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            To everyone who continues Standing Up, no matter how badly they want to lie down.
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         “Maybe this wasn’t such a good idea,” I said, adjusting my Chico’s burgundy velvet tunic. “What if I suck?” I whispered into my dad’s ear as we sat on the side of the stage, watching the cast of Wicked belt out one extraordinary song after another in the tent at the Kennedy compound in Hyannis Port, in front of the thousand or so attendees to the annual Kennedy gala. “You’ll be the best thing in the show,” my dad said, staring straight ahead as he stood up, adjusted his tuxedo, and walked to the middle of the stage.
         

         “Just incredible…really…a couple of those high notes…I couldn’t hit them…,” my dad said, pretending to try to hit a high note as the cast of Wicked exited the stage to thunderous applause. “Our next performer I’ve known for a very long time—her whole life, actually. She’s been on The View and Late Night with Conan O’Brien; she headlines regularly at Gotham Comedy Club; she’s opened for Lewis Black, Colin Quinn, and for Pat Cooper. Please welcome one of the funniest people I know: Marion Grodin!” He hugged me tight as he handed me the microphone.
         

         “You forgot to tell them I starred in Rapunzel when I was ten,” I whispered into his ear, laughing as I took the microphone from him.
         

         “Next time,” he whispered back, kissing the top of my head.

         As I looked out at all these beautiful, smiling faces, everyone so sparkly in their gowns and tuxedos, I was overcome with gratitude that on one of the worst days in my forty-two-year life, I got to step into the light and do the one thing I could always count on to pull me out of the dark.

         “First, I just want to say how truly happy I am to be here with all of you tonight. You all look fabulous! Okay, so…I’d like to start by going around the room…and everyone just ‘sharing’—briefly, because I do want to get to everyone—what medications they’re currently taking.” Big laughs. “…That would take the whole night, right?”
         

         “So…are there any other Jews in the room, besides me?” (A table toward the back claps energetically.) “Okay…okay, good…good…but why in the back, Ethel? Seriously…,” I said, smiling at Ethel Kennedy, who was seated right in front of me in a spectacular turquoise-and-champagne-colored ball gown, laughing as she shook her head from side to side.

         “So, before I was married, y’know, I was really trying to meet someone, and my friend Erin, who works on The Dating Game—yeah, it’s back on. Y’know, that was, like, the first reality show. Anyway, she said I should come on there to try and meet someone. And I said, ‘I’m not going on that show, Erin, and you know why? You know who’s not on The Dating Game? Jews. We are not on that show because whenever it’s a female doing the picking, it’s always the exact same thing. It’s always like, Tammy’s from Tarzana, California. She’s a speech therapist. She enjoys windsurfing, Rollerblading, and scuba diving. She says she’s looking for a man who’s not afraid to laugh, and claims she makes an unforgettable sea bass. Come on, Tammy. Come on down.…’ ” I stop, stare at the audience, shaking my head slowly from side to side. “That is not a Jew…that is not one of ours.” I make a circling motion toward the Jews in the back. “I’d love it to be one of my tribe: a really neurotic, tortured, broken Jewess, like myself. The profile’d be completely different, like”—I drop my head, letting out a huge sigh—“Myrna’s from a long line of depressed codependents. She says she’d like to write a screenplay…it’s just so hard to get out of bed. She enjoys a high dosage of Zoloft, a variety of twelve-step programs, and sharing the same insights about herself over and over again.…She says she’s looking for a man who’s willing to pay for some therapy, and one who wouldn’t be too put off by public sobbing. Come on down, Myrna. Come on down. They bring her down on a gurney, with a platter of whitefish and a Barbra Streisand box set.…It’s a whole other thing. Boy, do I not miss dating. Ladies, you ever get with a guy, and he wants you to do something you don’t want to do? Not like…the dishes. Nobody wants to do the dishes.” I gesture toward the crowd. “Can I talk about sex, is that okay?” Applause, especially from the back. “Oh, sure…the Jews. So, I used to go out with this guy whose favorite position was me on top.
         

         “And when I first got with him, I was thin, so I could pretty much just backflip right up there. But after a while…well, I realized I was very…hungry, and I got heavy. So one day, I said, ‘Honey, can we talk? Look, we both know that I am not, remotely, anywhere near that entry-level weight…so by the time I hoist my big, fat ass up there, I’m tired. I’m hungry. I’m frightened and disoriented. Nothing hot is going to happen up here.’ I said, ‘Look, if you really want me to get up there, give me some kind of incentive…y’know, give me a reason to climb. Suspend, like, a Snickers from the ceiling.…Something for baby…’

         “Thanks, thanks,” I said during a fairly long applause break. “But thankfully those days are behind me. I’m married now, and actually, we’ve been trying to have a baby for a while, so every month, I pee on the stick…to see if I’m pregnant, or if I’ve just had a little too much Mexican that week…and every time I do that, I can never get over the fact that you can find out something that profound by whizzing on a stick. And, honestly, I would love to be able to find out other information by peeing on a stick, like…is alternate side of the street parking suspended? I don’t even know who to call at this point! I get towed like every five days.”
         

         As I waited for the crowd to stop applauding, I snuck a glance over at my dad, who was beaming brighter than any of the lights flooding the stage. He shot me an enthusiastic thumbs-up as we winked at each other, and I took a breath, gearing up for my closer.

         “But that weight stuff…whew…,” I said, exhaling as I dropped my head. “Ladies, can we talk about how traumatic that swimsuit fitting room is? I mean, the lights are so bright. Look, I’m in there for a one-piece, not a colonoscopy. And why are there mirrors everywhere? No, seriously…it’s brutal…and I don’t know about you, but I get hungry. Honestly, they could offer you a little snack—just slip a little hunk of cheese through the curtain…some guacamole on a chip…something. And y’know when you catch a glimpse of yourself that you did not see coming…” Everyone began applauding as Ethel Kennedy and I smiled at each other. “At one point, I’d fallen against the wall, weak from hunger and…despair…and I twisted around…and I was like, No…no…what the hell happened here?! Because from a certain angle, it looked like someone was hugging me…but it was just me in there. And then I got so depressed, I thought, I wonder if anyone has ever tried to kill themselves right here in the swimsuit fitting room…just built, like, a noose out of thongs and string bikinis.…They come in, they find your big ass hangin’…” I acted out hanging myself from my neck as I gurgled. As I put the mic back in the mic stand, I threw my arms into the air, waving good night. “Thank you…really! Good night!” I shouted as I continued waving while I exited the stage.
         

         I pulled back the big, heavy curtain and started to walk toward the other side of the stage.

         “Omigod, you were soooooo funny,” one of the thin, blonde Wicked women said as she carted several long, sequined dresses over to the clothes rack in front of me.
         

         “Ah, thanks; you guys were amazing,” I said, watching her push the costumes back to reveal a full-length mirror. She squeezed in her dresses just as another Wicked cast member ran up, grabbing her arm. “Come on. They’re waiting,” the woman said, pulling her along. “You were great!” she called over her shoulder as they trotted off.
         

         I turned to look at myself in the mirror. Jesus, talk about catching a glimpse of yourself you did not see coming. I’d just finished a savage year of treatment for breast cancer—surgery, chemo, radiation, steroids. I’d gotten so heavy, and my hair was just starting to grow. It was so short and gray. I looked like a cross between KD Lang and Newt Gingrich…and my husband, my best friend, my partner for the last sixteen years, had moved out that morning, just before I’d left for the airport. As the rest of the cast from Wicked raced by, all seeming to know exactly where they were going, I stared at my reflection. Then, after a moment, doing everything I could not to cry…I whispered, How the fuck did I get here?
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         Where is he? I wondered for the umpteenth time, twisting around on the stone stoop in front of my building as I craned my neck, trying to see all the way down the block. My block—the block—which those of us who were lucky enough to live on knew was the best block in the city. Seventy-Seventh Street between Columbus and Central Park West—the Museum of Natural History block! That’s how everyone referred to it. Sometimes when I’d tell someone I lived on the Museum of Natural History block, they’d get that glimmer of recognition in their eye and say, “Oh, you’re on Eighty-First Street.”
         

         “No, that’s the planetarium block. I’m on the Museum of Natural History block,” I’d say proudly, certain of my block’s superiority. I’ll tell you why my block was so great: in a city where space is so hard to come by, our street was wider than any block I’d been on in the whole city. It was almost the width of two normal streets. The museum ran the entire north side of the street. It looked like some gigantic medieval castle. It was made of light sandstone and had wide steps cascading up either side all the way to the top, where they spilled out onto a very spacious landing. All of us who lived on the block and all our friends who hung on the block treated the landing and the steps leading to it like our own spectacular private patio. The top part was also where everyone went to get high. I hardly went up there, since I didn’t get high, even though a lot of the older kids were always trying to get me to go up there. But I’d seen that movie Go Ask Alice, where the girl—who actually looked a lot like me—starts out just smoking cigarettes and pot, then the next thing you know she’s in a mental hospital trying to scratch her face off. They could keep their drugs. I’d keep my face.
         

         On the ground level were more stone steps, only these steps were gray and more modern. They went down to the entrance to the museum and were not our steps. They were for civilians. Nobody who lived on the block or hung on the block ever used those stairs. Wait, that’s not true. Once on a school trip with my sixth-grade class, I did go down those steps. Omigod, now I remember. I not only went down those steps, I also made out with this black guy Darnell behind a canoe full of Indians. Didn’t love it. Anyway, other than that one time, those stairs were for the never-ending legions of brightly clad, camera-noosed tourists descending on our shores every fucking day. They always reminded me of those rows of neon-colored candies on those sheets of white paper—spots…dots.
         

         On street level out in front of the museum sat a stately circular garden that always boasted the most stunning flowers in a greater array of colors than even those spotty, dotty tourists. And to top it all off, on both sides of the museum were two enormous grassy fields bordered by a black fence. The fence closer to the park, everybody who lived on the block had been trying to walk the length of since we were really little. Over the years, a lot of us had made it almost all the way down, but then, just when you thought you had it, you’d lose your balance, shoot your arms out to your sides, and shove your belly around like you were working some invisible Hula-Hoop, right before you came crashing down into the field.
         

         As if all of this wasn’t spectacular enough, at the end of the museum, at the end of the block, was our own personal entrance to Central Park! Lots of teenagers and even some older than teenagers hung out on the block, but I lived on the fucking thing! My little brick building was directly across from the Museum of Natural History. How lucky was I?!
         

         When my parents split up, I was maybe five. I have no memory of them being married, but when they split up my dad found this apartment for me and my mom and…Wait, is that him? A yellow cab was crawling down my block and I leaned so far forward that I came off the stoop, hovering over the ground like one of those Olympic swimmers waiting for the start signal. I bent over, pulling up my left knee sock just as the cab stopped right in front of me.
         

         “Yo, you can settle this,” Roy yelled from behind his blue shades as he climbed out of the cab, followed by Evie and Manny. Roy and Manny didn’t live on the block, but they might as well have; they were always there.
         

         “Please tell me that motherfucker does not wash his cheese,” Manny cackled as he turned down “Rapper’s Delight” pouring out of his boom box, which was practically the same size as Manny. Manny was much older than the rest of us—probably like twenty-five. Roy and Evie were both eighteen. The buzz on the block was that Manny had been to prison at least once. Manny had thin, yellowish, fucked-up teeth that looked like no one had ever told them we had such a thing as dentists on our planet. Both of Manny’s pinky fingernails were unusually long—I assumed for the snorting of cocaine. Also he had a long, thin Fu Manchu goatee that he stroked methodically whenever he spoke while one of his long pinky nails peeked out. Manny always wore a wife-beater—a disgusting name for a white tank top. Manny would have been one scary motherfucker if it weren’t for the fact that he was four foot ten and had the body of a sixth grader. And I happened to know for a fact that those wife-beaters he wore every day were from the boys’ department at Morris Brothers over on Eighty-Fourth and Broadway. And for some reason I suspected strongly had more than a little to do with all his little clothes, he was always, and I mean always, furious. Furious to the point that if everyone on the block threw you a surprise party and you walked in and they all jumped out and yelled, Surprise, and then Manny came running toward you and stabbed you as he yelled, Surprise, you wouldn’t be. And obviously, the fact that his name was Manny, as in “tiny man,” could not have helped.
         

         “We all watched your dad last night on Johnny Carson, and he said he washes his cheese. I said he was jokin’. Manny and Roy said he washes it,” Evie said as she leaned over and kissed my cheek. Evie was one my best friends. She lived in 20, the building next to mine. She was Manny’s girlfriend. She was beautiful and bore an uncanny resemblance to Elizabeth Taylor, and would have been a total knockout except that she was morbidly obese. She was adopted, and a couple weeks ago she’d told all of us that, through some social worker lady she knew, she’d gotten a quick look at her birth file. So quick that she wasn’t sure if the file said she’d been born in Columbia, South Carolina, as in a great place for kayaking, or just Colombia, as in a great place for drug cartels. I knew Evie was searching for way more of an identity than a place known for its kayaking could provide. Within a week of deciding to go with just Colombia, she was speaking with a subtle but definite Spanish accent. And obviously, the fact that her name was Evie, which sounds a lot like “heavy,” could not have helped.
         

         “He doesn’t wash his cheese,” I said, glaring at Manny, still smarting from his referring to my father as that motherfucker. “He’s very convincing,” I said, realizing they were all high as I studied their beady little red eyes.
         

         “Your pops is definitely that. Like when he played that doctor in Rosemary’s Baby, I was like, Yo, why you gotta give that nice lady back to the devils?” Roy said, grabbing the Newport from behind his ear as Manny did the same.
         

         “That shit fucked me up!” Manny cackled/coughed angrily as he lit their cigarettes.

         “It really did,” Evie chimed in as she took the cigarette out of Manny’s hand. “You wanna come with us?” Evie asked as Roy and Manny started to head across the street.

         “I’m waiting for my dad,” I said.

         “Oh, right, that’s tonight; come hang out when you get back,” she said, as she caught up to Manny in the middle of the street. From the back they looked like the number ten. I knew they were all going up to the top of the museum to enjoy their high and probably smoke some more.

         I let out a deep sigh and leaned over, looking toward Central Park. “Still not here, huh?” my other best friend, Marion, said, plopping down next to me. Squinching my face up, I shook my head slowly. “Not yet,” I said as we fell against each other. Marion lived in 40, the building on the other side of mine. To our faces, everyone called us Marion G and Marion H, but behind our backs we both knew everyone called us Marion: Good Body—that was her—and Marion: Good Face—that was me. It wasn’t that she had a bad face or that I had a bad body, just not as great as our other parts. Marion dug into her jacket pocket for some Bazooka bubblegum while I glanced down at the brand-new shiny black Mary Jane shoes my mother had bought me especially for tonight.

         “He will be,” she said, handing me a piece of gum.

         “Oh, I know,” I said, borrowing some confidence from my new shoes as I popped the pink square of gum in my mouth and stuffed the wrapper in the pocket of my outfit, which, by the way, aside from my Mary Janes, I felt ridiculous wearing. It had taken me close to a month and several trips to Harry’s Shoes on Broadway and Eighty-Third Street before finally convincing my mother to buy me the Mary Janes, and only, only after she got me to agree that if she did buy them I had to let her make my outfit for tonight. Three Halloweens ago I’d been a sailor. My mom had found material at the costume store around the corner from our apartment that was navy blue with little anchors, waves, buoys, and sailors all over it. She had yards of it left over, and that’s what she’d made today’s outfit from. Not only did I feel completely ludicrous in this getup, but no matter how much I tried, I could not seem to adjust the lower part of the culottes to not look like there was a little sailor waving from my vagina. The best I could do was just try to cover him with the little tan cape my mother had also made.
         

         My mother hated to spend money on anything. I mean, in fairness to her, we didn’t really have any, just what my father gave us. So her whole thing was You know what I could make that for? Omigod, how much did I hate that sentence. We could be out just walking around the neighborhood having a great time on a beautiful Saturday afternoon, and we’d walk by the pizza place. “Hey, it’s almost lunchtime. Could I get a slice and a soda?” I’d ask in a thoroughly great mood, just loving our time together.
         

         “Mmmm, how much would that be?” she’d ask.

         “I don’t know…a couple dollars. Why?” I’d answer, instantly mad.

         “A couple dollars? I could make you a whole pie for that,” she’d say as my great mood took off down the street.
         

         “You’re gonna make a whole pizza pie?” I’d say, unable to avoid raising my voice.

         “I could,” she’d say, smiling, while the door to the pizza parlor kept opening as everybody in the world filed out with their slices, pies, and giant sodas.
         

         “You’re gonna get the dough, the sauce…the apron…the hat…hurl the thing into the air repeatedly like they do?” I’d say, acting out throwing a pizza into the air over and over.

         “How hard could it be?” That was my second least favorite sentence of hers after You know what I could make that for? Which always led to me snapping, “Forget it. I don’t want it anymore.”
         

         For a few feet we’d just walk along side by side, neither of us speaking. Then, after realizing just staring at me lovingly was not going to get me to talk, she’d do something like take my hand in hers and give it a little squeeze. We’d walk another few feet, then she’d loop her arm in mine, saying, “Look, if you really want it…But I really think I could make one.…” as she steered us back toward the pizza parlor.

         “Omigod,” I’d yell, laughing, wondering how the same person could evoke such anger and love from me all in the same moment.

         “Wait, is that him?” Marion said shoving another piece of Bazooka in her mouth.
         

         “Is it?” I said as Marion leapt up, raced over to the curb, grabbed one of the poles supporting my building’s canopy, and flung her body as far out into the street as she could, trying to get a better look.
         

         “OMIGOD!” she squealed, swinging around the pole to face me, her eyes stretched to capacity.

         “What? What?” I demanded, topping her crazy-stretched eyes with my own. “Omigod, just tell me before we both pop a vein!” I yelled, rubbing my eye.

         She lowered her head, making sure I understood the seriousness of what she was about to say. “It’s Lucien,” she said, her eyes stretched so wide she looked like Marty Feldman.
         

         “Get the fuck out,” I said, tugging on the sailor living in my vagina, who now appeared to be waving to the boy I dreamt about every night.

         “Y’know, everyone still talks about that kiss,” Marion said admiringly. The kiss she was referring to occurred last summer in the field during an unusually well-attended game of Spin the Bottle. Everybody was there, and by everybody, I mean all of us who lived on the block and everyone who hung on the block. Marion and I had sat next to each other. On my other side was Roy, who, in addition to his blue shades, always wore a jean jacket, even in the dead of winter, which Marion and I both felt was probably because he did so many drugs that he’d lost the ability to properly gauge weather.
         

         Next to Roy sat Ricky, Roy’s best friend, who was also eighteen. Ricky was a totally hot Spanish guy who had sexy lips the color of grape Kool-Aid. Ricky was always on his bike, which he said he needed for his job as an auxiliary policeman. None of us really knew what that was, but anytime we’d try to get an explanation out of Ricky, he’d get very defensive and flash us his auxiliary policeman badge, which Marion and I were fairly certain we’d spotted at the same store where my mother had bought the sailor material.

         Next to Ricky sat Shana, a very promiscuous seventeen-year-old Jewish girl with an amazing body and wild curly red hair. She was currently sleeping with Ricky, but I happened to know she had recently slept with Cruz, a nineteen-year-old drug dealer, who was sitting on the other side of her.

         On the other side of Cruz in the Spin the Bottle circle was Cindy, his girlfriend. Cindy lived on the block and Marion and I were pretty sure she did not know that her boyfriend, whom she was madly in love with, had fucked her best friend. Cindy was very short and athletic and had the kind of ass on her that Marion and I agreed we’d only seen on black girls. Sadly, not even her athleticism and big ass had proved sufficient to keep Cruz from straying.

         Next to Cindy sat Richie, a very handsome Chinese guy who never said much but could frequently be seen off to the side, either practicing his tae kwon do or in a heroin nod. It was never really clear. Rounding out the circle were Evie, Manny, and Kathy. Kathy was Evie’s sister—also adopted, but from a different family. Kathy was gay and, like Roy with his jean jacket, no matter how cold it was, always wore shorts.

         Okay, now you’ve met all the players. We were about an hour into our game of Spin the Bottle when Lucien walked over and asked if he could join. I couldn’t believe it. I was thrilled and completely shocked, as was everybody, since he’d never hung out with us. Lucien was the most beautiful boy I’d ever seen anywhere, I mean, even including movies and TV. His building was the fanciest and the last one on our block right before you’d cross the street to get into Central Park, which my mom and I did every day as soon as I got home from school. This was our routine. We’d take her dogs—all four of them—into the park for their long walk and our long talk, where I’d recount my entire day. Tell me everything! she’d say as the dogs pulled us along. It didn’t entirely make up for Y’know what I could make that for? but it definitely helped. And she meant it; she really did want to hear everything. How many people can say they had that growing up? And if something wasn’t clear, she’d make me go back: “Wait, was that before or after you fell of the balance beam in gym?” she’d ask intently, shooing the dogs away from something that was either a dead pigeon or a discarded lasagna.
         

         But back to Lucien. His apartment was on the first floor. Marion had found out from one of the building’s many doormen that Lucien’s bedroom window was the one facing the street with the little white balcony off it. Whenever my mom and I would get to Lucien’s window, I’d laugh and toss my hair to the other side of my face just in case he was standing at his window behind a white curtain. And to top it all off, his name, Lucien, meant “light” in French—which to me he was.

         All the buildings on my block had doormen, except mine. Mine just had a locked glass door that would open with a key or if somebody buzzed you in through the intercom located next to the door. Lucien’s building had more doormen than any of the other buildings on the block, as if the people who lived there were much more important than the rest of us. Like they were really worth guarding, maybe even laying down your life for, if, God forbid, it came to that. Trust me, if a tenant in Lucien’s building was kidnapped or murdered, the place would be crawling with police sergeants, detectives, profilers, mediums, and dogs. If someone in my building was kidnapped or murdered, we’d get, like, one squad car and the super. But I loved my building. We were the only building on the block with black and Spanish people, which to me seemed like more than a fair trade-off for no doorman.
         

         That evening in the field, so far, I’d kissed Kathy twice. Definitely a better time for her than for me. It was the last week of summer, and the air was heavenly that night—warm with the softest little breezes that would just tickle and kiss you everywhere. Even a few fireflies (which you hardly ever saw in the city) were hovering inside our circle. Every so often their amber glow would shine like tiny floating lanterns. The sun had just begun its descent, and the sky looked like a beautiful electric bruise—all blue and purple and red.
         

         It was my turn to spin, and at this point I’d given up on ever getting to kiss Lucien. I just hoped I wouldn’t have to kiss Kathy again. I shut my eyes tight then placed my opened hand on the bottle and spun it with all my might. Squinting through one eye I watched as the bottle spun around three times fast. It began losing momentum as it neared Roy. Roy smiled at me fiendishly from behind his blue shades as the bottle made its way over to Manny, who began slowly stroking his goatee and smiling at me salaciously, revealing the full extent of the yellow Chiclet museum inside his mouth. As my head screamed Nooooooooo, the bottle crept toward Kathy, who was wearing a smile almost identical to Manny’s. I closed my one open eye, trying to come to terms with the reality that although unintentional, over the past two hours I had apparently become a lesbian. Just as I was preparing myself to kiss Kathy for the third time, the craziest thing happened. A firefly landed on the bottle. It shone its little light and as if it were a tiny generator seemed to give the bottle the energy necessary to move past Kathy’s muscular knee to the knee belonging to the boy of my dreams!
         

         Are you fucking kidding me?! This cannot be happening! my head shouted as it exploded in ecstasy. I am actually going to get to kiss the most beautiful boy ever, the boy I’ve been fantasizing obsessively about kissing for the last two years. Slowly lifting my eyes from the bottle, I looked up to see Lucien staring at me. Smiles as bright as a sunrise crept across both our faces. Even though neither of us was speaking, there was such volume between us I was barely aware that everyone was clapping, whistling, hooting, and hollering wildly. They all knew how I felt about this kid. Manny stuck his little thumb and index finger in his mouth, whistling so loudly that all the dogs in the field stopped whatever they were doing and shot their heads around. Evie, Marion, Kathy, and Shana were all shaking their heads in joyful disbelief as they chanted, “Ma-ri-on! Ma-ri-on!” I winked at Marion and Evie then took a very deep breath as a little laugh escaped my lips. I leaned forward and began crawling seductively—I hoped—as the craziest smile kidnapped my entire face. I had played this exact moment over in my mind a million times, and now here in the museum field with the help of a firefly, it was about to be real. I was almost there—just a few inches away from those eyes, those lips! I could hear everyone still going nuts as I placed my hands on either side of me and, rocking back on them, lowered myself into a sitting position. Wait…what? All of a sudden I realized I was sitting in something very warm and very soft. I leaned over onto my right buttock, lifting my left buttock up as the smell hit my nose. Noooooooooo, my head screamed as I along with everyone in the circle realized I had just sat down in a big steaming pile of dog shit. A look of utter horror swept over Lucien’s face. Turning to look around the circle, I suddenly felt like I couldn’t hear anything. Everything was happening in slow motion. Everyone was laughing hysterically, their heads thrown back, their mouths wide open. I felt like Sissy Spacek in that scene from the movie Carrie, when she’s at the prom in her beautiful dress with the boy of her dreams and a bucket of blood falls on her head. Evie and Marion were each waving their hands in front of their faces as if to say, So, so sorry, but this is fuckin’ hysterical. And I was fucking hysterical! This cannot be happening! my head screamed. One minute I was starring in my own Field of Dreams, and now I was Carrie with the fucking bucket of blood.
         

         Then I heard Cruz screaming, “That is fuckin’ nasty!” He was laughing so hard that he fell on Ricky, who was leaning back kicking his feet into the air and shouting, “Yo, Grodin, you got to go upstairs and hose that shit down!”

         “This is one shitty situation,” Roy chimed in as he stood up, running back and forth, laughing so hard that every few feet he had to bend all the way over just so he wouldn’t pass out.

         Even Marion, Evie, and Cindy were unable to stop laughing. “Mar, just go upstairs. We’ll hold your place,” they screamed. “Mar, you have to go upstairs! You have to go change! Seriously, Mar, it stinks really bad!”

         And then everyone started yelling, “We’ll hold your turn! We’ll hold your turn!”

         I thought about it for a moment but as I looked around the circle I thought, I have come too far to let this motley crew bully me out of my kiss. Plus I knew that if I did go upstairs, change, and come back down, even if I really hurried, there would be no turn. The game would have moved on or maybe even ended. This could very well be the only chance I would ever get in my whole life to kiss my dream. At this point, stressful and extremely awkward negotiations ensued, led by Manny, who I guess identified with my underdog status, because he kept yelling, “Yo, let the girl get her kiss!” Eventually, the group albeit reluctantly acquiesced, and I, oblivious to everyone but me and Lucien, leaned forward, dog shit in tow, and kissed the boy of my dreams.
         

         And that has pretty much been the story of my life—reaching for the light, no matter how much shit I’m sitting in.
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         “Saw your dad on TV last night. You look just like him,” Lucien said, closing the cab door behind him as he walked toward me, those deep blue eyes of his twinkling up a storm. I opened my mouth to speak, but like how sometimes a cat opens its mouth to meow and nothing comes out—that’s what happened.
         

         “Luci,” his gorgeous mother called from down the street. Lucien shot me a big smile, ran a few feet toward his mother, stopped, turned around so that he was running backward, and yelled, “I thought my grandmother was the only one who washed her cheese.”

         “Omigod,” Marion squealed, punching me repeatedly in my arm. 

         “Owwww,” I shouted, laughing, as I watched his perfect curls bounce rhythmically down the street. “Something must have happened.” I looked toward Columbus.

         “See if he called,” Marion said as I got up, dragging myself into the outer lobby of my building and leaning on the buzzer.

         “Hello?” my mother called through the intercom, her inflection strangely coquettish.
         

         “He’s still not here,” I said into the speaker as I watched Evie, Manny, Roy, Cruz, and Richie, sitting on top of the museum, dangling their legs over the wall.

         “He just called. He’ll be here any minute. Is the other Marion with you?” my mom asked, returning to her regular voice.

         “Uh-huh, why?” I answered, watching Evie pass what I knew was a joint to Manny.

         “Her mother just called looking for her. Tell her to go home. Dinner’s on the table.” My mom clicked off.

         “Dinner’s on the table,” I repeated under my breath, thinking how comforting the sound of that was. My mother was a lot more likely to say Dinner’s under the table than Dinner’s on the table after one of her seven rescued animals had swatted my food onto the floor for their own consumption.
         

         “Did he call?” Marion twisted around, yelling from the stoop.

         “He’s on his way, and your mom just called. Dinner’s on the table!” I said, about to laugh till I saw the man.

         “Hi,” he said familiarly.

         “Hi,” I said, my stomach flipping as I walked slowly toward Marion and the man.

         “Is your mom upstairs?” he asked as I sat back down on the stoop.

         “Uh-huh,” I said as Marion stared at me, waiting to be introduced.

         “Okay, well…thanks,” he said, smiling as he trotted up the steps and walked over to the intercom.

         I sat there feeling frozen.

         Marion leaned all the way over, pressing her mouth right up against my ear. “Who is that?” she whispered too loudly.
         

         “Just wait,” I whispered back, pulling my head away from her mouth, “I want to hear.”

         “Hiiiii,” I heard him say into the intercom, his inflection just like my mom’s when I’d buzzed her before.

         “Hiiiii,” I heard my mom say as I realized she must have thought it was him before. Bzzz. The intercom sounded, letting him in as I twisted back around, staring across the street.
         

         “Who was that?” Marion said, her entire face pleading for an explanation.
         

         “Nathan Weiss,” I said as Marion stared at me, clearly needing more. “Remember, camp two years ago? He was one of our counselors,” I said, aware I was holding my breath.

         “I thought he looked familiar. Wow. Sexy, right?” she said emphatically, widening her eyes. He was sexy, but that wasn’t anything I even wanted to think about. He looked like a Jewish Paul McCartney…with a mustache. My mother, although goyim, had always dated Jewish men. Before she’d married my father, she’d dated Dustin Hoffman and Gene Wilder. And before she started seeing Nathan, she was dating a Black Panther. One day his name was Steve, the next day, Kaleema Ganzel. Seriously.

         “But why would he be coming to see your mother?” she asked, her face so close to mine I was inhaling her bubblegum breath. “Mar, why is he coming to your house on a Saturday?” she persisted.

         “Well, he’s not here for further lanyard instruction,” I said, staring at her.

         “Oh…,” she said softly as she scooted closer to me.

         My mom had met Nathan at camp two years ago, when she was also a counselor there.

         They’d been having an affair ever since. He was married with two small daughters. He’d told my mom he wanted to leave his wife to be with her, but he couldn’t because the wife was severely depressed, and he couldn’t leave his girls with her. I remember the day she finally told me. I was sitting…actually…right here on the stoop when she’d buzzed down, letting me know I could come back up. I remember walking into the building just as Nathan Weiss was coming out.

         “Have a good night,” he said cheerily as he stepped out of the elevator.

         “You too,” I said, averting my gaze. I stood there holding the elevator door, staring at the empty box he’d just walked out of. After a moment, I took my hand off the door, deciding I’d take the stairs instead. Taking my time climbing the three flights of stairs to my apartment, 35, I couldn’t stop thinking how icky this whole situation felt. I’d been sleeping in the same bed with my mother my whole life. Ever since I could remember it had just been my mom and me—the two of us. Our relationship was ridiculously complex. We were so many things to each other—all things, really…too many things, it would turn out. There were no boundaries at all, and our roles were always changing and reversing. Sometimes I felt like she was the mom; a lot of the time I felt like I was. We were definitely best friends—that was a constant. And a lot of the time I felt like I was my mother’s partner—almost like her little husband.
         

         I had just turned eleven when Nathan Weiss entered the picture, and not only was I sleeping in the same bed with my mom, but she was still telling me bedtime stories. Well, her version of a bedtime story.
         

         They all began the same way. We’d usually have both just taken our baths, so we were warm and cozy. As we lay in bed in our nightgowns, side by side, arm in arm, my mother would say, “Isn’t this great?” bursting with delight as she pulled me even closer.
         

         “Mmm-hmm,” I’d say, chuckling. Her boundless enthusiasm always made me laugh.

         “Who loves you more than anyone else in the whole world?” she’d ask, giggling, snuggling, as she rubbed her foot against mine. “I know you think Mrs. Hochberg’s so great because she puts all those dinners on the table, but I bet she can’t make you laugh like I can. Can she?” she’d demand, grabbing ahold of me and tickling wildly.

         “Omigod…stooooooopp!” I’d finally manage to scream, laughing so hard I was afraid I might pee. “What is wrong with you?!” I’d shout, pretending to be the parent but unable to keep a straight face as I held her wrists so she couldn’t get me. Both of us would scream with laughter as we wrestled back and forth. “No, no, Mrs. Hochberg…does…not make me…laugh like you dooooo…” I’d eke out barely between bouts of hysterical laughter, kicking my legs out and pushing my feet onto her thighs in an attempt to get some leverage. “Seriously, stoooooopp!”
         

         “Okay, okay,” we’d both say after a while, gasping for air like fish on a dock. Once we’d each caught our breath, she’d loop her arm back through mine as we settled in for our story. I’d close my eyes as she wiggled around till she got comfortable. The smell of my mother just out of the bath—her freshly moisturized skin, her damp just-washed hair, her breath—was always so dependably comforting.

         “Let’s pretend that we’re in the back of a wagon and…we’re wounded…,” she’d say, slowly, deliberately.
         

         “Badly?” I’d ask, picking up my cue.

         “Well, not so badly that we’re in any real pain, except when we go over big bumps…just badly enough that we can’t really be expected to do anything…,” she’d say, pulling me closer.

         “…except lie here in the back of the wagon. What’s gonna happen to us?” I’d whisper, smelling her cheek.

         “Well, we’re just gonna have to hope someone finds us and rescues us,” she’d say, resting her head against mine.

         Some kids got Goodnight Moon. I got We’re Wounded in the Back of a Wagon…Waiting for Someone to Rescue Us. Now, I’m not saying this is solely responsible for my having lived (or not lived) my entire life as if I’m wounded in the back of a wagon waiting for someone to rescue me…but a little more Goodnight Moon couldn’t have hurt.
         

         “Mar, I gotta go; my mom’s calling me,” Marion said, snapping me back to the stoop. “I’m sure he’ll be here any minute,” she called over her shoulder as she ran toward her mother.

         “I’m sure,” I yelled. I could feel the temperature dropping. I pulled my cape around me just as a cool breeze sent a shiver up my spine. I looked across the street just as all the museum lights came on, illuminating Evie, Roy, Ricky, Shana, and Manny. Al Green’s “Love and Happiness” was pouring out of Manny’s boom box, and they were all dancing and laughing. God, they look free, I thought, pulling up my knee sock as I contemplated going across the street. I stood up, walked to the curb, and just as I was about to step into the street, a big yellow cab pulled up right in front of me.
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         “Forty-Third and Broadway will be our next stop, driver. Thanks,” my dad called through the divider as he put his arm around me. “I am so sorry; shit, were you waiting long?” he asked, hugging me so hard that he literally squeezed a little laugh out of me.
         

         “No,” I lied, so happy just to be with him.

         “I couldn’t get off the phone with Harry about The Tonight Show appearance. Did you see it?” he asked, grabbing the tiny notebook and black Sharpie he always kept in his shirt pocket.
         

         “Na na na na na-na na-na na na-na…” I sang to the tune of The Tonight Show theme, which is what we always did whenever either of us had really great news. “You were amazing,” I said, putting my hand on his knee.
         

         “And Mommy told me you got into Stuyvesant; honey, that’s so great,” he said, humming our song back to me as he motioned for me to move to one of the two metal seats across from us. “Why don’t you sit over there so I can see you better,” he said, putting his thumb and middle finger around my wrist as he guided me into my seat. We were both laughing, as this was one of the many bits we’d been doing for a long time. From the time I was very little, whenever my dad would take my hand to cross the street he’d hold my wrist between his thumb and his middle finger as if he had me in handcuffs.

         I loved riding with him in these big yellow cabs, with their collapsible round metal seats. I don’t think I’d ever been in a cab with my mother. And these ones felt so luxurious to me, like Ali Baba and the magic carpet, especially since the driver was usually wearing a very large turban.

         “You were amazing,” I said again, steadying myself on his knee as the cab lurched forward. “What?” I asked, realizing he was just staring at me.

         “No…,” he said, seeming suddenly hurt as he stared at my outfit.

         “Dad, what?” I asked again, nervously.

         “I know we haven’t seen each other for a while, but I just thought if you were going to make a decision as big as joining the navy, you would have consulted me,” he said. Both of us fought to keep a straight face. “So tell me what you thought of The Tonight Show,” he said, smiling warmly.
         

         “You were amazing,” I said once more, leaning back in my seat.

         “Harry’s worried when I say stuff to Johnny like You’re not really interested in any of what you’re asking me that people will think I’m serious and I’ll come off as being difficult, like I’m giving Johnny a hard time.”
         

         Adamantly shaking my head back and forth, I said, “I totally disagree; that’s why it’s so funny. No one’s sure if you’re kidding or not.”

         “You don’t think it makes me seem unlikable?” he asked.

         “Not at all. That’s what’s so great. I had three people today ask me if you really wash your cheese!” We both cracked up. “I mean, come on. That’s hilarious!”

         “I mean, what’s the alternative? Talk about how great it is to be in the movies? How excited I am about my new movie? Who gives a shit? I don’t. It’s all too fucking self-important,” he said, staring out his window at a fire truck. “I mean, seriously, you think those guys give a fuck about how excited Charles Grodin is about his new movie?” he said passionately.
         

         “I mean, that’s who we should be celebrating,” he said, pointing at the firefighters. “Not actors. I mean, gimme a break. Those guys are our real heroes,” he said emotionally.

         I nodded in agreement but thought, I’m lookin’ at my hero.
         

         My dad. God, he was cool. He was very tall—over six feet. When it was cold out, like tonight, he always wore thick-ribbed corduroy pants in a black, brown, or tan color with a dark-colored, very soft sweater and a leather jacket and a cap. He was very handsome; that was obvious. But it was way more than just that. His face was so warm and reassuring, like a thousand pairs of Mary Janes. He was also the funniest person I or anyone had ever met. He could make me laugh so hard with what he said and how he said it that it felt like I was being tickled as hard as my mother would tickle me at night under the covers. And as if all that wasn’t enough, he was famous…and rich!

         I was in my last year at I.S. 44, the very tough, predominantly black and Spanish junior high school down the block, where a lot of the kids were bused in from some of the roughest neighborhoods in Harlem and the South Bronx. Many of my friends’ parents either worked in prisons (i.e., janitors, correction officers, etc.) or were actually in prison. My friend Isabella Izu lived in a tenement with her mom and her two sisters, who always had so many hickeys it looked like they were wearing maroon turtlenecks. Her father was in prison; and her mom and sisters were on welfare. In the very back of their apartment was an entire room of pigeons in cages. I was never sure what that was all about, and Isabella never said. But let’s just say no matter how many times they asked me I never stayed for dinner. One of my other friends, Lola, was lucky enough to have a live-in, working father. Her dad stood on the corner of 125th Street and Lenox Avenue dressed as a chicken in front of the chicken restaurant, handing out flyers. If you didn’t take one, he’d chase you’d down the street, flapping his wings and furiously squawking.
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