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1



DARA RABINOWITZ HAD AWOKEN, AS SHE DID EVERY morning of her life, with a plan.


Sitting on her couch in her warehouse loft apartment in Hoboken, she stared at the gray concrete walls in front of her. She had been up since 4:00 a.m., running through a ritual of to-do lists and carefully constructed patterns to keep her anxious thoughts at bay. There was showering, meditation, candle-lighting, deep breathing. And when those didn’t work, she turned to the miracle of modern medicine: benzos.


Otherwise, the early wake-up was unnecessary. Dara never slept well on days when she would be doing publicity.


Pulling her Bergdorf Goodman dressing gown taut against her body, she attempted to breathe through her anxiety. Her mother, along with a dozen other therapists over the years, had taught her the value of positive self-talk. Closing her eyes, Dara breathed in the scent of the patchouli candle burning precariously in the center of her coffee table. She could do this. It was just an interview on national television with her beloved bubbe. What could possibly go wrong?


The buzzer on her front door rang. Dara opened her eyes, grateful for the intrusion. Rising from the couch, she hid any overt sign of stress behind the cool veneer of a high-level executive. Naveah, her executive assistant, was standing on the threshold.


“Morning!” Naveah said, her hands full of items. “You ready for us?”


Dara returned a wide smile. “Of course.”


Naveah clicked her teeth in open delight. “So much fun!”


At twenty-four years old, Naveah was a full decade younger than Dara. With golden skin and dreadlocks decorated with tiny shells, she gave the impression of being one of those people who was born instinctively cool. She was also a damn good executive assistant. Three outfits, each covered in protective plastic sheeting, hung delicately over one arm. A large backpack, like she was planning to spend the month hiking through Peru, was slung over her shoulder. In her right hand she held two cups on a biodegradable tray.


Behind Naveah stood the full entourage. Bobbi and Simi, her hair and makeup people, in addition to Cameron and Alexa, Naveah’s assistants. The group headed upstairs while Naveah made her way toward the kitchen.


“First,” she said, placing two disposable cups down on the counter between them. “Large macchiato coffee, made with almond milk, no sugar and a dollop of caramel sauce on top. Plus, one venti blueberry-and-lavender tea, non-caffeinated, just in case we’re not in the mood for coffee this morning.”


“Thank you.” Dara smiled. Naveah knew her so well.


“Second,” she said, reaching down into her backpack, pulling out a pink box wrapped up in white twine, “black-and-white cookies for Miriam and the ChallahBack Girls.”


“You are the absolute best, Naveah.”


“I know.” Naveah beamed before lifting up her plastic bags on hangers. “And finally, the pièce de résistance. Three fabulous new outfits for you to review!” She hugged all three items against her boobelahs. “But first, how are you feeling?”


“Fine.”


“Really?” Naveah asked, squinting suspiciously in her direction. “Because Janet says I’m supposed to text her immediately if you, you know—” Naveah glanced around the room, dropping her voice to a whisper “—are about to have one of your panic attacks.”


Janet was head of marketing and publicity at Dara’s company and, after ten years of working together, a close personal friend. Alas, Naveah did not need to whisper—Dara’s diagnosis was not a secret.


“You can use the term, Naveah.” Dara grabbed her tea. Opening it up, blowing on the piping hot liquid, she breathed in the comforting scent of blueberry and lavender. “Generalized anxiety disorder. They’re not dirty words, you know.”


Indeed, Dara had lived with the diagnosis of GAD since she was sixteen years old. It was a part of her. Inherent to her nature. For this reason, it didn’t feel unnatural or wrong.


“So…” Naveah asked again, cautiously. “You’re not going to freak out?”


“You can tell my handler that I am the picture of composure this morning.”


“Wonderful!” Naveah beamed, dropping the topic. “Then shall we go upstairs? I’m dying to show you what I picked out.”


Dara pointed toward the industrial steel staircase. “After you.”


Her condo sat on the exclusive Hoboken waterfront. As such, it overlooked the Hudson River and offered expansive views of the Manhattan skyline. With three bedrooms, it spanned over four thousand square feet, and was a true testament to her success in business over the last fifteen years. She had bought the stylish apartment at twenty-eight years old—outright and in cash—while it was still being developed. She was also able to specify with her developer any upgrade she wanted in order to make her living space perfect.


Landing on the second floor, Dara passed the long line of magazine covers she had appeared on over the years—Insight Tech, Venture Magazine, American CEO, Young Entrepreneur. Glancing up at the images, she considered the woman on the covers. Sitting on a stool, chin on her fist, smiling knowingly at the camera. In a black business suit, arms crossed against her chest. In every image, she looked fierce. Powerful. She was someone firm in her decisions, sharp, unafraid to fail. It wasn’t a lie, exactly. Though, like all things in marketing, it was a carefully constructed image that she sold.


Dara entered the last bedroom at the end of the hallway to find that Bobbi and Simi were already in the process of getting set up. Makeup palettes and hairstyling tools littered her expensive vanity, which sat to the side of the room. She had originally planned to make the third bedroom her office, but after falling in love with the floor-to-ceiling windows that overlooked the Hudson River on her main floor, she moved her desk downstairs and turned the third bedroom into a fully decked-out closet instead.


Shelves of designer purses, shoes and accessories hung from handcrafted oak shelving. It was the type of closet that would make a Real Housewife squeal in outright jealousy. It gave the impression of someone who lived a fabulous life, full of high-end dates, epic parties and world-class travel.


In reality, Dara never got a chance to wear many of the items. Her three-hundred-plus-person company functioned almost entirely remotely. Aside from a quarterly get-together, like most of her staff, she worked from home, spending her day braless and in a variety of loungewear. Granted, it was expensive loungewear—the very best loungewear money could buy—but sweatpants nonetheless.


“Before we begin,” Naveah said, pulling up a chair beside her, “I was wondering if I could ask your opinion on something.”


Dara smiled knowingly. “Let me see.”


Reaching into her bag, Naveah pulled out a phone. After turning it on and tapping the screen, she handed it over to Dara.


Glancing down, analyzing the image before her, Dara found a profile for a man named SenatorAcid69 smiling back at her. His head a sweaty mess of curls, his arms loaded down with tattoos, his profile picture was a shot of him singing on the stage of some grimy-looking dive bar.


“Senator Acid?” Dara asked, raising one eyebrow suspiciously.


“We matched on MeatCute,” Naveah squealed, excitedly. “Anyway, I was wondering what you think of him.”


The rest of the team leaned over Dara’s shoulder.


Dara came from a long line of well-known and highly successful shadchaniyot, or matchmakers. In her youth, she had learned all the tricks of the trade. She knew what to look for in a partner in order to make a match successful. But while most matchmakers considered their job an art, Dara relied firmly on science.


Dara scanned the young man’s profile. Senator Acid was forty-one, never married and childless. He had been raised on the West Coast but moved to New York in his late twenties to pursue a career in music. Now Senator Acid made the majority of his income by playing in dive bars throughout New York. His life, like those leather pants and tattoos he was sporting, was exciting, but also…terribly unstable.


“It won’t work,” Dara said definitively.


“Really?” Naveah sighed, disheartened. “But we have so much in common. We both love music and tacos. Plus, he looks incredible gyrating in a pair of leather pants.”


Dara rubbed her forehead. She had a good idea where Senator Acid was heading.


As a matchmaker, Dara had been taught to never bite her tongue. It was far better to tell a singleton the truth than let them spend unnecessary amounts of time drowning in a wrong match that would never lead to marriage. As a boss, however, she needed to be more delicate.


Dara handed Naveah back the phone. “Your perfect match is someone committed to their family, with strong Catholic values, who is close to their parents. Ideally, they should be from the tristate area and make more money than you, as you will likely want to stop working once you start having children.”


“But I love working,” Naveah defended herself.


“Naveah,” Dara said pointedly. “In love, people tend to repeat the patterns and examples set by their parents. Let’s consider the facts of your life. You went to Catholic school. You live for your nieces and nephews. Almost all your vacation time is taken up with holidays, and weddings, and christenings. More telling, your mother doesn’t work. Senator Acid might be fun now, but his entire lifestyle stands in stark opposition to the values you were raised with. Are you going to want to go to work while Mr. Acid is traveling from nightclub to nightclub? Is your musician going to be content giving up his dream of being a rock star and settling down with a house in suburbia full of children? It might be fun now, but you and Senator Acid are not looking in the same direction.”


“I know,” Naveah said, finally. “I know you’re right.”


“Of course I’m right,” Dara quipped. “I’m the expert, remember?”


The entire room nodded their acquiescence. Indeed, it was Dara’s knowledge of successful love—the tips and tricks that had been passed down from her mother and grandmother— that formed the basis of her career. Dara was not only a third-generation matchmaker, she was creator and CEO of J-Mate, the world’s largest platform for online Jewish dating.


“Now,” Dara said, glancing down at her watch. “If you don’t mind, we’re on a tight schedule here. I need to get out of here before the coming of Moshiach.”


With that, the entire room jumped into action. Dara took a seat at her vanity. Bobbi laid out the makeup palettes, flipping on two nearby lights to mimic the high-intensity lighting of a studio. Simi took the clip out of her hair, allowing Dara’s thick black corkscrews to fall free around her shoulders.


Naveah moved to the center of the room, by the built-in island that housed an impressive array of shoes, and began unzipping the plastic packaging. Hanging the outfits up on a mobile rack, she worked hard to carefully display each item.


“Okay, we have three looks for you to choose from this morning.”


Dara analyzed her choices. There was an elegant pleated skirt and tight cashmere sweater. It was Jewy, which went with her brand, but possibly too Jewish for a nationally syndicated televised event that needed to appeal to a broad audience. She glanced over to her next choice, a pair of smart silk pants and a floral blouse. Finally, there was the casual tech look. A pair of tight blue jeans, Converse sneakers and a Patagonia vest.


“Number two,” Dara said.


“Fabulous,” Naveah swooned, hanging it up on the room divider screen.


Dara stepped behind the screen, tossed off her robe and changed into the outfit. After a few moments, she returned to the center of the room, taking her usual place in front of the full-length mirror to analyze the final look.


The black silk pants, cinched at the ankles, gave her more curves than usual. The dramatic blouse, made from the most luxurious of fabrics, was imprinted with stunning large white orchids. It achieved the right type of look for her interview. Professional yet feminine. Assertive without feeling aggressive. It was all the things she needed to accomplish as a powerful female executive—often held to a different standard than her male counterparts.


“What do you think?” Naveah asked, looking over her shoulder.


“It’s perfect.”


Everyone applauded. Dara sat back down at the vanity. Simi ran her fingers through her curls, while the rest of her staff gathered round, peering down at her with tablets and makeup brushes in hand.


“And what’s the look we’re going for today?” Cameron asked.


“Professional,” Dara instructed.


“Got it,” Cameron said, moving to pick out a pair of maroon heels. “A pop of color to go with all that black and white!”


“And the hair?” Simi asked.


“Just put it up.” She smiled. “A stylish bun, nothing too sexy.”


Bobbi and Simi began working on her hair and makeup.


Meanwhile, Naveah pulled up a chair and turned on her tablet. “Now, I know you’re taking this afternoon off to be with your grandmother, so what do you need me to work on in your absence?”


“I sent you a list this morning.”


Naveah tapped on her screen. Moments later, she had the to-do list that Dara had sent her at four o’clock in the morning. “‘Grocery,’” Naveah said, reading the items aloud, “‘laundry, check with caterers for Yom Kippur Break Fast, confirm travel for all executives attending October J-Mate sales conference, confirm all of Miriam’s oncology and radiation therapy appointments for September…’”


Dara was always making lists. Always trying to figure out how to turn her chaotic and extremely busy life into something manageable and organized. In truth, her to-do lists, like her obsessive planning, helped her control her anxiety.


She was certain that her nonstop list-making drove everyone she worked with—including Naveah—straight-up meshuga. Janet had even once jokingly referred to Dara as the Good List Dybukk, a dislocated soul who appeared without warning and sprinkled to-dos on every person who crossed her path. Fortunately, as Dara paid her staff extremely well for their efforts, they kept the majority of their criticisms to themselves.


Dara heard the familiar refrain of an incoming Skype call.


“Got it!” Naveah said, snapping at Cameron to grab Dara’s phone. “It’s Janet.”


Dara waved Simi away from her face. She asked everyone to give her a minute, and her entourage left the room. Dara waited for the door to shut firmly behind them before continuing.


“Good morning!” Janet beamed from her home office in Colorado.


“What time is it there?” Dara asked.


“Early.” Janet laughed. “You got the whole crew with you today, huh?”


“You know it,” Dara said, glancing at her half-done makeup in the mirror.


Just as Dara’s generalized anxiety disorder was well-known among those she worked with, so, too, was the fact that she genuinely despised all types of public appearances. Alas, that didn’t stop her from doing them. She had learned early on that selling herself on television, in interviews and on Instagram was a necessary evil. Everybody wanted a face, a real person to support, behind the brand. Over the years, Dara had devised all sorts of systems for handling her anxiety regarding these appearances.


“And how are you feeling this morning?” Janet asked, getting right to the point.


“Oh, you know me,” Dara said. “I’m only nervous for the three days before and the six days after…so in terms of the actual interview, I imagine it will go just fine.”


Janet laughed. “You’re going to do great, Dara.”


In truth, she always did great. She was a perfectionist, after all. She always had a plan and always said all the right things. She smiled in all the right places. She was never caught off guard, and therefore, never floundered. Though the glam squad and to-do lists may have seemed overkill to some, her obsessive-compulsive tendencies worked. Her business was thriving. Her reputation in tech, and the Jewish world, was flourishing, too.


“Like we already discussed,” Janet continued, “there shouldn’t be any surprises, okay? Everything has been worked out between our publicity people and their producers. You want to run through the script one more time?”


“No,” Dara said firmly. “I got this.”


Janet nodded. “Then I hope you have a blast with your bubbe today.”


The camera shut off. Dara put her phone away, catching sight of her reflection in the mirror. Her hair had been arranged into a sophisticated bun. Her angular features had been softened with light contouring. On the surface, she was the picture of poise and finesse. And yet, her hands were shaking.


She cracked her knuckles, took a sip of tea. She knew it was ridiculous, being this nervous about going on Good News New York, a show that nobody even watched…but she couldn’t help herself.


Dara watched it.


Religiously.


It was a habit of hers to keep the television running in the background while she worked. She liked the noise, the hum of familiar voices. It helped her anxiety. She especially liked the deliciously handsome head anchor of Good News, Christopher Steadfast, and the easygoing way he ended every episode with the words, “I’ll be waiting for you.”


Unfortunately, it had a weird time slot. Midafternoon, during the week, squeezed between the morning talk shows and the soap operas. Plus, it was an oddity in the world of live broadcasting in that it only focused on positive stories. Good news and human interest tales, like the two kids who donated proceeds of a lemonade stand to a homeless shelter, and Bucky, the vegan golden retriever.


Dara adored the segments on Bucky. She watched all of them, often on repeat, staying up late into the night, scrolling through all his reposted videos on the Good News New York Facebook fan page. In fact, the only reason she had even suggested going on Good News New York to begin with was for a chance at meeting the King of Aww himself. Though she was far too mired in her own busy schedule (and anxiety) to ever own a pet herself, she had adopted the quirky golden retriever in her heart.


As for Christopher Steadfast, it could never happen. And the reason it could never happen was right there in his name. Christopher Steadfast was not Jewish. As such, and thanks to a very clear rabbinic prohibition against interfaith marriage, she regarded the man the same way she would some beautiful non-Jewish Fabergé egg you passed by in a museum. Something to gaze upon and admire…but never, ever touch.


She couldn’t believe she would be meeting him today.


The dog, obviously.


Not the man.


She had no interest at all in some sexy Southern heartthrob with a voice that could melt schmaltz and the pectoral muscles of a Norse god.


Dara shook the thought away. Then, as her own ema, or mother, had taught her, she focused all her energy on dealing with practicalities.


She had Simi and Bobbi come back to the room, finish her hair and makeup. She did one final run-through of her schedule with Naveah. She had Cameron and Alexa double-check her bags at the front door, packing up her phone and tablet. Eventually, with well wishes and air kisses, Naveah and the entourage departed for the day. Normally, she would have someone from her staff accompany her to her events. But today, she wanted to focus on spending time with her grandmother.


Dara found herself alone in her apartment once more.


She glanced down at her watch. She still had fifteen minutes left before she needed to head out to her bubbe’s. Fifteen minutes. It was a long time to sit around staring at the concrete walls of her apartment. Quiet was dangerous for Dara. It left her open to obsessing.


She moved to fill the space. She brushed her teeth again. Double-checked the bedroom, making sure the bed was made and everything was neat and tidy. She turned off her computer monitors and all the lights. She unplugged her coffee maker and double-checked the third bedroom for any hair straighteners or curling irons left plugged in. She made sure all the knobs on the oven were turned off, and that the patchouli candle was blown out. She pulled out her phone and snapped a photograph of both. Just in case her brain started obsessively worrying that she had left something on by mistake, and she was single-handedly responsible for burning down all of Hoboken.


Dara landed at the front door. Her eyes wandered down to her red high heels. She hated wearing heels in the city. Not for any practical reason, or because they gave her blisters. But because in case of emergency, the zombie apocalypse or another mass casualty event, she was worried about having to traverse sixty city blocks—or, God forbid, a bridge—to get back home.


She debated her options. She could pack her heels and wear sneakers for the commute, but that would require yet another bag for the simple day trip into Manhattan.


She hated that it had to be that way. That she couldn’t just be judged on who she was and what she created. Sadly, Dara was a realist. A huge part of her success in life had been understanding how the world works, and the way people interact with each other. Whether she agreed with it or not, first impressions were important. Like a shidduch sheet, or a profile on J-Mate, everybody went to the photo first.


Otherwise, she looked perfect. The house looked perfect, too. Perfection was the layer of armor she wore to protect herself from the swings and swipes of an uncertain world.


She reminded herself of the positive. She was going to be spending the day with her beloved bubbe. They would be making important memories together. Necessary memories. Any anxiety she felt—any sense that something terrible was about to happen—was simply the neurons in her brain misfiring. Her feelings could not be trusted.


Forcing her shoulders back, and her chest upward, she projected confidence. And then, slinging her messenger bag over one arm, she grabbed that box of black-and-white cookies from the kitchen counter and headed out.
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CHRISTOPHER STEADFAST WAS CERTAIN THAT OF all the mornings he had managed to ruin breakfast, this was the worst. Standing in the minuscule kitchen of his two-bedroom apartment in Brooklyn, bent over a skillet with a spoon, he attempted to dig a chunk of shell out of the scrambled eggs.


“Come on,” he grumbled. “Don’t do this to me this morning.”


The edge of the spoon made contact with the shell. Slowly and methodically, he began easing the tiny piece of white to the side. He was just about to lift it out of the pan when the strangest scent floated past his nose. Something acrid and off. Something burning. Chris dropped the spoon.


“No,” he said, turning his attention to the skillet of bacon. “No, no, no, no!”


Leaving the eggs behind, he grabbed the pan, shaking it back and forth. In response to his efforts, the oil splattered. A blotch in the shape of Massachusetts landed in the center of his work shirt.


“Shiii—” Chris stopped himself. “Shinoozle.”


Glancing down the hallway, he made sure that his eleven-year-old daughter was not within earshot. Thankfully, the coast was clear. He sighed, relieved to have done one thing right this morning, before grabbing a paper towel and attempting to wipe the oil stain away.


“Lacey,” he shouted down the hallway. “Hurry up, kiddo!”


He stopped wiping his shirt long enough to inspect the damage. Once again, all his good intentions were for naught. Massachusetts grew in size, and quickly morphed into California.


Chris threw the towel down, frustrated. The shirt was new—and ruined, just like breakfast. Glancing over to the small counter and stove top, he took stock of his best efforts. The bacon was burned beyond recognition. The scrambled eggs had two large chunks of shell sitting inside. The bread, still waiting in its bag on the counter, hadn’t even been toasted. It seemed that his morning could not get any worse.


And then the smoke detector went off.


“Oh, come on,” he groaned aloud. “Seriously?”


He attempted to swat at the machine with a dish towel, jumping in place repeatedly to reach the off button. It was no use. Despite being six feet tall, he couldn’t reach. Finally, he grabbed a chair from the dining area, dragged it back to the kitchen, and used the extra height to reach the alarm and shut it off. He stepped down just in time to see Lacey. She was still in her pajamas.


Chris forced a smile. “You ready for breakfast?”


Lacey crossed her arms against her chest. Her eyes wandered over to the bacon pan, where the meat was now an unrecognizable shade of tarry black.


“We normally just have cereal for breakfast.”


“You want cereal for breakfast?” he said, twisting toward a cabinet.


Chris moved to grab milk from the fridge, when he realized they were out. He closed the fridge, quickly pretending like cereal was never an option.


Lacey sat down at the table and blinked her green eyes, tired and listless, in his direction. He could tell that she was still half asleep. “Why are you making eggs? You never make eggs and bacon on a school day. It’s weird.”


Chris didn’t know how to answer her.


“You know what,” he said, throwing that pan of bacon into the sink, “I have a better idea. Why don’t we stop for doughnuts on the way to school?”


“Doughnuts?” she asked, incredulous.


“Yeah.” He beamed. “As many as you want. We’ll make it a special thing, just for today, before school. What do you say, kiddo?”


She considered his offer. “I guess.”


“Great,” Chris said, relieved. “Then hurry up and get dressed. We don’t have much time before school starts.”


Lacey rose from the table. When she turned, the morning sun, streaming through the windows of the living room, kissed her freckled cheeks. For just a moment, one smiling instant, he thought he saw Claire.


He breathed through it. It was funny how grief could sneak up on you. How it was always there, lingering in the background, like the ambient noise of a bustling city. Sometimes he noticed it more than others.


Two hours later, after Lacey was fed and dropped off at school and Katie, the nanny, was texted a message regarding groceries, Chris arrived at the studios of NBS. He beamed as he entered, a bounce in his step, offering a hearty good morning to each person he passed.


He was a champ at this. Faking it. Looking happy. Smiling through whatever pain was threatening to drown him. When faking it didn’t work, he simply avoided the conversation entirely. As his own father had pointed out as Chris packed up the car, and Lacey, leaving Virginia forever, he was someone who ran away.


Chris headed to the fifth floor, where the production team for Good News New York had their offices. Like always, it was busy. Producers handed off notes to cameramen and directors. Interns raced back and forth, shuttling coffee and helping set up equipment. It took a large and devoted team to make live television happen.


Chris made his way toward his office and took a seat at his desk. Moments later, Eleanor Cohen, his executive producer, appeared at the door. She grimaced in his direction, and her eyes wandered down to the large oil stain on the center of his shirt. “Jesus Christ,” she said. “You go to war with a deep fryer this morning, or you just finally giving up on life?”


It took Chris a minute to remember what she was talking about. Glancing down at his shirt, he quickly rose from his desk. “I tried making my kid breakfast. Bacon, eggs…the whole works.”


Eleanor squinted, confused. “Why?”


“Long story,” he explained. Chris moved to the side of his office where he kept a few spare suits, wrapped up in plastic, for just such an occasion. “Which one?” he asked, holding up two pastel shirts.


“Pink,” she said succinctly. “I always liked you in pink.”


“Pink it is, then,” he said.


Eleanor waited for him to change, taking a seat across from his desk. After a few thoughtful minutes, she answered the question for herself.


“Oh, crap,” she said, cocking her head sideways. “It’s the anniversary, isn’t it?”


Chris returned to his seat. “Two years today.”


“Well.” Eleanor sighed heavily. “That freaking sucks.”


Chris couldn’t help but laugh. What else was there to say, really?


There were only two people in the Northeast who knew about Claire. Jensen, his best bud in New York, because it had come out early on, one morning while they were working out together. And Eleanor, because she had demanded to know the real reason why anyone would give up a “perfectly respectable position in a DC bureau for a crap gig like Good News New York.”


Of course, Good News wasn’t a total disaster. It was still a nationally syndicated show on daytime television. It paid decent. At least, decent enough to rent a two-bedroom apartment in Brooklyn and afford a full-time nanny.


More important, it got him and Lacey out of Virginia. Away from the nonstop reminders of their family tragedy. It was a win-win in that regard. What it lacked were ratings, professional accolades and personal fulfillment. But Chris didn’t care about any of that. All he wanted was to give his daughter some stability. He wanted to see her laugh again. Perhaps, deep down, he wanted to find a reason to laugh again, too.


“So—” Eleanor leaned forward, her hands steepled under her chin “—you thought that eggs and bacon would somehow make up for the death of her mother?”


“Seems pretty stupid now, doesn’t it?”


She shrugged. “You’ve always been kind of a softy.”


“Thanks?”


“I’m just saying,” she said. “You have a soul. You have, like…a good heart and annoyingly decent intentions. I just want to make a ton of money and spend two weeks a year vacationing someplace really expensive.”


“At least you know who you are.”


“Damn straight,” she said, lacing her fingers behind her head. “It also helps that my womb is made of concrete. I don’t have to complicate my life with…spawn.”


Eleanor wasn’t trying to come off as harsh. It was simply that the woman had the emotional sensitivity of a Mack truck. Born and bred in Staten Island, she was street-smart with a no-nonsense attitude and a desire to get firmly down to business. Eleanor wasn’t the type of EP to cut someone slack simply because they had a sob story and some talent.


“Truth be told,” Chris said, considering his morning with his daughter, “I don’t even know if Lacey realized it was the anniversary. She looked at me all weird…and then we just wound up getting doughnuts.”


“Well, maybe you think about it more than she does?”


Chris sank lower in his seat. “I doubt that.”


The car accident that had robbed them of Claire had changed the course of their lives. He didn’t expect Eleanor to understand. Most days, he couldn’t even understand the pain that sat between his shoulders like an anchor. The only thing he knew for certain was that every moment since she passed felt like he was breathing underwater.


Claire had been the center of their world. She had been the sun around which they circled. Life couldn’t just go on without her.


Chris moved to change the topic. “So, what’s on deck for today?” he asked.


Eleanor got right down to business. “We’re going to start the episode with Can-Kid,” she explained, pulling out the production notes that she had brought with her. “Jason already has all the footage shot and edited, so all you need to do is open and introduce.”


“Can-Kid,” Chris said, scribbling down a reminder. “And then?”


“After that, we’ll cut to the segment on the motorcycle club that delivers roses to the old-age home. Lisa will be handling that one outside. That’ll be live—four minutes, tops—then a cut to commercial break.”


“Sounds good.”


This was how Eleanor and Chris began every morning. Running through the production schedule. Noting last-minute changes or cancellations to the segments. It took a full team of camerapeople, producers and crew members to make Good News happen. But when all was said and done, the final product rested on Chris’s shoulders. He was head anchor, after all. He was the face, and voice, of Good News.


Eleanor continued, “Next will be the gecko that prevented a nuclear attack, the car company working to reduce global emissions, Bucky, and finally, the matchmakers.”


Chris looked up from his production schedule. “Matchmakers?”


“Last-minute addition,” Eleanor explained, handing him a write-up to review. “With Rosh Hashanah coming up, we thought we’d do a little something heartwarming and Jewish. Plus, Good Day already nabbed the Upper West Side honey sale and singing rabbis…freaking sharks…but whatever, we’ll make it work with the matchmakers.”


Good Day was their rival in their time slot. No matter what Chris did to try to match them in ratings, they took every decent story. Poor Eleanor. All she wanted was to prove to the bigwigs on the upper floors of NBS-7 that she was capable of executive producing a television show in a prime-time slot.


Chris skimmed the notes. At least, it was an interesting story. According to the write-up, they weren’t just any matchmakers, but three generations of matchmakers within the same family. The business had begun with the grandmother. The mother had died ten years back. But the youngest, Dara Rabinowitz, was some sort of tech genius zillionaire.


“She created J-Mate,” Eleanor said.


Chris looked up from his pages. “You’re kidding me.”


“I hold her personally responsible for every terrible date I’ve ever been on.”


Chris laughed. “So they want me to talk about J-Mate?”


“Apparently, the company is expanding into new territory,” Eleanor said, pushing another write-up his way. “The deal was we would give Ms. Rabinowitz some airtime to talk about how J-Mate is changing, updating their app for a modern age, in exchange for an exclusive on their three-generation matchmaking story. The grandmother will be accompanying her. You’ll wrap the show from the interview.”


“Simple enough.” Chris shuffled the pages into a neat pile. He assumed this conversation was done, and he would shortly head to makeup. Instead, Eleanor remained in his office, tapping on the edge of his desk. It was so unlike her—she often spoke without any filter. Something was wrong.


“What is it?” he asked.


“I don’t know how to tell you this—” Eleanor shifted in her seat “—but the ratings on Good News, they haven’t been that great.”


“In fairness, they’ve never been great.”


“We’re drowning next to Good Day.”


“So, bring in more Bucky,” he said, unconcerned. “Everybody loves the vegan golden retriever.”


“Bucky would need to start cooking his own meals to get us to where we need to be in terms of numbers.”


Chris leaned back in his seat. “What are you trying to say?”


“The higher-ups, the network executives, they’re giving us warning. Either we get the ratings up and start being competitive in our time slot…or they’re canceling the show.”


It couldn’t be worse news.


“How much time do we have?” Chris asked.


“I don’t know,” Eleanor said honestly. “A month, maybe two, maybe more. Only thing I know for certain is that we need to find something that can start pulling in numbers. If not, we’ll all be out of work come Christmas.”


Christmas. His mind went straight to his young daughter.


Still, Chris was not the type of man to crumple in front of others. Swallowing any feelings of trepidation, he forced a confident smile.


“Well, then,” he said, meeting Eleanor’s gaze with a strong lift of his chin. “Guess I’ll have to figure out a way to blow these ratings out of the water.”


Eleanor nodded. “I hope so. For all our sakes.”


Moments later, she was gone, shutting the door behind her.


Chris dropped the smile. Despite his bravado, he was panicking. He couldn’t afford to lose Good News. It wasn’t just a professional blemish that would likely follow him for the rest of his career. He couldn’t bear the thought of uprooting Lacey again for the sake of a new job. How could he rip her away from New York when she was just beginning to get settled?


She had already lost so much.


Folding his head into his hands, he knew something had to be done. But with the ratings the way they were, Chris had no idea how to save the show. People loved Bucky, but he didn’t pull in the numbers. Good Day stole all their decent segments. He was at a complete and total loss. More than another new beginning, what Chris needed now was a flat-out miracle.










3



DARA EXITED HER BUILDING, TAKING A DEEP AND centering breath of the crisp fall air. The shifting colors of the sky, the way the breeze hinted at cooler temperatures ahead, always reminded Dara of the fall. Even without the Jewish calendar app on her phone buzzing away with reminders, she would know that Rosh Hashanah was approaching.


Rosh Hashanah, literally meaning “head of the year,” marked the start of the Jewish New Year on the lunar calendar. It celebrated the birth of the world and, unlike many other new year celebrations, was a serious affair. A time for introspection and reflection. But also, a time for Jews to look back on mistakes of the past and contemplate teshuva— returning and changing for the better. For Dara Rabinowitz, change would be the word of the season.


Dara had created J-Mate when she was just twenty years old. She had started her company in her dorm room at Barnard College, funneling three generations of matchmaking knowledge into one carefully coded algorithm, while her roommate and friends were all out partying.


Over the last fourteen years, she had built that tiny application into an international business. J-Mate was now a fully functional, multimillion-dollar company. Dara had countless shidduchim, or marriages, under her pleated skirt.


The problem was, of course, in that anxiety-producing word floating around on the winds. Change. People changed. The world changed. Technology, especially—and the way people interacted with technology—shifted on the regular.


In order to keep up with the demands of her audience, Dara was in a nonstop race to stay up-to-date on modern dating trends. Each week, she pored over reports from her sales and marketing teams. Every second, she worried about disrupters.


J-Mate was in no danger of closing up shop, but over the last five years, it had seen its share of troubles. Subscriptions were down. They had been hacked by some foreign government, bringing with them a firestorm of bad press, affecting their reputation in the marketplace. More problematic, Jewish demographics in America were changing.


Intermarriage had become more common. The definition of who was a Jew—and who was not—had become muddied. J-Mate was no longer the likeable modernization of a shtetl tradition, but an antiquated notion. Worse yet, they had stopped being the cool platform. Like Facebook suddenly being the domain of your parents as TikTok took over the youth, competitors were threatening J-Mate’s exclusive reach into Jewish online dating every day.


Gone were the days of in-depth profiles listing out hobbies, educational background, and pictures of extended family. Now her audience was far more interested in swiping right, meeting up with someone immediately for drinks or coffee, without wasting time on long get-to-know-you emails.


To Dara, meeting up with a complete stranger seemed like a great way to get murdered. But her anxiety about being killed—or worse, someone using her app being killed—was what had sparked her latest update. It was a simple little idea. A tiny button next to each profile photograph that read Play Jewish Geography. But that “J-eography” button had taken three years, and six different developers poached from Amazon, to create.


Dara was banking on that update to keep J-Mate a leader in the online space.


Clutching the box of black-and-white cookies, Dara arrived at Adath Israel Senior Living. Opulent columns of gold overlay and marble greeted her. Just the sight of that building, looming large and familiar before her, caused the anxiety inside her belly to dissipate. Dara was often at her best, and most calm, around people and places she was familiar with.


Her personality shifted. She did not have to mask her reality behind the facade of a high-powered tech executive. She was simply a woman, and a granddaughter, visiting her beloved bubbe. Her shoulders relaxed. Her heart opened wide. The smile on her face came authentically.


“Good morning, Dara!” Steven, the doorman, greeted her. “You’re looking lovely this morning.”


“Thank you so much, Steven.” Dara beamed. “Are you going to be watching the show today?”


“Wouldn’t miss it for the world.”


Dara squeezed his arm and headed inside.


Passing an indoor waterfall, she made her way toward the elevators. A silver tray near white couches offered incoming visitors champagne flutes filled with peach and plum nectar. It was the Rolls-Royce of nursing homes, and not surprisingly, it cost a fortune. Although, at Adath Israel, they preferred the term “Senior Lifestyle Residence.”


Getting off on the fourth floor, she recognized the nurse— or “lifestyle adviser”—manning the front desk as Monica. Dara made it a point to check in with her.


“How is she doing today?” she asked.


“Oh.” Monica laughed. “You know your grandmother! Doesn’t slow down for a second.”


Dara was relieved to hear the update. They had a big day coming up, after all.


“Is she in her room?” Dara asked, pointing down the hall.


“Sixth-floor rec room,” Monica informed her. “But be careful. The ChallahBack Girls are on a warpath today.”


Dara took heed of the warning and made her way back to the elevator, pressing the button for the sixth floor.


There was likely not a finer or more luxurious senior living center on the planet. But even with all its amenities—private chefs and three dining rooms, indoor pool on the penthouse level, a doctor who lived in the building—it had not been Dara’s first choice.


No, what Dara had wanted was to purchase a large and extremely expensive mansion somewhere in Rumson, New Jersey. She had the money for it, obviously, and she liked the idea of living in one house together. Plus, moving to the suburbs of New Jersey would put both of them in closer proximity to Shana—Dara’s older sister—and her four nieces and nephews.


It seemed the perfect solution for everybody. Dara would have her best friend in the world, her bubbe Miriam, living with her. Shana would have nonstop access to babysitters, a necessity since she often dealt with nannies quitting at the last minute. Alas, and for reasons she still didn’t completely understand, her grandmother had vehemently refused the offer.


As it turned out, Miriam didn’t want to live with Dara, all alone in a big house in New Jersey. Shana also thought it was a terrible idea, going on and on about the ridiculousness of kidnapping their poor grandmother as an excuse to not have to deal with the world. They had fought about it for weeks, in fact—after her mother had died, and right before her father had retired to a kibbutz in Israel—and then, Bubbe Miriam was diagnosed with brain cancer.


Even now, the words didn’t seem real. A brain tumor? It felt like the punch line of some joke, like some poorly plotted cliff-hanger in a soap opera, before the character descends into a coma. But it was real. As real as all those doctors’ appointments, medical tests and experts that Dara had sourced in the wake of the news.


There was no other option. One of the selling points of Adath Israel had been an enhanced memory program to help seniors struggling with dementia.


Dara made a decision. She took the money that would have gone into some ten-thousand-square-foot mansion on the water and found the most luxurious “Senior Lifestyle Residence” that money could buy in Hoboken. Then, Dara found a similarly lavish condo—two blocks away and on the water— and bought that, too.


Now Dara visited her grandmother every day. Sometimes for lunch. Sometimes for dinner. Sometimes she would even bring her laptop and work beside that fancy-shmancy indoor pool on the penthouse level while her grandmother and the ChallahBack Girls did laps.


Thankfully, Miriam was still in a place where she was having more good days than bad ones. It was the only reason Dara had agreed to let her beloved grandmother accompany her on television. At least, that was what Dara told herself.


The elevator doors parted, and voices reverberated down the hall.


Most of the ChallahBack Girls struggled with hearing loss in some form. When they weren’t screaming to be heard, they were actually fighting. The four elderly women were like sisters that way. Fiercely loving and loyal…but also totally incapable of biting their tongues when they had an opinion on something.


“More rouge!”


“It needs to be fluffier.”


“I can only work with what I have, Miriam!”


“Let me see that mirror.”


“Stop talking! You want to look like a clown?”


“Alter cockers, the lot of you!”


Dara entered the sixth-floor rec room to find her bubbe, Miriam Rabinowitz, holding court. Fawning over her were her three best friends—Ruth Eckelberg, Shira Stein and Arlene Kahn. Clad in polyester loungewear and white orthopedic sneakers, they were a trifecta of trouble that were not to be trifled with.


Dara affectionately referred to these three women as the ChallahBack Girls because of their tendency to stand in the doorways of their apartments and scream into the hallways at each other, much to the chagrin of the overnight staff. (Dara had needed to rectify that situation with a rather sizeable donation.)


There was Ruth Eckelberg, aka the Heartbreaker. Ruth was known for her long hair and gigantic boobelahs, which she rested on the table during card games. In her four years since arriving to Adath Israel as a widow, she had never once lost a game of gin rummy, leaving many to speculate if her joobs and the winning were related.


Next was Shira Stein, the Comedian. Shira could warm your heart with a smile and an old Yiddish joke…until she got bored. Then, you’d find her sitting in the cafeteria, eating chocolate pudding out of a bedpan, sending the staff screaming while she giggled outrageously at the brilliance of her mad prank.


Last but certainly not least was Arlene Kahn. Known as the Artiste, Arlene had spent her youth working as a nuclear physicist, before finding her true calling in the visual arts. Now she never missed an opportunity to beautify, redecorate or remodel. She wore her craft in purple hair, a paintbrush swinging from a leather braid around her neck and vibrant shawls she had collected over the years.


The unofficial leader of them all was Bubbe Miriam, the Matchmaker. Having arrived to Adath Israel alone, and knowing no one, she quickly rose through the ranks of the social hierarchy. Meanwhile, someone else—maybe even someone like Dara—would have folded up on themselves completely.


Miriam was a firecracker. She did for her retirement community what she did for all those she met throughout her life. She made connections. She brought people together. She took the loneliness that often came with being elderly, and from that void created families.


In return, the ChallahBack Girls treated her with a sort of sacred reverence. When Bubbe Miriam began to fall ill— when her right shoulder began to slump, and she started having lapses in memory—the ChallahBack Girls responded. They surrounded her grandmother with triple the love and a torrent of nonstop devotion.


Dara would forever be grateful to them.


Dara put her box of black-and-white cookies on one of the tables and watched the four women from a distance. Pulling bobby pins from her grandmother’s hair, Ruth fluffed and prodded. Shira held a mirror while Arlene—paintbrush swinging around her neck—applied a bold coral lipstick.


Her grandmother would be beating off men with a stick in that color. Indeed, she got a proposal nearly every day at Adath Israel. Granted, it was from the same man—another resident, a Mr. Meyer Kaplan, who struggled with dementia. Sadly for Mr. Kaplan, Miriam always turned him down.


“Boker Tov,” Dara interrupted them. “I brought you all a little nosh!”


The ChallahBack Girls swiveled around on their sneakers. But whatever they were doing to her grandmother was clearly far more important than black-and-white cookies. With barely a second glance toward her box of goodies, they finished whatever project they were furiously working on.


“Oh, Dara,” Ruth said. “Perfect timing.”


“If you want your grandmother to look like a clown,” Shira mumbled.


“Pssssh.” Arlene waved away both their comments. “Don’t make her nervous.”


The three women fell silent, huddled in a half circle around Miriam. Her grandmother remained completely out of view.


Dara smiled politely. Everybody knew about her anxiety. Nothing to be ashamed of, and not a secret.


“Go on,” Dara egged the old women onward. “Show me, already!”


The ChallahBack Girls smiled knowingly at each other. Then they parted like the Red Sea making way for Moses. Bubbe Miriam rose from her chair and, like the queen she was and with arms outstretched, tapped a little dance toward Dara. She did one final spin, swinging her hips to an invisible song, before landing with a tiny curtsy in front of her granddaughter.


“Well,” Miriam asked, “how do I look?”


Dara swallowed a lump inside her throat. She was overwhelmed, seeing her grandmother looking so healthy. “Perfect,” Dara said, biting back tears. “A vision of beauty.”


Everyone applauded.


Yes, her grandmother was spectacular. At almost ninety years old, Miriam was a woman of style and substance. She wore dresses in wild prints, the shape of lampshades. She paired her carefully designed outfits with chunky and colorful jewelry—pink flamingos and frog princes, tropical fruit and giant plastic lips. But what always struck Dara as quintessentially Bubbe Miriam were her shoes. Dara’s grandmother had the cutest, and most epic, array of vintage-style dance shoes— Mary Janes and prim oxfords in a quilt of colored leathers— which she wore on the regular.


Of course, some would say that Bubbe Miriam was outlandish. But her clothing was simply a reflection of her energy. When Miriam entered a room, she demanded attention. She drew others to her, with her wide-open arms and her refusal to apologize for being unusual. In truth, it was why she had been so damn good at being a matchmaker.


Alas, poor Dara had not inherited this tendency to sparkle.


Oh, she had other talents. Like computers, and writing code, and avoiding everything that made her fearful. She was also genuinely spectacular at making lists, and having a plan, and foreseeing every possible disaster. And when people inquired—if her grandmother or the ChallahBack Girls prodded, wondering why at thirty-four years old, and so very rich, and so very beautiful, that she was also so very single—she had the perfect excuse. She was busy.


“It’s not too much?” Shira asked, pointedly.


“No.” Dara sucked back a well of emotion. “Never.”


“Told you.” Ruth grinned smugly in the direction of Shira.


“What was that?” Shira screamed, cupping her ear. “I can’t hear you.”


“You can hear me!”


“You said something?”


Ruth grumbled out one of her famous Yiddish curses. “May all your teeth fall out except one, but may it always hurt.”


A fight broke out between Shira and Ruth. Their words twisted into shouts splattered with Yiddish. Rather wisely, Arlene chose not to get involved. She sashayed her way over to the table, the ends of her silk dressing gown flailing about her, and grabbed a kosher black-and-white cookie.


“Dara,” Arlene said, munching on one. “Look at this meshugas!”


Dara laughed. She loved the ChallahBack Girls as much as her own family. They bickered and fought, but always showed up for each other when most needed. She would have liked to spend all day basking in a warm cocoon of their support and love, but it was getting late. Dara and her grandmother were on a tight schedule.


“Are you ready to go, Bubbe?” Dara asked.


Miriam frowned. “Well, what about you?”


“Me?” Dara laughed aloud. “I’m all dressed. Glam squad and everything. Ready to go!”


The four old women fixed each other with concerned frowns.


“What?” Dara asked, confused. “What’s wrong?”


Perhaps it was a generational difference. Maybe little old yentas could not understand the choices of well-paid glam squads, but the question opened the floodgates. “It’s a very special day. Maybe we fix the hair?” “Just a little bit more lipstick.” “Arlene—give me that scarf.” “Honestly, Dara…how can someone so rich dress so poorly?”


Dara did not have time to respond. Before she could object to an elderly intervention, the ChallahBack Girls were pushing her down into a chair. There was tugging on her bobby pins as Arlene removed her hair from the tight bun, allowing her curls to fall freely around her shoulders. Shira swiped a tube of fire-engine-red lipstick across her mouth before her grandmother violently slapped her right cheek.


“Ouch!” Dara said, clutching her stinging face.


“It’s for your own good,” Miriam said, and then slapped the left cheek.


“Seriously!” Dara held her face for protection. “What has gotten into you all today?”


“We just want to make sure you look extra beautiful,” Arlene explained gently, then knotted that scarf so tightly around her neck that it felt more like a noose.


Finally, after what felt like an eternity, Dara’s smart watch vibrated to attention. “Oh, shucks.” Dara feigned disappointment. “The car is here. Guess we better get going.”


After grabbing their belongings, Dara led her grandmother downstairs, where an executive car service was waiting for them. The ChallahBack Girls followed after them, waving wildly, wishing them mazel. Dara helped Miriam into the vehicle and, taking the seat beside her, settled in for the long drive across New York morning traffic.
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