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Praise for

WHAT NORA KNEW

“Linda Yellin’s feisty heroine Molly Hallberg is sassy, cynical, irreverent, and hysterically funny. With a wounded heart and gimlet eye, Molly delivers razor-sharp observations on love and fear that have us completely identifying with her, and crackling, witty dialogue that’s so damn entertaining I wish Yellin would start writing screenplays.”

—Claire Fontaine, author of Come Back

“Linda Yellin has given us a tart, funny, totally lovable heroine whose path to true love is hilarious and heartwarming. Nora Ephron would have loved this book.”

—Jenny Allen, essayist, The New Yorker’s Disquiet, Please!

“Could someone please apologize to my husband and children for ignoring them all weekend as I gobbled up this delicious book? I loved every minute of it.”

—Karen Bergreen, author of Perfect Is Overrated

“Linda’s lively story sparkles and dances off the page.”

—Tracey Jackson, author of Between a Rock and a Hot Place

“Linda Yellin has written an irresistibly funny, authentic novel about the two-steps-forward-one-step-back pursuit of life, love, and career in New York City. She writes for all of us with Molly Hallberg’s laugh-out-loud, poignant inability to accept she’s met her equal, while everyone around her takes the plunge. Yellin is a Nora Ephron–inspired humorist with a voice of her own.”

—Kathryn Leigh Scott, author of Down and Out in Beverly Heels

“I laughed my way through Linda Yellin’s What Nora Knew—when I wasn’t nodding in recognition. Witty, wise, insightful, and altogether charming.”

—Emily Listfield, author of Best Intentions

“Linda Yellin’s novel is by turns touching and funny, and her heroine has charm and chutzpah to spare.”

—Christina Haag, author of Come to the Edge: A Love Story

Praise for

THE LAST BLIND DATE

“The Last Blind Date is a laugh-out-loud funny, nakedly revealing, kooky look at romance told with sweetness and soul. From the minute our hero Randy picks up our heroine Linda at the airport with his fly accidentally unzipped, and takes her to his friend’s son’s bar mitzvah, where he mistakenly calls her by the name of his ex-wife, it’s impossible not to root for their love.”

—Susan Shapiro, author of Five Men Who Broke My Heart

“The Last Blind Date is a valentine for optimism, risk-taking, and love itself. With self-deprecating charm, Yellin takes her reader on a journey from Chicago to Manhattan, eviscerating New York City folkways with gentle yet biting wit.”

—Sally Koslow, author of The Widow Waltz

“Yellin’s story is not only a delight to read but an inspiring example of the good that can come from taking risks.”

—Publishers Weekly

“The Last Blind Date is a candid and charmingly funny account of love. Linda Yellin’s sympathy, wit, and nerve make her determined forging of a family a success, and this book about it completely winning.”

—Hilma Wolitzer, author of An Available Man

“Filled with lots of girl-talk, this memoir will appeal to readers who just can’t get enough of the beginning, middle, and sweet endings of love stories.”

—Kirkus Reviews

“Linda Yellin’s modern love story will leave you laughing ’til it hurts.”

—Sam Apple, author of American Parent

“I keep on trying to think who I can compare this to, but you really can’t. I can say Erma Bombeck but younger, Chelsea Handler but kinder, but that doesn’t do the book justice. It’s a voice that is unique and compelling.”

—Amazon Review by Total Stranger

Praise for

SUCH A LOVELY COUPLE

“Yellin has a gift for moving the plot along and imbuing a familiar tale with freshness and humor. A good read from a writer with the wit and verve of Susan Isaacs.”

—Publishers Weekly

“Such a rare, ringing clarity of tone and vision. The emotions, the dialogue, the scenery are just dead on.”

—Susan Kenney, author of In Another Country

“Warm and funny and honest.”

—Ann Hood, author of The Obituary Writer
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For Randy Arthur—

I love you so much it’s ridiculous.


There’s no one who’s more romantic than a cynic.

—Nora Ephron, Rolling Stone magazine



Prologue

Ten minutes after saying “I do” at the Garden City Hotel in Long Island, I was already having my doubts. But how do you say “I don’t” to a man who’s considered quite the catch. Everyone was constantly telling me—even strangers—that Evan Naboshek, of the firm Naboshek, Halla, and Weiss, was a fabulous hell of a prize.

In answer to the question, should anyone ask, “So how’d you two lovebirds meet?”—it started when lovebird #1 stepped out of a cab into a puddle. I was trying to open my umbrella at the same time I was juggling my grocery bags, spilling tomatoes, peppers, onions, three frozen-lemonade cans, and a dozen eggs onto the sidewalk. A dashing stranger went dashing after my produce, holding his umbrella aloft like Don Quixote.

That’s all it took. I fell in love.

Evan has all the tall, dark, and gorgeous attributes that add up to trouble. The deep-set eyes. The Roman nose. The square jaw that I later wanted to slug. Despite the rain, his custom-made suit looked perfectly pressed, and when he handed over a runaway onion, I noticed his French cuffs with the gold links and that he wasn’t wearing a wedding band. Not that a bare finger’s any indication of a man’s availability, but at least you’ve got a fifty-fifty shot.

Balancing his umbrella over both our heads, Evan helped me restuff my plastic grocery bags and escorted me to the corner garbage can, where I ceremoniously dumped the sticky egg carton. The tomatoes, peppers, and onions also met their maker. The dented lemonade cans survived, but my dignity was a goner. Rain will wash away the mess, my knight in shiny tailoring assured me, his words sounding like a song lyric. I pictured droplets dancing around Audrey Hepburn and George Peppard; rain cascading over Hugh Grant and Andie MacDowell. I wanted to sing: The sun will come out tomorrow!

Back then, I was still capable of dreams.

“Next on your agenda?” my rescuer asked, his smile revealing the best set of veneers this side of a TV anchorman.

I opened my umbrella. “Home,” I said, nodding at my apartment building, your basic white-brick Upper East Side building. “I splurged on a cab so I wouldn’t get my groceries wet.”

“Well, that didn’t go well.” He laughed. But not an at-me laugh, more of an at-the-situation laugh.

Beneath our now-adjoining umbrellas, he told me he was a partner in a law firm and would be happy to help me sue Mother Nature should my grocery debacle result in whiplash, adding, though, that he didn’t usually specialize in curbside accidents. His expertise was divorce.

If only I’d listened.

I thanked him for pursuing my salad ingredients and said I could probably manage the last twenty steps without requiring legal aid. He invited me for coffee to help me de-chill from the rain.

“You aren’t a married divorce lawyer, are you?” I asked.

“No,” he said. “I’m a happily divorced divorce lawyer.”

Like I said, trouble, trouble, trouble.

He waited in my lobby while I hurried upstairs, jammed my lemonade cans into my freezer, googled him, changed out of my wet shoes and shirt, spent three minutes blow-drying my hair into a semblance of presentable, and returned downstairs.

Evan was talking into his cell phone and held up two fingers to indicate he’d only be two minutes. Except he was still on the phone fifteen minutes later, so maybe what he was really doing was making a peace sign. While I sat in the chair opposite his, I waved hello to my neighbor, Mrs. McBriarty, who was passing by on her walker. I went and checked my mailbox, then came back and sat down again across from my future husband.

On the phone Evan sounded like a real hardnose, demanding this, outraged at that, saying things like This matter is not closed! If you want to go to court, my client’s happy to go to court! He insisted on the house in the Berkshires and the condo in Aspen, and that the lease be paid off on the Lexus immediately. But when he did look up at me, he had this warm smile on his face. He mouthed, Just one second, then went back to being Mr. Kick-Ass Tough Guy. In the early stages of our courtship, his ability to switch personalities on a dime seemed powerful and sexy, a masterful manipulation of mood and emotions, the key to his success in a courtroom. I later found myself bemoaning that nobody warned me I’d be married to Dr. Jekyll.

Warnings? Warnings? There were a million warnings, all of which I chose to ignore. I preferred to focus on the late-night dinners at Del Posto, Evan’s car-service Lincolns versus my subway MetroCard, his three-bedroom Park Avenue apartment (so much nicer than my crowded studio apartment), the barrage of red roses, and the juicy gossip about his clients’ nasty divorces. We’d call it lawyer-girlfriend privilege when he’d tell me off-the-record stories.

“Promise you’ll pretend I never told you this?” he’d say.

“Scout’s honor,” I’d say.

My Girl Scout leader Mrs. Tuke would have been ashamed of me.

Evan liked blabbing scuttlebutt as much as I liked hearing it. The man couldn’t keep his mouth shut. Or his zipper. That little tidbit he did keep quiet.

I loved his smooth life. He loved my curvy butt. I loved the way he looked at me. He loved that I looked up to him. I didn’t question when Mr. Spill the Beans excused himself to take calls in private. I didn’t question his nonstop honeyed words. I allowed myself to believe that I was so clever, so witty, that I was his one-woman sideshow.

And, oh, how he won over my family! He admired my mother’s arts and crafts, heaped flattery on my youngest sister Lisa’s punch recipe, complimented my sister Jocelyn’s insightful observations about the ailing euro, and volunteered to play Ping-Pong with my father. Twenty minutes after meeting the guy, my parents were wanting to book the caterers. I was almost thirty-one years old; it was time, they said, and I suppose I felt so, too.

When it came to track records for romance, I wasn’t what you’d call a gold medalist. My ability to find relationships hurtling nowhere was worthy of a Hubble telescope. Sophomore year at SUNY Albany, I fell head over boots (there’s lots of snow in Albany) for Glenn-with-two-n’s Crosse-with-an-e when we got into a debate in our Great American Writers class on the subject of Ernest Hemingway and Virginia Woolf and geniuses committing suicide. Glenn argued on the side of genius leads to suicide. I argued on the side of that’s ridiculous. We dated for two years, most of it spent arguing. Last I heard, Glenn was a magician living in Colorado and selling hallucinogenic mushrooms.

After moving to Manhattan postcollege, I often suggested to my first New York City boyfriend, Clive the Actuary, that we buy tickets for a Broadway show, hear some tunes, see some stars, although his idea of great theater was the Knicks at Madison Square Garden. To be fair, he tried. We turned down a Memorial Day–weekend invitation to Fire Island so I could see The Producers. (“The beach!” he said. “Nathan Lane!” I said.) As soon as I opened the program, twenty little sheets of white paper fluttered out, each saying that for that night’s performance, understudy so-and-so would be substituting for regular so-and-so. Clive shook his head. “Even Matthew Broderick would rather be out of town.”

Three weeks later we split up. Clive got custody of the Knicks. I got custody of Times Square.

I dated Vince, then Bobby, then Sean. I broke up with Vince, then Bobby, then Sean. I seemed to be on a six-month plan with each guy. We’d be moving along fine, and right about that six-month point I’d ask, “So, how do you think things are going with us?” and that would lead to a discussion and the discussion would lead to a realization and that’d be that. Just to be safe, I didn’t ask my next boyfriend, Brett the Paramedic, how things were going after six months. He asked me. And that was that.

I had no idea how other women did it, how’d they know what they were getting and love what they were getting. I just kept stumbling my way from one romance to the next. Of course, the relationships started out well. I wasn’t a masochist. But before long the initial fascination would wear off; the guy with the six-pack abs was never around because he was always at the gym; the man who made me feel needed was too needy; the guy who taught me the difference between Syrah and Shiraz was a closet alcoholic. By the time Evan showed up I didn’t trust myself to know what I was supposed to want. And what with everyone I ever met in my entire life, including me, in awe of his charm and seduced by his magnetism, and saying I’d be out of my freaking mind if I let this one get away, well—suddenly I was registering at Bloomingdale’s.

Oh. And we were fabulous in the sack together. The dynamic duo. Scarlett and Rhett. Antony and Cleopatra. Tarzan and Jane. I’m sure I wasn’t the first woman to find herself wearing lace and tulle and standing with an armful of white lilies because of sex. Love may be blind, but great sex is the ultimate blindfold. I wanted Evan to be perfect, so I assumed he was. He gave me excuses; I’d give him the benefit of the doubt. He was my fiend with benefits.

After everything unraveled, I’d rerun the Evan and Molly Show in my head, searching for the missed signals. With the genius of hindsight I’d write lists filled with signals galore.

Five things about Evan Naboshek under the heading “I Should Have Known Better”:

1. Just because a man buys his socks at Barneys does not mean he won’t wear them twice.

2. Cheap tipper when no one else is around. If he’s entertaining a client in a fancy-schmancy restaurant, he’ll be sure to lay on the 20 percent. But if some poor guy delivers spring rolls and moo shu pork on a freeze-your-ass-off night, Mr. Big Shot hands the guy a quarter.

3. Baby talk. There are some women in this world who are not comfortable being called Poopsum or Daddy’s Little Girl. I am one of them. “How’d you like the appellate judges of New York State to hear you talking like that?” I’d say, not that it did Poopsum any good.

4. Farts on cue. I suppose some people might consider this an admirable ability, people who are still in fraternities or under ten years old. “Pull my finger” is one of Evan’s favorite jokes. He can also wait an entire evening, getting through a cocktail party, dinner party, and after-dinner cocktails, saving all his best stuff until he gets home and lets her rip, often driving me out of our bedroom screaming into the night.

5. Always asks for a better restaurant table. Always. We were seated at the head table at our wedding and I was waiting for Evan to request a better table.

None of these are major enough reasons for breaking up, but all constitute possible lifetime annoyances.

And then there’s number six:

6. Left me for another woman.

That last one is a good reason for splitting up.

I found out about Evan’s messing around because he didn’t have the decency to shut down his home computer. E-mail messages with inappropriate subject headings from his legal secretary, Diane Forlenza—that was her name at the time, although now it’s Diane Forlenza Naboshek—were just sitting there right on the open screen where I couldn’t help but notice them while dusting. (I was a wife who actually cared enough to straighten out my husband’s desk and dust his keyboard and mouse. Can any woman have been a bigger fool? While I was dusting Evan’s pencil box, he was dusting Diane’s.) But she was always so nice to me when I called the office. So nice that Evan would come home from work and I’d be complimenting Diane: “You’re so lucky to have her.”

Oh, Molly, Molly, Molly.

To amp up the cheesy quotient, when I was emptying my dresser drawers and tossing shirts and skirts into my suitcase, bellowing, “Your secretary? Your secretary? What could be triter!”—he had the nerve to correct me and tell me she preferred to be called administrative assistant. Like the real problem was that I’d demoted her. Bags in tow, I grabbed a taxi to Penn Station and a train out to my parents’ house in Roslyn.

At night I’d read suicidal poems by Anne Sexton. Suicidal poems by Sylvia Plath. And cynical poems by Dorothy Parker. I’d pity myself. I’d berate myself. I’d pity myself. Back and forth in my head like a crazy woman, and when I was done with that routine, I’d cry into my pillow on the convertible couch in my former childhood bedroom that was now my mother’s arts-and-crafts room, and then I’d get mad at myself for crying because crying gives you wrinkles and someday I might want to start dating again. Although not any day soon. Maybe never.

How is it some people get their hearts trampled and they bounce right back and fall in love again, no questions asked. Is it because they don’t ask questions? I could no more easily figure out love than I could figure out the insides of a toaster. I longed to believe in romance and excitement and possibility. But deep-down love, deep-in-the-ventricles-of-your-heart love, was something that happened to other people, make-believe people in fairy tales and movies.

I’d walk past the romance sections in bookstores gazing over all those covers of women faint with lust in the arms of bare-chested pirates and sweaty slave masters, their eyes gleaming with passion. Hey, ladies, have fun while you can.

I imagined their six-month talks:

DAMSEL: Well, Sinbad, you’ve been ripping my bodice for half a year now and I was wondering just where this relationship is heading.

SINBAD: Huh? I’m a pirate. Where the hell do you think it’s heading? I’m on the next ship outta town, baby.

My entire marriage lasted twelve days short of three years. It would have been our leather anniversary. I looked it up. To celebrate, I went out and bought myself a new wallet.

The divorce itself took four months to finalize, which in the State of New York with its archaic laws at the time (no no-fault, just fault fault) constituted some kind of legal miracle. (Unless, of course, a too-big-for-his-britches and often-not-in-his-britches lawyer pays off a few judges. Not that I’m insinuating anything.) To unload his guilty conscience along with his wife, Evan covered the security deposit and two years’ rent on a one-bedroom for me. My new apartment was only a block away from the puddle-laden street where we first met. I had a better view than from my pre-Evan apartment—but a more jaundiced view of love.
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When Deirdre Dolson left a note on my desk requesting my presence in her office at 2:00 sharp, my first thought was What did I do wrong? My second thought was Hey, maybe I’m getting a raise! But that thought didn’t last as long as the first one.

You may have read about Deirdre in the gossip columns—she employs a personal publicist to make sure you read about her. Good for business, she likes to say, but really, it’s just good for Deirdre. She’s the editor in chief of the online newsmagazine EyeSpy. Gossip! News! Pop Culture and Reviews! And the reason I have dental and a 401(k).

The note was written in Deirdre’s signature purple ink. Her other signature is her headache-inducing perfume. She wears it by the gallon. I couldn’t tell if Deirdre personally deposited the message on my chair or if it was dropped off by her assistant, Gavin. Deirdre’s assistants are always male. I’ve worked here four years now, since the year after my divorce, and in that time she’s been through half a dozen assistants, all male.

I got to the office around eleven, having written at home that morning. One of the perks of my job is you’re allowed to go off and be creative in other locales. Deirdre sees our main competitor as either Gawker or Jezebel; it’s hard to tell, but someone once told her that Gawker writers get to work at home, so now we get to do it, too.

When I walked in, ass-kissing, backstabbing Emily Lawler was sitting in her adjacent cubicle with her nose in a book. Usually, she’s poking her nose into my business. Emily has this really white skin and really dark hair and round, dark eyes. She looks like Snow White minus the dwarfs. After I stowed my purse in my file drawer, next to my backup heels and box of Lipton chicken-soup packets, Emily popped up, looming over me with that cutsie, sneery face of hers, and said, “Good thing you showed up before two,” which proves she didn’t have the decency to even pretend she didn’t read my note. “Gavin was asking where you were.”

“Oh, really?” I turned on my computer.

“I told him if there’s something Deirdre needed, that I’d be happy to help.” She smiled her fake sweet smile that’s not meant to be sweet, just fake.

“You’re a true pal, Emily.” I feigned intense typing to make my pal go away. “Must be nice to sit around reading all day.”

Emily’s got the all-time cushiest of cushy jobs. She writes book reviews for EyeSpy. She held up a novel, Larceny among Lovers. The cover had a cornball illustration of a man, in a trench coat and fedora, standing in a doorway and casting a shadow across a dead woman’s legs.

“This guy had to grow up with a lot of sisters,” she said, pointing to the author’s name. “He really understands women.”

“Isn’t that a crime book?”

“Criminals have sisters.”

“Emily, can I pay you to go away?”

“You wish,” she said and disappeared behind our mutual wall.

When I first started at EyeSpy, we all had actual offices. Now only Deirdre and the CFO have offices. About a year ago they knocked down walls, squeezed us together, and knocked off a full floor’s rent. The official party line was that an open plan would foster communication and encourage rapport, but all that really happened was now everyone sits at their desk listening to iPods, blocking out any distractions and each other.

Maybe Deirdre wanted to meet to tell me what a commendable job I was doing. We’d discuss moving my office; she’d say I deserved any cubicle of my choice. Maybe she was so thrilled with me that I could request my own column again. I do that a lot. Request a column. And maybe this time she’d say yes!

Well, maybe.

Before EyeSpy, I was writing for Hipp magazine, which was anything but. Hipp’s readership was decent until the magazine industry went into the toilet, and even after that it was still semidecent, but their readers are aging—more interested in hip replacements than hip nightclubs, a side effect of Hipp not converting to an online format. The good news was, the magazine was floundering enough that they pretty much let me do whatever I wanted, which is how I got to write a piece about a powerful, well-known, unnamed New York divorce attorney who cheated on his expense account and did unflattering impersonations of his clients.

Oh, and who’d recently dumped his journalist wife.

I still don’t know how Deirdre ended up reading the story—she must have been at her beauty salon or something—but she called me at Hipp and introduced herself. Like I wouldn’t know who she was!

“Loved your piece on Evan Naboshek,” she said. “You did to him what Nora Ephron did to Carl Bernstein.”

“Technically that piece wasn’t about my ex-husband; it was about—”

“Your ex?”

“My ex.”

“Did you hear from him?”

“A cease-and-desist order, although it was too late to cease or desist because the piece was already published.”

“You’d think he’d be a smarter lawyer than that.”

“You’d think.”

She asked me to send her my résumé. To say I hung up the phone and wanted to knock out a few cartwheels would be an understatement.

For years, my résumé was a testament to hyperbole, exaggeration, and creative fiction. Two days after graduating college I moved to the city to be a famous writer, vowing to never end up in my family’s Long Island upholstery business. (Four generations of upholsterers—if you count my sister—a solid, successful business, and my worst nightmare.) Appalled to discover my journalism degree did not lead to offers to run the New York Times or write cover stories for Time magazine, I re-aimed my career goal to paying the rent.

I started with a job at Starbucks that came with a cute title but lousy pay. To compensate for the gaping hole in my budget, Barista Molly spent the next two years posing nude three nights a week at a SoHo art studio. I developed a talent for holding still without shifting or wobbling or needing to pee. During breaks I’d slip on my robe and walk from easel to easel to see how I’d turned out. Despite my lifelong desire to look mysterious and exotic, I am incorrigibly fresh-faced and all-American. Like somebody whose face belongs on a box of laundry detergent. Pretty enough to be pretty, but maybe not so pretty as to stand out in a crowd. Unless, of course, I’m the only naked person in the room. Then you might notice me.

Along the way I sold ballet shoes, house-sat, cat-sat, and worked behind a Hertz rent-a-car counter, a job I left the nanosecond I got hired as an advertising writer for kids’ cereals. That job lasted until the client meeting where I made an unfortunate comment involving the word crap, followed by a job as a technical writer for a mountain-biking company, until it was discovered I knew everything about lying my way through an interview, and nothing about technical writing or mountain biking. Next came a few years writing for a Weight Watchers–type website, and one Christmas season selling Mixmasters and can openers in the appliance department at Bloomingdale’s. I stumbled onto my job at Hipp because of someone I slept with whom I had no business sleeping with right after my divorce, but my self-esteem at the time wasn’t exactly helping me make sound decisions.

Other people might have read a résumé like mine and thought, No focus.

Not Deirdre. She got it in her head that I was some sort of fearless daredevil who’d do anything. For my interview we met in her office “before hours,” which for her meant before her 8:00 a.m. meeting, and for me meant before I was actually awake. When she offered me a cup of coffee, I didn’t tell her I’d already had two.

Deirdre’s office at the time was all-white laminate and chrome and glass with a white carpet. Now it’s all-white laminate and chrome and glass with a gray carpet. She sat on one side of her glass-top desk; I sat on the other on a white Mies van der Rohe pavilion chair. A side benefit of a family in the upholstery business—you know your furniture styles.

“So tell me about this nude-modeling job,” she said, running her gel-tipped fingernails through her spiked, blond hair. Deirdre dresses young for her age—her age at the time being forty-eight, but her wardrobe more like eighteen, with her low-cut dresses and ankle-high boots and enough bracelets to open a jewelry stand. “What did you get from the experience?”

“Fourteen dollars an hour plus tip jar,” I said. “It helped pay expenses.”

“Were you self-conscious?”

“It’s not a good job for self-conscious people.”

“It must have required a certain amount of bravado.” Deirdre held out a bowl and offered me a cashew. I shook my head no; I didn’t want nuts in my teeth. “I admire that,” she said. “The piece about your ex demonstrated bravado.”

I tried to look full of bravado while she told me she needed a writer who’d be willing to take on the more creative challenges. She emphasized the word challenges with an odd smirk.

“Will it involve removing my clothes?” I asked.

“No. It requires a good attitude and a sense of humor.”

A good attitude and sense of humor? How tough could that be?

Deirdre told me the job specifics and benefits and gave an example of a typical assignment, something about a pit crew at a racetrack and changing tires under duress, but I was too busy getting inwardly thrilled from hearing the salary and how I could come and go as I pleased and that she didn’t believe in chaining her writers to their desks. By then I couldn’t get the words out of my mouth fast enough when I said, “I’ll take it!”

So while Emily sits on her sweet ass reviewing books for her column, Emily Literati, I get assigned all the whack job pieces, or what used to be called human interest, but in my case is more like human sacrifice.

I reviewed my last several assignments in my head looking for ways I might have screwed up, reasons why Deirdre might have requested our 2:00 meeting.

Let’s see, the aerial-yoga class where I had to swing upside down on fabric trapezes? No. Deirdre liked that piece. The shooting-range-in-New-Jersey article also went well, and I really think the gentleman from Passaic got over that little incident with the clay pigeons. And Deirdre wrote me a purple-inked memo congratulating me on my undercover bra-fitter piece. We received all sorts of comments online, most of them positive, except from that one woman who swore she’d never shop at the Brassiere Firm again. (Honest, Ms. 42D, I swear it wasn’t my fault.)

I couldn’t come up with anything, at least not anything that would get me fired. Of course, I’d been fired enough times in the past to know you never know.

*  *  *

“I want you to write a piece about romance,” Deirdre was saying to me, the two of us sitting on opposite sides of her big-kahuna desk.

“Me? Really?” I’m the last person on the planet Earth I’d assign to write about romance. Maybe a nice dissertation about loser romance, but any other expertise on my part was highly questionable.

“Did you see that video of the guy proposing at a basketball game?” Deirdre said. “The couple on a Kiss Cam?”

“The viral one, where the girlfriend walked out and left the guy on one knee?”

We cringed in unison.

“How can anyone so totally misread his relationship?” Deirdre said.

Been there, done that, I thought.

“He’s buying diamonds while she’s signing on to Match. What made him think she was the one?” Deirdre paused, looked at me, and waited.

I finally said, “That was a rhetorical question, right?”

She leaned forward, all earnest and excited. “What with texting, skyping, online dating, how’s anyone to know what’s real? How does romance cut through the digital bullshit?” Deirdre’s energy went into overdrive. “We’ll make this a big article, have you question people on how they recognized their soul mates.” I didn’t mention that I thought soul mates were bullshit. “Did their eyes meet across a crowded bar? Did a brick land on their head? Or did they get humiliated on a Kiss Cam?”

I said I believed any circumstances leading to a Kiss Cam were humiliating.

Deirdre swept her hands in the air, her bracelets jangling. “ ‘Cyberdate? Or Soul Mate?’ ” She was writing headlines in the air. “ ‘Love at First Sight? Or First Gigabyte?’ ” She zoomed her attention back to me. “I’m giving you three weeks.”

Boondoggle! Turnaround time on assignments is usually never more than a few days. Then Deirdre explained she wanted an extensive, well-researched piece with lots of interviews; and I’d be writing it in addition to my other assignments. A certain personality type might have thought, What an opportunity! I was thinking, Dammit, extra work.

“Sound good?” she said.

“What an opportunity!” I said.

“I want this to be sharp, witty, candid. Poignant and intimate. Written like Nora Ephron.”

I gulped. An audible, embarrassing gulp. “But I’m not Nora Ephron.”

“You aren’t Abe Lincoln, but you can study the Civil War.”

Before I could respond, Deirdre told me she was simply unable to emphasize the importance of the assignment. Then spent the next five minutes emphasizing it.

I sat there wondering what was the downside of bungling the job. Failure? Embarrassment? The disdain of my peers? Versus pissing off Deirdre if I said thanks, but no thanks. My Visa bill flashed before my eyes. “Tell me more,” I said.

“Make it fun and romantic. Like Nora’s movies,” Deirdre said.

“Fun and romantic. Like her movies. Fine. Got that.” Holy shit. “Do you mind me asking why you chose me for this assignment?”

Deirdre laughed. “You’re not afraid to ask people personal questions.”

“Can I ask you a question?”

Deirdre frowned. Sat back.

“If I do a good job on this, can we talk about me writing a column? I’d call it MyEye. Mainly the same sort of things I’m writing already, but with, you know, my picture and name on top.”

“See,” Deirdre said. “You’ve got nerve. That’s why I value you.” She hit her buzzer and barked into the little black intercom, “Gavin! Coffee!” She smiled at me, nodding at the same time. The smile meant You can go now. The nod meant Right now.

But on my way out of her office, she added, “Let’s see how you do on your Nora piece. Then we’ll talk.”

*  *  *

As soon as I returned to my cubicle, Emily’s head floated over our divider. “Hi!” she said, as if she were surprised to see me, instead of what she really was—going crazy waiting to hear what had transpired between Deirdre and me.

A crueler, unkinder Molly Hallberg might have taken serious advantage of the situation, told Emily that I was getting promoted, that I was Emily’s new editor, and that my first official act was to slash her salary by 50 percent.

“Hi back,” I said, not particularly enthusiastic.

“How’d things go for your meeting?”

“Great! I’m getting promoted, I’m your new editor, and for my first official act I’m slashing your salary by fifty percent.”

“Hardee-har-har,” Emily said. “What did Deirdre want to talk about?”

“Oh, the usual. Financial advice. Love-life advice.”

“Well, I hope she didn’t stick you with that soul-mate assignment. Even I dodged that land mine.”
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I met my boyfriend, Dr. Russell Edley, through a Groupon deal. You might be surprised to hear I even have a boyfriend. After all my bad-judgment romances and pathetic marriage, it’s easy to assume I just hung it up, swore off men, joined a nunnery, and renounced anything with an XY chromosome. For a while there, that was the game plan. But stay away from anything with a penis soon turned into one little drink can’t hurt. I like going out for drinks and I like penises. I also like back rubs.

Russell is a chiropractor with big strong hands and big strong shoulders and a flat stomach from doing forty-five push-ups every morning. His salt-and-pepper hair makes him look more like a distinguished professor than a man who knows his way around a vertebral subluxation. He has a thriving practice; he keeps two rooms going at once, running between neck cracking and massage therapy and hooking patients up to a stim machine, which is a way to zap a back and beef up the bill. I landed in his office after landing on my butt while attempting to play ice hockey. (Another Deirdre idea.) If I hadn’t worn a helmet, I might be dating a brain surgeon.

On my first appointment, Russell made me walk across the room, then told me my hips needed realignment, a sexy thing for a man to say when you take it the wrong way. We chatted about my knees and shoulders and how my right leg is half an inch shorter than my left leg.

“Really?” I said, staring down at my feet. “They seem to match.”

“It’s not uncommon,” he said. “How often do you get backaches?”

“A grand total of once. During ice hockey. But it hasn’t gone away yet.”

Russell said I needed at least three months’ worth of treatments, starting with three times a week for the first six weeks. My Groupon deal was only good for two treatments, so by the third visit I said, yes, I’d go to a movie with him. After that I stopped going to his office, my hips were realigned, and before you knew it, he was my boyfriend.

We’ve been dating for eight months now, having never had the six-month discussion. I skipped right over that time bomb. Russell’s steady, normal; we have an extremely pleasant relationship. I keep waiting for him to reveal he wears women’s underwear or have him request a threesome with his sixty-four-year-old receptionist, Vanessa. But other than his recent addiction to Words With Friends and his confounding man-passion for Nicolas Cage, about as crazy as Russell gets is his devotion to those forty-five push-ups every morning. He can have a 105-degree fever with his head exploding and he’ll still slug his way through his push-up routine. He is also an avid proponent of gargling salt water. He maintains that all Edleys are born with a weak constitution, resulting in most of his ancestors’ kicking the bucket early in life and inspiring him to exercise, eat a healthy diet, and pursue a career in medicine.

And if you’re one of those people who don’t consider chiropractors real doctors, keep it to yourself; Russell’s extremely sensitive on that point.

Is Russell my soul mate or the one? Or whatever it is Deirdre wants to call it. Beats me how to tell! I can’t wait to read my article and find out. But for now I could practice on him to help me write about romance. I rolodexed through my brain for something romantic I could do that wouldn’t require poetry or wearing a thong. (Thongs are ridiculous. Don’t get me started.) The fact that I was dumbstruck said in big neon letters just how terrible a choice I was for Deirdre’s assignment. Finally, I called Russell at his office and invited him to dinner that night.

“Great,” he said. “We can watch a movie.”

I didn’t tell him I was planning a romantic dinner. I’d keep that a surprise. More than a surprise. Probably closer to a shock.

*  *  *

After work, standing in the produce section of Gristedes, I was speaking to my mother on my cell phone: “Got any fast, easy, no-sweat romantic recipes?” I asked.

“Yes,” she said. “Pull out your take-out menus.” My mother hates cooking. She used to love cooking, but one morning she woke up and said twenty years of chopping, slicing, broiling, and roasting for a husband and three unappreciative daughters was twenty years enough. “Why the sudden interest in recipes?” she asked.

Across the aisle from me, a woman was sniffing grapefruits. “I want to cook Russell dinner.”

“Why?” she said.

“A romantic dinner.”

“Cooking’s not romantic.”

“I’m supposed to write about people finding their soul mates and make it sound fun and romantic like a Nora Ephron movie.”

“Really? Why’d they assign you?”

“Because Cupid’s not available.”

“Do you have to cook like Nora Ephron?”

“No. I don’t believe so.” The grapefruit lady dropped a grapefruit, picked it off the floor, stuck it back in the pile, and selected a different grapefruit. “What are you and Dad having for dinner?” I asked.

“Burgers,” my mother said. “My soul mate’s been lighting the coals for the past forty-five minutes.”

“Burgers sound good,” I said. “But not romantic.”

“Order in ziti, light some candles, and toss on some Kenny G.”

After thanking my mom for the maternal advice, I picked up brownies in the bakery aisle and candles in the miscellaneous-household-goods aisle and stopped for a bottle of wine on my way home.

Mr. Messick owns my neighborhood liquor shop. He looks like somebody’s friendly uncle, mainly because he wears his pants too high. He’s really smart with wines and I like that he knows my name. Not because I’m a lush, but because he’s read it off my Visa card. (One of my goals in life is to have all the maître d’s in New York’s top restaurants know me by name, but I’m about five hundred restaurants away from that ever happening.) As he was ringing up my purchase, I asked, “Mr. Messick, is there a Mrs. Messick?”

“Yes,” he said.

“How did you know she was the one?”

He shrugged. “You marry someone. Wait thirty years. If she’s still there—she’s the one.”

I didn’t bother to ask if I could quote him on that.

*  *  *

I got home, straightened the living room, and ordered two veal parmigianas and a couple of Caesar salads. Then I set the table with my good china, a souvenir from my marriage. Although what’s so good about china that reminds you of your bad marriage?

I had thirty minutes left before Russell was supposed to show up. I spent several of them scowling at the contents of my closet, debating what would qualify as romantic-dinner attire. My wardrobe tends to be of the crisp and clean variety: tailored white shirts, khaki slacks in summer, black slacks in winter, jeans, jeans, and more jeans. I’m like a walking ad for the Gap. The only time in my adult life that I wore anything close to girlie was my wedding dress, and we all know how well that turned out. I opted for my black funerals-and-cocktail-parties dress and slipped on some heels. I plugged my iPod into my speaker, sorted through my DVDs, and lit the candles. About which time Russell called to say he was running late.
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