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      “The characters are romantic and lively and the plot moves along with engaging force…. She understands people and that’s Dart’s

         strong point as an author. $he takes us into their emotions and makes us understand them, mainly because they make the same

         mistakes and have the same dreams as the readers.”

      


      —Ocala Star-Banner
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      “Iris gives you her world in her voice. The behind-the-scenes of ;i comedy star show, the survival of writers who are used

         to big salaries, the male-dominated suites of the networks…. [She can] make you laugh, cry, and think.”

      


      —California Jewish Press
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      “Dart, the author of Beaches, writes with…humor and compassion.”

      


      —Cleveland Plain Dealer on Tbe, Stork Club
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      “If Iris Rainer Dart were a performer instead of a writer, she’d almost certainly be Bette Midler…Midler’s brash style is

         Dart’s fiction made flesh.”

      


      —Chicago Tribune
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         It was three o’clock in the morning and a thick gray cloud of cigar smoke hung in the air over the conference table. R.J. took

         another sip of coffee from a white mug that had the words THE BROAD printed boldly in red on the side, then held the mug next to her cheek, hoping the heat would soothe her pounding headache.

      


      “Patsy’s gotta say it right out on the air,” Harry Elfand announced. “‘My husband left me for a younger woman.’ America is

         gonna love her for tellin’ the truth, so let’s run with it.”

      


      “How young is the other woman?” Eddie Levy asked, knowing the other writers would rise to the bait.


      “She’s so young, when he takes her out to dinner he has to cut her meat,” Marty Nussbaum offered.


      “He has to strain the food.”


      “He comes home with pablum on his breath.”


      “The only social disease he worries about is diaper rash.”


      The voices of the writers were strained with exhaustion.


      “You’re makin’ the girlfriend too young,” Harry Elfand said. Then he absently put a lit match to the cigar he was chewing,

         even though the cigar was already lit.

      


      R.J. wriggled her toes inside her boots. She would never get through another hour of this. She was freezing and sleepy. A

         younger woman. What’s funny about a younger woman? she thought.

      


      “Everyone reads the Enquirer. We’ve gotta make Patsy 

         come out smelling like a rose. She caught her old man cheating. The girlfriend’s eighteen. Patsy’s thirty-six.”

      


      “How’d Patsy catch him?” Eddie Levy asked.


      R.J. put her cup down on the table and answered in a sleepy voice. “She found Clearasil on his collar.”


      “That’s funny,” someone muttered very quietly.


      “Good one,” Harry Elfand said to R.J. “Stay with it.”


      “Freddy’s so cheap, he’ll marry the girl ’cause he can get her into the movies for half price,” R.J. said. She was so punchy

         that she laughed a sharp little laugh out loud at that one. No one else even cracked a smile.

      


      “Okay, two jokes about the girl is enough,” Harry Elfand said, turning to face R.J. “Now gimme one about why he left Patsy.”


      Why he left Patsy. Why he left Patsy? Because she was…


      “Boss, I got a great idea,” Marty Nussbaum said. “Since R.J. is on a roll, why don’t we all go home and let her stay here

         and finish it?”

      


      “Because it’s gotta be done by nine this morning,” Harry Elfand answered, tapping his cigar out—which usually meant he was

         considering ending the meeting.

      


      “I’ll come in at seven,” R.J. said, knowing it was the only answer that could get all of them out of there and to their respective

         homes to sleep, even for a few hours. She stood, hoping Harry Elfand would take a cue from her. As she did, she could feel

         the stiffness in her neck and back and legs.

      


      Someone sang a few bars of “Thank Heaven for Little Girls,” and all the men stood too.


      “Well, if you ask me, writing for television is a hell of a way to make a living,” Marty Nussbaum said. It was what he always

         said when a meeting ended at this hour.

      


      “You call this living?” everyone muttered. It was what they always muttered as they searched for their car keys and made their

         way out the door. When they were all in the hallway, moving, shuffling toward the elevator, too tired to talk—which for them

         was very tired—R.J. switched off the lights in the conference room, closed the door, and turned to join them.

      


      

         OPENING MONOLOGUE


      (TIM CONWAY, BETTE MIDLER, RAY CHARLES)


      MUSIC: PATSY OPENING THEME


      FROM BLACK, THE PATSY SUNSHINE HOUR LOGO


      MOVES FORWARD AND FREEZES WHEN IT PILLS FRAME.


      ANNOUNCER (VOICE OVER)


      From Hollywood… it’s the Patsy Dugan


      Sunshine Howr!!!!


      IMAGES OF PATSY EXPLODE ALL OVER FRAME. DOZENS OF SHOTS PER MINUTE. LAST SHOT GOES TO BLACK.


      ANNOUNCER (V.0.)


      …And now, ladies and gentlemen, the rhinestone cowgirl herself… Patsy Dugan!!!


      PATSY (SINGING V.O.)


      LIKE A RHINESTONE COWGIRL


      RIDING OUT ON A HORSE


      IN A STAR-SPANGLED RODEO.


      DISSOLVE TO: PATSY LIVE


      

         PATSY


      Howdy, everybody.


      AUDIENCE (0.S.)


      Howdy, Patsy!!!


      PATSY


      Well, if y’all have been readin’ the papers I guess y’all know by now that my husband Freddy who used ta be on the show with

         me has left me for a woman half my age. Now, ain’t that the pits? Only thing worse was the way I figured out he was cheatin’.

         (BEAT) I found Clearasil on his collar. And ya know how cheap Freddy is. He’ll probably many the gal on accounta he can get her into the movies for half price. Ain’t it just

         awful? Freddy told The National Enquirer he left me ’cause I was dumb. Now ya see, that’s where me and him are different. I would never use name-callin’ in the press

         against that two-timin’, lowlife, redneck piece of trash.

      


      He also told everybody I was a lousy housekeeper. But I proved he was wrong about that. After the divorce I’m keepin’ the

         house in Beverly Hills, the house in Malibu, and the house in Hawaii. Hey, who needs him anyway? There are still some men

         around who think that I’m a cute young chick. ’Course, most of ’em are in nursing homes and institutions. I’m jokin’ because I want y’all to know that

         I am not one bit bitter about this situation. I have me a very positive attitude about my future. As soon as I can, I’m gonna

         start goin’ on dates and meetin’ people, because I believe it’s possible to go out there and find a man. After all, that young

         gal found mine!!!

      


      I’m real glad y’all are here ta keep me company tonight. We’re gonna have us a real good time. My special guests are Tim Conway…


      APPLAUSE


      The fabulous Ray Charles…


      APPLAUSE


      And my good friend, the Divine One, Bette Midler.


      

         APPLAUSE


      So stay tuned, hear? We’re comin’ right back, with Patsy’s Sunshine Hour.


      MUSIC: RHINESTONE COWGIRL


      PATSY (SINGS)


      THERE’S BEEN A LOAD OF COMPROMISIN’


      ON THE ROAD TO MY HORIZON


      BUT I’M GONNA BE WHERE THE LIGHTS


      ARE SHININ’ ON ME.


      LIKE A RHINESTONE COWGIRL…


      MUSIC: OUT


      DISSOLVE TO BLACK.


   

      

         Michael had a whole routine that he did with a cigarette. First he’d light one, take a few long drags, and exhale volumes of

         smoke through his mouth and nose, and, R.J. was sure, sometimes a few bursts even came out of his ears. Then he’d make a kind

         of nest in the crook of his hand, where he’d cradle the cigarette while he rolled it between his thumb and forefinger and

         stare at the glowing end. Then he’d blow on the lit end, which would make the orange part look even brighter, and tiny ashes

         would fly all around his face. After that, he’d take another few drags, let out more raging smoke, and look at the cigarette

         with distaste, as if he was sorry he’d ever started smoking it in the first place. So he’d smash out what was left of it wherever

         he happened to be at the time. He’d smash it into a telephone pole if he was walking down the street. He’d smash it into the

         bricks of someone’s pool deck if his host had neglected to provide him with an ashtray. Or—and this was the one that made

         R.J. cringe—he’d smash it into his half-full drinking glass at a party. At the moment, R.J. was watching him smash the remains

         of the most recently smoked cigarette into the freshly mowed lawn of the Four Oaks School, not six feet from the sign that

         said SMOKING FORBIDDEN ANYWHERE ON CAMPUS.


      It wasn’t that Michael hadn’t seen the sign. It was that he just didn’t care. He was nervous. Very nervous. R.J. had seen

         him nervous before, but never this bad. Maybe the loud music and all the kids running and squealing were 

         upsetting to him. Probably he’d never been around this many kids at once. Never at a school fair. But that was all part of

         what he’d have to get used to, now that he was going to be Jeffie’s stepfather in a few days. Five days.

      


      R.J. felt queasy. Probably she was just worried that the wedding plans could go awry. Nothing serious. Michael was lying on

         his stomach on the grass now. He had a new cigarette going, and he was doing the part where he blew on the lit end. R.J. looked

         at his carefully combed prematurely silver hair and his perfectly manicured nails, and the queasy bubble in her stomach felt

         as if it were growing from Ping-Pong ball to tennis ball size. She glanced across the lawn to see if there was a line waiting

         to get into the ladies’ bathroom, actually the girls’ locker room. There was. When she looked back at Michael, and saw his

         contorted face, at first she thought it must be a joke he was playing… but no. This wasn’t funny. He was sobbing. Silently.

         His cheeks and the backs of his ears were bright red, and his body was shaking with the effort of holding in what, if he hadn’t

         contained them, would be mighty cries.

      


      “Michael.”


      He couldn’t answer.


      “Michael, my God, are you okay?” Maybe she should get him out of there before the children saw him, or before he let go and

         the children heard him. Her eyes scanned the fairground trying to spot Jeffie. Fifth-grade boys. There were so many of them,

         and almost all of them were wearing the same red school sweat shirt. It was impossible from this distance to pick out her

         own son from the rest.

      


      “Michael, let’s get you to the car,” she said, “and I’ll ask one of the other mothers to look after Jeffie. Michael,” she

         said again, touching his shoulder. “Please.”

      


      “I can’t,” he said, moving his shoulder away from her touch.


      “Of course you can,” she said in a voice she often used to encourage Jeffie. “The parking lot is just across the street”


      “I mean”—he narrowed his puffy red tear-filled eyes—“that I can’t marry you.”


      The queasiness bubble was now a medicine ball that filled R.J. from her throat to her groin. She looked back toward the ladies’

         room, positive that she would have to run over there any second, push all those other people out of the way, scream “emergency,”

         and lock herself into a 

         cubicle and throw up. Instead she took a deep breath and said, “That’s fine. Now let’s go.” She stood and helped Michael,

         who was still trembling, to his feet.

      


      She took him back to her house after asking Harriet Wallace, another fifth-grade mother, to promise to locate and look after

         Jeffie. Now she sat in her living room across from Michael, who was blowing on the ash of the current cigarette nested in

         his hand. In front of him on the coffee table, an ashtray was already filled with the gold filter butts of several recently

         completed Dunhills.

      


      “This is going to break my mother’s heart,” he said quietly. “She’s not going to believe it when I tell her I couldn’t do

         it. I’m a forty-year-old man, for Christ’s sake. You’d think by now I could settle down. But I still can’t make a commitment

         to one woman.” His voice broke in a way that R.J. thought sounded as if it had been rehearsed. “It isn’t you. You’re a hell

         of a gal. I mean, you must be if I thought I could marry you. Look how close we came. Christ, we had blood tests. We had wedding

         rings,” he whined, as if she didn’t know. “I never came this close with anyone. But I can’t… I…” He burst into tears and threw

         himself at R.J., put his arms around her, and buried his wet face in her neck.

      


      “Oh, God. Forgive me. Please, R.J., say you forgive me. I’m a sick horrible person. My God.”


      R.J. put her arms around his shoulders to comfort him and patted his back, and as she did, her nose and eyes were overwhelmed

         with the acrid smell of cigarette smoke. R.J. hated Michael Rappaport, and she hated herself for ever agreeing to marry him,

         for ever allowing herself to fall for the dozens of clever ways he’d used to win her over.

      


      “Napoleon never waged such a campaign,” her friend Dinah would tell everyone, about Michael’s courtship of R.J. That line

         always got a big laugh, because everyone knew that Michael was short. Only five feet what? Three, probably, but it was something

         he never discussed. After the Napoleon joke, Dinah would be encouraged to go on and regale their mutual friends with tales

         about poor Michael, so lovesick over R.J. that on top of all the other insane things he did to court her, he actually went

         to one of those billboard companies that rent advertising space on the Sunset Strip, knowing that Sunset was the route R.J.

         always took home from work. And “spent a friggin’ fortune,” 

         Dinah would announce, just so he could tell R.J. he loved her.

      


      But how did Michael know that R.J. would even see it? That was what someone invariably asked Dinah when she told the story.

         And Dinah, who had set the story up perfectly in the hope that someone would ask just that, was ready with an answer.

      


      “Because,” she would say, heavily mascaraed eyes aglow, “it wasn’t a billboard. It was three—count them—three billboards. The first one said ‘Michael loves’; the second one said ‘his beautiful

         R.J.’; and the third one said—are you sitting down, everyone?—’more than life itself.’”

      


      “No!” People would invariably shriek in amazement, and R.J. would shift uncomfortably in her chair, and they would turn and

         look at her as if to ask: This can’t possibly be a true story, can it? And she would nod weakly and admit it was not only

         true, but that renting the three billboards was one of the less extravagant things Michael had done in an effort to win her

         hand. Making her feel as if her life were an episode of Love American Style. And sometimes someone would say, “I remember that. I had a meeting at the nine-thousand building and I remember seeing those

         billboards and wondering what shmuck did that?”

      


      R.J. would always jump to Michael’s defense then, remembering how sweet he looked that day, standing on Sunset knowing just

         when she would drive by because he’d paid someone at her office to call him at a number in a phone booth as soon as R.J. left

         for the day. He was carrying two dozen roses and had his thumb up as if he were hitchhiking. But R.J. didn’t see him at first.

         ROCKY II: THE STORY CONTINUES. A determined Clint Eastwood punching his fist through the prison wall to ESCAPE FROM ALCATRAZ. R.J. loved the billboards. Later she remembered that she’d once told Michael that the reason she took Sunset home instead

         of Beverly was to look at the billboards. MICHAEL LOVES… HIS BEAUTIFUL R.J…. MORE THAN… Oh, God.

      


      “No,” R.J. said aloud when she read the three signs and her brain put together what they said. “No. Oh, please, no,” she said

         again when she spotted Michael standing at the curb just beneath the third sign. “No.” And she pulled up and rolled down the

         car window.

      


      “Yes, darling,” Michael answered, walking to the car and leaning against the door. “Let me be your husband.” At 

         least that sounded like what he said, because his words were nearly drowned out by the noise of the -passing cars. “Let me

         be Jeffie’s father. You’re my life,” he said louder. It was sweet. There were tears in his eyes.

      


      “Oh, Michael,” R.J. began, but a motorcycle whizzed by, roaring above her words. When it had passed, Michael said, “Don’t

         answer now. Give me some time to prove to you how wonderful our life together can be. Tell me every dream, every fantasy you’ve

         ever had, about how you want your life to be, and I’ll make it come true.”

      


      His eyes were filled with tears. R.J. took a deep breath to stall for time so she could decide what to say to him. She could

         hear an ambulance in the distance and she waited while it got doser and very loud, then passed and disappeared.

      


      “This is wrong,” she said finally. “It’s too soon. We’ve just been seeing each other for such a short time and—”


      “I’ll quit smoking,” he said, as if that would change her mind. “I’ll do anything. I’ll even grow taller.”


      Then he laughed a little laugh at that, but she knew it was a touchy subject. He’d always been the shortest boy in his class,

         in his family too. On his twenty-first birthday his mother had taken him out to dinner to a fancy restaurant, and after the

         meal had given him a box containing a pair of elevator shoes. Michael had had a few drinks the night he finally felt close

         enough to R.J. to tell her that story, and when he did, she remembered thinking how sensitive and dear he was. And how hurt

         he’d been and how much he needed her.

      


      “R.J., I love you. I want to dedicate my life to you and your son. I want to marry you and adopt Jeffie.”


      Jeffie. Since Arthur’s death he’d never been the same. The hopeful glow was gone from his sweet little eyes. Two years. Her

         friends said two years was long enough and it was time to stop mourning and get on with her life. She would get on with her

         life, she told them, but she would never stop mourning. That was when the friends always exchanged a look that meant “she’s

         so neurotic” and then told her with a pat on her back or her arm or her hand: “We’ll find you someone.”

      


      Michael Rappaport had been a fix-up by her accountant and his wife. He was a literary agent at a large show-business agency

         and a Harvard graduate. “He should have 

         been a lawyer,” her accountant, Morrie, told her. She guessed he said that to point out how smart Michael was.

      


      “You’re both single, and you’re both Jewish. You’re petite and he’s five something. Three… four… not a giant, but extremely

         attractive,” Sylvia, her accountant’s wife, had told her.

      


      Hardly criteria for a relationship, but it was a beginning. Short men. People loved trying to fix her up with short men. Always

         she turned them down since the fix-up she’d had once in high school with Phil Stutz, who was even shorter than Michael. Phil

         took her to a dance, and while they were dancing to Johnny Mathis singing “Chances Are,” R.J. overheard someone refer to them

         as “the puppet couple.” Short men. Her accountant’s wife, Sylvia, must have heard the hesitation in R.J.’s silence.

      


      “Hey, you’ll go,” she urged. “It’s one evening. How bad could it be? You’ll talk. You’ll be sitting down and you won’t notice.”


      So she went. On one date with a man to whom Dinah referred for weeks afterward as Michael How-Bad-Could-It-Be Rappaport. And

         then she went on another because the truth was, he wasn’t so bad. And then another because he was very persistent, and then

         another because she didn’t know how to say no, and now… She should have known it would go wrong when after only four dates

         with Michael he told her he loved her. My God. How could he possibly know so soon? It embarrassed and unnerved her.

      


      She had been seeing him for nearly two months when she introduced him to Jeffie and watched the way he had knocked himself

         out to charm the kid. Jeffie was crazy about airplanes. Michael knew airplanes. Promised to take him out to the Planes of

         Fame Museum at Chino Airport. Jeffie played soccer in the park. Michael promised to come out to watch him play. Jeffie loved

         video games. Michael promised to spend an afternoon in a video arcade with him.

      


      When R.J. finally decided to say yes to Michael’s proposal, she told herself it was because she had to make a new life for

         herself and Jeffie. A family for herself and her son. Jeffie seemed excited by the idea, and that convinced her that she’d

         made the right choice. To be a family. Her son needed that. Some corner of her knew that it was a rationale. A place to hide.

         Michael promised her—no, swore to her—that he wanted to be part of a family too. That’s 

         what he was offering her. In August. Now it was November, and not only had there been no Chino Airport, no showing up at a

         soccer game, and no visit to an arcade, but now the little shit was backing out of the marriage too.

      


      When he’d consumed and smashed out what R.J. counted as three more Dunhills and made a phone call to his mother to tell her

         he was on his way over to see her with some bad news—“No, Ma, I won’t tell you over the phone. No. No one died, and it has

         nothing to do with Aunt Minnie’s surgery”—Michael begged R.J. once more to forgive him, swore he’d never stop loving her,

         recited a litany of thank-you’s for her patience, kindness, thoughtfulness, charm, sense of humor, and grace under pressure.

         She responded with all she had left. A numb half-smile. Then she watched him walk to his car and get in, find his dark glasses

         in the spot where he always kept them, tucked up behind the visor, and put them on. Even from just inside her front door where

         she stood, she could see him turn the rearview mirror so he could look at himself, and then push the bridge of the glasses

         down to the middle of his nose, which is how he always wore them. Then he started the car. As he backed out down the driveway

         he glanced at R.J. over the top of the glasses, puckered his lips, made what she was certain would have been a little smacking

         kiss if she had been able to hear it, and was gone.

      


      When Jeffie came home she would tell him the bad news. Oh, God. Poor baby. Or maybe not such a poor baby this time. Bad news was what she’d told him when Arthur was murdered. A terrible thing happened last night. A robber came into the house to steal some money and then he killed your daddy. Is that how she’d said it? She knew she hadn’t said shot him in the stomach. Killed. Murdered. Words coming out of her mouth that sounded as though they were from some horrible movie or television show.

         Words that a nice Jewish girl never even imagined she would ever hear someone else say, let alone say herself. Guns, robbery,

         murder. Those were things they talked about on Adam 12 or Quincy, or in newspaper articles she’d skimmed, shaking her head while she did, with pity for the poor sad people in the crime-filled

         ghettos.

      


      Now she remembered. “It’s okay to cry and scream and fall on the bed and hate everybody,” she had told her son, certain from

         the even look he gave her that he wasn’t really 

         sure what she was saying. “You’re allowed to be furious and tell the whole world how full of anger you are.” Her cousin Mimi’s

         husband, Jack, the psychiatrist, had told her to say that. R.J. and Jeffie were sitting on the flowered bedspreads on the

         twin beds the morning she told him, in the guest room of Mimi and Jack’s apartment in New York. She held her little boy’s

         left hand with her right hand while his right hand played with the fingers of her left, tapping on each of her polished fingernails.

         She ached, watching his sweet little face as he slowly absorbed what he had just heard. Eventually he sighed a tiny sigh;

         then he stood, walked out of the bedroom, down the hallway and into the living room. R.J. followed him feverishly, and saw

         him sit down at Mimi’s upright piano, think for a moment, as if to review his repertoire, and then pound out a violent rendition

         of “Chopsticks”… over and over and again. R.J. knew she would never hear “Chopsticks” again without feeling sick to her stomach.

         For the rest of her life when she heard it, she would remember every detail of those few days. Like the smell of formaldehyde

         in the morgue, where she had gone to identify the body. A drawer. The body of the man she loved in a drawer.

      


      No. Michael Rappaport’s change of heart was not such bad news. This was not like losing Arthur. Nothing. This was nothing.

         It was simply the loss of a relationship she hadn’t even been sure she’d wanted. One she’d been involved in for all the wrong

         reasons. She would go back to work in two weeks, as planned. She and Jeffie would go back to their lives as usual. It would

         help when she had to get up early, get dressed, go into the office, think, be funny, be productive, turn out pages, get the

         show on the air. Maybe she’d even try to find an exercise class to go to every now and then. She hadn’t been to one since

         she couldn’t remember when, and her legs were turning to Jell-O. No, they weren’t. She still had great legs.

      


      “Are these the legs of a comedy writer?” Harry Elfand would joke on the rare days that R.J. came to work dressed in a skirt

         instead of pants. “I ask you, America. Are they?” And all twelve of the guys—R.J. was the only female writer on the staff

         of the show—would have something silly to say, like: “Never mind the legs, honey. Show us your skits.”

      


      Her first day back on the show she forced a smile onto 

         her face and settled into her chair at the morning meeting. She riffled through her appointment book, hoping to look preoccupied

         so no one would ask her any questions. It was working. The men were filing in, talking to one another, and no one said a word

         to her. If only the meeting would start, there wouldn’t be time for personal chatter.

      


      “Say, R.J.,” Eddie Levy said. “What happened to the wedding?” Oh, shit. “The guy musta caught some of your reruns and decided

         to marry Gail Parent instead. Now she’s funny.”

      


      “Thanks, Eddie.”


      “Poor kid,” Artie Zaven said. “First a dead one, now a no-show.” Then he thought to himself. “Wait a second. Maybe that woulda

         worked better if I had said: ‘First a dead one, now a dead beat’?“

      


      “Thank your lucky stars, R.J.,” Harry Elfand said. “The truth of the matter is, and I know every one of the guys here will

         agree, marriage sucks. So be glad that asshole dumped you.”

      


      “Harry,” R.J. said, “now that you express it so eloquently, I feel much better.”


      “Marriage,” Marty Nussbaum said, getting the faraway look in his eye that he always got when he was about to say something

         silly, “is like a besieged fortress. Everyone on the outside is trying to get in, and everyone on the inside is trying to

         get out.”

      


      Comedy writers never laugh. One or two of them muttered a barely audible “funny,” and Harry Elfand gathered a bunch of freshly

         sharpened Blackwing 602 pencils into his hand as if they were pick-up stix, a signal that the meeting was about to begin.

      


      Thank God, R.J. thought.


      “The guests are Carol Burnett, Marty Feldman, and Glen Campbell. Glen’s going to sing a duet with Patsy. So we need a sketch

         for Marty and Carol, and then a musical number for Patsy and Carol with a…” R.J. stopped listening. She doodled with a pencil

         on the yellow legal pad in front of her. She was recovering. She was back at work. The swing of things would take over and

         she wouldn’t think about Michael Rappaport. Harry was giving everyone an assignment now.

      


      “And you do the wraparound blackouts for Patsy and 

         Carol. Got that, madame?” Harry Elfand said in R.J.’s direction.

      


      And she wouldn’t cry anymore as she had been for the last two weeks, since the day of the school fair. After all, even if

         it had been a mistake to be involved with him in the first place, this was still an ending, dashed hopes, another failure.

      


      “R.J?”


      R.J. looked up. “Yeah. Sure. Wraparound blackouts. I’ll do them.”


      “By four o’clock, guys… and gal,” Elfand said.


      The men all pushed their chairs back and stood. R.J. didn’t move. Michael Rappaport. How could she let him make her feel this

         rotten? Why did she ache every time she thought his name? It must be because of the rejection.

      


      All the other writers had left the conference room before she got up and walked slowly to her office, a tiny windowless cubicle,

         sat down on her creaky typing chair, and looked at her watch. She had to start working. Maybe she should go downstairs to

         the taping and try to catch Patsy in her dressing room to discuss some ideas. Patsy liked that. It made her feel as if she

         were a part of the creative process. The wraparound blackouts. Three short sketches that would later be connected by a musical

         number. Carol and Patsy would sing and Marty Feldman would join them in the sketches. Maybe it should be something about men

         who can’t make a commitment. Yeah, that was funny, all right. Shit, there was an ache inside her that made her feel like an

         elephant was sitting on her chest. Michael… my God… how could he?

      


      She picked up the phone and dialed Dinah’s number. Dinah would comfort her, and then, when she felt a little better, she could start to work. When she heard Dinah say hello, her throat filled with tears and

         she couldn’t speak.

      


      “Hello? Hello? Hey, who is this?” Dinah asked.

      


      “Di…” She could barely get it out.


      “Oh, hon…” Dinah said. “Where are you?”

      


      “At work,” R.J. managed. “But I can’t work. I can’t do anything. Maybe because, according to my appointment calendar, I’m

         supposed to be just getting back from my honeym…” she couldn’t finish the sentence.

      


      “Hey, do I  know? I’m sitting here staring at the pink dress I was going to wear to be the world’s oldest bridesmaid 

         and now I’ve got no place to… R.J.? Ahh, Arj, think back a few weeks. You sat on my sofa and said, ‘Di, do I really want to

         go through with this?’ You always knew deep in your heart you were going to marry that little Toulouse-Lautrec for all the

         wrong reasons. Someday you’ll fall to your knees and thank the gods that this happened.”

      


      “I know. I know, but I did a terrible thing to my poor Jeffie. He’s been saying to me every day, ‘Ma, now I’m gonna have a

         father at my bar mitzvah.’ I mean, he was so glad to finally be a family.… Oh, God. Michael promised he was going to have

         the papers prepared so he could adopt Jeffie as soon as we were married. Oh, God, Di…”

      


      “If it makes you feel any better, just recall if you will that my twins did have a father at their bat mitzvah. A father and his bimbo girlfriend, not to mention my ex-mother-in-law, the queen of Shaker

         Heights, who told the rabbi behind my back that I was a—”

      


      The door to R.J.’s office was kicked open as if it were a drug bust. It was the way Harry Elfand always entered a room. He

         looked at her tear-stained face and the phone in her hand and said, “Ahhh, shit. See what happens when ya hire broads? Insteada

         workin’ they sit on the phone all day cryin’. If you didn’t write such good fuckin’ jokes, I’d fire your ass.”

      


      “I think I’d better call you back,” R.J. choked into the phone, and hung up.


      “I came in ta tell ya Patsy’s sick today. She won’t be comin’ in for a day or two, so just write whatever you think works

         and that’ll do it,” Harry said without looking at her.

      


      “Okay,” R.J. said, and took a Kleenex and blew her nose.


      Harry Elfand started out the door; then for some reason he turned back, and this time he did look at R.J.—with the gentlest

         look she had ever seen on his fat unshaven face. Harry had been a comedy writer for so many years that he liked to say about

         himself, “I wrote jokes for Caesar. And I’m not talkin’ Sid here. I’m talkin’ Julius.” He had enough money so that he only

         had to work now for the fun of it. Joey’s Place, a situation comedy he’d created, had been on the air for seven years and then sold into syndication for millions of dollars.

         Harry loved the fact that everyone in the business knew that. And he also loved the fact that everyone thought of him as a

         curmudgeon. But every now and 

         then, albeit rarely, he’d let some sweetness shine through. Now he spoke in a voice R.J. knew he meant as sympathetic, though

         it resembled a bad imitation of Marlon Brando as Stanley Kowalski.

      


      “Hey. You gonna live through this or what?”


      “Sure,” she said, “I’ll live through it.”


      “Atta girl,” Elfand said. He started to close the door behind himself as he left, but turned back one last time. “Hey, I don’t

         want to put the pressure on,” he added, “but it better be hilarious.” And he was gone.

      


      R.J. sighed, blew her nose again, put a piece of paper in the typewriter, and began to write.


   

      

         Garden of Eden. Have Patsy dressed, or in this case undressed, as Eve. Marty Feldman is Adam. Adam tells Eve he wants to date

            other people. Eve reminds him there are no other people. He is stunned. He realizes that’s probably why the song is called

            “Tea for Two.” And why he’s never been in a ménage à trois? (No. Program practices will get you for that one.) Wait! Here’s

            an idea. Eve notices that Adam is missing a second rib, which makes her think he has a woman on the side. (Maybe it’s not

            too late to go back and get your teaching credentials.)


      “Darlin’, when Freddy broke up with me I’d like ta kill myself,” Patsy said. She was lying on the floor, on her left side,

         doing leg lifts. Leaning forward so her famous enormous breasts grazed the floor. Her long white-blond mane of hair was pulled

         back and caught in a ponytail holder at the top of her head. “Couldn’t leave the house for cryin’. Couldn’t sing a goddamned

         note. Now look at me. Shit, I’m beatin’ guys away with a stick. So will you. It probably don’t feel like it now, but I guarantee

         you’re gonna be just fine.”

      


      “Thanks, Pats,” R.J. answered.


      “Hell, I know lotsa guys. I could set you right up with any one of ’em in no time flat.”


      “That’s okay,” R.J. said. Patsy Dugan’s fix-ups. R.J. 

         shuddered inwardly at the thought. After Patsy’s husband, singing partner, and mentor, Freddy Gaines, walked out on her for

         an eighteen-year-old, giving the National Enquirer enough fodder for at least half a dozen issues, Patsy bravely went back on the air to do what used to be Patsy and Freddy’s Good Time Hour alone. No one thought she could handle it. It was common knowledge that Freddy’s quips and the way that he teased Patsy about

         her body, followed by her smart-mouth retorts, were the charm of the show. But Patsy “done fooled ’em all,” as she would say,

         grinning when the producers read her the ratings each week. And once the show was on its feet, she was determined to make

         a hit of her personal life too. That was harder. She’d been with Freddy Gaines since she was sixteen. Now she was thirty-six

         and she didn’t know the first thing about how to behave with a man. And besides… who was going to ask her out? She was the

         biggest superstar on television. You didn’t just call a woman like that and say: “Hey. Feel like goin’ out for a pizza?”

      


      Although there were a few men who tried. R.J. had met the latest crop of Patsy’s dates as they hung around the dressing room

         at the tapings. Brick, a New Wave musician with a kelly-green streak through his otherwise royal-blue hair. Ricky, a young,

         skinny stand-up comic Patsy had met one night at The Comedy Store. Ricky was deadpan and nervous and he was always sweating.

      


      “Isn’t he cute?” Patsy would ask everyone on the set about Ricky. “Can’t we find a spot for him on the show?”


      “Adorable,” Harry Elfand would say, smiling a toothy smile at Patsy; then he’d turn to the writers and announce while making

         a face, “kenst brechn,” which was Yiddish for “I could throw up,” and the writers would try not to laugh so that Patsy wouldn’t know that Harry was

         making fun of her and her latest love. Behind her back Harry’s routines about Patsy’s boyfriend the clothing designer of dubious

         sexual identity, and her boyfriend the constantly sauced and on-the-decline movie actor, and her boyfriend the lawyer with

         Mafia connections, filled the writers’ room with nearly as much raucous laughter as there was cigar smoke. And that was a

         lot.

      


      “I’m not going to be ready to meet anyone for a long long time. I just hurt too much,” R.J. told Patsy, not only to avoid

         the possibility of Patsy trying to find a man for her, 

         but because it was true. Her depression didn’t seem to want to go away. She had taken to wearing very large very dark glasses

         to work because they covered everything on her face but the red nose she had blown nearly to smithereens during the past weeks.

         Exercise classes weren’t helping, and throwing herself into her work wasn’t helping and neither were any of the other prescriptions

         for behavior she got from the stack of self-help books she devoured night after night. How to recover from a lost love. But

         the lost love wasn’t Michael Rappaport. It was still Arthur, her late husband. Maybe because it had ended so tragically and

         they had never had a chance to make everything right.

      


      R.J. and Arthur had been fighting for weeks. She had walked around with a filter of pain over her eyes and ears and heart,

         and was certain he was doing the same. No pleasures, not even her son’s smiles and hugs, could lighten the weight of knowing

         that the marriage was fighting for its life, and losing. Maybe if she got away for a few days, went to stay with some cousins

         in New York. Had a chance to think about everything. There are certain decisions we make which are only historical in retrospect.

         Like the decision R.J. had made after she’d packed her suitcase, when she decided that she ought to take Jeffie with her.

      


      “He has lots of cousins there,” she announced to Arthur. “They never get to see him. He’d only have to miss a few days of

         school.” She realized that her tone was defensive because she was certain that Arthur would say it was a bad idea. Disagree

         with her. The two of them seemed to be on the opposite side of every issue lately. Even what to have for dinner.

      


      “Yes, take him,” Arthur said, never looking up from the work he was doing. “It’s better for me to be home alone this weekend.”


      Those words would replay themselves endlessly in her head. Better for me to be alone. For months afterward in dreams she saw that moment, except sometimes in the dreams what he said was: “Yes, take him. I’m

         going to be murdered this weekend, and I’d rather my son wasn’t there to watch.”

      


      A few days in New York. Every night she had called Arthur. She missed him. Missed the old days when they were secure and smug

         about their love for each other. Now the phone calls between them were cold, businesslike, to 

         pass information, news about their son. Except for that night. Saturday. It was ten P.M. in New York. Everyone in her cousin Mimi’s apartment was preparing for sleep. Jeffie was already dreaming away in the guest

         room, where R.J. would go as soon as she tried to reach…

      


      “Arthur?” she said.


      “Arj, hi.” Something was different in the sound of his voice; the usual coldness was only half there, maybe even less than

         half. There was a flutter of hope in her chest. “I tried calling you today,” he said. “No one was—”

      


      “A matinee. I took Jeffie to see A Chorus Line.“

      


      “I was cleaning out my desk and found the letter you wrote to me the night Jeffie was born,” he said.


      She inhaled, wondering what he would say next, and as she exhaled a quick breath, tears rushed to her eyes.


      And? she thought. And?


      “Arj, I love you,” he said. “I need you and we can’t go on like this. Whatever it is that’s tearing us apart we’ll fix, we’ll

         solve. We have to. I don’t want any other life than the one we had before things started to go bad for us.”

      


      Her tears fell into the little holes on the telephone receiver and she wiped them off, then moved her tongue back and forth

         across her upper lip to catch the other drops as they fell.

      


      “Arj?”


      “I’m here,” she sniffed.


      “The second you get home I want us to sit down, be together, and figure out how we got off the track, and how to get back

         on. How to get back where we were.”

      


      “Oh, Arthur, my love,” she said. “Thank God for you. Thank God you’re saying all of this. I’ve been so lonely for you and

         for our love… I felt so… deprived. I’ll do anything. I’ll quit working if you want me to stay home.”

      


      Maybe that would save them, she had thought. She knew how much Arthur hated her working. Writing at home had been acceptable.

         But taking a full-time job? Out of the question. When she was first offered the job on Patsy’s show, he was furious. Full

         time? What about my son? What about my meals? She’d rushed out and found Manuela, and had begged him not to let it become

         an issue between them. His acceptance had always been grudging at best. “If it will make us better, I’ll quit,” she’d said

         to Arthur that night on the phone from New York. Even 

         though she didn’t want to choose, she loved him much more than the job.

      


      “Don’t say that, Arj,” he told her in a voice filled with more understanding than she’d ever heard from him. “I know you love

         your work. I know how good it makes you feel. You don’t have to quit. We just have to work it out. I think we can. Don’t you?”

      


      “Oh, yes,” she said. “I want to.” Thank God. Thank God. Thank God. RJ.’s cousin Mimi walked into the kitchen, saw RJ.’s tearful

         face, pulled a Kleenex from the pocket of her bathrobe, handed it to R.J., and walked out.

      


      “Get some sleep, honey,” Arthur said. “I love you.”


      There are certain decisions we make which are only historical in retrospect, R.J. thought again. She had been uncertain that

         night as to whether or not to call Arthur. As if maybe her constant calling was a bother to him. That was frequently the way

         it felt.

      


      That night the house in Los Angeles was robbed by four young men. Two black and two white. All were armed. Arthur was awakened

         by the noise of them kicking in the back door. They took three hundred dollars in cash, two cameras, a watch, and Arthur Misner’s

         life.

      


      Certain decisions we make are only historical in retrospect. If she hadn’t decided to take Jeffie, hadn’t honored that last-minute

         thought, he might be gone too. She thanked heaven every day for her precious son, who needed her to help him with his homework

         and wanted her to cheer for him at Saturday soccer games, and who grinned from ear to ear when she pulled up in her old Mustang

         to pick him up at Hebrew school. And she was grateful for how much he reminded her of Arthur. That would have to be enough

         for her.

      


      “Well,” Patsy said, sitting up and rolling over onto her left side, her eyes never leaving her own reflection in the rehearsal

         hall mirrors. “I’ll keep an eye out for you just in case. But ya better tell me what yer kinky fer.”

      


      “Pardon?”


      “I mean what do they have to be? Short? Tall? Young? Old? Jocks?”


      “You mean my type?”


      “Yeah,” Patsy said, then shook her head at her reflection and thought out loud, “goddamned inner thighs are goin’ fast.”


      

         Now she got up on her hands and knees and was thrusting her bent leg to the side, like a dog at a fire hydrant. R.J. watched

         her do a few more knee lifts, then caught sight of herself in the mirror, sitting in the back of the rehearsal hall wearing

         the same jeans and black turtleneck she’d worn all through college, a sure sign she wasn’t at her best. Jesus, was she so

         needy to be understood that she’d been pouring out her heart to this travesty of womanhood who couldn’t possibly understand?

         Or could she? Maybe R.J. was being unfair. Maybe underneath it all she and Patsy really were alike. After all, the real reason

         Harry Elfand had hired R.J. to write The Patsy Dugan Sunshine Hour was because Patsy wanted at least one writer on the staff who had “a woman’s point of view.” Maybe all women had similar

         needs when it came to what they wanted in a man.

      


      “Personally,” Patsy began—the thigh lifts must have been difficult, because her words were accompanied by labored breaths—“all

         I care about is if they got great big dicks.”

      


      R.J. watched herself in the rehearsal hall mirror as she picked up her purse next to the folding chair where she was sitting

         and then got to her feet.

      


      “Yeah, well… I left the new material over on the table with your stuff, Pats,” she said. “I’ll be in my office if you want

         to go over it”

      


      “Thanks, babes,” Patsy said. “Jes remember what my daddy sez. They can kill ya, but they can’t eat ya.” Certain that meant

         something obscene, too, R.J. kept walking.

      


      Dinah loved that story when R.J. told it to her on the phone later that evening. R.J. could tell by the way she made her tell

         it over again that Dinah was memorizing every detail of it so she could tell the story at parties.

      


      “By the way, Robert has a guy for you,” Dinah said. Robert was Dinah’s sometime boyfriend the endodontist. Or, as Dinah liked

         to describe him, “on again off again.” Then she’d always laugh and say to R.J.: “And you’re the one who’s the comedy writer.”

      


      “Not interested in being fixed up anymore, Di. Thanks anyway,” R.J. said, turning Jeffie’s hamburger on the griddle with her

         right hand, putting the bun in the toaster oven with her left hand, and holding her head uncomfortably to 

         the side to secure the telephone receiver between her ear and her shoulder.

      


      “His office is in the same building as Robert’s. R.J., don’t say no so fast. He’s a gorgeous, brilliant, Jewish psychiatrist.

         Thirty-nine. Never married.”

      


      There was a long silence.


      “What are you thinking?” Dinah asked.


      “I’m thinking: I wonder which one of those qualifications you just named is going to be the one that hangs him up the most.”


      “You’re so cynical.”


      “No shit, my Mend.”


      “If you sit at home brooding do you know what you’re doing?” Dinah shouted into the phone.


      “Yeah,” R.J. answered, opening the refrigerator and pulling out the ketchup and relish bottles. “I’m sitting at home brooding.”


      “You’re giving that little no-talent mayor of the Munchkins—who calls his mother every time he takes a leak—power over you

         and your feelings.”

      


      “Dinah, don’t try to shrink me. Please. I don’t want to go out with the gorgeous brilliant psychiatrist from Robert’s building

         because I’m not interested in looking for, or meeting or getting involved with, any man. Maybe it’s just for right now. Or

         maybe it’s because I just don’t believe I want to go out into the dating world, since I frankly don’t think there’s anyone

         out there. And you don’t have to worry. Michael Rappaport isn’t even in my mind. He doesn’t have one drop of power over me

         at all.”

      


      “I’m starvin’ to death,” Jeffie hollered down from upstairs.


      “It’s ready,” R.J. shouted back. “Gotta go, Di,” she said, and hung up the phone, which rang again so immediately it made

         her jump. “‘Lo?”

      


      “Hi,” said the man’s voice. Then nothing. R.J. hated that. Arthur, practical no-nonsense Arthur, had once told her after she’d

         received a slew of obscene phone calls one month, that if the caller didn’t identify himself immediately she should hang up.

         “If it’s someone who needs to reach you, he’ll call back,” Arthur had cautioned her.

      


      “Hi,” she said. The voice was familiar, but the question in her own voice told the caller she had no idea who it was.


      “It’s Michael,” he said. Michael? Michael! Michael 

         Rappaport, her former fiancé. Ah, yes. That Michael. Hah! She hadn’t even recognized his voice. Michael. See, Dinah? He doesn’t have power over me one bit. Then why

         was her heart pounding and why were her palms sweating and, Christ, why was her son’s hamburger burning on the grill?

      


      “Ma,” Jeffie shouted.


      “Michael?” R.J. asked, praying her voice wasn’t betraying her shakiness. “Uhh, can I… I mean… where are you? I mean are you

         at home? Can I call you back? I’m fixing… I mean I’m in the middle of…” It was six weeks since she’d heard his voice. That

         familiar voice. And now there he was. But she couldn’t do this to Jeffie. She had rules, and one of them was that Jeffie’s

         needs came first.

      


      “I understand,” Michael said sweetly. Sweetly. Not whining, the way she remembered he could sound so often. “Buzz me back,

         hon. Soon as you can. Okay? I’ll be home all evening.”

      


      “Great.” R.J. hung up the phone, flipped the burger into the air with the spatula, and watched as it landed perfectly on Jeffie’s

         plate, pulled the bun out of the toaster oven without a mitt, and her fingers didn’t feel a thing.

      


      “Come on, sweetie,” she called out to Jeffie, then did a little dance step as she pulled a container of yogurt out of the

         fridge for herself. “Hon,” Michael had called her. I’ll be home all evening, he’d said very clearly. Not on a date. Home all

         evening. Probably brooding over her. Probably realizing what a colossal error he’d made by ending it with her, hurting her,

         letting a woman like her go.

      


      He had, after all, been the one who was so madly in love. Insisted, even though they weren’t kids anymore, that they have

         a huge engagement party. What a party it was too. At their favorite Italian restaurant on a Monday night when the place was

         closed to the public, with every friend either of them had in attendance. An evening filled with romantic surprises, her favorite

         flowers on every table, a five-piece band that played only old love songs. And the ring.

      


      “Hey, Mahh,” Jeffie said, biting into his burger. “Any chips?”


      R.J. put the yogurt down and went to the pantry for the chips. The ring that had belonged to Michael’s late grandmother. His

         mother’s beloved mother who had left it to Michael’s mother, Sadie, who had kept it in a little 

         jewelry box on the top shelf of her closet. The ring Sadie Rappaport had promised Michael from the time he was a little boy,

         the ring she would give to him for his fiancée when he grew up and fell in love.

      


      “Regular or taco?”


      “Taco,” Jeffie said. R.J. brought the whole bag to the table.


      Just after everyone had finished the perfect Italian feast, Michael had made a toast to the woman who had made him the happiest

         luckiest man in the world, “my beautiful R.J.,” and Dinah had cried and R.J. remembered being a little weepy, too, with relief,

         and Michael’s older sister Sarah, who everyone said practically raised him, was dabbing at her eyes too. Everyone was surprised

         when the mother of the about-to-be groom, Sadie Rappaport, stood and tapped on her wineglass with her knife. She was so tiny

         that some of the people who were sitting at tables in the back couldn’t even see her as she began her speech.

      


      “I’m sixty-four years old,” she began, then added with a twinkle in her eye, “although I’m sure I look much younger.” Everyone

         applauded, and someone yelled, “Hear, Hear.”

      


      “So far I’ve had a terrific life. My Harold, may he rest in peace, was a good provider. And even though I lost him too soon,

         I managed to live a nice life anyhow, and have mostly anything that I want. But one thing I’ve never had was a daughter-in-law.”

         Everyone laughed. Sadie paused for the laugh just long enough, and R.J. remembered thinking that her future mother-in-law’s

         timing was better than Patsy’s.

      


      “Because,” Sadie went on, loving her own performance, “my son was too picky. Now, thank God, he decided enough was enough

         and he’ll break down and marry R.J.” Everyone laughed again. “So, Mikie, honey,” she said—and now she sounded like Ralph Edwards

         telling the guest on This Is Your Life which person from his past was about to emerge from behind the screen—“here is the surprise your mother has promised you

         all your life.” And at that, Sadie pulled a ring box out of the purse that was standing next to her plate on the table.

      


      “Ahhhs” went up from everywhere. Everyone, especially the women, craned their necks to see what the surprise was. Sadie turned

         to Michael and looked deep into her 

         son’s eyes. “With my love for your love,” she said. Michael stood and hugged her, and the man and his mother remained locked in a tearful embrace that was applauded

         by everyone, especially R.J., who at that moment remembered being told: “You can tell a lot about a man by the way he treats

         his mother.” But Sadie had been sitting between R.J. and Michael at the round table, and now when she opened the box and showed

         the ring to Michael and he oohed and ahhed and she wept and neither one of them even looked at R.J., R.J. felt a little awkward.

      


      Michael held the box up and showed the ring to the gathered group, and everyone said “oooh,” but R.J. still couldn’t see it

         because Sadie was still standing and blocking her view. She just smiled to cover her discomfort. Then Sadie took the box back

         from Michael and, after what seemed a very long time, handed it to R.J., who stood, trying to ignore the fleeting thought

         that the three of them probably looked like “the puppet family.”

      


      Then R.J. looked at the ring, looked at Sadie, and could get out only the words thank you because she had to put her face into her hands to cover her reaction, which was so overwhelming that it embarrassed her.

         Everyone thought she was crying. Thank heaven they thought that, because really what she was doing was laughing like a lunatic.

         She had never seen anything so appallingly gaudy in her life.

      


      After the party, when Michael took her home, the two of them laughed in the car until the tears came. About the ring. The

         cocktail ring from Grandma, with clusters of tiny diamonds set in platinum, arrayed in some strange disorder that made it

         look, as Michael described it, like a chandelier in a Miami Beach condominium.

      


      “Michael,” she said, “I don’t mean to be ungrateful. Your mother was so sweet, and she meant so well… but what do I do?” R.J.

         opened and closed the ring box, hoping each time that maybe when she opened it next, the ring would have changed.

      


      “You take it to a jeweler and have the stones taken out,” Michael said. “Then he puts them into a plain band, and we get me

         a gold band the same width, and we’re all set.” They had pulled up in the driveway of her house and he stopped the car. Now

         he moved toward her, took her in his arms, and kissed her.

      


      

         “Did you have a wonderful time at our engagement party?” he asked, kissing her all over her face.

      


      “I did,” she answered. “Thank you so much, Michael. It was so romantic and wonderful. Are you sure it will be all right?”

         she asked again.

      


      “What?”


      “Changing the ring. Taking the stones out and starting again. Are you sure?”


      He had laughed. “Of course I’m sure.”


      The next day on her lunch hour she had gone to a jeweler named Jay Marden, who was highly recommended by Dinah. The jeweler

         shook his head when he opened the box and saw Sadie Rappaport’s mother’s ring.

      


      “They don’t make ’em like this anymore.” Then he looked at R.J.. and said, “No offense.”

      


      He liked the plan of using the diamonds to make a plain wedding band, even made R.J. a little drawing of how it would look,

         and told her he would use the platinum from the existing ring to make the band for the new one. R.J. signed a paper saying

         she had left her diamonds there, gave him a deposit on the work, and went back to the office. Ten days later when she got

         the call saying that the ring was ready, she was ecstatic.

      


      Mr. Marden stayed open a little later than usual so R.J. could pick up the ring after work. She decided to sneak out of the

         office a few minutes early, feeling so guilty that when she passed Harry Elfand in the hall she coughed a fake cough just

         in case he was about to ask her where she was going.

      


      “Feel better,” Harry mumbled.


      “Thanks,” she said.


      The new ring was perfect. So beautiful it made R.J. melt when she saw it. Married. She was going to be married again. Be a

         part of a family again. And Jeffie would have a father. Maybe eventually she’d even have another child.

      


      “Want to try it on?” Mr. Marden had asked her.


      “Oh, no.” R.J. was too superstitious to put the wedding ring on before the wedding. If she did, the wedding could come to

         some bad end. Bad end. After Michael’s smoky announcement to her that day at the school fair, R.J. had taken the wedding list

         and she had telephoned everyone on it one by one to tell them that the plans had been canceled. Somehow she managed to get

         through all the 

         calls without crying. “Better to find out now,” she heard herself saying to them. And fifty out of sixty people actually said,

         “It’s really for the best,” back to her.

      


      “Hey, thanks for dinner, Ma,” Jeffie said, wiping some ketchup from the side of his mouth. “C’n I be excused?”


      “Sure, baby,” she said, picking up his dish and her empty yogurt container and carrying them to the sink.


      Michael. Why had he called her? She was afraid to think what she was hoping. That he missed her. Wanted to apologize. He would

         have to apologize. Profoundly. He had hurt her so much. Hurt Jeffie too. And left R.J. alone to give once again the news of

         another loss to her little boy.

      


      “Jeffie,” she had said that day when he’d returned from the school fair. She had watched as Harriet Wallace’s car pulled up

         in the driveway and the back door flew open and Jeffie, laughing heartily at something Matt Wallace had obviously just said

         to him, leaped from the car and ran to the front door. The odor of Michael’s cigarettes still hung in the living room air,

         although immediately after he’d left, R.J., on some automatic nice-Jewish-girl instinct, had emptied the ashtray and washed

         it with hot soapy water, dried it, and put it away.

      


      “Honey, sit down,” she had said to Jeffie.


      “Uh-oh,” was his reply. He recognized bad news on her face. He sat on the living room sofa with the same look he wore in the

         orthodontist’s waiting room.

      


      “Michael and I aren’t getting married,” she had blurted out, certain afterward that there were probably dozens of better ways

         of telling him. Maybe she should have started out by saying: “This doesn’t have anything to do with you,” or “This isn’t your

         fault,” the way some parents did when they informed their children of their impending divorce.

      


      “Okay,” Jeffie said. The lack of expression on his face was eerie.


      “I’m sorry,” R.J. offered. “He told me today that he just can’t do it. I’m sorry,” she said again.


      There was a moment when neither of them spoke or moved; then Jeffie asked, “Can I be excused?”


      No, R.J. thought. Don’t run away from this. Or from me. Let’s talk about it. You need to and God knows I do.

      


      “Yes,” she said. “Yon can be excused.”


      He stood and without looking at her walked out of the living room into the hallway.


      

         I have to be strong, have to be strong, R.J. said to herself. Dinah was right. I was going to marry him for all the wrong

         reasons—it wouldn’t have been right. Better to find out now instead of…

      


      “Ma,” she heard a little voice say. When she turned and saw the look on her baby’s face, all her resolve vanished. He was

         running toward her, his arms extended, and when he got to the sofa he collapsed on her lap, his arms around her neck.

      


      “Oh, honey, this will pass. We’ve made it through so much worse than this. And this is happening for a reason, which is that

         it was wrong. A mistake. I was stupid and made a wrong choice. But something good will come of it. You’ll see.” She felt his

         body shaking with sobs, and the wetness of his tears on her face. Or were they her tears against his?

      


      Jeffie. Her baby. Tonight, after she heard him go back to his room and turn on the television, she called Michael.


      “Hello?”


      “It’s R.J.,” she said nervously.


      “Hi,” he said. “Thanks for calling back. Listen, I need to talk to you.”


      “What about?” she asked.


      “It’s important,” he said. “Too important to talk about on the phone. I’d like to come over.”


      Come over. No. Jeffie would still be awake for a while. Seeing Michael walk in the door would only confuse him.


      “Not a good idea.”


      “After he’s asleep,” he said, obviously knowing what she was thinking.


      What did he want? Not just to chat, or to see if she was surviving. That he could do on the telephone. And why did she care so much? She realized now as she caught sight of herself in the mirror

         above her bedroom dresser that she had actually put on makeup before she returned his call, as if he would somehow be able

         to tell through the telephone line whether or not she looked good.

      


      “Okay,” she said. “At ten.”


      By nine-thirty she had completely redone her makeup, changed her outfit four times, and finally ended up back in the jeans

         and work shirt she’d been wearing to make dinner, so she called Dinah for a pep talk.

      


      “It’s none of my business, obviously,” Dinah began. 

         And then she and R.J. both said the word but in unison, because they both knew Dinah couldn’t help but try to interfere.

      


      “But what, Di?” R.J. said. Maybe, she thought to herself, the red sweater was better than the blue work shirt. Her black hair

         always looked great against bright colors.

      


      “But don’t let him seduce you. Don’t go to bed with him no matter what he says. Even if he begs your forgiveness and has a

         rabbi with him to perform the ceremony tonight.”

      


      “Di, he’s probably just coming over to make sure I haven’t slashed my wrists or anything.”


      “Don’t kid yourself,” Dinah said. “That little stand-in for Herve Villechaize is probably just horny so he figures—”


      “I won’t go to bed with him, Di, I swear. I’ll call you in the morning.”


      “What morning? You’ll call me when he leaves. Which better be a half hour after he arrives.”


      “Later,” R.J. said, and hung up.


      She peeked in on Jeffie, who was peacefully asleep, then walked around her quiet house trying to figure out how she felt,

         what she should say to Michael. What if he’d changed his mind? Could she ever take him back after the crazy exit he’d made?

         Why would she want to? His breaking up with her had been God’s way of telling her she wasn’t supposed to marry him in the

         first place. That thought made her laugh out loud.

      


      Michael’s headlights in the driveway brought her to her feet, and she was at the door before he was even out of his car. Before

         she could think about it he had taken her into his arms and was kissing her all over her face the way he used to, and her

         body was responding, not just to the kisses but to the familiar feel and smell of him, some cologne that she remembered he

         sometimes wore, and the gum he chewed in the mistaken notion that Trident cinnamon covered up the smell of the cigarettes.

      


      “I’ll get you a drink,” she said, reluctantly breaking free of his embrace, so confused, wishing she’d never said yes to his

         visit but excited that he was here. Maybe just as an antidote to her loneliness. Please, just as an antidote to her loneliness.

      


      She poured wine for each of them. He raised his glass to her.


      

         “You’re still my beautiful R.J.,” he said.

      


      She forced a smile. She knew him. His expressions. This one she’d seen him use in business. With writers or producers he was

         trying to woo. She’d be with him when they’d bump into one of them when they were out to dinner or walking on the beach, and

         he’d get that forced sincere look on his face and say sweetly, “Don’t forget… I’m you’re biggest fan.” Now the look was there

         for her, and he asked her ever so sweetly: “Are you okay? I mean you look fabulous but I’ve been worried about you. Tell me

         you’re okay.”

      


      She took a long sip of wine so she could decide what to answer. Yes, goddamn you, I’m more than okay, because I’ve survived

         a fortunate escape from your sniveling little clutches? Yes, I’m okay because I really didn’t love you? Or should she tell

         him the truth—that she felt so alone and so cheated out of the dream she’d been harboring about making a new life that even

         though she knew what a mistake it would be, she wanted to curl up in his lap and have him hold her and tell her that he was

         back and really would make everything in her life work?

      


      “I’m fine,” was all she could manage.


      In one swift move he pulled a Dunhill from the maroon-and-gold box and extracted his gold Dunhill lighter from his shirt pocket.

         He lit the cigarette. He took a few long drags until he was surrounded by a smoke doud. When it cleared, he looked long at

         R.J.

      


      “You’re a survivor, kiddo,” he said, still with the sincere look. “You’re tough. It’s what I love about you the most.”


      Love about you. That’s what he said. Not used to love about you. Not loved about you.

      


      Now he cradled the cigarette in the crook of his hand, rolled it between his thumb and forefinger, and blew on the lit end.

         Tiny ashes flew all around his face.

      


      “And you have values. Good strong values. Not like most of the girl—women in this town. You know what’s important.” He sucked hard on the cigarette again, then exhaled. There was another cloud, and then, as if it were

         a pronouncement, some information she could live on forever, he said, “You are not a bimbo.”

      


      “Thank you, Michael,” she actually found herself saying.


      “I’ve been so depressed since we broke up,” he said, 

         looking everywhere but at her. “I’ve been a mess. I haven’t gone to my office in weeks. They’ll probably can me.”

      


      What was he getting at? Of course. It was just what she thought. Six weeks ago he had allowed a rush of the pre-wedding jitters

         to get to him, and now he was sorry. Now he was regretting his outburst so much that he was back to try and reconcile with

         her. Back to tell her what a mistake he’d made. And the weird thing was that, in spite of what a jerk she knew he was, she

         was actually sitting there flickering back and forth between wondering how she could ever have loved him, and aching for him

         to come back. To make it okay. To stop her from having to go out into the world again alone. Back to dating. Back to courting.

         Back to going through the long process with someone else.

      


      “I don’t eat,” he said to her, and put the cigarette out. “Hardly eat at all,” and then he looked at her with big tormented

         eyes.

      


      Doesn’t eat. Poor thing. God. He did miss her. Maybe she should…

      


      “Want me to fix you something?” she offered. Dinah would kill her for that one. “The shmuck treats you like garbage and you’re

         gonna cook for him?” she would say. But now, when Michael’s face lit up the way it used to when they first met, R.J. decided

         not even to mention it to Dinah.

      


      “You know,” he said, leaning forward as if he were going to tell her a secret, so close that she could smell the cigarettes

         on his clothes, “I’ve really missed your omelettes.” Any minute he was going to beg her to get back together. He was just

         too embarrassed to do it right off the bat.

      


      “You got it,” R.J. said as she smiled and practically skipped into the kitchen, where she ripped open the refrigerator door.

         Once he launched into his spiel about getting back together, she wouldn’t say anything at first. She’d just listen. Let him

         explain away all the crummy things he’d done. Give him the opportunity to win her over. Eggs, cheese—ah, she even had some

         mushrooms. She’d tell him that it would be difficult. That she and Jeffie would have a hard time trusting him again and that

         he’d have to promise to work hard to regain their trust. Butter. It was true. Especially for Jeffie, her baby. He’d had enough

         hurt and she had to protect him.

      


      

         For weeks after Arthur’s death, Jeffie had refused to go to school no matter how much she encouraged him. After a lot of encouraging,

         R.J. decided that maybe the best thing for her to do was just to back off. Her cousin Mimi’s husband the psychiatrist said,

         “Everyone has his own mourning time. Jeffie will go to school when he’s ready.”

      


      “Do the other kids know about my dad?” he had asked R.J. one night.


      “Yes, they do,” she told him, knowing, by the way he lowered his eyelids when he heard her answer, that this was why he was

         afraid to go back. He was probably afraid that not having a father would set him apart from the others. Make him weird.

      


      “Mrs. Liebman calls me all the time to say how much everyone misses you,” she said. That was a little bit of an exaggeration.

         The teacher had called twice.

      


      “Yeah, sure,” he said.


      R.J. was afraid of what the children might say to him. The questions they might ask him. Children in their innocent but eager

         curiosity could evoke thoughts that might never have entered his mind. Did your dad’s stomach get ripped open? Did he bleed

         to death from the bullet? Did you see him when he was a corpse? Who are you gonna make something for when it’s Father’s Day?

         Maybe that was why she didn’t push him to go back. Jeffie.

      


      One day, in the middle of the morning, he had called her at work to tell her he couldn’t find the red-and-blue Lego truck

         he’d made a few months before. He said he needed it very badly and he sounded worried. He said he thought maybe he had left

         it in his cubby at school. She asked him if he’d like to go over to the school and look for it, and when he said yes, she

         told Harry Elfand she had an emergency and rushed home to pick Jeffie up. When she and Jeffie pulled into the school parking

         lot in the Mustang, and Jeffie saw all the cars and realized that it was a regular school day and everyone was there, he looked

         nervous. “Maybe,” he said, “this was a mistake.” Probably he had left the truck at Jamie Eisner’s house and not at school

         at all. He wanted to go home.

      


      “Why don’t we check your cubby?” R.J. had asked gently but firmly, in the tone her cousin Mimi’s husband the psychiatrist

         had suggested she use. She pulled the Mustang in between a green Volkswagen bug and an old red 

         Cadillac. Then she had a long panicked moment when she was sure she’d been too firm and not gentle enough, because it looked

         as if he were about to cry and insist that she take him home. Instead, he opened the car door, got out, and looked over at

         the one-story building for just a second. Then he slammed the car door and ran with a kind of combination gallop and hop toward

         his homeroom. By the time R.J. had reached the door of the schoolroom, he had already gone inside. So she stood on her toes

         and looked in through the one tiny window set into the top of the door.

      


      It was an odd moment she was seeing. Frozen in time. No one moved. Jeffie was standing very still just inside the door, looking

         nervously at the group of children and the teacher, all of whom looked back at him with great silent surprise. No one moved.

         R.J. bit the inside of her lower lip. Then the teacher said, “Jeffie.” That was all, and as if that was their cue, all twenty

         children leaped from their seats and ran to him, their arms open wide, shouting his name, hugging him, holding him, tickling

         him, tackling him lovingly to the ground. They were a pile of joyous friends, and the most joyous of all of them was Jeffie,

         who R.J. could see was filled with relief as two of the boys now helped him to his feet. That was when R.J. opened the door

         and entered the room. None of the children even looked at her. They were all still surrounding her son. But Mrs. Liebman came

         over.

      


      “How is he?” the teacher asked R.J.


      “Fine now,” R.J. said, fighting back tears of gratitude as she watched her son being led around the room by friends who were

         showing him projects that he had missed on the walls and shelves.

      


      “I hope we didn’t disrupt you too much,” R.J. said to the teacher.


      “Not at all,” Mrs. Liebman said.


      “I mean, he’s not really back to stay,” R.J. apologized. “It was just that he forgot his Lego truck and I…”


      Then Jeffie’s eye caught R.J.’s and he smiled a little happy smile at her and waved a little wave. The kids were all jabbering

         away. Some to Jeffie and some to one another, and the noise level was very high. Even so, R.J. was able to make out the words

         her son was saying to her over the din.

      


      “Ma, you can go now. I’m gonna be okay.”


      The mushrooms were just soft enough for her to add 

         the eggs. She grabbed a plate, and by the time she’d pulled the popped toast out of the toaster and buttered it, it was time

         to flip the omelette in half and slide it onto a plate. My God, it looked great. Michael would be…

      


      “Michael,” she said, carrying the tray into the living room. Coffee. She should have put some coffee on the tray. That would

         have been good. Or at least some orange juice.

      


      “Michael?”


      He must have gone into her bedroom. Maybe he’d gone through there to use the bathroom, or… “Michael?” No answer. He couldn’t

         possibly think she would follow him into her bedroom and then… Maybe this was a seduction. Maybe Dinah was right. Maybe Michael just came over to try to get her into bed. It sounded from where she was

         standing as if drawers were being opened and dosed. Maybe she should walk right in there and…

      


      “Michael!”


      Michael stood wild-eyed and red-faced in the middle of her room.


      “Where is it?” he demanded. He looked silly. Like some impersonator on television doing a Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde routine.


      “Where is what?” R.J. asked. She was afraid. What in the hell did he want?


      “The ring,” he said. “The ring my mother gave you. I want the ring back.” If he hadn’t been so serious, the contorted enraged

         face would have made her laugh.

      


      “Michael, the ring your mother gave me doesn’t exist anymore. Remember? We called it the chandelier and I had it all changed

         around?” Laugh, she prayed, but he didn’t.

      


      “Give me the ring right now or I’ll find it myself. That ring is a family heirloom, and you’re not going to be in my family,”

         he said through clenched teeth, “so give it to me.”

      


      He walked toward the armoire where she kept her jewelry box.


      “Michael, stop this,” she said.


      “Give me the ring!” he screamed.


      “Get out of this house, you crazy son-of-a-bitch! If you weren’t so crazy you would have gone into your office where I sent

         the ring by messenger three weeks ago, with a lovely note that said I’m sorry it didn’t work out. Well, I’m not sorry. I’m

         thrilled. I thank God every day for saving me 

         from the brink of disaster by making you too nuts to get married. Because I was so stupid and wanting to get married so much

         that I would have married you. A mama’s boy who is so hung up on his mother that he’ll never get married until she dies.”

      


      “Shut up,” he said menacingly. “Shut up.” Now she was really afraid, because she could see she had really touched a nerve

         with that one. “I’m not hung up on my mother,” he said. “I’m not. And she’s never going to die, do you hear me?” he screamed,

         jumping up and down, his fists clenched. “Never, never, never.”

      


      With each word he bent his knees and took off from the ground with both feet and landed hard again and again and again. R.J.

         looked on in shocked silence, and suddenly, when the absurdity of what he had just said registered and at the same time it

         occurred to her how much he reminded her of what she was sure Rumpelstiltskin must have looked like when the princess guessed

         his name, she couldn’t control the huge laugh that rolled up out of her chest and into his face. It was a combination of relief

         that she finally saw him as foolish instead of romantic, and the absurdity of what he’d just said, and the way he’d said it…

         She’s never going to die. Rumpelstiltskin. Agghhh. Like a child at a solemn event she tried to hold it in, but that made her

         laugh even harder. Oh, God, she could tell by Michael’s flared nostrils that the laughter made his rage even hotter. His face

         curled into a sneer.

      


      “You’re a mean bitch,” he said with a little stamp, and then he stormed out of the bedroom, through the living room, and out

         the front door, which he slammed behind him.

      


      She was shaking, still laughing and simultaneously fighting off tears as she went into the bathroom, washed her face, and

         ran a brush through her hair. After a few minutes she noticed Jeffie reflected in the mirror. He was wearing his football

         pajamas, standing sleepy-eyed in the doorway.

      


      “Hi, baby,” she said.


      “What was all the Yellin’ about?” he asked.


      “Um, it was me. I mean, I just had the TV up too loud,” she lied. “I’m sorry I woke you, baby.”


      “Jeez, what in the heck were you watching?” he asked.


      “Oh,” she said, putting an arm around him and walking him back to his room, “some really bad show.”
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