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For my Dad







   Part I

Youth is something very new — twenty years ago


no one mentioned it.

— Coco Chanel








   North by Northeast
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Mindy Solomon harbored a trust issue from an early age.

“You always have to give people the benefit of the doubt,” Mindy’s mother used to advise.

“Why?” Mindy would ask. “Isn’t it safer to assume people are going to let you down?”

This was a complicated question for a child to ask, but Mindy had always been full of complicated questions: How do families who live in mobile homes get their mail? Where did moths gather before the lightbulb was invented? Why do you never see a baby pigeon? And, most important, how could someone as nice as her mother, who never had a bad word to say about anybody and whom everybody loved, be stricken with a terrible disease? That was a question that defied any answer. Fish banana. That’s what Mindy’s mother would say when things happened that made no sense.

Before her mother’s illness, Mindy’s biggest concern had been how she would get to ballet class seven times a week. Mindy adored ballet lessons. She reveled in the discipline and the fact that there was always something definite to strive for. One pirouette was achieved, then two. The methodical progression of physical achievement was both satisfying and tangible to her.

Her mother first brought her to a Russian émigré who had trained with the Kirov. His studio was located above a fish restaurant in Coral Gables. ALEXANDER MISCHINOFF’S SCHOOL OF CLASSICAL DANCE and THE FRIENDLY LOBSTER were both featured on the same sign. Once, an unattended batch of live lobsters made its way up the stairs to the ballet school. Little girls can scream, but they scream louder than anyone can imagine when confronted with live lobsters. Mindy liked to remember the lobsters voluntarily returning to the restaurant, their claws clamped tightly over where their ears should have been.

“You must tuck your tush under so no one will know it’s there,” Mr. Mischinoff would say to Mindy while tapping her derrière with his stick, thereby creating a fixation that would remain with her for the rest of her life.

One muggy Miami day in September, Mindy sat calmly in the living room on the sofa and listened for her father’s car in the driveway. Before he had even opened the garage door, Mindy ran out of the house and said in a voice containing none of the emotion a television movie about the subject would demand, “Dad, mom died.”

“Okay,” her father replied.

They opened the door that had remained closed so much of the last year, as if to keep the cancer from metastasizing to other parts of the house, and entered the bedroom. Neither Mindy nor her father wept. They stood there quietly for a few minutes, saying final, silent good-byes, then made their way into the kitchen. Her father picked up the red phone receiver that had never quite matched the café curtains in the way his wife had intended. He opened the address book and began the task that had to be performed.

“Harriet, Rose passed away.”

“Miriam, Rose passed away.”

Mindy watched in silent witness as her remaining parent methodically notified all the people who would be angry if they failed to hear the news directly from him. Mindy realized the term passed away was much easier on the people left behind. The word died, with its book-ending consonants, was too final. Passed away somehow implied the person now lived in another universe. Mindy, however, was unable to even get to passed away. She invented her own personal euphemism: floated up. Mindy preferred to think her mother was hovering above her, perched on a Posturepedic cloud, watching the show.

Mindy was thirteen when her mother floated up. She had never been a gregarious child, and her maternal predicament had made sustaining friendships even harder. So much of a child’s social calendar is created by reciprocal invitation, and Mindy’s mother’s long illness had made hosting play days, birthday parties, and sleepovers impossible. Her mother’s death further ostracized Mindy. Fellow students were sympathetic to her plight — “There goes poor Mindy” was a refrain she often heard whispered behind her in the school corridors. However, nobody actively attempted to engage the glum, sallow teenager in a meaningful relationship. For her part, Mindy felt neither able to experience nor to understand the carefree hysteria enjoyed by her contemporaries.

She was still happiest in ballet school, lost in the individual complexities of new moves that her growing body struggled to master. It was here Mindy developed her plan: Too young to either consider or fear failure, she would graduate from high school, move to New York City, and become a professional dancer. She had no doubt she would land a job in a Broadway show. Other possibilities never occurred to her, like ending up a murder victim, a drug addict, or, even worse, one of those people who bounce around on street corners, wearing a giant hand pointing to the new condominiums.

And so it was, a few years further on, that seventeen-year-old Mindy stood in the foyer of her Florida home, framed by the midpriced luggage she had requested as her high school graduation present, waiting for a dented taxi with questionable suspension to shake her to the airport.

It was the summer of 1980: Ronald Reagan was running for president, Elizabeth Taylor was in rehab, and Sting had hair. Nobody was on the Internet, the ozone layer was thicker, and the Spice Girls were not yet potty-trained. It was not an innocent time, but, as with any year, it was more innocent than the times that would follow.

“Why are you going to New York? What have I done? Is it Smila?” her father asked, as beads of sweat serpentined guiltily down his forehead.

“Dad, it’s not you, and it’s not even Smila.”

Actually, it was partly Smila. A mere year after Mindy’s mother had died, her father had married a Swedish masseuse. Hal Solomon, possessing no psychological means by which to deal with his wife’s tragic passing, had thought the best course of action for both his motherless child and himself was quite simply to replace one wife with another as swiftly as possible. Smila had not been difficult to find, Mindy had noticed bitterly, because Jewish widowers in Florida get snapped up faster than free samples of mouthwash at a garlic convention.

Smila possessed cheekbones that could slice salami and toes the length of fingers. Mindy marveled how, at six feet two inches, Smila could dust the tops of things that average-size women didn’t even know were dusty. Mindy did not begrudge her father whatever happiness he could find. She realized how much he deserved a new life. However, his plan had backfired. Rather than providing Mindy with a replacement mother, his marriage caused Mindy to feel even more disconnected. When Mindy was sixteen her father and Smila unexpectedly produced a baby daughter who had a name that no one could pronounce, and now the three of them were a new family unit. Mindy felt it was time for her, part of her father’s old life that had ended badly, to vacate the building.

“I have to go. There’s nothing for me to do here,” explained Mindy.

“You could go to college. That’s why Grandpa left you that money.”

“That’s not what he said to me before he died.”

“What did he say?”

“He asked me if he was in Canada.”

“He was senile. I know he wanted you to go to college. He wanted you to get a teaching degree so you’d have something to fall back on.”

“Well, all he said to me was that he felt there was a possibility he might be in Canada. I took it to mean ‘Go to New York, be a dancer, and once in a while, face north.’”

It was a family trait to be glib in serious situations. Mindy remembered her mother, bald from chemotherapy, referring to her wig as a fur coat for her head. And in those final weeks, when Rose was too weak to watch television or to read, she had still managed to teach the family parrot, Rover, to moo. Years later, when asked to supply her religious upbringing, Mindy often told people she was “Glibbish.”

The cabdriver honked outside. Mindy hugged her dad tightly and her stepmother loosely. The baby, Vendetta or whatever it was called, cried in the background.

Mindy took one last look at the living room. There was the expensive covered candy dish she had knocked over when she was three that became an ashtray in a house where nobody smoked. Nearby was the beige armchair with the cushion that must never be turned over because of the “barbecue sauce incident.” And there on the wall was the too-perfectly-skin-toned family portrait of the happy three of them, precancer. The old furniture her mother had chosen was grouped into one corner of the room to make way for Smila’s new modern sectional pieces. Mindy expected the old stuff would soon make its way to the garage, after which the Swedish masseuse would probably set fire to it.

Picking up her suitcase, containing mostly leotards and tights, and her shoulder bag, containing her grandfather’s five thousand dollars and a tiny pink rose her mother had once made for her out of satin ribbon, Mindy made her way toward the front door. Her father followed closely.

“You can come home whenever you want to — you can change your mind — please be careful — call me when you get to the hotel.”

He ran his sentences together to make sure he got everything in before Mindy closed the brutalized taxi door. As the vehicle pulled away, Mindy lowered her head, hoping the driver was unable to see her crying in the backseat.








   A Room with No View
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Mindy stood in front of the East Side Hotel for Women. As she stared up at the dirty, red-brick building that had seemed so much grander in the brochure, an ancient doorman appeared at her side. Mindy watched one hand touch the brim of the worn cap that concealed his gray, thinning hair, as the other extended toward the handle of her biggest bag, exposing a thin wrist below the sleeve of a once-green, wrinkled uniform.

“Hello. I’m Ralphie. Take your bags, miss?” the man inquired.

“Yes, thank you,” Mindy replied, wondering whether someday he would call her madam and himself Ralph.

Decrepit, dilapidated, and possibly diseased could all be used to describe not only the lobby of the hotel but also the women in it. Mindy took in a white-haired woman in a shawl crocheting something long and meaningless in one corner of the room and the woman’s companion, sleeping opposite, her arms, legs, and mouth all wide open. To their left Mindy noticed two other crones playing slow-motion checkers, while to their right a bridge foursome appeared permanently frozen either by indecision or rigor mortis. This was not what Mindy had expected. She had imagined something along the lines of the movie Stage Door, in which the young Katharine Hepburn and Ginger Rogers were constantly and giddily bounding up and down the polished staircase of a boarding house for ingénue actresses.

The women of the East Side Hotel could be in a movie, Mindy resolved, but it would have to be called Stage Coffin.

“Hi. Mindy Solomon. I have a reservation for a single room.”

Standing in front of Mindy behind a battered front desk was the type of woman who refuses to admit that time has moved on. Her hair, her makeup, and her clothing had simultaneously achieved what she had considered to be optimum effectiveness, and she had tried to freeze that time. The results unsettled Mindy — eyeliner can enhance, but not when it is allowed to seep; black hair should be a shade of black that is possible in nature, not just in furniture; and surely ruffles after sixty-five were always a mistake. The antique receptionist put down her yellow-paged paperback book and began searching for the reservation.

“When did you make it?”

“May twelfth,” Mindy replied. Mindy had not made a lot of reservations in her life, so the date was engraved in her mind.

“I have nothing here.”

All the blood rushed to Mindy’s head. Luckily, her skull was on duty and kept it inside. She was in a strange city, knew nobody, and was now facing the prospect of sleeping on the street.

“Who did you make it with?”

“A woman who had a voice that sounded exactly like yours,” Mindy replied.

“I wonder who that could have been? I wasn’t on duty May tenth. I went to see my sister in Syracuse.”

Mindy corrected her. “May twelfth.”

“Oh, May twelfth. You said May tenth. Oh, now you see, May twelfth, that was me. Here it is. You’re on the fifth floor,” the woman confirmed. “There are no men allowed anywhere upstairs at any time. If a man is found in your room, you will be evicted from the establishment. If you see a man upstairs, you are to report it immediately. There is an evening meal served in the dining room from six to eight. No men are allowed to attend. Any questions?”

“Where’s the elevator?”

The receptionist pointed to a dark cage behind a sleeping woman. “It’s broken. The stairs are to the right.”

“Ahem.” Ralphie the antique doorman cleared his throat. He was still holding Mindy’s suitcases.

“Not allowed upstairs, miss, so if you’d like to take care of me now . . .” Ralphie stood with one hand extended, palm facing up. Mindy realized she was expected to tip. If anything signaled adulthood, it was this. She reached into her shoulder bag and handed Ralphie two dollars.

“Thank you,” said Mindy.

Thanking people as you handed them money seemed to her excessive, but she was sure that was the way she had seen other people do it.

Five floors and two hundred burned calories later, Mindy opened the door to her room. She quickly closed it and opened it again, hoping she had opened it incorrectly and this time it would be bigger. It wasn’t. It began with a stained sink, middled with a murky window, and closed with a single bed. Mindy felt confident she would not have to do much to keep men out of this room; even men who had recently been to prison would deem it confining. A cockroach wandered up the wall. Mindy wondered whether it was a male cockroach, or whether the bug kingdom had been notified of the East Side Hotel for Women’s all-female policy.

As her face crumpled in disappointment at the thought of living here, Mindy noticed another door on the left side of the room. Her hopes soared. This wasn’t the entire apartment. There was another whole room attached. She had prejudged. She opened the door and discovered the smallest closet she had ever seen. Mindy took a brief inventory; the bathroom was down the hall, the phones were downstairs, and her spirits were in the basement. After unpacking her meager possessions, Mindy went downstairs and called home.

“Hi, Dad. I’m here.” (Are you all right?) “Yes.” (Do you want to come home?) “No.” (What’s your phone number?) “There’s no room for a phone, but you can leave a message with the front desk. I’ll call you soon.”

Mindy hung up quickly so she wouldn’t start crying and went to survey the dining room. It was an orchestra of osteoporosis. Assorted hunched-over women gummed assorted curious meats. Mindy stood a little straighter so as not to catch the hunch.

“You’re not seriously considering eating with this bunch of mummies, are you?” a voice behind her asked.

“Well . . . I . . . um . . . I . . .,” Mindy stammered.

Mindy turned to see who had made the comment. Behind her stood a willowy girl, perhaps only a year or two older than Mindy in actual age, but light-years ahead of her in all the ways that really count. Ursula Duran was the kind of beautiful all young girls dream of being. Her legs were long and tan, her hair was straight and blond, and her teeth were game-show-host white and miniblind even.

“There’s a place ’round the corner that’s much better. C’mon — I’ll show you.”

The place around the corner was a far cheerier cafeteria serving tasty and unfussy food at sensible prices. As Mindy shuffled her tray alongside Ursula’s, pulling a salad and a vanilla yogurt out of Plexiglas prison, the girls talked. And talked. And talked.

On the surface, Mindy and Ursula appeared to be total opposites: Ursula grew up freezing in Minneapolis; Mindy grew up frizzing in Miami. Ursula was a Lutheran; Mindy was a Jew. Ursula could not gain weight; Mindy could. For both, however, impossible situations at home had led them to the East Side Hotel for Women.

Ursula’s story involved a mother too.








   Staying Too Long 
at the Affair
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Eva, Ursula’s mother, had modeled briefly in her native Germany, which was how she had met Ursula’s handsome, advertising executive father, Brandon Holmes.

When Brandon opened the door to his chic hotel suite, Eva was in heaven. She stood on the balcony, gasping at the beauty of the city lights twinkling below. The couple sipped champagne from cut-glass goblets while reclining in the Jacuzzi. They made love three times, then once more in the morning right before Brandon’s flight.

Brandon checked the closet, the drawers, and the bathroom one last time.

“What for are you looking for?” Eva asked, glad that she had studied English at school and unaware that she should have studied harder.

“I’m just making sure I haven’t left anything here that I’m going to miss when I’m back in New York.”

“What about me?”

Brandon took Ursula’s mother-to-be in his arms and assured her, “I’m never going to miss you. I’m sending you a ticket to New York next week. I’ve checked out, but you can stay in the room ’til eleven.”

He kissed her passionately and disappeared down the hallway. Eva flopped down on the sofa and planned her new life in America as Mrs. Brandon Holmes. Three weeks later the ticket had not arrived and neither had her period. She left numerous messages for her paramour at his New York advertising agency, but none was returned. Eva, however, was a determined woman.

“I need seeing Mr. Holmes,” Eva told the receptionist as she stood in the waiting room at Benton and Burton in New York.

“Mr. Holmes, there is an Eva Rossler here to see you.”

Brandon arrived instantly.

“Eva, good to see you.” He threw his arms around her in a friendly fashion. “What can I do for you?”

“What can you do for me? You leave me in hotel room in Germany and I never hear again from you and you are asking me, ‘What can I do for you?’”

The receptionist smiled as she pretended not to listen.

“Why don’t you come into my office?” a panicked Brandon suggested.

Unlike its occupant, Brandon’s office was sterile. With a plank for a desk, a stick for a lamp, and a brush stroke for a painting, the office could have been entitled Portrait into the Psyche of the Uninvolved.

Eva sat down on the backless sofa that was too low and demanded an explanation. “Why I did not hear from you?”

“You didn’t really expect to, did you?”

“Yes. I did.”

“But surely you knew it was a one-night stand?”

“You said you would never miss me because you were sending me ticket to New York.”

“And when I didn’t, what did that tell you?”

Eva’s eyes began to well up with tears. “That you were lying. That you never want to see me or the baby.”

Brandon’s eyes opened wide. “What? But . . .? Surely you were using something?”

“It did not work.”

Brandon did some quick arithmetic. It had been only six weeks since the Munich shoot. He sat back down on his ergonomically correct chair and breathed a little easier.

“I know a doctor who will take care of you. Don’t worry; I’ll pay the bills. I’ll pay your way back to Germany. This little episode is over.”

“No, this little episode is not over. You will marry me, and I will be staying in America.”

“Eva, you’re a beautiful young girl, and believe me, if I wasn’t already married, this would all go completely differently.”

This time it was Eva’s turn to expose her eye whites. “You are married?”

“Very,” said Brandon, as he wrote out a check for a thousand dollars and handed it to Eva. “This should take care of everything. I’m sorry. I thought you knew the ropes a little better. I have to get back to work.”

Eva took the check. Then she took off her dress. Her body was still sensational.

Their affair continued until Eva’s pregnancy started to show. Brandon begged her to have an abortion, but Eva knew that the baby was her trump card. Once that was gone, there would be no chance he would ever leave his wife. Brandon wrote Eva a final check for five thousand dollars, demanding that she obtain an abortion and return to Germany. He would no longer see her or accept her phone calls, he told her firmly.

Eva felt she had no choice but to reveal her existence to Brandon’s wife. On a windy winter’s night, she confronted the rather plain, slightly overweight woman on the doorstep of a mock-Tudor mansion somewhere in New Jersey. In a grand gesture, she flung her coat open, held out her belly that housed Ursula the fetus and announced, “This is your husband’s baby.”

The maid said, “One second — I’ll get Mrs. Holmes.”

Instead of Mrs. Holmes, Brandon appeared at the door and wordlessly slammed it in her face. A few weeks later Eva admitted defeat and married Ted Duran, a junior executive at another ad agency. She had met Ted at a party launching the slogan for a new shape of potato chip: “Square, but that doesn’t mean you are.” Brandon had abandoned Eva that evening when some clients appeared who knew his wife. Eva had turned to Ted for emotional support.

“When will he leave her?” she asked Ted repeatedly.

“He won’t.” Ted replied. “Eventually you’ll realize you should be with me.”

Eva didn’t think Ted was serious, but five months pregnant and with her visitor’s visa about to expire, she accepted when yet again he offered to marry her and raise her baby as his own. They married quietly at a courthouse, and Eva continued to obsess about Brandon. When the opportunity came for Ted to be transferred to Minneapolis, he was sure things would change for the better. He was wrong. Now, not only were Eva’s Brandon dreams over but Eva’s modeling career had departed as well.

At eight and a half months pregnant, the body that was once Eva’s greatest asset was now a waddling watermelon. She hated Ted for making her move out of New York, she hated the baby for ruining her body, and she hated herself for losing the battle for Brandon.

“Things will get better after the baby’s born,” Ted reasoned, and for a while he was right.

Although Eva’s drinking increased, her English improved and she appeared content. She was fascinated with Ursula, at first.

“Look at her,” she would say. “She’s a little me.”

She named her daughter Ursula Duran, determined to keep the exact nature of Ursula’s father a hazy inconsequence.

Eva brought six-month-old Ursula and her touched-up baby modeling pictures into Henderson’s Modeling Kingdom for Children and Young Adults and demanded a contract.

“Look at this exquisite child. Look at this face,” she said, as she cupped Ursula’s drooling baby chin in her hand.

“She is a beautiful baby,” conceded Henny Henderson, as he sat behind his rented desk and scratched his hairpiece. “I think we can do something with her.”

“She’s got good genes,” Eva said, deep-sea fishing for a compliment.

“She certainly has,” agreed Henny, ever mindful of potential ten percent commissions.

When Ursula was six months old, her perfect face was featured on billboards all over Minneapolis, advertising Minnesotan milk. Eva used the money to get away from Ted, whom she soon replaced with someone else who also disappointed her.

As Ursula grew into a beautiful young woman, Eva began to resent her. When Ursula won the local teen modeling pageant and was the top junior model at the largest downtown department store fashion show, Eva refused to attend. Ursula could do nothing to please her conflicted mother.

Matters came to a head, Ursula confided to Mindy, when Eva’s latest husband visited Ursula in her bedroom late one night. Mindy sat in the cafeteria listening wide-eyed, finding it difficult to believe what she was hearing, completely intrigued by Ursula’s racy tale. Did things like this really go on?

“What did you do?” Mindy asked, licking the last dollop of cafeteria yogurt off her spoon.

“I kicked him in the groin.”

“What did he do?”

“He doubled over and made a croaking noise.”

“Then what?”

“Then my mom came into the room, and I told her what had happened.”

“And she kicked him out of the house!” Mindy exclaimed.

“Close. She kicked me out of the house.”

“Why?”

“She blamed me. She blamed me for making up a story about Sig.”

“But you didn’t.”

“Do you think she wants to believe that? Do you think anyone wants to believe she married someone who tried to screw her daughter?”

“Wow . . . You really were caught in a shit storm without a paddle.”

Ursula laughed. “I think the expression you’re looking for is ‘up shit creek without a paddle,’” she corrected.

“I don’t think so,” Mindy responded defensively.

“I do,” said Ursula.

“That’s how we say it in Florida,” countered Mindy stubbornly. “Maybe it’s different in Minnesota.”

“Maybe. Anyway, I like your version best. You’re right. I was caught in a shit storm without a paddle.”

Ursula stood up, and one of her elegant long arms sent the plate that had contained her Caesar salad flying. “There I go again,” she said. “I am such a klutz.”

Previously Ursula had dropped her tray when they had approached the cashier to tally up the cost of their meals. Mindy found Ursula’s awkwardness delightful; somehow it made her even more attractive.

The two women returned to the hotel, sat in a corner of the lobby, and talked until late in the night. Ursula had been in the hotel for a month and was relieved to have found someone of her own generation to talk with. When Mindy finally went up to bed, she was exhausted but content.

For the first time in her life she felt she had truly connected with a female contemporary.








   Falsie Advertising
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The following evening, Mindy found herself waiting for Ursula and Ursula’s new boyfriend Craig in a small bar on Lexington Avenue. She had been disappointed but not surprised to discover that Ursula had a boyfriend. Selfishly, she had hoped to keep Ursula all to herself. Craig’s existence also further delineated the difference in maturity level between the two women. Not only had undeveloped Mindy never had a boyfriend, she had never even been in a bar before.

Mindy surveyed her surroundings, nursing the Tab she had ordered. Above the bar, a small television was tuned to a baseball game. Two stools away, a woman was talking to an imaginary neighbor.

“Son of a bitch,” she said. “You lying, scumbag son of a bitch. Who the fuck do you think you are, you stinking bag of shit?”

Mindy was appalled and fascinated by the woman and her vehement anger. Suddenly the woman arose from the stool and walked toward Mindy.

“You see that son of a bitch? You see that lying, scumbag son of a bitch?”

As the woman pointed to the empty chair. Mindy froze. What would make a crazy lady less angry: to see her imaginary person or not?

“Yes,” Mindy said opting for the former.

“Well, you stay away from him. He’s mine. I don’t want any sluts like you hanging around him, giving him ideas.”

“Yes, ma’am,” a frightened Mindy agreed.

The woman returned to her seat. “Mike, another scotch and soda.”

“Sure thing, Gert,” the bartender replied.

Mindy hoped that Ursula and her boyfriend would arrive before Gert accused her of having an affair with her invisible companion. She kept her eyes rooted to the television as Brooke Shields, looking like a thirty-year-old version of a twelve-year-old, whispered in a sophisticated innuendo, “Nothing comes between me and my Calvins.”

Mindy wondered what it would be like to be beautiful, rich, famous, sexy, and twelve. Gert had a different reaction. She stood up and shouted at the television.

“Slut. You’re a slut. You’re a hairy whore-bag.”

Where were Ursula and Craig? Mindy looked at her watch. They had gone to see The Rose and were due out at five. It was now six-thirty. Mindy started to worry, hoping her new friend had not been involved in any kind of accident. She had yet to learn that when people are late for an appointment, they are never dead. They will arrive eventually and blame traffic.

“Sorry,” Ursula said breathlessly as she and Craig entered the bar. “The crosstown bus was a nightmare.”

Ursula leaned into Mindy and whispered, “So? What do you think of him?”

Mindy looked over at Craig, leaning on the bar waiting for Mike the bartender to take his order. Craig was twenty-one and as unfairly handsome as Ursula was gorgeous.

“Cute, isn’t he?”

Ursula needed no reply. She knew the answer.

“He’s nice too,” she continued. “He’s the kind of guy you can really trust.”

“How long have you known him?” Mindy asked, ready to make a mental note of how long it would take her, once she found a boyfriend, to attain this special feeling.

“Almost a week. We met at a commercial audition, and that was it.”

“That was it?”

“Uh-huh. I’m not coming back to the hotel tonight,” Ursula smiled.

“Oh,” replied Mindy, wanting more information.

“If you want to sleep in my room, you can. It’s much nicer.”

“What?”

“They gave me your room at first, but I said, ‘Forget it, I’m checking out,’ and they came up with this great corner room. I have my own bathtub.”

Craig arrived at their table carrying two wine coolers and another Tab for Mindy. Gert looked on, admiring Craig’s physique. Ursula reached for her drink but instead knocked it out of Craig’s hand.

“Sorry. I’m so clumsy.”

Mindy sneaked another look at Craig as they gathered together things that were absorbent. A person never feels quite as alone as when sitting opposite two people who think they are in love. Craig held both of Ursula’s hands. Mindy was unsure whether this was a gesture of affection or whether he was just trying to stop her from knocking anything else over, but she suspected the former.

Mindy whispered to them all about her experience with the crazy lady at the bar, and Craig laughed heartily and justifiably at Mindy’s curious turn of phrase and look of wide-eyed innocence. She was an unusual raconteur, which left Ursula confused. Not particularly funny herself, it had never occurred to Ursula that being funny was an attribute worth owning. Indeed, she had been schooled that being funny was somehow unfeminine.

“The man is always the funny one,” Eva had always told her.

“The woman is the listener and the laugher; she is there to make the man feel important. The more important a man feels, the more he will give you, in bed and out.”

Ursula had seen Eva laugh at all of her husbands. She had seen her wait on them hand and foot, and she had seen her grow to hate them when they failed to achieve the wealth and position she had envisioned. The ad agency executive, the lawyer, the podiatrist, the souvenir salesman, and now the restaurateur; Ursula referred to them by profession rather than by name. Craig would be a famous actor. Ursula was sure of it. Even if he were not, the strength of her love for him would be completely unaffected. Ursula handed Mindy the key to her room and left the bar draped around her man.

Mindy was amazed to find that Ursula’s room had new wall-to-wall carpeting, freshly painted walls, and bathroom tile seams filled with young grout. Mindy settled into the sofa (yes, Ursula had a sofa) and slept better than she did in the bed in her own room. It was the first night of many she spent on Ursula’s couch. Ursula started seeing Craig so much that she slept in her room only a few nights a month.

Mindy and Ursula’s friendship deepened quickly during their long talks about love and men and relationships. Ursula admitted she had first had sex at fourteen, whereas Mindy admitted she was a reluctant virgin. However, seeing how swiftly Ursula’s focus had shifted from her career goals to obsessing about her relationship with Craig, Mindy decided to put on hold any search for a person interested in deflowering her. She put her total focus on her dancing career.

Every week Mindy bought the trade papers and scoured them for open calls. Her first audition happened two weeks after she arrived in New York. It was held, rather suspiciously, in a hotel room on 57th Street. As Mindy rode up in the creaky elevator she thought to herself, “This is it; this is the way I’ll be killed.”

She searched for room 625, while her hand scoured her dance bag, feeling for anything that might serve as a weapon. Mindy’s fingers curled around a particularly lethal roll of Wint-O-Green Life Savers just as the door opened, revealing four girls in leotards and tights sitting in a waiting room.

“Is this the place for the audition?” Mindy asked.

“Yes,” replied one of the girls. “Armando will be out in a minute. Just change in there and sign in here.”

The girl handed Mindy a clipboard and pointed to a makeshift dressing room in the corner. Mindy signed in and then stepped behind the curtain to pretend she was changing. In reality, she had her dance clothes on underneath her street clothes, since she could think of no circumstance under which being naked in a strange place might be deemed a good idea.

Mindy came out of the dressing room after an appropriate time lapse and took her place among the jobless dancers. She had chosen what she considered to be her sexiest leotard: fire-engine red with high-cut legs and a low-cut front. Though it was sexier than the baggy black T-shirt worn by the girl at the end who was at least forty pounds overweight, it was no match for the see-through crocheted number worn by Contestant Number Two.

Just do your best. What else can you do? That’s what her mother used to say. If they don’t like you, fish banana.

The door at the end of the waiting room opened and Armando and a small blond dancer appeared.

“Thank you very much for coming in,” Armando said to the girl in an nonspecific European accent. “Next.”

One by one, the girls were called into the room. The door was closed behind them, and ten minutes later they were excused. The door opened once more, and the girl in the crocheted leotard came out.

“Could you wait a second please, Suzie?” asked Armando.

“Sure,” Suzie replied excitedly.

Mindy, the last to audition, was now summoned into the room. Shaking on the outside but sure of her talent on the inside, she listened to the instructions. The dark, attractive Armando taught her an adagio. This was Mindy’s specialty. It was a slow routine that showed off her leg extensions and her balance.

“Very good,” Armando proclaimed. “You are very good dancer.”

“Thank you.”

“How long have you been in New York?”

“Two weeks,” Mindy replied.

“And you do not have a husband?”

Uh-oh. Warning signal ahead. “No.”

“Good. Then you will be free to be on the cruise ship for six months.”

Cruise ship? Six months? The audition in the paper had failed to mention anything about a cruise ship.

“Yes,” Mindy heard herself saying.

“Excellent. Just wait here.” Armando stuck his head into the waiting room. “Suzie, come in here, please.”

A freshly powdered and lipsticked Suzie made her way into the room.

“You are both very nice dancers. You do the routine well. Now I have to see it without the top.”

“You want to see it from the middle?” Mindy asked stupidly.

“No, I want to see it with no top. I am not trying anything funny. This is topless adagio act. I have to make sure they are right. They don’t jiggle.”

Suzie and Mindy looked at each other to see what would happen next.

“The ad in the paper didn’t say ‘topless,’” Mindy protested.

“Look, I don’t have time for this babyness! If you don’t want to do it, you leave.”

“How much is it a week?” asked Suzie.

“Five hundred dollars. You get your own room on the ship and meals are free.”

As Suzie lowered her leotard, Mindy excused herself.

Back at the East Side Hotel, Ursula was sympathetic, but only to a point.

“I don’t see what the big deal’s about,” Ursula told Mindy casually as she sketched. “They’re just breasts.”

Ursula had been sketching a lot lately, saying it relaxed her. She was good at it, although she didn’t consider it a talent. “Doodling,” her mother had always called it, dismissing Ursula’s drawing as a waste of time.

“I felt cheap,” Mindy complained.

Ursula tore the page out of her sketchpad and stuck it to the wall with a dozen others. “Mindy, you’re selling the way you move your body. That’s what a dancer does. That’s why show-girls wear skimpy outfits and nuns wear habits.”

“Maybe that’s what I should do. Become a Jewish nun,” said Mindy, examining the drawing. “This is really good, Ursula. It looks just like me.”

“Pfft.” Ursula waved off the compliment. “It’s cheaper than buying posters.”

Mindy decided that Ursula was right about the audition. She had to toughen up and be less inhibited. This could have been her big break. It never occurred to her, and certainly not to Ursula, to blame Armando for failing to advertise in the paper that it was an audition for a topless act.

The next day was Mindy’s eighteenth birthday, and Ursula and Craig took her out to celebrate. Ursula gave her Blondie’s “Autoamerican,” and Craig gave her a Rubik’s Cube. Craig could solve it in under sixty seconds, but Mindy thought it looked prettiest all mixed up.

Mindy was grateful for her friends, but she couldn’t stop thinking about the audition. She went back to her room to practice dancing topless in front of the mirror. If other potential employers wanted to see her breasts, she would be ready. Unfortunately, they did not. Mindy was cut early on in the next four auditions she attended. Winter was closing in and her money was dwindling.

Spirits sagging, Mindy began ever so slightly to panic.

Ursula began to panic as well when a few weeks later she found herself lying naked in a garage in Brooklyn. She had recently landed her first TV commercial. She was to be the Mattress Maiden for a new brand of bedding purported to be so advanced it could actually improve the purchaser’s life. At the start of the commercial, Ursula would be discovered sleeping deeply on a mattress featuring foam rubber–coated smart springs designed to respond on an individual basis to various body parts. Seconds in, she was to be levitated over this magnificent engineering feat, visually underscoring the company slogan, “It’s like sleeping on air.”

To facilitate this heavenly image, it was first necessary to build a plaster body cast that Ursula would wear under her flimsy nightgown.

“Don’t wiggle, or I’ll have to start over,” warned Elliot, the elderly plaster-casting specialist.

“Everything itches,” complained Ursula.

“Good. That means it’s almost ready.”

The timer chimed, indicating that the casting was cooked. Elliot carefully lifted Ursula out of the tub by her shoulders and guided her on to a thick sheet of plastic. He produced a small but sturdy chisel.

“Lay very still so I won’t gouge you.”

Ursula cast her mind back to when she had auditioned for the commercial. She was certain the word gouge had never come up. She would have remembered it. It had been such an easy audition. All she’d had to do was lie on a mattress in front of a bunch of executives. She didn’t believe it when her agent called to inform her she had booked the job. Of all the girls who had lain on the mattress, Ursula had apparently looked the most comfortable. This was a national commercial, and the residuals could keep coming in for years. It was worth a bit of gouging.

Elliot peeled Ursula out of her plaster girdle.

“Shit, this hurts,” complained Ursula, as her pubic hairs were ripped out of her inner thighs.

Ursula showered in Elliot’s small, grungy bathroom located in the back of the garage, dressed, and made her way back to Manhattan. As she sat on the plastic subway chair covered with angry graffiti messages, she contemplated whether to share her good career news with her mother.

“I think I should tell her,” Ursula concluded to Mindy.

“Of course. She’ll be proud of you. You’ve only been here a month and you have a boyfriend, an agent, and a job. All I have is a complex. I’m surprised you still talk to me.”

Ursula stared at the phone, reached for the receiver, and knocked it out of its cradle. She turned to Mindy. “That’s an omen.”

Ursula carefully dialed her mother’s number. “Hi, Mom — me. Hey, guess what? I have some great news. I got a TV commercial. . . . Well, my modeling agent sent me on the audition, and I got it. . . . I know I’m not in a magazine but . . . no, I’m not getting sidetracked. They needed a model to lay on the mattress. . . . No, I’m sorry, Mom. I’m going to do it. . . . No, I’m not giving the public the wrong idea. I’m just lying on the mattress. I’m not fucking on the mattress. Oh, fuck you.”

Ursula hung up on her mother and started to cry.

“She’s such a fucking nightmare.”

“She doesn’t mean anything,” Mindy said, administering verbal aspirin and secretly admiring how well Ursula said fuck. “She loves you. She just doesn’t know how to show it.”

“Why does she rip me apart whenever anything good happens to me? Aren’t mothers supposed to be happy when good things happen to their children?”

Mindy thought about her own mother and how ecstatic she had been when Mindy had won the role of the cowardly lion in her summer camp production of The Wizard of Oz.

“Your mother lives and my mother dies,” Mindy said to Ursula. “If there is a God, he definitely isn’t paying attention.”

Ursula’s makeup call time was six in the morning. Mindy woke up with Ursula at five and held ice packs to her friend’s swollen eyes. A flamboyantly gay makeup artist painted Ursula until she was a goddess, then a quietly gay hairdresser piled Ursula’s beautiful blond hair up on top of her head, pulling down a few tendrils and carefully arranging them with a curling iron until she was an angel. The account executive that Ursula remembered smiling at her during the audition poked his head in the makeup room and gave her two thumbs up. Ursula reveled in the attention. As always, it helped take away the sting of her mother’s behavior.

A lot of work went into floating on air, Ursula noticed. Elliot carefully fitted his plaster creation onto her body. Ursula then slipped her nightgown over the body cast that extended from her shoulders to just under her buttocks. As she lay on the bed, the cast was attached to the hydraulic lift that would rise unseen behind her. The set for the commercial contained a bed placed in front of a light blue cyclorama with cotton clouds dangling on clear wire from the high ceiling in between. The hot, bright lights that pointed at Ursula and the mattress were jiggled, positioned, repositioned and re-repositioned for almost two hours while Ursula did her best to stay perfectly still and not sweat. Finally the lighting director shouted, “Beautiful.” “Thank you,” replied Ursula.

“I was talking about the mattress,” he responded.

Ursula had already learned that in the world of commercials, nothing is more important than the product. The product must always be presented at the zenith of its appeal, because it represents food on the table for the families of the people who make it, market it, and sell it. This was presumably the reason, Ursula concluded, why everybody involved in a commercial shoot always looked so worried.

The director resecured his backward baseball cap that hid his bald spot and yelled, “Action.” A supervisor read the copy aloud, carefully keeping one eye on her stopwatch. All Ursula had to do was relax. She smiled in her pretend sleep.

“Cut,” shouted the director, whose name was John, although he spelled it Johann.

He walked over to Ursula and leaned in, careful not to touch the bed. “Why are you smiling? Is something funny?”

“No, I just thought I should sleep happy.”

“Well, don’t. Just sleep. All you have to do is sleep. Enjoy your sleep, but we don’t have to see it.”

“Okay,” replied a slightly shaken Ursula.

The commercial director, who was certain he should really be a movie director, returned to the chair bearing his name. A minion handed him a glass of water, and Ursula watched him take a self-important sip.

“Action,” he bellowed.

The camera rolled and Ursula slept, this time internalizing her happy thoughts. Twelve seconds into the spot, the hydraulic lift was activated. Ursula began to rise. Her eyes opened wider than if she had seen a ghost.

“Cut,” the director yelled. He walked over to Ursula. “Lover, the idea here is that you remain asleep. This mattress is so comfortable that you’re sleeping on air.”

“I know, but it’s scary.”

“That’s why we’re paying you,” he said, his smile not reaching his dead eyes.

“I’m sorry. I’ll be better next time, I promise.”

Ursula smiled back at the director and wiggled her eyelashes, a technique that had neutralized men who had been annoyed by her in the past. This time it had no effect.

“Could I talk to you for a second, please?” the mattress executive said to the director and the guy from the agency. They huddled in a corner for an impromptu meeting.

“Can we fire her?” the mattress executive asked.

“Elliot, can we talk to you for a second?”

Elliot appeared quickly and joined the three in the power corner. The advertising executive put his hand on Elliot’s shoulder to give the impression of casual camaraderie.

“Elliot, how long would it take you to make a new body cast?”

“A day.”

The advertising executive turned to the mattress executive. “He’ll take a day to make the cast, we’ll take two days to find a new girl, then we’ll have to rebook the studio and the technicians.”

He turned to the director. “Johann, are you available?”

“I can juggle,” Johann replied.

“Ballpark, the whole change will cost you around an extra hundred thousand,” the executive concluded.

“Let’s stick with this girl,” the mattress executive decided quickly.

The director returned to his chair. “Okay, Ursula, you’re doing great. And . . . action!”

The copy was read, the hydraulic lift was activated, and Ursula was raised elegantly into the air. Ursula concentrated on keeping her legs the same level as her body for a full thirty seconds. This took her just over three hours to achieve. A further approved take “for safety” took another three hours because the hydraulic lift became temperamental and started to vibrate. Ursula kept her eyes closed and her legs level, but the shaking seemed uncontrollable. At eight o’clock it was all over, and Ursula never wanted to see another mattress again. In fact, she had already decided tonight to sleep on the floor. Ursula had changed into her street clothes and was on her way out when the advertising executive approached her.

“Great job.”

“Thanks, I’m sorry it took me a while to get my legs the right level.”

“You were terrific. Do you have time for a drink?”

Ursula paused. She was meeting Craig at eight-thirty. “Another time, maybe.”

The executive handed her a business card. “Call me. I’d like to take you to dinner.”

“Sure.”

He’s old but cute, considered Ursula as she continued out the door, unaware she had just been hit on by her father.








   The Happy Hoofer
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Mindy spent New Year’s Eve alone, making resolutions, while Ursula and Craig went to Times Square to watch the ball drop. The second week of 1981 gave Mindy a chance to fulfill the first resolution on her list: “Get into a show.”

Mindy hoped fervently that the audition for a replacement dancer in the new hit musical Heavens to Betsy was the opportunity she had been waiting for. The advertisement in the paper had requested a young dancer strong in ballet, tap, jazz, and acrobatics, and between five foot six and five foot eight. This was uncanny. She was perfect for this job. The paper might as well have included the phrase named Mindy.

However, her previous audition experiences had made Mindy a little wiser regarding the ways of the theatrical world, and when she arrived at the stage door of the Landers Theater, she was not surprised to find over five hundred other young women who also fit the description.

Along with all the other auditioners, Mindy filled out a numbered card and handed it to a tall bald man wearing shorts and a T-shirt reading SO MANY MEN, SO LITTLE TIME. She pinned her number — 227 — to her leotard and joined one of the groups of twenty that the women had been divided into. She was taught a simple ballet combination by an impressive dancer who was the choreographer’s assistant. Mindy made the first cut.

Now her chances were one in two hundred fifty.

The next combination was a jazz routine that showed off Mindy’s turning ability and extension. Again, she escaped elimination. Only one hundred women remained, and Mindy felt her heart muscle tighten. Tap was not her strong point, but she got over the next hurdle and through to the final group of thirty. Four hours and twenty minutes into the audition, Mindy felt she had run an emotional marathon. Now the final thirty were asked to get out their sheet music and sing. Sing? Mindy panicked. The advertisement had made no mention of singing. What was it with these people? Why could they not include all the relevant information in the paper? Maybe she was going to have to sing topless.

One by one, women handed their sheet music to the pianist in the corner, walked out onto the empty stage, and warbled familiar songs to the invisible judges seated in the pitch-black theater. The good news, Mindy quickly realized, was that none of the women seemed in immediate danger of being offered a recording contract. The bad news was that Mindy had no sheet music, and she had never sung anywhere before, unless the shower counted. Her mind raced. She had to pick a song. It had to be a song that she knew well enough to muddle through. It had to be a song that the pianist knew, and it had to be a song she had sung enough times to be confident of the lyrics. It had to be a song entitled “Happy Birthday.”

Mindy whispered into the pianist’s ear. “Happy Birthday.”

“Thank you, but it’s not ’til June,” the pianist replied.

“No, I want to sing ‘Happy Birthday,’” Mindy explained.

“Oh. What key?”

“I don’t know. A good key.”

“Okay. Best of luck.”

As Mindy walked out onto the stage, she realized that her hands had gone numb, as had her feet. Her upper lip began to twitch uncontrollably. The pianist started with a flourish, then carefully plucked out a starting note that Mindy managed to find. She sang “Happy Birthday” very loudly and clearly and, most importantly, on pitch. She then retreated to the wings of the stage and attempted recuperation while anticipating rejection.

“I didn’t know they were going to ask me to sing,” she moaned to Auditionee Number Nineteen, whom Mindy had heard abuse “Oklahoma.”

“They always ask you to sing. I do fine until they fucking ask me to sing. Do you know how much singing lessons cost? I can’t keep them up. My neighbor won’t let me practice anymore, anyway. I start a scale, and she’s on the fucking phone, complaining. Do I complain when she has parties and plays the fucking Bee Gees all night long?”
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