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Naked on the Page

Leo Would Not Iron His Jeans

This man is wearing jeans with creases. Ironed-in creases. And tassels on his expensive loafers. Like my dad’s.
He’s smiling at me, laughing at our hosts’ jokes, and he seems nice enough. (Just now he offered to help Rosalind bring out the brie and fruit.) He’s not even bad-looking—despite the fact that his plus-size, ultra-round head makes him look a little like Elmer Fudd. But his style is just…so…corporate-goon. What was Rosalind thinking, thrusting his corduroy-jacketed bod in the direction of someone who once dated rock stars and who still waves the flag of Bohemia? Didn’t I always tell her that my worst boyfriends—at least the worst in bed—were the yuppies?
Creased jeans. This is both tragic and funny—and sums up my luck of late.
I suspect he was thinking the following: I only feel comfortable in the Italian suits I wear to the museum, but I think I need to look more “street” because I’m being set up with a music journalist. So I’ll wear the jacket with the elbow patches and jeans. But I’ll iron them first. No reason to take this Casual Friday thing too far.
Creased jeans plus loafers plus patched blazer elbows equals too much of a compromise.
My darling friends were just trying to be nice in making this dinner happen. They know it’s been months since I’ve had a positive romantic encounter—or even been laid. The last time was when Lenny was in town doing a show, but that ended inconsequentially, again, and I was bereft, again. Afterward, Rosalind scolded me for the umpteenth time. “He is so not good for you! I don’t know why you keep expecting this to become a real relationship. If you want one, we’ll have to find you someone else.”
The events of 9/11 a few months ago shook Rosalind, a lifer newspaper reporter who has somehow never acquired the armor that goes with it, to the degree that she is now on a crusade to find mates for all her single friends. Terrified by the world since then, she finds solace in her French-born artist fiancé, Dieter, who is, despite numerous eccentricities and fears of commitment, deeply devoted to her. She is physical perfection—with Monroe-like curves and perfect eyebrows and nails—and Dieter (a decade older) is her Arthur Miller: not beautiful like she, but possessing prodigious intellect and wit, and a snappy collection of art. He has never been married or even engaged, and all their friends rejoiced when Dieter and Rosalind came back from a Wailea vacation a year ago with a giant rock on her finger.
Sometimes these things work out. It’s sweet—and rare as a dodo—when they do.
I think Rosalind hit on the idea of Fudd as a romantic candidate for me after we met at a reception for one of Dieter’s artists—despite an absolute dearth of chemistry.
“What do you think of this artist?” he had asked me pointedly, his mouth turned southward in a studious frown, as I studied the Austrian postmodernist’s work on the wall in the too-hot Market Street gallery. I knew he was a museum curator so it would be transparent if I tried to fake it.
“Well, first of all, fine art is my shortest suit,” I disclaimed, without taking my eyes off the painting in front of me—an oil-painted photograph of a little boy wearing what looked like an S&M ball gag. I turned to the interviewer coolly. “But I’d say this guy has some serious issues. He probably vacations in the back streets of Thailand.”
He pulled away from me with a head jerk, as if I’d sprayed him with mace. “Uh-huh. I see,” he stammered, and with a weak smile, disappeared into the crowd. I found Rosalind and told her what happened.
“Oh, you didn’t!” she laughed. “He wrote the intro to the artist’s book. He is a true believer in his genius. They are friends.”
“Oh God,” I groaned. Caught again in the act of being impolitic. “Well, even if I’d known, I’d have said the same thing. This art is some nasty shit.”
Apparently undaunted, the moon-headed curator returned minutes later with what looked like a college report in his hand. “Here.” He smiled, putting the plastic-encased folder in my hand. “Maybe this will help you understand. I wrote this last year. My thesis is that he should be credited with spearheading the confrontationalist movement.”
“No kidding?” I said, way too gaily, trying to set the apple cart back on its wheels. “I’m also a card-carrying member!”
He does not smile. Realizing I had nothing to add to the conversation after that, I stopped yapping. What did I really know about modern art? Not much. But what I do know about is men, and this one, despite his condescending art-snob presentation, was kind of cute, in a bespectacled, moon-headed, I’m-too-brilliant-to-care-that-I-have-a-bad-haircut kind of way.
“Thanks! I’ll give it a read!” I told him, realizing it was like promising to spend a Saturday interpreting the Koran. He beamed.
Rosalind said later, as we were leaving: “I think he likes you!”
I cackled. “Only because men seem to love women who disrespect them and treat them badly! Just like some women do.”
Myself included.
“I don’t know…” I told her, looking in his departing direction and noticing a distinct lack of ass. “He ain’t no Leo.”
(Where art thou, astrologically perfect, sexually compatible man of my future?)
Rosalind stopped putting her coat on and glared at me. “Is anyone Leo? Really, you need to quit with this fantasizing. In the meantime, this guy might grow on you!”
“You mean like a fungus?” I responded cheerfully. “Hmmm, maybe I’ll invite him to a salon!” This has been my ruse of choice on several occasions—inviting someone I want to know better to one of my monthly dinners. I swathe myself in my cocoon of creative friends, and if he and I don’t click, it won’t give anyone indigestion.
“Come on, you know you’re always pulled on by too many people at those dinners to have a real conversation with anyone,” she protested. “Let me just have you both over. And be open-minded!”
 
So two weeks later, here I am, trying to be open-minded. It’s not like, at this stage in my life, I have men standing in line and taking a number as if they were at Baskin-Robbins. It’s not like before. Ten years earlier, in the ten minutes I had spent with Fudd, not only would he be wanting to have sex with me, he’d be writing me bad poetry. No, it’s not like before at all.
I know I’m still a decent catch: I’m smart, I have decent table manners, I’m a fair-to-good writer, I’m connected in the world, I own my own home—a condo in Miramar also inhabited by three cats. But in fifteen months, I turn fifty. When the reality seizes my mind, it throws me down the rabbit hole of self-doubt. You’re getting old! You’ve had your last sex, your last boyfriend! You’re fated to die alone and unloved, and your cats will gnaw on your corpse! The good news is, if I keep padding the pounds, they will have plenty to nosh on. I don’t know this body sometimes; it greets me in the morning mirror like a Creature Feature movie—a blob with a face that has taken over my wiry frame. I don’t know this formerly fearless woman either, who now frets about aging and no longer flirts well.
And I should be grateful to Rosalind; so few of my friends try to set me up anymore. Partly because everyone is oh-so-busy and partly because these things rarely work out. And let’s face it: I’m not an easy setup these days. As my friend Po said a few months ago over lunch: “It’s kind of like you’ve priced yourself out of the market. You’re too smart for lame guys, and men are easily intimidated. They can sense you wouldn’t tolerate any bullshit. It’s the reason men like younger women—they’re easier to impress, and you can teach them things.”
I remember feeling despair at this. Acting stupid, even as a teenager, in order to get guys was just out of the question. Still, perhaps a little more femininity would help make me seem, I don’t know, more pliant? I thought this while getting dressed tonight in a short-ish skirt. If I can’t act awed, perhaps my legs will still win me girl points. And Jesus, what would Betty Friedan say if she could hear my thoughts?
I, of course, had not read Fudd’s book report on the Austrian artist—well, I had tried, but it was not unlike reading ancient Greek (“His portraiture is not the mere artistic replication of physiognomy…his art is the apotheosis of confrontationalist, blah…blah…”) and I absorbed little. And of course he asked me about it as soon as I walked in the door, late as always. Did I have a better understanding of him now?
I decide to rely on the classic blind-date tactic: lie like a rug. “I think his art is the apotheosis of confrontationalist.” I smile. Rosalind rolls her eyes. Fudd beams.
I stare at him while he helps Dieter open a French Bordeaux, which, since it’s coming from Dieter’s cellar, is bound to be muy fino. There is really nothing wrong with Fudd; he is just so…average. And I don’t do average at all well. My love life has included some extraordinary men, men of brilliance and edge and notoriety, including Lenny, and it’s hard to go from a past like that to a present where I feel so invisible that the pressure is to date anyone who looks at me twice. That opens the door to all kinds of ugliness, both physically and metaphorically.
Perhaps I should lighten up. Give up Pirates and go for a Nice Man. Consider a clean-cut insurance agent from Fremont, perhaps? An accountant from Vallejo who bowls every Thursday night with the church league? Someone with creased jeans and a moon head?
Maybe this is what midlife is about: lowered standards. Fuck me.
“Tell him about your new column!” Rosalind calls from the kitchen, sensing that since Fudd can’t converse with me about alt-country music or emo-core, and I don’t know my Chagalls from my Calders, we might be lacking in bonding material.
“Well, they want me to write about what it’s like to be single and dating at midlife,” I tell him, then chuckle. “Although I haven’t had a lot of experience to draw on lately!”
Ha ha—very funny, Jane. Reel in the self-deprecation, you’re sounding like a loser.
Dieter interjects, in a crisp French accent, over the top of the wine bottle, “Is this mostly for women? Instructions on how to get a man to marry you?”
Rosalind shoots her fiancé a hurt look; if anything could cause this love match to fail, it’s his inability to set a date for the actual event.
“Heavens no! It’s for any single person,” I retort. “And anyway, I disagree that all women want to get married. That’s truer of younger ones, but women my age who have been married once or twice aren’t so keen. But I can’t think of a single person of any age—male or female—who doesn’t want to be loved. And to find love you have to go through one of Dante’s inner circles of hell, called dating.”
Rosalind and Dieter laugh, but Fudd just furrows his brow. “So you’ll be writing about…yourself and your love life? I cannot even imagine wanting to give up my privacy like that. Letting a million people on Sundays in on your personal life?” He shudders. “That would be like going to the opera in your underwear!”
More laughter from the kitchen, and I join in halfheartedly. “You could be right.” I shrug. “I could be letting myself in for some weirdness. But after twenty years of doing every other kind of newspaper writing there is, I’m ready for a change. And, you know, being a columnist is the top of the heap.”
He’s not ready to let me off the hook. “So right now you’re doing rock ’n’ roll reviews, and soon you’re going to be writing about dating? Do you ever think about doing something more substantial, and less…fluffy? I thought the Chronicle was trying to emulate the New York Times these days.”
I stare at him. Look, Fudd, creased-jeans man, I realize I weigh more than I ever have in my life (it’s hormones! I swear to God!) and my self-esteem is in the crapper, but calling me out on the discomforting truths of my life will not get you laid. Not that anything would at this point.
I draw a breath. “I used to be what you would consider a stone-serious journalist—covered city hall, police investigations, and such. But it gets boring and disheartening dealing with the dregs of humanity. I’m more interested nowadays in humanity’s mating dance and how it redeems itself. You know—through love?”
He is looking unconvinced.
“Besides, single life has become a huge pop cultural focus,” I continue, aware that I’m sounding defensive. “Look at how many TV shows are devoted to the pursuit of romance!”
He grins, foxlike. “And you think you can give people advice in that regard? Give them a leg up in the pursuit?”
It is a rather dazzlingly good joke: Jane Ganahl being asked to play relationship guru. I, who have been married—twice—for only ten of my forty-eight years on the planet. A former serial seducer of younger men because they never demanded much, and a bailer on every relationship that got difficult. A woman whose recent losing record rivals that of the 1985 Giants.
Before I can conjure a humble response to his question, Rosalind shouts from the kitchen: “Jane gives the best advice of anyone I know! It’s why her daughter turned out so great!”
I holler back: “Not true! Erin saved me from a life of sex, drugs, and rock ’n’ roll, not the other way around!”
Fudd clears his throat in sudden mild discomfort. “How old is your daughter?”
“Three. She’s at home, taking a hammer to my furniture and waiting for me to get home and change her diaper.”
His face changes. In a second I’d gone from prospect to non.
I laugh. “Kidding—she’s twenty-three and lives in the Haight and works for a law firm downtown. But she really is organically fabulous—I had little to do with it.”
He relaxes, and budges a smile. “So, if it’s not an advice column per se, what will your new column be about?”
I hesitate. I’m still not quite sure—there are so many things I want to accomplish with it. I want unmarried women my age to know they aren’t alone, and I want to make fifty as sexy as possible so it won’t seem so scary when I get there.
I want to articulate the hazards and glories of romance, praise the human trait that makes us keep getting up off the mat, even after love has sucker punched us for the eightieth time. I want it to bolster my strengths so a strong man will consider me.
I want to strike a blow for single mothers like me, and make Erin proud. I want my mom and sister to smile down from heaven, where they will put in a good word with the Entity Upstairs, who’s probably given up on me by now.
I want it to make me a San Francisco name, so that I can walk into Tosca and get preferential treatment from the owner who doesn’t like me much, so she’ll offer me the use of the secret backroom pool table, like she does Francis Coppola and Sam Shepard and Lars Ulrich.
I want to stir up the waters of discourse and help dignify my own lifestyle.
I want to piss off Rush Limbaugh, who will curse my name on the air and question my American values.
I want to work out some of my own shit. And risk getting some in return.
“I guess…I just want to make a difference,” I hear myself saying. Then, aware of the Hallmark-cheesy nature of that statement, I quickly add: “That, and maybe get a movie deal.”
Fudd chuckles. “And what will you call this enterprise?”
That part is easy. Much as I can’t admit it, I also want it to lead me to Leo, whom I have yet to meet. But I know he’s out there.
I smile. “I think I’ll call it ‘Looking for Leo.’”
Rosalind sighs and shakes her head; she has about given up on me, too. But she should know it will take me a little longer to give up the fantasy. And it surely won’t be to a man with creased jeans.


“Hey, Baby, I’m a Leo!”

Oh God, I think, as my eyes open like creaky storm shutters, it’s Sunday. It’s morning. Get up and look at your column. It’s showtime.
Hung over after last night’s annual New Year’s Eve debauch at the home of my most glamorous married friends, Dan and Dayna, I trip over two out of three cats in my haste to find the paper wrapped in yellow plastic behind my garage. Not checking to see if my robe is adequately covering my nakedness, I blearily grab the package and carry it upstairs again. Settling at the breakfast table, I whip to the Living section, and there it is on the cover: Single-Minded, by Jane Ganahl.
I flush with prickly nerves. I don’t want to read it. I might suck. Also, I lost the battle on the name. The paper’s brass wouldn’t go with my name suggestion, “Looking for Leo,” saying it would confuse readers looking for Sidney Omarr.
Plus, my editor had to sneak it into the paper past the new associate managing editor of features, a corporate goon of a woman who dresses for success and thinks morale building is supplying us with ice-cream cones on Friday afternoons. She had decreed that There Shall Be No New Columnists in the Land of Chronicle. Besides, Mrs. Married A.M.E. just didn’t get it: a column about single life? Who cares?
So I had to use my ace in the hole: my very old friend (who is also my semi-new boss) Phil. It was his goddamn idea anyway; years ago he said I ought to be chronicling my dramatically misadventurous life in the paper. So I took up his challenge—and ran headlong into a brick wall wearing a Talbot’s suit. Phil had to wade into the fray and tell Mrs. Married A.M.E. that the column was already in the works before she came and to give it a try—at least for a few weeks. See if there’s a response, he cajoled her, perhaps a readership to be tapped?
Its debut has been cleverly squeezed into a section about New Year’s resolutions. Polls always show that the second-highest aspiration people have of a new year is a new relationship. Next to working off the pudge, of course. I, it seems, am doubly challenged this year.
I make coffee, open the window for some fresh sea air in hopes it will help with the hangover, keep shooting looks at the paper but avoid plunging in. Come on, read it, you big weenie, I tell myself. Erin will be reading it in her Haight-Ashbury apartment (as will her roommates, who will tease her about her mother), and your seventy-nine-year-old dad, and all your ex’s, and all your friends. Don’t you want to remember what you said? Didn’t you ask to become a columnist? Deal with it.
Sighing in nervous resignation, I sit down with the page.
What does it say about the human race that no matter how many times we’re bitch-slapped by love, no matter how many tire marks are indelibly etched onto our backs, that we pick ourselves up like punch-drunk boxers and keep trying to find that perfect mate?
Every year, year after year, we make that our New Year’s resolution, “This year, as God is my witness, I’ll find The Right One!” we tell ourselves, with an innocent hopefulness that belies a lifetime of debacles with Wrong Ones. And I’m right there with the masses: still thinking I’ll find the right combination of genes and habits. And hey! Why not in 2002?

This isn’t bad, I say to myself. You can write after all. I remember the head of the copy desk wanted to take out bitch-slapped; she said it was inappropriate for a family newspaper. Oh, please.
I find that my reasons for wanting to mate at my age (the, ahem, over-40 age bracket) has less to do with marriage and procreation and more to do with quality of life issues—you know, quality time, quality sex, quality coffee. In fact, as much as I would welcome a Quality Relationship with open arms, it would take a lot for me to get married again and give up the single life that I’ve come to love.

Oh Jesus, am I laying it on a little thick here? Being disingenuous? I would totally get married again. More than anything I’m freaked out about dying alone. But saying so won’t make good copy.
Finding a like-minded tribe isn’t hard. And when you are thickly in the bosom of one, as I am, loneliness is kicked to the curb. Even when you’re not dating anyone, neither unescorted Friday nights nor unfamilied major holidays is cause for a pity party.

Well, unless it’s me throwing the pity party on a night when I’m PMS’d and horny, in which case all standards are lowered.
Even though I hear women loudly complain about the lack of SEs (single eligibles) in San Francisco, I’m more concerned about my type of man—the species artisticus humanitas—the enlightened, not crazy, creative guy who is not about money, no. But successful enough to be able to afford a weekend in Mendocino. And it’s a lot easier to hunt my species here than it would be in, say, Elko, Nevada.

Hmmm, I wonder if Sean, my last serious and full-time beau, will be offended, since we had a fight about him never being able to afford a weekend away since he gives all his money to his talent-free ex-wife and petulant daughter. I had to pay for everything, including that weekend in Mendocino. Oh, whatever, I doubt he’s even reading it.
There are always men available for Quick Relationships. For those moments when, as my friend Claudia puts it, “We need to check in with our sexual selves.”

I wonder if Lenny will be reading this online from New York. He was the last…Oh God, but my dad will be reading this in his morning paper, after church. I’m not so worried about Erin; she knows how I am. But this will take my dad back to my tarting-around years in college, and my missing curfew every night and making him and my mom insane. He will not love it. But my mom would have. My mom…
The column meanders a bit and then lurches for its conclusion.
I keep one eye open for Leo, but he has yet to level my gaze across the produce section. And I’m not really tapping my foot anymore. I figure he’ll show up or he won’t. In the meantime, there are so many opportunities out there for romance and scandal. What’s a woman to do but answer the call?

My eyes water, my heart thumps. Oh, don’t get all tearful, you big baby. There will be someone soon. When you’re ready; when you’re worthy.
Reading this makes me feel like a trout laid out on a plate: gutted, filleted, and begging Eat Me. I may be wearing a bathrobe, but it’s only a token cover-up of my nakedness. What am I opening myself up for? Humiliation? Excoriation? Oh, well, it’s done. Let the chips fall.
The phone is eerily quiet, and I don’t have the guts to look at my e-mail yet. It’s close to noon when I finally do, and—pow!—my work in-box is full of unread e-mails. Among the fifty or so subject lines: “Thank You!” “Finally!” “Date Me!” (which I’ll open first), and “What a crock!” (which I’ll open last).
Mr. Date Me puts it on the line: “Hey, baby, I’m a Leo! You sound like a sexy gal! Maybe we can get together sometime I work in Fremont but I like you’re style you’re funny and I like funny women! So how bout it? I could come to ’Frisco for drinks and we could gab!”
Ack, I frown. Where is Pablo Neruda when you need him? I may be looking for one particular Leo, but I’m pretty sure this ain’t him.
There are several like this from men, which I expected there would be. It’s why I didn’t let them put a photo of me with the column—it would have only aggravated the situation and appeared too much like a Match.com ad. Date this woman! She is so very lonely!
Because really, what caliber of men might be hitting on me? Lonely ones sitting at home with only their Sunday papers and memories of love. And possibly stockpiles of porn.
Thankfully, there are a few charmers: an architect from Alaska who takes good-humored exception to my suggesting all men from up North have oil in their fingernails, and one from a lawyer in Louisiana who says he spends a lot of time in Baghdad by the Bay. He asks, with incisive wit, “Do you really mean all this or are you just trying to give feminism and middle-aged women a better image than they deserve?” The audacity makes me laugh out loud. These two, I shall answer.
It’s weird to think that these guys have no idea what I look like. They are drawn to my brain, what I have to say—not my blue eyes, pale skin, and red hair. Oh, if only this were the way of Real Life. And thank God they can’t see me right now, in my ugly fleece robe, Noodge the cat purring on my lap, my hair twisted up in a bad ponytail.
The majority of the e-mails have praise for the paper for “bringing a needed new perspective to its pages” (those will be printed out and saved for the dubious A.M.E.), for me “being willing to regurgitate publicly” about my own issues, and looking forward to more of same. Hmmm, perhaps Single-Minded is too refined for what I’m doing here. Perhaps Sunday Morning Gut-Spilling would have worked better.
Phil e-mails with a nice attagirl: “You owe me a drink when you sell the movie rights.” And there are e-mails from salon friends, who give me the huzzahs they pretty much have to in an effort to be supportive. Still, they seem genuinely excited. Rosalind teases me, asking if this means that all our girl-talk conversations from now on need to be preceded by her saying “off the record…”
And I get choked up at Po’s missive: “I think this is it—I think you’ve really found your voice.”
And there’s one from Marco, my Most Special Ex, who congratulates me—and then asks if he should consult his lawyer before I go any further. I laugh out loud. “Hey, anyone who treated me well in my life has nothing to fear,” I type back to him. “Sadly, you do not fall into that category….”
But there are some really ugly ones—one woman tells me I’m not doing my sex any favors by “playing a man-crazy, aging Carrie Bradshaw,” and another suggests my contradictions make me sound just this side of dysfunctional. These missives would hurt more if they didn’t contain a kernel of truth. Still, it’s hard to just shrug them off. I knew I’d end up on the receiving end of flamethrowers like this, but I’m not sure I’m equipped to handle it emotionally.
And—yikes—Sean was reading the paper today after all. “I can only assume that your pointed, bitchy comment about poor men who can’t pay for trips to Mendocino was aimed at me, and I don’t appreciate it,” he fumed. “I hope that in the future you aim your arrows elsewhere. Or, since you have about a thousand ex’s, at least you can spread your venom around.”
The phone rings, startling me, and I realize I have been reading and responding to e-mails for two hours already. It’s Erin, groggy after a night of hip-hop at some sketchy club on Divisadero.
“You’re a columnist,” she says. “My mommy is a columnist. This is so good. I got all verklempt reading it. Allison and Joy loved it, too. Are you getting any responses?”
“You could say so,” I say. “Like, maybe seventy-five so far today? Pretty incredible. Some of them hate me, but most of them love me. Some of them want to date me.”
“Eeew! Please tell me you will not be taking anyone up on it. You have no idea what these guys might be like! They could be ax murderers—or Republicans!”
She always makes me laugh. A dose of Erin in the morning is better than pure Kona coffee. I ask her if she is joining me and Grandpa for dinner down the Peninsula; I need her moral support in dealing with the parental weirdness the new column might generate with the old man.
“I have an early meeting tomorrow on the Genentech appeals court case,” she says. “But I can come if it’s not too late.”
“What the hell? When did the little paralegal girl get so fancy? You’re only twenty-three, for chrissakes. Too busy to have dinner with your grandpa…?”
“Mommy.” She always says it firmly—a sentence unto itself—when I’m yanking her chain and she wants me to chill. “I’ll see you tonight. And don’t forget we have a date to go to the movies Wednesday. Try not to be late this time—I hate missing the previews!”
My better self forces my weaker one to turn off the computer after too many hours of sending and receiving. It’s addictive is what it is. I feel woozy from the assault, spun by my own impact, but pleased about it, too.
 
On my way to Woodside my cell phone rings and I recognize the number. “Girlfriend, you are a trailblazer!” It’s Paul’s comforting voice, a funny/sweet mix of street toughness and Proustian eruditeness. “You’ve now begun your inversion of the female paradigm. You are so brave!”
Paul has been my friend longer than anyone I know except Phil. A writer of street-punk novels hailed as brilliant by the mostly underground press, he taught himself to write while squatting in abandoned buildings. We met at a reading in the early nineties, and despite a discernible lack of anything whatsoever in common, he has been my cheerleader like few others in my life—with the possible exception of my mom.
“Man, you don’t even know the crazy-ass e-mails I’ve gotten today,” I sigh. “I seem to have really hit a nerve—or pinched one, perhaps. Lots of cranky people, lots of guys who want to date me. I’m a little freaked out.”
“Listen,” Paul responds. “Anytime you start to break down a wall you’re going to take heat. This is a brave new world for you, are you ready for it? It’s going to take some getting used to, so take your B-vitamins—and your echinacea.”
“Yeah, thanks, lovie—I gotta go. I’m meeting my dad in five minutes for dinner. That could be awkward to say the least.”
Paul laughs richly. “Aw, honey, doesn’t your dad always surprise you? I’m sure he’ll be cool.”
Erin and I meet my dad and Barbara at Buck’s, his favorite, dependable Woodside eatery, scene of countless dot-com deals when the boom was on, now resuming its low-key country-chow-palace profile. I so worry that my dad will not be around long that I make time in my insane life to have dinner with him once a week. I see he is without his cane again, which causes him to walk with a scary list to one side. Makes him feel old, he always shrugs, to carry that appendage around. For an ex–Pan Am pilot, for whom the world was once a playground and the skies a proving ground for his athletic flight records, aging must be a rotten trick.
But he is getting up there—just a few months shy of eighty—and he knows it. He jokes often about death, with the joviality of one who is both religious and excited about seeing my mom again, with whom he is still in love—even though she died five years ago. Theirs was a great marriage, and one of the reasons I historically compare my own relationships poorly to what I saw with my own eyes growing up.
He has already ordered his first glass of wine—always the cheapest on the menu—and rises to his feet to greet us.
“Well!” he says awkwardly, after an embrace. “Well, well…”
“Congratulations!” interjects Barbara, Dad’s constant companion since a golf date a year after Mom died. “Your new column was just…great.”
“But what does my dad think?” I say, looking at him pointedly. Erin looks down and suppresses a giggle.
“It was…good.” He chooses his words carefully. “But I was a little embarrassed when people brought it up to me at church this morning. Do you really have to put all that in there about your sex life?”
Zap! Time warp to the wild times, the summers between my college years, when I attempted to throw off the shackles of my protective parents, learned about serious partying and sneaking around, resulting in my dad banging on my locked door and shouting in anger that he knew I’d come in late last night, us not talking for days…
“Robert,” Barbara interrupts. “It’s her column, let her write what she wants.”
My dad shrugs, smiles, and changes the subject to the Giants’ latest acquisition. Collision averted. I could try to explain more about my motivations with this column, with my life, with everything to Dad and Barbara, but they wouldn’t get it. My family never has. It’s okay, I am well loved. But, as big a blabbermouth as I am, I am also the least vociferous in my family because I am the least listened to. It’s the curse of being the former rebellious daughter/double divorcée in a family of big-personality overachievers. I don’t compete with Anne the actress and Rob the photographer for stage time at family dinners; I take what time is left over after they’re done telling of their latest opening and newspaper article.
Lisa used to be the quietest one within the family, but she died four years ago, eleven months after my mom. Her circumspection was due to a missing gene—the show-off one—that the rest of us have looming large on our DNA ladders. It made her all the more dear. Instead, she commanded us with her stealthy humor.
On our way to see Last of the Mohicans in 1992, with Anne and a preteen Erin, we were discussing the attributes of Daniel Day-Lewis. I admired his acting in My Left Foot. Anne, his skill with accents. Lisa said more than anything, she admired his “long, thick dong.” Erin blushed, then giggled—and we laughed until we thought we’d pass out.
Goddamn, it would be perfect if Lisa and Mom were around to see me now.
I want to tell him, Dad, I wrote this column for Mom and Lisa. I’ve been a chronic underachiever most of my life, and have neither fortune nor lover to show for it. So what I’m after is pride, from you, from them. From me.
“Anyway,” I tell my dad after dinner is over, “I’ll try not to embarrass you. Too much.” I wink.
He chuckles and hugs me. “You write what you want. I can handle it.”
Erin notices my quiet on the way back to her car. “What are you thinking?” she asks.
“I miss Mom and Lisa. And I think I’m a little overwhelmed.”
She hugs me as she says good-bye. “You’ll be fine,” she says. “You always are. What are you going to write about next week?”
I sigh. “Not a clue.”
 
The phone rings as I’m falling asleep.
“Were you thinking of me when you wrote this about ‘checking in with our sexual selves’?” rumbles the bass voice on the other end.
“Lenny, wow,” I stammer, pulling myself up in bed. “You read it online?”
“Yeah, it’s good. Very good. You know I’m close to being a Leo.”
“Well, you’re on the cusp, but you’re a Virgo.” I laugh. “That means you’re missing a few critical Leo traits.” Like attentiveness, romantic spirit—all the good ones.
“So…am I gonna get body-slammed at some point?” He chuckles.
“Hell yes. You knew the job was dangerous when you took it.”
There is silence.
“Kidding, of course,” I add. “Sort of. Where are you tonight?”
“Cincinnati. And then Madison. I have a week or so of college gigs lined up.”
“God, Lenny, you are never home.”
Lucky for me, or I’d never get to see him. We met on the fly three years ago when he was doing a concert in town. I met him in the afternoon before the show, interviewed him for a story in the paper—and began an affair the next day. It would have been immediate, possibly outside the North Beach bar in which we had postshow drinks, but for the shred of journalistic integrity I still had in me that night. “Let me go back to the paper and write my story,” I panted, as we made out madly on Columbus Street, “before my objectivity vanishes.” I wrote until two a.m., came back the next morning with the story primly in print, and the only time we left his room for three days was so he could limp back onstage. I was astonished to be attracted to someone five years older than me, since younger men (sometimes much) were my standard; he usually went for women half his age rather than close to it. Nothing about it really made a lot of sense, which was why it was—and still is—so delicious.
At first I thought it could be something—we talked on the phone every other day, had torrid phone sex, I flew to L.A. to see him. But within a few months it was clear that it was not to be. His life was too crazy to make a decent stab at a relationship, and I didn’t have the kind of money required to go see him in cities around the country. At that point, Lenny made it clear that as long as I could accept a no-expectations rule, I would always be his West Coast woman. He valued me—even treasured me—but it would go no further.
This sent me into grief; damn, I really thought this might be Leo. And he was a rare someone I could have loved—if I’d been allowed to. Maybe I just don’t deserve him, I recall thinking, pity party in full swing. He’s so amazing and you’re so…middle-aged.
In the years since then, I’ve gotten better adjusted to the nowheresville in which we live; still, every time I see him it’s always a game of Romance Roulette. He comes to town every few months for gigs; I’ve seen him in New York a couple of times, too. Once we didn’t sleep together because I was involved (briefly) with Sean; another time he was making a stab at a relationship. My friends describe it as “off and on,” but it’s never completely off—nor completely on.
They can’t understand why I don’t end it completely, cut the lifeline between us. I think it has to do with the image I carry around of him in my mind. It’s never him falling asleep smoking or not kissing me good-bye in the morning. When I think of Lenny we’re in North Beach shopping at City Lights, back when we were new. He’s looking gorgeous and gray-haired in his dark overcoat, he takes my hand quietly as we look through the bookshelves, we kiss softly and frequently, his eyes smile into mine with the look of a man falling in love.
If I could replace this image—which seems indelibly burned onto my hard drive—with something resembling reality, it might not be so hard to quit him and move on. It doesn’t help that the sound of his voice—a honey-soaked bass etched by cigarettes—does things to me.
“So are you coming out or what?” I asked, hating myself for even asking.
“Maybe next month. I’ll let you know.”
“Okay, well…” For Chrissakes, don’t say anything else needy. “Good night, Lenny.”
“Good night, Jane. Or should I say, Madame Columnist?”
I settle into the pillow, exhausted. Clearly, I won’t be at a loss for material.


The Mama of Reinvention

“Po, how do you handle this? The crazy nutbag readers?”
“Uh-oh, bad morning?” says my friend on the other end of the line. He is clearly dealing with his baby; I can hear Luke mewling in the background. And yet he’s never too busy to listen to me whine.
“You could say so! Weird propositions—this one guy said he wondered what kind of underpants I favored. There’s breathy worship from some readers, which is nice. And then utter hate from others! This one woman dissected my last column—down to my sentence syntax—and told me I was trying to be Bridget Jones for the hormone-replacement generation.”
I can tell Po is stifling a chuckle. “Hey, that’s not half-bad,” he jokes.
“It’s not funny!” I sputter. “And it gets worse. I e-mailed her back and suggested she needed to go out and get laid—and then she forwarded it to my boss, the robo-A.M.E., who already thinks I’m a loose cannon!”
“Come on, Jane, you know better than to let them get your goat.”
“I know. But I’m so fucking rattled. It’s been more than a month now and this gig is not getting any easier. People love me, people hate me. I think I liked it better when I was a grunt reporter covering fires and public utilities commission meetings. How do you handle it with the hate mail?”
Po gets a fair amount, too, for his articles and books. I think he might be too handsome and successful.
“First of all, you know I never read my reviews, right?” he says. “I had to stop reading them because I was obsessed and anxious all the time. E-mail, too. You can usually tell by the subject line. I kill out anything with a subject like ‘you suck’ without even reading it.”
“But I feel compelled to read everything that comes at me,” I sigh. “Partly because it’s kind of addictive—knowing I’m getting a reaction. But also because I know I’m sort of on probation with the column; I need to collect all this response to make the case to keep it going.”
“Jane, you don’t owe your readers to take that kind of crap,” he insists. “You’ve been writing for twenty years. You know what you’re doing. Give yourself a break. I’ll see you Sunday at salon. And don’t you have a birthday coming up?”
“Yes, in a couple weeks!” I laugh, tension alleviated by the warmth of his tone. “My forty-ninth—the last birthday I ever plan to admit to.”
I hang up, profoundly grateful for knowing Po, ground zero for the complete reinvention of my life over these last five years. Between family deaths, the breakup of my several-year relationship to George (aka The Shallowfuck Lawyer), and Erin’s departure for college, I was flat on the earth, devastated, and rethinking my entire life. I didn’t want to leave my house, cried all the time. Po was the strong tractor who dragged my sad self into a new circle, a new life.
We’d bonded over writing and Giants and loss (he was just out of a postcollege marriage and I was an old pro with two under my belt), he invited me to Writers Grotto lunches, and so it went—blooming into Tuesday writers’ dinners, literary parties, eventually my own salon. He’s now married again—this time to a doctor who shares his passions for sports and literature—and has a cute little boy, for whom Erin babysits. It’s lovely when things come full circle.
And as hard as I crashed when Erin went off to New England for college, she actually did me a fat favor. If she’d stayed here, I’d have continued to smother her with my micromothering—and even though we have always been the very best of friends, I suspect once she unloaded her trunk in Maine, she danced a little jig. The focus of my maternal energies has now become my friends, and unlike Erin, they don’t wait until I’m away for the weekend to throw a party at my house with guests who barf on my carpets.
It’s been an excellent trade-off: maternity for hostessing. In fact, I think I’ve discovered a truth about aging gracefully. Find your inner busybody and get her involved in as many people’s lives as possible
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