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Chapter One






Dina Aharoni Wasserman




Millburn, New Jersey, October 1978


Dina knew she should have changed out of her sweatpants, but they were the only comfortable bottoms that fit over her still swollen abdomen. The facial mask she wore—a dark sea green—complemented her auburn hair rubber-banded high up on her head. Rob’s athletic socks and a sexy silk pajama top with matching circular stains, one over each nipple, completed her outfit. She reached to pick up a box of tissues and caught a glimpse of herself in the mirror. How lucky he is to have me.


She headed down the hallway to check on the children. Allie, four, was in the bottom of her bunk bed sleeping in her usual pose, one leg under the other poking out from the covers. Two-year-old Zoe lay on the other side of the room in a small daybed that had recently been converted from crib number one. She sucked her thumb contentedly, snuggled in with the ten or so stuffed animals she refused to sleep without. Dina sighed, feeling truly blessed.


Daniel, two months, lay peacefully next door. She was tempted to pick him up, physically drawn to this little drooling being by an invisible thread. Instead, figuring she had at least an hour before his crying summoned her, she headed back to her room and the Halloween catalogs on her bed. Allie wanted to be a superhero and Zoe, a ballerina. A funky bib would do for Daniel. Maybe some colorful socks.


Dina walked into the bedroom where she tripped over a paint can. “Shit!” she yelled, limping by the half-finished wall, the stepladder, and brushes corralled on a drop cloth in the corner of the room. She had abandoned the project when her water broke. It remained abandoned because Dina couldn’t seem to meet everyone’s needs. At least not fast enough. What crazy person moved to a new town, knowing no one, a month before she was scheduled to give birth? New house. New preschools. New pediatrician. New baby.


Rob couldn’t stand disorder, but Dina took pleasure watching the expression on his face each time he saw the mess. Perhaps she left it like this to annoy him. She probably left it like this to annoy him. Everything about the last month or so confirmed it. She’d barely made him a meal and would forget to give him his phone messages. She kept putting his undershirts in the dryer and they kept shrinking. He noticed. She still did it.


On her bed next to the Halloween catalogs sat the unfinished letter she’d written in response to an article in the local paper about the joys of motherhood. She was annoyed by the piece, a fluffy take on maternal fulfilment and marital bliss. The response she’d drafted, knee-deep in diapers and postpartum haze, attempted to keep sarcasm to a minimum while defining “joy” in more realistic terms. But the jokes fell flat, and the tone seemed downright resentful. Was this the impression she wished to make in her new community?


Dina had wanted to write stories for as long as she could remember. Her first efforts were in grade school when she described the magic of her family’s Shabbos candlesticks. She knew the objects were special because she and her brothers weren’t allowed near them. On Friday nights, the light from the candles reflected off their silver-and-lapis holders, making the ceiling dance. She’d questioned her father more than once about where they had come from.


“Someone had to make them. Who, Daddy?” Dina had asked, fighting off sleep in her pink Dr. Denton’s.


“I don’t know; they’ve been in the family for a long time, since before anyone can remember.”


One night, when Dina asked about the candlesticks yet again, her father shook his head. “Sweetie,” he said, “why don’t you tell me where you think they came from?”


And so began Dina’s nightly account of the origin of the candlesticks. Her father’s oohs and ahs encouraged her to come up with more and more outrageous stories. Sometimes the tales stretched on for a few nights as she added detail after detail.


“The candlesticks were the magic lights of a witch who lived in a forest made of silver trees.”


“The candlesticks were stolen from the Spanish king and queen and brought by Columbus when he sailed to America.” When her father laughed at this explanation, Dina admonished him. “We learned in Hebrew school that Columbus was Jewish. It makes sense.” She remembered how he had smiled.


Dina’s father hugged her tightly when she showed him the A she had received for her illustrated collection of candlestick stories. Those third-grade papers, held together with brass fasteners, now lay next to her moth-eaten baby blanket in a box in the attic.


Over time, her father’s interest in her writing waned, as did his interest in his daughter. At least that’s how it seemed. It was around Dina’s tenth birthday when the focus shifted to her older brothers. She’d come home with a new tale about how the candlesticks were made from metal and stone mined in a mountain in the Alps, but her father barely looked up from the table. Helping the boys with their homework had become the thing; that and discussing their sports teams.


That was a lifetime ago.


The letter to the newspaper was a mistake, a waste of time. She crumpled the draft of the article she’d written and headed to the kitchen. The sample of formula she’d squirreled away on the day she’d come home from the hospital peeked out from behind a jar of peanut butter. Formula—the ultimate sin of motherhood. One of many, it seemed.


She grabbed a few sugar snap peas and some Nestlé chocolate chips for good measure. Back in her bedroom, she pulled out the latest Cosmopolitan from her secret stash in the bottom drawer. Tugging the basket of laundry toward her, she picked up the TV remote and put on Three’s Company. She alternated between watching the show and skimming the magazine, all the while folding laundry. No need to look to know which garment she had picked up.


Dina glanced over at Rob’s empty side of the bed and the “Best Doctor” figurine on his nightstand, a Father’s Day gift from her parents. The body was exaggeratedly tall and lean and held a golf club in its left hand. It closely resembled Rob. A sudden warmth and aching in her chest drew her gaze downward to her swollen and sagging breasts. She medicated herself with a few chocolate chips, slid across the bed, placed the statue faceup on Rob’s pillow, and gave it a kiss. Date night.


What happened to that couple who couldn’t take their hands off each other? She still wanted him, but for what? To be held by him or simply for him to pick up one of the kids when they cried?


Julia would so get this.


Dina thought back to the conversation they’d had on the beach in Barbados, the one where they’d discussed whether they were Chrissys or Janets. They were both Janets. They didn’t know any Chrissys. Dina reached for the phone to call Julia, even though it was long distance, then stopped herself. She didn’t know what had gone wrong on the island, but Dina’s subsequent calls to Julia had gone unanswered. At some point, she’d just stopped trying.


Dina was settling into tonight’s episode—the one where Chrissy falls under the spell of a shady guru—when the phone rang, startling her. She was hopeful for a second that it was Julia.


“Hello,” Dina answered. The phone was silent. “Hello!” she shouted.


“I’ll be right back, just make sure you don’t overhydrate her … Dina—sorry, sorry. It’s me, just finishing up here,” Rob answered.


“Oh, I thought you were my nightly caller again. Must be some drug dealer with a beeper number close to ours and—”


“Listen, I’m sorry I’m so late again. Are the kids in bed?” Rob interrupted.


“I’m watching Jack, Chrissy, and Janet. Does that give you a clue?”


“Look, my intentions were good. I was leaving and Boche called me to the OR; he had a bleeder who wasn’t … well, anyway … I wouldn’t have gone if I wasn’t so new to the practice and—”


“What do you want me to say? It’s okay that you haven’t seen the kids in three days, or me for that matter? We have a newborn!” When he didn’t reply, she took a deep breath and started again. “Somehow, I’m sure you spoke to your mother today at least once.”


“Dina, that’s not fair—”


“Are you waiting for Allie to ask me if you died again? The kids don’t know where you are. They wake up in the morning and you’ve already left. I put them to sleep and you’re still not home.”


Tears streamed down Dina’s face. She grabbed a tissue and blew her nose.


“Dina, what do you want from me?”


“I’ve barely met anyone here. I spend more time speaking to Bill than you. It’s amazing he wasn’t the one with me in the delivery room. Wasn’t it enough that he drove me to the hospital?” She reached for another tissue, wiped her eyes, and popped another piece of chocolate in her mouth.


“Bill, huh? Should I be nervous?” Rob replied. “Maybe finishing a basement isn’t keeping him busy enough?”


She didn’t reply.


“Look, I don’t know how to be any other kind of doctor. You think I’m having a party here? The nurses are screaming at me, and the food in this cafeteria is disgusting. I’m coming home as soon as I dictate this chart. I’ll stop and pick up some Ben and Jerry’s. Chunky Monkey? Maybe you’re just feeling premenstrual?”


“Nice. Every time I get upset you think it’s physiological. Premenstrual? God, I hope so!” She thought of Daniel, safe and peaceful in the next room, and immediately felt ungrateful. “I know this isn’t your fault. I just don’t know who to be angry at anymore.”


“Chunky Monkey, that’s what we need. We’ll talk when I get home. Okay?”


“Okay.”


Dina hung up. The whole conversation had left her feeling patronized, even though she was looking forward to the ice cream. Maybe he really was trying to make things up to her. Some men came home with flowers, others came home with sugar. Wasn’t it chocolate that had brought them together in the first place? She thought of the long-ago day when, frustrated by the Hershey bar hanging by a thread in one of the hospital’s vending machines, she had kicked the damn thing and injured her ankle. Rob had come to her rescue.


“Hey, can I help?” he asked, as he offered an arm to steady her.


“Not unless you can perform miracles.” She had let her injured foot touch the ground gently to see if she could support her weight. “I’m okay, really. Thanks,” she said from her perch a foot below him. “I shouldn’t be eating this stuff anyway.”


“Come on. You’re perfect,” he had said. Then he turned to the machine, hit it twice with his fist, and the chocolate bar dropped down.


“Wow, neat trick,” she said, retrieving the spoils. “Thanks.”


“My pleasure,” he said. “Who am I to stand between a pretty nurse and her candy bar?”


Why did guys think that sort of line would work? “Thanks again,” she said, as she turned to walk away.


“Hey,” Rob said, a bit too loudly. “Rob Wasserman.” He reached out his hand.


“Dina Aharoni,” she replied, shaking and disengaging quickly.


“Aha-what?”


“Aharoni.”


“Like Macaroni? What is that, Italian?”


“No, it’s Sephardic. Jewish. You know? Well, maybe you don’t? Wasserman? Is that two n’s or one? German or …?” she asked, leaving her question unfinished.


“Certified member of the tribe,” he replied.


“I’m not really sure how we got the name Aharoni. And we’re not really sure we’re Sephardic, actually. It’s a long story.”


Meeting Rob seemed forever ago as her breasts leaked in response to Daniel. The holding, touching, feeding; her arms, her hands, her breasts, every part of her demanded by the children, her husband, every minute of the day. She was losing the constant struggle to maintain sovereignty over her own body.


After a quick visit to the kitchen, she settled on the rocker with Daniel on her lap. He fussed and struggled momentarily and then, shockingly, began sucking on the bottle of formula.


“Thank you,” she whispered, looking at the small tufts of hair forming on the crown of his head, smelling his delicious baby scent. She sang Joni Mitchell’s “Both Sides Now” to him softly, calming them both. He stopped eating and looked up at her. She was in love. Perhaps a bigger love than even she and Rob had. Then Daniel’s face scrunched into that of the old man he would someday become, as she felt the heat expand in his diaper. Thank you, Joni. She changed him quickly.


The nursery clock read 2:00 a.m. when she realized that some of this was within her control. Not much, but some. She turned the bottle, eyeing the ingredients label. Lactose, maltodextrin. Ultimate sin of motherhood, my ass. She’d managed to take a small part of her life back.















Chapter Two






Julia Cawley Kinsella




Boston, Massachusetts, March 1973


Julia preferred to keep to herself, but when the woman next to her extended her hand—Dana? Dina?—it seemed she had no choice. She gave a quick “Hi,” along with her own name, hoping that would be enough. This was Julia’s first time at a spa and all she really wanted was to enjoy the blissful calm of the posh waiting area. She picked up a magazine of her own in hopes of cutting short any possible conversation. Then she noticed the woman’s well-shaped legs protruding from her robe and wondered if John was at that very moment being pursued by sexy drug reps.


The women sat in amiable quiet for a few moments, when suddenly the silence was pierced by a thick Boston brogue.


“Fawk, Julia, that can’t be you? It simply can’t!” yelped a chubby woman with long dark hair teased high on her head.


It was Jeannie Mancussi from the old neighborhood. Julia rose and gave her a perfunctory embrace.


“I would never have recognized you in that white robe,” Julia said with a saccharine sweetness she hoped would disguise her revulsion. She couldn’t stand this girl with her thick Southie accent. Julia had made sure to lose hers. She’d even practiced listening to movies of Audrey Hepburn to break her habits. “How have you been? What is it, almost three years since …?” She went on without finishing the question. “What are you doing here?”


“Conference. I work for the Aluminum Association. We refer to it as ‘AA’ in the trade, but, you know, people really get confused.”


Julia froze. What was she talking about?


Jeannie continued, “You know, Alcoholics Anonymous? The no-more-brewskies folks.”


“Oh, right.” Brewsky.


Out of one corner of her eye, Julia noticed the other woman listening to the conversation, while doing a bad job of pretending to read her magazine.


“Are you married yet? Kids? Why are you here?”


That was Jeannie, as relentless as ever.


“Yes, I’m married. We’re in town for a medical conference. I mean my husband is here for the conference, and yes, we have a baby. A boy. Aiden.” Please, God, make this woman go away. “And what about you, Jeannie? Besides aluminum, I mean. Are you married? Any kids?” Julia asked, inhaling deeply. This was not how she wanted to spend her morning.


“Do you remember at school how my parents used to order me a pizza from Pat’s on Shawmut Street every week to make sure I had some good food to eat—as if there was no food in the cafeteria? Anyway, you know the really cute delivery guy?” Jeannie asked.


Julia nodded. The closest thing Jeannie got to a steady date was the pimply, greasy-haired delivery guy.


“Johnny, right?” Julia guessed. She had no clue.


“Close. Tony. Well, besides my aluminum work, Tony and I own a pizzeria. Two of them, on Mass Ave.” Jeannie’s right hand shot forward. Fingers outstretched, palm down, she showed off her diamond ring. “Tony’s parents actually own them, but we’re running them. My business major is coming in handy. Here, I know we weren’t supposed to bring anything with us, but you just can’t trust anybody in a place like this.” Jeannie reached into the pocket of her robe and pulled out her wallet and, from it, a few pictures. “This is us at the Cape,” Jeannie explained, as she pointed her long, glittered fingernail at the baby girl in the photo, a small replica of her stocky, moonfaced father.


“Antoinette. Gorgeous, right? And Julia, are you enjoying being a … what was it you left school to do again? Radiology tech?” Jeannie asked, as she smiled broadly.


The question caught Julia off guard. It had been a horrible time back then. Her dad’s business had taken a dive. In the middle of freshman year, her parents had given her a choice: take out loans to finish school or come home and go to community college. The thought of telling John, who was attending BU on a scholarship, was mortifying. But the thought of taking out loans terrified her. In the end, even tech school had been a bad investment. She was no longer working. What did she actually do these days? Her life had become an endless loop of feeding, bathing, burping, cooking, and cleaning. This was the first break she’d had in months.


“Well, you know, when I graduated from tech school, I worked in the city for a while,” Julia answered, hoping her inquisitor would be satisfied.


“Right, I know. But where do you work now?” Jeannie asked, head tilting.


“So, I was working for a private radiology group, but I’m home with a baby now. I’ve thought about going back, but my husband is in medical school and he’s doing clinical rotations and not around much and …” Julia knew this sounded lame.


She was momentarily distracted from Jeannie, as she noticed the woman—what was her name? Dina?—shaking her head up and down supportively. Their eyes locked. That was enough to turn Jeannie’s attention.


“You know,” Jeannie said, rudely appraising the other woman, “it’s amazing what a baby can do to you if you’re not careful.”


There it was. The reason Julia couldn’t stand Jeannie. That’s when Julia caught this Dina rolling her eyes and mouthing “bitch” in sisterly support.


Activities were limited for conference wives, so Julia wasn’t that surprised the two women bumped into each other at aerobics class the next morning. They smiled when they saw their equipment laid out in precisely the same pattern: weights perpendicular and to the left of the step, bands to the right, and mat to the left of the weights. She wasn’t sure who asked whom, but Julia found herself having coffee with Dina after class ended. Like Julia, Dina had a young baby at home and was married to a medical student who was presenting a paper at the conference. Julia laughed when she learned that Dina’s husband was also interested in a surgical residency, as was her husband, John.


“Rob was thinking orthopedics, but I pointed out that he was simply not the type … you know, not a jock,” Dina said, taking off her leg warmers.


“My husband, John, fits the bill, but I don’t think he’s headed that way. I’ve known him since middle school. We both ran track, and he was the quarterback of our high school team.”


“A quarterback?”


“Yeah, that’s partly why I fell for him. The cheerleaders were all over him. He loved the attention. But somehow,” Julia explained, primping her hair in the nearby mirror, “he wound up with me.”


“Wound up with? Look at you. You’re gorgeous. Shiksa chic on all accounts!” Dina exclaimed, motioning up and down Julia’s body. “I’d kill for that shape, especially since giving birth. My stomach looks like a subway map of New York City and my boobs will never be the same.”


“You’re crazy … and what’s a shipsa?”


“No, sorry, my Jewish is showing. Shiksa with a ‘k.’ It’s a word for a female non-Jewess. I’m assuming, of course, that you’re not Jewish. Maybe I shouldn’t, it’s just your bod, your nose.” Dina raised her hand and covered her mouth. “I’m being terrible.”


“No, that’s okay.” Julia smiled. What the girl had said was complimentary, but somehow offensive. Still, she seemed genuine. “I’m a good Catholic girl. Irish Catholic. Well, maybe not so good, but definitely Catholic. And definitely Irish. Probably a bit lapsed in every way but my ability to get pregnant and drink shots. I swear, John just looked at me. Well, not quite, I guess. So much for the rhythm method.” She drained her coffee. “I’m going to get another cup, and I’m starving. Want to split one of those corn muffins?”


“Sure, maybe a half is okay.”


Half a muffin? Julia never had to watch what she put in her mouth. She ate when she was hungry. Whenever and whatever she wanted. John had commented on her appetite from the moment they’d met. He seemed to enjoy watching her eat. Most of the women she knew grappled with their weight. She’d observed friends attempt multiple diet fads and fail to make a change that stuck. Thank goodness that wasn’t her struggle.


“So, does yours do any of the dishes or the cleaning?” Julia asked, balancing her coffee and the muffin, which she’d had cut in half.


Dina shook her head, grabbed the plates, and set them on the table. “I stopped working,” she complained, “but the baby still keeps me up all night long, and Rob’s just not around, so I’m exhausted most of the time. I’m not sure I could function at a job at this point, especially nursing. I wanted to go back, but by the time we paid the babysitter, we’d barely break even. And God forbid I complain. I’m ‘a doctor’s wife,’ what else could I possibly want?”


Julia knew too well. Her own plan to return to work had evaporated after she’d spent a few weeks at home with the baby. There was no way she could imagine leaving Aiden in the arms of a stranger. And yet, she felt isolated. And an imposter. A fraud of a woman who had no idea how to be a mother. She loved her baby in a way she had never imagined possible. But each day was a battle against fear and monotony. Once she got the food shopping and laundry done and tidied their small apartment, it was time to settle Aiden for the afternoon. Then it was time to prepare dinner—a dinner she’d usually eat alone.


Julia felt her resentment growing when her husband would sail in and regale her with his daily triumphs, his ability to meet the serious responsibilities placed upon him. She oversaw the care of just one small, healthy human who only needed food, diapering, and a nap. John was saving lives—plural. She was just doing what was supposed to come naturally. He was putting into practice years of study and growing technical skill. It wasn’t supposed to be a competition, but somehow it was. At the end of the finish line each day, his job came with applause from a thankful world, hers with the silent appreciation of a human being incapable of verbalizing. Resentment, indeed.


“I know what you mean,” Dina said, nibbling on the muffin. “His mother thinks I should be happy being able to stay home with the baby. It’s a luxury, right? How many women can do this? But I’m angry most of the time. I feel like there’s something wrong with me.”


Julia placed her hand on Dina’s arm.


“I’m just not sure at whom. Certainly, not at the baby.” Dina continued, “I chose this, right? You chose this. It’s not the guys’ fault. Is it ours?”


They went back and forth while refreshing their drinks.


Dina just got it.


By the end of their two-hour talk, they had exchanged room numbers and contact information. They met each morning for aerobics class and took walks through Little Italy each afternoon. Between eating gelato and strolling through art galleries, they chatted about the large and small details of their lives. Their parents, their in-laws, their husbands, their children. Even birth control methods. Dina treasured her Planned Parenthood diaphragm, though she admitted the contraceptive jelly was messy and gross. When Julia admitted to using the rhythm method, Dina lectured her a bit, but maybe she had a point. It was 1973, after all. The sexual revolution had been going on for the past fifteen years.















Chapter Three






Dina




San Diego, California, December 2000


Dina reached into her beach bag, pulling out the hotel pads she’d taken from her room at the Marriott Marquis. She sat, admiring the crisp vermillion logo, poised to write. Nothing. She doodled an impressive paisley design, pretending she was writing actual words. Still nothing. Expertly removing her bathing suit cover-up, while keeping her butt on the chair so that no one could catch sight of her thighs until she could sit with knees bent, she created a flattering ninety-degree angle. Cellulite be damned. Suntan lotion came next, a generous application to legs, arms, and décolletage.


The waitress approached. “Ma’am,” she said, “can I get you anything?”


Ma’am. “I’ll have a Bloody Mary with lots of olives, please. Room 1014.”


“Anything else?”


“No, thank you.”


Ten minutes later, recuperating nicely from being Ma’amed, Dina sipped away and turned her attention to the blank page. It should be easy. She was pretty much on her own at these conferences, except for the usual business dinners, golf outings, and romantic couplings. Truth be told, the latter was becoming less and less frequent between Rob’s backaches, her waning estrogen levels, and the chance that a new episode of ER would pull them in. She had nothing to worry about, no one demanding her attention. So where were all those creative juices? Juices? She took another slug of her Bloody Mary.


The pool waitress arrived with a second drink just as Dina’s straw made a sucking sound and she finished her first. Dina sipped, saddened by how easily she could be distracted from writing—from what she considered her third act, which made her think of when it had been her thwarted first.


It was 1967, the summer of love, but not in the Aharoni house. Dina was eighteen and had just graduated from high school. For the past few summers, she had worked as a junior secretary in her family’s shmata business. While most of the clothing production was done in Georgia and South Carolina, the design and distribution end were handled in New York City. Dina’s older brothers were already in college studying finance; they’d work for her father when they finished. When she told her parents about her interest in studying creative writing, her mother had laughed so loudly she had gotten the hiccups. Her father shook his head and insisted she spend at least a year working in the family business before deciding anything about college; especially, as he’d put it, “that writing nonsense.”


“And you might want to consider picking a college where you can also find a decent husband,” her mother added between swallows of sugar.


In protest, she had decided that after high school she would go into the office just one day a week and fill the rest of her time teaching arts and crafts at a summer camp. Surprisingly, her father said little when she announced her plans, except to tell her that it might do her some good to spend time out-of-doors.


“With a little color in your cheeks,” he said as he pinched hers, “maybe you won’t even need to go to college to find a mister.”


“Daddy!” she had screamed as she left the room in tears.


“What, what did I say that was so terrible?”


By late August, she was nicely tanned and, despite herself, enjoying the Mondays she spent in New York. She’d even had time to prepare some dress designs for her father, to prove she was worth being taken seriously. Maybe there was something to working in the business after all. One day, she got the courage to show him her sketches.


Waiting on the leather bench outside her father’s office was like being sent to the principal. Dina was relieved when, a few moments later, her father’s secretary waved her in.


David Aharoni’s large walnut desk was covered with messy piles of paper and a cigar resting in an ashtray, its smoke rising to join a growing circle of gray discoloration on the ceiling. Her father was looking through thick-lensed glasses at some papers, his feet resting on the desk. He smiled up at her but said nothing.


“Daddy, I wanted to show you what I’ve been working on. I took a few of the florals and reworked them a bit, adding more vivid colors like the ones I’ve seen on concert posters. You know, some lime greens, hot pinks. I changed the sleeves to bell-shaped and made a few of the dresses empire. Here,” she said, holding up her sketchpad. “What do you think? Maybe these would appeal to some of the younger customers?” She stood frozen before him.


“I can’t mind read,” he said, cleaning off his glasses. “Bring it over here to me,” he grunted and swung his legs off the desk. As she approached, Dina noticed that the papers were travel brochures. Maybe her dad was going to take her mom away somewhere romantic. He shoved the pamphlets under his blotter and grabbed Dina’s sketchpad.


“Nice, nice. Interesting,” he said while flipping through the designs. The phone rang and he grabbed it. “Morty, how’s it hanging?” He took a suck of his cigar. “Yeah, but not more than a two-day delay or I’ll miss the deadline if we have to ship further than Pennsylvania. Thanks.”


Her father looked at another page of her designs and closed the pad.


“Dina, I’ll pass these on to Dottie and see what she thinks. She’s always had an eye for spotting new talent. Now, be a good daughter and go to the deli and get me one of those cherry Danish and a good coffee. The coffee in this office is dreck. Extra sugar and get something for yourself.” He reached for his wallet and handed her a five-dollar bill.


That was it? He was going to show them to Dottie. Dottie? The woman had been in the business for as long as her father! She was lovely, had always been nice to Dina, but come on—Dottie was ancient, at least fifty years old. What did she know about current styles?


“Dad, I don’t think you understand,” she said, trying to show him another design. She had spent weeks working on the book. “No one my age buys anything we produce. How are we going to make new customers, customers of the future, if we keep just reproducing the same designs season after season?”


“And, while you’re out,” he said as he pulled a white ticket from his wallet, “stop at the silver shop across the street. You know, Stein’s. They just called to tell me the candlesticks are ready. Be careful, come right back to the office once you’ve picked them up.”


“But Daddy …”


Her father pushed himself up from his chair and took her hands in his.


“Dina, look, it is very sweet that you have an opinion about these things, having been in the business for a total of what, two months? But I think the business strategy of my father, and his before him, is still working. What do you think pays for all the miniskirts and tie-dyed shirts you love? Get out of the office for a few minutes. I really need that coffee, and make sure to get the candlesticks or your mother will kill me.”


Grabbing the money and the ticket stub, Dina walked out. She threw the pad on her desk and headed toward the hallway that led to the elevators. Halfway there, she turned, went back and threw the sketchpad in the garbage. He could get his own coffee! She’d get the candlesticks, but he could get his own coffee. She was done with the family business.


Stein and Sons was an oasis on a hot summer day. The contents of the jewelry cases glowed in the subdued lighting. There were no other customers, and the quiet was disturbed only by the hum of fans shifting the damp, slightly mildewed air.


“Hi, I’m here to pick something up,” Dina said, handing over the ticket to the girl behind the counter. The young woman’s eyes opened wide when she looked in the large green ledger. “Oh, I’ll be right back, I need to get Mr. Stein.”


“No, really, that’s okay. I’m sure you can help me, I’m here for some candlesticks.” The last thing Dina wanted was to get into a fifteen-minute conversation with Mr. Stein.


“I’m sorry, but I really have to insist.” The girl turned the ledger around to show Dina the entry. “You see that little asterisk here, next to the entry of the ticket number? It means you’re a VIP. And here, do you see the word NEIROT, candlesticks, in capital letters? Well, Mr. Stein only does that when it’s a major piece. I’ll be right back.”


Dina noticed two items, a necklace and earrings, listed under the candlestick notation. Both had AD written in the customer column. Under the second column, where her item had said NEIROT, was a W next to “necklace” and a G next to “earrings.”


Mr. Stein came out of the back holding two boxes, each over a foot long. Placing them on the counter, he buzzed the security gate open and came around to give her a hug.


“Dina, you are quite the young lady now,” he said as he cupped her chin in his pinky-ringed hand.


She had never known a man to wear such elaborate finery. Or talk so much.


She placed her hands on the counter and pulled her face away.


“In a few short years you’ll be charming all the young men. Maybe a shitach with my son is in order. He’s a college boy. Thinks the family business is not for him. But with a girl like you, maybe he’d stick around. I know I would.” He placed his hand over Dina’s.


She squirmed, pulling her hand out from beneath his sweaty paw, and stepped back. “I should get the candlesticks to my dad before he wonders what’s happened to me,” she said as she reached for the boxes. If she went right home and never showed up at the office with the candlesticks, her father might think about calling the police. Let him!


“Wait, wait, you don’t rush this process, especially not for these items. You’re the customer. You must inspect the work before we sign them out in the ledger. Have a seat while I unpack them.”


Sitting on the blue velvet chair, Dina swiveled back and forth like a four-year-old.


“After all, it’s not every day that you get to see something that’s got to be a couple hundred years old. I keep telling your father that these need to be in a museum. He’s crazy to keep them in the house. What? You think I’m kidding. You know we think they’re early nineteenth century. From somewhere in the Ottoman Empire.”


Dina laughed. Every few years they brought the candlesticks into Mr. Stein. According to her father, their history was probably the usual Jewish saga: They tried to kill us, we survived, let’s eat. She was surprised to learn a bit more and now wondered if her father’s reluctance to give her detail had been a way to spur her imagination.


“Seriously, they’re just not insurable. Come.”


Dina watched as Mr. Stein carefully removed the layers of felt and tissue wrapping. She was always surprised when men took such care.


“Natalie, you too. I bet you’ve never seen anything like these in your life.”


The girl came closer as he placed them upright on the counter.


Breathtaking. Dina had forgotten what they looked like when they were fully polished. The slender stalk of each was straight, with a base that broke off into multiple thinner shoots, like the roots of a tree. The top ended in a small plate holding a cup the size of a candle’s width. Each stalk was wrapped by two rippling stems with multiple shoots and leaves. The leaves were made of a dark blue stone.


“And now, the magic,” Mr. Stein said, rotating the candlesticks until one rested into the other, their stems and roots intertwined. He pointed. “Here, you see the new joint? This is where we had to do some work. The design is beautiful, but fragile, and the intertwining of the branches and roots, well, it causes stress over time. But, with a little help … they’re good as new.”


“They look wonderful. Thank you,” Dina said.


“The bill is taken care of. It’s on your family account.” He showed her the ledger. “Here, see the AD, that’s for Aharoni, David. Just our little double check with the ticket. I wouldn’t want to give these candlesticks to the wrong family. Boy, would I be in trouble.” He smiled and finished the rewrapping.


“I was wondering what the W and G stand for,” Dina said, pointing to the ledger. “Near the AD?”


“Oh …” He hesitated. “Never mind about that, just our internal coding. Now, initial here under the pickup column and you’re all set.”


Dina did as she was told.


After the debacle at her father’s business—and after day camp had ended—a friend of Dina’s asked her to volunteer as a candy striper at the local hospital. Dina jumped at the chance. Her parents seemed almost happy with her choice. She didn’t understand until she overheard them talking over coffee after dinner one night.


“It could be worse,” her mother said. “Maybe she’ll meet a doctor.”


A few months later, convinced she wanted to become a doctor herself, Dina went to the library to research colleges with good premed programs. Her parents were having none of it. They agreed to pay for a good school nearby, one where she could come home on the weekends. But medical school? Out of the question. “Why go through the trouble of becoming a doctor when you could just marry one?” her father asked. She was furious. She cajoled and pouted until a compromise was struck. Nursing school in New Jersey. To her parents, it might as well have been Ohio.


Now, all these years later, sitting by the pool, she wondered whether she would have abandoned her nursing career so quickly if it hadn’t begun with so much angst.


She picked up her phone.


“Hi Daddy. It’s me.”


“Dinala, hey, hold on. Your mom made me practice my putting inside. We’re in Boca, for God’s sake, and she still thinks it’s too windy outside for me. Ridiculous … I …”


“Daddy, I need to ask you something.”


“Okay, my putter is away. Shoot!”


“Do you remember the stories I used to write when I was little about the candlesticks?”


“You mean your cartoons. Of course, I remember. Dina are you okay?”


“You do?”


“Sure, sure. The stories you made up about those things!”


“Were they any good?”


“You were a kid.”


“I know. But, for a kid, were they any good?”


“You sound funny. Are you sure you’re okay? They were more than good. They were great.”


“Then what happened?”


“To what?”


“To them? To me?”


“Dina, are you all right? Is Rob all right? Are you and Rob okay?”


“We’re fine.”


“The kids?”


“We’re fine. Fine. I just always wondered if you knew more than you were telling me about them. About the candlesticks.”


She thought she’d lost the connection when he didn’t respond. Was she on the phone with him or dreaming she was on the phone with him? She was definitely buzzed.


“Daddy, are you there?”


“Some stories should remain just that … stories.”


“What do you mean?”


“Look, Dinala. All these years later, passed down through so many generations, who knows what’s real anymore? Why would I repeat something to my child, especially when it wasn’t bedtime material?”


“Bedtime material?”


“What do you think I mean? Do you think your ancestors fled Europe because they were kicked off the golf course?”


“Fled? You always said it was complicated, but you never, ever told me anything about fleeing; not even when you talked about them in your toast at Allie’s bat mitzvah. That was a great speech Daddy, great. But wouldn’t that have been the time …”


“Are you drinking?”


“No. Well, maybe one little Bloody Mary. I’m good. I’m just relaxing by the pool here.”


“You’re a lightweight. Be careful. Nothing worse than a sloppy wife.”


“Daddy!”


“Sorry. Anyway, where was I? Right. Jews are always fleeing for their lives. Well, maybe not in Boca, but you never know. That’s why I always have my passport handy. Dual citizenship in Israel, the only way to go. I always say—”


“Daddy, just tell me. I’m fifty-three years old, and I have time to listen.”















Chapter Four






Miriam Aharoni




Odessa, Ukraine, 1821


Miriam carried the seeds in two large, deep pockets that her mother had sewn expressly for this purpose. Small muslin pouches weighing one tenth of a funt—carefully labeled: beetroot, five rubles; potatoes, three rubles; carrots, four rubles—wadded each pocket. She was careful not to allow her leather water sack near the seeds. She couldn’t permit her wares to lose value—not now, with another mouth to feed.


Miriam’s breasts ached when she thought of Avram. Though he had weaned himself in the last few weeks, her body seemed slow to catch on. She had placed small rags in her undergarment before she left the house, but now she wrapped her shawl across her chest to hide the growing stains on her shirt. She could not look like a common cow on market day.


Avram, her little calf, youngest of the Aharoni clan, with his dark curls and big brown eyes, was tenacious. The evening before, he had taken a few steps, and that was that. He may have toddled like a drunkard, but he couldn’t get enough of it. He crawled back and forth to the chair by the dining table, pulling himself up over and over again; stepping, falling, and crawling back, until he had mastered four, then five, then six.


She’d been busy helping with the meal when she heard her father, Yitzchak, giving her husband some advice.


“I have known these farmers for years, Moshe. They have been good to our family.” Her father stroked his beard as if contemplating a section of the Talmud.


“Who do you think buys most of my seed? I would not have a business without them. You think they don’t tell me how you speak to them?”


Moshe’s leg shook rhythmically under the table. His face tightened.


“Already the landowners pay you and your father to squeeze these peasants for as much rent as they can pay. You cannot bully them,” her father continued. “They’re caught in an impossible situation, like we are.”


Moshe looked at his father-in-law, his face implacable, his jaw stern.


“We’re not much different than they are. We’re not allowed to own anything either in this godforsaken place. Uch … if you ask me, it’s all a nasty business.”


“Papa, please stop,” Miriam begged, knowing what was to come.


“You see how your father bullies you, and you are his son,” Yitzchak said, his voice rising, his hands pounding the table.


“Enough,” Moshe shouted. “If not for this bully, your daughter would have no future, nor your grandson.” Moshe rose from the table and headed for the bedroom. “You, with your seeds!”


“Really? Because with men like your father, we might not have a future!” Yitzchak shouted back.


The argument ended with the slam of a door.


What should have been a celebration of Avram’s progress had quickly become a catastrophe. She loved her husband, but her father was not wrong about the effect his family’s business had on all of them. She had to tolerate Moshe’s moodiness, his frustration after a day at work, to say nothing of his near obsession with his violin. She was so tired. Tired of working all the time, of not having a minute to herself. When was the last time she had even taken a comb to her hair? Mostly, she was tired of being told that she had made a good match. At the butcher’s, the baker’s, she would hear the same thing from the women she met. “Moshe has a wonderful future with his father’s company. You’ll live a life of ease; have a servant to do the housework. Uch, what a match you’ve made for yourself, Miriam.”


She looked out of the front window and saw the tall tree she had swung from as a child. Closing her eyes, she envisioned the tree reaching out and enfolding her in its strong limbs. She so longed to be held.


Moshe was not a devoted father. The night was an aberration. He’d given Avram a few moments of attention, but only because the child had started walking, had accomplished something. It was Moshe’s younger brother, Judah, who would show up for dinner and play with the baby. Judah, who had been sent by his father to apprentice as a silversmith since there was no room in the business for both of his sons. Judah, who seemed to accept his lot in life—and everything thrown at him—with grace.


For Moshe and Miriam’s wedding gift, her brother-in-law had designed a beautiful pair of Shabbos candlesticks, inseparable and strong. The craftsmanship was exquisite, like nothing Miriam had ever seen before. It must have taken Judah months of work to make them. At the wedding, he shyly came forth and made a toast to his brother and his new sister-in-law, and he presented the gift to them; a loving representation of the two families coming together in marriage. They were overcome by his generosity. Judah embraced Moshe and kissed Miriam gently on the cheek. How could she say no to an additional guest during the week and, especially on Shabbos, when the beautiful candlesticks were the glowing centerpiece of the table?


The road, rutted from recent rains, made walking treacherous. Miriam made her way to the market afraid she would damage her shoes on the stony surface. She was a consummate worrier, a trait she had inherited from her mother.


“Don’t get too close to the marsh; it will be the end of you if you fall in,” her mother would warn. “And don’t stay on the main road to town if you can help it. Someone you don’t know may recognize you as a Jew, and God forbid what could happen.”


But who could really blame her mother? She had lost three children after Miriam, one while still in the womb and two boys soon after birth. Miriam understood the fear, now that she was a mother herself. Her daydreaming was disrupted by the sound of men laughing. She looked back: workmen from a local farm. Three of them. She was only minutes from town, but she knew enough to be frightened. She took off at a run, and their laughter faded. Sweat was streaming down her face when she got to the market stall she shared with her mother’s sister, her armpits sodden. Aunt Fagel seemed more concerned with Miriam’s appearance than with the fact that something might be wrong.


“What will the customers think of you, Miriam? You are a married woman. You should know better than to run and play like a child. And you’re late again. I’ve already sold half of my cakes. Do you have the seeds?”


Miriam tried to explain what had happened, but she was interrupted by a customer. The rest of the morning went quickly. With only a few funts of seeds left, she walked over to the baker and bought two loaves of bread for a reduced price. The women were packing up their wares for the midday meal when they saw Judah running toward them.


“Quick, Miriam, come with me. We must get home. Leave everything,” he whispered to them fervently.


Her aunt protested. “Judah, what is the matter with you?” she shouted but stopped when Miriam reached out to touch the blood on his shirt. “Oh, my God, what has happened?” Her eyes filled with tears and she clutched her hand to her chest.


“Miriam, come now. Tante Fagel, go home.” He gripped Miriam’s hand and pulled.


She looked back and saw her auntie, hands to her mouth, staring after them. She ran until she couldn’t breathe, then she dropped to the ground.


“If something has happened, why did we leave my aunt at the market?”


“We can’t save everyone.”


“What?”


“There are choices to be made.”


“I don’t know what you mean. Tell me. Judah. What has happened?”


“I’m not sure. They say some priest has been killed … by Jews!”


Close now to home, Miriam looked ahead to get her bearings. That was when she saw them—small mounds of blankets, tinged with red. Wrapped turkeys, like those she’d seen at the butcher. Who would have been so careless to leave such precious bundles strewn about? Then she got closer. No. No. No! Children. They were children, their limbs lying at unnatural angles … some only babies. Some clothed, some naked, bleeding, dead. She vomited into her hair.


Judah grabbed a rag that was knotted to his belt. He wiped her face.


“Miriam, we’re meeting Moshe by the river. Now.”


“What do you mean? We have to get Avram. We have to get my—”


“There is no need.”


“What? What are you saying?”


“They are gone. Gone—all of them.”


“Gone where?” Miriam asked, refusing the obvious truth. “Judah, what do you mean?”


“Dead.”


“Dead …? Where is Avram, my parents, your parents?”


“Dead, all dead.”


“You’re lying, lying. I don’t believe you! I’m going home, now!” she screamed, hitting him in the chest. He held her arms tightly to her sides with his.


“Miriam, you don’t want to see; please, you don’t want to see. We have to get to the river. Now. Moshe has a rowboat.”


“I have to see or I’m not going.”


Miriam was never sure if Judah had indulged her at that moment because her home was on the way to the river or because he knew she would not follow until she believed him.


Her knees buckled as she saw the smoldering house, the bodies strewn about the garden.


“Who would do this to us? Why?”


“The Cossacks. The farmers. Your father was right, a nasty business my father and brother were in. They are pitted against each other, and we are stuck right in the middle with our moneylending. And now they think we’ve sided with the Turks. What do we know of Turks?”


The last thing she remembered seeing was the body of her sweet Avram, his legs splayed on the ground, never to take another step.


She awoke feeling like she was flying—no, running—but her feet were not on the ground. She opened her eyes to a world upside down: she was being carried over someone’s shoulder. It was a man, and in addition to holding Miriam, he had two canvas bags slung over his back. A sharp twig scratched her face. Her head struck something metal in one of the sacks.


“Quickly,” said a familiar voice. “Let’s get her in the boat.” It was Moshe. Judah had been carrying her. She was passed between the brothers like chattel, followed by the bundles. Moshe set his wife down in the boat. Judah jumped in beside Miriam, while Moshe pushed the boat away from shore and jumped in. But they were caught on something. Snagged. Moshe tried to pull them closer to the mooring, but the bottom of the boat, now weighted down with the three bodies and their baggage, dragged to a halt in the shallows.


“Gevalt. It’s not enough you have done to us? Where is your divine power when it’s needed? Got in himl!” Moshe cried. Cursing under his breath, he jumped out into the cold water and unfastened the ropes. Attempting to jump back in, he lost his footing and fell onto the sharp edge of the stern. He cried with pain as Judah pulled him onboard. The men sat dazed for a minute. Slowly, they picked up their oars and propelled the boat forward.


Moshe grunted like a wounded animal. “I think I may have broken a rib,” he said through gasps of pain. “I don’t know if I can do this.”


Cold, wet, and terrified, Miriam grabbed the oar. Her heart raced and pounded in her ears as she lost herself in the rhythm of the boat. Not one word was spoken as she and Judah rowed together through the menacing marsh, the only sound the dipping of the oars.


Hours later, as the sky’s pinkish cast announced the sunrise, they stopped on the sandy bank of a small island to rest. It took the strength of both Judah and Miriam to lift Moshe out of the boat. They stashed the vessel behind a large bush. Once hidden from shore, they shared some bread and some water from the stream before sleeping the day away. They were back on their way before dusk. It was midnight when the port lights of Odessa became visible in the distance. Judah carried the two sacks from the boat and, with Miriam’s help, supported Moshe who was limping badly. She thanked God it was nighttime.


“Where are we going exactly?” Miriam asked.


“To Ezra, the merchant. He’ll know what to do, where to go, and how to get there. Your father said he’s our only chance,” Moshe said haltingly.


“What? You spoke to my father?” Miriam asked frantically. “What else did he say?”


“Nothing Miriam, I swear. That was all he said to me before he … he …”


Ezra arrived an hour after the three got to his house. He appeared displeased to see them, but his heart softened when he heard of their losses.


“I wish there was something I could do … we’re leaving the city tonight ourselves by ship,” Ezra said, putting his hand to his heart. “The cost of passage for my family is prohibitively high, and I need to keep something for the overland trip. I can give you our wagon and our horses, food and water. You could try to head inland and south.” Miriam sensed that even Ezra didn’t believe in the escape plan he was suggesting.


Moshe took out his violin case and slowly unwrapped the instrument.


“Moshe, this is not the time for music,” Miriam reproached him.


Moshe flipped the violin over and gently shook the instrument. He removed a small pouch from the violin. “My mother won’t be needing these anymore.”


Moshe’s fingers looked as if they were burning as he pulled a few shiny objects, one by one, from the bag. The necklace of amethysts and diamonds his mother wore when accompanying his father to the great synagogue. Miriam had never seen the sapphire and emerald rings that came out next, each of the stones surrounded by small diamonds. She guessed his mother had worn these to evening dinners to which she was not invited.


Ezra smiled. “A yiddishe kop,” he said as he touched the top of Moshe’s head. “I will take care of the arrangements.” Ezra took the necklace, fingering it gingerly.


He reached for the rings when Judah grabbed them.


“Miriam, why don’t you hold on to these for now?” Judah said as he turned to Ezra. “We’ll need these for the land journey, in case we get”—and with this he stared at Ezra—“separated.”


Ezra smiled, a flicker of admiration in his eyes. The merchant turned to his wife. “Rachel, get the children, we’ll leave for the ship now, while it is still dark. All of us, including our”—he turned toward the newcomers—“niece and nephews.”


She awoke to the smell of fish and sweat, a rough blanket lying on top of her. Moshe and Judah were talking softly.


“It is our homeland, surely we will find peace there,” Miriam heard Judah whisper.


“Peace? You are naive. We will never find peace, just momentary lapses in which the world stops trying to kill us.”


“Moshe, we must have faith. Remember, we are the Ch—”


“The Chosen People!” Moshe scoffed at his brother. “What are we chosen for anyway? To scratch out a living wherever we go? To be chased, killed, tortured wherever we settle?” Moshe cried out. “There will be war with Amalek in each generation! The Talmud tells us this.”


Miriam felt nauseous. Trying to sit up, she hit what she thought was a tree limb. Her eyes adjusted to the light. She was inside. This feeling, this motion, this place, it was familiar.


“Moshe, I think she is awake,” Judah said. “Miriam, Miriam?” He placed his hands on her shoulders. “Do you remember what has happened?”


The images flooded back. Her aunt’s terrified face as they ran from the market. Her house burning in front of her eyes. Avram, her baby, on the ground. Oh, her baby … She retched. Judah pushed a bucket under her mouth. She stopped only when there was nothing left but clear, yellow liquid. She sat like a limp cloth doll while Judah wiped her face, then the front of her dress. Moshe shoved his brother away.


“Enough, enough Judah! She can do that herself,” Moshe yelled as he lurched and fell down, grunting in pain and grabbing his chest and stomach.


“Do that herself? Look at her. She’s in shock, look at her eyes. And you shouldn’t have gotten out of the hammock,” Judah said as he helped Moshe back to his perch. “Moshe, she has lost a child.” Judah wrapped a wet scrap of cloth around Miriam’s neck.


“I learned this at the silver shop,” he told her. “It will help you feel better. It is cooling,” Judah said sweetly as he adjusted the makeshift scarf.


“A schmatte will help me?” She shook her head and smiled slightly. “Judah, nothing will help me. I have nothing.”


“You don’t have ‘nothing,’ you have me,” he said. Seeming to forget himself, he placed his hand softly on her cheek.


She began to cry. He held her. He is holding me? She made no effort to push him away. Moshe made no move to intercede. That’s when Miriam understood that the world she knew was gone.
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