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Dedication

To my wonderful husband, Marc, who still loves me, even after reading this book. And to our sons Parker and Mason: we waited a long time for you. You turned our house into a home.






Introduction


Dating is like real estate; the longer you’re on the market, the more people are going to wonder what’s wrong with you.



WHEN I WAS A LITTLE girl, my father, Artie, sat me down one day and said it was time to have a talk.

No, not that talk. Artie wanted to share his feelings about men.

“Holly, men are basically shit. Women need to stand on their own two feet. If you want something in life, you have to build it—that way a man can’t take it all away. Men hide, cheat, and steal. While not all men are bad, it sure is a lot harder to find a good man than it is to find a good woman. So never think a man is going to give you a life. You need to create your own life. And if, by chance, a man has given you a life, don’t rely on it. He can destroy it in the blink of an eye. Men are dogs. I’m ashamed to be one.”

I was five years old when my father shared this… advice… insight… scary thought. But I’ve never forgotten it. It’s as if he said it to me yesterday. And he would remind me of this viewpoint several times a year so I wouldn’t forget to always stand my ground emotionally and financially.

I’ve never been someone who believed that marriage could save me. I always thought I’d be the last of my friends to bite the bullet. I wasn’t a damsel in distress who needed to be rescued by a man on a white horse. I was a free spirit. I wanted to travel the world, get my master’s degree, and say “I do” to Asia, South America, and India before saying it to a partner.

I was okay on my own—at least, that’s what I told myself and God.

As the saying goes, “We make plans, and God laughs.”

Well, He must have been laughing His ass off when He heard my plan.

Clearly, there was another design in motion—one I didn’t see coming.

Although it wasn’t my intention to be saved—nor did I make an effort of any kind—I fell head over heels in love.

For a while.

In New York, a city full of princesses, I’m one of the lucky few who can say I really lived the fairy-tale dream. But then, at age thirty-two, I suddenly found myself divorced after seven years of marriage. It felt as though my enchanted life had come crashing down on me.

Looking back, I can’t say the split was totally unexpected. Even though I was the one to file, the harsh reality of becoming a divorcée hit me hard. Somehow that was more unexpected than the breakup of my marriage. Whenever I’ve read stories about people jumping in front of moving trains, I’ve wondered what it takes to throw yourself onto the tracks. How much pain do you have to be in to make yourself do something like that? And now, after everything I’ve been through, I think I understand how they must have felt.

Divorce is the kind of blow that takes you down with singular force. Nothing hits as hard as life. It isn’t about how badly you get thwacked, it’s about how much you can take and keep moving forward. You must be willing to endure the pain without placing blame on anyone else. Only cowards do that, and though I was deeply hurt, I’m not a coward. Even so, the sting can remain long after the impact—and mine would linger for some time.

My prince and I grew up together in a small Rhode Island town. Our families were friends, so he and I were too. It was a congenial town where everyone knew one another, a quintessential white-picket-fence community right on the water. We learned to sail in the local harbor, played soccer in the fall, and went sledding on the nearby golf course in the winter, sipping our hot cocoa from thermoses while watching other kids attempt the suicide run, where there was about a 90 percent chance of a wipeout because of the pitch. Though we don’t always know it at the time, it’s amazing how much our families, community, and neighbors shape and program us for our futures.

My prince was witty, funny, and—I’ll be frank—hot. Like, super hot. He was the kind of guy Connie, my mother, thought would never go for a girl like me. Not that there’s anything wrong with me; my mother just thought he’d pick a different kind of girl.

Did she really say that?

She did. Yet I learned to laugh when she said things like this. My mother didn’t offer commentary all the time, but when she did, her “Connie zingers” were beyond blunt observations; they were so brutal that they were actually funny. Hilarious, even. Or at least I learned to think they were, because if I didn’t laugh, I would certainly cry. Her remarks only made me stronger and helped prepare me for a world where rejection was part of the game and nobody gave a shit about your feelings—or so I told my therapist. So when you meet somebody who actually does care about your feelings, it can throw you—especially when you come from a family like mine, where zingers were tossed around as casually as Frisbees. And not those soft Nerf Frisbees they have nowadays; no, I’m talking about one of those hard, 1970s Wham-O Frisbees that could level you with one hit.

My prince was everything any girl could ever want. Handsome, from a good home, super smart, an amazing athlete… did I mention handsome? I hate admitting I’m shallow that way, but looks have always mattered to me. Good hygiene matters too—but it’s still second to looks. Without chemistry and attraction, there’s zero chance we’d hit it off on a date. Either he needed to be smokin’ hot or ridiculously funny, and preferably an equal blend of the two. Look, I’m all for women’s rights and equality, but everyone, and I mean everyone, wants to be wooed from time to time.

When you’re young, you buy into that fairy tale. As they grow up, girls are sold on the fantasy that someday their prince will come. I was no exception. And even though my family would agree that I’m unconventional in many ways, always going against the grain or away from the pack, I also wanted that kind of fabled love. I don’t think my mind could even grasp any idea other than the full mythical package. All I ever expected (and deeply wanted) was to meet my Prince Charming, have children, and live happily ever after, like Snow White, Sleeping Beauty, or Cinderella. It never dawned on me that the first of these women lived with seven little men she didn’t know, basically as their maid, the second was in a coma in the woods when her prince found her, and the last had vermin for friends and got so wasted on her first big night out that she lost an irreplaceable shoe. Point is, these princesses weren’t really pictures of stability. They actually did need rescuing.

As a little girl, I daydreamed about where I would be when I met him. I spent hours imagining all the places we would travel together and fantasized about our wedding and what a fabulous party it would be. I don’t think I was alone in this. That’s what little girls did in the ’70s. That’s what all the stories I read back then were about—an amazing, handsome, exquisitely dressed, accomplished, dashing young man who rescues a damsel in distress. Oh, and don’t forget about his royal lineage.

Okay, so my life wasn’t distressed, and I never really thought of myself as a damsel—ever—but I loved everything about those stories, and knew that even if I were alone in an attic dressed in rags with three little mice as my only friends, the ending would be the same: I would be scooped up and liberated from that dark reality and would live happily forevermore with my prince.

Even Snow White was magically brought back from the dead by a kiss from a well-dressed man who wore his hair slicked back. Not only were his locks perfect but this guy was perpetually ready for his close-up even after galloping through the dark forest on horseback. I never doubted that this man existed. Not then, anyway.

Why?

My whole childhood supported the theory that it was truly a girl’s destiny to find her greatest love and then live in a gorgeous castle nearby. Love and real estate—they have always been undeniably connected for me.

In this story, I reunited with my gorgeous prince and his cute cousin when they showed up at my family home in Rhode Island the day after Christmas one year to take my sister and me to a fabulous holiday party. I’d always had a thing for my prince’s cousin. You see, my prince was much shorter than I was when we were growing up. He was also a bit of a bookworm and skipped all the way to second grade because he was smart. He did what he was told and was a big rule follower, a short toad of a boy—while I was the type to raise my hand to go to the lavatory at exactly half past the hour in order to meet my friends and play tag in the hallway. (Yeah, that was a thing.) My prince had his head in a book in the classroom, not even knowing the fun he was missing, so our paths didn’t cross too much.

And now, twelve years since I last saw him, here he was in my kitchen, standing six foot two and absolutely gorgeous. He also didn’t look like he followed the rules anymore. He definitely had my attention.

The party was held at an opulent restaurant that had once been a bank in downtown Providence. It was spectacularly festive, with so many friends from the past and present. My prince made me laugh the entire night; I adore a man with a good sense of humor. It’s one thing to be attractive, but to be attractive and funny? Well, in my eyes, that’s a perfect combination.

We made plans to get together again on New Year’s Eve, and that’s when we shared our first kiss. It was magical—the kind of magic that turns a toad into a prince. Dark magic. (Just kidding.) I went from smitten to falling head over heels in love, all before the stroke of midnight. I couldn’t eat or sleep. I had it bad. And he must’ve felt the same way, because sixty-two days later we were engaged. It felt right. That’s how it’s done in fairy tales: the prince shows up, gives you a true-love kiss, and then wedding announcements are sent throughout the kingdom. Ours was a New England fairy tale.

Eight months after that, we had our dream wedding, with all our friends and family in attendance to help us celebrate. It was exactly as I’d imagined it when I was a little girl. Tiny bluebirds made my wedding dress. Well, they could have; I don’t know what happens after you leave Bergdorf’s bridal salon. There was revelry for days leading up to the big event—lobster bakes, boat rides, brunches, and beach parties all preceded my dream wedding to my dream man.

There we stood in front of the crowd in a church built in the 1800s. The 1800s—how romantic. How many brides had stood there before me? Only now it was even better because we didn’t have to worry no one was suffering from yellow fever. I held my breath as the priest asked, “If anyone knows any reason why these two should not be united in holy matrimony, speak now or forever hold your peace.” I thought, Please, Connie, not now.

There was an awkward silence.

Luckily, no one spoke up.

When you think about it, does anyone ever stand and say, “Father, forgive me, but these two idiots are doomed”?

Looking back, I imagine most of the attendees must have been thinking that, but everyone still smiled and congratulated us as if falling in love and getting engaged after sixty-two days is completely normal. Please. It’s an act of insanity. Kind of like eating a poisonous apple you got from some strange old lady in the woods… hmm. Seems clear now that damsels don’t always make the best choices, but no one ever focuses on that.

I should have known there would be problems ahead when we chose “Can’t Help Falling in Love” as our wedding song. You know the one; “Wise men say / only fools rush in / but I can’t help / falling in love with you…” We should have chosen “Young Dumb & Broke.”

Were we crazy?

Maybe, but his parents got engaged after only three weeks, and his grandparents after only seven days. They made it work, so why couldn’t we? This speed of love was more than a tradition in his family—it was a rite of passage. It seemed like a natural evolution. Surely we wouldn’t be the couple that didn’t make it. His family’s toast to us on our wedding night was “What took you so long?”

The nuptials were perfect, and even better than what I’d dreamed of. I was floating on air most of the time. Okay, only some of the time—until seven years later when I fell out of the sky, dropping what felt like thousands of feet and landing on my head. That was the moment I found myself checking that dreadful box we all fear so much (what the hell is it about that box? Why must every formal document have one? Don’t the powers that be know that they’re terrifying millions of people all over the world with that box?): the one marked DIVORCED. Well, there I was, at age thirty-two, an official box-checker. DIVORCED. Don’t believe me? Look at the box.

Hardest check I ever wrote.

The fateful day came in 2003. My hands started shaking when I saw the number on my phone. There was nothing I could say or do that would change the news I was about to receive.

Trembling, I answered, “Hello… ?”

I heard his voice first. My husband. My friend. My lover. My ex.

Tears began to well, and the lump in my throat made it difficult to speak.

The court-appointed mediator had called to give us what she thought would be good news—as if, somehow, I’d be happy to hear those four words: “Your divorce is final.”

She was clearly mistaken. I wasn’t happy. Not at all. If anything, I felt incredibly sad. And sick. My entire body felt heavy from the thought of no longer being married. My parents had been married for forty years. All their friends were still married. My siblings had amazing marriages. Their friends and my friends were happily married. There was no predecessor to make me feel okay about this. How could I have failed at something I wanted so much?

As a luxury real estate broker in Manhattan, I think of just about everything in real estate terms. Maybe it’s because I eat, sleep, and dream about real estate. I’ve had to deliver powerful and sometimes “not the ending we’d hoped for” news many times throughout my career, so I knew how hard it was to make that call, no matter how cheery a spin the mediator put on it. Hearing the declaration of divorce felt as if I’d suddenly fallen out of contract, as if both the buyer and the seller of the ultimate dream home had decided to back out. In many ways, it was exactly like that.

Nothing about my divorce felt… good. It sucked. I didn’t realize how hard it would be. It was like I’d been leasing a place with plans to buy and renovate, and now the pending sale had gone bad.

I had no secret wish to be back on the market. To be certain, I was nowhere close to being ready to relist either. I felt like a ramshackle fixer-upper—a home with good bones but in need of a gut renovation.

I stood quietly in my apartment—the one I’d shared with him—alone, with only my thoughts to keep me company, tears streaming down my already raw cheeks. I was on the other side of the fairy tale. What was meant to be a castle now felt like a dungeon.

There’s a saying that redheads are a little crazy—and while that may be true, there’s another side to that: redheads feel more pain—or at least a different kind of pain. For instance, one study found that people with red hair are more sensitive to thermal pain, while another showed that they’re less sensitive to electrically induced pain. They bleed and swell more than others too, so it’s not as simple as saying that redheads are more or less tolerant of pain—we just tend to feel pain differently. Overall, I’d say we’re tougher than pretty much all the other hair colors. Most of the time, anyway.

In that moment, I wasn’t feeling so tough. In fact, I’m not sure I’d ever felt lower.

For the first time in years, I wasn’t certain of what to do. Maybe dye my hair blonde I’d heard that they have fun, and I could have used a bit of that right then. I was usually so confident and secure, but I knew only one thing could make me feel better: I needed to talk to my best friend. So I did what came naturally.

I called my newly ex-husband. (Yes, that was strange to think, let alone say.) My voice was noticeably shaky, my tone just above a whisper.

We both cried. We could barely utter any cohesive words in between our sniffling and sobs.

“Want to meet at the Odeon for dinner?” I asked.

“Sure,” he said.

It was so… normal.

Not my old normal, of course, because everything was different.

I had no more say. I wasn’t his best friend, partner, or wife anymore. Not only were my opinions not needed, they had to be stifled for this departure of hearts to take place. It was an agonizing and seemingly unnatural occurrence. Every step away from each other felt like a jagged rip in my fragile heart. It was like driving by the house you used to live in and seeing the lights on. I knew that, soon enough, someone else would be living there.

In a way, divorce felt as though I’d made a deal with the devil. Walls were built, armor was worn, and hurt was pushed aside, at least for the moment.

This was my new normal.

“Was it wrong to call?” I asked myself afterward.

Maybe. But it was just… a reflex. A habit. One I’d have to learn how to break. But I wasn’t ready. Not that day.

It felt as if everything would be okay if we could just meet at a restaurant that we’d been to so many times before. A place full of happy memories. I kept telling myself to focus on the positives, to remember all the good times—and there were many we shared.

Perhaps that was my way of putting one final, perfectly monogrammed wax seal on the proverbial envelope so we could have closure. I wasn’t sure, but it didn’t really matter. I wanted to see him.

My ex and I were just two people who fell in love and tried to make it work. Like, really tried. But we failed. And I wasn’t used to failing—not in real estate, and certainly not in my relationships. I went into my marriage like a first-time buyer goes into their starter home: not totally understanding what’s missing or what I really expected before committing with my whole mind, body, and soul. I fell in love with the exterior without giving much thought to the potential fractures inside the home. Over time, lots of layers ended up getting peeled away, revealing those cracks and slowly leading to this unexpected place. No one can live with leaky pipes forever. You’ll end up with black mold, which makes it hard to breathe.

I didn’t know about these fractures; certainly not then.

I’d always thought of myself as so unconventional, but as it turned out—and much to my surprise—I really wished for a more traditional life. I wanted kids, and I wasn’t necessarily looking for a big career. When I met my ex, I was making $14,000 a year. I had just started my first year selling real estate during the day and waitressing at a high-end bar and restaurant near Lewis Wharf in Boston at night. By the time we got married, I was working seven days a week. Slowly, I transitioned to real estate full-time, increasing my income with every passing year until it became clear I could make a living at it. Relationships survive on the strength of their foundation, and our foundation was constantly shifting.

When it came to my marriage, there were things I could ultimately tolerate and things I couldn’t. Marriage doesn’t have to be one thing or another to work, but it does need to have a set of clear rules, a complete understanding of expectations, and mutual respect. If those things are missing, the relationship is destined to fail. They’re like running water and electricity; without those in a home, living there is very difficult.

I arrived at the restaurant first. I wanted to sit facing the door like a Mafia don so I could see him when he arrived. I ordered a vodka soda with a splash of cranberry. It’s amazing how fast a cocktail can go down, especially when you’re nervous. At that moment the vodka was like a best friend gently squeezing my hand.

I definitely needed my server to be on her A game that night, and she was. I was obviously tense, and the alternative to getting me good and drunk was to watch me fall to pieces. She chose correctly.

“Can I get you another drink?”

“Sure. Keep ’em coming, especially after my friend arrives.” I said.

Friend.

Were we destined to just be friends?

“Holly,” I heard him say. And then, as though we were strangers, “Mind if I sit down?”

There he was. Once my Prince Charming, my best friend; now someone who needed permission to sit.

I didn’t say yes—at least I don’t think I did. I just smiled while vowing to hold back my tears. I didn’t want that night to be sad. I wasn’t sure what I wanted it to be, but I was glad we were there.

As we ate, or, in my case, pretended to eat because my stomach was in knots and my heart so very heavy, I kept staring at him, thinking, We were so in love.

And we were. So how did we end up here?

We were in love, yes, but it was a surface love. We were smitten at first with who we thought we were. I was raised to look for a castle, and would certainly have been happy with a classic colonial (which I thought I’d found), but I married a fifth-floor walk-up. Which, when you think about it, is what most castles are, because anything built in medieval times didn’t have an elevator. If that sounds unkind, it’s not meant to be; it’s just that we struggled throughout those years more than we lived large. It wasn’t all his fault. What happened was a clash between what I wanted and expected from a marriage and what was missing from ours. Does marriage bring you instant happiness and security? For some it does, and for others it’s more about the wedding—the ring, the dress, and the party. There are those who believe marriage will provide financial security, or at least someone with whom to evolve into that state. I was in love with someone I believed wanted a big life, someone who had goals and aspirations. And he did have those things, but after enduring one too many disappointments in business, his desire to achieve them waned. His foundation was fine, until a few big storms hit. It wasn’t anyone’s fault; it was force majeure. As hard as I tried, I just couldn’t help him find the motivation to chase those goals again. In retrospect, it wasn’t really my responsibility, though at the time I thought it was. Only he could get himself there.

The only reason I could bring myself to say goodbye to this beautiful and amazing creature I loved so dearly was because, somehow, in the midst of this magnificent love, he seemed to have lost himself—and no matter how much I tried to guide him home, this gorgeous, funny, crazy-smart man could not find his compass with me in his life. If I loved him, I had to set him free. It was no one’s fault. There was just sadness, sadness, and more sadness. I never stopped loving my ex. Even now, I can’t say there isn’t love there. And I never stopped wanting to help him, never stopped wishing him well. I became the great seasoned Realtor I am now partly because of the inexperienced life partner I was then. I never went to the basement or checked the attic. All I knew of him was what I saw from the front porch—what I could glimpse through the windows. Years later, when I was invited inside, I was blown away by the décor, the charm, and the morning light. It was beautiful and cozy, elegant but likeable. Handsome and funny too. It was my dream house, and it had always been right next door. So eager was I to take it off the market that I bought it without venturing beyond the first two floors. I never went into the attic to see the warped boards, the buckets placed to catch the rainwater, or all the boxes marked Private. I had never seen the cold basement or the aged boiler. The bones weren’t what I had assumed they were.






CHAPTER ONE Falling Out of Contract



There are three rings in marriage: the engagement ring, the wedding ring, and the suffering.

—ANONYMOUS



FALLING OUT OF CONTRACT IS just not sexy.

Any way you slice it, the reason is that something didn’t work or it turned out to be a mistake. Maybe it was the financing, the inspection, flaws in the foundation, or a board turndown. It doesn’t really matter if it was the buyer or the seller who caused the deal to fall apart. For most brokers, it’s seen as the unknown variable that wasn’t planned for—a wrong turn, a mishap, a mysterious problem. And when it does happen, brokers will always give you a polished and well-rehearsed response. But regardless, you can’t help thinking, What’s the real story here?

So—why do things fall out of contract?

Apartments and homes mostly fall out because something wasn’t what it appeared to be. Maybe the home was on the bank’s “Do Not Lend” list because the building hadn’t properly managed its budget. Maybe the buyer had an unsavory secret that came out during the co-op board interview. (A co-op is a cooperative of residents who jointly own the building. When you buy into one, you don’t own your apartment outright; rather, you become a member of a corporation and own shares based on myriad factors. If one person leaves, the overall mortgage is still due. If one person falls behind, their deficit is picked up by their neighbors. For this reason, prospective buyers are intensely scrutinized.)

One of my first board turndowns was of an elderly couple whom I absolutely adored. The wife must have gotten up at three o’clock in the morning each day to complete her hair and makeup by eight a.m. Blending in her foundation was a concept as foreign to her as skinny-dipping in Central Park. Nevertheless, she was lovely. We got the dreaded phone call from the managing agent letting us know that the board had conducted my clients’ personal interviews but had turned them down, denying them ownership of their new apartment. They had been jumping through hoops for ten weeks, not to mention the thousands of dollars they’d spent on attorneys, applications, and appraisals, and the six months of pavement pounding to find the right home.

Sometimes you never know the reason a board rejects a buyer. There could have been jealousy issues over the favorable deal the buyer was getting, or maybe someone had a friend or relative who wanted to buy the unit instead. Maybe it’s an elevator vendetta between board members sparked by the seller’s poodle snubbing another owner’s schnauzer, and it’s payback time. Or maybe it was the nosy neighbor in 3A; she hates everyone. Whatever the cause, putting a property back on the market after it’s been under contract makes it a lot harder to sell because everyone knows something went down, and any future client is likely to get only a sliver of the real story.

To better understand what went wrong with that elderly couple, I scheduled an emergency meeting with them. When I asked them to recall the events of their interview, they couldn’t remember exactly what they’d said, so I decided to role-play to see if I could figure it out. I sent the couple out the door and had them knock just as they had the night they met with the board. I invited them in and went through several routine questions. I didn’t hear anything out of the ordinary. When I asked what they liked to do in their spare time, the wife bubbled over with energy and enthusiasm, declaring, “My husband and I love to gamble. We go to Atlantic City and have a wonderful time.”

And there it was.

“Is that what you said at the meeting?” I asked, knowing, of course, that it was.

“Yes, it’s our favorite pastime,” she said.

“Well, I think we found the answer to why you were turned down. And it’s going to have to be our little secret going forward, because co-op boards on the Upper East Side of Manhattan definitely do not like to hear that you routinely take part of your financial security and throw it on the blackjack table.”

They were dumbfounded. What was a joyous activity for my clients was a deterrent to their prospective neighbors.

In life, just as in real estate, people also fall out of contract. They move on, break up, leave, die, or, in my case, outgrow each other. And sometimes people just change their minds. Real estate isn’t about speed, it’s about stamina. And I have a boatload of that.

Big decisions such as marriage, divorce, and real estate are often based on emotion, yet science tells us that the soundest decisions are typically those made without emotion. Doesn’t that fact negate some of the biggest decisions we make in life? Is that why we keep getting so much wrong?

Maybe an arranged marriage is the one that lasts. It’s entered into with practicality and purpose. Our wise ancestors led the way on this one. I once heard a story about an arranged marriage that lasted seventy-three years. The wife died, and one year later, to the day, the husband did too. He simply couldn’t live without her. And still, throughout the marriage, he often said, “Divorce? Never! Murder? Maybe…”

So many people hope for love at first sight. They say things such as, “I’ll know it when I meet him.” And when it comes to homes, they say, “I’ll know it when I see it.” The fantasy of attachment is really no different in these two scenarios. Yet when we fall in love and our endorphins start working overtime, we are anything but ourselves—so how can we really know when the real deal comes along? At the very moment we fall in love, we begin to see the world through a different lens. Some even say colors are brighter, food tastes better, and the world is just a happier place. I call this “heroin love,” because you’re high on those endorphins, and at the peak of that high, life is never better. It’s usually in this altered state that we make some of the biggest decisions of our life. The problem is, like heroin, once that initial high wears off, you’re constantly chasing that feeling, usually to no avail. Not that I would know about the heroin part—I’m just equating love at first sight to a dangerous substance I’d never want to try. My larger point is that love is a drug, one we all stand in line hoping to get a prescription for. Heck, who am I kidding? It’s a drug we would steal and lie for, and one we desperately crave as soon as we’ve tried it.

When my prince and I reconnected, he was living and working in a suburb just north of New York City, and I was living in Boston. When we married, I gave up my job at Coldwell Banker on the Boston waterfront and moved in with him. We lived in a house owned by a Portuguese couple. It was a three-family home in a neighborhood where every holiday was celebrated with gusto. Halloween, Thanksgiving, Christmas, and Easter gave each of the neighbors a chance to show off their decorating skills. I loved it.

The walls in the home were paper-thin, though. We could hear our landlords arguing all the time, screaming things like, “You know that I know you’re an idiot!” For whatever reason, that always made my prince and I laugh.

I spent my first few months of married life furnishing the house and sporadically working odd jobs. Downtime has never been my forte, so once the house was decorated, the rooms were spotless, and there was nothing left to bake, I signed up with a temp agency to explore different businesses in the area. During that time my husband and I were like two ships passing in the night. He would work all day and then head out to play baseball with his friends in the evening. Several days a week he’d be gone from 8:00 a.m. to midnight. I didn’t know a soul in town, as it was his territory first. I was dying a slow death, starving for stimulation and interaction with other people. Three months after we got married, I knew we had to move to the city. This was not the place for us.

As we looked for a new home, everyone told us not to buy because the market was so high. But I didn’t like the alternative; I couldn’t understand laying out all of that money in rent and fees and never seeing it again. At that time in New York City, there were finder’s fees involved when you rented an apartment. Those fees were on top of the usual first and last month’s rent and security deposit, and the broker’s fee could be as high as 15 percent of the annual rent. When you tallied the numbers, it was close to a small down payment. Why would anyone do that? Throwing away that money on rent just didn’t feel right to me. Since my prince would be commuting to Westchester for work, we needed to be located near Grand Central Terminal. One Sunday during our apartment search we came across the most peculiar staircase off East 42nd Street. We followed the mysterious steps to the top and found ourselves in the middle of what looked like a medieval fortress. There were thirteen buildings around two adorable parks. We immediately fell in love with this strange hamlet and walked into one of the buildings to inquire about any vacancies. Before we opened our mouths the doorman said, “You two here for the open house? You can head right up that elevator on your right.”

The apartment was perfect. We bid on it right then and there, and our offer was accepted by the time we left the building. We would be in contract five days later. It was meant to be.

    [image: ]

So many people told me that real estate agents in New York were ruthless sharks. They said the market was too competitive in the city and that it would be nearly impossible to make it as a broker. I didn’t see it that way. I was born and raised in New England. I had a certain amount of grit and a work ethic handed down to me by my parents. I had lived in France and the UK and went to college in the Pacific Northwest. Starting over in a new locale never bothered me. On the contrary, it motivated me. Even though I knew only a handful of people in New York City aside from my husband, I had worked in real estate in Boston and felt like I could sell anything. While it’s true that I didn’t have a dynamic circle of friends and contacts to help give me a leg up in the New York market, the idea of taking an entry-level position in ad sales that paid $22,500 a year really didn’t appeal to me. That’s when I thought, I’ll take my chances and become a broker. What was the worst that could happen?

I started my first real estate job at Citi Habitats in Manhattan in December 1997. It was primarily a rental agency. I knew from the start that if I was going to make a name for myself in this business, it wouldn’t be from showing rental apartments, but I needed work immediately. I had just bought my first apartment, so income mattered—a lot. I closed my first sale within four weeks of starting. That felt amazing, and completely reassured me that I could do this. Six months later I moved on to Corcoran, where I was determined to light the world on fire. During my interview, the manager, Chris, questioned whether selling real estate was a hobby or a career for me. He looked me up and down and said, “Look at you, with your Tiffany earrings and your beautiful wedding ring. This is obviously just a plaything for you.” I assured him that this was a real career choice. Still, he squinted his eyes in doubt. Clearly, he had been burned one too many times by salespeople who didn’t really want to work.

“What kind of car do you drive?” he asked.

“A Saturn,” I responded.

“Oh, God. You do need to work!” he gasped. And with that, he gave me my own desk, and the rest, as they say, is history. My real estate career took off just as my marriage began falling apart.

When my husband and I ultimately fell out of contract, I saw only one thing: failure.

And that hurt.

It was failure on my part to get into contract in the first place, and failure because I didn’t have the ability to make it work.

I was looking for inspiration anywhere I could find it. Books such as He’s Just Not That into You and Skinny Bitch were bestsellers at the time. I read them, searching for a silver lining or anything that could help me find my way. What I wanted were messages that empowered women—messages demonstrating that she might not be that into him, and that that was okay.

I remember reading about J. K. Rowling’s early years. She was a research writer when her mother passed away from multiple sclerosis. Rowling described her mother as the “love of my life” and was deeply affected by her death. After her mother’s demise, Rowling moved to Portugal and began teaching English. She soon met her husband. The two married and had a daughter. The couple eventually separated due to domestic abuse, leading Rowling to move to Edinburgh, where she could be closer to family. When she divorced, she considered herself a failure. She was an unemployed single mother on welfare benefits, living a very difficult life. As a result of her loss, she was diagnosed with clinical depression. Desperate, she started teaching to help make ends meet and writing in cafés during the evening.

After years of living in poverty, Rowling, inspired to write a novel about a mother’s love, finally finished her first book, Harry Potter and the Philosopher’s Stone, which was rejected by twelve publishing houses before being published in the United States and released as the Harry Potter and the Sorcerer’s Stone. Her editor encouraged her not to quit her day job. A couple of years later, Rowling was winning awards for her novel and had published a sequel. The books continued, as did the prizes, royalties, and movie deals. Of course, Harry Potter is now a $15 billion global brand. J. K. Rowling is the first person to become a billionaire from writing a novel.

Her story inspired me to see that greatness can and often does come from darkness. She persevered through much harder circumstances than I was facing. And if she could find her way out, so could I. One thing I’m certain of is that we each have the ability to change ourselves. No matter how hard we try to change someone else, it’s usually futile. They must want to change too, or any shift will be temporary. When you fall out of contract, you can only change how you answer the board’s questions. You can’t change the board.

I spent a lot of time walking around New York City during this period, feeling as if I couldn’t be the only one experiencing this failure. If 50 percent of marriages don’t work, then there must be countless people passing me on the sidewalks every day who were going through the same pain, hardship, and humiliation that I was. They were likely also putting on a smile to hide their pain. Apartments are empty because someone left for any number of reasons. And those reasons are usually the same when it comes to relationships. Either way, someone outgrew it, felt stifled or confined, got bored, or needed change. Then I began thinking about all the other kinds of struggles people go through in addition to heartache, loss, and financial woes, such as illness, chronic pain, hunger, and loneliness. So many of us suffer in silence. Looking into crowds of people wherever I went, I wondered, How many of these expressions are just masks?

It shook me to think about how sad so many people must be.

I knew how I felt, and the pain changed me forever. It affected everything from the way I addressed a frustrating cabdriver going the wrong way to how I dealt with a waitress who messed up my order. I lost my edge and found my empathy. It wasn’t that hard, because empathy was needed almost everywhere I looked. This practice became a real difference-maker in the way I saw and understood emotional struggles. I never gave it a lot of thought before my divorce, but afterward, it was impossible for me to ignore.

So even though I fell out of contract, all was not lost. My life was not over. But it was changed forever. In some ways, the change was for the better, even if it would take me some time, trials, and tribulations to reclaim my life again—or maybe even to claim it for the first time.

Funny how the Universe does that.

It takes away something so dear to you, and though you might not know it at the time, it leaves you a new gift. It’s like the fables we read as kids in which some cosmic deal takes place that turns out to be nothing like what was expected.

People didn’t know what to say, so the common battle cry from the balcony seemed to be, “That which does not kill you makes you stronger.”

I hated hearing that. I mean, I really hated it.

It’s easy to say while you’re eating hot dogs and popcorn on the sidelines. It’s something else entirely when you’re in the arena, pumping yourself up for the charge of the bull. Yet there it was: suffering. The unexpected twist that can change everything for the better.

How many of us rise to the top because we’ve been reduced to ashes? It’s almost a rite of passage. Seeing the world from the bottom seems to give many of us the clarity we need to get to the top.

Now, I’m not saying it was easy, nor was it fast—but maybe life was telling me I could be my own prince and rescue myself from this dark place. Or maybe I should just eat a box of Krispy Kremes and cry a lot.

It was definitely a process, and one I needed to go through to get to the other side.






CHAPTER TWO Making a House a Home



“Home is not a place. It’s a feeling”

—ANONYMOUS



WHAT MAKES A HOME?

Is it a person or a place?

For some, it’s both.

Home is a protective shell. It’s supposed to be a safe space.

When you think about it, we’re the only species with a shell we leave and return to on a daily basis. A snail might leave its shell, but once it’s out, it never goes back inside. Oh yeah, smother that baby in butter and garlic and now we’re talking. When I was growing up, my mom would use snail shells decoratively at dinner parties. As a little girl, I loved to glue things onto driftwood I found at the beach, but the only things I could never use were those shells.

We come out of our shells—these structures we call homes—to explore the world. Even when we’re out of them, they’re a part of us and who we are. But what happens when that shell no longer feels like home?

After my divorce, I knew I could no longer live in the apartment I once shared with my ex. Two years before we separated, we’d saved up enough money to buy a big loft in a prewar condo a block from Gramercy Park. We committed to this apartment in 2002, during its conversion phase. We basically bought it based on architectural plans a solid two years before it would be ready to move into. And wow, did those two years wear on us. At the time, we were living in Midtown Manhattan in a beautiful apartment with spectacular views of the Chrysler Building. It was a great apartment, but it was in a C location. In order for us to make a better investment, we needed to get to the very best location we could afford. The new apartment we bought was in the city’s sweet spot at the time—a solid A location.

We had finally bought that “perfect” place, or at least I thought we did. It was coveted space. Back then, there were few, if any, apartments like it on the market. While it didn’t have everything on my dream list, it checked enough boxes for us, back when box checking was fun. The reality is, most homes will never check every box, so we tend to choose the features we want the most and sacrifice those we can live without. Our apartment was a condo, not a co-op, which gave us the freedom to do whatever we wanted. By that I mean if our life plans changed, we could rent it for as long as we needed or wished. And if we decided to sell it, we could sell to whomever we wanted without the formal and sometimes torturous board approval process. What we were buying was freedom, and that was worth every penny in my book.

The building was called the Bullmoose, named for Teddy Roosevelt’s short-lived political party. Teddy himself was born just a few doors down. His house has been restored and is open to the public as a museum today. The area is called “Ladies’ Mile,” because it was a prime shopping district for well-to-do women in Manhattan in the late 1800s—and now it would be our home too. Ours was a turn-of-the-century building with a lavish decorative facade, and our loft was breathtaking. It had soaring twelve-foot ceilings and large, dramatically arched windows that suggested the opulence of years gone by, when a woman in a leg-of-mutton-sleeved blouse would have gently waived down to Mrs. Roosevelt, out for an afternoon stroll. The developers were able to buy the entire building and fully restore and renovate it. That meant that everything was new. A huge, fabulous kitchen with stunning marble countertops, top-of-the-line stainless-steel appliances, and tons of storage for all those beautiful wedding presents still packed in their boxes because we previously had no place to put them. It also had a rich, prewar history and was located right above Gramercy Tavern, one of my favorite Manhattan restaurants, and consistently ranked as one of the most popular in Zagat’s as well. I knew it would be a good investment and easy to flip if we ever wanted to. It was the perfect combination of old and new.

When we bought the apartment, my ex was unemployed. Of course, neither of us had seen that coming. When we married, he was the vice president of marketing and sales for a virtual-reality start-up. They created simulation games for different sports, including baseball, soccer, and football. He loved his work, but all start-ups can be volatile, especially in his field, because of the rapidly changing nature of technology. As the company encountered one challenge after another, my prince just couldn’t let go. He was a perfectionist determined to make everything right. He became practically obsessed with turning things around. I dubbed his condition AFD: Attention Fixation Disorder. I, on the other hand, suffered from ADD: Attention Deficit Disorder. We were definitely on opposite ends of the spectrum.

When the company started to fold, my ex wanted to buy it. I had some serious reservations. Putting his own money into it seemed very risky to me. I thought that seeking investors would be a good idea. Go in search of OPM—Other People’s Money. If they were willing to inject capital into the company, then maybe there was something worthwhile there. It was a good barometer to see if it had potential for the future. In the end, though, my ex proceeded to buy the business himself without telling me. I was both hurt and humiliated. As his wife, I thought we had a real partnership. Perhaps my prince was living in a virtual reality where my avatar had no say. Costly decisions that have long-term ramifications should be agreed upon and made together in the real world. I had strong reservations about the company, which I voiced, yet my opinion wasn’t valued. When you’re in a relationship, I believe you have the responsibility and the right to speak your mind whenever you see something your partner can’t, won’t, or doesn’t want to admit. I mean, it’s not the 1950s. Your husband can’t write off your opinions as if they’re just hysterical outbursts.

After the ultimate demise of the business, my ex was crushed. It took some time, but he finally decided to go back to school to pursue his MBA. Although our wounds were fresh, and trust had certainly been broken, I still held some optimism that we could move beyond these events. Although I was working seven days a week to pay the mortgage and our other bills, it was gratifying to see him happier and more fulfilled than he had been in years. In those days we hosted a dinner at our apartment every week, filling our table with friends old and new. I wanted us both to meet as many people as we could. And for a while, we were meeting very interesting people—Vicky and Esteban from Argentina among them. Esteban was in my prince’s class at school. After one semester in New York, he returned to Argentina to propose to Vicky. She was just twenty-one at the time, and had never lived outside of Buenos Aires. The two were married, and Vicky came to New York with Esteban when the following term began. The first time they came to our home for dinner, Vicky told me she wanted to be a fashion designer. I liked that she was ambitious, even though I thought to myself, You and every other girl in New York City. Good luck with that. Fashion is undoubtedly a tough business, but the wonderful thing about our guests was that they were actively pursuing their dreams. I caught up with Vicky years later, and wouldn’t you know it: she had built a thriving design business in Buenos Aires after all.

About a year into his MBA program, my ex got involved with another sports-related venture. I was thrilled for him at first, but again there were several significant occasions when my input was ignored, much to our financial and emotional detriment. I could no longer be a silent partner in our marriage. The strain of not being heard was wearing on me. And while I was at odds with some of his choices, I was also pained to see this person I loved come home so bruised by the battle to succeed.

I had issues of my own to deal with too. I’d been in therapy since I was in middle school. My mom was ahead of her time and had leaned heavily on psychologists to do a little co-parenting with her, so I was cognitively aware that there was something off about my marriage. My therapist was telling me that I had a fear of intimacy. Sometimes things felt great, and other times they were completely overwhelming. I was trying to figure out what journey I wanted to be on. I knew I wanted children, and yet, at times, I felt as if I already had one. There were moments when my ex’s vulnerabilities were all I could see. I didn’t know whether I should love him or burp him.

And that broke my heart.

Shortly after moving into our new apartment, we separated. On the day my prince left, he grabbed just a few of his things, turned to me, and said, “You can figure out what to do with the rest.”

While some women would have gladly tossed it all, I wasn’t one of them. I wasn’t bitter or angry. I was sad. I realized he wasn’t capable at that moment of moving more than he took. I had to sort through his belongings and decide what he should keep and where it should be sent. To his parents’ house? To his new home? And, of course, I had to determine what to throw away as well—things like the silver cup we drank from at our wedding. I mean, what do you do with that? Dog bowl, maybe? But I had no dog. And the countless photo albums we had: Did I really want to keep those pictures? Did he? Were we destined to have our happy wedding memories bought by a savvy gay couple at an estate sale because they wanted the sideboard that housed the albums? When my ex moved out, he handed me his wedding ring and said, “Keep it. I hope someday you’ll give it back to me.” I had saved mementos in a beautiful box my mom, a talented artist, had painted for us when we got married. The box was meant to store all our special keepsakes, from the wedding invitation to the silver cup, and more. I never thought I would be filling it with our wedding rings and pictures. I couldn’t bring myself to throw them away. The box became like something out of Raiders of the Lost Ark. It now sits on a dark shelf somewhere in one of my three storage units, unopened and undesired. I wonder how many people also have hidden boxes that haunt them from storage units across town.
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