty-year-olds looking thirty. They want the real deal. It’s more than just physical. It’s all wound up with mortality.”

				“You did Elaine Markowitz. She doesn’t look thirty.”

				“Elaine needed it for her work. The young fry were nibbling at her sales. And she’s been divorced seven years. One year is my absolute minimum. You need to get the emotional stuff worked out first so your expectation for the surgery is realistic. I’m not saying that if you want it badly enough, you won’t find a surgeon to take your money. But your skin is entirely age appropriate. You have very nice fifty-year-old skin. Would a lift help? Sure. It would refresh your look. Come back to me in a year or two.”

				“Okay,” I agreed with an eagerness that surprised me. Up to that moment, I’d thought I wanted the surgery.

				“You could use a little help around the eyes, though. The left one is a drooper. Droopy lids make you look tired. Blepharoplasty is an outpatient procedure these days. You’d be surprised what getting rid of that sag and that pocket of fat can do to improve your appearance. Here’s a brochure.” He pushed over a pamphlet featuring on its cover a gorgeous female who appeared to be a college freshman. The headline, in twenty-point boldface type, read, “Look Younger, Sexier, and More Competitive.”

				“I’ll think about it.” I heard myself sighing.

				As I got up to leave, I made departing patient chatter à la Elaine Markowitz. From the gallery of personal photos lined up behind him, one especially caught my eye. Hank with a darling toddler in his lap. “Your granddaughter’s adorable,” I said. “They’re so cute at that age.”

				He swiveled. “Ah, my pumpkin Carolyn. Yeah, she’s cute but a handful. Actually, Carolyn’s my daughter. That’s her mother. Tiffany.” He pointed to the largest frame. Within its gold borders, a stunning brunette smiled a perfect “I have everything” smile. The absolutely straight teeth had not yet begun to shift back into their pre-orthodontic positions. She was, stretching it, thirty-five.

				“Lovely,” I murmured, wondering if my wince would etch a new line. I couldn’t help myself; I said, “I remember Linda. Laura? From back at Hopkins.”

				“Lisa. She went into dermatology. Damn fine physician. We divorced a few years ago.” He smiled sheepishly. “You know. You grow apart.”

				“And Lisa, did she remarry?”

				“Still at liberty.”

				Of course.

				He moved behind me as I bent to pick up my handbag. He tapped my chart against my shoulder. “No charge for the visit,” he said. “Professional courtesy.”

				I should charge you, I thought, for pain and suffering. For making me even more self-conscious about my drooper, for introducing me to the beauteous young Tiffany, every menopausal woman’s nightmare. “Well, you just stop by and I’ll be glad to return the favor,” I said. He gave me a quizzical look, then the lightbulb zapped on and he laughed.

				“Same old Gwyn,” he said. “Still the comedian.”

				Years ago, when we were doing that pediatric rotation together, Hank dressed me down for wearing a hat shaped like a duck to make the kids laugh before I stuck them. Quack, quack, jab. This was the seventies when such behavior was considered unprofessional.

				“You’re a doctor,” he’d scolded. “They need to trust you. If they laugh at you, how can they trust you?”

				“Since when are trust and laughter incompatible?” Or pain and laughter.

				“All right, Gwyn,” he said now, his hand on the door. “Call me if you want to do the eyes. Otherwise, here’s the prescription: stay out of the sun, drink lots of water, and eat salmon. There’s some very interesting research going on with fish oils and skin elasticity. And don’t work too hard at it. Your skin is fine. You’re a good-looking woman. Some nice man would be lucky to have you.”

				“You don’t happen to have his name, do you?”

				Hank laughed uncomfortably. He never had known when I was kidding.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Chapter 4

				When I opened the door to Waterview’s first floor workout room the following Saturday, I saw Fleur Caldwaller Talbot, all 275 luscious pounds of her, on the treadmill. Not sitting on its rubber tread finishing off a pint of Ben & Jerry’s Karamel Sutra. Not hanging her hot tub towel on its handlebars. Not stretched along its length, her head pillow-propped, watching HBO on the wall-mounted TV because she was too cheap to subscribe.

				Our Lady of Perpetual Languishing was walking a treadmill that was rolling at 1.9 miles per hour as ’70s soft rock pumped through the ceiling’s speakers.

				“Well, now I’ve seen everything. This must be what they mean when they say when donkeys fly. Donkeys are honest-to-god flying.”

				“And...assholes...are honest to...puff...god...running their mouth.”

				I could hardly keep a straight face. Fleur was wearing sweatpants and a T-shirt inscribed “Born to Triathlon,” a sweatband holding her chestnut hair off her damp, pink forehead, a small towel draped around her neck, and the wild-eyed look of a hamster on an exercise wheel gone haywire.

				“Well, I’m very impressed. But sweating to the oldies isn’t exactly your thing, Fleurie. You want to tell me what this is about?”

				She reached into the basket hooked to the treadmill, withdrew a folded section of newspaper, and tossed it at me. “Make yourself useful. Read,” she commanded. “Aloud. So I’ll really hear it and can close this fucking chapter in my life once and for all.”

				I sat down on a bench and read. “Bambi and Jack Bloomberg of Baltimore City—oh, Jesus—are proud to announce the birth of their son Mason Saul, August 23, Sinai Hospital, seven pounds four ounces, twenty inches long. Ah, Fleurie.” I halted. It was just too painful. Around the same time he started to collect social security, Jack Bloomberg, Fleur’s boyfriend of fourteen years, left her for a thirty-four-year-old Hooters waitress. Now, eleven months later, he was a daddy.

				“Go on, dammit.” Fleur said, and I heard tears behind the voice. Fleur? Tears? Extraordinary for a Baltimore Talbot whose family crest reads Nunquam Demonstrate Dolorem: Never Show ’em It Hurts.

				“Mason Saul is named in loving memory of his late grandmother Minnie Selma. Paternal grandfather is the late Louis Irving Bloomberg. Maternal grandparents are Lucille and Duane Tuttle of Lusby, West Virginia.” I dropped the paper on the bench. “You didn’t know she was pregnant, right? You must have almost passed out when you came across this.”

				“I didn’t. Quincy did,” Fleur said, swiping her nose as the treadmill slowed to a halt. “He brought it in to me. He wanted me to see it. He said, and I quote,” Fleur swung into her shop manager’s effeminate yet earthy singsong, “‘Woman, you need to know that Jack Bloomberg’s new life is signed, sealed, and dee-livered and you’d better get your shit together and get yourself one of your own because it’s getting a little late to be a big-assed, purple-dressed bridesmaid and never a bride.’” She scowled on the emphasis. Her never-married status was a sore point with her.

				I broke into a laugh. “You really do have him down pat.”

				“Yeah, well he said to tell you that in regards to getting a life, the same goes for y’all.”

				I stopped laughing.

				***

				Fifteen minutes later Fleur was out of the shower, into a robe, and toweling her hair. “The thing is,” she resumed, “I decided Quincy had a point about getting a life. Actually, I’ve got most of what I want, but there’s still a piece missing. With luck, it’s not too late to find it. At least according to that study of yours, there are women out there getting laid and more at our age.” She ran a comb through her hair. “I want the more part.” She watched my eyes widen with surprise. “What’s the big deal? I just want to get married.”

				Her reasons, she assured me, didn’t have all that much to do with Bambi and Jack. Though marrying well might make a pretty piece of revenge. Down deep, she just wanted what Kat and I had, even if we didn’t have it anymore. Someone to put her first, to walk hand-in-hand with her into the sunset.

				Fleur reminded me she’d always thought she’d get married. She had a hope chest as a teenager and a boyfriend in college but he went off to drop bombs in the Mekong and when he returned home, he brought a Vietnamese wife with him. Fleur was just about over that when the women’s movement made marriage unfashionable, and she got distracted with grad school and building the business.

				“By the time I looked up from my desk, my waist was gone and my Aunt Ellen’s wedding dress wouldn’t have fit me anyway even if the best men hadn’t been snapped up in the first round. I felt lucky to find Jack. You know I loved him. I was pretty sure he loved me, at least for the first ten years. But I guess he loved his mother more and then when Minnie died, he was free to do what would have killed the old biddy: marry a thirty-four-year-old gum-chewing hottie whose hillbilly family thought Jews had horns.”

				“Jack’s in the past, baby.”

				“I’m only using him as an example of someone who got what he wanted. So now it’s my turn. But I figure no one’s going to hand it to me, right? I’ve gotta make it happen. So I came up with The Plan.”

				“A plan?”

				“Yes, Gwyneth. To get myself married.” I must have looked dubious, because she said, “Why not? I have an MBA from Wharton. How hard can it be?”

				Fleur was something of a business genius. Her family was old Baltimore money and she could have spent her time on volunteer boards and the ladies-who-lunch circuit. But she put together Madame Max and made it the most profitable plus-size apparel shop in the Mid-Atlantic. Charm City magazine named her one of its “Best and Brightest.”

				“And it’s not a plan,” she corrected. “It’s The Plan.” She climbed on the scale, peered at the numbers, groaned, and stepped off. “Which in my case means losing seventy-five pounds to even get me in the running. Beginning with the treadmill. Fifteen minutes a day for a start. And as of Thursday noon, I am officially on a diet. Yesterday I had yogurt for lunch and a Lean Cuisine for dinner. Total: four hundred and eighty calories and nine grams of fat. This morning for breakfast I ate Kashi, which tries to pass for cereal but really is an indigestible paper product and should be stocked in the aisle with the Charmin. The worst is I’ve given up regular Coke for Diet. Ugh! It tastes like it’s processed in Chernobyl and whatever they sweeten it with gives me gas.”

				“You and I have talked about dieting before. I’m all for your losing weight for the right reasons and in the right way but this crash dieting doesn’t work and it’s—”

				“Speaking of crash, do you know you can be a crashing bore? Let me tell you, it’s unwise to lecture a woman who has given up chocolate. She will chew you up and swallow you for lack of something high in cocoa butter.”

				“Fine. Do it your way,” I said. “Not that I think you have to be thin to attract a man. There are millions of women out there who are overweight and married—”

				“To men they met when they were twenty and looked like Calista Flockhart.”

				“—and many women of our age who are pleasantly plump and attractive to men.”

				“I am not pleasantly plump. I am obese. I am also fifty-five years old, which is handicap enough. I need to have a fighting chance.” She grimaced as she pulled up fresh sweatpants.

				“You’re right. Good for you. And one of these days you’re going to land a combination of Wolf Blitzer and Zubin Mehta and live happily ever after in the Waterview penthouse with your own private manicurist.”

				“Zubin Mehta? You really are a nerd. I was thinking more of Jack Nicholson fused with maybe a sixty-year-old Johnny Depp and we live on his yacht off the coast of Cannes where I’m attended by young Greek cabin boys with perpetual hard-ons.”

				“Sounds reasonable to me,” I said.

				“You think I’m kidding but I’m serious. Come on upstairs and I’ll show you how serious. And if you’re real nice to me, I’ll put one together for you. Kat, too. No charge. Don’t shake your head, Gwyneth. Are you not single? Oh, sweetheart, you are the singlest. Stan has moved on. He’s got Brad. You’ve got zilch. It’s time for you, too.”

				“Nonono—”

				“Come on. You can’t tell me you don’t want to do it again. The love part, I mean,” Fleur said as she gave me a push into the back of the elevator. She pressed four.

				“Honestly, I’d be too scared to trust the love part. Look what it got me the first time around.” I winced at the memory.

				“It got you married for twenty-five years, two kids, and a beautiful life.”

				“Beautiful on the surface. But dig down and it was all a big lie. Thank you anyway, but my plate is full. God knows, I have enough on it with my father and trying to revive the Clinic. The boys call twice a week. And I have my work. I love my work.” There it was. My life. All wrapped up in a pretty package. So what if on lonely Saturday nights I felt that what it contained was a little dull. Dull was better than something sharp enough to carve your heart out.

				I sighed. “I’ll admit it might be nice to have someone to read the Sunday Times with. Catch a movie with. No commitment. Nobody’s heart on the line. But really, I’m good the way things are.”

				“Well, good isn’t good enough for me.” Fleur spun around at her condo door and twirled the key on its ring before inserting it into the lock. “Follow me and I’ll show you my key to the future, I’ll show you…” she shrugged her eyebrows à la Groucho, “The Plan.”

				***

				Fleur had crammed into her study a new four-drawer file cabinet containing hanging files with tabs that read “Internet,” “Personals,” “Matchmaker,” “Clubs and Interest Groups,” and “Networking” which she flourished as if she were displaying a diamond necklace.

				“My strategies. But that’s down the line. Everything begins with this.” She withdrew five stapled pages marked “Business Plan.” I leafed through, from Feasibility Study to Implementation Milestones, as she explained each component.

				“Right now I’m researching Internet dating. You know, like Lovingmatch.com.”

				Well, I didn’t know really. But I was willing to learn.

				On a purely theoretical basis, that is. It’s okay for you, Fleur, I thought. But me? Not on my dead Barnard-educated ass.

				Which was absurd. This was a brave new world. We needed to be brave new women.

				“All it takes is filling out a profile and a $40 member fee. Are you game?” Fleur stared at me hopefully as I paged through the downloaded application for Lovingmatch.com. My application for medical school had been less complicated, but then I was only trying to qualify for mastering endometrial surgery, not hooking up with some DWM who likes long walks on moonlit beaches and Barry Manilow concerts.

				“You want me to go on Lovingmatch.com?”

				“Well, pardon me if it’s beneath you,” Fleur responded, suddenly haughty and looking very much like that Gilbert Stuart portrait of her umpteenth-great-grandmother hanging over her sofa.

				“It’s not that. Look, if something comes along, I won’t turn it down. But I’m not going after it. That’s not my style.”

				Fleur’s eyes shot evil darts. “Your call. In any event,” she pulled up a folder thick with pages, “I know you’re exceedingly busy.” There was a tang to her tone that might have been sarcasm. “But in your spare time, on the toilet or whatever, I’d be really grateful if you’d review The Plan and tell me if I’ve left anything out. Make suggestions.”

				I was swamped with work. Chart reviews. Grant applications for the Clinic. But I nodded.

				“And will you at least come with me to GlamourGal Photo tomorrow?”

				Now that sounded like a hoot. “The one in the mall with the women all sexy, pouty, and peach-colored like a Playboy centerfold? Of course I’ll go with you. I’ll even call Kat to see if she wants to come.” I was eager to make amends, prove myself, be a friend.

				Anything but go on Lovingmatch.com.

				***

				An hour later, Ethan Greenfield’s voice answered Kat’s phone. She really needed to change that answering machine message. Ethan had made Kat a widow when he took the full force of ten tons of steel piping rolling off a flatbed truck in front of him on I-95. It was very disconcerting to hear his voice from the grave talk about being unavailable and promise to get back to me.

				“Have a peaceful day!” Ethan said genially. You too, Ethan, I thought. Wherever you are. And tell Kat to call me.

				When she did, I invited her to join us the next day for the photo session.

				“Sure. But if I’m a few minutes late, start without me.” Small pause. “I’m having brunch with Lee at 10:30. Four hours should be enough time to eat an omelette.”

				“Lee? Lee, the sculptor? The forty-year-old very good- looking sculptor?”

				“Well, he prefers to be called a construction artist,” Kat said. “And he’s forty-three.”

				I would not be diverted. “Katrina, you are having a certified date. Yay for you. But why brunch? Why didn’t he ask you out for tonight? He’s not married, is he? Married men don’t do Saturday night.”

				“He’s not married and he did ask me out for tonight. I told him I had other plans. I don’t really have any but it seemed so date-y, you know, Saturday night. I’m having second thoughts now that I’m actually on the brink. I’m not sure I’m ready for this dating business.”

				“Kat, Ethan’s been dead for a year and a half. If not now, when? Now listen, don’t order onion soup with the gooey cheese. And no fettuccini. You don’t want to battle fettuccini on a first date. And no sushi, promise me. Because you have to cram a whole piece into your mouth and it makes you look like a blowfish.”

				“It’s brunch, Gwyn. Do I have your approval for a mushroom omelette?”

				“Perfect.”

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Chapter 5

				That evening I attended a dinner party at the home of my accountant Lenny Shapiro and his wife Faith. Lenny and I go back thirty-three years, before his comb-over and my cellulite. Stan retained him when we were young and then, about the time he started sending back wine in restaurants, dumped him for some arrogant kid from a large Episcopalian accounting firm.

				After Stan dumped me, I rehired Lenny to oversee my assets. Our relationship had never been more than “sign on the dotted line, please,” though since my divorce maybe he’d added an extra dollop of gallantry for the poor maiden set adrift in the stormy sea of singlehood, but never anything sexual.

				So at the party, when Lenny started rubbing my back as he discussed the deteriorating situation in the Middle East and then when his hands slid below my waist to cop a quick feel of my behind, I mean, really, if all this was intended as a political statement, it whizzed by me.

				“Jesus, Lenny.” I spun on my heel to dislodge him and nearly crashed into Faith Shapiro who had popped in unexpectedly with a tray of miniature knishes and caught the tail end of the episode. She sent a withering look in her husband’s direction, gripped my shoulder with hands of steel, and steered me out of the living room.

				“How tall are you?” She stopped midway and backed off, assessing. I am a shiksa for goddsakes with a German mother of Wagnerian proportions.

				“Last time I was measured, five nine,” I said.

				“And I used to be five three. You’re five seven. But if you wear three-inch heels you’ll be five ten and that’ll be perfect. The guy I had in mind—”

				“What guy?” Were we in a new soap opera? I was still trying to figure out whether I was going to remove my assets from Lenny’s surveillance first thing Monday morning or wait until after tax season.

				“His name is Jeff Feldmacher. Not Jewish,” in a whisper. “A retired ballplayer with the Orioles, but very smart. Would I fix you up with a dummy?”

				“Are you fixing me up?”

				“That’s the idea.” And the light dawned. Get me hitched and I would no longer lure certified public accountants into acts of wild sexual abandon.

				“He’s very rich, an entrepreneur. I don’t know what business, but he does very well. Verrry well. Handsome. With hair. Also, he’s tall.”

				“Yeah, I figured. How tall?”

				“Six six, I think. So you’ll wear high heels and be up to his shoulder, which is nice. I’ll give him your number.” For which act of kindness, you are to keep your ass to yourself was the unspoken addendum. Sold.

				My first fix-up in months and the guy had hair. Not bad. For a start.

				***

				“I can’t go through with this,” Fleur muttered. It was Sunday afternoon and she had spectacularly fallen off the diet wagon at Giuseppe’s Gelato, a tool of the devil conveniently located in the center of the Harbor Mall. Over a triple dip of pistachio, hazelnut, and stracciatella, she gazed at me balefully. “I mean, this putting your picture on the Internet—it runs counter to everything I was brought up to believe. Ladies do not compete for men. Ladies do not put themselves on display. Ladies do not divulge their personal history to people they haven’t even met. Their innermost needs and desires. Ladies—”

				“Ladies went out with Bess Truman and white gloves,” I interrupted through my own satanic mouthful of rum raisin. “You cannot observe your grandmother’s niceties if you want to be successful with The Plan. We’re not talking hand-to-hand combat for the last man on earth. We’re talking tastefully admitting a select stratum of highly eligible men into the email version of your parlor.”

				“They must have gone really heavy on the rum in your gelato.” Fleur scraped the bottom of her paper cup with her plastic spoon. “But what the hell, it’s worth an afternoon, right?”

				Suddenly Kat appeared, shimmering like an angel in diaphanous gray silk and twinkling silver jewelry.

				“Well, you’re early,” I greeted her cheerfully. “How did you know where to find us?”

				“Just an educated guess,” she said, sinking into a plastic and chrome chair. “It was this or Sharper Image, and this involves calories.”

				“Get yourself a gelato and we’ll talk about your date.”

				“No gelato, thanks. I’m stuffed to the gills. Why was I so sure this guy was a vegetarian? There you go. Linear thinking. He is an artist, ergo he is a vegetarian. He had bacon and sausage with his cheese omelette.”

				“My kind of man,” Fleur said. “Lee the Sculptor.”

				“Please stop referring to him as Lee the Sculptor. You make him sound like Ivan the Terrible or Vlad the Impaler or—”

				“The date,” I prompted, licking my lips with anticipation. I was only dating vicariously these days.

				“I told you this was not a date. It was just two people interested in art talking about it. Besides, he’s much too young for me.”

				“An eleven-year difference. When you’re ninety-one, he’ll be eighty. No big deal.” I wasn’t going to allow Kat to lose steam over a mere chronological detail.

				“Oh please,” Kat grabbed my spoon and swiped a mound of rum raisin. “This person wasn’t alive when Frida Kahlo died. We are lifetimes apart.”

				“He’s probably dynamite in bed.”

				“He probably wants kids. He’s never had kids.”

				“Well, it’s not a biologic impossibility. There’s in vitro. Surrogate mothers. The science is rapidly advancing. Soon Medicare will be covering obstetrics.”

				“Don’t be absurd, I am not having kids at my age. I did it when I was supposed to. I wouldn’t even consider a long-term relationship with a man young enough to be my son.”

				“Only in West Virginia,” Fleur said.

				“And I will probably not go out with him again if he asks me.”

				All of us heard the probably, and two of us traded smiles.

				“Okay,” Fleur said, raising her enormous bulk to standing. She was glorious in full height. Like the Titanic before the iceberg hit. “Enough of your problems, Kat. My turn to make an ass of myself. Who wants to watch?”

				We all did.

				The receptionist at GlamourGal Photo was maybe seventeen years old and what my sons would have called “hot” in a skimpy halter top that should only be worn over young, sprightly boobs, a belly-button ring visible because her jeans were slung to her slim hips, and four-inch platforms upon which she rocked with apparent boredom.

				She and Fleur gave each other the once-over. Fleur said, “I have a two fifteen. Talbot. You’re going to make me beautiful, are you not?”

				The receptionist answered seriously, “Gavin’s good. He’ll do the best he can.”

				I watched Fleur’s shoulders sink.

				Gavin worked with her for more than an hour. He draped her like a Greek goddess in a swathe of champagne-colored satin revealing just a hint of cleavage, he turned up her collar to slenderize her neck, he brought out the red feather boa which Fleur snaked around her shoulders like Mae West (“I’m molting here”). He posed her head-on, three-quarters “to bring out your angles,” and from the back with her head twisted around for a come-hither look.

				He laid out the digital proofs for us to select from. “You look perfect. A little bit DAR, a little bit rock and roll. We’re going for seductive but not someone who looks as if she might eat her young.”

				Fleur examined the proofs with a scowl. “I look like a water buffalo with this fat hanging under my neck.”

				“Honey, forget your neck. With that smile, do you really think anyone will look at your neck?”

				Right on, Gavin. He managed to elicit a tighter version of the dazzling smile Fleur produced for the camera. Fleur chose three poses and handed over her Visa card to the receptionist who said robotically, “I hope you have enjoyed your GlamourGal Photo session. Would you like to apply for our GG Discount card that entitles you to five years of studio sittings at 10 percent off?”

				“No, I would not. I plan on becoming a nun in an order that prohibits photographs,” Fleur deadpanned.

				“A nun,” the girl said breathily. “My great-aunt is a nun. That is so cool.”

				Outside in the brighter lights of the mall, Fleur said, “I must have been crazy to think this was a good idea. There is no way in hell I’m going to put any one of those pictures on the Internet.”

				“But you have to,” Kat said. “People want to see what they’re getting into. Would you buy a pig in a poke?”

				I slid her a lacerating look. Kat is splendid with visual images, not quite as adroit with words.

				“Then I’m not going on. Forget the Internet. Forget The Plan. Fuck The Plan.”

				I’ve seen this sudden stalling out in patients before they’re wheeled into surgery. Second thoughts before undergoing the experience that might save their lives. “Fine, but if you don’t do the project, it will be the only thing being fucked. Think about it.”

				“Think about this.” Fleur shot an elegant, well-bred middle finger at me.

				The final word. For now.

			

		

	


End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OEBPS/images/titlepage_opt.jpeg
tny Jfavopite midlfe cpisie
(get)

Toby Devers





OEBPS/images/TobyDevens_opt.jpeg





OEBPS/images/back_blank_opt.jpeg
CW/uAT TO DO WHEN YOU FIND OUT
THAT YOUR HUSBAND IS IN LOVE WITH

YOUR INTERIOR DECORATOR, BRAD RYctety fuun
(on, A Wt oo Claotla), Lo
* Get divorced (hisis a must) -Blasbeth A,
* Quickly discover a lifetime supply of humor o Thi i

(@bis il ko belp with your chldren and your

mentally deteiorating futher)
« Stop sulking, show a it spirit and start “Desens novel

is rally sbout women

anew life plan (also a must) successfulin life in friends

* Rcruit your o vry dar, newly single  andinth chon s,
rling whath el ipars
friends to help you with it e s
« Have aromanic afiethat blows yourmind  Wonderulchrscters ke
« Don't look back, and enjoy the ride! el ions
+ et fead”
" BOOKLIST

“A delcious
concoction of
delightfl charscters
for whom the bestrevenge
proving tha a woman's
iddle s can be rich, ripe

o e o and ikl oy G
and faceifs, a her unique —Chasic West, Toby Devens has created
progons g P o ooy ek v o vy

e ; 15 omen chamsctes a4

Werren Mytrs

—Ben Mearich, NI Tones Tove to have 3 friends”

Besecling sthor —Rebecen York, USA Tday
of Butig Vg Beseeling ahor of
ka3 h Mo

This is Toby Desens’debut novl. Her poctry shor ition and
aticles have appeared in Reader’s Diget, Fomily Cire, McCalls
and Parents magazine, among others. The inspiration for My
Fanorite Mllfe Cris () emerged from her most recen sojourn
intosinglchood. She curendly lives i a Marylnd suburb alfway
between Balimore and Washington, D.C.





OEBPS/images/frontcover_opt.jpeg
ny favopite midlife cpisis (yet)

“Toby Devens





