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I was trying to remember if I had added an egg to my cookie batter when my daughter, Hannah, sat next to me at the kitchen table with that freshman Psych 101 look in her inquisitive brown eyes.


“We re studying empty nest syndrome. Have you heard of it?”


I wrinkled my nose. “Yes, I’ve heard of it.”


She patted my right hand with hers, which gave me the impression I was being consoled for some reason. “So Mom, Mark is already out of the house.”


“Yes, I noticed that.”


She grew even more serious. “And Jeff is practically gone. He’s hardly ever home.”


“He has been spending a lot of time at the library,” I admitted.


“It’s Kelly.”


“Who’s Kelly?”


“This girl he likes. She works in the reference center.”


“Jeff likes a girl, does he? I wondered why he was suddenly fascinated with expanding his mind beyond the sports page.”


“You promised I could live in the dorm next year when I’m a sophomore.”


I nodded. “That’s the plan. I haven’t been clipping coupons and inventing creative casseroles for nothing.”


“What is it going to feel like when you have no life?”


I gave her a blank look.


“What I mean, Mom, is, what are your plans? For when all of us kids are gone.”


The blank look remained. “Goodness, Hannah. I don’t know. Maybe I’ll take up skydiving or some other low-impact sport.”


She rolled her eyes and continued grilling me. “Who are you, Mom? Besides being a mother, a people pleaser, and a domestic goddess. If you were on an island, who would you be?”


That didn’t take much thought. “Stephy Daniels, age forty-three. Blue eyed, wiry-haired brunette. Five foot five, one twenty five … uh, a hundred thirty pounds. Making lots of coconut casserole dishes, I guess.”


She focused in on me like a camera. “Not the outer you. The inner you.”


Apparently, she and her professor had me pegged for a self-identity crisis.


“Have you considered switching your major to animal husbandry?” I asked wryly.


“Does that have anything to do with scooping poop?”


“Yes,” I verified.


“Then absolutely not.” She stood up and showed me all those dazzling, straight teeth we paid for, before she made a hasty exit.


I heaved a big sigh, shook my head back and forth a few times, and returned to my duties as a domestic goddess. Checking on my chocolate-chip cookies, I found them to be a perfect golden brown.
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Eighteen months later


I didn’t think it would really happen—at least not so fast. All three of our children were gone. It was just Brock and I all alone in our big, yellow house.


Still, there was no weeping or clinging to photo albums. My babies all lived within a forty-mile radius and were only a visit or phone call away. I’d been as busy as ever taking care of them the past six months.


After six rings Hannah picked up and breathed heavily in my ear.


“Good morning,” I chirped, and she managed a sleepy hello.


I was Hannah’s wake-up call. She slept through alarms and earthquakes. Every morning I called her before her first class. “Get a head start on the world! Come on! Get out of bed!”


She moaned.


I imagined her rubbing her eyes and yawning. I could hear her shuffling across the floor in her flip-flops and smiled as I thought of her in her Tweety Bird pajamas (the only kind she wore), brown hair in every direction, as unmanageable as mine.


Allowing her a moment of silence to get her bearings, I stared proudly at the pictures of my children. I heard the hum of the microwave in the background.


“Hannah, you shouldn’t do that.”


“Do what?” she asked.


“Reheat your coffee. It ruins the flavor.”


“How did you know I was reheating my coffee?”


“I’m your mother. I know everything.”


“That’s what I’m afraid of.”


Everything I didn’t know she ended up telling me—eventually. I went on to the daily weather report. “How does it look there?”


After a minute she replied, “It’s yucky here. Foggy.”


Hannah lived in the dorm at Biola University in La Mirada, where I frequently visited and made her bed, cleaned out her fridge, collected dust bunnies, and left goodies.


“The sun is out here,” I boasted. “It’s another beautiful fall day in Santa Monica.”


“That’s nice.”


I heard her turn on the bathroom faucet. When she was home, sometimes I’d sit on the toilet lid talking to her as she performed her morning routine. We were close.


“Hold on, Mom.”


I took a sip of orange juice and waited.


“OK, I’m back,” she said, whishing her toothbrush back and forth.


“Brush your tongue, Hannah. It’s a known fact that people who brush their tongues not only have good breath and less plaque, but also enjoy better health,” I claimed.


She answered with her mouth full. “Well, it’s been harder to brush my tongue since I pierced it.”


I almost knocked over my glass of orange juice. “You pierced your tongue?”


She whished and spat. “No.” She laughed.


“Shock value. How cute.” I laughed too.


“But I can if I want. I am twenty, you know.”


“May I remind you that we are your primary source of income and have the say on your expenditures?”


“My only source of income,” she clarified. “I haven’t been able to find a job.”


Honestly, I didn’t mind. I’d rather she concentrate on her studies. “Do you have a swim meet this weekend?”


“No, last week was the last one. Why?”


“It’s something to do,” I said absent-mindedly, then wished I hadn’t said it.


“I warned you, Mom. This empty nest syndrome can be a traumatic transition. You need to get a life,” she said predictably.


“Animal husbandry, Hannah,” I reminded her and laughed.


“I’m not joking. You need a life.”


“I have a very fulfilling life.”


“What? Picking up Dad’s socks?”


“And taking care of you kids. I think I do more for you now than when you were home.”


“You really don’t have to.”


I paused, not sure if she meant it. “Would you like to meet me this afternoon after your classes?” I asked hopefully.


“Sorry. Rachelle and I are going shopping.”


“Oh,” I said, disappointed. “Isn’t she the one with the pierced belly button and nose ring?”


“And tongue. Hey, maybe I can get her to pierce my tongue.”


I laughed, but I wasn’t sure I liked this Rachelle, 4.0 or no 4.0.


Jeff was next on my call list. At eighteen he was the baby of the family. I loved spoiling him, and he loved being spoiled. The poor child wouldn’t eat a peanut-butter sandwich unless the crust was cut off, and he had a dozen other idiosyncrasies that were probably my fault.


Was he driving safely? Was he taking his vitamins? Was he getting enough sleep?


I let the phone ring several times. He always picked up by the third ring, but there was no answer. The answering machine didn’t pick up, either.


The basement apartment he was renting was dangerous. It had ancient wiring, inadequate ventilation, and was basically in bad shape. In my opinion, he was too young to be on his own, but since Mark, his older brother, had moved out at this same age, we had agreed to support him in his decision (or try to, in my case).


I called again and let it ring at least eight times.


I called fifteen minutes later and let it ring twelve times.


Jeff was always home in the mornings.


I called one last time, and there was still no answer.


Something had to be wrong.


I grabbed my purse and jumped in my car, speeding down the road in a state of panic. I rang Mark on the way.


“Hello,” a deep voice replied.


“Mark.”


“Mom?”


“Meet me at Jeff’s apartment. I think something is wrong. He’s not answering, and I know he’s home.”


“Wrong? What could be wrong?”


“He’s not answering the phone.”


“He’s probably in the shower,” Mark guessed.


“For thirty minutes?”


“Without you yelling, ‘Get out of the shower,’ it’s possible.”


I pictured a big grin on his face. I’m sure he thought I was overreacting.


I nearly drove through a red light. “Well, I’m worried. Anything could have happened.”


“Like what?”


“Someone could have broken into his place. Or he could be lying on the floor dying from carbon-monoxide poisoning. There’s no alarm in that apartment.”


Mark was quiet. Then he sighed. “Did you ever think that maybe he doesn’t want to answer? He has caller ID, you know.”


I was on to Mark. I knew he ignored my calls sometimes. But not Jeff. Never Jeff. I didn’t say it, however.


“Would you please just meet me there?” I pleaded.


“Sure.” Mark’s voice was resigned. “Whatever, Mom.”
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When I reached Jeff’s place, his car was parked on the street. As I ran down the cement stairs to his apartment, I heard music blaring. I didn’t know if this was a good sign.


I banged a couple of times, then used my spare key to unlock the door. Barging in like a fireman, I heard a high-pitched scream.


Jeff was standing a few feet away with a stick in one hand, and the screamer, his blond, blue-eyed girlfriend, was holding on to him like her life depended on it.


“Mom!” Jeff yelled and dropped the stick.


Kelly held on to Jeff even tighter. “I was so scared. We thought someone was breaking in!”


I closed the door and took a deep breath. I was relieved Jeff was OK but surprised to see Kelly there so early.


Jeff broke away to turn the music down, and I followed him.


“When did she get here?” I whispered.


Her well-trained ears heard me from across the room, and she answered for Jeff. “About an hour ago. See, I made breakfast.” She smiled.


I noted the buffet on the table and gave a tight smile back.


“Where did you get a key to my apartment?” Jeff asked, baffled.


“I made it the day you moved in,” I said casually.


“Can I have it? I could use a spare key.”


I pulled it off the macramé key chain Hannah had made in Girl Scouts and reluctantly handed it over. I was sure I saw Kelly roll her eyes.


“Jeff, I thought something terrible had happened to you. Didn’t you hear your phone ring?” I snapped.


“Uh.” He looked to Kelly for assistance, which really bothered me.


“We heard it,” Kelly said.


I purposefully faced Jeff and away from Kelly so he would have to answer my question. “It rang twenty times—at least.”


“I had the ringer turned off, I guess.” He laughed guiltily.


I was sure that was Kelly’s doing.


“Anyway, I’m glad to see you’re OK, Jeff.”I hugged him. “I’ll come by later with some chicken and dumplings.”


“I won’t be here. I’ll be at work.”


“I’ll leave it on your doorstep, and you can have it when you get home tonight.”


He touched my shoulder. “Mom, maybe you should ease up on the meals.”


Since when did Jeff turn down my chicken and dumplings? “Why?”


“You shouldn’t go to all that trouble. You have better things to do.”


This was troubling.


“It would seem to me that leaving food on the doorstep would attract animals,” Kelly said, nosing in on our conversation again.


“Animals. What kind of animals?” I replied, perplexed.


He scrunched his forehead. “Dogs. Skunks. Raccoons.”


“Skunks and raccoons in LA?”


“Sure,” Kelly said, like she was some animal expert.


After a couple of eternal pauses, I said maybe I should go.


There was no objection.


I said good-bye.


Oh, to be a fly on the wall and hear what Kelly had to say.
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I stood at the top of the stairs to Jeff’s apartment, feeling lost.


When Mark drove up, I ran over to meet him.


“He’s fine, isn’t he?” he said as he got out of his blue pickup.


“More than fine,” I admitted.


“Is Kelly over already?” He ran his fingers through his sun-streaked, surfer-cut hair.


“With a spread that could feed King Kong and his hungry friends.” I slumped, wanting to forget the whole terrible mess. “Would you like to have breakfast, Son?”


He looked pensive. I guessed he thought I meant with Jeff and Kelly.


“I mean eat out,” I clarified. “Anywhere you want. Ed’s Coffee Shop, House of Pancakes. The Disney restaurant would be fun. Remember when you and I went there?” I tried to sound convincing.


His dark eyes narrowed. “That was ten years ago.”


I looked up at his six-foot frame. When did he get to be twenty-one? “Or Belisle’s is great. They serve sausage patties the size of pizzas.”


“I don’t have time,” he went on. “We’re filming a mock shaving commercial at school this morning, and I’m the subject.” He beat on his chest.


“Oh, that’s why you’re unshaven.”


When he didn’t say anything, I wondered if the comment was meddling.


He took a step closer to me. “Mom, I don’t mean to tell you what to do, but you have to give the kid some room.”


“What do you mean?”


“You call Jeff several times a day.”


I leaned on his truck. “That’s an exaggeration.”


“I was with him yesterday morning. You called him three times.”


“You were there, and you didn’t say hi?” I straightened up.


He looked down.


I defended myself. “Well, that was because I wanted to know if he wanted Parmesan on his lasagna, and then I wasn’t sure if he was a size ten or eleven in Nikes. Brands vary, you know.”


He raised his eyes to meet mine. “Can I be honest?”


“You usually are.”


“If you keep treating him like a mama’s boy, no woman will ever want to marry him.”


And the problem with that is …? I kept that thought private.


“Do I smother you children?” I asked, expecting the answer to be a resounding no.


“You are very protective.”


I wanted to choke on that surprising news. “Me, protective?”


“We need to go through our own ‘stuff,’you know.”


Frankly, I didn’t know. I had gone through a lot of stuff alone, and I didn’t care for it.


“Mom, you really, really, really need to get a life.”


“Hannah said that this morning, too, only she left out the really, really, really.”


I remembered Jeff’s comment about my having better things to do. It was basically the same thing.


“Listen, I’m late for school.” He gave me a compassionate look. “Please don’t get your feelings hurt. I hate it when you get your feelings hurt.”


I shrugged.


“I’m not leaving until I know you’re OK,” he insisted.


I didn’t feel OK, but I smiled for his benefit.


He lovingly pecked me on the cheek, climbed in his monstrous 4x4, and sped away.


I started my car and sat there for a long time, disbelieving the last hour of unfortunate events.


Finally, no longer able to deny my emotions, I burst into inner complaint.


You change their dirty diapers, stay up with them when they’re sick, drive them around like you’re their personal chauffeur, and on their sixteenth birthday you buy them a shiny, used car to drive their friends around in. Then the traitors use that car to move out and tell you to get a life.


Why didn’t anybody tell me this would happen?


Of course, they had practically stapled a note to my forehead. Everyone from the women in my Bible study, to my bank teller, to the lady at Kmart who was reaching for the Oakland Raiders Bed in a Bag I had claimed for Jeff.


“Just wait,” she had said, after I’d pleaded my case and won, explaining that my wonderful son, who’d just moved into his own apartment, was a sports fanatic.


“Your son will get a taste of freedom and, like my son, you’ll hardly hear from him,” she spewed as she walked away.


I remember thinking, Well, she’s not very nice, and she probably doesn’t treat her son very nice, either.


Now I wasn’t sure it was that simple.


I retrieved a handful of Kleenex from my Vera Bradley bag and unleashed a waterfall.


Jeff peered out the window. I didn’t want him to wonder why I was still there, so I put on my sunglasses, waved, and drove away, bleary-eyed and shaken.


I had been ushered into a full-fledged identity crisis, just like Hannah and her professor predicted.


Where does one go to have a self-identity crisis?


About thirty minutes later I found myself at the park near my home. There were probably all kinds of people having identity crises there. But as I walked on the paved trail, I wondered. The cyclists, the Rollerbladers, the joggers, and the exercise enthusiasts all looked so happy. That made me kind of happy, until I reached the lake where I had taken my children when they were small. Then the waterfall flowed again. The wadded Kleenex ball came out of my bag.


My tears were interrupted when playgroup moms overtook me with their ultramodern strollers. Five or so women chatted as their younger children fought over the duck food and the older children terrorized the ducks.


I eavesdropped on their conversations, which ran the gamut from motherhood is the most fulfilling job in the world to what a draining existence it is.


“I would love to have one day for myself,” a harried mother wailed as her son tugged on her shirt.


I remembered that game. Our mom’s group called it One Day.


“One day I’m going to swim with the dolphins.”


“One day I’m going to take a gondola ride in Venice.”


“One day I’m going to start my own clothing line.”


We’d dream. Or at least they would. I never could think of anything interesting I wanted to do, except be a comedienne, which my friends highly discouraged.


They called me Kraft Macaroni and Cheese. I like Kraft Macaroni and Cheese.


But suddenly I wanted to do something spontaneous.


I walked along the lush grass and thought about it. Then I realized if it were a truly spontaneous act, I wouldn’t be thinking about it. I’d be doing it.


Hmm. If the Society for Barefoot Living had a club dedicated to the experience, there must be something to it.


I looked around before I flung off my tennis shoes and wiggled my bare toes. Then I ran with no particular direction in mind, leaving my Keds where they landed. Holding on to my bag, I tried to capture the sensory experience.


The only thing I captured was wet grass on my feet. I had forgotten about last night’s rain. My feet were a soggy, muddy mess.


Panting, and obviously out of shape, I looked up through my tears.


“Would you like to join us?” a lady called and waved me over to a crowded picnic table.


There were at least a dozen women sitting with her. As they greeted me, I was embarrassed by my bare feet. I said hi and smiled at the millinery shop of red velour and velvet and purple plumes bobbing around. They looked so “Broadway musical” that I half expected them to start singing and dancing. I now recognized these elegant ladies as the Red Hat Society—that over-fifty organization dedicated to the art of living.


A white-haired lady in a purple dress and gloves presented me with a red linen napkin.


“Thank you.” I dabbed my tears. “Have you ever tried running barefoot on grass?”


“Not after a rain, dear,” she answered, amused.


“I prefer the beach,” a tanned, smiling woman declared.


Everyone at the table looked in my direction before returning to their socializing.


“You don’t seem the barefoot type,” the white-haired woman continued.


“There’s a type?” I asked.


“Sure. The free spirit, and the ‘I need to get rid of some strong emotions’type. Usually, the free spirit run doesn’t come with tears.”


We knew which one I was, then.


“Have you just been through a wrenching breakup?” she whispered.


I flashed my wedding ring. “No.”


“A fight with your husband?” she tried.


“No.” I needed to blow my nose, but I had thrown my wad of Kleenex away.


“You can blow if you want,” she assured me with a pat on the shoulder.


“Thanks.” Since I was blowing into her linen, it was only proper to introduce myself. “I’m Stephy.”


“I’m Jane.”


I sat down.


“Would you like to tell me what’s wrong, Stephy?” she encouraged.


“Now, Jane,” a woman with a kind face and dark red lipstick said, “she’ll tell us if she wants to.”


There was so much to tell.
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It all started when a woman I hadn’t noticed before came over to me, smiled, and asked if the milk in my fridge was spoiling.


I was stunned—not only because it was a strange question, but also because my milk had been spoiling. Every week half of it dissolved into a sour, curdled something that had to be helped down the garbage disposal.


“Yes, my milk is spoiling. How did you know?”


She gave me a knowing look.


“Why would her milk be spoiling?” Jane asked.


“Empty nest syndrome,” the other lady touted.


Most of the group looked up. The news filtered down to the other end of the table, where the younger red hats were congregated. “Ahh,” they empathized.


Since I had everyone’s attention and sympathy, I asked if they wanted to hear my sad, sad story.


Brutes for punishment, they said they did.


I recounted my morning, loud enough so the whole group could hear, and used particularly descriptive adjectives when I got to the part about Kelly and how she was a bad influence on my son. I ended by saying, “So, you see, I have to get a life besides the one I’ve built around my children. All I ever wanted was to be a mother.”


Another “ahh” of sympathy was shared.


I could feel the support of the sisterhood. The advice came pouring in.


“This is an excellent time to take up faux painting,” said someone from the end of the table.


“I don’t have an artistic bone in my body,” I confessed.


“Running is very effective at relieving stress,” someone else suggested.


“I have flat feet, and I hate to run.”


“You can always revive your career,” a distinguished woman in a red, formal business suit advised.


“What career?” I wrinkled my nose. “My job for the last twenty-one years has been stay-at-home mom.”


“That’s a full-time job right there,” someone said.


Everyone agreed that travel was the ultimate freedom for empty nesters.


“Our older son is attending the Los Angeles Film School, our daughter is in a private Christian college, and I’m hoping our younger son will someday choose to get an education.”


They nodded, familiar with the sacrifice.


“Besides, my husband can’t just leave his real-estate business to go traveling around.”


After they ran out of ideas, they went back to talking amongst themselves.


I was distraught. “And to make it worse, my three best friends deserted me for their own ventures.” I sniffled.


They had promised close and cherished friendship forever, but then Julie went back to school, Kim resurrected her marketing career, and Cheryl and her husband moved to Florida. I hadn’t heard from them in ages.


“I’d invite you to join our club, but you are obviously not fifty,” Jane said.


“No, I’m not.” I leaned in her direction. “I almost wish I were, though. I could use the companionship.”


Jane took my hand. “You know, I’ll bet you have a companion right under your nose you may not have considered.”


“I don’t care for dogs, if that’s what you’re thinking.”


“Not a dog. Your husband,” she whispered.


“Of course.” I grabbed my hand from her and slapped myself—twice. “Bad Wife,” I scolded.


“Your life has been focused on your children, and now you’re going to spend the next forty years with your husband,” she said.


The next forty years. Wow!


I thought of my earlier conversation with Hannah.


“I have a very fulfilling life.”


“What? Picking up Dad’s socks?”


Jane waited until I returned from dreamland for the last of her advice. “You need to release your children and nurture your relationship with your husband. Renew your romance. Make the second half of your marriage better than the first.”


Somehow I was sure Jane knew what she was talking about. “Yes, yes, I’ll do it!”


I stayed and had tea with the Red Hat Society ladies after that.


“You could still join us as a pink hat,” the mother of the Red Hats invited me.


“That’s OK,” I said politely. “I don’t look good in pink.”


Jane took her hat off and put it on me. “You keep it.”


The gesture was so sweet it made me cry. Again.


“And keep the linen too.” She smiled.
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After retrieving my now-muddy, grass-stained tennis shoes, my next order of business was creating a romantic environment for my wonderful husband of twenty-two years.


I vowed to be the best wife ever. That would keep me busy and happy.


Where could we spend a romantic evening that was something different than dinner out?


Aha. We live in a beach community. What could be more romantic than the beach?


When we were younger, we loved the beach. Brock used to chase me in the sand and surf in my teensy-weensy string bikini. (Well, maybe not that teensy-weensy.)


The last time I had worn a bathing suit was in the bathroom cleaning blinds, and it was a one-piece. Not that I had any desire to go public in any bathing suit. The bathroom mirror had been a grim reminder.


At 4:35 p.m. exactly (I was watching the clock), my husband got out of his shiny, silver Honda and stood in a black pinstripe suit, the epitome of any woman’s dream. My dream, anyway.


I ran to meet my lover in a casual, yet elegant, outfit. “Hello sweetheart,” I cried as I threw out my arms, preparing to be enveloped.


“Look at that.” He pointed and walked past me with his briefcase.


“What?” I followed.


“The paint is chipping off the siding. It’s not supposed to do that.” He examined it closely.


I frowned. I hadn’t been expecting, “Honey, I’ve been thinking of you all day and I have two dozen roses and a suite at the Hilton.” However, couldn’t he have saved the home inspection for Saturday?


Oh well. It only proved that romance was drastically needed.


“Get back in the car. I’m taking you somewhere special.” I ordered.


Brock gave me a confused look but sat in the passenger’s seat anyway. I ran in the house to retrieve the picnic basket I had lovingly put together. By the time I had arranged it in the trunk and was situated in the driver’s seat, he was talking business on his cell.
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We were sitting on a blanket, surrounded by sand, ocean, sun, and blue skies, when Brock finally got off his cell and looked up, startled, as though we were a care package that had dropped from an airplane and happened to land in this particular spot.


I scattered rose petals from a plastic bag.


“What are we doing here?” he asked.


The question spoiled my fantasy.


He looked around warily. “What’s the date today?”


“March seventh. Why?”


“Then it’s not our anniversary.”


I glared. Our anniversary was months away.


“Phew,” he said as I helped him off with his suit jacket and laid it on the blanket.


“Be careful, you’re going to get sand in the pockets,” he warned.


“You have other suits,” I reasoned.


“Did you pick up my suit and shirts at the dry cleaner’s?”


“Oh, I forgot.” I grimaced and changed the subject. “Hungry?” I fed him a grape like I’d seen someone do in a movie.


He chewed and spit the remnants in the sand. “It’s sour!”


“Take your shirt off, honey. Lie down and relax. I’ll rub your back.”


He stared at me, then slowly took his shirt off and placed it on top of his suit jacket.


I sighed inwardly. I didn’t remember having to work on romance.


“Remember when you used to massage mine with Hawaiian Tropic tanning oil?”


“I sure do.”


As my fingers and the almond oil worked their magic on his back, Brock relaxed. “Honey, that feels wonderful! And what’s that smell?”


The aromatherapy was working.


It was a romantic moment.


I did say “moment.”


Then snores mixed with the sounds of the ocean.


An hour later we were back home sitting in front of the TV. Brock had newfound energy, which had everything to do with the football game he was watching.


Thick-skulled, naive little me figured what he needed was some … incentive.


I put on the little black number he had given me for my birthday and came prancing into the living room.


“Hi, honey,” he said. But who was he talking to? He wasn’t looking at me.


Boldly I sat in his invisible four-foot circle that was strictly off-limits while watching sports. But he was too engrossed in the game to care.


I ran his fingers along the sleeve of my velvet dress that I hadn’t had a chance to wear, since we rarely went out to dinner at fancy places.


Was it impossible to believe he might be more interested in me than a stupid football game?


I rubbed his temples with my magic fingers.


“I can’t see with your hand in my face,” he grumbled.


That did it. I stood up. “Have you noticed the dress I’m wearing?”


He glanced at me the way you would a tree as you’re whizzing by at 100 mph. “It’s beautiful,” he said, emotionless.


I held his clueless face in my hand.


“Is it new?” he asked, smash-faced.


“It’s the one you bought me for my birthday.”


I released his face, and he went back to watching the game.


“Touchdown Packers!” he cheered a minute later.


During the beer commercial he stretched and smiled at me. “I told you that you looked nice, didn’t I?” he added, catching on that I wasn’t happy.


“You didn’t buy this dress, did you?” I accused.


He squirmed. “I paid for it.”


“But your secretary picked it out.”


“You said yourself Peggy has good taste.”
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Ten minutes later I stood under the streetlight in my sweats and gulped the chilly night air.


As my neighbor Katie Dillard returned from an evening jog in her velour sweat suit, I uttered a weak “Hello, Katie.” (I skipped the warning about how jogging at night can be dangerous.)


Katie was a single, wealthy heiress, with aspirations of becoming a writer. She was energetic, honest, and, most importantly, my only friend these days. Sadly, all my other friends and neighbors (besides my three former best friends) who had called and come over all the time had only liked me for my children.


Katie passed me by, then circled back to stand with me under the light.


“Hi, Katie,” I said again.


“Are you OK?” she asked.


“Is it that obvious?” I flared. “Do I have a sign around my neck that says Distressed Woman, Please Advise?”


“I believe the question was, ‘Are you OK?’ not, ‘Are you having a nervous breakdown?’” She untied the sweatshirt from her neck and retied it around her waist.


I apologized. And then, as though it had been eons since I had spilled my soul to another human being, I told her everything I had relayed to the Red Hat ladies … with some additional details for dramatic effect.


“Can you believe it?” I asked when I finished.


She tightened her ponytail. “You could use some excitement in your life.”


“Please, no more advice,” I begged. “I’Ve had enough advice today to start a Web site on empty-nest syndrome.”


She smiled thoughtfully. “I don’t have advice; I have the solution.”


“Solution?”


“I’ll just make a phone call, and it will all be better.”


“A phone call?”


Katie used that phrase often. Whatever it was you needed, she knew someone who knew someone who could get it for you. She had connections. People in every walk of life who were more than willing to help her out.


At this point I didn’t really care to know what she had in mind. The last time she had made a call, we ended up floating in a hot-air balloon over Temecula. She rather enjoyed it. For me it was pure terror.
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That night Brock and I did eventually make a romance connection—during halftime. Funny thing, though, it ended the exact instant the third quarter started.


After searching desperately for the remote (hidden under the cushion by yours truly) and turning up the sound, he asked if the sour grape at the beach was dinner.


“Oh, your dinner.” I proceeded to the refrigerator.


I took the uneaten contents of the picnic basket, sloppily arranged them on a paper plate, and dropped the plate on the TV tray as the fourth quarter started.


Then I remembered my vow to make my husband happy.


I prepared a warm bath with bubbly salts, and after the game while Brock’s tired muscles were being soothed, I whipped up some chocolate mousse.


He was on the bed clipping his toenails when I delivered the treat.


“What are you doing?” I gasped.


“Don’t worry. I’m clean, and I’m collecting them in a pile.”


That didn’t thrill me.


When I looked in the bathroom and saw his wet towel on the floor, I frowned. “How long have you been doing that?”


“Every day since I’ve known you,” he said, enjoying his dessert.


I sat next to him on the bed. “We should talk.”


“OK,” Brock said, his brown eyes wary.


We were silent for a long time. I think he knew I didn’t want to talk about his favorite subjects: work, sports, news, and cars.


“What did you do today?” he finally asked.


“I ran barefoot in the park.”


“Uh huh.” He shook his head like “you jokester, you.”


He gave me a bite of his dessert and went back to smacking his lips.


Suddenly everything about him annoyed me. The way he cleared his throat so often. The way he didn’t use the napkin I provided. The way he wriggled around like a little boy.


A few minutes later, as he was reading the newspaper, I couldn’t take it anymore. “Would you please read your newspaper more quietly?”


“More quietly?” He gave me a sideways glance.


“Do you have to turn the pages so violently?”


“Violently?” He appeased me with a pat on the knee.


Maybe everything was louder because the house was still. I wanted to scream, “THIS HOUSE IS TOO QUIET! Would someone please put on some heavy-metal music? Can we organize some sibling rivalry here?”


His tone changed. “What’s wrong, Stephy? You don’t seem yourself tonight.”


“I’m sorry,” I said, meaning it.


“Did something happen today?”


I couldn’t answer. I simply asked him to hold me. After I felt safe and wonderful, I shared about our children.


“Expanding your horizons wouldn’t be a bad thing,” Brock finally suggested after he’d heard the whole litany.


I stiffened. Why does that sound like I’m not valuable the way I am? That I need to change?


And, regarding change. I wasn’t very fond of it.


“You can do some filing at my office.”


“I want something more interesting than that.” I pouted.


“I’m just trying to help.”


“I know, and I’m sorry I’m taking everything out on you.” I really was. I just couldn’t seem to help it.


“That’s all right.” He put his arm around my shoulder. “I understand this is a hard time for you.”


What? Are men exempt?


I thought for a while. Then I said slowly, “So you wouldn’t mind if I got a job then?”


“Not at all.” He picked a small mirror off the headboard, studied his nose, and rushed off.


“Where are you going?”


“To pluck a nose hair.” He burped. “Excuse me,” he apologized and beat on his chest with his fist. “I’m telling you, the older I get, the worse my indigestion gets.”


A job might not be a bad idea, I reasoned, or the next forty years could be rather long.
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The next day I might have stayed in bed if Katie hadn’t come banging at my door.


“What time is it?” I asked, dragging my blanket and bad attitude with me.


“Eleven o’clock,” she answered from the doorstep.


She was wearing a corduroy skirt, a silk kimono top, and pointy-toed boots that made her look as though she hadn’t decided if she was a high schooler, a Kabuki actor, or a retro rodeo performer.


“Why are you staring?” she asked. “You told me I should dress more casual.”


“Well, forget what I said. Trust your own designer instinct from now on.”


She invited herself in, took off her sunglasses, and stared in my hall mirror. “Never get dressed with your sunglasses on.”


She was obviously in a better mood than I.


I was exhausted from Brock’s seismic activity during the night. So exhausted that when he’d nudged me and asked if I was ready to whip him up a hearty oatmeal-and-bran breakfast, I’d glared and rolled over.


A few minutes later he woke me up again and asked if I was trying to kill him.


“Why?” I’d growled.


“Our milk is rotten.”


And then I had fallen back asleep, missing half the day. I hated that feeling of having the day pass me by.


I threw my blanket down and stretched.


Katie danced around like she’d had too much sugary cereal for breakfast. “So do you have any plans today?”


“You mean besides housework and my trip to the mailbox?” I flashed a sarcastic smile. “There better be something exciting in there besides Brock’s newspapers—like a Godiva Chocolatier magazine.”


“Get dressed. You have a job interview in one hour.”


“A job interview?”


“That means they ask you questions and you answer them, and if they like you, you get the job.” She chuckled.


How would she know since she hasn’t had a job in years?


“That phone call I was telling you about. Let’s call it your lucky day.”


“I don’t believe in luck,” I said.


“What do you believe in?”


“Providence.”


“Isn’t that in Rhode Island?”


“Not that Providence.”


Katie had a lot of mixed-up ideas that I was trying to straighten her out on.


“Never mind,” she said. “Get dressed. I’ll drive you.”


I laughed lightly, but she was serious.


Thirty minutes later I was in the front seat of Katie’s red BMW, speeding down Santa Monica Boulevard.


Eventually my fear was overtaken by curiosity. “Where are we going?”


“Going?”


I hated it when Katie repeated my questions.


“Details. I want details,” I asserted, since it was my future we were determining here.


“It’s simple. My friend Mattie does the hiring for the Home Living Channel. One of their production assistants quit, and she’s not happy with the caliber of people she’s been interviewing. I recommended you,” Katie said, all in one breath.


“Based on what? My work on Jeopardy or Star Wars?” I shook my head. This was ludicrous.


“In this business it’s who you know.” Katie smiled. “And I know people.”


I didn’t doubt that, but I did doubt my abilities. “I don’t have any experience in television whatsoever. Nada!”


Katie screeched to a halt at a red light and turned to me. “The position is entry level, and what they’re looking for at this point is someone who is punctual, cheerful, and dependable.”


“I’m all those things!” I said, excitement growing.


“Exactly.”
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Katie pulled up to the Tenth Street guard gate and checked in. We parked adjacent to the studio.
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