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1 - When You Make That One Wrong Move


Take your life in your own hands, and what happens? A terrible thing: no one to blame.
~ Erica Jong
It doesn’t seem to matter what you say these days: someone is going to choose to be offended. It’s a given. Taking offence is something of a national (no, scratch that: international) pastime. Sometimes, what sparks that righteous indignation is something you had the bad luck to say decades earlier at, oh, say, a frat party after maybe three or six beers. But that doesn’t matter to the perpetually offended. Someone will take present-day offence. Sometimes, though, the spark that starts the offence happens one sunny afternoon while sipping coffee. And if you have a massive platform―let’s say you’re the co-host of a wildly popular daytime talk show with zillions of Instagram followers―there are even more people to take offence at your ever-so-slight bitchiness. The truth about me is that I’ve pretty much built my reputation on bitchy, but one thing I never intend to do is to offend. Not anyone. Oh, maybe once in a while, but I’m only human.
My name is Erica Flanagan. Welcome to my life. Come with me today to the television studio where I make my living, and I’ll introduce you to my colleagues: my producer, my floor director, my co-hosts and my makeup consultant. These are the most important colleagues, anyway. And then I’ll tell you how I got myself into so much shit. You can decide if I deserved it.
~
Trevor was already sitting in his usual spot at the head of the table when I pushed open the door to the bullpen. I had always thought it interesting that a bullpen can be where the pitchers warm up for a baseball game or the lockup behind a courtroom where the prisoners are held. In my early days on the job, I thought the glass-walled room with the massive boardroom table surrounded by a dozen or more swivel chairs was named for the baseball analogy―here, we warmed up before taping every show. Lately, however, it was beginning to feel more analogous to the courtroom scenario. In any case, there was an actual sign on the door that said, “Bullpen.” I sighed, sat down three seats away from Trevor, and awaited his pep talk.
Trevor Goulet, our esteemed producer, is a seasoned television man. Way back in his early career, he had planned on becoming a serious journalist―as I had been in a former life—but he had taken a turn along the career journey and waded into the swamp of daily afternoon television. Trevor and my husband, Andrew Taylor, former national news anchor extraordinaire, had graduated from journalism school—J-school, as people in the know are wont to say—together a few years before I did. That made Trevor about sixty years old, a good six or seven years older than I was. I liked to think I was aging better than he was, but that’s only one of the open questions I must explore as we go along.
Trevor traded on his gnarly old journalist personality, the crusty, on-the-ground reporter I always figured he missed becoming. Instead, for the past dozen years, he’d had the dubious privilege of producing this bit of afternoon television fluff called The Exchange, a rather overly ambitious name for a show that could have more accurately been described as The Yak, The Natter, The Gab or even The Gossip in recent years. And I’d been one of the four co-hosts for all of those years.
I looked around at the rest of the assembling masses, but before I had a chance to wax nostalgic about how the years had flown, Jennifer Katsaros, my young millennial co-host, shook her mass of dark curly hair and lifted the script in front of her on the table. “Guys, I’m, like, so pumped about today’s line-up. I just wanted to say that before we got started. I feel you’ve been listening to me.” She stopped for a moment to make meaningful eye contact with Trevor. Dear god, I thought, please don’t tell me she’s sleeping with the boss. That would open up a world of awkwardness for everyone. She continued. “I see we’ve started taking, like, the influencers seriously.”
Influencers? My eyes shot down to my copy of the script, really more of what I’d call a rundown of the topics and guests for today’s show with a small pile of cue cards next to it for each of us on-air types. Anyway, the very thought of social media influencers beginning to take over guest spots made my neck go all funny and clenched. I seemed to have fully embraced my role as the senior citizen among the on-air people. But since I was only fifty-three, I wasn’t sure how this could be a thing.
I reached for my reading glasses and placed them daintily on the bridge of my nose as I peered at the words now coming into focus. I wasn’t sure what I was reading. I looked across the table at my other millennial co-host, Veronica Lumley, who was a slightly older millennial, to see if she could illuminate Jen’s absurd proclamation about influencers infiltrating our afternoon talk show. Veronica was still grappling with turning forty and was peeking through her own new reading glasses as if she didn’t need them (which she did) and looked at me. She shrugged. I looked over toward my other co-host, Sylvie, for support.
“Tu ne peux pas être sérieux.” Sylvie said as she peered down at her notes. “Trevor, you cannot be serious.” Sylvie Boisonne, my third co-host (and only five years my junior, making her forty-eight years old and counting), was now holding her notes out in front of her, waving them like a flag. “This suggests we are interviewing one of those internet wife persons.” She stopped waving for a moment and looked at the top page. “And this. What is this?” She said, pointing halfway down the page. “It is one of those hashtags. What does this #tradwife mean?”
“Ladies, ladies,” Trevor said, waving his arm as if to swat away any concerns from his minions, “you are misinterpreting this whole thing. Yes, one of our guests this afternoon is an influencer,” he pronounced the word carefully as if no one at the table understood its meaning, “but she is so much more than that. She’s an author. You know Wednesdays are for our author spot.”
“And if you haven’t read her book,” Jennifer said, “you really must. I think it’s especially important for the older among us,” (was she emphasizing the word older as she looked at me?), “to embrace the new thinking.”
I was slightly perplexed by this turn of events. A new way of thinking? I was looking at the media release for the guest’s new book, improbably titled From Good to Better to Best: Becoming the Wife You Always Dreamed of Being by someone called Laura-Lee Cox. And suddenly, I realized that the hashtag Sylvie saw meant one thing and one thing only—this thing people were calling the “trad wife” movement. Traditional wife. New thinking? I couldn’t help myself. I started snorting.
The moment I started, Sylvie looked at me and burst out laughing.
“Trevor, you got us this time. This is quite a joke,” I said, tapping my pen on the page in front of me.
Trevor looked confused—or more confused than usual. I had never understood why someone with such a weak grasp of women’s minds had ever been appointed to produce an afternoon talk show directed squarely at a demographic he so deeply misunderstood. Then I remembered he’d had ambitions to produce serious news programming, but there had been some kind of scandal—no, nothing about sexual harassment. That would have been too much for even Ted Thomas, the television station owner, to cope with when searching for a producer for his brainchild of an afternoon show for women. No, I’d heard something about the misappropriation of travel budgets or something like that. Anyway, here he was, making daily decisions about what kind of programming went into living rooms and kitchens across North America.
“Erica,” Trevor said, looking at me as he cleaned his glasses with a questionably clean handkerchief (who even owned handkerchiefs in the twenty-first century?), “please control yourself. This is not a joke. You should have at least skimmed the book by now.” He turned to Miriam, his mousey intern, who was sitting beside him with a laptop, a phone and a tablet all blinking in front of her. “Miriam, you distributed the copies of this week’s book to all the hosts, didn’t you?”
Miriam’s eyes opened wide behind her round, black-framed glasses, and she began wildfire tapping on her tablet. “Yes, Mr. Goulet, sir. I have it right here on my schedule. I distributed the books to each of the co-hosts precisely between 2:07 and 2:21 last Friday afternoon.”
I rolled my eyes. Was it utterly impossible for anyone under the age of twenty-five to simply remember doing a task? Couldn’t she just say yes? And what was all that about precise timing? A tad obsessive, don’t you think? Miriam was a second-year journalism student doing a four-month internship with us. Since Trevor’s PA had gone on maternity leave—inconveniently, as I believe Trevor put it when he announced the year-long sabbatical—he had decided to give Miriam her position. I tapped my pen on the desk, thinking about how nice a year-long sabbatical sounded, although, at age fifty-three, a maternity-related one was certainly not in the cards. Who was I kidding? Working was how I stayed sane.
Trevor put his glasses back on and ran his hand through his unruly salt-and-pepper hair. “Well, Erica, did you at least take it home over the weekend and take a quick look? I don’t expect you to read every word of every book we feature, but you know you’re all at least supposed to skim the books we feature on Wednesdays.”
Again, I turned to Veronica, who had said nothing up to this point. As I mentioned, Veronica had just turned forty, making her the older of our two millennials. “Veronica, what do you think?”
Veronica never had much to say unless there was a camera trained on her. Maybe it was because she was the newest co-host, having recently replaced a long-time colleague who had been fired for posting something salacious on her Instagram feed. Again, Veronica just shrugged.
Jen slid her copy of the book over so I couldn’t possibly miss it. I looked at the colourful cover featuring a smiling woman decked out in a housedress (Dear god! Who wears housedresses in the twenty-first century?), gazing lovingly at a perfectly roasted turkey with a man (presumably her husband) and a young boy (presumably her son) gazing over her shoulder, sniffing contentedly. It could have been right out of a 1960s ad campaign for kitchen appliances, except for the gleaming Thermador Professional Series wall oven strategically placed behind them. We had done a spot on the newest and best major appliances only a month or so earlier, and I recognized it as a brand-new model that sells for north of thirteen thousand dollars. I wondered how much the company had paid for that placement. Anyway, I stared at the cover, my eyes riveted to the book’s subtitle: Becoming the Wife You Always Dreamed of Being.
“You really shouldn’t be so dismissive, Erica,” Jen was saying as I tried to come to grips with the reality of what I might be expected to do with this. “There’s a whole new world out there, in case you hadn’t noticed.”
I wasn’t sure exactly what Jennifer was getting at. A new world? Women retreating to domestic drudgery was a whole new world? And, was she suggesting that since I was (horror!) over fifty, I was now a dinosaur? As I contemplated the sentiment that the book so clearly demonstrated, I wondered if Jennifer, all of twenty-eight years old, even realized she was promoting a return to the dinosaurs. I shook my head to try to clear the confusion. I turned to Trevor.
“Okay, Trevor, let me get this straight,” I said. “We are interviewing the author of this new book, who is what?” I peered at the woman on the cover. “Under thirty years old? I’m presuming this is this Laura-Lee person on the cover.” I tapped my pen on her face.
Jen said, “Yes, that’s her, and she’s only twenty-eight—the same age I am.” Jen seemed to be inordinately proud of this factoid.
Oh, that was so much better. “Thank you, Jennifer, for the clarification,” I said as I watched my sarcasm fly swiftly over her head and into the ether. I turned back to Trevor. “So, we’re interviewing the young author of a book that seems to be propelling women back to the 1960s.”
“Erica, Erica,” Trevor said, shaking his head, “you’ve got this all wrong. No one is suggesting women move back into those old roles. I would be the last person to suggest that.” Yeah, sure, I thought. “But we have a growing millennial demographic, and they’re embracing these new ideas.”
There was that word again: new.
Sylvie reached for the book and slid it over in front of her. “Trevor, I think Erica has a point. These are hardly new ideas. This seems reminiscent of that interview we did last month. You remember that young woman who started all that social media chatter about the stay-at-home girlfriend. Remember the one who described herself as the same as a stay-at-home mom without the marriage or children?”
Oh, I’d almost forgotten that one. I think I’d blotted it out. Just thinking about it made me want to hurl a bit and worry for the future of my daughter, Maddie, who had just turned thirteen. I remembered the interview clearly now because it had been all I could do to keep from slapping that stay-at-home girlfriend up the side of the head. But I was a professional journalist—perhaps not the professional journalist I’d once been, but a professional, nonetheless—and professional journalists did not literally slap people. However, a figurative slap often did the trick.
“That was an interesting perspective on changing societal conventions,” Jen said, sliding the book back in front of her.
I wondered how long she’d been practicing saying “societal conventions.” If there was one thing Jennifer Katsaros wanted more than anything else, it was to be taken seriously. But if she kept up this haranguing about influencers and moving women back into the dark ages, I seriously doubted that could happen in our field. Then again, as I listened to Trevor as he began spouting on about demographics, market share and younger audiences, I realized I might be wrong. Maybe I was a dinosaur.
Our floor director, Samantha, was sitting beside me. She leaned over and whispered, “Just be sure to breathe when you’re interviewing her, okay?”
I knew why she was saying this. I had been close to exploding the day we’d interviewed Katie Kessler (I finally remembered her name), that internet TikTok person who was the queen of the stay-at-home girlfriends. When she said the role had been “super natural,” I had to bite my tongue to keep from pointing out that I could think of other words for her “supernatural” experience—synonyms like bizarre, eery, and unnatural came immediately to mind. That day, I had heard Samantha’s voice in my head—well, it was really in my earpiece, but still—saying, “Breathe, Erica, just breathe.”
Sam and I had been working together on The Exchange since the beginning. Thirteen years earlier, when the show was in development, I had recently finished a three-month maternity leave, and Samantha Gordon was fresh off the evening news where she’d been an assistant director. She had just been promoted, becoming the floor director for this new show, so we grew up together on afternoon television. For all of those thirteen years, at least once a month, unless one of us was on vacation or was otherwise occupied with family obligations, we had dinner or cocktails together when we would bitch about Trevor (or his very short-lived predecessor who had lasted two months—the less said about him, the better), so, Sam knew me well. She could see and feel when I was about to blow. More than once, she had kept me from erupting on camera. She was a godsend. I nodded, and she sat back.
I sighed and took a deep breath. “So, I guess this young woman is another feminist with a message about doing what she wants to do regardless of how it looks to those who came before her and gave her the opportunity to live up to her potential, and yet she chooses to do the very things that kept women immobile in society.”
Jennifer looked puzzled while Sylvie and Veronica nodded.
“I’m not following that train of thought precisely,” Trevor said, “but I believe I get the gist of it. I suppose that may be the case.”
I tapped my pen on the table. “You know,” I said as a thought began to form, “perhaps we could have that Dan Ho person on the show next week for a bit of counterpoint.”
Jennifer cocked her head slightly as if she might be trying to figure out who I was talking about. Whenever Jen tried to think, she looked ever so slightly constipated. You know the look— vaguely pursed lips, slight squint. “I’m not sure I know him,” she said, reaching for her phone, no doubt to search for him.
Sylvie smiled. “Bien sûr! Of course! I do remember him. Did he not write a book?”
I nodded. “He certainly did. In fact, he wrote two—the ever-relevant Rescue from House Gorgeous and my personal favourite, Rescue from Domestic Perfection. ”
“But I believe it may be rather old at this point, is it not, Erica?” Sylvie said.
“Maybe, “ I said, “but anyone who’s been dubbed the anti-Martha Stewart is still relevant in my books.” I turned to Trevor. “What do you think?”
“I’ll take it under advisement,” he said. “Miriam, make a note.” He looked around at the rest of the people at the table. “I presume we’ve finished our discussion of that spot. May we move on? We have many more to cover.”
No one said anything.
“Okay, then. Jennifer,” he said, “you’re up today for our kitchen segment. Chef Simon is here.”
Jen practically clapped with glee. I noticed she seemed to have quite a crush on our regular guest chef, who owned two restaurants in the city and one in cottage country up north. “What’s on the menu today?” she said.
Trevor checked his notes and turned to Miriam, who tapped quickly on her laptop this time. She whispered something.
“Speak up, Miriam,” Trevor said.
“It’s Chicken à la Simon.”
Of course, it was. Simon named most of his dishes after himself or one of his cats. I knew this because he told us every time he came to do a guest spot. We completed the rundown, and I headed to makeup. It was two hours to airtime, and I had notes to review.
~
The Exchange was live on the air every weekday afternoon at three pm Eastern Time in front of a studio audience. I had worked in television before this, but I’d been an on-air reporter, reporting from the field. It was a job I’d adored. Andrew and I both travelled the world doing live reporting from places like London, Paris, China, Chile, and the list goes on. Andrew, however, gave all that up several years before I did when the station offered him the evening national news anchor position. He had been in his late forties, and the timing was right for him to move into the studio. My time came when I realized we were expecting a baby. Given my passion for live news reporting from the front lines of any story, you might think it had been a difficult decision. However, once Andrew and I decided we would be parents, I knew that would come first for me. But that didn’t mean I wasn’t looking for a more appropriate opportunity. After Maddie was born, The Exchange opportunity came up, and I was ready to move from being a journalist to being a television personality. One of the reasons I’d said yes to the opportunity was because of the live audience format.
I’d always enjoyed the live reporting from the front lines of news, and I realized I needed to find something that might come close to replacing that exhilaration while permitting me some level of family life. Live television came close. There’s a kind of energy and excitement that comes from performing (because we were certainly performing every day) in front of the audience rather than just a camera operator and various director types. As I got used to the format, I found the immediate feedback from the audience in the studio incredibly energizing. I fed off their laughter, their applause (despite knowing they were being told when to applaud), and their reactions. Sometimes, I could hear a gasp or a chuckle, a deep in-breath, a wow! I always felt there was a measure of authenticity that emanates from the live audience format because, unlike other shows that used a live-to-tape format (a throwback term to the days before digital, but the name stuck), where the live taping was aired the next hour or the next day, ours was truly live. The live-to-tape format allowed for fixing bloopers. We didn’t have that luxury. What the at-home audience saw was what really happened in the studio in real-time. Once the cameras started rolling each afternoon, the atmosphere was charged and dynamic in a way I hadn’t experienced before. But after thirteen years, I had begun to notice the dynamism starting to dull.
I was thinking about this as I reviewed my notes while Angela, my favourite makeup artist, made me look like the best version of my fifty-three-year-old self. I was constantly amazed at how good this woman could make me look. She was a true artist with her little paint pots and brushes of every imaginable size and shape. Over the years, I’d often asked her for make-up tips, but I never could quite get the hang of it, tending toward minimalism when off-camera. Of course, on-camera makeup is a whole different kettle of fish because we need so much more in these days of high-definition, where even the tiniest of pores becomes visible for all to see (and comment on later).
Angela flicked the last of her magic highlighter in the exact parts of my face that needed it, then picked up her coffee and stood back to admire her handiwork. “You know the old saying, Erica, all things are possible with coffee and highlighter.”
“Who said that?”
“I have no idea,” Angela said, laughing. “Probably me, but it’s true, isn’t it?”
I could not disagree.
“Break a leg, bitch!” Angela said as she did every day.
Now I was ready. I returned to my dressing room to retrieve my cue cards for the day. Finally, the ten-minute call came. The studio audience had been warmed up by Samantha’s assistant, who had a much better sense of humour than any of the rest of us, and we were getting our lapel microphones settled while we stood behind the set pieces. Once we were ready, the cameras would roll, and we would make our entrance to much applause—cued by the flashing lights that told the audience when to clap. I looked at my co-hosts. I was always fascinated at how our stylist managed to find outfits that reflected who we were as individuals (or at least what our producer wanted us to project), yet we never clashed.
I was decked out in a tweed suit that resembled something by Chanel with its collarless jacket over a silk blouse and jeans. I was always in a suit jacket. Sylvie’s jeans were topped by a flowing peasant blouse, while Veronica looked more subdued in a sweater and jeans. Jennifer always wore a dress with a boho vibe. I suppose the audience thought we dressed ourselves, but they couldn’t have been more wrong. And the audience got to see that three of us wore jeans under the table. The at-home audience probably thought I wore a suit every day.
“Why the twitching?” Sam said as she came by to see if we were ready.
“This jacket is a bit itchy,” I said.
Sam smiled. “Just try not to scratch on camera, Erica. The itchy bitch?”
I shrugged. Sam did know me well. It was time.
The four of us walked out from behind the screen to the sounds of wild clapping over our intro music. We smiled and waved to the audience. As usual, the studio was packed to the rafters. Tickets to our live shows had become coveted commodities in recent years as the show grew in popularity, making its way to the top of the ratings pile for afternoon television. And I have to say I’d noticed the audiences seemed to be getting younger. Maybe Trevor was onto something.
We took our places at the high-top counter, where mugs with the show’s logo marked our individual spots with our names emblazoned on the backs facing us so the audience couldn’t see. The mugs contained water, although I suspected Sylvie spiked hers occasionally. Recent guests had me considering the same thing. Once we were settled, we began with our quick snappers about the news. Sometimes, it was easy to come up with news stories we wanted to present or skewer. Sometimes, it was more challenging. Today was one of those slow news days, and we seemed to be scraping the bottom of the barrel. Sylvie got only one laugh, and I got a single groan for my bitchy comments on the latest gossip about some celebrity or another. How had I fallen so far from my journalistic roots?
After our first commercial break, we went to Jen’s cooking segment. The audience seemed to be as much in love with Chef Simon as Jen was, so they were mesmerized by him while we fanned ourselves with our cue cards and yawned, waiting for it to be over. The author's spot was up next.
As the senior member of the team—in more ways than one—I was the de facto leader of the pack who introduced the guests. “Ladies and gentlemen,” I put my hand over my eyes to shade it from the lights and peered out at the audience dramatically, “there are a few gentlemen out there, aren’t there?” There was a smattering of laughter as I noticed Jen’s pointed stare. I could almost feel her telling me that ladies and gentlemen was an outdated gendered salutation. I didn’t care. “This is Wednesday, and you know that means it’s time for us to introduce you to a new book and its author.”
Although it pained me to do so, I picked up the copy of the book that Miriam, no doubt, had helpfully placed beside my mug, which I now definitely wished had vodka in it. After all, it might only have been just after three o’clock here in Toronto, but it was almost drink time in Newfoundland, and I had little doubt that I’d need a drink after this interview.
I looked at the book whose cover was now on the split screen I could see on the computer monitor under the glass top of our desk. “From Good to Better to Best: Becoming the Wife You Always Dreamed of Being is just out this month, and already it’s trending to the top of several bestseller lists.  We’re delighted that its author has found the time in her busy interview and social media schedule to join us for a chat. Please join us in welcoming Laura-Lee Cox,” I looked down at the cue card that told me exactly what I was supposed to say by way of introduction, coughed slightly, and continued, “influencer extraordinaire, best-selling author and extraordinary wife.” I left off the last bit—I was supposed to say “from which aspirations emerge,” but I just couldn’t. It was enough that I didn’t choke when I read the title of the book out loud.
Laura-Lee Cox walked out from the wings, smiling and waving to the apparently adoring crowd. Or were they simply responding to the flashing light like Pavlov’s dogs? I couldn’t be sure.
She was petite, perhaps five-foot-two or so, with a mass of blonde hair that bounced on her shoulders as she walked. Her bright-white smile was luminescent, suggesting a recent visit to her cosmetic dentist. Her bright red lipstick seemed to be infused with sparkles. Her eyes were deep green (contact lens green, perhaps?), and she was wearing a skin-tight sheath dress the exact green shade of her eyes. It was a modest knee-length, and she was accessorized with pearls—yes, a two-strand necklace that looked like the one my mother wore with her boat-necked, white lace wedding dress in the 1965 photograph. Laura-Lee bounced onto her stool at the opposite end of the counter from me so that I could watch her directly as we proceeded with our “chat.” Oh, joy.
“I’m so excited to meet ya’ll,” she said before we could say a word. I was taken aback by the soupçon of a southern American accent I could hear. I thought she was from Vancouver. “I’ve been a fan of The Exchange ever since I was in braces!” She flashed her fantastically straight teeth.
Dear god. Now, I did feel old. But that gave me an idea. First, I wanted to be sure she knew all of us, so I began introductions. I needn’t have done this since, of course, she knew us all. I was ready to plunge right in.
“Let’s talk about what inspired you to write this book, Laura-Lee. Surely, it wasn’t our little show?”
“Well, you know, Erica,” she said, “it might have been after all. I fell in love with cooking by watching your show with my mama.” Oh, it was worse than I thought. I was beginning to think I’d spent the past thirteen years inspiring young women to take a giant leap back into the 1960s. I hoped Maddie wasn’t watching.
Jen, who was sitting beside Laura-Lee, cut in and began asking specific questions about various chapters in the book. There were chapters on menu planning, housekeeping, diet and exercise, entertaining, shopping, makeup, and the list of domestic bliss went on.
Sylvie butted in. “All this talk about homemaking, Laura-Lee, surely you cannot imagine that young women these days will focus their considerable energies, talents and education on this when they have so many other opportunities.”
“Well, Sylvie, I believe that through my homemaking, I project the kind of person I want to be. If I can approach perfection in my home, then I can approach perfection in the eyes of, well, god.”
Oh, this was getting to be too much for me. Once they invoke the god thing, I know I’m going to start to gag, but I still held my tongue.
Laura-Lee continued. “Most people don’t realize that cleaning the toilet, for example, is a gift to your family. Wouldn’t you agree that it would be wrong to miss an opportunity to give a gift?”
I was about to speak when Jen piped up. “So, what you’re saying is that keeping a perfect house is a gift.”
Laura-Lee bobbed her head up and down like a bobblehead doll on the dashboard of a pickup truck. “Yes, you have it just right, Jennifer. I mean, any woman who cannot approach perfection in her home surely can’t expect to achieve much of anything in her life.” She fluttered her lengthy eyelashes and looked up through them directly at me on the opposite end of the counter.
That was a stab to my heart. Housekeeping perfection—cooking, cleaning, and all the rest of it—were not things I excelled in, mostly because I loathed them. Those were fighting words.
“No woman gets an orgasm from shining the kitchen floor,” I said. Sylvie and I high-fived—something I detested, but it seemed to be appropriate in the moment—and I continued, but not before I heard a whisper in my earpiece. “Careful, Erica.” It was Sam’s voice. I continued. “It’s not original. Betty Friedan wrote that, but it’s appropriate, don’t you think, Laura-Lee?”
Jen and Laura-Lee both looked at me with wide eyes. I wasn’t sure whether it was the sentiment they found astounding or they had never heard of Betty Friedan. Their reaction might even have been because neither of them had ever heard the word orgasm on television or, worse, coming from the lips of a woman my age—their mother’s age.
“Ask your mothers who she was,” I said, “or maybe even your grandmothers. The Feminine Mystique? Perhaps you should read it.” Still nothing.
“Being the perfect wife is my form of self-expression,” Laura-Lee said. “Women have the talents and capacities to be homemakers, and that’s what they should do. It’s what they’re good at. Taking their energies to the outside world is simply making those energies dissipate. It’s no wonder husbands these days are so unhappy. I mean, like, so many women over forty can’t even take the time to make their faces up before their husbands come home. What does that say to the husband? It says you don’t care.”
I wondered what Andrew would think if I started making up my face just for him. First, he’d wonder if he was in an episode of the invasion of the body snatchers. She was still talking.
“For example, you wouldn’t serve a frozen dinner to guests, would you?” Laura-Lee looked around the table, where everyone, including Sylvie, nodded in agreement. I was still considering whether I’d actually done this or not. Had I ever served frozen dinners to guests? Probably. Laura-Lee was on a roll. “Well, why would you serve one to your husband if you wouldn't serve one to guests? Doesn’t he deserve the best of you?” She smiled sweetly as she came in for the kill. “No offence to all of you here, but it would probably be better for you in your lives if you spent more time perfecting your home fronts than sitting here in the afternoon projecting things to women. Although, I do enjoy what you’re doing with your cooking and tidying segments.”
I’d had quite enough. “Are you for real? You are a self-righteous little moron.” I was just getting warmed up.“Where do you get off telling a group of accomplished women what they should or shouldn’t do with their lives? Just because your imbecilic pea-brain doesn’t seem to have the capacity to look beyond the oppressive walls of a house and the domestic drudgery that passes for your life, you think every woman should take your fatuous advice. Maybe you should move to some country that makes you wear a burka.”
There was a new voice in my ear. And it wasn’t soft. “Back off, Erica. Now!” It was Trevor. I pulled my earpiece out of my ear and placed it gently on the table.
I was on a roll, and Trevor was not going to take up real estate in my head. “I am sick to death of you twenty-something half-wits getting in front of your considerable audiences and telling them that you know something about the world. Your pea-brained ideas might influence your fellow cretins but know this. You. Know. Nothing. Not a fucking thing!”
I could hear a commotion in the audience and possibly Sylvie suggesting it was time for a commercial break. Laura-Lee was pulling off her microphone and standing up, her perfect mascara and eye shadow perfect no more. Were those tears? Poor baby. Was she feeling personally abused? Or at least offended. I don’t know. All I heard her say over the buzzing in my ears was something about her lawyer.
I slid off my stool and walked calmly off the stage to complete silence, with Sam’s assistant director guiding me with her hand in the middle of my back. Was she pushing? I walked with deliberate steps, one foot after the other, to my dressing room, where Miriam was standing outside my door. I at least had the presence of mind to turn off my microphone.
“Ms. Flanagan? Sorry to bother you, but Mr. Goulet wants to see you.”
I stood with my hand on the doorknob. “Miriam, I’m tired. Tell Trevor to text me.”
Miriam shifted from one foot to another, looking decidedly uncomfortable. “I’m not really sure this is something that can be discussed in a text. Anyway, he said he needs to see you in person.”
“Too bad for Trevor. I’m tired, and I’m not in the mood for him. Tell him I’ll be in at nine.” My usual time was noon. So, this was something—what that something was had yet to be decided.
2 - When You Didn’t See It Coming…But Should Have


Fame means millions of people have the wrong idea of who you are. ~ Erica Jong


When I finally convinced Miriam that I was not, under any circumstances, prepared to see Trevor at that moment, I opened the door to my dressing room, walked in, shut the door firmly behind me and fell onto the cream-coloured sofa lining the wall to my right. As I lay there, one hand over my eyes to keep out the glare from the overhead lights, I was puzzling over why it seemed I’d been rushed off the set. I was the resident bitch, after all, and what I’d said to that moronic young woman would most certainly resonate with my fans. Wouldn’t it?  I heard a text ding from my phone, which I’d left on my dressing table as I always did when I was on the air. Then there was another and another. It was time to go home.
I sighed, dragged myself to a standing position and walked over to the dressing table. My phone was on top of a stack of file folders, all containing material for possible upcoming guests. I know, I know. Why are we still using so much paper? As much as I loved a digital file, there was still something about the feel of a piece of paper that you could wave around for emphasis at a meeting and feel in your hand as you contemplated.
As expected, the first text was from Trevor, the man himself. What were you thinking? Were you thinking at all? My office. Tomorrow morning. 9 am. Don’t be late. T.
I sighed and deleted it as if I could erase it from my life as easily. The second one was from Samantha. Moron? Imbecile? I'm not sure you can say those words to someone in public these days, Ricky. Don’t do anything rash. Talk later. S. I suppose she might have had a point.
I opened the Uber app on my phone and found a ride five minutes away. It should be there by the time I got an elevator and made my way to the front lobby. If I was lucky, I figured I might not run into anyone on the way. I was in no mood to interact in any way with anyone. I checked my watch. The show should just be getting over, and my co-hosts should be chatting amiably with the audience. I wondered briefly how the chatting might be going after today’s little drama.
Thankfully, my ride was already there when I pushed through the revolving door out onto the busy street in front of the television studio building. As I sank into the back seat of the car, my phone pinged once again.
WTF honey?? You going to need my services?? Matt.
“Oh my god,” I said out loud, causing my driver to turn abruptly. “Sorry, that wasn’t meant for you.”
I turned off the ringer and shoved the phone back into my purse as quickly as I could as if it might be tainted with poison or infected with a lethal virus—and maybe it was. Matt was Matthew Bennett, my best friend since fifth grade and one of the best legal minds in the country if you were a big corporation in need of a litigator who could make even the most plausible lawsuit evaporate before your eyes. And now he was asking me if I needed his services. How in the world had he already heard about my on-air meltdown if that’s what it had looked like? He never watched daytime television, although his husband Marcus occasionally did.
Marcus was a choreographer who ran his eponymous dance company (The Marcus Campbell Dance Collective) and often worked in the evenings during the company’s performance weeks. If I remembered correctly, this was one of those weeks. Andrew and I were taking Maddie with us to one of their performances next weekend, so that could explain how Matt knew so quickly. Marcus must have been watching the show (god love him for being a fan) and must have told him. I’d call Matt later.
It was not quite four-thirty when the Uber pulled up in front of my house, and I spilled out onto the sidewalk. I dragged myself up the walkway, and by the time I walked up the five steps to the porch, I seemed to have finally progressed from the dazed and confused phase to the slightly vain and narcissistic phase. As I turned the key in the lock, I squared my shoulders and thought, What the hell is all this self-flagellation about? I was right to skewer that sanctimonious little shit. I walked into the foyer feeling much better.
I knew I’d be alone in the house for at least a little while since Andrew was picking Maddie up from her after-school activities today. Despite my crazy work schedule that consisted of five-day-a-week on-air related activities and assorted social and charitable events the television station required us to attend on their behalf, I still prided myself in knowing Maddie’s schedule. Today was photography class. Maddie fancied herself a budding fashion photographer. At least that was better than fancying herself a fashion model, in my view.
I considered pouring myself a drink before strategizing about how I’d approach Trevor in the morning. On second thought, I figured it might be better if I waited for Andrew.
Just a year earlier, Andrew had retired from his position anchoring the national news after winning awards as the top news anchor in the country six years in a row. His producer was apoplectic when he made the announcement that he was leaving the show, but Andrew always knew when to go. He subscribed to the song lyrics about knowing when to hold them and when to fold them, followed by knowing when to walk away. He left when he was firmly on top, signed a lucrative publishing deal for his memoir, and started a part-time lecturing position at the journalism school. I think they’d made him the Thomas D’Arcy McGee professor or something like that. He was in love with the new schedule that permitted him to do Maddie’s after-school pickup, and, joy of joys, he had learned to cook, and even better for all of us, he loved it. On the other hand, I was the master of spaghetti only when accompanied by bottled sauce. I was staring into the refrigerator, contemplating take-out for dinner, when I heard the front door open and in clattered my little family.
I poked my head out the kitchen door and looked out into the foyer. “Hi all!”
Andrew’s eyes widened as he turned from where he was hanging his jacket in the closet. “You’re home,” he said, sounding surprised. I suppose I couldn’t blame him. Andrew and Maddie always arrived home before I did on weekday afternoons.
Maddie dropped her backpack on the floor with a thud. “OMG, Mom! What were you thinking?”
I was perplexed about their reaction to seeing me home before them. And what was Maddie talking about? Surely, my presence didn’t warrant such shock. Then I wondered. Is it possible they’ve already heard about what happened on live television this afternoon? Surely not.
Maddie marched over to where I was still standing in the kitchen doorway and firmly thrust her phone toward me so that I was looking squarely at the screen about a foot from my eyes. I pushed it back (after all, I didn’t have my reading glasses on).
“What’s this?” I said, trying to figure out what I was looking at.
“Do you know what a meme is, Mom?”
“Of course I do. But what is this?” I took the phone from her hand and looked at it closely. Nothing was computing.
“Erica, my dear, you’ve really done it this time,” Andrew said, heading toward the dining room. “Drink?” I nodded.
“Mom, are you getting this? You are an internet meme! All my friends have seen it. Life as I’ve known it to this point is over!”
I looked again at the little jerking picture in my hand. It was me—I guess. At least it was someone who looked like me. And she seemed to be sitting exactly where I sat every afternoon, wearing exactly what I had been wearing earlier that day, saying “self-righteous little moron” and “imbecilic pea-brain” over and over and over. Yup, it was me.
“And, Mother,” Maddie called me Mother only when she was severely pissed at me, “it’s gone viral! Viral! And they’re saying you should be cancelled! Do you even know what that means?”
“I’m sorry, Maddie, but before you make me the total villain here, I think you should watch the whole interview.”
My thirteen-going-on-forty-year-old daughter nodded. There was one thing I knew to be true about Maddie. She always wanted the whole story. I watched her as she thudded up the stairs, no doubt on the way to her bedroom, where she would probably log into our home server, where I had an automatic recording set up for every show so I could easily find them if I needed to see something later. It was probable that the station might already have cut out that offending interview in their online version. Maddie would probably watch it, as I’d suggested. Then we could talk.
I joined Andrew, who was now sitting in the living room, his iPad open on his lap and an open bottle of wine on the coffee table in front of him.
“It seems you’ve had an eventful day, Erica,” he said. “You know, this is rich, even for you.” He turned his tablet toward me so that I could see he was watching the interview in its entirety. “I’ve seen you in full on-air bitch mode more than a few times in recent years, but I must admit, this one tops them all. I suppose Trevor will have no choice but to sack you,” he said.
“Sack me? As in, fire me?” I took the glass of wine Andrew offered to me and sat down. “You know he won’t do that. I’m his golden girl. The bitch everyone hates to love. Or loves to hate.”
Andrew’s eyebrows twitched upward. “Are you sure? Everyone has a line, Erica. You might have stepped over his. Or Ted’s.”
Andrew knew the station owner, Ted Thomas—who had also been in journalism school with Trevor and Andrew years ago—better than I did. To tell you the truth, despite my status as one of the co-hosts of the most popular show the station produced, I hardly knew my boss’s boss. Andrew’s multi-year, on-air position at the top of the television news food chain (which included all the major television stations in the country) opened many doors for him. I’d met Ted—my big boss way above Trevor—only two or three times and always at Andrew’s side at some obligatory social event.
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