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   PROLOGUE
 
    
 
   “I have a great story for you.”
 
   This is a sucker line for every writer. Almost everyone thinks that their life would make a great story but few of us live lives that are the stuff of great drama, and even less have material for its counterpart, great comedy. Still writers listen, at least for a few lines, because we are always looking for that great story.
 
   The caller was Candice, an old friend whose own life story actually was worth telling. A century ago, her family was among America’s richest but alcoholism had wracked every generation, dissipating the wealth until now it was nearly gone. I had known her through years of pristine sobriety and years of hard drinking and nothing in between. Now, here she was, sober and saying she had a great story.
 
   “What is it?” I asked curtly. I was on a deadline and didn’t have time to chat. I knew she would never tell her own story and who knew if she could spot great material any better than the rest of us.
 
   “She’ll be in New York this weekend,” Candice shot back. “She wants to talk to a writer. Confidentially. When can you meet her?”
 
   I hadn’t yet said that I would meet her. I snapped, “Two o’clock, Friday. Figaro’s.” Figaro’s was a Greenwich Village café. I was already afraid that this rendezvous would turn out to be a waste of time but I had a three o’clock meeting two blocks away. At that hour, Figaro’s would be fairly deserted and I had a side table that I sometimes used as an office cum cappuccino.
 
   “Fine,” Candice replied.
 
   “What’s her name?”
 
   “She’ll find you. She’s seen your picture.”
 
   “Why me?” I wondered. Candice knew other writers.
 
   “Just be there. I’m late for a meeting.”
 
   “Is she some kind of whistleblower?” I asked but Candice had already hung up.
 
   I had three days to mull over the meeting, deciding whether or not to cancel it. But in the end, I knew I’d show up. I was a writer, a sucker. Maybe this time.
 
   At two-fifteen, I was sipping a cappuccino and scribbling notes on a manuscript when she walked in. She looked in her early thirties, with auburn hair, aquamarine eyes, and was breathtakingly beautiful. She looked so perfect that it seemed hard to imagine that her life wasn’t also perfect but that gave me hope. Nobody’s was.
 
   She walked up to me like an old friend. “Hi, Stephen.”
 
   “Hi,” I said, rising. We shook hands. She didn’t offer her name.
 
   She sat down and ordered an herbal tea as we made small talk about her trip to New York. She was even more beautiful close up but her eyes gave her away. Although large and soft, they revealed that they had probably seen a lot more life than thirty years worth. She asked me several questions about myself. I answered them all. She answered none of mine except her name. “Sherry.” Her story might be great but she didn’t seem ready to tell it.
 
   At three o’clock I had to leave. I gave her my card and told her to call me if she ever wanted to talk. She stood up, blocking my exit. She whispered softly, “I’m a sex addict.”
 
   Although her voice was a monotone, her eyes were alive and anxious. I thought of what Samuel Johnson had supposedly said two-hundred years ago: “People are only interested in sex and death.” I said that my address was on my card and that I would be there in two hours if she wanted to stop by. She had broached one of the two top hooks in history, and I was still a sucker.
 
   I got home early. She didn’t show. I was still on a deadline and ended up writing until dawn before finally finishing it and dropping into bed. An hour later, my buzzer rattled me awake. Sherry was at the door, armed with coffee and croissants. She wanted to talk.
 
   I gratefully sipped the strong coffee and tried to listen as she told me that she wanted to write a book to help other sex addicts with their recovery. I explained to her that self-help books were usually written by people with initials behind their names, initials like Ph.D. But if she did want to write one then I was not her guy.
 
   There were basically two kinds of books, I explained, those which make people think and learn, and those that make them feel and experience. History’s great books usually did both but most writers were lucky if they could accomplish just one. I wasn’t an academic. I dealt with emotions, feelings and experiences. I was a storyteller.
 
   She asked hesitantly, “If I told my story, could you change the names and places so that no one would know it was me?”
 
   I said that I could.
 
   “My story is too painful, and probably too big,” she said. “It could go on forever.”
 
   I explained that most stories were “slices of life,” dealing with a year or a month or a big event, not a whole life.
 
   For the next two hours she tried to slice up her life but she couldn’t find the right moment, the right place, to even begin. I told her that when I couldn’t write a beginning, I would write about whatever part that wanted to be put down on paper, the middle, the end, anything, just to get writing. This didn’t help.
 
   I remembered going through a similar experience once before, with someone who couldn’t get out her story either. But when she finally began, it turned into a gusher and was so impassioned that I revised almost nothing, afraid that I would flatten the story out. Instead, we basically published the taped transcripts because the story’s power was in those tapes, in the pain in her voice, and her story. I tried to remember my question that had started that torrent of words, hoping that it might work again, but I couldn’t think of what it was.
 
   My cassette recorder clicked and I replaced the tape with another. Sherry got concerned that I would run out of tapes before she said anything worth hearing. I assured her that I had plenty of tapes. I tried to keep her on the story. “What was the worst moment of you life?” I asked.
 
   “There are too many.”
 
   “The best?”
 
   “I hope it hasn’t come.”
 
   I was losing hope. “What moment was a turning point in your life? That when you look back at it now, you realize that it changed you forever.”
 
   She glanced down and after a long pause, she said, “I guess it was the night I decided to go see my mother.”
 
   “Tell me about it.”
 
   She began, slowly, hesitantly, and then the damn inside her broke and the pent-up words began surging out. I soon suspected that her story was going be another deluge.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   THE STORY
 
    
 
   PART ONE
 
    
 
    
 
   I remember that I was crying so hard that I couldn’t pack my suitcase. All I knew was that I couldn’t stay in Rosebud for one more minute. But I had nowhere to go. So I decided to go see my mother. The last thing I knew about her, from years before, was that she was living somewhere in Southern California. I had no idea if she was still there but California seemed as good a place to go as anywhere else. Besides, I had a lifetime of questions that I wanted to ask her and I was badly in need of some answers, any answers.
 
   My tears had blurred my vision so much that I had stuffed my suitcase too full of clothes and it wouldn’t close. I grabbed a handful, flung them on the floor and then jammed the case shut. From a bookshelf, I snatched up the only two mementos I had of my mother, a book of poems and an old black-and-white picture. I stuffed them into my purse and then stumbled blindly out of my room, out of that house and out of that town, forever.
 
   My car hadn’t been running that well and I wasn’t sure that it would make it to California but I figured I'd drive it until it died and then decide what to do. I headed south on the county road. I was still crying so hard that I could barely see and rounding a turn I crossed the line and nearly hit a truck head on. My hands were shaking so much that I could barely hold onto the wheel but I was afraid to stop on that deserted road. Somehow, I finally made it to the Interstate and then a strange thing happened. Instead of turning west toward California, I headed east.
 
   My theory was that I didn’t have a clue where my mother was but that I had an address in New York for Elaine, my mother’s childhood friend. I decided that I would go to New York and ask Elaine if she had my mother’s address, and then I wouldn’t have to waste a lot of time looking for her once I got to California. It didn’t occur to me to just turn west and simply call Elaine from the roadside cafe. Maybe I wasn’t yet ready to meet my mother. I didn’t know. I just knew that I wasn’t thinking very clearly.
 
   I was still crying and tried to think of some distraction to make me stop. Could I actually cry my tear ducts dry? How much could someone cry? Pints, quarts, a gallon? I glanced down at my damp dress and wondered if I were to wring it out would there be a puddle? The thought of wringing tears out of a black satin dress that I had worn on what was to have been the greatest night of my life made me cry even harder.
 
   I drove through the night and into the morning. I continued crying sporadically and through my blurred vision, I apparently missed some sign and ended up heading for Albany instead of New York City.
 
   At a rest stop, I stripped off the dress without daring to see if it would wring out, slipped into jeans and a pullover and stood before the restroom mirror, trying to pull myself together. There wasn’t enough eye shadow in the world to accomplish that.
 
   Some truck driver assured me that some highway at a nearby exit would take me straight over to the Interstate that would take me straight down to New York City and that I couldn’t possibly get lost. I proved him wrong several times. I tried to navigate a maze of scenic roads lined with pines or evergreens or other green-tinted landscape that always seemed to narrow into a one-lane road before coming to a dead end. I finally found a wide blacktop road that looked promising and turned to what I hoped was in the direction of New York City.
 
   “My life closed twice before its close,” I whispered. I often recited Emily Dickinson poems when I was depressed and this moment of my life certainly qualified. “It yet remains to see if Immortality unveil a third event to me.”
 
   My car began sputtering. I floored the accelerator, hoping to get over the next hill and coast down into some town. But the car was dying quickly. As if it might help, I began reciting more quickly, “So huge, so hopeless to conceive, as these that twice befell. Parting is all we know of heaven, and all we need of hell.” The car coasted to a stop as I stared up at an insurmountable hill. I didn’t know whether or not I had proven some scientific experiment but I just couldn’t cry anymore. I literally had no tears left.
 
   After a while, a young couple pedaled by on their bikes and promised to send some help. Almost an hour later, I was still stranded and had to pee so badly that I couldn’t stand it anymore. Naturally, as soon as I ducked behind a bush and dropped my jeans, a tow truck rumbled over the hill. A guy jumped out and headed over to my car as I crouched lower in the bushes, hoping he wouldn’t see me fertilizing the weeds. “I’ll be there in a minute,” I called out.
 
   He peered under the hood. “What seems to be the problem?”
 
   Like I was supposed to know? “It stopped.” Through the brush, I could see that he was very handsome. But I was definitely not interested.
 
   “That’s a problem,” he admitted.
 
   I zipped up my jeans and returned to my main worry. “Can you tell how much it will cost?”
 
   “Can’t say yet,” he replied, “but we do have the lowest rates in the county.” As I stepped around the bushes, he glanced at me and whispered, “for someone like you.” He apparently hadn’t noticed that I looked like hell.
 
   The closer I got to him, the more gorgeous he got, tall with dark hair and piercing dark eyes that seemed like they could look through you. I knew I was attracted to him but that was the last thing I needed. I certainly didn’t trust any feelings I might have and I absolutely wasn’t going to get involved with anyone in the middle of nowhere. I’d just come from nowhere and I wasn’t going back. But I did give him my best smile, hoping it might lower the price.
 
   He glanced at my license plate. “Indiana, huh? I knew you weren’t from around here. Where you headed?”
 
   “New York City, I think.”
 
   He glanced at me. “By way of Canada?”
 
   “I was thinking about stopping to earn some money first,” I said quickly. “I’m a little short and I’ll be even shorter after this.”
 
   He smiled. “Maybe destiny has chosen a nice spot for you.”
 
   I doubted that. “I don’t think so, Larry?”
 
   He glanced as his shirt pocket, on which was sewn, Larry. “It’s Paul, actually. Larry had a wedding today so I’m helping out my old boss. I used to work summers for him when I was in school.” Paul added, “I’m actually a lawyer.”
 
   I didn’t believe him but I figured that didn’t matter. I just wanted to get my car fixed and to get out of there. But he was so attractive that, even though I tried to stare at the engine, I couldn’t stop staring at him. He was having the same problem. Our eyes locked, as he asked, “You believe in destiny?”
 
   I shook my head, afraid to speak.
 
   Although I tried to resist, I felt us leaning closer together. Paul was saying, “But Oak Grove does have a lot to offer.”
 
   Again, I didn’t answer, fearful and horrified by what was happening. I had never experienced anything like it before. We kept leaning closer together and suddenly I wondered what it would be like to kiss him. I tried to pull back but our faces kept getting closer. What are you doing, Sherry? I thought. What is he doing? He must have wondered the same thing because just as it seemed like our lips were about to touch, he hesitated, then pulled back and quickly turned away while laughing nervously.
 
   The moment, or whatever the hell it was, was broken. He looked at the engine and said, “Give her a try.”
 
   I got into the Grand Am and turned the key. The engine groaned but wouldn’t start. Paul motioned for me to stop and then slammed down the hood. “You’re timing has slipped,” he said, “You’re going to need a tow.”
 
   Paul hitched my car to his tow truck and I climbed into his cab, dirty with oil smudges on the doors and an ash tray full of cigarette butts. I tried to edge away from the oil smudges but they seemed to be everywhere. After a bit, he pulled over and stopped. I glanced nervously at him.
 
   He smiled. “Come with me a minute. I want to show you something.”
 
   We got out and walked up a hillside adorn with wild flowers spanning a rainbow of colors. I picked two up and inhaled their lovely fragrance.
 
   “I lived in New York City once,” Paul mentioned. “Worked on Wall Street. You sure you want to live there?”
 
   I shrugged. “Not really. Actually, I’d planned to go to California by way of New York.” He looked at me. I laughed. “I know it doesn’t make much sense.”
 
   He stared at me like I was beyond strange.
 
   “I’m going to see my mother,” I explained. “Right after I was born my father died in an accident. My mother ran away to Los Angeles and left me with her brother and sister. I had hoped to try and find her but I guess I can’t face her yet.”
 
   “You’ve never met her?”
 
   I shook my head. “Talked to her once when I was ten. I’d found her number and called and asked to come live with her. She promised to call me back but she never did.”
 
   “That’s sad.” I didn’t really want his sympathy and regretted that I had told him. “I was sort of abandoned, too,” he added. “My father left home when I was thirteen and my mother was usually too sick to be much of a mom. That’s why I came back here, to take care of her. Everyone had pretty much given up on her. The doctors had performed test after test, trying to figure out what was wrong with her. When they couldn’t, they began to think it was psychosomatic. But if you looked at her, you could see she was in excruciating pain. It was obvious, at least to me, that she was dying. So I brought her home and threatened legal action if they didn’t give her morphine. She finally passed away last year and during the autopsy, they discovered that she had died of two cancers so rare that they don’t even keep statistics on them.”
 
   “I’m sorry,” I said. Our hands brushed against each other and I edged away. I concentrated on holding the flowers.
 
   “I miss her,” he mentioned. “She could be good company when she wanted to be.”
 
   “But now you can go back to New York.”
 
   Paul shook his head. “I called my old law firm but the guy who hired me has left and no one seemed to know me. I don’t want to start all over again. Besides I like it here.”
 
   We had stopped atop a hill overlooking a picturesque small village nestled between a grove of oak trees and a serene blue lake.
 
   “Pretty, huh?”
 
   “Very,” I admitted.
 
   Paul turned to me and leaned closer. “So what do you do?” he asked.
 
   “I was working in an office.”
 
   “Then you can type? Work a computer?” I nodded and Paul smiled broadly and leaned in even closer. “Then I just might have a job for you right in Oak Grove.”
 
   Again, he looked like he was about to kiss me, and suddenly, I lost it. “No way,” I snapped, twisting away from him. “I’ve had it with one-church towns.”
 
   Paul stepped backward, startled.
 
   I regained control of myself and smiled apologetically. “Sorry. I’ve been driving all night, and I’m a little on edge.”
 
   Paul looked down at the village with its lone church steeple towering above it. He shrugged. “Hey, we’ve only got one church. Okay, listen, I’ll fix your car and throw in the labor for free. Then you can leave, or I’ll tell you my proposal.”
 
    
 
   That afternoon, while Paul repaired my car, I sipped coffee in the local café as the locals gossiped. Oak Grove appeared to be a quaint little hamlet that enjoyed a certain amount of tourism, mostly fishermen, and New Yorkers who occasionally built vacation homes on the nearby Serene Lake. The locals debated the wisdom of allowing such city folk within their midst. As the coffee-and-pie crowd gave way to the dinner crowd, Paul came in to announce that my car was running fine. Despite his offer of free labor, the parts alone pretty much emptied my purse. After I admitted that I had only eaten two donuts all day, Paul insisted that I dine with him at the Lakeshore Restaurant.
 
   We sat on the terrace overlooking the tranquil lake, reflecting a fiery sunset. “Oak Grove’s best restaurant,” Paul assured me and suggested that I order the special, striped bass.
 
   I surveyed the menu’s right side, grateful that I wasn’t paying, while Paul gave me some of the highlights of living in Oak Grove. I feigned interest as well as I could but was mostly grateful that Paul wasn’t asking me about my life, a topic I wanted very much to avoid.
 
   Paul seemed fine with doing the talking and moved on to his childhood. Paul’s father had been a purchasing manager for a factory in Sparta, the largest nearby town, and often worked late with his secretary. The day after the factory closed, Paul’s father and his secretary disappeared and hadn’t been heard from since.
 
   Paul then returned to joys of living in Oak Grove from mountain biking on a nearby mountain to sunset canoeing on the lake. But the more convincing he sounded the more I felt like he was trying to persuade himself, rather than me, that he loved living in the Hudson Valley.
 
   Paul then got around to the dreaded subject, me. I mentioned that Rosebud was a village about the size of Oak Grove. Since Paul had just regaled me with the joys of small town living, I wondered about voicing my opinion that small towns bred small people with small minds exchanging small talk about others, usually putting them down to make themselves just a little bit bigger. Instead, I stuck to the facts.
 
   “Your uncle and aunt have always lived together?” Paul asked. “Neither one of them ever married?”
 
   I nodded. “They were like a married couple without the marriage. My uncle worked and my aunt stayed home and cooked and cleaned for him and kept the house. After a while they just got used to it, I guess, and so did everyone else. She always told everyone at church that I was the burden who kept her from meeting and marrying a nice man, the burden that was going to get her a higher place in heaven when she finally moved on. That never made any sense to me,” I noted. “I mean, if heaven is this perfect place what difference does it make if you are a couple of notches higher?”
 
   I admitted that before this excursion, I had never been out of Indiana. I had spent almost two semesters at the University in Bloomington on an academic scholarship but that I had some problems.
 
   Paul looked interested and instantly, I regretted admitting that. “What kind of problems?”
 
   “I’d rather not talk about it.” Trying to change the subject, I offered, “I’ve wanted to leave Rosebud for a long time and now that I finally have, I’m never going back.”
 
   Paul smiled, “All I can say is that there must be something wrong with the guys in Indiana to let you out of the state.”
 
   “There are,” I agreed, “at least the ones I’ve known.” We both laughed.
 
   During dinner, the fiery sunset turned into lovely soft moonlight that was very romantic. I felt myself falling hard for Paul. But how could I? Less than twenty-four hours before wasn’t I deeply in love with another man, pledging to spend the rest of my life with him? Could I fall out of love that quickly and back into love with another guy? How could I? I pushed these thoughts out of my mind and tried to just enjoy this lovely moment with Paul.
 
   As Paul sipped his coffee, he pulled a pack of cigarettes from his sports coat. Despite the cigarette butts in the tow truck’s ashtray, I hadn’t seen Paul smoke before. He noticed me eying the pack. “You mind? I’m trying to quit. But I love having one with a cup of coffee after a great meal.”
 
   I smiled and admitted. “I’m trying to quit, too. I stopped buying them, at least.”
 
   He offered me one. Paul felt in his pockets for a light and then looked around for a waiter.
 
   “I think I have one,” I offered. I rifled through my purse and my small book with the tattered picture spilled out onto the floor. Paul retrieved them and studied the picture of the two smiling teen girls lying on a riverbank.
 
   “My mother and her best friend, Elaine,” I explained. He read the book’s title: Robert Louis Stevenson’s, A Child’s Garden of Verses. “Apparently my mother loved poetry, like me,” I added. “Sometimes, I still say those poems to cheer myself up.”
 
   He handed the book back to me and said, “I have a little shadow that goes in and out with me.”
 
   I laughed and replied, “And what can be the use of him is more than I can see.” People at the next table had begun staring at us. “Is that all you know?” I asked
 
   “Pretty much.”
 
   “Good, because I think that couple over there thinks we’re crazy.”
 
   Paul shrugged. “Who cares?”
 
   “You do. You live here.”
 
   He sipped his coffee and tried to appear serious. “Okay, we’ll talk business.”
 
   He pulled his card from his jacket and held it up for me to see that he really was a lawyer and then dropped it into my purse. “Ever work in a law firm?”
 
   I shook my head.
 
   “Doesn’t matter,” he replied. “I can teach you whatever you need to know.”
 
   “I can’t ask you to do that.”
 
   “You’re not,” Paul insisted. “I’m offering. It’s really perfect timing. My secretary left on Friday for her vacation.”
 
   I looked at him, wondering. “And I suppose you have a place for me to stay?”
 
   He nodded.
 
   “You could stay with me—”
 
   I flashed anger. “—Look, if this is some game you’re playing to—”
 
   Paul held up both hands. “—or with my unimpeachable Aunt Arlene,” he finished quickly.
 
   I softened, embarrassed by my outburst. “I’m sorry,” I said, “but maybe you seem too good to be true, a shining knight in a white tow truck.
 
   “I’m serious. This is totally business.” He paused, smiled, and added, “Well, maybe not totally business.”
 
   He leaned in closer and again I experienced that feeling I’d had that afternoon when I thought he was going to kiss me. Paul must have felt it too since he stood up, insisting, “I can’t take this anymore.” He took me into his arms and began dancing across the terrace, weaving between the tables.
 
   I couldn’t believe he was doing this? Wasn’t he embarrassed? Was he insane? But I was following him as best I could while mentioning, “There’s no music.”
 
   He began humming “I Could Have Danced All Night” and waltzed me back across the terrace. Other diners stared incredulously at us but Paul didn’t seem to care. “They already think we’re crazy,” he reminded me.
 
   He built to a crescendo and then picked me up, spinning me around while he gave me a long luxurious kiss. I was thankful that he was literally sweeping me off my feet since I was sure that my knees would be buckling. It was intoxicating. The day had just seemed so romantic. Paul seemed so romantic. Despite my misgivings about these sudden reversals in my love life, I just couldn’t help falling head over heels in love with Paul. It was almost literally head over heels as he sidestepped a waiter, tripped on a chair and we nearly went over the terrace railing. Paul just laughed, bent me backward and kissed me again.
 
    
 
   Paul called his aunt who said that I would be most welcome. On the way to her house, as he kissed me at each red light, I realized that I didn’t know Paul’s last name. “Manning,” he informed me. “Paul Michael Manning, Esquire, at your service, Mademoiselle.” Immediately, to see how it felt, like a schoolgirl, I thought to myself, Mrs. Paul Manning. Mrs. Sherry Manning. It felt so childish but I didn’t care. By the time, we pulled up at his aunt’s lovely home on a peaceful tree-lined street, I didn’t want the night to end. I wanted to be with Paul forever.
 
   Paul gave me one last kiss outside his aunt’s door. When we came up for air, he asked, “You’re sure you don’t want to stay with me?”
 
   Even though I desperately wanted to spend the night with him, I knew that it was exactly the wrong thing to do. I wanted him to think of me as someone special, not some easy girl he picked up on a roadside.
 
   “Very sure,” I replied quickly before I changed my mind. Then I remained quiet, fearing that I might say something I would regret.
 
   “Okay,” said Paul. He gave me a warm smile and rang the doorbell. “Will you come to church with me tomorrow?”
 
   I hesitated, before admitting, “I kind of stopped believing in God.”
 
   “Why? When?” he asked.
 
   “When I was nine.”
 
   “Nine?” He laughed. “No Santa Claus, no God?”
 
   “Something like that. Can I come and not pray?”
 
   “Sure. I’ll pray for us both.”
 
   The door opened and behind the screen stood a sixtyish, heavyset woman with gray hair and a round face with large, sparkling eyes above a broad smile. Arlene invited Paul in for a cup of tea but he declined, saying that he would pick us both up at 7:45 a.m. Arlene led me into her cozy kitchen with its early American décor and we shared a cup of raspberry tea.
 
   Aunt Arlene was easy to talk to, since she did most of the talking and I only had to listen. She talked about Paul when he was young and her own two children who had grown up and now lived on the West Coast.
 
   Finally, she looked at the clock and remarked that it was past her bedtime.
 
   She led me upstairs to a small room pretty much filled up by an antique double bed and big antique dresser near the door to a small bathroom.
 
   “I hope you like a hard bed,” Aunt Arlene remarked.
 
   “I’m sure it’s fine.”
 
   She set two towels and a washcloth on the bed. “Well, I’ll let you get to bed. Paul said you didn’t get much last night.”
 
   “But if you’re staying up, I’d be happy to—”
 
   She cut me off, saying, “—Not me. I’m headed for bed.” She walked to the door and then paused as if she had been waiting all evening to mention something. “Was Paul right about you loving poetry?”
 
   I nodded.
 
   She gave me a sly smile and asked, “Can I tell you something? If you promise not to tell anyone in Oak Grove?”
 
   “I know so many,” I mentioned.
 
   “You might if Paul has his way.” She smiled slyly again. “For four years now, everyone in town thinks I play bridge in Sparta every Thursday. But actually, I’ve been taking a poetry-writing course at the junior college.” She laughed. “I have this dream that after I’ve dead, my poems will be discovered and published.”
 
   “Why don’t you try to publish them now?” I asked.
 
   Arlene shook her head. “If it turns out that I’m some old broad babbling about nothing, I want to be dead first.”
 
   “What does your teacher say?”
 
   “That my ‘verse is alive.’”
 
   “I’d love to read some.”
 
   She shook her head again. “When I’m dead, Dear, when I’m dead.” She smiled. “But I’ve longed to share that secret for years. Thank you.”
 
   She hugged me and then walked out, saying, “I’m a light sleeper. So if you need anything, just give a shout.”
 
   I sat down on the bed, exhausted from my long day but exhilarated at meeting Paul and having a job and a place to stay until I could try to sort out my life.
 
   I glanced at a side table. On it was a picture of a young boy about ten who looked like Paul, proudly holding up a big fish. I picked up the picture and held it to my chest, embracing it. But I felt an old unwanted feeling coming over me. Relax, Sherry, I told myself. Don’t do anything you’ll regret.
 
   I took a deep breath and paced around the room, trying to control this horrible urge inside me. You know better, Sherry, I reminded myself. Don’t ruin this.
 
   I grabbed my suitcase and opened it. My clothes were still jammed inside from my quick escape from Rosebud. Trying to control myself, I meticulously took out each piece, straightened them and placed them neatly inside the oak dresser. Then I pulled out a very short, low cut dress. I stared at it, pleading to myself, Don’t, Sherry. Please! But I knew that, once again, I would. I flung the dress on the bed and pulled off my sweater, telling myself, as I had so many times before, Just this once more!
 
   I donned the dress and rushed into the bathroom to make myself up. I wanted to get this over with as quickly as possible. While applying eyeliner, I kept telling myself that this was the last time. The very last time!
 
   I crept along the dimly-lit hallway, past Arlene’s open bedroom door. A board creaked below my high heels.
 
   Arlene glanced up. “Sherry?”
 
   She flipped on a lamp and I stood there in the naked pale light. “I’m just getting a pack of cigarettes,” I said.
 
   Arlene stared at me. “Dressed like that?”
 
   “I’ll be right back,” I said quickly and ran down the stairs.
 
   I walked several blocks along the deserted main street to the garage and got into my Grand Am. I then headed out of town passed the sign informing me that Sparta was twelve more miles. 
 
   Sparta had none of the charm of Oak Grove and appeared to be an old manufacturing center but now its two main factories were darkened like two black eyes at the edge of town. I stopped at a Quick Mart for a pack of cigarettes and learned that the only bar still open was the Depot at the far end of town. I got into my car, lit a cigarette and inhaled hard, hoping to die of cancer right there and do myself and the world a favor. But it didn’t happen, so I squealed out onto the street.
 
   The Depot was an old train station with high cantilever ceilings, photos of old trains adorning walls and a deafening sound system that played non-stop rock music. I slowly elbowed my way up to the bar hoping that some guy might notice me. Before anyone did, the bartender noticed me and I tried to yell above the music that I wanted a beer.
 
   There were about ten guys for every girl so it wasn’t long before several guys began hovering around me. A tall, chubby guy nudged up to me. He was wearing a T-shirt that proclaimed I’m Party Trained and looked like he had already drunk more than his share of beers. He didn’t even bother to try talking above the music but simply pulled me on the dance floor. There was nothing really special about him, except that he was the first to dance with me and I was in a hurry.
 
   He lead me to the side of the dance floor, which was apparently on the route of several waitresses, all of whom he seemed to know and they managed to keep the stream of beers flowing our way without us having to leave the dance floor. Occasionally, a tiny little thing in an even tinier outfit came by with a tray of shots and he never let her pass by without us knocking back a couple filled with some unspecified liquor that seemed to go straight from my mouth to my head. After a few I felt like I might get sick but I wasn’t sure if it was from the shots or the situation.
 
   After downing a few more shots, I had accomplished what I had set out to achieve, a mind-numbing dead drunk state. I always seemed to be in this state whenever I humiliated myself like I was about to do yet again.
 
   There were brief moments of relief from the throbbing beat, during which my dance partner told me his name and chatted warmly about himself. I immediately forgot his name and didn’t think it was only because of the drinking. I didn’t want to remember his name. I didn’t want to remember my name. I knocked back another shot.
 
   He grabbed my shoulders and glanced down my low-cut dress, observing, “You are one beautiful babe.”
 
   I smiled.
 
   He suggested, “What say we go for a walk and cool off?” 
 
   I nodded.
 
   We stumbled outside into the dimly-lit parking lot and he led me toward his pickup, saying, “What say we take a little ride to someplace a bit quieter?” He smiled wickedly. “Like my place.”
 
   We got into his truck and he pulled me close to him, giving me a wet, boozy kiss. He started the engine but I didn’t want to go anywhere with him. I didn’t want anything but to get rid of the horrible urge inside of me as quickly as possible. I began unzipping his pants.
 
   “Hey, Honey? I don’t live that far. Jesus, you’re in a hurry.”
 
   I was, and within a minute I had him out of his pants and was working on him. As soon as he was hard, I flung off my panties and got on top of him. But I never gave him one thought. I was imagining myself making love to Paul, on our honeymoon somewhere on some Caribbean Island. Even though it seemed crazy, this was what I thinking, that I was making love to Paul.
 
   I rushed toward a climax, leaving him far behind and he let me know it, complaining, “Slow down a little, will you, Honey? I think I had a few too many beers.”
 
   I went faster until finally that horrible urge was released.
 
   “I’m almost there, Honey,” he was saying.
 
   But I was overcome with revulsion, now stone-cold sober and humiliated, hating myself.
 
   “I’ve got to go,” I said, jumping off him.
 
   “What?”
 
   I opened the door and rushed out, trying to smooth out my dress. He jumped out after me, grabbing at his pants with one hand and holding up my panties with the other.
 
   “Hey, what about me?” he protested, adding, “You forgot these!” He threw the panties at me as I jumped into my car, locking the doors. But he didn’t pursue me. Instead he wheeled around toward the truck, saying, “Wham, bam. Thank you, Ma’am.”
 
   As I shot away, I saw him slap his side, letting go of his pants, which dropped to his ankles and he tripped, falling back into his pickup.
 
   I sped all the way back to Oak Grove, as if somehow that might put what I’d done behind me faster. But instead, I carried it with me, knowing that my transgression was so stupid, that Arlene was sure to tell Paul and I would have to come up with some lie. I hated having to lie to Paul, and I hated myself and my life.
 
   When I got to Arlene’s house, I rushed up the stairs. As I passed by her bedroom, I saw her light go on. I rushed into my room and closed the door. She didn’t come in after me.
 
   I laid down on the bed and tried to sleep but instead just tossed and turned, wondering how I was going to face Arlene and what I was going to say to Paul.
 
    
 
   I finally drifted off and it seemed like I’d only been asleep for a few minutes when Arlene knocked on my door without saying a word. “I’m awake,” I said, groggily.
 
   I showered, trying futilely to wash off the shame. Then I put on a prim black dress and went down to face Arlene. I wanted to talk to her before Paul arrived, hoping to somehow put last night behind us. I planned to tell her that I went out for a pack of cigarettes and got lost and that was why it took me long.
 
   But when I got down to the kitchen, she had coffee, toast and eggs on the table for me and never said a word. Not one word. This was the same woman who never seemed to stop talking the night before. Now she was coldly silent as she watched a Sunday morning news show on a small TV on the counter.
 
   When a commercial came on, I said feebly, “Sorry about waking you last night. I went out to get a pack of cigarettes and got lost. That was why I took so long.” My voice was shaky.
 
   Arlene gave out a low groan but didn’t reply. After awhile, Paul knocked on the front door, let himself in and was all smiles.
 
   “Good morning, everyone,” he said brightly.
 
   “Good morning,” I said, trying to sound cheerful.
 
   “Morning,” uttered Arlene, her first word of the day.
 
   Paul joined us for a cup of coffee. He did most of the talking, while Arlene and I were mostly silent. Then we left for church.
 
   Since Paul sang in the choir, he sat at the side of the altar while Arlene and I sat together in the third pew. During the service, her elbow accidentally brushed against me and, as if I were a leper, she actually moved a foot away from me crowding the others in the pew. If Paul noticed it, he didn’t say anything and kept giving me smiles during and between hymns.
 
   After the service, Paul was still all smiles as we walked out of church. He greeted the Reverend and several parishioners. As we walked down the steps, he glanced at Aunt Arlene and said, “I think we have a new convert.”
 
   “I wouldn’t be too sure,” she retorted. It was the first complete sentence she had uttered since the night before. Paul ignored her comment and asked me, “How would you like to see the most beautiful spot in the county?”
 
   He dropped off Aunt Arlene and me with instructions for me to change into casual clothes. Afraid to ask Arlene for anything, including the use of her iron, I put on my least wrinkled top and shorts.
 
   An hour later, Paul returned bearing a lunch basket and drove me to a narrow tree-lined lane. He parked and then led me down a dirt path through a dense thicket of trees of various shades of green until they opened onto a lovely clearing with a sandy beach lining the crystal blue water of Serene Lake that glinted with specks of bright sunlight. I admired the breathtaking surroundings as Paul set down the basket and spread out a blanket.
 
   “Nice, huh?”
 
   “Very. It’s beautiful.”
 
   “I just bought the ten acres all around us. I’m building a dream house here, for me,” he glanced at me, “and someone I love.”
 
   “That sounds very nice,” I said, smiling.
 
   Paul set down the basket. “I should have brought my plans. I did them myself. But this will be more fun. Come with me.”
 
   Paul took my hand and led me back toward the trees, until he stopped and turned around. “What the heck,” he said, “just for fun.” He picked me up and carried me for a big step before setting me down. “We just crossed the front door’s threshold. Actually, it’s probably the back door since I think the front door should be facing the water.”
 
   Paul walked me through his imaginary house pointing out the various first-floor rooms while noting that the house would be very wide so that almost every room would have a wall of windows facing the water. He then stepped high, leading me up imaginary stairs and with a wink, he showed me the future master bedroom, as well as three other bedrooms “for the children” before taking me back down stairs and out to the future front porch nearly at the water’s edge.
 
   “So what do you think?” he asked like a boy who had just shown off a new toy.
 
   “It seems lovely.”
 
   “Think you’d like to live here?”
 
   “Who wouldn’t?” I admitted.
 
   Paul smiled and then spread out a blanket on the future front porch, opened a bottle of expensive-looking wine and poured me a glass. It quickly made me light-headed, partly due to my lack of sleep but also due to the situation. Paul lay down on the blanket and motioned for me to lie next to him. My arm brushed against his and his warmth felt intoxicating.
 
   Paul offered a toast. “To beautiful places,” he looked at me again, “and to beautiful people.”
 
   He spread out hors d’oeuvres. He had prepared quite a feast.
 
   He sipped his wine. “So tell me about yourself.”
 
   “There isn’t much to tell. What do you want to know?” I asked, suddenly nervous.
 
   “Everything. Your favorite movie, when you lost your virginity, what your—”
 
   “—What?” I slapped him on the shoulder. “Do you always ask that question to women you’ve known for one day?”
 
   “Never,” he admitted.
 
   “You should keep it that way.”
 
   “I’ll tell you,” Paul said.
 
   “Like I want to know?”
 
   “Don’t you?”
 
   I wanted to say that I thought it wasn’t any of my business and vice versa but I hesitated too long and Paul said, “Judy Hastings, after the senior prom when we were both blasted. We’d waited three years for it and when it ended up being a backseat bang, we were both so embarrassed, we never spoke again.” He looked silently down toward the ground and then sipped his wine.
 
   “That’s sad,” I said.
 
   “The worst part is that I found out later she wasn’t even a virgin. She’d lost it the summer before to some camp counselor.”
 
   “I’m sorry.”
 
   “Then I was engaged in law school,” he went on. “We were going to start a practice together and live happily ever after, until I dropped by her apartment and found her in bed with our Intellectual Properties professor.”
 
   He spread pâté on a cracker and handed it to me, brushing against my arm. “I always thought I was unlucky with women.” His eyes met mine. “Now I think I just hadn’t met the right one.”
 
   I smiled weakly. I wanted desperately to be the right woman for him.
 
   Paul laughed. “Okay, I bore my soul. Tell me about your loves.” He held up his hands. “You don’t have to discuss consummation. Who was first?”
 
   “My uncle.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “I was eight.”
 
   Paul laughed. “Not some childish crush. Who was your first real love?”
 
   “Soccer,” I replied. “I loved soccer more than anything.”
 
   Paul shook his head in disbelief. “You’re telling me that the greatest love of your life was a sport?”
 
   I nodded. “I really loved it.”
 
   Paul laughed. “You’re kidding me, right?”
 
   I laughed, too. “Okay, I loved being the fastest player on the field, being the top scorer, being the best. I loved being the star. Does that make sense?”
 
   Paul didn’t look convinced but did mention, “I guess I wasn’t a star but I was our high school’s top defensive player.”
 
   “I only played in junior high,” I admitted. “They wouldn’t let me play in high school.”
 
   Paul glanced at me. “Why?”
 
   “I don’t want to talk about it.”
 
   “Sherry Johnson,” he said softly, “woman of mystery.” Paul didn’t press it. “One day, I guess we will just have to see how good you are, Star, but,” he good-naturedly flicked his finger across my nose, as if scolding me, “now, don’t change the subject.”
 
   I glanced down at the shades of grass in the speckled sunlight. I admitted, “I’m not sure I even know what love is.”
 
   Paul smiled at me, flashing his perfect teeth. “If that were true, then you could be in love with me right now and not know it.”
 
   I shrugged. “I suppose.”
 
   Paul refilled our wine glasses and glanced around. “I think we need some scientific procedure.” He plucked a daisy and began pulling off the petals. “She loves me. She loves me not. She loves me. She loves me not.” He kept going until he was down to “She loves me not” but he only had two petals left. Paul ripped them both off, crying triumphantly, “She loves me!”
 
   He leaned over and kissed me. His embrace lowered me backward onto the blanket as he kept our lips locked. Paul slid his hand to the side of my breast. I wanted so badly for him to take me right there. Amidst the beauty of that lakeside, I wanted him to make beautiful love to me. But I was worried about what he would think of me. Instead, my arm locked his hand at my side. “Let’s wait,” I said.
 
   Paul whispered, “For as long as you want.”
 
   Instead we spent the afternoon, enjoying the wonderful lunch of cheeses, fruits, French bread, local delicacies and a wonderful crème brulee that Paul claimed he had prepared himself. We fed each other grapes and strawberries, held hands and kissed chastely like school children. Then we walked along the lake and Paul told me of the history of Serene Lake.
 
   After admiring a breathtaking sunset that seemed to shoot flames across the sky, Paul took me to his favorite restaurant, Pete’s Takeout Pizza, a small dive near the beach. The place only had one eat-in table in the corner that we crowded into it and feasted on Pete’s Poppin’ Toppin’s, which was about three inches of everything that seemed possible to put on a pizza as well as some things that seemed impossible. It was delicious.
 
   By the time that Paul finally brought me back to Arlene’s, promising to pick me up at eight sharp for my first day of work, I was thoroughly and completely in love with him.
 
    
 
   My bliss soon ended when I went inside and had to face Arlene. She was in the parlor, ironing a blouse and didn’t acknowledge my presence. “Good evening,” I said, trying very hard to sound pleasant.
 
   Arlene didn’t answer.
 
   “I wanted to apologize about last night,” I said. “I got lost. That’s why I got home so late.”
 
   Arlene gave me a loathing look. “Sure you did.”
 
   “Thanks for not mentioning it to Paul.”
 
   She returned to her ironing. “He wouldn’t listen anyway.”
 
   I sat down on the sofa near her, trying to be polite. “I really do like Paul, a lot. And I like you, too.
 
   Arlene set down the iron and gave me a hard look. “Don’t try to sweet talk me, Missy. Did he tell you about his lovely little fiancé? She stayed with me once, and she’d sneak out at night, too. I tried to warn Paul but he didn’t hear a word. She finally broke his heart, just like you will.”
 
   “No,” I said. “I don’t want that.” I started to say that I loved him. I did but I didn’t think she would understand. I wanted, needed, desperately to tell her how much I cared for Paul and how I never wanted to do anything to hurt him.
 
   She wouldn’t hear of it. “I feel like a fool,” she said, “telling you the things that I did last night.”
 
   “No. I really enjoyed that. I want to talk again. I don’t want to go out.”
 
   Arlene shut off her iron and looked at me with contempt. “I’m going to bed.”
 
   She headed for the stairs. But I didn’t want to be alone, afraid of what I might do. “Please stay with me.” I was all but begging her but Arlene just kept climbing the stairs, ignoring me. “Please! Damnit!” I blurted out angrily.
 
   Aunt Arlene turned around and glared at me.
 
   I was mortified by my outburst. “I’m sorry,” I said softly. “I just—” I couldn’t find the words. “I’m not the person you think I am.”
 
   “Sure you’re not,” she answered curtly and continued up the stairs.
 
   I was hurt and angry that she didn’t believe me and knew that I had to get out of there. But I also knew that if I left, I would regret it. You are not the girl she thinks you are, I tried to convince myself. I really didn’t know if I was or wasn’t but I knew that if I could just somehow manage to stay there, then I wouldn’t be. Don’t go out, I kept telling myself. Don’t do anything you’ll regret, Sherry.
 
   I told myself that I was so angry at Arlene for not believing me that I needed to go out for some fresh air and some cigarettes. Right, Sherry. Fresh air and cigarettes, that makes perfect sense. Don’t do it! But I knew that I would, like I always did. Just this once, I told myself, this really is the last time.
 
   I quickly changed into tight jeans and a low-cut top while loathing myself for going out again. You are sick, Sherry. You’re crazy. This has to be the last time.
 
   I quickly drove into Sparta, wanting to get back to Arlene’s as soon as possible, hopefully, before she missed me. Also, I needed some sleep. I wanted to make a good impression on my first day working for Paul. I was afraid I didn’t have the skills to be a legal secretary as it was. I didn’t need to also be working on no sleep and hung over as well.
 
   I stopped at a convenience store and bought a pack of cigarettes. I sat in my car, chain-smoking until I saw a cute guy walking up to the counter armed with several six-packs of beer. As he headed out, I jumped out and rushed to open the door for him. I smiled sweetly, saying, “You look thirsty.”
 
   “I drew the short straw,” he replied. “Want to come to a party?”
 
   I shook my head. “I don’t think so.”
 
   “You don’t like having fun?”
 
   I laughed. It seemed like another person laughing, not me, and the other person said, “Of course, I do.”
 
   “So follow me in your car, and if you don’t like it, you can leave. Okay?” He popped a beer and gave it to me.
 
   I hesitated. I was sure that he thought I was flirting, playing hard to get but I was truly hesitant. Of course, I shouldn’t go. But it was too late for that. If I didn’t go with him, it would only be with someone else. Just get it over with, I thought. “All right,” I said, swigging the beer.
 
   Before the end of the first block I had already finished the beer. He stopped several blocks away and we got out. It wasn’t hard to see where he was a headed, as a large white house on the corner was blasting out loud music and several people were hanging out on the front porch.
 
   As we walked toward the door, we passed a lanky drunk working on a young blonde with teased-up hair. He turned to us. “Connors, my boy. It looks like you picked up more than beer.” He grabbed my arm. “Hey, baby? You’re passing by the best thing at this party.”
 
   “Tex,” Connors said. “She’s with me.”
 
   We headed inside as Tex laughed, “Oh, yeah. I bet you’ve known each other for all of five minutes.”
 
   Inside, I was introduced to our host, a short guy with curly hair named Nick Rogers. He relieved us of our bounty but not before my new friend grabbed a six pack for us. We drank and danced for a few songs and then stopped to do a couple of shots. Finally, he introduced himself. “I’m Scott.”
 
   “Sherry,” I replied.
 
   “Sweet Sherry or dry Sherry?”
 
   “Why don’t you find out?”
 
   He gave me a long kiss and than said, “Sweet. Definitely sweet.”
 
   We did another shot and then he kissed me again. Scott suggested that we go upstairs so we could talk because the music was too loud to talk downstairs.
 
   We found an empty bedroom and went inside. It was dark with only a dim side lamp near the bed. Several jackets were piled on the bed. We pushed some jackets to the side and sat on others. Although we were supposedly there to talk, neither one of us said a word. Within minutes, we were having sex. I tried to imagine making love to Paul but I was too disgusted with myself. Instead, I just wanted it over so I could rush out of there.
 
   Unfortunately, he was over before I was. He rolled over on the bed, grasping for breath. “That was unbelievable.”
 
   I was angry that I still hadn’t finished. I propped up on an elbow and said, “Let’s do it again.”
 
   “What?” He looked at me. “Give me a break.”
 
   I put my hand between his legs. “Come on,” I said, “You can do it.”
 
   “Christ. We just did it.”
 
   There was a soft knock on the door and a thin, young man wearing glasses cracked it open, holding his hand over his eyes. “Sorry, but I think I left my jacket in here. I won’t look.”
 
   I knew I should have been grabbing my clothes but instead I just lay there, mortified. This guy came in with his eyes shut, groping around the bed for his jacket. Scott jumped up and pulled on his pants. The guy finally grabbed his jacket as Scott grabbed his arm. “Hey, Bri. Wait a minute. This is Sherry.” Scott turned to me. “Sherry. This is Brian.”
 
   He turned Brian around toward me. “Say hello, Brian.”
 
   Scott then slipped out the door as Brian opened his eyes to see me. I couldn’t believe that I was just lying there naked for this guy to stare at me but I thought what could be more humiliating than what I’d already done.
 
   He never said a word but my voice said, “Come here.” He sat down next to me. He seemed to also have mixed emotions about this, and I thought we would be there all night if I left it up to him. I put his hand on my breast and my hand on his crotch. He seemed almost frightened but probably felt that if he didn’t do something, they would accuse him of being gay. Or may he just rightfully despised me. But soon, I had his clothes off and there I was having sex again.
 
   After a little while, a fist slammed on the door and someone demanded, “Hey, Ross. Hurry up. I’m next, Goddamn it.” It was that guy, Tex, who had been on the front porch. Brian immediately stopped and put on his clothes.
 
   He walked out without a word and in came Tex and with a big wicked smile, he said, “The best is yet to come.”
 
   This began a long, horribly humiliating procession of guys, so many that I couldn’t count them. After each one I wanted to get up and dive out the window, hoping I would break my neck. But instead, I stayed. I wanted this night to be beyond horrible, to somehow convince me to never to do this again. I didn’t want to get hurt because if Paul saw bruises, he would ask questions that I couldn’t answer. But I did want it to be bad.
 
   I told myself it was like a book I had read once about quitting smoking, to smoke pack after pack of cigarettes, all at once and to just keep smoking them until they made you sick and you never wanted to see another cigarette as long as you lived. That was what I wanted to do that night and that was what I got, sick of the world and the guys in it and mostly sick of myself.
 
   It was almost dawn when the last one finished and I managed to find most of my clothes and stumble downstairs and out to my car. I drove away quickly but at the first stop sign, I stopped and started crying uncontrollably, hating myself, wanting to ram into the nearest tree.
 
   Instead, I drove back to Arlene’s house as quickly as I could. Gratefully, she wasn’t up yet. I didn’t bother to even try to sleep. My whole body ached, every bone, every muscle. I got into the shower and futilely tried to wash the pain and shame and anguish down the drain.
 
    
 
   After brushing my teeth for about fifteen minutes, I finally managed to put on some clothes and tried to make myself look presentable. When I got downstairs, Arlene again didn’t say a word to me, but seemed engrossed in another morning TV news show. The kitchen had a warm tasty aroma and I knew that Arlene had made herself breakfast but she had obviously already done the dishes, as the kitchen was spotless. I poured myself a cup of coffee and drank it greedily, trying to dull my throbbing headache. I would have loved a couple of aspirins but even I wasn’t crazy enough to ask Arlene if she had any.
 
   There was a soft knock on the door and Paul came in all smiles, as he had the day before. I downed the coffee and gratefully, he whisked me out of there after only the minimum of pleasantries between Arlene and him.
 
   Paul then spent the day instructing me on the intricacies of typing contracts and wills and agreements. I was so exhausted and hung over that I couldn’t concentrate and keep making the same mistakes over and over again but Paul was patient and we finally made it through the day. He offered to take me out to dinner but I told him that I felt like I was coming down with a cold and that I probably should just go back to Arlene’s and rest. He agreed.
 
   I told Arlene the same story and went up to my room and without even bothering to remove my clothes, I fell exhausted onto the bed. I slept straight through until Paul came to pick me up the following morning. Worried that I might be sick, he suggested that I stay home from work but I couldn’t face a day with Arlene and after thirteen hours of sleep, I actually felt pretty good.
 
   Instead, I quickly showered and dressed and we went to work. I was much better and by the end of the day, even though I wasn’t exactly sure about all of the legal terms, I felt like I could actually do the job.
 
   We went out for a quiet, lovely dinner that night and Paul was a perfect gentleman and brought me home early. Arlene was still giving me the silent treatment but I was in love with Paul and so happy that I didn’t even mind. I felt the urge to go out and, as crazy as it seemed, to be with some other guy so I could fantasize that I was making love to Paul. But the horror of that previous Sunday night reminded me that I never wanted to do anything like that again. I hoped that I would always feel that way. Instead I took a long luxurious bath and went to bed hoping that I would dream of Paul.
 
   I was ready and waiting on the front porch swing when Paul drove up. At work, I was actually beginning to enjoy the job and Paul’s numerous red corrections of my typos were dwindling to one or two.
 
   “I can’t believe how quickly you’ve picked this up,” he said. “You could be a great a legal secretary, if you wanted.” He gave me a smile. “Provided you don’t find something better to do with your life.”
 
   Then he grabbed my arm and led me to the front door.
 
   “What are we doing?” I asked.
 
   Paul put a “Closed” sign on the door and we walked outside. “The beauty of a small town practice,” he said, “is that everything can wait until tomorrow. Let’s got for swim.”
 
   When I protested that I didn’t have a swimsuit, Paul drove me to a nearby shop and bought me one. Then we headed for the lake, passing by a practice field where several young boys were kicking around a soccer ball. When a carrot-haired boy scored a goal, Paul stopped and cried out, “Nice one, Jim. You’re looking good, Guys.”
 
   The boys beamed. “Thanks, Coach,” said Jim. “We’ve got to beat Franklin this year.”
 
   “Keep working,” Paul encouraged them. “We will.”
 
   As we drove away, Paul told me, “Our middle school couldn’t afford a coach, so I offered. I can’t wait until the day when I am a soccer dad.” He glanced at me. “That reminds me of our challenge.”
 
   When we arrived at the beach, Paul grabbed a soccer ball from his trunk and soon we were racing across the sand. When I tried to dribble past him, he intercepted the ball. So I charged him and stole it back. As he was about to intercept it again, I kicked it between Paul’s legs and dashed around him. That really angered him. As he was about to catch me, rather than let him win the ball again, I kicked it into the lake. We both dived into the water, and instead of the ball, we accidentally grabbed each other and ended up kissing as the ball drifted away.
 
   After this wonderful, lazy afternoon, Paul decided that I needed to learn his favorite hobby. As the setting sun sprinkled sparks across the water, we fished off a nearby pier. He baited my hook and I sat patiently with my pole, just happy to be near Paul. Suddenly, my pole bent forward and a fish leaped from the water.
 
   I panicked and nearly dropped the pole.
 
   “Just reel it in slowly,” Paul instructed me. “Slowly. You’re doing fine.”
 
   I finally managed to get the fish out the water as it jerked and flopped, spraying us with water before Paul unhooked it and dropped it into a nearby pail. He baited my hook again, cast my line and then laid his head comfortably on my lap.
 
   “It’s days like this that I love it here,” he said. “If I was still on Wall Street, I’d be working until eight every night. But then again, I’d be in New York, which has a little more to offer than Oak Grove.”
 
   “Do you miss it?”
 
   “Sometimes,” he admitted. “Then again, I also miss singing rock ‘n’ roll.”
 
   “What?” I wasn’t sure that I had heard him right.
 
   “I had my own band. We were pretty good, too, but I got scared that we would never make it big.”
 
   “Ever regret not going for it?”
 
   He looked reflective and then said, “I think I miss Wall Street more. There’s something about toiling in secret for weeks on a deal. Then when it makes headlines around the world, I could say, ‘I worked on that.’” He looked up and said, “I’m bored with me. Tell me about your dreams.”
 
   My dream is to marry you, Paul, I thought, and to have lots of your kids. I didn’t have the courage to say that though, afraid that he would think I was too forward. Instead, I admitted, “I haven’t had that many.”
 
   “Come on. You have to have had some.”
 
   I thought about it for a second and then replied, “Well, when I was a little girl I wanted to be a fireman.
 
   “A fireman?”
 
   “Well, firewoman, I guess. I dreamed about climbing ladders and saving children from burning buildings and I figured that if I died, I’d be a dead hero.”
 
   He laughed. “That sounds reasonable.”
 
   I slapped his shoulder, a little embarrassed. “Hey, you asked. Then I wanted to be a school teacher. I figured that if I taught any kids who were really unhappy, I’d try to help them.” I thought for a second and then admitted, “I guess, maybe, I still have that dream.”
 
   “I think they’re sweet dreams.” He got up. “I think I had better take you back. I should really work tonight.”
 
   After such a wondrous day with Paul, I was afraid of what I might do if he left me alone. So I offered, “How about if I take you to dinner. At the cheapest place in town.”
 
   Paul smiled. “Sherry, we’ve caught the best dinner in the county. And all you have to do is make a salad.”
 
   Paul took me to the home that he had grown up in and where he still lived. It didn’t look like it had been redecorated since he was a boy and I half-expected his parents to walk in on us. Instead, Paul prepared our fish while I cut up vegetables and tossed a salad. Paul’s expertise in the kitchen was evident. “Where did you learn to cook?”
 
   “From cookbooks,” he said. “With my dad gone and my mom sick, someone had to put a meal on the table.” He glanced at my salad with an approving look, announcing, “Dinner is ready.”
 
   We enjoyed the lovely candlelit meal and a bottle of expensive wine. I only sipped my glass, knowing what I was capable of when I had drunk too much. Paul polished off one glass and then poured himself another, noticing my nearly full glass.
 
   “You don’t drink much,” he asked.
 
   “Sometimes.” Actually, I felt tipsy, intoxicated by our lovely time together.
 
   Gratefully, Paul didn’t pursue this and asked me about my love of poetry. So I dazzled him with my wealth of worthless information on the subject. “I bet you don’t even know how many words in the English language have no rhymes?”
 
   Mystified, Paul acknowledged, “I really don’t.”
 
   “Seven,” I said, proudly. “Orange, angst, gulf, month, sixth, pizza and purple.”
 
   “That’s it? That’s all of them?”
 
   “Well, there are probably more,” I conceded, “but that is all I can think of at the moment.” I went on, “And I also bet that you didn’t know that almost all of Emily Dickinson’s poems can be sung to the theme song of Gilligan’s Island.”
 
   “That, too, had escaped me,” he admitted, duly chastened by his extreme lack of knowledge in this area.
 
   He began singing, “Because I could not stop for death, he kindly stopped for me.”
 
   I joined in, “The carriage held but just ourselves. And immortality. And immortality.”
 
   I complemented Paul on his nice voice. “Will you sing for me, rock ‘n’ roll star?”
 
   “No way.”
 
   “Come on. Go for it.”
 
   Paul downed his glass. “You’re on.”
 
   He found an acoustic guitar buried in some closet and we sat on the living room sofa as he strummed and tuned it. “You understand,” he said, “that my amps and electrics are in the attic, so you won’t get the full effect.”
 
   “I’ll imagine the rhythm section,” I promised.
 
   He strummed the guitar again, satisfied.
 
   “I’ll play you the first song I ever learned on a guitar.”
 
   He began singing Buddy Holly’s “That’ll be the Day.”
 
    
 
   Well, that’ll be the day when you say goodbye
 
   Yes, that’ll be the day when you make me cry
 
   You say you’re gonna leave, you know it’s a lie
 
   ‘Cause that’ll be the day when I die.
 
    
 
   He sang the chorus and on the next verse he played with more rhythm. We got up began dancing as I sang harmony on the verses and joined him on the chorus. Afterward, we laughed and applauded ourselves. Paul offered, “We make great music together.”
 
   He sat down his guitar and kissed me. For the next two hours, we kept on singing, dancing and kissing. If Paul had tried to do more than kiss, I don’t think I could have stopped him. I was so in love with him. But Paul remained a perfect gentleman, only kissing and hugging me endlessly before finally taking me back to his aunt’s.
 
   Inside, I went straight up to bed without even bothering to talk to Arlene. I managed to keep myself from going out by constantly masturbating until I was sore. I didn’t care. I never wanted to do anything again that might hurt Paul or our relationship.
 
   Paul told me that the band’s best singer was his best friend. “You should get to know him.” Paul smiled. “He’s going to be the best man at my wedding.”
 
   That Friday night, Paul and I headed into Sparta to meet his friend at a karaoke bar. “We might have to coax him into singing,” Paul explained. “He was too shy to sing lead in the band so he ended up be the world’s best backup singer.”
 
   The karaoke bar was softly lit with several tables facing a small stage. We were early and the singing hadn’t started yet but Paul spotted his friend sitting at the bar.
 
   “Hey, Guy,” Paul said, slapping him on the back.
 
   The friend turned around with a big smile until he saw me and then it quickly vanished. He looked vaguely familiar but I couldn’t remember where I might have seen him. My stomach tightened in fear.
 
   Paul introduced us. “Brian, this is Sherry. Sherry, Brian.”
 
   Brian just stared coldly at me and then it hit me. He was the guy who had been looking for his jacket at that party the night I had decided to do all those guys to humiliate myself and stop doing it forever. I couldn’t believe my terrible luck. Of all the guys in the world, he had to be Paul’s best friend.
 
   Brian continued to silently stare at me. I wasn’t even sure that I could speak. My insides felt twisted up to my throat. I finally managed to smile and utter, “Hi, Brian. It’s nice to meet you.”
 
   Barely above a whisper, he returned, “Hi.”
 
   Paul looked at us and asked, “You two know each other?”
 
   “Not really,” said Brian. “But I think we’ve met.”
 
   Paul laughed. “In your dreams, Buddy. Isn’t she something else?”
 
   Brian agreed. “Definitely.”
 
   “Well, let’s have a drink,” Paul suggested and quickly bought a round. We sat down at a table near the stage. Unlike the times with Paul when I had barely sipped my glass, I began staying with Paul drink for drink, petrified that at any moment Brian would tell Paul about our sick tryst. But Brian wasn’t saying much of anything. Paul told Brian how we had met and how doing a good deed was being repaid by changing his life.
 
   When the music started, Paul tried to coax Brian in singing. “We have to find a song that all three of us can sing,” Paul insisted.
 
   Brian said, “I don’t think I’m in the mood.”
 
   “Nonsense,” said Paul. The place was getting crowded and Paul couldn’t find the waitress, so he got up to get us another round.
 
   When we were alone, Brian seemed to be mulling over what to say. I hoped it was about which song to sing but I knew I was wrong. He finally snapped, “What are you doing?”
 
   I wanted to explain everything, that it had all been a bad mistake. Instead I hoped against hope that he hadn’t remembered me, saying, “Having a drink.”
 
   “You know what I mean.”
 
   Of course, I did. But I just couldn’t bring myself to admit it. “No, I don’t.”
 
   “The other night. When you screwed half of the guys at Nick’s party?”
 
   “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I insisted.
 
   “What?” He looked around for Paul and I got scared.
 
   I grabbed his arm. “Look, that wasn’t me,” I tried to explain. That part I truly believed was true. Then I began lying. “Some one put some drug in my beer.”
 
   He turned and stared at me. “Connors drugged you? I can’t believe that.” He jerked his arm away.
 
   “I’d never do anything like that,” I insisted. My voice was a plea.
 
   “You have to tell Paul. He’s sure to find out.”
 
   No! That would be the worst thing I could do. “I can’t,” I said. “You can’t.”
 
   Paul returned, armed with three drinks and a smile, and sweetly asked me, “He can’t what?”
 
   I attempted a sweet smile. “I didn’t want you to know that I started smoking again. I mean buying them. I met Brian in line at the Quick Mart. Right, Brian?
 
   Brian got up. “Paul, I’ve got to go.”
 
   Paul couldn’t believe it. “What? It’s because I want you to sing, right? All right, you don’t have to. But it’s not like you’ve never been on a stage before.”
 
   “Forget it,” said Brian and headed for the door.
 
   Dumbfounded, Paul watched Brian leave. He turned to me. “Sorry about that. But don’t worry about it. Brian gets a little moody now and then.”
 
   Within a few minutes Paul had forgotten about it, and we ended up singing several songs together. He sang with gusto but my heart wasn’t in it, except for one duet, “Don’t Go Breaking My Heart.”
 
    
 
   The next morning, Paul gave me his credit card and told me to go into Sparta and buy myself a beautiful dress. He also planned to shop for something special before jogging along the lake with Brian.
 
   Hearing Brian’s name made my heart sink to my stomach. I tried to mention offhandedly that I hadn’t known that he had made plans with Brian.
 
   “I didn’t,” Paul replied. “He just called this morning and said that he wanted to get together. I guess he’s trying to make up for being so rude last night.”
 
   How I wished that were true but I knew that it wasn’t! I flashed anger at Brian. He was trying to take my Paul away from me. I wanted go along, to stop Brian from telling Paul but before I could say anything Paul gave me a quick kiss, promised to pick me up at seven and was out the door. I turned to see Arlene entering the room. She had seen Paul kissing me. She gave me the cold stare that Brian had in the karaoke bar. I ran out the door.
 
   I started out for Sparta filled with misgivings, not even sure that I should waste Paul’s money on a dress that I would probably never wear. But I figured that I couldn’t let on that I knew what Brian was going to say. I would just have to lie to Paul and tell him that Brian had been mistaken, that it wasn’t me. I thought about admitting the truth, of trying to convince Paul that I truly loved him and that I would never do anything like that ever again. That might do it. Yes, if he really loved me, that just might work.
 
   I tried not to think about Brian and Paul as I wandered though Sparta’s only mall. I found a lovely small dress shop with a beautiful black dress. But I couldn’t buy it, afraid that I would look like I was going to a funeral. I considered buying a white dress but was afraid that this might also be a little too much. Finally, I found one that I thought might work, beige and very prim looking.
 
   I walked around the mall for three more hours, as I didn’t want to return to Arlene’s house. I couldn’t stand sitting there while she stared daggers at me.
 
   On the drive back to Oak Grove, I remained torn between lying to Paul or telling him the truth and begging his forgiveness. By the time I had showered, changed into the dress and sat waiting for him on the front-porch swing, I was still torn apart.
 
   Paul pulled up and bounced out of his car, looking very dashing in a Navy blue suit. He had worn suits to work but I’d never before seen him wear one after work. If Brian had told me where he had seen me, Paul didn’t show it as he bound up the steps with an affectionate smile. He swept me off the swing and gave me a long, loving kiss. As we headed for Paul’s car, I felt so relieved that I hadn’t needed to worry about what Brian might have told him.
 
   Paul had made a reservation on the Lakeside Restaurant’s terrace so that we would be dining at sunset. The setting was absolutely beautiful as an almost glowing sun spread shimmering flecks over the water. But unlike previous dinners when Paul talked nonstop about his life and his plans and dreams, he now seemed to be more reflective. The long pauses in the conversation made me uneasy.
 
   “You’re quiet tonight,” I finally observed.
 
   “My mother taught me not to talk with my mouth full,” Paul replied matter-of-factly and I became even more uneasy.
 
   I tried to fill the vacuum with small talk but it didn’t help and finally Paul asked, “Where did you meet Brian?”
 
   My heart sink. After all day of weighing lying to Paul versus admitting the truth, I was still on a very sharp fence. Tell the truth, Sherry, that is your only hope. I knew this. I did. So I was startled to hear myself say, “Buying cigarettes. I told you.”
 
   “He lives in Sparta.”
 
   “That’s where it was,” my voice said, now committed to the lie. “I went for a drive.”
 
   “That’s all?”
 
   “Of course. What did you think?” I hadn’t meant to ask that question, as I had dreaded the answer. But I had.
 
   Paul looked closely at me for what seemed like forever as I sat speechless, motionless. Finally, I tried smiling as sweetly as I could. Then Paul smiled back and started to relax.
 
   “Brian was kidding me about you being at Nick Rogers’ party last Sunday.”
 
   “I don’t know a Nick Rogers,” I said quickly and then remembered that I had actually met him. For all I could remember, I knew Nick Rogers in more ways than one but that thought disgusted me so much that I pushed it out of my mind.
 
   “You could go to all his parties and not know him. His place is a walkin.” Paul laughed and gave me a loving smile. “Forget about it,” he said. “Brian was just being stupid.”
 
   Paul dropped his napkin by the table and knelt down to retrieve it. But he didn’t get up again.
 
   “Everything okay?” I asked him.
 
   Paul looked up. “It will be perfect, if you will take this.” He was holding a ring case.
 
   I took the case and opened it to see a large, sparkling, gorgeous diamond ring.
 
   “Will you marry me?” Paul asked.
 
   I couldn’t believe it. I had feared that this would be the worst night of my life and instead it was turning out to be the best. “Yes. Oh, yes!” I exclaimed.
 
   Paul swept me out of my seat and into his arms and gave me a long, wonderful kiss. The restaurant patrons broke into applause and a waiter approached us with a bottle of champagne.
 
   For the next two hours, we drank champagne, dined and held each other’s hand. I must have showed off my dazzling ring to everyone in the restaurant at least twice.
 
   We finally strolled outside, hand in hand with Paul stopping at every step to kiss me.
 
   “Where else should we go to celebrate?” he asked.
 
   The question surprised me. I thought that since we were now engaged, we would go back to his house and make love. But Paul had waited so long for that moment that he now seemed to willing to stretch it out further, to tantalize us both before we began making love for the rest of our lives. Although I could barely wait another minute, I understood.
 
   “Anywhere you want,” I replied.
 
   Paul smiled. “I know the perfect place.”
 
   We drove into Sparta and headed in a direction that seemed vaguely familiar and then it became all too familiar as we finally pulled up outside of that party house, Nick Rogers’ house. Hoping I was mistaken, I glanced at the house with increasing apprehension. I wasn’t mistaken. The party tonight was quieter but a party nonetheless. I knew I had to get out of there. I had to get Paul out of there.
 
   “It sounds too loud,” I said. “Why don’t we go to somewhere quiet? Just the two of us.” I kissed Paul and gave him a big smile, hoping that this would do it. It didn’t.
 
   He smiled back. “We will. In a minute. I just want to show those clowns what a class act looks like. Brian deserves this.”
 
   Paul got out of the car and opened my door. I couldn’t move. “You go,” I said. “I’ll wait here.”
 
   Paul shook his head. “It wouldn’t be any fun without you. Come on.”
 
   Paul was almost pulling me out of the car when I saw the guy they called Tex walking across the porch with a brunette. I knew I couldn’t go near him. I was horrified by the thought. I shuddered backward into the seat, frozen. “I can’t,” I said. “I can’t.”
 
   Paul looked puzzled. “What? Why?”
 
   “I just can’t.”
 
   Suddenly, Paul looked warily at me, accusingly. “Have you been here before?”
 
   “I don’t know,” I said. I really didn’t. The person who had walked into that house wasn’t me.
 
   Paul was trying not to believe what he was realizing was true. “Sherry, either you have or you haven’t,” he said brusquely.
 
   “Can’t we just go, please?”
 
   He stared at me with accusing eyes. “We’re going, all right,” he snapped and slammed my door shut.
 
   All the way back to Oak Grove, I fought back tears as I tried to talk to Paul. I wanted so badly to tell him that I would never do anything like that again but I couldn’t think of the right words, and Paul wasn’t really listening to anything I was saying anyway. He had turned into some other Paul that I had never seen before. This wonderfully, sweet guy was now enraged at me and seemingly every female he had ever met.
 
   “You women are all the same,” he shouted. “You act sweet and innocent with me and then go fuck the first guy you see.” He turned to me. “Am I the only guy in this county who hasn’t had you? Am I? Answer me?”
 
   “It’s not want you think,” I protested.
 
   “That’s for damn sure,” he retorted as the car screeched to a stop outside Arlene’s house. He turned to me again. “Answer me! Did you screw a bunch of guys at Rogers’?”
 
   “I don’t know,” I answered. I really didn’t. I didn’t know anything anymore.
 
   “That’s bullshit!” he snapped.
 
   I couldn’t stand the thought of losing Paul and never again enjoying our wonderful times together. “All I know is that I really care for you,” I said. “Come with me to New York, right now. Just the two of us.”
 
   “So you can sleep around in a big city and I won’t find out?” He glowered at me.
 
   “No!” I didn’t want that. I only wanted to be with Paul. “I—”
 
   But before I could speak, Paul cut me off. Reaching over to open my door, he looked away. “Get out!”
 
   “Paul, please,” I pleaded. “I’m sorry. I’m not like that.”
 
   “Get out of my life!” He yelled so loudly that he scared me.
 
   I finally broke down in tears. “Paul, please,” I pleaded again.
 
   “Out.”
 
   He refused to look at me. Instead he just glared out the front window into the dark night.
 
   Slowly, I got out of the car. Before I could even close the door, the car squealed away from the curb and the violent motion slammed the door shut.
 
   I ran into Arlene’s house, up the stairs and once again, blinded by tears, began jamming my clothes into my suitcase. I hated myself for running away but I knew that no matter what I said to Paul, it wouldn’t do any good. You blew it, Sherry. Just get to New York. Through my tears, I saw the picture of Paul with the big fish and whispered to it, “I’m sorry, Paul. I truly am.”
 
   When my suitcase was again stuffed full, I slammed it shut and ran down the stairs, tripping and almost falling but I managed to stay upright. I couldn’t stay in that house one more second. Arlene was in her living room, watching a TV show. I didn’t bother to say, goodbye. As I ran out the door, I heard her parting shot. “Goodbye and good riddance.”
 
   Lost in tears, I headed out of Oak Grove. The Interstate was on the other side of Sparta but I could never again go into that town. I yanked the wheel onto a small road hoping to bypass it. The road was narrow and winding. Driving too fast, especially with eyes filled with tears that blurred my vision, I swerved all over the road. I nearly hit the ditch on a couple of sharp curves but I didn’t slow down. I had to get out of there. I felt like I couldn’t breathe until I got to the Interstate.
 
   Then I felt rugged bumps and I blinked away the tears to see the car skidding off the road and heading for a towering tree. I jerked the steering wheel but I was too late as the car slid sideways toward the tree trunk. I hadn’t bothered to put on a seat belt so I tried to clutch the steering wheel as I braced for the crash.
 
   The car slammed into the tree and my head slammed into the windshield. I remember hearing a loud crack and I didn’t know if it was the windshield or my skull. Excruciating pain shot through my body.
 
   Then I went numb and my whole life flashed before me, every sorry detail of my sad existence. It seemed to take a long time but I had read somewhere that right before you die, you recount your whole life in an instant. I was going to die. As my life got up to that second when I was smashing into the tree, I remember thinking that my dying would make both myself and the world the better for it. I felt relieved that my horrible life was finally over. Then I died.
 
    
 
   I noticed that everything seemed bright and white. I decided that I had been wrong about there being no God, which surprised me, and that I had actually made it to heaven, which surprised me even more. Then I felt this throbbing ache in the side of my head and realized that I had instead probably lived and was in some very bright room. But my vision was beyond blurry and I heard a small voice call out. “She’s coming to.”
 
   I blinked and my eyesight became slightly clearer. Bandages on my head had slid down over my eyes. I was indeed a room with very white walls and what seemed like bright white sunshine streaming in through a window.
 
   For a few seconds I was alone and then a crush of people surrounded me, led by a young man wearing green medical garb, a stethoscope around his neck and a badge hanging from his breast pocket which I couldn’t yet see well enough to read.
 
   He gave me a bright smile and said, “Welcome back, I’m Dr. Lawrence. How do you feel?”
 
   “Like I smashed into a tree.”
 
   He laughed gently, and asked, “Can you tell me your name?”
 
   My head throbbed with pain. But there was no denying that I was alive. “Sherry Johnson.”
 
   “Very good,” he replied, still smiling. “You gave us quite a scare.”
 
   He then began several tests to see how I responded and I guess I passed, as he told me that I would be fine. I just had to stay there for a few more days. After he left, I was given a tasteless meal of some kind of soup and mush by a nurse’s aide whose badge I could almost read, Anita Something. Anita told me that I was in Sparta Memorial Hospital, that I had been in a coma for six days and that I had endured a serious concussion and had several bruises but that I hadn’t broken any bones.
 
   I managed to get her to give me her compact mirror so I could survey the damage. I was shocked. I was so puffed up I looked like the dough boy with a couple of nifty black and blue blotches on the right side of my face. I wasn’t all that comforted to learn that I had apparently looked much worse when I had arrived.
 
   Anita informed me that they had found Paul’s card in my purse and had notified him and that he had basically sat outside my room since I had arrived but as soon as I came to, he had quickly left and hadn’t returned. Anita said that a psychologist who worked for the county had spoken to Paul that she also wanted to speak to me.
 
   Suddenly, I looked down at my finger. The engagement ring was gone.
 
   “They take all of your jewelry off, when you come in,” Anita assured me, “for safekeeping.”
 
   “Could you see that the ring is given to Paul? I can’t face him.”
 
   Anita nodded.
 
   “Why does the psychologist want to speak to me?”
 
   Anita didn’t answer me and said that she had to get back to her rounds, which surprised me, since she hadn’t seemed in any hurry before. I thought I might be liable for speeding or reckless driving, or maybe even driving while intoxicated. But I would have thought that the police would want to talk to me about that. I decided I was too dazed to try to figure anything out and would find out soon enough.
 
   The next morning, a thin brunette in her mid-Thirties strolled into my room with a cheerful greeting. “Hi, Sheryl,” she said, as if we were old friends, even though no friend had ever called me Sheryl.
 
   “Hi,” I replied, like I’d never met her in my life.
 
   “I’m Helen Hall. I’m a psychologist with Social Services.” She informed me that the hospital had contacted my aunt and uncle.
 
   “What did they say?” I asked.
 
   Helen looked nervous but then replied cheerfully, “We can talk about that later.”
 
   “Or,” I said, with false cheerfulness, “we can talk about it now.” I knew that neither my aunt nor uncle would be rushing here to sit by their poor niece in a coma. I wanted to get that out of the way right away.
 
   Helen hesitated and then rustled through her clipboard papers to find the right notation. After a pause, she replied, “Your Aunt said, ‘I knew she would end up like this. Let me know if she dies.’ Then she hung up.”
 
   I nodded. That sounded about right.
 
   Helen Hall said that she understood that Paul and I had gotten engaged and then broke up, all on the night of the accident. I nodded. She mentioned that she had spoken to Paul and had asked him to join us in counseling sessions but that he had refused.
 
   “Counseling? What for? The lovelorn?”
 
   She ignored my sarcasm. “It’s the law,” she said, with the cheerfulness now gone from her voice. Matter-of-factly, she added, “All accident victims have to undergo counseling, if there is reason to believe that they might have been trying to commit vehicular suicide.”
 
   I stared at her. If she was going to ask me if I had been trying end my life, I would have had to say that I didn’t really know. I didn’t consciously aim my car at a tree. But maybe that was mostly because I was just too messed up to have thought of it. If I had, I just might have done it. But Helen didn’t ask me if I had been trying to end my life, and I didn’t offer an opinion.
 
   Two days later, Anita asked me if I would like Paul to visit.
 
   “He asked you that?” I wondered.
 
   She shook her head. “He asked at the desk if you could have visitors and they said yes. He said he might stop back tomorrow.”
 
   I panicked.
 
   “You can ask that he not visit, if you want,” Anita assured me.
 
   No! I suddenly wanted desperately to see Paul, to somehow tell him all the things that I had wanted to say the night of the accident, and to somehow believe that there could still be some hope for us. My panic was because I didn’t want him to see me like this.
 
   “He already has,” Anita informed me. “From the first day that you came in.”
 
   That didn’t matter now. If Paul was going to visit me, I wanted to look somewhat presentable. It might be my only chance to get him back.
 
   The next morning before breakfast, I had Anita in my room putting on my makeup. The hospital grapevine apparently worked at warp speed and everyone seemed to know that the ex-fiancé was coming for a visit. I was getting so nervous that my head began to throb. I didn’t care. This might be my only chance and I didn’t want anything to go wrong.
 
   Finally, after I had my makeup reapplied for the third time and my hair combed for the second time, Paul arrived. I put on as much of a smile as I could muster despite the pain shooting through my face.
 
   “Hi,” he said.
 
   “Hi,” I replied.
 
   He didn’t kiss me or shake my hand but he did carry a beautiful bouquet of flowers that he set on my nightstand. “I’m glad to see you are all right,” he said.
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   Paul looked nervous and then said, “I kind of felt like this was my fault.”
 
   “It wasn’t,” I assured him. “I was mine.”
 
   There was a long moment of awkward silence. All of the things that I had wanted to say to Paul to try to get him back now seemed so out of place. The Paul I had known and loved, the sweet, wonderful, giving Paul was gone and in his place was this nice but distant man who seemed to be making a social call because it was the polite thing to do. I had the distinct feeling that when he walked out of the hospital I would never see him again.
 
   “Well,” he said, nervously. “I just wanted to make sure you were okay.”
 
   I was right. I knew I would never see him again, and I got scared. “A psychologist wants to talk to me,” I said.
 
   Paul nodded. “I spoke to her.”
 
   “Would you go with me?” I asked.
 
   Paul shook his head. “I don’t think so.”
 
   He got up, about to leave. I tried to think of something, anything, that might make him want to stay. I blurted out, “They took your ring.” That was definitely not what I had wanted to say. I added, “I asked them to give it to you.”
 
   Paul nodded. “I know. They did.”
 
   My mind raced, trying to find some version of the right words. Say anything, I thought. Just don’t let him leave. Or it will be forever. I considered telling Paul that the near-fatal crash had been a life-changing experience for me, that it had somehow turned me into the girl that he thought I was before he had learned the truth. In a way, it was true. During the long hours that I had lain there, I realized that I had to change something. I couldn’t keep spinning around in this vicious circle. I knew that the next time, I would surely kill myself, one way or another. Maybe I really was suicidal. I certainly had spent about most of my life wishing I were dead, so it probably wouldn’t take too much to turn that into a self-fulfilling prophesy.
 
   But as I stared up at Paul through my aching eyes I realized that if  I could somehow convince him to again consider being with me, then I might not be the only mental case in the room. He would have to be as messed up as me.
 
   But I never managed to get out my near-death-experience-changed-me-into-a-sweet-girl BS story. After a few more pleasantries, Paul left and I was sure that I would never see him again. I was the only nut in the room after all. Paul had finally realized that his one true love wasn’t true to anyone, not to him, not to myself.
 
   Three days later, the doctors felt that I was well enough to be released from the hospital on the condition that I return in two weeks for an examination and that I meet regularly with Helen. Helen said that she would try to get me into a halfway house for substance abusers. Since my accident had happened while I was intoxicated, she asked me if I had an alcohol problem. I replied that I had more of a “life problem.” This apparently wasn’t specific enough so she marked me down as an alcohol abuser and I got accepted into the halfway house.
 
   I appreciated having a place to stay but I dreaded the meeting with Helen. I kept thinking about what would be my answer if she asked me whether or not I had attempted suicide. If I answered “yes,” I was afraid that I might end up in some hospital for who knows how long, so I decided that I would just say no. I figured I wouldn’t mention that my last thought before my near death was of relief that my life was over. That might be as dangerous as saying that I was trying to kill myself.
 
   Two days later, I went to her office for my first counseling session and was shocked to see Paul there. Helen had encouraged him to come and he had finally agreed.
 
   I think that Paul was as apprehensive about the meeting as I was but Helen didn’t ask either of us embarrassing questions. Instead, she asked how our relationship had begun. I think both Paul and I were relieved that we got to talk about the good times that we had enjoyed together.
 
   Then Helen pressed me about the nights that I had gone out after being with Paul but I couldn’t talk about that horrible part of our relationship, that horrible part of me. Finally, Helen asked us to return in a few days.
 
   After a polite goodbye to both of us, Paul quickly left, and I regretted not talking about my nights’ out. Not that I wanted to rehash my disgusting behavior but I had wanted to apologize to Paul. I felt terrible that I hadn’t gotten a chance to say that I was sorry and that if we got into some kind of therapy, I felt certain that I would never do anything like that again. I feared that Paul wouldn’t return for the next meeting where I could tell him this.
 
   But three days later, Paul was beside me as I talked about the night I had gone to the party. I said that I had just gone for a drive to get some fresh air and that I had made a mistake by going to the party and then I had gotten drunk and didn’t quite remember what happened after that but obviously I knew it was something that I wasn’t proud of. But I was fairly sure that it wouldn’t happen again because I would never let myself get that drunk.
 
   By the time I was done, my story didn’t even sound convincing to me, and I was sure that neither Paul nor Helen really believed this sanitized version. But what was I supposed to say? That I had read in some book that a good way to quit smoking was to smoke so many cigarettes that you got sick of them so I decided to try that with a hallway full of guys? I was supposed to tell the man I loved that this was why I wouldn’t let him touch me but instead I would let every man at some party do anything they wanted with me?
 
   I did manage to turn to Paul and say, “I’m sorry. I would never do that again.” He didn’t look like he believed me and, actually, I didn’t really believe me. Not after I had told myself over and over that every time I did something like that, it was going to be the last time. There was never a last time.
 
   On our third session, Helen asked us about our pasts. Paul admitted that a number of his relationships had been like ours and that he had a tendency to “pick losers.” He quickly looked at me like he regretted his words but he didn’t take them back. I didn’t protest.
 
   Helen turned to me. “Have you had this kind of traumatic breakup before?” she asked.
 
   I couldn’t look at Paul. I nodded and whispered softly, “Yes.”
 
   Helen didn’t look surprised. She smiled and offered, “Maybe the next time will be the charm.”
 
   That actually did seem semi-certain to me. I knew I couldn’t keep living through this agony. But I remained silent because I was afraid that if I said the wrong thing, she would lock me up and I just wanted to get out of Sparta forever.
 
   “Do you think you were suicidal that night?”
 
   So much for hoping that silence might keep me out of the loony bin. But then I thought that maybe I should try to be honest, that maybe I deserved to be locked up. “I don’t think I was consciously trying to kill myself but I was in such a mess that I certainly didn’t care if I died. Maybe that makes me suicidal.”
 
   She smiled softly and shook her head, “Not necessarily. We all have moments when we wish we were dead. The difference is acting on that wish.”
 
   Helen asked us to return the following Tuesday and Paul looked impatient. “We’ve been here three times now. Aren’t you ever supposed to say anything?”
 
   Helen hesitated, looking perplexed. Finally, she said, “I think you both may need specialists.”
 
   “Specialists?” asked Paul. “What for? There’s nothing wrong with me. I’ve jut been unlucky.”
 
   “You think so?” replied Helen. “Your best friend tells you your girlfriend is sleeping around and that night you propose to her?”
 
   “I thought he was kidding.”
 
   “Does he usually—?
 
   “—All right,” Paul cut her off. “All right!” He looked away.
 
   “There is a twelve step program for codependents that I suggest that you try.”
 
   Paul turned to glare at me. “What about her?”
 
   “Well, I think Sherry might need another group,” she said, “for sex addicts.”
 
   I stared at her in disbelief. I was appalled that she would call me a sex addict, that she thought I was addicted to sex, like I actually liked doing what I did when I went out like that. I hated it. But then I realized that most addicts wanted to quit what they were doing, whether it was drugs or alcohol, or, I guess, sex, only they couldn’t. Just like me.
 
   Then I felt a little relieved. I had always felt alone, the only perpetually bad girl in the world, constantly wracked with guilt and pain. Now Helen was saying that there were not only other people like me but that there were so many they had a whole organization. And that they were meeting the following Sunday evening at a local church.
 
   I hadn’t called my insurance company about the accident but it didn’t matter. Without telling me, Paul had fixed my car so that it was better than ever. Did he do it to give me more guilt? I didn’t even bother to try to figure that one out. But there I sat in a shiny car parked down the street from a lovely white-stone church surrounded by a lovely garden and a graveyard. I had arrived a half-hour early because I wanted to see what kind of people called themselves sex addicts. Most of them were men but there were a few women. I was surprised to see that they all basically looked normal, like the people you might see in a shopping mall.
 
   I started to go in but then got scared. What if the new people had to introduce themselves or something? After waiting several minutes, I got the courage to go inside. I hated the idea that I might be associated with a group called sex addicts but I also wanted so badly to stop doing what I was doing that I was willing to do about anything.
 
   I walked along the stone path to the side door and quietly slipped into a small meeting room. People sat in a circle of chairs listening to a well-dressed man. He seemed to be fighting back tears as he said, “I thought I couldn’t sink any lower. But that bottom line, too, had a trap door.”
 
   I felt pangs of pain in my chest, just looking at his face, the intense agony. “Then I did hit bottom,” he continued. “When I molested my own step-daughter, my darling, defenseless, ten-year-old Amy.”
 
   Suddenly, revulsion overcame me and I couldn’t breathe. I rushed back out the door and let it slam behind me. I stood outside fighting for air. I rushed back to my car and squealed out of there. I had gone several blocks before I finally stopped hyperventilating. I wasn’t sure what my problem was but I knew I was not one of those people. I would never do what that guy had done. Never! Whatever I was, I wasn’t a sex addict.
 
   At our next meeting, I made sure Helen knew that. “I may have some problems,” I told her, “but I’m no sex addict. They’re perverted.”
 
   Helen asked me to give it another try but I knew I was never going back. She asked Paul if he had gone to the codependents meeting and he shook his head. When the session was over, Helen said she was now confident that I wasn’t suicidal and that I would no longer have to see her. But she again recommended that both Paul and I seek therapy.
 
   Paul and walked out together. We hadn’t spent anytime together outside of the therapy sessions and, once more, I was afraid that I might never see him again. Maybe Paul had the same feeling, or maybe he was just being polite, but he asked me to lunch. Because Paul was due back at his office shortly, we went to a nearby fast-food restaurant called Burger Heaven. We made small talk, avoiding this huge weight between us but neither Paul nor I had the courage to talk about it, to talk about us.
 
   A guy eating a burger in a corner booth kept staring at me. He looked vaguely familiar but I couldn’t place him and figured, or at least hoped, that I didn’t know him. But when Paul returned to the salad bar, the guy finished his burger and came over.
 
   “Hey, Honey, how about a nooner?”
 
   I looked up at him, startled. Then I recognized him. He was the guy from the party they called Tex, and he was one of the guys with which I had humiliated myself. I felt sickened. “Forget it,” I snapped back.
 
   “I could never forget you,” he said with a wicked smile.
 
   Paul returned to the table. “Hey, Manning. Are you really with this babe? I heard you thought she was a virgin.” He laughed.
 
   “Get lost, Tex.” Paul looked like he wanted to hit him. Other patrons began staring at us.
 
   Tex turned toward the door, saying, “Manning, you’re the dumbest guy on earth.” He glanced back, laughing, “Have you even had her yet?”
 
   When Tex got to the door, he turned around and acted like he was pulling a train whistle near his crotch, saying, “Choo, choo.” Then he walked out, laughing.
 
   I sat there, too disgusted and humiliated to eat. Paul didn’t sit back down. Finally, he said, “I can’t take this. I can’t.”
 
   He walked toward the door and I began crying. I couldn’t let him just walk out of my life. I ran out the door.
 
   Paul had already started his car. I ran up to him, pleading, “Don’t leave, Paul. Please. I can change.”
 
   A family heading inside the restaurant stopped to stare at me. I didn’t care. I didn’t care about anything but Paul. I cried out, “I love you, Paul. I do.”
 
   Paul hesitated for a moment. Then he backed up and raced out of the parking lot. “Please! Paul!” I screamed after him. But he was gone.
 
   I fell to my knees, heaving and crying. After a bit, I felt an elderly man trying to help me up but I twisted away, too mortified to even touch anyone. I jumped into my car and raced out of the parking lot, almost hitting a truck. After a few blocks, I pulled over and sat there crying. I knew I had to get out of that town. Immediately!
 
   I headed for the biggest city I could find, where I could get lost. Where no one knew who I was or about my past and all the mistakes I had managed to make during my short span on this planet. I was going to start a new life.
 
   As I crossed the George Washington Bridge, I began reciting an Emily Dickinson poem. “Two butterflies went out at noon and waltzed above a stream. Then stepped straight through the firmament and rested on a beam.”
 
    
 
   The cheapest room I found was in a women’s only hotel in Greenwich Village with the shower and toilet in the hallway. I hoped that the money I had saved while working for Paul would last me until I got a job. I made the rounds of temp agencies, offering my meager office experience. But filing and light typing in Rosebud, Indiana, didn’t make much of an impression in the Big Apple. I thought of mentioning that I had worked for Paul as a legal secretary but I was petrified that someone might call him for a reference.
 
   Within a week I was out of money. I was so depressed that every night I went out drinking and every morning I ended up in a strange apartment. I wasn’t sure why I was paying rent when I rarely slept in my room. But somehow giving up my room and living from guy to guy didn’t seem to be moving in the right direction. My new life was beginning to look a lot like my old life.
 
   I decided to sell my car. I couldn’t afford a garage and parking on the street was a real pain. I drove out to Queens and took whatever some dealer gave me. How I intended drive to California without a car was something I hadn’t quite yet worked out.
 
   Soon, I was nearly out of that money. After applying at my seemingly hundredth temp agency, I was heading into an elevator when I heard someone yell, “Hold it! Okay?” I tried to push the right button to keep the door open but failed miserably. After sprinting down the hallway, a young woman slid to a stop in high heels in front of the elevator and quickly kicked up her leg as a wedge between the closing doors. They reopened and she joined me in the elevator.
 
   “Sorry,” I said, still staring at the array of buttons trying to determine which one would have parted the doors.
 
   “Not to worry,” she said. She was tall attractive brunette with a full-figured body, a regal air and carried one of the largest purses I’d ever seen. “I really don’t have to be anywhere for an hour. I just hate waiting. Right?”
 
   I shrugged in agreement, even though I really didn’t have that strong of an opinion regarding waiting for elevators.
 
   She stared closely at me. “You okay?”
 
   “Sure.”
 
   She kept staring at me and I began to feel uncomfortable. “Come on, really. What’s the problem?” she asked. When I didn’t answer, she added, “Look, I read people all day long and you’ve got a problem? Okay, so it’s none of my business but tell me anyway. We don’t know each other, right? So what have you got to lose, and maybe I have an answer?”
 
   “Are you an analyst?” I asked.
 
   She laughed. “An actor. Brimming with talent but still undiscovered so I play the role of legal secretary to pay the bills and I read people to help with my characters. And when I look at you, I’m reading a big problem.”
 
   “Well, I’m broke and can’t get a job,” I admitted, finally. “I’d love to be just a secretary, period.”
 
   “So be one. What’s the big deal?”
 
   “It’s not that easy.”
 
   “Of course it is. You’re beautiful. You’ve got a nice voice. So be a receptionist if you can’t type.” The elevator reached the bottom. “Come on. Let’s go have coffee. On me.”
 
   Suddenly, she was out of the elevator and halfway across the marble foyer as I stood dumbfounded in the elevator. She turned around. “You coming?”
 
   I tried following her as she effortlessly threaded though throngs of people that I subsequently bumped against. For someone who had no where to be for an hour, I couldn’t believe how fast she walked. I ended up at a window table in a gourmet coffee shop while she got our order. I had asked for coffee, thinking what else are you going to order in a coffee shop? But she returned with cappuccino, saying that I looked like I “needed a lift.” She had ordered chai tea for herself.
 
   Her name was Dede Dalton and she spent the next fifteen minutes talking about the audition she had in an hour for an off-Broadway play about some scandal in the Twenties and that if she got the part, it could lead to her big break. She talked so fast that I had trouble keeping up. Then she reached down and pulled a vintage silk dress from her purse and held it up. “What do you think?”
 
   I really didn’t have a clue but said that it looked fine to me.
 
   Then Dede got around to the reason we were there and grilled me about my meager work experience. When I told her that I had worked for Paul her eyes lit up, so I quickly added that because we had gotten involved, I was worried about using him for a reference.
 
   Dede didn’t seem to care. She took a notepad from her purse and scribbled on it, while asking, “You ever been to L.A.?”
 
   “No.”
 
   She ripped off a page. “Now you have. You worked for these three firms for eight years.” She looked closely at me. “How old are you?”
 
   “Twenty-five.”
 
   She crossed out one of the firms and changed some dates. “These two firms for five years.”
 
   I was shocked. “What if they check them out?”
 
   “They can’t. Both of these firms went belly up. But they were big. Offices in New York, Los Angeles, Chicago. Every agency in New York has heard of them. You worked in the L.A. offices.” She handed me the paper. “You now have five years of top drawer legal experience.”
 
   “You don’t think it’s a coincidence that both the firms I worked for went out of business?”
 
   “Think anyone cares? This is like underage drinking. The bartender asks for an ID, you show him one and he doesn’t care if you’re twelve. Same here. You know what a brief is?”
 
   “I think so,” I said, not exactly sure.
 
   “You can type?”
 
   “Yes,” I replied more emphatically.
 
   Dede gave me the names of five temp agencies. “These are the best in the city. Go to them last. Go to any others and take their test. Make sure you are confident that you can pass the typing test for these agencies before you go to them. Then you’ll always have a job because lawyers are never going away. You may not like the job but you will always have one.”
 
   I couldn’t really believe that this false resume would get me work as a legal secretary but I was grateful to Dede for at least trying to help me. “Thank you so much.”
 
   “No problem,” she smiled. “We Geminis have to stick together.”
 
   I gaped, surprised. “How did you know?” I didn’t know much about astrology but I did know that my June birthday made me a Gemini.
 
   “You’ve got split personality written all over you.” Dede laughed. “Just kidding. I don’t follow it that much but I can always spot another Gemini. When’s your birthday?”
 
   “June thirteenth.”
 
   “Sixteenth. We’re almost celestial twins.”
 
   Then Dede was off to the bathroom and in a few minutes emerged in the silk dress, gloves and a new hairdo, coming over to me with a twirl. “What do you think?”
 
   “Fantastic.” It truly was a stunning transformation into some kind of flapper.
 
   Dede dropped her card on the table and said, “Go do it. If you have any questions or problems, call me. Drop my name as a reference. The top agencies all know me and one day everyone will know me,” she made a grand gesture, “as a star.” Then she was gone.
 
    
 
   The next day, I began doing exactly what Dede said. I was so nervous that I failed the first test, barely passed the second one and did respectable at the third agency. By the fourth one, the woman said that she would send me out. But when she didn’t call the next day, I finally went to the first agency on Dede’s list, passed the test, smiled a lot and the next day they sent me to a midtown law firm to fill in for three days.
 
   The firm was on a high floor with light airy offices and plush carpets. I worked for a young woman associate who was a gift. She did almost all of her own work and mostly just asked me to print out her documents. On Friday, after the secretarial supervisor signed my time card, I skipped my way to the elevator. I even knew what a brief was! Lawyer slang for a Memorandum of Law. I was a legal secretary, a working member of society. I knew that somehow, some way, I was going to make it.
 
   I got paid the following Tuesday. I called Dede and offered to buy her a drink out of my newly-earned legal-secretarial wages. We agreed to meet at a swank Upper Westside restaurant. But I got on the wrong train and arrived late. Dede was perched on a bar stool dressed in a low-cut blouse and a skirt that slid well above her knees when she crossed her legs. The empty stool beside her was evidently reserved for me because, although several men in suits hovered around her, none had attempted to sit there. Dede shared smiles with each of them, as if unable to choose between such a wealth of manhood.
 
   When she saw me, she cried, “Sherry, over here!” The men parted to form a path to the empty stool and I took my place beside Dede. “What are you drinking?” Dede asked.
 
   “Mineral water,” I replied. I didn’t want to begin my career as a bona fide New York secretary mouthing excuses for being late and hung over. Moderation had never been my strong suit so I decided to give temperance a try.
 
   “You sure?” I nodded. “Mick? An Evian, please,” Dede called out to the bartender who was shaking a cocktail. “Put it on my tab,” Dede laughed, and three men leaned over the bar armed with cash.
 
   Wearing only simple slacks and a sweater, I wasn’t decked out like Dede, whose skirt seemed to slide up even more when she turned to me but the men still smiled eagerly at me so I guess I passed some kind of test. After glancing around the bar, I noticed that the guys greatly outnumbered the girls and I figured that anyone remotely resembling a female would have passed that same test.
 
   Dede gave me a look and leaned over to me, “You okay? Anything the matter?”
 
   “I just thought that we would be having a drink together, and that I was buying.”
 
   Dede smiled and whispered, “We can go out for a bite afterward and we can talk then. But, hey, why pay when you don’t have to. Living in New York is too expensive to not enjoy a few freebies when they come our way.”
 
   For the next hour, Dede swapped stories with the guys, expertly playing one off against another. A couple of guys edged up to me and tried a few lines, some sincere, some not so sincere, but I acted like I was fascinated by Dede’s every word. Drinking water gave me some kind of new resolve and I was surprised at how easy it was to fend off guys when I was sober. I wondered if I didn’t drink anymore that somehow I might not only rid myself of hangovers but also rid myself of waking up besides nameless guys.
 
   Finally, Dede announced that she and I had to leave for an engagement. A tall good-looking guy teasingly blocked her exit. “Not until I get you phone number.”
 
   “I tell you what,” Dede said to them all. “Give me your cards and I’ll throw them into a hat. The lucky winner gets to buy me dinner this weekend.”
 
   The guys groaned as if knowing she was lying, even as they did quick draws for their cards. Armed with their names and occupations, Dede lead me outside.
 
   “Are you really going to call one?” I asked Dede as she put them into her purse.
 
   She laughed. “Get serious. I just don’t want to dump them into the corner trashcan. They’ll be looking for that.”
 
   I shook my head in amazement.
 
   “Hey, flirting is good for you, Sherry. Keeps the juices flowing. You should do more of it. But life is all about who you go home with and wrap your legs around. I’ve already got my guy. We’re going to make movies all day and fuck all night.”
 
   Dede circled a couple of corners to make sure that none of her admirers were tailing us. Then she headed down Ninth Avenue, explaining that we could do Chinese, Indian or burgers on a budget. I shrugged so Dede chose Chinese, “I love their Sesame Chicken. Basically caramelized chicken. Pure sugar. Besides they’re new immigrants who haven’t figured out that everyone else only gives you one free glass of wine. They keep refilling your glass.”
 
   I opted for a free diet Pepsi instead of the wine and Dede wondered, “You don’t drink?”
 
   “Sometimes. Sometimes, I drink too much.”
 
   “Don’t we all,” she laughed.
 
   When the drinks arrived, Dede raised her glass in a toast. “To continued employment,” she said. “And may we rise above the legal profession.”
 
   “Thank you so much for my resume. I’d never have gotten work without it.”
 
   “My pleasure and hey, you’re doing the job. So what’s the harm?” She smiled warmly. “Actually, I’m glad you’re doing better. You seemed a little lost and I have a thing for other only childs.”
 
   I stared at her. “How did you know that?”
 
   “I can always tell,” she said, sipping her wine. “They always have this look. Like their life has been missing something from the beginning and they’re still trying to find it. Am I right?” She looked at me and I nodded weakly. “I mean, did you ever hear of a couple saying, ‘We’ll stop after one child.’ Two, maybe, three, sure, four, for sure, but nobody says they only want one child. Right?”
 
   “Probably,” I admitted.
 
   “So what was with your parents? Divorce?”
 
   “My dad died when I was young,” I said, “and I never really knew my mother.” I briefly explained that I’d come to New York in search of my mother even though I thought she was in California.
 
   “You and Columbus have a lot in common,” Dede surmised. “Guess telephones haven’t made it to Indiana yet, huh?”
 
   “I wanted to leave my hometown, anyway. Thought I’d just try New York. Bright lights and all that.”
 
   Dede stared at me for a long moment and I became very uncomfortable. Then she softened into a sympathetic smile. “Okay, Sherry. We both know that there is more to this little trip but you don’t want to tell me and I won’t press you. Besides, it’s probably a bad idea because I’m an actor. Tell me with too much emotion and trust me, I’m sure to use it.” She laughed lightly. She had a beautiful, cheerful laugh. “It’s not stealing if I’m warning you.” She sipped her wine and said, “Personally, I think the phrase is just misspelled. There is no such thing as an ‘only child,’ only a ‘lonely child.’ Am I right? Were you lonely?” She held up her hands to show she wasn’t prying. “Just yes or no?”
 
   I nodded.
 
   “Sure,” she went on with barely a pause. “I know there are lonely childs who supposedly had tons of friends but I didn’t. Did you? Yes or no?”
 
   I shook my head.
 
   “I’ve only had one close friend in my entire life and he was a horse.”
 
   “I didn’t even have any stuffed toys,” I admitted.
 
   Dede laughed. “No, Sherry, I mean a real horse.”
 
   Dede explained that she grew up in Palm Springs, California, with an attractive serial-marrying mother who occasionally referred to Dede as her “diaphragm in the drawer” baby. Her mother continually married well to anyone rich enough to support her habit of owning horses. But Dede said her mother’s only true love was her beautiful bay half-Arabian stallion named Crown. Dede said, “The love and devotion that she showed Crown ripped me apart. They competed in dressage at the Grand Prix level and when they were in the ring, damn it, they were like poetry in motion. I just sat there in awe, watching them.”
 
   I must have looked lost because Dede informed me, “Dressage is like equine ballet. It’s beautiful, elegant and supposedly represents the highest level of training that a horse can achieve.”
 
   Dede swigged her wine. “So to be near my mother, I decided to take up riding. To let me know what she thought of my idea she bought this high-strung, full-blood Arab gelding with this really impressive name but I just called him Cool. He was absolutely gorgeous but the problem was no one could ride him. So she hires, Jo, this well-meaning but mediocre trainer who was afraid to ride Cool herself because he kept trying to buck her off.
 
   “So now I had this horse that neither my mother nor Jo would let me ride. I still never saw my mother because she was only around the stables during the day when I was in school and she’d be out all evening indulging some husband or looking for a new one. I had all these problems I wanted to bitch about and all this love to give that no one wanted. Jo told me that Cool was too dangerous to go near but I was semi-suicidal anyway. So every night I’d go out to the stables and hug him or just sit in his stall and pour my heart out.
 
   “I think he must have felt the same way because one night I was crying really hard and he started nuzzling me and licking the tears off my face. I couldn’t believe it. Someone was finally listening to me and it was a fucking horse!”
 
   Dede downed more wine. “Then one evening, the setting sun was so beautiful, I said, ‘Cool, let’s go for a ride,’ and he reared up. Not a lot, but it probably would have been enough to put me on my ass. You’re not supposed to show fear, so I tacked him up anyway. We went outside and instead of taking his reins I grabbed two fistfuls of hair. If he was going to deck me, I was taking half his mane with me. But he just stood there so I give him a leg and he goes straight toward a fence. He starts picking up speed and I realize he’s about to jump the damn thing. I grab the reins and turn him and before I knew it we were galloping across the desert bathed in the sunset. I’d never been on a horse without an instructor and I loved the freedom.
 
   “We started going out every evening and he usually reared up whenever we left and had to return home. I realized that bucking was how Cool expressed his emotion. When we’d leave, he’d jump for joy and when we had to return home, he’d rear up like some extreme hoof stomping.
 
   “I decided to try dressage moves and it was a hilarious. Cool and I out in the desert trying flying changes and half-passes. I didn’t really know any cues, so I just made up my own. Cool was always perfect for me but he was still trying to toss off Jo. So I finally got Jo to let me ride him in the ring. She just told us what she wanted and Cool and I would figure out a way to do it. And every evening, we’d still go out into the desert. Sometimes, we’d practice. Sometimes, we just ride. Then one night, we were out so late that it getting really dark. I started racing for home to make sure my mother didn’t catch us when suddenly, we were airborne. What a thrill! The next day, I saw that Cool had jumped over a fallen cactus. So then we added jumping to our routine and Cool loved it.
 
   “Finally, Jo said we were good enough to compete in the Arabian classes but I couldn’t see myself in Western Pleasure or Country Pleasure, nothing like that. Then I saw Native Costume and loved the idea of riding around looking like the Queen of Sheba. So we started competing in small shows and incredibly, my mother started taking an interest in me, but just to point out my mistakes in the show ring. She used to love to sigh and say this one line behind my back, even though I was always close enough to hear it. It was, ‘I’m doing my best but my daughter just doesn’t have what it takes to be a champion.’”
 
   Dede took another swig of wine. “So, ironically,” she said with her own huge sigh, “I started messing up on purpose, just to get my mother’s attention. It got ridiculous. I had to make enough mistakes so that my mother would notice me but still ride well enough to make into the Top Ten so that I could go on to the next level and do it all over again. God knows, she would never give me a compliment. Finally, I kept this insane balancing act all the way up to Nationals.”
 
   Although I didn’t really know anything about Arabian horses or competing on them, I loved the way Dede told a story, with such flair and drama.
 
   “Since her horse was the highest ranked Arab in dressage,” Dede continued, “my mother often did presentations at the Arabian Nationals and she was going to do a couple that year.”
 
   Dede gave a dramatic pause, then continued, “Right before my finals competition, her horse was injured in his stall. It was only minor but, of course, my mother had to be with Crown rather than watch me. The previous year, I’d done badly in the Finals because I wanted her attention, as lame as it was, more than a rosette. But since she wasn’t there to see my mistakes, I didn’t have any reason to make any mistakes so I just rode. Cool was waiting for me to screw up and when I didn’t, he relaxed and started stepping around the ring like he owned the place. We both loved it.
 
   “At the end, you line up to give the judges one last look. But as soon as the judges’ cards were in, I would head toward the gate, ostensibly to talk to my trainer but really, I wanted to be able to make quick exit when I wasn’t called for the Top Ten. Jo was usually sympathetic but this time she was just standing there silent and looking really frightened. Finally, she said softly, ‘Dede, get back in line. There’s no way that you’re getting out of here without wearing satin.’ I laughed because I thought she was kidding. But she said, ‘I’m serious. I’m afraid to think about how high this could go.’ “I laughed again, now a little nervous at the idea of making Top Ten at Nationals.
 
   “Then I heard a gravelly voice say, ‘She’s right, you know.’ I turned and saw this ancient-looking man with these thick glasses in the front row of a sponsor’s box. He had on a sports coat and a tie and looked like the last person you’d expect to see at a horse show. He just stared at me with those magnified eyes. Then he added, ‘Young lady, I don’t know who you are but if you are not at least Reserve Champion, these judges would be a joke. And I do not believe they are.’
 
   “Was he crazy? Reserve Champion! That’s the runner-up, second in the nation. Then I got scared. If I was Reserve Champion, my mother would probably kill me in a jealous rage. But I figured he was too blind and too old to be taken seriously. Then Jo again commanded me, ‘Get back in line.’ But now I was too scared to move. Then I heard my number called for Top Ten and I glanced at the ancient guy who gave me this wrinkled loving smile with a wink.
 
   “I went up and received my rosette. The Top Ten winners then went down to the far end of the ring to wait. The other kids were chattering away but I stayed off to the side. When they were ready to call the Reserve Champion, the place went dead silent. Then they called another rider and I was relieved because I wasn’t sure I would have been able to handle it.
 
   “Finally, they were ready to call the Champion and the announcer booms out, ‘your unanimous Champion.’ You see, they make this big deal out of a unanimous Champion. In racing, the fastest time wins, end of story. But judging is very subjective and different judges may look for different things so there can be a controversy when the crowd thinks one horse should win and judges pick another. Anyway, he booms out ‘unanimous’ twice and then I hear what might have been my number but the place went into this uproar and Cool rears up higher then I’d ever seen him jump before. I’m just trying to stay on the damn horse while also looking for Jo to see if she is smiling or not but I can’t find her.
 
   “Then, suddenly, Cool starts strutting down the ring. At first, I thought he might be bolting for the exit because of the noise but instead he struts right up to the presenter. I finally spot Jo and she looks in complete shock and I’m in a total panic because I’m afraid the presenter or the ring steward is going to yell for me to get the hell out of there but instead the presenter gives me this sweet smile and says, ‘Congratulations.’ I swear that horse had known he’d won and his rearing up was just the highest jump for joy he’d ever done.
 
   “The next thing I know, I’m festooned with these rosettes and banners and Cool is starting to strut around the ring, when I see my mother walk into the arena and stare at me with a face full of shock and horror. I thought about screwing up then to try to pacify her but I knew nothing would do that now. Maybe I wasn’t a champion and maybe I didn’t deserve all that silk, but nobody seemed to know that but me, and Cool was already moving around the ring like a star. I decided that I could at least act like a champion, especially since I knew that my mother would make sure that I never got another chance. So I did act like a champion and we circled that ring like we owned it. Then, just to make sure they all got it, we went around twice.
 
   “That was when I decided to be an actor. And you know what? I’ve watched that victory lap hundreds of times and if it wasn’t real, it was pure method acting. I’d put us up against anyone. We were, truly, poetry in motion. Either I had to be a hell of a champion or a hell of an acter.”
 
   They refilled Dede’s glass and she downed half of it in one gulp. “Then, of course,” she added gravely, “disaster hit. Because Cool was now a national champion, my mother said that he was worth a lot of money and that she was going to sell him for my college fund. I tried to stop her but every time I heard another of her friends telling her how watching Cool and I in the ring had left them “breathless,” I knew I was doomed. Of course, she sold Cool to the absolute worst person possible, this bitch who didn’t want a horse. She just wanted a rosette. She didn’t even come out and ride Cool or have a vet check, she just wired the money and had him shipped to her. Watching him leave was the worst day of my life.
 
   “Then my mother shipped me off to this Eastern boarding school with no equestrian facilities within a hundred miles. I hated that school and all those snooty rich bitches. All they had was intramural sports. I was so enraged that I wanted to take up boxing but they didn’t have it. So I played tennis just so I could smash some balls and ended up being the school champ.
 
   “I wanted to kill myself because I was sure that Cool was going to die. He would never let that bitch ride him. If he was a stallion, she could have studded him out and made money but if a gelding isn’t ridden, he’s pretty much worthless and I was afraid she was going to sell him to some slaughter house. Those were the two worst years of my life. I was beyond suicidal and tried to think of ways to kill myself but I never got it together.
 
   “Then one day I answered the phone and heard this ancient, gravelly voice say, ‘Young lady, I’m thinking of buying your gelding for my granddaughter but only if you tell me the secret to winning a national championship on a supposedly unrideable horse. I nearly got a concussion bouncing off the ceiling. Cool won two more national championships for his granddaughter and she still writes me every Christmas and says that her mother and Cool now go trail riding together and occasionally they go off trail and jump things.”
 
   
  
 

Dede took another pull on her wine. Her face was flushed. She let out a long sigh and said, “I suppose you think I tell that story every time I pick up a guy.”
 
   I wasn’t sure. Dede was a great storyteller and seem to thrive on emotion but I couldn’t see her telling that story to every guy she met.
 
   She seemed to read my mind. “You’re right,” she concluded. “I’ve never told it before. It’s too painful. But I thought that since I’ve decided we are going to be sisters, you should know the biggest trauma of my life. And maybe one day, you’ll tell me your biggest trauma.”
 
   I was silent and Dede didn’t press the point. Instead she picked up her wine glass. “You never saw your mother because she wasn’t there. I saw my mother all the time and she wasn’t there.” Dede raised her glass in a toast. “Here’s to abandoning mothers.” We clinked our glasses and drank, as Dede said, “to the women who helped make us who we are.”
 
   She laughed. “I have an idea. Let’s become real sisters, blood sisters.” She reached down and grabbed her purse and extracted a hairpin. “I know this is really thirteenish but I never did it when I was thirteen, did you?”
 
   I shook my head. I wasn’t sure what she had in mind but whatever it was, I was certain that I’d never done it. “We’re going to mix our blood.” Dede quickly pricked her finger and began squeezing blood out. I suddenly wished I’d drunk as much wine as she had.
 
   “I just gave blood so I know I don’t have any deadly diseases, and I assume you don’t.”
 
   With my mostly blacked-out past, I wasn’t sure that I didn’t have any deadly diseases but I didn’t want to ruin Dede’s ritual. But hearing her discussing blood rituals and deadly diseases made me nervous of what others might think. I glanced at the adjoining tables. Next to us, a couple was discussing a New Yorker article over a shared vegetable plate. On the other side, two women were complaining about their new boss and at the next closest table, a father was teaching his young daughter how to eat with chopsticks although she seemed most proficient at stabbing her food with one stick and then navigating it up to her open mouth. Unlike the Lakeside restaurant, where almost everyone was glancing at Paul and me when we were reading poetry, no one seemed interested in Dede’s and my attempt at body piercing. I loved that about New York. No one cared what you did as long as you didn’t bother them.
 
   I took the pin from Dede. I pricked the tip of my finger and was glad that it didn’t hurt that much. Dede put her finger up to mine. I couldn’t tell if our blood mixed but they certainly dripped together onto the remains of her sesame chicken.
 
   Dede didn’t seem convinced and then held her finger above her untouched water glass as she dripped blood into it. “Come on,” she urged me. I did the same.
 
   Then with a wicked smile, Dede stirred the water into a rosy tint and took a sip from it before she handed it to me. I sipped it. Dede laughed. “That’s it,” she declared. “Your blood is my blood, and mine is yours. We are now blood sisters.” Satisfied, Dede again swigged her wine.
 
   Dede handed me a fortune cookie. She opened hers and read, “You will meet a mysterious stranger.” She laughed, “Maybe they make these just for New York. I meet mysterious strangers every day.”
 
   I opened mine and read, “‘Your persistence will pay off in a big way.’ You think it is talking about finding my mother?”
 
   “Sure,” said Dede. “Why not? Maybe she moved to New York and is living next to you.” We both laughed.
 
   Dede got up, dropped several bills on the table and waved goodbye to our waiter who loudly thanked us. Outside, Dede said, “Okay, we are now sisters. We don’t have to be that close because most families aren’t but we have to always have each other’s phone number and address and always write or call on Christmas and birthdays. Promise?”
 
   I promised.
 
   Dede waved her arm and a cab screeched to a halt before us. “I love New York,” Dede declared. “You can get totally smashed and then just pour yourself into a cab.”
 
   Although we supposedly split the cab home, Dede paid for most of that, too. On a night when I was supposed to buy her a drink. I owed her already but I wasn’t concerned about it because I had the rest of my life to pay her back. I now had a sister. I had family.
 
    
 
   For the next few weeks, things got better as I kept getting more jobs. Then I was offered a long-term assignment at another midtown law firm. I was filling in until a lawyer found a new secretary and was told that it could take up to a month. Also, if the lawyer, whose name was Mr. Lane, liked me, I could get hired permanently. I was ecstatic. I loved the idea of going the same place everyday for a month. No more daily calculations of which trains to take and how long it would take to get there and always having to find the best nearby cheap lunch spot. I put on my best cream fake-designer blouse that I had bought on sale and a new pair of slacks and headed up town.
 
   The secretarial supervisor was an attractive middle-aged, woman with long auburn hair and was wearing a dark suit and a cream blouse that looked almost exactly like mine. “Nice blouse,” she laughed. She literally had a shining smile. She told me how to get to my desk and added, “If you have any problems, let me know.”
 
   No one had ever said that to me before and I wasn’t sure what it meant but I suspected it wasn’t good. I got even more nervous when I arrived at my desk and a young blonde beside me interrupted her typing to say with a wan smile, “Good luck.”
 
   Then, before I could even sign onto my computer, it began. Mr. Lane, who was small intense-looking man with glasses and short black hair, came rushing out of his office with several tapes, saying that he needed them all typed within an hour. He didn’t bother to ask me my name. The tapes were all full and he talked so fast that I had to continually stop and rewind the machine but I managed to get them all done in a little more than an hour, which I thought was a major feat. He thought I had taken too long.
 
   From this rather dubious beginning, things then went downhill quickly. While the tapes were bad enough his handwriting was much worse. He wrote in a small barely-readable scrawl, and he always wanted everything typed immediately. I had worked harder than I ever had before but the harder I tried, the more he criticized me. He continually brandished documents at me, screaming that he didn’t have the time to proof them and that if I couldn’t do the job I shouldn’t be there.
 
   I didn’t take time to go to the restroom, worked through lunch, and then stayed late, all without overtime, to try to keep up.
 
   Before she left, the girl in the station next to me said encouragingly, “This is a good place to work. Just last as long as you can with him, and the secretarial supervisor will give you someone sane.” She gave me an encouraging smile and left.
 
   Finally, at 7:30 p.m., I desperately had to go to the restroom and eat something because I was famished and told Mr. Lane that I would come in early to finish up. He then reviewed the day in such a way to let me know that I was easily the most incompetent secretary who had ever lived. Then he strode back into his office, slamming the door and leaving me in tears.
 
   As I walked out to Park Avenue, I felt like doing the world a favor and stepping in front of a bus. Only they didn’t have buses on Park Avenue.
 
   Near my hotel was a quaint little bar that I passed every night. I had avoided drinking since I had begun working because I knew that whenever I ended up doing things that I regretted, they usually started with a drink. But I was in desperate need of comfort, if only from a glass, and I figured that one drink wouldn’t hurt all that much. I promised myself, just one drink.
 
   I sat at the bar and ordered a glass of wine. I drank it in one gulp and felt a little better. I glanced at a good-looking guy in his late twenties wearing a sports coat and a white shirt with a loosened striped tie. He smiled at me and I knew I that I should look away but his smile seemed so soothing that I smiled back. I felt like I needed to see a friendly face, to acknowledge that one still existed in this world.
 
   After a few more smiles, he came over and offered to buy me a drink. I shook my head, saying that I had to leave soon. He sat down anyway and soon I found myself telling him about my dreadful day. He was very comforting and mentioned that the worst day of his life involved being shot twice. He explained that he used to be a policemen but that he was now on disability and that he ran a security agency. I remembered him asking again if he could buy me a drink but that was all I could remember until I woke up the next morning with a terrible hangover, nude and in a strange bed, and suddenly in a panic. I looked around and when I saw it was almost 10 o’clock, my head began throbbing harder. I was supposed to be at work by 9:30.
 
   I quickly threw on my clothes, while noticing a note on the bedside table. Below a phone number, it read, “Sherry, call me at work and I’ll take you to lunch. Thanks for a wonderful time. Mike.” Without the note I never would have known his name was Mike.
 
   Since it had been a neighborhood bar, I hoped that Mike lived near my hotel so I could run to my room, change and try to get cleaned up and make it to work by 10:30. But when I ran out of his building, I recognized nothing. I hurried to the corner newspaper stand where I learned that I was in Brooklyn. Brooklyn! I knew I couldn’t take the time to go back to my room and change. I wasn’t sure I had enough money for a cab so I took a train into the city, got lost and finally made it to work after eleven.
 
   I rushed to my desk but there was a redhead sitting there, struggling with a document. Mr. Lane strode out of his office and I said quickly, “I’m really sorry, Mr. Lane. It won’t happen again.”
 
   “I know,” he snapped, “You’ve been replaced.”
 
   I rushed down to the secretarial supervisor to apologize and explain about my broken alarm clock. She had been looking down at some papers and had seemed sympathetic but moment she looked up at me, her demeanor changed. I had been in such a panic that I hadn’t stopped to try to put myself together. My hair wasn’t combed and the neatly pressed blouse that I had worn the day before now had a wine stain on the front pocket. It was very obvious that I hadn’t gone home last night and that I had had a long night. She said, curtly, “Give me your time card. I’ll phone your agency if we have anything else for you.”
 
   I was too embarrassed to call the agency again but instead, I went to another agency on Dede’s list. I was working my way up to the top agencies that she had recommended. I was hoping that the higher up I went up on the list, the better secretary I would be but I was afraid that I might get to the top just in time to really go down in flames.
 
    
 
   Although I had purportedly come to New York to talk to my mother’s childhood friend, Elaine, I hadn’t worked up the courage to see her. A couple of times, I called her but always hung up after the first ring. I really only wanted to ask her two questions: did she know where my mother was and why did my mother leave me? I finally decided that the worst she could do was to tell me to go away and I was already used to people telling me that.
 
   One Friday afternoon, after working in midtown, I decided to walk by her place, which turned out to be an elegant limestone apartment building overlooking the East River. To see if she still lived there, I cautiously walked up to her entrance and saw the name, Harold Carter, PH. Since all the other apartments had numbers, I wasn’t sure what the PH stood for but I thought it might mean penthouse, which meant that Elaine must be fairly rich. I couldn’t see a girl from Rosebud making it to the top of New York. But there was the name. My shaking finger pressed her button.
 
   “Yes?” I heard a voice.
 
   “Hi. I’m—. My name is—” I stammered. Suddenly the door buzzed. I pushed it and entered the gleaming marble foyer. My heart was pounding furiously as I entered an elevator and pushed the top button. Three walls were mirrors from the waist up and I studied my frightened face. My body shook all the way up. I stepped out into a small hallway with mirrors and plants on each side of a lone door beside a brass container holding folded umbrellas.
 
   The door opened and I faced a plump but attractive brunette. Her brave smile seemed out of place because it was obvious that her brown eyes were puffy and bloodshot from crying. Her makeup looked like it had been hastily applied during my elevator journey.
 
   Suddenly, her smile disappeared. “You’re not from group. What do you want?” she snapped.
 
   Taken aback, I nervously tried to explain. “I’m—. I came to ask—.
 
   “Yes?” She demanded impatiently.
 
   Finally, I reached into my purse and retrieved the faded photograph of Elaine and my mother on the riverbank. “Have you ever seen this?”
 
   She stared at it for a long moment. Emotion drained from her face. She turned around, saying softly, “Come in.”
 
   I followed her into a large living room, furnished mostly with brightly-burnished antique bric-a-brac and soft furnishings. She sat down on a large sofa with floral-embroidered pillows and suddenly seemed as nervous as me. She asked, “Are you Sherry?”
 
   I nodded.
 
   She looked at me for a long time and then tried to smile, “I’m Elaine.” She got up and gave me a loving comforting hug. “Tea? Coffee?”
 
   “Either.”
 
   Elaine walked away, passing an antique dining table with a vase of flowers in the center framed by immaculate silver candelabra holding tall candles. In the small kitchen, as she opened cupboards and drawers, I heard her whisper, “Oh Lord, why today?”
 
   I called out, “Can I help?”
 
   She didn’t reply so I sat down next to a floral-embroidered pillow. The room was immaculate. Having absolutely nothing out of place made the room feel like a museum piece. Facing me were two large matching stuffed chairs. Behind them were closed French doors to a terrace that seemed to wrap around the apartment. Unlike the spotless interior, the outside garden furniture looked dirty with soot like it hadn’t been used in sometime despite it being summer. To one side, a beautiful Chinese screen hid a long hallway. On the other side was a fireplace with wood carefully arranged and ready to be lit.
 
   Atop the fireplace was a mantle lined with several framed photographs of a younger Elaine on her wedding day with her handsome young groom. Pictures of her two young children. Then one photo left me stunned. In a silver frame was the same photograph of Elaine and my mother that I had been carrying around for years.
 
   Elaine emerged with a glass coffee pot atop a silver tray. I turned to her. “You kept it all these years.” She nodded. “Why?”
 
   She sighed, sat down and poured me coffee. “Cream? Sugar?”
 
   “Black.”
 
   Elaine handed me a cup and glanced at the picture. “I don’t know why. Or I know it’s not an easy answer.”
 
   “Do you talk to my mother? Have you seen her?”
 
   Elaine shook her head. “Never.”
 
   Never? I was crestfallen. I had come to New York for nothing. To see a woman who never saw my mother. “So you don’t know where she is?” She shook her head. I set the coffee down, unable to drink it. “Can you, will you tell me about her?”
 
   Elaine sighed. “She was a wonderful, loving person.” I nearly laughed out loud only it wasn’t laughable. Elaine took in my disbelief. “In her own way, she did what she thought was best for you.”
 
   “By leaving me?” I looked away. “Did she ever say why she did it?”
 
   “Yes. The night we both left town, in opposite directions. After your father died, she was a mess. She thought you’d be better off with Dottie, the boring sister.”
 
   “What kind of mother is that?” I blurted out. A lifetime of anger was simmering into rage.
 
   “She wasn’t a mother, Sherry. She was a seventeen-year-old girl who got pregnant and married the guy to get away from her family.”
 
   Elaine looked up at the picture of her and my mother. “That photo was taken on the last day of my innocence. Of our innocence.”
 
   “Why’s that?”
 
   Elaine’s eyes became misty. “God, I thought I was over this.” She turned to me. “Look, Sherry. I can’t deal with this now. I just can’t.” She was struggling to keep from breaking down in tears. Finally, she got control of herself and said, “I’m going to group soon. If you want to come along, maybe I can face this there.”
 
   I didn’t know what group was but I was all for anything that might help me learn more about my mother. Elaine said that her husband was “working late” and that she had been preparing a salad for dinner, which she could enlarge to accommodate me.
 
   In the kitchen, she sliced tomatoes and asked about the changes in Rosebud since she had left but I told her that there hadn’t really been any. She wondered how I liked New York and chatted aimlessly about mostly everything but the one thing that I wanted to talk about, my mother.
 
   “Maybe I should take you to the Statue of Liberty sometime,” she said cheerfully. “New Yorkers never visit the sights, you know, unless someone from home comes to visit. If it wasn’t for people from out of town, we’d never see—.” Suddenly, she broke into tears. “This is the last day I needed a visit from my past. Of all days.” She cried softly for a minute, then stopped and wiped her eyes.
 
   “I’m sorry,” I said truthfully.
 
   Elaine gave me a loving smile. “It’s not you, Sherry. It’s just one of life’s little lessons, reminding me that I’ve got a lot more work to do and that I’d better get on with it.”
 
   After a mostly silent dinner, Elaine went into her bedroom for a long time and when she came out, her makeup was not only perfect but she actually looked refreshed and ready for whatever may come.
 
   “Shall we go?” she asked cheerfully.
 
   Outside, Elaine hailed a cab and we rode downtown to the West Village. The group’s meeting place was an old, stately church called, St. Augustine’s. When I glanced at the announcement board out front and saw the evening’s event, I was shocked. The meeting was for sex addicts. “Forget it,” I said quickly. “I’m not going in there.”
 
   Elaine stared at me. She said softly, “If I talk about this tonight, I may never do it again. If you don’t want to come in, fine, but don’t ask me about it later.”
 
   She headed for the side door. I began walking away but couldn’t manage more than a couple of steps. I wanted to hear what Elaine had to say but I couldn’t go inside that church. I just couldn’t listen to some speech like the one I had heard in Sparta. Instead, I paced out front, like some duck in a shooting gallery, torn between walking away and being unable to walk away.
 
   There was a small garden beside the church with stone stools and benches and I sat on one, hoping that I might be able to hear what Elaine had to say. When people passed by me on their way in, I glanced away, unable to look at them.
 
   I heard someone mumbling, followed by the whole group saying something about serenity and courage. If I couldn’t clearly hear the whole group, how was I going to hear Elaine?
 
   I heard someone else mumbling but couldn’t make out what he was saying. Then other people spoke before I heard another voice and the group exclaiming, “Hi, Elaine.” I crept over to the door but still couldn’t hear. As fearful as I was, I knew that I had to go inside. All my life, I had blamed my troubles on my absent mother. Now, I had a chance to learn something, anything, about her. I breathed in deeply and yanked opened the door.
 
   I walked down a flight of stairs and into a large brightly-light room. I stood just inside the door, ready to run if I heard anything I couldn’t handle.
 
   Elaine was standing before a group of mostly men. “My addiction was never about sex,” she was saying. “It was always about conquest and control, because away from sex, I always felt powerless. I craved that power. I used it to fulfill my need for tenderness and to escape my feelings of worthlessness and shame.”
 
   Elaine’s words hit like a cleaver, slicing into me. I felt shaky and quivery and wasn’t sure why. She wasn’t talking about my mother but her own problems. I had to sit down or I was afraid that I might collapse. I slipped into an empty chair in the empty back row. I was breathing very quickly and felt like I might pass out. A few rows in front of me a man turned around. He was well-dressed and incredibly handsome, slender yet muscular with brown hair, brown eyes and a friendly look. He whispered, “Are you okay?”
 
   I nodded even though I was definitely not okay. He looked at me for a moment and then turned back to Elaine. Beside him sat a pretty young blonde woman who was sobbing softly, oblivious to me, and to Elaine.
 
   “But I knew if I could just get married, everything would be perfect,” Elaine continued. “I did get married and three weeks later I started acting out again. I began leading a double life. At home, I was the sweet little wife. But once I walked out that door, I became a sexual predator.”
 
   Elaine stopped, shrugging nervously. After a long pause, she continued. “When I realized I couldn’t stop myself, I decided to put on a lot of weight, so no man would want me. I soon learned that I just attracted a different type of men.”
 
   A few people smiled knowingly.
 
   “So I started taking diet pills and added prescription drugs to my sexual addiction. For years, my purse sounded like a maraca.”
 
   Several people laughed nervously.
 
   “Did I mention that I am also allergic to alcohol? Whenever I drink, I break out in bad behavior.”
 
   More people laughed. Even the sobbing blonde stopped crying for a moment.
 
   This meeting was certainly different from the one I had gone to in Sparta. Elaine seemed to be doing some sort of perverse comedy routine. But she looked deadly serious and continually seemed on the verge of breaking down. She spoke haltingly, with every word seeming to create its own agony. I was slowly recovering from whatever shock her words had done to me. Mr. Handsome occasionally turned around to give me a soothing look but he didn’t inquire further about my emotional state.
 
   “It got so that every day wasn’t a new day but another morning after,” continued Elaine. “I knew I was destroying myself but I was in denial about also destroying my husband and my children. Finally, I hit bottom, and ended up in this program.”
 
   Tears welled up in Elaine’s eyes and she said softly, “Where I met the man who has saved my life so many times. Gregory.” She smiled weakly at Mr. Handsome. “I asked him to be my sponsor because he was gay. I didn’t care that we didn’t have any common issues. I just wanted someone I couldn’t act out with. Did I actually say no common issues? How about all of them. All we talk about are bottom lines and slips and anger and fear and rage and shame. We’ve spent hours on the phone and never even mentioned the word sex.”
 
   Several people again laughed but Elaine began crying.
 
   “And every time I slipped, I wanted to kill myself, but Gregory kept saying, ‘If I can do it. You can do it.’ And I knew he was right. Because I knew about his past. For three years, I lived on Gregory’s sobriety, until finally, to save what was left of my family, I knew I had to get my own sobriety. And finally, I did. Four years ago.”
 
   Elaine wiped away the tears in an attempt to get control of herself.
 
   “I never wanted intimacy with my husband. And until I got into this program, I had never cried. All I ever felt was anger. Gregory, and this program, taught me how to love and to accept myself.” She paused and glanced downward as if looking for courage. She pressed on. “Gregory is the second person that I was ever truly intimate with. The first was my best friend—.”
 
   Elaine paused again and then looking straight at me, she continued, “I have tried all my life to figure out why I am an addict. I grew up in Middle America in a wonderful, loving home. No one beat me, molested me or raped me. Maybe I’ll never know why.” She looked away. “But my first sexual experience was probably like a lot of fourteen-year-olds. I was at a riverbank with my best friend and her brother. I had stolen some wine from my Dad’s cellar and we got tipsy and decided to go skinny-dipping. One thing led to another and he ended up taking my virginity and then I took hers.”
 
   Elaine fought back tears. “I never had him again but I couldn’t get enough of her. Yet I hated the shame I felt, and of not being able to tell everyone how much I loved her. But I knew they would run us both out of town.” She stopped and, barely above a whisper, she added, “Finally, they did.”
 
   Elaine broke down, unable to go on. A man who had been standing near her helped Elaine to a front seat, where another woman hugged her.
 
   I sat in a daze, shocked that Elaine and my mother had been lovers. I couldn’t believe it. But then I recalled rumors from my childhood, the whispers about my mother and Elaine. That something had been wrong with both of them and that maybe the reason I was a “problem child” was genetic. Maybe it was, I thought. I didn’t know. I had a thousand questions and no answers but I had learned more from Elaine in five minutes about my mother than I had in the previous twenty-five years in Rosebud.
 
   The man in front was saying, “Thanks for sharing, Elaine. That’s it for tonight.” He added, “Remember, as always, who you see here, what you hear here, when you leave here, let it stay here. Thank you. Good night.”
 
   The group then chanted, “Keep coming back. It works if you work it, so work it, you’re worth it.”
 
   People stood up and began hugging and talking to each other. The group had a familial feeling, like probably for many, it was the only real family they had ever known. Gregory walked over to me and said, “Hi, I’m Gregory.”
 
   “Sherry.”
 
   He held out his arms, offering a hug if I was willing. I nodded and he warmly embraced me. “Welcome.”
 
   The pretty blonde had finally stopped crying and stood up. “Excuse me,” he said and returned her. “You okay, Claire?”
 
   Claire shook her head. “No. Definitely not. Men are making me crazy. So I’ve decided to become gay.”
 
   Gregory laughed. “But Claire, Honey, if you were gay then women would make you crazy.”
 
   She stared at him.
 
   “Really?”
 
   “Really.”
 
   “Oh.”
 
   I noticed several people hugging Elaine and I wondered if I should go and hug her, too. But the others around her seemed better equipped to comfort her. I was still stunned at not only learning that Elaine had been my mother’s first lover but that after all these years, she still wasn’t over it. That seemed so sad.
 
   Finally, Gregory went up and hugged Elaine. The guy who had been in charge was saying that we had to leave the church. Elaine came over. We didn’t hug. Instead, she took my hand and we walked out. Elaine tightly held my hand as we walked down the street in silence. Gregory finally broke the stillness with small talk about an apartment that was still in his name although, for years, he had been living with this lover, Skip. “Jerome moved out last week, so I have to fine a new sublet.”
 
   When Elaine didn’t respond, Gregory explained to me about the “sublet underground” regarding New York’s remaining rent-stabilized apartments. Although he hadn’t lived there in six years, the apartment was still in his name so anyone renting the apartment would be illegal. The renter would need to have a low profile so the landlord wouldn’t realize that they weren’t just “visiting” but also be trustworthy enough not to try to steal the apartment from Gregory.
 
   Finally, Elaine said, “Why don’t you just give it up?”
 
   “It’s my security blanket. I’ll have a place to go if Skip ever throws me out, and God knows how many times, I’ve deserved that. And you know what will happen if I’m ever arrested.”
 
   Elaine didn’t reply. We entered The Shamrock, corner coffee shop that was brightly lit and bustling with business as waitresses in green uniforms adorned with a four-leaf clovers navigated narrow pathways between crowded tables laden with coffee cups and cakes. Only a few customers seemed to have actually come to eat a meal. Everyone else seemed to have poured out of the neighborhood’s several twelve-step programs and huddled together in a safe environment, unless they were in caffeine anonymous.
 
   Elaine slipped into a back booth and Gregory moved in beside her. I sat across from them. A plump redheaded waitress immediately set two coffees before Elaine and Gregory and asked if I wanted coffee. I nodded.
 
   I watched Elaine as she seemed to pour half of the sugar jar into her cup and then absently stirred the thick concoction. Finally, I said, “Thanks for talking, about my mother.”
 
   She smiled weakly. “You’re welcome.” She stared at her syrupy coffee. “I didn’t realize until tonight how much I really loved her. God knows how many more things I’m still in denial about.”
 
   “Will you tell me about her?”
 
   Elaine shook her head. I tried a different tack.
 
   “What was my father like?”
 
   Elaine shot a glance at me, aware of the ploy. She shrugged. “He was just a guy. Mostly a nice guy. Your mother was a looker, like you. All the guys were after her. He just happened to get her pregnant.”
 
   “What do you mean ‘mostly a nice guy?’”
 
   “He was nice, okay?” She snapped. “It’s just that in the end, it was really bad.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   She looked away. “You don’t want to know.”
 
   I nearly screamed. Of course I want to know! You just don’t want to tell me!
 
   For all of my life, no one ever wanted to tell me! My Aunt always said, “You’re better off not knowing.” Everyone but me seemed to know some deep dark secret. Now I knew part of it, about my mother and Elaine. But there had to be more. I was more determined than ever to one day, somehow, find my mother and ask her every question I’d ever had and not stop asking until she gave me the answers. I suddenly loathed Elaine for not telling me. Sharing? Right! She was just like everyone else.
 
   Gregory had to leave. “Will we see you again next week?”
 
   I shook my head. “I don’t think this group thing is for me.”
 
   He paused and then asked, “Is you life unmanageable?”
 
   “I’ve got a few problems,” I admitted. “But I’m managing okay.”
 
   He looked at me for a long moment and then answered, “Then maybe it isn’t for you.”
 
   Suddenly, I burst out crying as I realized why Elaine’s words had hit me so hard. Her feelings of worthlessness and shame was how I had felt since I was eight-years-old. She had been describing my life! And I knew that if I passed up this chance to get help, I truly was going to die, one way or another. I finally managed to stop sobbing. I asked Elaine, “Would you be my sponsor?”
 
   Horror came over her face. She shook her head. “I can’t.” My stare implored her. “I’ve never been one,” Elaine insisted. “I’m not ready. There are better people for—”
 
   “—I can’t try this with anyone but you.”
 
   Elaine stared at me, still horrified. Then she finally said, “Alright.”
 
   We walked out into the night. Elaine and Gregory were sharing a cab uptown and offered me a lift. I explained that I was staying nearby. Gregory asked what I was paying and I told him. “For a tiny room with no bathroom?” He added, “We’ll see.”
 
   Then they both gave me wonderfully loving hugs.
 
    
 
   The next afternoon, I arrived at Elaine’s for my first session on the Steps. She buzzed me up and had left the door open. The drawing room seemed more like a mausoleum than the day before and Elaine was on the phone with Gregory, crying and mostly babbling. Finally, she mentioned that I had arrived and hung up.
 
   “Give me a minute,” Elaine said without greeting me. She went into the powder room beside the front door and I could hear her crying. I waited on the sofa and looked out at the terrace. The day was bright and beautiful and I suspected the view from the terrace was breathtaking and I would have loved to have had our session out there. If there was going to be any session.
 
   After about ten minutes Elaine still hadn’t returned and I asked if she wanted me to make some tea. She didn’t answer so I went into the kitchen anyway and put on the kettle.
 
   On her refrigerator door were several adages, like “Dear God, please help me to want what I already have without having to lose it first.” And “It is in the Heart in which God is found and not in the Reason.” I wasn’t quite sure what the last one meant but since I never expected to look for God, it didn’t matter all that much.
 
   I found an array of teas marshaled in a cupboard. Most of the names were too exotic for me so I opted for what sounded the simplest, English Breakfast Tea. Shortly afterward, Elaine came out, apologized for the wait and thanked me for making the tea. Then without a word about what was distressing her, she went to work.
 
   Elaine spread out several pamphlets on the coffee table and began going over the Steps. In Step One, I had to admit that I was powerless over my addiction and that my life had become unmanageable. That seemed more right than wrong, so I said “Yes.”
 
   “Good,” she replied. Then she went off on a tangent, saying that she went to groups not only for sex addicts but also for drugs, alcohol and overeaters. “Sex and overeating, are the two most difficult addictions to overcome,” she informed me. “With drugs and booze, you can just quit and then try to stay off them. But you can’t stop eating so you have to somehow moderate it, something addicts are not particularly good at. You can stop sex but then you are missing out on an important part of love, intimacy.” She added wistfully, “And in the end, love and intimacy is what life is all about.”
 
   Tears trickled from Elaine’s eyes but she tried to stay on message, informing me that in Step Two, I had to admit that I had come to believe that only a Power greater than myself could restore me to sanity. Uneasy at admitting that there was some Power greater than myself, I hesitated a bit but then decided to go with it. “Yes.”
 
   As Elaine began with the third step, she broke down and I began to learn why she was so distressed. Elaine had a twenty-year-old daughter, Marie, and a nineteen-year-old son, William. Both had dropped out of college partly due to addictions for which Elaine blamed herself. Both were currently in recovery and to help guard against relapses had broken off all contact with Elaine.
 
   Hal, her husband of twenty-one years, was in denial about being a codependent and refused therapy. She kept on crying and I tried to comfort her but she pushed me away. Finally, she said, “I always loved my children even though I harmed them in ways that I can never forgive myself for. But until I got into recovery, I never knew how much I loved my husband. And now I’m going to lose him.”
 
   While trying to wipe away the tears, Elaine talked about Hal’s many affairs. “They were always nameless women. Young willing bodies who were no where near his intellectual level. I knew he would always tire of them. But Yvonne is mature, with a mind instead of a body, a Phi Beta Kappa, for Christ’s sake.” She stammered, “And, I thought, she was my friend.”
 
   For years, Elaine and Yvonne had worked closely on the building’s co-op board and had secretly shared being in AA. Then Yvonne had stopped going to meetings, claiming that she had learned to drink “moderately.” Hal occasionally had reminded Elaine how much he admired Yvonne for having “outgrown” meetings.
 
   Elaine mentioned that Hal owned a business with a factory in Buffalo, where he often went on business during the week. But when he was having an affair, he would say he was going to Buffalo on weekends. On Friday morning, Hal had told Elaine that he was leaving for Buffalo. But right before I had arrived, she had come home to see Hal entering the building. She figured he had ended his latest affair before it began until she saw his elevator stop on the eighteenth floor, Yvonne’s floor.
 
   “He’s sleeping with her in my building. It’s almost like they are doing it in our bed. Did they really think I wouldn’t find out? Is he daring me to confront him so that he will have a reason to leave me?”
 
   Elaine broke down again. When she finally recovered, she said, “The irony is that I almost didn’t mind Hal having affairs because when they were over, he always felt guilty and would be so loving and intimate that he became this fantasy lover who happened to be my husband. What will I do if I lose him?”
 
   Elaine jumped up and rushed behind the Oriental screen into her bedroom. I heard her crying and then she was silent. After a while she emerged looking refreshed and almost radiant in a pink silk designer suit. Apparently, Elaine had been through enough crises in her life to be able to keep their effect hidden and put on a brave face to the world.
 
   She sat down the sofa, and calmly said, “I’m sorry, Sherry. But, obviously, you arrived at an inopportune time. You may be wondering what good it might do you to follow the Steps when you look at me and the mess that I seem to be right now.” I didn’t mention that this thought had crossed my mind. “But I can tell you,” Elaine continued, “if the last twenty-four hours had occurred five years ago, I would probably be dead right now. But I am still here, alive, trying to survive and stay sober.”
 
   She picked up a pamphlet. In Step Three I had to make the decision to turn my will and my life over to the care of God.
 
   This was a deal breaker. “I’m sorry,” I said, standing up. “I don’t think I can do this.” Elaine remained silent as I paced around the inlaid-wood coffee table, accidentally hitting it and rattling the tea cups. I didn’t care. “How am I supposed to turn my life over to some being I don’t even believe exists and if he does exist, I hate him. No God worth caring about could allow a child to go through what I endured.”
 
   My voice hadn’t seemed that loud but now I heard it echoing around the room. I found myself quivering with rage. My fists were knotted. Suddenly, I wanted to punch my mother’s picture and Elaine and the world and myself and, most of all, the person I craved to pummel until his smug face disappeared into a bloody pulp.
 
   Elaine read my mind. “Was it Ernie?”
 
   I stared at her. I had lived alone with that secret for so long. Now it was out, and with it, came a rush of emotions, pent-up rage and pain and humiliation. I’d felt those all before. A new one was relief. I began crying. Elaine stood up and hugged me and I cried all over her pretty pink silk jacket. She didn’t seem to notice.
 
   After a while, I managed to get enough control over myself to sip my tea with shaking hands. I was worried that I might spill it on Elaine’s sofa or her antique Chinese carpet. But she wasn’t worried.
 
   “Do you want to talk about it?”
 
   I shook my head but then turned to her. “You knew him. You even had him. You know why he did what he did to me?”
 
   Elaine paused thoughtfully and then shook her head. “No.”
 
   “I used to fantasize about asking him,” I said, “right before I pulled the trigger. Sometimes, I still think about it.”
 
   “You have to release that anger, Sherry. You never have to forgive what he did. You have to forgive why he did it.”
 
   I became enraged. “No fucking way! I’ll never forgive him! Never!” Elaine remained silent. I tried to control myself. “Tell me. How the hell am I supposed to forgive some ‘why’ when I don’t even know why! You don’t even know why! What if he doesn’t even know why?”
 
   “God knows why.”
 
   “Yeah, right! God again! Well he’s not telling me anything! Forget this! I’m not bowing down to some God who never did a damn thing for me.”
 
   Elaine sat calmly on the sofa. “It’s God as you understand, God, Sherry. Your Higher Power could be the group.”
 
   “I don’t think I can do this,” I repeated.
 
   “Sherry,” Elaine said softly, “if you won’t work the Steps, I can’t help you.”
 
   “Well, I’ve got my own steps,” I retorted, “and number one is to find out some answers to questions that have plagued me all my life.”
 
   “Sherry, I’m sorry that I don’t have the answers. Maybe your mother doesn’t even have them. Maybe Ernie doesn’t even have them. But the most important questions are inside you, and only you can answer those.”
 
   After a moment, I asked, “Do you ever think about my mother?”
 
   “Sometimes.”
 
   “I think about her every day.”
 
   After a long moment, Elaine admitted, “So do I.”
 
    
 
   Even though I thought most of it was BS, I went back to my little room and read the Steps’ pamphlets about boundaries and slips. Nothing I had done alone had worked so what did I have to lose?
 
   Although I was the newbie, weirdly enough on Monday, I called Elaine to see how she was doing. She said that Hal came home and acted as if nothing unusual was going on, which made it worse. “It’s not like I don’t deserve him having affairs,” Elaine said. “It’s a little difficult acting like a betrayed wife when you’ve given your husband gonorrhea.”
 
   I wasn’t sure if it was the Steps or discipline or luck but I did manage to show up for work everyday for a week without a hangover or wearing the previous day’s clothes. By Friday evening, despite my misgivings, I knew I would show for group. It was the only way Elaine would let me stay in her life and I craved the possibility that she might slip and accidentally tell me something about my mother.
 
   When I went to see Elaine on Saturday, she was still a mess. “I’m afraid to leave the building,” she said, “out of fear that I might meet them. Then what would I do?” I certainly didn’t know but Elaine wasn’t really asking my advice. “I’ve been on the phone with Gregory all morning. We’ve decided that I want them to know that I know.” She looked at me. “Will you come with me?”
 
   I couldn’t believe it. “We’re going to go knock on her door?”
 
   Elaine laughed for the first time in a week. “Not exactly. I don’t have that much courage. Come on.” She led me outside to a cab. “He’ll be at the Boathouse. It’s his favorite for a weekend brunch.”
 
   We got out at Fifth Avenue and strolled into Central Park. The day was warm and breezy and seemed so incongruous with our secret mission of exposing adultery. Elaine slowly circled the lake until she motioned to a smart-looking couple on the outside deck. A slim but elegant-looking man with thinning gray hair, Hal was wearing a Navy blue blazer, an open white shirt and khaki trousers. Despite his rather stern expression, he must have said something funny because Yvonne, a frail blonde in a white summer dress, laughed lightly.
 
   Elaine angled near them, telling me to keep my eyes on them until I was sure they had spotted her. Suddenly, Yvonne stopped smiling midsentence and began whispering to Hal as we started to amble around the lake. “He knows that my being here isn’t a coincidence.” Elaine began to shake. “God, at my age, I’m still playing high school games.”
 
   We walked around the park for awhile, passing some soccer fields that seemed to host a women’s league. Several spectators cheered the teams and there seemed to be a lot of young girls watching a couple of the teams. I turned away. Despite my love for soccer, it was painful for me to even watch it.
 
   Elaine was afraid to go home. She wanted to see Gregory but he was picking up some things in his newly-vacated apartment so we met him there. The apartment turned out to be a small but lovely one-bed room overlooking a tree-lined West Village street. It had exposed brick walls, a fireplace and beautiful furniture including a big brass bed.
 
   “I suppose I should give it up,” Gregory admitted, “but I’m just not ready to do that yet. But I haven’t found anyone I really trust.”
 
   Elaine asked, “What about Sherry?”
 
   He turned to me. “How long were you planning to stay in New York?”
 
   “I hadn’t really thought about it.” I wasn’t really sure how soon I would really be ready to face my mother, even if I knew where she was. I was getting claustrophobic in my tiny room and this apartment was even cheaper. But if something went wrong and I had to leave quickly, I didn’t want Gregory to lose the apartment because of me. Finally, I said, “I could probably stay six months. Maybe longer.”
 
   “I’d like a year.”
 
   A cat casually sauntered out of the bedroom. It was entirely white with two splotches of black around its eyes so that it looked like it was wearing a mask. The cat rubbed against Gregory’s leg and Gregory picked it up. “This is Robie. He comes with the apartment.” Gregory would pay for Robie’s food and any vet bills. He didn’t need a litter box because he went out the window and down the fire escape to one of several neighbors’ gardens. “Would you be okay with him?”
 
   I looked at Robie purring as Gregory rubbed his chin. I had always wanted a pet and I had never had a place of my own. Suddenly, I wanted to be with Robie, to have my own apartment, even if it was illegal and short-term. “I can stay a year,” I said. I wasn’t going to run away again. I was determined that I was going to make this work.
 
   I went over to pet Robie but he shot out a claw and almost scratched my hand. “He was a rescue,” said Gregory, “and is truly a New York cat. He won’t come near you until he trusts you and then he will be your best friend forever. But he won’t until he thinks you’re okay.”
 
   “How long does that take?” I asked.
 
   “He’s different with everyone but it’s usually a while.” He set Robie down. “I still have to work it out with the super. But I think he’ll be okay. When can you move in?”
 
   My weekly rent started on Sunday. “Tonight.”
 
   He handed me the keys. “The phone and utilities are in my name but the bills come here and you just pay them and deduct the cat food from the rent. Deal?” I nodded. Gregory handed me a card with his number on it. “If you have any problems, call me.”
 
   After I moved my suitcase’s worth of worldly goods into my new home, I decided to take a long luxurious hot shower. But when I turned the handle, all hell broke loose and water started shooting everywhere. I turned every knob I found and finally managed to get the water shut off. Then I informed Gregory of the bad news. “I’ll call the Super,” he said. “Do you have ten dollars on you?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Give it to him when he’s done.”
 
   Ten minutes later, my bell rang and in came a short, chubby man with thick, hairy arms and a balding head. He was lugging a large battered tool box.
 
   “I’m Paully,” he said. “You’re the new cousin, huh?” he asked sarcastically.
 
   I didn’t know how to reply, unsure of what Gregory might have told him about me. “I guess so,” I said.
 
   My tentativeness disarmed him. He replied, “Don’t worry. Who’s in here ain’t my business and I’m not making it my business.” With that he shuffled off to the bathroom and came out twenty minutes later, wiping his hands on a very soiled cloth. The toolbox was slung over his shoulder.
 
   “Next time something happens, you ain’t got to call Greg.” He glanced into the kitchen and nodded. “My number’s still on the refrigerator. Paully.” I held out my hand, holding the ten dollar bill. He took it. “Thanks.”
 
   After he left, I called Gregory. “Did he take the ten?” he asked.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Good. If he thinks you are going to be trouble, he won’t take it. Then he can be a problem,” Gregory said. “It’s good this happened right away. Now you’re in.”
 
   After a long and very luxurious hot shower, I collapsed onto the brass bed.
 
   The next week, I worked at a busy midtown law firm that specialized in commercial real estate. Tina, another young temp who sat next to me, was a pretty, vibrant Hispanic girl. She was incredibly proficient and helped me out more times that I cared to remember. She also turned me onto a wonderful pocket park off of Fifth Avenue with ivy-covered stone walls on each side and a huge waterfall covering the back wall. We ate deli sandwiches there every day. Tina also wanted to show me some great bars after work. Instead I went home and read a mystery novel or watched TV. I loved having my own space and I didn’t want to jeopardize it. Just one night of getting blasted and bringing home some loud drunk who made a scene could end it all. Starved for tenderness, every night I tried to cuddle Robie but he always avoided me, curled up on the bed when I was on the sofa and vice versa.
 
   On Friday both our assignments ended and instead of asking me to join her for a drink, Tina wanted to rush back to Brooklyn to get ready for her big night out. We both squeezed onto the 6th Avenue subway barely able to talk, or breathe, until it aired out at 34th Street and we sat down. Tina was excited about a hot new Tribeca club. One of the bouncers was from her old Bronx neighborhood and he had promised to get her and a friend in.
 
   “You should come, too,” Tina advised. “Just wear a short skirt and low top and you’ll not only get in, you won’t have to buy a drink all night.”
 
   The prospect of unlimited drinks conjured up several disasters in my mind. “Thanks but no thanks,” I said. “I’m meeting a friend.” I hadn’t seen Elaine since Sunday and I wanted to see how well she was holding up.
 
   “Bring her along,” Tina urged. Then she smiled wickedly. “Is it a guy?” I shook my head. “So both of you come. It’s not a Latin club, you know. There’ll be all kinds of guys there.”
 
   After her being so helpful to me all week, I felt sad that she thought I wouldn’t go out with her because she was Hispanic. Although uncomfortable with telling Tina about my addiction, I finally confided, “I’m afraid I’ll end up in some guy’s bed.”
 
   Tina laughed. “Hey, that’s the whole point!”
 
   “Not for me,” I said, uneasily. “I have an addiction.”
 
   “To sex?” Tina exclaimed loudly enough for several commuters around us to hear. “Don’t we all?”
 
   I moved closer to her so I could whisper. “No. I mean it.” My whisper was almost a plea. “I can’t control myself. I really am a sex addict.”
 
   Her eyes brightened. “You’re really a sex addict? That is so cool,” she exclaimed loudly. “So you get laid every night?”
 
   People were beginning to stare at us, especially two young guys standing near us. They looked hungrily at me. I felt completely humiliated that my darkest secret had become subway banter. I tried again. “No,” I whispered even softer. “I try desperately not to have sex.”
 
   Tina stared incredulously at me. “Are you crazy? That would be so great! Man, if I was a sex addict, I’d just enjoy it!”
 
   The subway pulled into the West 4th St. station. “This is my stop,” I said. “Bye.”
 
   As I rushed out of the car, tears began streaking down my cheeks. I furtively glanced behind me but fortunately the two guys with the hungry eyes were now hovering over Tina. My body shook as I raced home, constantly glancing behind me. When I arrived at the apartment, I crumpled myself on the bed mortified and stained my pillow with tears for the next hour.
 
   I painstakingly pulled myself together and walked over to St. Augustine’s. For the first time I really felt like I needed group, the support. I tried to think of how I could have somehow convinced Tina the horrible reality of being a sex addict and decided that I never could have. I realized why the groups were called “anonymous.” I vowed to never again reveal to anyone outside of group that I was a sex addict.
 
    
 
   As I rounded a corner, I saw the pretty blonde from group crossing the street toward the church. She fell in step with me and smiled. “Hi, you know Elaine, right?” The simplest reply was to just nod. She offered, “I’m Claire.” She had a killer smile.
 
   “Sherry.”
 
   Outside the church, two women commented on how lovely Claire looked. She turned to me. “You know you’re in trouble when you’re wearing an old T-shirt and jeans and someone says you look lovely. It’s the first time in a month that they haven’t seen me with puffy eyes.”
 
   “That’s great,” I said, recalling that she had sobbed entirely through my first meeting.
 
   She shrugged. “Yesterday, my tear ducts were working overtime.”
 
   At group, we were approached by a beautiful, elegant woman who was dressed like she had just stepped off the cover of Vogue Magazine. “I’m proud of you, Claire,” she said, hugging her. “You just have to keep on keeping on.” Then she added, “You didn’t call me last night.”
 
   “My cell phone was dead and I didn’t realize it until it seemed too late to call. I was just reading a book at the shelter,” Claire insisted.
 
   The woman didn’t look convinced. She greeted me politely and then walked away. “Oops,” whispered Claire. “Katherine is my sponsor and she considers lying the first step in a slip. She probably wouldn’t approve of where I was last night even though it was perfect for me, somewhere I can’t possibly act out.”
 
   “Heaven?” I laughed.
 
   “For me.”
 
   Elaine was huddled with Gregory. When I asked how she was doing, she sighed that Hal was again spending the weekend in “Buffalo.”
 
   Gregory hugged Claire and said, “Congratulations.” Claire shot her devastating smile at him. I sat between Elaine and Claire and asked, “Is there something I should be congratulating you about?”
 
   Claire confided, “I broke up with all three of my ‘boyfriends’ this week.” I thought that first I possibly should have congratulated her on having three boyfriends, since no one else I ever heard of seemed to have managed it but then I realized that, of course, something had to be wrong. “They really weren’t boyfriends,” Claire admitted, as if reading my mind. “Just bad fantasies.”
 
   I listened to the Serenity Prayer and others sharing their stories. The more I heard the more realized how much I belonged there. These people were the only ones who understood, and shared, the pain and humiliation I felt when I acted out.
 
   Afterward, as we headed for the Shamrock, Claire walked in the opposite direction. “Are you going to your secret place?” I asked.
 
   She nodded and gave me a wicked smile. “Want to try it?”
 
   Despite that smile, or maybe because of it, I hesitated. Even though Claire said she couldn’t act out there it didn’t mean that I couldn’t! But the Shamrock didn’t appeal to me either. The group members were mostly older and talked about broken marriages. At least Claire was my age, and where else was I going to find some ‘perfect’ place. “Sure,” I shrugged. “Why not?”
 
   Before I took a step, Elaine called back, “Sherry, call me when you get home.”
 
   In a childish voice, I answered, “Yes, Auntie Elaine.”
 
   Katherine chimed in, “Claire, call me.”
 
   Claire giggled. “Yes, Auntie Katherine.”
 
   We laughed our way up the street.
 
   I had suspected that Katherine was another rich housewife like Elaine. Claire said that she was actually the opposite, an unwed mother and an addict at seventeen, she had gotten herself sober and then parlayed grants and scholarships into a Ph.D. in Psychology. She now had a thriving practice and often appeared on TV.
 
   “Her specialty is—surprise, surprise—addiction,” noted Claire. “Every morning, she dresses for success to remind herself that she only has to be successful that one day. I also think she buys all her clothes at Filene’s Basement and T.J. Maxx.”
 
   From that moment on, Katherine became my idol. I felt that if she could become that successful maybe I could, too.
 
   Off of Seventh Avenue South, Claire turned into a bar, which petrified me. Bars and I were not a heavenly prospect. Claire perched herself on a bar stool. “Notice anything different?”
 
   The place was fairly dark so I couldn’t really see that well but as my eyes adjusted, I saw a huge difference. There were no men. We were in a lesbian bar called Diva.
 
   Before I could say anything the pretty brunette bartender wearing a T-shirt that said “Go Girl” came over to us.
 
   “Hi, Brenda,” Claire greeted her. “I always drink white wine to try to stay somewhat sober,” Claire confided, “but, of course, it never works, and tonight, I feel safe.”
 
   “How about the house special?” suggested Brenda.
 
   Claire and I looked at each either. Claire decided, “Make that two.”
 
   As Brenda began mixing some concoction in a blender, I turned to Claire, “I didn’t know you were—”
 
   “—I’m not,” she answered. “Last night, I told Brenda that I was straight and just wanted to be alone and that was pretty much that. No one bothered me. I just love that this is the one place where I can’t act out with men.”
 
   Brenda served us some pink potion. I realized that Diva was also perfect for me. I could get completely smashed and not have to worry about waking up next to some guy with no name. “I’ll drink to that,” I said. We clinked our glasses in a toast.
 
   The pink concoction tasted sweet and was potent as hell. It appeared to be some vodka-rum combination that Brenda said “goes down easy and then straight up to your head.” We ordered another round.
 
   Claire began telling me about her three ‘boyfriends.’ “Actually, I only have one, Peter,” she confided, “I’ve been living with him off and on for about a year. I see Al or Ken mainly when Peter gets drunk and I need somewhere to go. Peter’s an alcoholic but he won’t admit it. It’s like living with Jekyll and Hyde. The nicest sober guy in the world suddenly turns into the meanest drunk on earth. On Wednesday night he went into a rage and tried to smash in my face. I escaped and went to a women’s shelter. But instead of staying there, of course, I went to see Al. While we’re acting out, his girlfriend calls and he’s telling her how much he loves her while we’re still doing it. And what do I do? Nothing. How sick is that?”
 
   She takes a long swig of her drink and adds, “All three of them have a history of violence against women but crazy me thinks that I can somehow save them and therefore somehow get their love or my father’s love or some other insane denial issue. How the hell am I going to save them when I can even save myself?” She downs her drink and orders us another round. “When I look at my life, all of my problems have been caused by men. At first they weren’t my fault but now they are all my fault.”
 
   “You and me both,” I agreed, knocking back my drink and grabbing the new one. Claire could have been talking about me.
 
   “I swear,” Claire said, “if I never saw another man, I’d be better off.”
 
   “I’ll drink to that,” I said. 
 
   We toasted again.
 
   “I mean it though,” Claire insisted.
 
   “So do I.”
 
   We looked each other and then burst into hysterical laughter. Claire clinked her glass against mine and declared, “Here’s to life without football.”
 
   “To toilet seats never being up,” I added.
 
   “To not worrying about being thin enough.”
 
   “Or having a flat stomach.”
 
   “To never worrying about being too messy.”
 
   “Or being too neat.”
 
   “And when we’re lost—” said Claire,
 
   “—We can ask for directions,” I declared.
 
   We downed our drinks and two more appeared before us. We hoisted our new glasses as Claire continued, “To never having to tweeze our eyebrows.”
 
   “Or shave our legs.”
 
   “Or wear matching underwear.
 
   “Or see him flirt with other women.” After a long drink, Claire added, “And the worst, is worrying—”
 
   We looked and each other and cried out in unison, “—Will he ever call!”
 
   We laughed uncontrollably again and drained our drinks before we realized that we hadn’t paid for the previous round. Brenda gestured to a tall Blonde and a busty Redhead near the pool table. They both smiled at us. We smiled back and then returned to our drinks and our male-bashing. But after a few minutes, the Blonde and the Redhead strolled over.
 
   “We wondered if you wanted to play a little pool,” the Blonde asked.
 
   The Redhead smiled. “You seem in a mood to smash a few balls.”
 
   Claire and I looked and each other and laughed. “What the hell,” she said.
 
   We played pool but we weren’t very good, partly because the balls were very blurry. Although they were both very good, pool didn’t seem to be on their mind. They played seductively, choosing shots which allowed them to lean over and show an expanse of cleavage or their tight jeans, while Claire and I giggled like schoolgirls.
 
   Finally, the Blonde sank the eight ball and looked up at us. “We won. But we didn’t say what we were playing for.”
 
   “We were just playing for fun,” Claire insisted.
 
   The Redhead replied, “That sounds good. We love fun. How would you like to come over to my place for a drink?”
 
   Claire and I looked at each other. Neither of us knew what to do. Finally, Claire grabbed my arm and yanked me off the stool, saying, “We’d love to, but we’re in love.”
 
   We ran outside and skipped across the street, still laughing. “That was too much,” she exclaimed.
 
   The Blonde and the Redhead emerged from Diva and looked at us. Claire said, “Let’s give them a thrill.” She took me into her arms and gave me a long, tender kiss. Afterward, we smiled and Claire said, “That was nice.”
 
   It was nice for me, too, so tender and loving that it almost seemed like my first real kiss because it was devoid of the sexual politics that seem to accompany every kiss I’d ever gotten from a guy. The Blonde and the Redhead ambled up the block.
 
   Neither Claire nor I felt like being alone so she came back to my apartment. We fell onto the sofa and embraced and then Claire kissed me again. When she fondled me, it was electrifying. After enduring countless guys groping me, turning me off as often as turning me on, Claire was the first person who actually knew how it felt to be fondled and what would excite me. I responded to her touch with a ravenous passion that I had never felt before. Suddenly, she looked up from kissing my breast and asked, “Are you breaking any boundaries?”
 
   I thought a moment and then shook my head. “All mine are with men.”
 
   “So are mine,” she said cheerfully.
 
   We made love for hours, slowly and tenderly, while climaxing together, something I had never done with a man.
 
   The next morning, I awoke with a huge hangover and looked around, disappointed to see that once more I was naked and alone in bed. Then I heard a rustling in the kitchen and soon Claire entered wearing my T-shirt while bearing orange juice and coffee. “I don’t know how you like your coffee, so it’s regular,” she said, holding out both the OJ and the coffee cup. I went for both, draining the juice and starting on the coffee.
 
   “Your cat?” she asked, sitting on the bed.
 
   I nodded. “He came with the apartment.”
 
   “I guess he doesn’t approve of me. I tried to pet him and he shot out to the fire escape.”
 
   “Robie doesn’t approve of me.”
 
   Claire burst out laughing. “Robie? That’s great. He’s Cary Grant, huh?” I stared blankly at her. “You’ve never seen To Catch a Thief?”
 
   I hadn’t. Aunt Dottie didn’t approve of TV and I would have been too busy acting out to watch it anyway.
 
   “Well, we will have to upgrade your cinematic education,” she said, lying down beside me. After a pause, she asked, “Any regrets?”
 
   I shook my head. “None.” Then she gave me a long, tender kiss on the lips and I felt my body tingle. “Okay, you can admit now that you’ve been in the closet for years.”
 
   She laughed. “You are first woman I’ve ever even kissed.”
 
   “I can’t believe that. You’re awesome.”
 
   She smiled. “I was thinking about that this morning. Guys usually don’t have a clue as to what you want so you have to tell them, which is so lame. So I just did for you what I would want and when you responded, I responded, and we just seemed to end up with these multiple orgasms.”
 
   She kissed me again but then her cell phone rang. “It’s Katherine,” she declared. “She’s already called twice.” Claire answered it and withdrew into the living room while speaking in low tones. Finally, she said, “I’m sorry, I don’t feel that way,” and hung up. “I guess Katherine won’t be inviting us to dinner anytime soon,” she said, lying down beside me again. “She said that I only did the usual, get drunk and act out. The only difference was that this time it was a woman and that I had managed to make you slip with me.”
 
   I laughed. “I don’t get any credit?” I kissed her. “If this is acting out, then acting out can’t be that bad.”
 
   We made love again. Then I called Elaine to ask how she was. “Desperate,” she said and then gave a small laugh.
 
   “Do you want me to go to the Boathouse with you?”
 
   “He won’t be there,” she answered. “I was just leaving to have lunch with Gregory.” She didn’t invite me and I didn’t really want to come but I asked if I could bring someone to our Sunday session. “Of course.” Elaine didn’t ask who and I knew she had already talked to Katherine.
 
   Claire and I timidly held hands as we went to a nearby café with a weekend brunch special. “Bloody Marys or mimosas?” Claire asked me.
 
   “I don’t like Bloody Marys,” I answered, daunted by the menu selections. “Rosebud was simpler, just over easy or sunny side up.”
 
   Claire ordered us Eggs Benedict and two mimosas in some foreign language that our waiter completely understood.
 
   “I’m a waitress,” Claire said. I suspected that her addiction confined her to some greasy spoon but learned that she worked at an expensive celebrity Upper West Side Restaurant called Chez Passy and made twice the money that I did. “I’m good and even if you act out all night, you still should be able to make it to work by five p.m.” Claire paused and then said softly, “But I am still on probation for excessive absences.” Our drinks arrived and we raised them in a sober toast. Claire continued, “They call me ‘Mask’ because I wear so much dark makeup to cover my crying. They just think I’m punk.” Suddenly, Claire burst into tears. “I’ve got to get myself together,” she sobbed.
 
   The restaurant was too crowded to pull my chair up beside her, so I just leaned over the small table and held her hands. “Will you help me?” she asked.
 
   “Of course. If you’ll help me.”
 
   Suddenly, Claire straightened up, brushed the tears from her cheeks and smiled bravely. “Time for a restroom run to apply the mast.” But after a few seconds, she broke down again, then got up and ran off. I followed her outside out and grabbed her but Claire pulled away. “Leave me alone. I’m not right for you.” She headed up West 4th St. Suddenly, I burst out laughing. Claire turned on me incensed. “You think I’m being funny.”
 
   I shook my head and admitted, “I never thought I’d ever meet someone more insecure than me.”
 
   Claire smiled and again brushed away her tears. “Look, I can’t do this.”
 
   “Do what? Tell me! Because I don’t know.”
 
   She came up to me and said softly. “Last night was the greatest sex of my life. You’re loving and tender, without any macho BS and you’re the sweetest person. But every ‘relationship’ in my life has ended badly and before we get there I’d love to just remember our moment of bliss before all hell sets in.”
 
   “That is the stupidest thing I’ve ever heard. You think all of my relationship endings have been jolly?” I began sobbing. “Can’t you realize that everything you said last night, this morning, right now, maybe in your whole damn life, you’re talking about me? I’m probably more scared than you are and I don’t know if we are going to last one hour, one day, one month or forever. But I’m willing to find out!”
 
   Then I broke down, overwhelmed. Claire embraced me tightly and it felt so wonderful that someone cared for me, even for a moment. “It’s time you tried Eggs Benedict,” she said. We both laughed.
 
   We started back inside when Claire stopped. “Decision time. We could both go straight to the john so I can give you the whole routine, starting with the cold water to tighten the skin. Very important. But I say we just puffy-eye these people. They’re New Yorkers. They can handle it.”
 
   We laughed again and returned to our table where our mimosas awaited us but our waiter said that he’d put our brunch on hold. “We’re going to be brave,” Claire informed him. “We’re going to try to stay together a whole meal.”
 
   I loved the brunch and, basically, just being alive. Although some hurricane down South was streaking storms up the East Coast, the day looked so beautiful that Claire suggested we stroll along the river or in the Park. “Let’s do both,” I replied.
 
   First, we strolled along the winding walkways of Central Park, occasionally timidly holding hands. While crossing a stone bridge and overwhelmed by the view of the verdant park, the shimmering pond and the backdrop of the majestic skyline, we hugged and kissed. No one really took notice of us. Again, I marveled at the beauty of New York. No one cared what you did as long as you didn’t bother them.
 
   As we neared the soccer fields, I noticed that one field was creating a lot of excitement but I couldn’t really see the players because there were so many spectators crowded around it. I didn’t really want to see. I had tried for years not to follow soccer because it hurt too much. I didn’t want to spoil our wonderful afternoon by mentioning anything to Claire, so I gently stirred her away without a word.
 
   Later, we ambled along the Hudson River Walk and perched on a bench, tightly holding hands. The crimson sun was slipping behind the Palisades casting into silhouettes the splashing river, the cawing seagulls and the waves lapping against the pilings. Neither of us felt the necessity to fill the silence with conversation. Our feelings couldn’t be expressed in words. For the first time in our lives, we were beginning to know what real love felt like. Love without baggage. We didn’t have to talk about our backgrounds. We knew that both our childhoods had been stolen and neither of us wanted to bring up old, sad memories.
 
   “You know what we are?” Claire said, finally. “Virgins.”
 
   We both burst out laughing. Of all the names that I’d been called a virgin was never one of them and I suspected that neither had Claire. “That’s how it feels?” Claire insisted. “Before last night have you ever really made love?”
 
   I thought about it. “Not really.”
 
   “Me neither. We’re virgins, or we were virgins until yesterday.” We laughed again. “About every weekend since forever, I’ve been falling in love. And falling. And falling. This weekend, I feel like I finally landed in love.” She hugged and kissed me.
 
   We lingered until storm clouds hovered over the horizon and decided we should move indoors. “Want to go to a movie?” she asked.
 
   “I’d rather go home and be alone with you.” I answered, giving her a sexy smile. “What say we get a bottle of wine? Gregory’s got a million DVDs we can watch.”
 
   “I’ve been thinking,” Claire said seriously. “Katherine thinks we’re just acting out. But what if tonight we don’t drink and don’t have sex. We just enjoy each other’s company. Then we can’t be acting out.”
 
   “Can we make love first?” I asked wickedly.
 
   “Look. Two sex addicts can’t have a relationship based on sex, agreed?”
 
   Although I wasn’t thrilled about suddenly not being able to make love so soon after discovering it, Claire was right. “Okay.”
 
   The soft breezes had turned blustery, so we headed for home. Outside a townhouse on Jane Street, someone had left out an old carved-oak coffee table with a glass top. Gregory didn’t have a coffee table, probably because the drawing room was too small. Claire assured me that we had enough room for the table and that a little furniture polish and glass cleaner could turn it into a lovely piece. A wobbly leg worried me but Claire figured some glue would solve that problem. So we carted it home and after a little polish we had a place to rest our pizza and diet colas.
 
   We sorted through Gregory’s DVDs only to find that most were gay-themed. “Well, we’re gay, now,” Claire said cheerfully.
 
   “Gay-men-themed,” I mentioned.
 
   Claire decided on The Adventures of Priscilla, Queen of the Desert, before she opened another drawer stocked with straight films, mostly love stories. “What a coincidence that the male leads are all gorgeous,” Claire noted. “Yes!” she suddenly exclaimed, retrieving To Catch a Thief.
 
   Soon, I was curled up in Claire’s arms and watching Cary Grant and Grace Kelly fall in love amidst the splendor of the Riviera. Cary Grant’s character was a thief named John Robie and when the French girl called him the “the cat,” I laughed. “Okay. I’m a little slow.”
 
   Claire smiled, gave me a wink. Suddenly, lightning flashed a bright beam across our living room and rolling thunder sounded like an impending train crash. Pellets of rain slashed against the window. Claire and I just snuggled closer together, lost in the beauty of Southern France and two beautiful stars.
 
   I loved the film and I loved spending the evening hugging Claire. We fell asleep in each other’s arms. The closest we came to sex was a long, lush kiss goodnight, “in honor of Cary and Grace.”
 
   The next morning, I awoke to hear Claire on her cell phone. Peter was trying to get her back. She finally told him that if he didn’t stop calling, she would block his number.
 
   Claire returned to bed and we caressed each other. We both hated that this was our last real day to spend time together until the following weekend. We knew that our relationship would suffer dearly if during the week, we only saw each other for an hour in the morning and late at night.
 
   “I’ll try to get a second-shift job,” I offered.
 
   Claire loved the idea of us both working the same hours and having all day to ourselves to take strolls or just lie in bed on rainy days. “What do you think about not getting out of bed next Saturday, rain or shine?” Claire wondered
 
   “Gregory is having a luncheon. It’s not a group thing but I’m sure we can go.”
 
   “Think we will be brave enough?
 
   “We’ll see.”
 
    
 
   First we had to face Elaine. I wasn’t sure what to say to her because I was at a loss myself. Two days before, I was, or at least thought I was, totally heterosexual, having never once thought about being with a woman and now I felt completely in love with Claire. But the moment I again saw the picture of Elaine and my mother on Elaine’s mantel, I was even more lost. Was I so obsessed with my mother that I had experimented with bisexuality just because she had?
 
   Over cups of herbal tea, Elaine assured us that it wasn’t that simple. “A lot of women don’t realize that they are bisexual because they never get the opportunity to find out. And there is probably more intimacy. It’s the old cliché, men want sex and women want love, and every couple has to work out some compromise. In theory, two women are both looking for love. So they should be perfectly compatible, but it doesn’t always work out that way.”
 
   Elaine served us sugar-free cakes made with something called stevia, which was really sweet and supposedly good for you. Claire and I helped ourselves to seconds while Elaine continued. “You see more of this with women in recovery because they usually have so much baggage with men that they try to make a new start with a woman. This may be some quick fling or you may last for decades.”
 
   Elaine laughed lightly. “As you know, damn few relationships last decades, anyway. But some women have told me that even the sex is better than with men, especially when they enhance it with artificial devices that never, well, go limp.” Claire gave me a girlish smile and Elaine looked embarrassed. “Good luck to you both,” she said finally.
 
   Claire took my hand. “Does this mean that we have your blessing?” I asked.
 
   Elaine smiled. “I’m not sure that my blessing would mean all much.” She sipped her tea. “You do know that group doesn’t recommend you getting into a relationship during the first year of recovery.”
 
   “I’ve been in recovery for three years,” Claire insisted.
 
   Elaine glanced at her. “The first year of sobriety.”
 
   “Couldn’t it be better, helping each other stay sober?” I wondered.
 
   “Sometimes,” Elaine admitted. “But usually people new to sobriety have so much shit to work through. With two people involved, it may be hard to figure out which person’s shit you are dealing with.” Elaine sighed and then added. “But you do have my support. Just don’t hold hands in Rosebud.”
 
   I nearly laughed at the thought. I never expected to again return to the place of my birth but even if I did, I would never be stupid enough to go back there with a lesbian lover. I’d rather cut my throat in the Big Apple and save myself and them the bother of having to stone me to death.
 
   After the dressing down that Katherine had given Claire, we were both encouraged by Elaine’s comments. Claire had to go to work in a couple of hours and I wanted to spend our last minutes strolling through Central Park. But she had another idea. “What say we get one of those ‘artificial devices,’” she suggested with a fiendish smile. I was too shocked and embarrassed to answer. But Claire was adamant and we headed over to Eighth Avenue. I waited outside as Claire dashed into the first two adult bookstores for quick peaks. In the third one, she found what she wanted—a girl behind the counter.
 
   “I can’t do this,” I admitted caught between a laugh and a scream. “It’s just too much.”
 
   “Wait here then.”
 
   I shook my head. “I can’t even do that.” I noticed a Fifties-style malt shop across the Avenue. “I’ll wait in there.”
 
   As I was savoring my first spoonful of the thickest raspberry malt I had ever tasted in my life, Claire strolled in with a nondescript brown plastic bag, looking like the average weekend shopper that she most certainly was not. I guess I didn’t expect a porn shop to advertise their wares but Claire’s broad smile said it all. “I asked the girl a million questions and she was great. I swear, I think she’s demoed them all. And,” she laughed, “because all these guys in there were so embarrassed that I was there, it was more fun. Anyway, we ended up getting the standard job with no bells or whistles. Medium size. No horses, no mice.” She then pulled the contents out of the bag. Although it was boxed, the contents were obvious. “Meet our Artie,” she said, “as in Artificial Device.”
 
   I nearly sprayed my malt all over my top. I tried to chug it so we could get out of there quickly but instead I got brain freeze. Claire pulled a sheet of instructions from the bag. “You can heat it in the oven or freeze it,” she kindly informed me. This time, I nearly sprayed raspberry all over the wall photo of some Fifties crooner. Claire glanced at her watch. “I don’t have much time. Maybe we can take Artie home for a quickie test drive.”
 
   That was it! I was panicked that the sweet mothers with their children might actually get the gist of our conversation. Even liberal New York City must have its limits!
 
   Forlornly, I abandoned the awesome malt and yanked Claire out of there. Of course, Claire thought my mad dash was some insane need to consummate Artie. Rather than risk losing valuable time waiting for a subway, we jumped into a cab and within minutes, we were jumping into bed. Having read the instructions, gratefully to herself, on the ride home, Claire offered to do the honors for Artie’s inaugural. Despite rushing home, Claire was slow and deliberate responding to what turned me on and then took me to an incredible ecstasy. When I got my breath back, I returned the favor and then we languidly lay in each other’s arms easily seeing how some women could go a lifetime without ever needing a man.
 
   We both hated the idea of Claire having to go to work but she didn’t want to risk another absence. We walked quickly over toward Sheridan Square until I heard a train slowing down. “Hurry,” I yelled and sprinted toward the station. I darted down the stairs, shot through the turnstiles and held the doors open until Claire caught up.
 
   “Jesus,” she said. “Did you run track when you were in school? You’re a goddamn bullet.”
 
   “I didn’t want us to miss it.”
 
   We got to Columbus Circle early enough to stroll courageously hand-in-hand to the restaurant.
 
   The wait staff got a free dinner, especially if there was a new special, like that night, so they could honestly tell people that it was fabulous. The chef not only let me sit with Claire but also fed me. I had never before heard of the special, Lobster Thermidor, but it was so fabulous that I wanted to eat it every meal for the rest of my life. Until Claire told me how much it cost. I nearly went into shock. Claire explained that I could pay it off in monthly installments before laughing that it was free.
 
   I had planned to then go home to wait for Claire’s call during her break. But instead, I ambled around the Upper West Side for hours occasionally stopping for coffee but staying well away from any bars. My new relationship may not last but I didn’t want it to end because I’d spent our third night together drunk and in bed with some guy.
 
   I admired the skyscrapers’ myriad lights. Dark clouds hovered on the horizon but they didn’t open up to drench this city that I now suddenly loved. Sellers of cheap umbrellas appeared on street corners. Despite this ominous sign, I forbore from buying one.
 
   I returned to the restaurant a little after eleven to see a man milling around the entrance. He was muscular with tattoos on his arm and neck and gave me such a dirty look that I suspected he was Peter. I passed by him and waited near the corner. Claire finally emerged and they immediately began to argue. I ran up to stand beside her. I really had no idea what I would do but I didn’t want Claire to have to face him alone.
 
   He turned to me and snapped, “Is this the dike?”
 
   “It’s none of your business who she is,” Claire shot back.
 
   Peter glared at us as we stood shoulder to shoulder. He looked like he wanted to smash both our faces in but knew that this would realize Claire’s, and my, worst fear. He grabbed Claire’s arm. “I just want to talk to you. Alone!”
 
   She wrested away from him as a cab cruised down the street. Claire flagged it to a screeching stop, yanked open the door and shoved me inside as Peter grabbed her. “Damn it, Claire! I just want to talk!”
 
   She twisted away again and dove into the cab, screaming, “Go!”
 
   A thunderous crash on the car’s roof sounded like it had dented it. Then Peter’s fist whacked at the back window but didn’t crack it. The driver squealed away. In a thick accent, the driver screamed, “He is crazy. I am phoning the police.”
 
   “No,” said Claire. “Don’t. He’ll be okay. He’s just upset.” But she kept looking to see if he was following us and I hoped that the corner light wouldn’t turn red and give Peter another chance.
 
   “He tried to wreck my cab,” countered the driver. “He is a lunatic.”
 
   Fortunately, the light stayed green and we swerved down Broadway. All the way to the Village both Claire and I kept glancing behind us. The clouds finally cracked in a loud burst, pelting the windows with rain and blurring our view.
 
   We jumped out on Seven Avenue South. If Peter was behind us, we didn’t want to lead him straight to the apartment. I quickly regretted not buying a cheap umbrella.
 
   The driver frowned at the dent on his cab’s roof and demanded Peter’s name and address. Claire said that she didn’t know it. She shoved some bills at him and quickly sloshed away as he stood cursing us in some foreign language.
 
   By the time we got to my apartment, we were soaked and began stripping off our clothes. “I’m sorry you had to see that,” Claire said.
 
   “I’m sorry you did,” I returned. “I actually think you should have given the driver Peter’s name and address. He’s dangerous.”
 
   Claire shook her head. “His rage is only for me. He’ll settle down. If the driver filed a police report, he could get fired. He works for the city. Besides, the cab company has insurance.”
 
   I didn’t want to end our wonderful weekend with an argument. Peter had already dampened it enough. Neither Claire nor I felt in a mood to make use of our naked bodies so we just toweled off and went to bed. The idea of getting up early and going to work didn’t appeal to me but at least I wouldn’t be hung over.
 
   The weather turned nastier and rain bombarded the dark window as wind-swept branches from a nearby tree slashed against the glass.
 
   Amid brilliant flashes of lightning, I could see Claire staring at the ceiling with a pensive look. “You okay?”
 
   She didn’t answer but after a particularly loud burst of thunder rattled the window, Claire said that she remembered a night like this from her childhood, when a hurricane was approaching their home. “For two days, it rained bullets from this scary black sky with this howling wind that split open trees.”
 
   The hurricane missed their town by only a few miles. The next day her family went for a ride to see the destruction. When Claire saw all the homes in the neighboring town that were blown away, she kept thinking that it could have been their town, their home.
 
   “After that, whenever thunder or lightning woke us up, Lydia, my little sister, and I used to run into our parents’ bedroom and sleep between them. But then one time I was awakened by something crawling around in my pajamas. It was my father’s hand. When he realized I was awake, he put my hand inside his pants and made me stroke him while my mother and sister slept beside us.”
 
   She began to cry softly but continued. “When it happened again, I refused to go into their bedroom. I was terrified of the thunder and lightning but more terrified of him. But then he came into my room and put it into my mouth. He said that if I told my mother or anyone else that they wouldn’t believe me and that I would be whipped for making up lies.”
 
   Claire began sobbing louder. “It’s okay,” I whispered, holding her closer and trying to comfort her.
 
   She continued, “My mother often went to the bathroom in the middle of the night and passed by my room. My sister was afraid of the dark so we had a nightlight in the hall and sometimes my mother would look in on us when she passed by. Once when he was in bed with me, my mother got up. He held his hand over my mouth so I wouldn’t make a sound. She walked right by without looking in our room. I was panicked that she wouldn’t know. Didn’t she realize that my father wasn’t in bed next to her and wonder where he was? When she came back, I wrestled free and cried out, “Mommy! Help me!” She looked straight at me. We stared at each other for what seemed like forever. Then she turned and walked away. My father was furious and slapped me.
 
   “The next morning, my mother was sick and didn’t come downstairs. She stayed in bed for two days and when she finally got up, she acted like nothing had happened. I was devastated. After that, he came in often, as if to punish me. Occasionally, he slapped and punched me but was careful never to leave bruises.”
 
   Claire was crying loudly now and I wiped tears from her cheeks but she kept on talking. “Every day, I woke up determined to confront my mother but never got the courage. Finally, when I was sixteen, my father stopped doing me because he was now doing my younger sister. I couldn’t lie there and listen to him abusing her. I couldn’t turn away like my mother. So finally, I told my mother and mentioned the night I cried out to her. She denied it, called me a liar and told my father. He went into a rage and screamed that if I ever told anyone else, he would have me locked up in a nuthouse or sent to a home for juvenile delinquents. Then he beat me so hard that for the first time, I had bruises.”
 
   Claire broke down, sobbing uncontrollably. I tried to comfort her but she wanted to continue. Her voice was a child-like whimper. “The next day, my gym teacher noticed the bruises when I was coming out of the shower. I was summoned to the assistant principal’s office. She was a large, tough woman and I was really scared because I couldn’t figure what I had done wrong. In her office was my gym teacher and they asked me how I had gotten the bruises. Finally, I now had the salvation I had been praying for. Just one word to them and the authorities would come and help out my sister and me. I desperately wanted the truth to come out of my mouth but all I heard myself muttering was some crap about falling off my bike. Everything was fine at home, I insisted. Inside my head, I was screaming to myself, ‘No! Stop lying! For Lydia’s sake!’ But no matter how much I silently screamed at myself, I just kept on defending my father to them. That was my one chance for me, for Lydia, and I didn’t take it. Now, there isn’t a day that goes by that I don’t think about those ten minutes in that office. The bastard should be in jail but instead he’s a big man in the town, a proud husband and father.”
 
   Claire sobbed heavily and struggled for breath. I held her in my arms like a child. When she finally regained her composure, I asked timidly, “How is your sister?”
 
   “She’s okay, I guess,” said Claire. “She met a Good Ol’ Boy. They’re engaged to get married next June. She says that she will never have sex, ever, and just claim that they can’t have children.”
 
   “He doesn’t mind?”
 
   Claire glanced furtively around as if the lightening might be listening. “Well, it’s not like you’re going to be telling anyone back home. He’s in love with his best buddy. They go on fishing trips all summer and hunting trips all winter, and no one suspects a thing.”
 
   Claire wiped the tears from her cheeks. “Sorry to put all this on you, but I thought you should know what kind of a woman you’re getting involved with.”
 
   I kissed and hugged her. “I think I’m getting involved with a wonderful woman.”
 
   Claire smiled weakly. Although the thunder and lightning continued, Claire seemed exhausted by her revelations and quickly drifted off to sleep. I lay there wondering if I would, if I ever could, open up and tell her about my childhood. I had held it inside of me for so long that I was afraid of what might happen if I let it out.
 
   The next morning, Claire got up with me and made coffee. She went out for Danishes while I showered. I was touched. Claire came uptown for lunch and we devoured deli sandwiches at my pocket park refreshed by the adjoining waterfall’s aerated breeze. After lunch, I gave her a long passionate kiss. “I love you,” I said before feeling foolish. Shouldn’t the first ‘I love you’ come at some incredibly romantic moment, maybe while making love? Not in the middle of some street. But that was when I had said it.
 
   Claire understood. Flashing her dazzling smile, she whispered, “I love you, too.” We both vowed to spend all afternoon missing each other.
 
   Claire promised to call the police if Peter showed up at the Chez Passy. After hours of worrying about her, Claire cheerfully strolled in at midnight. Peter was no where to be seen.
 
   Since all the second-shift jobs seemed to be in word processing centers instead of secretarial, during a long lunch on Tuesday, I took two word processing tests and failed both. I vowed to try to stay late at work every night in an attempt to increase my typing speed and accuracy.
 
   That afternoon, I called home twice to find the line busy. I suspected why. When I finally got Claire on the line she admitted that she had been talking to Peter.
 
   “I thought you weren’t speaking to him.”
 
   “I was just giving him advice about life, which he sorely needs.”
 
   When I mentioned that I had failed the word processing tests, Claire became upset, angry that we might only be together on weekends.
 
   As a surprise, I decided to pick her up from work. Instead of being delighted, Claire accused me of checking to see if Peter was around. On the way home, we had our first fight in D’Agostino’s over, of all things, toothpaste. Claire had been using my toothpaste and admitted she didn’t like it. She wanted me to try her brand. I suggested that we each just use our own brands. Claire acquiesced, bought her brand and I thought the discussion was over. As we got ready for bed, she wondered, “Why won’t you just try it?”
 
   I tried it. Then I said, “Okay, now can I go back to my own toothpaste?” Claire huffed and strode into the bedroom. “What is going on here, Claire?” I asked.
 
   “I think you’re being childish,” she snapped.
 
   “Childish? What is this about? I can’t believe it is about fucking toothpaste.”
 
   Instead of answering, Claire got into bed and faced away from me so she could pout. I tried to reach out to her but she wouldn’t respond. Finally, I just turned around and we lay there, staring at opposite walls, listening to each other breaths for what seemed like hours.
 
   The next morning, Claire faked being asleep. But just as I was about to leave, she ran over and kissed me, saying, “I’m sorry about last night. I adore you.”
 
   “Touché.” I almost joked about my fresh breath but not even I was stupid enough to think that one would work.
 
   That afternoon Claire was again on the phone when I called. When she finally answered, she shrugged it off as a “friend from work.”
 
   That night when she wasn’t home by midnight, I called her cell phone twice and she didn’t pick up. I panicked, contemplated calling the police and paced the apartment. She came in at 2 a.m., reeking of alcohol and saying, “I just went out for a couple of drinks with some friends from work.” When I mentioned that she hadn’t returned my calls, she replied that her cell phone battery was dead.
 
   “You didn’t bother to call me? You didn’t think I’d be worried?” I shrieked.
 
   “Christ, it was just a couple of drinks! What’s wrong with you?”
 
   “I was just worried,” I replied, trying to keep calm. Claire’s breath revealed more than a couple of drinks but after the previous night’s toothpaste encounter, I didn’t want another senseless fight and Claire seemed too drunk for any rational conversation.
 
   The next morning, Claire snored the entire time I was getting ready for work. That afternoon, after the usual busy signals, she claimed she had been talking to Katherine.
 
   “Does she approve of us yet?” I asked lightly, trying to make a joke of it.
 
   “We didn’t talk about us,” she replied.
 
   Then what were you talking about, Claire? I didn’t ask.
 
   That night, Claire called to say that she was again going out with friends after work and I dreaded another drunken entrance. Around two, Claire’s key in the lock awoke me from a restless sleep. She entered the room quietly but I was grateful that she didn’t again smell like a bar.
 
   “Thanks for calling,” I mentioned.
 
   “It’s okay.” In bed, she turned away from me. I reached over and ran my hand down her arm, just to make some kind of connection. “I’m really tired,” she said.
 
   Since I had to be up at seven, I really only wanted a hug. But I was grateful that we didn’t have a fight. The next day was finally Friday. I was already getting excited about the weekend and hoped that our petty arguments were behind us. We still didn’t know if we were brave enough to go to Gregory’s luncheon on Saturday but Claire did say she wanted to see Gregory’s apartment because Katherine had said it was incredible. I wanted to spend all weekend making love, holding hands and cuddling together on the sofa while watching movies. Just being, well, in love.
 
   I called her twice during the day but she didn’t answer and didn’t return my messages, which seemed odd to me. I rushed home after work, hoping to see her still in bed waiting for me. But the apartment was eerily empty. I saw Claire’s key on the coffee table and felt a chill. The answering machine was flashing menacingly but I didn’t have the courage to press Play. I went into the bedroom and opened the closet. Claire’s side was bare. She had moved out.
 
   Sick to my stomach, I paced around the apartment. I finally clicked the answering machine to hear Claire’s voice. “Sherry, I know we said no men forever but I’m going back to Peter. He’s agreed to go into AA and I’m going to help him with his anger management. I’m really sorry. Bye.” Click.
 
   I slumped onto the sofa. I wanted to phone Claire to call her a “Bitch” and a “Chicken” for not telling me to my face. Instead, I cried. Of all the breakups that I had endured with men, this one felt worse. Somehow, I thought I had finally had a chance to find a real love. Now it was crushed.
 
    
 
   I couldn’t go to group. I didn’t think that Claire would have the courage to show up but I didn’t care. I couldn’t face anyone. I promised myself that I wouldn’t go to a bar. I couldn’t go from that glorious past weekend to waking up next to a nameless guy. But I also couldn’t just sit there.
 
   In a liquor store on Greenwich, I bought a fifth of tequila, margarita mix and lime juice. I already had salt. I dumped them and two trays of ice into a large pitcher. Then I plopped on the sofa and began drinking myself into oblivion. I wanted to be flat on my back, alone, as soon as possible.
 
   After the first few drinks life got pretty hazy. So much that I thought I was hallucinating. When I finally staggered into the bedroom, I expected Robie to break for the sofa, as always. But he just lay there.
 
   “Wrong night to hang around, Guy!”
 
   I flung the covers up, collapsed on the bed and curled up crying while wishing I were dead. Then the hallucinations started again. Someone seemed to be scratching my cheek with sandpaper. What the fuck! Then I saw this furry blur atop of me. Robie was licking the tears off my face! Impossible, I thought. I stroked him. Why not? It was just a fucking dream. He arched his back and began purring. I held him to my chest, aching for tenderness. He just lay on my chest, purring and occasionally licking my cheeks. I held him tighter, ready for him to run off but he just lay there purring and staring at me. Then finally, gratefully, I passed out. I awoke a few hours later feeling like hell. Robie lay beside me curled up against my hip. Just to be sure, I ran my hand over his back. He looked up at me and then went back to sleep.
 
   A sunlit day woke me near noon. Robie was gone. My head was beyond splitting. It felt fractured. I called Elaine. She was about to leave for Gregory’s birthday party. I frantically cleaned myself up, threw on some clothes and rushed up to Elaine’s. In the cab on the way to Gregory’s, I implored her to explain what the hell had happened with Claire.
 
   “I’ve spent most of my life trying to figure out what is going on in my own head, not all that successfully, I might add,” she confided. “So I can’t really presume to know what is in Claire’s head but it sounds like the toothpaste incident was just her trying to push you away before you left her on your own.”
 
   “But I didn’t want to leave her! She left me! And why go back to that asshole who could kill her.”
 
   Elaine shook her head in dismay. “Probably the same old same old. Hoping that if she can somehow save him, she will get his love.” I stared at her in shock. Elaine added, “Sherry, intellectually, Claire knows it is all bullshit but emotionally she wants it to be true. That’s why she’s messed up. Beside, you are probably thinking that you want to run to her and save her by giving her the love she needs?” I nodded slightly, embarrassed. Elaine smiled, “That’s why you’re messed up, too.”
 
   Gregory lived on Park Avenue in an imposing building with brass-and-glass doors and a spiffily-dressed doorman who opened the cab’s door.
 
   “This is it?” I asked Elaine. I couldn’t believe that Gregory had moved from my little apartment into this palace, and was worried that he might one day have to move back again.
 
   “This is it,” Elaine replied, before returning to Claire. “In the end, both you and Claire have to learn to love yourselves first before you can try loving someone else.”
 
   I followed Elaine into the imposing lobby. Off to the side sparkled a lovely garden courtyard with stone benches and crisply-cut grass mixed with splashes of brightly-colored flowers. “Loving Claire was easier,” I said softly. “She was new and special. I have been living with, and hating, myself for a very long time.”
 
   Elaine entered the shiny brass and mirror elevator with a weary voice. “I know.”
 
   Gregory’s duplex apartment had an ornate sweeping staircase between the floors lined with paintings of modern artists. Guests mingled around sculptures and antiques. But the centerpiece was, of course, Gregory. He was decked out in designer shoes that looked almost like high heels, jeans, a plain but expensive-looking T-shirt, an outrageously-colored jacket and a fabulous scarf thrown so casually over his shoulder that it made the entire outfit. He flew over to us. “I’m sooooo happy you’ve come,” he said, almost kissing us both at once. Then he hugged me tightly and whispered, “Claire doesn’t deserve you, Darling. And you will live, trust me.” Then he spun around, saying, “Get yourselves a drink. I have to attend to a kitchen crisis.” Gregory flew toward a door near the staircase before swinging around. “And if you’re looking for Skip, well—”
 
   “—he had an emergency,” offered Elaine.
 
   “But, of course.” Then he disappeared.
 
   “What does his lover do?” I asked Elaine, eying the sumptuous surroundings. I knew that Gregory managed an East Side Art Gallery but I couldn’t see how he could afford such luxury.
 
   “He’s a doctor in family practice.”
 
   “Some practice.”
 
   We wandered over to a huge crystal bowl brimming with punch. We each sampled a crystal cup’s worth. Although I knew it would be non-alcoholic I was quickly realizing that addicts substituted sugar for booze. I instantly felt both a sugar high and my teeth decaying.
 
   About everyone at the party seemed to be from group and they had all heard about Claire and me. I got a lot of hugs, which only made me feel even lonelier. What was supposed to be our coming out party was quickly becoming a condolences party and I craved to slip away. I ended up in a gallery between a Picasso and a Chagall, both originals. I didn’t know much about art but I knew they had to cost some serious cash. “Are these on loan from the gallery,” I wondered aloud, “or did Gregory just steal them?”
 
   A familiar laugh came up behind us. “Neither, Darling,” Gregory assured me. “Like this apartment, they were presents to myself when I was undisowned.”
 
   “Undisowned?” I had no clue what that meant.
 
   Gregory told me that he had grown up in Hancock Park and that his wealthy parents, being pillars of Los Angeles society, usually went out every evening. His father didn’t believe in nannies and the maid didn’t believe in babysitting so as soon as she retreated to her apartment above the garage Gregory was left abandoned inside a huge mansion, terrified of being alone. On the night of his tenth birthday, he took a taxi to Hollywood and cruised Santa Monica Boulevard.
 
   “I did that about every night until I was thirteen,” he explained. “Until my mother took me to the doctor for a sore throat and it turned out to be the clap. The following week, my father shipped me off to a military academy ‘to make a man out of me.’ Brilliant concept that homophobic fathers have,” he chuckled. “When they learn that their sons are gay, they immediately send them to an all-boys school.” Gregory smiled wistfully. “A wonderful concept, really.”
 
   Gregory looked at the Picasso. His smile vanished and his voice was barely a whisper. “From then on, my father was wracked with guilt and fear. Guilt at having borne a faggot son and constantly fearing that he would open the Times to see a picture of me on a street corner wearing a dress. He never said a sentence to me that didn’t include the word, deviant. ‘My deviant lifestyle.’ ‘My deviant friends.’ ‘His deviant son.’”
 
   Gregory’s sipped his punch. “He disowned me and I ended up back in Hollywood turning tricks to feed my various habits. I was probably one day away from the morgue when my mother brokered a deal. Move out of LA, don’t embarrass the family and I would get a monthly allowance. I did try, I suppose, but when you are raging alcoholic and a drug-addicted sex addict it is hard to keep out of jail and out the papers. Dear old Dad managed to suppress most of my finer antics and, finally, I did manage to get sober. And even after twelve years, my father and I finally agreed on one thing—that within one second, I could still drop back down into that black hole.”
 
   Gregory knocked on a wooden end table. “Two years ago, he died and, amazingly, he left me an insanely huge inheritance, with, of course, one slight condition.”
 
   He gestured sweepingly around the apartment and proclaimed grandly, “All that you see is mine,” and then added softly, “Until one arrest. Even for jaywalking. Then it all goes to the Cancer Fund.”
 
   Although Gregory graciously and wittily played tour guide leading us around his awesome apartment, he must have known how I felt. His tour ended at the foyer where he said, “Thanks for coming.” He embraced me warmly and I looked around for Elaine. But Gregory had opened the large mahogany door. “I’ll tell everyone,” he said. “Call me later, okay?”
 
   I walked all the way home, basically killing time. I avoided returning to the same liquor store, a fairly easy task in New York, and after a brief but vague conversation with the counter clerk I walked out with a bagful of Crown Royal, some Italian sweet vermouth and a small jar of maraschino cherries. The clerk had promised that I would pass out before I ever made it to four Manhattans. He was right. The last thing I remembered was Robie curling up against my thigh.
 
   But the result was another heavyweight hangover and I spent most of Sunday in Central Park trying to air out my head. I walked around freely as I had realized that the women’s soccer games I wanted to avoid were only on Saturdays.
 
   I didn’t feel up to another night of lying dead drunk beside Robie but I also dreaded waking up beside some guy. So on the way home I stopped by Diva for one drink. Right.
 
   I wasn’t sure if I was really attracted to women or had just been attracted to Claire and the idea of some kind of “virgin” love. But I did enjoy the prospect of not having to deal with the whole man-woman communication problem. I had loved that Claire usually seemed to know what I was thinking and feeling and I didn’t have to explain myself, that I was with someone who understood me as a woman instead of being with some guy who was trying to figure out women in general and me in particular.
 
   I sat at the far end of the bar and ordered the house special. Although it seemed to contain an inordinate amount of booze, it didn’t fill the emptiness inside of me so I ventured a second one. Someone settled on the stool beside me and chirped “Hi” like she knew me. In the mirror behind the bar bottles I noticed a vaguely familiar-looking blonde before realizing that she was one of the pool players the first night I was with Claire. I wasn’t really in a conversational mood but managed a “Hi.”
 
   She smiled at me in the mirror and appeared to have no problem reading my mood. “Fallen out of love lately?”
 
   “I didn’t. She did.”
 
   “I’m in the same boat,” the Blonde confided. “What say we do a little drowning?”
 
   I raised my glass. “I’ll drink to that.”
 
   I didn’t remember too much after that until I awoke nude in an unfamiliar bedroom and glanced at an alarm clock that read: 10:45. Fuck! I had blown another job. I quickly called my temp agency supervisor and hoped that my crushing hangover would make my wavering voice sound sickly. I breathlessly declared that I had vomited from flu all night and had tried to remain awake until eight-thirty a.m. so I could call her and explain my inability to work that day but that I had finally fallen asleep around seven and had just woken up.
 
   She didn’t believe a word. In a very chilly voice, she reminded me that the all-night answering service allowed me to call in the moment I knew that I could not make my assignment. I figured she probably even smelled my breath over the phone.
 
   I hunted for my clothes and dressed raggedly while trying futilely to recall the Blonde’s name. While the nameless men had occasionally left notes thanking me for a wonderful night, the Blonde’s pen had been silent. Maybe I was destined to go down in history as a lousy lesbian lay. Maybe next time I should bring Artie. On a table by the sofa was a phone bill for Barbara McManus. “Bye, Barbara,” I whispered and ventured out into a fierce morning sunlight with a head that throbbed rhythmically all the way back to my apartment.
 
   I became a regular at Diva, trying to find that love that I thought Claire and I had but only continued a series of one-night stands. I didn’t plan on them being one-night stands but they just ended up that way.
 
   Life didn’t get any better when Claire showed up at group with Peter. I watched them holding hands, even as Peter constantly fidgeted. Though I felt certain that their lovely charade would end in an untimely and unseemly death, Claire’s serene look caused sharp pangs of pain and jealousy to streak across my chest.
 
   I started skipping group and Elaine started worrying about me. When I finally agreed to go again, Claire wasn’t there. In the Shamrock afterward, Elaine stirred her coffee and began her lecture. “You used to pick up men. Now you pick up women. What’s the difference?”
 
   “Well, I was never this intimate with men,” I said truthfully. “But now I don’t know if I’ve been gay all these years and didn’t know it.”
 
   Gregory smiled. “If you have to ask, Sherry, you’re not.”
 
   “You think you are going to find Ms. Right in a bar?” asked Elaine.
 
   “I’m just looking for the right person. I don’t care which gender. I really want love, not sex. That’s the insane irony of my life.”
 
   Gregory smiled again. “That’s the insane irony of all our lives.”
 
   Within five minutes of leaving the coffee shop, I was in Diva, knocking back a house special. The next morning, I woke up in Long Island and read a note from someone named Penny, who said that she was riding her horse and would be back in two hours and to make myself at home. It took me three hours to find my way back to my apartment, grateful that since it was Saturday, I wouldn’t be missing another day of work.
 
   My life became a blur as I acted out with both women and men and used booze to try to dull the intense pain I constantly felt. Occasionally, some affair would last a weekend but never longer and I would end up more alone than before.
 
   At work, I was exhausting Dede’s list of temp agencies in an ever increasing downward spiral. As I missed more and more days of work, I finally had to call Gregory and tell him that I couldn’t make the rent. He was understanding. Elaine wasn’t. She demanded to see me and I knew it was going to be another riot act. So, of course, that night I went to a bar but not until after I had set the alarm on my cell phone, which gratefully woke me in time to get semi-presentable for work.
 
   We had arranged for a take-out lunch in Bryant Park. The warm sunny day made me feel more depressed, not only because of my spinning-wheels life but also my hangover seemed more crushing than the previous daily dozen. I just wanted to get through work so I could rush to a bar for a “hair of the dog” stiff one. As I wrestled with my purse in a futile attempt to find my aspirin bottle I passed the public library’s main branch and the stone lions’ stares seem more malevolent than usual. The glaring sunlight pierced my temples like knives. How could a city filled with skyscrapers have so much sunlight? My shades in my purse had also disappeared but that would have been a red flag to Elaine anyway.
 
   Despite not having a hangover for years Elaine looked as weary as I felt. Having been so wrapped up in my own misery I hadn’t talked to her in a while but I suspected that her husband was still doing her best friend, or maybe he had finally left her.
 
    “Are things okay with you?” I asking, trying to stir the conversation away from me.
 
   Elaine didn’t look up from her takeout. “He’s moved his clothes into her apartment but he’s done that before.” Something was worrying her but it didn’t seem to be her husband.
 
   “Why couldn’t you pay your rent?” Elaine countered.
 
   “I’ve been ill and I’d missed some work. I’m better now.” My head began throbbing harder. Could I somehow manage a quick drink before going back to work? And where the hell were my aspirins?
 
   “Sherry. We both know your illness is getting drunk and acting out.”
 
   How did I think that I could con an addict? I suddenly hated Elaine. “I’m trying, damn it.” I flushed with anger. “Since I’ve been in group, I’m more in control.”
 
   She glared at me with piercing eyes. “Stop it! You can’t control this disease! It only gets worse. You just keep going down until you hit bottom.”
 
   Suddenly, I lost it. “Damn it I am trying! To hold a job! Pay the rent! Stay fucking sober! You’ve been sober for years, married for years! Okay. Maybe your husband fucks around but he still pays for that penthouse apartment! Compared to me, you’ve got it made!”
 
   Elaine grabbed me. “I’ve got it made? I’ve got it made? You don’t know a fucking thing, Sherry. On Monday, I’m an alcoholic, Tuesday, a drug addict, an overeater on Wednesday, a sex addict on Friday. There are days when I feel like I can’t go to one more meeting. And nights when I cry until sunrise because I miss my kids so much. But every second, I know that I am all those addicts and the only way I will ever see my kids again is if I just don’t act out.”
 
   Elaine started sobbing. I did, too. We held each other for a long time. Then Elaine whispered, “I am who you are going to be, if you don’t get your life together now.”
 
   I skipped having the drink on the way back to work. That night I stayed at home and with the help of Artie, stayed sober.
 
   It didn’t last long. Every night, stopping off at a bar for one drink always turned into suffering through eight hours at work the following day. When I made it to work, that was. I went through two more temp agencies.
 
   Something had to change, and it did. On a bright sunny Saturday morning I woke up in a strange apartment beside a lovely redhead. In the bathroom, I sat on the stool and clenched my teeth in pain. When the pain got worse I called Elaine and she referred me Dr. Derrick Harrison.
 
   Dr. Harrison was tall, strikingly handsome, very viral and yet very professional even though his cute young blonde receptionist obviously had a huge crush on him which gave the office a slight tinge of sexual tension. If that wasn’t weird enough, he also wasn’t even a gynecologist.
 
   “Are you Elaine’s doctor?” I asked, thoroughly confused as he examined my body’s most intimate parts.
 
   He glanced up and smiled warmly. “I’m Skip, Gregory’s lover.”
 
   When he was finished, he asked me to come into his office, which didn’t sound good. It wasn’t. “Sherry, you have contracted gonorrhea. Antibiotics will take care of it but I am obligated by law to report it to the state health board and you are required by law to call any sexual partners you’ve had in the last three months and notify them that they may be at risk.”
 
   Three months! That was half of New York City!
 
   “I also recommend that you get tested for the HIV virus.”
 
   I shook my head. “I can’t do that. I just won’t have sex with anyone. Then if I die, it will only be me.”
 
   “Sherry, is that realistic? AIDS is no longer a death sentence. It’s quite the opposite, if you know soon enough.”
 
   Although I had long wanted to kill myself, except for Ernie, I didn’t really want to kill anyone else. So I let him take my blood.
 
   That night I went through my purses, pockets, drawers and wastebaskets, retrieving a pile of business cards, napkins and notes from past sex partners. I was shocked to realize that I could put a face to only a few of the names. I began with Claire because she’d be at work and wouldn’t answer her cell.
 
   After that first humiliating call, it got worse, especially the ones purring sexily at me—how did they remember me?—only to then scream nasty names at me when I explained the reason for the call. The constantly slammed-down phones made my ears ring and my eyes water with tears. But I wanted to hear the insults. To remember every word, so I would never act out again. With each call, my voice got more weak and fragile. When all the names were crumpled in the wastebasket, I lay on the drawing room floor clutching Robie who slept upon my heaving chest as stinging tears flowed down my face onto the carpet.
 
   A week later Skip’s nurse called to tell me that I was not HIV positive. I had dodged that bullet but I wondered how many more there would be before I took one in the chest.
 
    
 
   After my brush with deathly diseases, I managed to stay relatively sober for a while. So when Dede wanted to meet for a drink after work, it felt weird, and wonderful, not to have a head-banging hangover. “I’ve got this chorus-line gig on a cruise ship all winter,” she said as she sipped a Chardonnay. “I’m working on Wall Street for the best boss ever and I think you should take my place. It’s more money and an easier gig.”
 
   “I’m not sure I’m ready.”
 
   I had long tired of having a new assignment every few days but I could barely manage to show up for a few days in a row. How could I handle a big assignment without screwing it up the first week? And I would embarrass Dede.
 
   “Trust me. Adam is a dream.”
 
   Maybe this might give me the push to, finally, once and for all, get my life together. “Okay.”
 
   “Are you up to the top temp agency on my list?”
 
   “Second highest.” I replied, not mentioning that I had burned my way through all the lower ones.
 
   “You’ll have to register with Winslow-Barnard,” Dede said about the list’s top agency. “You’ll be working for Adam Turner. He’s the youngest partner at Whitney, White and Spencer and he is the top M and A guy in the city. A real player. Temps aren’t supposed to work for partners but no one is going to tell Adam what to do. I’ll set it up with the Winslow and Whitney’s secretarial supervisor. They all love me. Your paid training will start next Tuesday.”
 
   The next day, I registered with Winslow-Barnard and even managed to pass their test on the first try. Maybe there was hope for me yet.
 
   Monday evening, Dede called to say she’d meet me in Whitney’s cafeteria for lunch. I stayed sober that night and was downtown before eight. I walked around Battery Park, watched the Staten Island ferry gush out commuters and then at precisely nine-thirty a.m., I entered the majestic white-stone building that I hoped would be my workplace for at least more than three days.
 
   A dozen of us sat in the small training room as Mr. Olsen began teaching us the Whitney way of handling legal documents.
 
   I felt comfortable on the training floor, mostly lined with small offices of harried-looking paralegals but as soon as I ascended inside the wood-paneled elevator to the high floor that housed the cafeteria, I began to feel dizzy. I crept along on the carpet of the oak-paneled corridors lined with century-old paintings of long-gone partners to the unmarked double-doors which Mr. Olsen had assured us were the only double-doors in the building.
 
   Inside the cafeteria, one side was floor-to-ceiling windows with breathtaking views of lower Manhattan and the New York Harbor with the Statue of Liberty hoisting up her flame.
 
   Dede was sitting at a window table with three other secretaries. She immediately came over and informed me that I was about the experience the best culinary deal in New York. The food was cheap because it was at cost and delicious because we were served the same food as the lawyers who were secreted on the other side of an adjoining wall.
 
   Dede explained that she had already eaten because the secretaries have to stagger their lunch hours. “It’s the phone thing, which you’ll learn.”
 
   I had a burger while Dede toyed with a piece of blueberry cheesecake. “I should really lose a few pounds,” she informed me, “but the cheesecake here is to die for.” Dede moved on to my prospective boss, about how much she loved Adam and how I was going to adore him, too. Occasionally, other secretaries came up to congratulate her on getting the cruise job and a few asked if she’d do her routine on their floor. Dede just laughed and said that she had to get out of there before she got fired.
 
   “Last Friday, I performed my audition routine for the secretaries and associates on our floor—to a standing ovation I might add. Even Adam came out and watched but said that he couldn’t congratulate me since, officially, he hadn’t seen it. Apparently, the managing partner heard about it and was not amused. But no one is going to say anything to someone to works for Adam Turner except Adam Turner. He’s a god around here. And come Monday, Baby, that someone is you.”
 
   The corridors and the incredible view had already let me know that I didn’t belong there. Now working for some kind of god? That was too much. “I’m not sure I’m ready for this firm. Maybe I should wait a bit, get more experience.”
 
   “Come on, Sis,” countered Dede. “Trust me. When you are dealing with lawyers the odds of ending up with an asshole are enormous. But, I’m telling you, Adam is a doll. I’d introduce you but you can’t come up to the floor until you are official. But I already told him you were a bit of a newbie and he’s cool with it. I also told him you were a looker and I think he liked that.”
 
   I didn’t! The last thing I needed was some lawyer hitting on me. I already had enough problems. I started to say something but Dede mouthed another “trust me,” and smiled mischievously as she glanced at a table with six middle-aged women. “That’s the ‘bitter bitches clique.’ They all have twenty-year years here but still don’t work for partners. Four minutes after I leave, an ash-blonde with way too much makeup will join them. She’s probably pushing fifty but paints her face like she’s seventy. That’s Grace, their queen. She sits next to you and will hate you on sight but don’t worry. She can’t touch you.” I glanced at them. All wore expensive-looking black suits with white blouses. “Bargain racks,” Dede assured me. “They dress like the exec secs but they’re really a funeral procession.”
 
   I glanced around the room. The partners’ executive secretaries stood out. Like Dede and the Bitter Bitches, they all wore suits and four-inch stiletto heels. “I can’t even afford the clothes to work here,” I uttered.
 
   Dede pondered this. “Look, if all goes well I won’t need these clothes anymore. On Friday, we’ll go through my closet and see what I’ve got.” She jumped up. “Gotta go. If I’m one minute late, Grace will have a cat. Love you.”
 
   Dede then floated across the room to smiles and occasional applause by the other secretaries.
 
   Within a few minutes, Grace arrived, grabbed a salad and huddled with the other Bitches. Several furtive glances came my way. I was obviously a main topic of conversation. At one point, Grace turned and glowered at me. Dede was right. I was hated on sight.
 
   On Thursday afternoon, Mr. Olsen broached the important subject of Whitney etiquette. “You will always address a lawyer as Mr. or Ms., never by their first name. Also, every client’s call must be answered by a live voice, preferably the attorney’s secretary but never voicemail.” He held up a large phone with fifteen buttons on it. “Three secretaries cover five lawyers, a partner and four associates. You will each have two associates, as only full-time Whitney, White and Spencer executive secretaries worked for partners.” He looked straight at me and added, “But, apparently, there is an exception.” I felt a chill.
 
   Mr. Olsen continued, “Most associates answer their own phones but they can get busy. You will cover the other secretaries in your group. On the fourth ring, the floor switchboard will pick up. The fifth ring triggers voicemail. But as I said, voicemail is greatly frowned upon, especially for a partner’s phone, which always gets answered first.”
 
   The only rule seemingly more important than the no-voicemail rule was the refreshment rule. “The executive secretary will order refreshments for the partner’s meetings with clients. The catering staff would bring up the refreshments but the executive secretary would wheel them into the meeting and serve the refreshments. You may be called upon to assist. If you feel that serving coffee to clients is demeaning or offends your feminist sensibilities, then maybe Whitney, White and Spencer is not for you.”
 
   “Is this a law firm or a tea party,” quipped a young Hispanic woman with tattoos on both arms and two rings in her nose.
 
   Mr. Olsen stared icily at her and replied, “Tomorrow, you will take a test on what you have learned. If you fail it, you will be gone. If I determine that you are not right for this law firm, you will also be gone.”
 
   The next day, the girl showed up without the nose rings and with a long-sleeve blouse covering her tattoos. During the morning break, another trainee kidded her about selling out.
 
   “Damn right,” she shot back. “My aunt is an executive secretary here and she is set for life. For the money she makes, I’d kiss any attorney’s ass. Literally.”
 
   At lunch, I asked Dede how she ended up working for a partner. She shrugged it off. “They were short exec sec floaters one day and bumped me up. But I’m telling you, Adam’s a piece of cake.”
 
   “I have trouble answering one line,” I let her know. “Let alone fifteen.”
 
   Dede laughed. “Look, Sherry, let’s end this right here. Adam gets a ton of calls but he’s the partner. That means Grace and Angie have to help you out, not you having to help them. Occasionally, yes, but you concentrate on Adam. Plus the four associates all work for him. If they think that the call is going be about their deal, they’ll pick it up. It’s nothing really.”
 
   Dede looked straight at me. “Want to know how cool Adam is? Unofficially, the third line is the secretary’s personal number. The three lines are rollovers, so if it is blinking alone, its means it’s for her. Only Adam answers his own phone and usually doesn’t bother to notice if it is the third line. So I came back from the restroom this morning to see a note on my desk saying that my agent called. Only I don’t have an agent and now I’ve got to figure out which of my friends is claiming to be one. But that is how great Adam is. He took my call!” Dede laughed again. “Trust me, Sis. You’ll be fine.”
 
   I didn’t feel fine. But I decided to let the universe decide. I’d try hard on the test and if I failed, I obviously wasn’t ready. I scored an eight-five, with half of the trainees above me and half below me. The universe hadn’t let me off the hook yet. I was going to have to get thrown out all on my own. Of that, I had the utmost confidence.
 
   Dede and Colin, her boyfriend, lived in a forth-floor walkup ‘railroad flat’ in Hell’s Kitchen, consisting of one long corridor lined with two bedrooms, a bathroom and a kitchen before flowing into a large living room overlooking the Hudson River. After this linear tour, Dede began tossing clothes out of her bedroom closet and onto the bed.
 
   I tried on several suits. Dede was blessed with a bigger bust than me but everything she recommended seemed to fit. “How are you with high heels?”
 
   Occasionally I had worn low heels when I acted out or at my big ‘engagement’ celebrations that always turned into disasters but I had never worn four-inches or stilettos. “Not well,” I admitted.
 
   She held out a pair. “These are too small and I never got around to returning them.” They fit okay but I felt like I was teetering. Dede laughed. “Just stand there for a minute before the mirror.” I did. “Now walk straight ahead.” I wobbled forward. Dede laughed again. “Okay. You’ll get used to them in time but for now, just wear flats, and only put on heels for client meetings.” Already I could see myself tripping and splashing scolding coffee over some important client.
 
   Dede kissed me goodbye and said she had to pack for her flight to Miami the following morning and then, hopefully, spend a wonderful final night with Colin.
 
   All weekend, I tried desperately to stay sober and keep my head clear. I spent most of the days with Elaine and most of the nights with Artie.
 
   At 9:30 a.m. on Monday, I reported for my first day of what I suspected would be a very short career of working for Adam Turner at the esteemed firm of Whitney, White and Spencer.
 
   Mrs. Flanigan, an attractive middle-age woman with red hair and freckles, saw right through my hopeful smile. She let me know me that the only reason I was working for Mr. Turner was because Dede was the best temp she had ever had and that she was expecting big things from me and that I had better not disappoint her or my tenure at the firm would be very short. At least, we agreed on something.
 
   The secretarial stations were mahogany with some lovely inlay. My corner station was slightly bigger and more ornate than the adjoining two stations. Grace and Angie were already at their stations. I introduced myself to them both. Grace, who sat next to me, was typing a document and acted too busy to acknowledge my existence, while Angie, a lovely young woman with an awesome tan, gave me a sweet smile and motioned for me not to worry about Grace.
 
   Mr. Turner was in his office, making corrections to a document while talking on the phone. He waved for me to sit down and I sank into a soft leather chair. When he hung up, he welcomed me to Whitney, apologized for not being better with a computer and that when we were alone in his office I was to call him Adam. He then presented me with a pile of documents and left for a meeting with the managing partner.
 
   When I finished revising the documents I took them into his corner office and noticed for the first time how beautiful and spacious it was. He had an antique mahogany desk with an antique Persian rug that gave you the feeling that this centuries-old firm was going to be around forever. Two walls were almost all glass displaying spectacular views of the churning New York harbor. Another wall was a bookcase mostly of pictures of Adam and his beautiful wife and his two lovely young daughters. From the summer beach photos to the wintry ski slopes, they all looked so happy that I was enormously envious. I desperately craved to have such a beautiful family one day.
 
   I picked up one picture of Adam’s wife teaching their youngest daughter a soccer move when Adam walked in. Embarrassed, I quickly put back the picture. “I’m sorry.”
 
   He smiled. “You play soccer?”
 
   “Not really,” I replied. “Your wife looks like she was pretty good.”
 
   “All-State. Turned down several top college scholarships.” I was stunned. I couldn’t conceive why anyone would do that. Adam laughed. “She was also her high school’s valedictorian and got a full academic scholarship. We met at Harvard Law. She was second in our class and for as long as we live, she will never forgive me for being first.”
 
   I was more intimidated than ever. “Where does she work?” When I got fired from Whitney, I wanted to make sure I never ended up with her.
 
   “At home. We decided that one of us would make a living and the other would raise our kids. Lisa works hard but it’s all pro bono. She’s working on the Denison case.” I didn’t know what that was. “Mary Denison, the Murder Mom?” I admitted that I had seen some headlines about her in the New York tabloids. Adam explained that Denison was a devoutly religious woman who had killed her husband and daughter. Because she felt that she deserved to be executed as a punishment for her sins, she wasn’t cooperating with the appeals being filed on her behalf. “Lisa is trying to keep her alive, due to the ‘extenuating circumstances’ that never came out during her trial,” Adam explained.
 
   That afternoon, I answered the phone to hear a small voice ask, “Is my Daddy there?” I soon learned that no matter how busy he was Adam almost always took calls from wife and his daughters.
 
    
 
   Dede had been right. Adam was a dream to work for and wanting to stay with him as long as I could I tried not to screw things up. I still drank and acted out. But I also bought a big purse and stuffed it with a thin dress, so I wouldn’t wear the same clothes to work two days in a row, as well as breath mints and a very loud alarm clock set for 7:30 a.m. every morning. That definitely pissed off a few guys. But despite my precautions my penchant for self-destruction got the best of me.
 
   After acting out all night with several fraternity guys, I arrived at work still drunk and out of breath mints on the morning of an important meeting between Adam and a group of Japanese investors. Having kicked off my sneakers, I was wrestling with my high heels when he Adam came out, took one look at me and asked, “Can you type?”
 
   “Sure,” I said defiantly.
 
   “Good.” He pulled a packet of breath mints from his suit pocket and handed them to me, saying, “Just sit there quietly and type, okay?”
 
   He turned to Grace. “Would you please show in the Osaka group and handle the coffee?”
 
   After giving me a disgusted look, Grace smiled sweetly at Adam, saying, “Of course, Mr. Turner. I will take care of everything.”
 
   As she headed off toward reception, I jumped up and rounded my station, saying, “I can handle it.” First, the room started swirling around. Then someone smacked me hard on the forehead. I looked around to hit them back before I realized that I was lying face down on the carpet and Adam and Angie were trying to lift me up.
 
   “Are you all right?” Adam’s voice was filled with concern. “Do you need treatment?”
 
   “I’m fine,” I retorted as they sat me down in my chair.
 
   Grace was returning with the well-dressed Japanese group. Adam instructed me, “Just sit there.” He ushered the clients into his office and then returned, telling Angie, “Please get me another secretary for today and call a car to take Sherry home. See that she gets into it.” He turned to me. “I’ll see you tomorrow, when I hope you are feeling better.”
 
   He returned to his office and shut the door before I retorted, “I’m fine, thank you very much.”
 
   In the car, I burst into tears. I was hopeless, absolutely hopeless. I couldn’t believe that Adam expected someone as worthless as me to return to work the next day. He had to be some kind of a weird masochist.
 
   At home, I collapsed onto the sofa and passed out. It was dark when I woke up. Although I desperately wanted a drink, I instead lay on the sofa, petting Robie and watched Charade four times.
 
   The next morning, maxed out on caffeine but stone sober, I arrived early at my work station. As I was finishing a note of apology and saying that I was quitting, Adam arrived, called me into his office and closed the door.
 
   I didn’t know exactly what to expect but I expected the worst. By now, I figured he knew what kind of girl I was and wanted some, too. I hated that a man with a lovely-looking family was now going to turn out to be one more scumbag. Only he was one day too late. He should have had me when I was smashed out of my mind.
 
   “What do you want to do with you life, Sherry?”
 
   I hadn’t anticipated that question. “Adam, Mr. Turner, ah, look, I’m sorry about yesterday. I promise it wouldn’t happen again.” How many times have I repeated that lie? “But I was thinking that maybe this isn’t the place for me.”
 
   Like a nice but stern father that I never had, he repeated, “What do you want to do with your life?”
 
   Was I supposed to scream, Just survive? What business was it of his if I spent every day semi-suicidal? I was just a temp. Then it hit me! Maybe he wanted me to become his mistress and pay my bills? With those lovely daughters! “Why do you want to know?” I asked bluntly.
 
   “Maybe I can help you.”
 
   That was it. He wanted to help me into bed. Did Dede screw him? Had she expected me to do him, too?
 
   “Sherry?” He was still waiting for an answer.
 
   “I want to teach primary school children,” I blurted out.
 
   “How far along are you with your education?”
 
   I didn’t think that was any of his business either but answered, “Not very far. I want to go back to school but…” I stopped. What was the point? If I did become his mistress he’d probably still want me to stay his secretary for a quicky now and then. Which meant he was a fool, because I would surely screw up again like yesterday and be doomed anyway. I was leaving and would never see him again, so why does he have to know all of my problems?
 
   Finally, he said, “The firm’s health insurance pays for a dependency clinic. I can probably get you twenty-eight days but you’d have to go full-time with the firm and, hopefully, stay on afterward.”
 
   I couldn’t believe it! That was the last thing I had expected him to say.
 
   “Mr. Turner, I don’t really drink that much,” I lied. “I just had a bad night.”
 
   He looked at me for a long moment and then said, “Well, the offer stands, if you want to take it.” The meeting was over.
 
   I walked out stunned. He didn’t want an affair? That was worse! Then I knew I definitely didn’t deserve to be with him. I had to get out of there before I screwed things up so badly that I jeopardized his job. I stayed all day and managed not to screw up. I didn’t even react to Grace’s spitting whispers reminding me, “You don’t deserve him,” and “You don’t deserve to be here.”
 
   I went to group that night, grateful for a place to go beside a bar. During the break, I stepped outside for a cigarette but my purse contained an empty pack. I dreaded the two-block trek to the Korean deli. Then I noticed a tall, fortyish man wearing an expensive pinstriped three-piece suit. He was staring at me. I had seen him at previous meetings but never before close enough to see how handsome he was. He held out a cigarette and lit it was a gold lighter.
 
   “Thanks,” I said, taking a long drag. We talked a bit. He was Jack R., a corporate lawyer, who was once a partner in a large firm but now he worked on his own.
 
   “What do you do?” he asked.
 
   “I’m sort of a legal secretary,” I replied.
 
   “Sort of?” Jack paused and then said, “You mean when you show up for work on time and are not hungover?”
 
   I nodded. “Lately, I seem to have a little problem with that.”
 
   He smiled, unfazed. “I’m looking for a secretary right now. Maybe we can help each other stay sober.”
 
   He was so good-looking that I wanted to go out with him and I was afraid that if we worked together he would just look at me as a secretary and not want to get involved. Then I thought about him being close to twenty years older than me and wondered if I just needed a father figure. I had enough problems without throwing that one into the mix.
 
   Still, this would be the perfect way to leave Adam without having to tell Dede that I screwed up. She couldn’t fault me for trading in temping for a permanent job. And if I came into the office half-drunk, wearing the previous day’s clothes, Jack would understand. He was an addict, too. When he mentioned a starting salary that was considerably more than my temp salary, I was sold.
 
   He handed me a business card. “How about we start Monday morning?” Jack asked with a perfect smile. “Nine-thirty?”
 
   “Great.”
 
   We crushed out our cigarettes and started inside when a horrible chill came over me. I stopped. “I need to know. Have you ever molested children?”
 
   Jack smiled again and shook his head. “Not my thing.”
 
   I managed to stay sober all weekend and early Monday morning, I called my agency and explained the situation and left a message with the floor receptionist to tell Adam that I had gotten a permanent job. Since I had pretty much turned down his own job offer he would probably know that something wasn’t right but neither was I.
 
   To make sure I wasn’t late, I arrived at Jack’s office an hour early and talked the security guard into letting me in. Jack’s office was small but nicely appointed. No family pictures adorned his shelves, only several honorary plaques. The last one was dated over a decade before. He appeared to have been a high-powered lawyer until something happened. It wasn’t hard to imagine what that something was.
 
   I sat in my small cubicle and looked at the inbox of docs to see if I could get an early start. But the computer needed a password so I busied myself with pinning “One Day at a Time” next to “Progress, not Perfection” on a cork board beside my desk.
 
   Just before ten, Jack walked armed with coffee and looking ragged.
 
   “Good morning,” I said, cheerfully.
 
   “Morning,” he answered, barely glancing at me. “Come into my office.”
 
   At his desk, he sat down gingerly in his chair, and I asked, “You okay?”
 
   He nodded. “Just a headache. I had a small slip last night.”
 
   “I looked at a few of your documents,” I admitted, as I settled into a leather chair. Jack didn’t reply as he downed a couple of aspirins with his coffee. “That unclaimed beneficiary document you’re doing? How much will it cost to find him?”
 
   Jack glanced up. “Who do you want to find?”
 
   “My mother.”
 
   He gave me a long look and slugged his coffee. “Give me what information you have. We’ll call it a hiring bonus.”
 
   I worked hard all day, trying to be both fast and accurate and Jack seemed to appreciate the effort. But he showed no personal interest in me. Maybe someday, I thought.
 
   During my first week with Jack, I didn’t act out once. Five days! A record! Knowing that Jack understood my problem was comforting. I no longer felt like I was one binge away from starting all over again. I knew I would have at least a few chances with him. I actually felt proud of myself since twice Jack came in hungover but I was also impressed that he never let it affect his work. On Saturday night, I decided to test myself with one drink in a village bar. Bad idea. I woke up on my living room floor nude from the waist down.
 
   The following week, I also managed not to act out because Jack was preparing for a huge closing and we worked late every night. At 8 o’clock on Thursday evening, we finally finished all the documents. I was so tired that I wanted to go straight home but Jack insisted that we go out to dinner to celebrate. He took me to a lovely restaurant below the Brooklyn Bridge. As I stared in awe at the spectacular, and romantic, view of Manhattan and the Harbor, I fantasized that that Jack was trying to start a relationship. I wasn’t sure about dating another addict but knew that it would immediately give us a common bond and I had certainly never dated someone who was both handsome and rich. I decided to try to let things happen and not worry about where they might lead—at least not until after our first kiss.
 
   Jack asked me what it was like growing up in Indiana. I knew he was giving me a choice of either making small talk or saying something real about my childhood. In group, I had watched countless people share their painful childhood stories and felt sure that such courage would always elude me. I only whispered softly, “I was abused and have spent my entire life trying to deal with it.”
 
   Jack had no such qualms about sharing, saying that he couldn’t blame his addiction on his parents or anyone else, that he had enjoyed a typically normal childhood. “My most traumatic childhood event was breaking my collarbone while skiing but that was because it took forever to get down the mountain to a hospital.” He added, “God only knows why I am a sex addict because I sure as shit don’t.”
 
   Jack downed his Scotch and motioned to the waiter for another. “I was paying prostitutes a thousand dollars an hour, until I went broke twice. Now, I refuse to pay for sex. It’s my main bottom line.”
 
   An eerie feeling came over me. While I enjoyed looking at Jack’s candlelit face, the evening seemed to be turning into a weird group meeting. Jack showed absolutely no personal interest in me. He just drank heavily and talked about his attempts at recovery. I had been trying to drink less but as I became more discouraged by the lack of connection between us, I began matching his drinks.
 
   On the way home, I was too drunk and too depressed to worry about Jack’s driving but he seemed use to driving drunk. As he neared my apartment a car pulled out. Jack exclaimed, “God! A parking place in New York City.” He slipped into the spot, adding, “We should celebrate or something. Can I come in for a nightcap?”
 
   I hesitated. It was really late and he had his big closing the following day but I figured he couldn’t scold me too much for being hungover when he was the one who had gotten me blasted. Wondering if he was finally showing some interest in me, I nodded.
 
   We got out and as I started up my steps, Jack popped his trunk. “Mind if I bring in my things?”
 
   I turned around. “What things?”
 
   Jack picked up a bag of whips and ropes. “If I see them I don’t fantasize about them. I’m trying to neutralize them.”
 
   I stared at him. “You paid someone a thousand dollars an hour to whip you?” He nodded. I couldn’t believe it. “Have I lived the wrong life.”
 
   I immediately regretted the comment but regretted more Jack hauling his sick “things” into my apartment. As long as he didn’t do anything with them!
 
   I got us diet sodas and once again listened to Jack talk about himself, finally realizing that he wasn’t going to try to get closer to me. Jack explained that women dominating him turned him on and that he had some clothes in his bag that might fit me if I wanted to try them on.
 
   He pulled out a pair of black spiked high-heeled boots. I just stared at them. Jack grinned and I knew I was lost. I couldn’t believe that I was letting him draw me into his sick fetish. But I did. Like some kind of doll, I let him undress me. My head was swirling as he decked me out in a shear black bra and panties, black silk stockings and those boots. I told myself that my addiction made me powerless. I was a girl who could never say no. But I knew that was bullshit. Sure, he was dominating me by dressing me up like some sick Barbie, but when I gripped that rope, I felt a power, a seduction, that I had never experienced before—of being dominant over a man! Jack laid face down nude on the brass bed and I bound his hands and feet to the posts so tightly that he winced in pain as he grinned. That angered me. I didn’t want him to enjoy this. I wanted him to regret the humiliation that he was causing us.
 
   I grabbed his whip and whacked him hard on the ass. He squealed and squirmed, saying “Yes. Yes!” That enraged me even more. I hit him harder and he moaned louder. I loathed him for manipulating my trust in him and for causing me to slip again. I lashed out at him, even as I knew it wasn’t about Jack. I was unleashing my hatred for men, for my life, for myself.
 
   Something inside me snapped and I lost it. I began thrashing Jack faster and harder. To shut him up! To end this horror! If he was moaning, I didn’t hear him. Just that loud cracking whip’s snap and the throbbing rage inside my head. Like some insane robot, I whipped harder and faster, faster and harder. My arm ached. Fall off arm! I kept on flailing him faster and harder.
 
   Suddenly a sound broke though my fury.
 
   Jack was screaming, “Stop! Stop!”
 
   I stopped.
 
   I stood there, gasping for breath, waiting for my heart to pound out of my chest. I looked down and couldn’t believe the carnage. Not only was Jack’s ass a bloodied pulp but bloody gashes ran up and down his back and his legs and even his bloody matted hair. Deep red splotches covered the bedspread, the sheets and were splattered on the walls. Suddenly, I was afraid that Jack would bleed to death if I didn’t call an ambulance. But how could I explain this is the paramedics. I’d end up in jail.
 
   Jack’s pitifully whined, “I finished a long time ago.”
 
   Finished? Finished! I was supposed to stop when this sick bastard came! Suddenly, I was enraged again! I sprinted into the kitchen and grabbed the biggest knife I owned. I rushed back into the bedroom and furiously slashed at the ropes, freeing him.
 
   “Get out!” I screamed. “Get the hell out of here!”
 
   Jack rose and gingerly put on his white shirt. It oozed blood. “Look, I—” he started to protest.
 
   “Get out!” I shrieked. I thrust the knife in his face. “Out!”
 
   Looking like he genuinely feared for his life, Jack threw on his pants and shoes. He ran limping toward the front door as I pursued him, brandishing the knife a few inches behind his bleeding head. He staggered out. I slammed and locked the door. I heard him trip and hit his head against the hallway wall. He kept hitting his head against it, whispering, “Never again. Never. Never. Again.”
 
   I smashed my hands against my ears, trying to block him out. I sprinted back into the bedroom and slammed the door. He would again. Like I would again. Never again was a pipe dream! Elaine had been right. Addiction only got worse! I could never conquer this sickness. One day, I would kill someone or myself or both. I might as well just end my miserable life now!
 
   I yanked the knife up to my throat, commanding my fist to slit my throat in half. It refused. I started shaking and the knife began slicing into my skin. Warm blood trickled down my neck. Jab a huge hole! Make that blood gush out! My arm just kept shaking, refusing to kill me.
 
   I’m so pathetic I can’t even kill myself!
 
   At least I could maim myself for life. I held the knife up with both hands, taking aim between my legs, the center of all my pain and problems. The knife hovered over my spread legs. I thrust it down. Loud ripping filled my ears. I slashed the blade down again and again. More ripping. Stuffing exploded into the air, swirling around me. I looked down through the haze. I had only torn into the mattress. Again a failure! A complete fiasco!
 
   Spent and exhausted, I flopped onto the shredded bed, curled into a tight ball and cried uncontrollably for the infinite time of my life.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   MIDLOGUE
 
    
 
   Sherry broke down crying. She crumbled on my sofa, her head clutched in her hands, sobbing uncontrollably. After a long while, she stopped, still covering her face. Finally, she wiped her eyes with a tissue from a packet that she had had the foresight to bring. She hadn’t just talked into a tape recorder. She had been reliving her sordid past. Her beautiful face was now twisted in pain.
 
   She desperately needed a break and probably some sleep. I feared the consequences of her continuing.
 
   Most of my projects had involved a lot of emotion and pain. I had doctored scripts for panicked producers and directors who had starting shoot dates but no scripts. I had ghosted celebrity autobiographies for despondent, desperate stars. No one ever wrote their memoir when they were on top. Autobiographies were excuses to explain why they weren’t working and usually frantic attempts to revive their careers. But I had never before experienced this kind of anguish.
 
   Sherry agreed to a break and we dined on Chinese takeout in my back garden. Despite claiming to be famished, Sherry just pushed her Sesame Chicken around her plate with her chop sticks, completely lost in thought. She didn’t want polite conversation. She didn’t want any conversation. Occasionally a tear slithered down her cheek, marking another moment of past agony. 
 
   I wanted to know how Sherry’s story ended. What if we didn’t finish on time and there was no ending? I couldn’t create one. Sherry’s story deserved a real ending. Her words would have to reside in my unfinished-projects drawer, waiting for her return, if ever.
 
   I asked softly, “If we don’t get it all this weekend, can you stay an extra day?” 
 
   “No,” she replied. “Monday morning, I have to be on a plane. Period.” 
 
   Silence enveloped us again. Sheltered from the blaring streets by townhouses and highrises, we heard only the soft hum of air conditioners. 
 
   I tried small talk and asked about her relationship with Candice. “We sat beside each other on a plane once,” she replied without looking up. “When we discovered we had Anonymous groups in common, we became phone friends.” That was all she had to say. 
 
   Finally, I said, “We have to talk about business.”
 
   Sherry finally looked up, her aquamarine eyes stared at me. She shook her head. “If you think this is about money, you haven’t been listening. I’m not doing this to get things but to get rid of them. I don’t want anything except to be, well, ‘anonymous.’”
 
   I shook my head. “You have to be paid something and the typical token dollar seems a travesty.”
 
   Sherry hesitated a moment and then replied, “Candice says that you know about offshore accounts.”
 
   I nodded. I had once worked for a star who so desperately wanted to claim that the book was written alone that I was paid through an offshore account. 
 
   “If the book makes any money, give a portion to charity, mainly ‘Anonymous’ groups. Put the rest of it in some overseas account and give the account number to Candice. Maybe someday I’ll be happy to have it. So we just did business, right?”
 
   I nodded. “I guess we did.”
 
   Although completely exhausted, Sherry wanted to press on. Having spent much of my life on deadlines, I knew how invaluable a few hours of sleep could be combined with strong coffee.
 
   “You can take a cab back to your hotel,” I suggested, “or you can stay here. You can have my bed. I’ll sleep on the sofa.”
 
   Sherry opted for the sofa bed. 
 
   When I rose at dawn, Sherry had already showered and dressed and had made toast and very strong coffee. She looked like a runway model. I looked like a writer on a deadline. I didn’t bother to shower or shave or comb my hair. A clean T-shirt was the best I could do to greet the day.
 
   Within minutes, Sherry and I were again lost in her story. 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   THE STORY
 
    
 
   PART TWO
 
    
 
    
 
   All night, I tried to devise a way to end my misery: pills, leaping off the Brooklyn Bridge, diving in front of a subway train. But I was a coward. A failure both in life, and in death.
 
   At dawn, I finally called Elaine. We met in Central Park. The sun shined brightly with the last vestiges of an Indian summer. The trees were ablaze with ripe oranges, brilliant yellows and rusty browns as a breeze swirled leaves down to carpet the emerald grass. Yet the park’s splendor barely filtered through my blotched eyes concealed by dark shades which matched my desolate mood. My turtleneck covered the bandaged cuts on my throat. We sat silently on a bench as skateboarders, cyclists, joggers and lovers ambled by. I shoved my hands beneath me to keep them from shaking.
 
   Finally, I said, “I could have killed him.”
 
   “I know. Fortunately, you didn’t.”
 
   “I think I was really trying to murder him because then I knew I would finally have to murder myself. I couldn’t face a trial, jail, living with what I had done.” I turned to Elaine. “I tried to end it all but I didn’t have the courage.”
 
   Elaine took me into her arms and embraced me. I felt her warmth. “We’ve all been there, Sherry. You just have to get up again.”
 
   “I can’t. I can’t go on.”
 
   “The irony is that for the first time in your life, you probably can. You’ve now seen your only two real choices. You go on or you die.” She leaned back but held my arms in her hands. “Take off your glasses.” I complied. Elaine stared straight into my puffy eyes. “Are you willing to do anything to get sober?”
 
   I looked away. It didn’t matter what I said. I would only fail again. I was doomed. Elaine grabbed my face and turned me back to her. “Are you?”
 
   I started crying and finally whispered, “Yes.”
 
   “Then no sex for a month?”
 
   I nodded, then added, “Except masturbating?”
 
   “Nothing.”
 
   “It’s the only thing that puts me to sleep.” Even on the edge, I was already back-pedaling.
 
   “Try working out. Get tired.”
 
   “Can I at least kiss?”
 
   “No.”
 
   I didn’t want to be alone, not now. “But I can date though?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “But can I—?
 
   “—No.”
 
   A month seemed like one day less than forever. “For a month?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   I had no choice. Was I such a hopeless fool that I could not to see that? I whispered, “Okay.”
 
   Elaine got up. “Come on. I’m buying you a present.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “A sweatsuit. You’re going to join them.” She motioned to two joggers cruising over a bridge. “The living.”
 
   That afternoon, I stood beside the Central Park Reservoir while wearing my spanking new sweatsuit. I nervously smoked a cigarette as I stared at the track encircling the still blue water and tried to summon the courage to complete one circuit. It looked like an awfully long way around. I crushed out the cigarette and started jogging. Fifty yards later, I stopped, gasping for breath. Since the purpose was to get myself tired, I tried again. I managed to circle the reservoir twice before I was sure that I was going to throw up or die, or both.
 
   After this extreme bout of exercise and my previous sleepless night, I expected to collapse into bed and fall asleep without having to masturbate. But for insurance, I bought two bottles of Napa Valley’s best. I had been trying to avoid alcohol because it usually led to acting out. But I swore to myself that I would not leave my locked apartment or touch myself, no matter what.
 
   I lay on the sofa and surfed channels until I struck upon a syrupy Doris Day-Rock Hudson film. I didn’t want anything even remotely provocative. I quickly became bored which I hoped would put me to sleep. It didn’t. Instead, I lay there for three hours, enduring Fifties comedies while slugging wine from the bottle. Eventually, the picture became hazy, the bottles became empty and I was passed out.
 
   Not surprising, I awoke with a crushing hangover but weirdly, I felt a small amount of pride. You did it, Sherry! I had just managed to go twenty-four hours without having any sex whatsoever. I couldn’t remember that last time I could say that. But it had been years.
 
   Afraid to be at home alone, I called a temp agency, convinced that since it was mid-morning, all the day’s positions would be filled. No such luck. Another temp had walked off a job and within ten minutes of replacing her I realized why. The job entailed typing and copying endless documents that had to be in court immediately while enduring screams to increase both my speed and accuracy by the lawyer who must have graduated from hell’s finest law school. I worked all day in a cold sweat, without taking lunch or bathroom breaks. It was horrible and great because I had no time to think about anything but getting out those damn documents.
 
   Upon my parole, I practically crawled out the door, slunk into a Mexican restaurant and ordered a pitcher of Margaritas. I knew that it would lead to extreme regret but I had a plan. Whenever a member of the male gender approached me, I would give him the same decibel level I had endured all that day. It wasn’t long before the manager asked me to leave. Triumphantly arriving home alone, armed with another bottle of wine and the largest strawberry cheesecake found anywhere in D’Agostino’s. I collapsed on my sofa and watched another syrupy movie while I swigged from the bottle and gorged myself on one creamy slice after another. Finally, I was sick to my stomach and hoped that I would crash from this weird alcohol-sugar high into a sound sleep.
 
   It didn’t happen. For the next several hours, I slowly sobered up into a horrible hangover, more and more certain that only Artie could coax me into slumber. I kept crossing my legs as if to squeeze out any desire in me but it was futile.
 
   I finally traipsed down to the corner deli for another bottle of wine but ended up with a bottle of nighttime cold medicine. Having endured a horrible experience with cough medicine when I was in junior high, I feared slugging it down but managed to sip it until I finally passed out. The next morning I awoke with another mind-crushing hangover and dragged myself to another temp job, managing to work two shifts before I finally fell on my bed well after midnight.
 
   Completely exhausted and figuring that I would have to eventually fall asleep without any crutches, I decided to go cold turkey—a good idea that turned out to be one of worst nights of my life.
 
   Seconds seemed like minutes. Minutes were hours. The longer the endless night went on, the worse it got. What began with an itch between my legs, turned into an entire body of cells demanding to be satisfied. My hands were shaking and I was sweating and breathing hard, feeling painfully sick. I knew I had to grab Artie from the drawer, rationalizing that I wasn’t really doing anything wrong. Masturbating wasn’t like acting out in some seedy bedroom with a bunch of guys. But the moment I touched the handle, I knew that if I opened that drawer it would be the end of me. I knew why Elaine had said I could do nothing, as in nothing! Because if I let myself slip the slightest bit it would turn into a freefall! I knew it was true even though I didn’t believe it. As I reached again for the drawer, I heard myself snap, “No!”
 
   I pulled back, only to waver again. “NO!” I screamed. The handle felt hot and seared me. The sweating and hyperventilation was becoming worse. I was going through physical withdrawal! How could that happened? Sex wasn’t a drug like alcohol or heroin. But it was! It most certainly was. I climbed out of bed and ran to the sofa, away from that drawer. I bundled myself up in an old thick robe for protection. I had to somehow survive the night.
 
   I tried Emily Dickinson, reciting any verses I could remember.
 
    
 
   “The flesh surrendered, canceled,
 
   The bodiless begun.
 
   Two worlds, like audiences, disperse,
 
   and leave the soul alone.”
 
    
 
   “I died for beauty, but was scarce
 
   Adjusted in a tomb
 
   When one who died for truth was lain
 
   In an adjoining room.”
 
    
 
   I barely heard the words above my heaving breaths.
 
    
 
   “He questioned softly why I failed?
 
   ‘For beauty,’ I replied.
 
   ‘And I for truth,—the two are one
 
   We brethren are,’ he said.
 
    
 
   And so, as kinsmen met a night
 
   We talked between the rooms,
 
   Until the moss had reached our lips
 
   And covered up our names.”
 
    
 
   I couldn’t remember anymore. Why? I knew countless verses. Was I losing my mind? Dizziness engulfed me and I slipped my hand inside my robe. My heart pounded furiously. I’m going have a heart attack! Great! Anything to end this night! My hand slid over to my breast, caressing it felt so wonderful. Too good! I yanked the robe tightly around me.
 
   I wasn’t going to make it through the night. I knew that. I began crying and dived down to my knees and whispered, “Please, God. If you exist, just help me get through this goddamn night.” Nice, Sherry, you swore! “Oops,” I said, “Sorry about that.” I prayed, “Our father who art in heaven, hallow be thy name, thy kingdom come, thy will be done.” I couldn’t remember the rest. I tried again, “…thy kingdom come, thy will be done, on earth as it is in heaven…”
 
   My strained brain couldn’t remember another word. I tried the Steps. “One, we admitted that we were powerless over our addiction. Two, we came to believe that a power greater than ourselves could restore us to sanity. Three, we made a decision to turn our will and our lives over to God as we understood God. Please understand God!”
 
   Somehow, it helped. My breathing softened and my heart subsided so I just kept repeating the Steps all night, aching for daylight, which finally came.
 
   I threw on some clothes and dragged myself down to the corner coffee shop and sipped on mocha while trying to read a blurry Times. I didn’t even think about trying to go to some job. I just walked around the city all day, popping aspirins drinking coffee, and calling Elaine for support until it was time for group.
 
   I arrived first so I set up the chairs in neat rows. Elaine hadn’t arrived by the time the meeting started. Gregory was the first speaker. He paused a moment, as if wondering how to begin, then said, finally, “The short form of my addiction list is, I’m not a gambler.” After a pause, everyone laughed.
 
   When Elaine walked in and headed for the coffee table in the back of the room, I practically ran to her. “I can’t go on,” I said loudly enough for several people in the back rows to turn around.
 
   Elaine dumped three packets of sugar into her coffee before hugging me. “Sherry, you have been sober for a week. That’s fantastic. It gets easier.”
 
   I broke away. “It’s too hard to get easy.”
 
   “When I first read the Twelve Steps,” Gregory was saying, “I went right to Number Nine, to make amends. I thought, this is great. I can call everyone up and—see if they want to get together.”
 
   Several people laughed again.
 
   Elaine again stirred her coffee and then asked me, “What do you want more than acting out?”
 
   “What everyone wants,” I retorted. “Love, marriage, a family.”
 
   Elaine tasted her coffee and proceeded to add three more sugars until she seemed to be stirring syrup. “You’ll never love someone else,” she whispered, “until you love yourself.”
 
   “I don’t feel much love for myself.”
 
   “Small wonder, since you’ve been trashing yourself for years.” Elaine sipped her congealed concoction and turned to me. “Wanting a lifetime love may be a little big right now. How about something small, something that you might actually be able to achieve?”
 
    “I don’t know,” I shrugged. “I’d like to go back to school, see if I can still kick a soccer ball.” I laughed. “Get a manicure.”
 
   Elaine smiled. “Fine. Tomorrow you will register for one college course, go to the park and kick a soccer ball, and get a manicure. Then call me.”
 
   Gregory was smiling at Skip, his lover and my gynecologist. “Skip agrees to come whenever I share,” he said, “as long as I don’t embarrass him. We’ve been together nine years now. Only nine gay years is like forty-nine straight years. Sometimes, I wonder why he puts up with me for nine seconds. But I thank God everyday that he does.”
 
   Elaine sipped her syrup. “About that love. There is one lifetime love we should work on. Why don’t you start saying, ‘I will love myself?’ No, say, ‘I will show love for myself by becoming the person I’ve always wanted to be.’”
 
   “How often?”
 
   “How about a thousand times a day?”
 
   I stared at her. She stared back at me. She was dead serious.
 
    
 
   I called Hunter College and asked for a course list and an application for the Spring Semester. Then I got a manicure. I didn’t kick a soccer ball but I did join a gym called the West Village Workout and tried to begin a regular exercise schedule. While everyone else paraded around in tight outfits revealing their taut bodies, I swathed myself in my baggy sweatsuit. Even though my body was flabby compared to everyone else’s, I didn’t want some guy with fogged up glasses hitting on me.
 
   Unsure of how to operate most of the equipment, I hopped on a stationary bicycle and pumped my legs until they felt like jelly. I had purchased a small hand counter and as I pedaled away toward nowhere, I whispered to myself, “I will show love for myself by becoming the person I’ve always wanted to be.” Click. “I will show love for myself by becoming the person I’ve always wanted to be.” Click.
 
   I soon trained myself to be able to say the line in just under four seconds so I could get most of the thousand in during an hour workout. The remainder I whispered and clicked going to and from work, in elevators and on subways. Occasionally, people glanced at me like I was crazy but, hey, it was New York. Nobody cared. Besides, it wasn’t that far from the truth. I didn’t really think saying this ridiculous line would actually help me but I figured it couldn’t do a hell of a lot of harm either. Besides, it gave me something to do rather than think about my prodigious problems.
 
   However, after several sleepless nights of withdrawal, I wasn’t sure I could handle sobriety either. Life with no sex and no booze didn’t seem all that much better than life with too much booze and too much sex. But at least I didn’t get up every day hung over and hating myself. But my life was dreary. I wondered if I needed that rollercoaster rush. Maybe acting out would kill me but recovery might make me die of boredom.
 
   To keep from being cooped up in my apartment and to free myself of Doris Day movies, I went to a quiet neighborhood bar where the barmaid would let me sit in a back booth alone and drink diet Pepsis and read books. Not wanting anything too spicy, I started with Victorian Literature. The light was so bad that I was afraid I might go blind but I felt safe and comfortable there. I read Silas Marner and loved it so much that the next day I enrolled in a Victorian Literature course at Hunter College. Maybe between the gym, college and working overtime, I could fill my life with so much busyness that I might not constantly think about sex and booze and my dreadfully dull life.
 
   To indulge Elaine, I tried to really work the Steps in earnest, but always dreaded reaching number nine, having to make amends. But one night, I took a couple of breaths and gave it a try. I started slowly by phoning two old Indiana boyfriends, Roger and John, neither successfully. Roger’s new live-in girlfriend answered my call and was not pleased to hear from me. When I tried to explain that I was calling to apologize for my past behavior, she quickly said that she would have Roger call me back and then hung up without asking for my number.
 
   Like Paul, I had also been engaged to John for one night. When I explained about the Steps and Making Amends, he also quickly hung up. I suspected that I was just a bad memory and that he would prefer amnesia.
 
   When I started to dial Paul’s number, my hand began shaking and my mind started racing. Forget amends. The moment he answered I knew I would beg him to give me one more chance! Paul, I have been sober for twelve whole days! All those endless seconds and countless minutes struggling with this disease. Wasn’t that enough? He’d have to take me back, right? Who was I kidding? The moment he said one nice thing to me, I’d self-destruct. I couldn’t handle a relationship, especially with someone I still desperately loved! Desperate love? Me? Always. Forever. Especially with someone as nice as Paul. Do him a favor, Sherry. Apologize and hang up.
 
   But I couldn’t call. I paced around the room repeating to myself, desperate love. It had filled my whole life. Only it wasn’t love. Just desperate. Except maybe with Paul. Maybe that was love. As much as I was afraid to admit it, I knew it really could be true. That for once in my life, I had truly found love, and then destroyed it like everything else.
 
   Forget Paul! He will never take me back. That he might was just a fantasy. But maybe it could help my growth to just say to him that I was sorry, and to not grovel for more hopeless chances. I kept reminding myself that absolutely everything else in my life had ended in failure and the Steps, however slowly, seemed to be working. I knew I had to keep working them. I had to make the call!
 
   I put his number on speed dial so I would only have to press one button. With the speakerphone on, so my shaking hand wouldn’t drop the phone, I pressed the button and my whole body surged with hot flashes. Wasn’t it little early for those? Then some computerized woman’s voice said that the number had been disconnected but gave a forwarding number. He had moved into his house, probably with some lovely lady with whom he was now discussing baby names.
 
   I went through the whole drama again, speed dial, hot flashing nerves, only to get his machine. When I heard Paul’s voice, my body went into shock and I hung up.
 
   I sat for fifteen minutes, staring at the phone and trying to regain some composure. Then I tried again and finally managed to stammer, “It’s Sherry. I want to apologize for any pain I caused you. My life was out of control when I knew you. I’m in a twelve step program now and I am trying to stay sober. You are a nice guy.” I nearly choked as I added, “I hope you meet someone you deserve. Bye.”
 
   Afterward, I hated myself for leaving a message. I should have waited and talked to him. Something might have come of it. And why didn’t I leave my number? Because I knew that whatever happened it would end in agony for both of us. So I tried to forget about Paul which, of course, was the last thing I could ever do.
 
   I needed two days to recover from calling Paul before I could stare at the last name on my list: Aunt Dottie. Part of me felt guilty for not calling her to tell her I was okay but the other part loathed her for telling that psychologist after my car accident that I would come to some bad end. She must have loved church the next Sunday, telling all the other old maids about my car crash. Aunt Dottie always loved to disparage me any way she could and always ending with her worst possible epithet, “she’ll turn out just like her mother.”
 
   While I dreaded calling her, I despised the thought of talking to Ernie. For as long as I lived, I never wanted to talk to him or ever see him again. Every day, I wanted to kill him more and more, not less and less. I would gladly spend the rest of my life in prison just knowing he was dead! I wasn’t sure if hearing his voice might tip me over the edge but I didn’t want to find out.
 
   I waited another day and decided that if Ernie answered, I would just hang up. I dialed the number.
 
   “Hello?” Aunt Dottie’s thin voice came over the line.
 
   I coughed. “Aunt Dottie? It’s Sherry.”
 
   A long pause. “Yes?” I knew what she was thinking. Once again sorrowful Sherry had screwed up and wanted to return home.
 
   “I’m sorry for not calling sooner but I’ve been busy. I wanted to let you know where I was.”
 
   “Where are you?” she asked, probably certain that I was at the bus station, meager bag in hand.
 
   “New York City.”
 
   “New York?” Her voice was almost a shrill. “I suppose you want bus fare.”
 
   “No,” I said. I realized that for all the times I had run away from Rosebud, I’d never called her until I wanted to come back. Until now.
 
   “Do you want my phone number?”
 
   “All right,” she answered as if it were the last thing she wanted. “I have to get a pen and paper.” I knew she kept both beside the phone but maybe my name on her church message pad would contaminate it. I heard her walking away.
 
   “Who is it?” I faintly heard Uncle Ernie ask and I tightened, afraid he might pick up the phone.
 
   “Sherry.”
 
   “Is she in the hospital?”
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   “Tell her about the hospital calling us.”
 
   Aunt Dottie came back to the phone. I gave her my number which she dutifully wrote down. Then she was silent, clearly uninterested in pursuing any further conversation.
 
   “I also wanted to tell you,” I said nervously. “I’m in this twelve-step program and I’m calling to make amends for all of the wrongs, I’ve done to you.”
 
   “What?” Clearly, she did not understand. “What do you mean? Are you talking about all the times that you humiliated us?
 
   “Sort of. That’s why I called, to apologize, and to try and explain—”
 
   “—Oh, God, same old Sherry. Here comes some cockamamie explanation.”
 
   “No, Aunt Dottie,” I tried again, my anxious voice rising to become high-pitched. “Look, I—”
 
   “—Give me the phone,” I heard Uncle Ernie demand.
 
   “Ernie wants to talk to you. Maybe he can make some sense of this.”
 
   “No!” I panicked. I slammed down the phone, shaking. I sat there for a moment, breathing hard. Then the phone rang and I jumped.
 
   The answering machine came on, and I heard, “Hi. This is Sherry. Please leave a message.”
 
   “Sherry, it’s Uncle Ernie. Pick up. I know you’re there.” I cringed, backing away from the phone. “Sherry! Stop this nonsense and pick up the stupid phone!”
 
   I couldn’t move, either toward or away from the phone. I began hyperventilating.
 
   “Sherry! Pickup the damn phone!”
 
   Suddenly, I grabbed the answering machine and hurdled it against the wall, ripping out the cord.
 
   The machine whirred from some exploding tape inside and plaster puffed from the wall. Then there was silence except for my short breaths and my pounding heart.
 
   The next night, I could barely listen to the people sharing in group. I sat alone lost in my thoughts and my anger. All the work I had done to try to get past my old life, all that pain, now seemed worthless. Just hearing Uncle Ernie’s voice was enough to set me back to being a child again, alone and scared, of him, of myself, of everyone. And I was enraged that he still had that control over me, that he always would.
 
   I was fed up with my life and in the coffee shop after group I clenched my cup and began seething at Elaine. “I’m always angry. You call this recovery? Maybe denial is natural and this is bullshit! Ever think of that?”
 
   Elaine didn’t look up as she deposited half of the sugar jar into her coffee. “You have to get through the anger to get to the compassion.”
 
   “When?”
 
   Elaine looked up at me. “As long as it takes.”
 
   That answer wasn’t good enough. “One hour at a time! Every second being afraid of a slip? I need a better reason to live.”
 
   “You want a reason?” Elaine retorted. “You said you wanted to be a mother? Then make sure you stop the chain of abuse. That you’re healthy enough to love and nurture your kids, so they don’t end up as addicts.”
 
   “Kids! Who am I kidding? I’m never going to be well enough to have a relationship, let alone kids.”
 
   “Sherry, you’re trying to do it with will power. You have to turn your life over to God. ‘Let go, Let God.’”
 
   “Oh Fuck that!” I slammed down my cup, rattling the saucer and splashing coffee on the table. I glared at Elaine. “When I was a kid, I prayed to God to make Ernie stop molesting me. And when he didn’t stop, I prayed to God to make him die. Then I prayed to God to make me die. But God didn’t listen to one Goddamn prayer and I’m not making that same Goddamn mistake again!”
 
   I jumped up and stalked out of the diner. Elaine called after me but I wasn’t stopping. I had had it and I knew exactly where I was headed. To a bar!
 
   Outside, Elaine called, “Sherry, come right back here!”
 
   I didn’t miss a step. “No way. I’m going to get laid!”
 
   “No, you’re not!”
 
   I whipped around. “Says who? You’re not my mother!”
 
   “No, I’m not. But I’m not going to leave you, either. I’m going to stay right here, no matter how hard you try to drive me away.”
 
   I glowered at her. Then I burst into tears. That was the nicest thing that anyone had ever said to me. Elaine came up and hugged me.
 
   I clutched her for long minutes and then I admitted, “I used to love praying, God the father. Because it meant I had a father.”
 
    
 
   After our S&M night, Jack hadn’t returned to group for a long time. I didn’t know if he had found another group or was just avoiding me or if he had just slipped out of sight. I didn’t care. I had my own problems and he wasn’t one of them. After he began showing up again, I stayed far away from him. A couple of times, he seemed to be approaching me but I made sure it didn’t happen. I didn’t think that he could ever get me to act out with him again but walking away seemed like a safer path.
 
   Then one night during a break, I was having a cigarette on the church steps. I saw a pair of expensive shoes walk up and got nervous. I looked up. Jack was standing before me.
 
   “I’m sorry,” he said.
 
   “So am I.”
 
   I crushed out the cigarette and got up to walk away. He extended a slip of paper toward me. “She’s in La Jolla. Third husband, two kids.”
 
   I stared at the paper for a long time. Back inside the meeting, I didn’t listen to one sharing word. What if I called her? After fifteen years. What would she say? Would she be happy? Sad? Angry? Probably all of the above, and more.
 
   I noticed Claire sitting in her usual spot. Peter no longer came and she looked very alone. She glanced at me and our eyes met. She smiled. I looked away.
 
   After the meeting, as the usual people hugged each other, I handed Elaine the slip of paper. “She’s still in California. I have half-brothers, or sisters. Will you call her with me?”
 
   Elaine shook her head. “I couldn’t take that right now.” Hal was still spending his weekends in ‘Buffalo.’
 
   Claire approached us. “I wondered if you wanted to have coffee.”
 
   I looked away. I felt a hot and flushed, knowing where the coffee would lead. I wanted to go with her, to feel tenderness again, to feel Claire’s touch, to touch her, to cuddle with her afterward. But I knew, absolutely knew, that the ecstasy would turn into agony. She was too needy and I wasn’t about to be what she needed.
 
   I shook my head. “No. No! NO!” I snatched the address from Elaine and rushed toward the door.
 
   Behind me, I heard Claire telling Elaine, “It was just coffee.”
 
   “Right,” Elaine answered.
 
   The next night, I stared at my mother’s address and phone number, working up the nerve to call her. Why couldn’t Elaine call first and feel her out? She wasn’t Elaine’s mother! Elaine at least knew her. They had been friends. Our relationship had ended at the birth canal. Sure, I thought about her every day of my life but that was just fantasies. I had played this first conversation a million times in my head? From just chatting about the weather to agonizing over something real. Now, after a lifetime of waiting I couldn’t summon the courage to even call her.
 
   I finally devised a plan. To phone the following Thursday at 5:45 p.m. California time. The upcoming weekend would hopefully have her in a good mood and I figured she’d be home from work but not yet having dinner.
 
   But what if she didn’t have a job? And if her kids were small, the weekend might be more hectic than a weekday. I conjured up countless reasons why any minute I called her was the worst time ever. What a joke! When would be a good time to hear from a daughter you abandoned twenty-five years ago? 5:45 p.m. indeed! Pick up the phone and dial, Sherry!
 
   I didn’t dial.
 
   The following Thursday I came home from work and, despite having bathed that morning, I showered again. Somehow, it made sense to me that I should be freshly clean when I called her. I was toweling off when the buzzer sounded. Gregory was downstairs. I glanced at the clock. 8:36 p.m. Not good timing but, after all, it was his apartment. I pressed the buzzer, hoping for an eight minute visit.
 
   Dressed in a tuxedo, Gregory looked elegant, and distraught. “I’m sorry but Elaine’s cell is off and John’s and—I can’t believe it!”
 
   He threw up his arms as he paced across the room. I glanced at the newspapers, magazines and clothes strewn about and vowed to keep the place tidier should unexpected important guests like my landlord decide to visit. Gregory didn’t seem to notice. “I just had a fight with Skip,” he spat in disgust. “It was my fault, of course. Christ! Fourteen years sober, and I’m still craving to self-destruct.”
 
   I stared at him, dumbfounded. “Fourteen years?” That seemed like an eternity to me.
 
   Gregory turned to me and snapped, “Deary, you can be a million miles down that fucking road to recovery. And you’re still just one foot from the gutter!”
 
   I glanced at the clock. Seven minutes.
 
   “God, I’m just spouting twelve-step bullshit. It’s a goddamn cult, you know? Only I don’t know where to get deprogrammed.”
 
   Gregory circled the room, narrowly missing the small antique coffee table that Claire and I had found on Jane Street and had hauled it home together at the height of our love. One of the legs still needed a good shot of glue but she ditched me before we got around to doing it. For some reason, I cherished that rickety antique with only three good legs but now I feared one of Gregory’s errant whirling knees might snap the leg beyond repair. But I couldn’t bring myself to utter, “Mind the coffee table, please?” I didn’t even bother looking at the clock again. I knew tonight was a goner.
 
   “I’m scared to have friends outside the program,” he rattled on, “because I might fuck them.” He swirled around, barely missing the crooked leg again. “And who do I fall for? Skip! You know what his problem is?”
 
   I played along. “No.”
 
   “He’s goddamn normal! He doesn’t understand this goddamn disease. How could I fall for a man who doesn’t have a clue who I am?”
 
   I shook my head.
 
   “And his parents! God! They live in some burg in Midwest where the only gays are on TV. I mean, I’m the first man he ever brought home, right? I was wondering whether to wear designer body armor and you know what his parents’ big concern was when they met their son’s faggot lover?”
 
   I shook my head again.
 
   “If we’re going to adopt them a grandchild? Who are these people?”
 
   Gregory broke down in tears. I went over and hugged him. Finally, he stopped sniffling and wiped his eyes, trying to pull himself together. He said softly, “Love’s a bitch, ain’t it?” He tried to smile. “I’m really sorry.”
 
   “You okay?” I asked.
 
   “Do I look okay?”
 
   I studied him. Except for the puffy eyes, he still looked pretty gorgeous to me. I nodded.
 
   Gregory smiled. “Then I probably am.” He kissed my cheek. “I’ve got to run. If I don’t show for this thing, he’ll probably think I killed myself.”
 
   Gregory rushed out with the leg on my coffee table still intact and my clock reading: 7:01. I had another week to avoid the call, another week of fantasies.
 
   That Friday was Claire’s three-month anniversary. I wondered if maybe she had only wanted to have had coffee with me. I almost didn’t go, unwilling to admit that Claire had been sober longer than me but that seemed childish. Sobriety wasn’t a battle against anyone else, only against one’s own demons. Actually, I was really happy for her. Anyone who could last more than a few hours in recovery from this addiction deserved my applause. And maybe there was hope for me, too.
 
   I even managed a smile when I saw Claire standing proudly before the group.
 
   Tonight, as always, her sponsor, Katherine, looked stunning in a seemingly-tailored suit. “We all know how hard Claire has worked,” Katherine said, “and it is with great pride that I present her with her ninety-day chip.”
 
   Claire gave Katherine that killer smile as she took the chip and I remembered how much I loved that smile. Then, Claire burst into tears.
 
   “I slipped three nights ago,” she said softly. “I just didn’t have the courage to tell you.” Claire handed back the chip.
 
   Katherine embraced her. “We’re tied,” she said softly. “Neither one of us has acted out today.”
 
   Every night, I was taking longer and longer to get to sleep, as conversation after conversation with my mother raced through my mind. How many conversations could we possibly have? Endless, it seemed. By Thursday, I was exhausted and secretly hoped that Gregory, Elaine, anyone, would interrupt my vigil. But as the digital clock clicked 8:45, there would be no reprieve. I stared at the now-soiled slip of paper despite the number having long ago been burned into my memory. I dialed the area code and hung up. A minute passed. I dialed again, then again, each time adding another digit, as if building up my bravery. During each pause, a loud bleating would blast into my ear. Finally, I got to ten digits. I held my breath but not for long as the phone barely rang before being snatched up and a teenage voice cried out, “Phone my cell. Mom’s expecting a call.” I slammed down the phone.
 
   Was that my half-sister? Jack hadn’t mentioned if the two children were girls or boys, or their ages. Maybe I misdialed myself into some other family’s drama. But I knew I hadn’t. My mother was expecting an important call and it sure as hell wasn’t me. But what could be more important than talking to her long-lost daughter? I didn’t want to find out.
 
   I decided to give her an hour to rid her life of its daily rituals and then give her the surprise of her life. I lay down on the sofa clutching to my breast her copy of A Child’s Garden of Verses. I didn’t read any of the poems. I knew them all by heart anyway. Softly, I recited, “You too, my mother, read my rhymes, for love of unforgotten times, and you may chance to hear once more, the little feet along the floor.” Within minutes, I was asleep.
 
    When I called the following Thursday, the phone rang several times before the lovely voice of an adult woman answered, “Hello.” My mouth moved but in stone silence! Talk, Fool! I clutched the handset to my ear. She repeated, “Hello,” now irritated. “Mother?” I tried to groan but it was only a gargle. She hung up and the line went dead. Then the bleating shook me out of my paralyzed state. I hung up. I wanted to call right back and explain who I was and what had happened. But I didn’t. I couldn’t.
 
   As the weeks went by, my calls became sick rituals. Sometimes I’d hang up before it rang, sometimes after someone answered. But I never managed to utter a word. I finally stopped, afraid that she would change her number.
 
   The longest conversation we had was on a rare Friday call. My mother sounded so lovely that I decided I would say something, anything just to talk to her. Although I wanted to say, “Hello, Mother, this is your daughter, Sherry,” I instead heard myself ask, “Is Debbie there?”
 
   “No,” she said. “I think you have the wrong number.”
 
   “This isn’t the Jordan residence?” I asked, trying to keep her on the line.
 
   “Afraid not,” she replied cheerfully. “What number are you calling?”
 
   Despite her number being burned onto the back of my eyelids, I couldn’t even remember her area code. In a panic, I blurted out an old number of mine in Indiana. Then I panicked, afraid that she might realize that the area code was near Rosebud.
 
   But she had been gone so long that the number didn’t seem to register with her. “Wow,” she replied. “Some wires must have really gotten crossed. That number isn’t even close.”
 
   “You didn’t sound like Debbie’s mother,” I said merrily.
 
   “That’s because I’m not. Goodbye,” she said and hung up.
 
   You’re not Sherry’s mother either!
 
   She had sounded so friendly that I was angry with myself for not saying my name and I tried dialing her again but it was hopeless.
 
   I finally decided that a phone call was too big for both of us and that a letter might help soften the shock of hearing from me. I spent three hours sailing through stationary stores, before returning home armed with a box of pale pink letter stationary with a small rose on a top corner. Like it mattered? Three hours later the entire box adorned my wastebasket with drafts of Dear Mom letters, or rather Dear Mom, Dear Mother, Dear Barb, Dear Mrs. Paulson letters. And that was only the salutation.
 
   What was I going to say? Tell her my whole sordid life or limit it to my hopeful recovery. A lifetime is a lot to cover in one letter.
 
   Ask her questions? Should I keep it simple and unreal—’How’s the weather in California?’—or get serious and real—’Why did you leave me?’
 
   Still, I made myself a deadline to write her by December 10th. I didn’t want to wait any longer and risk this colossal missive getting lost in some Christmas rush.
 
   My favorite fantasy was that no matter what I wrote she would be so thrilled to hear from me that she would immediately board a plane to come to me. Leaving her family alone so close to Christmas probably wouldn’t make sense to most people but I rationalized that she would want to get to know me first before springing her secret past on her new family. Of course, we would both fly back to San Diego in time to all have a wonderful family Christmas.
 
   My apartment would have to be presentable for her arrival and it didn’t exactly ring of Yuletide cheer. I decided that I needed a tree before I could write a letter because then I could invite her to come and see it.
 
   A man on Hudson Avenue sold me the biggest evergreen he had, and the most expensive. “You’ve got the best Christmas tree in New York,” he said, pocketing way more than I could afford.
 
   “The best tree is in Rockefeller Center,” I reminded him.
 
   “The second best tree then,” he said.
 
   I tried dragging the monstrosity across the West Village before two gay studs offered to flex their muscles and hoisted it on their shoulders. “You going to be able to walk around in here,” asked one, as the tree stretched from one wall of my living room floor to the other. I had high ceilings but this was New York where most living rooms were closets in other cities. But they politely set it up for me anyway.
 
   Undeterred, an hour later, I was stocked up with vibrant baubles, sweet little angels, sparkling stars, winking lights, stunning ice sickles, lovely holly and streams of shiny tinsel. Everything but mistletoe. To the jovial rhythm of Holiday music, I exhausted the next several hours meticulously decorating my green giant while breathing in its lovely fragrance that filled the room. I named it Eve and knew that even if reality set in and my mother didn’t fly off to the Big Apple, I could still share it with someone, Elaine or Dede who was back in New York for five weeks between cruises. Maybe even Gregory might drop by to freak out again.
 
   After midnight, I was admiring my creation when I heard footsteps in the hall. I could share it with someone right away. I swung open the door to see Paully, the superintendent, lugging his heavy tool case. He glared at me. “You got a leak, too?”
 
   “I’d like you to see something,” I said, stepping aside. Paully stared at my masterpiece. “Wow! You’ve got the best tree in New York.”
 
   “Second best.”
 
   The next night, as I sipped hot chocolate while admiring my towering bedecked evergreen, I decided on a new plan. I would send my mother a Christmas card. No tortured language detailing my boring useless life, no annoying raising of unanswerable questions. Just a simple missive wishing her Holiday cheer. The critical aspect, of course, would involve no real words at all, just my address and phone number. Let her struggle with formulating a way to tell me why she had abandoned me forever. If she just sent back a card with “Happy Holidays” or even ignored me, how much worse off would I be? It was perfect. I was a genius.
 
   I bought a box of the plainest cards in the store—a boring wreath on the cover and only “Merry Christmas” inside. I then proceeded to write the beginning of fifty different Christmas cards. I knew it was exactly fifty because I used up the entire box. Yes, I could find demons even in a Christmas card. What if I began Dear Mom and someone else opened the card, someone who didn’t know she had another daughter? Like my half-sister with the phone crisis, or worse, Mom’s mother-in-law! Ditto with signing it, “your daughter, Sherry.” But if I just signed it Sherry, she might think she didn’t know any Sherry and throw it out. In the end, I flipped the last card into my overflowing circular file and chalked up another failure in a life filled with them.
 
   But in the end the failure wasn’t the letter writing or the card. I could have sent anything and probably got some response. Even though I had told myself all of my life that I wanted to call or write my mother, I really didn’t. I wanted to her to call or write me. To show me that I meant something to her, anything, but something. Sure, I would have loved for her to admit that she had been wrong and expressed regret but almost anything would have been better than nothing. But all I had ever gotten from her was nothing and nothing was what she would get from me.
 
   But every night, I came home and sat on the sofa sipping hot chocolate while I admired my wondrous Eve and breathed in her fragrance, sometimes with Robie beside me, someone alone. I not only hadn’t invited my mother to see Eve but not even Elaine or Dede or anyone else. I had created that magnificent masterpiece for me. After a lifetime of hating myself and especially hating being alone with myself, I was finally enjoying my own company. When Dede wanted me to go with her to Palm Springs for the Holidays and Elaine invited me over for Christmas dinner, I told them both I had other plans.
 
   On Christmas morning, I showered, fed Robie, watered Eve and opened the two presents under her, a CD and a purse, both from Santa Sherry. I had purchased a 15-pound turkey along with stuffing, potatoes, corn, yams, marshmallows, cranberry sauce and pumpkin pie with whipped cream. Having searched the internet for various turkey cooking instructions, I settled for one in a bag. That turned out to be a great idea because even though the turkey was supposed to have thawed out in twenty-four hours on Christmas morning it still looked like a slab of concrete with legs. When I finally got it unfrozen, the bag cooked that sucker in three hours. I didn’t need a thermometer. Robie, on his hind legs and stretching his nose as close as he could get it to the oven, was enough for me.
 
   I made my first fire in the fireplace and Robie and I proceeded to gouge ourselves until we were almost sick. Then I lay back on the sofa and looked lovingly at the glowing embers playing pretty shadows on Eve and fell asleep. It was, far and away, the best Christmas of my life.
 
    
 
   I didn’t want my tree to become another dried-up crumbling fantasy so on New Year’s Day, I stripped Eve down and packed all of her splendid trappings in a closet. But I couldn’t part with her yet. So I enjoyed one last evening of admiring her natural beauty. The next morning, I couldn’t bring myself to set Eve beside by the garbage cans. She deserved better. Instead I set her by the front steps, letting her stand tall, and for the world passing by to enjoy glimpses of her beauty. When I returned home from work that night, Eve was gone.
 
   When Dede learned about my Christmas and related the horror she had endured in the desert with her mother and her new stepfather, she let me know that she wished that I had invited her to spend Christmas with me rather that the other way around. But then she quickly chided me for working for less money instead of returning to Whitney, White and Spencer. “You quit for a full-time job. Fine. It didn’t work out so now you go back. That’s what temps do, Sherry. It’s not like you screwed up and made a fool of yourself.”
 
   If Dede only knew. But she was right. Whitney was so big that they could find a place for me, hopefully with some lowly first-year associate. I decided to give them a call but promised myself that the moment I acted out, or even had one drink, I would call in sick and never return. Dede said that she now had her choice of cruise ships but I knew that if she literally broke a leg, she could well be back at Whitney and I didn’t want to soil her star status.
 
   “Johnson. Johnson,” said the new secretarial supervisor, a stunning-looking black woman, as she studied her computer screen. Then slowly, she turned toward me. “You’re Sheryl?”
 
   I nodded.
 
   She clicked another screen and mused, “He still doesn’t have a permanent.” With an odd look, she said, “There’s a note that if you ever returned here, Mr. Turner wants you to work for him.”
 
   No! If, or probably when, I screwed up again, I didn’t want to do it to him. “I’d prefer someone else,” I tried to say cheerfully.
 
   She laughed out loud. “This place is filled with rainmakers but Adam Turner is a tsunami. If he wants you, he gets you.”
 
   “No, please!” It sounded like a plea. It was.
 
   Her eye became slits. “Look, I don’t care how big he is. If anyone messes with my—”
 
   “No!” I practically screamed. “He was always a perfect gentleman, a great boss and…”
 
   She waited, “…and?”
 
   “Nothing.”
 
   She stared at me for several seconds. Then her face softened and she leaned back in her chair, never taking her eyes off me. “Well, Ms. Johnson, let me put it this way. You will work for Mr. Adam Turner or you will not work at Whitney, White and Spencer. Now, where do you plan to be at ninety-thirty next Monday morning?”
 
   At nine-fifteen the following Monday, wearing Dede’s smartest suit, I sat at my station outside Adam’s office with a body filled with more mixed feelings than I had felt in a month—tingling fear, upset stomach, dry mouth, slight perspiration. I longed to take off my suit jacket but I wanted to make my best impression on Adam.
 
   Then I heard a loud sniff and knew that Grace had come onto the floor. She was holding a sheaf of phone messages. I had forgotten to stop by reception to pick up Adam’s early morning calls! Grace stared at me, then sniffed again, “At least, you won’t last the week.”
 
   She was almost right. A few minutes later, Adam rushed in and set a couple of documents on my inbox with a quick smile. “Hello. Welcome back.” Then he began returning phones calls. I barely spoke to him all day. I tried to rush the changes on the documents and messed up most of them but Adam patiently told me to relax and take my time. The closing wasn’t until Friday.
 
   The closing was huge, a merger between two Fortune 500 companies. While dozens of lawyers were working on it, Adam was the main man and by Tuesday I was too busy to type documents. I was constantly making and fielding Adam’s calls, receiving and sending out documents and mostly parceling out Adam’s time. Some of the most powerful people in the corporate world wanted to talk to him and they all had to go through me. It was exhilarating.
 
   The closing took all day on Friday and my job was strenuous and easy. I did whatever Adam asked. When I was done with one task, he gave me another one. I couldn’t believe that with everything on his mind, he still made sure that I wasn’t overwhelmed. The closing was still going strong at seven when Adam told me I could leave. I felt great. I felt that working for Adam was a lot like being in recovery. I may screw up royally one day but I hadn’t done it that day. The best part of the week had been at five-thirty. Armed with a very important certificate, I rushed by Grace as she stood at the elevator waiting to go home and with a sunny smile, I said, “See you on Monday.”
 
   I went straight to group looking like a real business woman “dressed for success.” Even Katherine, Claire’s sponsor, commented on how nice I looked.
 
   Even though I was flush from my first real successful week of work ever, I was worried about the following week because I was beginning college. What if I failed? How could I become a teacher? Then what would I do? And what if I passed? At one course a semester, a degree would take forever.
 
   But when I voiced my concerns in the Shamrock, Gregory laughed, “You’re worried that you might fail and worried that you might succeed? A perfect addict’s attitude.”
 
   “But what’s one course going to do for me, really?”
 
   Elaine smiled. “It will get you one course closer than you are now. Maybe you’ll learn that you don’t want to be a teacher.”
 
   “But I do! But I’m afraid. Sitting in a classroom again might bring up memories that I’d rather keep forgotten.”
 
   “They are going to come out sooner or later, Sherry,” Elaine assured me.
 
   Gregory smiled. “Am I the only one who thinks it’s ironic that you want to be a teacher but are afraid of a classroom?”
 
   Just thinking about my last bout with college made me shiver. Finally, I admitted, “I’m not really sure why I’m so worried about being in a classroom. As I recall, the last time I was in college I spent all of my time in bars and beds.”
 
   “Small successes, Sherry,” Elaine reminded me. “If you are still sitting in that classroom at eight-thirty Wednesday night, it’s a success.”
 
   That weekend, I read the first two books in the course, Pickwick Papers and The Mill on the Floss. I wasn’t taking any chances. On Wednesday evening, I got to class early to sit there alone in case I threw up or something. Strangely, it felt great. My fear wasn’t about sitting in a classroom but about sitting there drunk or hungover or wearing the same clothes I’d worn the day before with half of my underwear missing.
 
   As the room filled up, I made eye contact with no one. The teacher arrived last, an elderly man with thinning silver hair, kind eyes and a cardigan sweater that looked as old as him. I immediately knew I could learn from him and I was right. By the end of that night I was hooked on the class and on learning again.
 
   Cracking books was hard while working full time but having a zero social life was a big help. My whole life soon consisted of working, gym, class, studying, eating, sleeping and, of course, repeating a thousand times a day that I would show love for myself but becoming the person I’ve always wanted to be. Whoever the heck that was.
 
   I had planned to write my first paper on Great Expectations but after reading Tess of the d’Urbervilles, so many ideas came flowing out of my head that I started to write them down. I thought it would be good practice to see what my teacher thought so I would have an idea of what he might be looking for. I carefully explained that I was writing my “real” paper on Dickens but that I had just “jotted down a few notes” about Tess. The next class he handed back my “notes” and on the front was a large A. An A! I had finally gotten an A in a college course!
 
   Excited, I could hardly wait for group to tell Elaine. The moment she arrived, I assaulted her. “I got an A on my first essay,” I proudly announced.
 
   “The one on Great Expectations? Sherry, that’s great.” Elaine was practically glowing.
 
   I shook my head. “I wrote about Tess of the d’Urbervilles.”
 
   Elaine’s face darkened and she shook her head. “Are you serious? A novel about a virgin who gets raped and it then goes straight down hill until she is hanged? You don’t see any correlation here?”
 
    “I got an A,” I said weakly. “An A. I wanted an A.”
 
   Elaine wasn’t mollified. “Let’s see if you can get one for Great Expectations. Or Jane Eyre.”
 
   I didn’t speak to her for the rest of the night and I didn’t go to the coffee shop afterward. Elaine called to make sure I was all right. I didn’t answer.
 
    
 
   I couldn’t wait until spring finally sprang. I was getting tired of sitting in a gym riding a bike to nowhere while watching an all-news cable station or sports shows pondering whether or not the Knicks or Yankees or Giants will make the playoffs but I never had the courage to change the channel. Besides, I was always clicking away, trying to tell myself I would become the person I’ve always wanted to be. The instant an hour was up, I would quickly shower and run outside so that I could have a cigarette. I got so good that occasionally I could make the transition from jock to smoker in less than seven minutes.
 
   Because I tried to make myself as unattractive as possible, bundled up in sweats with a baseball cap pulled down to cover half of my face, men usually left me alone but one afternoon, as my parole time neared, a muscular young man mounted the bike next to me, even though there were several other vacant bikes.
 
   “Good workout?” he asked with a smile
 
   I nodded without looking at him.
 
   “I’m Carl. You like the bike, huh?”
 
   I nodded again and then glared at him, hoping he would realize that I didn’t want to talk. “Afterward, would you like to get a glass of juice or something?” I shook my head. “Come on, how about a quick drink?” I shook my head again. “Then maybe tomorrow. I see you here all the time.”
 
   I turned toward him. “No,” I said emphatically.
 
   “You got a boyfriend?” he asked.
 
   I answered, “No, but…” Why didn’t I just say yes!
 
   “Then let’s go out. See if we hit it off. How about this weekend?”
 
   I got off my bike. “No,” I repeated.
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “I’ve got to go.”
 
   I started to walk away but he grabbed my arm. “Come on, I’m harmless. Give me your number.”
 
   I ripped my arm away. “I said, no! Damn it! NO!”
 
   I rushed for the door. “Jesus. What a bitch.”
 
   I turned around, unsure of what I had just heard. “What did you say?”
 
   “You heard me.”
 
   I flushed with anger but after a moment I smiled. On my 113th day of sobriety, for the first time in my life, I’d actually said no to a man.
 
   “Thank you,” I replied, and walked out.
 
   I returned home to hear my phone ringing. Dede had been back in town for two weeks but I hadn’t had time to see her. Now she desperately needed my advice. A half-hour later, we met in a Chelsea bar called “Plants,” a combination plant shop and a bar adorned with beautiful fernery. Dede wasn’t at the bar flirting this time. She was in a corner table by a fern, looking lost in thought.
 
   “Thanks for coming,” she said, after I’d sat down and ordered a diet Pepsi. She looked really glad to see me.
 
   “I just had a drink with the director of the OBP,” she told me. When she saw that I had no clue what that was, she added, “Off Broadway Playhouse. It’s on Forty-Second Street, between Eighth and Ninth. It’s a great role. I could get a lot of work out of it, maybe even TV.”
 
   Dede mentioned three TV actresses and one movie actress who had gotten their breaks after starring in an OBP play. Then she added, “I just don’t know whether or not to take it.” She sipped her Fume Blanc and added, “In basically every play that OBP puts out, the female lead is always young with a great body and has to do a nude scene. But my mother will throw a shit fit.”
 
   “Is she that religious?” I asked.
 
   “Christ, no. It’s just about control. When I told her I might want to be an actress, she immediately said that if I did a nude scene, she’d disown me. Christ, I was nine at the time. I didn’t even know people appeared nude in movies.”
 
   Dede drained her glass and then ordered another one. “Knowing my mother, when she’s seventy, she’ll probably meet some toy boy and leave it all to him anyway, or to her horse. But she would love to hold that threat over me.”
 
   “But it’s not like a movie,” I protested. “She’ll probably never find out.”
 
   “Yes, she will. The director will take pictures at the dress rehearsal, including of me topless. If, later, I get a TV show, or something, then he’ll sell the pictures to the tabloids for big bucks. He says that the only way he can keep the theater open every year is by selling nude pictures of the actresses that got breaks out of his plays. It’s probably BS but what am I supposed to do?”
 
   Dede again drained her glass and motioned for another one. “You know how many female leads there are in plays on 42nd Street within two blocks of Broadway? Seven. I counted them. And I can be one of them. I can show what I can do.” She looked at me, “What do you think I should do?”
 
   With my background advising someone to take off their clothes was probably the last thing I should do but I heard myself saying, “If you do the play and nothing happens with your career, your mother will probably never find out and if you get a TV show and it becomes a hit, you may get rich enough that you won’t need her money.”
 
   “You’re right,” she said, “I’m doing it. Thanks. Where should we eat?”
 
   At a neighborhood Italian restaurant, Dede mostly talked and I mostly listened. I loved that Dede was so open. Within two hours, I felt like I knew everything about her life, her problems with her boyfriend, her dialect coach, her scene partner. Everyone else I knew seemed to have so many secrets that they were holding in and I probably held in the most of all. Dede held in nothing. I wanted so badly to be like her, to just let everything all out. But me doing that was a dream, or maybe a nightmare.
 
   Dede later gave me a ticket for opening night and both Dede, and her breasts, were awesome. The play was an instant hit and Dede was touted in all the papers as a rising starlet.
 
   Within a week, she called me to say that she no longer did the nude scene. “The director is afraid that someone might sneak a camera into the theater and take a picture and sell it to the tabloids before he can sell his. Ironic, huh? The play is now a hit and ninety-nine percent of the people who see it are going to see me with my clothes on. It’s all because of you, Sis. You got me to do the play.”
 
   Somehow, I didn’t think Dede’s success was due to me but it was nice hearing it anyway.
 
   I was drawn to a drugstore window adorned with a large photo of a stunning silk swallowtail butterfly kite soaring above a sunny beach. I was mesmerized by the butterfly, remembering that such a beautiful creature with its array of brilliant colors was once a slimy caterpillar. Within minutes, I was en route to Central Park armed with my own butterfly kite in its gift box with a card that the clerk was kind enough to inscribe, “To Sheryl. With Love.”
 
   At the edge of the Great Lawn, I unwrapped my ‘gift,’ set it on the spring grass and admired it before setting about threading the bamboo rods into the wings’ pockets and down its spine and looping the line to the keel. The breeze seemed fine to me but every time I tossed the kite into the air, my brilliant butterfly crashed to the ground.
 
   “There’s not enough wind near the ground,” a small voice informed me. I turned to see a young black boy in a T-shirt that read “Future Rock Star” above jean shorts and dirty knees. “You’ll have to run with it.”
 
   Rock showed me where to hold the string so that it had enough play to let the wind catch it and then together we raced into the breeze. Suddenly, the string leaped out of my hand as the kite sailed upward. “Let it out slowly,” Rock advised me. As I did, my gorgeous butterfly dipped downward, heading for a crash. “Pull on it. Run!” Rock exclaimed. I did as I was told and my butterfly soared upward, its rainbow array of colors sparkling in the sunlight. I was thrilled!
 
   “You’ve got it now,” Rock assured me.
 
   For the next half-hour, with Rock’s assistance, I flew my butterfly higher and higher until we could barely see it reaching up toward the skyscrapers and my spool of string was gone.
 
   “I love this,” I let Rock know. Then I asked, “Where’s your kite?”
 
   “I don’t have one. I was flying my friend’s but now he’s flying it. Did you lose your kid, Lady?”
 
   “Yes,” I smiled. “But I’m finding her.”
 
   He looked around. “Where?”
 
   “Do you like this kite?”
 
   “Are you kidding? It’s great.”
 
   I handed him the spool. “Well, now it is yours.”
 
   “Are you crazy?”
 
    “Sometimes. But it’s still yours.” He beamed with delight. “Take good care of it,” I told him. “It’s always been good to me.”
 
   I walked away feeling glorious.
 
    
 
   I was still repeating my aphorisms a thousand times a day but not always giving it my full attention. I began to fear that muttering, “I will show love for myself by becoming the person I’ve always wanted to be,” might be watered down in my subconscious mind if at the same time I was crying about Elsa leaving Rick at the end of Casablanca. If I had to constantly “show love” for myself, I wanted to make sure I got the full effect.
 
   I also wanted to try to stay in some like of shape. I hadn’t worked out since being called a “bitch” at the gym but now that the weather was continually advertising spring, I decided to try running. I figured that jogging on the streets of New York City was probably a death-defying experience and since a sizable portion of the City’s population seemed to be jogging in Central Park, I decided to be one of them.
 
   Jogging around the reservoir again appealed to me. The water felt tranquil and the budding leaves on the trees seemed hopeful. Every semi-sunny day, I gasped and slogged around that one-and-a-half mile oval three times. That was enough. I wasn’t training for any marathon, especially since my favorite part was flaming up a cigarette as soon as I finished.
 
   When the prospect of running in a circle seemed too boring, I trotted along the bridle path that wound its way through the park’s splendor. I was forced to keep an eye out for the horses galloping by but they were often so beautiful and graceful that I usually stopped to watch them, feeling very much like the awkward two-legged that creature I was. They also offered the challenge of sidestepping mature.
 
   One day after I’d finished dodging horses, I was walking toward the subway while whispering my affirmations and clicking my counter as I avoided looking at a nearby group of women kicking a soccer ball around.
 
   “Look out!” I heard and turned to see a stray ball heading straight for my waist.
 
   Instinctively, I trapped it and kicked it into the center of the group. As I walked on, an older pretty brunette came running up to me. “Hi? You play?”
 
   I keep on walking. “A long time ago.”
 
   “Listen, the League hasn’t started yet. But we were hoping to scrimmage today, only we’re a couple of players short. Would you like to practice with us?”
 
   I shook my head as I turned around. Then I stood still stunned and speechless. She couldn’t be the world’s greatest women’s soccer player ever? I stuttered, “Are you Paula Harper?”
 
   She smiled softly. “What’s left of me.”
 
   No! Paula Harper couldn’t want me to play with her! I laughed. “You’re kidding, right? You don’t really want me?”
 
   “Yes, I do.” She smiled softly again. “Come on, we’re really just kicking the ball around. It’s early in the year. What have you got to lose?”
 
   I was shocked. Paula Harper wanted me to walk on the same field as her? I had always desperately missed soccer but I had so many bad memories, especially one, that I had never attempted to play it again. But in recovery I was now trying to face my past demons. How much could a scrimmage hurt? Besides, no matter how badly I played, for the rest of my life, I could say that I once played with Paula Harper. “Okay. But consider yourself warned.”
 
   She held out her hand, “Please to meet you…”
 
   “…Sherry,” I said, shaking her hand. “Sherry Johnson.”
 
   “Then let’s do it, Sherry.”
 
   We walked toward the field. “Don’t you want to strip off your sweats?”
 
   Ostensibly, I had always been swaddled up in a sweatsuit to make me perspire more and thus give me a better workout but in reality sweats were my security, protecting me from revealing my body to anyone. I looked around. There wasn’t a guy nearby. The other soccer players, who had stopped to wait for Paula, were staring at me. In the middle was attractive blonde who, despite wearing a knee brace, had the most beautiful legs I’d ever seen. I couldn’t believe that any guy would ever look at me if I was within fifty yards of her. I quickly stripped off my sweats and sprinted onto the field.
 
    “This is Sherry,” Paula called out to a chorus of greetings. One woman, a tall redhead, came over to shake my hand. I recognized her as Christine Cane. She was now a sportscaster who had recently covered the Olympics. She had played with Paula throughout her career and together they had chalked up two Olympic gold medals, one silver and two World Cups. I looked for the third member of their triumvirate, Rachel Miller, who had been their goalkeeper, but I didn’t see her. Maybe she was one of the missing players.
 
   Christine kicked the ball to me. I tried to pass it to Paula but missed her. It wasn’t a great beginning but it did feel good to be back on the field. I tried to figure out where I had seen the leggy blonde before. I was absolutely sure that she had never been to Rosebud.
 
   Since the other two girls didn’t show up, Paula, who turned out to be the coach, decided not to scrimmage. I was grateful. Every time I made a good move it seemed that one minute later, I messed up. I told myself that I was just rusty but I knew it was more than that. The other players were out of my class. They had all not only played in college or higher but now played together as a unit, especially Paula and Christine. I was playing by myself and was glad when practice was over.
 
   As they lined up for wind sprints, Paula motioned for me to come near her. She was standing next to the leggy blonde whose name was Darcy and who was one of the best players, although I still didn’t recognize her. 
 
   Paula said, “Let’s see what you’ve got.”
 
   I wasn’t sure what she meant. I knew I couldn’t compete with them at soccer but I did think that I might be able to hold my own in sprints. I had always been the fastest player on the field. But that was junior high school. We had all matured since then. I decided that no matter how great these women were, I wasn’t going to finish last.
 
   Paula yelled “Go,” and they all took off like rockets. I wasn’t wearing cleats and slipped badly and almost fell. I regained my footing and tried to catch up, making it into the middle of the pack. Up front, Paula was edging pass Darcy into the lead when Darcy elbowed her, knocking Paula off stride and Darcy won.
 
   “You are so bad,” said Paula, breathing heavily.
 
   Darcy smiled sweetly. “It’s just soccer.”
 
   Then we raced back to the other goal. I got a good jump and stayed a step behind Paula and Darcy, running as hard as I could. I waited for them to pull away and when they didn’t I realized that I might just be able to beat them. I pumped my legs harder and came up beside Darcy who didn’t see me because she was eying Paula. I kept trying to pass her but she was too fast. I got mad. I had never lost a race in my life. Maybe I couldn’t beat her but I was going to let her know I on her other side. I pushed myself beyond endurance and began edging ahead. She glanced at me, looking stunned as I started to pull away. I heard the others behind cheering.
 
   “Go, New Girl!”
 
   “Kick their buns, Newbie.”
 
   I beat Paula by three yards and Darcy by four. I gasped hard for air, feeling like my lungs were going to explode. But I was ecstatic. I was still the fastest on the field. The others came up and slapped me and patted me in congratulations. Paula was smiling broadly. Only Darcy looked like she wanted a loaded gun. As Christine slapped my back, she laughed. “I believe we have a new set of wheels.”
 
   Paula came over. “We practice on Tuesdays and Thursday. Games are on Saturdays.
 
   I was shocked that she was inviting me back. “Really?”
 
   Paula laughed. “Really.”
 
   “Sure. Great,” I said. I knew I wouldn’t make it to the first game but at that moment, I didn’t care. No matter what happened, forever I would be able to say that I had walked onto the same field as Paula Harper, twice!
 
   I had to tell someone. The only soccer players I knew were in Rosebud. They were out. Paul was also out of the question.
 
   I phoned Dede, who was on her way to drinks with a friend and offered to have me join them. She was eating a carrot as she walked. “Do you know Paula Harper?”
 
   “Not personally, no.” Crunch. “I know of her, of course.” Crunch.
 
   Of course. “She was doing windsprints today. I ran with her, and beat her.”
 
   “What?” The crunching stopped. “That’s fantastic! Her whole thing is speed. You know that? Did she ask you to play for her? She has a team in the Central Park League? You played soccer, right?”
 
   “A little, but I don’t have the time.”
 
   “Come on. Do it! That would be so cool!”
 
   “I’ve got to go.” I had gotten to brag. Now I didn’t want questions about why I was kicked off the team.
 
   “I’ll call you tomorrow,” Dede promised. “You can tell me all about it.” She laughed. “I’m telling everyone I know that my sister outran Paula Harper.”
 
   At the next practice, there were enough players to scrimmage. I played badly, mostly because I rarely passed. When I got the ball, I dribbled until I got a shot or an easy pass. My only saving grace was a long goal that probably just shocked the goalkeeper because she didn’t think anyone would be crazy enough to try to score from that far out.
 
   After practice, Paula asked me, “Got time for a drink?”
 
   Since we both lived in Greenwich Village, she took me to Callahan’s, a sports bar. I didn’t remember ever being there before and hoped that I hadn’t, or at least hoped that no one remembered me.
 
   Paula ordered a single-malt Scotch on the rocks and I had a diet Pepsi, joking, “I’m in training, now.”
 
   Paula shook her head. “Not on our team. Most of us have spent our lives staying in top condition. Now we play hard and party hard. We aren’t called the Wildcats for nothing.”
 
   I decided not to tell her about my addiction, considering that I probably wouldn’t make it to the first party.
 
   After some small talk, Paula got to the point. “Sherry, I want you on this team but you are going to have to work hard.”
 
   I nodded.
 
   “First of all, you have to stop trying to score every time you touch the ball. Ever heard of passing?”
 
   I really hadn’t. In school, I was always the best player so why would I pass to a lesser player. Instead, I always dribbled down the field looking for a clean shot and then took it. Girls called me a ball hog and they were right. But I had to be the top scorer. I had to score the winning goal. Otherwise, I felt worthless. But I couldn’t tell Paula this. Instead, I admitted, “I’m not very good at it.”
 
   “What? Where did you play? Who was your coach?”
 
   “I haven’t played since junior high.”
 
   Paula looked stunned. “You’re kidding? Why?”
 
   “I had some problems. Some injuries.” This wasn’t exactly a lie.
 
   “Right. Sherry, injuries last months or forever, not years. You had to work the family farm?” She laughed. “You went to jail? What?”
 
   “No. No,” I protested.
 
   “Sherry, it’s none of my business but I was a math minor and something’s not adding up here. You should have gotten a full ride.”
 
   “You’re kidding?” I had never thought that, had things been different, I might have gotten a college soccer scholarship.
 
   “You’ve got the talent, kid. But if you try to play solo in this league, you’ll get killed, either by the opposing players or ours. That long shot you made today? Did you see Darcy?” I shook my head. “Wide open. Rita,” she said about the former midfielder who was now their goalkeeper, “was edging toward Darcy because she never dreamed you’d be crazy enough to take a shot instead of passing it. She won’t make that mistake again.”
 
   Paula swigged her Scotch. “I suppose you know about Christine and I?” I nodded. “Well, Dawn and Rita were both All-Americans. Karen and Jill both got scholarships. And Darcy? Two Hermanns and three NCAA National title teams, mostly because of her, and enough attitude to equal us all. My point is, Sherry, these are not the kind of women who are going to stand around watching you gun when you should be moving the ball. Get it?”
 
   I was trying to get it but I couldn’t get past being overwhelmed by hearing about the incredible talent on this team. What was I doing there? I whispered, “You must rule the League.”
 
   Paula smiled wanly. “Second, three years in a row. Unfortunately, the Banshees are also stacked with talent. We’ve never beaten them. Hell, we’ve never even tied them. Just lost about every match by one point. Even worse, this year they stole Rachel, our goalkeeper. But I’m hoping that you might make up the difference. Our hot rookie.”
 
   Me? She was talking about me? I was too scared to death to be flattered. I was also way too self-destructive to handle that kind of pressure. I already felt anguished for letting Paula down and I hadn’t even done it yet.
 
   Suddenly, Paula laughed. “I got it. I knew this girl at UNC. She didn’t play in high school either, walked on as a freshman and had a full ride by her sophomore year. She was a nun who quit the night before taking her vows. Was that you? A novitiate?”
 
   I burst out laughing. I thought I’d been accused of about everything but never of being a sister. “No,” I said. “I was never a nun.”
 
   Paula smiled. “I’ll figure it out one day.” She motioned for the check, then turned to me. “Just for the record. When I was twenty-five, I’d have given you a hell of race.” She drained her Scotch and sighed, “But those days are gone forever.”
 
    
 
   Before the next practice, Darcy, the blonde with the awesome legs, was laughing with Rita, until Paula said, “Darcy, I want you to practice passing with Sherry.” 
 
   Darcy whipped around, gave me a lethal look and then stared at Paula. She spat, “Me?” I didn’t know who she thought was a better candidate but I suspected it was anyone but her. Unfazed, Paula nodded and began instructing the rest of the team to work one a new “play,” whatever that was.
 
   If Darcy wasn’t the best passer on the team she had to be a contender and for the next hour and a half, I struggled to return her lightning-fast, deadly-accurate passes, while she continually muttered that I was “pathetic” or “pitiful” or “ridiculous,” and those were just the comments that I heard. After a while, Paula sent over Christine to work with us. I was always in the middle and passing to each of them. Compared to their smooth effortless passes, I was hopeless. Then Paula put us up against two defensive players. We lost the ball more times than not and it was always my fault. After practice, I was waiting for Paula to say, “Thanks but no thanks,” but instead she cheerfully chirped, “See you, Thursday.”
 
   What was wrong with her? Ask Darcy, Paula. I’m hopeless! I thought about quitting on my own but I really loved being on a soccer field again. I figured it wouldn’t be long before she gave up on me so what difference did it make? I was confident that I would be gone before the first game. Otherwise, playing in a game would surely end in disaster.
 
   On Thursday, while lacing up her cleats, Darcy glanced at Paula, “Do I have to babysit the newbie again?”
 
   Paula gave her an icy stare. “Yes.”
 
   I didn’t want to cause trouble but didn’t think it was fair to Darcy. “Look, I—.”
 
   Paula shot me a hard glance. I had already learned that this team was not a democracy. Paula’s word was law.
 
   Darcy and I headed to a flat meadow near the field. Immediately, Darcy kicked a ball so far out in front of me that I had no hope of getting to it. But I dug in and ran faster than I thought I could. Unbelievably, I managed to get to the ball and flip it back toward her. It was a lame pass but it didn’t matter. Darcy wasn’t even running. She was just standing there staring at me. Then she smiled and nodded. I realized that she hadn’t expected me even get to the ball.
 
   From then on she fired passes at me that were just barely out of my reach, continually stretching me. Occasionally, she would stop me to give me tips and tricks. Her tone was as if she was talking to a hopeless five-year-old but her advice was pure gold. I had read soccer technique books as a kid but they were a joke compared to Darcy. She was a master passer sharing her expertise. But then a few minutes later, she would seethe that I wasn’t learning quickly enough. Finally, she stopped me and snapped, “You think you can ever do that?”
 
   The team was practicing passing drills, dribbling and passing at full speed. I stared in awe at how fast they moved the ball. I had never seen anything like it except maybe a fast break in a basketball game. “No,” I admitted. There was no way I would ever be able to do that.
 
   “Well, you’ll have to if you want to play on this team. Paula’s theory is that no defender can outrun you if they are backpedalling or looking over their shoulder. So you blow by, through, over or under them to get that shot. Paula is the ultimate speed queen,” she added sarcastically.
 
   Despite continually losing her patience, Darcy showed me over and over again the same masterful techniques and I pitifully tried to learn them. By the end of the practice, we finally got into some sort of rhythm and I started feeling like I wasn’t completely useless.
 
   But like every other time in my life, a good feeling didn’t last long. The next practice, Paula put us up against Karen and Jill, two top defenders, and I constantly kept losing the ball as Darcy screamed at me that I had forgotten what she had taught me. I hadn’t forgotten. I just couldn’t do it.
 
   “This is ridiculous. The kid’s hopeless,” she screamed and walked away.
 
   I agreed with her and headed off to get my bag. But Paula stopped practice and called the defenders and me onto the main field where she took Darcy’s part. Paula dribbled toward the goal as the defenders edged nearer to me. Instead of passing, Paula dribbled past them and scored. She did same thing again and when they were forced to cover her, Paula got a pass to me in front of a nearly open net and I scored! Paula smiled. Darcy looked like she wanted to kill me. We attacked ten more times and even though I lost the ball twice and missed a goal, I did manage to score two more goals while Paula scored four.
 
   Paula turned to Darcy. “Try it again.”
 
   As we walked back toward the meadow, Darcy was seething and Karen and Jill were laughing, despite just getting their tails whipped. Jill whispered to me, “Darcy hates it when Paula is right.”
 
   I was fairly sure that Darcy was actually right but we got through the practice without me embarrassing myself too much. As I walked off the field about the only thing I was certain of was that Darcy loathed me and would probably never speak to me again. But, of course, I was even wrong about that.
 
   The Wednesday before the first game, I was about to rush up to the managing partner’s office with some important documents when I saw the third line on my phone ringing, which meant it was for me. Since it was probably just Elaine, I decided to call her back. But Adam hadn’t noticed that it wasn’t for him. When I returned he informed me, “Darcy Marsh called. She wanted to try some extra practice this afternoon. I told her that if you didn’t already have plans, I had no problem with you leaving early and getting to the park by five.” I was in shock! There had to be a mistake! Darcy wanted to practice with me? Adam mentioned, “I didn’t know you played soccer.”
 
   “It’s just a park league,” I stammered. “Nothing really.”
 
   Adam laughed. “If you’re playing with Darcy, it’s pretty big time.”
 
   “You know her?”
 
   He nodded. “My daughters adore her. One of the highlights of their lives was when I invited Darcy out to Greenwich for the weekend and they got to see their mother go one-on-one with her. Darcy got the best of Lisa but not before she showed Darcy, and her daughters, that if she hadn’t gone the academic route, she could have made some waves in the soccer world.” I was still lost at how he knew Darcy. “We work with her. You don’t know what Darcy does?”
 
   I shook my head.
 
   “Sometimes you can close a billion-dollar merger by stroking the top execs egos with a relatively cheap kicker, like throwing in a corporate apartment. If you’re looking for a New York penthouse, the one to see is Darcy Marsh. She’ll be around. I promise you.”
 
   Scared that I was going to qualify for the Guinness Book of Records in making a fool of myself, I asked Adam if I could leave even earlier to practice a little. Sweet man that he was, he agreed.
 
   When I arrived at the park, Darcy was already there and already furious, but not at me. “I forgot my knee brace,” she fumed. “I never forget it but I washed the damn thing last night.” She glanced over at a Central Park West high rise, and then said, “Oh, hell, let’s try it.”
 
   For the next hour, Darcy passed faster than I could handle but then Darcy and my feet got into a rhythm and I began getting the ball back to her fairly quickly. But as she bent the ball around an imaginary goalkeeper, Darcy winched in pain, fell to the ground and clutched her knee.
 
   “Damn it. Damn it. Damn it,” she kept muttering. She looked up. “I’m sorry, Kid.”
 
   Darcy tried to get up but was falling back down when I grabbed her, heaved her arm over my shoulder and wrapped my other arm around her waist. “Mind if we walk like this?” she asked. “I would rather that someone thought I was drunk or gay than injured. These trees have eyes.”
 
   “Sure,” I smiled. If Darcy only how many times I’d walked like this, both drunk and gay!
 
   She managed to limp over to an elegant limestone skyscraper where the immaculately-tailored doorman in a long formal coat helped her across the stately marble floor to a brass-door elevator that zoomed us up to Darcy’s high floor. Inside her incredible apartment, Darcy hopped around her kitchen as I entered the expansive drawing room with lovely but comfortable-looking antiques arranged near an ornate fireplace. “What do you want to drink?” she asked.
 
   “Water,” I whispered, as I stood stunned. The large picture window framed the gloriously vivid colors of Central Park below. “Can I get it?”
 
   “I’m fine,” she insisted. “Just damn angry at myself. I’ve got to stop doing too much.” She let out an exasperated sigh. “Except I may not even be in New York. Christ! What am I going to do?”
 
   “You’re moving?”
 
   She hopped toward me with a cold pack and two bottled waters. “Maybe.”
 
   “Does Paula know?”
 
   Darcy tossed me a bottle, then plopped onto the sofa and set the cold pack on her knee. “I don’t want to talk about it.” She stretched out her leg and winced in pain, crying out, “Fuck!” Darcy looked up. “Listen, Kid. Would you mind getting me a couple of things?”
 
   I was soon sailing around her apartment getting her cell phone, some painkillers, other pills and some pillows as Darcy moaned softly. But whenever I entered a room I had to pause to admire its sheer beauty. Each room’s furnishings, plants, paintings, pictures and breathtaking Central Park views amalgamated into an awesome scene. I had never seen anything like it. Every room looked like it could be in a magazine and I suspected that each one probably was, more than once.
 
   “Your apartment is incredible,” I said as I handed her a capsule of pills.
 
   Darcy smiled. “It’s going to get better. This building has the best penthouse on the West Side and one day, I’m going to own it.”
 
   “But this apartment,” I breathed. “It’s, well, perfect.”
 
   Darcy laughed. “This is New York. You can buy taste. I bought everything in here except for one room. For that one, I worked my butt off.”
 
   I figured it was the room with a brass plaque outside it marked, “B.S.T.”
 
   “Can I look?”
 
   Darcy winced. “Knock yourself out, Kid.”
 
   While Darcy worked on her knee, I entered the room and was quickly blown away. The walls were lined with newspaper clippings that began when Darcy was a cute little seven-year-old “star” of the summer soccer camp.
 
   More clippings chronicled her career:
 
   “Darcy Marsh Voted the State’s Top Junior High Soccer Player.”
 
   “Warriors Win Second Straight State Title. Marsh Scores Four Goals.”
 
   “Marsh Leads Tar Heels to Third Straight NCAA Title.” Between the clippings were glass cases adorned with dozens of imposing trophies, most inscribed Most Valuable Player.
 
   As I walked along the gallery in awe at what Darcy had accomplished, I paused at the end to stare jealously at the piece de resistance, a final clip announcing, “Darcy Marsh Awarded the Hermann Trophy for Second Straight Year.”
 
   Then I turned a corner and stared stunned at the magnificence of the last huge case containing the two shining Hermann trophies. The Hermann was an almost unattainable trophy, given to the best college soccer player, male or female, of the year. A player had to not only be a great but had to have basically a perfect year. Darcy had not only won it, but she had won it twice.
 
   I could barely breathe as I walked out. Darcy’s water bottle was empty. She had switched to red wine and was texting on her cell phone. “That is amazing,” I whispered. “You’re amazing.”
 
   Darcy flicked her wrist as if the room was filled with meaningless knick-knacks. “My mother did all that.”
 
   “What’s B.S.T. mean?”
 
   “My mother says it stands for ‘Brilliant Soccer Triumphs.’ I think it’s ‘Blood, Sweat and Tears.’ I never go in there. All I would see is what is missing. The only one thing I ever really wanted.”
 
   I sat down across from Darcy, again mesmerized by her incredible view. Darcy set down the cell phone and rubbed her knee as she stared out at Central Park. She continued, “I saw my first Olympics when I was four and became obsessed with standing on that podium while wearing what Paula calls the greatest necklace in sports, that gold medal. Everything I did was to get there. I made my first Olympic team when I was sixteen. The first of four teams.”
 
   She paused a moment and then said softly, “You can be in the best shape of your life for three years and eleven and a half months. But it’s meaningless if you’re injured during those damn two weeks every four years. And if you get a bullshit bone chip or a bum knee or some other bout of bad luck, you have to do it all over again. Four more years of wear and tear on your body.”
 
   Darcy sipped her wine. “Sometimes I wondered if I was just self-destructive.” She turned to me as if looking for an answer. “But if I was, why didn’t I disintegrate when I had three national championships on my shoulders?”
 
   She turned and again stared wistfully out the window. “Sometimes you just have to admit that life truly isn’t fair and you have to accept it and move on.”
 
   She looked up at me and laughed self-deprecatingly. “Darcy the philosopher. A bitching bitch, really.”
 
   She kept staring at me. “Did you know that Paula is the all-time leading NCAA scorer?” I didn’t know that but I wasn’t surprised. “Do you know how many more goals she scored than me?” Darcy held up one finger and whispered, “Yup. Uno. How upset do you think I am about that?”
 
   “If you had a couple of shots bounce off of crossbars, I’d say probably quite a bit.”
 
   Darcy smiled. “I’ve hit my share of bars but I could care less. Really. Christine is second behind me on the NCAA all-time assist list. Guess how many more I have than her?” I had no clue and shook my head. “Double.”
 
   Darcy looked back at Central Park. “Every time I touch the ball, I’m looking for the best shot and I don’t care who gets the goal. Nothing matters but winning. Everyone on the team knows that, especially Paula.” She turned again to me. “That’s why she recruited you.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “You didn’t know?” Darcy laughed. “How many times have you seen Paula kick a ball that didn’t go exactly where she wanted?”
 
   “Never,” I admitted.
 
   “So you think it is coincidence that out of a whole practice field, she kicked the ball straight at you.”
 
   “But what if I had never played soccer?”
 
   “Then you would have jumped out of the way.”
 
   I stared at her, completely clueless. Darcy smiled through her pain. “Paula can watch someone walk across a room and tell you within two-tenths of a second what their time is for the hundred. When she saw you, she stopped practice.”
 
   My terror over Paula Harper expecting someone as worthless as me to help her win games must showed on my face. Darcy added, “Don’t tell her, okay?”
 
   I nodded.
 
   Darcy looked at me for a moment and then said, “Listen, Kid. I’m sorry I’ve been such a bitch. I’ve got a lot going on right now and just before the season starts is the worst for me. I’m fine after the first kick and I usually get stronger as the stakes get higher. But I can’t stand this last bit of waiting. Now, four days before showtime, my knee’s fucked up. Again!”
 
   The phone rang and Darcy tapped a button on it. “What are you doing there?” a strong cheerful voice resonated across the room. “I was going to leave a message.”
 
   “Twisted my knee,” Darcy spat.
 
   The strong voice dropped into concern. “You all right?”
 
   “Yes. Just mad as hell and—” she stopped. A long pause ensued. “Someone’s here. Can I call you in half?”
 
   “That knee iced?”
 
   “Yes, Richard. Bye.”
 
   Darcy tapped the button again and lay back on the sofa, holding her head. “I’ve been the worst bitch to him, a sweet adorable, loving guy who last weekend asked me to marry him.” She swigged her wine again. “He just got transferred to London and wants me to go with him. He claims that after five years at one of the huge estate agencies, selling castles and chateaus, I can come back here and own New York.”
 
   She let out a long sigh. “But I can’t leave the team. Richard doesn’t get it. He was an All-American who walked away from a multi-million dollar signing bonus from the Eagles and I won’t walk away from ‘some little summer park league.’” She shook her head. “He’s hugely successful because he spends every minute of his life figuring out how to go the farthest the fastest.” She looked up at me. “Sorry. I’m sure I’m boring you.”
 
   I shook my head. “More like fascinated.”
 
   She laughed. “Right? By my fucked-up love life? Good luck.” She took another drink. “I swear everyone on the team has messed-up love lives. Paula adores her husband but he’s Tim Wood.” I’d heard the name before but couldn’t remember where. “Timmy Wood?” Darcy was dumbfounded. “Two-time Cy Young winner? Probably three after this year. He grew up in the Bronx and only wanted to play for the Yankees. So he gets drafted by San Francisco and then traded to the Dodgers. He’s finally a free agent next year and the Bombers have already said they’ll give him a blank check. But right now, Paula sees him about four months a year. We all seem to have long-distance loves. Except Christine, of course. Her husband’s a circuit judge who comes home every night, and cooks her dinner.” She turned to me. “So how’s your love life, Kid? Got a guy?”
 
   I shook my head.
 
   Darcy nodded approval. “Keep it that way as long as you can. Less complications.”
 
   If she only knew, I thought. Darcy was wincing every time she moved. “You going to be okay?”
 
   She nodded. “I’ll probably have to tell Paula that I’ve got a big closing tomorrow. She’ll know I’m lying but I’ll be ready on Saturday. If not, I’ll shoot that blasted knee up one more time.” She winced again. “God, I hate this but I think I hate that damn brace worse.”
 
   “I can understand why,” I offered. “You have the most beautiful legs I’ve ever seen.”
 
   Darcy turned to me and smiled sweetly, as if I were a child. “Kid, that has nothing to do with it. I spend every day of my life playing or preparing to play the game of soccer. That knee brace is a reminder that every year I am getting closer to the day when I can no longer play soccer at the level I want. And then I’ll have to give it up.” She stared down at her knee with watery eyes and then closed them. “Mind letting yourself out?”
 
   I didn’t mind at all. “Call me if you need anything.”
 
   When I got to the door, Darcy said, “Thanks, Sherry.” It was the first time she hadn’t called me, ‘Kid.’
 
   “For what?”
 
   “Listening.”
 
   I went over and embraced her. She gave me a warm, loving hug. “See you on Saturday,” she said.
 
   That Friday night over coffee, I asked Elaine, “Did my mother play soccer?”
 
   “They didn’t have soccer when we were kids,” Elaine replied. “She played basketball. She was good but not great. Now, your Dad. That’s another story. He was all-state in football when he was a junior. They used to call him the Cheetah because nobody could catch him. But that next summer, he was working in his dad’s auto shop and a car slipped off a jack. Broke his leg in four places. He was never the same after that.”
 
    
 
   On Saturday, Paula told me before the game that I wasn’t ready yet and to just watch and learn. Before the game, we all huddled together, held hands and chanted, “Play hard. Play fair. Play to win. Have fun!”
 
   Darcy played a tremendous game, scoring two goals with two assists as we beat the previous year’s last place team, the Pink Panthers, 7 to 1. Whenever someone made a great shot or an awesome pass the Wildcats would raise their arms to them with their hands in a fist and their thumbs up. It was the ultimate Wildcat salute.
 
   I stood in awe at seeing the Wildcats’ precision. They were a run-pass-shoot machine that was continually on the attack. Several of the attacks were planned plays. When they had the ball near mid-field, Paula would call an audible, like a football quarterback, either a synchronized attack or else a fake attack to keep the other team constantly off balance. I didn’t see how I would fit in. They were just too good, just too far out of my league.
 
   After the game, everyone went to Callahan’s, the league’s party bar. I begged off by saying that I had to go to a birthday party, which was true. To celebrate our birthdays, Dede took me to a famous Broadway restaurant, where she was treated like royalty. Dede told funny stories about her new celebrity life and said that the only downside was that Colin, her boyfriend, couldn’t handle her success and they had broken up. But she hoped that one day soon she would find her true love.
 
   When Dede asked why I wasn’t drinking I told her that I trying to get into shape because I was “thinking of trying out for the Wildcats.” I didn’t want to mention that I was already with the team in case my career lasted only one game. Dede made me promise to tell her if I made the team so she could see me play since her musical didn’t have a Saturday matinee. It was a promise I would not keep.
 
   The next week, I practiced with the team and then Darcy and I practiced passing on our off days. Every time we got near the end of the field, Darcy would tell me to sprint for the goal line. “The odds of me getting a pass to you are probably better than you getting one to me,” she remarked and we both laughed.
 
   Darcy assured me that the following week’s game wouldn’t be another cakewalk. We were playing the Banshees, the top team the previous year and now even stronger with Rachel Miller, the Wildcats former goalkeeper. Despite being Paula’s best friend since high school and winning every medal that Paula had, Rachel had taken the Banshee Captain’s offer of a very lucrative job if she would switch teams. Paula had gotten her firm to match the offer but Rachel had still left.
 
   I didn’t get it. “If Rachel and Paula were best friends and the money was the same, why would she leave the team?”
 
   “It had to be more than just money,” Darcy told me. “My best friend and I were awesome together in high school. Recruited by the same colleges. I thought we’d shined together there, too. But at the last minute she went to another university. She said that every time our names were mentioned it was always Marsh-Clarkson, Marsh-Clarkson and that this was the only way she could get out of my shadow. For twenty years it has always been Paula, Christine, Rachel, in that order. She probably just got tired of always being third. Plus now she gets a chance to win the championship while also beating Paula.”
 
   While only a few dozen spectators watched our first game, because our second game was a rematch of last year’s Championship Game, several hundred people attended, including a lot of young girls.
 
   The game was hard fought on both sides. Near the end, we were losing 2 to 1 when Dawn, our midfielder, and Rachel, their goalkeeper, had an head to head crash that knocked them both out of the game. Paula motioned me onto the field.
 
   Darcy soon shot the ball to me and I tried to pass it back. But as soon as I touched the ball, I felt scared to death. I had not played in competition since that last horrible junior high game. I felt like I was going to throw up. A Banshee stole the ball from me and suddenly I got angry and stole it back. Then my feet started dribbling the ball down field. I saw Paula breaking open and tried to get the ball to her but I completely missed it. A Banshee defender had moved to intercept my pass and had left an opening. I sprinted toward the goal, trying to keep the ball between my feet. As I neared the goal, the substitute goalkeeper dashed toward me. But my foot drilled the ball past her fingertips and into the corner of the net. I screamed in excitement and ecstasy as the stunned goalkeeper glared at me. In the game for less than a minute, I had tied the score.
 
   The Wildcats crushed me from all sides. I wanted the game to end right then. Throughout my life, whenever something wonderful happened to me, something dreadful always followed. If my life went straight down from here, at least I would always have this one moment of pure joy. I didn’t even care if we lost the game as long as I wasn’t the reason.
 
   Because my teammates were exhausted, they kept trying to get me the ball, looking for one more score. But my element of surprise was gone. Every time I crossed midfield, someone smashed me. I was being welcomed into the league with a vengeance. I didn’t really care. I didn’t want to attempt another goal and miss it.
 
   The last few minutes seemed endless but finally there was less than a minute left when Darcy drove for the goal and shot. The goalkeeper made an incredible diving save and deflected the ball toward me. I couldn’t believe that I had an open net to score the winning goal. Not even a failure lover like me could miss this shot! I was going to win the game! But I savored the moment too long and a Banshee slammed into me. She saved the goal but got a red card and we got a free kick.
 
   Paula kicked our free kicks but she was limping from pulled muscle. Darcy’s knee was bothering her. I didn’t know who our third best kicker was but I knew Paula didn’t pick her when she turned to me and said, “Sherry, you kick it.”
 
   I froze in shock and horror. In school, I had always wanted the ball, especially when the game was on the line. But not now. Not in this game.
 
   “Not me,” I begged.
 
   “Yes, you,” she snapped.
 
   Then there I was, standing in the penalty area, staring at the substitute goalkeeper who looked as scared as I felt. I felt like I was going to throw up. In school, I had made every free kick except for one, that last one. But I couldn’t think about that now or the ensuing horror that had caused me to be banned from playing on the high school soccer team. I was afraid that once more, I was going to blow it. I couldn’t endure that again. I was shaking so much that I was afraid that I might even miss the ball and make a complete fool of myself. I concentrated on the goalkeeper’s legs, hoping to see if she was leaning to a side. She wasn’t. I thought about my junior high coach saying, “Kick it low. So you’ll never kick it over the net.”
 
   The more I stood out there the shakier I got, so I just decided to aim for the right corner and go for it. To my shock, I kicked it beautifully. The goalkeeper had no chance to get it. But then the ball started rising and kept rising until it sailed inches over the crossbar. I had missed! And had lost the game!
 
   I wanted to die! All the horrible feelings of that missed junior-high free kick and the resulting nightmare that had followed it now flooded over me. I began crying uncontrollably. I didn’t even bother to finish the game. I just walked off the field wanting to kill myself. I was so blind with tears that I tripped over someone’s duffle bag and kicked it down the sideline. I didn’t care. As long as I lived, I would never play soccer again.
 
   After the game ended, my teammates tried to console me. But that was impossible. With two chances to win the game, I had failed both times. I had wanted to be happy just once in my life, if only for a night, so I wouldn’t feel like a total loser. But I was a worthless loser who would never be happy! I wanted to go to Callahan’s and get loaded and get laid, and then walk halfway across the 59th Street Bridge and hang a hard right.
 
   Instead, I heard myself screaming that I wanted a ball. People were talking to me, some comforting, some annoyed, some angry. But I could only hear myself screaming, “Give me a Goddamn ball.”
 
   I didn’t know when I had stopped screaming but I found myself all alone with a soccer ball before me.
 
   I grabbed it and ran down to the goal where I had missed the ball. I lined it up in the penalty spot and furiously kicked it. I was so angry I hadn’t bothered to aim and the ball veered off to the side. I ran over and grabbed it, brought it back and kicked the ball dead center in the net. I kept running, grabbing and kicking, faster and faster, over and over and over and over.
 
   My heart was pounding wildly from anger and exhaustion. My gasping breaths were almost hyperventilating. My legs felt rubbery. But I didn’t stop. I wanted my legs to fall off or for me to drop dead or both. I knew that if I paused for even one second, I would head straight to the nearest bar and into oblivion.
 
   Finally, darkness fell over the field and I couldn’t find the ball after I’d miss my last shot. Only then did I finally fall on the grass exhausted and lay there for an hour. But it had been cathartic. I no longer wanted to drown myself in booze. I just wanted a bubble bath. Both of my legs ached from so many kicks but I managed to stumble toward the subway. At home, I slumped onto the bed still wearing my uniform and slept for thirteen hours.
 
   For two days, I wasn’t sure whether to return to practice on Tuesday. I wanted desperately to play with these women, to be a part of their team but I was so afraid of the immense risk. I shuddered at how close I had come to the edge. How would I cope when I lost another game for them? Would I really end up in the East River after managing to stay sober for 233 days? With my dismal record, I could do a swan dive off the 59th Bridge without even losing a game.
 
   I was also so ashamed of my disgusting behavior that I was afraid to face the team. But the thought of never seeing them again, and of never playing soccer again, was too much to bear. At least if I went back, I could delay my demise until at least next weekend. Or Paula might kick me off the team. Then I wouldn’t even have to quit.
 
   When I sheepishly arrived for practice on Tuesday I wasn’t surprised that Paula suggested we go for a walk.
 
   “You okay?” she asked.
 
   “Yes,” I said though I felt far from okay.
 
   Paula paused and then said, “Sherry, my life’s greatest—and worst—moments have taken place on a soccer field. If you are going to play this game, you have to be able to handle both.” She stopped and turned to me. “I’m big on second chances. I don’t do thirds.”
 
   “I’m really sorry, Paula. It won’t happen again.” I meant it. I figured next weekend, I would probably just walk off the field straight for the bridge.
 
   “I hope not,” Paula replied. “We have young girls watching these games. I want role models, not someone screaming profanities.”
 
   I felt terrible. I wanted to be a primary school teacher and yet I was the one providing a perfect lesson in horrible sportsmanship.
 
   Paula’s face softened and we walked back toward the field. “Sherry, if you ever want to talk to me about any problems, you can call me anytime, day or night.”
 
   I felt Paula’s eyes on me. She knew that this went much deeper than just losing a game. But I didn’t see how I could tell her anything without telling her everything. These women were classier and more mature than school kids. But I couldn’t take hearing another joke behind my back about “Sherry the Slut.”
 
   Paula didn’t pursue it. “Darcy said that you kicked penalties until it got dark.” I nodded, surprised that Darcy had been watching me. Paula patted my back and added, “She said you were really drilling them.” Then Paula started barking commands and we were suddenly hard into practice. Soon soccer became my life. Before and after practice, I kicked penalty kicks. I kicked so many that my right leg seemed twice as big as the left. So I started kicking with my left foot. On our off days, I practiced passing with Darcy while she patiently conducted her master classes.
 
   I felt great putting all of my energy into something other than living second to second. Every night, I came home, tired and aching and feeling happier than I had ever felt in my life. I had so many demons associated with soccer and every time I walked off that field, I felt them getting smaller.
 
   By the fourth game, I was in the starting lineup. On our first free kick, Paula handed me the ball. I drilled the shot for a point. She just smiled and didn’t ask again.
 
   In grade school, girls used to get mad at me when I wouldn’t show them my moves. I told them that I didn’t know what I did, that “I just think with my feet,” but they didn’t believe me. Yet it was true. Before I had a chance to figure out what to do with a ball, my feet had already done it. My feet thought faster than my mind. In that fourth game, my feet scored two goals, completely apart from me. I hoped that they would always be there for me because those feet were the only part of my body that wasn’t a complete failure.
 
    
 
   Occasionally on the subway I would read a newspaper and marvel that I often knew two people in it. Dede was now pictured in the social pages, attending openings and premieres. She often invited me to join her but I had finally figured out that putting me in a room with booze was a very bad idea. But I did enjoy seeing my sister becoming the talk of the New York.
 
   The front-page headlines often shouted about Mary Denison, the “Murder Mom,” who was now set to finally be executed in less than a week.
 
   Because Adam’s wife, Lisa, was working on Denison’s appeal case, she was often interviewed. Apparently, at Denison’s original trial her lawyer, a public defender just out of law school, had tried to get her to plead “not guilty due to temporary insanity,” but instead Denison had shocked the courtroom by admitting that she had stabbed her daughter once and her husband twenty-eight times, and that for the grievous sin of killing her beloved daughter, she deserved to be executed and to forever suffer Hell’s anguish and misery. Denison had not participated in any appeals, believing that no punishment was too severe for her. Lisa and another lawyer named Keith Contrell had been trying to apprise the appeals courts of the “extenuating circumstances” which had caused Mary’s temporary insanity but to no avail.
 
   Meanwhile, the state had rushed the appeals and execution process to bury Denison, and any secrets, as quickly as possible. The “extenuating circumstances” had never been revealed but whispered rumors swirling around the case hinted of spousal abuse, especially after Sister Bernice Alice journeyed monthly to Denison’s prison requesting to speak to her. The previous women prisoners who had been convicted of heinous crimes and counseled by Sister Bernice Alice had all been abused women. For years, Mary had refused to see Sister Bernice Alice. But recently, she had agreed to pray with the Sister.
 
   My week at work had been a lot less dramatic, mostly because Adam was in Paris setting up a deal and by Friday, I hoped to sneak out early and get in some practice to prepare for Saturday’s tough game against the Vixens, who had finished third in the league the previous year.
 
   It wasn’t to be. As I returned from a leisurely lunch, David, an associate who worked with Adam, ran out of his office exclaiming, “Lisa just called. The nun got to her! Tell Ellsworth that Denison has agreed to be a part of the appeal.” Then he practically sprinted down the wood-paneled corridor.
 
   Ellsworth’s secretary informed me that he was in a meeting but when she learned that it was about the Murder Mom case, she promised to slip him a note. I had barely hung up when she phoned back. “They don’t have a conference room available indefinitely so the strategy session is going to be down there.”
 
   Within minutes the maintenance people seemed to be moving Adam’s desk and tables against a wall and arranging a half-circle of arm chairs facing his desk on which they placed a large TV screen. By the time several lawyers started streaming into Adam’s office, I had abandoned all thoughts of leaving early.
 
   Adam’s wife, Lisa, led the meeting from their Greenwich home via a speaker phone since she had declined a video screen. But on the large TV screen on Adam’s desk was her co-counsel, Keith Contrell, a lanky angular man with long salt-and-pepper hair and a tan face that looked more like hide than skin. He sported a Western shirt and spoke slowly and deliberately in a Southern accent.
 
   Everyone knew why they were there. A Stay of Execution had to be expeditiously drafted and signed by a Supreme Court Justice or Mary Denison would be executed at 6 a.m. the following morning, less than seventeen hours away.
 
   During their conversations, Denison’s “extenuating circumstances” soon came to light. While using a knife to clean fish for dinner, Mary had caught her husband having sex with their thirteen-year-old daughter. Enraged Mary thrust the knife at him but he had deflected it and the knife had impaled her daughter’s heart. In a mad fury, Mary then slashed her husband over twenty times and herself twice in a botched suicide attempt.
 
   While paralegals and associates rushed in an out, I fielded the lawyers’ phone calls. The pressure had seemed unbelievably intense until I informed them that the execution had been moved up to midnight. This news turned Adam’s office into a sizzling pressure-cooker.
 
   The sweating tension was lifted momentarily with the arrival of Roger Ellsworth. Apparently, Roger and Keith had once been partners, working on appeals of capital murder cases before, according to Keith, Roger had “sold his soul” to Wall Street. Keith mocked Roger’s expensive suit as he swung his cowboy boots up onto his desk to show that he was still true to his roots. Ten seconds later they were back murmuring in earnest tones.
 
    While I was frantically scrawling messages from two previous calls, I snatched up the ringing phone and snapped, “Mr. Turner’s office.”
 
   “Mr. Harrington here.” I gasped. Charles Henry Harrington IV was Whitney’s managing partner, probably the only one in the building who demanded, and received, more respect then Adam. His frequent calls to Adam had always been through his secretary. I had never before personally heard his deep baritone, the voice from on high.
 
   He had paused, waiting for me to utter some words of serious respect. “Yes. Yes, Mr. Harrington,” I stammered. “But Mr. Turner isn’t—”
 
   “—How many are in there?” he demanded.
 
   I glanced into Adam’s office. “About twelve,” I said meekly.
 
   “How many partners?” he barked.
 
   I wasn’t sure but four lawyers looked older than thirty, “Four?” I replied nervously.
 
   He grunted angrily. “Any kind of press release must only say that a Wall Street firm was involved, not our name. Understood?”
 
   “Yes, Sir.”
 
   He paused and then retorted. “Christ, forget it. This’ll become a goddamn circus! Adam owes me big for this.” He slammed down the phone.
 
   I was breathing heavily, now worried about Adam. What if he got fired over this? I’d be back on the street again. Would it put me under? Sherry! What about his lovely daughters? Everything isn’t always only about you!
 
   For the rest of the afternoon, I just wanted to handle the calls and then get out of there. At 5:30 I was still constantly on the phone when David asked me if I wanted to work overtime. I loved overtime and its instant 50% pay raise but not that night. This had nothing to do with Adam but it was his wife’s big case. I owed Adam so much. At least I could spend another hour or so taking more messages.
 
   Food, documents, calls all came and went. As the evening went on, the mood in Adam’s office became more desperate.
 
   
  
 

A girl in the DC office named Kelly and I were coordinating the whereabouts of the nine Supreme Court Justices since one of them would be needed to sign the Temporary Stay of Execution. Unfortunately, the whereabouts of Justice Klein, the Justice that the lawyers were most eager to find, was unknown and everyone feared that he had left town for the weekend.
 
   Although the lawyers struggled valiantly into the night, with less than ninety-minutes left before Mary was to be executed, all seemed lost. They couldn’t find a solid precedent. Apparently no one in American judicial history had waived all of their rights throughout their trial and the appeals process until just before their death when they decided that they wanted their rights back and a new trial. If they could just stay the execution they would have all weekend to try to find evidence for a new trial. But they didn’t have all weekend. They had a little more than an hour.
 
   Kelly finally informed me of some good news. “Justice Klein is in, of all places, New York. He’s having dinner with friends at the Yale Club. He’s still there but he’s leaving soon and we don’t know his hotel. So someone better get on it.”
 
   Hours before I had given up demurely handing messages to the lawyers. I had become like a train conductor. I rasped, “Justice Klein in New York. Yale Club. Leaving soon. Don’t know hotel.” Next stop, Croton-on-Hudson. Next stop, Klein-at-Yale.
 
   Murmurs and scrambling followed. Ellsworth emerged from the office. “I’ll talk to him but we’ll need something! Anything!”
 
   Then Lisa’s speaker screamed out, “That’s it! It is McCormack! Justice Klein wrote the brief for the High Court!”
 
   Ellsworth, who had paused, looked dejected and inside the silent office, heads shook. “Lisa!” spat Ellsworth. “We’ve discarded McCormack twice now. Hours ago. The Court didn’t hear the case. They sent it back down.”
 
   “To where?” Lisa replied with a slight laugh.
 
   “Oh shit!” cried Ellsworth. He added slowly and softly, “to the great state in which Mary Denison’s resides.” He strode briskly down the hallway, screaming back, “You guys get this damn thing right! I’ll get a cab! David, take the limo! And bring Sherry! Don’t forget…”
 
   He was out of earshot. But not before I had heard my name. Why me?
 
   David escorted me toward the elevators, explaining, “Klein once personified a pushy lawyer but now he’s old, serene and hates pushy lawyers. Roger thinks you being there as a go-between will soften him. I’ll do everything. You just serve him coffee or something. You okay with that? Or should I try to get someone else?” It was a question but he was really begging. There was no time to get anyone else.
 
   Awaiting us was the longest limousine I’d ever seen. David and I sat in the soft leather back seat facing long plush leather bench seats on each side. At the front end was a bank of computers, phones, a fax machine, filing drawers and a clock which said that Mary was going to die in forty-six minutes. I glanced up at a long wooden panel stretching along the ceiling. David held his hand over his cell phone. “It comes down into a table,” David informed me, “for meetings.” David was talking to both Ellsworth and the lawyers still remaining in Adam’s office.
 
   At one point, David cried out, “I know. I know. ‘Fuck the facts and go to hell.’” When he hung up, he turned to me, embarrassed. “That’s lawyer, huh, huh—” He paused, staring at his perfectly-shined wingtip shoes. “There’s an old law school saying that in court first you argue the law. If you can’t argue the law, you argue the facts. If you can’t argue the facts, you argue like hell. When Justice Klein was Chief Advocate for the ACLU and arguing a case before the Supreme Court, that phrase was his colorful way of saying he only wanted to argue the law. That’s why we have to have the law to get to him.”
 
   Outside the Yale Club, Vanderbilt Avenue was teeming with well-dressed nightlife but David was all business. “As soon as they start faxing the Stay, I’ll compile it and you, very carefully, take in the sections so Justice Klein can begin reading it immediately.” He glanced at his watch. “This is going to be close.”
 
   We got out and I heard, “Sherry? Sherry! I didn’t know you were a Yale Club member?” I turned around to see Christine Cane laughing. I had only really seen her in a soccer togs and she looked absolutely stunning in a cocktail dress. She hugged me and turned toward a tall, distinguished-looking older man. At five-ten and wearing heels Christine would tower over most men but her husband had her by at least two inches. “Baxter, dear, this is Sherry, our new star.” He nodded and smiled. Christine looked approvingly at David, my “date,” who during the introductions, referred to Baxter deferentially as Judge Walton. “No late stuff,” Christine admonished me. “Big game tomorrow.” With a glance at the limo, she added, “Nice wheels,” and she and Baxter strolled toward Park Avenue.
 
   Behind them stood Ellsworth and a small, ancient-looking man with a pearl-handle cane. Ellsworth handled quick introductions. He had booked a private room for Justice Klein to read the Stay but the Justice had another idea. “Seems easier for me to just read it in the limo.” He turned to me. “Would you please join me, my Dear?” When David protested that I was just a secretary and didn’t compile documents, Justice Klein waved him away with a crooked wrist. “We’ll be fine.” The Justice held door open for me.
 
   He had to be kidding! Me? Mary dies because I screw up the paperwork! I turned to David but he looked helpless. “Sherry?” The Justice was waiting. As I got in, I thought I saw David drop his cell phone on the floor before he closed the door.
 
   Inside the limo, Justice Klein informed me that I was to retrieve the pages from the fax machine, hand them to him and under no circumstances was I to touch his pile of read pages. The fax was the fastest I had ever seen and pages started shooting out of it. When the Justice informed me that different sections should have different tabs, I ruefully admitted that I had never before compiled a document. Paralegals had always done that. Justice Klein patiently had me rummage through the file drawers until I found the correct tab and then he inserted it into the document. Great, I thought, she dies because I didn’t find the right tab in time.
 
   Whenever I retrieved more pages, I couldn’t help staring at the silently-ticking clock. Only eight minutes left. While Justice Klein seemed deadly calm, I could feel my heart beating furiously inside my chest. He never once glanced at the clock but just seemed to be leisurely reading.
 
   With less than two minutes left, the pages stopped. Justice Klein asked for the last tab. I couldn’t believe it. Mary was about to die! As I furiously went through the drawers I suddenly had a horrible thought. What if the clock was slow! If it was already passed midnight! I heard him whisper, “It is correct!” Fuck! This guy can read minds, too? I found the right tab and rushed back to him. “It’s not legal unless it is stapled,” he said. “Please find a stapler.”
 
   I’d been through almost all the drawers. “There isn’t one.”
 
   “It’s a legal limo, Sherry. It has everything,” he said calmly. Fifty-eight seconds!
 
   I ran to the front and began ripping open drawers. Finally, I found a drawer with three different sized staplers. Without looking up from his reading, he said, “The largest one.”
 
   I ran to the back and handed him the stapler. Forty-five seconds! “I’m afraid my arthritis won’t allow me. Would you mind doing it?” Forty seconds! I tried but the document was too thick. I couldn’t do it. Thirty seconds! “David is just outside,” I pleaded with him. David lifted weights. He could do it in one quick snap.
 
   “It would be better if we could do it.”
 
   Twenty seconds! I was outraged. He was going to let that woman die rather than ask David to staple the damn document? What kind of ogre was he? “You want it stapled? You want it stapled!” I hissed. “I’ll staple the damn thing for you.” I slammed the Stay and the stapler on the floor. Then I flipped off my high heels. In one quick move I did a cartwheel as I kicked my feet off the board table ceiling so that all my weight and force went into my fists on the stapler and smashed the staple solidly through the document. “It’s stapled!” I spat at him. “You want the bottom stapled, too?”
 
   Very calmly, Justice Klein said, “I would love for you to staple the bottom part, my dear Sherry. But I’m not sure my eighty-four-year-old heart could take it.” He smiled and I suddenly realized that during my cartwheel, my skirt had been tossed down around my face. I was mortified.
 
   Justice Klein picked up the Stay and pulling a gold pen from his suit pocket, he slashed his signature across the last page with a flourish. I yanked on my heels. Twelve seconds! “Thank you very much for your help, Sherry. Take my hand and don’t let go until I’ve gotten you to your people.”
 
   Was he crazy? My people were one foot outside the door. But I took his tiny bony hand. Justice Klein cracked open the door and Ellsworth’s gold-cuff-linked hand reached in to grab the document. Then, as the Justice and I emerged from the limo, we were blindsided by flashes and bright lights as people jostled us around. Two policemen tried to hold back the crowd. Suddenly blind and terrified, I clung grimly to the Justice’s small hand. Somewhere above the melee of the reporters’ questions, I heard Ellsworth yelling, “He signed it. Justice Klein signed the Stay.”
 
   The policemen marshaled us over to another limo where David was standing. He opened the door for Justice Klein. I was still clinging to him. Justice Klein turned and kissed my hand. “You were a joy, Sherry. Good night.” He got inside and was gone. 
 
   “Roger’s handling the press,” David said. “Unless you want to talk to them?”
 
   “Me! What would I say?”
 
   “I’ll take that as a no,” replied David. “Let’s get out of here.” We hustled up to Park Avenue and were safely in a cab before David finally seemed to breathe again. “Wow!” he cried out. “If I’m a lawyer for forty years and make millions, I’ll never be as proud of this profession as I am right now.” He pounded his fists. “We saved a life that deserved to be saved! How many lawyers can say that?” He turned to me. “Listen, you want to get a drink or something? I just feel so great!”
 
   I vigorously shook my head. I knew he had a girlfriend and was just being sociable. But I didn’t want to go near a bar, not then, not ever.
 
   “Sure. Sure,” said David. “I understand.”
 
   He dropped me off at my building on his way back to the office. I could hear my phone ringing before I entered the apartment. I was too exhausted to talk to anyone. But that didn’t matter. The phone kept on ringing, mostly from my teammates and with messages calling me a “star.”
 
   I turned on the TV to the NY1 channel and saw non-stop coverage about the Murder Mom case. They showed trial coverage, an interview with Keith Contrell, Roger Ellsworth’s press conference and then I saw it—a shot of Justice Klein and me emerging from the limo. I looked like some blinded, blinking child being towed along by her grandfather. I would have hoped that no one would recognize me but it was too late for that. I clicked off the TV and fell on my bed as the calls continued. What were they doing up this late? We had a big game tomorrow.
 
   While we laced up, a couple teammates ribbed me about being a “TV star.” But the others were all business. Neither Paula nor Darcy said a word. The Vixens must have heard the “star” comments because they immediately double and triple teamed me and I couldn’t get free to get the passes that Darcy and I had practiced. Darcy kept yelling “Sherry” but I didn’t know what to do. Actually, I knew what she always wanted me to do—go for the goal! But there were always defenders blocking my way. Finally, after she screamed my name again, I shot like a rocket toward the goal. I heard the ball kicked and turned to see it threading defenders toward me. I trapped it and jammed it past the goalkeeper for a score. I loved my teammates embracing me but thought they should be congratulating Darcy for an incredible pass. But I basked in their love anyway.
 
   From then on, I was not only covered but pushed and shoved around for the rest of the game but I keep sprinting toward the goal with defenders in tow, once enabling Paula to get open, who scored easily. Doubling and tripling me while leaving Paula open? Were they crazy? They deserved to lose, and they did. The final score was only 3 to 2 but we remained undefeated.
 
   As in every other game, when someone made a great shot or an assist, the other teammates gave her a thumbs up, the ultimate Wildcat salute. I never gave one. I just didn’t feel worthy of congratulating them. It also seemed like I didn’t get that many thumbs up either. Maybe my teammates didn’t think I deserved them. But one great thing did happen for the first time in that game. For years, defenders had screamed, “Watch Harper-Cane!” That day I heard, “Watch Marsh-Johnson.” Unbelievable! My paltry nothing name was linked to the great Darcy Marsh. Sure, almost all of our pair was Darcy but I was thrilled to be whatever was left.
 
   To celebrate, the Wildcats headed for Callahan’s but I begged off, claiming to have a birthday dinner engagement. That night, Robie, feasting on a tin of tuna, and me, devouring Orange Chicken takeout, helped someone somewhere celebrate their birthday.
 
    
 
   On Monday morning, towering over my stately workstation was this huge bouquet of incredible red, pink and purple roses and carnations and other gorgeous flowers. Its card read, “Sherry, thank you so much! Lisa Turner.” The other secretaries turned from jealous to joyful when I let them pick their favorite flowers for a display at their own workstations and soon the whole floor seemed to be bursting with color and exuding a rich fragrance. Adam returned and seconded his wife’s gratitude, making sure that I had charged my overtime until midnight.
 
   Because Adam maintained his own schedule and I rarely checked it, I had no idea who his 11:00 o’clock meeting was until the floor receptionist motioned to a blonde woman talking to two partners. Her suit included the shortest business skirt I had ever seen at Whitney. But with her incredible legs, the skirt looked so natural. I’d know those legs anywhere, Darcy’s. Promising to call one of the lawyers that afternoon, Darcy turned and hugged me in front of the partners. Admiring my Dede outfit, she noted, “Hey, Star. You clean up great.” We chatted about Saturday’s game en route to Adam’s office, while she admired the floral arrangements.
 
   Darcy and Adam were deep into a conversation about Upper East Side penthouses as I wheeled in the refreshment tray. Darcy was remarking, “This one is also fabulous. Duplex on Fifth, wrap-around terrace, five bedrooms plus servants’ quarters. It’s listed at ten but they’ll take nine-five, maybe less.” Adam and Darcy were on the sofa with Darcy’s computer on her lap. I was impressed that Adam could keep his eyes on the screen. Darcy began reeling off the building’s A-list residents when she glanced up at me and laughed. “Sherry, I know this place is white-shoe but there is no way you’re going to serve me.”
 
   “It is,” I reminded her, “my job.”
 
   “Not with me.” I glanced at Adam but he was still staring at the photos. Darcy added, “If I want coffee, I’ll pour my own. If Adam wants coffee, I’ll pour his, too. That’s the least I can do for someone who is going to make me five-hundred thousand dollars.”
 
   I was thunderstruck. I knew that Darcy made a good living but that was way beyond good. Adam glanced up and laughed. “I know. What are we doing working for a living when we could be real estate tycoons?” He then dismissed me with, “Thank you, Sherry.” Twenty minutes later, they emerged from his office and the tray, with its coffee, pastries, fruits and juices, had remained untouched.
 
   Darcy smiled and winked, saying, “See you tomorrow, Sherry.” Then she strutted down the wood-paneled corridor. I had barely rolled out the tray out when secretaries from all over the floor converged on me for a share of the spoils.
 
   As I left that evening, I seemed to strut down the corridor, too. I felt great to be able to adorn our floor with fabulous flowers and loved being hugged at the office by Darcy who commanded the lawyers’ respect. I was Darcy Marsh’s friend and she didn’t care who knew it.
 
   Throughout my life, whenever anything went well, disaster was always waiting in the shadows. But this time I was in recovery and I hoped, almost begged, that for once, I would be able to stay happy. For at least a little while.
 
   Of course, as always, I was wrong.
 
   When I arrived at Tuesday’s practice, everyone was looking at me while laughing and calling me “Flash,” like I had become some kind of joke. I was clueless until Rita informed me that they were laughing about my unique way of stapling the Murder Mom’s Stay of Execution for Justice Klein. “I thought Whitney, White was staid as hell. I guess not!” She laughed again.
 
   I was instantly mortified that they would think I had intentionally flashed my panties for a Supreme Court Justice. I was also enraged. How could they know? David and that damn cell phone he had left in the limo! He must have told Darcy who then told the team. But that meant that he also must have told every associate at Whitney, White! I would now be some laughingstock sex kitten with the soccer team and the office!
 
   I burst into tears and started running away. “Sherry!” Paula called after me. I kept running. I never wanted to see another Wildcat or a lawyer again. Paula caught up and grabbed my arm. I twisted away. “Sherry! Stop for one damn minute! Please!”
 
   I spun around. “No! Leave me alone!”
 
   “Stop it!” she demanded. I stopped. “I’m going to handle this right now!” She grabbed my arm and walked me back to the team. “Listen up! What any of you think you heard today, you did not. I repeat You…Did…Not! If anyone says one word about this again, you are off the team! Got that? Anyone!” She turned to me. “What say we practice?”
 
   I wanted desperately to stay on the team. Especially since I was now quitting Whitney. I nodded. I didn’t play my best but I also didn’t try very hard either. I managed to miss almost every one of Darcy’s passes. I now hated her! How dare she think my life was some lewd joke! After practice, when she mentioned that she’d see me at our passing practice the following night, I just walked away. “Sherry?” she asked. “Sherry? Are you okay?” I kept on walking.
 
   At eight o’clock the next morning, carrying a large box, I rushed to clean out my workstation. I passed by David’s office. Like most of the associates, he was already deep into work and didn’t notice me. But apparently, I slammed too many of my drawers because he emerged from his office.
 
   “Sherry, are you okay? What are you doing?”
 
   “What does it look like?” I shot back.
 
   “Like you’re leaving. Can I ask why? Did Adam—”
 
   I glared at him. “You know why!”
 
   He looked shocked. “I do?”
 
   “Don’t act so fucking innocent. I saw you drop that cell phone Friday night. Now it’s all a big joke, right? Well, I don’t have to hang around here and take it.”
 
   A few associates had stepped out of their offices to check on the sudden commotion at a time when even the phones were usually quiet.
 
   Fear covered David’s face. “Sherry, will you please step into my office for a minute.”
 
   “Not on your life.”
 
   “Please. Just for a minute.”
 
   I glowered at him but his fear and pain were so palpable that I nodded.
 
   In his office, David closed the door. “Sherry, I am not admitting to dropping any cell in any limousine. Were it to have accidentally happened, I would also not admit to having heard—”
 
   “—You can cut the legal disclaimer shit, David. We both know what happened and that you got a big laugh out of it and spread it around the office.”
 
   “Sherry, I swear, I don’t know what you are talking about.”
 
   “My unique way of stapling documents?”
 
   A small smile came across his face before he turned serious again. “Had I heard the Justice make a comment—and I’m not saying I did—it would be pure speculation as to why he commented. Good lawyers don’t speculate.”
 
   “And I suppose you didn’t tell Darcy Marsh about it.”
 
   He vigorously shook his head. “I haven’t talked to Darcy in weeks."
 
   “Then someone else you told did. She seems to know a lot of lawyers around here.”
 
   He stood up and leaned over me. “Sherry, I don’t know who is feeding you your information but it did not come from me. I will swear to that. Because it is true.”
 
   I didn’t believe him but I figured I’d work until I saw one lawyer smirk at me. Then I would walk into David’s office, kick him where it counted, and then walk out for good. Let him sue me!
 
   As I walked out, David said, “Just so you know. They didn’t have cell phones in Justice Klein’s day but if they had, it was the kind of thing he would have done. He always wanted an edge in case something went wrong. I’m glad nothing went wrong. A lot of people around here are really proud, and proud of you.”
 
   I survived the day. I didn’t do my best but I also didn’t try very hard. Adam asked me twice if I was okay. I only nodded. Not one lawyer smirked at me. Apparently, it wasn’t the Whitney way.
 
   That night as I walked home from my subway stop I saw Christine Cane waiting on my corner. “Sherry? Can I talk to you for a minute? Just between us.”
 
   I invited her in and we sipped lemonade in silence for a minute before Christine said, “I know Paula said if anyone brought it up again they would be gone. So I hope we can keep this between us. But I just wanted to say that I’m so sorry.” I looked at her puzzled. “I just thought it was such a great story. But now, you’re upset. My husband is talking divorce. In sixteen years, Bax’s gotten pretty angry at some of my antics but he’s never used the D word. He’s told me a hundred times that anything he says in the bedroom stays there.” She broke down crying.
 
   “You told the team?”
 
   Christine glanced up at me, wiped her cheeks and nodded. “Justice Klein told his clerk, Samuel, the story but that was as far as it was supposed to go. But Bax called Justice Klein to thank him for a lovely dinner on Friday. Samuel used to clerk for Bax. They’re good friends. They’re all are so busy! How did they find time to gossip? I’ve got the worst luck!” She sniffled and blew her nose. “I don’t screw up often but, boy, when I do, it’s always a doozy.” She flung up her arms. “Of all the people in the world, what are the odds that a girl who did something that cool would be on my soccer team!” She looked embarrassed. “I’m sorry. I just thought it was so great. I still do.” She looked at me. “Are we okay?”
 
   “You’re not going to get divorced over this, are you?” I asked. “Even when I do something right, I still seem to still cause misfortune for someone.”
 
   Christine shook her head with a faint smile. “No. But I’m on notice. The bedroom talk had better stay in the bedroom or I’m going to be sleeping alone.” She looked at me with glistening eyes. “Forgive me?”
 
   “There’s nothing to forgive.”
 
   We hugged and Christine turned to go. “Remember. I’ve never seen your lovely apartment. Okay? After all this, I don’t want to get kicked off the team, too.”
 
   We hugged one more time. Near us, unmoved by Christine’s outbursts, Robie’s whine to let me know that, in his opinion, feeding him was of much greater importance then anything Christine had to say.
 
   Although no one on the team ever mentioned the incident again, everyone on the team had short nicknames called out to them in the heat of a game, and for better or worse, my nickname became “Flash.”
 
   The next morning, in my best legal jargon, I told David that I wasn’t admitting to anything but if I were to, I’d owed him an apology.
 
    
 
   Closings at Whitney created a lot of tension but my work was easy. I just stayed at Adam’s beck and call, rushing off to make last minute copies, calling paralegals to make last minute changes and, of course, serving refreshments. Anyone’s closing usually took precedent over everything else but when I told someone that I was calling from an Adam Turner closing it was like saying I was phoning from the White House. Everyone jumped. I knew their reaction was due to Adam, not stupid me, but it still felt great.
 
   Only the more I enjoyed it, the more I dreaded the day when I knew I would royally screw up. That day came during a small acquisition by Adam’s standards. A medium-sized, family-owned company was being bought out by a large Fortune 500 company that was an important Whitney client. Because the client’s president always seemed to be acquiring companies, David had nicknamed him Jaws. The family-owned company Jaws was buying David had dubbed Jellyfish. 
 
   Jaws had wanted the acquisition done quickly so he could announce it at the annual stockholders meeting. Unfortunately, although Jellyfish was three generations old, it had barely discovered the computer age. Consequently, to finish the due diligence on time, David and Jim, another associate who worked for Adam, had been in Jellyfish’s warehouse pouring through mountains of file boxes which they then distilled into complicated graphs, occasionally with Angie’s help. I was supposed to back up Angie but since she was a whiz at graphs and I was close to clueless she never asked me.
 
   But an hour before the closing, Jellyfish’s warehouse had a power outage and working with flashlights and candles the associates, phoned in the last minute changes to Angie and, unfortunately, me. While she quickly changed the graphs on her computer, I was soon overwhelmed and began writing David’s changes down on my memo pad, hoping that when Angie was finished she could help me with my changes. Unfortunately, by the time David and Jim were finished with their dictation, a paralegal was hovering over us demanding that we print the graphs so they could be inserted into documents. When she saw that I only had scribbled notes, she became incensed, seething, “If you aren’t capable of making simple changes, you should have given the job to word processing!” Snatching up my memo pad, she rushed off, shooting back, “I suggest you tell Mr. Turner that the closing will be a half an hour late, maybe forty-five minutes!”
 
   Humiliated, I slunk into Adam’s office. He was deep in documents with three executives, including Jaws himself. I had always thought that the nickname fitted Jaws since he always seemed to be showing his teeth, usually in a snarl, especially when he was unhappy, which seemed to be most of the time. Adam didn’t look up, saying, “We heard.” Jaws snarled at me.
 
   Thirty-seven minutes later, they emerged and headed for the conference room. Adam asked Angie to assist him in the closing in case more changes were needed. He turned to me. “Finish whatever work you have here, Sherry. Then you can go home. I don’t want you to feel bad about this. Understand? A half an hour is not the end of the world. So forget it.”
 
   His eyes were totally sincere. I couldn’t believe it! I had just delayed his closing and he was only worried about me! I didn’t deserve him. “Okay,” I lied meekly.
 
   When he walked off, Grace sniffed at me, as if saying, “Lucky, you’re fucking him, or you’d be fired.” The problem was, she was right. I deserved to be fired.
 
   At five-thirty, the closing was still going on. I walked out, feeling devastated. A billion dollar closing held up for thirty-seven minutes because of my stupidity! I was worthless. Worse, I knew that my causing some serious destruction was inevitable. A last minute change that a lawyer had no time to review. Not some complicated graph. More like an extra zero, with Jaws paying not six billion for a company but rather sixty-billion! All because of stupid, worthless Sherry! A perfect way to destroy Adam’s career!
 
   I could never be a real legal secretary so why the charade? Just like I knew now that I could never stay sober. Total destruction was only a matter of time. I knew that. I always had. I just didn’t want to admit it. Until now.
 
   I went straight home and straight to my closet. I threw on a short low-cut dress on the bed. Why not go nude, Sherry! Here I am guys. Have fun. Looking at the dress, I almost vomited. No! Stop it Sherry! Get a fucking grip! Not a fucking guy!
 
   I called Elaine. Her line was busy. So was Gregory’s. Darcy, my savior so many times without ever knowing it, was in Miami visiting her sick mother! Perfect!
 
   No! Damn it, no! Don’t!
 
   I threw the dress into the closet and dunned shorts and a jersey, grabbed a ball and rushed out the door. I’d kick penalty shots until the darkness was beyond black. Maybe then I’d be too tired to act out. But I was haunted by my thoughts. Did I really want to ruin Adam’s career? Lose every game for the Wildcats? Quit now while only you know that you’re an abysmal failure. Failure is easy, I told myself. I sure knew that, I’d been a failure all my life.
 
   Just one night of extreme acting out and Elaine and Gregory would hug me and love me. I could be a temp again. No expectations. Easy. I had stayed sober for 268 days. But I knew that I was never going to make 269 days. I turned into the first bar. It was a sports bar. Perfect. Half the people in there in some kind of sports togs.
 
   “What’ll it be?” asked the muscular bartender who someone had called Joe.
 
   I set the soccer ball on the bar. “A double screwdriver.” The perfect drink to start off this impending horrible night.
 
   The moment he set the drink on the bar, I realized I had no money on me. “Can I run a tab?”
 
   He nodded. He probably knew some guy would end up paying for my drinks anyway. And why not? If I’m going to act out with some guy and probably all of his friends, at least he could fork over for a few drinks.
 
   I stared at the silver droplets condensing on the glass. I ran a finger down the side and licked the moisture off my finger. The moment that cold orange concoction touched my lips, I knew my life was all but over. I raised the glass in a toast to myself. Here’s to ending it all! With the glass an inch from my lips, close enough to smell the sweet orange juice and the acrid vodka, and ready to dive into oblivion, I heard, “Hey, Sherry!”
 
   Great! A long-forgotten one-night stand! That didn’t take long. Then I recognized the voice. No! Not now! Not here!
 
   I swung around on my stool. Looking out of place in a power suit and carrying a briefcase was Paula. “Hi,” I said sheepishly.
 
   “Been kicking balls?”
 
   “Ah, No,” I stammered. “Just going now. I wanted a glass of orange juice, first.” Orange juice? In a bar? Nice try!
 
   Paula ignored the comment. “I’ll go with you. Give me five minutes to change.”
 
   “Great,” I said softly.
 
   Suddenly, Joe was all over us, exclaiming, “Wow! In my bar! Awesome!” He extended a napkin and a pen to Paula. “Do you mind? Could you say, ‘To Donna. You’re the best ever.’ She’s always saying you’re the best ever.” Paula autographed the napkin and handed it back to Joe, who kissed it, exclaiming, “I’m getting laid tonight.”
 
   “Good for you,” smiled Paula.
 
   I grabbed the ball and as we headed out, Joe called, “Hey, Miss?” We turned around. He motioned to my screwdriver still untouched on the bar.
 
   “Go ahead,” Paula said, thinking I had just forgotten to drink my ‘orange juice.’ “Don’t you want it?” In horror, I knew that Joe was expecting payment for the screwdriver, and I was going to have to ask Paula to buy my expensive ‘juice.’ Worse, I’d have to tell her why I was really there.
 
   “No worries!” Joe exclaimed. “It’s on the house.”
 
   I breathed again, telling Paula, “I changed my mind.”
 
   As we headed out, Joe called, “Paula, you bring Timmy in here and not only drinks, food, anything you want. It’s all on the house. I wish he were wearing pinstripes tonight. They need a stopper.”
 
   Paula turned back and nodded with a knowing smile.
 
   Outside, I asked, “What’s a stopper?”
 
   “The Yankees have lost three games in a row. A pitcher who wins and ends the skid is called a stopper.”
 
   I need a Timmy, too, I thought.
 
   Paula’s lovely apartment overlooked the Hudson River. Adorning the drawing room were pictures of Paula and a handsome man, apparently Timmy, on exotic vacations. “No trophy room?” I asked.
 
   “In Riverdale.” Paula emerged from the bedroom wearing only a bra and panties to gesture at a photo of what looked like a European Castle. “Forget about mine, Tim’s trophy room is probably bigger than this whole apartment.”
 
   “Do you miss him being gone all summer?”
 
   “Desperately!” She reemerged, dressed for the field. “Let’s do it.”
 
   For the next two hours, I got another master class in passing, and like Darcy, Paula was extremely generous in sharing her knowledge as well as some incredible tricks.
 
   As darkness set in, our legs both felt like jelly. I declined her invitation to dinner. I didn’t want to flirt with another screwdriver. But no matter how much I messed up in the future, I knew that I would always be eternally grateful to Paula for walking into that bar.
 
   The next day, Adam assured me that the closing had gone fine and no really noticed that it had started late. I felt a little stronger for having not slipped. I knew that I had Paula to thank for that but as Elaine loved to say, we can’t do it alone.
 
   I still had to leave Adam, I knew that. I couldn’t be responsible for ruining his career, too. But he was always so busy. I couldn’t find the right time to tell him. But I also had to know the answer to one question before I left. Finally, one night we stayed late to revise documents. No constantly ringing phones and associates pestering to see him. My chance to end it. Dining on Indian takeout in his lavish office, I broached my darkest thought.
 
   After stammering a bit in embarrassment, I finally got out, “Adam, after I had showed up drunk that morning of the meeting with the Japanese buyers, and then I left the firm, I never understood why you had insisted that if I ever came back to Whitney that I was to work for you.” I felt a new pang of guilt for assuming then that he had just wanted what every man I’d ever known had seemed to have wanted.
 
   After a pause, Adam replied, “I was hoping that I would never have to tell you, because I didn’t want to put any pressure on you to stay sober. You don’t need to for me, but for yourself.”
 
   “Okay. I know that,” I said, suddenly nervous.
 
   “I didn’t do it for you, Sherry. In a weird way, I did it for me.” Adam looked uncomfortable. “I had an alcoholic father and, intellectually, I’ve always known that I could never have helped him. I was only eleven when he got so blasted that he drove a pickup head on into a semi. But emotionally, I’ll always feel guilty for not saving him. I guess you were an attempt to assuage that guilt.” He smiled. “Now, you have to stay sober for me, too. How’s that for pressure?”
 
   I laughed. “Actually, I’m okay with that. I haven’t done that great trying to stay sober for me. Maybe I can do better for you.”
 
   He smiled. “That would be wonderful.”
 
   Now I didn’t know what to do. So I just told him about my quandary. Adam laughed. “Sherry, I would like to think that I will never ruin my career. But I can guarantee you this, if I ever do, the reason will not be you.”
 
   I felt like crying. He was not only the best boss I’d ever had but he was the most supportive man I had ever met in my life. 
 
   But as always, I waited for something horrible to happen because it always did when things were going too well. It didn’t take long. A few days later, Adam called me into his office and said, “Another firm has been wooing me for a year and I finally said, yes.”
 
   I was crushed. I wanted desperately to stay with him until I left to attend college full-time. I almost burst into tears. He continued, “They are reimbursing Whitney for the Denison pro bono. They’ve also agreed to pay you their top secretarial salary and to give you a ten-grand bonus upfront. But if you accept, you have to promise to try and stay with me for a year.”
 
   I couldn’t believe it. In my entire life, no one had ever done anything like that for me.
 
   “Yes,” I whispered, almost unable speak. I wanted to run to him and hug him. “Yes,” I whispered again and ran out, fighting back tears.
 
   We were gone in two weeks. We only moved a few blocks but into a spacious suite.
 
   Like Whitney, our new firm was also old and prestigious with hallways lined with more antique wood. Instead of just a workstation, I had my own office outside of Adam’s office with my own window overlooking the Brooklyn Bridge.
 
   On our first day, Adam’s wife, Lisa, came for lunch. She was even more beautiful than her pictures and her walk, talk, dress, basically everything, exuded class. I wondered if I would, or even could, ever have a fraction of that kind of class. She sweetly thanked me again for my help with the Denison appeal. Then she leaned against the door to Adam’s office and looked me over, making me very nervous.
 
   “Adam said you were attractive,” she said a bit too loudly, “but you are drop-dead gorgeous.”
 
   Finishing up a document, Adam didn’t look up. “Don’t let her intimidate you, Sherry. I said you were very attractive.”
 
   Adam came out. Lisa kissed him long and luxuriously and then said, “Just remember, Darling. I get you or your millions.”
 
   No! She was going to get me fired! The ten-thousand dollar bonus, my own office, all gone in an instant! I didn’t even do anything! Yet! Then I realized it. She knew! She knew that I couldn’t say no to the lowest scumbag. Surely I could never say no to Adam. I’d ruin his marriage and the life of his adorable daughters. Of course, she knew!
 
   When Adam returned alone from lunch, he picked up his messages saying, “Before you decide to quit again, you should know that Lisa’s comments weren’t about you.”
 
   I almost laughed. Now he could read my mind, too. “Lisa’s father wasn’t an alcoholic like my old man but we had both felt the pain of seeing our mothers’ eyes when our fathers called to say they were ‘working late.’ Hopefully, I’ll never mess up my marriage but one thing I do know is that it won’t be from being with another woman. Lisa knows it, too. But now and then she likes to remind me that men are men and if I ever do something really stupid I’m going to find out just how good of a lawyer she really is.”
 
   He motioned to the pile of documents on his desk. “That is my mistress, and if you think I’m ever ‘working too late.’ throw me out. Deal?”
 
   I nodded. “Deal.”
 
   As he disappeared into his office, I felt wonderful. Yes, I was the girl who couldn’t say no. But I also had a boss who was never going to ask for a yes! I couldn’t stop smiling the rest of the afternoon.
 
   Later, Darcy called to say that she couldn’t make our passing practice. “I’ve got two showings and my assistant just went home sick,” she lamented. The next thing I knew I had agreed to “show” one of her apartments. “Linda is the sweetest woman you’ll ever meet,” Darcy promised.
 
   Linda Harris was waiting for me in the lobby of a posh Fifth Avenue apartment building in the Seventies. Mature and blonde, she was wearing a serious designer outfit but her smile was all T-shirt and jeans.
 
   I was awestruck as we wandered through the lavish penthouse apartment with its myriad bedrooms and wrap-around terrace. The spacious drawing room alone was several times the size of my apartment.
 
   “This place should be in a museum, don’t you think?” Linda observed. “It’s too beautiful to just live in.”
 
   I nodded.
 
   She led me out to the terrace overlooking the bucolic beauty of Central Park. “I was here once before,” she confided. “Without Johnny, of course. He was working.” She turned to me. “Did you know we eloped? Had to borrow the money for the marriage license. But Johnny could sell. He sold me and everyone he ever met. We had some seriously lean years for awhile but Johnny had a vision and he knew how to make it happen. It seemed like one day I thinking about asking our church for some charity food and then next day I was on the board of some charity gala.”
 
   She looked wistfully down at the Central Park Zoo where a group of kids were enamored with some frolicking sea lions. “Johnny kept saying we were going to sell the company and just have fun for the rest of our lives. But the first time he tried to sell it, the buyer said he was going to lay off five-hundred people. They were our people, our families. Johnny just couldn’t do that. So we kept getting bigger and he kept on trying to sell it. The last time was two years ago when eleven thousand people were going to get laid off. Once again, Johnny said, no.”
 
   She turned to me. “You know the only vacation we ever had?” I dutifully shook my head even though Linda wasn’t really asking. “It was one day. We went to Memphis for a conference. Johnny loved the Beatles and he loved Elvis. We had planned to stay an extra day to see Graceland but some crisis came up and he needed to rush home. But then Johnny said, ‘There’ll always be some crisis. I don’t care what it costs us, let’s go see Graceland.’ So we had one glorious day of just being tourists, of just being Elvis fans. Johnny loved to say that our tickets for touring Graceland cost over two-hundred thousand dollars—and that it was a deal!”
 
   Her eyes turned from sparkly to sad. “Last year, Johnny passed away. Heart attack. And last month, I sold our company for more money than any one person deserves to receive and now thirteen thousand of our people are going to get laid off.” Linda turned to me. “So what did we gain?” She smiled again. “Know what the last thing Johnny said was?” Again, I dutifully shook my head. “‘I’m glad I married you and I’m glad we saw Graceland.’ His last words were about our one day of fun.”
 
   She stared at me for a long moment. “It’s Sherry right?” I nodded. “Sherry, you are young and beautiful and probably much too bright to ever listen to some blathering old bat but I’m going to tell you anyway. Go out tonight and have fun and tomorrow night and the next night. Have fun! Because if you don’t, I promise you that one day you’re going to be my age and you are going to say, ‘That crazy old woman was right. I shouldn’t have had more fun.’”
 
   If she only knew that fun would kill me! But I smiled, “I’ll try.”
 
   “Sure you will,” she laughed. “You won’t but I promise you I will, starting with buying our museum piece here. My friends think I’m insane to do it but I don’t care. I came to a charity cocktail party here years ago and ended up seeing the most beautiful sunset I’d ever known. When I learned it was on the market, I thought I can sit on this terrace with a glass of wine and watch a skyline sunset every evening that the good Lord is willing to give me.” She turned to me. “Sherry, you’re welcome anytime. I promise you it will be a beauty.” She laughed lightly. “And no more preaching. Promise.”
 
   Then Darcy strolled in, smiling, cheerful and, of course, wearing a short skirt. “What do you think?” she asked.
 
   “Sherry and I think it’s too small,” replied Linda. “We were wondering if you have anything larger.” After a moment, we all burst out laughing. “Here’s the deal. Since it is Johnny’s money, I’ve got to honor his memory by at least trying for some kind of bargaining. If they knock five-percent off the asking, I’m in.”
 
   Darcy walked into the drawing room with her cell phone and after a short conversation, she returned to say, “Well, you’ll still have to meet the board but I don’t think that is going to be a problem. But otherwise, it’s yours.”
 
   Linda shrieked with delight and we all hugged. “We should have some champagne or something,” she said, then paused. “I have a better idea. You know that big Broadway musical opening next month. Darcy, if I underwrite the project, do you think that you could get us sort of front-row seats and a table at the opening night party. Just us three. A girls’ night out celebration.”
 
   Darcy said, “I think that could be arranged.”
 
   “Wonderful,” said Linda. “It’s a date.” She turned to me. “Okay?” I nodded and she laughed. “My dear Sherry, at least you’re going to have fun for one night!”
 
    
 
   I had been so busy that I hadn’t gone to group in three weeks. I keep meaning to go but after a long week of practicing soccer and working overtime and attending classes by Friday I just wanted to lie in a bubble bath or collapse on the couch with Robie.
 
   But three weeks—and three weekends—was too long for Elaine. She informed me that she was joining me for lunch on Monday. On a brilliant blue-sky day, we perched on a Battery Park bench and munched on deli chicken-salad sandwiches as we watched the strolling lovers and scurrying suits along the promenade. Sparkly sunlight filtered through the trees and the breeze had a salty taste. In the harbor, a tour boat chugged toward the majestic Statue of Liberty.
 
   After dreading Mondays for most of my life, it felt so good to just feel good. I knew Elaine was going to lecture me for missing group but it wasn’t like I was acting out every night. I was finally doing something productive with my life.
 
   Trying to delay the sermon, I asked about her husband. Elaine seemed resigned to Hal leaving her as he had moved out almost all of his clothes and only rarely came home on weekdays, never on a weekend. But Elaine didn’t want to talk about it and the shock that would come when he was finally gone. She turned to me.
 
   “Sherry, it is great that you are doing so many things. I’m just afraid that you may be doing too much. Group really should be a part of your life.”
 
   “I know. I know. I’ll come. But being with these women is almost like group. I love their bonding, their closeness. I love so much being a part of the team. The only problem is that they pride themselves on being party girls and they want me to be one, too.”
 
   “Tell them that you are in recovery. I’m sure they’ll understand.”
 
   “I know. I just haven’t gotten around to it. I will.” I paused for a moment, then offered, “Know what I have been thinking about lately.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Becoming a nun.” Elaine burst out laughing. “I’m serious. You know I want to teach. Nuns teach. I can do some real good in this world.”
 
   Elaine set her sandwich on her lap. “Sherry, running from sex is not as unhealthy as running to it, but it’s not healthy. I guess you are ready to date again.”
 
   I vigorously shook my head. “No way. It could ruin everything.”
 
   Elaine turned to me. “It could also be wonderful.”
 
   The moment Elaine finished speaking, I was back in fantasyland. Although I hadn’t really thought about ever dating again, suddenly, I could only think about Paul. If only I had met him now, when I was 281 days sober. Ironically, I knew that it still probably wouldn’t work. Not until Paul admitted that he also had a problem. But would he listen to me, his ex-fiancée, the slut? Not likely.
 
   That night when I got home I looked up his number. Maybe I could help him. I dialed the phone, but then immediately hung up. Get serious obsessive-compulsive Sherry! Help Paul! Are you kidding? You fool, just listening to his voice on the answering machine would probably be your ruin! One bad day, one bad moment, and you are one day sober again! Calling Paul would be that tipping point! You can never see him again! Ever!
 
   My hands shook as I took them off the phone.
 
   But then I thought, what if his message said, “Hi, it’s Paul and Tracie.” Or “Paul and Susan.” If he was with someone then any fantasy that I might have would be over. I hit redial but instead of a sweet loving-couple message I was shocked to hear that the number had been disconnected. Paul had given up his dream home? That couldn’t be! But where would he go? Even if I never saw him again, I’d still like to know that he was all right. Suddenly, I felt so empty because I knew that there was finally no hope of ever seeing Paul again.
 
   The following Friday, I went to group and suddenly realized how much I had missed it, their love, their support. I never wanted to lose that. I needed to hear them sharing their slips. Sure, my life was now the best it had ever been. But how many times had I gone from the best to the worst in just a few hours? Countless times! I was 285 days sober and one hour away from going down in flames.
 
   For only the second time in fifteen years of recovery, Elaine shared that night. Two guests had asked her to share, her children, both twentyish and attractive but both with weight issues, one too thin, the other bordering on obese. They sported supportive smiles that barely veiled their mixed-emotions. As I listened to Elaine recounting the times that she had acted out instead of being with her family, instead of being a mother, I flinched at the pain shown on both hers and her children’s faces. Elaine wasn’t asking for forgiveness but just trying to help them understand why she hadn’t been there for them, and about an illness from which she was still trying to heal.
 
   Listening to Elaine helped me feel better about never seeing Paul again. Paul wanted to be a father but could I ever be a mother? Could I endure doing to my innocent child what Elaine had done to hers, to scar them for life. No way. Besides, I could barely take care of myself, let alone bringing into this world a helpless human who would never ask to live a life with someone always on the edge of oblivion. Paul and his unborn children were better off without me.
 
    
 
   The following week, Paula told us to wear our uniforms to practice. I wondered why until I saw Paula talking to a short, chubby guy with a bushy mustache and a bag marked, “Ben Bosco Photography.”
 
   “How about over there?” He motioned toward a clump of trees and we shuffled toward to a shady spot. Everyone seemed to know their places, except me, of course. I cowered in back, wishing that I had called in sick, since I felt like I might vomit. Despite playing well all summer, I was always waiting for the other cleat to drop that would get me banned from the field, and maybe even Central Park, forever. I didn’t want this photo to be a painful reminder to the others.
 
   Darcy, Paula, Christine and Rita were sitting in the front row. Paula glanced up at me. “Sherry? Sit here next to me.”
 
   Was she kidding? Me in the front row? By her? I wanted to beg off but I knew better than to challenge Paula. I was even more dumbfounded when, without a word, Darcy moved over to make room for me. So I slithered down and sat crossed-legged between them, taking the ball from Paula and wanting to hide behind it, or some tuft of falling hair. But then I smiled and it was a real smile. Lousy me, Nobody Johnson, was sitting between probably the two greatest women soccer players ever. I wanted my life to end right there, at its pinnacle. I could call in sick on gameday and still have this photo forever. To walk away, for once in my life not being a total failure.
 
   Ben Bosco thanked us and as the team scattered, he waved to me, “You’re Johnson, right?” I nodded, surprised. “Stay right there,” he commanded. I stood, staring at him. “Hold the ball higher,” he added. “Smile.” I didn’t smile and he wasn’t pleased. I tried a fake smile for his second shot and he was either satisfied or gave up. Then he pulled notebook from his back pocket. “I need some stats for your bio. You know, schools, awards, trophies, caps.”
 
   “Caps?”
 
   He looked at me like I was being coy. “Yeah, caps. You know, international play?”
 
   Somehow I didn’t think that once accompanying Darcy when she scrimmaged with a team in New Jersey would count. “I haven’t played soccer since junior high,” I admitted.
 
   He wasn’t amused. “Look, I don’t have all day.”
 
   Paula stopped stretching and turned to us. “Benny, she just told you.”
 
   He stared at me. “Junior high school? Really?” He tried another tack. “I hear there is a great story about you getting your nickname, ‘Flash,’ but nobody’s telling me it. You want to?”
 
   Rita and Christine walked toward us. “You heard wrong,” Rita said. “We call her Flash because she’s the fastest player on the team.”
 
   They stood staring at him. Christine and Rita were both tall and tough, and Ben was still short and chubby. He held up his hands. “Right. Fastest player on the team. Got it.” He waved goodbye, grabbed his bag and hurried away. Rita and Christine just laughed.
 
   After practice, Paula handed me four tickets to the Championship Game against the Banshees. During the season, several games had been played simultaneously in the Park. Each week the crowds had gotten bigger at our games but that still hadn’t prepared me for the prospect of the Championship Game. The league financed its season by selling tickets to the game, which was being played at a local college’s soccer field. The tickets had sold out hours after they went on sale but Paula assured me, “You can buy more, if you want.”
 
   Buy more? I didn’t know what I would do those four. Ask Elaine or Gregory to come? Adam’s wife, Lisa and their daughters had come to a couple of the games. I could probably give them the tickets. But I was haunted, as always, by the same specter. Why invite someone to watch me totally, inevitably screw up? Letting down my teammates would be enough of a horror. I handed three of the tickets back to Paula. “Give them to someone who can use them.” She shrugged but said nothing.
 
   My lone ticket would be for Dede because I felt guilty for not telling her that I was on the team and had been playing all summer. She chided me for not telling her before and said that she was rehearsing on gameday but that she would try to make it.
 
   Both the Wildcats and the Banshees were undefeated with one tie each, the game that I had personally failed to win. Although I thought seriously of not showing up, I really wanted to see these two great teams play and what better place to watch them than on the field. I decided that I would cruise around the field and stay away from the ball. Even a self-destructive loser like me couldn’t lose the game if I didn’t touch the ball. Both teams had such great players who knew how to make big plays. How could I realistically be involved in any loss, or even more improbably, any win?
 
   But when I arrived at the stadium and saw that sell-out crowd, I lost my breath, and nearly my lunch. It got worse. As I nervously laced up, Paula walked up and confided, “Sherry, if it comes down to a shootout, we’ll probably need five, so the order doesn’t really matter. But you’re kicking last.”
 
   As she strolled away, I stood there, suddenly petrified. How could she do that to me? With all the great clutch players on the team, why would she make me kick last? Why, Paula, why? I couldn’t believe it.
 
   Yes, I had practiced penalty kicks almost every night, but that was for my therapy not to get better at them. Didn’t she know that? I didn’t even think I should be considered one of the Wildcats’ top five kickers but I sure as hell knew that if the game was on the line there had to a better choice to kick last then me. I never dreamed she’d do something like that! But it wasn’t a dream. It was a nightmare! Suddenly, I no longer cared who won or lost. As long as it didn’t come down to kicks.
 
   As rigor mortis seemed about to set in, Darcy slapped my shoulder and smiled. “She was going to tell you on Thursday but thought you should get some sleep last night.”
 
   I turned to her, pleading, “Would you?”
 
   She laughed and shook her head. “You know better.” She slapped me again and said, “Let’s go kick some ass, and then you won’t have to worry out it.”
 
   My worries seemed over quickly as it appeared that the Banshees had also come to kick some ass. They soon caught us off guard by using our prime tactic against us. Their captain was calling audible “plays.” Within ten minutes we were down 2 to 0. Although Paula was seething she soon made enough changes to stop the bleeding, and I went from cruising around to giving the game everything I had. How much more damage could I do then had already been done?
 
   But the Banshees then went into a packed defense, making sure that no one scored, not them, not us. We attacked their wall only to continually be driven back. Paula and Darcy started shooting from outside the penalty box, trying to draw out the defense but the Banshees didn’t budge. Then in an incredible move, Darcy appeared to be taking a shot but put so much spin on the ball that it angled off to Paula who gunned it from the corner. 2 to 1.
 
   That loosened up their defense and suddenly both teams went on the offense in what became the greatest game I’d ever seen. The momentum seemed to shift constantly as one team would make a great play and the other would come right back at them.
 
   But with less than a minute left in the game, we were still coming up short, losing 4 to 3. While the Banshees tried to run out the clock, I managed to tackle the ball and get it out to Paula and our last attack was on. It seemed to end when Darcy kicked an incredible shot but Rachel, the Banshee’s goalie, got enough fingers on it to deflect it to the side and all seemed lost. Then Christine came out of no where to head ball in for a goal and we tied the game.
 
   Both teams were exhausted but determined to win. In the overtime, the Banshees scored first and once more we were playing catch up. With only a few precious seconds left, Paula called a final charge. I sprinted down the field but stayed near the touchline away from the furiously fast passes between Paula, Darcy and Christine. I’m sure I was the only Wildcat willing to lose the game in overtime rather than have me single-handedly lose it in a shootout.
 
   Determined not to give us an open shot, the Banshees closed in around the goal. With almost no time left, Darcy got the ball to Paula. Paula didn’t really have a shot but with only seconds left, her attempt was the only one we were going to get. I raced toward the goal, hoping for a rebound. But then Paula passed the ball back to Darcy, despite the wall of defenders between Darcy and the goal. Darcy didn’t even tackle the ball but kicked it on the fly. Incredibly, the ball threaded two defenders as it headed toward the far corner of the goal. I had never seen a shot like that, not on TV, not ever. I was excited that Darcy might pull off one of the greatest shots ever. But my amazement and ecstasy turned to horror when I saw that the ball was going wide, way too wide. I couldn’t believe that Darcy would miss by that much.
 
   Until I was shocked to realize that it wasn’t a shot but a pass. To me! The defense was so bunched up toward Darcy, Paula and Christine, that I nearly had an open net. Great idea. Only I could never get to the ball! I frantically pounded my exhausted legs. But I had been right. I couldn’t make it! With the ball about to sail by me, I desperately kicked my legs out in front of me and took flight. I felt the ball brush off my toe before I crashed to the ground and somersaulted toward the goal post. The crowd erupted into a deafening roar as the buzzer blared. I didn’t know if the screaming was because we’d scored or because the Banshees had won.
 
   Dazed and in pain, I stared through blades of grass at the goal where the ball was supposed to be. It wasn’t there and I was crushed. We had lost. Yes, I had failed again. But for the first time in my life I didn’t feel shame. I’d tried my best and had just come up short.
 
   As I struggled to my feet, Darcy leaped on top me, nearly knocking me over. “You’re a Star, Sherry!” she screamed. “An absolute Star!” Then the Wildcats all crushed me with hugs as we plummeted to the ground. I glanced again at the goal. In the far corner was the ball. It must have ricocheted off the near goal post. I knew that the score was all Darcy’s pass. Few people on this planet could have even attempted that pass and maybe only Darcy could have pulled it off. I had barely touched the ball. But I still loved my whole team smashing me to the ground with hugs.
 
   Then I heard Rita scream, “We’ve got them now. We’re going to win this.” And it hit me! We had only tied the game! Suddenly, the whole game, the whole season, the championship—and my whole life—was down to penalty kicks!
 
   My worst nightmare had happened! Paula’s words throbbed in my head, “If it comes to a shootout, we’ll need five.” It can’t be! Win or lose, I don’t care. Just don’t put it all on me!
 
   Neither team bothered to huddle. They knew what they had to do! Except me! I knew exactly what I couldn’t do. I probably couldn’t even walk onto the field!
 
   The Banshee captain kicked first and scored. Once again, we were behind. Paula led off for us. For what seemed like forever, Paula stood and stared at Rachel, her former closest friend and teammate on every one of Paula’s Olympic and World Cup winning teams. Paula seemed to turn her head ever so slightly, inadvertently signaling that she was going to the left. Rachel didn’t buy it. As Paula’s toe touched the ball, Rachel leaped to the right. But Paula drilled it straight down the middle. If Rachel had just stood there, the ball would have hit her in the chest. Instead she had flung herself into mid-air as the ball bore into the net. As always, Paula won. Score tied.
 
   One shot later, the Banshees were ahead again.
 
   Rita followed and showed why she was once a top midfielder. Smash! Tied again.
 
   The Banshees third kicker tried to stare down Rita only to blink first as Rita deflected enough of her shot to send it over the crossbar. Score still tied.
 
   Christine came next. She turned Rachel into a defensive player as she began a slow dance as if fainting to both sides. Then in an instant, her powerful leg smashed the ball into the right corner of the net. Rachel had barely seen it. A huge scream erupted. The Wildcats were finally, finally, ahead.
 
   Like the others, Christine sprinted back to embrace all the kickers. Except me. I stood to the side mesmerized by these women’s cool and awesome talent. How on earth did I ever think I deserved to be one of them?
 
   Rita got a hand on the next Banshee’s shot but not enough of it. It wasn’t pretty but it still counted. Score tied again.
 
   Darcy strode onto the field with her eyes on fire. In the box she defiantly stared at Rachel. It became obvious that Darcy wasn’t faking left, she was going left! Was she crazy! I couldn’t believe her ego! Did she think she was Babe Ruth, pointing to the center-field fence? Was Darcy still trying to exorcize her Olympic demons? By challenging a Gold Medalist! It was too crazy for me. It had to be the ultimate fake! Darcy had to be going right! But before Darcy even touched the ball Rachel was sprinting to the left. This was going to be so close. It was! By seemingly less than an inch all around, the ball slithered into a tight corner between the goal post, the crossbar and Rachel’s outstretched hand. An unbelievably awesome kick! Wildcats up one again.
 
   Darcy screamed “Yes!” The crowd roared. As she dashed off the field, I wondered if Paula would reprimand Darcy for her Babe Ruth challenge. But they just hugged in ecstasy. Maybe Paula knew that Darcy needed that challenge to kick her best, or was faking it, or whatever. These women were so beyond my thinking that it was a joke for me even try to figure them out.
 
   The Banshees’ top scorer kicked last. I couldn’t watch. With my eyes clinched shut, I waited, hoping that for once in my life I might get a free ride. Just miss Banshee! When the silence became excruciating, I looked. Whack! She made it look easy. Another goal! Scored tied again. And no one was left but me!
 
   My worst nightmare had happened! Everything was now down to the biggest loser on earth! Miss Sherry the Disaster!
 
   I couldn’t move! I was too petrified! Paula marched over to me and yanked on my jersey collar, twisting it so tightly I felt like I was choking. She glared at me. Though I was taller, she seemed to tower over me as she seethed, “You can make this shot! So go do it!”
 
   She shoved me onto the field so hard that I almost fell down. It was pure Paula. She didn’t urge. She didn’t encourage. She demanded.
 
   I managed to stumble out to the penalty box and even put down the ball, which trembled in my hands. As I stood up, I felt dizzy and queasy, about to vomit. My head throbbed. My heart pounded so hard I felt like I was going to have a heart attack or bust a blood vessel. I gasped for breath but there was no air anywhere on earth. I waited to pass out. I didn’t. Kick the ball into the stands! Just end this excruciating agony! I was going to miss it anyway! So why bother! Die, cry, something! Just end it! Anyway!
 
   I clenched my fists to keep my hands from shaking! But then my fists shook! I began hyperventilating so badly, I waited to pass out. But I didn’t pass out!
 
   I looked at Rachel. Her eyes were piercing, slicing through me, paralyzing me. Her head shook slowly. “No way, Rookie!” she spat. “Not past me!”
 
   Rookie! If only I was that. How about Joke! A junior high school player up against an Olympic Gold Medalist!
 
   Somehow, my throbbing ears heard Darcy’s voice. “You can do it, Sherry. You can do it!”
 
   From somewhere in the stands, I heard Dede’s softly projected voice. “Kill it, Sis.”
 
   I tried to concentrate. Kick the ball straight at Rachel, like Paula. But if Rachel didn’t move, I’d look like an idiot. But strategy was futile. I couldn’t kick that ball. I couldn’t even move. I could only stand there trembling!
 
   Try, Sherry! There is no shame in losing if you try. Bullshit. You’ll still be a loser. But Paula hadn’t said, “Go win this game.” She knew I couldn’t do that. She had said, “You can make this shot.” Of course, I could. Countless times in practice. But not while feeling so nauseous that I wanted to die. But I had to somehow end this horrible choking and gasping.
 
   Then it occurred to me. What if I did nothing? Every goal I ever scored had been done solely by my feet, reacting before I could think about what to do.
 
   But this wasn’t some instant reflex. That ball was lying there, staring at me. It didn’t matter, I had no choice. This kick was going to be done by my feet alone or not at all. If I missed the ball completely and made a complete fool of myself, then so be it but there was no other way.
 
   Having made this decision, everything then began swirling into some surreal dream. As if not a part of me, my feet stepped forward. Then I felt my right foot against the ball and it shot to the right as Rachel surged toward the ball. I knew she couldn’t get to it. Then in one terrible, painful moment, I realized why. The ball was heading for the outer edge of goal post. Horrified, I waited for it to bounce off the post and complete my loser life. But at the last moment, like countless times in practice, the ball hooked inside the post and buried itself deep into the net. I couldn’t believe it! We had won! And I had scored the winning goal!
 
   I tried to jump for joy only to realize that I was already several feet off the ground as I let out some primal scream that had been a lifetime in coming. The stadium was sheer pandemonium and then my teammates were hugging me and slapping me and carrying me off the field.
 
   The surreal dream continued in a blur of girls, women, boys, men, asking me for autographs or asking me questions or wanting pictures taken with me. Were they crazy? With all the great players on this field? I didn’t care. For one precious short moment, I got to act like a winner and I loved it, basked in it. No matter how far I crashed back down in my life, I would always have this one wonderful magical afternoon when I wasn’t total loser.
 
   Then somehow, I found myself in a cab beside Paula listening to the Wildcats rendition of Queen’s, “We are the Champions,” singing out, “We are the Champions. Of New York!” Then Paula yanked my head toward her. She was again in my face with her eyes flaring the same fire they had on the field but the rest of her face was soft, rosy and beaming. She declared, “Sherry Johnson, you are a champion, and don’t ever let anyone tell you any differently. Especially you!”
 
   An awesome surreal dream! And I never wanted to wake up. Only I did. When I saw everyone pouring out of the cab in front of Callahan’s, I felt slapped on the face. The greatest day of my life was destined to end in disaster! And become the worst, and maybe the last, day of my life! I had to run to a group, to be with my own kind. I wasn’t a Wildcat, not on the field and sure as hell not in a bar.
 
   “No!” I screamed and everyone swiveled around startled. I laughed nervously. “I’m sorry. But I’ve got to be somewhere,” I said. “This was great, really.”
 
   “Bullshit,” declared Rita and Christine, their arms pinning me between them. “You are going with us.” They were all but carrying me inside when Paula stopped them and they released me.
 
   As the other Wildcats dove into the bar, Paula turned to me. “Sherry, you don’t have to drink if you don’t want. Nothing will happen to you. I promise. We just want you with us.”
 
   Paula held the door open. “Come on, if only for a little while.” How could I turn that down? Of course I wanted to be with them. Paula didn’t know me but I knew her. I believed her. I did what she said.
 
   Inside, the place was packed and rowdy. But the cheering crowd parted for us and I ended up at the bar between Christine and Paula. When they moved off, Rita replaced them. Darcy then arrived decked out in a short cocktail dress and stilettos. Rita moved on and Darcy sat down. Obviously, Paula had told the team to keep an eye on me.
 
   There were songs and chants and cheers, with constantly raised glasses. No one cared that I kept hoisting high a diet Pepsi. It felt weird to be in a bar, and even weirder to actually be aware of it, that is, being sober in a bar. But I loved feeling like some kind of queen, surrounded by the Wildcats and constantly being offered congratulations and praise. After an hour, I almost believed I deserved it.
 
   With a Wildcat constantly beside me, I felt secure, until Christine stepped outside to take a call and a tall handsome guy perched on the stool beside me. “Hey, Champ, I’m Chip Benson, two-time All-American with a pro basketball career that we won’t talk about and currently the public relations director for a Fortune 500 company which will remain nameless because both the job and the company are boring.”
 
   He had obviously had more than a few drinks and being sober made me feel a bit superior and brave. “Then why don’t you quit your job,” I replied. “And do you always give out your resume when you say hello?”
 
   “Answer one, the bucks. Answer two, only for fellow Champs.” He looked at my nearly empty glass. “Let me buy you a drink.”
 
   He motioned to the bartender as Darcy sailed by, saying, “Hey, Chip. That’s a Wildcat stool. Get off.”
 
   “Just keeping it warm for that hot tush of yours, Darling.”
 
   “Dream on,” she shot back, then turned to me. “Watch him. He’s an asshole when he’s drunk.”
 
   “Like you’re not,” retorted Chip.
 
   Darcy turned one last time and smiling sweetly, she retorted, “But I’m a lady asshole.”
 
   The Diet Pepsi tasted better than ever but I figured it was because I was feeling so great. By the second one, I was feeling too great and realized what was happening, “You sure this is diet Pepsi?”
 
   He gave me wink and a wicked smile. “Maybe I just freshened it up a little.”
 
   Great! I hadn’t drunk a drop of alcohol in almost a year, and now I was half-blasted. I had to get out of there. “I have to go,” I got up.
 
   “Come on. Just one shot. We always celebrated championships with shots.”
 
   I remembered refusing and him refusing to let me go. Then I remembered holding a shot while thinking that one shot wouldn’t matter, as long as I left right afterward and went straight home alone.
 
   Then things got very fuzzy. I remembered saying something to Darcy and then watching Rita and Christine argue with Chip. I said again that I was leaving and Chip yanked me toward the door as Rita and Christine tailed us. There were still two more shots on the bar and I tried to grab one for the road. Instead I knocked it over. The last thing I remembered was that I had desperately wanted to knock back that one last shot.
 
    
 
   The next morning, I woke up in a strange bedroom with a throbbing headache and an uncontrollable urge to kill my fucking worthless myself. After over 297 days sober, I had fallen into that bottomless pit once again. The great day that I had wanted to remember and cherish for the rest of my life had turned into just another nightmare to forget. I wanted to run straight to the Brooklyn Bridge. I could not take it anymore.
 
   I threw back the covers and searched for my clothes. Strangely, I was still wearing my underwear. That was a first. Then I froze, wondering if Chip, All-American public relations guy, liked to get whipped, too. I glanced nervously around but there was no spilled blood. And I knew that the underwear was mine, a sports bra and prim white panties.
 
   The pastels and frills around the bedroom revealed a feminine touch. Maybe I had lucked out, and that All-American Chip was in the closet and his big seduction scene just for show. But that was impossible. Luck was something I had never had. More likely he was married. Whatever the reason, it felt too weird. I had to get out fast. But first I had to find a bathroom.
 
   I yanked open the bedroom door and whacked into a man emerging from a large bedroom. We stared at each other. He was medium height, thin, older and distinguished-looking. Unless I had been way beyond blasted, he couldn’t possibly be the basketball bonehead. He looked vaguely familiar and I was desperately hoping that I had never been so smashed that I had acted out with him! He wondered, “Which one are you?”
 
   What? How many were there? I spat, “I’m Sherry, not that you need to know or care.”
 
   “Sherry?” He nodded slightly as if recalling something. Then he headed down the hallway. “Elaine is at a meeting. She’ll be back in a half-hour.”
 
   Elaine! How the hell did I end up at Elaine’s? And this was Hal? I couldn’t believe it! But then I looked down the long hall and there was the Chinese screen that separated the group-allowed rooms from the private area. Yes, I was at Elaine’s, mortified at finally meeting Elaine’s husband while wearing underwear. He called back, “Coffee’s in the kitchen.” Then he left the apartment. What was he doing home on a weekend? It was all too weird.
 
   I showered and put on Elaine’s robe, poured a cup of black coffee, went onto the terrace and tried to read the Sunday Times. I wasn’t looking forward to Elaine’s sermon but she strolled in all smiles. “Hal moved back in yesterday,” she informed me.
 
   Well, at least I picked the right day to act out. The one time I definitely deserved an Elaine sermon, I might not even get one. I rose and hugged her. “I’m really sorry,” I said and then asked, “How did I get here? What happened?”
 
   “You don’t know.” She laughed. “I always thought that blackouts were gifts from God to keep us from having to relive the horrors but I’m not sure about this one.”
 
   I tried hard to remember what horror I had managed to live through and slowly the evening began to again unfold.
 
   I recalled hating myself for knocking back shots with a guy that I didn’t even like. And I remembered trying to call Elaine to tell her that I hoped that she was happy that I was again with a guy because I was not happy at all. But I couldn’t even speed dial her number and as Darcy passed by, I gave her Elaine’s number and my message. Then I remembered staggering out of the bar on that creep’s arm to see Elaine emerging from a taxi.
 
   “She’s coming with me,” Elaine had informed Chip. When he protested, she exclaimed, “Sherry’s in recovery, you fool.”
 
   “Get the hell out of here.” Chip pushed Elaine back against the cab.
 
   Then suddenly Paula was striding toward us on fire. “She’s drunk, and you did it, Asshole.”
 
   Elaine was looking around for a cop or some help but then Darcy appeared and put her hand on Elaine’s shoulder. “Let Paula handle it.”
 
   Let Paula handle it! Darcy really said that! The guy was over a foot taller than Paula and had seriously-ripped muscles.
 
   But Paula stood calmly still and said softly, “Sherry’s going home with her friend.”
 
   He sneered at her. “Don’t piss me off, Bitch. I’m warning you.”
 
   Suddenly, I saw the headlines! Olympic Gold Medalist killed in drunken brawl over worthless Sherry! “It’s okay,” I blurted out. “I’ll go with him.”
 
   “See,” he snorted. “She wants to come with me.”
 
   Paula didn’t even glance at me. She just stared straight at Chip. “You’re not taking her anywhere,” she seethed.
 
   Chip let out a malicious laugh. “And who’s going to stop me?”
 
   Paula spat back, “Me, and my team.”
 
   I noticed for the first time that we were flanked by Darcy and Christine on our sides with Rita behind us.
 
   Chip laughed. “Yeah, some real pussies.”
 
   He yanked my arm and started to walk off. But Paula jumped in front of him. He got into a boxer’s stance, legs wide apart and he cocked his fist. “I’m warning you for the last fucking time.”
 
   But Paula stood defiant. She hissed, “You really want to mess with four women who can all kick, dead center?” She added, “How high would you like your voice?”
 
   Christine slowly began singing the scales, “Do. Re. Mi.” Then she jumped an octave and sang, “Fal. Set. Toe.”
 
   Chip glowered at Paula, his legs still wide apart. Then he glanced down at Darcy’s stilettos and started to look a little nervous. Finally, he jerked away my arm and snapped, “Take her. She’s probably a lousy lay anyway.”
 
   “You’ll never know,” Paula shot back.
 
   He strode back into the bar as Paula helped me over to the cab. Elaine looked stunned. “I know mean drunks,” she observed. “I was afraid he’d kill you.”
 
   Paula was still incensed. “He got off easy.” She turned to me. “I’m so sorry, Sherry. As long as I live, I’ll never forgive myself for ruining your sobriety.”
 
   I just stared at her, unable to explain.
 
   Elaine answered for me. “Alcohol is a symptom, not her disease. You saved her sobriety.”
 
   “What?” Paula stared at Elaine, a woman who never lied and a woman who couldn’t be conned. Then Paula let out a long sigh. “Thank you, Lord. I owe you big time.”
 
   She hugged me and eased me into the taxi, promising to call me later.
 
   Now, as it had all come back to me, I felt so grateful to both Elaine and to the Wildcats but I also felt terribly embarrassed and ashamed that I had caused so much trouble.
 
   “Sherry,” Elaine said. “You can beat yourself up all you want, or you could see this as reinforcement that a bar is a dangerous place for you, and that you can’t do this alone. But the way I see is that those women got you into that mess, and they got you out, and for that you should be grateful.”
 
   I was beyond grateful.
 
   “Want to see something?” she asked. “A couple guys at group saw it.” She had returned with all the New York papers and we sifted through the Sports sections. Each paper had an article on the Championship Game and they all mentioned me. The Daily News had a picture of me leaping into the air after I had scored the winning goal. Under the photo the caption read, “A New Champion.” I stared at my picture. I had never seen that look on my face before—of pure joy.
 
   But of course, I had to think of something negative. Amid my ecstatic teammates sprinting toward me, only Christine was giving me the ultimate Wildcat salute, the thumbs up. I still wasn’t a part of the team.
 
   Of course, that didn’t stop me from buying several copies of each paper. I put the Daily News article with my picture into an envelope and addressed it to Aunt Dottie. I just wanted to let her know that I finally did something worthwhile in soccer. I didn’t have a stamp so I set it on my coffee table until I bought one.
 
   Paula called three times on Sunday. I waited until Monday noon to call her home and say that I was okay. I wanted to thank her for Saturday night but I couldn’t come up with the words, so I hung up.
 
   That morning, Adam had told me that he and his family had been at the Championship Game and they had all agreed that it was the best game they had ever seen. I thanked him politely, not really wanting to talk about it. But I did tape to the bottom of my computer my new aphorism: ‘Sherry Johnson, you are a champion and don’t ever let anyone tell you any differently, especially you.’ – Paula Harper.
 
   Maybe one day I would believe it.
 
   When I returned from lunch, amid the documents in Adam’s outbox were two programs from the Championship Game. Each had a page with four signatures: Paula, Darcy, Christine and Rita.
 
   He informed me, “I told the girls that they didn’t need to try to get your autograph because I said I could score it for them. CJ said that she got yours after the Foxes game but she couldn’t really read it.” That was probably true. I always scribbled my signature, so that when I screwed up no one would really know who I was. “I assured CJ that I’ve seen your signature and it is beautiful.” He was right, of course. My real signature could win a penmanship prize.
 
   I stared at the other autographs. I couldn’t join them. I shook my head.
 
   “Sherry,” Adam said. “When your old man is a boring lawyer, there’s not much he can do to impress you. But if I come home with your autograph, I will receive the respect and admiration that I so richly deserve—for at least ten minutes. Please.”
 
   In my perfect penmanship, I signed both near the bottom, away from the others but still on the same page.
 
    
 
   I jogged around the Central Park reservoir, feeling so alone that I couldn’t stop crying. I wasn’t sure how I could go on. Classes hadn’t started yet and my life only involved work and group. I worked all the overtime I could get and religiously went to group on Friday night. Weighing on my mind was the Wildcats’ celebration party the following Saturday. I wanted desperately to go, and to stay away. Being in a bar was courting disaster again but I longed to be with the Wildcats one last time. Since only the team was going, I wouldn’t have to worry about some creep spiking my drinks.
 
   At the Shamrock after group, I confided to Elaine, “I really can’t risk going to a bar.”
 
   Elaine laughed. “I wouldn’t exactly call Gianni’s, one of New York’s finest and most expensive restaurants, a bar. But can you go the whole night without drinking?”
 
   I nodded. “I may not be the brightest girl in the world but I’m not dumb enough to make that mistake again.”
 
   Elaine shrugged and smiled, “Well, from what I saw of those women, about the only person you’ll ever have to worry about is you, and a change of geography isn’t going to help that. Why don’t you go and have a good time, and call me when you get home?”
 
   The following night for a half-hour I paced back and forth across the street from Gianni’s, torn between feeling too ashamed to go in and wanting desperately to be with the team, if only for one more night. I felt physical pain from just knowing that I wouldn’t see them again until the following summer.
 
   Finally, I couldn’t take it anymore and crossed the street, hoping to sneak in without anyone noticing me. It didn’t happen. As soon as I entered, Darcy, looking gorgeous as always, cried out, “Sherry’s here.” The room burst into a loud cheer. Although embarrassed, I loved feeling their warmth. I had half-expected them to jeer me. There was something strange about the cheer though, and I couldn’t figure out why.
 
   Darcy hugged me. “Don’t let it go to your head,” she said. “We’ve cheered everyone who scored a goal.”
 
   Darcy sipped on her drink and then it hit me. They were all drinking water! I couldn’t believe it! Darcy noticed my incredulous look and nodded. “We’re all on the wagon tonight, in honor of you.”
 
   I was horrified! No! I didn’t want that! For them not to have the best time possible, just because of me. I felt sick! “No, please,” I blurted out, on the verge of tears. “Please.”
 
   “It’s okay,” Darcy informed me. “We’re okay with it.”
 
   “No. Please!” I repeated. “If you were paying, maybe okay, then,” I stammered, trying lamely to make a joke of it. “But it’s all free, right?”
 
   Darcy hesitated and looked at me for a moment. She glanced at Paula, who also hesitated and then nodded. Darcy called out, “Gianni! Wine all around.” Then she smiled and added, “And a Diet Pepsi for my good friend.” Everyone cheered again.
 
   It felt so good to be part of them again. As people moved around the room, hugging each other and laughing, I mainly stayed neared the door. Then I found myself facing Paula. I hadn’t spoken to her since the previous Saturday. While jogging, I had practiced so many times what I would say to her, about how special she was to me and how much I had loved her for standing up to that asshole. But the only four words came out of my mouth. “Thank you. I’m sorry.”
 
   Paula looked surprised. “For what? I should be apologizing to you, for bulldozing you into a bar full bastards and then not watching out for you.”
 
   “But you saved me.”
 
   “Yeah. Well, I guess, as always, the only score that matters is the final one. I’ll just have to go though life regretting that I let him off when we had the perfect chance to castrate that fool.”
 
   “Hey,” I said, genuinely. “He didn’t exactly deserve that.”
 
   “Well, it wouldn’t have only been for you but probably about half of the women in this room.” She sighed, smiled mischievously, and then whispered, “Trust me on this one. He’s a lousy lay.”
 
   We both burst out laughing and hugged. I loved her so much. I loved them all.
 
   “I have something for you.” She handed me a manila envelope, saying, “The Daily News photographer liked this shot better but they didn’t go with it. I agree with him.” She pulled out a glossy photo of me looking like I was levitating above the ground, my feet seemingly extended straight out of my legs as my toes grazed the ball to score that last tying goal. On the back was written. “This is the best shot I have ever seen. Ever.” Christine Cane.
 
   Under hers were other names. Paula said, “We all signed it, and agree.” Barely holding back tears, I embraced her again.
 
   I ended up having a great time and got to really know several of the women.
 
   Darcy teased me about being the team’s new “star” and I blushed. I confided to her that I now knew why Paula had me kick last. “You guys all have million-page scrap books. This was a chance for me to have a little one.”
 
   Darcy laughed. “Sherry, that’s BS. Paula plays, and coaches, to win, period. It was just your basic Paula mindfuck. They’d been seeing the rest of us for years. So if Paula put you last, it meant that you were as good, or better, than the rest of us.”
 
   “Better!” I gasped. How could anyone think that without laughing?
 
   “Paula wouldn’t have done it, if she didn’t think you could handle it,” Darcy insisted. She sipped her drink and added, “Flash, you kicked fifth, when absolutely everything was on the line. And you drilled it. You’re a winner, Sherry. Deal with it.”
 
   I wanted her to be right, just like I hoped that one day their winning style would wear off on me. The more I was with them the more I wanted to be like them. But I knew better. “Maybe my feet aren’t losers,” I replied, “but I haven’t a clue about how to translate kicking a ball into some kind of successful life.”
 
   “Sherry, all of life is basically the same. You decide on your goals and then you just work you ass off until you score them.” She shook her head. “Paula says if she’s ever in a room with whomever red-carded your life, she’s going to have a few choice words. If I’m there, I can promise you that it’ll probably involve more than words.”
 
   On Monday, I added one more aphorism to the bottom of my computer: ‘You’re a winner, Sherry. Deal with it.’ – Darcy Marsh.
 
   That afternoon, CJ called. “Hi, Sherry.”
 
   “Hi, CJ. Your dad’s in a conference but I can—.
 
   “—That’s okay. I want to talk to you. I was wondering if you would come to our soccer practice. Our coach said she’d be thrilled.”
 
   I hesitated. I had never thought of myself as a role model but, what the heck, I couldn’t turn them into sex addicts by just walking onto the field with them.
 
   Apparently, I hesitated too long. CJ blurted out, “Darcy said that she would come.”
 
   I smiled. Once again, Darcy would probably be carrying me. “Sure, I’d love to.” I said and heard a thrilled scream. 
 
   All that week, Dede had been calling me, saying that she had to talk to me. The most beautiful thing in her life had happened to her, and she also had a big decision to make and I was her top advisor. Between overtime and classes having started, I was booked solid so Dede said she’d come downtown for lunch. As I approached a pizza bar along a narrow cobblestone street, I saw Dede sipping wine at a outside table amid a mix of patrons ranging from secretaries to high-powered-looking executives all devouring great-looking pizza. She was talking to two guys and one was asking for her autograph.
 
   “Just one of my many fans,” Dede laughed as we hugged and sat down. “So much is happening, I don’t know where to begin,” she exclaimed, dramatic as always. “First, I went to an audition last week for a small role in a Casey Stone movie.” Her breathless delivery let me know that I should be dutifully impressed but of course I didn’t know who Casey Stone was. “He’s won the Grand Jury Prize twice at Sundance,” Dede informed me. “This is his first big budget film.”
 
   She paused long enough for us to order. “So he is looking at my resume and asks if I can really ride a horse and play tennis. I looked straight at him and said, ‘I’m a champion at both.’”
 
   Dede sipped her wine. “He stares at me for a long time and then says, ‘Too bad. I was hoping you were acting.’ And at that moment.” Dede raised her hands as if she could no longer hold in the piece de resistance of the story. “At that moment, we both fell in love. I mean, we haven’t talked about it but I think that was it.”
 
   She again sipped her wine. “We’ve been together every second since. I mean, every second. I just left him twenty-minutes ago to come here. He’s rewriting my part to make it bigger.”
 
   She motioned to the waiter for another glass of wine. “That’s only the half of it. I just got the third callback on a sitcom. I think I’m going to get the part. It’s kind of a dumb blonde role but I really think I can do something with it. It’s shooting in Queens so I don’t have to go to the Coast. Thank God. I want to be as far away from my mother as possible. Anyway, I’m worried about ending up typed-cast even before I get started but Casey says to never turn down a good role. He also said not to worry about it because when it is over, he’ll write a role for me that will knock people’s eyes out.” Dede paused long enough to ask, “So what do you think?”
 
   I was still trying to catch up. All I could think of to say was “Congratulations!”
 
   She smiled and we hugged across the table. “Okay, I’ll take the role if I get it. Casey’s right, why make someone else a star.”
 
   The wine arrived and Dede downed half of it. “And about us, he hasn’t asked me yet but depending on our schedules, I think we’ll probably get married next summer. Of course, you’ll be my maid-of-honor.”
 
   “I’m honored.”
 
   “Hey, you’re my sister! Of course, I did tell him that if you don’t like him the relationship is off.”
 
   “Me?”
 
   Dede laughed. “Hey, he’s so gorgeous and so talented that he could use a little insecurity. Beside, you’ll love him. He’s perfect.”
 
   I told Dede about being invited to the opening of the Broadway musical and she was jealous. Although she had also been invited she would instead be with Casey in New Orleans scouting locations for his film. She promised to call as soon as she returned.
 
    
 
   From the moment the stretch limo arrived to pick me up, I knew the night with Linda and Darcy would be magical. The Broadway musical was spectacular and sitting in the front row made me field like I was actually on the stage, and the opening night party was glorious with incredible food while we rubbed up against stars and New York’s elite society.
 
   Afterward, Linda wasn’t ready to go home but was certain that no nightclub would let her in. “Even if I am with two gorgeous young women,” she declared.
 
   Darcy laughed. “Linda, there is no club in this town that wouldn’t let you in, as long as this rig is parked outside.”
 
   Linda smiled. “Then let’s go dancing.”
 
   Darcy approached the doorman of the city’s hottest club and I thought I saw green in her palm as they shook hands. An instant later two of the doorman’s minions were escorting us to a reserved table just off the dance floor.
 
   We danced with each other, having fun fending off men and occasionally dancing with them. But Darcy allowed no one to buy us a drink and continually kept offering to go to the bar to fetch our drinks, always unobtrusively sniffing my diet Pepsi before she handed it to me. I loved her caring for not only me but also for Linda who couldn’t stop laughing and smiling.
 
   We finally ended the evening with a nightcap in a restaurant on top of a skyscraper looking out at the brilliant glitter and glory of New York. I felt fabulous, completely mesmerized by the evening and thrilled to spend at least one night seeing how the other half-percent lived. After we finally dropped Linda off, with her thanking us profusely for giving an “old woman the time of her life,” Darcy insisted on taking me home.
 
   Despite indulging in only caffeine, I felt intoxicated. I confided to Darcy that I envied her having a job where she got to entertain clients in such lavish style—with them paying for it.
 
   “You could, too,” Sherry, “if you really wanted it.”
 
   “Right,” I replied. “Didn’t we have this conversation? About my feet being winners but the rest of my body being a pure loser—”
 
   “—Only because you think so.” Darcy’s face lit up. “My assistant just gave me her two-week notice. She’s going to another firm to compete against me but that is the business I’m in. I had sort of promised her job to a girl at the office but I can make that up to her. How would you like the job? You’ll get a salary plus a piece of my commissions. Within six months, you should be knocking down two-fifty a year.”
 
   I couldn’t believe it. A quarter of a million dollars! A year! I was overwhelmed, and ecstatic at the chance but I knew there was no chance. “I’d love to, but I promised Adam that I would stay with him for a year.”
 
   Darcy shrugged it off. “I’ll take care of Adam and, trust me, if there is anyone who understands stepping on people’s toes to make a jump up, it’s Adam. I’ll come by Monday morning and talk to him. I promise you, he’ll be fine with it.” As I left the limo, I seemed to float out of it.
 
   All weekend, I thought about the money, the things I could buy, to have my own apartment and not have to worry about being an illegal renter. To afford anything I wanted. I loved the idea. Then the doubts began to creep in. Besides the usual possible horrors, like me messing up a sale and ruining Darcy’s career, or the pressure or money or both causing me to slip, I had another reason. What about my dream of being a teacher, of helping young children whom I suspected might be being abused? Sure, I could donate to good causes, even volunteer. But I didn’t want to help kids after their lives had been ruined. I wanted to somehow try to stop the abuse. To be there the first moment it happened. Maybe I couldn’t make a difference but I wanted to try. As much as I loved the idea, I couldn’t take my dream job with Darcy. I wanted to teach.
 
   I tried to call Darcy to tell her but I couldn’t get a hold of her and to my horror, when I arrived at work, she was already in Adam’s office.
 
   “So I guess you are abandoning me,” Adam said with a smile.
 
   I turned to Darcy. “I’m sorry, really. But I don’t want to leave.”
 
   Both Darcy and Adam looked incredulous. “Are you sure?” he said. “I think this is a great opportunity.”
 
   I nodded. “I want to go back to school. I want to teach.”
 
   They both stared at me for a minute. Then Darcy hugged me. “You have to do what’s best for you.” She glanced at my computer monitor adorned with the aphorisms including Paula saying that I was a “champion” and Darcy saying that I was a “winner.” I was embarrassed but Darcy laughed. “Don’t ever forget who, and what, you are. Okay?”
 
   “I’ll try.”
 
   Darcy embraced me again. “Listen, Sherry. As long as you’re hanging out with this guy, you’re never going to need a job, but if you ever need a friend, you know my number.”
 
   “Thank you,” I said, truly grateful.
 
   All day, I felt relaxed, sure that I had made the right decision and that, finally, my life would become calm for a while. Of course, once again, I was wrong.
 
   That night when I pressed the blinking light on my answering machine, I heard, “Sherry, it’s Aunt Dottie. Your Uncle Ernie had a heart attack. He died last night. The funeral is Friday. I don’t expect you to come. I just wanted you to know.”
 
   I had sometimes wondered how I would feel when I learned that Ernie had died. Happy that, if there really was a hell, he was being fried. Or angry that I was robbed of the chance to confront him. But as I listened to the message again, I only felt numb. Then suddenly, I began hyperventilating, feeling like I was going to suffocate.
 
   When I finally got my breath back, I rushed over to see Elaine, who met me at the door. “Ernie’s dead,” I said.
 
   “I guess I’m sorry to hear that,” she replied as she sat down on her sofa.
 
   I paced before her. “Now, I’ll never know why he did it.”
 
   “But you can still forgive him, Sherry.”
 
   “Right,” I shot back. “A real strong chance of that.” I stopped and turned to her. “Don’t you think my mother should know?” I took my mother’s phone number from my pocket where it perpetually lived. I handed it to Elaine.
 
   She held it for awhile and then with a shaky hand she returned it to me. “So call her.”
 
   “I tried,” I insisted. “I’ve called so many times, I was afraid she’d change her number. And I’ve never said a word.”
 
   Elaine shook her head. “I can’t.”
 
   “Why? What is the big secret? I want to know.”
 
   She shook her head again. “You don’t want to know.”
 
   I suddenly started screaming. “You still don’t get it, do you? I have to know! Goddamn it, tell me!”
 
   Elaine sat silent for a few moments. In a monotone, she began, “Your mother and I were always discreet but Rosebud is a small town. Everyone suspected, including your dad, only he didn’t believe it. But Ernie always hated that he had me first and then I went gay on him. The day you were born, he saw your mother and I kissing in celebration and he went crazy.” Her voice weakened. “He told your dad about watching us making love on the riverbank. The day we brought you home, your dad pointed a shotgun at us and told us to deny it or he’d kill us both. I denied it. Your mother wouldn’t. He stormed out.”
 
   She paused a moment and stared at the parquet floor. “He went skeet shooting. The coroner said that the gun was pointed at his face when it accidentally discharged.” Elaine looked up at me. “Your father was the best shot in the county. He only hit what he aimed at.” Tears welled up in her eyes. “People blamed us for his death. They threatened to kill us. It was horrible. We had to leave town.” Elaine broke down, sobbing hard.
 
   I put my arm around her but she was somewhere else. After a while, I just left her alone. Once again, it was Ernie. Everything bad in my life always seemed to come back to Ernie. Now I had even more reason to do what I had always wanted to do but never did, and now never could, kill that bastard.
 
   But as I walked home, I realized what I else had to do.
 
    
 
   The house looked the same. The white picket fence looked recently painted. A few more blooming flowers along the fence. I had always marveled how at how such a lovely-looking house could contain such horrors. But I knew that whatever demons still remained in there for me, I would have to face them before I could move forward with my life. Every time I had left that house, even just to go to school, I had run from it. For once in my life, in slow measured steps, I wanted to walk away.
 
   On the porch was a pie with a golden crust. Beside it was a luscious-looking chocolate cake. I didn’t pick up either, afraid that Aunt Dottie would think I had brought them, or more likely that I was falsely trying to take credit for bringing them.
 
   I knocked on the door and Aunt Dottie quickly answered it. She looked the same as I had always remembered her: wearing a prim dress, her graying hair in a bun, her face in a frown.
 
   She looked surprised. “Sherry? What are you doing here?” She glanced around for my suitcase, worried that I would use Ernie’s death as an excuse to move back in with her. She looked relieved that I had no baggage.
 
   Without a hug or a word, she turned and walked back into the house. The living room was like a time trap, looking exactly the same as it always had. Not one picture or bric-a-brac had changed.
 
   She spoke softly. “I just made a cup of tea. Do you want one?”
 
   “No.”
 
   She was waiting for me to ask for something: money, to beg to come home, something. I realized that we had never had a real conversation, just an assortment of platitudes or angry accusations.
 
   Dottie tried small talk. “Mildred Fairfield swears she saw you on the TV. Said you were helping that horrible murder mother. I told you’d never help her and even if you wanted to, you weren’t capable of doing it.” I knew that any answer would be the wrong answer. “We are in a prayer group every Thursday, asking God to give her the electric chair.” Again I said nothing. She looked perturbed. “I didn’t really expect you, especially after that crazy call of yours. Making amends. You? Amends?” She looked down. “But I suppose it will be good to have some family at the funeral.”
 
   “I’m not going.”
 
   Aunt Dottie shot me a surprised look. “What? You came all this way and now you’ve already decided not to go to the funeral? I wonder when God will ever give you some sense.”
 
   “I was hoping my mother might come.”
 
   Aunt Dottie shook her head in dismay. “Sherry! You know I haven’t had her number for years. You just never think!”
 
   “I have it.”
 
   “You?”
 
   I pulled the crumbled slip from my pocket, handing it to her.
 
   She looked nervous as she held it. I knew that the last thing she wanted to do was to call my mother. Aunt Dottie hated her but she couldn’t admit it because in her mind, my mother hadn’t pawn me off on her but rather it had been God’s will. But she had never stopped feeling rage at my mother, and at me.
 
   Aunt Dottie bit her lower lip and fiddled with her hair. “I suppose she should know.” She walked over and dialed the phone. A young voice answered. “Is Bibby there?” The voice sounded confused and Aunt Dottie said, “No, don’t hang up. I mean Barbara. Is Barbara there?”
 
   She tightly gripped the phone and then I dimly heard the voice I had been waiting all my life to hear. “Bib? It’s Dot. Yes. Years.” Aunt Dottie cleared her throat. “Ernie died on Sunday.” She coughed softly and then said, “Of course not. I wouldn’t expect you to come.” Aunt Dottie fidgeted and then said, “I didn’t. Sherry had your number.” She looked over to me and asked, “Do you want to talk to her?”
 
   What a question!
 
   I took a deep breath, walked over and hesitantly took the phone.
 
   “Hello, ah, Mom,” I said.
 
   “Ah, Hi,” she replied, sounding very nervous. “I’m sorry about Ernie.
 
   “Right,” I said softly. I didn’t want to talk about Ernie.
 
   She coughed. “How did you get my number? You must have worked pretty hard.”
 
   “I guess.”
 
   “But this is a bad time for me,” she said, sounding even more nervous. “If you give me your number, maybe I’ll call you sometime.”
 
   “That’s what you said the last time.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “I called you when I was ten. You said you’d call me back.”
 
   “I don’t remember that,” she replied.
 
   “I can’t give you my number unless you’ll call. I couldn’t take that.”
 
   Her voice quivered. “I’ll try. But I’m really busy.”
 
   “Sure, you are,” I replied caustically. “I’ve lived my whole life without you. I guess I can keep going on alone, too.”
 
   Her voice cracked as she said quickly, “Okay. Nice talking to you. Bye.”
 
   Then the line went dead. “Bye,” I said softly and set down the phone.
 
   I shuddered with rage. A lifetime of waiting for my big call to her and it was a wrong number. “How could she?” I seethed. Tears burst out of me. But I wasn’t crying. I was exploding with rage. “What did I ever do to her? Damn her.”
 
   “Sherry!” Aunt Dottie disapproved of swearing. “Don’t be so foolish. Did you really think she was going to jump on a plane and come to give you a kiss and a hug?”
 
   “How about just some acknowledgment that I am alive?” I shot back. “Goddamn her.”
 
   “Stop blaspheming in my house!”
 
   I wiped off my cheeks and turned on her. “Why didn’t you ever tell me about her and Elaine? And Ernie and Elaine, and my father?
 
   Aunt Dottie looked stunned. “I have no idea what you are you are talking about.” She grabbed her hat. “I have to be at the funeral parlor.”
 
   I stepped in her way and demanded, “Tell me this. Did Grandma ever molest you or them?
 
   She slapped me hard on the face. “How dare you!”
 
   Pain shot across my face but I didn’t care. “Did she?” I demanded again.
 
   “Of course not!” Her face was crimson. “Your grandmother was a God-fearing woman. The only touching she did down there was with her strap, and I’m sure we deserved it every time.”
 
   “She beat you?”
 
   Aunt Dottie looked uneasy, then she softly admitted, “Well, mostly Ernie. Poor boy. Sometimes he had welts so bad, he’d take baths in Epsom salts to soothe them. I think he used to touch himself in there.”
 
   I couldn’t believe she had just said that! “How do you know?”
 
   She looked slightly dazed. “Once, Mother caught him. She whipped him so hard with that strap that he was unconscious and almost drowned. Bibby found him. She saved him.” Aunt Dottie was shaking. She rushed around me. “I have to go.”
 
   For the first time in my life, I heard her slam the door.
 
   I thought about walking one last time around the house, maybe go into the bathroom and see what I felt. It was unnecessary. I had gotten what I had come for.
 
   I glanced around the living room a final time, noticing once again how every picture, every piece of furniture, was perfectly in place with none sporting the slightest speck of dust. Then I went out the door and softly closed it behind me. I passed the pie and the cake still on the porch. Then, for the last time in my life, in measured steps, I slowly walked away from that house.
 
    
 
   Elaine was concocting her syrupy coffee before group. “I talked to my mother,” I informed her.
 
   “Okay,” she said softly. She’d probably known all along how it would turn out.
 
   “I had a hundred questions and didn’t ask one. She acted like I was a bill collector.”
 
   “You are.”
 
   “All that angst. All that energy. For nothing.”
 
   Tears welled up. I fought them back and won. I hadn’t cried since talking to my mother. She would never know either way but I just didn’t want to give her any satisfaction.
 
   Elaine turned and hugged me. She didn’t ask if my mother had asked about her. Elaine knew that she hadn’t.
 
   All night, instead of sleeping, I felt my anger against my mother roiling inside of me. I knew that hating her would be more self-destructive so by morning, I had made a momentous decision. I would put my mother out of my life forever. She wasn’t really in it anyway. So I was really just ending my fantasy that my mother was, or ever would be, a part of my life.
 
   As the dawn crept between the window shades, I began my house cleaning, my life cleaning. I grabbed the low-cut dresses still hanging in my closet and stuffed them into a large garbage bag, then tossed in an old half carton of cigarettes. While heading out the door, I grabbed my mother’s copy of A Child’s Garden of Verses from the bookshelf. In the stairwell, I jammed the overflowing bag down the garbage chute. I clutched the poetry book. Taking out the picture of my mother and Elaine on the riverbank, I stared at it. I thought there should be some kind of a ceremony, or something. I wondered how I should feel about throwing away the only two things that had connected me to my mother. I just felt sad that I would never see her, never talk to her, never ask her a lifetime of questions still locked inside me. Move on, Sherry. End the fantasies, about some Prince Charming, about your mother, about yourself.
 
   I dropped both the book and the picture down the chute. With no hope of ever seeing my mother, I felt more alone then ever and felt sad that group and Dede may turn out to be the only family I would ever have.
 
   That Friday night at the coffee shop, I admitted as much to Elaine. “The one thing that I’ve wanted more anything else in my life is my own family, a husband and children that I could love and who could love me. I want to be the best mother I possibly can but what if I never am one, or if I’m the worst? How will I ever know?”
 
   “Whoa! Wait a minute. First you work on a relationship,” Elaine reminded me. “If you can achieve that, you can think about more.”
 
   “I’m scared.”
 
   “It’s a huge risk, Sherry,” Elaine admitted, “but so is the reward. You would have a real relationship—for the first time in your life.
 
   “Okay, let’s make believe that I was ready for a relationship. Is there a guy out there ready for me? Where would I meet him?”
 
   “I can’t believe that no one at work or at the gym or at Hunter has hit on you.”
 
   “They have,” I admitted. “But I tell everyone I’m working a lot of overtime and going to night school so I don’t have time for dating. After a couple of tries, they move on. But those are now safe places for me. I couldn’t handle it if I told some guy about my addiction and he dropped me like a stone and then spread it all around. I’ve walked down too many halls in my life amid a symphony of “slut” whispers.”
 
   “I can’t see you going out with someone now who would be that juvenile.”
 
   “And what if I’m not ready for sex? How long is he supposed to wait? What if I’m never ready for sex? That would certainly inhibit having children.”
 
   Elaine smiled. “Sherry, you’ve been ready for love for a long time. You just have to remember the difference. Are you attracted to anyone in group?”
 
   “Gregory. How pathetic is that?” Elaine laughed. Every woman in group was attracted to Gregory. “And group is my family. It would be almost incestuous, and I’ve had enough of that in my life, too.” I stood up. “Forget it. I’m not willing to risk falling in love, and put my recovery in jeopardy. Okay, so I’m probably never going to be a wife, and I’m probably never going to be a mother. But at least, hopefully, I’ll be sober.”
 
   I went home and hugged Robie so hard that he shot out the window and didn’t return until the following night, for dinner, of course.
 
   The following Friday, I realized that my desperate need for a family was messing with my head. As Elaine and Gregory and I headed for the coffee shop, I thought I saw a man looking at the church. I blinked and he disappeared. But he had looked exactly like Paul. Obviously, I was going a bit crazy. But all I could do was try to calmly keep on going through life and try not to get so crazy that I couldn’t handle it.
 
    
 
   When I first got sober, I had counted not only the days but sometimes hours, minutes and seconds. After managing to last a few months, I kept only a daily count. Yet, despite being very good at math, it still came as a surprise to me when I realized that in one week, on a Friday no less, I will have been sober for an entire year. I hadn’t had sex with anyone, including myself, for 358 days.
 
   I stayed in my routine, working as much overtime as possible, relishing my boring life and carefully watching out for any temptations. In group, I had heard countless stories of people who had neared that one-year mark, only to then slip. Even though I was as self-destructive as anyone on earth, managing a year of sobriety had to mean that I wasn’t a total failure. Scoring one championship winning goal and 365 days of abstinence didn’t seem like much in 26 years of a life. But it was two more successes than I had accomplished in the first 25 years.
 
   To mark the event, I wondered if I should share my story and asked Elaine how much pain might be involved.
 
   She laughed. “A lot less than acting it out. Some people need that pain as a reminder.”
 
   “I don’t think I can do it.”
 
   “Sherry, you never have to share. Don’t put any added pressure on yourself.”
 
   I finally decided that sharing was out. I couldn’t take reliving all that pain.
 
   But when the day finally arrived, I figured I had to do something special. I couldn’t exactly knock back a drink. So after work, I went shopping for a birthday present.
 
   In a Soho boutique window, a dress looked lovely on the mannequin and I hoped that it might not look terrible on me. Unfortunately, I was taller than the mannequin so the dress was shorter. I tried pulling down the hem but I couldn’t get it passed my knees. Worse, while leaning over to pull on it, the medium-cut top looked very low-cut.
 
   I straightened up and for a long time I stared at myself in the mirror. Suddenly, I burst into tears and didn’t stop crying for almost a half-hour.
 
   Ever since confiding in Tina, the girl on the subway who wanted ‘desperately’ to be a sex addict, too, I hadn’t mentioned my addiction to anyone outside of group. But I felt that I owed it to Dede to tell her. If I was ever going tell her, my birthday seemed like an appropriate time. She had returned from New Orleans without Casey a couple of days before for her last sitcom callback and was waiting to hear if she had gotten the part. She had left me a message saying that she wanted to catch up but I suspected she was about to learn a lot more than she was anticipating. After a couple of hesitant half-dials, I reached her. “Hey, Sher. I’m really busy at the moment. What’s up?”
 
   “Nothing really,” I suddenly stammered. “I’m just having a sort of second birthday this evening. It’s not a party or anything, just—”
 
   “—Okay. Where? I’ll try to make it.
 
   “St. Augustine’s Church—”
 
   “—Church? We’re not church—oh, I get it, Sis. Of course, I’ll make it.” Before I even finished telling her the time and address, Dede was gone.
 
   I agonized over also asking Darcy to come. Finally, after I thought it was too late for her be able to make it, I called her, hoping she to get her machine. She answered.
 
   “Darcy, I know you’ve got about a million friends but you are the best friend I’ve ever had and tonight is sort of my birthday and I thought if you’d not busy, I’ll like you to come.”
 
   “Sherry, I’m honored. I’ll have to make a couple of calls. When is it? Can I be fashionably late?”
 
   “It starts at seven-thirty and if you’re late, you’ll kind of miss it. Listen, forget it. I’ll—”
 
   “—No way. I’ll make it.” She quickly took the address and then, like Dede, she hung up on me.
 
   In case, my dress turned out to be a disaster, I wore a long coat. I didn’t see how I could wear the coat all night but I figured I could just leave group after five minutes. Outside, I saw only Claire sitting on the church steps, her head in her hands, sobbing uncontrollably. She certainly wasn’t in any shape to give me advice.
 
   Inside, Gregory approached me. He had an incredible fashion sense as well as unsparing candor when he disliked something. I breathed deeply and feeling like some kind of weird stripper, I opened my coat. Gregory smiled and helped off my coat. He looked me over for a moment. “God, you look gorgeous tonight. I can’t decide if it is from a year of sobriety or that stunning dress.”
 
   I breathed again. As I sat down in the front row next to Elaine, she said that I looked “beautiful and special.” It was nearly seven-thirty and the regulars had arrived. Most of them sat near the front, depending on how much they needed to be surrounded by the group. As usual, the last few rows were empty, awaiting the arrival of any newbies who wanted to stay near the door for a quick getaway if their apprehension turned overwhelming.
 
   Then I heard someone singing a show tune and knew that Dede had arrived. She continued singing in a lower volume as she came down the stairs but was dead silent when she opened the door to see everyone turn and look at her. She gave me an encouraging wink and almost tiptoed to the end chair of the last row.
 
   During the Serenity Prayer, I heard someone sprinting around the church and I knew that very few people could run that fast period, let alone in high heels. Darcy had arrived. But I heard two sets of heels and wondered who could possibly keep up with her. Of course, it could only be one person. The door opened and Darcy and Paula strolled in. Without a hair out of place or one bead of sweat, they both looked fantastic. Darcy was carrying a Bloomingdale’s bag and Paula’s bag read Bergdorf Goodman. I was mortified! I’d forgotten to tell them that it wasn’t exactly a birthday with presents. Dede moved over and they sat beside her.
 
   Elaine and I walked up front. Her eyes were misty as she said, “It is with enormous pleasure that I present you with this medallion for one year of sobriety. Happy Birthday, Sherry!”
 
   She handed me my bronze medallion and gave me a huge hug and then she sat down. I just stared at the medallion. “I can’t believe I’m really holding this,” I said. “After so many times that I almost slipped in the last year, I can’t believe I actually made it.”
 
   The group applauded softly. “Thank you all,” I said. “I wouldn’t be holding this without all of you. You are my friends, my family. The only family I’ve ever really known.”
 
   Since I hadn’t planned to share I hadn’t begun with the requisite admission that I was an addict. Instead I found myself talking about what it had been like to grow up without a family and to be so starved for love. And about my aunt never showing me any affection and my uncle that never really noticing me until I was eight.
 
   “Then he gave me a bath and molested me,” I heard myself say. “At first, I felt the warmth and love I had always craved. Until he told me that I could never tell anyone or they’d put him in jail and it would be my fault. Then all I felt was shame.”
 
   Without really meaning to, I continued. “I became obsessed with sex, constantly acting out with myself and with about every boy in school. And loathing myself every second of every day. When I wasn’t acting out, I was studying. If I didn’t get an A, I would feel completely worthless, so I always studied twice as hard as I needed to. Getting great grades kept me from killing myself.
 
   “And soccer. But there, too, I had to be the best, or I felt suicidal. So I only cared about being the top scorer, and scoring the winning goal. My junior-high team was undefeated, and I had never missed a penalty point. Until the championship game, when I sailed a ball over the net and we lost.”
 
   I had been talking very quickly, as if trying to get everything out before it hurt too much. I paused, unable to go on. I thought about sitting down. Instead I heard myself saying, “That night I acted out with the entire boys’ football team. The next day I was suspended from school, almost expelled, and banned from playing soccer in high school. That night I drank four bottles of nighttime cold syrup. But instead of dying, I just slept for fourteen hours, woke up and threw up all over my bed.”
 
   My voice quivered. “I spun out of control but no one noticed, and I couldn’t stop. I let any guy do anything he wanted as long as he said he loved me or even liked me. Only to hear him, all of them, call me the worst names behind my back. Without soccer, I had only my grades to keep me alive, so I studied and acted out, occasionally at the same time. I had to get a hundred on each test, afraid that a ninety-nine would lead me to slit my throat. Although I graduated with the highest grade point average in my class I wasn’t valedictorian due to ‘special circumstances.’”
 
   My body was wracked with pain but now I had to get it out. “I managed to get an academic scholarship to college but during my freshman year, I added alcohol to my acting out and managed to, quite literally, screw myself up, and out of college.
 
   “Since I couldn’t take care of myself, I decided to get married and have someone else take care of me. So whenever I met Mr. Right, I’d be a perfectly good girl. So good that I’d barely let him kiss me. But once our date was over, I’d go off to act out while fantasizing about making perfect love to him. Unfortunately, Mr. Right would always find out that he was the only one in town I hadn’t acted out with, and my life would crash again. This vicious cycle lasted until I got into this program.”
 
   I again looked down at the medallion clutched in my hand. “Now, I am trying to overcome my anger. Even for my uncle, who I now realize was a victim, too. I need to stop this rage because one day, I hope to have my own family. But not until I’m sure that I can give my kids the love and caring that I never got.”
 
   I looked up at Darcy and Paula. “This year, I was lucky enough to meet the most awesome group of women I’ve ever known. They allowed me to play soccer again and embraced me as one of them even though I didn’t deserve it. One day, I hope I will feel like I do deserve to be one of them.”
 
   I clutched the medallion harder. “I’m not religious but I always envied religious people because they had some code to live by, ‘Love your neighbor as yourself,’ or whatever. Not that I’m sure how many live by it. But now that I’ve decided to try to actually live a life, I’ve borrow from these women a code for myself. In this crazy game called life,” I said softly, “I plan to ‘play hard, play fair, play to win, and have fun.’”
 
   I inhaled a deep breath and smiled at Elaine. “My bootcamp-sergeant sponsor, Auntie Elaine, says that I don’t love myself enough.” Several people gave me knowing smiles. “So she makes me say a thousand times every day, ‘I will show love for myself by becoming the person I’ve always wanted to be.’ Some days, it has been so hard to say it even once, especially when I’d have no idea who that person was that I wanted to be.”
 
   I glanced down at my dress. “This afternoon, when I decided to honor this day by buying a dress, I looked in the dressing room mirror and I started crying, unable to stop. But for the first time in my life, it was for a different reason. Because the woman I saw in that mirror was the person I’ve always wanted to be.”
 
   People started clapping and then slowly rose to a standing ovation. Only Claire was still sitting, her head buried in her hands. Tears trickled down Dede’s face above her huge smile, as she blew me a kiss. Beside her, Darcy and Paula were also misty-eyed. As our looks met, they both instinctively raised their arms, their hands in knotted fists, their thumbs pointed toward the sky. The ultimate team salute was finally mine.
 
    
 
   After a hard workout, I occasionally stopped at the gym’s juice bar. But if a guy glanced at me, I always panicked and quickly changed my order for a juice to go. As another birthday present to myself, I decided that just talking to a guy probably wouldn’t sail me into the gutter. So the next week, dressed in a very plain blouse and slacks, I dared to sit down at the empty juice bar and ordered my favorite, a Berry Blast Smoothie.
 
   “Good workout?” asked Alison, the juice maker.
 
   I nodded. I liked Alison because she reminded me of Dede, bubbly and cheerful and only needed a listener to have an interesting conversation. Midway through her amusing story about why her new workout wasn’t working, I barely noticed that sitting down beside me was a good-looking guy in gym shorts and a tight T-shirt that displayed his ripped upper body. He was immediately caught up in Alison’s story.
 
   During a pause, she asked, “The usual?”
 
   He nodded, “Please.” He turned to me with a brilliant smile. “I juice before every workout. A glass of carrots and parsley gives me so much energy.”
 
   I tried to smile back. I admitted, “Mostly, I like the smoothies.” Another milestone, Sherry! You are actually making small talk with a guy!
 
   He held up his hands. “Hey, I’m not a health nut. I love smoothies, too. I’m Sam.” He extended his hand.
 
   “Sherry,” I said, shaking his hand.
 
   “You like the bike, right?”
 
   I nodded. Then suddenly, I heard a voice that made me suspect that I really was going crazy.
 
   “Excuse me,” the voice said again. It can’t be real! Scared to death, I turned around to see a handsome man in a three-piece suit, looking very nervous. It was Paul!
 
   “Hi. I’m Paul,” he said. “I am an associate with the Wall Street law firm of Crown and O’Leary, and I’m in a twelve step program for codependents.” He swallowed, and then in a shaky voice, he continued talking. But I could barely hear him above Alison’s whirring juicer and the blood coursing through my body making my head feel like it was going to explode.
 
   Sam turned to him and snapped, “Hey, Man? We’re talking here.”
 
   Paul ignored him, still staring at me. He was saying, “I would like you to be the mother of my children and one day help me spoil our grandchildren. But I only live one hour at a time and I wondered if you’d have a cappuccino with me, and we’ll see how that hour goes.”
 
   I was suddenly more scared then I’d ever been in my life. Except for getting sober and playing soccer, every move I’d ever made in my life had been wrong. Every one! I was petrified that within that hour I would be back in the gutter. Maybe I was ready for a date, but not with Paul! That was risking everything! It could kill me! I wanted to run away but Paul was blocking my exit, waiting for an answer.
 
   Sam was appalled. He asked me, “Do you believe this guy?”
 
   I couldn’t take my eyes off of Paul, seeing the look in his eyes that I’d see so often in the mirror—a look of pure terror. Paul was taking the same lifetime risk. I tried to answer Paul but couldn’t speak while looking at those terrified dark eyes. I turned to Sam and heard myself say, “I don’t know. But I’m willing to find out. It was nice meeting you.”
 
   Sam stared at me, absolutely stunned. I almost tripped as I got off the stool and clutched the bar for support.
 
   Without a word, Paul and I headed for the door. Behind me, I heard Sam say to Alison. “I am an account executive with the Madison Avenue firm of Cranston, Halston and I’m in a twelve step program. I would like you to be the mother of my children and one day help me spoil our grandchildren. But I only live an hour at a time and I wonder if you’d have a cappuccino with me, and we’ll see how that hour goes.”
 
   Alison replied, “That’s the worst line I’ve ever heard in my life.”
 
   Sam exclaimed, “That’s what I thought!”
 
   Outside, Paul and I headed up the block, walking without a word. I had no idea what to say but I desperately wanted to have some contact with him, something to tell myself that this was actually real.
 
   As a couple passed by us, Paul moved closer to me and his hand brushed against mine. He jerked away from me and I felt poisonous. Then realizing what he had done, he gently took my hand and softly squeezed it. We continued up the street holding hands. His grip felt so warm and so comfortable and that for the first time in my entire life, I felt like there was a chance, however small, that one day, I just might again feel joy. And love.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   EPILOGUE
 
    
 
   Sherry looked pale and completely drained as the bright morning sun bathed her face. The beautiful young woman that I had met on Friday now looked years older, aged by her story. Yet she had an eerie calmness of having faced it, told it and, once again, survived it. Suddenly, she began sobbing.
 
   When she finally looked up, she said, “I haven’t talked about my life with Paul, my son, my reconciliation with God.” She paused, then added, “And with my mother.”
 
   “We have enough for a book,” I said softly. “Editors loved sequels. If you are willing to go through this again?”
 
   She looked relieved.
 
   She was late for her plane and quickly gathered herself together. I walked her over to Lexington Avenue and hailed a cab which swerved to a screeching halt beside us. Sherry hugged me. Then she said the words that I had heard several times before. Words that I had dismissed when said by celebrities with the final say and a phalanx of managers, agents and lawyers to protect them. But now the words bore into me. “I’m trusting you with my life.”
 
   Then she disappeared into the taxi and it shot forward. I watched the cab head down Lexington folding into the stream of traffic until its top was reduced to a tiny fiery reflection of the early morning sun. Then it was gone.
 
   I was left with only her story. How good it was would be for readers to decide.
 
   But for my money, Candice had gotten it right.
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