
Christmas lights strung up along the makeshift kitchen 
where she brews coffee, then the bathroom light for a 
shower. After that come the floor lamp by the Tv, the 
desk lamp and the overhead lights. But they don't really 
make a difference. No matter how many lights she turns 
on, it always feels dark. 

It is a small routine in a day that can stretch on for­
ever, with no structure or purpose, like a layover before 
a flight that has been delayed indefinitely. She has been 
out of work for more than seven months and is one of 
the 3.9 million Americans at the time who had been 
unemployed for more than 27 weeks - three times as 
many as before the recession started. (The numbers 
have continued to rise.) She has been getting by on un­
employment benefits, food stamps and the occasional 
freelance-writing gig. 

Jayne jots down a to-do list on a steno pad: Figure 
out a payment plan for Leo's private school tuition that 
she still owes from last year. Give Lucas $20 to pay for 
his sixth-grade graduation. Go to the post office.E-mail 
the members of her Toastmasters club. Update her 
blog. Search the online jobs boards for marketing and 
writing gigs. 

She starts in on the list but gets frantic as dawn 
breaks; that means it's time to be a mommy. 

She trudges up to the kitchen to pack the kids' 
lunches. The room is a disaster. There's a large hole in 
the ceiling where contractors had fixed an upstairs leak 
(Jayne ran out of money to put up new drywall). The 

Jayne interrupts to persuade Leo to do some unfin­
ished homework. He is supposed to circle the number 
of cats to equal the given fraction. Cats are fun, light? 
They have three at the house. 

"It's not fun. How can math be fun?" Leo pouts. "I 
woke up at 6:30 so I could have a fun morning:' 

Jayne lets it go. Her ex would say that she's giving in 
again. But she's out of steam. Leo runs out the door and 
stops only for a briefkiss from his mom. Lucas suddenly 
remembers a survey that parents need to send back 

It is amateur comedy night, and Jayne has signed up under 
the name ofher alter ego. Even the show's producer 

gets them confused, calling her Ann, then Jayne. 

countertop is peeling. The microwave exploded. 
Jayne finds three brown paper bags and labels them 

with a Sharpie, one for each kid plus a snack for Leo. 
She hauls food out ofthe fridge and the boxes near the 
kitchen window and throws it into the bags. Capri Sun 
lemonade and Stonyfield Farm Strawberry Smoothies. 
Sigh. Carrots, apples and pineapple. Sigh. Leo gets a 
sandwich bag full of shredded cheese. Lucas gets pea­
nut butter and jelly. 

Sigh. 
Every day it's the same thing. The monotony kills 

her. There is nothing exciting about pretzel sticks. It 
takes her about 15 to 20 minutes to get through it. 

"Mommy;' Lucas's voice drifts into the hallway as she 
creaks up the stairs to his room. She sits on his mattress. 

"How you doin'?" Jayne coos softly, stroking Lucas's 
hair. "It's gonna be a nice day today. You'll probablywear 
shorts:' 

He grunts, but she's satisfied that both boys are 
awake now. She heads back downstairs to make break­
fast: frozen French toast cut into strips and dusted 
with powdered sugar. The boys are talking about the 
upcoming Stanley Cup playoffs and the Nationals' los­
ingstreak. 

with their kids that day. Jayne sighs as she sits down to 
answer the questions. She usually walks him down the 
road to Janney Elementary. They are going to be late. 

"Mom, can you drive?" Lucas says as he prances 
around waiting for Jayne to finish . 

She gives him an exasperated look. "No, I don't have 
a car;' It was totaled in a hit-and-run accident in De­
cember, and the insurance money went to the next few 
months ofmortgage payments. 

"Aaaarrrrggggghhh!" he groans and lurches off into 
the kitchen. 

One ofthe bigproblemsofbeingunemployed is an 
obsession to.feelwanted again.SinceI'm dioorced and 
uninvolved, thefeeling is amplified. Writing is a cold 
medium. 1needtofeel thehot in-personvibeofreal 
peoplein Teal time.1don'texpecttomake any money 
at [stand-up comedy).Lift asa stand-up comicisn't 
listedas oneofu.s. News eJ BusinessReport'sbest 
career mooesfor 2009. 

A few days later, Ann Powers is standing in the spotlight 
on the stage at the Topaz Hotel near Dupont Circle 
wearing a low-cut yellow slip dress with dangly ear-
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rings. It is amateur comedy night, and Jayne has signed 
up under the name of her alter ego. Even the show's 
producer gets them confused, calling her Ann, th en 
Jayne and back again. She covers her favorite topi cs: 
sex, money and men. 

"I'm going to tell you my best online dating story," 
she tells the crowd. "There was a guy who actually took 
me home. We got to his car, and he had one of these 
really big Merced es-Benz SUVs.And, like, I like the guy, 

At night, 
Jayne up ­
dates her blog 
in the base­
mentin-Iaw 
suite ofher 
home. Her 
ex-husband 
and children 
live upstairs. 

but his car was great:' 
She riffsabout trying to cajole the car out of the man, 

or at least settling for a couple hundred in cash, and 
does a bit about th e dangers of'Viagr a, Ann gets a few 
laughs and cert ainly a lot of approving looks, th en head s 
to the bar with her free drink ticket. 

She tosses her short blond hair and laughs unin­
hibitedly as she reminisces about alJ the t imes that 
she just missed becoming a millionaire - or, at least , 
living like one. She published an ~nline newsletter in 
th e early days of the Internet but turned down venture 
capital money in favor of retaining control. Th en th ere 

Th ey were driving in th e car, and the kids were bicker­
ing in the back. She turned around to tell them to be 
quiet then turned back to him and said, "This is what 
drives me away:' 

"An d I thought, [expletive] , she's divorcing th e kids. 
She doesn't want to be who she is;' David recalls. He is 
now working on a book manuscript tentatively titled 
"Shut Up and Get Divorced: A Cautionary Tale For 
Men :' 

Jayne denies the idea that she wants the kids out of 
her life; the only person she wants gone for good, she 
says, is her ex. Still, David says he is eternally indebted 
to Jayne for her work with Leo. Ifhe could give her the 
rest of her life off, he would - provided she didn't do 
something crazy such as fly off to Antigua for a week 
when they're strug gling to make mortgage payments . 

And of course that's exactly what she and her girl­
friend Andrea Booher did this spring. The trip cost her 
$1,000 - half in cash, half on her credit card - which 
she figured is about the same as going to several therapy 
app ointments. It's also almost the same amount she 
owes for last year's tuition at Leo's private school. 

But she just had to get out of that basement , and 
Ann took over. Goodbyekids, ex-husband and Jayne. 

"Nothing really surprises me now about Jayne;' 
Andrea says. "Now it's like champagne bottles just sort 
of un corking:' 

Jayne had business cards printed under both her 
real name and her pseudonym to promote herself and 
her blog. She figured she could recoup some of her costs 
by freelancin g a bit aboutAntigua. And, of course, th ere 
were bound to be a few eligible bachelors. 

As if on cue, a Frenchman entered the picture on 
th eir last night there. Handsom e, with salt-and-pepper 
hair, he was serving drinks at a bar when she met him. 
Andrea encouraged her to flirt with him, but Ann 
scoffed.As if she wouJd chase after a bartender. 

But after a few minutes of conversat ion, she learned 
that he was actually a skipper straight out of her day­

"Nothing really surprises me nowaboutJayne," says her 
friend Andrea, with whomshe flew offto Antigua. 

"Now it's like champagne bottles just sort ofuncorking." 

was th e found er of a national shoe company who took 
a shine to her and let her stay at his home in Aspen for 
a night. (Nothing untoward happened , thank you very 
much.) There was also a brief fling with a president of 
the American Stock Exchan ge. And her last boyfriend 
was a branding executive worth millions whom she met 
while on vacation in Puerto Vallarta. 

Ann seems to have an uncanny ability to draw rich 
men to her side. Her ex says that her good looks have 
resulted in a Cinderella complex. 

"She just wan ts to be rescued;' David says later. "It's 
okay as a fantasy. But it's more than a fantasy to her:' 

He remembers one of their many fights , after they 
had decided to get divorced and Leo was getting better. 
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dreams. His friend owned th e bar, and he was just help­
ing out. He owned a 60 -foot yacht. They talked late into 
the night. Th e Frenchman came to see Ann the next 
morning before she left. 

RockerAdam Lambert is getting a lot ofpressf or 
losing the topjob on American Idol. He'sfeatured on 
the CU1Tent cover ofusWeekly above a headline that 
blares, ''I'm Gay ."Thank you USfor pointing that ou t, 
but I think we all knew thatgivenAdam paints his 
nails black, and that'sa dead giveaway . 

I wish eoeruone elsegot as much attentionfo r 
losing theirjobs asA dam. Our headline would read, 
'Tm Fs-tl" ... Tohonoruscommonfolk, USshould 



1 
start a newpublication,Dumped Weekly, at least house; he refuses. It 's the one anchor for the boys, he 
its subscriberbaseisgrowing compared toother says. He wants her to pull money out of her retirement 
publications in trouble. savings; she refuses. It 's a palliative measure th at won't 

The French guy never got back in touch after Jayne left 
Antigua. He was supposed to be stateside this summer, 
but Jayne's e-mail to him went unanswered. 

Her ex is still furious about that trip. He confronts 
her in the kitchen one summer afternoon to issue an 
ultimatum: If she doesn't promise to stop spending 
money, he won't agree to the tuition repayment plan 
that Leo'sschool has offered them. 

She heads back down to the basement, distraught. 
David had made her a spreadsheet detailing thei r sum­
mer,but she couldn't really bear to look at it. 

$8,694 in mortgage payments 
$1,950 for current tuit ion for Leo's school 
$834 for past-due tuition for Leo's school 
$2,111.98 in property taxes 
$2,860 for summer camp tuition for the boys 
$400 for groceries not covered by food stamps 
By David's calculations, they each needed to come 

up with $5,011every month just to pay th eir expenses. 
On the spreadsheet, he wrote: "Lucas and Leo live in 
a household with no life insurance for either parent , 
no savings, no investments, only $10,000 in mother's 
retirement account, effectively no retirement savings, 
no college savings:' 

Money is a constant battle. She wants to sell the 

help in th e long term, she says. 
Jayne bristles at the idea of her ex controlling the 

way she spends her mone y. She will pay the bills, 
somehow. She has found some steady income editing 
preschool curricula through a temp agency. The job 
requ ires her to work in an office,which gets her out of 
the basement for a few hours, and it brings in a little 
money. 

The best part is the program is angling for a con­
tract in Amm an, Jordan, and she's already expressed 
interest in a possible position th ere. The kids would 
stay with David. She knows she might be judged for 
leaving them behind, but she figures she'd see the kids 
at least as much as if she were rich an d sent th em to 
board ing school. Plus, she'sjust so tired. But she hasn't 
heard anything back on the positions yet. 

"I will change my life. I will make it happen;' she 
says. "I don't know about the timing:' 

There is no ending to her story, just countless days 
spent wait ing, searching, dreami ng. There is no telling 
whe n ajob or love or a lottery check will come calling 
- or what name it will ask for. mID 

Ylan Q.Mui is a business stafftori ter 
for TheWashington Post. You can reach her 
at muiy @washpost.com. 
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