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      I dedicate this book to women with cancer,
 those who lost the battle,
 those who won,
 and those who continue to fight.


   

      Good health and good sense are two of life’s
 greatest blessings.


      —Publius Syrus (42 B.C.)
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      Prologue


      There I was in pre-op, awaiting my surgery. The makeup and hair team had done their usual best, natural and contemporary. The

         60 Minutes camera crew had created a surprisingly flattering light. Lesley Stahl was witty and sympathetic as we chatted about The Nanny, my career, and the projects I’d be working on next. After I recovered from surgery, of course.

      


      As they began to put away their equipment, my dear friend Nicole Kidman stopped by to offer encouragement. Kissing me on the

         forehead, she slyly tucked a film treatment under my pillow. It was titled Best Friends, and she had her heart set on my costarring. What a doll! The project probably wouldn’t ever happen, but just the fact that

         she’d thought of me meant so much.

      


      While the orderly began to wheel me to the O.R. I thought, He’s not coming. But then the hallway’s double doors burst open and I heard the words, “Stop! Wait!”


      “Brad, you came. You’re so sweet,” I said, noticing the stir Brad Pitt’s presence was creating among the nurses. “I can’t

         believe you came.”

      


      “Of course I came. You’re having surgery, for God’s sake,” he responded, then kissed me softly on the lips. Wow, that was

         a first. And not bad, either.

      


      “But what about Jennifer?” I asked, feeling like the other woman, more than a little embarrassed that this conversation was

         happening in public.

      


      “That was a mistake, Fran,” he replied. Then, leaning over, he whispered in my ear, “I love you.”


      “Oh, Brad, are you sure? Do you realize I have cancer?” I asked.


      Fearlessly and eloquently, he responded, “Cancer schmancer!”


      Boy, if only life were like the movies . . . .


      The reality of the situation was quite different. Worried Jews (my family) were everywhere, crying, commiserating, and gorging

         themselves on Belgian chocolates. The nurse stuck stupid-looking blue hospital booties on my feet, which made me look like

         an oversize Smurf.

      


      The orderly kept knocking my gurney around corners and through doorways like a drunk trying to drive through an obstacle course.

         There were no celebrities, no Lesley Stahl, and no cameras. In fact, in a vain attempt to keep my condition secret from the

         press, a towel had been placed over my face so I wouldn’t be recognized. I was half comatose from the heavy sedation and wore

         a dopey grin on my face as drool dripped from my mouth. Definitely not the movies, but my life and welcome to it!

      


      I thought of Donna, my dear old friend whom I’d met years ago on the film Dr. Detroit. She once took two days to tell her mom about a death in the family. I told her I couldn’t believe how long she’d sat on the

         news. “Why?” she asked. “How would you have done it?”

      


      Was she kiddin’ me, or what? “With my family, if I walked into the room and said, ‘Ma, I have something to tell you,’ she

         would have screamed, ‘Who died?’ and in ten minutes half of Queens would have known.” For me, life is loud, hearty, and full

         to the brim. Whatever I do, I do with gusto.

      


      I was a chubby kid from Queens raised in a humble home by working-class parents. Somewhere along the line I moved to California,

         married my high-school sweetheart, got raped, became a famous TV star, divorced my high-school sweetheart, confronted my fears,

         lost the TV show, fell in love again, and got cancer. Whew! Whose life is that, anyway? I still can’t believe it’s mine. I

         didn’t know I was going to write a book about the last couple of years, but this bout with cancer changed everything so profoundly

         I felt compelled to share my experience. I mean, if my last book—Enter Whining—was Star Wars, this, my friend, is The Empire Strikes Back.


      Simply put, don’t let what happened to me happen to you! I’m not a doctor (and no, I’ve never played one on TV, either), nor

         do I claim to have all the answers, but I do think you can learn from my experience.

      


      Over a two-year period I saw seven different doctors in search of a diagnosis for my symptoms. I fell through the cracks every

         step of the way. It didn’t matter that I was the Nanny and everyone loved the show. I didn’t know what to ask for, and I wasn’t

         offered all available tests that could have diagnosed me. So for two years I walked around with a progressively worsening

         cancer and none of these doctors, not one, offered me the simple test that ultimately detected it. Maybe they thought I was too young. Too young for uterine cancer,

         but just ripe for a perimenopausal hormone imbalance. Please, I could not accept I was beginning my menopause at the very

         moment I was single and entering my sexual peak! No way. And thank God I didn’t, because nothing could have been further from

         the truth.

      


      We need to educate ourselves about our bodies. Women need to understand gynecological cancers and the tests that can help

         detect them. We should know what’s out there. We should hear our options. We should be in control. Once you wake up and smell

         the coffee, it’s hard to go back to sleep! Let me sound the alarm. Since it’s not my intention to point fingers at individual

         doctors, I don’t name the names of those physicians I went to along the way. They’re no different, no better, no worse, than

         the doctors you may encounter in your neck of the woods. It’s not about them, it’s about you. Us. We’re the ones who must change, if we ever expect there to be change. We have to take control of the situation, become educated consumers, network among ourselves, and gain information

         and insight into getting diagnosed and getting treatment. Someone gimme a podium!

      


      I’ve tried to be as honest as I can. Even my editor said, “Fran, I don’t think we need to go into such detail about the change

         in your stool.” Nu? I share my struggles, my pain, the knowledge I’ve gained, and the relationship I have with my boyfriend, who stood by me

         through it all.

      


      If what follows impresses just one thing on you, I hope it’s to never be passive when it comes to your health. Open a mouth!

         Assume that doctors, being human, are fallible, and remember that nobody knows your body as well as you do. Don’t be an ostrich,

         either. A problem doesn’t go away simply because you choose to ignore it. I promise you, the day will come when you can ignore

         it no more. And that’s when the shit hits the fan. Trust me, early detection is crucial.

      


      Although getting cancer was probably the worst thing that’s ever happened to me (did I say “probably”?), there have been so

         many wonderful silver linings, too. Often, the truly great and valuable lessons we learn in life are learned through pain.

         That’s why they call it “growing pains.” It’s all about yin and yang. And that’s not something you order off column A at your

         local Chinese restaurant. They’re the positives and negatives of life. One doesn’t exist without the other. How you experience

         your pain, what you learn from it, and how you live through it—that’s what makes all the difference.

      


      This book is a celebration of life as much as anything. The joy and laughter I experienced with my family and friends, even

         during the worst of times, are the feelings I hope to leave you with. I definitely know more about women’s medicine than I

         did before the cancer, but most important, I know my loved ones better, and I know how to live life more completely. That’s

         my real triumph.

      


   

      A Diagnosis


      June 12, 2000


      It seemed like any other day, but it wasn’t. I was getting dressed to work out. Leesa, my exercise instructor, was already

         upstairs waiting for me. My housekeepers, Ramon and Angelica, a dear couple from Guadalajara who have worked in my home for

         years, were cleaning in the kitchen. My dog, Chester, was asleep on the bed. Then the phone rang. It was my gynecolo-gist

         calling.

      


      “Oh, hi,” I said cheerfully.


      “I got the results back from your tests. . . .”


      “Yes?”


      “I thought we should talk in my office, but then I figured calling would be easier than having you drive in and then having

         to drive home again,” she rambled. I honestly didn’t realize what she was getting at.

      


      “It’s okay,” I told her, thinking I didn’t want to drive in just to talk, either.


      Then she said it. “You have adenocarcinoma. I’m very surprised myself.”


      “What’s that?” I asked, still not really understanding.


      “Uterine cancer.”


      I immediately burst into tears. She was saying I had cancer. Me. I got so scared. In that instant, my whole world came crashing down.

      


      I’m going to die. This is it. My legs got so weak I dropped onto the bed. I don’t want to die. I don’t want to be alone. But I was alone with the phone to my ear. This isn’t me. There must be some mistake. But it was me she was telling this to. Me, me, and only me. They were my tests that showed these results. My body’s turned on me. It’s trying to destroy me. Dear God, why? What did I do? Did I do something to deserve this?


      Through my fears and tears the doctor got my attention. “Fran, it’s in a very early stage. And uterine cancer is very slow

         growing and much less invasive than other women’s cancers.” As she spoke, I wrote everything down.

      


      Nothing seemed to be working in my brain. I couldn’t think, couldn’t cognize this horror. I didn’t know what to do. I began

         to panic. On The Nanny, whenever the shit hit the fan I’d wait a beat and then say, “Okay, here’s what we’re gonna do,” and a whole plan would unfold.

         People would come to me for answers. But right in that moment I had no answers, no plan, no experience.

      


      I was lost, like when I was a little kid and got lost in a crowd on a busy street. I didn’t know where I was or how I’d get

         home. I couldn’t find my parents. I was frightened, so very frightened. Sitting there, I was that little girl all over again.

      


      “What happens now?” I asked.


      “You’ll need surgery, at least a partial hysterectomy,” she answered. A hyster-WHAT? Growing up, my mom talked about relatives who’d had that surgery, and she said they were never the same after. That’s what

         was always said: “She was never the same.”

      


      Oh my God, I don’t want to become some kind of a freak. Will I still feel like a woman? Who will love me? Will anybody love

            me? A flood of questions ran through my head, but what came out were deep, guttural sobs.

      


      “They may be able to save your ovaries. I don’t know, that’s up to the surgeon, so I’ve made you an appointment with a specialist.

         She’s on the board at Cedars, considered one of the best nationwide, and she’s very compassionate.”

      


      My hand was shaking as I tried to write everything down. “When?” I asked.


      “Friday. That’s when she sees new patients.”


      This is only Monday, what do I do between now and then?


      Just the week before, my mother had undergone a D&C for a polyp in her uterus and she was fine. No cancer, no hysterectomy,

         just a few snips on a benign growth as an outpatient and boom, good as new. That’s what I’d been expecting, too. But she’d

         passed her test and I’d failed mine.

      


      I have cancer? This doesn’t make sense. I’m the strong one, the healthy one. Good peasant stock, that’s what I’m made of! I took down the surgeon’s number and address. She was in the cancer center at Cedars. Cancer center? Where all those really sick people go?


      I suddenly thought about Peter, my ex-husband. The man I’d been with since I was fifteen. For more than half my life we were

         together. Husband and wife, coworkers, codependent friends. Until recently. Just recently when it all came apart, ending in

         a divorce. All those years, we’d trudged through thick and thin.

      


      I remembered his parents, Pat and Eddie, both brought down in the prime of their lives by lung cancer. How they both went

         through chemo and radiation treatment. How they both suffered as their bodies slowly wasted away before they finally died.

         I don’t want to go that way. Dear God, I never want to go that way.


      The doctor said to call her if I needed anything. “Even if it’s just for a hug,” she added.


      I thanked her, but I’m not sure why. Only a week earlier she’d assured me I didn’t have cancer. She’d sat in her office and

         said, “Fran, you do not have cancer.” Those were her exact words, and now all she could say to me was, “I’m very surprised”?

      


      I hung up the phone feeling queasy. My stomach was in knots. If I’d eaten breakfast I’m sure I’d have vomited right then.

         This was misery of Gothic proportions. That one call became the marker by which my entire life would be divided in two. Before

         cancer and after.

      


   

      In the Beginning


      October 1997


      I think I need to start at the beginning of my whole health crisis and catch you up to the day I finally got diagnosed. I say

         “finally” because it took forever—more than two years and eight doctors—before one of them decided to give me a D&C, which

         stands for “dilatation and curettage,” whatever the hell that is. Basically, it’s when they scrape tissue from the uterus

         for biopsy. In the end, this was the only test I needed to find my cancer. Because I was atypical for contracting uterine

         cancer, at each turn in the road I kept being steered in the wrong direction.

      


      Just when my life had moved into a new place, I began to experience symptoms. When I say “moved into a new place,” I mean

         a place without Peter, my childhood sweetheart and husband for almost twenty years.

      


      One of the hardest things, if not the hardest thing, I’ve ever done was leaving that man. For me it was like walking through fire, because I was never one to leave

         anything. I had trouble parting with our old ’78 Buick, so leaving the person I’d been with since I was fifteen seemed impossible.

      


      We had a beautiful home, wonderful friends, and together had created our single greatest achievement to date, The Nanny. But I was miserable. When you achieve everything you’ve ever dreamed of or wanted, and you’re still unhappy, the time has

         come to stop looking without and start looking within. I’d agonized over this for years.

      


      We’d begun to fall apart after the night we became victims of a violent crime, years before. That night was the night that

         changed everything. Two men with guns broke into our home. They were brothers on a rampage. While one loaded our car with

         all our valuables, the other, who was out on parole, tied Peter up and raped both me and my girlfriend Judi, who had the misfortune

         of having joined us for dinner.

      


      I don’t think we truly realized the impact that experience had on us, but in fact we were never the same again. If we were

         insecure about being apart from each other before the attack, afterward we were riddled with fears, suffocated by codependency.

         We imprisoned ourselves in our home, put bars on the windows and doors, purchased an elaborate security system, and couldn’t

         make a move without looking over our shoulders. We lived with a heightened sense of danger all the time. We couldn’t sit in

         our yard without the alarm’s remote panic button. For years we continued to ignite fear in each other. I envied Judi, who

         got to leave the scene of the crime and live among normal people who weren’t scarred by what happened that night.

      


      I remember one afternoon we were taking a walk, in Beverly Hills no less, when a car pulled up alongside us to park. Peter

         grabbed my arm and we began racing in the opposite direction, imagining that these people were going to hold us up. And all

         they were doing was parking their car. Clearly, we were in trouble. And it was our marriage that paid the price.

      


      It wasn’t all bad, though. We had great times, happy times, and a deeply committed friendship. But marrying your high-school

         sweetheart, as romantic a notion as that sounds, is probably not the best idea. We were too young, too inexperienced with

         life, and underdeveloped as individuals. Even though we were extremely compatible in our humor, ethics, food, and art, our

         greatest compatibility was in how we complemented each other’s neuroses.

      


      He was a person of many needs and I needed to be needed. We both had a fear of being abandoned, and that kept each of us from

         leaving. I was completely out of touch with my own feelings, and he was consumed by his. We loved each other very much, he

         just had a lot of problems. And so did I. It wasn’t until I went into therapy that I began to find some answers. And boy did

         I get an earful.

      


      At the risk of sounding like a cliché, I needed to find myself. I didn’t know who I was as a separate person from Peter. I

         realized I was a woman who had no opinions apart from my husband’s, no identity outside of who I was in the relationship.

         I was completely codependent, incapable of buying a simple chair or garment without saying, “What do you think, honey?”

      


      I never knew how to apologize to anyone for anything. Not one of my more flattering traits. On The Nanny I obsessively tried to track the trains that would lead me to who was really at fault when something went wrong, because

         I never wanted to be blamed for anything. I was the same way in my marriage.

      


      Working on The Nanny was, in itself, a monumental undertaking. But doing it while my marriage was falling apart was a killer. Even now, I’m surprised

         Peter and I managed to pull it off each week. We always thought of the show as our baby, and no matter how hard things became

         in our personal lives, we tried not to bring them to work. The show must go on. We never missed a day of work. We never shut

         the show down. And in many ways it was our savior. There remained a real need to be civil to each other even during the hardest

         of times. That’s not to say we never had fights backstage or screaming matches in our office, but they weren’t the norm. Thank

         God.

      


      Ya gotta understand, I never really wanted to leave Peter. I loved him, and he loved me. But I felt so trapped by my problems

         that despite my crippling fear of being alone, I left. It was after a terrible fight we had. I slept in the guest room. It

         was the last night I ever spent in our home. My dream house, I once called it. The next morning I checked into a hotel. I

         knew if I didn’t escape, become my own person, and get over my fears once and for all, I wouldn’t be happy with him or anybody.

         The first night I slept in a bed without him, my body twitched and shook from fear. It was that difficult.

      


      Much to my horror, within forty-eight hours word reached the press that we were separated and all hell broke loose. In the

         middle of the night I got a call from my publicist saying she’d received a tip that the press knew where I was staying and

         that I had to get out. Reporters were also camped out on the front lawn of our house, where Peter was still living. It was

         a nightmare. I had never experienced anything like it. And needless to say, it exacerbated the situation tenfold. We were

         both so raw with pain, guilt, and regret, the last thing we needed was to be put under the tabloid spotlight.

      


      Judi and my manager, Elaine, two of my best girlfriends whom I love dearly, helped me look at apartments out by the beach.

         Many people said the beach was very medicinal, and I needed all the medicinal I could get, so we all loaded into Elaine’s

         Cadillac and headed west.

      


      That afternoon I found a little one-bedroom right on the ocean. Afterward, the three of us had lunch at a nearby café. I remember

         Judi gabbing a mile a minute about how cute I could make the place, while Elaine went on and on about what a find an apartment

         with a sunset view and two parking spaces was. But there I sat, practically comatose, nauseous and in shock, chewing on a

         tuna sandwich. What was I doing? Letting myself out of the cage I’d put myself into many years before, that’s what. So I did

         it, signed my name on the dotted line of a one-year lease.

      


      It was far from what anyone would expect a famous sitcom star to live in, but for me it was perfect. I didn’t want some large

         house with a lot of rooms. The thought of it scared me. I’d never lived on my own before, not once in forty years. I wanted

         to be able to see all the rooms as soon as I walked through the front door. I was living my life backwards. At twenty, I’d

         lived like a forty-year-old; at forty I was living like I was twenty.

      


      The apartment had a living room, a terrace, a fireplace, a little kitchen, a little bedroom, and a little bathroom. I turned

         the bedroom into an office/dressing room and put my bed in the living room with the fireplace, terrace, and view, more like

         a great hotel suite than an apartment. I decorated it sparingly with overstuffed, upholstered pieces in shades of white, and

         picked up a few casual antique tables and dressers.

      


      That sounds easier than it was. I remember one night lying in bed with my dog, Chester, having an anxiety attack over a rocking

         chair I’d bought from Shabby Chic. The fuss I made over that rocker made me realize I was literally off mine. It’s so strange

         how riddled with contradictions I was. During the day, an executive producer of a hit television show, but at night a weeping

         baby.

      


      I must admit, though, I was proud of the way the place looked when I was finished decorating. I was living alone, without

         bars on my windows. No matter what I’d achieved on The Nanny, being on my own in this tiny little apartment seemed my greatest accomplishment.

      


      One step at a time. I was managing. Not easy, but definitely on the right path. Meanwhile, why was I experiencing strange

         bleeding and cramping in the middle of my cycle? The first couple of times it happened, I chalked it up to stress, but now

         it was becoming a regular occurrence. Still, it wasn’t a lot of bleeding, and it wasn’t like it was happening every day or anything. All I needed was a simple panty liner and I could easily ignore it. But it was becoming chronic, so after

         a few cycles I decided to call Doctor #1, the gynecologist I’d been seeing for years.

      


      I sat in her examining room. As usual, I nervously dabbed a little Chanel No. 5 below my belly button. What? It shouldn’t

         be a pleasant experience for the doctor? I glanced at the wall, which was covered with snapshots of all the babies my doctor

         had delivered. One kid in front of a Christmas tree had reindeer antlers on his head. The dog beside him wore a red suit and

         a beard like Santa. Well, I suppose it’s better than the butt shot on the bearskin rug from my day.

      


      Doctor #1 eventually breezed in and snapped on her gloves. I slid down to the table’s edge, placing my heels in the stirrups.

         There was no mention of the perfume. I wondered if she was more a Shalimar gal.

      


      I brought her up to date on my symptoms. “I keep experiencing this cramping in the middle of the month and after sex, like

         I’m about to get my period.”

      


      “Do you take anything to help relieve the pain?” she asked, while performing a relatively painless Pap smear. I knew there

         was a reason I preferred a female gynecologist. Small hands!

      


      “I usually take an Advil and the cramps subside,” I responded.


      “Well, I wouldn’t worry about anything a single Advil can take care of.” She didn’t seem very concerned, which was a relief,

         but I thought she did seem a bit hyper. She talked a mile a minute as her head periodically popped up from behind the paper

         sheet that draped across my thighs.

      


      She brought up the Chinese herbs I knew she was selling on the side to Judi and a few of my other girlfriends to help them

         lose weight. Oy. I never liked the idea that my gyno was into that, too. I should have known then. “I’ve been taking them for two years now,”

         she said, while pressing on my abdomen. “I’d like to stop, but I’m afraid I’ll gain weight.”

      


      “What do you make of my midmonth staining?” I asked, while noticing on the wall a set of triplets dressed like bunnies.


      “You’re probably perimenopausal. It’s the precursor to meno-pause and a common symptom in middle-aged women.” Middle-what? “In France they consider it normal,” she added.

      


      My mind wandered as I began to obsess on Catherine Deneuve. Catherine Deneuve is French and she looks great. Does Catherine

         Deneuve stain between periods? Does Catherine Deneuve still get her period? Did Catherine Deneuve get a face-lift?

      


      “Fran, what about having children?” Doctor #1 said, pulling me back into the moment. “Do you plan to? Because time is running

         out!” By this point she was annoying me. My life was so up in the air I had no idea what I was having for breakfast, let alone

         what I was doing about having kids. But the photo of that very fat, bald baby in his tiny baseball uniform sitting in a catcher’s

         mitt sure looked cute.

      


      In that moment I made a mental note to stop seeing a gynecologist who was also an obstetrician. I mean, I needed this pressure

         like a hole in the head. So I pulled up my pants and left with a sample bag of Chinese weight-loss herbs and a clean bill

         of health. I had cancer at the time.

      


   

      Dating


      May 1998


      Well, by the time the fifth season of The Nanny ended and our hiatus began, Peter and I, and the whole cast and crew, breathed a sigh of relief. We could escape from each

         other and all the pressure. Peter packed up and went to New York, while I stayed in L.A. We took separate coasts for that

         hiatus and spent the next months free from it all. It was during this period that I allowed myself to really feel single.

      


      There I was, a forty-year-old woman, and I’d never really dated. I began to make new friends and branch out from the married

         couples Peter and I had known for years. This helped me discover who I was outside of the marriage. Somehow I fell in with

         a group of Europeans who were very social. They were always throwing parties, and I was always game to go.

      


      For the first time, I felt like I could be whoever I wanted to be. Free to decide everything for myself, without feeling encumbered

         by my nagging inner voice always trying to do what was best for those around me. I was someone with no experience being on

         my own. Zilch! I never went away to college, never even went away to camp! At the age of nineteen I moved out of my bedroom

         in my parents’ apartment in Queens and in with Peter. But now it was time to have some fun.

      


      It’s not that I was wild—God knows, nobody would ever describe me as that—but I was “open.” I wanted to meet new circles of

         friends and I appreciated whenever I was included. I used to tell everyone, “I’m hard up, invite me!” I remember my English

         friend Kat, a well-known interior decorator whom I’d been friends with for years, was entertaining some Italians who were

         visiting L.A. We all decided to take a hike in the mountains together.

      


      Well, one of the three men, Vincenzo, was so gorgeous. I mean, like right out of La Dolce Vita. Black wavy hair, dark sunglasses, and dazzling white teeth. He was olive-complected and dressed casually in whites and tans.

         He had an adorable Italian accent and spoke limited English. Perfecto!

      


      There we were on the hike when Vincenzo and I started to hit it off. “I see Nanny in Italia,” he said. “It call La Tata.”

      


      Smooth move, I thought. Talking about one of my favorite subjects.

      


      “I like sound of you voice,” he said.


      Does he realize the show is dubbed in Italy?


      “You much more beautiful and younger in person than TV.”


      Well, no language barrier here. Honey, come to Mama! By now I’m workin’ my mojo, gettin’ that whole thing goin’, and I’m checkin’

         out his legs, his clothes, the way the tendrils of his hair spill over the white collar of his shirt, even his fingernails.

         And after careful inspection, I’m still interested.

      


      After the hike we all wound up at a beachfront restaurant for margaritas and then at my apartment just to hang out for a while.

         Despite the place being so small, they all loved its white, airy look and felt very comfortable. One by one everybody had

         somewhere else to go. Everybody except Vincenzo, that is.

      


      Now, remember, I was new to dating and not very experienced. Oh well, better late than never. I gotta admit, I was feeling

         a nervous flutter in my stomach when I closed that front door on the last visitor and turned back to the room to see Vincenzo

         sitting on my couch, arms spread across the back, smiling from ear to ear. That looked like an invitation if ever I’d seen

         one, and so I sat down next to him. Within moments we began making out. But where does “making out” end at this age when you’ve

         got your own pad and can no longer use your parents as an excuse to cut the evening short?

      


      On the other hand, what was I worried about? If I wanted to, I could have sex with him. I could do whatever I wanted. I was

         a grown woman. But I was really a freak. With little or no sexual experience other than with my husband, I was literally feeling

         my way through.

      


      I know it sounds weird, but my marriage to Peter had sheltered me from the mid-1970s through the mid-1990s. I was like Rip

         Van Winkle, sleeping right through the sexual revolution. I used to feel like a bore, always being part of an ol’ married

         couple when the whole “Me Generation” was sleeping around. A therapist once told us we were “too young to be in such an old

         relationship.” Well, it sounded good at the time, but actually nothing could have been farther from the truth. In reality,

         we were too old to be in such a young relationship. Both of us were emotionally immature, under-developed, and lacking insight.

      


      Well, as beautiful as Vincenzo was, I can’t say he was a very good kisser. I’m sorry, but for me the quality of the kiss means

         everything. Oy, it was all wrong. The mouth was too open, too much tongue, not enough lip. And then he started biting me! Can you believe

         that? Was this supposed to be sexy?

      


      “Vincenzo, quit biting me,” I said. “I wear very revealing clothes on The Nanny and I can’t be getting bite marks!” A few things began racing through my mind: His friends left him without a car. I really

         didn’t want to be doing this anymore, but what to do with him? Should I just sleep with him and get it over with? Or reject

         him, hurt his feelings, and then have to deal with him during that awkward waiting-for-the-taxi-to-arrive period?

      


      Is that crazy? I mean, what a baby, what a dope I was, actually considering sleeping with a man who promised to be a lousy

         lover just to avoid making him feel bad. There was my problem staring me right in the face: To what lengths would I go, how

         much was I willing to sacrifice, just to make others happy?

      


      Suddenly sanity took over and my inner voice said, You don’t want to go through with this? Don’t! And I heard myself saying, “This isn’t going to happen, you have to go.” Wow. I did it. And it took only forty years and

         a lotta therapy to get there. What was far more important to my growth than sleeping with Vincenzo was being able to tell

         him I wouldn’t.

      


      As the taxi arrived—thank God, in no time flat—I closed the door on Vincenzo, and felt like I’d turned a page in this chapter

         of my life.
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      The staining and cramping persisted, and it made me feel embarrassed and inadequate. If I truly was perimenopausal, as Doctor

         #1 suggested, that meant I was getting old. I hated that idea. Besides, didn’t most women start this stuff in their fifties?

         At what age did it start for my mom? I called her to find out.

      


      “Hello?”


      “Ma, tell me something, when did you begin to experience the first signs of menopause?” I asked, while inspecting my hands

         for liver spots.

      


      “Morty, turn off the teapot, the whistle’s blowing!” she screamed. “He don’t hear anymore, where was I?” she said as Oprah

         droned in the background.

      


      “Menopause, when did it start for you?” I repeated, wondering if my body was aging at some weirdly accelerated rate.


      “Why?” she asked.


      “I don’t know. The doctor’s thinking maybe that’s why I’m staining.”


      “A lot of women go through an early menopause. Do you get hot flashes?”


      “Hot flashes? No way.” Suddenly I felt nauseous. “Let’s change the subject.”


      “Hmm. Did I tell you Grandma Yetta hung up on me when she tried to shut off the TV with the telephone? Is she funny, or what?”

         my mom asked.

      


      “Hysterical,” I answered. But I wasn’t laughing.


      Fate was playing a dirty trick on me, giving me an early meno-pause just when I was starting my life over again. I pictured

         myself getting night sweats and a lowered libido. I felt like damaged goods, imperfect.

      


      So while I pretended to be the picture of health to the outside world, I secretly decided to see another gynecologist, Doctor

         #2. Leesa, my exercise instructor, had said he was really good, that he was doing all kinds of breakthrough hormone treatments

         in women’s medicine. A magazine had even reported on his controversial, even radical, theories regarding the usage of natural

         thyroid and growth hormones to keep a woman in a perpetual state of youthfulness. I’ll tell ya, that just don’t sound kosher

         to me. I know there ain’t no fountain of youth. But meanwhile, I went to see him anyway.

      


      As I sat in the waiting room a young woman entered the office and asked at the desk for her pills. She seemed to be in her

         twenties, but she could have easily been in her thirties. Perhaps she recognized me, I don’t know, but while she was waiting,

         she struck up a conversation.

      


      “Is this your first time here?”


      I nodded, slightly overwhelmed by her bouncing-off-the-walls energy.


      “Let me tell you, he is a great doctor. A true genius,” she said, talking a mile a minute. “Look at my skin! Look at my hair!

         I’ve never felt better in my whole life. And I’m not the only one, all my sisters go to him. We all take his hormone replacement

         regimen and we’ve never felt better or more energized!” Calm down, honey, you’re gonna explode!


      Sounded more like Scientology than gynecology, I thought, as the nurse showed me into the doctor’s office. There, behind a

         large desk covered with bottles of pills, sat an older man with a foreign accent who wore clogs. He seemed very bullish on

         his arsenal of medications, but meanwhile he was still getting over the flu. So there you are.

      


      Between sneezes and coughs, he questioned me about any family history of cancer. “There’s none on my mother’s side, but my

         dad’s sister died from ovarian cancer,” I said as I handed him a tissue. I remember saying with conviction, “I don’t have

         cancer.”

      


      “I do extensive state-of-the-art blood tests,” he said. “I’ll need at least seventeen vials of blood, to be thorough.”


      “Seventeen vials?” I said, recoiling.


      “They’re small vials,” he countered. “And we send them out of state for the best analysis.” Where, Transylvania? Who was this guy?

      


      In the meantime he talked about putting me on his program, which included the taking of a natural thyroid pill. I explained

         that I was already taking Synthroid medication for Hashimoto’s disease, a very common thyroid condition. (Thyroiditis is the

         most common disease among women. It’s hereditary, and all women should be tested for it by an endocrinologist.) It annoyed

         me that in this first visit he was already pushing pills.
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