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For Nina Landay Stuart,


who, for as much as she loves labels,


cannot be defined by one.


&


My nieces: Maisie, Lili, Mia & Phoebe,


who fill the daughter-shaped hole in my heart.
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Prologue


Baruch Ata I Don’t Know




Hi, God.


Stacy Adelaide Friedman here.


But you probably already knew that.


So, I guess I’ll jump right in.


God (I hope you don’t mind if I call you that)—I know you’re probably backed up with bat mitzvah season and I don’t mean to take you away from all your responsibilities, but I was wondering if I could have a minute of your time.


I’ll take that as a yes.


As you know, in just a month, I will be celebrating my bat mitzvah. I am very much looking forward to this joyous occasion, and I’m even excited about becoming an adult, but I have a few concerns regarding this special day, and I thought we should discuss them before it’s too late.


My first concern is my Torah portion.…


I really think it will sound better if I don’t have to SING. I’m an awful singer. I can’t carry a tune when I lip-synch! Even my best friend, Lydia, doesn’t think I should sing. “Your voice is a mood no one wants to be in.” And she thinks I’m good at most everything. Especially telling jokes. So I was thinking that maybe instead of singing my Torah portion the way my bat mitzvah teacher, Rabbi Sherwin, has been teaching me, I could read it, and then to make up for not singing it, I could do a little stand-up. Whaddya think, God?


You don’t have to give me an answer right away. But while you’re thinking about it, let’s talk about my dress.… Now, I know you’re not a stylist, but someone needs to run interference with my mother. I’m sorry that she and Dad are separated, but that doesn’t mean she has to ruin my life by dressing me like a 1940s American Girl character. I’m almost thirteen years old. I’m not asking to dress like Addison Rae (and she’s not even the most provocatively dressed TikTok influencer!). But it’d be nice if I could wear something short and cool and preferably from Shein (which my mom says is a “hard pass” because of sustainability issues, and other important words I missed because I wasn’t listening).


While you’re thinking, I’d also like to know if Arthur’s participation is absolutely mandatory that day. I know he’s my little brother (though, as you’ve probably noticed, he’s not so little anymore—he’s almost an entire elementary-school kid taller than me, and growing), but his presence sends a potentially negative message to my peers, at a particularly crucial time in my social development. Evidence: After he accidentally smacked me in the face, due to his inability to synchronize his gestures with his quickly lengthening limbs, he claimed I have a severe case of congenital amusia, which he insists is not amusing. I finally looked it up. It’s just fancy talk for “tone-deaf.” So, you understand what I’m getting at, don’t you, God?


That’s all I really wanted to ask. Not too much, really. Just three tiny favors. Three teeny, tiny little favors. And then I’m all yours. A bat mitzvah. A Jewish young woman ready to do whatever is expected of her by you and yours.


So, see what you can do. And thanks. Okay, God. See you at my bat mitzvah.




Love,


Stacy









PS: Is it okay to add a PS? Because if it is, I’d like to add this:


It’s about… how do I put this, God? It’s… it’s about a boy.


How are you doing, God?


Are you okay with this so far?


Because I know you have rules about boys.


Hmmm. Maybe you should sit down, God.


Okay. Here goes:


There’s this boy in my class. Last year the only time he talked to me or my friends was to ask if we wanted to follow his YouTube channel (we didn’t), but then, like the climate, something changed, and this year he just hits different. Who knows why, but whatever the case, he’s extra super cute (or as my friend Kelly would say, he’s a “whole snack”). His name is Andy Goldfarb (obviously you know who I’m talking about) and I think I’m in love with him, and I know I’m not the only one. He just has this way about him.


I don’t know what’s happening to me, God. I’ve never had this feeling before and I don’t know what to do with myself. All I know is that I want him to love me back. So, in addition to finding me a great dress, I wouldn’t argue if you made my hair less frizzy and my face 40 percent prettier. Again, not such a huge thing to ask for compared to what other people want. (More follows on TikTok. An Oculus Quest headset. World peace.)


I hope it’s not too much trouble.


Thanks again, God.


Really.


See you there!
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1.



The Gross Mitzvah


“Well? Am I Andy Goldfarb ready?” I asked. I was standing on the steps of Temple Emanu-El with Lydia Katz and Kelly Mooreland, my absolute first- and second-best friends, in respective order. We were about to enter Marni Gross’s bat mitzvah party and I wanted to look amazing.


Kelly stood back and gave me the once-over. “We need to zhuzh your face. You need more attitude. We need makeup.”


“My mom does not support me wearing makeup,” I complained.


“Not a worry,” Kelly said, digging into her purse to show me her Glossier makeup bag.


“Bathroom makeover!” Lydia said, heading toward the synagogue’s lecture hall. Lydia knows how to get things done. She’s very disciplined. She gets that from her years of ballet classes and all those bunned-up teachers who are constantly waving sticks at dozens of dirty feet. “When we’re done with you, you’ll forget about Andy Goldfarb. You’ll be Dante Decosimo ready,” she added.


I rolled my eyes at her. Yeah, right.


Dante Decosimo was the ultra-gorgeous Italian exchange student in our class. He was another level of hot. Like, I wasn’t sure I was even allowed to look at him. Even Kym Armstrong, leader of our class’s A-list posse, “the Pipers” (the coolest name they think a girl can have), on whose border Lydia and I currently teetered, was openly into him. And she was, well, hard to please. Apparently, Dante had an older, gorgeous girlfriend who wore off-the-shoulder peasant blouses waiting for him back home in Genoa. And rumor had it he’d already hooked up once with some teen model from another school here in Rye.


“Are we ready, ladies?” Kelly asked.


Lydia readjusted her dark brown ballerina bun, straightened her complicatedly crinkled spaghetti-strap dress, and pliéd her feet toes-out (again, the dance training). Kelly flipped her thick blond hair over her back and neatened her tulle-trimmed dress. I made sure the back of my dress wasn’t stuck in my tights.


“All signs point to…” I started.


“YES!” we said together.


Then we opened the door to the synagogue. We were here—the party could officially start.


Unfortunately, as soon as I looked out onto the hallway with all its decorations, I was reminded why calling this a “party” would be a challenge. It’s next to impossible to turn an outdated phenomenon—in this case, a Harry Potter–themed bat mitzvah party—into a blowout.


“Am I the only one who finds it incongruent to claim an adherence to social justice causes while also blatantly endorsing a writer who problematically challenges the rights of trans women?” Arthur asked no one in particular.


I had forgotten he was behind us. I was so used to him being on my tail all the time, I hardly even thought about how weird it was that he was almost three years younger than me. At ten years old, Arthur had a higher IQ than most members of the SUNY Purchase faculty and a comparable vocabulary. Half the time I had no idea what he was saying. Fine, more than half. This is how I came to realize that when you can’t understand something someone is saying, they’re either way smarter than you, or they also don’t understand what they’re saying. Arthur was smarter than me. And our parents. And his teachers. It was mortifying.


As usual, we left him to fend for himself and headed to the restroom.


“I think we should take off our friendship necklaces,” Lydia said to me once we got inside the faux-marble bathroom.


“Why?” I asked. We never took off our friendship necklaces.


“The colors just don’t look right with our outfits,” she said.


I was so short, I had to stand on my tiptoes to see my top half in the mirror.


“She’s right,” Kelly said, coating her eyelashes with mascara. Kelly didn’t have a friendship necklace, but it wasn’t because we didn’t love her. It was because Lydia and I had been absolute best friends since kindergarten. Before we even knew Kelly. And we weren’t only school best friends; we were also Hebrew school best friends. Besides, you can’t split two halves of a heart three ways. Kelly didn’t really seem to mind. She was pretty confident like that. Besides, she wouldn’t have been caught dead in nickel silver.


“You never want to pair neon with pastels,” Kelly said, throwing the mascara in her makeup bag. She turned back to the mirror, exposing her mouth full of braces in her reflection, and checked for food particles.


“You’re totally right,” I said, not wanting to point out how much I actually did not know if she was right, or wrong for that matter. After all, my mother still picked out my clothes, color palette and all.


“I mean, do you think Kerry Washington would be caught dead in a neon-pastel fashion combo?” Kelly asked. Kelly planned on becoming either an actress or a personal shopper.


“You are so pretty, but you’re always hiding behind your hair,” Lydia said as she held out her hand, signaling for me to give her the necklace. That was the other thing about Lydia: She was very big sisterly. She always made sure that I felt as good about myself as she did about herself.


“Okay, girls, are we ready to find the Pipers?” Kelly asked, twirling her hair with her fingers. She did that when she was anxious. Lydia was a little nervous too. I could tell because she was swaying softly back and forth, like she was rocking a baby. Ever since the Pipers lost one of their own to a parental job transfer, they were much more open to hanging out with us. And we, well, we’d been hoping to gain access to their inner circle since the day middle school began. So, you can imagine the pressure we were feeling. What we needed was a good stress reliever.


“Why did Adele cross the road?” I asked.


“Why?” Kelly asked.


“To say hello from the other side!” I said, sending Kelly and Lydia into fits of laughter.


That one never fails me. Telling jokes to ease the tension is a specialty of mine. It’s one of the reasons I’m considering the field of comedy as a career choice.


“Ok, now we’re ready to find the Pipers,” I said.


“And the Crew,” Kelly said.


“And the Crew,” I repeated, instantly regretting it.


“Ugh, the Crew.” Lydia rolled her heavily mascara-ed eyes. Lydia, I should mention, was NOT into the Crew (aka boys). I was trying to be sensitive to this, but my own fixation on boys (one in particular) did not help me.


Standing side by side in the doorway of the party hall, decked out and made up, I felt as if Lydia, Kelly, and I were in an Olivia Rodrigo video. I imagined us strutting into the party, artificial wind blowing our hair back while we dance-followed behind Olivia. Seeing us like this would take everyone’s breath away. Andy’s especially.


But as we crossed the threshold, we couldn’t have been less like Olivia Rodrigo’s backup dancers. No one really paid much attention. A couple of people waved, but everyone continued to go about their business.


I searched the room, trying to find Andy. Everyone was dancing, though not really with each other. More like at each other. Most kids were in huddles. One corner was filled with the techies, some of whom were earnest enough to actually be wearing the Harry Potter wizard hats. Another corner was ironically filled unironically by the loners. But also, no Andy. In fact, I couldn’t find any of the Crew. Did they not come? Were they too good for a bat mitzvah party now?


We walked to the dance floor, passing tables set with Ron Weasley napkins and Harry Potter food: Caterpillar Cocoons, Bloody Eyeballs, and Deviled Mice. Marni Gross needed to wake up and smell reality. Not only was Harry Potter so over, but so was J. K. Rowling, according to Arthur, and apparently all of Twitter, which I wasn’t even allowed on. Granted, I would have taken Hogwarts Academy over White Plains any day, but not as a theme for a bat mitzvah. I scanned the room again, but still no Crew. Kelly kept fidgeting with her Louis Vuitton bag, making sure everyone could see it and be envious. Lydia was searching the crowd as we walked. Being a tall girl definitely had its advantages.


“There they are!” she said, pointing over everyone’s heads.


My heart fluttered, and I swear my palms even sweated a bit. They were here! My hands reflexively rose to pat down any errant frizz as we made our way across the dance floor and toward our destination.


Lydia said, “Pipers!”


My heart dropped with the disappointed realization that it wasn’t the Crew she had spotted at all.


Kym Armstrong, Sara Langley, and Megan Riley were huddled in the corner.


“Love the lip,” Kym called to Kelly as they stepped aside and opened up their circle to include us.


“Thanks, it’s MAC,” Kelly answered.


Kym and Sara were wearing color-coordinated color-blocked halter dresses.


“Let me see the color. I bet I could make it,” Megan said as Kelly handed her the tube.


Megan was sporting her do-it-yourself fashion look as usual. Today she was wearing plastic shower rings as bracelets.


“Stacy, your hair is getting really long,” Sara said.


“Thanks,” I responded, preoccupied and craning my neck to see over Lydia toward the drinks table.


“So.” Megan looked at me. I turned my attention back from the party. She lifted her arm to snake all her plastic shower hook bracelets back up. “Is tonight the big night?”


“What do you mean?”


“The night where you make it happen with Andy Goldfarb.”


“Make what happen?” I asked nervously.


“You know… make him like you.”


You can make someone like you?


“He’s not even here,” I said.


“So, I guess the answer is no.”


“I just saw Rob Mancuso and Dante Decosimo in the parking lot, so Andy must be here,” Sara said.


“Hey, you could be the first one out of all of us to have a boyfriend!” Megan said.


“Yeah! Totally. So, what are you waiting for, sister?” Sara asked.


“Come on, Stacy, let’s do this!” Kym said.


“Now?” I asked.


“No, sis, when we’re in high school. Yes, now!” Kym said.


Don’t get me wrong: I wanted to be friends with the Pipers. I wanted to be in the Pipers, but Kym Armstrong scared me. I thought she was a snob and kind of a queeny jerk. But I also didn’t want to be the person to say no to her.


So, I turned around and headed toward the door of the synagogue. The girls were following me, and I was walking as slowly as I could. I guess I was nervous, because I had no idea what to say when we got outside. “Oh, hi, Andy. Everyone, myself included, totally ships us. So, starting right now, you’re my boyfriend. Surprise!”


Then, just as I was ready to push the front door open, the DJ started spinning “Uptown Funk” and Lydia, bless her heart, grabbed my shoulders and shrieked. This was her absolute favorite song. This week.


“Let’s dance!” she screamed, snatching my hand and leading me back onto the dance floor.


Kelly, Sara, and Megan ran after us and Kym watched from the side, glaring. Lydia had learned the signature moves from the video, created her own choreographed dance, and taught it to us, which is why soon everyone was watching. Including Rabbi Sherwin, who happens to be a very cool rabbi. Even Arthur, who was sitting on a plastic chair in the corner, was bobbing his head, watching us.


And then, dream of all dreams, Andy Goldfarb, Dante Decosimo, and Rob Mancuso pushed their way through the crowd to see what was going on, which made me get into it even more.


I checked to see if Andy—so cute in his suit and beginnings of a tan—had his eyes on me. For a second it seemed as if he did, and I imagined us as a couple walking into my bat mitzvah together. On the dance floor, he would blow everyone’s mind with how good a dancer he was, and I could say nonchalantly to anyone who asked about him, “Oh, you mean that guy? Yeah. He’s my boyfriend.” And then, maybe even in the middle of a dance, a slow one, at my bat mitzvah party, in front of the Pipers, in front of my whole class, Andy Goldfarb would lean down and kiss me. On the lips.


“Cha Cha Slide” cross-faded in, which I took as my cue to hop out. Andy was still standing there with a big smile on his face. I took this as a sign to courage up and began to walk over to him. On my way there I bumped into Dante Decosimo. “You want to make il trambusto?” Dante asked, which was kind of strange, since he’s way too gorgeous to speak to someone like me.


“Uh, no thanks,” I answered. “I’m not hungry.” As I got closer to Andy, I noticed he was mouthing the words to “Don’t You Worry,” and so I said, “Good song, huh?”


“Believe.”


Andy was so cool. He knew everything there was to know about clothes and hip-hop. He only wore Stüssy and Supreme. He even had a personalized belt buckle that said G-Farb. I wondered if he knew that I could dance to hip-hop. That would definitely impress him.


“You looked dope out there,” he said.


Oh.


My.


God.


He was watching me.


Play it cool, Stace.


“Thanks,” I said as nonchalantly as I could. Then added, “Wanna dance?” not sure what had possessed me to do such a thing.


But just then, Andy pulled out his cell phone, looked at the text, chuckled, and said, “Dig, I gotta run outside fo’ a minute. Chill, a’ight, fam?”


“That’s cool,” I said. And then “Psychofreak” by Camila Cabello came on. Lydia and Kelly and the other girls screamed again. Lydia ran and grabbed me just as Andy turned away.


We all followed Kelly now. We were all legs and shoulders and I hoped that our un-choreographed choreographed dance made me look as cool as I felt. I imagined Andy watching from the corner, awed at how good I looked. But when I spun around, I saw that he had returned and was now talking to Julie Haven!


Julie Haven was pretty and tall, but she had bad opinions. As Andy talked to her, she was kind of moving her hips, like kind of dancing, kind of not, and then he started to swing his arms a little bit. What was he doing? Was he dancing with her? I slowed down a little but also tried to act as if I wasn’t fixated.


Then, with absolutely no warning whatsoever, Andy Goldfarb bent down and kissed Julie Haven fast and sloppy and then grabbed her hand and the two of them disappeared through the crowd.


I suddenly stopped dancing. I couldn’t even move.


As the DJ changed songs, there was a huge crashing sound in the corner. When we all looked over to see what it was, there was Arthur standing over a huge broken platter of wizard celestial cheese balls and spit-wad sandwiches. He must have been trying to do two things at once, something he’s not yet coordinated enough to do. In this case, carry something over to his chair.


“Walk much, Arthur?” someone called out.


“My external longitude and my internal cartography are not yet synchronized!” I could hear him shouting as people started laughing. Poor Arthur. His body was growing faster than he could learn how to operate it. He was constantly miscalculating the length of his arms and legs, knocking things over when he meant to pick them up. Worse yet was when he tried to explain this particular predicament, and it came out like a post-graduate student’s dissertation title.


Between the humiliation of having the tallest “little” brother in the world and a crush whose heart belonged to another, I could barely keep it together. And as Beyoncé’s “Crazy in Love” floated out of the speakers, I broke down, running off the dance floor in tears.


We all assembled in the synagogue bathroom to discuss our next proper course of action. The atmosphere was tense.


Kelly nervously pinched the color back into her cheeks. Megan Riley was on TikTok. Sara Langley, Rye Country Day’s Greta Thunberg, sat on the floor, keeping track of the bat mitzvah’s environmental violations on the dry-erase board she carried with her everywhere. Kym lifted herself up on the sink and studied everyone, me especially, waiting to see the outcome of my rage, and Lydia anxiously pinned and re-pinned her hair into its bun and I began my normal habit of stress pacing and biting my fingernails.


I did three laps across the tiled floor, and when I finished the fourth, I stopped and swiveled on my heels, and then I slowly and carefully delivered the most important announcement I was to make that week.


“I have something to say,” I began.


Everyone stopped and looked at me.


Kym slid down from the sink to get closer to me. Any sign of gossip and Kym’s head was practically in your mouth, ensuring she didn’t miss a single word.


“I…


Am…


So…


Over…


Andy…


Goldfarb.”


There were audible gasps, mainly from Kelly, who believed most dramatic moments were opportunities to practice her acting skills.


“Are you sure?” Lydia asked, her concern palpable.


“Positively sure,” I said. “I am officially over Andrew Joshua Goldfarb.”


I looked over at Lydia, who seemed to be waiting for me to say something else.


“You know, just because he kissed Julie Haven doesn’t mean he doesn’t like you,” Lydia said. Poor thing. She had a lot of catching up to do when it came to boys.


“Lydia, call it, please,” I said.


Lydia looked at her watch. “Stacy Adelaide Friedman’s crush on Andrew Joshua Goldfarb has ended. Time of death: 7:02 p.m. Date: Saturday, April ninth.”


We all looked at one another.


“Maybe you should say it, just to make it truly official,” Lydia said.


Kelly held her hand out to Kym, who rolled her eyes but took it anyway. Then Megan held hands with Sara, and Lydia clutched mine.


“God as my witness, I officially renounce currently dead-to-me Andy Goldfarb. Stacy Friedman’s crush on Andy Goldfarb is now legally over.” I checked my watch. “New time of death… 7:03. Same date,” I said.


And everyone answered in unison, “Amen.”
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