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To David and Bill, mensches both




Love is a rebellious bird


that nobody can tame,


and you call him quite in vain


if it suits him not to come.


Nothing helps, neither threat nor prayer.


One man talks well, the other’s mum;


it’s the other one that I prefer.


He’s silent but I like his looks.


Love! Love! Love!


Love is a gypsy’s child,


it has never, ever, known a law;


Love me not, then I love you;


If I love you, you’d best beware!


The bird you thought you had caught


beat its wings and flew away …


Love stays away, you wait and wait;


when least expected, there it is!


“The Habanera”


Excerpted from Carmen, 1872, by Georges Bizet





1


Beauty


Over seventy, I am considered by most of the world and for most of history, an old woman. I find that all of those things said about getting old are true. I walk by the mirror and am startled to see the reflection of my mother, who died long ago. It is not an unpleasant image. My mother was a reasonably attractive woman—with well-chiseled Russian features. I inherited her fine skin and narrow face. She was a fashionable, well-groomed woman for almost her entire life. Unfortunately, toward the end, she lost most of her memory and allowed bits of dropped food to remain on her clothes. She looked up when I came to visit her at the assisted living facility in suburban Skokie, her once-lively eyes having now taken on a blankness, and said, “Where the hell am I?”


I am terrified of this confusion I saw in my mother at the end. So now, before the memories are lost, and while curiosity still flickers in my eyes, I am trying to make sense of what I did with my life. You see, I have these two essential questions. Who is it we love and why have we loved these people? For me, it was always you, Elliot. Even now, more than sixty years later, with the evidence at last completely gathered, that fact remains unshakable. I do not know if you will hear this story, and if you do, how you will react, but I present it in its entirety and swear, just as in the courts of law you knew so well, that it is truth as I know it. Volumes have been written of such an enduring and obsessive love as mine. Sometimes you and I even discussed them: Nabokov and his Lolita, for example, being the gold standard. But wasn’t it usually a man’s obsession we read of? Women are more pragmatic. We get on with life. We search for the appropriate sperm to unite with our eggs, which are, after all, numbered and won’t (unless stored in a freezer somewhere) wait around unfertilized forever. We get married, have children, maybe get a divorce or two, and, actuarial odds being what they are, become widowed.


Certainly there is pragmatism in my story as well; I may have acted foolishly, but I am not wholly without reason. By many, I was even regarded as a sensible person. I appeared to live life fully, marrying, having children, working in a profession known to help others. But the true tale is one of a passion consuming, painful, and, ultimately, unsuitable. Why you, Elliot? I asked myself again and again. Yes, I am a stubborn woman. But surely, sixty years of unwavering love could not be mere tenacity. As I puzzled over this question, I tried to examine the components of this love for you. I began, of course, with your beauty.


Love is like an economic transaction; we reach more easily for someone in our own range: social, financial, or educational. Race used to be a factor, although in recent times, it is less of a deal breaker. Beauty of the partners is usually part of the equation. A very beautiful woman may jump several strata in social, economic, or educational standing. However, a less attractive woman will rarely be found with a beautiful man (barring some exceptional attributes of money or standing of the female).


There was a relative inequity here. You, Elliot, the boy, were very beautiful and the girl, me, was spoken of as cute. Neither plain nor ravishing. Nice regular features, the nose perhaps a bit on the long side. Small stature, medium build. Thick, dark hair that could not make up its mind whether to be curly or straight. Frustrated by this hair that refused to behave, I kept it rather short, the so-called pixie cut contributing to the impression of cuteness. Clear brown eyes and, my best feature, a wide, ready smile. I was complimented often on my smile. “Judith is such fun,” people would say. The smile made people assume that I was happy, but I’m not so sure about that. It was just my smile.


I am not saying that there was a shocking disparity in our looks, yours and mine, one in which passersby might turn their heads and wonder what on earth you saw in me, but the generally agreed-upon opinion was that you, Elliot, possessed unusual attractiveness. You had no awkward phase, no blemishes, pre-, during, or post-adolescence. You almost always had a dash of color high on your cheekbones, looking as if you’d just come rushing in from outdoors. And you had grand hair, just the right weight so that it settled on your forehead and then was flicked from your eyes with that careless toss of the head. Later, people would call that tousled mane Kennedy hair. Your eyes were dark and heavily lashed, the full lips ready with a self-deprecating smile which showed your even white teeth, never marred by the metal braces found on almost all Jewish children of that time and place. (This information can be verified by anyone growing up in that particular neighborhood of Chicago, West Rogers Park, in the mid-1950s.)


Let me further describe you. Once, in my twenties, I was visiting Boston and found myself with an afternoon unplanned. I walked through the Boston Museum of Fine Arts, browsing the galleries. Suddenly, I stopped dead in my tracks. There, painted by El Greco in 1609 and placed inside a lavishly gilded frame, was a young man. The young man in the portrait was Fray Hortensio Félix Paravicino, a seventeenth-century friar. You, my dear Elliot, were then twenty-five, studying for the New York bar exam and making your first stab at being a proper Jewish husband. No friar. Yet, I saw your face in that of the elegant Paravicino. His broad forehead spoke of his intelligence, while his narrow nose and full lips were those of a poet. El Greco must have been a little in love with fine young Hortensio. How else could he have painted the boy so luminously? Mind you, I’m over seventy, and my knowledge of the digital is not as comprehensive as it might be, but with the Internet, I found Fray Paravicino in just a few clicks and I still concur with my assessment of so many years ago. You, so like that boy painted by El Greco, were undeniably beautiful. Your remarkable face, your long, well-shaped limbs, lovely shoulders, and slim waist, stirred everyone: your mother, father, your two brothers, all of us, even as children.


And me? No resemblance to any famous portraits. However, once you wrote that you’d seen Liza Minnelli in performance at Carnegie Hall. “You look just like her!” you told me. Liza Minnelli. Ugh. Who wants to look like Liza Minnelli?


The first time I saw you was the morning I transferred to Pratt Elementary School. I was ten when we moved to our north side neighborhood, a more prosperous community in Chicago than the one we’d come from farther south in Logan Square. On that first day of fifth grade, my mother accompanied me for the eight-block walk to the new school.


“Nervous?” she asked, going at a maddeningly slow pace in her high heels.


I walked backward to see her face as well as to slow down. I thought about it. “No,” I said. “Just excited. Everything’s different here. Nicer.”


“Good,” she said. “It’s good you like new things. It’s good you’re not afraid.” Then she spit three times into a tissue and used it to smooth down my hair. This gesture was an efficient combination of wishing me luck and tidying me. The fancy new neighborhood would do little to change my mother.


We entered the school office. With amazing nonchalance, she signed a few papers, presented my birth certificate, then gave me a quick kiss and walked out the door. My mother never lingered. Mrs. Zimmer, the principal, a likable lady who I would see only at school assemblies and graduation from eighth grade nearly four years later, guided me through the deserted corridors, her hand resting lightly on my shoulder.


“You’ll like Miss Schaffer,” Mrs. Zimmer said. “You’re a smart girl. I saw that from the report cards your mother brought. Sometimes children find Miss Schaffer strict, but you’ll get a fine education from her.” Oh, dear, I thought. A strict teacher. I began to worry. I’d coasted through school up until then.


Miss Schaffer was a frightening sight at first glance, looking more like a Japanese geisha than a middle-aged American schoolteacher. Her lips were painted a bright scarlet, her face heavily powdered. I remember her hair, dyed vivid orange, and lacquered straight back from her forehead. The tension was relieved when a girl in the back row, a long stick of a girl, jumped out of her seat and waved her arms.


“Judith, Judith. Remember me? It’s Roberta!”


The principal had left the room. Miss Schaffer narrowed her eyes as she peered back at Roberta. “Miss Feingold, if you don’t wish to stay inside at recess today, you will sit down immediately and quiet yourself.”


But Roberta, a child of irrepressible enthusiasm, could not do that. Roberta lived on the same block as my aunt Gussie, who was my mother’s twin sister. Aunt Gussie and Roberta’s mother were good friends, regular mah-jongg partners, and I’d visited the Feingold house several times. Roberta had already been told by my aunt that I would be transferring to Pratt Elementary and she hopped up and down with excitement.


“But I know Judith,” Roberta wailed to Miss Schaffer. “I could show her around. Be her New Student Buddy.”


“Sit down, Roberta. We’ll pick her Buddy later. And it will certainly be someone who can set a better example for our new student.”


“I told you I knew the new girl,” Roberta said in a loud whisper to the child on her left. “She’s a really good dancer.”


Bless Roberta Feingold. Her recommendation got me invited to the weekend slumber parties that were social currency for preteen girls. We danced with each other in carpeted and paneled basements, some larger than the whole apartment my father had persuaded my mother to move to, which was at the fringe of this affluent Chicago neighborhood, barely inside its “good” school district. I didn’t often host the slumber parties, but was regularly included in these Saturday nights of pizza delivery and practicing dance moves we’d seen on American Bandstand.


On that first day at the new school, I obediently sat down in the seat Miss Schaffer indicated. I knew that I had a lot to learn. An only child of aging parents, I was long used to watching people, well attuned to social cues. My eyes darted around the classroom and the well-dressed fifth graders. I tingled with excitement and felt no nostalgia whatsoever for the dingy old neighborhood. Tucking my gray poodle skirt under me, I barely heard Miss Schaffer give instructions for the history lesson. Instead, I watched the classroom clock, slowly creeping minute by minute toward the really important part of the day—recess. There I would meet these exotic new people. Luckily, boisterous Roberta would serve as my unofficial and capable guide.


Recess went well. Roberta and I did a little dance demonstration on the asphalt, my skirt twirling outward. The other girls nodded appreciatively. These girls would populate my world for years to come. However, it wasn’t until after recess that the day’s truly significant event occurred. We’d settled back in our seats, giving up the fresh fall air of the playground for the stale classroom atmosphere. Miss Schaffer had just told us to take out our math books when the door opened and the recess monitor, a plump, grandmotherly type, came in, leading, almost dragging, you by your upper arm.


“This one’s been fighting again. It took two of us to separate them. They were around the side of the school. The other boy is in the principal’s office already,” the monitor said.


“That’s fine,” Miss Schaffer replied frostily. “Leave him here. I’ll deal with it.”


I hadn’t noticed you before recess. I had been too busy looking at the girls, assessing their outfits, comparing myself to them. But now, every eye was on you, a tall, lanky boy, standing in front of the class. It was theater. You were extraordinary looking that day, dressed all in white. What fifth-grade boy dresses all in white? The others wore dungarees or dark slacks. But you wore a dress shirt, long-sleeved and crisply collared. Your pants, now dusty, had also been white, a thin black belt snaking through the belt loops. However, a long tear in your trousers revealed a bloody gash. Blood dripped down your leg and your white cotton slacks were turning red from absorbing it. Certainly it must have hurt; the cut was deep. But you showed no pain. Stoically, your hands at your side, you gazed somewhere off into the distance, seemingly not registering Miss Schaffer or the class. No one giggled or whispered; we sat silent and still, the seconds ticking by.


At last, Miss Schaffer spoke, her voice a low growl, filled with disgust.


“No wonder your mother landed in the mental hospital again. You drove her there, Elliot. You would make anyone go crazy.”


I think we all gasped. I know I did, and the noise seemed very loud, as if it had come from the inhalations of all thirty children. Finally, your composure broke. You cried out some animal sound. I’d like to think you said, “You bitch,” to our teacher, but I think it was just a wordless cry. Then you turned and ran from the room, fiercely slamming the door as you left.


I don’t know where you went that day, whether you ran home, or to the nurse’s office, or back out to the deserted playground. But your pain and sorrow were obvious. Miss Schaffer was such a formidable opponent, looming over you with her size and power, and her cruelty knew no bounds. She hated almost all children, I suspect, but you, that particular day with your leg streaming blood, aroused her greatest fury.


In the coming years, I watched you master the skills needed to achieve success in school and beyond. Your intelligence was obvious and you emulated your brothers, working hard and accumulating accomplishments. You stopped getting into fights, and learned to smile sweetly at teachers, becoming everyone’s favorite. How did you do that? I wondered. As an adult, your success bypassed everyone else’s sitting in that classroom. But back then, in fifth grade, your sorrow was too raw. You were the youngest of three boys, and your mother had been in mental hospitals much of your childhood. Your brothers were older when she first got sick; they had memories of a more intact woman. A toddler when she first became ill, you received so much less from her than did Phillip or Jeffrey. She was either away, in a series of hospitals, or home, sadly pacing the rooms of your apartment, not at all present for a small boy who yearned for mothering. You missed her so fiercely and could not have understood what took her away for such long absences.


Before you ran from the classroom, blood dripping in your path, I stared wide-eyed at the beautiful boy in front of me. Of course, I had already fallen in love. It took root sixty years ago, and yet I can still summon the moment and feel the lurching of my heart. Stupid, isn’t it? Are you smiling at my foolishness? It doesn’t matter. I know I am not the only one who felt that way about you. Probably even Miss Schaffer, in spite of her venom, was a little infatuated herself.


Your brothers possessed none of your dramatic beauty. They were serious boys, studious and impressive in their accomplishments. Phillip was then an eighth grader, and Jeffrey went to the all-boys technical high school in Chicago. It was a public school that held a rigorous entrance exam, and Phillip had already been admitted for the fall. I soon learned who Phillip was and saw him occasionally around school, a bulky bear of a boy who participated in debate competitions and was president of the eighth-grade class. Jeffrey, at sixteen, had already won citywide science fairs and usually had his beaky nose and thick eyeglasses in a chemistry book. All three of you Pine brothers were tall, but only you wore your height gracefully, while Phillip lumbered and Jeffrey stood awkwardly, hunching his shoulders forward, shifting his weight from foot to foot.


My father had waged a long campaign persuading my mother to move, talking about how much better the schools were farther north in Chicago, specifically in the West Rogers Park area of the city. (Saying the schools were better was one of the codes for it being a Jewish neighborhood.) He had to convince her to give up the large, high-ceilinged apartment she loved, as well as the old, familiar neighborhood, a rich stew of Poles and Greeks and Lithuanians.


“You’ll see, Judith will finally be challenged. She’ll be with a different type of child,” my father argued.


“She’s fine where she is,” my mother answered curtly, busily chopping carrots. “Those new buildings have no dining rooms. Only a skimpy square off the kitchen. A dining area they call it, not even a real room. No space for our table. Where will we put the family at the holidays? And where will I shop? Everyone drives out there.”


Again and again she repeated her objections. It was the first time I heard them argue, and it went on for weeks, frightening me. My usually agreeable father persisted. “So, two, three times a year we’ll set up a table in the living room,” he said. “The High Holidays, Thanksgiving, Passover. And I’ll drive you to the stores on weekends. For a little inconvenience, we’ll be in a good, safe neighborhood.”


The apartments Dad dragged us to on the weekends were indeed small and boxy, no trims or cornices like we had in the old place. My father kept using the word modern, but the most exciting feature he could find was sliding mirrored doors on closets. He slid the doors back and forth on their tracks, as if they were clever pieces of machinery. My mother sniffed. Sliding mirrored doors did not impress her. She did not drive a car then, or ever. Moving meant she would give up the pleasure of visiting neighborhood stores and chatting with her friends at the butcher or in the greengrocers. She correctly envisioned her life as a prisoner during the week, waiting for my father to take her on weekends to shop in the new neighborhood. But she finally capitulated, my father’s desire to see me educated in a better school winning out. When my parents signed the lease on an apartment in the swanky West Rogers Park neighborhood of Budlong Woods, they were exhausted by the battle, and school had already started several weeks earlier. I’d answered my mother’s question honestly—I wasn’t nervous about the move. Even back then, I loved an adventure. I’d spent the summer before riding my bicycle in increasingly wider concentric circles around the old neighborhood. Farther and farther I went, thrilled at the space I could put between myself and home, welcoming new sights and unknown territory.


In that first year in the new school, I’d watched you from a distance. Then sixth grade brought us closer. Two important things happened. First, in that Jewish neighborhood of privilege, it was the beginning of parties and boyfriends, children pairing up. You were precocious in that regard, one of the first to have a girlfriend. You chose, or were chosen by, Rochelle Bennett. Rochelle was perfect, yet also sweet. Everyone loved Rochelle. She was already quite curvaceous, one of the first of us to wear a bra. (By the time I got a bra, I had to resort to stuffing Kleenex in the cups and lived in fear of seeing a wadded-up tissue left behind as I exited the floor at school dances.) You and Rochelle made an ideal couple, our own royalty. No one could be jealous, because everyone realized the appropriateness of you two being together. I entered the royal court as the girlfriend of Steven—a good friend of yours back then. Because of our stature, it was Steven’s and my destiny to be paired up. Although Steven was terrific at sports, he was very short and would not get his full height until well into high school. Since I was so petite, I became his girlfriend. Short with short. Beautiful with beautiful. We all hung out together, a loosely defined group of around twenty kids. Just as my family’s apartment was on the edge of the good neighborhood, I was on the edge of that crowd of popular kids. You were at its center.


The all-girl slumber parties now included boys for a few hours—although most parents insisted that the doors to the basement rec rooms be kept ajar. By the end of sixth grade, kissing games began. They happened on the deserted playground where we gathered on spring nights, or in the homes of the more permissive, or distracted, parents. I didn’t much like kissing Steven. In fact, it gave me a queasy feeling in my gut. I worried, too, about how my Kleenex-stuffed bra felt against Steven’s chest. However, you and Rochelle seemed entirely delighted by the kissing. You boldly held hands at movies and later, when Rochelle undressed at the slumber parties, it was obvious that she needed no Kleenex to fill the cups of her bra.


Besides being at the same parties, you noticed me because we were often in competition for the same academic prizes. In sixth grade, there were two classrooms. We’d both been placed with Mrs. Aron. It was clear that the smart kids were with Mrs. Aron. And Rochelle? She was in the other one. After a year of being terrorized by Miss Schaffer, it felt like landing in heaven to be assigned to Mrs. Aron, known to be one of the best teachers in the school.


She spoke French like a native, and taught French as part of our curriculum. Each month, she invited the top students in her French class to a delightful French buffet. She prepared a sumptuous meal at home and brought it to school, teaching us the French words for all that we ate: savory poulets à la diable, crispy baguettes, and heavenly, smooth crème brûlées, which she explained were burned on top on purpose. You and I excelled in Mrs. Aron’s class, although your accent was far superior to my own, and we were always invited to the French luncheons. I loved the checkered tablecloths and candle that she placed over desks pushed together. Somehow she managed to turn that sixth-grade classroom into a bistro, with Edith Piaf recordings playing softly in the background.


The competition between us that year culminated with our shared love of reading. In a contest Mrs. Aron devised, students each had their name printed on a paper rocket ship. When a student completed a book, he or she would write a report in their reading log and hand it in, and if the report was approved, their rocket ship would move upward another level in space. We were all excited about space travel in those years, and Mrs. Aron had covered a board in shiny blue aluminum paper and glittery stars. The student closest to the moon at the end of the year would be the winner. You and I soon left the others far behind. One week, your rocket might creep ahead; another, I’d triumphantly move my ship farther into outer space. The contest was to conclude at the end of May. On the Friday of the long Memorial Day weekend, we both left Pratt Elementary laden with books from the school library. That Tuesday, I excitedly watched Mrs. Aron place my rocket ship onto the surface of the moon. Yours was just inches behind, but you might as well have been in another galaxy. I was the clear winner. At the awards assembly on the last day of school, I was called to the front of the auditorium, and Mrs. Aron hugged me and with great ceremony presented me with my prize: a lovely book about women adventurers. She’d inscribed it, “Judith, may your dreams take you to the moon. Fondly, Sylvia Aron.”


After the assembly, you were waiting for me. “How do you do it?” you asked. “I never saw anyone who could read as fast as you. I’ve watched you flip the pages so quickly, I can’t believe you’re taking in the words. But then you write your reports and Mrs. Aron loves them. Says they are perfect. Is there a secret to reading so fast?”


“I don’t know,” I said, and shrugged. “I’ve always read quickly. My dad’s a fast reader, too. You should see him turn the pages of books he’s reading.” My heart was pounding as I tried for a casual tone.


You shook your beautiful head and stared at me, as if still trying to figure out my secret. “Well, you beat me,” you finally said and sighed. It might have been the first competition you lost. “Your rocket beat mine fair and square. So from now on, Judith, I’m going to call you Rocket.” You pushed open the school’s heavy front door for me. “Come on, Rocky, I’ll walk you home,” you said, and smiled at me.


The admiration on your face filled me with pleasure. I laughed as we left Pratt Elementary together and walked the eight blocks to my apartment building, one of the few times I was happy to live so far from the school. Your family’s apartment was in the opposite direction, but we walked slowly, chattering about the books we were going to read that summer and whatever else came into our heads. We had all the time in the world. It was summer vacation and you had given me a nickname—a ridiculous nickname, but still, a badge of honor. This recognition was a prize greater even than dear Mrs. Aron’s had been.


That year was a taste of things to come. Your nickname from sixth grade stuck, in private you always called me Rocket, sometimes Rocky. For the rest of our lives, our relationship was a cocktail mix of rivalry and loyalty—shaken with a strong dose of passion and resentment.
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Consolation


Your father, Max Pine, was a purveyor of kosher meats on Chicago’s north side. By the early 1960s, his company had six or seven delivery trucks, all of them white, with “Pine’s Meats” painted in green on their sides. A tall, clean pine tree was incorporated into each green P. These trucks were seen in alleyways behind kosher butchers in the Jewish neighborhoods of West Rogers Park, and later into Skokie, the first of the northern suburbs where the Jews eventually began to drift. I sometimes saw men wearing thick, insulated gloves unloading slabs of meat from trucks into freezers in the shops our mothers frequented. Everyone I knew kept kosher in those days; they even perpetuated the myth that kosher meat tasted better. It didn’t, of course; at least not the way steaks were cooked in our homes back then, overdone and chewy, with a faint taste of soap in the meat. I learned what good steak tasted like only when I moved to California a decade later and tried, along with fine filet, still pink at the center, other once-unavailable or forbidden delicacies: avocados, artichokes, shrimp, clams, and bacon, especially bacon. To this day, I am filled with wonder as I remember my first taste of that delight—a BLT: crispy and salty, moist and sweet, all in one bite.


Your family was slightly more affluent than my own. Although Pine’s Meats was a small, family-owned business, run by your dad, along with your uncle Lou, over the years, we saw the number of Pine’s meat trucks increase. The business supported both families comfortably, each with several kids to put through college. However, though you rarely mentioned it, your family had an additional burden: the private sanitariums and doctors required by your mother. Your father worked hard for his family. As in most households of that time and place, there was reverential guilt toward our fathers. The men of the neighborhood, including your dad and my own, worked at backbreaking jobs. It would take another generation before the Jews we knew no longer toiled at this kind of labor and became professionals: doctors, lawyers, academics.


My father, along with two cousins, owned an army-navy surplus store: three floors of dusty cots and tents and work boots. None of the mothers, including my own, were employed outside the home. They stayed in their houses cooking and cleaning, perhaps getting together a few afternoons a week for card parties and mah-jongg. When the men arrived at the end of the day, they were greeted with a drink, usually a whiskey, neat, and the promise of quiet. Kids knew that they should stay out of Dad’s way until dinner was served. You could see the fatigue on those men; they didn’t hide it as they trudged up the stairs, and we respected it. I find my grandchildren oddly lacking in respect for their parents’ labors. In fact, parents today seem apologetic for being tired after a hard day earning a living. They feel they should be always available, on call for the children. Ah, but that’s me being cranky. Maybe it’s better this way; maybe their kids will appreciate their parents’ availability. (I doubt it. But we’ll see.)


Once I ate dinner at your home. We were in high school, both of us sixteen years old and ardent members of a Jewish youth group. Your brothers had also been in this group, a Zionist organization. We met weekly in the basement of our local synagogue and pretended to be pioneers. There, we danced energetic Israeli dances, kicking high into the air, and singing heroic songs, like we were settlers of the holy land. We organized car washes and bake sales to raise money, which was sent to help the brave Israelis who were, we were told, making a Garden of Eden in the desert.


You were a rising star in the American Zionist Youth, impressively making your way up the organizational ladder. First, you became the local chapter head of AZY, then the Chicago area president, and now, you were preparing your candidacy for regional. At the Midwest Regional meeting, to be held later that month at the Hilton in Chicago’s loop, hundreds of Jewish kids would listen to campaign speeches by ambitious young teenagers from communities much like our own in Cleveland, Detroit, or Milwaukee. They would scream and cheer for their candidate and then elect new leaders.


I was at the Pine house almost every afternoon because you had mistaken my lovelorn eyes for devotion to the cause of Israel. You’d appointed me your campaign manager, and we spent days with magic markers and poster boards. I’m ashamed to admit that, despite our fervor, we came up with nothing better than “Pine Is Fine,” but I copied the same straight pine tree onto posters for the delegates to wave up and down as was seen on the white trucks plying our neighborhood with brisket and flanken.


The sun had already gone down one late fall afternoon when your mother stood in the shadows of the doorway to your room. We were busy making banners and placards. I remember that Mrs. Pine had the habit of standing very still when she entered a room, waiting until she was noticed. I looked up and saw her first. You were still working, your head down and talking a mile a minute, as you always did.


“I think we’ll get the delegates from Indiana,” you, ever the politician, said. “South Bend and Hammond at least. No problem there. They really have a leadership vacuum and besides, all those Indiana kids know me from summer camp. But I’m not so sure about Ohio. What do you think about that curly-haired girl from Cincinnati? Nancy something or other? Man, those Jewish kids from Cincinnati sure are organized.”


Your mother was tall and had the palest skin. With her elegant features and long limbs and torso, you resembled her. That day, she was wearing a clean white apron tied over a dark green housedress that buttoned down the front. The dress hung on her, much too large for her slim frame. She stood still, her hands at her sides, listening and watching her youngest son with the same adoration I imagined was on my own face. Then her eyes moved to mine and she gave me a small smile.


“Judith,” she said softly and shyly, “it’s nearly time for dinner. Why don’t you call your mother and ask her if you can eat with us? One of the boys will drive you home later.”


My heart began to beat quickly. Although you and I had often done school or youth group projects together, I’d never before eaten dinner with the Pine family. You still had an off and on romance with Rochelle Bennett, who also was in the youth group, and seemed to get prettier every year. These dynamics were tricky, since Rochelle and I had become friends—close enough for me to have heard intimate details of her relationship with you.


“Elliot likes to French kiss,” Rochelle had confided as we refreshed our lipstick in front of the mirror in the girls’ bathroom. “He knows how to do it good, too.”


Of course, when Rochelle spoke to me this way, I never allowed myself to appear to be coveting you. That would be laughable. After all, you two were the King and Queen. Instead, as usual, I settled for less glamorous boys, such as Jordan, my current boyfriend. Jordan was an intellectual who wore thick glasses and expertly played the accordion. (Although today accordion playing has become somewhat of a joke, I remember that back then it was played by many kids, especially those whose families couldn’t afford a piano.) Jordan and I had become so inseparable that when our temple youth group sat on the floor in a circle and sang the old spiritual “Swing Low, Sweet Chariot” and got to the line “I looked over Jordan, and what did I see,” everyone gleefully shouted in unison, “Judith!”


I also hesitated at the dinner invitation because I didn’t want to make more of a burden for your mother. By this time, it was common knowledge that Mrs. Pine was not well, although none of us had a name for her sickness. But she had invited me to dinner, so I supposed it would be okay.


You lifted the stencil from the poster we were working on. “Hi, Mom. I didn’t see you standing there. But that’d be great. We can keep working on the posters after dinner. Okay, Rocket?”


“You’re sure, Mrs. Pine? Is there enough?” I asked.


“One thing you can be sure of, Judith, there’s always enough meat in this house.” And with a little smile, she was gone.


At dinner, I watched everything carefully, excited to see how your family ate their meal. My own house was too quiet. There was uninteresting conversation with long silences in between sentences. I felt pressure to fill those silences at home and usually wished I had more accomplishments to speak of at the table, as this is what made my parents more pleased than anything else I could say. Dinner at the Pine house was different, a big, rowdy affair, with three large sons (both your brothers, Jeffrey and Phillip, were by then at the University of Chicago in Hyde Park and often came home for a meal) and your even larger father. Mr. Pine was the biggest and bulkiest man I knew. He wore a white T-shirt to the table and had massive forearms and a broad forehead. His thick, curly hair made his already large head, huge. Your mother set a plate of well-done roast beef and a bowl of steaming whole potatoes boiled in their skins, in front of your father. She didn’t completely sit down, but rather perched on the edge of her chair. Suddenly, she took a sharp breath in and said, “oh” softly and went quickly back to the kitchen. She returned with an oven mitt on her hand and carrying a cookie sheet of hot rolls. The rolls were almost, but not quite burned.


The conversation continued, everyone, except your mother and me, weighing in about your upcoming election. Suddenly, Mr. Pine stopped speaking and put down his knife and fork. He stared at your mother and there was an ominous silence for a few seconds before he spoke.


“No greens?” he asked, his eyes scanning the table as if he might have missed them. “No greens tonight, Helen?” he repeated.


She flinched as if he’d struck her. “Oh my goodness. I’m sorry, Max. I’d been feeling I’d forgotten something all afternoon. I couldn’t think what it was, but I felt so unsettled. Judith, please forgive me. I didn’t make a vegetable. Or even a salad.” She put a hand up to her mouth, covering it.


All three of you boys spoke at once, interrupting one another.


“Mom,” Phillip said, “I can cut up some lettuce.”


Jeffrey broke in, “This is fine, Mom. Fine. You know I hate vegetables. Don’t worry about it.”


Phillip tried to finish his idea. “You want me to go to the kitchen and cut some lettuce?”


You reached for the breadbasket and, stuffing a roll into your mouth, mumbled, “Good rolls, Mom. Like the rolls a lot.”


“Oh, Elliot,” your mother answered tiredly. “Don’t talk with your mouth full. They’re just packaged rolls from the supermarket. And nearly burned at that.”


“Well, I like potatoes, Mrs. Pine,” I said cheerfully. “I wish my mom made potatoes more often,” I said, digging a big forkful from my plate.


“Call me Helen, dear,” your mom said, and stood up, smoothing back her hair. You had your mother’s dark, shiny hair. She wore it long, unlike most of the other mothers, including my own, who had their hair cut short, then set in curlers once a week at the beauty parlor. They wrapped their heads in toilet paper at night, so that the lacquered helmets wouldn’t get mussed. Your mother’s hair fell to her shoulders, but it was parted severely in the center and pulled tightly back behind her ears with bobby pins. Her hair might have been pretty, had it been loose around her face, but the bobby pins flattened it, pulling the skin taut at the sides of her face. She was such a tall, angular woman, her elbows and clavicle prominent, the skin stretched tight over them as well.


Standing stiffly behind her chair, your mother gave me another of her small, shy smiles. “You’re a lovely girl. I’ve enjoyed having a girl at the table, Judith. All these booming male voices every night. It tires me. They’re quite loud, aren’t they?” She untied the apron from around her waist and placed it over the back of her chair. “Now don’t you get stuck doing the dishes, dear. Just leave them in the kitchen. I’m going to lie down for a little bit. I like to do the dishes later, when I can’t sleep. It gives me something to do. I’ll be very angry if I see you’ve done those dishes, Judith. You and Elliot just work on the posters tonight. That’s what’s important.”


She left the dining room, and you followed her with your eyes as she shuffled soundlessly down the hallway in her slippers. We heard the bedroom door open and shut. At the table, everyone was quiet. The only sounds were our knives and forks clinking against the china.


Slowly, you and your brothers wound up the conversation again. You spoke about Chicago’s mayor, Richard Daley, politics of one sort or another always being a prime topic in your family.


“Do you think Dick Daley can be re-elected?” Jeffrey asked, wiping his mouth after taking a long drink of water. “Despite all the scandals?”


“Sure,” Phillip answered. “The Democratic machine still has plenty more good years left in it. Scandals don’t hurt Daley.”


Then your father spoke, interrupting his sons. “It’s good that she gets reminded about the greens,” he said gruffly. “You boys need a balanced diet, with all you do. Those treatments of hers, they played hell with her memory this time. She specifically told me she wants to be reminded when she forgets things.” He placed his large hands on either side of his empty plate, clenching the edge of the table tightly.


“I’ll make a list for her,” burly Phillip said softly. “I’ll write everything she has to do for dinner on a paper and I’ll stick it up on the refrigerator.”


We finished eating. You were the first to stand and you began to clear the table. There was a swinging door from the dining room into the kitchen, and when you went through it, the door swung shut behind you. Then we heard a long whistle. “Will you have a look at this,” you called and came back out through the swinging door, carefully carrying a beautiful pie with both your hands. You set it down right in front of your father. We all stared at it, the perfection of the strands of dough on the top crust woven over and under one another, the juice oozing lushly through the lattice.


“Peach,” your father said, after he leaned over to smell it. He pursed his lips. “She knows it’s our favorite. You like peach, Judy?” he asked me.


I saw your mother just once more while we were in high school. It was a couple of months later, the following January. Not surprisingly, you had won your election, making a thrilling speech about supporting the young State of Israel, inspiring everyone who listened. Your voice, even then, was mellifluous and there was not a sound when you spoke, even in a room full of antsy teenagers. At sixteen, you became the Midwest Regional president of American Zionist Youth. Still a boy, you wore a suit and tie and got on planes to far-off places like Kansas City and Omaha, Nebraska. You even carried a briefcase, for God’s sake. You attended national conferences and conventions and eventually were appointed the youth delegate for some prominent adult Jewish organizations. High school must have seemed tame on Monday morning for a kid who’d been treated like a celebrity on the previous weekend. You were like a rock star for Jewish girls in ten states. Handsome and charming, you could work a room with remarkable aplomb; and you had that hair that you tossed off your forehead or raked your fingers through casually. You remembered the name of every person you met during that year when you were regional president, and would speak that person’s name while looking them in the eye, a remarkable quality for a teenager and one you later found useful in your illustrious law career.


A few weeks after the election, your parents threw a victory party. The apartment was packed with teenagers, parents, and local Jewish leaders. Everyone took off their winter coats and piled them on top of the bed in your parents’ room. After I unzipped my own bulky parka, I stood in front of the oval mirror above your parents’ maple dresser. I didn’t see how I was going to face this party. Yesterday, my skin had betrayed me. There was a red circle, about the size of a half dollar, extending from my cheek to lower jaw. I wondered if people might think it was a hickey; Rochelle had once come to school with a hickey on her neck and no one seemed to think any less of her. She was nonchalant about the evidence of her passion, proud of this proof of your ardor, not even bothering to cover it with makeup or to pull up her collar.


But my mark was not a hickey. On the contrary, it was the disgusting symptom of a fungal infection and just a bit too high on my neck to cover with a collar. I’d been babysitting children who had a cat. The cat was one of those creepy felines that slinks up and rubs against you if you stay still. After I put the kids to bed, the cat pushed itself under my palm, trying to get me to pet it, desperate for human touch. I was watching television and nodding off when I’d felt the cat nuzzle up against my face and neck. Ugh. The cat had ringworm, which left behind an angry, itchy circle. I was enormously lucky, the dermatologist said. If the ringworm had been on my scalp, I’d have had to shave my head in order to treat it. Why me? Stuck with this stigmata and I didn’t even like cats.


I walked down the hallway to the kitchen, the ringworm side of my face to the wall. There was your mother, pouring water into an industrial-sized coffee percolator. She swung around, her sad eyes suddenly brightening. She seemed enormously pleased to see me, as if all evening she’d been waiting for me to arrive.


“Judith, I’m so glad you came. I was just thinking about you. I don’t think Elliot could have won without you. You must be the hardest-working girl in the entire organization. Come here and let me hug you. I’m so proud of all you did to get him elected.”


“Be careful, Mrs. Pine,” I said and pointed to my cheek. I lowered my voice to a whisper. “Ringworm. It might be contagious. I’m not sure. Doesn’t it look awful?” I asked. “I feel like a leper.”


“Oh, you poor girl,” she said. “It must itch. But Judith, I didn’t even notice it. That sweater you’re wearing. It’s a perfect green with your dark hair. Apple green, I’d call it. That’s all I see—how lovely you’re looking tonight in that nice sweater. I didn’t see the ringworm at all.” She enveloped me in a warm hug.


My own mother had flinched when she’d seen me go out the door that night. “Are you sure you ought to be going out in public with that thing on your face?” she’d asked.


Your mother made me feel better and we stayed together in the kitchen all that night. It was warm and smelled deliciously of coffee and rugelach and brownies. She made the night tolerable. I know you mentioned me when you gave your thank-you speech. I heard you call my name, but I didn’t leave the kitchen and walk through the swinging door. Mrs. Pine glanced over at me, but I shrugged my shoulders. She nodded and went back to scraping and washing dessert plates. I dried, then put them away in the cabinets. The two of us kept a nice rhythm going. After the plates were done, we took a break and she poured me a mug of steaming coffee and I added cream and two heaping spoonsful of sugar. Side by side, we leaned against the counter and ate the flaky rugelach which we held over napkins, speaking comfortably to each other. At ten o’clock, when I could hear the party breaking up, I went into the Pines’ bedroom and extracted my parka with its fur-lined hood from the rest of the coats piled on the bed. I pulled the zipper all the way to the top, so that it covered my neck and part of my face when I said my goodbyes. You were off in a corner, talking to some important-looking men with yarmulkes on their heads.


Later that year, several of us from youth group were asked to be counselors at the big Jewish camp near Oconomowoc, Wisconsin. The camp was called Avodah, the Hebrew word for work, indicating that the camp was like a workers’ collective in Israel; we weren’t actually supposed to be having fun. Instead, we were to be serious of purpose and to sweat and create like settlers in Israel were doing.


To my surprise, that summer I discovered I loved the outdoors. My parents had done little to show me the joys of nature; never once had I been camping. You couldn’t blame them; their own immigrant lives had been full of such threat and insecurity that staying in the city seemed safer, more predictable to them. Who knew what lurked in the woods of America? Russia’s woods had been dangerous enough, and there they knew their enemies: wolves, Cossacks, and anti-Semites.


By then, Rochelle was tiring of youth group and hadn’t gone off to summer camp with the rest of us. She was starting to meet college boys through her older sister, and had begun a job at a steak house in downtown Chicago. (Here I would like it noted that another of my mother’s prophesies has come true: back then when I bemoaned my own lack of breasts, she’d tried to reassure me by saying, “You’ll see. Those girls with their big chests and movie star looks, they’ll burn out early.” My dear, annoying mother was, as usual, right. At our recent high school reunion, I saw Rochelle. Her skin was leathery and tough, that of a lifelong smoker; and her breasts, though still impressively large, sagged, no longer possessing the perky upward tilt of her youth. I apologize, Elliot, for I am not proud of my lack of charity on the issue of Rochelle, but it was reassuring to see that the years have spared none of us, not even Rochelle.)


That August at Camp Avodah, I was seventeen, and after we got off the bus from Chicago, I blissfully found myself assigned to a cabin in a lush pine forest. I’d had no idea that nature could make me so happy. I gazed up at the vast Wisconsin sky. The blanket of stars overhead was a miraculous new invention to me. After I’d gotten my campers settled that first night, I pulled on a sweatshirt and headed back outside. There was an all-staff meeting scheduled for ten thirty that night. Junior counselors had been assigned to patrol the cabins in shifts, making sure the children were safe and asleep. Everyone else was to report to the meeting with the camp director. You and I met on the way to the dining hall.


“How’s your group?” you asked, waiting for me to join you on the path.


“Sweet girls. Eight-year-olds, most away from home for the first time. A few sniffles, but I think they’re going to be okay. I love it here, Elliot,” I added.


“Me too. It’s cool that you came this summer. Avodah is my favorite spot anywhere. I count down the months until it’s time to come back. Can you believe all this?” you asked, and waved your arm across the night sky I’d just been staring at with wonder. You and the sky made me breathless. “Come with me, I want to show you something.” You fished a small flashlight from your back pocket and shined it on the ground in front of us, then ducked and took my hand, guiding me into the thick trees. There was a pillow of pine needles under our feet. We sat on the soft ground and you turned off the flashlight. Above us, there was an opening in the trees, a window. I looked up, marveling at the stars, more than I had ever before seen.


There, among the fragrant pines of the Wisconsin woods, you kissed me for the first time, putting your hand under my head as we lay on the soft earth. Our kisses became deeper and longer. The little opening in the woods became the whole world and nothing besides that spot existed for me. For how many years had I imagined kissing you like this? I’d listened to Rochelle describe your embraces, then dreamed it was me. Only this was better than I’d imagined. We were in a place of beauty that I’d not known existed until this very day and I was enveloped in your arms. I stopped thinking about the time, or the meeting, or anything else besides your lips and the moist, humid air surrounding us, laced with its ever-present piney smell. You slid your hands under my shirt, cupping my breasts gently, and I felt myself lean into your hands. Then, abruptly, you stopped, sat up, and shined your flashlight onto the face of your watch. I covered my eyes, the light from even that small beam shocking me.


“What?” I asked.


“We’ve got to go,” you said urgently. “Right now. Leonard hates it when anyone shows up late for staff meeting. He goes apeshit when people walk in after he’s started.” You reached down and pulled me from the ground. We hurriedly rearranged our clothes, brushing off our jeans, and then you took my hand and we ran toward the cafeteria. It was the only building in the campground ablaze with lights, and these lights muted the star-filled sky.


Two important things marked our late entrance to the meeting. First, you and I established on that first night of camp that we’d become a couple. The other girls’ eyes met and brows were raised. It was a formal announcement of our new status. By entering that dining hall late and together, with a few stray leaves stuck to our sweatshirts, news of our romance was broadcast loud and clear. I floated into the meeting, cruelly ignoring poor Jordan, my clueless accordion player boyfriend, who’d been saving a spot for me beside him.


The second occurrence that marked that night was that I did arouse the anger of Leonard Chover, the camp’s director. Leonard was probably a decade older than the rest of us and was a real stickler for rules. He was a doctoral student at the University of Chicago. When he wasn’t at camp, he was doing research at the Orthogenic School in Hyde Park. This esteemed school, led by the famous German child psychiatrist, Bruno Bettelheim, treated children with severe emotional needs. Leonard, himself, wanted to work with emotionally disturbed children when he became Dr. Chover. That night, he marked me as a troublemaker, someone he’d have to keep an eye on.


“I believe I called this meeting for ten thirty,” Leonard said and squinted at me sternly under his thick, bushy eyebrows. “Was there some difficulty in your cabin? What did you say your name was?” I felt his disapproval directed solely toward me. You, Elliot, obviously, had special status with Leonard.


“Judith Sherman. Everybody in my cabin is fine. I have the eight-year-olds. A little homesickness, but it all seems normal.” Every set of eyes was upon me. I shrugged and sat on the floor, trying to disappear into the crowd.


“You’ve already missed a lot of information, Judith. It’s Elliot’s third summer here. He knows the rules, the routine. But I hope your lateness is not an indication of a casual attitude. I insist that my staff take its work with children very seriously. We have a huge responsibility and I don’t tolerate casual attitudes. I also don’t consider homesickness to be at all trivial. Everything that happens to these children can be cause for later trauma.”


At that, I choked back a laugh, but then saw a small frown on your face. Fortunately, Leonard had turned from me and continued his lecture, speaking on and on about abandonment and childhood separation issues. Attachment disorders and other crap like that. Almost every night, he got us together in the cafeteria, asking us to “process” (that was his favorite word) the children’s interactions of that day. He talked about our suburban Jewish campers as if they were the fragile and emotionally wounded kids he worked with at the Orthogenic School. This psychological jargon was completely new to me and made no sense. I sat on the floor with the other counselors, ready to scream, desperate for Leonard to release us back into the beautiful evening, staring at the big dining hall clock and wondering how much time you and I could steal under the trees before we had to rush back to our cabins and the children.


One night, as Leonard was analyzing whether little Rosalyn Goldstein, a dramatic twelve-year-old from Highland Park, was really making a veiled suicide attempt when she refused to swim back to shore from the deep part of the lake, I caught you glancing in my direction. I rolled my eyes, sure you agreed with me about Leonard’s tediousness.


When we were released, I pushed open one of the screen doors to leave the dining hall and muttered to you, “God, I can’t believe how long he talked tonight. Leonard goes later and later each meeting. And he’s so serious all the time. This is summer camp, isn’t it?”


“I don’t know, Rocky. Leonard can teach us things. Don’t forget, he knows a lot about kids. We have to be sensitive to their issues. You know, being away from home, some of them for the first time.”


I looked up at you with surprise. “I guess. But now it’s midnight and you and I haven’t had a minute together in two days. I just wish we had more time together,” I said. “I never see you.” I heard my voice. I was whining. How quickly we’d gotten to this—me asking for more than you were willing to give. Your lips tightened. I saw your displeasure.


You rubbed your eyes. “Believe me, I’m tired, too, Judith. And I still have to finish the program for Friday night’s service before I can turn in.” To my dismay, you picked up your pace and joined a group of counselors who were walking ahead of us and laughing at something, leaving me behind. You didn’t wait for me and walk me back to my cabin, as you usually did. The precious moments I had become accustomed to at the end of the day, when you pushed me up against a tree and we kissed feverishly, would not happen that night. I watched you go farther up the path with the others, then I noticed Jordan. His eyes also followed the laughing group before he turned to me with a look of commiseration.


“Elliot’s a big deal here,” Jordan said. “He’s been coming to Avodah forever.”


I looked at Jordan. “Yeah, I know. But thanks, Jordie,” I said, and we smiled at each other helplessly.


That was our first fight—me asking you for more than you gave.


Another important dollop of wisdom my mother had dished out was that a couple’s first fight would inevitably be the same fight they’d be having until the end. I’d heard her say this to her lady friends: “You should have paid good attention to your first fight. Then decided whether you were willing to keep having it. Because you will—you’ll have that same argument over and over.”


Despite that tense beginning early in the session, there were other nights with you, hours under the stars that made me crazy with desire and love. One evening, very late, we sat on a patch of grass near the lake, leaning our backs against a stack of silver canoes. On the side of each canoe, the words “Camp Avodah” had been stenciled in shiny red paint. You balled up your sweatshirt and placed it behind my back, then put your arm protectively around me. We watched the moon rise over the lake, its reflection a perfect circle on the still water below. You brushed your lips softly along my neck. Even though the Wisconsin night was warm and humid, I shivered. I still shiver at the memory. The words came into my mind with great clarity: this is what love feels like. This is it, this exact sensation sitting by the lake with Elliot. This Is Love. I have never forgotten that night or those words. Yet when I saw you in the daytime, I understood that I was to keep it light, make no demands. It surprises me that at only seventeen, I already knew those two things—what love feels like and how I must not kill it with demands. My love for you was already bundled together with restrictions.


Two weeks later, we rode the camp bus back to Chicago. I made sure that I was jovial and sang every Avodah song energetically with the children and other counselors. I was expert at the hand and body motions that went with the silly camp songs and I was a popular song leader. I learned that I was not to complain. You liked me to be cheerful and you liked it when I was funny. When we arrived back in the city after our weeks in Wisconsin, I gathered my sleeping bag and duffel from the pile at the bus stop and scanned the crowd for my parents. I gave you a quick smile and wave. No longing stares, no desperation. I would not park myself by the telephone when we got home. I had other projects. College applications, for example. There was much to do.


Later that night, the phone did ring. I was sorting through my camp clothes before tossing them into the hamper. Everything was covered in dust. I’d been shaking the dust from my clothes into my duffle bag, so the camp dirt wouldn’t fall onto the carpet, making work for my mother, who was always obsessively cleaning. When I heard the phone, I got up and stood in the doorway of my room, listening.


“Yes, it’s me. Hi, Rose. No, no, I didn’t hear a thing. What’s the matter? Rose, why are you crying? What’s going on?”


I walked into the kitchen. My mother was slumped down on the small chair she kept next to the telephone. She’d gotten very pale. Rose was the synagogue secretary, and a good friend of my mother’s.


“Oh, my God,” my mom said. I immediately felt a premonition of dread, and had the feeling that this news was going to be more than I would know how to handle. “Terrible. Just awful. Yes, of course I’ll tell Judith. Thank you for calling.”


She looked up at me, and although this was a rarity, I saw tears falling. “Judith, that was Rose. From the Temple. She was calling to let us know bad news. Helen Pine has killed herself. That poor, unhappy woman committed suicide. And those poor sons. You’ll have to go over there and see Elliot.” Then, seeing my stricken expression, she added softly, “Not now. Maybe tomorrow.” She reached up for my hand and I stood looking down at her, frozen.


It was then, when your grief for your mother was still so fresh, that we discovered an important part of our relationship: consolation. I gave you whatever solace I could and I discovered something surprising about myself: I was actually quite good at consolation. Maybe that’s why I became a social worker. Your grief didn’t scare me half as much as I expected. In the weeks and months that followed your mother’s death, I was able to fill some terrible hole for you. Your father and brothers walked around the apartment aimlessly, trying to avoid each other, yet caroming off one another like pieces in an air hockey game, while you and I spent hours together quietly in your room.
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