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			“Ralph Malph is mine, you motherfucker!”

			Jesus. You’d think I’d have learned by now. Before we were married, I thought we were being progressive when Rob suggested separate bank accounts. It made sense. After all, Rob made almost four times what I made. But it wasn’t just the disparity in income. Our spending habits were disparate, too. He was the prodigal husband. I was the prudent wife. Keeping our finances separate was as much for my benefit as it was for his. Or so I’d been led to believe.

			Despite the paycheck point spread, Rob still insisted we split the household bills fifty-fifty. On the heels of a lavish destination wedding in the Seychelles, paid for entirely by Rob—though that’s debatable now—to say I felt like a whiney child when I told him I didn’t think his fifty-fifty plan was fair was an understatement. But Rob always had this way of explaining things that left me feeling as though I wasn’t looking at the bigger picture. So rather than question him, I trusted him. That was my first mistake. My second mistake was letting him handle the bills.

			In addition to hiding the majority of his assets—probably somewhere in the Cayman Islands or a Panamanian shell company—I recently discovered that the Lincoln Park townhouse where we lived throughout our twelve-year marriage actually belonged to his mother. And what I always thought was my half of the mortgage was nothing more than rent. But when she passed away shortly after we separated, in addition to the townhouse, the “small sum” he inherited actually amounted to a cool $6.4 million. It was bad enough when my attorney informed me that his newly acquired wealth was not subject to the equitable division of assets because it fell under property acquired by gift, legacy, or descent. But when Rob announced at our first pre-trial hearing that he had no intention of paying spousal support because—according to him—I made more than enough to support myself, the judge agreed. She also told me that if we were to take this to trial, she would most likely rule in Rob’s favor. When I tried to protest, she actually shushed me before cautioning that if I decided to push the matter and take him to court, in addition to incurring what would likely be tens of thousands more in attorney fees, Rob could actually counter-sue me for support! Because apparently, sometime last year—shortly after his mother moved into the skilled nursing facility and before I caught him in bed with my best friend—unbeknownst to me, Rob decided to take an early retirement. Therefore, since his only legally recognized source of income was Social Security—that, and what I would soon discover would be his half of my 401k—Rob’s chances of being granted spousal support were slightly better than mine. Because, also unbeknownst to me, he never felt the need to contribute to a retirement fund—probably because he knew his late mother’s contribution would be more than sufficient. In the end, my attorney convinced me to stop demanding the judge tell me where she went to law school and settle.

			But that’s not why I would have no problem hiring a hitman, but for the illegality of it. Because just as my attorney and I finish the final markup of what I’d hoped and prayed would be the last draft of our final bullshit settlement agreement—which, by the way, is barely enough to reload my Starbucks card for a week—Rob’s attorney suddenly slides a silver-framed photograph across the table. I don’t need to look at it to know it’s Ralph Malph.

			“You motherfucker!”

			Turning her chair toward me, my attorney takes both my hands in hers and looks me squarely in the eye, reminding me of my pledge to keep my cool and exit gracefully.

			“Fuck that.” I yank my hands from hers. Fighting back tears, I glare across the table at Rob, but he won’t meet my stare. Wiping the corner of my eye with my finger under the guise of an itch, I look down at the photo of the adorable Goldendoodle pup that I gave Rob as a birthday gift five years ago. As I take in the mild-mannered puppy with the tight strawberry blond curls and big red bow, my heart shatters into a million pieces. If Rob thinks I’m going to take this lying down, he’s got another thing coming. Rallying, I jump from my chair onto the table and lunge toward Rob before my attorney grabs me by the ankle and pulls me back from the brink.

			“But Ralph Malph is mine!” I scream. “We agreed!” The promise of Ralph Malph was the only reason I’ve kept things civil since the early days of our separation.

			Gently tapping her red acrylic fingernail on the barely visible orange digital date in the lower left corner of the photo, Rob’s attorney clears her throat and says, “Can you please confirm for your attorney the significance of this date?”

			I sit back in my chair and fold my arms across my chest, seething. I shake my head and growl, “It’s Satan’s fucking birthday.” In other words, Ralph Malph is property acquired by gift, legacy, or descent. 

			Without a word, I put both hands on the edge of the table, deliberately push back my chair, and stand up. My attorney was right. I did promise that I would keep my cool and exit gracefully. That being said, if emotion were to get the best of me, she advised that asshole would be preferable to motherfucker. Except that asshole doesn’t quite convey the sentiment at this moment.

			The sad fact is, up until I found out about Rob and Amber, I never used the F-word. Not even as an agreeable adjective. In fact, I hardly ever swore except for the occasional shit or asshole, and that was pretty much limited to the confines of my car and only when I was alone. Even when I was young and the cool kids were experimenting with damn and hell, I could never bring myself to join in. But now look at me. I’m Samuel L. Jackson on steroids. I blame Rob and Amber. Still, it’s my mouth and my responsibility. I’m giving myself until New Year’s, then I’ll flush my potty mouth for good.

			Yanking my twenty-pound, fake Louis Vuitton tote from under the table, I heave it over my left shoulder, causing my torso to twist with such force that if not for the back of my chair to steady myself, my Louis would have easily taken me down. But when the heavy tote abruptly slides off my shoulder and into the crook of my arm, between the sudden jolt to my body and the weight of my heavy wool coat draped over the back of the chair, we both give way to gravity, and I find myself cheek-down on the floor.

			My attorney jumps up from her chair. “Lizi, are you okay?”

			I crack an eyelid and find her bunion-stretched sensible black leather heels inches from my face. I open my mouth, but nothing comes out.

			“Lizi?”

			I push myself up onto my knees as my attorney gently takes my arm to help me up, but I yank it away. “I’m fine.” I probably say this a little louder than I intended, but I can hardly hear anything over the blood pulsating in my ears. Shaking, I stand up, dust myself off, then grab my fake Louis and make my way to the door. So much for a graceful exit.
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			Once outside the conference room, it occurs to me I have no idea how to get back to the reception area. I look in both directions for the OSHA-required EXIT signs, which should be posted at either end of the hallway, but apparently, this law firm never got the memo. I vaguely remember entering the room from the right, so I go left, aware that my nose is starting to prickle. Fuck. With a heightened sense of urgency, I try to pick up the pace without actually running in the halls. But after several wrong turns through the maze of fishbowl offices lining the endless hallways of Duffy, Duffy & Pratt, I feel the first trickle of a tear on the apple of my left cheek. Fuck. Fuck. Fuck. To hell with hallway decorum, I think, and start to sprint. Wiping my cheek with the back of my hand, grateful I had the foresight to wear waterproof mascara, I round the next two corners before suddenly coming to a full stop.

			There, standing in the middle of reception, is Rob, holding out my abandoned coat as if some sort of peace offering while making one of those stupid tight-lipped half-smiles people make when they want you to think they feel bad but really don’t. 

			I snatch my coat from his hand, and all I can think to say is, “Fuck you, you fucking fuck!” I push past him into the elevator lobby, but the fucker follows me.

			“Lizi, please. Can’t we at least be civil?”

			As if on cue, I whip around and thrust the ball of my hand into his sternum, causing him to lose his footing and momentarily knocking the wind out of him. “You don’t get to say a fucking word, you motherfucking motherfucker!” I start pounding the elevator button with my thumb while I look up to track the cab’s progress as it moves from the twenty-sixth to the eleventh floor at a glacial pace. Desperately trying to keep my tears at bay, I continue to train my eyes upward at the red digital floor number, but not before catching a glimpse of my tear-streaked blusher in the polished elevator door. When it finally opens, I jump inside and pound the CLOSE DOOR button as if my life depends on it.

			“Lizi … I’m sorry.”

			“Fuck you.” The elevator doors close, and I slump to the floor and let myself cry big snotty tears.

			Part One

			Chapter One

			Oak Park, IL

			Six Months Later

			I knew I shouldn’t have chugged that entire one-liter bottle of Evian. The last thing my belly needs this morning is more splashing about on top of the excess stomach acid, but I haven’t had a hangover like this in years, and my fifty-four-year-old body was on the verge of revolt. Then again, I shouldn’t have had that bottle and a half of Merlot last night in the first place. But when your boss texts you on a Sunday afternoon and asks that you meet her at Denny’s on a Monday morning in the middle of a recession, all bets are off.

			I stand in the Denny’s doorway and do a quick sweep of the room before spotting Karli perched at the outer edge of the massive corner booth meant for ten. Attempting to minimize the sloshing in my stomach, I take short measured steps as I cross the room. Reaching the booth, I stop opposite Karli on the other side of the table, but she’s too busy picking pills from her white cotton sweater and flicking them under the table to notice me.

			“I hear the Grand Slam Breakfast is pretty good here,” I say, but immediately wish I hadn’t as soon as she looks up. She doesn’t even crack a sympathy smile. She just looks at me, then makes a sweeping gesture with her arm across the table like Vanna White showcasing patio furniture.

			Not sure where to sit, I contemplate my options. If I sit opposite her, we’ll be a good eight feet apart. But if I slide in, how far do I go before it starts getting weird? I decide to stay in my own corner and sit down.

			“So, Lizi …” Karli sets both hands on the table in front of her and makes that same sorry-not-sorry, tight-lipped half-smile Rob started making after I caught him in bed with Amber. “I think you know why I asked you here.” She clasps her hands in front of her on the table and sits back in her seat, waiting for me to fill in the blank.

			“No, I don’t know.” I’ll be damned if I have to fire myself.

			Clearly annoyed, Karli takes a sharp breath. “Lizi, we’re in a recession. We can’t afford to keep everyone on the payroll. As you already know, most of our clients have either hit pause or canceled their projects altogether. No one is spending right now. VOC research is no longer a priority, at least not until the market settles, which likely isn’t going to happen anytime soon.” 

			Like she knows the market. She’s twenty-fucking-four. Again, she waits for me to respond.

			“And?” I can’t stand her. Not because she’s about to fire me, but because she’s an asshole. She’s always hated me. Amber once told me it was because I’m one of those perpetually cute grown-ups like Doris Day. I don’t know if I’d go that far, but I’m definitely not bad. 

			Karli is also obsessed with optimal nutrition. She’s one of those people who snacks on raisins and flaxseed all day while food-shaming the rest of us. And don’t even get me started on the day she accidentally ate a carb. But she’s the boss’s daughter, so she still holds all the aces.

			“Lizi, I have to let you go.”

			I pause a moment to take in her words, even though I already know that’s why I’m here. “So you’re saying today is my last day?” Stupid question, I know, but I can’t think of anything else to say that’s not snappy or snide.

			“I mean, Friday was your last day. I’ll have Kaitlyn clean out your desk and messenger your things to your townhouse—apartment. Sorry, I keep forgetting your husband got the house.”

			Not sure if it’s my Category 5 hangover or if the reality of being fired by a twenty-four-year-old she-devil is sinking in, but the pain ricocheting off the walls of my skull is only made worse when I roll my eyeballs at the clearly intentional jab.

			“Lizi? Did you hear what I said?”

			I ignore her question. “Am I at least going to get some kind of severance? I mean, I’m fifty-four years old. Finding a job in this market is going to be hard enough … ” But I don’t finish my sentence. I refuse to give her the satisfaction of making my voice hitch.

			“My father said he can give you one month. And of course, you’ll have Cobra for eighteen months.” As if that makes it all better.

			“And my four weeks of unused PTO?”

			Karli stands up and begins gathering her things. “That’s the one month I was referring to. Legally, we don’t have to pay it out. But because you’ve been with us for twelve years, my father said it’s the least he can do.”

			No, it’s the least he will do.

			“Anyway,” she sticks out her hand as she stands over me, “thank you for all your hard work. You’ve been a real team player.” 

			I take her hand, not as a gesture of respect, but because I need a good reference.

			Karli then turns to walk away but suddenly stops and turns back around, “Oh, and my father told me to tell you he’ll write you a stellar reference, so just let us know what you need.” Then, as if an afterthought, “Actually, he’ll probably want you to write it yourself. But that way you can say whatever you want, and he’ll sign it. Within reason, of course.”
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			As I watch Karli climb into her black BMW Roadster through the large picture window, it dawns on me that despite my anger at Karli and her father for giving me the boot at my advanced age—especially when I’ve been with the company longer than anyone else—I’m actually kind of relieved. The thing is, I used to love my job until three years ago when Karli graduated from college and Daddy’s little summer intern joined the firm full-time, and—poof!—became Managing Director of the Entire Universe. But it wasn’t just her sudden and unwarranted ascension to the number two spot, surpassing those of us—meaning the rest of us—with more seniority. One by one, the other boomers I’d worked with over the years either retired or went on to do other things, making way for a bunch of millennials who spend more time updating their Facebook accounts than Salesforce, and with whom I have exactly zero in common. And then it stopped being fun.

			So while I know I should be more upset about having to join the ranks of the unemployed during the worst labor market since the Depression, I’m not—until it occurs to me that I’m going to have to cancel my Paris trip for the second time this year. I was supposed to go in January after my divorce was finalized, but then Karli decided to hold a last-minute team-building weekend—the same team-building weekend that seven of my fifteen coworkers didn’t attend anyway because of prior commitments. At least I don’t have to deal with Little Miss Thing anymore. In the midst of a global financial crisis, that’s really saying something.

			Chapter Two

			October 2008

			I had no idea how tiring it would be to be on my feet all day when I took this job. But this was only supposed to be a stopgap measure, something to tide me over until I found something in market research. But it’s been four months since I was laid off, and I’m finally beginning to accept that wearing a green apron and spending my days pointing shoppers toward gluten-free-this and cruelty-free-that is probably my destiny. 

			I knew when I started my job search that, at my age, finding something in market research was going to be a bit more challenging than getting a job at the trendy neighborhood grocery store, but even that had its challenges. In fact, the day I marched over to Whole Foods to apply for a Team Member position, thanks to the economic downturn, there were already at least fifteen young hopefuls filling out applications by the time I got there. But after two weeks of waiting by the phone, I finally got a call from the store manager offering me the job—probably because out of all the contenders I actually shop there. Or used to until I lost my job and had to start shopping at ALDI.

			But it’s four months in, and I’m beginning to wonder if I’ll ever find a job that will restore my post-divorce middle-class status, let alone my pre-divorce upper-middle-class standing. I’ve sent out at least a hundred resumes over the last few months, but I haven’t gotten even so much as a call back. Fairly certain it has everything to do with the upward trajectory of my age and not the downward trajectory of the economy, I’m kinda losing hope here.

			It’s not that I don’t enjoy my job. In fact, aside from being on my feet all day and the crap wages—which aren’t actually crap unless you’re used to making three times as much—I really do enjoy working here. It’s a great company. And I love the smell. Seriously, how many people can say they love the smell of their job? Every morning, before I even clock in, I take a leisurely stroll through Bath & Body, basking in the scent of aromatherapy and imagining a fragrant evening ahead that includes a chilled bottle of Pinot Grigio, Native American Flutes, and a warm lavender bath surrounded by dozens of tea lights flickering along the perimeter. To be honest, I’ve only done the Pinot Grigio part, but I’ll eventually get around to the rest.

			But while I love the company and the accompanying aromatherapeutics, what I love most about my job are the other team members. Especially the young ones. Because they all have big dreams, and I love that they all know exactly what they want to do, even at their young age. We’ve got a couple of actors, a couple of artists, and a couple of entrepreneurs-in-the-making. There’s also a fashion student from SAIC, and another one getting his master’s in psychology at Northwestern. And then there’s me, who also knows exactly what she wants to do—and it has zero to do with market research.
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			I had big plans for myself as well when I was young. I was going to be the next Nora Ephron, writing clever social and cultural commentary for Esquire and the New Yorker. Despite my less-than-modest upbringing, I started checking out highbrow magazines from the public library as soon as I read Nora Ephron’s A Few Words About Breasts after my mother swiped a copy of Esquire from her gynecologist’s office.

			I was already enrolled in an AP English Language and Comp class my senior year in high school, so when I told my guidance counselor of my plan, she helped me get into Northwestern on a journalism scholarship. But as it oftentimes does, fate had other plans for me. 

			The summer between my freshman and sophomore years, my mother’s breast cancer came back. She was diagnosed four years earlier, but after surgery, chemo, and radiation, we thought it was behind us. But then one day it just showed up again. Of course, she insisted she would be fine and that I go back to school, but I couldn’t. She had no one to look after her except a couple of friends who promised to check in on her daily. But I knew that wasn’t going to be enough. So I stayed with the promise that I would go back to school once she came through. She died a year later, and I knew I’d made the right decision. But I couldn’t go back to school. Aside from losing my scholarship, I needed to keep a roof over my head, so I started waiting tables. I managed to keep the big bad wolf at bay for the next five years, but unlike the third little pig, my house was not made of bricks, and the stress of relying on tips to pay the rent got to be too much.

			So, I went to a job fair and met a representative from American Airlines. Of course, I was full of shit when I told her I loved flying, because the truth was that I’d never set foot on a plane in my life. But they bought it hook, line, and sinker, and I never worried about paying the rent again. 

			Fast-forward fifteen years later when Rob and I got married and we both decided I would quit the airline. I didn’t want to be away from my new home and my new husband, and Rob wanted me to find something a little more “in keeping”—his words, not mine—with our upper-middle-class status. So I found a job in market research. He used to tell people I didn’t need to work, which was true enough. But if I was going to carry my weight, I didn’t exactly have a choice. It’s not like Rob would have kicked me to the curb if I’d lost my job. Even so, despite our beautiful townhouse in Lincoln Park and bougee lifestyle, I never really shook the feeling that work was just something I had to do if I wanted to keep a roof over my head, and not something I did because I actually enjoyed it.
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			It’s funny. I’ve never had a problem eating, traveling, or going to the movies or concerts by myself. I’ve always been independent that way. In fact, most of the time I prefer it. Which makes it a bit of a challenge when I take my lunch break at Whole Foods. I like to use the time to get caught up on the news on my iPhone. I’ve never felt like a loser sitting all by myself, yet for some reason, these millennials apparently feel the need to rescue me from Loserdom. 

			In any event, I’m sitting by myself at a small table in Bakery with my back to the rest of the store, eating banana pudding with Nilla Wafers, and trying to climb out of the Wikipedia rabbit hole I started down last night. It all began when I Wikied Carmex on my iPhone. What inspired that, I couldn’t tell you, but I’m addicted to the stuff, which might have something to do with it. 

			When I was a kid, I had a nervous habit of licking my lips. Aside from the burning red rash circling my mouth, my lips were so cracked and dry that Mrs. Peterson, my first-grade teacher, finally sent me to the school nurse, probably because she didn’t want me bleeding all over Dick and Jane. In retrospect, my nervous habit was most likely the byproduct of a chaotic childhood. But back then, ‘family dysfunction’ hadn’t been invented yet. So rather than trying to get to the bottom of my excessive lip-licking, she chalked it up to a bad habit, however that just opened the door to the unanswerable, age-old question: Which came first? The lick or the chap? 

			Regardless of who started it, aside from the unremitting discomfort of chronically chapped lips, I also looked like one of those scary Hawaiian Punch kids with the perma-stained mouths. But when the school nurse reached into a cabinet and handed me a little white pot with a yellow lid, little did I know how much this simple gesture would change my life. 

			Like any addict, ever since my first swipe of Carmex, all I care about is getting my next fix. My life is no longer my own. I’m consumed with chasing the cool, tingly dragon. When I’m out and about and suddenly realize the little white pot of gold is empty, I go into immediate withdrawal. The cravings are worse than the chap. All I can say is thank God for my iPhone so I can google the closest dealer. I’ve found there’s usually a Walgreens or CVS within two miles of wherever I am.

			In any event, as I tried to wiki this lovely little pot of gold, I misspelled Carmex and wound up wikiing CarMax—which rightly cautions at the top of the page, “Not to be confused with Carmex.” But how I got from CarMax to the two Darrins on Bewitched is beyond me—hence, the Wikipedia rabbit hole. Now I could easily retrace my journey backward by hitting the go-back button on Safari, but I actually prefer the challenge of digging myself out without the benefit of technology.

			Opening the notebook app on my phone, I begin to make a list, starting with the two Darrins and working my way backward. But just as I’m starting to make some headway, Frankie approaches—no doubt to rescue me from Loserdom. 

			“Quick! Lizi! What do you want to be when you grow up?” Frankie always speaks with exclamation points. I’m going on break! I love your jeans! I had pizza for breakfast! It’s one of the reasons I adore the twenty-seven-year-old with the big green eyes and Brooke Shields power brow and who always wears a brown and green knit cap with earflaps and braids, regardless of the weather. Absolute unbridled joy. All day, every day.

			I raise my head without taking my eyes off the screen as I quickly type myself a note before I lose my train of thought and the trail goes cold.

			She bends down and gets in my face. “Quick!”

			I sit back in my chair and scrunch my brow in thought. “Oh, I don’t know … let me think …”

			“No thinking! What do you want to be when you grow up? Quick!” She claps three times right in my face as she tries to pick up my pace. 

			I turn my head away, not wanting to get clipped in the nose. I feel like I’m about to get the buzzer on Family Feud. “I, uh—uh, a writer?” 

			Frankie pulls out the chair opposite me and sits down and grins. 

			I’m not sure why, but even though Frankie always asks these kinds of quasi-existential questions, for some reason, this one triggers something. “Why do you ask?” I say as I remove my readers and tuck them in my apron pocket.

			“You’re always asking us how we’re doing—if I’ve finished my painting, if Justin’s ready for his audition, or how Ava and Teddy’s classes are going. But we want to know how you’re doing. How Lizi is doing. Not your job search.” She licks her lips, and I reflexively lick mine. 

			I pull a pot of Carmex from my apron pocket, unscrew the lid, and hold it out to her. Frankie’s a lip licker too.

			Frankie shakes her head as she holds up a tube of squeezable Vaseline before quickly and haphazardly running it across her dry lips, not caring if she misses a spot or smears it outside her lip line. Good thing it’s not tinted.

			I, on the other hand, take a controlled swipe across the golden substance and, with equal precision, stay in the lines. “I’m fine,” I finally say. But as the words roll off my freshly waxed lips, I realize I don’t even know what that means anymore. I say it so often that it’s lost all meaning. Fine. Fine. Fine. See? Meaningless. 

			Frankie rolls her eyes. “You’re always fine! But Lizi, if you’re not following your bliss, you’re not fine—you’re bored. Do you even write?”

			“Yes … sometimes.” But that’s a load of crap. I used to write. But that was BR—Before Rob.

			“Yes, sometimes? What does that even mean?”

			I sigh and relent. “Okay, fine. It means I think about it more than I do it.”

			“Well, that’s stupid. Why would you want to waste your time thinking about something you want to do when you could be doing it?” 

			While I love Frankie’s simplistic worldview, I sometimes find it slightly annoying—usually because she’s right. “I don’t really have the time,” I say as I put a large spoonful of pudding in my mouth so I don’t have to talk. 

			“But you have time to watch CCN every night.” 

			I can tell when Frankie is starting to get serious when her exclamation points start dropping off. “I don’t watch it every night,” I say through a mouthful of pudding. I knew I shouldn’t have gone out drinking with them last week and complained about my work-life imbalance.

			“Yes, you do. That’s exactly what you said. You said, ‘My life is pathetic. I’m a CCN junkie. I turn it on the minute I get home until the minute I go to bed. I can’t help myself.’ That’s exactly what you said. Word for word.”

			I’m not at all surprised by Frankie’s capacity for total recall. She was the designated driver that night. “Okay. I have time. But I’m fifty-four. Who cares what a fifty-four-year-old has to say?”

			“Uh, people who don’t care that you’re fifty-four. What’s wrong with being fifty-four?”

			“I’m not young like you guys. Your lives are interesting. You have stories. Funny stories. What am I going to write about? My sluggish metabolism? My sudden urge to pee every five minutes? My inability to hold a fart in public?” 

			“Yes! Farts are fucking funny!”

			I roll my eyes. At least the exclamation points are back.

			“Oh, please don’t disappoint me and tell me you’re one of those women.”

			“What women?”

			“The ones who pretend to be so offended when someone cuts the cheese but then laughs her ass off when she rips one behind closed doors.”

			Cut the cheese? Rips one? I will not laugh. I won’t let her break me. Though I am surprised she didn’t call me out on the squeaker I let slip earlier. 

			“Lizi, remember that time you told my grandma she looked too young to be my grandma?”

			“Yes.” I’m still convinced there’s some sort of reverse Jack Nicholson situation going on there. 

			“Next time she comes in, why don’t you ask her what her secret to staying young is?”

			“How about you tell me?”

			Frankie thinks a moment before shaking her head and waving me off. “Never mind, you probably wouldn’t get it anyway.”

			“Why?” I know she’s just playing with me, but I want to see how far she’ll go.

			“You’re too uptight,” she says before adding, “Most of the time, anyway.” 

			“I’m not uptight … am I?” She went further than I thought she would.

			“Kinda … but it’s cute on you. It’s one of the reasons we all love you!!”

			If she hadn’t inserted the double-barrel exclamation point where she did, I’d have probably burst out in tears because something about this entire conversation has really touched a nerve, and I’m feeling very exposed.

			“Okay. If you were to ask my grandma what the secret to staying young is, she’d tell you don’t ever stop laughing at farts. And when they’re yours, own ‘em.”

			I let out a small snort.

			“My grandma’s are legendary.” She beams with pride. “She can still clear a room.”

			“Yeah, well, that’s a function of age,” I say with a small chuckle.

			“You laugh now, but it runs in the family. I’ve got the silent but deadly gene.” She grins as she adds, “And I can also fart on demand.”

			I push my chair back as if to make a hasty exit. “I can’t believe we’re even having this conversation.”

			“Lizi, what I’m trying to say is, maybe your life would be more fun if you stopped taking yourself so seriously. And I can guarantee you it would be a thousand times more interesting if you stopped watching so much CCN and started living your life.”

			I shake my head with a firm NO. “Mm-mm. No. No way. My relationship with Booker Stevens is the most important relationship in my life right now. I can’t break up with him,” I insist, referring to my favorite CCN anchor.

			Frankie rolls her eyes. After a beat, she says, “You know Stephen King, right?”

			“Uh, I don’t know him personally, but yes, I do know who he is.”

			“Well, he says if you don’t write your ass off every day, you have no business trying to be a writer. Or something like that,” she says. “I’m reading his book On Writing.”

			“Why? You’re a painter.”

			“Because I love Stephen King. And his book is a great metaphor for life.”

			I nod as I make a mental note to order his book on Amazon if my budget permits. I’ll have to do some reworking of the numbers if I’m going to go off script, but I suppose I can do without Starbucks for a week.

			“I’m serious. What he says about writing is just as relevant to painting. If I only paint when I feel like it, how can I expect to grow as an artist? A real artist does it anyway, even when they don’t feel like it. Especially when they don’t feel like it. Because that’s where all the good stuff is—hidden behind all our excuses.”

			I smile at her. “Frankie, I appreciate the pep talk—I really do. But I’m too old to start something new.”

			“But it’s not new, is it?”

			“I mean, as a career. Getting published.”

			She looks at me. “What about Julia Child? She was fifty when she published her first book. And she turned out to be a total midlife badass.” 

			“Do you want to know what I did when I was fifty?”

			She tilts her head and looks at me, “What?”

			“I made Julia’s soufflé au chocolat. Two of them.” 

			Frankie scrunches her brow, confused. “Are you saying you missed your calling?”

			I roll my eyes. “My ex-husband gave me Mastering the Art of French Cooking for my fiftieth birthday because, according to him, I wasn’t adventurous enough in the kitchen.”

			Frankie giggles. “Better there than the boudoir.”

			“Yeah, well, I thought I’d surprise him on his birthday. Except while I was serving coffee to our guests, the asshole thought it would be so funny to slam the oven door while the soufflés were still cooking.”

			I can tell when she raises her brow and doesn’t say a word that she knows it still stings—which is the last thing I want, so I quickly switch gears. “Of course, by the time I took them out of the oven, they looked like a botched boob job—which was pretty ironic when you consider that every year of our marriage, he asked me to get new boobs for his birthday.”

			Frankie’s eyes immediately drop to my medium-small boobs.

			I quickly cross my arms over my chest. “No, I did not.” But I don’t tell her I almost caved once during a time of self-doubt. Namely, the year I turned fifty.

			Frankie snorts. “Obviously …”

			“You’re one to talk.” I let my eyes drop to her small-to-flat chest.

			“Seriously though, that’s pretty sad.”

			“Yep. And that was pretty much when I knew.” But I don’t elaborate. I didn’t mean for the conversation to take the turn that it did. I was trying to steer the subject away from my fear of aging, not toward the implosion of my marriage. 

			“Knew what?” 

			I sigh. “That marriage is not for the boobless.”

			Frankie rocks back in her chair and just looks at me. 

			“What?”

			“I see what you’re doing.” She nods slowly, like everything is finally coming together. “Teddy was right.”

			“What do you mean, ‘Teddy was right?’”

			“He says you use humor as a defense mechanism … to hide your pain.”

			I’m floored. “My pain? And what pain would that be?” But I know exactly what pain.

			“You know, you’re getting older …”

			I throw my arms up. “Great. Thanks. That’s just what I needed to hear.”

			“No, no, no! I’m not saying you’re old. I only meant that you have this thing that you’ve always wanted to do with your life, but you’re not doing it. And the older you get, the worse it feels.”

			“Who says I’ve always wanted to write?”

			Frankie throws me that look that says she wasn’t born yesterday.
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			Twenty minutes later I’m in Dairy checking for untucked egg cartons, and I can’t help but replay my earlier conversation with Frankie in my head. I know she wasn’t suggesting I was old when she told me the older I get, the worse it feels. She was reminding me that life is short. But while she is right about that, the unavoidable truth is that the only reason it’s getting shorter is because I’m getting older. 

			 “Marco!” I hear somewhere in the distance.

			I look up from my egg carton and sigh. “Polo!” I shout back, though not with the same level of enthusiasm as Frankie. 

			“Marco!” She’s getting closer.

			“Polo,” I say, rolling my eyes, while I continue checking lids.

			“Marco!” she whisper-shouts in my ear from behind.

			I jump, almost dropping the eggs. “Jesus!”

			“Sorry,” Frankie says, sheepishly. “I wanted to apologize for earlier. I wasn’t trying to upset you. It’s just that you’re always reminding us that you’re fifty-four. It’s like you use your age as some sort of pretext to explain away why you’re not following your dreams like the rest of us. I just wish you would stop using it as an excuse to not get out there and live your dream.”

			I smile sadly as I grab another carton, then turn to her. “You don’t need to apologize, Frankie. You were right. I’ve always wanted to be a writer. It makes me sad that I gave it up.”

			“But why? What happened?” She grabs a carton of eggs and checks the lid.

			“My ex-husband. Though I can’t put all the blame on him—as much as I’d like to. After all, I’m the one who stopped writing. Before I was married, when I was a flight attendant, I used to go to Paris twice a year—spring and fall. I did nothing except sit in cafés all day, every day and write for two solid weeks.”

			Her eyes widen. “Really?”

			“It was my thing.” I smile at the memory.

			“But then you met your husband?”

			“Yep, and that’s when I stopped. At least I stopped going to Paris.”

			“But you kept writing?”

			“For a while, I did. But then Rob would say these things … like why would I want to invest so much of my time and energy knowing the odds were stacked against me? And why would I want to subject myself to all that rejection? So I guess after a while, I stopped listening to myself and started listening to him.”

			“What an asshole.”

			“That’s one word for him.”

			“How long were you married?”

			“Twelve years.”

			“How’d you meet?”

			“He used to fly on one of my regular routes. He eventually asked me to dinner, and that was it. We were married six months later.”

			“Do you regret marrying him?”

			I nod. “Every day. I know they say you should never regret choices you’ve made because even the bad ones have value. But until someone can explain to me the value in marrying an asshole who would intentionally slam the oven door on the birthday soufflé you made him from the bottom of your heart, then proceed to cheat on you with your best friend, I will continue to regret it every day for the rest of my life.”

			“Wait! Is that why you’re going to Paris next month? To write?”

			I nod.

			“Why didn’t you say something?”

			“I don’t know.” I sigh. “I guess I thought if I told you why I was going, then you’d expect me to—” but I can’t finish my sentence because at that moment I see Rob and a very pregnant Amber down in Yogurt studying kefir labels.

			Frankie notices my odd reaction and looks back over her shoulder. She figures it out in seconds. Lowering her voice, she says, “Mother. Fuckers. Is that them?”

			I open my mouth, but nothing comes out except for a couple of high-pitched squeaks. It’s the first time I’ve seen Rob since that day at his attorney’s office. And I haven’t seen Amber since the day I yanked her off my husband by her long blonde hair—unless I count the continuous loop of footage playing inside my brain.

			“What the hell? How is she even pregnant? Isn’t she, like, your age?”

			I crouch down and hide behind Frankie’s silhouette and whisper, “She’s forty-fucking-five, and she fucked my fucking husband. It happens.” 

			I already knew Amber was pregnant. One of my more shameful pastimes this last year has been stalking her on Facebook. I don’t have a Facebook account of my own. Never have, never will. But Amber does. And it wasn’t that difficult to figure out her password: 34DoubleDs. It used to be 34DoubleCs, but that changed after her boob job. Otherwise, except for the occasional adding or subtracting of an exclamation point or dollar sign when prompted to update it for security reasons, it’s never changed. In any event, Amber posted the sonogram on her Facebook page. It was like a dagger to the heart.

			The thing is, it isn’t because she’s having a baby with Rob. Quite honestly, being tied to him with a child for the rest of my life would be a fate worse than boxed wine. It’s the betrayal. Not only did she hijack my marriage, but she also hijacked what had once been my dream. 

			Despite wishing I could, I had long since accepted I would never have my own children. Severe endometriosis and a medically necessary partial hysterectomy at thirty-two put the kibosh on that—though why they couldn’t have just ripped the whole thing out at the time and saved me from the brutality of menopause is beyond me. I mean, what are you supposed to do with half a uterus anyway?

			But just because I’d accepted it, doesn’t mean I didn’t still long for a child of my own. I would have been happy to adopt, but Rob wasn’t interested. He said he wouldn’t mind having a kid if it were biologically his, but adoption was out. And now, seeing Amber’s protruding belly in the literal flesh triggers something in me much bigger than the betrayal itself. Because not only did the person I had called my best friend for over twenty-five years think so little of me that she could steal my husband along with my unrealized dream, but if she could do that, then in her eyes I must have been expendable. She chose Rob over us. Over me. After twenty-five years, she took the best of me, then she threw me away and left me with nothing. Like an empty McDonald’s bag, crumpled and tossed to the side of the road after that last fry had been scavenged from the bottom of the sack.

			Frankie shakes her head in disbelief, “So what are you gonna do?”

			I’m at a total loss. It’s been eighteen months since my world came crashing down around me. But the sight of them together has brought it all back, and no words come … until something occurs to me. 

			“Wait a fucking minute. This is my Whole Foods. Those motherfuckers have their own Whole Foods.” As fight kicks flight’s ass, I step out of the shadows. I don’t care who sees me now. I’ll be damned if I’m going to sit back and let the enemy occupy my territory. Looking down at the carton of eggs in my left hand, I know what I have to do. Arming myself with another dozen, I push past Frankie and march toward the enemy, ready to do battle.

			“Lizi, no! You’ll get fired!”

			Chapter Three

			After unloading my final round, I just stand there dumbfounded as I watch an equally stunned Amber staring back at me. The still-intact yolk from my closing shot slides down her forehead and onto her cropped white maternity tee, stopping short on her massive double Ds. She looks down and then back up at me. I’m expecting daggers but, instead, I see something else in her eyes. Amusement? Is she laughing at me? Bitch. Just then, the yolk resumes course, heading south and over her protruding exposed belly before finally landing on the faux wood floor with an audible splat.

			“Holy shit!” Frankie blurts out.

			Turning to look at her, the magnitude of what I’ve just done suddenly hits me like a ton of bricks. Without thinking, I take off down Dairy to the closest intersection and make a right. Two aisles later, and I make a quick left down Cereal and another right down the bread aisle. Before I know it, I’m flying past eco-friendly household cleaning and paper products before coming to a full stop in Bath & Body, where no amount of aromatherapy is going to calm this bitch-on-wheels—until I see Britnee, the thirty-year-old store manager standing at the end of the aisle, arms folded across her chest while attempting to hide her dimpled smile behind tightly pursed lips.

			[image: ]

			“Are you doing okay?” Britnee asks in a gentle voice as she peeks inside her office, where for the last five minutes I’ve been breathing into a small brown paper bag, trying to stave off a full-blown panic attack while Frankie rubs my neck and talks shit about Rob and Amber in soothing tones. I look up at Britnee and nod, mortified that it has come to this. She opens the door all the way and lets Rob and Amber into the small space. I can’t look at any of them.

			[image: ]

			It takes almost twenty minutes, but I finally concede that is was not my Whole Foods, just as the Lincoln Park Whole Foods is not exclusively Rob and Amber’s. 

			“And you understand that Whole Foods does not discriminate because of race, marital status, or any other reason?” Britnee says from behind her desk, clearly trying to sound managerial. “And that Whole Foods is open to anyone who chooses to shop here?” 

			“Yes,” I say barely above a whisper as I look down at my feet. There’s no point in trying to conceal the depths of my humiliation. That ship has sailed.

			“Thank you, Lizi,” Britnee says with a small smile before standing up. But as she rounds her desk, Rob stands up and whispers something into her ear. She turns to look at him like he’s nuts, then shakes her head with a firm NO. 

			Not one to let a woman have the last word—let alone a thirty-year-old store manager named Britnee with two Es—Rob indicates the door with a tilt of his head. Apparently, he’s running the show now. Stepping out in the hallway to resume negotiations with Rob, Britnee pulls the door behind her, leaving Frankie and me alone with Amber. Talk about awkward. Amber busies herself picking at her sixty-dollar manicure while I go to work on the new scuffmarks on my trainers that I must have picked up during my attempted escape. But it’s Frankie who finally breaks the silence.

			“So you’re the pregnant bitch ho—” 

			I throw her a look. “Frankie, don’t.” 

			“What? I have no problem with her,” she says before turning back to Amber. “Truly. I wish you nothing but diarrhea.”

			Just then the door swings open and Rob and Brittnee enter the room. In typical Rob fashion, he not only hijacks the meeting, but he’s somehow taken over Britnee’s desk while she’s left leaning against her file cabinet in the corner while Rob lays out his final offer.

			In addition to maintaining eye contact while apologizing for my extraordinarily childish behavior, I must also agree to stay out of the egg aisle at any grocery store—Whole Foods or otherwise—within ten miles of Rob and Amber. And, while not expressly forbidden, it was strongly suggested that I stay out of Dairy altogether. As long as I agree to their terms, Rob and Amber agree not to press charges.

			[image: ]

			After apologizing to Britnee and thanking her profusely for giving me the option to resign quietly instead of the alternative, Frankie walks me out to the parking lot just in time to catch Rob and Amber walking out of Starbucks. My Starbucks.

			“So that was them—the motherfucking motherfuckers,” she says.

			I giggle, though I’m still shaking. “I can’t believe I egged my ex-husband and his pregnant ho.”

			“I’d say you dodged a bullet,” she says as she watches them cross the lot. “The fucker’s got a very flat ass and it’s only gonna get flatter and wider with age.”

			I turn to her and say, “Thank you for always making me smile.”

			“My pleasure,” she says as she stops and puts both hands on my shoulders. “See, Lizi? You already are a midlife badass!”

			Chapter Four

			Lizi Cleverly, Midlife Badass. I like the sound of that. The question is, what would a badass do now? What I really want is to blame Rob and Amber, but I’m so tired of being angry
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