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    “If Jane Austen had been born about two centuries later, gone to Smith, then palled around with Fran Lebowitz, chances are she’d have written like Elinor Lipman….”

—Chicago Tribune



National acclaim for Elinor Lipman and …

    THEN SHE FOUND ME


“A bright, lively, and funny look at an eccentric mother-daughter relationship.”

—The New York Times Book Review




“An enchanting tale…. Full of charm, humor, and unsentimental wisdom.”

—Publishers Weekly




“Funny and poignant…. THEN SHE FOUND ME is a truly happy book.” 

—New Orleans Times-Picayune




“Winningly wry and dry-eyed…. Funny, moving, and very wise in the ways of life.”

—Kirkus Reviews




“Keenly expressed insights…. Charming.”

—Vogue



    THE WAY MEN ACT


“Part of the joy of this wise and charming novel … is in the writing. The rest is in the thinking—smart, offbeat, funny. What a pleasure.” 

—Cosmopolitan




“Fresh romance blooms on every page, as … characters reveal unexpected depths of emotion and capacities for deception.”

—Lox Angeles Times Book Review




“Elinor Lipman’s eye for social geography instantly infatuates….”

—Glamour




“The ideal novel to read in one stretch.”

—The New York Times Book Review




“[A] stylish, witty, entertaining concoction”

—West Coast Review of Books



    ISABEL’S BED


“By about page ten of this novel, the reader gets a … grin on his face, and that grin doesn’t really stop for about a week.”

—The Washington Post Book World




“Delightful…. Engaging…. The perfect companion…. After a short while, these characters become more vivid than one’s own friends.”

—San Francisco Chronicle




“Deft and funny…. Sit back [and] enjoy.”

—Entertainment Weekly




“Isabel’s Bed is Fannie Farmer for the soul … delivered in a delicious style that’s both funny and elegant.” 

—USA Today




“A marvelous, quirky novel that makes you want to read it straight through without looking up.”

—The Boston Globe




“A warm, affecting tale about one smart woman letting go of her dumb choices and fumbling toward love….”

—People




“Read Isabel’s Bed and laugh; it’s a romp.”

—Cosmopolitan



    INTO LOVE AND OUT AGAIN


“Funny … poignant…. A roller-coaster of romantic encounters.”

—The New York Times Book Review




“Smart and funny short stories that catalog the ways of the heart.”

—Family Circle




“An afternoon delight. Breezy, wry with just a shade of sex … a warm, playful curl-up-and-read volume that’s over too soon.”

—Star-Telegram (Fort Worth, TX) 




“A dazzling ear for the nuances of modern life.”

—Detroit News
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FOR BOB AND BEN




    Special thanks to Henry Dutcher, Grace Scanlan McDermott, Atty. James C. Orenstein and Susan Z. Lynn for their cheerful help in matters of library science, Latin, law, and adoption, respectively.


    Very special thanks to Lizzie Grossman, dear and faithful agent, and to Stacy Schiff, ideal editor.



ONE



[image: Image]

My biological mother was seventeen when she had me in 1952, and even that was more than I wanted to know about her. I had no romantic notions about the coupling that had produced me, not about her being cheerleader to his football captain or au pair to his Rockefeller. When I thought about it at all, this is what I imagined: two faceless and cheap teenagers doing it listlessly in the unfinished basement where they jitterbugged unchaperoned. 

“Adopted” was never a label that made me flinch. Its meaning within our family was “hand-selected,” “star-crossed,” “precious.” I loved the story of my parents’ first glimpse of me at the agency, how I solemnly studied their faces—hers, his, back to hers—then grinned. I was raised to be glad that the unlucky teenage girl couldn’t keep me; the last thing I wanted was some stranger for a mother. Still, I slept with a light on in my bedroom until I was twelve, afraid she’d exercise her rights.

Later it annoyed me. The teenage girl annoyed me, nothing more. Could she ever have worn real maternity clothes or taken a single prenatal vitamin on my behalf? Here is where I remember to feel relief and gratitude and say, no matter. I am healthy, happy, better off. It is a lucky thing she didn’t keep me. I’d barely have finished high school. I’d have become a beautician or a licensed practical nurse, and I would think I had a glamorous career. The grittier I made it the more righteous I felt. I invented these jitterbugging teenagers when I was in junior high school, as my adoptive parents began to look old. I voted against the irresponsible kids, emphatically for the Epners. My story suited me and I grew to believe it. I did not attend support groups for adoptees and I did not search for anyone. 

Then she found me.


TWO
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    A Boston Globe staff photographer took the picture on a sunny Sunday. “One more time,” read the headline. “April Epner, 3 ½, makes her displeasure known as swan boat ride—first of the season—ends. Parents Gertrude and Julius Epner of Providence promise another.” In pony tails and clutching a miniature pocketbook to my chest, I howl adorably. Trude and Julius smile at each other over my barretted head, the smile of doting parents whose Sunday outing has succeeded beyond their fondest hopes. Wire services picked up the Globe photo and sent it out on the national wire with a new headline: “Make way for ducts.” It was used by newspapers all over New England and in odd spots where harbinger-of-spring photos were in short supply. Julius wrote to the Globe’s photo librarian expressing his interest in a glossy print, which he matted and framed alongside its grainy, newsprint twin.

*  *  *

In downtown Boston, Bernice Graverman passed the brass plaque that read “Florence Cohn Agency” on a lunch-hour excursion. She thought, It’s fate that made me get off the trolley at Boylston. I didn’t mean to, but now that I’m here I must go up. She was pleased with the way she looked that day in her camel’s-hair coat from the store’s Washington’s Birthday sale, and she had good news. She checked her brown pageboy, her lipstick, and the seams in her stockings before taking the elevator to the fourth floor. “Is Mrs. Prince here?” she asked the receptionist. 

“There’s no one here by that name,” she was told.

“Yes, there is,” said Bernice. “She was my social worker and it wasn’t that long ago.” She touched her stomach. One hundred sit-ups a day. As flat as ever. 

The receptionist frowned and retreated, “You mean Mrs. Price.”

“Isn’t that what I said?”

“She’s no longer here.”

“Did she get fired?” the girl asked.

The receptionist pursed her lips and asked for Bernice’s name at the time of her association with the Florence Cohn Agency. She opened a dark wood door and passed through into inner offices. After several minutes, an impeccable-looking woman in cream-colored wool followed the receptionist back to the waiting room. The woman offered her hand, introduced herself as Mrs. Mazur. Bernice rose eagerly to take it and made a mental note about the effects of gold accessories against cream-colored wool. 

“Why don’t we go into my office,” said Mrs. Mazur.

“Love to,” said Bernice.

It was Mrs. Price’s office, she noticed. Same sappy photographs of well-adjusted children on the walls; same repeating medallions on the green wallpaper. Mrs. Mazur sat behind her desk; Bernice took the visitor’s chair. 

“I bet you wonder what I’m doing here,” she said.

“Would you like to tell me?”

“I was just passing by and I said to myself, Maybe they like to see what happens to their mothers. See how they’re doing and how they’re adjusting. If they’re happy, and stuff like that.” 

Mrs. Mazur’s clasped hands rested on the girl’s manila folder. Bernice saw her name typed on a label; she saw the itch in the social worker’s fingers. She knew their need to read words on paper, to perform evaluations, to study folders well before the client sat down to talk. “Mrs. Prince always made notes when we talked, too,” said Bernice. “I guess anything you’d want to know about me is in there.” 

Mrs. Mazur’s fingers grazed the edges of the folder.

“Go ahead,” said Bernice. “How else are you going to know how well I’m doing?”

Mrs. Mazur hesitated—agency policy—then opened the file and scanned.

“I’m doing great,” Bernice continued. “I’m starting Northeastern in January and I’m going to study merchandising.”

Mrs. Mazur murmured her approval while she read.

“I’ve gotten three raises in two years at Jordan Marsh and everyone says I’m management material.”

Mrs. Mazur looked up, smiled anew, and closed the folder. “I’m so glad. I see it’s only been five months since the adoption.”

“It’s going to be work-study, so I’ll be earning my tuition practically at the same time.” She sat up straighter. Her navy voile blouse had tucks on the bodice; she wanted this nicely dressed Mrs. Mazur to appreciate its workmanship and notice the navy taffeta slip underneath. “I figured you like to know these things … write them down in your official records.” 

“We certainly do,” said Mrs. Mazur automatically. She wrote nothing in the folder. Bernice hated this one too.

“Can you tell Mrs. Prince I came in, and about my getting into college? And that I’m fine? I know she’d remember me.”

A buzz from the phone. The manila folder sat unattended on the desk blotter. Bernice stood and smiled, pretending to have been dismissed. In a second she slipped the folder toward her; she had opened and closed it even before the social worker lunged to its rescue. “Sorry,” Bernice said, flipping it back. 

But she had seen the name—on a white card stapled to the inside of the file, first thing a person saw. How stupid could they be? 

Her daughter’s name was now Epner. Her daughter was with the Epners.

“Don’t get excited,” said Bernice. “I didn’t see a thing.”

There were no Epners in the Boston phone book. The operator said no, there did not have to be anyone by that name in the city, no matter how much the young lady insisted, and would she like to talk to her supervisor? 

“It’s not as if I want to call them or anything,” answered Bernice.

Two years later Bernice Graverman found her daughter in the Globe. There was that name, Epner, and this little girl, just the right age. It was clear to Bernice that this fair and Polish-looking couple could not have given birth to this dark, sharp-faced little girl. “April,” they had named her, of all things. Awful. Bernice cut out the picture, which she folded lengthwise, put in an envelope, and placed in the bottom of her jewelry box. She called information in Providence and got a phone number and address for Julius Epner. She added this to her jewelry box. 

She had no plan. She was twenty years old and no more interested in unwed motherhood than she had been three years before. Semiannual phone calls to Providence—polite requests for phony names, apologies for a wrong number, in which she learned that the parents had German accents and the little girl answered eagerly a step ahead of them—were all Bernice Graverman did about her daughter, her only child, for thirty-three years.


THREE
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You’ve seen “60 Minutes”—the airport reunion between the child she gave up twenty-five, thirty years before and the hand-wringing biological mother. Who are these people who invite the television cameras? There’s the husband—not the biological father but the guy who married the young mother subsequently and understands her quest. There’s their legitimate family, two or three sons. They look like their father, lumpish. The arriving daughter, dressed smartly, is the perfect image of her biological mother, who has bought a black leather trench coat for the occasion and has tied a bandanna around her neck for a touch of the rodeo. They must be getting paid to do this on national television, you think. What we see must be a restaging of what took place minutes before. 

But maybe not. The mother is crying, and so is the new daughter. So is the stepfather. So are we.

I met the woman who said she was my biological mother in a diner ten minutes south of Boston. A friend of hers arranged the meeting after a day of laughable surveillance, trailing me nervously in her black BMW. None of it was necessary: my name and address were listed in the phone book; all this friend had to do—since she looked about as dangerous as a buyer for Saks shopping undercover at Bonwit’s—was ask me if I was April Epner and I would have said, “Yes, sure.” But she had to be a gumshoe; she had to put on sunglasses and follow my old Corolla to my high-rise apartment building. She had to catch up with me in the lobby as I was approaching my mailbox, key extended, and stop me with a tap on my arm. Close up, I could see her lips had been enlarged with lip liner and painted in with a creamy pink. “Were you born April first, nineteen fifty-two?” they said. 

I blinked and didn’t answer. I thought: This is one of those contests I didn’t even enter, a piece of junk mail I threw out.

She tried again: “I represent someone in your past who’s looking for an April Epner with that birth date.”

I knew then. It had to be her, the woman who gave birth to me; the other mother, the one I had successfully buried. I must have said something filial because the woman asked briskly, “Would that be welcome news?” 

“I don’t know,” I said. “I don’t know, I just … My mother died.”

“I’m talking about your real mother,” she said. “Your biological mother.”

“It’s you, isn’t it?” I asked after a few moments of measuring myself against this pancaked face, these monogrammed sunglasses, the sweater set and ropey pearls. 

“No,” said the woman. “But I’m a friend of hers. A dear, dear friend.”

No, I thought. You can’t be. You’re not right. You can’t be a dear, dear friend of the ragged teenage mother who couldn’t take care of me even though she loved me. 

“Where is she?” I looked toward the woman’s car, half expecting to see a pregnant seventeen-year-old watching and sniffling.

“In Boston. She’s a celebrity. She had a baby girl thirty-six years ago on your birthday and gave her up for adoption.” The woman wore a gigantic square-cut amethyst where a wedding ring might be. I thought: a club of rich single celebrities searching for each other’s babies. 

“Oh, my God,” I said. “What kind of celebrity?”

She pressed her lips together. “Did I say ‘celebrity’? I wasn’t supposed to reveal that yet. I’m just supposed to make the contact and the evaluation.” “Evaluation?” 

“Not an evaluation. Just this, our conversation. I’m sure you understand.”

“No,” I said. “I’m sure I don’t.”

“Let me put it this way: my friend needs … certain parameters.”

I asked what that meant, “parameters”?

She appraised my plain tan trench coat, my corduroy shoulder bag, then smiled tersely. “Bernice is not a social worker by nature. She wants to meet her daughter, but she’s cautious. Anyone would be.” 

Bernice—that was the celebrity’s name, a telling slip if only I could think of a single famous Bernice. “And what are you going to tell this Bernice? That I’m suitable? Or that I’m rude and that my raincoat needs dry cleaning?” 

“I’m definitely recommending that she meet you,” said the woman proudly. “Definitely. She’ll take it from there.”

“Gee,” I said, “are you sure? Without even checking my references?”

“You’re getting the wrong idea,” said the woman. “I’ve really given you a terrible impression of her.”

“Tell her I graduated from Radcliffe,” I said angrily. “See how she likes that. And tell her I’m not a social worker by nature, either. Tell her I love my parents and I’m doing just fine.” 

“Radcliffe!” the woman repeated. “How wonderful.”

“Cum laude,” I added.

“She’ll be tickled,” said the woman. She held out her hand as if I’d just earned an introduction. “I’m Sonia Friedberg. I’m a dear, dear friend of your mother’s.” She lifted her sunglasses up to her forehead and said, “The resemblance is chilling, which is marvelous. It really makes things just that much … easier.” She squinted at my hair and asked if I used something on it. 

“What?”

“Your hair has an auburn cast to it. And a bit of a wave. You don’t get that from her.”

“My hair’s just brown.”

“Her natural color was brown, too,” said Sonia. “And the eyes. You look like her especially through the eyes. That same deep brown; that same intensity.” 

I moved a step away.

“You have a sweeter face than she does. But still, it’s marvelous. She’ll be delighted.”

“Who is she?” I asked angrily. “And what is so marvelous—that I look enough like her to close the case?”

“Oh,” said Sonia, “that was never the question! She’s always known you were the one. She’s known your name for years and years, but it’s only recently that she’s been ready for you.” 

“But not ready enough to come herself instead of sending a spy?”

“She’s an extremely busy woman,” said Sonia. “She’s used to delegating.”

I fitted my key into the mailbox’s lock and saw my hand trembling. “She sounds despicable,” I said.

Sonia opened her mouth to register surprise. “Oh, no. She’s not at all.” She shook off the misguided image and laughed, as if picturing something indescribably delightful. “She’s fabulous,” she said. “Fab-u-lous.”


FOUR
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    Bernice Graverman was my mother, all right, and I hated her within minutes. She was striking in a slim, dark way that recalled Bess Myerson in her Catalina swimsuit being crowned Miss America. “Gabrielle,” she said theatrically as she saw me. “Gabrielle.” 

I walked down the diner’s central aisle toward that voice. I know this woman, I said to myself. I know her on some level. Her voice … her face. I thought: it’s mine. Uncanny, really. A prenatal memory. 

“Bernice has her own TV show,” Sonia was saying.

I didn’t get it immediately. Then I heard her—static overtaking a weak signal. The introduction registered: this knowledge of Bernice was not imbedded in my DNA. It was not that of a child finding her long-lost mother. It was that of a casual viewer, a channel-spinner. Sonia nudged me and I sat down.

Bernice Graves, Boston morning television: “Bernice G!” a show in upholstered wing chairs and coffee poured on air from a silver tea set. 

“It’s the reason I found you,” Bernice said while I stared at her Buster Brown pageboy, tinted blue-black and stiff with shine. Her skin was tanned, except for wet-look white eye shadow. “I did a very very powerful show on the subject of adoption. Some birth mothers and some orphans. Just before the credits, I looked into the camera and said, ‘I’ve never told anyone this before, but I gave up a child thirty-six years ago.’” Bernice closed her eyes and recalled the pain and glory of that cathartic moment. “I didn’t feel it coming. Next thing I knew it was out….” Bernice opened her eves. “You didn’t happen to see the show, did you?” 

I said I had not. I taught school every day.

“It made the papers, too. Jack Thomas’s column in the Globe and Norma Nathan’s in the Herald.”

“I didn’t hear about it,” I said apologetically.

“It was the only time I ever let my audience see me cry.”

“You were on live?” I asked.

Bernice stared. Had I asked if she was on live?

“What I meant was—”

“The show is taped,” said Bernice. “The moment was real. In that sense, it was very live. I thought about cutting it. I also thought about running it by our general manager and then I thought, This is as gutsy as it gets. This is raw emotion. I’ll take the consequences. I’ll turn my life upside down. I cried when I saw myself on tape. I cry every time I see it.” 

“I can’t believe you had the nerve to say it,” said Sonia.

Bernice smiled bravely, gratefully.

“Would you have called her if you had seen it?” Sonia asked me.

I said I didn’t know. Maybe.

“But you knew you were adopted, correct? That there was a real mother out there somewhere searching for you?”

I said I’d always known, but hadn’t assumed anything about my real mother, had no reason to think she was either out there or searching. 

“How could you not have called me after seeing something like that?” asked Bernice. “How could anyone not?” She turned to Sonia. “Is it me? Am I the crazy one? Look at us.” 

“She wasn’t afraid to take the biggest risk of her life for you,” said Sonia.

“In what way?” I asked. Bernice waited prettily for Sonia’s explanation.

“Branding herself ‘unwed mother.’ Not knowing if the truth would cost her her job—”

“Painting a scarlet letter ‘A’ on my own chest, as it were,” Bernice interrupted.

I asked what did happen after the broadcast. 

“The phone calls ran four to one congratulating me for having the guts to do what I did,” Bernice said. “Only two said, ‘Get this slut off the air.’” 

Sonia, staunch ally, harrumphed.

“It’s the lunatics,” said Bernice. “They’re always threatening to go to the FCC and get you off the air. I had a married priest and nun on once—adorable—and I asked them a routine question about premarital sex. The switchboard blew up, literally.” 

Bernice and Sonia commiserated. I was the forgotten player in their reunion drama. It was probably my fault for missing my cues, failing to respond in a way that would lead to my sitting before a camera in a wing chair with one of my hands clutched in two of Bernice’s. “Would you like to see the clip sometime?” asked Bernice.

I said, “Maybe sometime. Thanks.”

“She’s very … detached. I expected something different,” Bernice said to Sonia as if I weren’t there to hear.

“She’s in shock.”

“No, I’m not.”

“I know how I’d react if my real mother found me,” said Bernice.

“Which doesn’t make your set of reactions right, or hers wrong,” said Sonia psychiatrically.

“Are you sure I’m her?” I asked.

Bernice looked to Sonia.

“Of course,” said Bernice.

“Show her,” said Sonia.

Bernice reached into an enormous red leather pocketbook. She removed a business-size envelope and took out a newspaper clipping. Its edges had darkened to a pale coffee color, but it didn’t look too old or too used. It was me, April Epner, age three, crying on the swan boat, the 1955 picture I knew from my parents’ foyer. I took it from her warily, spooked to see our private memento in someone else’s hand. 

“It’s me with my parents on the swan boat,” I said unsteadily.

“So you don’t deny that?”

I asked where she had gotten it. She repeated her question.

“Why would I deny it? My name’s on it.”

Bernice took the clipping back as if she’d better not trust me with so fragile a piece of crucial evidence. “I cut it out of the Globe in nineteen fifty-five.” 

“I don’t understand what this proves,” I said.

“It shows how long I’ve known who my daughter is. It showed me where you’d be if I ever needed to get you. It says you lived in Providence and you were the daughter of Mr. and Mrs. Julius Epner.”

“But how did you know this little girl—me—was your daughter?”

“I knew your name.”

“How?” I asked.

“Against all odds,” she said. “A very obliging woman at the adoption agency took pity on me and divulged what might have cost her her job.” Bernice tossed her head. “Besides, look at them. You couldn’t possibly have come from them. I knew first of all that you had to be adopted. Second, you were three and a half. My daughter was exactly three and a half that same month. And you looked exactly like me in my baby pictures. Exactly. I showed this to my mother without saying a word and she almost fainted.” 

“Your baby was born April first, nineteen fifty-two?” I asked.

“Yes.”

“You should see the two of you in a mirror,” cooed Sonia. “This would be the coincidence to end all coincidences if you weren’t the daughter she gave up.” 

“How come you didn’t do anything then?” I asked.

“I was twenty, twenty-one. I was still thinking I had done the right thing. And I was still expecting to marry someone and have children the right way. All this picture meant was that I knew where you were. Don’t forget—this happened in the fifties, way before people started meeting in church basements to help each other find their illegitimate children and vice versa.” 

I asked if her timing was a coincidence. Had she known that my mother died recently? My father two years before?

“More or less,” she murmured.

“How?”

“Something they call a clipping service,” she said. “I’ve subscribed for a while, not that it gave me much of a return.”

I thought of the man and the sons on the sidelines at TV reunions. I asked, “What does your family think of your search for your long-lost daughter?” 

“Family?” She looked at Sonia.

“Husband? Other children?”

“Only you,” she said.

“You’ve never married?”

“Why? Have you?”

I said no.

Bernice shook her arms so that her bracelets settled at her wrists. She smiled and said happily, “Another thing we have in common.” 

We drank our coffee and refused refills. Bernice collected the three bits of paper that were our checks. “Thank you for the coffee,” I said. 

She turned to Sonia. “Unbelievable. She’s thanking me for a lousy cup of diner coffee, as if I don’t even owe her that much. As if I have nothing to make up for.” 

“She doesn’t want anything!” said Sonia. “She’s here as an emotional and an intellectual investment, not because you’re Bernice G. I told you she had integrity.” 

“What about dinner?” Bernice asked me. “Would you feel compromised by the occasional dinner?”

I said I thought that would be okay.

“We’ll get acquainted.”

“Okay,” I said.

“How do you feel about this?” she asked.

How did I feel? A television question. Did other people in airport reunions and adoption-support groups cry at this point, or touch? I didn’t feel like doing either. “I guess I have some more questions,” I said. 

From across the table Bernice put her fingertips to my lips to gently silence me. “Later,” she whispered. I leaned away so she couldn’t touch me again with any grace. She reached into the enormous red bag and took out a brown leather book. “Let’s make a date!” she said. “This week? Thursday.” 

Thursday was too soon. I said I couldn’t Thursday.

“Sunday night? Dinner? Imperial Teahouse?”

“Fine,” I said.

“You like Chinese food?”

“Love it.”

Bernice smiled maternally. She and Sonia looked pleased together. It made perfect sense, didn’t it? Any daughter of hers would have to love dim sum. 

“You want to know who your father is, of course,” said Bernice.

Sonia did not speak up to silence her, but braced me by laying five creamy pink fingernails on my sleeve.

“Wait—” I said.

“A famous man, now dead,” said Bernice as if she had been savoring the phrase for thirty-six years and nine months.


FIVE
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    “I want to know everything about you,” Bernice said as we were being seated at Sally Ling’s. “Start from your earliest memory. Or start with your life today and work backwards.” 

I shrugged out of my coat and draped it on the empty chair next to me. I told Bernice I had expected to talk about her first, at least the part about my father. 

She pushed away her place setting and leaned forward, arms folded, elbows on the table. Without preamble or protest, she recited her story. “I met him when I was sixteen. I worked in Stockings on the street floor of Jordan Marsh, a buyer in training. It was a more personal department in those days with a great deal of customer contact. Stockings came in boxes, not on racks like greeting cards. I spent my days folding back tissue paper, carefully splaying my fingers inside nylons to demonstrate color and sheerness.” She paused. “Am I going into too much detail for you at this juncture?” 

“Go on,” I said.

“I met Jack at my counter just before Mother’s Day. I recognized him as an educated man and spoke accordingly—”

“Jack who?”

“I’m getting to that. ‘Doesn’t this Schiaparelli have a lovely diaphanous quality?’ I asked. I saw the effect immediately. He started, then smiled his brilliant smile. For good measure, noticing his Harvard ring, I said, ‘I can’t wear my school ring because it snags the hosiery.’ 

“‘Where did you go to school?’ he asked.

“‘Girls’ Latin.’ I lowered my voice so the other salesgirl wouldn’t hear. ‘I’m going to be a senior. They think I’m staying on here full-time.’ 

“‘And where do you live?’

“‘Brighton,’ I told him. He grinned again and held out a tanned hand. ‘I hope to be your next congressman.’

“I said something like ‘You do?’

“‘I’m running in the Democratic primary. Maybe you could put in a good word for me with your neighbors.’ That’s exactly what he said. 

“‘With pleasure,’ I said.

“He patted his pockets and found a parking ticket to write on. I offered him my Jordan Marsh ballpoint. He wrote my name and address…. Nothing!” Bernice smiled triumphantly. 

“Nothing?” I repeated.

“No flinch at the ‘Graverman,’ no reneging on what I sensed was sexual rapport between us out of anti-Semitism. Nothing! He asked if I’d like to help out in the campaign. ‘Pretty girls are always needed,’ I think is what he said. I blushed, of course. I was totally inexperienced and hadn’t learned how to accept compliments graciously. ‘If you think I can be of some help,’ I said. 

“He wrote a phone number on my sales pad. I said I’d call his headquarters that night. He was a beanpole then, and not terribly smooth, but I sensed his greatness. I should have kept that sales slip. It would be worth a lot of money today. And did I mention the stockings? A Mother’s Day present for Rose.” 

Bernice ended her story with a quivering, pained smile.

I laughed. For the first time in her presence, I laughed.

“How dare you,” she whispered.

“You’re saying my father was Jack Kennedy?” 

She stared for a long time, then said, “I know it’s not what you were expecting to hear.”

“Do you have proof?” I asked.

“He knew about you, if that’s what you were wondering.”

“John Kennedy got you pregnant?”

“We were deeply in love.”

“Wasn’t he married?”

“He hadn’t even met her yet!”

“Why didn’t he marry you?”

She patted her stiff bangs. “I loved him too much for that.”

“His career, you mean? You were being altruistic?”

“Of course. It would have been political suicide for him to marry me. He’d have been crucified because I was pregnant and it would have been worse that I was a Jew. Jack would have come to resent me, too. Ironically.” 

“Why ‘ironically’?”

“Because if he had chosen me—us—he’d never have been elected. He’d be alive today.”

I asked if she was mentioned in any of the Kennedy biographies.

She stared at me again—it was my own schoolmarm’s stare, refusing to answer a question of such sass and ill will. “What sells books?” she asked finally. “You tell me: Bernice Graverman or Marilyn Monroe?” 

I wanted to tell her that she was either cruel or crazy and in either case insulting my intelligence. I considered “You are a sick woman,” or “You’re lying.” I settled on “I don’t look like him at all.” 

“You don’t,” she agreed.

“Wasn’t he tall?”

Bernice reached for the glass ashtray and placed it in front of her with a petulant clink.

“You’re annoyed,” I said.

She shrugged.

“Did you expect me to believe you?”

“When you’re telling the truth, you don’t worry about being taken for a liar.”

“So you said to yourself, I’ll tell April I’m her mother and President Kennedy was her father, and then she’ll know. Period. That’ll impress the hell out of her. Something like that?” 

Bernice poked a long red fingernail into an almost flat pack of cigarettes and found one more. She lit it with a silver lighter and exhaled gracefully toward the ceiling. “I’m not an analytic person,” she said. “I act first and live with the consequences.” 

“How old was he?”

“Twenty-nine,” said Bernice, “but he looked twenty-two.”

“I can’t believe someone twenty-nine years old, running for public office, would seduce a sixteen-year-old campaign volunteer, practically on the spot.” 

“You’re very naive. You don’t understand the way it was. Politicians did whatever they felt like doing, especially bachelor politicians.” 

“Where did you go for your trysts?” I asked.

“Charlestown. An apartment of someone he trusted.”

“Was he your first?”

“Of course!”

“How long did it last?”

“Weeks, months.” Bernice looked away, then added: “For me, a lifetime.”

I smiled, thinking that for all her drama she was a terrible actress. I asked if they had managed to be together often.

“Whenever we could. His schedule was impossible.”

“Was he good?” I asked in a low voice.

Bernice smiled indulgently. “Terrible, by today’s standards. All business. And his back always hurt.”

“Was he right- or left-handed?”

“Right.”

“Was he circumcised?” I asked.

“If you’re trying to trip me up, you won’t.”

“Why weren’t you angry? Didn’t you want to ruin his career after he abandoned you?”

Bernice closed her eyes and shook her head, rattled her head vigorously. One toad-sized clip-on earring flew off her earlobe. 

I thought: This person is my mother.

“There’s so much I want to know about you,” she said chummily, her revelation behind her. We were eating our meal, the entire list of eight appetizers. Bernice had ordered for us and told the waiter we must not be disturbed. 

I asked what she wanted to know about me.

“Why, for example, would anyone want to teach a dead language in a public high school? Don’t most Radcliffe graduates with your inclinations become college professors in the romance languages?” 

I told her I loved Latin. That it was fun. Once you knew the rules, it was so logical.

She leaned closer across the table. “Am I hearing something real now, something”—she made a cluster of her fingertips and touched her head and then her chest—“something about April … that she likes rules and logic? Am I hearing something significant about her?” 

I helped myself to one steamed dumpling and one pan-fried dumpling. After a moment I said, “I’m not good at that kind of question with someone I don’t know.” 

She said quickly, “I understand perfectly. You have a hard time with intimacy. What should we talk about that won’t take me in too close? Your job?” 

“I don’t mind—”

“Say something in Latin. I had four years of it at Girls’ Latin and all I remember is ‘Gallia est omnis divisa in partes tres.’”

I said, with feeling, “Semper ego auditor tantum?”

“Much call for Latin teachers?” she asked, unmoved.

I told her, no matter. It was mandated in our curriculum. And I was tenured. Tenere: to hold. 

“I hated it,” said Bernice proudly. “Who wants to learn a dead language when there’s Spanish and French and Russian and Japanese around? With a billion people on earth speaking Mandarin Chinese?” 

“There’d be no French and Spanish without Latin,” I answered. “And do you remember how beautiful Latin poetry is? Catullus? ‘Let us live and love, nor give a damn what sour old men say. The sun that sets may rise again, but when our light has sunk into the earth it is gone forever.’ You find that dead?” 

Bernice sat back against her chair, blotted her mouth, and checked the napkin for signs of color. She was disappointed. I hadn’t done enough. 

“I know it’s not a glamorous job,” I offered, “but it’s very satisfying to teach something no one cares about.”

She looked at my clothes: a long-sleeved cotton jersey, which I owned in black, purple, celery, and white, my blue drop-waist Indian cotton jumper. Tonight, for dress-up, I had added a Guatemalan shawl. 

“Your look,” she said. “What would you call it? Collegiate? Primitive?”

“Not to your taste?”

She smiled diplomatically. “We have all the time in the world,” she said.


SIX
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    As far as I was concerned, my real parents were Trade and Julius Epner of Providence, Rhode Island, who had adopted me in 1952 and named me April. I was their only child for seven years until a baby brother temporarily diluted the power of my office. I forgave them for that act of disloyalty; I forgave them for everything because they died two years apart—my mother just last year—too young and before I was prepared. Widowhood at sixty-four made Trude a teller of pretty autobiographical tales, uncontradicted by Julius’s dour editing. Her stories were eulogies to him: their meeting by chance, their wedding, their finding a little daughter more perfect than their own flesh and blood could have fashioned, considering. Trude started talking right after my father’s funeral, the first night we sat shiva. The upstairs neighbors came the first night, and a contingent of my grown childhood friends arrived and left in a clump the second. Then the rabbi, the cantor, the cantor’s wife, the widow of the old rabbi, one fellow retiree from the shoe store my father had managed, one temple elder none of us knew. Trude didn’t comment on the poor attendance, but shortened our memorial week to three nights. 

Afterward, we still went into the living room after the dishes were done, wore our mourning clothes, put out the leftover pastries. Trude talked, and my brother and I let her, circled by the empty folding chairs the funeral director didn’t take away for four more days. 

They had met on a train from Providence to Boston. Trude was headed to Filene’s Basement and Julius to Fen way Park. Instead, they spent the afternoon together in the Public Garden, whispering in the German they hadn’t spoken aloud for the months they’d been lodgers in the States. Neither asked the questions Americans loved so much—how mothers, fathers, brothers, and sisters had been killed and how they, miraculously, had survived; instead they exchanged the facts. She was twenty-five, Viennese; he, twenty-nine, from Munich. Their fathers had both been furriers. He had a brother in Palestine, and she had no one she knew of. Neither had been religious or married. Belsen and Auschwitz. 

At dinnertime Trude called Providence and said she’d be late. They had supper at Woolworth’s, speaking English at the counter, and toasted each other with glasses of bright green punch. It was for both the first meal away from their American sponsors, who heaped unsolicited second helpings of dull kosher food on to their refugee plates. Both ordered BLTs. 

They took a late train back to Providence after cavorting to South Station like furloughed G.I.’s in a Hollywood musical. Slumping cozily against each other in the last car, Trude and Julius kissed.

Julius knew that night he’d marry Trude; he hoped he’d have the willpower to keep from proposing on the spot. When the train pulled into Providence, Trude gave him her phone number and took his for insurance. They embraced with the intensity and joy of lovers reunited. 

Trude told the Solomons about Julius at breakfast. Adele wrinkled her brow with the effort of placing these people, the Wallachs. She had not tried to contact other families who had taken in displaced persons; Trude’s Americanization, she had thought, would not be served by inducing friendships with hollow-eyed shells of men unsuited to her joie de vivre. 

But Julius Epner sounded promising.

“Tell me,” Adele prompted. Trude smiled sleepily and cupped both hands around her coffee cup.

“He’s very lovely,” she said. “Big, big blue eyes that stick out a little. Very kind eyes. High forehead with this … this hair!” Trude laughed and outlined a wiry bush above her own head. 

Adele and Sy Solomon exchanged prayerful looks. “Will he be calling you?” Adele asked.

Trude answered yes as if any other possibility were too ridiculous to consider.

Trude said she might never be able to give him a baby. “In the camp I never menstruated. None of us did. I picture my insides shrunk away. Now sometimes I do and sometimes I don’t.” Julius instantly adopted Trude’s dilemma as his own. If she couldn’t have children—so be it. Perhaps it was not realistic, asking their bodies to reproduce and bring forth healthy children. It would be a miracle, actually, for Trude’s thin little body and tender bones to bear his child. And it was selfish of him to want children at the expense of her health. They had each other to love, and wasn’t that already more than he expected from such a life? 
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