






[image: logo]




Also by Amy Sohn

Run Catch Kiss

Sex and the City: Kiss and Tell











[image: logo]

SIMON & SCHUSTER

Rockefeller Center

1230 Avenue of the Americas

New York, NY 10020

Copyright © 2004 by Amy Sohn

All rights reserved, including the right of reproduction in whole or in part in any form.

Simon & Schuster and colophon are registered trademarks of Simon & Schuster, Inc.

Designed by Karolina Harris

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data is available.

ISBN-13: 978-0-7432-7166-0
ISBN-10: 0-7432-7166-1

This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictiously. Any resemblance to actual events or locales or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental. Although several well-known people appear on these pages, the references to them, their conduct and their interactions with other characters are wholly the author’s creation.

Visit us on the World Wide Web:

http://www.SimonSays.com






One thing I feared, and it befell,

and what I dreaded came to me.

No peace had I, nor calm, nor rest;

but torment came.

—THE BOOK OF JOB
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Bad Things



WHY is this happening to me, Rabbi?” the dying man moaned from his bed.

“I’m not a rabbi yet,” I said. “I have four more years to go.”

“Well, that’s soon enough,” he said, “so tell me: What did I do to deserve this? Why does God want me to die before my time?”

His name was Neil Roth. He was a married father, thirty-nine years old, and he was dying of leukemia. I was in my second semester at the Rabbinic College of Reform Judaism, visiting him at Memorial Sloan-Kettering as part of my pastoral care internship, and Neil was the first patient on my list who’d been conscious.

When I saw that he was awake I’d opened with, “How are things going?” and Neil told me his story. He was a computer programmer on the Upper West Side, a lifelong loner, and he had just resigned himself to the possibility that he might spend the rest of his days single when one day he walked into a flower shop in midtown and exchanged a glance with the curvaceous Costa Rican manager, Angela. She was a knockout in her early forties, and as Neil ordered a bouquet of mixed roses to have sent to a sickly aunt in Miami, Angela smiled at him with such unguarded warmth, he knew right then they would marry.

They had a whirlwind romance and got married six weeks later. She moved into his place on Riverside Drive, and a year later they had a baby girl they named Ruby. Each night Neil would come home from work to the sight of his wife nursing his baby, a sight he had never thought he’d see, and then one night as he was getting ready for bed he saw these black-and-blue marks he couldn’t explain.

The doctors diagnosed him with leukemia, and though they put him through chemo, he didn’t respond. Now they were saying he’d be lucky if he made it three months. Angela had been at the hospital with him every night this week but had gone home to get a little sleep.

“You didn’t do anything wrong,” I said, trying to sound rabbinical and authoritative even though I was scared out of my mind. “God doesn’t have a plan for us. We make our own paths and the reason we can experience great joy is because we can also experience great heartbreak.”

Neil was wearing a Yankees cap to cover his bald head, and his cheeks were sunken and gray. He breathed irregularly, almost randomly, which I found unsettling although I tried to act comfortable. He had no eyebrows but his eyes were bright and confrontational. “Why would a just God let a decent person die?” he asked plaintively, in a hoarse, faraway voice.

I cleared my throat, stalling for time. I knew that Jews liked to ask questions, but I hadn’t been prepared for anything so hard-hitting. “Many people have struggled with the very same questions as you,” I said. “They wonder, If God is omnipotent and just, why would He bring sudden tragedy into the lives of decent human beings? Since they can’t find a reason, they tell themselves that they must have sinned in some way, and that they’re being punished, or tested.”

“Exactly,” he said. “I have a brother I don’t speak to—we had a falling-out over money twelve years ago—and I was thinking maybe this is God’s way of telling me to make up with him. I don’t want to, but if this is a test I might. So am I being punished?”

“A time of great illness is certainly a good time to take stock of one’s relationships, but no, I don’t believe you are being punished.” Rabbi Freedman, one of the chaplains at Memorial, had told us that when patients tried to blame themselves, they wanted to be assured that they hadn’t erred in some way. “Given the paradox that God is just but evil exists, some choose to believe that the reason tragic events can befall good people is because God is beneficent but not, in fact, omnipotent. God is engaged in a work of creation that is only partially finished, one that struggles against the forces of chaos.”

He rolled his eyes. “But every page of the Torah is all about how powerful God is. And you’re telling me He’s not omnipotent?”

Neil was the dying one but he was killing me. This was even more sweat-inducing than the Rorschach test I had to take to get into rabbinical school. “A conversation about my own beliefs in God is probably a lengthier one than we have time for today,” I said, “but the short answer is that people pray to God for solace. As Rabbi Harold Kushner wrote in his classic text on suffering, When Bad Things Happen to Good People—”

“Don’t even talk to me about that book,” he said wearily. “I have eleven copies.”

“Then you probably know that Kushner has some wise insights. He likens the human-God relationship to that between a teenager and his parents. The teen is aware his parents are not all-powerful, but still he seeks out their protection and care.”

“But this God hasn’t protected me. I’m thirty-nine and I’m going to die.” His voice was weak but very clear. “My daughter’s going to grow up without a father. It’s like God has slapped me in the face.”

I racked my brain, trying to think of something to say, anything, that would help. “Abraham Joshua Heschel suggested that both life and death are aspects of a greater mystery, the mystery of being, the mystery of creation. Death is not a defeat but an arrival, a reunion with God.” We had studied Heschel’s essay on death with Rabbi Freedman and I’d found it brilliant and insightful, but as I said it, it sounded hollow and half-baked, like a lame answer to a perfectly fair question.

“So I’m supposed to be grateful about what’s happening to me?” He seemed to get a little color in his blue cheeks and then he said slowly, “Are you insane?”

This was the hardest question of all. If I were Neil I wouldn’t have been reassured by any of the things I was saying either. I wanted to write him off as a cantankerous jerk but he was obviously intelligent. He was staring at me coldly, like he was beginning to wish his last name hadn’t been so overtly Jewish so he wouldn’t have wound up on my rotation list.

The week before, Rabbi Freedman had had us write down sayings on cards, from different philosophers, that he thought might help us in the hospital rooms. He said not to think of them as cheat sheets but resources, to be tailored to the individual patient. I lowered my eyes and slipped one out of my book bag. “ ‘Sometimes there is no reason.’ ” Neil’s mouth was thin and expressionless. I flipped to the next one. “ ‘God does not bring misfortune upon us. He is in the love between us and our loved ones when we are suffering.’ ” I smiled. “He is with Angela and Ruby. With you.”

He slumped even further in his bed with a frown. Flip. “ ‘A time of suffering can be a time to renew one’s relationship with God.’ ” He shook his head like I was a bad Bible salesman and stared out the window. I’d never had trouble believing in the power of the Almighty myself, but both my parents were living and nothing traumatic had ever happened to me or even anyone I knew. At twenty-six the most faith-shaking event I had experienced was getting a C–on a BC Calc exam senior year of high school. I’d never had to deal with anything real.

“Why won’t you give me any answers?” Neil said.

“My role is really just to be with you, and to listen.”

“I don’t want your company! I just want to know…why is this happening?”

“A more useful question might not be, ‘Why is this happening?’ but as Kushner suggests, ‘God, see what is happening to me. Can You help me?’ ” Neil was blinking at me slowly, unimpressed. The steady line of his faith was starting to dip below stable, and I felt my own blood pressure rise in response.

“There would be no life without death,” I offered. “The two go together. It is because tragedy can happen that the good things can happen too.”

“That may be true,” he said, folding his hands over his stomach, “but it’s not very comforting.”

I shrugged stiffly, feeling like the room was very stuffy, and said the one thing all rabbis say when faced with questions of doubt, the one they think gets them off the hook: “There is a great history of doubting Jews. So you’re in good company.” It was the keeping-up-

with-the-Joneses of theodicy: if everyone else doubted God, it wasn’t so bad that you did too. “Job’s servants, sheep, and ten children were killed and then he caught a terrible disease. In his dialogue with God he comes to see that Man is powerless in the face of God’s might. It’s sobering but in another sense, comforting.”

“It’s depressing is what it is,” said Neil. He listlessly picked up a Macworld magazine on his tray. Religion was losing to technology.

“If you would like,” I said, leaning over, “I can say a Misheberach for you, the prayer for the sick.”

“I don’t want you to pray for me,” he spat, licking his lips. “I already know I’m going to die!”

I felt lost, like a total fraud. This wasn’t theodicy; it was the idiocy. Rabbi Freedman said that in tough moments it could be good to be honest, and real, not to feel like we had to be pillars of wisdom. Maybe the best thing I could do for Neil was level with him.

“You know what?” I said. “You’re right.”

“What do you mean I’m right?”

“I’m seriously striking out here, aren’t I? You’re throwing me good pitches but I haven’t been doing a very good job.”

“No you haven’t,” he said after a beat.

I shoved the cards back in my bag. “I guess if you want to know the truth, my own God-vision isn’t all that strong. That’s actually true of a lot of rabbinical students. We can talk about the dangerous rise in interfaith marriage or the binding of Isaac or Jewish views on homosexuality and abortion, but nobody really talks about God.”

“You don’t think there’s something wrong with that?” he said.

“It’s not an easy subject! What kind of person do you think applies to rabbinical school anyway? People that think they are God. Half my classmates are completely meshuggeneh!” His eyes were wide and frightened, like what I was saying was more upsetting to him than death itself.

“Look,” I said, “it’s not like I don’t try. I get up there and do my exegesis, put as much passion into it as I can, but so far, God’s been the most elusive part of rabbinical school. I study really hard and do well on tests but most of the time I can’t feel God at all. So I don’t know why bad things happen to good people. In fact, the tragedy around us is pretty good proof that there probably isn’t a higher power. I don’t know what I was thinking trying to put a positive face on death. What you’re going through is so depressing I can hardly even imagine it. You’ll never get to see your daughter grow up. It totally sucks!”

“What’s wrong with you?” he said.

“What do you mean?” I said. “I’m agreeing with you! You wanted answers. I’m giving you answers.”

His face contorted into a grimace and he moaned, “Ohhhhhh.” His lips were turning blue and dry. I couldn’t tell whether he was in physical pain or just aghast at my honesty. I had expected my awakening to energize him too, but instead he looked sicker than he had the whole time I’d been with him.

“Are you all right?” I said, touching his arm.

“You…” He pointed his slender finger at me unsteadily and leaned back like I was the devil.

“What is it?” I asked hoarsely.

“You are…” He heaved in and out and his face got even paler than it already was.

“Yes? Yes?” I felt that he had something to communicate, something vital and true that would change my life forever. “I’m what?”

He gulped in some air agonizingly slowly, determined to get enough in his lungs to speak. “You are the worst…rabbi…I ever…met.” With that he turned a dark gray, his head fell back on the pillow, and he stopped moving.

“Neil?” I said, shaking him. “Neil?” He rose up again for a moment and gasped violently for breath, as I leapt back with a scream. Then he was still.

I raced into the hallway and up to the nursing station. “Come quick!” I said to the pixie-ish blonde behind the desk. “Something’s happened!”

She ran with me into the room, checked his pulse and breathing, and lowered her head. “Aren’t you going to defibrillate?” I asked.

She gave me a funny look and said, “No. He’s DNR.”

“He’s DNR? But—but can’t you make an exception?”

“It’s not your decision,” she said, and left.

I stared at Neil’s body, praying it had all been a mistake, that it wasn’t the end. They had to bring him back, if only so his last words wouldn’t be “You are the worst rabbi I ever met.”

She came back in with a short Indian doctor with big ears. He went to the body, checked some vitals. Then he drew the curtain and disappeared behind it for a few minutes with the nurse.

“Are you family?” he asked when he came out. His look wasn’t accusatory so much as befuddled.

“No, the rabbi.”

He jerked his head back in surprise and said, “I didn’t know there were—”

“There are female rabbis, yes.”

“So what happened?”

“I—I don’t know. His wife went home to get some rest. We were talking—and he just—went,” I said weakly.

“Sometimes they do,” he said, nodding. “They wait till the family goes because they can’t die in front of them. Is this your first?”

I nodded. “The first one’s always the hardest,” he said. His pager beeped and he checked it and walked briskly out the door.

I followed, feeling stunned. As I moved slowly down the hallway toward the elevators, I realized that though God hadn’t been able to send Neil Roth a message, he’d chosen instead to send me one, through him: Rachel Block was not leadership material. I’d been sure my honesty would serve as a comfort, but what kind of dying man wanted to sit with a faithless rabbi? I’d been so inept I’d made him croak months before his due date, his wife not even there to hold his hand. She was going to come back only to find that he’d gone. I was a reverse rabbi. Instead of creating miracles, I caused premature death.

As I went down to the lobby and out into the spring sun I wondered two things: what a rabbinical school dropout could possibly do next, and how I was going to tell my parents.








The History of

the Pencil



OH barkeep!” a hulking young Italian was shouting, doing the twenty wave with his hand. “I’d like a Metropolitan.”

“Would you happen to know what’s in that?” I asked, moving down the bar.

“A Metropolitan,” he said more loudly, like my problem was hearing and not comprehension. “That’s not a complex orduh.”

It wasn’t an order a heterosexual male should have been proud of either, but instead of saying that I just said, “I’m new here.”

“They don’t train youse?”

“They did, but most people order beer.”

“Triple sec, Kurant, and cranberry,” he said with a sigh. He had a few buddies with him, all sporting a faux hip-hop look. I tried to mix like I knew what I was doing, and when I shook the mixer up and down he said, “You look good doing that.”

I wanted to think of a wisecrack but I can never think of anything smart to say on the spot. I always think of my best comebacks a year after the initial insult, when they do me no good whatsoever. I poured the drink through the strainer, stuck in the straw, the lime. He lowered his mouth to the glass, smacked his lips, and said, “Do you taste this good?”

I didn’t say anything. I just wiped off the counter. “Why you bothering ha, Gallo?” said one of his friends, who was heavy and had a face like a pig.

“She’s cute. And she looks Italian.”

“Whaddayou want an Italian girl for? When’s the only time it’s OK to spit in an Italian girl’s face?”

“When?”

“When her mustache is on fire.” They howled and howled, in a way that made it clear they had told this joke before. For a second I wanted to go back to rabbinical school.

My bar was called Roxy and I’d been working there two months. It was on Smith Street in Brooklyn, two blocks from my apartment. I’d gone in a few times after I dropped out of school to shoot the breeze with the bartender, Caitlin, a former model from Kentucky. One humid night in July she mentioned that one of the other girls had quit because of the cigarette ban, and I realized bartending might be a good thing to do while I figured out what to do next. I went in to meet with the owner, Mike, a skinny guy with an un-shaven face, and when he asked if I had experience, I said I’d bartended at my alma mater, Wesleyan. It was only a semester, through Cardinal Catering at school, but I omitted that detail and he hired me a couple days later. Caitlin had to reteach me how to mix drinks, and when I finally admitted my rabbinic past she laughed and said most nights she felt like she was hearing confession herself.

Though my first few shifts solitary were a nightmare, I’d finally gotten the hang of all the basics and was learning how not to dive down under the bar when customers came in, but I still hadn’t gotten the hang of fending off assholes. At least half a dozen guys propositioned me each shift, with varying degrees of shame and subtlety—middle-aged married men who insisted they just wanted to buy me dinner, fresh-out-of-college boys looking for a Mrs. Robinson, thirtysomething yuppies looking to turn me from a barmaid to a wife. “What time do you get off?” or “All the men in here are jerks. You need to be with someone who can protect you.” It didn’t matter what I wore or whether I remembered their drinks, if I wore my hair down or gave them lip. It wasn’t me they liked so much as the erotic appeal of the bar. It was like being a stripper except the pay was worse.

My looks fall somewhere on the spectrum from cute to pretty, but the guys that have said I’m beautiful said it weightily, like they wanted to be rewarded for their creativity of thought. I’m five-six, which is tall for a Jewish girl, I have a decent rack, 36D, and my butt is a slightly smaller version of J.Lo’s—not as round but ample enough to catch the eye of an ass man. I have green eyes and curly dark brown hair down to my shoulders, and though it has on occasion been called pre-Raphaelite, if I don’t put any product in I look like the bastard love child of Rosanne Rosannadanna and Marc Bolan.

“Rachel?” a voice called from down the bar. I was gritting my teeth, trying to figure out how another customer had learned my name, when I saw that it was Joey Yatrakis, this theaterfuck I knew from Wes. He looked good—generic, too skinny, and Caesar cut—but good. I went over and hugged him.

“I’m so confused,” Joey said as he pulled away. “I thought you were a rabbi.”

“It didn’t work out.”

“Why not?”

“I didn’t feel comfortable as a messenger of God.”

“That’s deep,” he said. He’d been a stoner at Wesleyan and evidently the New York theater world hadn’t reformed him. “But isn’t bartending a little badass for a former rabbi?”

“I’m questioning a lot of things in my life right now,” I said with a shrug. “So do you live in the neighborhood?”

“No, my girlfriend does. I was on my way to the train and I saw your sign for margaritas.”

“You want one?” I said. “It’s one of the few drinks I do well.” I mixed him one with orange juice, the way Caitlin had taught me—and though he tried to pay me I waved off his money. Since he seemed relatively chipper I decided to broach the most dangerous topic you can ask a New York City actor: “Are you in anything now?”

“Yeah!” he said. “I got cast in this play by Hank Powell. It’s called The History of the Pencil.”

“Hank Powell wrote a play?” I said. “Isn’t film to theater the wrong direction?”

“He says he believes in downward trajectories.”

“That’s so Powell,” I said. “What’s it about?”

“A suicidal writer who’s losing his mind and money.”

“Is it autobiographical?”

“What do you think? Everything Powell writes is autobiographical.”

“What’s he like? As crazy as all his characters?”

“Crazier. He reads you like a book. It’s like he can see into your soul. But he’s got his own drama going on all the time too. He’s half gypsy, half schizo.”

“That doesn’t surprise me,” I said. “Powell knows people. How old is he?”

“Fifty-one.”

“Really? I assumed he was younger.” All the characters in Powell’s movies were in their early thirties, and though he had been writing and directing for fourteen years it never struck me that he had to age, even if his protagonists didn’t.

“What does he look like?”

“Mustache. Black hair.”

“Is he hot?”

“I’m a guy!” Joey was young but old-school and hadn’t yet realized that in this century a man could comment on another man’s attractiveness without being branded a fegeleh.

“Come on,” I said. “You gotta give me something.”

He thought for a second and said, “For a middle-aged guy he’s in pretty good shape.”

I decided he resembled a more rotund Gabriel Byrne, funny-looking but with an innate sexiness that shone through in spite of his girth. “Is he married?”

“Divorced.” It figured. The men who write women well can never get it together with them in life. “We close Sunday. Afterwards there’s a cast party in a loft near the theater. You can come if you want. My girlfriend was supposed to be my date, but we’re going through a trial separation.”

“That’s too bad.”

“No it isn’t. I can never have a girlfriend when I’m working. Too many stimuli for me to handle. So are you single?”

“Absolutely,” I said.

“Don’t tell Powell,” he said, shaking his head. “He’s a devil with the women.”

“Really?” I said, wondering what to wear.

Hank Powell was the nation’s most prolific indie auteur, the neo-Cassavetes, the Queens Godard. His first film was the seminal Leon and Ruth (1989) and since then he’d made eight others, all brilliant in different ways. He cast big-name stars before they were stars and shot on mini-budgets on the streets of Little Italy, Hell’s Kitchen, and Jackson Heights, Queens, where he grew up. He wrote and directed all of them himself, and though none made a ton at the box office he had a devoted following of art-house hipsters like me who felt he was the last shining god of character-driven cinema.

I had seen Leon and Ruth in eighth grade on a date at Cobble Hill Cinemas with a guy named Colin Anderson who didn’t appreciate me. He was in my class at Packer Collegiate, the private school I went to till ninth, and he was a shining squash star, nationally ranked. We had tried to get into an Australian thriller but it was sold out so we saw the Powell instead. It starred a then-unknown Julia Roberts and Don Cheadle and was about a waitress in love with a guy who had just gotten drafted for Vietnam. Right when Leon and Ruth were having the tearful good-bye that put Hank Powell on the map of indie cin forever, Colin whispered, “Would you consider blowing me?”

“I’m trying to watch the movie here,” I said.

“How about a hand job?” he said.

From that night on I saw Powell films the night they came out—at the Quad, or Cinema Village, with no popcorn and no date. Each was written like a highly stylized stream-of-consciousness id with long monologues where the characters addressed the camera in highly poetic terms about their relationship to God and the soul. Lydia’s Chest Wound (Annette Bening, Steve Buscemi) was about a down-and-out female taxi driver with a bee-bee lodged in her left areola; Knock for Greenberg told the tale of a hermetic landlord (Ron Silver), cold to the world until he had an aortic aneurysm and got nursed back to health by a Puerto Rican nurse (Rosanna Arquette with dyed-black hair); and Difficult Women (Lena Olin, Michael Imperioli) was about a Latvian cocktail waitress in love with a low-level Russian Jewish mafioso. All of his women characters were fierce and tough and I loved how he got them so well.

In the mid-nineties he branched out into book writing—there was the collection Powell: Six Screenplays and a book of poetry, Scratchiti, that had Beat aspirations but was as static and pretentious as his movies weren’t, and a horrendous coming-of-age novel, The Stoop Sitter, which I’d bought for a buck at the Strand. I prayed the play would be better than the books.

The Guido down the bar beckoned me for a refill and I told Joey I’d be back in a minute. As I mixed it I got a head rush and not just from the shaking. For the first time in months things were looking up. I was going to meet Hank Powell.

 

THE next night I went to meet my parents at Banania, a French restaurant, to celebrate my dad’s fifty-fifth birthday. I had lived eight blocks from them since I graduated college, and saw them on a weekly basis. I couldn’t help it: proximity makes elusiveness harder to justify. I am of that small breed of brownstone Brooklyn seventies kids who were born into a neighborhood that twenty years later happens to be experiencing a hipster influx. We holdovers are in a difficult bind. While our small-town peers spend their lives trying to get as far away from home as possible, we have a double motivation to stay: placating our parents and taking advantage of the cheap rent. Cobble Hill is a lot like Grover’s Corners. It’s tedious and repetitive, but it has a hold.

Though I didn’t like to admit it in mixed company, I was one of the few twentysomethings I knew who actually liked spending time with their parents. I was always the center of attention and they always got the check. They could be annoying sometimes, prying even, but they listened when I talked and now that I could drink with them we’d sometimes laugh for hours. It was like those magnets you see on lesbian refrigerators: “The more people I meet the more I like my cat.” That was how I felt about my mom and dad.

But it didn’t hurt that right after I graduated Wes the neighborhood took off. The hipster influx began in 1996, when a guy named Alan Harding opened a restaurant on Smith Street called Patois, and the honkeys started coming out to play. Within a year a dozen more restaurants, yoga centers, craft shops, and clothing boutiques had sprung up, and within five years realtors were advertising apartments as “just steps from Restaurant Row.” Parents bought their babies onesies that proclaimed “bklyn” and “718” like they were all down with the posse when in truth there was no posse left to be down with; all the Puerto Ricans had long ago sold their religious article shops and hightailed it back to the island.

I arrived at Banania ten minutes late, but my parents weren’t there yet. A snot-nosed toddler in a booster seat at the next table was wailing at the top of his lungs as his mom wiped his nose with a napkin. One of the downsides of living in Cobble Hill is that the whole hood’s a maternity ward. A waiter came over to my table—tan, shaved head, French accent. One of the upsides of living in Cobble Hill is that there are so many hot waiters. He asked if I wanted “someseen to drink” and I ordered the most expensive glass of white wine, since my parents were paying.

As I was sipping it something caught my eye on the wall by the bar. It was this weird decoration: a racist caricature of a dark-skinned black man, or Turk, it was hard to tell. He wore a red fez and was drinking from a teacup, smiling gleefully with bright lips and gleaming white teeth. It was so offensive it made Aunt Jemima look like high art. Banania was a French-owned restaurant and I figured the coon-on-the-wall was their idea of cute. Frogs aren’t just backward; they’re backward with pride.

The waiter brought my wine and my parents ambled through the door. “What took so long?” I said.

“Sorry, sorry,” said my mom. They sat down noisily, their faces flushed and eager to see me. They always look like that when I’m around. Sometimes I feel like I’m their drug of choice.

My dad had a salt-and-pepper beard, square 1970s-style glasses, and the worst fashion sensibility known to mankind. He worked in computers at Bear Stearns. My mom was the kind of semiliberal that bought hemp drawstring pants without being fully aware that she was wearing marijuana. She taught second grade at PS 41 in the Village. They listened to Arlo Guthrie and thought Garrison Keillor was the Messiah, and though they looked younger than they were, they both had guts and moved more slowly than they used to.

“What took so long?” I said.

“Dad was looking for his glasses,” my mom said.

His face flushed and he spun his head in anger. “If you didn’t feel the need to do spring cleaning in every season,” he said, “I’d have some idea where my things were.” He always got mad at her for throwing stuff out even though his side of the bedroom always looked like a tornado hit it, which to me was proof that she left it alone.

I put my present on the table. “Happy birthday, Dad.”

He gave me a big smile, a hundred and eighty degrees opposite of the scowl he had just shown her, turned the box over, and ripped it open with venom. “Wow!” he said. “What a great present!” He says that every time, no matter what I buy him. I felt good about this year’s gift, though—a pair of black biking gloves and a little electronic timer that attached to the handlebar. Over the summer he’d gotten into biking around Brooklyn on little-known paths, and he was always calling obscenely early on weekends, hounding me to join him.

“You put that on your bike and you can see how fast you’re going,” I said.

“I know!” he said. “It’s exactly what I need.” He put his hand into one glove even though it was still attached to the other one. “Don’t I look cool?” My mom rolled her eyes but he didn’t notice.

“So how’s Roxy?” he said.

“We had a little adventure last week,” I said. “This transvestite excon from the projects came in and got in my face.”

“Did he hurt you?” said my dad.

“She tried to. She said she didn’t like the look of me and took a swing but Jasper pulled her off me and eighty-sixed her.” Jasper was a heavy six-and-a-half-

foot-tall gaffer from Minnesota who came in almost every night and worked as my unofficial bouncer.

“I wish you weren’t working so close to the projects,” my mom said.

“Most of the PJ guys are actually pretty cool,” I said. “Stuff like that hardly ever happens.”

My dad looked off to the side, all furrowed brow and grave. He had not been handling my new career well. In a matter of months his only child, his pride and joy, had gone from woman of the cloth to woman of the washcloth.

When I was growing up, our synagogue in Brooklyn Heights, Brooklyn Rodeph Shalom, had been the center of my family’s life. My dad was on the religious school committee, my mom helped with fund-raisers, and I was pretty much the star student from the moment I entered in first grade till the final youth group Shul-In in twelfth. In tenth grade I was elected president of Brooklyn Rodeph Shalom Temple Youth (which, unbeknownst to the rabbi, we nick-named BReaSTY since every female member wore a D cup or bigger). In college I ran WesJAC, the Wesleyan Jewish Action Committee, and I went to services every Friday night, even when the only other attendants besides me were the homeless woman who came for the free wine and an overweight guy named Zeke Shnayerson who had eczema all over his hands.

After I graduated I took a job at a nonprofit in midtown called the Jewish Culture Foundation, where I helped Jewish film festivals secure funding, ran conferences for Jewish museums, and organized retreats for Jewish artists. But after four years of getting intimately acquainted with the bureaucratic politics of nonprofit institutions, I decided to do what I knew I always would: become a rabbi.

I got into the Rabbinic College of Reform Judaism the first time I applied. (Everyone called it RCRJ, or Rick-Ridge, because the only thing leadership-oriented Jews love more than God is acronyms.) My dad was so ecstatic when I got my acceptance letter that he got a custom-made T-shirt that said “BLESS ME—I’M A RABBI’S DAD” on the front and “SHE AIN’T BAD-LOOKING, EITHER” on the back, in big, felt block letters. Wherever we went he’d tell people I was going to be a rabbi—cab drivers, waiters, the Lubavitchers over at Court Street Stationers, anyone. My mom gabbed about it with all her friends and colleagues, delighting in the fact that I’d still be living in the hood since RCRJ was in the Village, and before I even started classes she asked whether I thought this might mean they’d get front-row seating at High Holy Day services.

So it wasn’t a surprise that when I dropped out after just a semester and a half they hit the roof. My father kept saying, “Shouldn’t you give it more time?” and, “If you stayed I’m certain you’d see things that would make you feel as full of faith and optimistic as the hospital made you depressed!” My mom would begin sentences with “When you go back to school…” instead of “If,” and I’d always scream and correct her. They’d quieted down about it for the past couple weeks but evidently they hadn’t put it to bed completely.

“I don’t see why you have to stay at the bar,” my dad said, frowning. “I was browsing through the Forward classifieds and I saw an opening for religious educator at Central Synagogue.”

“I don’t want to teach Hebrew school!”

“Leave her alone,” my mom said. “This is just a temporary thing. To tide her over until she figures out what to do next.”

“Did I ask you?” said my dad. “Did I say your name?” They’d been bickering like this a lot lately. I had no idea my job insecurity could be so bad for my parents’ marriage.

“I don’t think you should be giving her grief about her career,” she spat. “Especially when—”

“Especially when what?” he shot back.

“Especially when she’s only just reentered the job market.”

I knew something else was going on. “What are you guys talking about?” I said.

“Nothing,” my dad said. If he didn’t want to talk about something there was nothing you could do to make him. “I just don’t understand why you won’t go back to school. They’d take you back in a heartbeat! Tell them you went temporarily insane from the radiation at Memorial!”

“Maybe you should talk to some of your old friends from school,” my mom said. David might have some insight. Have you talked to him since you left?”

David Peres was a redheaded cantorial student with whom I’d had a brief affair, and like a moron I had made the mistake of introducing him to my parents after just one month. Naturally they fell head over heels. The problem was, I never did, and when I dumped him shortly thereafter because I knew I’d never love him, they went ballistic.

“No, I haven’t talked to him,” I said, “and I don’t plan to either.”

“Maybe he could talk some sense into you!” my dad said. “You didn’t realize what a good thing you had there!”

My mom shot him a look like he should calm down. “Have you given any thought to what you might want to do with your life?” she asked, trying to sound nonconfrontational. They always did good cop, bad cop.

“Not really,” I said, “but until I figure it out I have to have a shit job and I’d rather sling brews than anything else.”

“You’re twenty-six years old!” my dad shouted. “You do shit work when you’re twenty-one!”

“Not true!” I exclaimed. “Haven’t you heard of the quarterlife crisis?”

“I saw that book on the Staff Picks shelf at Bookcourt the other day,” my mom chirped, as though the brutal diagnosis for my generation was secondary to the fact that we had a shared reference point. “The flap copy was very intriguing.”

“What are you talking about?” my dad asked. He hated to be in the dark about anything.

“The quarterlife crisis is like the midlife crisis,” I said, “only cooler. Like countless Gen Xers I went into the career I’d always dreamed of, only to realize that first choice might not have been the right one.” They were staring at me skeptically, the way Neil Roth had. If I could convince them my job flux was not something to be ashamed of but part of a bona fide national trend, maybe they’d get off my back. “So now I’m standing at a crowded intersection trying to hail a cab. But they all keep passing me by. It’s a shift change and they all have their off-duty lights on. I don’t want to walk all the way home, but suddenly I’m having to face that prospect, daunted by the notion of what a long and tiresome road I have ahea—”

“All right!” he said. “I get it!”

“Don’t dismiss,” I said. “The quarterlife crisis has been severely underresearched and underappreciated. Yet it’s just as common as the midlife, if not more so.”

“You can have a quarterlife crisis without becoming Carla on Cheers,” he said.

“Carla was the waitress,” said my mom. “Sam was the bartender.”

He glared at her but before “Family Court” could continue the waiter came over and asked my parents if they wanted any drinks. My dad got Scotch and soda. My mom said what she always says: “Just water to start with.” She has this principled resistance to saying yes on the first ask.

“So you wanna come away with us this weekend?” my dad said. They had a place up in the Berkshires, and they always tried to get me to go up with them.

“I don’t think we’re going,” my mom told him. “I have too much schoolwork.”

“You can do it there!” he whined. He hated it when she wouldn’t go because then he couldn’t. He didn’t know how to drive and they rented a car every weekend. “You’ve got to come, Rach! You can drive me.”

“I work Saturdays,” I said. “And besides, I’m going to the theater on Sunday.”

“Whatcha seeing?” my mom asked.

“The History of the Pencil.”

“Oh, Rachel,” she said, like I’d told her someone was dead.

“What?”

“Dad and I walked out at intermission. I wouldn’t recommend it at all.” Strike one for the Rachster. It did not bode well for a future with Powell to find that my parents had gone exeunt on his work.

“Come on,” I said, eyeing them warily. “Was it really that bad?”

“A train wreck,” said my dad. “Long, self-important, and hard to follow.”

“Why’d you go in the first place?”

“We subscribe.”

I wanted to tell myself they were being overcritical but they’d been going to the theater for thirty years, all the way back since the early seventies when they’d second-act whatever Broadway shows they could. They knew this arena better than I did. “Well, I’m going to see it anyway,” I said, unfolding my napkin. “I’m kind of a fan of Hank Powell’s.”

“He’s written other stuff?” asked my dad. “That play was so catastrophic I assumed it was a freshman effort.”

“No,” said my mom. “Remember, Richard, in the Playbill it said he was a screenwriter.”

“That hack got people to finance a film?”

“Nine films!” I shot. “And he’s not a hack. Didn’t you guys see Leon and Ruth? Julia Roberts was in it after Mystic Pizza and before Steel Magnolias. Remember when she won her Oscar a couple years ago how she said, ‘I owe my career to Hank Powell’?”

My mom jolted to attention and snapped her fingers. “That’s right,” she said. “He was her gay theater teacher!”

“No, that was Tom Hanks.”

“Tom Hanks is gay?” my dad said. I put my head in my hands. Talking to them about popular culture was like teaching retarded kids to swim.

“What are his other movies?” my mom asked.

They stared at me cluelessly as I rattled off the titles. “Lydia’s Chest Wound; Knock for Greenberg; Difficult Women; Kid First, Then Husband; Love Is a Sad-Eyed Bassett Hound, which won an Independent Spirit Award—”

My dad nodded eagerly and said, “I loved that film!” but when he started reminiscing it turned out he was thinking of Love and Death on Long Island.

I hated what I had to do next but I needed to restore some cachet. “Did either of you see Flash Flood?”

“Yeah!” my dad exclaimed, as my mom frowned, unsure.

“What was it about?” my mom said.

“Helen Hunt and Jeff Goldblum are vacationing in the Bahamas one summer with their kids when—”

“Oh yeah!”

“He wrote that too. It grossed a hundred million dollars and that was all the way back in 1994.”

“Dad saw it at Cobble Hill Cinemas in the dead of winter,” my mom said. “The heating system was broken and we had to sit there shivering in our coats the whole movie. I got bronchitis the next day. It was one of the worst experiences of my life.”

Just as I was about to strangle myself with my napkin I heard someone at the door shout, “Racheleh!”

It was my upstairs neighbor, Liz Kaminsky. Liz was the Jewish Mae West. She had curly blond hair down to her shoulders, ice-blue eyes, and high-C breasts. She did four and a half miles on the StairMaster of New York Sports Club on Boerum Place every day and I had never seen her eat anything but salad. Her wardrobe was Britney Spears chic—low-cut scoopnecks, yeast infection pants, and white glittery eye makeup—and just to the left of her lip she had a small brown mole that, she admitted to me one drunken night in her apartment, was actually a tattoo she’d gotten at sixteen in an overzealous Cindy Crawford phase.

She had moved into the apartment above me in April, a few weeks before I left RCRJ, and immediately made her presence known to the building. Night after night I’d be awakened to her shouting, “That’s right, honey! Fuck my hairy Lou Reed!” For weeks I tried to figure out why she called her vagina Lou Reed—Was she saying Lou’s head hair looked pubic? Did she consider her genitalia the Velvet Underground?—but the reference was so obscure I was stumped.

One night I was writing a paper on Rashi’s use of the grammatical plural as a way of emphasizing the principle of fairness when I heard her screaming extra loudly. I was so curious to find out once and for all what she was saying that I climbed on top of my bed, put a glass to the ceiling, and realized she was saying “Fuck my hairy Jew beav!”

I didn’t mind her erotic use of a self-hating pejorative but I had to finish my paper, so after the shouting subsided I put on my slippers and knocked on her door. She opened it in a ratty white bathrobe. Her makeup was a mess, half on, half off, and her hair stuck out wildly.

“Hi,” I said. “I live below you and I was wondering if your hairy Jew beav could shtup a little more quietly.”

“Are you Jewish?” she said.

I nodded. “How’d you know?”

“You said shtup. I hope I didn’t offend you with my language.”

“On the contrary. I call my own vagina Miriam’s Well.”

“Who is det?” said an accented voice in the background.

“Go back to sleep, Bashir,” she said. She stepped out into the hallway, propping the door open with her foot, and whispered, “He’s Lebanese.” I must have raised my eyebrows because she added, “Christian. The good kind, not the bad. He works at the Laundromat on the corner. I was trying to explain what ‘gentle’ meant and one thing led to another. Sorry about the noise. I used to only have sex with the lights out and come completely silently but now that I’ve worked through it in analysis I sometimes go overboard.”

“Well, maybe you could put a rug under your bed, or some eggshell on the wall,” I said.

“I’ll look into it,” she said, as I started down the stairs. “Hey! I didn’t catch your name!”

“Rachel.”

“Well, Rachel,” she said. “Any girl who would ask me to quiet my fucking has got to be my new friend.” And from that moment on I was.

We went out for coffee at Bagel World the next day and I asked her about Bashir. Before I knew it she was telling me all about her G-spot, her toy collection, her porno movies, and the joys of female ejaculation. I told her I’d never squirted and a few days after our conversation a messenger arrived with a brown package that had a San Francisco return address. When I opened it I found a video called How to Female Ejaculate. I watched it with a hand over my mouth, wincing, but even though the women in it were lesbianic and unattractive, they were inspiring, and afterward I spent an hour on the floor of the bathroom trying (unsuccessfully) to join the club. I went to bed frustrated by my own genital limitations but moved by Liz’s gesture. She seemed to take an interest in educating a part of me that, despite my attendance at the Berkeley of the East, hadn’t ever really gotten the schooling it deserved.

As soon as she got to our table she gave me a moist kiss on the cheek. I was about to introduce her to my parents when she extended her hand and said, “Liz Kaminsky. You two must be the parental extremities of this lovely creature.”

“That we are,” said my dad.

“You look familiar,” said my mom. “Have I seen you in the neighborhood?”

“It’s quite possible,” said Liz. “After all, I walk the streets.” My mom beckoned the waiter over and said she’d have a Chardonnay after all.

“Liz lives in the Martha Washington too,” I said. I called my building that because out of twelve units, eleven were occupied by single women. The twelfth tenant was a guy named T. Russell who stayed inside all day smoking pot, judging by the fumes that regularly emerged from his door.

“Well, I hope you girls look out for each other,” said my dad. Liz was standing at the head of the table, between my dad and me, and I noticed her breasts were about five inches from his eyes. She was wearing a light blue, deep v-necked cashmere shirt—the kind that leaves nothing to the imagination. My dad was leaning his head back all the way to avoid contact with the twin peaks, but I was pissed at her for standing so close. Liz was the kind of person who flirts with everyone, regardless of gender or age. She was the stink bomb of sex bombs. You couldn’t run for cover.

“We certainly do look out for each other,” said Liz. “I take very good care of Racheleh.” She used the Yiddish derivation of my name a lot and I never knew if it was a maternal thing, a Jew-pride thing, or both.

“How did you two meet?” my dad asked.

“We had some noise issues,” she said.

“You mean music?” my dad said.

“I’m afraid the noise was coming from my end,” she said. “Literally.” Before my parents could react she put her arm around me and her right boob bumped into my eye, which made my contact slide up into the lid. I’d been so worried about my dad being in the danger zone I hadn’t realized I was.

I blinked hard and raised my hand to my eye. “Uh-oh,” said Liz. “Did your contact pop out because of our contact?” My dad laughed way too loudly.

“Let me look,” said my mom. She leaned across the table and stabbed at my eye like a deranged serial killer.

“Get away,” I said, jerking my face back. “I’m going to the bathroom.”

“I’ll help you,” said my mom.

“Why?” I said.

“It could be hard to find.”

Inside the bathroom I stared in the mirror while my mom stood behind me and said helpfully, “Look under the lid.” She had just switched from hard contacts to soft and considered herself an amateur ophthalmologist.

“Your friend is something else,” she said as I hunted.

“Yeah, she’s sort of a provocateur.” I spotted the lens protruding near the corner. Just as it popped onto my finger I felt my underwear get wet. “Did you get it back in?” my mom said.

I placed the lens on my eyeball and blinked a few times until it settled. “Yeah, but I think I just got my period. Can I have a tampon?”

I reached for her bag but she held on to it like I was a mugger and said, “I don’t have any.”

“Why not?” My mom could manage a small Eastern European army with the contents of her pocketbook.

Her face got tight, delicate but determined. “Because…I don’t need those anymore.”

“What?” I said, feeling queasy. “When did this happen?”

“It’s gradual, but it stopped for good about six months ago.”

“Oh my God,” I said.

“I’m not dying, Rachel,” she said. “It’s normal, you know.”

I knew it was normal but it was still strange. I’d never thought of her as old before. She was only fifty-three. This wasn’t supposed to happen till she was a grandmother. And God knew when that was going to be.

“You want me to go out there and ask your friend if she has any?”

“No, Liz is such a control freak I don’t think she has a period. I’ll just use some toilet paper.” I opened the door and pushed her out.

When I got back to the table Liz was sitting in my seat, telling my parents about a synagogue scholarship she had created through Young Friends of the JCC–Manhattan. She was in a doctoral program in women’s studies at Columbia but on the side she worked for many causes—cancer, the library, her people.

“So you donated the money for the scholarship yourself?” my dad was saying.

“No,” said Liz. “I endowed it. I’m very good at raising things.”

“I’m back,” I said to Liz, hovering above the chair.

She didn’t move. She just glanced up at me innocently and said, “Did you fish out the offending particle?”

“Yes,” I said. “Can I have my seat back?”

“So how long have you lived in the neighborhood?” my dad asked.

“Three months,” she said. “I was on Amsterdam Avenue before this and let me tell you, I’m never going back. These restaurants on Smith Street are as good as Manhattan, and so much cheaper too!” She often used a cadence that made her sound like a middle-aged Jewish mother. She was half yenta, half korveh.

“You should have seen this street five years ago,” said my mom, warming up. No conversation topic excites middle-aged women more than gentrification. “When Rachel was little the only time we went to Smith Street was to buy kids’ shoes at Johnnie’s Bootery. It was all”—she lowered her voice—“Puerto Rican drug dealers. A lot of crack.”

“Well, it’s good the crack dealers are gone now,” said Liz. “I certainly wouldn’t want to live near any.”

Before I could remind her she was a crack dealer she started waving frantically at the door. “I’m over here, Gordon!” she shouted. A tall, dark-skinned black guy was coming in. One other cause Liz worked very hard for was minority men. The whole two months I’d known her, every guy I’d seen coming or going from her apartment was Arab, Latin, or black. She was a hetero Mapplethorpe, a female De Niro.

The guy was Tyson Beckford material, with smooth cocoa skin and a shaved head, and he was wearing an Indian cotton long-sleeved shirt that only someone that attractive could get away with. Though I hadn’t met him I knew he said “Fuck yeah!” when he ejaculated.

His name was Gordon Thompson III and they’d met at the Brooklyn Inn bar. She’d been drinking alone when he galloped up on horseback with some buddies and parked his horse outside. He was a member of the Black Cowboy Federation of America, this group of unbelievably sexy black men who put on Stetsons and rode shiny horses throughout brownstone Brooklyn at night to call attention to the history of cowboys of color. He checked her out and she told the bartender to send him a black and tan. Instead of getting offended he laughed and drank it, and when his friends disappeared into the pool room he struck up a conversation. Since then they’d been inseparable and some nights I’d come home to find his horse tied to a lamppost.

She ran from our table, raced over to the door, gave him a long French kiss, and squeezed his ass hard with both hands. He removed them quickly and looked around, embarrassed.

“Is that her boyfriend?” said my dad.

“Liz doesn’t have boyfriends.”

“He looks just like Denzel Washington,” my mom said.

“He doesn’t look anything like Denzel Washington,” I said.

Liz took him by the hand and led him to our table. “Gordon, this is my dear friend Rachel Block, and these are her parents Mr. and Mrs. Block.”

“Call me Richard,” said my dad. He’s such a dork around black men.

“Nice to meet you,” said Gordon. As they made small talk I found myself inadvertently glancing at the caricature on the wall behind Gordon’s head. My mom, spotting me, turned to look, swallowed, and quickly turned back. My dad, not wanting to be left out of the game, glanced over too. Gordon spun around to see what the commotion was about and when he turned back he didn’t look so good.

“Vas? Vas?” said Liz, craning her neck. “Oh,” she said when she spotted it. “I asked the owner about that the last time I was here. It’s some mascot for a French chocolate and banana drink. Isn’t it adorable?”

“No, it’s not adorable,” said Gordon, regarding her as though he was not entirely sure how he wound up in this particular restaurant with this particular girl.

“It’s meant in fun,” she said. “It’s cute, it’s retro. It’s so Uncle Ben’s!” He stared at her in disbelief. “Minstrel’s back!” she said. “Didn’t you see Bamboozled?”

“Yes,” he said, “but that movie was a total taking to task of—”

“Whoa there, cowboy,” she said. “Calm your bad self down.” He opened his mouth to say something, then decided against it, shook his head, and walked slowly to the door. “Gordon!” Liz called. “Would you just—” She ran after him, calling over her shoulder, “Mr. and Mrs. Block, delight to meet you!”

“It’s Richard!” my dad called.

The door slammed behind her. We all turned to look as they fought on the sidewalk without any sound. Liz put her hand on his arm pleadingly, Gordon shook her off, and then he stormed off and they both went out of view.

“So what did you guys think of her?” I asked.

“Quite a character,” said my mom.

“Beautiful eyes,” said my dad.








Who Killed My Wife?



THE afternoon of Powell’s play I couldn’t do anything but pace around the apartment tearing at my hair. It wouldn’t have been so bad if I had a bigger place, but it was a totally crapola one-bedroom about the size of a small studio. When you opened the door you came into a hallway that was long enough to foster the expectation of a decent-sized pad, but when you got to the end you found yourself on one side of a minuscule living room, off of which was a tiny bedroom that had a doorway but no door. For a sense of separation I had hung a bamboo shade from Pearl River on Canal but it blocked no sound and no light. The bedroom itself was so cramped the only things it fit were my queen bed and armoire. To get to the bathroom you had to walk through the bedroom in the tiny aisle between the bed and the armoire, and unless your girth was less than two feet you couldn’t make it through at all.

What my apartment lacked in space it did not make up for in accoutrements. All the other women at RCRJ were really into home décor. They were dark-skinned and hairy but wanted to be Martha Stewart. They lived in the West Village in apartments paid for by their parents, decorated with the kind of generic Pottery Barn crap that made them all look alike. Despite my disdain for the conformity, I envied them their fresh flowers, throw rugs, and unstained slipcovers. My slipcover stains never came out and whenever I bought plants they died in a day.

Over the years I had done some minor improvements to my place, like caulking the holes in the floor, sweeping every six months, and hanging posters on the wall—The Apartment, The Way We Were, an album cover from the Silver Jews. But no matter how cozy I tried to make it, I couldn’t hide the views. The living room had two windows—one side faced the tennis bubble of New York Sports Club, and the other faced the Atlantic Avenue jail. I had rehabilitation in every direction. When I couldn’t fall asleep at night, I looked out at the tennis bubble and tried to pretend my bed was a berth of a ship and the bubble was Moby-Dick, bobbing away.

An hour before I was supposed to leave for the play I opened the closet door. When I was at RCRJ I dressed weirder than most of my classmates—vintage dresses, knee-high combat boots, barrettes in my hair—but for the most part I didn’t show cleavage. But now that I was going to a play written by a certified ass man, a whole new set of rules applied. You could watch for the asses in Powell’s movies the way people looked for Ninas in Hirschfeld cartoons; each one featured an extraneous close-up butt shot that had nothing to do with the actual movie. I decided it would be to my advantage to highlight what I knew was his favorite feature, so I put on a tight knee-length pencil skirt that made me look like a secretary in the very best way. On top I wore a ribbed, beige wraparound that cut low but cost $120 at agnès b., and was therefore glam, not cheap.

When I got to the theater I scanned the wrinkled pusses in search of an authoritative man but didn’t see anyone who paid more than a buck for the bus. Take away senior citizens and New York theater dies. You have to admire them for their loyalty but they make crappy audiences. They keep their coats on in the middle of summer and watch with morose expressions that say “I lived through Auschwitz. Now make me laugh.”

My seat wasn’t bad—about five rows from the front, audience left. I opened the Playbill and discovered that the star attraction was Mira Sorvino. I was excited for Joey because this seemed like a truly big break for him, but I wondered whether Powell was having an affair with Mira. How could any director not have sex with his leading lady? It was practically a job requirement.

As I was reading his credits, surprised to find that he’d included Flash Flood among them, I heard a loud male voice coming from the door. Like he was haloed in a fifty-thousand-watt spotlight, I saw him. His hair was curly and black, gray at the sideburns, and heavily receding, but he wore it slicked back and gelled like he wasn’t ashamed to be a baldy. He was clean-shaven except for his bushy mustache and he walked in the brusque self-important style of someone who’s made it big. Though his paunch wasn’t huge by any means, he displayed it with pride, like he was from a country where stomach commanded stature. He was wearing a button-down white shirt tucked into expensive-looking gabardine slacks and his eyelashes curled out as long as a woman’s.

As he spoke he gesticulated in a fey way that threw me for a loop. He was saying, “And that was when I realized that ‘marriage’ is just a pretty word for ‘bankruptcy.’ ” At first I thought he was talking into a hands-free cell phone but as he moved I saw that trailing a bit behind him, just upstage, was a very attractive woman. She was blond, five-eleven, with white Carly Simon horse teeth and the blunt short cut that says I don’t need long hair to look hot. The blonde threw me for a bigger loop than Powell’s limp wrist. How could he write these ethnic fireplug women but enter on the arm of a shiksa?

As they walked up the center aisle he laughed with her and tilted his head back. I waited for him to notice me but he was turned toward her, listening overeagerly. They sat a few rows behind me, on the opposite side. I turned my head around and willed him to look my way. As though I had a God-given power of influence I’d failed to pick up on in rabbinical school, his head started to turn toward me just slightly. Joey had been right. Powell was psychic. He must have smelled my interest from across the room. I watched that aquiline nose begin to make its way toward my own fleshy beak and just as our eyes were about to meet the lights dimmed and he turned to the stage. Art always trumps love. It’s so not fair.

When the lights came up Joey was standing center stage on a sparse living room set, holding a gun to his temple. “A man who can’t work is worth nothing,” he said. “It’s like he’s missing a leg. Since I’m already missing a leg I decided I’d rather have no head.” He cocked the gun and just as he was about to pull the trigger there was a knock at the door. It turned out to be his maid Teresa (Mira Sorvino) coming to clean the house. He had to hide the gun so she wouldn’t find it, which involved running all over the apartment and finally selecting the freezer as the appropriate spot. From then on the entire play went downhill.

It came off as an odd hybrid of screwball and melodrama—half the time people were chasing each other around the stage and the other half they were engaging in Powellsian monologues on the futility of living a happy life. By the time intermission came around, I could see why my parents had walked out.

As the house lights came up for intermission I craned my neck back at Powell to glean his reaction. He was smiling proudly, like it was a close-up on him right after his Oscar clip had been shown. There was something so incongruous about the failure of the play and the pride of its maker. I couldn’t tell whether he was totally deluded or whether he knew he’d written a clunker and just didn’t care. The blonde hugged him and whispered something in his ear that made him laugh. I would have projectile vomited but the seats were raked.

I pushed my way through the bluehairs, made my way to the lobby, and got on the concession stand line because I didn’t have anyone to talk to. Powell was nowhere in sight. Maybe he was deliberately staying in his seat so as not to be forced to mingle with the hoi polloi. The line was long and moved slowly, and judging by their comments the seniors didn’t like the play either. “This is no Producers,” said a woman in Larry King glasses to her husband.

“Producers?” he said. “This is worse than Sweet Smell.”

When I got to the front I bought an oatmeal cookie. As I was unwrapping it I spotted Powell coming in, sans blonde. He was scanning the room nervously, like he didn’t feel comfortable without his arm candy. Maybe he was going to buy some M&M’s to compensate.

As his eyes cruised past me I gave him a huge Shirley Temple smile. He frowned in confusion, as though I was mistaking him for someone else, and I nodded my head up and down as slowly as I could. I felt like I was in a Molson commercial, but sometimes a girl can learn from beer.

Suddenly he broke away from the throng and strode toward me with great purpose and a huge scowl. In the bad teen movie of my brain his gait seemed to switch into slo-mo. He was the football-player thug and I was the scrawny nerd against the locker who doesn’t know how to prepare.

As he got closer the slow motion switched to regular motion again and he was standing right in front of me, glaring. Before I could think of something to say he darted his head down and took a big sloppy bite of my cookie. I jumped. He chewed deliberately, unapologetically, never moving his eyes from me, and then without a word he turned and slipped back into the crowd.

My mouth was dry, my armpits dripping with sweat, my labia as swollen as the siliconed lips of a Hollywood has-been. I looked around to see if anyone else had noticed but they were all going on about the show, oblivious. I ran my finger along the U his mouth had left and touched my finger to my lips.

 

THE second act had a little more energy than the first—there was a long scene where all the characters converged in Joey’s apartment to convince him life was worth living—but it didn’t add up. Mira and Joey eventually fell in love, and there were two dumb subplots involving her brother coming out as a gay man to his conservative Puerto Rican family, and Joey’s ex-wife ordering a hit on him.

After the show Joey met me in the lobby. “You were amazing,” I told him, which he was, despite the questionable material. His eyes were red and I could tell he’d already smoked something upstairs.

“We were totally off tonight,” he said. “All the beats were different.” Actors always had to give you TMI, too much information.

We walked over to the loft where they were throwing the party, which was a few blocks from the theater, and Joey smoked some weed on the way. It was an early September night, the kind that makes you love the city, and as we walked I breathed in deep, and looked up at the stars, hoping Joey wouldn’t get arrested.

The loft was sparse and huge, with a DJ in one corner, a beautiful spread of food, a full bar, and a separate table laid out with plastic champagne flutes. There were already fifty people there—a mix of cast members, hangers-on, and celebs: Billy Crudup, Ed Burns, Nathan Lane, and Ralph Fiennes. New York had so few parties compared to LA that celebrities all had to show up at the same ones. This was why they all ran the risk of becoming overexposed, not because they went out too much, but because there was so little to do.

The DJ was playing “You Can Make It If You Try.” Powell was standing by the bar next to the blonde, deep in conversation with Ralph/Rafe/Raf. “So you want to meet Powell?” Joey asked.

“He’s talking to Ralph Fiennes,” I said, blushing. “I don’t have to.”

“Come on,” he said, taking my arm. “Let me just—”

As he started to lead me over, a fey authoritarian raised a glass and tapped a knife against it. Saved by the nell. The DJ turned the music down, everyone got hushed, and a few caterers began distributing the glass trays. I took an extra-full glass. Joey didn’t take any. Stoners have contempt for alcohol. It’s an illogical but universal truth.

“I just want to say congratulations to everyone involved in the production,” the fey guy said. “It was a great run and now we’re going to party till dawn!”

Everyone raised their glasses and downed the champagne. I heard someone shout, “Say something, Hank!”

Powell shook his head no but after a few of the other actors called out “Yeah, Hank! Don’t be shy!” he said, “All right already, if it’ll quiet you children down” and moved to the front of the room. They laughed in an overamused, phony way, and then got reverentially quiet. You get sycophantic when you realize you’re out of a job.

“I couldn’t a done any a this without this stellar cast,” Powell said. His accent was flat New York, but his s was affected, his lips pursed like a theater queen’s. He was like Archie Bunker and Isaac Mizrahi rolled into one.

“You guys were rowdy and you could be tardy—Robby,” he said, eyeing Mira’s brother to another round of raucous laughter, “but your enthusiasm carried me through. It almost gave me a second ulcer”—more overeager laughter—“but it carried me through. You made my first foray into the theater a ride. Not necessarily a smooth one, but a ride. Now leamme the fuck alone and get drunk.” He raised his glass to his lips and the whole cast cheered loudly.

Joey went off to get me a drink and I sat down on an empty couch in a corner. I noticed my wraparound had sunk a little and my bra was peeking out. As I yanked the shirt up, I felt a shadow over me and when I looked up I was face-to-face with the scribe. He was peering at me with a kind of animal interest. I couldn’t believe he’d chosen me over all these stars.

Before I realized quite what I was saying, I told him, “I don’t have anything else for you to bite.”

“We’ll see about that,” he said, chuckling so deeply I almost couldn’t hear it. He squinted at me and rubbed his cheek. His eyes were steely blue-gray and looked like they could kill someone with one quick gaze. “Who are you?”

“My name’s Rachel. I’m a friend of Joey’s.”

He sat next to me on the couch, so close the side of his thigh touched mine. I felt a bead of sweat burst out of my upper lip, and then three more, like the test kernels when you’re popping popcorn. I looked around to see if anyone else had noticed he was sitting next to a total nobody but they were all caught up in conversation, and I wondered whether all of this was the weird hallucination of a groupie. “Are you afraid of me?” he said.

“A little,” I said, looking at him sideways.

“You should be. You should be very afraid.” I couldn’t tell if I was supposed to laugh. “Why did you come here?”

“To see the show, but also…” My eyes felt wide, like a girl in a Keane painting. “But also because I wanted to meet you.”

“And why did you want to meet me?”

“Because I wanted to know if you were like your characters. I’ve seen all your movies.” It was an inevitable but crucial cliché—I figured it was better to seem educated than obsequious without due cause.

“And what’s the verdict?”

“It’s too soon to tell. I haven’t heard enough lines.”

“You’re a politician! You’re very clever! What did you think of my play?” He reminded me of my biblical history professor at RCRJ, Ted Snyderman, who used to call on students randomly and ask us these incredibly specific questions about the reading, inevitably the one portion we hadn’t actually read.

I wanted him to know I was smarter than the average groupie, but he seemed so proud of his work I was afraid to sink his ship. “It—it was a real departure from your films,” I said.

“You didn’t like it.”

“Well—”

“I can handle it. Be honest. I can see the cogs turnin’ in ya head.”

“I guess it just, didn’t quite hold up to what I had come to expect from Hank Powell.”

“That’s right!” he said exuberantly. “It wasn’t meant to!”

“Then why did you write it?”

“I wanted to taste the fruit of something new.” I did too. I just hoped he wasn’t the new of something fruit.

“Are you happy with how it turned out?”

“Personally, yes. From an audience perspective, no. But I answered some questions about my own mortality that have been nagging me since birth. That’s the whole point of art—to answer the soul’s deepest questions.”

“I guess it is,” I said, agreeing with the sentiment if not his execution.

“I’ll tell you one thing, though,” he said. “I’m glad I mounted something.”

“Me too,” I said. “But I hope this doesn’t mean you’ll stop mounting things in the future.” It was the oddest thing. Something about Hank Powell made me want to one-up him. He chuckled and narrowed his eyes, like he was intrigued. I wanted him to toss me to the floor and stomp on me like grapes.
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