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To Vivian and Valerie, and mothers everywhere.
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A pivotal moment, fifth grade, Staten Island, 1976.



Overhearing my mother’s conversation with the saleslady 



at the jean store while I’m in the changing room.



Mother: She’s just impossible to fit.



Saleslady with heavy Staten Island accent: Yuh know, 



huh problem is she’s not petite, she’s just really shawt.
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I was no particular standout. 



Jealous of my two pretty sisters and stuck at 4’11” 



when everyone else kept growing, mediocre could 



have been my middle name. Instead it’s 



. 



. 



. Beth.



But underneath the plaid shirts and clogs, behind the 



pounds of makeup I wore on days I was trying to belong, 



there inside me was a small spark of certainty that someday, 



somehow, I would find a way to fit into this world.
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Chapter 1



Road to Fishs Eddy
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Soon after college I moved to West 15th Street. 



There was a small glassware shop at the end of 



the block, so I went in to buy some drinking glasses.



The boy at the register introduced himself as Dave 



and said he ran the shop, which belonged to his 



cousin. He said the job sort of got him out of trouble. 



Whatever that meant. I introduced myself as Julie 



and said I had an art degree. Whatever that meant.
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I told Dave how I left Staten Island to study art and that 



I made the biggest paintings in the class, which apparently 



didn’t make them good paintings, just very big paintings.



Dave annoyed his mother so 



much that she bought him a 



one-way ticket to anywhere he 



wanted. So at seventeen years 



old Dave came to New York City.



Dave told me about his childhood 



in Miami. He said when his mother 



invited her friends over for poker 



night he intruded on their game, 



often with a dead snake he found 



in his backyard.



Dave said he was effective at scaring most 



of his mother’s friends, except for the friend 



who was taking child psychology classes in 



continuing education and asked if she could 



do an independent study of Dave’s behavior.














[image: ]

8



That week Dave and I went 



to see 



The Gods Must Be 



Crazy



, and from then on we 



were together all the time.



I told my father about Dave but then 



regretted it, because, while my father didn’t 



have great expectations for me career-wise, 



he took a profound interest in who I dated.



“An odd man came into the store and 



bought a useless glass hurricane shade,” 



Dave said a few days later.



All I had to hear was 



“odd” and “useless.”



I haven’t 



sold one of these 



the entire time I 



worked here.



Oh no, 



what did he 



look like?
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Even though my mother said Jewish 



boys aren’t useful in the wilderness, 



Dave and I decided to go on a 



camping trip upstate. I told my mother 



we would be OK because Dave 



was only half Jewish.



On the way up to the Adirondacks, 



we stopped at a Walmart so Dave 



could buy a survival guide and a 



hunting rifle. He said we were going to 



live off the fat of the land. I could 



see Dave was a real outdoorsman.



All Dave did was wound a quail, 



and I was getting hungry again, so 



we headed back to the city to eat.



Was he 



bar mitzvahed?
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On the way home we talked 



about how much fun it would 



be to open up our own shop, 



and to not have bosses.



There wasn’t much to see in Fishs Eddy, 



just a post office and a cemetery.



We stopped for lunch at a small town called 



Fishs Eddy and thought that if we did have a 



store, Fishs Eddy would be a good name even 



though it was spelled funny.
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I told my mother all about the camping 



trip and the little town called Fishs Eddy 



and being with Dave forever.



I knew 



you’d be back 



by dinner.



When we looked at the gravestones in the cemetery we realized that the 



town must have been named after the Fish family, and someone must have 



discovered an eddy in a stream somewhere in the town.
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Chapter 2



For Rent
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We found a tiny shop near Gramercy Park with a FOR RENT 



sign in the window. The super of the building said he was sure the 



landlord would give us a lease. And it would only cost us 



$100 to talk to the landlord.
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The following week we walked by a hardware 



store that was going out of business.
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A worker told us the counter 



was garbage, but for $50 



we could have it.
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