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Praise for You Could Do Better


‘Perfect pitch and a wicked sense of humour . . . more addictive than any prime-time soap’

Johanna Edwards, author of The Next Big Thing.


One

I was in bed watching Supermodels on TV. Niles and Ashley were in a horse-drawn carriage in Central Park. They gazed at each other with rapture.

‘Evidently,’ my boyfriend, Charlie, said, ‘she’s selling her house.’

‘What?’

He was on the bed next to me. ‘Have you heard anything I’ve been saying? My grandmother decided to move to Florida.’

‘Good for her.’ My eyes were still on the screen. Ashley had her hair up and was actually wearing a tiara. Niles looked suave in a black tuxedo. ‘I hear there’s a great dating scene down there.’

His grandmother’s house was in New Rochelle. The only intriguing thing about New Rochelle was that Dick Van Dyke used to live there. Or should I say Rob Petrie.

Interesting trivia: Carl Reiner, who wrote and created and produced the Dick Van Dyke show, actually lived in New Rochelle with his wife and son. Carl Reiner is said to be the first writer who deliberately based a sitcom on his own life, going so far as using the same street address that he actually lived on, changing one number so people wouldn’t drive by his house to ask for autographs.

‘Um. Daphne, would you turn that off?’

‘Now?’

I looked at Charlie. He was so cute, in an Adrian Grenier from Entourage sort of way.

‘There’s something I want to talk about.’

‘But I’ve been looking forward to this all week.’ My eyes were drawn back to the screen. Supermodels was a guilty pleasure in the tradition of some of my past favorite trashy nighttime soap dramas like Beverly Hills, 90210 and Melrose Place. But, like Desperate Housewives, it did not take itself completely seriously. Niles was now telling Ashley how gorgeous she was, especially since she got her cheek implants, chin augmentation, crowns, and veneers.

‘I hate that show,’ Charlie said.

‘You aren’t exactly its demographic.’

‘That would be high-school girls, prison inmates, and you.’

‘Just because it’s idiotic doesn’t mean I can’t enjoy it. Can you hand me the peanuts, please?’

He handed me the jar on his nightstand. ‘You’re a mental case.’

‘Then you must be one too, seeing as you choose to live with me.’

I had him there.

I poured a small handful of peanuts into my palm and gave him back the jar. He took some too. ‘You care more about your shows than real life.’

‘Niles is finally going to propose to Ashley.’

‘Really?’ He actually turned his attention to the screen. ‘Right now?’

‘Uh-huh.’ I was surprised at his interest. Maybe we could cuddle up and watch together. We both munched on our peanuts and I filled him in. ‘She’s going to quit modeling and have his baby.’

‘Really. Maybe you can tape it. There’s something I want to talk about.’

So much for my cuddling fantasy. ‘Can’t it wait for a commercial?’

‘I’ve been thinking. I could talk to her about selling it to me.’

‘Selling what? Who?’ Niles was telling Ashley how he fell in love the first time he ever laid eyes on her at a photo shoot in Nova Scotia when it was five degrees out and she had to wear a bathing suit.

‘My grandmother. The house.’

What was he saying? Charlie, not Niles. I pressed the mute button and forced myself to focus. ‘Could you go back a little? I think I missed something.’

‘I bet she would finance it. And give me a good deal.’

We’d been to his grandma’s house a couple times for Thanksgiving Dinner. My main associations were dry turkey, a gold brocade sofa, figurines of people from the eighteenth century waltzing, and aqua wall-to-wall carpeting. ‘You’re thinking of buying her house?’

‘It would make a lot of sense.’

My god. Was this going where it seemed to be going?

This was Charlie’s first year of teaching high school after finishing all his requirements to get certified – a humbling and utterly practical move he made after all but giving up on his dream of writing for television and his reality of bartending at the Gotham Comedy Club. Now Charlie hated everything that was on. Of course, none of it was his.

‘We’d get more space,’ he said. ‘Lots of it.’

‘That’s true.’ Our one-bedroom apartment was on the Upper West Side in an old building on Broadway and One Hundred and Twelfth. I’d lived there since graduating from The New School, where I got my MA in Media Studies. The thing that really made this apartment so special was because it was in the same building as Tom’s Restaurant. From Seinfeld. Not that they ever actually went there, seeing as the show was shot in L.A., but the exterior shot was of this very building. Which gave it a certain cachet, at least in my TV-addled brain. And I liked imagining them downstairs sitting over coffee talking about ‘nothing.’ (The food was so greasy and the coffee so bad, I never actually went there myself either.) Another plus: The apartment was a quick subway ride to my job at the Museum of Television & Radio on Fifty-Second Street.

‘So . . .’ Charlie took my hand. I looked into his eyes where the green flecks blended into brown. His expression was serious. Totally. ‘We could buy the house.’

My stomach fluttered.

‘And get married,’ he said.

My stomach went from fluttering to all out losing its horizontal hold. ‘Is this a marriage proposal?’

He cleared his throat. ‘I do finally have my certification. And teaching may not be the most glamorous profession in the world, but it is somewhat secure . . .’ He was straining to make his voice sound casual, which made it anything but. ‘And . . . well . . . I love you. And I love the idea of living the rest of my life with you. And having a family together . . .’

‘Really?’

‘Yes.’

I blushed. My palms were perspiring. ‘I love you too.’

‘So . . . will you marry me?’

I was aware by my peripheral vision that Niles was most likely proposing to Ashley at that very moment. It took a heroic amount of concentration not to undo the mute and turn my head toward the screen. I also made the judgment call that Charlie would not be amused to know he was proposing at the same moment as Niles.

‘Yes,’ I said. ‘Yes. I do. I mean, I want to. Let’s get married. Yes!’

‘Are you sure?’

I smiled. ‘Of course I’m sure.’ We’d been together for four years, lived together for three. I couldn’t imagine my life without him. ‘But do we have to live in New Rochelle?’

‘It’s just an idea. We can think about it.’

I nodded quickly. ‘We’ll think about it.’

‘It’s impossible to imagine raising a child here,’ he said, his eyes sweeping the bedroom walls as if they might actually prevent his sperm from reaching my egg.

‘But you know how much I love it here.’ Not that the apartment was more important to me than having a child.

Eventually.

I did want to have a child.

Eventually.

As a matter of fact, that would’ve been a good name for my child, since I’d been thinking of it that way for so long.

Eventually, go clean up your room right now!

I will clean it, Mom. When I actually have a room.

‘We’ll figure it out,’ he said.

‘Yeah, we’ll figure it out.’

I wasn’t sure if we were done talking. I glanced at the screen. They’d cut to Mirage, the ultradiva model on the show. She was in love with Nigel, but he’d already told her (in last week’s episode) he was going to propose to Ashley. She knew he was doing it right this second, and it was tearing her apart. But she was a professional – determined to get through this shoot without letting it show. I didn’t need the sound on to know she was struggling to smile into the camera when all she really wanted to do was cry.

‘My mom will be happy,’ Charlie said.

I turned back to him. ‘Yep.’ Charlie was an only child, and his mother was worried that he’d stay shacked up with me forever without making it legal. I wondered if he’d talked about all this with his parents already. Seemed that way. His parents lived in Rye, a few stops up from New Rochelle on the Metro-North railway. They would love having their son nearby – that was for sure.

‘Mom might want to help you with planning the wedding and everything. So be prepared for the onslaught.’

I nodded quickly. ‘That’s fine with me.’ No need to actually say out loud that it was painful for me that I had no parents to get involved. There’d be enough chances to wallow in morose thoughts later. ‘It’ll be nice to have her help.’ And it would be. I liked Charlie’s mom. She was really smart and kind – had worked as an emergency room nurse for many years until the stress got to her. Now she let Charlie’s dad support her (he was an executive at IBM) and did a lot of volunteer work for local charities. She’d always made me feel welcome. She reminded me of Ruth on All My Children. ‘I probably won’t want anything too big and elaborate, though.’

‘That’s fine. It’s up to you. Whatever you want.’

‘Wow.’ I snuggled up to him. ‘This is so exciting!’

‘Of course, I’m sure your sister will have her own ideas.’

‘Mmmm.’

My sister. Billie. I really didn’t want to think about her. The two of them did not get along. As a matter of fact, they actively disliked each other. And she would most certainly look down her nose at New Rochelle. ‘I can’t believe this is happening.’ I stole a look at the screen. They’d cut back to the carriage ride. Nigel was now presenting Ashley with a huge rock.

‘I was going to surprise you with a ring,’ Charlie said, his eye on the screen too. ‘But since you’re going to be the one wearing it . . . I thought we could go to Forty-Seventh Street and look around so you could pick out your own.’

‘That sounds like fun.’ God. We were actually going to do this! ‘I love you.’ I leaned over and gave him a tender little kiss on the lips.

‘I love you too.’ He gave me a tender little kiss and then put his arms around me. And we hugged. And I looked over his shoulder and checked the clock on his nightstand. There were still twenty minutes of the show left. Would Charlie want to make love now to celebrate our engagement? Was it wrong that I preferred to watch the end of Supermodels than have sex with my husband-to-be? Well, if he wanted to, I’d go with it. At least I could check later on televisionwithoutpity.com and read about what I missed.

Oh. And – ahem – at least I’d gotten my own proposal.

He went to the bathroom to brush his teeth. They cut back to Mirage, who was now in the photographer’s bathroom snorting cocaine. Mirage was played by Jessica Cox, and everyone knew she’d left the show to pursue a movie career. The only question was if they were going to kill her off at the end of the season or just get rid of her temporarily. I hoped they’d put her in rehab so she could come back if her movie career flopped. Mirage was my favorite character on the show. I loved getting sucked into the drama between the wild, promiscuous Vogue-chic bad girl (Mirage) and the good, steady, J. Crew sweater girl ­(Ashley).

Charlie came out just as the commercials came on. He undressed down to his boxers and got in bed and leaned over to kiss me. ‘I love you.’

‘I love you.’

We kissed again, a little longer. And then once more. Uh-oh. Could I stall him till the end of the show?

‘Well,’ he said, ‘I should get to sleep. I have to get up early tomorrow for a conference with some parents.’

‘Poor thing. They work you too hard.’

I felt relief. What was wrong with me? I should’ve been hot to make love after being proposed to. But, truth be told, our sex life was on the mediocre side. We weren’t married yet, but we were already past the honeymoon stage, and our honeymoon stage had never been all that hot. Charlie was a good guy. Sweet, cute, and smart. But not the best lover I’d ever had. Did that mean we shouldn’t get married? The thought made me nervous. But there was time enough to work on all that. The important thing was that we loved each other.

‘Good night, Sweetie Pie.’

‘Good night, Pumpkin.’

I undid the mute. Charlie closed his eyes. Ashley and Niles were still in the carriage.

‘I want a big wedding,’ she was saying. ‘At the estate. With a full orchestra dressed in white tuxedos, white rose candelabra centerpieces, and a six-tiered cake decorated with white sugar roses . . .’

‘Could you turn that down a little?’ Charlie asked.

‘Sure.’

‘Whatever you want, Darling!’ Niles said. ‘Whatever your heart desires.’

I lowered the sound. Niles put his arm around Ashley’s shoulder. They merged into a passionate kiss. A hemorrhoid ad came on. I couldn’t quite believe it. I, Daphne Wells, was engaged to be married.


Two

By the time I dragged myself out of bed and hit the shower, Charlie was gone. He had to leave at some ungodly time like six in the morning to take the subway down to Grand Central, where he took a train to Pelham High School in time for the morning bell. The only good thing about his commute was that he could walk to the school from the station.

Why teach in the burbs? They paid $20,000 a year more than city schools, and he could correct papers on the train. Still, I really did not know how the guy did it. Having to face all those hormonal kidiots so early in the morning, every day, five times a week. But he was sick of bartending, and there weren’t too many options for an English major who’d spent his twenties out in L.A. unable to get an agent or sell a script.

So, yeah. New Rochelle made a lot of sense. Plus, on some level, the whole ‘house with a lawn, kids, and family’ thing appealed to him. He’d grown up that way and had a pretty happy childhood. But I didn’t want him to give up on his dream of writing for television. He certainly was good enough. If anything, he was too good. Charlie loved shows like The Sopranos and NYPD Blue and Curb Your Enthusiasm. He’d never been able to bring himself to write the crappy schlock that might’ve helped him break in. As a matter of fact, Charlie and I met at JFK standing in the taxi line when he was on a trip home to stay with his parents. He was taking a break from L.A. and reassessing his situation. I was returning from visiting my sister at a photo shoot in Bermuda. We shared a cab into Manhattan, discovered our mutual interest in television, and exchanged phone numbers. He ended up moving in with me . . . and never returned to L.A. We’d talked a few times about moving out there together for the sake of his writing career. But I hated the idea of L.A. In any case, I couldn’t imagine leaving Billie. And he seemed to be adjusting to the idea of being a teacher. At least it did make him feel good inside – when he didn’t want to murder his students.

My own job as a curator at the museum was great. It gave me the perfect excuse to obsess about my favorite pastime. And who wouldn’t love working in a place that promoted television as an important cultural phenomenon to be analyzed and studied and preserved? True, my $40,000 a year pay was a joke for Manhattan. Yes, I lived there, but could I afford to take advantage of the fact? And sometimes it could get boring – especially if I was working on a project that didn’t really interest me. But there are worse things than having to watch ten seasons of Happy Days in the name of research.

I moved the showerhead so the water wouldn’t spray all over the floor. Our bathroom wasn’t much larger than a closet, and the tile floor was cracked with age. I loved the charm of our ancient fixtures, but no matter how clean we kept it, this could never compete with the appeal of a gleaming, modern, spacious bathroom. Yes, New Rochelle probably was the intelligent and sensible thing to do.

Taking the still-damp towel Charlie had used, I dried myself off. One of us had to buy some new ones. Was it my job because I was the woman? If we moved to New Rochelle, would I be in charge of keeping it clean? Did he have some fantasy of turning me into a 1950s housewife? I’d grown up on the Upper East Side, and the city was all I knew. I couldn’t even drive, and with my terrible sense of direction, I’d probably vacuum in circles around the wall-to-wall carpeting.

I opened my tightly packed bureau drawer and pulled out a royal-blue V-neck top and my current favorite pair of black pants I’d recently bought at Urban. They had a not-too-high, not-too-low waist, slim leg, and a slight flare that hung perfectly over my black leather wedge-heeled shoes. I ran a comb through my hair, fluffed out my bangs, and glossed my lips. Billie had picked this shade for me at Sephora after I’d tried on almost every brand, and I was sure I’d get some kind of virus from all the testers I sampled. Miraculously, I survived without side effects. Even though this was the most expensive one, it really did look the best with my coloring, plus it had a nice scent that always gave me a moment of pleasure when I brought it to my lips.

It was late spring, and the heat I craved all year had not yet arrived, so I grabbed my black wool blazer and was almost out the door when my stomach growled. I made myself go to the refrigerator. One of my big ambitions was to stop buying a five-hundred-calorie muffin on the way to work and have something healthy at home. But toast sounded so boring. I stared at a carton of milk as if it were a crystal ball telling my future.

If only I could tell my mother the news.

So Charlie and I are going to get married.

I moved the milk aside. Maybe I’d have orange juice.

No, Mom, I haven’t told Billie yet. There’s time enough for that.

Forget the juice. Too acidic. I picked up the bread, but we were down to the heel.

You do like Charlie, Mom, don’t you?

I could scramble some eggs. But was it worth cleaning the pan?

I know he’s not like dad. He isn’t ambitious – at least not anymore – but there’s nothing wrong with that. Where does ambition get you? The higher you go, the farther you fall. Right?

No offense, Dad.

I closed the refrigerator door. Who was I fooling? It would be a muffin as usual.

I walked down Broadway toward the One Hundred and Tenth Street station. As I passed the flower shop, it really hit me all over again. Charlie and I were engaged! This was really happening! Maybe I’d been telling myself I was in no hurry, that marriage was just a piece of paper, that there really wasn’t any difference between living together and holy matrimony. But now that we’d decided to actually do it . . . I had to admit to myself . . . I was glad to make it official.

The headline of a Post caught my eye. Tyra Banks was being sued by an ex ‘top model’ from her reality show. Now that was gratitude.

Rumblings from underground signaled the pending arrival of a train. Years of subway riding had sharpened my senses. From up on the sidewalk, I could tell if they were coming from uptown or downtown. Express or local. This one was mine.

I skipped down the stairs, swiped my MetroCard, sailed through the turnstile, and slipped through the closing doors of the train. Just as it pulled out, I nabbed an orange seat in the corner and settled in for my short ride. A middle-aged woman in a tailored plaid jacket sat across from me. She was reading a Post. Tyra Banks smiled back at me again. The gentle swaying of the train lulled me into a half-awake trance, and I imagined breaking the news to my sister. Guess what? I have some good news. Well, you may not think so, but . . .

Billie was thirty-six, seven years older than me, and single as the day she was born. My nuptials would make her feel even more single. I’d have to find some way to make it more agreeable. Comfort her with the idea that it would be a small wedding. A subdued wedding. A subtle wedding that no one would take special notice of.

I gazed at a tired-looking mom with a little girl leaning against her, sucking her thumb. The mom held the handle of a stroller with a toddler – a girl, judging by the pink barrette – who was sitting very erect, giving me this big toothless grin. I smiled back.

The train lurched to a stop. The woman across from me turned the page of her paper. We all sat still, doing our best to be in denial about the fact that we were sitting underground in a dark tunnel. The brightly lit car with its ads for Calvin jeans and Gucci sunglasses gave the illusion of security. The toddler smiled at me again. I smiled back. Yes, we’re sitting in a tunnel . . . isn’t this fun?

The train finally inched forward, then gradually picked up speed. When we reached the Seventy-Second Street station, the driver had to slam on the brakes. People poured in, and the quiet, almost intimate atmosphere was transformed into cattle-car claustrophobia. I could no longer see the kid in the stroller. I was now sandwiched between two people who didn’t seem to have any problem taking up as much room as they could, even if that meant their butts were jammed against mine. I inched forward in my seat to give the wide part of my hips more room.

Lots of the train emptied out on Fifty-Ninth Street. At least you could breathe again. The kid in the stroller was still there, and gave me another big smile. I stood, smiled back, and then said ‘bye-bye’ as the train pulled into my stop on Fiftieth Street. She was still smiling as I got off the train.

The exit was clogged, so I waited in line to get through the turnstile, then filed up the stairs behind a line of people. There was no choice but to stare straight into the butt of the woman in front of me. Emerging onto Sixth Avenue, I took a deep breath of fresh air, then swerved through the thick crowds on the sidewalk. It was a six-block walk to the museum past skyscrapers with corporate names like Paine Webber, Time Magazine, and Simon & Schuster. So many people – but I loved it. Why? I wasn’t sure. Other than my small circle of friends, I didn’t do anything about meeting any of these vast numbers of people who lived in my city that I didn’t want to leave because I was afraid of being isolated.

I veered to my left to avoid colliding with a businessman yacking on his cell phone, then turned right to head down Fifty-Second Street.

I was probably clinging to habit. To the place I knew. It’s not like Westchester was the other side of the world. It was just one easy train ride from Grand Central. And in some sense, city . . . suburbs . . . people were all the same, weren’t they? Really, when you got down to it, weren’t we all somewhat interchangeable? If you moved to a new place, you’d find new people. Let’s face it: Half my social life was with my TV, and New Rochelle got the same channels as New York City.

Plus, I wouldn’t have to cut myself off from my present life. It’s just that I’d be the one who would commute. And the museum was walking distance from Grand Central. And his grandmother’s house was walking distance to the train. So that wouldn’t be so bad. So there really was no rational reason to have such mixed feelings about getting married.

So be happy, I told myself, as I stopped at a red light.

Be happy.

The light changed.

Be happy.

I crossed the street.

I would be happy . . . once I told Billie. That was the problem. I had to get that over with. She would be annoyed at first, but then she’d get used to the idea, and then she’d be happy for me. She’d probably get into the idea of planning the wedding, even if it was mine. Or maybe she wouldn’t. In any case, she would be gracious, and congratulate me, and I’d see that it didn’t have to be such a big deal.

I stopped into the Cafe Metro to get my coffee and muffin. I’d been going to this place for years. What was that Cheers theme music? Where everyone knows your name? The guy behind the counter barked out, ‘Whadaya want?’

I certainly recognized him – saw him almost every morning for the past couple years – but he didn’t know my name or anything about me, and certainly never remembered my coffee order, even though it was the exact same thing every day. Another reason I loved the city. Anonymity.

‘Large coffee with half and half . . .’

‘Sugar?’

‘No thanks.’

Sad comment on sitcoms: Hardly any of them had theme music anymore. Friends was one of the last. Now they usually put the credits on during the last scenes of the show, on the side, in letters so small you couldn’t read them. No time to acknowledge the creators of the show. No time for a cute, catchy tune. Too expensive.

‘Anything else?’ he asked, popping the cap on my paper cup.

‘A muffin . . .’ I eyed them. Blueberry, cranberry, banana nut, bran . . . Did I want tart or sweet? Whole-grain? Low-fat? There was a line behind me. The pressure was on. ‘Blueberry.’ As he put it in the bag, my gaze lingered on the banana nut.

The museum was in a beautiful sixteen-floor stark, modern, gleaming white building designed by Philip Johnson and commissioned by William Paley, who ran CBS for many years. He built it for the sole purpose of housing the Museum of Television & Radio. Other museums had Van Goghs and Picassos; we had Gleason and Ball. If Paley hadn’t imagined the museum, it wouldn’t exist, and there’d be no place dedicated to making sure the history of television was preserved. Maybe some people thought that would be fine, but to me, that would’ve been as heartbreaking as losing my own childhood home movies, and I had few enough of those.

I pushed through the revolving door into the spacious, high-ceilinged lobby. It was pandemonium out on the streets, but in here it was a retreat. Despite its location in one of the densest business centers in the world, the museum was sparsely attended and tranquil. My good friend Taffy was behind the admissions counter. Her red corkscrew hair framed a heart-shaped adorable face. My age and still living with her parents, she was a huge Supermodels fan.

‘Did you not love the carriage ride through Central Park?’ she asked.

‘Very romantic.’

Taffy was on the VS staff: viewer services. The VS staff rotates between selling tickets in the lobby, working up in the library, where people choose their shows, and helping in the console room, where they viewed them. I used to be on the VS staff when I first started working at the museum six years ago.

There were still ten minutes before the public was allowed in, so I took my coffee and muffin out of the bag. ‘Guess what happened while Nigel was proposing to Ashley.’

‘You finished off a tube of Pringles like I did?’

‘Charlie proposed.’

‘You’re kidding! Oh, my god! What did you say?’

What did she think I would say? ‘I said yes!’

‘Well, congratulations.’

‘Thanks.’ Did she seem tentative, or was I imagining that? Taffy had only met Charlie a couple of times. She didn’t really know him. Still, I did want her approval. ‘Charlie has this idea that we should buy his grandmother’s house in New Rochelle. Can you imagine me living in the suburbs?’

‘You’d get to be Laura Petrie.’

‘Maybe he’ll trip over an ottoman when he comes home from work every day.’

‘From his job writing television!’

Oh, my god. I hadn’t even thought of that. Rob Petrie did for a living what Charlie wanted to do. That qualified as slightly ironic.

‘Have you set a date?’

‘Not yet. I have no idea where I’d want it or anything.’

‘Whatever you plan, I’m sure it’ll be wonderful.’ She was glossing over the fact that I did not have a mother to plan the wedding with. A father to give me away. I was about to say something to her about how scary it was to make such a big decision when Simon walked in. ‘Morning, ladies.’

Simon was in charge of the VS staff and used to be my boss. He was wearing his usual dark suit and bow tie that went with his tiny round wire-rim spectacles. His shy and soft-spoken manner, combined with the fringe of short brown bangs that ran along the top of his forehead, was monklike. He was in his thirties, single, and Taffy had a big crush on him.

‘Guess what,’ Taffy said.

I wasn’t sure I wanted my news available for public consumption. It felt too fresh to be spreading it around. But she wasn’t looking at me.

He opened the flap on his coffee and took a sip. ‘They’re bringing back The Bachelorette?’

‘God forbid.’ It was common knowledge that Taffy hated reality shows even more than she hated reality. ‘But you’re on the right track, sort of. Daphne is engaged.’

‘Hey!’ He looked at me and got this big smile on his face. ‘Congratulations!’

‘Thanks.’

‘That’s great.’ He pushed his spectacles up his nose even though they weren’t falling down. ‘I really liked your Lucy tribute.’

‘Oh, thanks.’ I wasn’t surprised he changed the subject so quickly. Simon was not good at ‘interpersonal.’ Rumor had it his wife left him for another woman about a decade ago, and he’d never been in a serious relationship since. His big passion was the museum. He was a lifer.

‘I haven’t watched it yet,’ Taffy said, ‘but I will today.’

The tribute to I Love Lucy would be featured in the screening room every day for the next month. I’d put together the clips and written the narration spoken by her daughter, Lucie Arnaz. I’d tried to get across the incredible popularity of the show, and how it was the first time in the history of television that people connected emotionally with this electronic picture flickering in their living room. Old episodes of Lucy were still the most requested shows in the museum library.

‘To tell you the truth,’ Taffy said, ‘I can’t stand Lucy.’

‘But she’s incredibly important.’ I snuck a piece of muffin out of my bag. ‘Do you realize she insisted on casting Desi and having the show shot in L.A.? So she could keep him home, so she could keep an eye on him, so he’d stop cheating on her with other women. Think about it: The show about a loving but quarreling couple was created in order to keep a loving but quarreling couple together.’

‘But she gets on my nerves. I hate how she’s always breaking down into tears.’

‘Yeah,’ Simon said, ‘but women totally related to her. Stuck at home, constantly rebelling against Desi, dying to break into show business. If that doesn’t speak to what’s going on right now, nothing does.’

‘I suppose,’ Taffy said, leaning across the desk toward Simon. ‘But I feel bad for Vivian Vance. I read somewhere they made her gain twenty pounds to look frumpier than Lucy. Plus she was stuck with Fred.’

Simon took a sip of coffee. ‘The real question is: Who loved Lucy more? Ricky or Ethel?’

‘Ethel,’ I said. ‘Definitely.’ Was Taffy my Ethel? Was I hers? Every woman needs an Ethel.

‘In a way,’ Simon said, ‘we have Lucy to blame for the end of live television. If she hadn’t insisted on doing the show in L.A. and filming it, they would’ve gone on doing shows live here in New York. No one thought anyone would ever want to see a show twice. The rerun never would’ve been born.’

‘Isn’t it amazing?’ Taffy gazed at him like he’d come up with an incredibly profound comment, but then she didn’t know that had all been covered in my tribute.

‘Anyway,’ Simon said, nodding to me, ‘congratulations again.’ He headed to the elevator.

Taffy waited until he was out of earshot. ‘He must be picking up on my signals, don’t you think?’

‘If not, someone needs to adjust his antenna.’

‘Or maybe he’s tuning me out. So did you tell Billie yet?’

Taffy was well aware of my sister problems. ‘Nope.’

‘She’ll be happy for you.’

‘Ecstatic.’

‘She will! She wants you to be happy, silly.’

‘Theoretically.’ I opened my bag and tore off another piece of muffin. There weren’t many berries in this one. I should’ve gotten the banana nut.


Three

I rang the bell to my sister’s apartment to warn her I’d arrived, then let myself in with my key. The door rammed into a cardboard box full of dusty old Seventeens. The top one had Twiggy on the cover. I shoved it aside with my foot and passed through the parquet-floor entranceway. Her apartment was a luxurious two-bedroom in a postwar, white-brick doorman building on the Upper East Side. ‘Billie?’

‘In here!’

I followed her voice to the second bedroom, or ‘study,’ as she called it, as if she ever studied anything other than her own appearance. Okay, I love my sister, we’re very close – really – and maybe that sounded harsh, but I swear, that’s pretty much her overriding concern in life. Oh, and she also put quite a lot of research into the accessories that enhanced her appearance, but there’s no real reason to distinguish, is there? I found her staring into the computer screen, carousing with her virtual lovers – the eBay community. Oh, well. It was better than her past addictions. Alcohol, cocaine, bingeing, purging, laxatives . . . Now she compulsively bought used designer clothing and dusty old fashion magazines – particularly ones from the early nineties that had glossy pictures of her.

‘Look at this,’ she said. ‘A Gucci handbag for twenty-five bucks. Think I should bid?’

She was in lilac silk running shorts and a white short-sleeve top. Her long, tan eye-magnet legs, bony arms, and lanky body (with boy hips that I coveted) barely fit into the space under the desk. I was a perfectly respectable five-seven and hovered between a size six and eight, but next to my five-foot-eleven, size four sister, I felt squat. Ridiculous, I know, but I guess it’s all relative when it comes to relatives. We both had our mom’s small straight nose and almond brown eyes. But Billie also had mom’s full pouty lips and mahogany brown hair. She liked to keep it long and cascading and parted in the middle. I got Dad’s more delicate lips and his thin black straight hair. Billie was always trying to get me to grow it out – especially my bangs, which she hated, but I liked them.

‘Sounds like a good deal.’ I moved a pile off a chair of unopened parcels she’d ordered online or ‘won’ in eBay auctions and never bothered to unpack, pulled up next to her, and took a look. ‘It’s nice,’ I said, trying to sound positive because I knew, soon enough, I’d be sounding negative.

When I went to my sister’s place, I usually had the same progression of feelings. First came jealousy for all the space she had. Then relief that she at least had the space. And then anxiety that she would lose the space.

Charlie and I could’ve existed quite happily here. There was a fantastic thirty-second floor southern city view that included the Chrysler building, the Empire State Building, and the Fifty-Ninth Street Bridge. At night, with everything all lit up, it was downright, if deceptively, glamorous. But perhaps most exciting were her huge double-door closets (crammed with clothing) and two, count ‘em, two bathrooms! And we could’ve put a crib right in the corner of this study, right where she had her ironing board set up.

But (to follow my progression) thank god Billie had a place to live. My worst fear – and it was not completely unrealistic, despite appearances – was that she would end up homeless and begging for change on the streets.

‘I love the purple trim. Isn’t it gorgeous?’ She stared into the screen. ‘On the other hand,’ she scrolled down, ‘there’s a really nice Fendi bag, but it’s already bid up to a hundred. Look! Gold silk lining.’

At least she was in one of her good moods. In a bad mood, I would’ve found her in bed having an existential crisis because she couldn’t find anything to buy and was losing her looks. She was still quite gorgeous, of course, despite the ever darkening circles under her eyes and newly etched crow’s-­feet when she smiled. ‘Laugh lines,’ she liked to quote from that play The Women, ‘tragic.’

‘Very nice. But . . .’ I hated being a killjoy, yet felt compelled to kill her joy when it came to the three c’s: clothing, cosmetics, and consumeritis. ‘Do you really need another bag?’

‘You can never have enough handbags, Darling. And it makes me feel so good to open the door and see a package waiting for me. It’s like giving yourself a present. Every girl should buy herself a present at least once a week – don’t you think? Especially if he doesn’t.’

He being Max.

‘But look at all these boxes you haven’t opened.’

‘I know what’s inside, and just thinking about it makes me happy. Stop being such a grouch.’

Ever since our parents died, it seemed that I had to be the grouch. My translation? The sensible one. After getting the call from some official at the airport on Martha’s Vineyard, we were both wrecks. Our parents had been flying up there to look at a summerhouse they wanted to buy.

My father loved his little Cessna. I’d only flown with him a few times, but my last excursion qualified as the most horrifying half hour of my life. I’ll never forget sitting in the passenger seat while he frantically looked back and forth at his maps and the ground because he couldn’t find the runway. Talk about sweaty palms. Parts of my body I didn’t even know could perspire sweat moisture. He did eventually locate the thing, and oh my god, was I glad to have the privilege of walking on the earth again.

That fateful day we got the call, a gust of wind had flipped the plane when he was approaching the runway. Just like that, our parents were gone. Gone with the wind. Ha-ha.

I dealt with it by showing everyone I could be incredibly mature about the whole thing. I was sixteen and Billie was twenty-three, but I was the one who called the funeral home to make arrangements. I discussed the plans for transporting their badly bruised bodies to the cemetery in Westchester. I decided on the $4,000 caskets because the $3,000 ones were unfinished pine and looked like crap and the more expensive ones seemed to exist only to gouge guilt-stricken mourners. I went down the list of friends and family, made the calls, talked to the lawyers. Billie could barely stop crying long enough to listen to the rabbi who didn’t really know my parents say words that didn’t really help. But I was not going to crack, even when I realized that my comfortable Upper East Side childhood was behind me. Billie was already supporting herself as a model-actress-whatever, and a fairly successful one at that, at least as far as the modeling was concerned. I was suddenly dependent on her. And it was just the two of us.

Now she was more dependent on me, though, at least in an emotional sense. At least, that’s how I saw it. And it was no longer just the two of us. I had to tell her about Charlie. And deal with her disapproval. And this was the moment to tell her. And I was about to, really, as soon as we were done admiring the Fendi bag. But she jumped up from her computer and gave me a hug. ‘So guess what. I have the most glorious news. Max asked me to go to Monte Carlo with him.’

‘Cool!’

‘I haven’t been there since I did a shoot for French Vogue.’

There weren’t many places she hadn’t been. Her work had taken her all over the world when she was in demand, which had been a lucky thing after our parents were gone, because our finances changed so drastically. My father, a tax shelter lawyer, had died with all sorts of leveraged business deals that left his investments a tangled mess. What had seemed to be major assets boiled down to almost nothing after all the lawsuits were settled. Our mother left us with a lot of jewelry, perfume, makeup, and clothes that didn’t fit. A Second Chance – the Salvation Army for the Upper East Side set – had a field day with her closets. She definitely had a flair for the glitz. My mom had given up on a singing career to have kids and ended up with two tone-deaf daughters.

‘I brought some strudel from Balducci’s,’ I said, holding out the bag, aware that she would not totally welcome this. ‘Apricot.’

She ignored my offering and got back in front of the computer. ‘You’re evil.’

I was. ‘You can have a little. It won’t kill you.’

‘I need to lose two pounds.’

‘You always need to lose two pounds.’

I couldn’t remember a time when Billie was not dieting. When our parents’ brownstone had to be sold off, I moved into her place, and there was never anything in the refrigerator. That’s when I took to ordering in. The diner down the street was on speed dial, and the guy who answered the phones knew my voice just from ‘I’d like an order delivered.’ Billie was away so much on jobs, it was practically like I was living on my own. Not that I didn’t appreciate the fact that she was successful at what she did. Billie paid my tuition at private school so I wouldn’t have to switch. And she was totally generous with cash. She gave me clothes all the time. Still, I finished out my last few years of high school in a haze.

And watched a lot of TV.

The dependability of the prime-time schedule anchored me. The wryness of Letterman was my lullaby. I often slept through the night with laugh tracks scoring my dreams. In the morning, I’d get dressed to the morning shows. Who needed parents? I had Charlie Gibson and Joan Lunden.

‘Good news about the trip,’ I said. ‘Has Max ever vacationed with you before?’

‘Only if you count the week we spent in the Plaza Hotel when his wife was out of town.’

‘Maybe he’s getting more serious about you,’ I said, more to humor her than anything else.

‘He’s always been serious about me. He’s crazy about me! It’s just been hard because of his kids. But he’s definitely beginning to realize he can’t put off his own happiness forever.’

‘Uh-huh.’

‘He’s had enough of living this double life.’

Yep. Billie was in one of her up moods. In her bad moods, she would go on and on about how he didn’t care about her and was just using her until she got too old, and then he’d find a replacement.
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