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Dedication

For Mark Lipinski,

my best friend forever.

And ever.

And ever.
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Chapter One

The stage lights were blinding, not in a metaphorical way.

When the emcee introduced me and the audience began applauding, I exited from the wings, teeth bared in what was meant to be a smile but felt more like a grimace, squinting and blinking like a groundhog emerging from hibernation. I couldn’t see a thing, including the black electrical cord that snaked from the front of the stage to the podium.

When I tripped and tumbled forward, I flailed frantically, like a cat who’d misjudged the distance from the balcony to the ground. If the quick-thinking emcee hadn’t caught me under the arms, I’d have ended up doing a face-plant in front of seven hundred people who’d paid sixty dollars a head to eat chicken marsala and hear me talk.

Well . . . they didn’t come to hear me. They came to hear Calpurnia, which isn’t quite the same thing.

Against my better judgment, I’d worn a pair of five-inch heels to the fundraiser, hoping to stave off the inevitable comments of “Somehow I thought you’d be taller” that always followed fan meet-and-greets during my infrequent personal appearances. As many times as it’s happened, I still never know what to say to that. I mean, what can you say? Sorry to disappoint you? I’ll try harder? I drank coffee as a child and it stunted my growth?

I stand five foot four in my bare feet: not tall but not short either. In fact, it’s the average height for American women. But that’s not enough for Calpurnia’s readers. They expect her to be above average in every way. And that (as well as the fact that I’m not really that famous and therefore not that deeply in demand) is why I almost never make personal appearances; after meeting me, people are bound to leave disappointed.

But how can you say no to a really good but sorely underfunded after-school program serving at-risk kids of single parents? You can’t. Besides, my therapist said it was time for me to get out there again and she was probably right. So I squeezed into my only pair of Spanx and the glittery red evening dress that wasn’t quite so tight only a few weeks ago, strapped on a pair of stupidly tall stilettos, and got out there.

Somewhere between tripping and tumbling, one of the heels broke off. After the emcee set me back on my feet, I hobbled toward the podium like Quasimodo.

A murmur of laughter rippled through the crowd. When my prayer for the floor to open and swallow me up went unanswered, I did what Calpurnia would have done: I brazened it out.

Gripping both sides of the podium, I leaned forward so my mouth hovered just in front of the microphone, and drawled, “Well. What can I say? I always did like making an entrance.”

The crowd laughed again but this time they laughed with me instead of at me. I smiled. “Guess I don’t need these anymore, do I?” I reached down, slipped off one shoe, then the next, and tossed them to a fifty-something man in the front row who, thanks to the sparkly green vest he wore under his tux, was the only person I could actually see. “Here you go, sugar. They’re just your size.”

The crowd went crazy, howling with laughter and applauding for at least a full minute. Honestly, I think that a lot of them thought I’d planned the whole thing, that this was just part of the show. And I guess it was, in a way.

But that’s why I hate these things, because it’s all a show. That’s also why—only sometimes and only a little bit—I kind of hate my fans too. Because they aren’t really mine, are they? They don’t want me; they want the show. They want Calpurnia.

After I’d made brief remarks about the important mission of the program and how the money raised today would impact the lives of kids all over the city, somebody finally lowered the stage lights so I could see the audience and take questions. The man in the sparkly vest, still clutching my broken stiletto, was first to the microphone.

“This is really more of a comment than a question,” he said. “But I’m a big fan. I feel like I know you and I wanted to say, well . . . I just love you.”

See what I mean?

How can he love me? He doesn’t even know me. And I’ve had enough of that!

Sorry. Deep breath.

Look, I get it that we are dealing with hyperbole here and that love is maybe the most overused word in the English language, the second most overused being hate. Sparkly Vest Man doesn’t love me. He likes me or, more accurately, he likes what I write. It’s a compliment. I get it. Sparkly Vest Man doesn’t love me and I don’t hate him. But I do find him irritating, more now than I would have even a few months ago.

It only took five thousand dollars and four months of counseling with a slightly cruel therapist for me to understand that the reason I keep getting my heart broken is that I am desperate, too desperate, to regain what was taken from me so many years ago. Desperation will make you do dumb things, like ignoring red flags and the warnings of too-frank friends.

But none of that was Sparkly Vest Man’s fault, so I smiled and said the only thing I could say, “Well, I love you too, sugar,” then took the next question, and the next, and the next.

They asked me about finances and fiancés, former wives, wished-for careers, and thwarted dreams. But really, they were all looking for the same thing, hope and a way forward. As they came up to the microphone to tell their stories, irritation gave way to tenderness, and then to admiration. Their vulnerability was touching and, as I thought about it, really kind of brave.

If I were as brave as they were, maybe I would have lifted up my hand, stopped them mid-question, and told them what a mess my life is, what a mess I am. But I’m not that brave. Even if I were, how does knowing that help them?

I did my best. I listened to what they were saying—and what they weren’t saying—and tried to be the Calpurnia they were counting on, pointing them in the right direction. It’s crazy that talking should be so exhausting but it is. I was grateful when the emcee said that we’d run out of time. The audience started to applaud once more. I smiled, and waved, and walked into the wings in my bare feet with the hem of my glittery red evening dress dragging behind me, carving a dusty trail on the black stage floor.

Backstage, the executive director of the program found me a pair of flip-flops, the thin, flimsy kind you wear for pedicures, then put me into a cab for the ride back to my apartment. The driver was kind of chatty but I deflected his questions and closed my eyes, making it clear I wasn’t up for conversation. The only thing I wanted to do was get home, take off the glittery gown with the dirty hem, extricate myself from the boa constrictor death-grip of the Spanx, and go to bed.

I was tired, so tired that I thought about letting the call go to voicemail. But no matter how hard I try, even when the screen says “Number Unknown” or even “Possible Spam,” I cannot ignore a ringing phone. There’s this part of me that always thinks, or maybe just hopes, it’ll be good news. Or bad?

Either way, I can’t stop myself from wanting to know.

Months would pass before the verdict was in on Good vs. Bad. But from the moment I answered that call and a voice said, “Ms. Fairchild? This is Anne Dowling. I’m an adoption attorney,” my life would never be the same.





Chapter Two

The almond croissants looked tempting. So did the chocolate. But I’d made up my mind. Today I would order a plain croissant. Why? Because Anne Dowling had called and it was a new day, with heretofore unimagined possibilities. And because, as my slightly cruel therapist kept pointing out, enough was enough.

When it comes to food and grief, there are generally two types of people: those who are so emotionally ragged that they can hardly force a morsel between their lips, and those who go in the entirely opposite direction.

I am the second type.

In the three months since my divorce, I’d gained nine pounds. Well, eight and a half after I stepped on the scale a second time, minus my socks and underwear, on the morning after the fundraiser. But half a pound didn’t alter the fact that I had to change into yoga tights before leaving the house because I couldn’t button my regular pants.

It’s not that I’d been grieving the end of my marriage per se. In my long history of spectacularly bad relationships, Steve represented a new low—five affairs in three years of marriage, the first with the justice of the peace who performed our wedding ceremony.

Seriously, who does that?

Steve Beckley, that’s who. My husband. Now my ex-husband.

If I’d been advising me instead of being me, I’d have seen it coming a mile away. My whirlwind courtship with Steve was a parade of red flags, all flapping like crazy. But “do as I say and not as I do” is kind of a theme with me, the irony of which is not lost on anyone who knows me. Marrying Steve felt like my last chance for the life I wanted desperately. Too desperately.

Look, I understand that the events of my childhood definitely played a role in my less-than-wise decisions about Steve. But no matter what my therapist says, not everything about my longing for motherhood is tangled up with my family issues; there’s this little thing called biology, you know? The desire to procreate is a normal, natural, and powerful urge. I mean, it’s not like I’m the only mid-thirties single woman in New York who wants to get married and have kids, right? We can’t all be neurotic, can we?

The point is, I’ve done the career thing. I’ve even done the celebrity thing, albeit in a small way—I’m a D-list celeb at best, maybe even E-list—and it’s fine. I’m grateful for the opportunities that have come my way. But . . . it’s not enough. Being well-known to a lot of people who admire the person they think you are, the role you play, isn’t the same as being important to a few people who truly know you and love you anyway, even if you’re not perfect, or don’t have all the answers, or do as you do instead of as you say. That’s what family is: the people who love you anyway. That’s what I long for. Is that so terrible?

But when Steve left, he took my last chance at that life with him. Or so I thought, until Anne Dowling called.

I quit writing “Dear Birth Mother” letters almost a year ago. By then, it was obvious the marriage wasn’t going to last, and even I knew that bringing a baby into a family that was on the verge of falling apart wasn’t a good idea. I also knew that trying to adopt as a single parent would be even tougher, so I gave up on motherhood altogether.

But a few of those letters must have still been floating around, because after reading through a pile of “Dear Birth Mother” missives, Anne Dowling’s client, an unwed mother from Pennsylvania, narrowed the pool of potential parents who might adopt her baby down to three couples. Steve and I were at the top of the list.

A baby! After all these years, after the disappointments and dashed hopes, someone was actually thinking about letting me adopt a baby! At that moment, all the things that my therapist and I had agreed upon, the stuff about my desire for a child stemming from a deep-seated and probably unhealthy compulsion to recreate the family I’d lost, went right out the window. There was a baby and I wanted it. The therapist could just go pound sand.

But when I explained the change in my marital status, Ms. Dowling said, “Ah, I see. I’m sorry, Ms. Fairchild, but my client prefers to place the baby in a two-parent home,” and my heart plummeted back to earth and crashed onto the rocks. I was desperate, really desperate. To have the thing I wanted most in the entire world just inches from my grasp, only to see it snatched away because Steve was a pathologically adulterous, card-carrying asshat was unendurable. And so I did what I’d promised myself I wouldn’t: I played the Calpurnia card.

“You’re kidding,” Ms. Dowling said, laughing. “You’re Calpurnia? My mother loves you. She sends me clippings from your column at least once a month.”

This wasn’t the first time I’d heard this. I say the kinds of things people want to tell their adult children but can’t.

“Really? I hope you won’t hold it against me.”

Ms. Dowling laughed again, sounding almost giddy, which didn’t surprise me. Unexpected celebrity encounters, even when the celebrity in question is as minor as I am, fill people with a strange delight. I was counting on that response, hoping it would help tip the scales in my direction.

“It doesn’t seem fair to exclude you just because your husband walked out,” she said once the laughter subsided. “After reading your columns, I know you’d be a great parent, single or not. Let me talk to my client and get back to you.”

The next morning, she did. Even without Steve, I was still in the running. There were no guarantees, Ms. Dowling explained; there were two other families under consideration, as well as background checks to pass and hoops to jump through, the biggest being the home visit in the middle of August.

Still, I had a one-in-three chance, and a little over three months to get my act together. And that is why, even though the chocolate croissant was calling my name, I would order plain. A small step, perhaps, but an important one.

Starting tomorrow, I would forgo croissants entirely. I would go shopping for vegetables and join a gym. I would lose those nine pounds and six more besides. I would eat clean, possibly do a juice cleanse. I would start taking my own advice. I would become self-actualized. I would avoid cruel, selfish men and take note of flapping red flags. I would love myself, and live in the moment, and smell the roses, and seize the day.

l would wear smaller jeans and find a bigger apartment. They say it takes a village to raise a child. I needed to find one of those, and quickly. So I would join a church and the PTA and a book club. I would buy a crib and a stroller and those plastic things that you stick in wall sockets so kids can’t electrocute themselves. I would purchase life insurance and make the maximum contribution to my 401(k).

I would do all of this. And more! In the next three and a half months I would transform myself into ideal parenting material and a completely different person.

But to make it happen, I needed more money.

As if my world hadn’t been rocked enough already, Steve had been awarded significant alimony payments in the divorce settlement. I had to move out of our Upper West Side apartment with the doorman and peek-a-boo view of the park, and into a studio in Washington Heights with a shared laundry and view of the alley. It’s fine just for me, but I couldn’t raise a child there. I had to find a nice two-bedroom apartment in a safe neighborhood with good schools, preferably near a subway stop, and definitely within walking distance of the park. Apartments like that don’t come cheap in New York, and so today I would ask for a raise.

That is why I was going to order a croissant, albeit a plain one. Because, in spite of all the things I’ve written about knowing your worth and not settling for less, I was dreading the conversation. (Do as I say, not as I do.) Anxiety consumes even more calories than grief and so I needed a croissant, badly. And a latte, with whole milk.

Ramona, who works at The Good Drop, a bakery and coffee shop four blocks from my office, spotted me examining the pastry.

“Hey, Celia. What can I get for you?”

“Large latte and a plain croissant.”

“Plain? You sure?” She picked up a pair of tongs but made no move to retrieve my selection. “Guillermo tried a new filling today, pistachio with a touch of cardamom. Everybody who’s had one says they’re real good.”

“No thank you, ma’am. I’ve got—”

Ramona laughed and I rolled my eyes. Why do people find this so hilarious?

“Celia, how long have you been in New York? Fifteen years? You don’t have a Southern accent anymore, but after all this time, you’re still ma’aming people?”

“It’s a habit. It’s how I was raised.”

Ramona picked up the tongs again. My eyes drifted toward a tray of flaky, buttery pastry dusted with powdered sugar and sprinkled with pale-green pistachios, chopped fine as sand. I thought about my upcoming encounter with my boss, pictured myself sitting across from him in that desk chair, the one that always wobbles, and saying, “Dan, I want a raise.”

My palms began to sweat.

“On second thought . . . I’ll take the pistachio. And a chocolate.” I paused, thinking about pants that wouldn’t button and the fat content of pistachios. “Make the latte nonfat.”

“How you holding up?” Ramona asked after shouting my order to the girl who was running the espresso machine. “Calvin told me about Steve. He left you for the lady who did your wedding ceremony? What a tool.”

“No. He left me for his orthodontist.”

Somehow I thought that having my husband leave me for his orthodontist (whose bill for Steve’s invisible braces I was still paying) instead of a justice of the peace sounded less pathetic, but as soon as the words left my mouth, I realized that it didn’t.

“Hey, before I forget,” Ramona said, her face lighting up with the kind of anticipation people get when preparing to share a juicy bit of gossip, “that letter you got from the guy who ran up all that credit card debt and then had his car repossessed, Poorhouse Paul?” She clucked her tongue and slipped the croissants into a bag. “That guy was a hot mess. Loved your answer to him.”

“Oh. Thanks.”

Though I should be used to it by now, I always feel uncomfortable with this type of praise. I think of my column as a private correspondence between me and the person writing to me. Sometimes I forget that thousands of other people, more like tens of thousands, are eavesdropping on our conversation, poring over the letters to and from Dear Calpurnia for entertainment, or affirmation. Sure, their lives might be a train wreck but at least not as big a train wreck as Poorhouse Paul’s.

“No, really, Celia. I’m serious. How can you be so young and so wise?”

I hate it when people say things like this. Calpurnia is the one with all the answers. Sometimes it feels like I’m just her scribe. Also . . .

“I’m thirty-seven. About to turn thirty-eight. I feel ancient.”

“You’re a spring chicken,” Ramona said, flapping her hand. “But a smart one. If Poorhouse Paul had been writing to me for advice, I’d just have told him to quit whining and find a second job.”

“Well, that’s kind of what I did say. That and to find himself a good credit counseling company. I just said it more sympathetically.”

Ramona shook her head. She wasn’t really listening.

“I’ve worked hard all my life. Never took nothing from nobody. But these millennials? They’re all like that Poorhouse Paul, expecting everything to be handed to them. Think they should get a trophy just for showing up. Won’t take responsibility for their own bad choices.” Ramona turned toward the twenty-something woman who was running the espresso machine. “You got that latte ready? Then come over here and watch the register for a while. I need a smoke.”

The Good Drop was packed. I craned my neck, trying to find Calvin. Just when I decided that he hadn’t shown up, I heard a familiar whistle, turned around, and spotted Calvin LaGuardia.

Calvin and I had met in this very spot about six years before. After taking a seat at the counter, I’d struck up a conversation with the very tall and large but impeccably dressed man on the next stool. When I asked about the origins of his unusual name he said, “I just made it up one day, along with my entire persona.”

I loved that. It’s such a New York story. Half the people in the city moved here in hopes of becoming somebody else, including me. The moment he said it, I knew in my bones that Calvin LaGuardia and I were destined to become friends. And we were, for close to three years. But things changed after I married Steve. It wasn’t that I ghosted Calvin or anything; we still talked but not as often, and our conversation was more guarded. There were things I felt I couldn’t tell him, mostly having to do with Steve. To start with, Steve was jealous of Calvin, which was stupid.

“How can you possibly be jealous of Calvin? He’s the gayest man in Manhattan. If I climbed into bed with him stark naked, all he’d do is ask me to turn out the light. Which is a lot more than I can say for your friends. During our last party Joey backed me into a corner and tried to shove his tongue down my throat.”

“He was drunk,” Steve said dismissively, missing the point. As usual.

“Your friends are always drunk. Seriously, how can you be jealous of Calvin?”

“Because you spend hours on the phone with him! What do you talk about?”

“Stuff.” I shrugged. “Recipes. Politics. Life. Work. Who wore what to the Oscars. What happened on Real Housewives. That’s why I like Calvin; he talks to me.”

Steve upped the volume on the basketball game.

“Yeah, I know. For hours.”

Apart from having done it in the first place, the thing I regret most about my marriage was letting my friendship with Calvin lapse. When Steve left, one of the first things I did was call Calvin to apologize.

“I don’t know what to say. I was an idiot. You always knew it couldn’t work.”

“Everybody knew,” Calvin replied. “It wasn’t just me.”

“Yeah, and a bunch of them had no qualms about saying so right to my face. Just about everybody except you. Why? Because you knew I wouldn’t listen?”

“Because I hoped I was wrong. I just want you to be happy, cupcake.”

“Me too.”

“Hey, do you want to come over? I just made a big batch of perogies. We can eat them and binge-watch old episodes of Dance Moms.”

“Okay. But can we watch It’s a Wonderful Life after?”

“Again?”

“Christmas movies renew my faith in humanity.”

“They renew your fantasy about humanity. Cupcake, Bedford Falls is not the real world.”

“And The Bachelor is?”

“Fine,” he said, groaning the groan of the defeated. “Bring on George Bailey.”

Honestly, it was almost worth losing Steve just to get Calvin back. What am I saying? It was completely worth it. Calvin is my best friend.

I plopped down into the chair opposite his, broke the pistachio croissant in two, and offered him half. Calvin held his hand up flat.

“I’ve already had a brioche, a tall mocha, and three madeleines.”

“I thought you were starting your diet this week.”

“Shut up,” he said in a chirpy voice that made me smile, then reached across the table and took a piece of my croissant anyway, as I’d known he would. “Oh my,” he groaned. “That is beautiful. Guillermo has outdone himself.”

Calvin trained as a chef and worked at some of the best restaurants in the city but gave it up when he married Simon, who is something of a saint. Simon travels all over the world as a physician with Doctors Beyond Borders. He can be called off to work in some disaster zone at a moment’s notice and be gone for weeks. The long hours of restaurant work made it hard for them to spend time together when Simon was home, so Calvin turned in his chef’s whites and became a cookbook editor. He says he doesn’t miss the frenetic grind of the restaurant at all, but I’m not so sure.

I wish I liked Simon more. I mean, of course, I like him. It’s just that I don’t like him. He’s priggish and has a tendency to pontificate. Maybe he’s entitled to that. I mean, the man spends his life literally saving humanity. But I feel like he looks down on those involved in less meaningful lines of work, which, let’s face it, is pretty much everybody. Plus, he has this habit of pulling on his own nose that really skeeves me out. Shouldn’t a doctor know that’s unsanitary? Fortunately, I don’t see him very often because he’s usually off saving the world. When I do, I avoid shaking hands with him, so it’s all good. He makes Calvin happy and that’s what counts.

“So, cupcake,” Calvin said after taking the last bite, “what are you up to today? I mean, apart from going into the office to write letters to a bunch of sad, self-absorbed—”

“They are not sad and self-absorbed.” Calvin stared at me. “Okay, fine,” I admitted. “Some are. But most are just confused. Or lonely. They just need somebody to talk to. Is that so bad? Somebody has to care about the losers.”

Calvin didn’t actually call them losers but I felt like he wanted to. I feel like a lot of people do that and it always upsets me. Because even though I’ve never met most of the people who write to me, and have a tangled love/hate relationship with a lot of them, I also feel very protective of them. I can’t help it.

“Hey, I was just joking. I’m the last person on the planet who can cast aspersions on someone else’s profession. Know what I’ll be doing today? Same thing I’ve been doing for the last six weeks,” he said. “Testing recipes for the project that never ends, The Ultimate Encyclopedia of Baking.

“Celia, I swear this book will be the end of me. Look at me.” He pushed himself back from the table and spread his hands wide, displaying the full breadth of his custom-made, 3XLT oxford shirt, coral-striped with a blue monogram, perfectly pressed as always. “I’m enormous. I’m a zip code.”

“Oh, you are not.”

“Yes, I am. I’m the Hindenburg. The next cookbook I edit is going to be something healthy, and slimming. The Complete Lettuce Cookbook. Winning Ways with Kale. Something like that.”

“You hate kale.”

“Everybody hates kale,” he said. “They just won’t admit it.”

“So you’ve gained a little weight,” I said with a shrug. “So what? You’ll lose it again, just as soon as you finish this project. How much more do you have to do?”

“I’m only up to the m’s. This week I’m testing macarons. Hey,” he said brightly, “can I bring them by your apartment? Otherwise I’ll end up eating them.”

“No. Absolutely not. Why can’t you just take a bite out of one to make sure it’s good and then throw the rest away?”

“Because I can’t,” he moaned. “You know I can’t. Because my grandparents lived through the Depression and never let me forget it. You loved the linzer torte I brought over last week. Come on, Celia. Help me out. Please?”

“Nope,” I said firmly. “Sorry, but I can’t.”

Calvin leaned closer and dropped his wheedling tone, his expression slightly flat but also more open and honest. Calvin’s a born performer. I mean that almost literally: he feels obligated to entertain almost everyone he meets. But with me, he knows he doesn’t have to. That’s what makes us friends.

“I’ve gained thirty-two pounds since Christmas,” he said. I winced, feeling his pain. I knew he’d bulked up a bit while editing the baking book, how could he not? But he’s such a big guy to begin with, towering over me by at least a foot, that I hadn’t realized it was that much. “Well,” he said, leaning back after completing his confession. “That’s my hostage. What about yours?”

For years now, Calvin and I have played a game he calls “trading hostages.” The first person tells the second person something about themselves that they wouldn’t want everybody to know, then the second person returns the favor. I wasn’t sure about this at first, but Calvin said it was a good way to get to know someone very well, very quickly, and he was right. At this point, Calvin knew everything about me. Well, almost everything. Some things about my childhood are too complicated to explain even to myself, let alone Calvin. Normally, the “hostage” exchange involves sharing information that’s bad, even embarrassing. But today, for the first time in a long time, I had good news to report.

“I’ve made up my mind, Calvin. I am transforming myself into a new person, a better person.”

Calvin’s forehead creased with confusion. “Why? What’s wrong with the person you are now?”

I grinned, took a deep breath, and blurted out the news.

“A baby? Really? Oh, honey! A baby! I’m so happy for you!” Calvin jumped from his chair, scooped me out of mine, and wrapped me in his big arms, lifting me off the ground and into his embrace.

“Hang on,” I said, laughing. “Nothing is sure yet. The birth mother is considering two other families.”

“She’ll pick you,” Calvin said. “I know she will. Who better to raise a baby than Dear Calpurnia?”

“Well, let’s not jump the gun. I don’t want to get my hopes up,” I said, though it was way too late for that. “I’ve got to find a new apartment before the home visit.”

“Move into our building! There’s a two-bedroom coming available at the end of the month. You’d have on-site babysitters—Uncle Calvin and Uncle Simon!”

“I can’t afford your building, not unless I can get a raise. I’m asking Dan today.” Remembering my mission made my throat go dry. I took a drink of coffee and wiped my damp palms on the paper napkin.

“He’ll give it to you,” Calvin said confidently. “How can he not? You’re the most popular advice columnist since Dear Abby.”

“Yeah. Well. We’ll see.” I pulled the chocolate croissant out of the bag and took a big bite.

“I thought it was a new day,” he said. “I thought you were being transformed.”

“Shut up,” I chirped.

Calvin laughed.





Chapter Three

After finishing my latte and getting a pep talk from Calvin, I marched over to the lion’s den to demand a raise—the den being the offices of McKee Media, the lion being Dan McKee, the owner of the company and my boss.

Dan started his online newspaper, The Daily McKee, with a handful of amateur journalists who were willing to work for donuts and a byline and built it into one of the most successful online publications in the country, not far behind HuffPost and BuzzFeed. He “discovered” me twelve years ago.

I studied journalism in college and wrote several groundbreaking articles for my college paper. Perhaps you remember my exposé on the actual number of working hours clocked by tenured faculty? Or my series about Rush Week hazing practices that resulted in the suspension of the Kappa Sigs for a whole year?

No? Neither did any of the managing editors in New York.

I started waiting tables to make rent and blogging to help process my transition to life in the big city. As a title, Georgia Peach in the Big Apple was a little misleading but I figured that my attending the University of Georgia made it true enough. Besides, it wasn’t like I thought anybody was actually going to read it.

But for some reason, they did. Georgia Peach wasn’t as popular as a lot of blogs; I never got a TV show or movie or book deal out of it, but I did develop a sort of cult following, mostly because of the comments.

If you’re raised in the South, certain things are baked into you from birth. You say, “Yes, sir” and “Yes, ma’am.” You respect your elders. Back then when someone wrote to you, you wrote back, on proper stationery and in your very nicest handwriting, unless you were Calpurnia, who had shockingly poor penmanship for a woman of her era and got away with tapping out her correspondence on her trusty Olivetti typewriter with the wonky y, always sending some sugar when she signed off. The rest of us were supposed to pen our thanks by hand; this and many other rules of etiquette were pounded into me from an early age. I received my first set of monogrammed stationery for my fourth birthday, long before I actually could write. So, of course, I read and answered all those comments personally and at length. It would have been rude not to, especially for a blogger who was tapping into her southern sensibility.

Before long, people started posting questions as well as comments, often asking for my advice. Why they thought I’d have any special insights to offer still baffles me but I always wrote back. That’s when I started using the pen name Calpurnia and developed my signature sign-off, “Sending you some sugar.” Doesn’t get a lot more southern than that.

By the time Dan McKee found me, the blog was making a little money, so I turned down his initial “donuts and a byline” proposal. I was surprised when he came back with an offer of thirty-five thousand a year. It seemed an enormous sum at the time. I’ve gotten a few raises since, all hard fought. Last time, I threatened to take the column to another publication. It was a bluff that paid off. Dan made me sign a three-year contract that included a noncompete and a substantial raise.

That was a tough negotiation. I wasn’t looking forward to repeating the experience. So when I got to the office and found that Dan wasn’t in, I was disappointed but also a little relieved.

After settling down at my desk, I opened my email. Dozens of messages for Dear Calpurnia popped up. It seems like writing an advice column should be the easiest job in journalism but it’s not, and when you’ve been doing it for as long as I have, avoiding repetition is hard. Lately, I feel like I’ve been recycling myself a lot. After twelve years as Calpurnia, what fresh insights do I really have to offer?

Though only a couple of the emails that come in will appear in Daily McKee, I respond to everybody who writes to me. This isn’t a job requirement, only a personal one. Like I said, somebody has to care about these people. Most of my responses boil down to three vital nuggets of advice. Nobody is perfect, even you, so don’t be so hard on other people. Nobody is perfect, and that’s okay, so don’t be so hard on yourself. And nobody is perfect, especially you, so why don’t you look in the mirror and quit being such a jerk.

But I say it more sympathetically.

Reading between the lines, figuring out the stuff that people aren’t saying and might not know about themselves is the tricky part of my job. But you’ve got to be gentle. People can’t hear you if they’re feeling attacked or judged. That’s part of the reason I sprinkle my letters with little endearments—baby girl, buttercup, and the like. It helps people know that I still like them, even when I’m delivering a much-needed lecture. Also, it’s just my style.

After reading through the day’s batch of mail, I decided to publish a letter from a widow who had moved in with her son, daughter-in-law, and three teenage grandchildren, and was very, very unhappy. She came off as a cranky old bag, the kind of person who spends the day peeping through a crack in the living room curtains so that she can run out onto the porch to scream at any damn kids that dare to step on her lawn. But when I read her letter, I could tell those were just symptoms of a deeper and more universal problem.

Those letters are kind of my specialty.

Dear Grammy in Miami,

When I was twenty-two years old, I left home and moved to New York City, one of the most crowded pieces of real estate on the planet. Every place I went, I was surrounded by other people, yet I’d never felt so alone.

That’s the worst kind of loneliness, isn’t it? The kind that comes from feeling unknown and unrecognized even when you’re standing in a crowd. Everybody feels that way at some point—invisible, irrelevant, obsolete, alone, and terribly, terribly afraid.

Sound familiar?

It’s not just you, Grammy in Miami. It’s everybody. I’ve got proof.

A couple of weeks ago I took a cab ride with a driver who had the radio tuned to a Christian station and liked his music loud. I could have asked him to turn it down, but though she has lived in the big city for many years, Calpurnia has never cottoned to confrontation, especially when it is raining out and she might be unable to find another ride should an angry driver eject her from his cab. This being the case, I held my tongue.

But before the passage of many blocks, the words to one of the songs caught my attention. The singer voiced a prayer for deliverance from the things that made her feel most afraid and alone . . . the need to be understood, the need to be accepted, the fear of being neither and being humbled in the process, the fear of death, and trial, and having nothing, and being nothing.

The needs and fears that woman sang about are the same needs and fears that once made me feel like the lone castaway on an island with a population of a million and a half. They are the same needs and fears that are making you feel so lonely and unhappy now, the ones everybody faces at some point in their lives, when all that was familiar has been stripped away and we’re thrust, willingly or unwillingly, into the next phase of life. It’s not just you. It’s everybody.

How do I know this?

Because somebody wrote a song about it. Because somebody else recorded it. Because my cab driver cranked up the volume when it came on the radio. Because my eyes welled up when I heard it, and because, even after all this time, I remember how it feels to be so alone and so afraid. Sometimes I still feel that way.

If you had been in the cab and heard that song, you’d have felt the same, like you wanted to cry. But you wouldn’t, would you? Somewhere along the way, you learned that it wasn’t acceptable to cry. Or maybe it wasn’t safe? Instead of crying, you’d swallow your tears and shout at the cab driver to turn down the damn radio, then maybe stiff him on his tip. I’m not sure about the details but somehow or other, you’d react. Because admitting you’re scared is just too scary. It makes you feel vulnerable and more alone than ever. I get it.

It isn’t just you, Grammy. It isn’t just me. It’s everybody.

It’s your son, and your daughter-in-law too. It’s definitely your grandson. You said he’s off to college in a few months, to a school that was far from his first choice that is also far from his friends and family. Small wonder he’s snappish and sarcastic and even rude. Like you, he’s afraid of the unknown, and so afraid of being lonely that he’s already isolating himself. Like you, he’s reacting.

Exactly like you.

(Those pippins don’t fall too far from the family tree, do they, Grammy Smith?)

Talk to him, buttercup. Start a conversation. An exchange, not a lecture. Let him know that you understand what it feels like to be scared and lonely and lost. Be real with him.

If you are, chances are good that he’ll return the favor. When he does, listen. Listen as hard as you can. Then repeat the process with the rest of your family. And the neighbors. And the guy who rings up your grocery order. And the lady who checks in your books at the library.

I think you’ll be amazed at how much you have in common but even more amazed at how quickly bitterness and isolation are replaced by acceptance and even love, love for your family, love for your friends, love for your new life.

Loneliness is hard, Grammy. Really hard. But the antidote is easy: connect with the people who are already all around you. They need you as much as you need them, maybe even more.

Sending you some sugar,

Calpurnia

“Celia?”

I gasped. Dan McKee was standing in front of my desk. This was unusual. When Dan wants to talk to somebody, he stands at his office door and shouts, “Get in here! Now!” (Though he never adds a name to this command, the person who is about to get chewed out always knows who he means.) Even stranger than Dan’s making a personal appearance at my desk was the look on his face.

He was smiling. It made me nervous.

“Sorry. You were really focused there, weren’t you?” He chuckled.

What was going on? Dan McKee chuckled? Out loud? And apologized?

“Is this a good time?” he asked. “Jerome said you were looking for me.”

“Uh . . . yeah. Now’s good.”

“Great. I wanted to talk to you too. Why don’t we head over to my office?”

DAN OFFERED ME a seat in the dreaded wobbly chair. When he closed the door, I took a deep breath and catapulted into my pitch.

“Dan, apart from the big news stories, my column gets more traffic than any other Daily McKee feature. Page views for Dear Calpurnia are up seventeen percent, which means the advertising revenue I’m generating—”

“Is a big contributor to our bottom line,” Dan said, finishing my sentence for me.

I stopped and tried to regain my bearings. Calvin and I hadn’t role-played a scenario where Dan agreed with me. The way it was supposed to work was that he’d argue with me, downplaying my value to the paper, and I would come back at him, saying my effort added a lot of the bottom line and that I should be fairly compensated for that contribution. Then I was supposed to demand a raise.

Having Dan agree with my main point was throwing me. I felt like a performer in a two-person play when the other actor inexplicably skips a few pages of dialogue. I was confused to the point of stammering, trying to figure out my next line.

Dan took a blue box with a white ribbon out of a drawer and handed it to me.

“What’s this?”

“A present. To let you know how much I appreciate you. Open it.” When I hesitated he said, “It’s a bracelet. Or a bangle. That’s what the lady called it. Rose gold with two diamonds. Small ones.” He smiled. “I bought it at Tiffany’s.”

“Wow.” I sat there. “I really don’t know what to say. Thank you.”

“You’re welcome. Listen. Celia. I wasn’t going to say anything to anybody until tomorrow but . . .” He leaned forward in his chair, eyes glittering with the secret he was dying to tell.

“I sold the company today.”

“Wait. What? You mean this company? You sold Daily McKee?”

Dan nodded.

“Oh. Wow. Well . . . congratulations.”

Was it cause for congratulations? His grin indicated it was, at least for him. I wasn’t so sure about the rest of us worker bees.

“Who bought us? I mean it . . . the company. Who bought it?”

“Tate Universal.”

My mouth went dry. As the name indicated, Tate Universal was a media behemoth, an empire composed of newspapers, a cable network, hundreds of small- and mid-market television stations, a movie studio, and a theme park. Like any good empire, they made their money by gobbling up the smaller provinces and wresting every bit of profit, productivity, and life’s blood from the unfortunate conquered noncombatants, pawns to the ambitions of more powerful and more ruthless people.

The worker bees were not to be congratulated.

Dan started to laugh, not chuckle, but really laugh and in a voice that was strangely high-pitched. He sounded almost giddy, like an anxious schoolgirl who had finally nabbed a date the day before the prom.

“I did it,” he said, getting up from his chair and pressing his palms to his temples as if to prevent his head from exploding. “I actually did it. When I started Daily McKee, I told myself I was going to make enough to retire by the time I was forty. Now I can. And with six weeks to spare.”

“How much did they pay you?”

The figure he named almost made my head explode. For that kind of money, my entire apartment building could have retired, in luxury.

“Finally. After all these years, I can have a life! I can travel, get a girlfriend. Sleep in! Do you know the last time I got more than five hours’ sleep? Fourteen years ago, the day before I started the paper.” He leaned against the edge of his desk, shoulders drooping as he exhaled an enormous, relieved sigh.

“You’ve worked hard. And I’m happy. For you. But . . . what happens now?”

“I’m not one hundred percent sure.” He laughed again. “I’ve been so busy pulling the deal together that I haven’t thought it out entirely. But a week from tomorrow, I take delivery on a new sailboat. Three berths, four sun decks, sixty-two feet long.”

“I meant what happens to us? And to Daily McKee?”

“Oh. Well. It’ll go on like it always has,” Dan said, “just under the Tate Universal umbrella. I doubt readers will even notice. Tate wants to keep the name.”

“And the staff? Does Tate want to keep them? Or are there going to be cuts?”

“A few, I imagine.” He shrugged. “But that’s not really my problem anymore.”

No, indeed. It’s ours. And mine.

“What about my column? Are they keeping it?”

“They are.” He got up and walked around to the front of the desk. “Tate wants to syndicate it to all their publications. Without Dear Calpurnia, I’m not sure I’d have been able to pull off the deal. Thus the present,” he said, nodding toward the still-unopened box in my lap as he resumed his seat.

My stomach unclenched a little. I still was concerned for my coworkers but it was a relief to know that my job was safe. And even, possibly, my hopes for a raise? And a baby? If Tate wanted to publish my column in their many publications, they’d have to increase my salary, wouldn’t they? Maybe I should get an agent. Negotiating with a big corporation would be different from dealing with Dan. But could I make a deal quickly enough to get a bigger apartment before the home visit? Doubtful. Maybe Dan would intercede on my behalf? After all, the deal might never have happened without me. He said so himself.

“Listen, Dan. Something has happened, something great. And I need a —”

But Dan wasn’t listening.

“Tate is keeping Dear Calpurnia,” he said, cutting me off. “But they’re not keeping you.”

“Excuse me?”

I blinked, certain he must be joking. But he wasn’t smiling anymore.

“That’s crazy. They can’t publish the column without me. I am Calpurnia.”

“You’re Celia Fairchild. Calpurnia is a persona, a pen name. Somebody else can assume it and write her just as well as you did, but for less money.”

He pulled a sheet of paper out of the same drawer where he’d stowed the Tiffany’s box and laid it on the desk in front of me.

“What’s this?”

“It’s a letter of termination and separation, with a one-year severance attached. Sign it and you’ll get a check today.”

“What!”

“Don’t look at me like that, Celia. Do you know how hard I had to battle with Tate to get this for you? I went to the mat for you. The others won’t get even half as much. A whole year. You’re going to come out money-ahead. It won’t take you nearly that long to find another job.”

“Not one that pays anything close to what I make writing the column,” I snapped, knowing it was true. “And I don’t want another job. Calpurnia might be a persona but she’s my persona. If Tate isn’t willing to pay for her, someone else will.”

“You can’t do that.”

“Our contract was for three years, which means my noncompete will be up at the end of next month. After that, I can write for anyone I want. I don’t care how much money Tate throws at me, I’m not signing away the rights to Calpurnia.”

“Celia. You already did.”

Dan stared at me. I stared back.

“Your last contract says that the name Dear Calpurnia in all its forms belongs to McKee Media and that in the event of the company’s being sold during the duration of the contract, the rights transfer to the new owner.”

“No.” I shook my head. “No. I would never have agreed to that.”

“But you did. It’s all there—clause sixteen, paragraph nine B.”

He opened his desk drawer again, this time to extract a copy of my employment contract, which just happened to be turned to clause sixteen, paragraph 9B and highlighted in yellow marker. Clearly, Dan had spent a lot of time preparing for this meeting, I guessed about three years, starting on the day he’d watched me sign a contract that he knew I didn’t completely understand.

For a moment I was struck dumb, overwhelmed by the realization of my own stupidity and the depth of Dan’s deceit. How could he have done something so . . . so evil? Then I thought about the adoption attorney and the bigger apartment I needed to convince her that my home would be a fit place to raise a child and that I would be a fit parent. But was I? With no husband, no job, no visible future in front of me? How was I going to support a baby if I couldn’t even support myself?

Maybe I should sign the letter. The severance wouldn’t get me into a better apartment—every building in town would want confirmation of employment—but a year’s salary wasn’t exactly chump change. Could I walk away from that? On the other hand, how could I walk away from Calpurnia? If not for her, I wouldn’t even be in the running for this baby. Without Calpurnia, I was nothing and nobody.

I considered my options, which were precisely none. Dan held all the cards. Maybe if I told him about the baby? Appealed to his sense of decency?

Then I remembered: he had none.

How could I ever have trusted him? And why, oh why, after advising so many of my readers to have an attorney look over any contracts before signing, hadn’t I done so myself? Because I had trusted him, that’s why.

Which was stupid. Really, really stupid.

I dropped my head and saw the Tiffany’s box sitting in my lap. So he’d bought me jewelry because he appreciated me? And he’d fought to get me a year’s severance because I’d been with him from the first?

Bull. I wasn’t the one who should be embarrassed here.

I stood up and dropped the blue box onto Dan’s desk. It landed with a thud.

“You can’t fight this, Celia. It’s already done,” he said as I crossed the room. “Don’t be an idiot. Sign the letter and take the money.”

I opened the door.

“Hey, Dan. About your boat? I hope it sinks.”

Twenty minutes later, escorted by a security guard who had watched me pack the contents of my desk into a box, I exited the offices of McKee Media. I’d started the day resolved to transform myself entirely. Now it had happened.

I walked in the door as Dear Calpurnia.

I walked out as Celia Fairchild, a woman I used to know but had lost touch with a long, long time ago.





Chapter Four

Lawyers in Manhattan must all use the same decorator.

In the six days since I’d been unceremoniously escorted out of the offices of McKee Media, I’d had meetings at eight different law firms. Every one of them had glass coffee tables and painted portraits of the founding partners in the lobby, glassed-in conference rooms lined with floor-to-ceiling shelves of hardbound law books that I’m sure were just for show (Seriously, isn’t all the research done on computers by underpaid, overworked associates these days?), and plush, expensive, red Oriental rugs with fringed edges. I’m not making that up: it was almost the exact same rug! And the lawyers appeared to be just as generic, even Carlotta Avilla.

I had hoped that a female attorney would be a bit more sympathetic to my cause, or somewhat more willing to take a chance. But I guess you don’t pay for ten-thousand-dollar rugs, walls of books that nobody ever reads, or office suites on high floors by taking on cases that are anything less than a slam dunk, especially when the client is an out-of-work advice columnist who has big alimony payments and next to nothing in savings.

But at least the coffee was good. Apparently, really great coffee is something else you can afford to buy when you only bet on sure things.

“The thing is,” Ms. Avilla said, putting a blue demitasse cup of espresso down on the glass conference table after I finished my story, “you did sign the contract. No one made you do it.”

I nodded. I’d heard this before. “But I never would have done it if I’d seen the part about them getting the rights to my pen name. Dan never mentioned anything about that during our negotiations, and the first draft of the contract didn’t include that clause.” I’d confirmed this. In the original contract Dan had emailed for me to look over, clause sixteen didn’t have a paragraph 9B. “He added it later on purpose, knowing I wouldn’t read the whole thing before signing.”

“But you should have read it.” Ms. Avilla looked almost apologetic, as if she was genuinely sorry to be the bearer of bad news. She definitely was more sympathetic than the male attorneys I’d spoken to but no more helpful. “You should have hired a lawyer to look it over before you signed.”

“I know, I know. But . . . better late than never?”

I smiled, hoping to win her over. For a moment, I thought I might have. She chuckled a little, then made a church with her hands and tapped the steeple against her lips. She was thinking about it. That was more than the others had done. I clenched my fists tight but said nothing, waiting for the verdict.

“Miss Fairchild, it’s obvious you’ve been taken advantage of. But McKee Media is a big company with deep pockets. Now that it’s been acquired by Tate Universal, those deep pockets are basically an abyss. These huge corporations have teams of lawyers on staff and they hate to lose. They’ll do everything they can, spend any amount of money, fighting this. Even if I took on the case, the firm would require a one-hundred-thousand-dollar retainer. I’m serious,” she said, obviously noticing the way the color had drained from my face.

The other attorneys had dismissed me so quickly that we’d never even talked about the money part. But . . . one hundred thousand dollars?

“And that’s just to get started,” she said. “Believe me, when you’re up against a company like Tate Universal, we’d burn through the entire retainer and a lot more before we ever got to court. And the chances of your winning are slim at best.

“I’m sorry, Miss Fairchild. I wish I could take your case. But if I did, I’d only be taking your money. I know that a year’s severance doesn’t come close to compensating you for all you’ve lost, but the smartest thing you can do is take it and use it to start a new career, a new life.”

All the other lawyers had blown me off like some kind of pesky, too-dumb-to-read-a-contract fly. That had made me mad and even more determined. Carlotta Avilla’s pity made me feel defeated. I unclenched my fists and looked down at my hands and the chipped polish on my fingernails.

“Of course, I’m not the only attorney in New York,” she said, smiling in a way I knew was meant to give me hope. “Would you like me to recommend some other firms?”

I lifted my head. “Is there any point?”

Her smile melted away. “Not really.”

I COULD HAVE gone to Calvin’s. He’d have made me dinner, opened a bottle of wine, and tried to convince me that there was still hope. But there wasn’t. Besides, he was on a deadline for his book. I couldn’t bother him. And while talking to him might have made me feel marginally less miserable, it wasn’t going to change anything.

I could have called my therapist but I really didn’t like her. She was so earnest and yet so distant, not to mention really vague. People can write to me for advice and get an answer for free. I might not always be right but at least I’m definite. My therapist gets two hundred and eighty dollars an hour to nod and murmur and say, “And how did that make you feel?” I didn’t need to know how I felt, I needed to know what to do.

I could have gone home but suspected this would end with my climbing into bed with a pint of Ben & Jerry’s and a spoon, playing the Smiths’ “I Know It’s Over” on a continuous loop while contemplating the fact that the best years of my life were behind me and that they hadn’t been that great to begin with. Not an appealing prospect, and on so many levels.

So I went to the park.

Maybe if I walked around the reservoir, I’d come up with an idea about what to do next. But who was I kidding? Carlotta Avilla was right; the only real option left was to take the severance and try to start over.

Funny thing, just a week ago I’d been on a stage in a beam of blinding bright lights, feeling annoyed with Sparkly Vest Man and everybody else who’d ostensibly come to see me but really wanted Calpurnia. I resented them for demanding I put on the show and play the part. Now I realized that the part was all I had.

I was nobody’s wife or daughter or mother. And now I wasn’t even Calpurnia. What happens after the thing you based your life and identity on gets taken away? What do you do? Where do you go?

The Okefenokee Swamp? Key West?

I picked up a pebble from the path, plopped it into the lake, and watched the ripples spread. I thought about tossing french fries off the Daytona Pier and watching seagulls swoop down to gobble them in mid-air, and remembered that some problems are just too big to run from.

Once I read an article that said you have to clear your mind of questions to make room for answers, so I walked around the lake twice, three miles in total, trying to keep my brain as blank as possible, and got nothing for my trouble but a blister where the seam of my shoe rubbed my little toe. So much for enlightenment. Rounding a corner, I heard happy shrieks and squeals.

I go through phases when it comes to playgrounds. There have been seasons when I haunted them on a regular basis, admiring the sturdy, bandy-legged toddlers busily digging in the sandbox and the pink-cheeked infants slumbering in strollers, and dreamed of the day when I’d have one of my own. And there have been other seasons when I’ve avoided playgrounds at all costs, depressed because it felt like the dream was dead.

But with the blister getting worse and the pain becoming so intense that I was limping, I didn’t have a choice. I had to sit down, and the only place to sit was at the playground, on the empty end of a bench that was occupied by a twenty-something woman with messy blond curls, dark circles under her eyes, and an infant in her arms. I took a seat and bent down to slip off my shoe. The woman with the baby, who must have been watching, gasped and sucked air in through her teeth when I did, as if she could tell how painful it was just by looking. It did hurt, a lot.

“Ow,” she said, wincing at the sight of blood. “Hang on a second, I’m sure I’ve got a Band-Aid in here somewhere.”

I told her it was okay, that I’d be fine, but she paid no attention and plopped the baby, who was sound asleep, down in the bed of a big stroller that had seen better days, then started digging through a diaper bag, pulling out pacifiers, nursing pads, bags filled with cereal, plastic action figures, miniature boxes of raisins, and finally a bandage from its depths.

“Here we go,” she said, handing it over to me. “I hope you don’t mind Minions. My twins are crazy about them.”

“Thanks,” I said, then pulled off the backing and wrapped the bandage around my ravaged toe. Blood seeped out the side, making the cheery yellow Minions look ruthless and diabolical. “You’ve got twins?” I asked. “And a baby?”

“Boys,” she said, bobbing her head. “Marcus and Miles are five, Geoffrey is four, and Walt will be three next month.” She tilted her chin toward the slide and waved to a towheaded toddler who was laboriously climbing the ladder. “And this is Julia,” she said, reaching down into the stroller and scooping the sleeping infant up in her arms.

My jaw dropped. “You have five children?”

Five? How was that possible? In spite of the dark circles under her eyes, which she clearly had earned, she didn’t look to be more than twenty-four or twenty-five years old, twenty-six at the most.

“Yeah,” she
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