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To Tom
for finding me




I may change a few words in it here and there before it is finished,
But at the end it’s still “Amen.”

—Raymond Pettibon
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	Notes to Myself
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	Get tomatoes and fruit at the grocery store. Olives, too.




	Pick up Tom at the airport at 2 p.m.



	Figure out the rest of my life. (Can I do that in thirty minutes?)


	Walk at least ten thousand steps. (Continue figuring out my life if necessary.)


	“Be who you are and say what you feel because those who mind don’t matter and those who matter don’t mind.”—Theodore Seuss Geisel (Dr. Seuss).


	Don’t you just love that man?
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Introduction

I shouldn’t have been offended when my boyfriend Tom walked in on me and commented on my underwear. But I was. Most women would agree—and may even have had the same conversation. I was cleaning out my dresser drawers as I packed for a weekend trip to Laguna Beach for my forty-ninth birthday. Tom came in and began sifting through a pile of t-shirts, bras, and underwear that I put on the bed in a “discard” pile. Without asking what I was doing, he jumped into the middle of the process and came up holding a pair of skin-colored panties as if they were fresh roadkill.

“I hope you aren’t going to bring these to the beach,” he said.

“As a matter of fact, no, I wasn’t,” I said. “They’re being thrown out, along with everything else in that pile.” Still, I was curious what he had against them, a perfectly nice pair of underwear.

“What’s wrong with them?” I asked.

“They’re granny panties,” he said.

Granny panties? I gave him a look that said, “Oh, really, buster. You think so?” I had just spent nearly two years having lost 40 pounds; actually a little more at this time. I hadn’t gone through that effort to cover my rear end in drapes. My underwear drawer included bikini-style panties, sheer panties, white panties, black panties, a couple of pastel-colored panties, panties whose lines weren’t visible through pants, panties I wore to business meetings, panties I wore when I worked out, panties I wore on special occasions, and panties that said I was in the mood. I had panties for nearly every occasion. The one thing I didn’t have were granny panties.

I grabbed the pair in question from Tom. I studied them for a second or two and decided he had no idea what he was talking about.

“These are bikini-style, but with a wider waistband,” I explained. “If I had them on, you could still see my belly button.”

“V, I’m going to tell you something,” he said. “I hope you don’t take offense at hearing it. But you’ve had some nasty underwear, and these are at the top of the list.”

“Oh. My. God,” I said, tossing the undies back in the throw-out pile. “You don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Quite the contrary,” he said. “I’m a guy. I know about women’s underwear.”

A dozen different responses came to mind, none of them nice. I chose a response that is rarely part of my repertoire: I bit my tongue and said nothing. I knew Tom’s theory about women’s underwear was typical of most men. It consisted of grand expectations (my undies were supposed to be chosen for his pleasure, not my convenience or comfort), disappointment (they could never be small enough), and something I’ll call “lack-of-string theory”— basically, they increased in size with age until they got so large that women needed the local fire department’s hook and ladder brigade to pull them up (not true of mine in any way, shape, or size, thank you very much!).

I have a different take. I think that the slingshot-sized thongs that Tom and most men think of as ideal are thoroughly uncomfortable. After a few men walk around with what is essentially a string of dental floss up their butt all day, I would gladly talk to them about women’s underwear. That said, panties are a fairly accurate indicator of the way a woman feels about herself.

As Tom would find out once we got to Laguna, I was feeling pretty good about myself.

In many ways, I was better than ever. Just a month earlier, I had let the world see me in a bikini. I’d shot a commercial and a magazine cover, wearing for the first time what I had not dared put on in almost thirty years. I was a little uncomfortable showing that much skin, but, hey, I’d worked my butt off getting in shape, so why not show off a little?

But getting in a bikini was only part of the story. There was so much more that people couldn’t see because the transformation had taken place on the inside, deep down in the gooey center. When I saw myself on the cover of People magazine, I noticed glimpses of it in my eyes. Granted, most people weren’t looking there. But I saw a light and an alive-ness and a renewed hunger for life that hadn’t been there since I was a kid, back before I’d eaten my way through life’s challenges, insecurities, fears, and disappointments.

I was serious when I said, “I can’t believe I did it.” But I was talking about more than just fitting into a bikini.

Losing forty pounds was an accomplishment, and getting into a bikini was the exclamation point to all that effort. But anyone who has lost weight—and kept it off—knows that shedding pounds is only the first step in the much bigger and longer project of transformation. But I hadn’t known this. Why? I had never kept the weight off.

Over the years, I had gone on more diets than I could count or even remember. Every one of them had worked. I had lost weight. But up till now, I had always failed to keep it off. I’m not alone here. Millions of people know what I’m talking about. Everyone who has gone on a diet knows how to lose weight. All of us are very good at it. The problem is, few of us know how to keep it off. According to the research I found, between 92 and 95 percent of those who lose weight on a diet end up regaining every one of those pounds, and sometimes a few more, within five years. That’s insane. It’s a problem. And it begs the question, what are we doing wrong?

I thought about this after I reached my weight-loss goal and announced to those following my progress that I was transitioning to maintenance. Then, I woke up that next day and the day after and on days after those and asked myself, What does that mean, maintenance?

One day, I said to myself, “Holy crap! I’ve been here before and messed up. What had I done wrong? What do I have to do differently this time to keep the weight off?”

Well, as far as I’m concerned, this is the part of weight loss that no one ever talks about: the reality of keeping it off. I think the reason why so many of us have always gained back our weight after months of hard work, self-discipline, and sweat is that we don’t know what to do once we hit our goal. We aren’t given this crucial information.

I want to change that. Having lost 40 pounds and kept it off for a year, I have figured some things out and acquired some wisdom and insight that I wish I had known as I set out on my weight-loss journey, starting with one fact: Above and beyond all else, losing weight and maintenance are two completely different endeavors.

I had assumed that switching gears from losing weight to maintenance simply meant watching what I ate and exercising daily, but in a more relaxed mode. I was wrong. Maintaining this new, slimmer, healthier version of myself required even more work. Harder work, too.

Talk about a shock!

Talk about a revelation!

When I looked at this new, thinner version of myself, the one who had reached her goal by losing 40 pounds, the one who was supposedly ready to change gears into maintenance, I realized that I wasn’t finished. Inside, I didn’t feel finished. As it turned out, I wasn’t.

Who knew?

I didn’t. As I said, on previous diets, I had always lost weight and then regained it plus some extra. I had never been able to keep it off. I would hit my goal, give myself a few days of leniency for good behavior, maybe reward myself with a treat or two and, before I knew it, the weight was piling back on.

This time I vowed not to let that happen to me. However, after losing weight in front of the world, I didn’t want to go through the humiliation of regaining it in front of world. I shuddered at the thought of going into the supermarket and seeing the headlines, “Valerie Bertinelli Fat Again.” I didn’t want to disappoint myself, either.

That was the real issue. I looked good, I felt great, and most important I was learning to like myself more and more. I didn’t want to lose any of that. In fact, as I discovered, I wanted to keep going! I couldn’t believe it. Losing weight was an eye-opener—a game-changer, as they say on the sports channels.

Losing weight was merely the beginning of a process, and I needed to get in sync with that reality and act accordingly. In other words, by dieting, I had only fixed one problem, my weight. To maintain it, I had to work on everything else—all the things that had made me get fat in the first place.

For me, maintenance became not an effort to keep my weight the same but a daily effort to continue to evolve and grow and work at becoming my best self. Since I began, I have found it exciting, frustrating, challenging, confusing, and ultimately the most rewarding project I have tackled. It should be. It’s my life!

In this book, I talk about some of the busiest, hardest, and best days of my life. My teenage son, Wolfie, fell in love; Tom’s four wonderful children became more involved in our life together; my mom battled a serious illness; and on top of everything, I worked my butt off (literally) to get into bikini shape for a new Jenny Craig marketing campaign—as if, at age forty-eight, I needed that additional test.

Without knowing any better until I dived in, I needed it more than I realized. It took me to the next level, and along the way I was able to look at the big issues in my life, including family, career, health, friendship, and faith. Though I wasn’t always clear about what I believed, my definition of maintenance came to include a deeper sense of faith, a closer relationship with God, and an attempt to find a sense of peace and comfort.

In many ways, the problems I have had to confront sound like a season’s worth of plots on a family sitcom. But I’ll take that over the alternatives. As far as I’m concerned, it’s better—and healthier—to laugh than overeat. (Laughing also burns calories. How convenient!) These are tough times for all of us. If you don’t believe me, turn on the TV, read a newspaper, or just listen to me argue politics with my father.

But there’s hope that life will work out. I found hope, and continue to find it, in unlikely places. And I’ve seen other people find it, too. We have a new president who, agree with him or not, recognizes that hope above all else is what offers light on the darkest of days.

I came to realize (and I hope you will, too) that success isn’t measured solely by stepping on the scale. That’s part of it. But the way you and I want to feel goes beyond what we weigh every morning. You have to pay attention to the voice you hear in your head (the good one) and the feeling in your heart.

As you read further, you will see that I have tried to tell the kinds of stories that I would have wanted to hear or needed to hear as I switched gears from dieting to maintenance. In a way, it’s as if I’m opening up my underwear drawer for the world to look at. You’re going to find all styles and colors—except for granny panties—and learn about the stuff that wasn’t necessarily visible, the stuff that happened to me on the inside as I continued on this crazy, fun, frustrating, emotional, and joyous journey of trying to create my best and healthiest self.

Two years ago I set out to lose weight. I succeeded, but ended up embarking on a whole other journey to find whatever that elusive thing was that had been missing in my life; the thing that once I found it, would give me peace and make me feel good, as if everything was okay and as it should be; the thing that would satisfy my physical as well as inner hunger.

This is my story of that search.

One more thing: please know that I don’t always know what I’m doing, but I know that trying is much better than the alternative. If life has one constant, it’s change. Like it or not, all of us experience change. We change diapers, change outfits, change relationships, jobs, dress sizes, ages, opinions… or change the way we look at ourselves and, ultimately, our lives.

I needed to make a change in my life, a big one, and I did. In order to maintain that success, I realized I needed, and in fact wanted, to continue to transform and evolve. And along the way I realized that the constant remolding of our gooey center is the key to enjoying life’s desserts—even if we are watching our weight.
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Part One
Faith
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Chapter One
The Sex Talk

The only time I enjoyed being fat was when I was pregnant. I weighed nearly 180 pounds, and I was in heaven. As I ate Italian subs that my mom made to tide me over between meals, I would smile at the thought of the miracle of bringing a life into this world, a life that I would raise and nurture, guide and fill with love and wisdom. It was a special time in my life.

I did not think the same thing when that miraculous creation of mine called on the phone from the road where he was touring with his father’s band and said, “Hey, Ma, can I sleep at my girlfriend’s house?”

I wanted to vomit.

Actually, I wanted to open the fridge and eat everything on the second shelf, the third shelf, and then the top shelf. Not even the old brick of cheddar with the mold on it was safe from the surge of anxiety and uncertainty I felt at that moment.

I kept my head on, though, and said, “I don’t think it’s a good idea.”

After we’d said goodbye, I held the phone at arm’s length in shock. Wolfie’s question lingered in the air, like a smoke signal in an old western portending imminent danger.

I looked around for Tom to ask him how I had gotten to this place. He had gone outside, which was lucky for me. With gleeful sarcasm, he would have reminded me that this situation was the result of one night nearly eighteen years earlier when I had gotten frisky with my then-husband, Ed. Now I had a sixteen-and-three-quarters-year-old teenager who wanted to sleep with his girlfriend.

Then Tom came through the front door whistling his happy tune. I was still debating whether to eat or throw up. I filled him in on the news.

“Tell me again—what did Wolfie say exactly?” he asked.

“He said he wanted to sleep at Liv’s house,” I said.

“Well, that’s not exactly saying he wants to sleep with her,” he said.

“You’re talking semantics,” I said. “I’m thinking sex.”

“You are?” he said, his face unfolding in a giant smile.

“Oh, shut up,” I snapped. “What is it with men? I’m in a quandary, and you’ve somehow turned this around and think you’re going to get lucky.”

“I’m not?” he asked, with a sad face.

“Come on,” I said. “Help me think this through.”

We sat down at the kitchen table and talked. Tom pointed out that Wolfie had called home to ask permission. He hadn’t slept over at Liv’s house, even though he was halfway across the country and traveling as part of a rock-and-roll band. Tom suggested I think about how Wolfie’s dad had been at that same age, something that made me say a quick prayer of thanks. Wolfie knew right from wrong, Tom pointed out. If he didn’t, he was trying to figure it out and had looked to his mother for advice. He was a good kid. Ergo, what was I worried about?

“Losing him!” I said with an exaggerated whimper.

At the time, I weighed 132.2 pounds, down 40 pounds from when I had begun a very public diet earlier that spring. I had already surpassed my original weight loss goal of 30 pounds and at some point—I had failed to note it on my calendar—I had gone from losing weight to being on maintenance.

I had talked about maintenance for months as if it were a change of life. But I had no idea what it was really about. I figured I would learn once I got there. Then I got there and wondered what it was that I was supposed to be maintaining. My life was in flux—it wasn’t a work-in-progress as much as it was simply work. As I would find out, maintenance was exactly that—more work. And it was life work, not losing-weight work.

If my weight was a barometer of the rest of my life, I still wasn’t where I wanted to be. In addition to concern about my weight, I also knew that I could be better, kinder, smarter, more disciplined, compassionate, patient, and loving. I wanted to feel like I mattered. I yearned for a lightness of being that couldn’t be measured on a scale. I wanted to feel whole, peaceful, and connected to a Higher Power even if just for a few moments.

But real life made that seem impossible. Whether it was Wolfie being away from home, Tom’s struggles to be a hands-on father to his children, my career, the house falling apart, or my anger at Bush and Cheney for where they had taken the country, I was unable to relax much less get a firm grip. Then Wolfie fell in love and I felt as if part of the floor had given way.

“What about condoms?” Tom mused one day.

“What do you mean by that?” I asked.

“For Wolfie,” he said.

I looked at him, aghast at his insensitivity.

“Not funny.”

I liked Wolfie’s girlfriend, Liv, who was a friend of Tom’s oldest daughter. Wolfie had met her the previous summer in Arizona, but he never appeared to take any special interest in her. Nor did she in him. One time he mentioned that she bugged him. I should have taken note.

Then Liv and her family moved to Kansas and we didn’t hear about her. In the meantime, Wolfie went on tour. We talked every couple of days. He was semi-good about keeping in touch. He texted me from Indianapolis and phoned from Chicago and Detroit. He had a story about each city. Then he called from Kansas, where in an unusually excited voice, he said that he had the day off and that he and Matt, the young man who drove his tour bus and watched out for him, had been invited to eat dinner at Liv’s house. He asked if I remembered Liv. Had I developed Alzheimer’s since he’d gone out on tour with Van Halen a few months earlier? Of course, I remembered her. He said that Liv’s mom had invited them to have a home-cooked meal.

“Isn’t that nice of them?” he said.

“Yes, it is,” I said.

“I’m so excited,” he said.

Wolfie was never that effusive unless he saw a new gadget at the Apple store. All of a sudden I paid more attention. My son hadn’t sounded like himself when he had asked, “Is that nice of them?” He crossed the line when he said, “I’m so excited.” I realized he was telling me that there was more to this invitation than dinner. He liked this girl.

It was one of those subtle moments in life when you open your eyes and discover that the pieces that have provided longtime familiarity in a relationship have shifted slightly in one direction or another. It’s like waking up in the morning and remembering that you rearranged a couple pieces of furniture in the room. You have to create new walkways so you don’t bump into things.

I’m not someone who likes change. I have had the furniture in my living room for twenty years. I bought it with Ed early in our marriage. I have been meaning to get it recovered for the past five years. It shows you how fast I move. I wasn’t ready for my son to have a girlfriend and everything that meant. Is any mother ever ready to relinquish her place as first in their child’s heart? I wasn’t.

I told Tom, who digested the news with a calm nod. It made me suspicious. I asked if he had known that anything was going on between Wolfie and his daughter’s friend, Liv. I emphasized Liv’s relationship to Andie not to remind him of who this girl was but to instead put him on notice that everything that happened between them from here on out was his fault. He understood and shook his head no.

“You can’t do that to me,” he said.

“Yes I can,” I said.

“I’ll find out what’s going on,” he said.

“Good idea,” I said.

Like a dutiful soldier in the age-old battle of parents vs. children, Tom reported back that Wolfie was indeed tight with Liv. I felt a little like an editor at a tabloid magazine. But so what. I wanted to know everything Tom had found out. According to his source, they had been texting and talking on the telephone for months. Wolfie had fallen into “deep like” with this pretty girl, and from the information Tom had turned up, she felt the same way about him.

“So it’s all good,” Tom said,

“All good?” I asked.

“I wonder if they’ve kissed,” he said, ignoring me.

“Stop!”

“What do you mean?” he asked.

“I don’t want to know if they’ve kissed or anything else,” I said.

“You don’t?” he asked. “Now’s the time when you want to know everything. Well, not everything. But you want to know what’s going on.”

“I hate it when you’re right.”

Late that afternoon, Wolfie phoned home and reported on dinner at Liv’s. His voice was upbeat and I could hear that he was happy, very happy. Wolfie’s willingness to talk was a surefire indicator of his moods. When his voice was soft and he used words as sparingly as a nomad would drink water in the desert, I knew there was trouble. Now I couldn’t shut him up. He told me everything Liv’s mother had served for dinner and every bit of conversation at the table.

It was a little overboard even for him. I wanted to ask, are you really my kid?

“And guess what?” he asked.

“What?”

“They invited me to sleep over after dinner. Can I?”

“I don’t think it’s a good idea,” I said.

“But Ma!”

“Wolfie, it’s very nice of Liv and her family to want you to sleep at their house. But you have a hotel room and a show the next day. I’m sure Dad’s going to want you there.”

Grudgingly, he agreed. I was sure his willingness to listen to me stemmed from the newness of this relationship and the other circumstances of his living situation. I reminded myself that he had called to ask my permission rather than decide on his own, which was the way I had tried to raise him. When you don’t know something, ask someone for advice, preferably your parent—and that’s just what he’d done. But I wondered how long he would continue to listen to me. I was a year younger than he was when I got involved in my first serious romance and I worked myself into a full steam of anxiety remembering what I had done and not told my parents.

If it had been possible, I might have flown to Kansas and brought Wolfie back home for the night. I had the urge to have my little boy back, the one who used to look at me with blind devotion and raise his arms high in the air and say, “Mama up!” I didn’t want to think about him having a girlfriend and all the complications that might ensure. But as Tom reminded me when he got home, this wasn’t about me. Even though I wasn’t ready for him to have a girlfriend, he was and I would have to deal with it.

“I supposed that’s why God invented M&Ms and potato chips,” I said, jokingly.

“No,” Tom laughed. “But I think it’s why He invented the phone, the video camera, iChat, private detectives, and so on.”

Luckily for me, within a few days, Tom and I visited Wolfie on tour. The trip had been planned months earlier, so it didn’t seem like I was checking up on him. Though delighted to see us, Wolfie still needed a little time to adjust to having his mom out there with him. I understood. I upset the routine he got into of studying during the day, going to soundcheck, performing, eating dinner late, and then staying up even later as he wound down from the show. It wasn’t exactly the day of a normal sixteen-year-old. But that’s the reason I visited as frequently as I did. I thought whatever facsimile of family time I could manufacture would be better than none.

On this trip, though, I had questions. I asked the obvious mom-type questions before the show. I didn’t ask about Liv until the show was finished and we were back at the hotel, playing cards in the two-bedroom suite Wolfie shared with Matt. Wolfie was much more relaxed than he had been prior to the show, which I reminded myself made sense considering he had many things on his mind before performing onstage in front of twenty thousand people. Finally, I asked how dinner at Liv’s had been. All of a sudden he perked up. His eyes opened wide and he began to recount the dinner in the same detail as he had on the phone. Except this time, in the course of telling me the story, he mentioned that he liked Liv.

“Oh, really?” I said, drawing on thirty-six years of acting experience to deliver that note of nonchalant curiosity.

“Yeah,” he said. “The way I felt about her last summer…”

“You liked her last summer?” I interrupted.

“Now it’s not the same, you know?”

“Good for you,” I said. “She’s a very nice girl.”

“Really nice,” he said.

We spent Thanksgiving with my parents and brother, Pat, and his wife, Stacy, in Arizona. Wolfie was there with us, regaling everyone with stories from the road and catching up with Tom’s son, Tony, and friends. After the holiday, Liv flew in and stayed with us for a week. I was more nervous than she appeared to be; in fact, I had to remind myself that I was the parent, not the girlfriend visiting the boyfriend’s family. The problem was, I didn’t know how to play my role, whether to be strict or cool or super cool or what.

Pretty quickly I figured out that I really liked Liv, who impressed me as a mature and together young woman. I could tell that she had been raised properly. She was considerate and well-mannered. When she arrived, I had her put her suitcase in Wolfie and Tony’s room and made it clear the two boys would sleep in the plush tour bus parked in front of the house. She thanked me for allowing her to visit.

Very late that night, I woke up in a panic, wondering where Wolfie and Liv were sleeping. They had not given me a single reason to suspect they weren’t in the places I had assigned them earlier in the day, but my mind was full of scenarios that filled me with concern. It was because I had been a teenager once, and I knew what I had done at that same age. Actually, I’d been younger. Was that beside the point? Or was it the point? I had no idea. Nor did it matter. I got out of bed and crept through the house like a guard on the show Lockup. As I tiptoed back into the bedroom and quietly slipped back under the covers, Tom rolled over.

“And?” he asked.

“Everyone’s where they’re supposed to be,” I said.

“Except for you.”

“Touché,” I replied.

I shut my eyes and tried to go back to sleep while realizing something that many parents before me had discovered: I was the one with sex on the brain, not Wolfie or Liv. I knew that would change if they stayed together, but for now this was more my issue than theirs. I supposed it was part of being a parent. I had the wisdom and experience to know what lay ahead, and to prepare for it.

Was I prepared? I didn’t know; I’d have to see when I got there, wherever that would be.

There was a more important question: Was Wolfie prepared? Had I done my job as a parent?

I thought about two things: The talks I hadn’t had with him about sex and love and maturity, and the discussions I should have had with him about relationships, the highs, lows, joys, difficulties, and potential of heartbreak. We had spent hours discussing favorite movies such as Galaxy Quest and Lord of the Rings. We had also talked endlessly about the video game Legend of Zelda. We had discussed school, music, favorite bands, clothes, acne, friends—all the stuff that happened. I had at times even solicited his opinion on stuff I had seen in the Pottery Barn catalog? How had I managed to not talk to him about girls, sex, and love? What was wrong with me?

I felt like a bad mother. I worried that I had failed both of us.

I still felt that way in the morning. As I made myself coffee, I thought about handling those feelings in the way I had done so many times in the past: by opening the fridge and eating my way into numbness. I didn’t do it. I knew it wasn’t a healthy or productive way to handle a problem. I had learned that I was an emotional eater, and as such, I had come to recognize my desire to eat during times of upset or stress for what it was—an emotional response to a feeling that is starved for action or discussion, not a desire for a slice of leftover pizza at 9:30 in the morning.

I heard Tom stirring and took him a cup of coffee. I asked if he wanted to go for a walk, explaining that I needed to work off something that was bothering me.

“What’s up?” he asked.

“I haven’t had the sex talk,” I said.

He put his hands on my shoulders, pulled me close and said, “Baby, we don’t have to talk about it.”

I pushed him away.

“Not you, silly,” I said. “I haven’t talked to Wolfie about sex.”

“Doesn’t he know where babies come from?”

“I’m sure he does. It’s how they’re made that I’m not sure he understands completely.”

“Or how to keep them from being made.”

“Thank you.”

“I’m sure he knows that part, too.”

“But I’m not sure,” I said.

“It’s a little late, don’t you think?” Tom said. “Besides, he’s probably seen everything and then some in the movies or on the Internet.”

“Yeah, but I know seeing it and talking about it are two different things.” I took a deep breath and sighed. “This isn’t fair.”

“What isn’t?”

“Wolfie’s still in bed, sleeping soundly without a care in his head other than what he and Liv are going to do today—and I’m pacing the kitchen, wondering if dipping Cheetoes in peanut butter might make me feel better about not ever having talked to my son about sex.”

“Probably not,” Tom said. “I think we should take a walk.”

“Yeah, good idea.”

I had a good, albeit sardonic laugh as I thought of being on maintenance in the context of my life. First, let me say that I wasn’t yet on maintenance. I was looking ahead. In reality, thanks to a handful of macaroons, I was up one third of a pound, which meant I still had a pound and a half to go before I reached my weight loss goal. On my blog, I wrote, “Guys, what if I’m on maintenance next week?”

What if I was?

That’s what made me laugh.

What was I trying to maintain beyond my weight—and even that wasn’t set in stone?

I made a list in my head, and the things I needed to fix or change outnumbered the things I was content to merely maintain.

Who came up with this concept of maintenance?

I realized my life was similar to my closet. No matter what time or year, it could always use a little straightening or cleaning. The job was never finished. Motherhood was the same. The problems changed, but they didn’t end or get any easier. At one point when Tom and I were on our walk, I looked up at the sky and mused, “Oh really, God. Why didn’t you tell me that it wasn’t going to ever end or get easier—or that the poopy diapers were just a warm-up?”

The following afternoon, I had an opportunity to talk with Wolfie. I found him on the sofa, watching TV. Alone! Miraculously, he wasn’t with Liv. The two of them spent more time together than co-joined twins. I seized the moment.

“Hey, I want to talk about you and Liv,” I said, trying to sound casual and relaxed as I plopped down on the sofa.

“Yeah, Mom. What’s up?”

“We’ve never officially or even unofficially talked about sex,” I said. “You know, the sex talk.”

“You mean where babies come from?” he asked.

“No, more like how babies are made.”

“Ma!”

“What?”

“Please don’t go there,” he said.

“Really?”

“It’s gross.”

“But you’re in a relationship.”

“It’s gross.”

I took a deep breath. I agreed with him. I was uncomfortable and embarrassed talking about sex with my son, not that I would characterize what we were doing as talking about sex. But I wanted to make a point. Unfortunately for me, I hadn’t thought that part through to a conclusive place I could articulate. In my head, I had only gotten as far as “we need to talk.”

So I just looked at Wolfie until he said, “What? What are you looking at?” How could I explain what I was looking at? I was looking at sixteen years of life, his remarkable growth, my frustrating inadequacies, and the fact that in the beginning it had been just the two of us and now here we were, the two of us brought together yet again by the miracle of life. I could have, and probably should have, just been forthright and said that from the little intelligence I had been able to gather, I knew that he and Liv were still as chaste as the Jonas Brothers, and I wanted to keep it that way, at least for a while. But if things were to change, here’s what I wanted him to know. Here’s what I had learned about men and women, sex and responsibility. But there wasn’t a chance in hell of that coming out of my mouth.

I also thought about asking if he would take a vow of chastity and I would take a vow of silence and the two of us would meet back here in a few years. But that didn’t happen either. Instead, I blurted out that I was looking forward to being a grandmother someday. But he was way too young to start giving me grandchildren.

Wolfie responded exactly as I would have if I had been sixteen and sitting cross from me after that ridiculous statement. He stared at me with a look of startled bewilderment. I shrugged. I thought it was a nice try—the best I could do.

“Do you feel better now?” he asked.

“I don’t know,” I said.

“Mom, let me just talk to Dad about it,” he said. “How about that?”

“Fine.”

Relieved, I walked out of the room. About two minutes later, I was kicked in the butt by reality. I couldn’t believe what I had agreed to. Had I lost my mind? God only knew what kind of information Wolfie might get from his dad. Getting your sex talk from Eddie Van Halen wasn’t recommended in any of the parenting books I read.

A few days later, Liv flew back home, Wolfie went back on the road, and I reached my goal of losing 40 pounds. I celebrated the milestone at the kitchen table in my sweats, asking myself what now? Maintenance? Ha! Instead of throwing myself a party for hitting my goal, as I had always expected to do, I went for a hike with Tom up and down Pinnacle Peak, a rugged mountain outside of Phoenix.

As we huffed and puffed, I asked Tom if his parents had ever talked to him about sex. They hadn’t, he said. He had learned about the facts of life from friends on the playground. I had discovered that information the same way, separating fact from fiction as I went along. Did anyone get the formal, sit-down sex talk? Or was that just a chapter in the parenting books that everyone skipped?

“I’d like to think that I progressed beyond my parents,” I said.

“Well, I have always spoken pretty openly about sex to my girls,” Tom said. “They even told me when they got their periods.”

“Aren’t you evolved,” I said.

He grinned.

“I just recently told your mother that I’ve seen your penis,” I said.

“What?” he said. “What’d she say?”

“ ‘Oh, honey. I’ve seen it too. It’s no big thing!’ ” I said, laughing.

By the time we returned home, I had put all joking aside and decided to speak to my son again and make sure we had the kind of talk that I knew in my heart was right. I wanted to make sure he was prepared, responsible and sensitive—and informed—if only for my own peace of mind or just to prove that I could do better than my parents. I knew that I would beat myself up if I didn’t do it.

Later that day, after working up my determination and thinking about what I wanted to say, I called Wolfie at his hotel. He was waiting for Matt to finish bundling gear before they headed to the arena.

“Do you remember the talk I wanted to have with you after Thanksgiving?” I said.

“Maybe,” he said.

“The one about sex,” I said.

“Ma!”

“Have you spoken with your dad about it yet?”

“No.”

“Good,” I said. “I wanted to get to you first.”
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