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pinch me





1.



Never marry a man unless he’s short, bald, fat, stupid, and treats you badly.” In my head, I hear the words my grandmother, Dolly, has been saying for years. “And above all else, if you find yourself in love with a good man, run for your life!”


This what I’m thinking as Gogo gets down on one knee at the top of the Eiffel Tower in Paris and presents me with a three-karat emerald-cut ring.


Gogo.


Handsome with a full head of hair, treats me like a queen, summa cum laude Harvard Medical School graduate: Gogo.


Gogo.


The good man I’m madly in love with.


I can’t really hear what Gogo is saying, but it sounds like something to the effect of “You’re the most beautiful person I’ve ever met, both inside and out… you’re the woman of my dreams… Will you do me the honor of spending the rest of your life with me?” I’m pretty sure that’s what he’s saying. My head is clouded with all those times my mother and grandmother sat me down and warned me that men are the enemy.


“The good ones are no good!” I hear my mother, Selma, shouting. “Sure, they start out so nice and proper and they want to give you their hearts. Trust me, it’s all a ruse!”


“So will you marry me?” I hear Gogo say as I snap out of it.


“What?” I ask to stall for time.


“Lily.” He smiles as he speaks with a nervous tone in his voice. “Lily Joan Burns. Will you marry me?”


“I’m sorry,” I say, shaking my head, trying to get his words straight. “I didn’t hear you clearly. Did you just propose?”


“I’m on one knee presenting you with a ring. Why else would I be doing this?”


“Oh, of course,” I say, trying desperately to break a smile. All I can think of though are Selma and Dolly, back in Philadelphia, pleading with me as I packed my bags before I left.


“Just promise us you won’t come back engaged,” my grandmother begged.


“It would be the biggest mistake of your life,” my mother added.


“So, will you marry me?” he asks again with a huge smile on his face. His voice is as joyful as I’ve ever heard it.


I stand there not knowing what to say. It feels like the longest few seconds I’ve ever spent in my life. Gogo’s smile fades from his face.


“Don’t you want to marry me?” he asks quietly, looking a little panicky. He’s still down on one knee and he’s got that ring in his hand. People all around us are pointing and smiling at the man proposing to his girlfriend on top of one of the most romantic spots in the world. One couple, an overweight woman in black wearing gobs of jewelry and her husband who is half the size of her, are holding on to each other and watching what should be the happiest moment of my life.


“That man is proposing!” I hear the overweight woman say, shaking her husband’s arm in excitement. “Get the camera, Larry!”


“I’ve got it, Barb,” he says, taking the camera out of his fanny pack.


“Why you’re even going to Paris, I don’t know,” Selma complained. “It can only lead to bad news.”


“Oh please, Mother,” I said. “He wants to take me away. I’ve never been to Paris before. Don’t worry, Mom. Gram, he’s not going to ask me to marry him. I know Gogo. We’re both career people. And we’ve only been dating for a year. No one in their right mind would ask a person to marry them when they’ve only known each other for a year.”


“Look, I know we’ve only known each other for a year,” Gogo says, still on his knee. That knee has got to be in pain by now, still leaning on the cement observation deck. “It’s just that, well, when you know, you know.”


I’m not going to lie to you. Even though I was telling my mother and grandmother that there was no way Gogo would propose, I had a feeling he would. No one with as perfect a relationship as we have would fly his girlfriend over 3,700 miles to the most romantic city in the world and drag them to the top of the most romantic monument in the world if they weren’t going to propose. Deep down inside, this is what I knew when Gogo gave me the itinerary.


“A week in Paris. We’ll stay at the George V. I’m going to take you to all of my favorite bistros. I can’t wait to show you the Mona Lisa. I’m planning a whole day at Versailles. The first thing we’ll do when we get there is go straight to the Eiffel Tower.”


I could have said no to the trip. I could have told him that if this trip was all about proposing, I wasn’t ready to get married. I didn’t though. The truth is I want to marry Gogo. I’ve never wanted anything more in my life.


“I’m getting hungry. Are you hungry?” I ask, as I spy some kid eating a sandwich. I figure it’s as good a diversion as any.


“That’s your answer?” Gogo says, finally getting up while rubbing his knee.


“Well, kind of,” I stammer, “but I do, I do want to marry you.” I take Gogo in my arms. He looks embarrassed. He’s looking down with a blank look on his face. The ring is still in his hand.


“I don’t know, Lil,” he says, sounding a little ticked. “I was looking for something more along the lines of ‘I love you too, you’re the greatest guy I’ve ever known, blah blah blah, yes, there’s nothing I would want more than to spend the rest of my life with you…’” He looks at me with a combination of hurt and bewilderment in his eyes.


“I’m just… I’m just confused. Maybe we could wait a little bit.”


“Oh, thank God,” I hear my grandmother and mother in my head say in unison.


“What the hell?” he asks confused. “Aren’t you happy with me?”


“Honestly”—I sigh—“I’ve never been happier.”


“So what’s the problem?”


“Did she just say no?” I hear Barb, the overweight woman say to her skinny Larry. “Oh what a shame.”


“I’m not saying no,” I call out to her.


“So what are you waiting for?” Barb puts her hands on her hips as if she wants to scold me.


“So what are you saying?” Gogo says, taking a step back.


“Gogo, I’m crazy about you. I’ve never felt this way about any other man before in my life.”


“So say yes!” Barb shouts.


“Say yeehaw!” another woman in her fifties shouts with a thick southern drawl.


“Right?” Barb says turning to her. “If a man as handsome as that proposed to my daughter, Lucy, I’d say yes before she could get the words out of her mouth. Wouldn’t we, Larry?” she asks her husband.


“He seems like a nice guy.” Larry shrugs.


“Look, can you give me a minute?” I holler out to the women.


Larry is still taking pictures of the whole scene.


“Larry,” Gogo calls out exasperated, “can you put the camera away.”


Both Gogo and I are getting annoyed at today’s crowd of American yentas atop the Eiffel Tower, so Gogo takes my arm and opens the door leading me into the inside of the observation deck.


“I’m just confused right now,” I say, walking over to the food counter.


“You had to know the relationship might be heading this way,” he tells me. “I mean, falling in love, moving in together, never having a big blowout fight. It must have dawned on you that at some point we might want to make this relationship official.”


“No, of course, of course I knew that we would get engaged one day. I don’t know anyone who gets along as well as we do.”


“So what’s wrong?” he asks.


“It’s not you,” I utter, before I’m about to come out with the other half of the cliché. “It’s me.”


“So, what? You’re not ready?”


“I still love you too,” I tell him. “I love you like crazy.”


“But…?”


“I’m just not ready.”


Gogo takes a deep breath and exhales. I don’t know what else to do but look at him with sadness. My heart is just aching right now, for Gogo, for me. It’s killing me.


Gogo walks up to the food service counter. I can only stare at him looking dejected among all the happy, hungry tourists at the counter. “Deux sandwichs d’oeuf s’il vous plâit. Aucunes tomates sur le sien,” Gogo orders as he turns to me. “I made sure there’s no tomatoes on your sandwich,” he tells me with disdain. The subject has changed, but the tone of incomprehension and resentment is still in his voice.


Gogo knows I hate tomatoes. He always remembers. Gogo always remembers how I order my food. God, I feel like crap. What is the matter with me? Why do I care what Selma and Dolly think anyway? I’m not five anymore. I’m a successful, smart woman who should think for herself already instead of listening to those two shrews.


Look at Gogo standing there watching the server make our sandwiches. He looks so forlorn. I feel like the worst person on the planet. What’s the matter with me? I just turned down a marriage proposal in lieu of a sandwich.


Why do I listen to my mother and grandmother? Why am I so afraid of them? Just because they’ve had nothing but sadness and heartbreak in their lives with anything involving marriage doesn’t mean that I will. It’s not like I haven’t told them that before.


“Why do you think that what happened to you will happen to me?” I complained to them as I finished packing my bags.


“Because we know!” My grandmother shuddered. “The Burns women are not meant for true love,” she tells me. “Just listen to us. We don’t want to see you get hurt like we were.”


“Trust us,” my mother added. “We’re doing this for your own good.”


“Look,” I say, touching Gogo’s back and standing to the side of him at the counter. “It’s not like anything has changed. It’s not like I don’t still love you. It’s not like I’m going to move out after we get home.”


“You just don’t want to marry me,” Gogo says dismissively as he takes the sandwiches from the guy behind the counter.


“I just… I can’t,” I tell him as he hands me my sandwich. “I can’t explain it. I just… I just can’t. Now come on, let’s go outside on the observation deck and you’ll show me Paris. You said you’d point out Notre Dame.”


“I don’t want to go out there again,” he tells me.


It kills me that I’m upsetting him. I’ve ruined everything.


“Well, we’re here,” I tell him softly. “Why don’t we just see what we came to see and then we’ll leave. Who knows when we’ll be here again?”


I’m not quite sure if that was the right thing to say.


“I mean, I’m sure that we’ll be here again. Together. I just mean who knows when that will be?”


Gogo relents and opens the door for me again as we head out to the observation area. We’re both silent as we look out at the beautiful city. The thing is, I can’t see anything. My head is swimming with thoughts. I can’t concentrate on what’s in front of me at all and I know Gogo is feeling the same way.


“So will you?” I hear a male voice behind me as Gogo and I turn around. “I mean I know it’s only been three months, but when you know, you know. So will you?”


“Like you even have to ask!” I see the young woman with tears in her eyes staring down at the man proposing to her.


“You want to get out of here?” I ask Gogo.


“Yes,” he says. “Let’s take a walk or something.”


We’re sitting on a bench in the Champ de Mars eating our sandwiches out of cellophane wrapping. The park is packed with tourists taking pictures in front of the Eiffel Tower. Two adorable blond children speaking French are playing with a small poodle. An elderly couple sit on a blanket with a picnic basket full of cheeses, feeding each other parts of a baguette between kisses. Everyone is a part of the utopian scene here on this field except for the two of us.


“I’m sorry,” I tell Gogo again. “I really am.”


“Hey,” he says, putting his arm around me. “It’s okay.”


“Does this ruin the trip?” I ask him.


“Well, it doesn’t exactly make it any better.” He laughs. “Do you still want to see Paris?”


“I’ll make it up to you, I swear.” Though I can’t imagine how I could.


“Look, I’m upset. Can you blame me? Who wouldn’t be?” he says. “But maybe you’re right. Maybe it is too early in our relationship to ask you to marry me. Maybe I’m being too quick about things. I just thought everything was going so well. I just thought, well, I’m crazy about you, Lil, and I’ve never felt this way about anyone before. I just thought to myself, well, if it’s this good, it’s always going to be this good.”


I have nothing to say. He’s right. So I take another bite of my sandwich as we sit in silence. It’s something I can’t believe myself. From the second we met, it was as if the stars aligned. I knew I had found my soul mate.


It was like a scene out of a movie.


Jonah had just ended things with me for the fifth time. He had asked me to meet him for lunch at Continental Mid-town. Short, bald, fat, and a big-time jerk, Jonah was my grandmother and mother’s dream catch for me. I shouldn’t have cared one iota about Jonah, only there was one thing that kept bringing me back to him. It wasn’t his generosity. (Jonah is the kind of guy who yells at waiters and only leaves a 2 percent tip.) It wasn’t his looks. (Jonah buys his suits in the husky man’s department.) It wasn’t his choice of music. (Jonah blasts John Mayer.) Still, my mother and grandmother were crazy about him and I had the one thing I wanted: I had someone. Truth? I was so lonely. Lonely and desperate. My internet dating profile might as well have read like the Statue of Liberty, “Give me your tired, your poor …” I was sick and tired of being alone. Sure, I’d been asked out by a lot of good-looking, kind individuals. But Dolly and Selma’s words always made me turn them down:


“It’s the good ones who have something to hide. A bad egg can be your biggest blessing.”


This message had been hammered into my head for as long as I could remember. When you hear it enough, no matter how smart you are, you start to believe it.


“Look, babe,” Jonah said as he bit into his tuna sandwich, leaving a hunk of it on his left cheek. “I’m not going to beat around the bush. It’s not me, it’s you.”


“But things were going so well,” I cried. “Didn’t you tell me the other week when you came back after breaking up with me that you were in this for the long haul?”


“Depends on what your definition of long haul is,” he chuckled.


“Tell me what I did,” I cried.


“You work a lot,” he said putting his chubby fingers on my shoulder.


“I’m successful,” I reason. “I’m the youngest vice president of current advertising that Sacki and Sacki has ever had.”


“And that’s a big part of the problem,” he said. “I’ll start to depend on you to bring home the money and then right after the I do’s, the next thing I know you’ll be quitting your job to become a lady who lunches and where will that leave me?”


“You do well.”


“Of course I do well, but a person can get used to living on two salaries.”


“So I won’t quit my job.”


“And then what?” he continues. “You pop out a couple of kids and that gorgeous body of yours goes to sag city and what am I left with? A couple of screaming brats and a wife I’d be embarrassed to show in public? I’m sorry, Lily,” he said, standing up. “You’re a nice girl and all, but that’s not the kind of life I want for myself. See you around,” he said, walking out of the restaurant.


I put my head down. I was so upset, so torn. It wasn’t like I even wanted a guy with absolutely no redeeming qualities to him, it was just that, well, Selma and Dolly insisted. My elders should know what’s best for me, right? That’s what I always figured. You have to understand. It’s not like I didn’t know that a guy like Jonah wasn’t worth an ounce of my time. After all Selma and Dolly had said to me, I just didn’t know who was right.


“Excuse me,” I heard a voice say at the next table as I buried my head in my napkin. “I didn’t mean to overhear that conversation, but did that guy just break up with you?”


“Yes,” I sobbed.


“And you’re crying because …”


“Because I’ve had it with men,” I said. “That guy was the best thing I had going for me. What am I going to tell my mother?”


“You’ll tell her that you deserved better than that.”


For the first time since he started speaking to me, I looked over at him.


In a word: breathtaking.


If Hugh Jackman and George Clooney had a baby together, it would be this guy. The way his dark hair just flowed. Later, I would laugh whenever elderly women approached him on the street just to run their fingers through it, and he let them! And those eyes. Gogo’s eyes are literally like pools of sparkling blue water. Perfect nose, perfect chin.


Bottom line: He was perfect. My grandmother and mother would hate him.


“I don’t normally get involved in other people’s problems, but come on, that guy was the worst,” he continued.


“I know, I know he was, but you don’t understand.”


“Understand what?” he said, looking out the window at Jonah getting into his bright fluorescent yellow Hummer and shrugging off the parking attendant with his hand out asking for a tip. “Oh that’s perfect.” He added, “Am I on some hidden camera show?”


“No.” I laughed. “It’s a long story.”


“I’ve got the time,” he said. “My name is Gogo, by the way.”


“Gogo?” I laughed again. “Is that your real name?”


“Kind of,” he said.


“What’s your real name?” I asked.


“Oh, that’s too personal,” he said. “I don’t usually tell a woman my real name until we’ve been dating for a couple of months. For me giving it up is telling a woman my real name. That’s when I know the relationship is meant to be.”


“And how many special women have there been?” I ask, I admit, flirting a little bit.


“Up until now?” he asks.


“Yep.”


“Two,” he answers, melancholy. “One in the fifth grade. She left me for Rob Appleby, who had just moved to New York from London. Accents. The other was Rhonda, just after college. She broke my heart. She left me for my roommate, or rather, she climbed down from the top bunk to the bottom bunk.”


“Bummer.” I tried to see this guy through Dolly and Selma’s eyes. He looked to be in his midthirties. Why hasn’t he been in a serious relationship since Rhonda? I thought. He looked like the kind of guy women would drop their greatest loves for. He must be a player, I thought. He’s after my bank account. Maybe he is worth a chance… No, not now. I need a break.


“Well”—I held out my hand—“it was nice meeting you, but I have to be back at work.”


“It’s a really good name,” he said. “It’s worth spending the time to find out.”


“Thank you,” I said getting my keys from my purse, “you’re very sweet. I’m just not looking to date right now. You know, I just got out of a relationship. I think it’s only right that I spend a little time by myself before I start dating someone new, you know, why bring that baggage?” I excuse myself, trying to shrug him away.


“From what I saw of the girth of that guy, that’s way too much baggage for anyone to bear.”


“So how much time do you think a person should spend mourning a relationship?”


“With a guy like that?”


“Yeah.”


“Five minutes ago would have been too much time.”


This made me laugh.


“Come on, how about I join you for lunch?” he asked. “I can’t leave a woman crying into her salad.”


“No,” I say, “I don’t think so. I’m really not hungry anymore, to tell you the truth. I think I’m just going to go back to my office and bury my head in some work.”


“You know what always makes me feel better when I’m down?” he asks as he motions the waiter. The waiter promptly comes over to him.


“Two hot fudge sundaes, please,” he orders.


“Oh, no,” I tell him as I shake my head at the waiter, “that won’t be necessary.”


“Trust me.” He nods to the waiter.


Five minutes later Gogo had joined me at my table and we were gorging on the sugary delight.


We haven’t spent a day apart since.


Three months into our relationship, Gogo and I were lying in bed after yet another round of the best sex I’ve had in my life when Gogo turned to me.


“It’s Stanley,” he said.


“What?”


“My name is Stanley Goldblatt,” he said.


I burst into hysterics.


“And that’s why I never tell anyone my name.”


“No, it’s a good name,” I said through my tears of laughter.


“It’s an awful name. It was my grandfather’s name, he died just before I was born, and my mother wanted to name me after him.”


“So she couldn’t have just used the S and named you something normal … uh, Steve, Stuart, even Sal, something more, uh, less awful?”


“Evidently he was a very good man. My mother said he was the perfect father. Always kind to her, he spoiled her with lots of love.”


“Your mom was lucky.” I sighed, thinking of the five men my mother married, the ones I called Dad, but only because I couldn’t keep all their names straight since they came and went so quickly.


“Gogo is short for Goldblatt,” he said. “I just couldn’t change my name. I didn’t want to hurt my mother’s feelings. It makes her feel better to know I wouldn’t change my name.”


“What about using your middle name?” I asked.


Gogo winced. “Angus.”


“Stanley Angus Goldblatt,” I recited. “S. A. G.,” I said, thinking maybe he could do something with the initials, but… “Sag. Wow.” I took a deep breath. “You are a really good son.”


“Speaking of mothers,” he said, “when am I going to get to meet your mother and grandmother? You’re always mentioning them, and I’ve never even heard their voices. Don’t you think it’s time you brought me home to them?”


“I can’t do that yet. I’m not ready. They’re funny about men.”


“They must be if they wanted you to be with that Jonah guy.”


“Well, they’ve been through a lot with men. They just don’t want me to get my heart broken like they did. It’s just a defense thing they have.”


“You really think they’d hate me?” he asked.


“They’re just cautious,” I said. “It’s like you respecting your mom’s wishes and not changing your name. I respect my mother’s wishes in not bringing home the perfect guy.”


“So really, what you’re saying is that bringing home the right guy would be the wrong thing to do.”


“That’s right, Stanley.”


“You know your family is weird, right?”


“You don’t even know the half of it.” I sigh.


So I moved in with Gogo after we only knew each other for three months. I kept my house so Selma and Dolly wouldn’t get suspicious. Gogo cracks that he almost broke up with me when he saw where I lived. Truth be told: I was a slob when I met Gogo, but to be fair to myself, I was always working, so home was just a place for me to change my clothes. I never liked living alone. Since Dolly was always cooking, I was at their home for nightly meals. My freezer was nothing but a solid block of ice. I never put anything in it, so there was no sense in defrosting it. But when I moved in with Gogo, I started spending more time at home. I wanted to be there, with him, in our home. And the relationship only got better. Gogo and I have the same taste in decorating. I like to sleep on the left side closest to the wall. Gogo likes the right. We’re both early risers but late sleepers on the weekends. He likes to cook. I like to eat. I don’t mind doing laundry. Folding is a Zen art for him. In all the time I’ve known Gogo, there’s never been a harsh word between us. When Gogo decided we should go on a trip to Paris, I just knew.


“Look,” he says, finishing the last of his sandwich. “Let’s make a deal and forget about the proposal for the rest of the trip. Let’s just enjoy our time in Paris. We’re in one of the greatest cities in the world.”


“Are you sure?” I ask him.


“No. But what other choice do I have?”


“What would you rather do?”


“I’d rather get really drunk right now and cry like a little girl,” he tells me as if he’s joking, but I know he’s telling the truth.


“So let’s go get plastered.” I smile.


“I’d rather do it with a buddy. It’s easier to curse your name if you’re not there.”


“So pretend I’m your buddy,” I tell him as I lower my voice like a guy. “That Lily isn’t even that hot. Why were you wasting your time?”


“Hey,” he tells me, “that’s my girl you’re talking about.”


I want to cry for him. I want to cry for me, but instead I just lean in and kiss Gogo. Luckily, he kisses me back as I take him in my arms. Then we head to the nearest bar, where we drink the day away.


It’s two in the morning and my heavy-duty sleeping pill isn’t working. My drunken stupor is long gone, but I still can’t get the proposal out of my head. Whenever I get stressed like this in the middle of the night, I go to my source of calm. Some do yoga, some get massages. I stare at Gogo. Gogo sleeps like a corpse. He lies flat on his back with one pillow under his head and the covers pulled all the way up to his chin. He looks so childlike when he sleeps, not like the strong, confident man he is during the day. All he needs is the teddy bear. I love the way he rests his hands outside the covers by his sides (though sometimes in the real cold months, he keeps them by his side beneath the covers). Gogo never moves during the night. Whenever I wake up, tossing and turning, there’s Gogo beside me in that same position he’s always in. Nothing in the world has changed. The feeling of knowing that he’s there and by my side and at peace with his world always makes me feel better.


Sometimes I can’t help myself. I love Gogo so much, even though it might be four in the morning, I just have to tell him. So I wake him up, just like I’m about to do.


“Gogo?” I whisper to him.


“Yeah?” he whispers back immediately as if he’s been up the whole time, but I know he hasn’t. For someone who sleeps so peacefully, Gogo is a light sleeper.


Most people would get pissed if someone woke them up weekly (okay, maybe three times a week) for no real reason. All my old boyfriends would have said something like “For Christ’s sake, why did you wake me up? I have an important (insert important activity, e.g., meeting, appointment, laser back-hair removal, etc.) in the morning!” Gogo never gets pissed off.


“I love you so much,” I tell him.


And then he turns toward me and he swallows me in his arms as I rest my back up against him. This is the only time he ever changes position at night.


“I love you too, Lily,” he whispers back.


As I lay in his arms staring out at the darkness I realize: this is the only place I ever want to be. Gogo’s arms are the most secure place I’ve ever been in.


My mother and grandmother would just have to understand.


This was not one of their marriages. This is different. This is pure love. This is forever.


“Gogo,” I whisper.


“Yeah?” He yawns.


“Will you marry me?”


Gogo sits up and looks down at me as he brushes the hair away from my face.


“Lily,” he whispers.


“Yeah?”


“There’s nothing in this world that I could want more.”


And I kiss those lips, the only ones I ever want to kiss for the rest of my life.





2.



Why didn’t we force her into lesbianism?” my mother, Selma, shouts with tears in her eyes.


“That woman was perfect for you!” my grandmother, Dolly, cries, blowing her nose and wiping her tears. “And this backward state would never allow same sex marriage!”


“Look, I’m sorry, I’m not a lesbian. I tried for you, I did,” I plead. “I’m just not interested in women.”


“Where did we go wrong?” Selma dabs her eyes. “Did I not work three jobs to put you through Yale so you would become a workhorse and forget about men? I knew she should have taken a job in finance. They work those people to the bone.”


“Advertising is a really hard field, especially in this economy. I work seventeen-hour days!”


“And who was taking care of you while your mother worked those three jobs?” Dolly adds. “It was those soap operas I let her watch when she was home sick from school. They only clouded her view of romance.”


“You didn’t do anything wrong. You were the best parents any girl could ever have. Look, if you just met Gogo, you’d understand why I want to marry him. Can’t you just forget about all the heartbreak in your own lives for one second and give Gogo a chance?”


“And another thing, what kind of a name is Gogo?” Dolly scoffs and then tsks. “Would you look at that ring he gave her?” She grabs my hand, scrutinizing the diamond. “Would you look at how gorgeous this ring is? The cut, the color, the karat weight, that clarity! I’ll bet this schnook paid retail too. No man is this good to give a ring like this if he doesn’t have something to hide. Get away from him, Lily, trust me on this.”


“It’s a nickname!” I explode. “And this ring was given with his heart, it’s beautiful, and so is Gogo. If you just gave him a chance, you’d see that!”


“We shouldn’t have named her Lily,” Dolly cries out. “It’s too pretty. I told you to name her something less attractive. What was wrong with Ethel?”


“And we should have discouraged the way she eats,” Selma continues. “Look at that gorgeous figure of hers. There’s not an ounce of fat on her. We should have force-fed her fried foods morning, noon, and night.” Selma bawls.


“Didn’t I try?” Dolly says, taking her spoon to the bowl of mashed potatoes at the dining room table we’re sitting at, trying to make me eat a spoonful.


“I already had two helpings,” I say, pushing it away. “I’m full.”


“And that’s another thing, what rational human being only eats when they’re hungry?” Selma protests. “With all the cooking your grandmother does, you’d think she’d be tempted to snack.”


“Have another piece of chicken?” Dolly asks, putting the plate of chicken in front of me.


“Thank you, no,” I say.


“Why I ever let her take cross-country running in high school, I have no idea,” Dolly says as she puts the plate down and shoves it. “Who knew it would turn into a lifetime obsession? You know, you don’t have to keep with the jogging,” Dolly scolds me. “You graduated from high school over ten years ago. It wouldn’t hurt you to spend a couple of hours in front of the television with a bag of chips.” She turns to Selma. “She could have been as big as a house by now if I had only forbid her to join the cross-country running team.”


“She’s too smart. We shouldn’t have let her get a library card,” Dolly cries.


“She insisted on making her own money since she was fifteen,” Selma says.


“She’s the perfect woman!” Selma cries out. “Where did we go wrong?”


“Would you two listen to yourselves?” I scoff. “Even if I was overweight and didn’t exercise and didn’t have a good job and a good head on my shoulders, believe me, I’m still a good person inside. Someone would have seen that.”


“Yes, but it would have been harder for them to see.” Dolly sighs.


“You’re both crazy!” I shout. “Now look. Ever since I could remember, the two of you have forbidden me to have any romance in my life. I have obeyed you and listened to you and what has it gotten me? Nothing but horrible men and a lifetime of loneliness. And then here comes this man, this sweet, wonderful, smart, successful, caring man who practically rides up on a white horse and saves me from a life I can only describe as the life you want for me: miserable. Why would you want me to be miserable? Me—the person you love most in this world. The person who has listened to you and obeyed everything single thing you asked of me.”


“Not everything, obviously,” Selma snaps.


“Well, we have tried to introduce you to some nice men,” Dolly interrupts.


“Who? Jonah?”


“He wasn’t so terrible, was he?” Dolly asks Selma.


“I like the one you met for her at the supermarket,” Selma reminds Dolly.


“You mean outside the supermarket. Where he lived. By the trash bins,” I hark back.


“Don’t be such a snob,” Selma scoffs.


“What about that entrepreneur?” Dolly adds. “He was really going places.”


“He’s not going anywhere until he completes his ten years without parole in state prison,” I retort.


“Big deal, so he embezzled a few million out of some old widows?” Dolly sneers. “It was like he said at the trial. They had more than enough to live on.”


“Do you even hear yourselves? And the craziest thing is that I’ve put up with it all these years. I’ve sacrificed my happiness for the sake of your happiness. But not anymore.”


“I knew one day she’d revolt,” Dolly says.


“You’re right, I would,” I cry angrily. “And that day is now. I am marrying Gogo Goldblatt whether you like it or not. You can skip the wedding and never see your grandchildren for all I care. I don’t care if I never see you for the rest of my life. I’m through with the both of you. That’s it. I’ve had it.”


I plop myself down on the couch and start to sob.


“Maybe we have gone a little too far,” Selma whispers to Dolly.


“It was only in her best interest,” Dolly whispers back.


“Ma, I think it’s time.” Selma puts her hands up in defeat. “We have to tell her already.”


“Tell me what?” I ask.


“Forget about your mother’s craziness,” Dolly shushes. “Selma, keep it to yourself.”


“What?” I ask. “I knew it. All these years you’ve only wanted the worst for me when it comes to romance and when I finally find the man of my dreams—the man of any woman’s dreams—you act like someone died! So what is it? What’s the big secret you’re keeping from me already?”


“Don’t tell her!” Dolly shouts.


“She’s twenty-nine years old!” Selma counters. “Let’s tell her already and then she can make her own decisions. We’ll lose her if we don’t.”


“Fine.” Dolly backs down. “You want to tell her, let’s tell her. She’s old enough to know already.”


“Lily, come here,” my mother says, patting the seat next to her. “Ma, pour her a drink. She might need it after we confess the whole thing.”


Dolly hesitates.


“Are you sure we’re doing the right thing?” Dolly asks her.


“Yes. It’s time. It’s time for Lily to know already.”


Dolly goes over to the living room cabinet and retrieves a bottle.


“Is peppermint schnapps okay?” she asks. “I also have that bottle of champagne to save for a celebration… Oh, I guess that’s not appropriate.”


“Forget the liquor,” I plead. “Would you just spit it out already?”


“We thought we could keep it from you.” Selma sighs.


“We thought if we just shielded you away from any good man, that you would just learn to believe that men were the devil.”


“But that’s crazy!” I balk. “Men are not the devil.”


“They’re not, of course they’re not. Even we know that,” Selma brushes off the idea. “But there’s a reason for all of this. There’s a very good reason we haven’t wanted you to be happily married.”


“Well, it better be a good reason,” I say, folding my arms.


“Are you ready, Ma?” Selma asks. “Do you want to tell it or should I?”


“Let me do it.” Dolly puts her hand on my mother’s shoulder and then sits down next to me, putting me in the middle of these two women. “It’s only right as the oldest Burns that I tell the story, just like my grandmother told me.”


Dolly takes a deep breath.


“Look, how bad can it be?” I ask, starting to get a little anxious.


Dolly and Selma turn to each other and grimace.


“Lily,” Dolly begins, “as you might know, your mother and I have both been very unlucky in love.”


“I figured out after Selma’s fourth marriage that it wasn’t all rosy.” I laugh.


“Well, it took your mother some time to understand things and you’ve always been much smarter than us, so maybe it’s better that you hear the whole story and understand why your mother’s marriages have been the way they were. Maybe you’ll understand why I only married once and never as much as looked at another man again.”


Dolly sighs.


Selma motions her to continue.


“Well? I’m waiting,” I say irritably.


And then they proceed to tell me the story …


The Curse of the Burns Women:
A Tragic Tale
As told by Dolly and Selma Burns


“The year was 1907,” Dolly starts. “Or was it 1909?”


“What’s the difference?” Selma asks.


“It’s family history,” Dolly explains. “I don’t want to start the story of our family history by getting it wrong. Then it will be wrong from here on out for generations to come.”


“It was 1907. I’m positive.”


“Are you sure?”


“She’s sure,” I say, already exasperated.


“Okay, so the year was 1907. The place: the small town of Lokwunden, Austria. Did you know that that’s where you’re from?”


I actually didn’t know and I find this fact very interesting, but I don’t let on.


“Of course.” I nod.


“Well,” Dolly continues, “as the story goes, Great-Great-Grand-aunt Emmalina had caught the eye of Hermann Burnswurst, the baker.”


“Everyone who was anyone shopped at Burnswurst Bakery,” Selma adds.


“Oh yes, it was the place for breads and cakes.”


“Hermann was a rich man.”


“Now, word on the strase had it that Hermann was thinking of making the big move: America. Hermann had big plans. Hermann wanted to open up a chain of bakeries and he knew that America was the place to do it. Hermann had purchased two tickets on the midnight train to Holland, scheduled to leave a week from the day he bought the tickets. From there, Emmalina and Hermann would take the Noordam ship to America. The gossip was that he had already asked Emmalina’s father, Krumpke, for her hand in marriage and Krumpke had eagerly accepted.”


“So what’s this got to do with me?” I interrupt.


“Please, Lily, would you stop interrupting?” Selma admonishes. “You’re ruining the flow of the story.”


“Thank you, Selma.” Dolly nods. “Now, Emmalina was head over heels with Hermann. What woman wouldn’t be? Handsome, smart, and successful, Hermann was equally smitten with his Emmalina. The two of them made a dashing couple. Everyone said so—”


“All except Emmalina’s older sister,” Selma interjects.


“Astrid.”


“And Astrid was my …”


“Great-great-grandmother, yes,” Selma replies. “Astrid was the girl that everyone had but no one wanted.”


“Astrid was already twenty years old, an old maid in most eyes,” Dolly clarifies. “It was said it was easy for Astrid to lure a man. Oh, she was stunning—full, voluptuous figure, smoldering eyes, and gift for dressing right. Astrid was by far the prettiest girl in all of Lokwunden and everyone knew it. The problem wasn’t her looks. The problem was her personality.”


“Such a shame.” Selma grimaces. “If it weren’t for …”


“See, Astrid had been a difficult birth and Krumpke prayed that if she would be healthy, he would shower her with all the material objects she could ever want. As a result, Krumpke had spoiled his oldest daughter and Emmalina was always second fiddle. While Astrid was wearing the latest styles, Emmalina would get the hand-me-downs a year later. Astrid slept on a bed of goose-feather blankets a foot high. Emmalina slept on a bed of straw. Men were always calling on Astrid, and she always accepted dates, but when the men realized how spoiled she was, they never called again.”


“Who makes someone sleep on a bed of straw and the other gets goose feathers? They were child abusers!”


“When you have children of your own, you’ll understand,” Selma interjects.


“Emmalina, on the other hand, was always the quiet one. Emmalina never complained about the treatment she got compared to her older sister. She never complained about the clothes. She never complained that her bed was too uncomfortable. She didn’t have to. All of that stuff didn’t matter. Emmalina had what Astrid didn’t: a man. Not just any man, a man with big dreams.”


“Obviously, Astrid was viciously jealous,” Selma continues. “Hermann was the one man in all of Lokwunden who hadn’t made a play for her. He was too infatuated with his Emmalina to see beauty in any other woman. And for that, Astrid was secretly head over heels for him too.”


“I still don’t see what this has got to do with me.”


“We’re getting to that,” Dolly says, bothered.


“Continue, Ma,” Selma calms her.


“Thank you.” Dolly takes a breath. “Now, one day before the train was set to leave Austria, Emmalina was in the kitchen of her home working on her future husband’s wedding gift. Emmalina was a fine baker in her own right. She had been working on an idea she had for a chocolate cookie. So after realizing she had run out of baker’s chocolate, she took some semisweet chocolates that Hermann had given her as a gift and began breaking the chocolate into the batter. What came out of the oven was something she’d never seen before. Instead of the chocolate melting in the batter, the chocolate stayed intact.”


“Can you believe that?” Selma exclaims. “Your great-great-grand-aunt invented the chocolate chip cookie!”


“But you hate chocolate chip cookies! You never let me have them in the house! I had to smuggle Mrs. Fields in and keep them under my bed when I was younger.”


“If I had known you brought chocolate chip cookies into this house, you would have been grounded,” Selma says, perturbed.


“But our aunt invented them! Did she ever take out a patent? If there’s proof that she really did invent them, we could be trillion-aires!”


“Well …” Selma sighs.


“As it turns out, no one would ever know it,” Dolly adds.


“With the aroma of butter, brown sugar, and chocolate wafting through the house, Astrid entered the kitchen to find her sister standing over her latest concoction,” Selma reports.


“Now I’m hungry.” Dolly turns to Selma, licking her lips. “Do we have any sweets in the house?”


“I’ll check,” Selma says, getting up and walking into the kitchen.


“Oh, this story always makes us hungry, my apologies,” Dolly says to me. “Anyway, Emmalina handed a cookie to Astrid. ‘Tell me if you think it’s good,’ she asked her. Astrid hid her anticipation for the warm treat. There was no doubt in her mind that Emmalina had stuck semisweet gold. When she bit into it, she knew that cookie would make her sister and Hermann richer beyond their wildest dreams. It was so unlike a plain chocolate cookie, which masked the taste of the brown buttery goodness. This was a delight to the senses, a true work of art.”


“Here, Ma, there was some frozen Sara Lee in the freezer. Do you want me to nuke it in the microwave? It only takes ten seconds.” Selma hands her the frozen piece of pound cake.


“That’s okay, I’m too hungry to wait that long. I’ll just suck on it until it gets softer.” Dolly puts some in her mouth. “Sof, du storphy condinues …”


“What? I can’t understand you with that cake in your mouth.”


“Sorry.” She swallows. “So as the story continues, you get it, Astrid was going to do her best to put a stop to it. Astrid, after all, was a very difficult birth and why should Emmalina get the best when Astrid always got the best?”


“So she seduced Hermann!” Selma dramatically waves her arms in the air.


Dolly stands up and throws her arms back. “Seduced him like no woman has ever seduced a man before.”

OEBPS/styles/page-template.xpgt
 

   

     
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
         
            
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OEBPS/images/back1.jpg
FicTion

LILY MARRIED THE MAN OF HER DREAMS. '@
THEN SHE WOKE UP.

13 ser marry aman unless he’s short, bald, fat, stupid, and treats you badly.” *
That is the advice that twenty-nine-year-old Lily Burns has heard her enire life 3

from her grandmother Dolly and her mother, Selma. Despite this, when she meets Gogo, ~ +

the handsome, successful pediatrician who treats her like a queen, she has no choice but

to let her heart take over. When she agrees to marry him, Dolly and Selma are inconsol-

able. They decide it’s time to tell her the truth: their family is cursed. If she marries for
love, there will be unimaginable consequences.

Nevertheless, Lily and Gogo elope. Unable to believe her good fortune, Lily asks

Gogo to pinch her—to make sure all this isn’t just a dream. The moment he does, Lily
finds herselftransported back o the house she lived in when she was single. Gogo is gone.

When Lily tracks him down, she finds that he’s married to someone else and has no

memory of her. In this modern fairy tale, Lily must find a way to break the curse and turn

her nightmare back into a dream come true.
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