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little black dress

IT’S A GIRL THING

 



 



Dear Little Black Dress Reader,

 



Thanks for picking up this Little Black Dress book, one of the great new titles from our series of fun, page-turning romance novels. Lucky you—you’re about to have a fantastic romantic read that we know you won’t be able to put down!

 



Why don’t you make your Little Black Dress experience even better by logging on to

 



www.littleblackdressbooks.com

 



where you can:



[image: 002]Enter our monthly competitions to win gorgeous prizes


[image: 003]Get hot-off-the-press news about our latest titles


[image: 004]Read exclusive preview chapters both from your favourite authors and from brilliant new writing talent


[image: 005]Buy up-and-coming books online


[image: 006]Sign up for an essential slice of romance via our fortnightly email newsletter



 



We love nothing more than to curl up and indulge in an addictive romance, and so we’re delighted to welcome you into the Little Black Dress club!

 



With love from,

 



The little black dress team
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Five interesting things about Valerie Frankel:1. I have three cats. Two of them weigh in at twenty pounds, which makes them quite huge, even by fat American standards. 





2. I live in Brooklyn Heights, in a duplex apartment in a Victorian brownstone on a tree-lined block. In New York this is fascinating stuff. We’re all obsessed with real estate here. 





3. I will eat any food - no matter how weird or disgusting - at least once. 





4. My two daughters just so happen to be the greatest kids in the world. 



And the most interesting thing about me:



5. I can have multiple orgasms. Perhaps not so interesting to you, dear readers. But it took me twenty years to figure out how you do it, and I consider my ability a major accomplishment. Can’t manage it every time. But a little multiple orgasming goes a long way.






Dedicated to

 




Alison, Dan, Howie and Judy.  
During the worst of times,  
you showed the best of yourselves,  
day after relentless day.  
You are all true grit. The truest.  
And - I’m honored to say - the grittiest.





A woman was walking along a deserted beach when she stumbled upon an old brass lamp. She picked it up and rubbed it. A genie popped out.

The genie said, ‘I am the genie of the lamp. Make one wish and I will grant it.’

The amazed woman asked, ‘One wish? Don’t I get three?’

The genie said, ‘My magic is so powerful, you only need one.’

Unhesitatingly, the woman said, ‘I want peace in the Middle East.’ She happened to have a map of the region in her purse. ‘Look here,’ she said. ‘I want these countries to stop fighting with each other now and forever.’

The genie looked at the map and said, ‘But they’ve been at war for thousands of years. I’m good, but not that good. Make another wish.’

The woman thought for a moment and said, ‘I’d like to meet and marry the perfect man. He should be considerate, fun, gorgeous, warm, affectionate, faithful, drug-free, a social drinker, a nonsmoker, have an interesting, high-paying job, love kids, love to travel, have a big dick and know how to use it, be a good cook and a happy vacuumer, get along with his family but keep them at a healthy distance, look great in jeans, and make me feel like I’m the only woman in the world. That’s my wish.’

The genie let out a huge sigh and said, ‘Let me see that map again.’
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Thursday, September 5  
10.34 a.m.


 



‘I’ve got the perfect man for you.’

‘Not another one,’ said Frieda Schast. ‘Is that why you came to Brooklyn? To give me the hard sell?’

Ilene, Frieda’s older sister by three years, said, ‘You know I love coming out here. It’s practically a trip to the country. I needed the fresh air.’

‘I’m not a cause,’ said Frieda.

‘You are.’

‘Why?’

‘Just . . . ’cause.’

Ilene didn’t have to explain further. It’d been a year and a month since Frieda’s husband died. The day after the deathiversary, Ilene began fixing up Frieda with suitors she’d located, apparently under a rock somewhere.

Ilene said, ‘He’s an entomologist.’

‘So you did find him under a rock,’ said Frieda.

The two women sat behind the counter at Frieda’s  frame store on Montague Street in Brooklyn Heights. Ilene had taken the afternoon off work in Manhattan to make the visit. Despite her annoyance with the topic of conversation, Frieda was grateful for the company.

Frieda asked, ‘Does he twitch?’

Ilene said, ‘Not that I know of.’

‘The last one twitched.’

‘A tic is not a twitch,’ said Ilene.

‘A tic is when someone tugs his ear if he’s nervous, or twirls his hair. I’d even allow a tic to mean incessant blinking or handwringing. But the last one had full-body convulsions every two minutes. I thought I’d have to rush him to the hospital. Or that the force of his seizures would make his head fly off.’

‘Just as long as you’re not exaggerating,’ said Ilene.

On the counter in front of her, Frieda held a small triptych of a girl on a swing. The photographer had taken the pictures of his daughter, and had carefully selected a three-quarter-inch cherry-wood frame. The girl’s dress was red and pretty, and Frieda imagined herself on that swing. She could only guess which sensation was more thrilling for the girl, zooming backward, her hair floating around her head, covering it protectively, or zipping forward, hair blown back, exposing her to the world of the playground.

Frieda reflexively tucked some of her own brown curls behind one ear, leaving the bulk of it to hang down against her cheeks. She knew she’d have to move forward, that it was impossible to backswing indefinitely. Frieda asked, ‘Have you met this guy? How many degrees of separation are we talking here?’

Ilene said, ‘He’s the brother of Peter’s secretary’s best friend.’

Frieda calculated this information. ‘That’s four degrees.’

‘Three.’

‘Best friend, secretary, Peter, you.’

‘I’m not counting myself.’

‘Why not?’ asked Frieda.

‘We’re related,’ she said. ‘We shouldn’t count Peter, either. You’ve known him for ten years. He’s like a brother to you.’

‘I’m sure Peter had nothing to do with this,’ said Frieda of Ilene’s husband.

‘Peter likes my fixing you up,’ said Ilene. ‘He thinks it will distract me from the size of his stomach. But let’s not even mention it. Peter’s belly is too big a topic to get distracted by.’

‘It is an immense topic,’ agreed Frieda.

‘It’s more than a topic,’ said Ilene. ‘It’s practically a tropic. Like the tropic of Capricorn. The one that spans the globe?’

‘I’ve read the book,’ said Frieda.

Ilene said, ‘His name is Roger. He’s a resident professor at the Museum of Natural History. The marriage potential is sky high. He could be The One.’

Frieda had already had The One. So Roger Bugman would never be that. At best, he could be The Two. Hard to get worked up about The Two. Nobody ever says, ‘He’s The Two, I just know it!’

Frieda said, ‘It would be helpful, when we have these conversations, if you could shift the pitch from, “He’s The One” to something like, “You might have a pleasant dinner with him.” Or, “He’s good practice.” Or, “He’s easy on the eyes.” Or just, “He’s easy.” ’

Despite her loss of a husband (which sounded like she’d misplaced him somewhere), Frieda hadn’t lost her sex drive. It was just buried in her mental closet. She knew that, at thirty-five, it was unlikely she’d never have sex again. But the idea of getting naked with a complete stranger, having been with the same man for nine years, was intimidating. When she’d met Gregg, she was a dewy twenty-six year old. She hadn’t any wrinkles then. Nor had her belly been thickened by a pregnancy.

Ilene said, ‘I can show you his picture.’

Frieda felt a sudden flutter of nerves at the threat of coming face-to-photo. ‘You brought his picture?’ she asked. ‘You’re sick, Ilene. There should be a special hospital for people like you.’

‘His photo and bio are on the museum website,’ said Ilene. ‘He’s very handsome. And he’s the nation’s foremost expert on dung beetles.’

‘No shit,’ said Frieda.

‘Take a look,’ said Ilene.

‘I’m very busy,’ said Frieda.

‘I can see that,’ said Ilene, pointedly glancing around the store. Not a single customer was among the bins and boxes. Business was slow, but not dangerously so. At the Sol Gallery, Frieda sold original photographs and did custom framing. Photographs were mounted on cardboard, wrapped in plastic, and put in bins for customers to flip through. Frieda priced the photos according to size and subject matter ranging from five dollars to five hundred dollars. Her standard arrangement: The photographer would get forty per cent of the purchase price and she’d keep sixty per cent. Retail photography accounted for about twenty per cent of her overall business.

Rows and rows of L-shaped frame samples covered the walls by the back counters. They were grouped by medium (wood, metal, etc.), color and size (five-inch gilded ornate maple to quarter-inch fiberglass). Frieda often sold a photograph and then framed it for the customer. That was profitable. But she derived greater satisfaction from framing originals. When a customer brought in a picture, painting, old baseball card, antique needlepoint - whatever - and said, ‘What do you think?’ Frieda knew just the thing, and the customers were always pleased with her choices. She saw borders everywhere: The white rims of stop signs, the black lead of newspaper columns, squiggly lines on restaurant menus. She had the habit of mentally reframing anything two-dimensional, believing that, with adjustments, she could make it better. Images without borders made Frieda feel unhinged, as if the words and pictures in a magazine, for example, would slide right off the page without a neat box to contain them.

The desktop of her iMac, which Ilene had turned on, displayed gray rulers at the top and bottom of the screen. Not enough of a border to satisfy her compulsion, but she could live with it.

Ilene keyed quickly, accessing the museum’s site in seconds. ‘Here he is!’ she announced, as if ushering Mr America into the room.

Frieda looked at the screen and stared at the face of Roger O’Leary, Ph.D. Color photo, thick black border.

‘You’re right,’ said Frieda. ‘He is handsome.’ He was, actually, quite presentable. Nice big smile, square teeth, kind eyes. Decent-shaped head and neat, cropped hair. His bio bragged that he’d gone to Columbia for his B.A., M.A. and Ph.D. He was a native New Yorker, but had  traveled the world to speak about his area of expertise. Roger O’Leary had spent five years in Oslo, consulting on the production and construction of the world’s first and only beetle zoo. Apparently (who knew?), Scandinavians were way into bugs.

‘Now there’s a conversation starter,’ said Frieda. ‘ “So tell me, Roger, do the zoo beetles live in cages, or in a free-range habitat that resembles their natural environment?” ’

Ilene laughed, too brightly. ‘So you’ll date him?’ she asked. ‘Why wouldn’t you?’ He’s good looking, well educated. He lives on Central Park South. I’m telling you, he’s perfect.’

At a glance, Frieda knew Roger O’Leary would not be The Two. She looked at his face, and saw, concurrently, what he was and what he was not. Clearly, Roger was an attractive male specimen. But, more important, he was Not Gregg. Every man was Not Gregg to Frieda. She tried desperately to peek beneath the cloak of Not Gregg every day, on every man she passed on the street. But, much as she wanted to, she couldn’t. Or, she should say, she hadn’t.

‘I think it’ll take me by surprise,’ said Frieda.

Ilene turned away from Roger’s webpage. ‘What will?’

‘When I can look at a man and see his own face.’

‘What are you talking about?’ asked Ilene wearily.

‘Forget it,’ said Frieda.

Ilene sighed. She clicked off the website and shut down the computer. ‘So, can I give him your number?’

Frieda knew that Ilene wouldn’t accept a no. If would be easier and less time-consuming to go on a date with Roger O’Leary than to explain over and over again why she didn’t see the point.

‘Okay.’ She relented.

Ilene said, ‘You’ll keep an open mind?’

Frieda said, ‘Oh, yes! I’m optimistic! I’m ever hopeful!’

‘It’ll be fantastic,’ crowed her sister. ‘I have a great feeling about this.’

Frieda nodded. ‘I’m glad someone does.’
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Friday, September 13  
8.56 p.m.


 



Peter Vermillion’s eyes traveled a familiar path, from his wife’s lips to her neck and down her slender arm. She was talking (as usual), gesturing broadly, hands flying. He watched her profile, the restaurant’s candlelight giving her skin a shifting orange glow. He thought for the millionth time since they’d met that he would never tire of looking at her.

He turned to check her effect on their dinner companions. David Isen, Ilene’s colleague and friend, and Georgia, his wife, sat across the table at Il Travatore, a popular East-44th-Street after-work spot for media people. David laughed as Ilene told a story about their boss. Georgia was less than captivated, or just distracted. Peter noticed that she’d checked her cell phone several times.

Georgia interrupted Ilene mid-story and said, ‘I’m going to step outside and call the babysitter.’ David  volunteered to do it, but Georgia had already gotten up.

In the wake of shuffling chairs and the shift in the table’s social dynamic from four to three, Peter asked his wife, ‘Are you going to eat that?’ He pointed at the barely nibbled cannoli in front of her.

Ilene gave him a warning with her eyes, and then, her voice calm but packed with the high pitch of meaning only dogs and Peter could hear, she said, ‘I’m stuffed. Aren’t you?’

She didn’t want him to finish her dessert, but she wouldn’t explicitly say so in front of David. Peter took advantage of the situation. ‘Enough room for one last bite,’ and pulled the plate over.

Peter knew he could stand to lose a few, but he maintained that he wasn’t too heavy. The weight had come on gradually, a few pounds a year for the last decade. Except for the portly belly, which had the right curve for supporting a beer or a book, he was in decent shape. His shirt buttons didn’t pop open. He could zip his pants, although he did have to belt them underneath the swell of his gut, which made his pleats bunch. Peter hoped that women, upon seeing the sag, would assume he was weighed down with an extra-large package. In any event, he had a closet full of double-breasted jackets. He wore one tonight, although he’d had to unbutton the pants after he’d finished his linguini alfredo.

Ilene scowled as Peter’s fork moved like silver lightning over the cannoli. She said for David’s benefit, ‘Peter is a man of great appetites.’

David, a man of puny appetite, judging from his marathon-runner body, smiled on cue and said, ‘I don’t think I’ve ever heard the story of how you two met.’


Pussy, thought Peter instantly. What kind of man gives a shit about how couples meet? Or was he just remarking on the disparity in their physical conditions? Peter, plump. Ilene, perfect.

Peter, not wanting to let his mind continue in that direction, said, ‘We were both covering a Giuliani press conference on the city budget deficit.’

Ilene, slender arms aloft again, said, ‘It was love at first sight.’

Peter rolled his eyes broadly. David laughed. Ilene grinned, enjoying the game, relishing her role as the feminine romantic with an audience of men.

She said, ‘I was working for Crain’s. Peter was at the  Post business section then. It was one of Giuliani’s first conferences, and the pressroom at City Hall was packed. Peter had a front-row seat. I noticed him immediately. He was gorgeous.’ She paused, putting her hand on his shoulder and added, ‘This was ten years ago.’

David said, ‘I thought you’ve been married for ten years.’

Ilene said, ‘We have.’

Peter said, ‘We had a short engagement.’

‘How short?’ asked David.

‘Five weeks,’ said Ilene. ‘I told you. It was love at first sight. I introduced myself after the press conference. Peter asked me to dinner that night. And the next. And the next. On the fourth date, Peter proposed.’

David asked, ‘What did you say?’

Peter shrugged. ‘The standard. “Will you marry me?” ’

Ilene added, ‘And I said, “What took you so long?” ’

Laughter - bouncy, floating in perfumed air - burst from Ilene. Peter relished it. Her laughter had been the  soundtrack of the first five years of their marriage, and a greatest hit for the next three. The past year and a half, though, he hadn’t heard enough of it. Hardly any of it, actually.

David exhaled deeply and shook his head. ‘Georgia and I dated for three years before we got engaged. And then we had a two-year engagement.’

Ilene said, ‘When you’re sure, you’re sure. My parents got married after knowing each other for a couple of months. My sister Frieda and her husband Gregg got engaged after three months. It’s part of my genetic code, I suppose. Schasts don’t hesitate.’

‘Frieda, the widow?’ asked David. ‘How’s she doing?’

Ilene said, ‘She’s fine!’

‘No, she’s not,’ said Peter.

‘She will be,’ corrected Ilene. ‘She’s on a date tonight.’

Peter said to David, ‘Ilene is trying to arrange Frieda’s next marriage.’ He looked down with surprise at the empty plate, his fork still moving across it. He’d barely registered a single bite, but he’d masticated and swallowed the entire cannoli. Peter lowered his utensil, and found himself looking across the table at the plate of almond cookies abandoned by Georgia.

Meanwhile, Ilene was still talking. ‘Frieda’s been a basket case for a year, it’s true. But she seems to be coming out of it. I’m trying to help her. That’s what sisters are for.’

Peter bit his lip. Fortunately, he tasted cannoli on it. He was opposed to Ilene’s matchmaking. Frieda should be left alone. She had enough to deal with - the frame store, her five-year-old son, Justin, the unresolved issues over Gregg’s estate - and didn’t need the pressures of dating as well. Ilene insisted she knew what was best for her own  sister, speaking with such adamancy that Peter could do nothing but silently disapprove. He did so as loudly as possible.

Peter had spent a decade observing the relationship among the three Schast sisters - Ilene, Frieda and Betty, the youngest. He’d decided they were like the three corners of a triangle, connected by the family genes, each with her own unique angle. The space inside the triangle contained their collective pain and joy. If one was happy, they all were. When one was sad, they plunged. Peter was a fixed point somewhere on the outside. So was Gregg.

The horrible business of Gregg’s cancer and death brought out the best in the sisters. Ilene and Betty had been heroic. Peter, an only child, watched with awe as they took care of Frieda, Gregg, and Justin. Anything that needed doing - food shopping, babysitting, handholding - his wife made herself available and ready for service. Not that Frieda asked for anything. It’d been a year since the death, and Ilene was still available to Frieda. Peter continued to wait for his wife to return to him.

Peter stared at the plate of cookies across the table. Where was Georgia? Wasn’t she coming back? And, more important, would she be hungry?

David said, ‘So, Peter, how are things at Bucks?’

‘Fine, fine,’ he said. ‘Can’t get specific, you understand. ’

Peter was the editor-in-chief at Bucks magazine; Ilene and David were reporters at Cash, a competing title. Ilene and Peter were considered the dynamic duo of financial journalism. His field of expertise: Bonds. Hers: Retail IPOs. Donuts, T-shirts, kitchenware. Bonds and retail were opposites. One investment was safe, secure, simple.  The other was dangerous, complicated, tricky. ‘Opposites attract,’ was Ilene’s line on that subject. Peter wasn’t sure what David’s specialty was. It would have been polite to ask, but Peter was very ready for this dinner date to end. It’d been a long week. The meal with Ilene’s friends exhausted Peter. He wanted to go home and get in bed - preferably with his wife naked and willing next to him.

Georgia returned. ‘I’m sorry that took so long. David, we have to go. Stephanie’s fever is worse.’

‘What is it?’ asked David.

‘One hundred.’

‘That’s hardly an emergency,’ said David. Then, seeing the look in Georgia’s eyes, he said, ‘But we should go.’

David took out his wallet, but Ilene said, ‘I’ll expense it.’

The couple left Ilene and Peter at the table to await the check. Peter signaled the waiter to bring more coffee, one eye on Georgia’s dessert plate.

Ilene said, ‘Georgia’s so beautiful, don’t you think?’

‘She’s dog meat,’ said Peter. His wife laughed. ‘Georgia is very pretty. But she’s nothing compared to you,’ he added, meaning it.

‘Give me your cell,’ she said.

‘Who are you calling?’ Peter handed it over. While Ilene busied herself dialing, he sneaked a cookie into his mouth.

‘Hello?’ his wife asked into the phone. ‘Frieda?’

Peter shook his head. Ilene couldn’t leave Frieda alone even when she was on a date. He listened to Ilene’s half of the conversation.

‘He what? I’m so sorry. Okay, okay. I had no idea. Jesus,  really? Yes, tomorrow. Okay. Bye.’ Ilene hung up and  handed him the phone. ‘Well, the bug man did not get under her skin.’ Ilene looked around the restaurant for the waiter. She said, ‘The entire date lasted twenty minutes. He brought bug samples to show her, and when he whipped out the jar, she called it a night.’

Peter, mouth full, scowled at the horror.

‘Frieda has called a reprieve from dating,’ said Ilene, raising her arm, credit card in her outstretched fingers. ‘You’d think they’d be all over you to take the money.’

Peter tried to chew without moving his lips. He wasn’t sure if Ilene had seen him eat his third dessert, but she hadn’t said anything. He swallowed as quietly as possible, and said, ‘A reprieve might be a good idea. She needs a break.’

‘Frieda needs a man,’ announced Ilene. ‘She’s always had a boyfriend. Since sixth grade. And I know exactly who she should be with. I can almost see him. He’s in his early forties, recently divorced. He has a child Justin’s age. He’s got money. He could step into her life and make everything right again. One look. That’s all it will take. I just need to find the right guy for her to look at.’

Peter asked, ‘How come you never fix up Betty?’

Ilene said, ‘Whenever I mention the joys of married life to Betty, she groans like she’s about to give birth. She thinks I’m a marriage Nazi. She doesn’t want a boyfriend. She’s said so explicitly. And, even if she did, she’d have to lose a ton of weight to be fix-upable.’

‘Betty looks fine,’ said Peter.

‘She’s as overweight as you are,’ said Ilene sharply. ‘Betty also accuses me of being the fat police.’

‘I wouldn’t say police,’ he replied. ‘You’re more like the local sheriff.’

‘I should arrest you for eating three desserts,’ she said.

To stop her from talking, he encircled her with his arms and kissed her mouth. She leaned into him, kissing back, and then stopped. She said, ‘It strains my neck to lean over your belly to kiss you.’

He dropped his arms. ‘It pains my ass to listen to you bitch about it.’ He’d reached his limit quickly tonight. ‘Every time I touch you, you pull back.’

‘I do not,’ she said, glancing around the restaurant to see if anyone could hear them. ‘You touched me plenty last night.’

‘Yes, you condescended to grant me sex,’ he said. ‘You were a million miles away. Probably calculating how many calories I was burning.’

Ilene had her limits, too. She slammed the table with her open palm and said, ‘Your father had his first heart attack at forty. You’re thirty-nine, forty pounds overweight, and you never exercise. As far as I’m concerned, eating three desserts is an act of aggression.’ She paused, and then finished big. ‘I want to be attracted to you,’ she said. ‘But I won’t pretend I am if I’m not. And where the fuck is the waiter?’

Peter had closely watched his lovely wife make her speech. He thought, for the millionth (and one) time, that he would never tire of looking at her. Listening to her, however, was getting harder and harder.

Peter pushed Georgia’s dessert plate in front of his agitated wife and said, ‘Have a cookie. You’ll feel better.’
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Tuesday, September 17  
11.12 a.m.


 



There he was again. Betty Schast had spotted him four times already in one morning. It was unprecedented. Usually, she was lucky to catch a glimpse once or twice a week.

She sat behind the information desk at the Union Square Burton & Notham bookstore. She was the branch day manager. From her perch, protective computer monitors at eye level, she could stare at him unnoticed. He was wearing a long-sleeve white T-shirt underneath a navy short-sleeved one and inky-blue jeans. His black hair was an absolute mess, but what a mess! When he absentmindedly tucked some behind his ear, it created a lovely, dark, shiny spray. If she could only touch that hair. Or that ear. It was large and floppy, with a hanging, suckable lobe. No earring, thank God. She hated jewelry on men, except when they wore a shoelace of leather with a single bead snuggled into the hollow at the base of the  neck. He couldn’t be more than twenty-eight.

Betty, thirty-two, studied him as he flipped through the books at the new paperback fiction display table, a mere twenty feet away. She’d noticed that he browsed a lot but rarely bought. Betty assumed he worked or lived nearby and came into the store to kill time on breaks or during bouts of boredom. She’d seen him dozens of times over weeks and weeks of waiting to catch a glimpse. But she’d never spoken to him. She just couldn’t.

It would ruin everything. If they spoke, they might become acquaintances, then friends. He’d never be her lover, and a friendship would be too painful for Betty to stand. She far preferred to keep him in his place, inside the carefully constructed fantasies Betty created for the two of them. Her former therapist deemed choosing fantasy over reality unhealthy. Of course it was - but Betty’s bad habit was only harmful to herself. And her fantasies were nice. Downright frilly. Lacy, velvety, doilied. She wasn’t some nut job who spent hours fantasizing about serial killing, animal torture, and sado-masochism. Plus, her fantasies usually ended with masturbation - the only aerobic activity Betty got. If she were to stop jerking off, she’d probably gain five pounds overnight. Now that  would be unhealthy.

‘What are you looking at?’ asked Gertrude, one of Betty’s underlings at Burton & Notham. Gert, a Rubenesque forty-five, wore too much makeup and dressed like a thirty-year-old Gap dancer. A natural blonde, she teased her hair up with glittery clips. She was divorced and independently wealthy (family money - her great-grandfather invented the gear-shift mechanism on bicycles). The only reason she took the job at Burton &  Notham was the ever-changing, never-waning supply of men who came into the store. Gert stalked them at the magazine aisles on the third floor, hovering by the newsweeklies, The New Yorker, car and sport publications and, when she was being obvious about it, the soft-core porn (Playboy, Penthouse, Maxim). The strategy worked. Gert got dates.

Betty asked her, ‘Anything good in the new Fly-Fishing and Tackle Monthly?’

Gert said, ‘He looks dirty.’ She pointed her rounded chin at Betty’s fantasy man.

‘I’m just looking,’ said Betty. ‘Not smelling.’

‘Here he comes.’

The big-eared guy headed toward the information desk. More peeved than pleased by his approach, Betty knew that her safety zone of twenty feet was about to be violated. Her basic fear, that he would reject her, had a flip side. He could turn out to be such a loser that Betty would have to reject him.

He stood two feet away now. Betty asked, ‘May I help you?’

Gert coughed loudly and sniffed her wrist. She was right. This guy could do himself a favor by browsing in the personal hygiene section. Dear God, the pores, Betty thought. They were massive. He had a trio of pimples on his neck, mingling with several days’ worth of stubble. And his hair wasn’t shiny, as it had appeared from across the room. It was greasy.

He said, ‘I was wondering if you had any new books on serial killing, animal torture, or sado-masochism.’


Bullocks, she thought. Now it was completely over between them.

Betty said, ‘True crime and psychology. Second floor.’

He said, ‘I’ve checked there.’

She said, ‘Then you’re out of luck.’

‘Can’t you search the database?’ he asked.

Betty looked at him and felt a mixture of sadness and regret. Another fantasy relationship screeching to an end, forcing the usual questions to bubble to the surface. Why couldn’t she attempt to meet a worthy man for an actual relationship? Was she really that chicken? She’d have to discuss this with Frieda soon. Her sister would be able to suggest specific steps. She was resolved this time to break the bad habit.

The greasy zit man with the alien Jughead ears pointed at the computer on Betty’s desk. ‘Sometime today?’ he asked.

Betty searched the database. Keyword: Torture.
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Monday, September 23  
3.03 p.m.


 



‘Mommy!’ Justin spotted her and ran toward Frieda, his backpack swinging from side to side. He reached out his arms. It was her cue to brace for impact. He jumped. She caught him mid-flight, his body slamming into her chest, forcing her to step back a pace. Justin was small for his age, only forty pounds, not quite four feet tall. Unlike many of the kids in his kindergarten class, he had yet to lose a tooth. He cried about it at night, demanding answers to life’s big questions (‘When will it happen?’ ‘Why hasn’t it happened yet?’). Frieda promised him over and over that he would not go off to college with baby teeth, and that if he ate more vegetables they would fall out sooner.

Frieda lowered him to the ground. She waved at his teacher, took his hand and started to leave the garden courtyard at the Packer Collegiate Institute, his private school in Brooklyn Heights. Kindergarten had started  almost three weeks ago. Frieda had successfully avoided conversation and eye contact with the other moms at pickup. They meant well with their sympathy. She realized that. But they always looked at her with The Face of Raw Pity. She hated that.

‘Frieda! Wait a moment.’ Justin’s teacher, Marie Stanhope, waved and walked toward her. Marie - Ms Stanhope to Justin - was a cheerful, warm, wonderful teacher who’d been at it for thirty years. She’d seen a thing or two, and had taught fatherless children before. Frieda trusted her as chief ally in Justin’s care. He and Marie spent six hours a day together. Almost as much time as Frieda did.

Marie caught up with Frieda, smiling as always. ‘Justin,’ she said with her slightly Southern accent, ‘why don’t you go play on the swings for minute while I talk to Mom?’

Justin looked at Frieda, and her eyes told him to go. ‘We’ll just be a minute,’ said Frieda. Once he was gone, Marie’s smile dropped. Frieda sighed. ‘What happened today?’

‘I think we should make an appointment with the school psychologist. Just to talk. Nothing serious.’

‘Tell me.’

Marie’s turn to sigh. ‘We were looking at a book with pictures of the planets and the sun. Justin started talking about his father in heaven, wanting to know where it was in the picture. One of the other boys said that his parents told him heaven didn’t exist. Justin insisted that it did. The other boy said that when you’re dead, you’re dead. And Justin reacted.’

Frieda said, ‘Which kid?’

‘It doesn’t matter,’ Marie said. ‘Justin punched him in the nose.’

Frieda asked, ‘Did it bleed?’

Marie nodded. ‘I had to notify the child’s parents.’


Oh, great, thought Frieda. Now she was pariah pity widow and mother of a violent child. Frieda scanned the courtyard, looking for a kid with a swollen face.

Marie said, ‘The boy was picked up early.’

‘Why didn’t you call me?’ Frieda looked again, trying to figure out which kid was missing. Should she expect an angry phone call tonight from the parents? Probably not, she decided. If anything, the parents should call her to apologize for the insensitivity of their kid.

Marie said, ‘Justin had a time out. I thought it would be best to let him finish the day.’

‘Should I call Dr Schmidt, or will she call me?’ Barbara Schmidt. The school psychologist. Frieda met with her briefly when Gregg was first diagnosed, thinking it was the responsible, bases-covered thing to do.

Marie waved Justin back over to his mom. ‘I’ll have Dr Schmidt call you in the next few days. She may refer you to a therapist outside of school. And talk to Justin tonight. I don’t think he’ll hit his classmates again if we both make him understand how wrong it is.’

‘Should I punish him?’ asked Frieda, relying on Marie’s experience and judgment. She often felt like she had no idea what she was doing. At times, Frieda feared that one good tug would unravel her completely and the contents of her life would spill onto the ground like lipstick and quarters from an overturned pocketbook.

Marie said, ‘He’s already been punished with the time out. Tell him that hitting is wrong, and that if another child  says or does something to upset him, that he should tell me or my assistant. We’ll handle problems. He doesn’t have to.’

Justice was the purview of grown-ups. What a comforting idea to present to Justin. Frieda stared at his blond head as he loped back to her, smiling, the incident compartmentalized.

She said, ‘Home, Justin.’
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‘How’s the salad?’ he asked.

‘It’s fine. Good,’ said Ilene. She’d been picking. Not hungry. Nor had she been an entertaining lunch date. She looked across the table and gave David Isen a radiant smile. ‘It’s wonderful. This is my favorite salad in the entire city of New York.’

They were at Café Centro, a midtown two-star restaurant. She’d ordered her usual mixed field greens with olives, cranberries, sundried tomatoes and raspberry vinaigrette - the sight of which usually filled her eyes and heart with desire.

He said, ‘Starving yourself won’t make Peter lose weight.’ David cut a juicy piece of steak and popped it in his mouth with an audible moan of pleasure. This is a man who loves meat, she thought. With his metabolism - and the marathon training - David could eat anything. She’d seen him shirtless a couple of times over the years. His  body could have been drawn from an anatomy textbook. Hard shoulders, long legs, chiseled six-pack. Peter had never had a six-pack. His belly looked more like the cooler.

Ilene dropped her fork to rub her temples. ‘I don’t know what I can possibly do,’ she said. ‘I’ve tried talking to him, and he rebels. I’ve tried not saying anything, and he responds by eating everything in sight. He claims to have no vanity issues about it, but I don’t understand how that’s possible.’

David said, ‘Give him a break.’

She asked, ‘Sticking up for your gender?’

‘Women have no idea what they do to men.’

‘Explain.’

David continued eating, not looking at her directly. ‘A man considers his love relationship to be the only area of his life that is personal. I see women in the office get upset about some slight from a colleague. Or a snide comment from Mark’ - their boss, the editor-in-chief of Cash  magazine - ‘and they fall apart, run crying to the ladies’ room. You’ve run crying to the ladies’ room.’

‘I have not,’ she said.

‘Last year, when he killed your feature on Krispy Kreme.’

She blushed. ‘I had something in my eye.’

He laughed. ‘You had big, salty tears of self-pity in your eye. Mark was embarrassed for you. So was I.’

Ilene stabbed an olive. ‘This talk is really helpful. I feel much better now.’

‘Mark wrote it off - as I did - because you’re a woman. When you’ve been insulted, you think it means you’re worthless. I saw a woman get upset when a stranger on the street told her she had a fat ass.’

That would ruin Ilene’s day. ‘Ridiculous,’ she said.

‘A man takes any kind of insult or criticism, assesses the remark’s value, and then takes it for what it’s worth. Not for what he’s worth.’

‘Any insult.’

‘Anything.’

‘You, David,’ she said, ‘are an asshole.’

He thought about it. ‘I’m not taking that personally. I’ve assessed your comment, and rejected it. I don’t believe I’m anymore of an asshole than I did five seconds ago.’

‘How convenient for you,’ she said, a glint in her brown eyes, which she knew were luscious and wanton, having been told so by every boyfriend she’d had since high school. ‘How convenient for men, how ingenious, to have license to dismiss the opinions of others, people who might know better. For example, if some construction worker, sitting on the curb, eating his lunch from a pail, has a butt-eye view of a woman’s behind, he can more accurately judge the size of it than she can - even if she painstakingly examined the area in the mirror while getting dressed. His opinion does have value, and a woman values all opinions.’

‘Giving equal weight to her boss, a construction worker, the manicurist, her friends, and her husband, diluting her own opinion.’

‘Now you’re just being silly,’ she said. ‘My manicurist doesn’t speak English.’

He smiled. His crow’s feet appeared like magic. On his  face, somehow, they made him look younger. Just part of the miracle of David, the physical glory of male. Thank God they were both attached, safely within the protective walls of marriage.

David said, ‘A man cares, emotionally, about one other person’s opinion. Just one. Not his barber or his golf partner. He cares what his wife thinks.’

Ilene frequently underestimated her effect on Peter. She wondered, as she often did, whether Peter would take the health risks of his weight more seriously if they had a child. Ilene said, ‘How’s Stephanie’s fever?’

‘You’re changing the subject,’ said David. ‘She’s fine.’

Ilene remembered when David’s daughter was born. The whole editorial department of Cash visited Georgia and Stephanie at the maternity ward at NYU. Georgia looked exhausted but still beautiful, with her cheekbones and flawless skin. After seeing the joy at the hospital, Ilene went home and announced to Peter that she’d like to get pregnant. Peter confessed that he’d been waiting for her to be ready. That was six years ago. Neither one of them had brought up the subject of fertility treatments.
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