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Prologue

Sorority League Leadership Conference Irvine Auditorium, University of Pennsylvania September 1990




“Your generation reaps the benefits of the generations which came before you. When I graduated from this university in the 1960s, my diploma was from the College of Women. From that time to this, women have broken ceilings and soared to the skies. Your generation has seen the first female justice of the Supreme Court, the first female astronaut to go into space, and the first female to run a Fortune 500 company.

“And so it is with great hope that I look out into this audience and see the next generation of women. You have more choices today than any women in any country. You can continue your education. You can get married. You can have children. You can launch your career. You can work in politics, medicine, or business.

“These are your choices. Make them wisely.”

Taking the lollipop out of my mouth, I lean toward my friend Monica and ask, “So what exactly are we supposed to do?”







 



This is the night before the day of my wedding. The wedding I canceled.

My best friends and I are commemorating the nonwedding by drinking champagne at the Ritz-Carlton Philadelphia. We call ourselves the Council of Girlfriends.

We the COG are reclining on the tapestried lounges and brocaded settees in the hotel’s bar, which is full of Oriental rugs, statuary, silver, gold, and pizzazz. An ornate crystal chandelier hangs above the center of the rotunda. Marble columns lead to a skylight, through which we see the starry night.

“To the Council of Girlfriends.” Grace raises her champagne glass.

“To us,” Ellie says.

“¡Salud!” Lola shouts.

“To friendship,” I add.

The four flutes meet in the middle of the table. The crystal glasses sparkle and the gold champagne shimmers. Carefully, we move our flutes together until they clink. Each of us moves a flute to her mouth and I sip slowly, looking at my friends through the barrel of my flute.

“I love you girls,” I tell them.


The COG

These are not just any girls, and not just any friends. I have girlfriends, and then I have the Council of Girlfriends. My very best friends. Friends? Family. Sisters. I am an only child, and my parents separated before I could speak. I haven’t seen a whole lot of them since. But the Council of Girlfriends knows the details of my life. I talk to them almost every day.

Talk? We don’t just talk. We debate, debrief, advise, justify, rectify, and argue about our lives. It comforts me to know that these women will call me if three days pass without me calling them. We know everything about one another. Food allergies, favorite TV shows, bra sizes, first boyfriends, and every heartbreak since. Because we know so much about each other, we act as an advisory board for life decisions big and small. I like having a committee to which I am responsible for my actions.

 

On our way out of the Ritz, I spot George Larrabie at the reception desk. Is that George? He’s wearing a trench coat and a hat, but it is George, the president of Liberty Bank, a client of The Gold Group, of which I am the executive vice president. “Come say hello with me,” I tell the COG.

“Wonderful to see you, George,” I greet him with a big PR smile and offer my hand for him to shake.

“Oh, Lexi,” George stammers as he shakes my hand. “Funny running into you here.”

Funny? Why? George smiles and looks guilty. I glance at the twenty-something woman standing next to George. Is she his wife? Do I care? No.


I introduce the Council of Girlfriends. “This is Lola Bravia,” I begin. George gives Lola a long look, which is not surprising. Lola is an exotic, voluptuous Latina with dramatic eye makeup and expensive, colorful clothing and jewelry.

“I’ve seen your TV show,” George says. Lola owns one of the hottest restaurants in Philadelphia and hosts her own local TV cooking show. “I love to eat at your restaurant.”

“Muchas gracias.” Lola bows her head.

“This is Ellie Archer,” I continue.

“Ellie Archer,” George murmurs. “The name sounds familiar.”

“She writes for Vanity Fair, the New Yorker, and sometimes for Philadelphia magazine,” I explain.

“Oh, yes,” George says. “I read your story about the upsurge in teenage volunteerism. It inspired my daughter.” George looks guilty again. “You may have changed lives.”

Ellie flashes her huge brown eyes and tugs at her shoulder length, brown hair. She raises one of her perfectly arched, Audrey Hepburn eyebrows and gestures to Grace. “Grace is the one who changes lives,” she says.

“Hi,” Grace smiles at George and extends her hand. “I’m Grace Harte.” Grace is a Gwyneth-esque WASP with long blond hair and blue eyes. Grace is beautiful, even in the scrubs she wears as an RN at Philadelphia Hospital.

And me? I can’t be as sexy as Lola, or my male clients would be all over me. I can’t be as sophisticated as Ellie, because my female clients would resent me. I can’t be as carelessly beautiful as Grace, because I’m not beautiful.

I have to work at being attractive. My brunette bob is straightened every week, my nails are manicured every other week, and my eyebrows are waxed every two weeks. My makeup changes seasonally. I don’t own shoes shorter than two inches. It takes a lot of work to look this natural.

 

George doesn’t introduce the woman standing with him, so I smile and say, “I’ll speak with you soon, George. Enjoy the rest of your evening.”

Plan M

Later that night, I stare out my window and think about my life. I had a plan. I did. Actually? I’ve had several plans. This? Where I am now? This was not my plan.

Plan A was this: Do well enough in high school to get into a good college. Graduate. Get a job. Work hard. Move up the corporate ladder. Make enough money to buy nice clothes, rent a nice apartment, and pay off my student loans.

Ta da. I’ve done all that. I accomplished Plan A before I turned twenty-eight years old. I moved on to Plan B. Which was this: Make more money. Rent a fabulous apartment. Travel. Save. Make more money. Be financially independent. I completed Plan B when I was thirty-one and a half years old.

Then I went on to Plan C. Really, it was Plan M: Marriage. I am thirty-three years old. I was thirty-two when Ron Anderson proposed marriage. Ron wanted Plan M and the real Plan C: Children. Neither plan was of my choosing, but they seemed to be the alpha woman things to do. I mean, what kind of woman wouldn’t want to marry an attractive, successful lawyer and bear his children?

Too late—as in, after I said yes—I realized that I didn’t want to have Ron’s children. Of course, I didn’t want to marry Ron, either. So that worked out well.

I broke the engagement three months ago, after we ordered the invitations but before we mailed them. It was the right thing to do. I think. But now, tonight, sitting here alone in my apartment on what would’ve been the night before my wedding, I can’t help but reconsider my plans and my decisions.

What if I decide, in a few years, that I really do want a baby? I mean, I’m an excellent aunt to other people’s kids. What if I miss my chance at maternity? I can’t wait forever to have kids. Maybe there is a big countdown clock in my uterus. I thought it was only halftime. Maybe I’m in the third quarter. Maybe I have only a two-minute time-out before the fourth quarter. Maybe it’s time for a Hail Mary.

 

I tend to get neurotic after I see the COG. They—and by they, I mean Grace and Lola—make me feel that I am a Mistress of the Universe who missed the right exit and took a wrong turn on the highway of life. Why do Grace and Lola make me feel this way? Grace is a stereotypical thirty-one-year-old who wants marriage and children. Grace is sure that Michael, her boyfriend of four years, will propose. Any day now. Maybe tomorrow. Or the next day.

Lola divorced her adulterous husband and will never trust another man with her heart. However, she thinks Grace, Ellie, and I should get married. Hey, it might work out for us. Lola thinks we should give marriage a whirl. She believes that being divorced is better than never having been married.

God bless Ellie. She is my comrade in the single world. Ellie is confidently going about the business of auditioning lovers for the role of Husband. She is not worried about the time clock. As far as I know.

And then there is Mia Rose. The fifth member of the Council of Girlfriends. She’s not around much. Not anymore. Mia is married to Michael Rose and has a lovely life in the Jersey suburbs with their two young sons. Mia got it right.

I have not gotten it right. Not yet. I look at my clock and see that it is 12:03 AM. Here it is. The day I was to be married. Did I do the right thing by ending the engagement? Why do I keep questioning myself? Self-doubt is a new thing for me. I have always known who I am. Now I’m wondering who I’ve become.

Alexandra the Great

You’re being ridiculous, I tell myself as I get into bed. You know who you are.

I am Alexandra James. I have friends, a career, money, clothes, shoes, and a swanky apartment on Rittenhouse Square, the poshest address in Philadelphia. I even have a comfy, cozy, royal, queen-size bed and sheets with a three-hundred-fifty thread count. Of everything I own, my aunt Emma is proudest of my sheets’ obese thread count. “You haven’t made it,” she told me, “until your sheets have at least a three-hundred thread count.”

So I guess I’ve made it. I pay my own bills, take out my own trash, and fix my own toilet, or pay someone to do it. I can take care of myself. I don’t need a man. I do need a penis, however. Penises are good to have around. I am quite fond of them.


I’m Fine

On the morning of the day I was to be married, I turn off my alarm clock, get out of bed, and stretch. And smile, as though someone is watching me. “See?” I say out loud. “I’m fine.”

After that midnight wallow, I am determined to be happy and show everyone that I am happy. Might as well start practicing while it’s just me and God in the apartment.

“I’m fine,” I tell my loofah in the shower.

Before I pick out my clothes, I turn on my TV. “Good morning, Diane!” I gush. “Good morning, Charlie! How are you today? You’re fine? Me too! What’s that, Charlie? Yes. I was supposed to be married today. What, Diane? Oh, no. I’m fine. Really. I’m better off this way.”

Turning to my closet, I tell myself, “Let’s wear something sophisticated, shall we? How about this beige pant suit? Perfect! Does the chocolate silk blouse go underneath? Yes, it sure does. And how about this leopard print neckerchief? Grr. Fabulous. With the chocolate leather boots? Pearl drop earrings? Excellent. A spritz of Chanel No. 5? Don’t mind if I do.”

Looking in the mirror, I say, “Really, Lexi. You’re fine.”

The Men in My Life

“Morning, Miss Lexi.”

“Good morning, John,” I greet my doorman. Over the past several years, John has been the most consistent man in my life.


John sits behind the mahogany reception desk and doesn’t move to open the door. “Now, Miss Lexi,” he says.

“Yes?”

“You lost the date again, Miss Lexi,” John says, looking at me as if I’ve flunked spelling.

“I know perfectly well what the date is. It’s January thirty-first.” Thinking he is going to comment on my nonwedding day, I brace myself for John’s doorman wisdom. Of course John knows about my broken engagement. He knows almost everything about my life.

“You got to leave me tip money for the grocery boy,” John says.

“Oh.” On the last day of every month, Rittenhouse Grocer delivers my standing order for dry goods. I don’t have time to shop for toilet paper and the like. Why should I, if I can pay someone to do it for me? Anyway, I have an aversion to supermarkets.

“Here’s five dollars, John. Thank you.” The store bills me, but I leave tip money with John for the delivery guy.

“Now, you got any dry cleaning coming in?” John asks.

“No.”

“Any packages? Anything else?”

“Nope.”

My life would not run smoothly without Doorman John. I hate when he takes his vacation. He is more than a doorman, and I tip him an enormous amount to take care of me as best he can. I like to think John would be fond of me even if I didn’t give him three hundred dollars every Christmas and twenties when I need something extra. Maybe John doesn’t like me at all. Maybe he’s just doing his job. Maybe he thinks I’m nuts. Maybe I am.


 

“Good morning, Lexi.”

“Morning, Patrick.”

“Grande latte to go?”

“Yes, please.” Patrick works at my favorite coffee shop. It’s the opposite direction from my office, but I like to walk through Rittenhouse Square every morning. In Philadelphia, we have five squares, remnants of William Penn’s plan for a “green countrie town.” Rittenhouse Square is an urban park, two blocks long and two blocks wide. Trees, benches, statues, landscaped flower beds, and a reflecting pool make Rittenhouse Square as beautiful as Place des Vosges, its Parisian cousin. Cafés and high-rise, high-end apartment buildings circle the Square, and if that wasn’t Mr. Penn’s original intention, well, he might not mind.

Café Oz sits on the Square’s southwest corner, and Patrick has been working the morning shift for as long as I’ve been coming here. He’s very well spoken and has only one noticeable tattoo. I considered hiring him. But then who would make my morning latte?

 

“Good morning, Veep.” Veep is slingo for my title at The Gold Group.

“Good morning, Low Man.” Low Man on the Totem Pole is also a title at The Gold Group. The current Low Man is Mike DiBuono, and he is actually a junior account executive, but as the newest hiree, he has to answer the phones and sit at the reception desk. I refuse to have an automaton answer the phones. And anyway, it’s motivation for the newbies to move up the ranks of the company.

“Veep? You’ve already had a few phone calls.” Low Man Mike hands me pink slips of paper. “It’s 9:18 AM. I was beginning to worry about you.”

“I’m fine.”

Color Schemes

I love my office. The brown leather couch sits in front of a glass coffee table. Awards and work-related photos hang on salmon-colored walls. Instead of a desk, I have an old-fashioned writing table. My chair is a Louis Quinze high-backed chair, not a drab thing with wheels. The truth is that I bought the chair for twenty-five dollars at an estate auction, but no one knows that.

In the corner sits an armoire that began life as a catalog-issue storage closet, but was reborn via a can of varnish and a rag. The pièce de résistance is on the floor. It’s a leopard-print area rug, which stretches from my desk to the coffee table to the door. A rug like that would give my Amex an erection, which is why the rug is not a rug but a bedspread I found in the consignment shop my mother manages.

The best part of my office is the wall of windows. The Gold Group is on the twenty-fourth floor of Executive Tower, and my wall of windows affords me a view of downtown Philadelphia. The city looks like a peaceful village from this height, especially at night.

 

I’m standing in front of my wall of windows thinking about the wedding invitations when Low Man on the Totem Pole buzzes my intercom. “Veep, your mother is on line five.”

“Please tell her I’m at lunch.”


“Lexi, it’s 10:30 AM.”

“Then please tell her that I’m in a meeting.”

I pick up my thought where I left it, which was trying to remember the wording of the invitation. My parents are now married to other people, and I remember haggling with myself over the order in which their names appeared.

“Veep?” Low Man buzzes.

“Yes?”

“Grace Harte is on line seven for you.”

“I’m in a meeting.” What did the invitation say? Mr. & Mrs. James and Mr. & Mrs. Northstein…No, that wasn’t it.

My intercom buzzes again. “Lexi?” Low Man asks quietly.

“Yes?”

“Lola Bravia is on the phone. Are you in a meeting?”

“Yes, thank you.” Leo & Mary Ann James and Gloria & Howard Northstein invite you to…No. That wasn’t it either.

“Lexi?” Low Man calls hesitantly through the intercom.

“Yes?”

“Lola says she got up at this loca hour to make sure you are feeling okay and she doesn’t believe that you’re in a meeting, and even if you are, you should pick up the phone and at least say hello to her.”

Loca hour? It’s 11 AM. “Mike,” I say calmly. “Tell her that you couldn’t disturb me but you’ll transmit her eloquent message.”

“Okay,” Mike singsongs.

I try to visualize the invitations. They were creamy taupe with chocolate ink and a satin border topped with a pale pink bow.

“Veep?”

I grit my teeth and pray for patience. “What, Low Man?”


“There’s a delivery for you. A basket of gourmet junk food.”

“Put it in the kitchenette for the staff.”

“Dontcha want to know who sent it?”

“Open the card and tell me.”

Not hesitating a minute to literally tear into my life, Low Man rips at the envelope. Through the intercom, I hear him sigh. “ Thinking of you today. Love, Mia.’ How sweet. Why today, Veep? It’s not your birthday. Is it an anniversary of some kind?”

“No,” I thunder into the intercom, all patience lost. “It’s nothing”

Sitting on my couch, I wish my friends would let me forget what today is. Was. Would’ve been. Isn’t. My intercom buzzes again. Low Man clears his throat. “Lexi?”

“Low Man,” I say firmly. “You obviously can’t take a hint. Please hold my calls until I tell you otherwise.”

Over the intercom, a voice says, “Tell her to stop being a bitch.”

“Uh, Lexi? Miss Ellie Archer is here to see you.”

The Therapeutic Properties of Butterscotch Krimpets

“You forget that I’m a journalist,” Ellie greets me when I meet her in The Gold Group lobby. “I want to know what’s happening? I go to the source.” Ellie smirks and sticks out her tongue. I roll my eyes at her, even though I’m glad to see her.

Ellie looks very much her shabby chic self, in jeans, black boots, and a long, black wool coat with a long, thin red scarf tied around her neck. Ellie wears a black watch cap that covers half of her face, upon which she isn’t wearing any makeup. “You look stunning,” I tell her.

Ellie ignores my sarcasm and says, “I brought you a present.” She holds out a plastic bag from Wawa, the Pennsylvania chain of convenience stores.

“Gee thanks. Want to go on the roof?”

 

Ellie follows me up the stairs to the roof of Executive Tower. Officially, the roof is off-limits. Unofficially, I bribed the head maintenance man into giving me a key to the roof door so I could smoke up here, as opposed to down there on the street with the other addicts. Even though I have quit smoking, I still consider the roof a concrete oasis.

“Wow,” Ellie says when we emerge from the stairwell onto the roof. “Some view.”

“Yeah.” Sitting myself on a throne of abandoned bricks, my coat cuddling me in warmth, I reach into the WaWa bag and remove a Diet Dr Pepper and a package of Butterscotch Krimpets, my favorite kind of Tastykake. “This is perfect, Ellie. Thank you.” I look down so she doesn’t see my tears.

Ellie’s not looking at me anyway. “There’s the Ben Franklin Bridge.” Ellie points to it, as if I haven’t driven over Ben my whole life. While Ellie points to landmarks that I have seen from this vantage point many times, I pop open the can of soda and open the Krimpets. At the noise, Ellie comes to sit next to me on the bricks. I take a bite of Krimpet and offer another cake to Ellie.

“I got me mine.” Ellie grins like a kid. From her jacket pocket, she pulls a package of Kandy Kakes, the peanut butter and chocolate Tastykakes. We take nibbles of our treats, enjoying every bite of the snack cakes we allow ourselves to eat only in emergencies.

Licking her fingers, Ellie says, “Want to talk?”

“No.”

After a few moments, I clear my throat and tell Ellie what has really been on my mind all day. “I hope Ron is okay. This must be a hard day for him, too.”

“Yeah,” Ellie murmurs.

“I feel sick when I think about the pain I caused him.”

Ellie puts her arm around me. I lean my head on her shoulder.

We sit quietly, looking at the city.

The Bed-In, Part One

Later, I am in my office reviewing the final details on the promotion for Boudoir, a national chain opening a boutique on Walnut Street. Boudoir sells high-end lingerie for women and men, silk and satin sheets, pillows, candles, lotions, and tasteful sex toys. Boudoir has boutiques in Chicago, Dallas, Miami, San Francisco, and Atlanta.

The Gold Group is organizing a six-city celebration of Boudoir’s Philadelphia opening, which happens on Valentine’s Day. We are creating a national Bed-In with the ironic tag line “Love is all you need.” Boudoir agreed to donate 50 percent of the day’s profit to the Planned Parenthood chapters in each city. It was my idea, and it’s one of my best.

Executing the idea is Maria Simons, one of The Gold Group’s senior account executives. Maria is organizing the twelve-hour kissathon. King-size, tastefully appointed beds will be set up in the middle of every Boudoir. Couples—over the age of eighteen—have registered to keep the bed occupied in fifteen-minute shifts. The couple has to kiss—and just kiss—for the entire fifteen minutes. For each of the six stores, Maria and her team have lined up local sports celebrities, politicians, entertainers, and regular folks. Including gay folks.

Maria expected me to object to her targeting the demographic of which she is a member, but I don’t. As long as I know who’s screwing me, I don’t need to know who anyone else is screwing. Also? Gays have a lot of disposable income.

The press is devouring this. There are still two weeks until the Bed-In, but Maria has early commitment from national morning shows and entertainment shows.

With a smile on my face, I read Maria’s Bed-In progress report. She’s amazing. The roster of people she has enlisted is impressive. Then I see my name. “Lexi James +?” I put a line of red ink through that.

The Relentless Romantic

After leaving my office early, which is 5 PM, I return to my building to find that the evening doorman has a pile of stuff for me. Dad sent a bouquet of colorful, nonbridal, flowers. Mom delivered a paper bag filled with aromatherapy candles and bath salts. Lola left carefully packaged food from her restaurant, with instructions on reheating. Grace dropped off her DVDs of the first three seasons of Buffy the Vampire Slayer.

They are so good to me. I leave thank-you messages for Mom, Dad, and Lola, then dial Grace’s apartment, expecting to leave another message. But Grace picks up on the first ring.

“You’re da bomb,” I tell her.


“I didn’t know which movies you’d like. Are you in the mood for Buffy? You don’t have to watch the DVDs if you don’t want to”

“Gracie, this is perfect,” I assure her.

“How are you feeling?” Grace’s question has just a shade too much pity.

“I’m fine,” I snap. I snap at Grace a lot. Maybe it’s because I see her as a little sister. Grace pledged my sorority as a freshman. I was a junior. Despite the age difference—and hazing—we became friends. Our friendship deepened when Grace graduated into the real world. Many Penn grads leave Philadelphia seeking high-paying jobs, but Grace and I are from the area, so we were already home.

Our friendship has withstood the test of time, and my resignation from the I Want To Get Married And Have Kids party. Grace is still a card-carrying member.

“You’ll get through this,” Grace says with sugar. “You’ll find the right man. The man who is perfect for you.”

“I know I will,” I bark. Be nice! I yell at myself. She means well, despite her relentless romanticism.

“All right, sweetie,” Grace coos as if I haven’t been a big meanie. “I have the night shift at the hospital, but page me if you need anything.”

“Thanks, Gracie,” I say quietly.

I hang up the phone and feel bad. Worse than I’ve felt all day, and there’s a long night ahead of me. It’s only 5:18 PM. Hey! That’s dinnertime at the Home.


The Elder Council of Girlfriends

Every other week or so, I visit the Jewish Geriatric Home on Broad Street. Years ago, Susan Gold-Berg, president of The Gold Group, got guilted into doing pro bono work for the Home’s annual fund-raiser. Of course, she passed the buck to me, and, surprisingly, I enjoyed it. I like the feisty women—and the residents are almost exclusively women—I met. They became my adopted bubbes. My grandparents died when I was young. Even if they had lived, I doubt they would’ve been as entertaining as the Elder Council.

It’s 5:45 PM when I get to the Home. Way past dinnertime. The Elder COG is gathered in the recreation room. When Ruth sees me, she puts down her needlepoint and opens her arms for a hug, folding me against her bosom, which is like a shelf of lumpy flesh. “Hello, Lexi. Ach, look at you. A shayna madela. So pretty.”

“You look older,” Sylvia says. This is her way of telling me that it has been too long since I last visited. I am now fluent in Jewish guilt.

“I am older,” I tell Sylvia. “Every day.”

“All right, Lexi,” Ruth says. Ruth is an uber-bubbe. She has curled, dyed auburn hair, gigantic glasses, and a gold necklace with a Star of David dangling from the cliff of her bosom. “Tell us about your life. What’s new?”

Although I have regaled these women with tales of my life, I’m not surprised that they don’t remember today was The Day. Of course I told them about the broken engagement. I tell them the truth about my life, adding some melodrama and deleting seedy details. They love the PG-13 version, rejoicing in my successes and offering Yiddish wisdom to heal my failures.

“Tell us what’s going on with you,” Sylvia urges. Sylvia refuses to dye her short, angular cap of gray hair. Comfort is paramount to Sylvia, so she wears an interchangeable wardrobe of velour, elasticized pants and zip-up sweatshirts that sometimes match. Sylvia’s hearing is spotty, which makes for interesting conversations.

“You don’t have to tell us anything, darling,” says Esther. Queen Esther, as she is called behind her back, is a beautiful woman with long, blond-gray hair that she brushes and styles every day. Her makeup is always flawless, and she dresses in eclectic but stylish clothes, like lacy blouses and long skirts. It’s as if Esther is expecting male visitors. Which she may be.

Esther smiles at me and says, “A real woman knows to keep her secrets.”

“Zash til, Esther,” Sylvia says.

“Don’t tell me to shut up.” Esther pouts.

“Honestly, there’s not much to tell,” I say.

“But, shayna,” Ruth says, “no new boyfriend?”

“Don’t start on her about the husband and children thing,” Esther warns.

“Your generation waits too long to get married. Oy vey, it’s a crisis,” Ruth declares.

“My life is not a crisis. Other people might be in crisis, but I’m not a crisis. I’m a noncrisis. I’m an anticrisis.”

“Anti-Christ?” Sylvia exclaims. “She’s the Anti-Christ?”

“I said,” I say, “crisis. Not Christ. In that sentence, there was no Christ.”

“There was no Christ? Is that what you said?”


“Are you finally becoming Jewish, dear?” Ruth asks.

“No, I am not becoming Jewish.”

“You never know, Lexi,” Esther says. “There’s still time for you to meet a nice Jewish boy. Kina hora.”

“Kina hora,” Sylvia and Ruth repeat.

“Don’t we have a grandson to fix up with Lexi?” Ruth asks. “Between the three of us?”

“I don’t want to be fixed up,” I say nicely.

“My grandson Eric would be perfect for you,” Sylvia says.

“Didn’t Eric get engaged last week?” Esther asks.

“Yeah,” Sylvia grunts. “But I don’t like her.”

 

I listen to updates on the children and grandchildren of the Elder Council. The news is of marriages, births, and brises. “Someday,” Ruth says, “we’ll dance at your wedding. Kina hora.”

“Kina hora,” Sylvia and Esther repeat.

“Someday,” I agree skeptically, rising from my chair. I give each woman a hug and a peck on the cheek.

The Fifth Girlfriend

Leaving the Elder Council, I head back to my apartment. As I’m putting away the groceries left by the delivery boy, the phone rings.

“It’s Mia,” she exhales into the phone. “How are you? I’m checking to see how your day went before I fall asleep.”

Looking at the clock, I see that it is 9 PM. “I’m fine,” I say for the last time that day. “Thanks for the basket. Very sweet. Loved it.” I’ve learned to speak to Mia in short sentences. I never know when one of her two boys will interrupt the conversation.

“So, this day is over,” Mia says. “It passed.”

“Yes. How are you, Mia Rose?”

Mia starts to speed talk like David, her six-year-old. He is clearly a bad influence on his mother. “When can I see you? How about tomorrow? Wait, is tomorrow Saturday? Saturdays stink. How about Sunday? Brunch? Oh, poop.” Mia talks like a mom. She’s eliminated curse words from her vocabulary. “We have a birthday party. You know what? Michael can take the boys. You and I can hang out. Can we? Hang out? Just the two of us?”

“Of course, Mia.”

“Great. Come here. Can you?”

“Yes,” I answer, and Mia giggles with excitement.

Be Another Vegetable

Although I do not feel like going out on Friday night, I let the COG convince me to go to a gallery opening in Old City. We’re going to Artists’ House Gallery to see this month’s exhibit: Junk Art. Lola is interested in a piece of Junk Art for her restaurant and wants the COG’s opinion. It doesn’t sound promising.

In a corner of the gallery, we find space to stand and observe. “This is depressing,” Grace says, surveying the twenty-somethings in their flirtatious revelry. Gallery openings in Old City are social scenes. They are Events.

“You know what’s depressing?” Ellie asks. “Last night, I saw a TV show about mothers in their twenties who delayed careers so they could bear children.”


“Does the documentary make it seem like that’s a good choice?” I ask.

“Biologically, yes. Women are at their peak childbearing capability in their twenties. Forget about getting an education to get a job to earn enough money to support a family. Or finding the right man to be a good father to the children.”

“As if we can just go out and find husbands,” I say.

“Men do that all the time,” Grace says. “When they decide to get married, boom. They do. Men don’t worry about their biological clocks. They just find a younger woman to marry.”

“This documentary said it’s a biological instinct for men to select young, fertile women as mothers. It seems women our age have passed our expiration dates.”

“Like milk,” I say. “When you’re not sure if it’s too old or not. It smells a little off, but you think maybe you can stretch it for one more day. Then you just leave it in your refrigerator because it’s too nasty to deal with. Then it wrinkles and curdles and it’s too gross to wash down the sink, so you throw the whole carton into the trash.”

“I don’t want to be milk,” Grace says. “I’d like to think of myself as fruit. Something sweet and small. Perhaps something in the berry family.”

“I’m a plantain,” Lola says.

“Because it’s exotic?” Grace asks.

“Sí. And because a plantain isn’t ready to be used until it is overripe and the peel looks like it’s rotten. But that’s when it’s sweetest inside. You can’t use a young, hard, green plantain. You have to be patient and let it mature. Then you can do all kinds of things with it. Mash it. Fry it. Use it as a vegetable, or a dessert, or just as a decoration. That’s me. A plantain.”

“I would be an onion,” Ellie says.


“Yuck,” Grace says.

“Because you have to peel away the layers?” I guess.

“Nope. Think about it. Onions are an essential ingredient in cooking. So many recipes start, ‘Sauté the onions and garlic in butter.’ Actually? I would be a shallot. A shallot is a sophisticated onion. I think it’s French.”

“I used to think of myself as a tomato,” I say.

“Because you’re from Jersey?” Lola asks. “I love Jersey tomatoes.”

“No. A cherry tomato. A cute little cherry tomato. Tiny, so it’s a burst of flavor in one tiny bite. A nice accent to other vegetables. Decorative. And delicious. And healthy.”

“Tomato is a good thing to be,” Lola says. “It’s low-maintenance. You don’t have to peel it. No special storage. Just leave it sitting in the sun to ripen. A little salt, and it’s ready to eat.”

“Now I think I’ve been sitting in the sun too long.” I shrug. “Maybe I passed the point where I was juicy and ripe. Soon my skin will start to wrinkle. Then I’ll be a sun-dried tomato.”

“Sun-dried tomatoes are good,” Lola says. “They are expensive.”

“But you only use a little bit at a time because they are so pungent. Pungent. Not cute. Not juicy. And you can’t rehydrate a sun-dried tomato. Once the juice is gone, it’s gone forever.”

“Be another vegetable,” Grace tells me. “It’s not too late.”

The Artist

We decide to circulate instead of standing in the corner like old fogies. Lola approaches a Junk Art sculpture of whisks, spatulas, and other kitchen tools. “Will it fit?” Grace asks. The sculpture is seven feet tall and five feet wide. “I’ll make it fit,” Lola says. “I love it.”

“Glad to hear that,” someone says. I peer around the sculpture to see who is talking.

“I’m Jack McKay,” the man tells Lola. “Otherwise known as the artist.” He offers his hand for her to shake.

The artist is hot. He’s about five-ten with blue eyes and dark blond hair that tousles down to his chin. He’s wearing a deep purple, velvet, button-down shirt and light blue, distressed jeans. The black cord around his neck holds multicolored beads, and a thick silver ring sits on his right ring finger.

Holy bad boy, Batman.

“And this is my friend Lexi James.” Lola gestures to me. She’s been introducing the COG while I’ve been salivating. Stepping around the sculpture, I smile at this Jack McKay man. Man oh man.

“Nice to meet you,” I say more throatily than I mean to.

“And you.” He smiles.

“Lexi is the best PR person in town,” Lola says. “She could really help your career.”

I blush. Blush? Me?

“Public relations?” Jack says. He puts his hands in his jean pockets, inadvertently showing me his narrow hips.

“Give him your card,” Ellie murmurs. I pull my Tiffany card case from my purse, extract a card, and hand it to Jack. In the act of leaning toward him, I inhale his scent. It’s soap. The ultimate, only, true smell of a man.


The COG on Irish Spring

“He is so not going to call me,” I tell the COG as we walk backward down Market Street, searching for a cab to hail. “I practically drooled on him. I made an ass of myself.” No one disagrees with me.

Lola snags a cab and we pile into it. “It’s that smell,” I tell them. “That soap smell. It gets me every time.”

“Forget cologne,” Ellie says. “Soap does it for me.”

“Irish Spring is my favorite,” Grace says. “I buy it for Michael.”

“Brings out their pheremones,” Lola says.

We sit quietly in the cab, paying silent homage to Irish Spring.

Sixteen Candles

It’s another Saturday night in Philadelphia. In gym clothes stained with dried sweat, I’m sitting on my couch eating tablespoons of Skippy Super Chunk Peanut Butter from its plastic jar and watching Sixteen Candles on some obscure cable channel. It’s almost over, and this is one of the best endings of any of John Hughes’s epics.

Like the good girl she is, Samantha runs back into the church to retrieve her sister’s veil. When she comes outside, Sam sees her family piling into their cars. Once again, they have forgotten her. Sam is disappointed, but not surprised. Then the crowd clears and Sam sees Jake standing across the street from the church. He’s looking particularly perfect, standing with his hands in his pockets, leaning against his little red sports car. Jake gestures to Sam, and she looks behind her to see who he’s pointing at. Sam puts a finger to her chest and mouths, “Me?” “Yeah, you,” Jake says. Sam runs down the steps toward Jake’s car. He opens the door for her. Sam waves to her ditzy but benevolent father. The next scene is Sam and Jake sitting on the dining room table in Jake’s house. Between them is a birthday cake, alight with candles. “Happy birthday, Samantha,” Jake says. They lean toward each other, over the cake and candles. They kiss. The credits roll.

Tears roll down my cheeks. I want to call the COG, but Lola and Grace are working and Ellie is on deadline. I call my mommy.

“What’s the matter?” she asks, alarmed.

“I don’t know, Mom.”

“Did something happen? Are you hurt? Why are you crying?”

“I just watched Sixteen Candles.”

“Again?” Mom groans. “Why do you do that to yourself?”

“It’s just so perfect,” I snuffle.

“It’s a movie, Lexi. About a sixteen-year-old girl.”

“I want to be a sixteen-year-old girl,” I whine.

“Why?”

“So I can go back and do things differently.”

“Lexi. You can’t sit around your apartment watching movies from the 1980s and wishing you could start your life over. You weren’t such a bundle of joy when you were sixteen. Believe me. I was there.”

“I know, Mom.”

“Listen, honey. I’ve been meaning to bring something up with you and now is as good a time as any.”

“What?” I sniffle.


“I’m wondering,” Mom says slowly, “if you would think it might be a good idea to see a psychiatrist.”

In response, I blow my nose. Mom proceeds with caution. “Because, Lexi, it’s been, what? Three or four months since you broke up with Ron? And I don’t think you have moved your life forward since then. Maybe you’re depressed? A little?”

“Yes, I’m depressed. Of course I’m depressed. I’m sitting alone in my apartment eating peanut butter and sobbing over a Molly Ringwald movie.”

“Do you think,” Mom tries again, “that you are clinically depressed?”

That gives me pause. I stop sniffling. “No,” I answer firmly.

“How would you know?” Mom asks gently.

“I know myself. I’m not nuts.”

Mom doesn’t answer.

“Okay, sometimes I’m a little nuts. Like now, for instance. But that doesn’t mean that I’m clinically depressed.”

“Maybe you need some help,” Mom says. I hear papers shuffling on Mom’s end. “I have the name of a great psychiatrist in Philadelphia. I asked around.”

“Around?”

“Many of my friends have been in therapy at one time or another, Lexi. Don’t worry. I didn’t say the referrals were for you. Here it is. See?” Mom is no doubt showing the piece of paper to the phone.

“What’s her name?”

“Dr. Franklin. And it’s a he, Lex.”

“A man is going to help me with my man problems?”

“Try it?” Mom asks. “Just to see what you can get out of the experience.”

“Fine.”


Mamma Mia

The next morning, I steer Lola’s Jaguar roadster toward New Jersey. I don’t own a car. Not that I can’t afford one. I can’t pick one, and when I think I’m close to deciding, I read the buyer agreement, and the commitment to years of car payments scares me. The logical thing to do? Lease a car. That way, my car commitment would have a beginning and an end. Which, I guess, isn’t really a commitment. Why should I bother when I can borrow Lola’s or Grace’s cars?

 

Anyway, I’m off to see Mia Rose. My friendships with other women whom I met in my early twenties have evaporated, but I hold on to Mia Rose. She was my partner in crime at The Gold Group. We were hired as junior account executives within the same year, and we hit it off immediately. We worked hard and played hard. Then Mia took the Husband, Children, Suburbs exit ramp. Right after her twenty-fifth birthday, Mia married Michael Rose. When she gave birth to David a year later, Mia stopped working at The Gold Group. There was no maternity leave for her; Mia knew she wanted to stay home with her son instead of putting him in day care. When Mia gave birth to Simon, Mia declared herself finished with pregnancies. Michael got a vasectomy, although he doesn’t know that we know that but of course we do.

Driving over the river and through the woods of strip malls, I try to remember the last time I saw Mia. We talk on the phone and e-mail, but Grace is the one who actually sees Mia. Grace, Mia, and their Michaels socialize. Ron and I used to join them, but now that I’m single, things have changed. I guess I don’t fit into the seating chart.

 

Mia hugs me into her home. And, oh baby, my nose twitches at my favorite scent. “You made chicken soup?” I ask Mia with sheer joy.

“Yes, I made chicken soup,” Mia says in her singsong voice, and I follow her into the bright, clean kitchen.

“And did you make…? I mean, the soup alone is amazing and I appreciate that you took the time to make it, but,” I close my eyes and cross my fingers, “did you make matzo balls?”

“Yes.”

“And the boys aren’t here, so I don’t have to share?”

“Right.” Mia laughs. “Although, Lexi, you will have to learn to share one of these days.”

“Not today.”

Mia stands on her stepstool to get soup bowls out of the cupboard. “I sent you the basket, on the, well, what would have been that day. But I thought chicken soup would be even better. Junk food helps. Chicken soup heals.”

Leaning over Mia’s six-burner stove, I lift the lid of the stockpot. Warm, scented clouds float into my face, and I see the matzo balls, lumpy globes of love, floating happily in the broth. Mia’s thoughtfulness touches me deeply, and I smile sadly into the pot. A tear drops from my eye into the soup, adding one more dash of salt.

 

We sit at Mia’s cozy kitchen table. It’s a Shaker-style table with light wood topping hunter green legs. A sisal mat lies under the table to catch kids’ crumbs. The chairs match the table and have pads with yellow and purple flowers, which match the soup bowls.

Mia tells me about her boys. I adore the Rose boys. David is six and a half. Simon is five. “Baby Sy goes to kindergarten in September,” Mia says. “I’m thinking about working part time.”

“You’re hired.”

“Just like that?” Mia laughs. She scoops her shiny black hair behind her ears and tugs at her thick bangs.

“Like I’d let you work at another PR firm? No way. I want you to work at The Gold Group. It will be great.”

“Don’t you have to ask Susan?” Mia puts her heels on her chair and brings her knees to her chin.

Rolling my eyes, I say, “No, I don’t have to ask Susan. I have the authority to hire whomever I need. Susan can’t name half our current employees. She’ll be glad to have you back. Actually? She probably won’t realize you left.”

Mia laughs and rises to clear the table. “I’ve been out of the business world for six years. I have a lot of catching up to do.” Mia turns on her espresso machine and takes whole beans out of her freezer. I watch her grind the beans, put them into the machine, brew espresso, steam the milk, and pour the two liquids together, dividing them perfectly, for two perfect cups of café au lait. If Mia can do that, she can do anything. “You’ll be fine,” I tell her.

“Part-time is okay?”

“Please.” I wave my hand at Mia. “I have four baby mammas, all on part-time.”

“It would be great to be around grown-ups. Making my own money.”

“Wait. I have to pay you?”


“Ha.” Mia shakes her head at me. “It will be wonderful to be working with you again, Lex. Like old times.”

I shrug. “Not exactly like old times.”

“Why not?”

“Now, I’m your boss.”

 

We spend another hour talking about The Gold Group, employees and clients. The phone rings as the February sun sets. It’s Michael, and I hear Simon and David hollering to Mia over the phone. “The boys are hopped up on ice cream cake,” Mia says when she hangs up the phone. “Michael called to give us fair warning. You might want to skedaddle. This could get ugly.”

I don’t get out the door soon enough. David and Simon come hurtling into the house, faces and shirts smeared with brown stuff, which is chocolate, dirt, or both. David and Simon charge at me. “Auntie Lex!” David hollers as a war cry. I gave up trying to get the boys to call me Aunt Lexi instead of the dyslexic Auntie Lex.

David hugs my legs while Simon climbs on a chair and throws himself at me. I catch him, and he wraps his arms around my neck. Simon looks up at the ceiling, opens his mouth, and screams, “Kisses!” We kiss cheeks, left, right, left, right.

David is poking my thigh. “Auntie Lex? Wanna know what I learned in school?”

“Yes.”

“Okay. Okay. Ready?”

“I’m ready.” I look down at David, giving him my full attention.

“Me llamo David Rose. ¿Cómo está usted? Estoy bien. Gracias.”


“¡Perfecto! ¡Muy bien!”

“Me, me!” Simon pokes my boob. “I know Spanish, too, Auntie Lex.”

“¿Sí? Dígame. Tell me.”

“Uno, dos, tres, cuatro, cinco, seis.” Simon pauses to breathe. “Seis, siete, ocho, new, new, uh, um. Wait.”

Trying to lead him phonetically, I say, “New-ay?” Simon claps his dirty hands over my mouth. “Don’t tell me, Auntie Lex. I’ll find it in my head.” Simon starts over, this time finishing correctly with “nueve, diez.” I applaud.

“Hi, Lexi,” an exhausted Michael says as he kisses my cheek. “It’s good to see you,” he adds warmly.

 

Another hour passes and I decline Mia’s invitation to stay for dinner. Michael is asleep on the couch, exhausted by the birthday party. The boys are getting cranky, coming down from their sugar high. “I’m leaving before the boys get the shakes,” I tell Mia, and she doesn’t blame me.

At the front door, Mia hands me a glass jar filled with chicken soup, and a plastic container of matzo balls. “Shhhhh.” She holds her finger to her lips and nods to the family room where the boys are playing.

“I love you, Mia Rose.” I hug her hard. “Thank you.”

“I love you, too, Lexi.”

La Diva Lola

Lola’s restaurant is between my office and my apartment. It’s a weekday dinner hour, which means Lola will be crazy busy, but I pop in a for a quick hello. I’m used to my friendship with Lola operating on a restaurant schedule. After all, the restaurant was the conduit for our friendship.

In the mid-90s, Lola and her husband, Enrique Castillo, opened a South American bistro on Rittenhouse Square. It quickly became one of Philadelphia’s hottest spots. The bistro was decorated in sexy, Latin earth tones of oranges and reds and browns. Being so fabulous, the bistro was called, naturally, Lola. In a short amount of time, Lola and Enrique won national acclaim for the bistro. Lola the woman was the culinary force behind Lola the restaurant. Enrique was the mouthpiece front man.

Two years after the restaurant opened, Lola came to my office at The Gold Group. It was the first time we met. “I need your help,” Lola told me.

In person, Lola is more sultry than she appears in photos. She has traditional, straight black hair that she wears below her shoulders. Her skin is café con leche and her eyes are deep brown with flecks of gold. Her body is slim, but solid, with strong arms and legs from working in kitchens all her life.

“What can I do for you?” I asked Lola.

“There’s going to be a lot of media attention surrounding me very soon, and I need an expert to make sure the publicity is positive.” Lola









































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































OEBPS/Images/cover.png
& HarperCollins e-books

Lexi James
and the

Council of Girlfriends






OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OEBPS/Images/logo.jpg
£ HarperCollins e-books





OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
& HarperCollins e-books

Lexi James
and the

Council of Girlfriends






