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This book is dedicated to my mother, Lorna Yablon.
It is also dedicated to my father, Alfred Yablon, the kind of man who would have insisted I put my mom first.
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One

I admit it. I have fantasies. Of course I do. Who doesn’t?

If I were to make a list of my own fantasies, the ones that pop into mind would be the following:

To be a runner. I turned sixty-three last month; I’m sure my body would be in for quite the shock. But, boy, would I just love to wake up and pull on a pair of those adorable running shorts I see the girls in these days. I actually thought about getting into it after my daughter, Isabel, joined the cross-country team in high school. I thought we’d go for mother-daughter runs, but somehow things were always too busy. Izzy had a million activities. I was always in the car, driving her somewhere, like all the other Connecticut housewives.

I used to fantasize about leaving Connecticut. Even just for a night. Taking the train into Manhattan and trying one of those “hot new places” people were always taking about. Having a glass of wine at the bar and then …

Okay, the truth is that I fantasized about that almost every day after Izzy left for college. Now I fantasize about going back there and leaving this dreadful Florida retirement community my husband, Louis, insisted we move to. Boca Beach Gables, BBG for short. Don’t get me wrong. It’s very nice. Very pretty, very upscale, very pink. But I hate the sun. I hate the humidity. I hate the way the days feel stretched out and empty. I have never felt so alone.

I fantasize about what it would have been like if, instead of marrying my husband right after college, I’d had a career abroad, somewhere vibrant. Like London.

I fantasize about taking a bat and swinging it in Belinda Teller’s Botoxed face. That may be because Belinda is currently sitting on top of my husband with no clothes on. She is facing me. Because I am an avid fan of Sex and the City (I’ve seen it from start to finish six times), I know that Belinda is in reverse cowgirl position.

For a moment, I fantasize I’m in reverse cowgirl with Marcus, our spin instructor. That’s the best thing I can say about BBG—their staff is excellent. Marcus is gorgeous. I pretend I don’t know how to adjust the bike seat so he’ll help me. I can almost feel his hands on my lower back right now …

Shit. I must have gotten caught up in this fantasy because I don’t hear Louis and Belinda trying to get through to me.

“… Sylvia!” Louis is calling. “Jesus Christ, Sylvia! Say something.”

But I’m frozen. I can’t move my mouth. So instead, I look to the left and catch my reflection in the mirror above the dresser. To be honest, I think I look quite good. As much as I hate it, the Florida sun has given my fair skin some color. And I’ve just gone to the hairdresser. She convinced me to go a little more beachy and added highlights to my shoulder-length hair.

I’m wearing the linen pants and cotton blouse ensemble that has become my uniform down here. I keep telling myself it’s classy and functional but deep down I feel boring and frumpy. I love clothes. But there’s something about shopping in South Florida that makes me feel old. Like I’m one step closer to white sneakers and track pants.

I run a hand through my hair and frown. Where was I? Right. I’m standing in the bedroom of my ocean view condo staring at Belinda Teller’s naked body. She is now sitting on the bed next to my husband instead of on top of him. Louis has the sheets around himself.

Typical. He’s always been selfish.

“Oh my god, Sylvia. This isn’t what you think,” Belinda says as she shivers a bit.

“Oh, that’s a relief,” I say. “Because I thought you were having sex with my husband. But maybe you’re just playing bridge. Only with no clothes. And no cards.”

Belinda blinks. I can’t stop staring at her enormous boobs. They’re quite perky and, from what she told us at last month’s Ladies’ Wine Night, freshly redone by the best surgeon in South Florida.

“How long are you planning to sit there naked?” I ask.

“It’s just … I’m so sorry, Sylvia. But would you mind?” Belinda’s voice trails off and I follow her eyeline and look down. I’m standing on her bra. Instinctively, I bend down and pick it up. It looks like a small tent. I toss it to her.

“Thanks,” Belinda says as she puts on the bra. Naturally, it’s sheer, and somehow her nipples look even bigger beneath the black lace.

“You do the Brazilian?” I have no control over what comes out of my mouth. It gets worse in stressful situations. Plus, Belinda is now standing up and I have a full frontal view. “I ask because I was watching the episode of Sex and the City where Carrie can’t decide what she thinks of men who want a completely bare pussy.”

Louis looks positively scandalized. “Sylvia!”

“What? I can’t say pussy? You’re the one having sex with a woman you know I hate.”

“You hate me?” Belinda looks surprised. “I thought we were friends.”

I want to hit her. But instead, I glare. “Get out.”

“You’re right! I’m sorry! I just, um … I just don’t know know where my clothes are.”

Of course she doesn’t. As if on reflex, I drop to my knees and start looking under the bed for her clothes.

Louis crouches down next to me. “Sylvia.” He swallows. “I’m so sorry. You don’t have to do this.”

“Just help me find her damn clothes.” My voice is muffled as I flatten myself on my stomach and squirm farther under the bed.

Louis sighs and gets up. From my vantage point, I see his and Belinda’s feet padding around the room. “Louis,” Belinda whispers. I don’t hear what else she says, but I see Louis’s feet leave the room.

It’s dark under the bed. The carpet is gunmetal gray—hardly my first choice—and I can barely see anything. My arms are outstretched and I’m swimming them slowly over the floor. My hands finally hit something that is lacy and obscenely small. “I think I’ve found your underpants,” I call as I slither back out from under the bed.

Before getting up, I glance over my shoulder. The coast is clear. I covertly turn Belinda’s thong inside out so I can see the label printed on the waistband. Size zero.

That bitch.

I drag myself to my feet and hand Belinda her panties. “All right. Now get out.”

Belinda pulls them on and nods. “I just need my dress. Or if you want me gone, maybe I can borrow something of yours?”

“We both know my clothes won’t fit you.”

“Don’t be silly! We’re practically the same size.”

“I’m six inches taller and thirty pounds heavier.” My voice is flat.

Belinda waves a hand as though we’re just girlfriends at lunch fishing for compliments. “You’ve got a gorgeous figure. I’d die to be tall and athletic like you.”

She’s lying. She loves being tiny and feminine. I am sick with jealousy over her flat stomach. The last thing I need to see is her swimming in my clothes. And I’d sooner die than watch her walk out in one of Louis’s big T-shirts like this was some frat house.

I swallow. “Let’s just find your dress. Where do you think it is?”

“On the ceiling fan.” Louis says as he walks in from the living room. He’s still only wearing his boxers and looks short of breath. “I tried using a flyswatter to get it down. But the dress is really tangled up there.”

I blink. “I’m sorry. Did you say the ceiling fan?”

Louis nods. I blink again. How did I miss that on my way into the bedroom? And, seriously? Just how passionate was this lovemaking session? Louis has a bad back. Since when did he turn into a sexual acrobat? I must still be staring at them, because Louis clears his throat and finally says, “I may have to call building maintenance to get it down.”

A shot of humiliation jolts through my body. “Louis, I can take a lot. But I would rather be set on fire than have Derek from building maintenance come up here to retrieve Belinda’s dress from our ceiling fan. Get me a goddamn hanger.”

Belinda’s eyes widen. But Louis is stone-faced. The only other time he’s seen me like this is when I was in labor. He quickly obeys, grabs a hanger from the closet, and gives it to me.

Mustering whatever ashes of dignity I have left, I square my shoulders and walk into the living room.

Sure enough, just above our couch, Belinda’s sundress is tangled around the one purchase I bought for our prefurnished condo: the Big-Ass Fan. It’s really called that. They’re very chic. Oversize, hand-carved wood. Gives our place a Bali-like feel. Now, of course, it’s more a brothel-like feel.

Belinda and Louis—both of whom are still in their goddamn underwear—stare as I gingerly step onto the armrest of the couch to reach the dress.

“Careful, Sylvie,” Louis says.

“Do not call me that. Do not ever fucking call me that again,” I say through clenched teeth as I try to angle the hanger just right so that I can pull down the dress.

I miss.

I take a breath and steady myself as I fling the hanger forward again. I grab hold of the dress and slowly untwist it from the fan’s blades.

Louis is impressed. “You got it! Wow!”

For a moment, I’m quite impressed with myself, when—

I fall off the couch. Belinda and Louis rush over. “I’m fine,” I say as I rub my leg. “Nothing’s broken.”

“Let me get you some ice,” Belinda says as she quickly scoops up her dress. I close my eyes a moment as I hear click-clack, click-clack, click-clack …

I open my eyes. I look up and stare at Belinda rushing through my apartment in high-heeled sandals. I lean my head back against the couch and start to laugh.

“What’s so funny?” Louis asks.

I point to Belinda as she wraps ice in a hand towel and heads toward us.

“Look at her,” I wheeze. “She’s like an aging stepmother in porn.” Louis glances up as Belinda comes trotting over in her heels, bra, and panties.

I’m laughing and laughing. Belinda glances at Louis. “Did she hit her head?”

This makes me laugh harder. Belinda looks truly worried as she kneels in front of me to give me the ice. Her massive bosom presses against me. God, these boobs. I cannot get away from them.

And so I give in. I cup her breasts. “Oh!” She jerks backward, shocked.

But I don’t let go. I squeeze them like I’m shopping for fruit. “Wow,” I murmur. “Much more natural than I thought.”

Belinda is so flustered that she jumps up and puts on her dress as quickly as possible.

She then grabs her purse and runs out of the apartment.

When the door slams, I look at Louis. My voice is deadpan. “If I’d known she was homophobic, I would’ve felt her up sooner.”

Louis just stares. “You sure you’re okay?”

“No, Louis. I’m not okay. I just molested my husband’s mistress.”

“She’s not my mistress, Sylvia. It was this one time. I swear. Let me explain—”

“Get dressed first.”

Louis looks down at his boxers and then quickly heads into the bedroom. I massage my sore leg for a moment.

Louis returns wearing pants. As he hastily pulls on a shirt, I lean my head back against the couch and take him in. He’s a good-looking man. Six feet, two inches. Daily golf and tennis have kept him trim. His hair went gray twenty years ago, but he’s still got plenty of it. I can see why other women want to have sex with him.

Finally dressed, he looks at me and exhales. “Sylvia, I’m sorry. So, so sorry.”

“Do you love her?”

“Of course not. This really was an accident.”

Why do men say such stupid things? This whole situation is just so pathetic that it’s almost funny. I start to laugh again until I realize that maybe it’s me who’s pathetic. Louis and I haven’t made love in … I’ve lost track. Have we done it since moving down here? I’m racking my brain, trying to figure it out, when I hear Louis’s voice cutting in and out …

“… and so when I found out we lost it all …”

Maybe the first week? We must have. How could I not know this?

“… and I think I’m in shock, Sylvia. Don’t worry, though. We’re paid through our dues until the end of May down here. So I’ll figure something out. The lawyers said …”

“What?” I look at Louis. I realize he’s talking about something important.

“I said that the lawyers think they’ll be able to recover some of our savings. It just may take a little while.”

“What lawyers? What are you talking about?” I’m rubbing my forehead.

“I just told you, Sylvia. My retirement account was mismanaged by the investment firm I hired last year.”

“What does that mean? I thought we chose a low-risk plan for our portfolio.”

“We did,” he says as he reddens. “But I took a chance. I didn’t tell you because I knew you’d be nervous. But the returns were out of this world. And their reputation was great and … shit. I screwed up.” He looks down.

“Louis,” I say very slowly. “Is all of our money gone?”

He nods, his face dark and heavy. “I just found out last week. I’ve been scrambling to see how bad it is and I remembered Belinda had a big position at J.P. Morgan before she retired. And so I was talking to her about things and she introduced me to a lawyer and then I guess I was feeling pretty broken and one thing led to another …” His voice trails off.

“So let me get this straight. We lost everything. Belinda gave you a shoulder to cry on and an attorney to call. And that—accidentally—led to sex?”

He nods. “Don’t worry. I’m going to make sure we’re okay.”

I look at him for a long time. I know I should feel sad and probably a little scared. But all I feel is a deep, deep relief. I know exactly what I’m going to do.

“Louis,” I say. “I’m leaving.”



Two

After I left my condo, I headed straight to Evie’s. She took one look at my face and insisted we start drinking immediately. Evie’s my only real friend at BBG. We met my second week there and instantly bonded. That was only a year ago, but it seems like we’ve known each other forever. She and I have the same birthday. She just turned seventy. Apparently she’s turned seventy for the last few years. But I pretend not to know that. What do I care? For a woman who uses a cane—she has arthritis in her knees—one would be a fool to underestimate her. When her husband, Henry, was alive, he used to call her the General. That makes me think they had a good marriage.

“What did they feel like?” Evie asks as she takes a long sip of her cosmo. We’re at Moonlight’s, Boca’s trendiest bar. “Were they hard? Semi-hard? Did you squeeze them or just stroke them like petting a cat?”

She’s talking, of course, about Belinda’s boobs. I ponder my answer as though trying to describe the meaning of life. “I gave them a good squeeze,” I finally say. “And then I just kind of held on to them.”

Evie throws her head back and laughs. A group of people nearby turns and looks. It’s 5:00 p.m. and happy hour is in full swing. We’re lucky to have gotten this booth. But then again, we’ve been here since 2:30, when the place was mostly empty except for the dedicated alcoholics at the bar.

I finish my drink—maybe my third?—and let out a long breath. Evie watches me carefully and then turns serious. She runs a hand through her short, blond shag. People often mistake her for Jane Fonda, and I know this thrills her. She has a certain glamour that’s hard to describe. Even her cane is somehow stylish rather than geriatric.

“Sylvia, I’m sorry this happened. But what are you going to do?”

Before I can answer, a new waiter approaches. He’s young, in his late twenties, and handsome in the way that everyone in their twenties is. At least to me. “Hello, ladies. Your server, Cassie, just clocked out. I have the pleasure of taking over your table. Another round?”

Evie nods. “You bet. That’s why we Ubered here.”

“You Ubered? That’s amazing.”

“What’s amazing about it? That two old ladies know how to work a smartphone?” Evie’s eyes narrow.

“No,” the waiter stammers. “I mean, it’s just so great that you’re so hip and …” I feel sorry for him.

But Evie cracks a smile. “I’m just fucking with you, dear.”

Now the waiter’s eyes go wide. He stands there, not sure what to do. Evie has that effect on people.

Evie pats his arm. “Go bring us our drinks.” He nods, looking dazed, and walks away.

I laugh, grateful for this light moment. “What would I do without you, Evie?”

“I’m more interested, Sylvia, in what you’re going to do now that you’ve discovered your husband is a cheating shit who lost all of your money.”

I let out a breath and look at the ceiling. The truth is, whatever relief I felt before has given way to a deep panic.

But I try to stay calm. “Maybe things aren’t that bad,” I finally say. “I don’t know what’s going to happen with my marriage, but financially speaking, Louis said he would sort things out. And it’s not like we’re actually broke. The hair salon took my credit card today. I’ve had no trouble at the grocery store or getting gas for the car. So, really, it just sounds bad. But it’s all going to be fine.”

Evie shakes her head. “Get your head out of your ass. Things are bad. But things were bad before. You were stuck in a life you hate.”

“That’s not … entirely true.” But even as I say it, I know Evie is right. My life is a mess. My husband makes me sick. We have no money. Our credit cards will eventually run out. And I have no idea how much cash—if any—is left in our account. My eyes fill with tears.

“Oh, Sylvia,” Evie says as I begin to cry.

“I just don’t know how I could have been so stupid,” I sob. “Louis always handled the investing. But I paid the bills and kept track of our budget until he retired and we moved down here. He transferred everything online and it just seemed easier to let him handle things. He’s an accountant after all!” The tears are pouring hot and fast now. “I’m such a cliché. I’m one of those stupid women you see on a miniseries and don’t feel sorry for because you secretly think what’s happened is their fault.”

“That’s not true.” Evie rubs my arm as she speaks.

I put my head in my hands and weep. The same people nearby turn and look at us. I start hiccupping. I’ve always been an ugly crier. Of course this is also the moment the handsome young waiter returns with our drinks. He slips them wordlessly onto our table.

Evie hands me my cosmo. “Sylvia, there’s a silver lining here: it’s the kick in the ass you need to get your life in order.”

“Kick in the ass?” I moan as I gulp my drink. “More like a bullet to the head.” I finally get control of my breathing and dry my eyes with some Kleenex I’ve dug out of my purse.

Evie takes my hand in hers. I’m surprised by the intensity of her grip. “A bullet to the head is cancer or ALS or finding out your child overdosed on some designer drug you’ve never even heard of.”

I stare at my friend. I know she’s talking about her son, and she never talks about her son.

I swallow. “Evie, I—”

“My point, Sylvia,” Evie says as she cuts me off, “is that you’re at a fork in the road. There’s two ways to go. Drown in self-pity or use this opportunity to take control of your life. I’d kill to be sixty-three again. You have so much time ahead of you and I’ll be damned if I’m going to let you waste it.”

I’ve never heard her talk like this. It concerns me. “Evie, you have time, too. You’re very youthful. You Uber!”

But Evie looks down at the table. She folds a cocktail napkin in thirds, drawing the crease down tight. She then stares at her hands a moment. I’ve never heard her play, but apparently she was a brilliant piano player. Her fingers are still long and graceful. But the skin is thin and wrinkled, crisscrossed with time.

“You can stay on my sofa for now. You’ve had a terrible shock. But then you will rise like the strong woman you are and conquer the day. Maybe you’ll travel the world. See France and Argentina and New Zealand.”

I take another sip of my drink. “I’ve always wanted to travel,” I confess. “Louis never liked to. He hates to fly. And he hates hotels. Who hates hotels? All those fresh towels and little bottles of shampoo. We were supposed to go to the Amalfi Coast before we moved down here. But Louis had a nightmare that our plane crashed, so he canceled the trip and we went to the Jersey Shore instead.”

I push my hair out of my face and think about how angry I was that day. I’d spent three months learning Italian. My daughter, Isabel, helped me download an app onto my phone. I was getting quite good.

I can feel myself getting all hot and furious again. My eyes fill with fresh tears. I finish my drink. As if on cue, our waiter brings another round. “On me,” he says as he smiles at me. “I hate to see a beautiful woman cry.” Evie nods approvingly as he walks away.

I blink back my tears. I like being called beautiful. Even if it’s by someone younger than my daughter who’s aiming for a good tip. I pick up my drink.

“Wait,” Evie says. She then holds up her glass to toast. “To seeing the world. You are a free woman with your health and a passport.”

I nod. That’s true. I renewed my passport for Italy. It’s crisp and official-looking. I’ve been keeping it with my jewelry because I like to look at it on special occasions. I take a long sip of my drink and, ignoring the fact that I have no money, I get lost in a fantasy. I am on a jumbo jet. I’m wearing one those casually elegant travel outfits I read about in Vogue—a lightweight cashmere sweater, Donna Karan trousers, ballet flats. I have The New York Times peeking out of my Goyard bag. I’ve just misted moisturizing spray over my face because everyone knows cabin air is drying. The stewardess brings me champagne and I say, “Thank you, darling.”

“Sylvia.” Evie’s voice cuts into my reverie and I realize I’m drinking from a now empty glass. Wow. That one went down fast. I’m a little dizzy.

“Are you okay?” Evie looks concerned. But I nod. I’m better than okay. I’m traveling around the world. I feel fabulous. I feel first-class. I feel free.

I vomit.

Well, there’s certainly something youthful about tossing one’s cookies in a bar. It’s the next morning and I’m lying on Evie’s sofa staring up at the ceiling. Thank god she doesn’t have a fan.

I gingerly sit up. I’m not sure what hurts more—my pounding head or my throbbing back. Or my ego. I cringe and curse the fact that despite my alarming level of inebriation, my memory of last night is shamefully intact.

It was like no one had ever seen a person throw up in a bar before. Well, maybe no one’s seen someone my age do it.

“Sylvia,” Evie calls. I hear her cane lightly tap against the floor as she enters the living room. She wears a kimono robe over her pajamas and looks way too fabulous for having just spent the night drinking. Then again, we were kicked out of the bar before 6:00 p.m., so I suppose she got a good rest.

“Evie,” I moan. “How on earth are you not hungover?”

“I’m a WASP, dear. I can handle my liquor.”

I force myself up to a full sitting position and run my hand over the silk pajamas Evie leant me. Evie sits in the chair next to the couch and turns on the TV. It’s only 5:30 a.m., but she has Max, so she easily queues up an episode of Sex and the City for us. The opening credits always cheer me up. I start bobbing my head in rhythm. But the movement makes me queasy. The morning sun is just beginning to peek its way through the curtains.

“How’s your head?” Evie asks as she hands me a glass of water and two Alka-Seltzer tablets.

“It hurts. As does my stomach. And I cannot stop these waves of humiliation.” I drop the tablets into the glass and watch the water fizz.

“You had good reason to drown your sorrows. The bouncer thought so, too.”

I wince. Jesus. Who knew they even had bouncers in Boca? But as soon as I barfed, a bouncer came over and carried me out so the waiter and bussers could clean up.

“He was very nice,” I concede.

She pauses the episode of SATC and turns to me, nodding. “He ferried you out like a princess. I can’t believe he actually knew who Belinda was.”

“I know,” I say, and recall how in a mortified, drunken stupor, I told the bouncer everything. While Evie called our Uber, he kindly sat with me on the pavement and said he’d seen Belinda there before, looking for men.

Evie shakes her head. “Belinda’s poor husband. I keep trying to figure out if she cheated on him before he got Alzheimer’s.”

“You and Henry knew them when they moved down here. Were they happy?”

“Hard to tell. Edward was a bit of a blowhard and Belinda was always Belinda. Botox and boobies.”

Evie and I sit in silence for a moment. All at once, I feel sorry for Belinda and ashamed of myself. It must be awful seeing one’s hus band suffer like that. Should I have been more evolved? Instead of forcing Belinda out of my apartment, should I have taken her aside and said in a compassionate but firm voice, “Belinda, while this doesn’t excuse your behavior, I know you must be grieving the illness of your own husband and that’s why you were in bed with mine”? What would Jesus have done? Of course, I’m Jewish. But I suppose Jesus was, too.

Evie seems to read my mind. “Sylvia,” she says. “Belinda may be having a rough time of it. But she doesn’t get a free pass just because her husband is sick. And nothing changes the fact that Louis cheated. You still have to move forward.”

I sigh. I know she’s right. “But first can we finish our episode?”

Evie hits play on the remote. SATC starts up again. We lean in and escape our lives as Carrie, Samantha, Miranda, and Charlotte discuss cunnilingus over brunch.
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