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        Not these my hands

        And yet I think there was

        A woman like me once had hands

        Like these.
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      My dear friend Roz Horowitz met her new husband online dating, and Roz is three years older and fifty pounds heavier than I am, and people have said that she is generally not as well preserved, and so I thought I would try it even though I avoid going online too much. Roz’s last husband died of colon cancer, and she deserves her happiness. Not that this new husband is anything special – his name is Tony and he used to be in the auto glass business in New Jersey. But Roz fixed him up and took him shopping for shirts at Bloomingdale’s, and now they’re taking all these classes at the JCC together – Conversational Spanish and Ballroom Dancing and Massage for Lovers and Creative Soap and Candle Making. I don’t particularly want a husband. They’re a lot of work, but I don’t want to spend the rest of my life alone either, and it would be nice to have someone to go to classes with is what I’m saying. I thought online dating was for younger people, but Roz says it’s not. “Even if it is,” she says, “Rachel, you’re younger now than you’ll ever be.”

      So I ask Roz if she has any advice and she says don’t put a picture that makes you look younger than you are. Everyone on the Internet lies, but ironically, the worst thing to do on the Internet is lie. And I say, “Roz, my love, how exactly is that different from life?”

      The first man I meet is named Harold, and as a joke, I ask him if he always had that name because it seems like an old man name to me. But Harold doesn’t get the joke, and he gets huffy and says, “Haven’t you ever heard of Harold and the Purple Crayon? Harold is a child, Rachel.” Anyway, this date goes nowhere. 

      The second man I meet is Andrew, and he has dirty fingernails so I can’t notice if he is nice or not. I can’t even eat my brown sugar and butter crêpes because, oy gevalt, I’m so distracted by these fingernails. I mean, what was he doing before he came on this date? Competitive gardening? Burying the last woman he dated? He says, “Rachel Shapiro, you eat like a bird!” I think about packing up the crêpes, but what’s the point? Crêpes don’t keep. Reheat them, and they end up eggy and rubbery, and even if you force them down, it’s a tragedy because you’re thinking of the crêpes they might have been and all that wasted potential.

      Andrew calls me a few weeks later to ask me if I want to go on another date, and I very quickly say, No thank you. And he asks why. And I don’t want to tell him the thing about the dirty fingernails because it seems petty and maybe it is. My ex-husband was meticulous about his fingernails, and he still turned out to be a piece of garbage. While I’m thinking of what to say, he says, “Well, I guess I have my answer. Don’t bother making up some lie.” 

      And I say, “Honestly, I think we lack chemistry, and at our ages” – I’m sixty-four – “it doesn’t make sense to waste time.” 

      And he says, “So you know, your picture makes you look ten years younger than you are.” A parting blow. 

      I know this is the insult of the insulted, but I show Roz the picture anyway, just in case. I had thought of it as recent, but upon closer consideration, I determine it’s from the end of the second Bush administration. Roz says that I do look younger in it, but in a good way, not so much that it’s ridiculous. She says if I pick the right restaurant, with the right lighting, I’ll look exactly the same age as the photo. And I say that’s starting to sound like Blanche DuBois putting scarves on the lamps. Roz takes a new picture of me with her phone on my balcony, and that’s that. 

      The third man I meet is Louis, and he has very nice glasses with titanium arms. I like him immediately even though the first thing he says is, “Wow, you’re prettier than your picture,” which leaves me wondering if I’ve swung too much in the other direction with this whole picture foolishness. He’s a professor of Jewish-American literature at the University of Miami, and he tells me he ran marathons until his hip started bothering him and now he runs half marathons. He asks me if I work out, and I tell him yes, I teach Pilates for Seniors, as a matter of fact – maybe I could help with his flexors? He says, I bet you could, or something like that. Then, to establish we aren’t bimbos, we schmooze about books. I say I love Philip Roth, even though that’s probably a cliché for a woman of my background and my age. And he says, no, Philip Roth is wonderful. He once gave a public lecture about Philip Roth’s books and Philip Roth came to it and sat in the first row! Philip Roth sat through the whole thing, nodded occasionally, crossed and uncrossed and recrossed his long legs, and when it was over, he left without saying a word. 

      “Did he like it?” I ask. “Was he offended?” 

      Louis says he’ll never know and it’ll always be one of the great mysteries of his life. 

      I say, “Philip Roth has long legs?”

      He says, “Not as long as mine, Rach.”

      It’s a nice thing to flirt.

      And then he asks me if I have any children. And I say, I have a daughter, Aviva. And he says, Aviva, that means springtime or innocence in Hebrew, what a beautiful name. And I say, I know, that’s why my ex-husband and I chose it. And he says, I haven’t known many Avivas, it’s not a very common name, just that girl who got into trouble with Congressman Levin. Do you remember that whole mishegoss?

      “Um,” I say.

      He says, “It was a blight on South Florida, a blight on Jews, a blight on politicians if that’s even possible, a blight on civilization in general.”

      He says, “Can you honestly not remember it? It was on the news every day here in 2001, until September eleventh happened and everyone forgot about her.”

      He says, “I wish I could remember her last name. You really don’t remember her? Well, Rach, she was like Monica Lewinsky. The girl knew he was married and she seduced him. I guess she was drawn to the power or the limelight. Or maybe she was insecure. She was slutty and a bit zaftig – one of those such-a-pretty-face types – so it probably raised her self-esteem to attract a man like Levin. I can’t feel much sympathy for people like that. What the heck was her last name?” 

      He says, “It’s a real shame. Levin’s been a solid congressman. He might have been the first Jewish president if not for that farkakte girl.” 

      He says, “You know who I feel sorry for? Her parents.”

      He says, “I wonder whatever happened to that girl. I mean, who would ever hire her? Who would marry her?”

      He says, “Grossman! Aviva Grossman! That’s it!”

      And I say, “That’s it.”

      I excuse myself to go to the ladies’ room, and when I come back, I tell the waiter to pack up the rest of my paella, which is very good and way too much for one person. Some restaurants skimp on the saffron, but not La Gamba. You can’t microwave paella but it will reheat on the stovetop very nicely. I say let’s go halfsies on the check, and Louis says he was planning to pay. But I insist. I only let a man pay for me if I’m planning to see him again. Roz says this is either feminism or the opposite of feminism, but I think it’s plain manners. 

      We walk to the parking lot, and he says, “Did something happen back there? Did I say something wrong? I thought it was going very well until suddenly it wasn’t.”

      I say, “I just don’t like you,” and I get in my car.
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      I live in a three-bedroom condo on the beach. I can hear the ocean and everything’s the way I like it, which is the best thing about living alone. Even when you’re married to a doctor who’s gone most of the time, he’ll still feel like he should weigh in on the décor. And his opinions are, I think I’d prefer a bed that was more masculine and Definitely blackout curtains, you know my schedule and Sure it’s pretty, but won’t it get dirty? But now my couch is white, my curtains are white, my duvet is white, my countertops are white, my clothes are white, everything is white, and no, it doesn’t get dirty, I’m very careful. I bought near the bottom of the market – I have always been lucky in real estate, if nothing else – and the condo is worth three times what I paid for it. I could sell it and make a killing, but honestly, where would I go? You tell me where I would go! 

      Back when I was married and back when Aviva was young, we lived across town in a Tuscan-style minimansion in Forestgreen Country Club, which is a gated community. Now that I no longer live there, I can admit that the gates always troubled me – we lived in Boca Raton; who were we keeping out? People were always getting robbed in Forestgreen anyway. The gates seemed to attract thieves. Put up gates, people will think there’s something worth protecting. But Forestgreen’s where I met Roz, who has been my best friend through some times, let me tell you. And that’s where we met the Levins. The Levins moved in when Aviva was a freshman in high school, fourteen. 

      When we first knew him, Aaron Levin was a lowly state senator. His wife, Embeth, was the one who made the money – she worked as in-house counsel for a conglomerate of South Florida hospitals. Roz’s nickname for Aaron Levin was “Jewish Superman” or “Jewperman.” And honest to God, that’s what he looked like. He was six feet two inches tall in New Balances, with black curly hair and blue-green eyes and a big, kind, dopey smile. The man could wear a dress shirt. He’d gone to Annapolis and served in the navy, and he had the shoulders to show for it. He was a few years younger than Roz and me, but he was not so young that Roz didn’t like to joke that one of us should try to sleep with him. 

      The wife, Embeth, always looked unhappy. She was thin from the waist up but frumpy on the bottom – thick calves and hips, puffy knees. How the woman must have suffered to keep her brown curly hair in that straight blond bob. Roz used to say, “In this humidity, oy vey iz mir, maintaining a hairstyle like that is nothing short of madness.” 

      For the record, I tried to make friends with Embeth, but she wasn’t interested. (It wasn’t just me, because Roz also tried.) Mike and I had them over for dinner twice. The first time, I made beef brisket, which takes all day. Even with the AC blasting, I was shvitzing on my Donna Karan open-shouldered dress. The second time, I made maple-glazed salmon. No big deal. Marinate for fifteen minutes, thirty in the oven, and done. Embeth never reciprocated. I can take a hint. Then when Aviva was a junior in high school, Aaron Levin ran for Congress, and they moved to Miami, and I thought I’d never see or hear from them again. You have a lot of neighbors in a lifetime and only a few of them turn out to be Roz Horowitzes.

       But it’s not Roz I’ve been brooding about all day, it’s the Levins, and I’m still thinking about them when the phone rings. It’s the history teacher from the public school, wanting to know if I’m Esther Shapiro’s daughter. She has been trying to reach Mom to see if she will be able to be a speaker for Survivor Day at the high school, and Mom’s not been answering her texts or her phone. I explain to her that Mom had a fairly devastating stroke about six months ago. So, no, Esther Shapiro will not be able to attend Survivor Day. They will have to find other survivors this year. 

      The history teacher starts to cry – annoying, indulgent – and says it is harder and harder to find enough survivors, even here in Boca Raton, which is, roughly, 92 percent Jewish, the most Jewish place on earth aside from Israel itself. Twenty years ago, when she first started doing Survivor Day, it was easy, she says, but now, who’s left? Maybe you survive cancer, maybe you survive the Holocaust, but life’ll get you every time. 

      That afternoon, I visit Mom at the nursing home, which smells like a combination of a school cafeteria and death. Mom’s hand is limp and her face has collapsed on the left side. I mean, why mince words? She looks strokey.

      I tell her that the indulgent schoolteacher was asking about her, and Mom tries to say something but it comes out as vowels and no consonants and maybe I’m a bad daughter, but I don’t understand. I tell her that I almost had a very good date until the man, out of the blue, insulted Aviva. And Mom makes a face that is inscrutable. And I say, I miss Aviva. I only say this because I know Mom can’t say anything back. 

      As I’m leaving the nursing home, Mom’s younger sister, Mimmy, arrives. Mimmy is the happiest person I’ve ever known, but she isn’t always trustworthy. Maybe this is unfair. Maybe it isn’t that Mimmy isn’t trustworthy but that I don’t trust happy people or happiness in general. Mimmy wraps her big, flappy wings around me. (When we were kids, my brother and I called arms like these Hadassah arms.) Mimmy says that Mom has been asking about Aviva.

      “How precisely was she doing that, Mimmy?” I ask. Mom can’t say anything. 

      “She said her name. She said UH-VEE-VUH,” Mimmy insists. 

      “Three whole syllables? I highly doubt that. Besides which, everything Mom says sounds like ‘Aviva.’” 

      Mimmy says she doesn’t want to argue with me, because we need to start making plans for Mom’s eighty-fifth birthday party. Mimmy isn’t sure if we should have the party here, at the home that is not her home, or if Mom will be well enough to travel. Obviously, Mimmy thinks it would be better to have the party somewhere else, somewhere more scenic – the Boca Raton Museum of Art or that nice brunch place in Mizner Park or my apartment. “Your apartment is gorgeous,” Mimmy says. 

      I say, “Aunt Mimmy, do you think Mom would even want a party?”

      Mimmy says, “There is no one on earth who loves parties more than your mother.”

      I wonder if Mimmy and I are speaking of the same woman. Once, I asked my mother if she and Daddy had been happy. “He was a good provider. He was good to you and your brother. Happy?” my mother said. “What’s that?” This is to say, I am reminded for the millionth time that it is a very different thing to be a woman’s sister than it is to be her daughter. 

      I say, “Mimmy, is it really the right time for a party?”

      Mimmy looks at me as if I am the most pitiable person she has ever met. “Rachel Shapiro,” she says, “it’s always the right time for a party.”

    

  
    
      
        
          
            
              
              THREE
            

          

        

      

      Sometime before my marriage ended, Mike and I drove down to the University of Miami to have dinner with Aviva, who said she had an announcement for us. At long last and a few semesters behind schedule, she had decided on a major: Spanish literature and political science.

      Mike said that sounded impressive, but he was always such a softie where Aviva was concerned. I was the one who had to ask her what she was planning to do with a degree like that, which sounded like a whole lotta nada. I had visions of my daughter living in her childhood room forever. 

      Aviva said, “I’m going into politics.” The Spanish literature, she explained, was because she noticed that everyone who won elections in our part of the country spoke Spanish fluently. The political science, she felt, was obvious. 

      “Politics is a dirty business,” Mike said. 

      “I know, Daddy,” Aviva said, kissing him on the cheek. Then she asked Mike if he was still in contact with Congressman Levin. Though it had been a while since we had lived next door to the Levins, Mike had performed heart surgery on the congressman’s mother about a year earlier. Aviva hoped this connection would help her to land an entry level job or an internship. 

      Mike said he would give the congressman a call the next day, which he did. Where Aviva was concerned, Mike was more than reliable. She was daddy’s little girl. I find the term Jewish-American princess offensive, but if the tiara fits. At any rate, Mike talked to Levin and Levin gave Mike the name of someone in his office, and Aviva went to work for the congressman.

      In those days, I was vice principal at the Boca Raton Jewish Academy, which serves students from kindergarten to twelfth grade. I had held this position for the last ten years, and one of the reasons I had not driven down to Miami to see Aviva much that fall was because my boss, Principal Fischer, had been caught shtupping a senior girl. The girl was eighteen years old, but still… A grown man and an educator should know how to keep his schlong in his pants. Eli Fischer was foolishly determined to keep his job and wanted me to advocate on his behalf with our board. “You know me,” Fischer said. “Please, Rachel.”

      I did know him, which is why I told the board that Fischer should be fired immediately. While they searched for a replacement, I became the principal of BRJA, the first woman ever to hold that post, for what such distinctions are worth.

      When Fischer returned to pack up his desk, I brought him a black-and-white cookie. It was a peace offering but also an excuse to see how the packing was going. I wanted him out of what was to become my office. He opened the white wax paper bag, and he flung the black-and-white cookie at my head, like a Frisbee. “Judas!” he yelled. I dodged just in time. The cookie was from King’s – six inches in diameter with an almost petit-four-like consistency. What a stupid man. 

      By the time I saw Aviva at Thanksgiving, she had lost some weight, but she was otherwise rosy and happy, so all I could think was that the employment was doing her good. Maybe Aviva has found her calling, I thought. Maybe politics is her calling? I entertained a fantasy of myself at her inauguration for some office, dabbing my eyes with a red, white, and blue silk Hermès handkerchief. Aviva was always a girl with smarts and energy, but it often went in many directions, like sun rays or a bag of marbles dropped on the floor – maybe this is just youth, though? I asked her, “So you like working with the congressman?” 

      Aviva laughed. “I don’t work with him directly, not really.”

      “What do you do, then?”

      “It’s boring,” she said.

      “Not to me! Your first real job!” 

      “I don’t get paid,” she said. “So it’s not a real job.”

      “Still, this is exciting stuff,” I said. “Tell me, my daughter. What do you do?”

      “I get the bagels,” she said.

      “Okay, what else?”

      “They send me to Kinko’s.”

      “But what are you learning?” I said.

      “How to photocopy double-sided,” she said. “How to make coffee.”

      “Aviva, come on, give me one good story to take back to Roz.”

      “I didn’t take this job so you’d have stories for Roz Horowitz.”

      “Something about the congressman.”

      “Mom,” she said impatiently. “There’s nothing to tell. The congressman’s in D.C. I mainly work with the campaign staff. Everything’s raising money and everyone hates raising money, but they believe in what they’re doing and they believe in the congressman, and I guess that makes it all right.”

      “So you like it?”

      She took a deep breath. “Mommy,” she said, “I’m in love.” 

      For a second, I thought we were still talking about the job, that she was saying she was in love with politics. I realized that we weren’t. 

      “It’s early,” she said. “But I think I love him. I do.” 

      “Who is he?” I asked.

      She shook her head. “He’s handsome. He’s Jewish. I don’t want to say too much.”

      “Did you meet him at school?”

      “I don’t want to say too much.”

      “Okay,” I said. “Well, tell me one thing. Does he love you, too?”

      Aviva flushed prettily, like when she was a baby and had a fever. “Maybe.”

      She wasn’t saying something. It is probably obvious what she wasn’t saying, but it didn’t occur to me. She was only twenty years old, just a kid, a good girl. I didn’t believe that my Aviva could get herself mixed up in something dirty like that. I had faith in her.

      “How old is he?” I asked. The worst I thought was that he could be older. 

      “Older,” she said. 

      “How much older?”

      “Not as old as Daddy.”

      “Well, that’s something,” I said. 

      “Mom, he’s married,” Aviva said.

      Oh God, I thought.

      “But he’s unhappy,” she said.

      “My love, I can’t caution you strongly enough – please don’t get yourself mixed up in someone else’s marriage.”

      “I know,” she said. “I know.” 

      “Do you? In this life and the next one, all you have is your good name.”

      Aviva began to cry. “That’s why I had to tell you. I’m so ashamed.” 

      “You must end this, Aviva. This can’t go on.”

      “I know,” she said. 

      “Stop saying ‘I know’! ‘I know’ doesn’t mean anything. Say ‘I’ll do it,’ and then go do it. Nothing has happened yet. No one knows except me.”

      “Okay, Mom. I’ll do it. Promise you won’t tell Daddy.”

       

      On the fourth or fifth night of Chanukah, I drove down to Miami to make certain Aviva had sacked the married man. I was anxious so I went overboard with offerings for Aviva’s dorm. I brought an electric menorah, and a netted bag of gold chocolate coins, and new face towels from Bloomingdale’s (I paid seven dollars per towel for in-store monogramming), and two black-and-white cookies from King’s because these were her favorite when she was little. 

      “So?” I said. 

      “Mom,” she said, “the marriage is over, but he can’t break up with the wife at the moment. The timing isn’t right.”

      “Oh, Aviva,” I said. “That’s what every married man says. He will never break up with the wife. Never.” 

      “No,” Aviva said, “it’s true. He has a very good reason he can’t break up the marriage right now.” 

      “Yeah,” I said, “what?”

      “I can’t tell you,” she said.

      “Why? I want to hear this very good reason.”

      “Mom,” she said. 

      “How can I advise you if I don’t know the details?” 

      “If I tell you the reason, you’ll know who it is,” Aviva said. 

      “Maybe not,” I said.

      “You will,” she said.

      “So tell me. What difference does it make if I know who it is? I’m not going to tell anyone. I’m a vault when it comes to you.” 

      “The reason is” – she paused – “the reason is because he is in the middle of a reelection campaign.” 

      “Oh God,” I said. “Please end this. Aviva, you must end this. Think of his wife —”

      “She’s awful,” Aviva said. “You always said that yourself.”

      “Then think of his sons. Think of his constituents, of the people who have voted for him. Think of his career. Think of your own! Think of your reputation! And if that’s not enough, think of Daddy and of me and of Grandma!”

      “Stop being a drama queen. No one will ever find out. We’ll keep it a secret until he can get divorced,” Aviva said. 

      “Please, Aviva. Listen to me. You have to end this. Or if you can’t end this, put it on ice until he gets the divorce. If it’s really love, it will keep until next year.” 

      Aviva nodded in a considering way, and I thought I might be getting through to her. She kissed me on the cheek. “Don’t worry. I’ll be careful.” This must be what it’s like when your child joins a cult.

      I could not sleep that night. I called in sick to work, something I never do because I am never sick, and though I was forty-eight years old at the time, I went to see my own mother for advice. 

      “Mom,” I said. “Aviva’s in trouble.” I described the situation for my mother. 

      “Aviva is smart,” Mom finally said, “but she is young and she does not know what she does not know. Go to Levin’s wife. You know the woman and have a context from which you can request a meeting. The wife will talk sense into the congressman.”

      “But isn’t that a betrayal of Aviva’s confidence?”

      “Aviva will be hurt in the short term, but it will be a temporary hurt and it is for her own good.”

      “Do I tell Aviva that I’m going to do this?” I asked. 

      “It’s up to you, but I wouldn’t. She will not see reason. She will not see things from your point of view, and whether or not it is a betrayal, she will surely see it as one. If you don’t tell her, in all likelihood she will never find out it was you.” 

      Just before I married Mike, my mother and I went shopping for bridal shoes. And I remember thinking, Why bother? Do I really need to wear white shoes? But then I saw a diamanté-covered pump with a three-inch stiletto heel. “Mom,” I said, “look at these beauties.” 

      “Meh,” she said.

      “What?” I said. “They’re gorgeous.”

      “They’re pretty,” she said. “But your dress is to the floor. No one will see your shoes. You may as well be comfortable.”

      “I’ll know they’re there,” I said. 

      She made her signature moue. 

      “I’m a seven and a half,” I told the salesman.

      I tried them on and determined them to be bearably painful. 

      “Your legs look amazing,” the salesman said. 

      “No one’s going to see her legs,” Mom said. “Can you even walk?”

      I walked. 

      “Those tiny baby steps. You look hobbled,” she said.

      “I feel like Cinderella,” I said. “I’m going to get them.” 

      “These are investment shoes,” the salesman said.

      My mother snorted audibly.

      “You’ll have these shoes your whole life,” the salesman said.

      “They’ll sit in your closet your whole life,” Mom said. “You’ll never wear them again.”

      “You have shoes like these, you find places to wear them,” the salesman said. 

      “You don’t have to pay for them,” I said to my mother. I put my credit card on the counter.

      In the car, my mother said, “Rachel —”

      “Stop with the shoes already. It’s done. They’re paid for,” I said.

      “No, it’s not that. I don’t know why I was so sour about the shoes. If you love them, you should have them. What I wanted to say was” – she paused, but barely – “you could just as soon not marry him.”

      “What?”

      “You know, I guess I mean, you could marry him or you couldn’t.” She said this casually, as if she were saying she could have either sandwiches or soup for dinner, it didn’t matter to her.

      “Are you saying you don’t like him?” I asked.

      “No, I like him fine,” she said. “But while I’m thinking about it, I wanted to point out to you that it’s as easy to call off a wedding as to go through with one.”

      “What?”

      “My point is, it’s tempting,” she said. “It is certainly tempting to continue on with something because it has already begun. Think of Hitler, Rachel.”

      There was no one Mom despised more than Hitler. He was rarely invoked and when she did invoke him, it was for situations she considered most grave. “I don’t know where you’re going with this, Mother.”

      “Maybe at some point, that piece of shit had doubts about the Final Solution. Probably not, he was not a man known for introspection, but you never know. But maybe at one million Jews or two million Jews, in his secret, diseased heart, he was like, ‘Enough. This isn’t solving anything. If anything, it’s creating more problems! I don’t know why I ever thought this was a good idea.’ But he’d gotten the ball rolling, so…”

      “Are you seriously comparing Mike to Hitler?”

      “No, in this metaphor, you’re Hitler, and your wedding is the Final Solution, and I’m the good German who doesn’t want to sit idly by.”

      “MOTHER!”

      “Don’t be so literal. It’s a story. People use stories to make a point.”

      “Not you! You don’t do that. Not with Hitler!”

      “Calm down, Rachel.”

      “Why are you saying this? Do you know something about Mike?” This was the woman who said she didn’t know what happiness was, after all. I couldn’t imagine where this was coming from.

      “I know nothing,” she said. 

      “You seem like you know something.”

      “I know nothing,” she said. She removed a tin of French lemon drops from her purse. My mother was never without candy. “Would you like one?” 

      “No.”

      With a shrug, she returned the tin to her purse. “I know nothing,” she repeated. “But maybe I feel that you do not always have his complete attention.”

      My hands were shaking. “What else is he paying attention to?”

      “I don’t know,” she said. “But you are a free woman, mine daughter, and you have options. You bought the shoes, but maybe you wear them to the opera instead. They’d be great at the opera. This is the last I’ll say about it.” She smiled at me and patted my thigh. “The shoes are very pretty.”

      I did wear those shoes to my wedding, and I ended up twisting my ankle on the way out of the synagogue. I limped through the entire reception. I couldn’t dance at all. 

      My mother’s advice had always been sound.
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      I left a rambling message on Embeth Levin’s answering machine. “Embeth, it’s your old neighbor, Rachel Grossman” – I was still Rachel Grossman then – “Rachel Grossman from Forestgreen Country Club, from Princeton Drive, from Boca Raton, from Florida, from planet Earth, ha ha! Anyway, I was thinking of you, and the kids” – oh God, that was one way to put it – “and when the kids were young, and I was wondering if we might have lunch, just to catch up and talk about old times.” 

      A week passed, and she hadn’t called me back. But why would she? She’d eaten my brisket, she’d eaten my salmon, but we hadn’t been friends. I decided to call her at her work. Her assistant put me on hold. The hold music was the Three Tenors Christmas album, and I remember sitting through at least two versions of “Ave Maria” in the time it took the assistant to return. “Embeth’s in a meeting,” the assistant said.

      “Is she really in a meeting?” I asked.

      “Of course,” he said.

      I started to wonder if the best thing to do wouldn’t be to send her an anonymous note about the affair. But how could I be certain that she alone saw it and that it wouldn’t be intercepted by the assistant or someone even more indiscreet?

      I was considering driving down to her office, which was forty minutes away in Palm Beach, when Embeth called me back. 

      “Rachel, hello,” Embeth said. “I was surprised to get your call. How are you? How’s Dr. Mike? Alisha?”

      Normally, such an error would have insulted me (We’d been neighbors! They’d been invited to Aviva’s bat mitzvah!), but at that moment, I felt relief that she didn’t remember Aviva’s name. It meant she couldn’t know about the affair. “Aviva’s good,” I said. “She’s interning in the congressman’s office.”

      “I didn’t know that,” Embeth said. “That’s wonderful.”

      “Yes,” I said.

      I knew there would be no better moment.

      But I couldn’t ruin a woman’s marriage over the phone.

      “How about lunch?” I said.

      “Oh, Rachel,” she said. “I wish I could! But I’m incredibly busy with work and with the congressman’s reelection campaign.”

      “It could be short,” I said. “Drinks even.”

      “The soonest I could think of doing it would be this summer,” Embeth said. 

      I needed to invent a reason for us to see each other, something she couldn’t put off. I remembered what Aviva had said about the campaign and money. Money, I thought. 

      “Well, I wasn’t only calling to catch up. I thought we might discuss the possibility of a fund-raiser,” I said. “I don’t know if you’ve heard, but I’ve recently become the principal of BRJA, and I’m always on the lookout for opportunities for our students to meet with Jewish leaders. So, I thought, wouldn’t it be marvelous if the school hosted an evening ticketed lecture with the congressman? Our students get to meet with the congressman, and we could invite the parents, too, and we could make it a real thing. It would be win-win for us and for the congressman. The Boca Raton Jewish Academy presents a Night of Jewish Leaders. Is that something you and I could discuss?”

      She laughed. “The only time the zookeepers let me out is for campaign business.” Her voice was bashful. “How about lunch next Thursday?” she said. 

      In honor of the occasion, I bought a new suit at Loehmann’s. St. John. Black, with gold buttons and white trim. It was deeply discounted – the fabric was heavy for South Florida – and my size-ish. 

      The dressing room at Loehmann’s was communal, which meant the other shoppers weighed in on what you tried on. 

      “You look great in that,” an older woman (younger than I am now) in her bra, underwear, and a chunky turquoise necklace said to me. “So svelte.”

      “It’s not really my style,” I said. “I like your necklace.” 

      “I got it visiting my son in Taos, New Mexico,” she said.

      “I’ve heard it’s nice there.”

      “It’s a desert,” she said. “If you like the desert, it’s fine.”

      I swung my arms. It felt like I was wearing armor.

      “The suit looks made for you,” the older woman said.

      I looked at myself in the mirror. The woman in the suit looked frumpy and severe, like a prison matron. She didn’t look like me, which was exactly the look I was going for. 

      When I arrived at the restaurant, Embeth was there as was Congressman Levin’s director of fund-raising, I don’t remember the exact title. His name was Jorge, and he seemed like a very nice man, but I wanted to stab him with my fork. How irritating that she had brought someone! I had to pretend to talk about a fund-raiser that I had no intention of throwing. An excruciating forty-five minutes into lunch, Embeth said she had to leave Jorge and me to continue planning the fund-raiser without her. “This was lovely, Rachel. Thanks for getting me out of the office.”

      “So soon?” I said. 

      “We should do it again,” she said, in a tone that meant that we shouldn’t. 

      I watched her leave, and as she rounded the maître d’s station, I stood and said, “Jorge.”

      “Yes,” he said. 

      “Excuse me. I have to go to the ladies’ room!” I knew I was being oddly specific, but I didn’t want him to suspect my real purpose.

      “Well, you don’t need my permission,” he said lightly. 

      I walked at a measured pace toward the bathroom, but as soon as I was past the maître d’ and out of Jorge’s eye line, I sprinted toward the parking lot. She was still walking to her car. Thank God, I thought. I ran and I called her name like a madwoman: “Embeth! Embeth!” 

      The pavement was so hot it had almost turned back into tar, and my heel sank into it. I tripped and I skinned my knee. 

      Through my panty hose, I could see glistening flecks of pavement, embedded in my flesh like jewels.

      “Rachel,” she said. “Oh my God, are you all right?”

      I immediately stood up. “It’s nothing. It’s… the pavement is sticky,” I said. “What a klutz I am.”

      “Are you sure you’re okay? I think you’re bleeding,” she said. 

      “Am I?” I laughed, as if my own blood was a great joke.

      She smiled at me. “Well, this was fun. So great that we could do this. We should… Yes, you’re definitely bleeding. Maybe I have a Band-Aid?” She began to dig through her handbag, a shiny leather pentagon with brass corners, the size of a small suitcase. In a pinch, the bag could double as a weapon. 

      “You carry Band-Aids?” She didn’t strike me as a Band-Aid carrier. 

      “I have sons,” she said. “I’m basically a registered nurse.” She continued searching through her bag.

      “It’s fine,” I say. “It’s probably best to let it breathe anyway. That way, it can dry out.”

      “No,” she said, “that’s an old wives’ tale. You keep a wound moist for the first five days and it heals faster and leaves fewer scars. Found it!” She handed me a Band-Aid with dinosaurs on it. “You really should wash it out first.”

      “I will,” I said. 

      “Maybe I have some Neosporin?” She began to dig through her bag again.

      “It’s like a magician’s top hat, that bag,” I said. 

      “Ha,” she said. 

      “Enough!” I said. “You’ve done more than enough.” 

      “Well,” she said, “we should do this again.” 

      And I said, “Yes, we should.”

      And she said, “Was there something you wanted?”

      I knew it was now or never, but I was having trouble saying the words. There was no polite way to deliver such news and so I just said it. “Your husband is having an affair with my daughter, I’m sorry.”

      “Oh,” she said. The music of that syllable reminded me of the flat line of a heart monitor: shrill but final, dead sounding. She smoothed down her own St. John suit, which was navy blue and almost identical to the one I was wearing, and she ran her fingers through her straightened, scarecrow hair, which was growing frizzier every moment we stood in that infernal parking lot. “Why not go to him?”

      “Because…” Because my mother told me to go to you? Why hadn’t I gone to him? “Because I thought I should handle this woman to woman,” I said. 

      “Because you don’t think he’ll end it without a push from me.”

      “Yes.”

      “Because you don’t want your daughter to know that you’re the one who betrayed her,” Embeth filled in. “Because you want her to love you, to think of you as her best friend.”

      “Yes.”

      “Because she’s a slut —”

      “Come on,” I said. “She’s just a mixed-up kid.” 

      “Because she’s a slut,” she said, “and you’re a coward.”

      “Yes.”

      “Because you want it to end and you thought I would know what to do.” 

      “Yes.”

      “Because you look at my husband and you look at me and you suspect I’ve been through this before. Is that right?”

      “I really am sorry.”

      “Sure you are. I’ll take care of it,” Embeth said. “And I’ll let Jorge know there isn’t going to be a fund-raiser. A Night of Jewish Goddamn Leaders! Next time you want to ruin someone’s marriage, do it over the effing phone.”

      I felt guilty, but lighter. I had turned my problem into someone else’s. I went back inside the restaurant and had a vodka tonic with Jorge. I asked him what it was like to work for the Levins.

      “They’re wonderful people,” he said. “Beautiful people. The best. We all think they’re a rocket ship. You see it, don’t you?”
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