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Chapter 1


Tzipora Finkel Bryer wiped her eyes. She was feeling weepy again. She put down the paper and slumped in the cane-backed chair in her bedroom, where she spent much of her time these days. Around her were the shades of silk her decorator had chosen—melon, lemon, and robin’s egg blue—but tonight the pastels did not calm her; she felt particularly restless and nervous. She leaned her hands on the French provincial desk, usually reserved for paying bills, and looked at the brown spots on her wrinkled hands. They were indeed the hands of an old woman, and she knew it, though the engagement ring and wedding band her now-dead husband had given her fifty-five years before still sparkled on her finger.


Tzippy groaned and hit herself in the chest. She was suffering heartburn from the noodle kugel and herring with cream sauce. Earlier, she and Angie—her live-in maid of thirty-eight years, who did all the cooking, cleaning, and laundry—had eaten the rich fare Selma’s daughter had served after the funeral, then driven home to her seaside apartment in Bal Harbour. Angie was already in bed. The only food that agreed with Tzippy these days was hot water and saltines. She coughed and spat incessantly, wadding up her soiled tissues and throwing them into a basket by her crumpled bed. She half wondered if she would even wake up the next morning.


She sighed and tried reading the paper again, her red half-glasses still perched on the bridge of her fine aquiline nose, but all she could think about was her dear friend Selma Grossman, her cherry wood casket being lowered into the rectangular grave. She shook her head, trying to dispel the image. Too many of her friends were dying. How long did she have?


Just twelve days earlier, Tzippy and her beau of three years, Stan, had celebrated New Year’s Eve at the Fontainebleau Hotel’s Y2K party, and the world hadn’t ended. The year 2000 had started right on schedule; only Selma had died.


As a youngster, Tzippy had rarely thought about death. Once, a friend’s father had fallen off his bike and died of a heart attack while riding in the park with his son. The incident had shocked Tzippy, had caused her little heart to flutter with disbelief. But mostly, she’d been safe from thoughts of her life ending. Of course, as a child she couldn’t wait to be in the front of the line, waving her hand, beseeching the teacher to choose her. Her heart had brimmed with expectation. Now she prayed she wouldn’t die on the toilet seat like Elvis Presley.


Poor Selma had died in her sleep. Half the synagogue had turned out for the funeral. Everyone had loved Selma, with her hearty laugh and generous spirit. For ten years, ever since her husband, Milt, had died, she had paid for the entire spread on Yom Kippur when the congregation broke its fast.


Tzippy had not been so extravagant with her money since Benny had passed—or at least she hadn’t spent it frivolously on others. Tzippy didn’t want to end up like Esther Berger, her old friend from West Belchertown, who had to live with her daughter, a girl with limited parenting and domestic skills and a cheap husband. No, Tzippy did not want to be at anyone’s mercy.


There had been a good turnout for Selma at Mount Abrams Jewish Cemetery. Three of Selma’s piano students had attended, young children looking scared and sad, standing off to the side, each holding the hand of a grown-up, probably one of their parents. Selma had taught them how to play and told them, “You need to bring music into the world.” Tzippy shook her head in amazement, thinking about how her friend, eighty-five-year-old Selma, had given piano lessons right up to the end. She had to admit this giving spirit made her uncomfortable.


Rachel Levin had been there with her Hispanic driver. Since she’d had a stroke, she hadn’t been able to get around alone. “I can’t even put on my own pantyhose,” she lamented. But she looked good, despite her troubles. Dr. Nathan and his new wife had also attended. He was a podiatrist, which had been his father’s occupation. He came from Brooklyn, had gone to Brooklyn College on the GI Bill, and had a brother in the diamond business. The new wife was pretty and twenty years younger, which annoyed Tzippy. She resented men’s having the advantage, trading their wives in like old cars. Still, she had managed to have her own way when she’d wanted it. She smiled, remembering Claude, her young lover. She liked being a rebel, still did.


Loyal, loving Stan had stood by her side at the gravesite and rubbed her arm when she wept as the rabbi finished his eulogy, extolling Selma’s virtues and laying her to rest. Stan and Selma, they were the good ones. Tzippy’s favorite sisters, Sophia and Julia, were buried at the cemetery, along with their husbands. Ben’s golfing and gin rummy buddies, Milt Lieberman and Jerry Katz, were also interred there. It was like a small reunion park.


Now, she tried to think of cheerier things. She leafed through the January 2000 Vogue and admired the skinny models with their arched eyebrows and flawless complexions. There had been a time when she looked that attractive. Hadn’t she caught her husband by wearing that wonderful French green chapeau with the sequined heart? Yes, she had been a looker.


Unable to concentrate, she put her magazine down on top of her unpaid bills and checkbook. Perhaps she’d feel better if she lay down. She turned up the air conditioner and looked out the window to the east, where the vast ocean crashed and rolled, making her feel small and insignificant. She admired the cherub-bedecked porcelain lamps with ivory shades on each of her night tables. Such pretty lighting, she mused. That decorator Arietta Flock sure had known her business.


She decided to undress and get into bed. With her pink night jacket covering her shoulders, the lamp still on, and her red half-glasses on her nose, she picked up the remote. She checked the TV for an old movie, maybe Clint Eastwood or Paul Newman—Tzippy appreciated a sexy man. She still had a good eye, even half-blind. But there was nothing.


In the morning, she would take a bath and then go to her appointment with Maria, her hairdresser. She needed to have her hair combed for the day and also to discuss a new style for her birthday party. Maybe she’d invest in another hairpiece to cover the bald spot on the back of her head—something fuller and with more blond highlights. On a pad, she wrote down the few errands she had to run. She had to go to Saks for the final fitting on her suit; she still didn’t want to spend the money on the matching aubergine heels. Eggplant! Prada shoes were too damn expensive.


Just as she was calculating the cost of the entire birthday outfit, the phone rang. It was Shari, Tzippy’s youngest and most challenging child, calling from Massachusetts.


“Mom, how are you? Did I call too late?” she said.


“Oh, sweetheart, it’s good to hear your voice. No, I just got into bed to rest. It’s been a tough day.”


“What happened?”


“I went to Selma’s funeral—Selma Grossman, you remember her—and it depressed me so. I can’t stand all these people dying. I’ll be next.”


“Quit being morbid, will you?”


“Selma was a good woman. Her piano students were there. You should have heard what the rabbi said. What a mensch, he said. Everyone was crying. I wonder what they’ll say when I die.”


“They’ll say you were a character, Mom. One of a kind. They’ll say you drove me crazy but I loved you anyhow.”


“Did I drive you crazy?”


“You know you did. I nearly starved myself to death because of you.”


“Please stop saying that.” Enough with the needling, Tzippy thought. When Shari had started her diet at age fifteen, Tzippy had been glad because she’d thought Shari could afford to drop five pounds. Looks had always been important to Tzippy, ever since her childhood, when her own mother had compared her and her sisters—all eight of them—and they’d fought over who was the slimmest and prettiest. But Shari had taken it to extremes and kept losing weight well after she needed to.


Tzippy didn’t know Shari was having only an apple, a carrot, and a small carton of milk for lunch until the headmistress at the girls’ school called to report her concerns. When poor, dead Selma Grossman had stopped her in the street one day and said, “What’s the matter with Shari? She looks like she’s just been released from Auschwitz,” Tzippy shrank with shame. The remark haunted her to this day. Still, was it all her fault her daughter had tried to starve herself?


“I wish you didn’t hold everything against me,” Tzippy said.


“Okay, let’s not review history. You’re a tough old bird and will live to be a hundred. Is that better?”


“Please, Shari. Give me a break tonight.”


“I still love you.”


“That’s my girl.”


She heard a smack across the telephone wires as Shari blew her a kiss.


“But it is depressing, Shari.”


“Mom, it’s already Wednesday. In two days we’ll be coming down to celebrate your eightieth birthday. You’ll probably dance the night away and drink us all under the table.”


“I doubt I’ll drink you under the table.”


“Probably not—I’ll give you that. Still, you’ll see another twenty years. Stop this.”


“Okay, you’re right. So, how is your life? How’s your job at the Gap?”


“It’s terrible. I hate it. I’ve told you. The help only works there to get the discount, they have so little motivation, and the district manager’s a bitch. I stand on my feet all day, and I’m exhausted. Plus, I have to work on the weekends. The pay’s mediocre. I can’t put any money away.”


“Oh, dear, I’m sorry. You’ve tried so many things. What else could you do?” Tzippy had heard the Gap saga before, but she still felt bad about Shari’s poor luck. Shari had not moved up the corporate ladder like her other friends because she had lost focus partying, wasting time with guys who were beneath her, jumping from one career to another, fluctuating with unstable moods, starving, overindulging with booze, and hooking up with one-night stands. She had worked in real estate but had earned only $10,000 per year; had sold furniture, kitchenware, cheese, wine, and women’s clothes; and had written a wine column for the local newspaper for free.


“I should have been a movie star and gotten rich and famous.”


Benny had always said Shari could act, and she was pretty enough, but Tzippy reminded her, “It’s a little late for that.”


“I know, at forty-five, I’ve missed the boat. But I still look pretty good. I bought a new dress for your party. It’s royal purple and has a plunging neckline. Quite sexy.”


“I wish you had a boyfriend to show it off to. What happened to Ed?”


“I had to get rid of him. He flirted with everything in a skirt. I couldn’t take it anymore. At the moment I’m between husbands, as you would say.” It was a family joke. Shari had actually been married only once and engaged another time. Tzippy liked to say she was between husbands, instead of between boyfriends. It had a better ring.


“Maybe Brucie could fix you up with one of his cronies.”


“My brother has enough on his plate at the moment,” Shari said. “Business is bad. The banks are coming down on him.”


“Yes, you’re right. He’s having a hard time.”


“I wish Daddy were alive. He’d know what to do. I should have worked in the family business,” Shari said.


“Well, you’ve gone from being a movie star to being a coat manufacturer all in one telephone conversation.”


“Don’t make fun of me, Mother. You always do that, and it makes me feel bad.”


“I wasn’t making fun; I was just joking.”


Shari sighed. “Do you need anything special when I come?”


“No, just you and your famous pillow you always bring. And a box of those wonderful chocolates they sell on Arlington Street near that nice hotel.”


“Okay, I’ll get some. Now, Mom, go to sleep and quit worrying. We’re going to dance and laugh and toast you all night long.”


“Shari, thanks for being so nice to me, even if we have our rough patches. I love you.”


“I love you, too.”


Tzippy sighed and leaned back against her headboard, lined with miniature pillows that she and Angie had stolen from airplanes whenever they took a flight. Then she felt a cramp start to creep up her veiny right leg, viselike, making her foot curl. She couldn’t control her toes; the cramp contorted them so they stuck together. Her body was betraying her, just like it would in the end. Paralyzed with pain, she yelled, “Angie,” forcing out her maid’s name in a low grunt.


When nothing happened, Tzippy began to panic. She picked up a spoon and banged it on her small night table, filled with medicines. “Angie,” she howled. “Help me.”


Wrinkled and sleepy, Angie appeared in her nightgown and robe, her hair all curled up in rags. “What’s a matter, Mrs. B.?”


Tzippy stuck out her leg. “I have a terrible cramp. Oh, it’s bad tonight,” she whispered.


The large black woman bent down and began to massage Tzippy’s leg. Then she kneaded her foot.


“Let me get the vinegar,” Angie said, reaching for the glass bottle of clear liquid on the night table. “Hold still.” She poured the white vinegar into the palms of her muscular hands and rubbed it all over Tzippy’s leg and foot.


“The thigh, too,” Tzippy said.


Angie continued to work on Tzippy’s leg, which was thin-skinned and striated with veins from childbearing. Tzippy hated looking at her legs and often covered them with support hose. Angie massaged slowly, taking her time and gently relieving the torment.


“Oh, that’s much better,” Tzippy said, bending back into her pillows and sighing as the cramp gave way to luscious relief.


“That vinegar sure helps, doesn’t it?”


“Yeah, I don’t know why, but it works. Thank you, sweetie.”


Tzippy watched as Angie rose, her girth making her slow to stand, and went into Tzippy’s bathroom. For a moment, Tzippy was alone again, and she stretched her arms above her head. One of these days, she’d have to get to that yoga class they held at the community center. She’d been promising herself to go for over five years. Maybe it would keep her from dying. With new resolve, she decided to call in the morning.


From the bathroom came the clink of glass breaking and then a flood of perfume filled the room like a noxious cloud. It was one of the heavily floral scents that Tzippy no longer wore, and it pressed on her, as if to keep her from breathing. Then she heard dismayed humming from Angie and the rush of running water.


Angie emerged from the bathroom, flushed and bothered.


“What happened?” Tzippy asked.


“Oh, Mrs. B., I knocked over one of them little trial perfume bottles standing by the tub.”


“What were you doing over there?”


“Nothing.” Angie looked like she wanted to bolt from the room. “I broke it. I’m sorry.”


“Are you okay?” Tzippy asked. “Did you cut yourself?”


“Oh, no,” Angie said. “I’m fine. I loved that perfume.”


“Well, it’s about to suffocate me,” Tzippy said. “Will you open the window?”


Angie hurried over and opened both windows to the south, the ones that looked down on the apartment’s pool complex. A humid breeze blew in, and for once it was welcome.


“Thank you, Angie,” Tzippy said. “I don’t know what I’d do without you.”


Angie looked relieved and said, “Sure looks like we’re going steady.”


Tzippy said, “I’m okay now. Go back to sleep.”


Angie came over and gave her hand a squeeze. After she left, Tzippy leaned back on her pillows and sighed, grateful for her good fortune at having a live-in. She knew living with her children would be more excruciating than the cramps. In fact, thinking about their coming for her birthday party gave her angina. Sometimes Shari drank too much and fought with her brother, Brucie. The last time they’d had a party, Ike, Naomi’s husband, had given an inebriated, run-on toast that embarrassed Tzippy. She’d always wanted everything perfect.


She had told herself over and over, Try not to dwell on any more upsetting thoughts. But she couldn’t help it. The perfume still hung heavily in the air. What had Angie been doing over by the tub? She’d have to throw away all those little vials she’d pocketed; they were no use to her anymore. Suddenly, her head was spinning with chores. There was so much to think about.




Chapter 2

She awoke with unusual sprightliness, briefly forgetting the events of the previous day. Even through the gauzy drapes, she felt the welcome warmth of the morning and for the moment lay there, luxuriating in the pleasure of feeling the sun on her face. But when she pushed herself from the bed, her body complained and she had to rise bit by bit into a standing position. It was painful, but she pushed herself and quickly swallowed a pill. She took anti-anxiety meds to calm her down. She had started when Benny was screwing golden-haired Laura and Tzippy had panic attacks while driving with Claude, who became her Jamaican lover, and now Tzippy relied on the little white pills whenever she felt fearful or annoyed.

“Angie, where are you?” she called, like an abandoned child in her empty room.

Just then the phone rang.

“Hi, baby cakes,” Stan said. As she pictured him, with his white hair and ruddy complexion, she calmed down. Perhaps he was wearing pajamas. Blue, like the color of the sky.

“Good morning, Stanley.” Her voice sounded brittle and strained.

“What’s wrong?”

“I just woke up. My body’s not behaving.”

“What hurts?”

“Everything.”

“Give it time. Walk around, eat something.” She could see Stan with a barbell in one hand and the phone in the other. He tried to keep in good shape, worked hard at it.

Angie appeared at the door and put a cup of tea on the nightstand. Tzippy nodded curtly to her and waved her away. She didn’t like other people overhearing her phone conversations.

“Pretty nice service they had for poor Selma,” Stan said.

“Yes, it was. I’ll miss her.”

“She was a good egg.”

“I wonder who’ll do the Yom Kippur spread now that that sweet soul is gone.”

“Maybe you,” Stan said mischievously.

Tzippy felt a hot blush start at her breastbone. “I can’t afford it.”

“Baby cakes, you’re loaded. Ben left you in good shape.”

“I need my cash. You do it.” He had no idea how much she loved having cash in the bank. It was her prime reason for renting, rather than buying.

“I’m not as flush as you,” Stan said.

She remembered how he and Benny would argue about who would place the biggest bet on the underdog at the prize fights and Stan would say, “Ben, my boy, you’re the leader of this pack—you go for it.”

“How do you know?” Tzippy said sharply. “Have you looked at my bank account lately?” She hated when he talked about her money. Stan had never been as successful as Benny.

“I love you. Let’s not argue.”

“You’re right,” she said. Tzippy knew Stan was a decent, honorable, affectionate man and she loved him like a second husband, more easily and less intensely. Sometimes at dinner he kissed her lips and rubbed her thigh under the table. He hugged her while they cuddled on the yellow brocade sofa, fondled her breasts, and touched her crotch. Once, she and Stan had almost had sex on the yellow couch, but at the last second Tzippy had decided against it, fearing the sofa might stain. And something about doing it in her bedroom made her feel uncomfortable. So now she and Stan went away for weekends—to the gracious old hotels of Orchid Island and Palm Beach—to have sex. She undressed in unfamiliar bathrooms, turned the lights off, and climbed into bed so Stan didn’t see anything she was embarrassed to show.

“Goldie sure was friendly to you yesterday,” Tzippy commented.

“What are you talking about, baby cakes?”

“The way she batted her eyelashes at you when you were sitting on the sofa in Selma’s daughter’s den—that’s what I mean.”

“God, Tzippy. She’s your cousin. The woman was just being nice.”

“Nice, my ass. The way she cooed, ‘Stanley, you’re uncomfortable . . . Can I get you something?’ Give me a break.” Goldie was Tzippy’s perennial rival, and still had good legs at eighty.

“I love it when women fight over me. What are you doing today?”

“I gotta get ready for the kids, my party.”

“You free tonight? Let’s go to the Fire Station.”

Stan was such a sport, always taking her to the best restaurants and never once allowing her to pay a dime. “Fine. What time?”

“How’s seven?”

“Perfect.” She’d give Angie the night off so she could go visit her boyfriend, Jack.

Tzippy walked into her bathroom and washed her face and brushed her teeth. The smell from the broken perfume bottle hung in the air. She looked at the vials of different scents circling the tub. Some of them were in pretty containers, but she never used them. Might as well get rid of them. Maybe Angie would like a few, Tzippy thought, as she wrapped her hot-pink silk Nicole Miller bathrobe around her small frame. The robe had pictures of handbags scattered all over the fabric and made her look cheery and bright in the morning.

“Angie, how about a little breakfast?” Tzippy said as she entered the kitchen.

“Toast? Oatmeal? What you want?” Angie was busy wiping the counters and looked smart and efficient in her starched maid’s uniform.

“I’ll have some toast today.”

Tzippy sat at the dining table, set down her list of errands, and looked at the newspaper.

“What we got to do before the party?” Angie asked.

“We have to go to Saks and get one last fitting for my outfit.”

“Yes, we do.”

“Are we all set for everything at the club?” Ocean Edge Country Club was a beautiful facility overlooking the Atlantic Ocean. She and Benny had loved it there; he used to play golf, get massages, and drink his Rob Roys at the bar with the boys, and Tzippy still had a social membership.

“Those girls of yours are running the whole shindig. They’ve picked the snacks, the food, the flowers, and the music. You’re going to be happy,” Angie said.

“How do you know all this?”

“When they call, they tell me things. Especially Shari, but Naomi, too. Don’t you think we talk? I’ve known those girls all their lives, almost since they were babies. They’ve been worrying and fussing. Wait’ll you see.”

“I hope they’re not spending too much money. It’s only a birthday party, not a wedding.”

“Now, you know you wouldn’t like anything that was half-done, Mrs. B.”

“You’re right,” she said. She picked up the paper and checked the obituaries to see the average age of the deceased, then said, “We need to go to the liquor store. You know Shari. She’ll complain if we run out.”

“She does enjoy her drink.” Angie laughed, setting down the toast and jam.

“Naomi likes vodka. Brucie and Jill drink red wine. Let me write all this down,” Tzippy said, as she added to her list.

“Ike likes his scotch.”

Unlike many Jews, they were a family of drinkers. Shari, in addition to having an eating disorder, was an unacknowledged alcoholic. She had started her life as a boozer by drinking rye and ginger ale, and then had switched to rum and Diet Coke when Tzippy warned her that the sugar in the soda would make her either fat or sick. After Shari became a wino—red, white, whatever—she settled on Tanqueray on the rocks. The girl could be a happy drunk, dancing in the kitchen, but she could also turn mean, hissing at her brother or her mother. Eventually, she’d pass out, eyes closed, head sunk into the sofa pillows.

Tzippy never liked to drink alone but had spent many hours sipping scotch and popping pills during the years when Benny was on the road, sleeping with the golden-haired Laura. Brucie and his wife were tipplers, consuming a bottle of red wine every night. Tzippy’s elder daughter, Naomi, sometimes imbibed in secret, pouring her vodka into plastic bottles when she traveled. Tzippy had once found a baby bottle filled with vodka in Naomi’s handbag; it had fallen out as the handbag spilled, along with two tightly rolled joints, after Naomi had gone to the ladies’ room. By that time, Naomi and Ike had been well past the baby stage. Tzippy had unscrewed the nipple and tasted the booze but never said a word. What was the point?

Of course, Ike often got drunk and talked too much. As a realtor, he was always selling something. He’d almost gone to jail once, for some sordid deal involving a payoff; the local paper had featured a picture of him receiving a roll of money. Fortunately, he knew the judge and got off. Tzippy tried not to dwell on the details.

“How about me?” Angie asked. “What am I going to wear to your party?”

Tzippy assessed her ample-breasted, wide-hipped employee. Angie had grown up poor in Mobile, Alabama, with a daddy who gambled and a mama who slaved away at Weenie’s Dry Cleaner and Laundromat, a job that left her exhausted by the end of each day. As a young girl, Angie had spent hours watching clothes spin around and around under a sign that forbade bare feet, smoking, and overloading the washers and dryers.

She had been with the Bryers since 1962. She’d come to work for Tzippy when she was a mere nineteen years old and the children were thirteen, eleven, and seven. And when Ben had died, ten years ago, in 1990, Angie had packed up the New Jersey house and had come with Tzippy to live in her apartment in Bal Harbour.

Of course Angie would have to have something special to wear for the birthday party, and she would not be satisfied with an inexpensive frock. No, she’d want a designer-type dress with a coordinated hat or turban, big hoop earrings, and matching shoes.

“Oh, we’ll find you something. We’ll look after I’m done at Saks.” Tzippy knew she’d spoiled Angie with Easter bonnets once a year and expensive birthday presents. Her pampering had started after some woman had tried to hire Angie while they were at the counter at Shupie’s. That day, Tzippy had an appointment at the dentist across the street and decided to grab lunch because she felt faint with hunger. Angie was sitting right next to her at the counter, in her maid’s uniform, obviously Tzippy’s employee—anyone could see that.

“We’ll go to Mrs. Maples’,” Tzippy said. It was a store for plus-size women and sold the types of clothes Angie liked. “Don’t worry.”

Angie smiled as she set down a cup of tea, and Tzippy could tell she was pleased.

Now Angie asked, “Can I bring Jack to the party?”

“Oh, Angie, do we really need him?”

“Just asking, Mrs. B.”

Tzippy felt so pressured by people. She had heard stories about Jack, things that didn’t sound good. She’d heard he was a gambler, a risk taker. Some of the other women at the club talked about what their maids reported. However, she felt guilty saying no. Angie was fifty-seven, and maybe she felt she needed a companion at the party, someone to talk to and sit with besides the kids. And Jack made a nice appearance—a plus in Tzippy’s eyes. He wasn’t a bad-looking guy. Tall, well built, with just a slight potbelly, all his hair, gray temples—he’d probably been quite handsome as a younger man.

Just then, the phone rang and Angie answered.

“Mrs. Bryer’s residence.” She smiled at Tzippy. “Just a moment, please.” She handed Tzippy the receiver and whispered, “It’s the doctor’s office.”

“Yes?” Tzippy said.

“Good morning, Mrs. Bryer. I’m calling because Dr. Waterday would like you to come in and see him,” reported the nurse.

“What’s wrong?”

“I’m afraid I can’t discuss the details over the phone, but the doctor wants to schedule a second mammogram.”

“Why?”

“You’ll have to talk to the doctor about that. Can you drop by?”

“I’m busy right now. Can it wait?”

“Let me ask the doctor and get back to you.”

“Please, I’m in the middle of planning a party and a family visit.” She hung up, both aggravated and nervous.

“What’s a matter, Mrs. Bryer?” Angie asked, as she set a dish of blueberries on the table.

“Oh, Angie, I hope it’s nothing. The doctor wants to see me. Say a prayer I’m okay.”

Angie patted the old woman and said, “You’ll be fine, Mrs. B. You’re like a cat. You’re not done yet.”

“I hope you’re right,” Tzippy said, and half smiled at Angie. There is no peace, she thought. She didn’t want to consider being sick and its possible consequences. Please, God, she prayed, spare me. All she wanted was to die in her sleep, like Selma.

Trying to distract herself, she ate her toast and again picked up the newspaper. An article entitled “Girls’ Club Leader Found Dead” reported that Lydia Lopez, thirty-eight years old, had been found in her apartment. Tzippy stopped reading—she’d had enough of people dying—but then remembered that Stan went to the Boys’ Club. She’d have to ask him about what he did there, exactly.

“Angie,” she said, “I think I’ll take a bath and get dressed. Then we’ll go get my hair combed. I have to talk to Maria about my hairdo for the party.”

“You be careful you don’t break any perfume bottles, like I went and did,” Angie said.

“Do you want any of those bottles before I throw them out?”

“Why, I don’t mind having a few. Thank you,” Angie said, looking both pleased and embarrassed.

“When we have more time, you’ll have to choose the ones you want.”

“Mrs. B., you’re too good to me.”

“Don’t forget that when you’re mad at me.”

Angie let out her deep, hearty laugh, and Tzippy wondered how poor Esther Berger was doing with her daughter. Maybe she’d get a letter from her today. Yes, thank God she wasn’t Esther.

[image: image]

They drove to Salon 29 on Harding, where Maria, one of Miami Beach’s best hairdressers, worked her magic on the older women. Angie parked next to a row of lone men, the retired husbands, who sat smoking cigars in their long cars, listening to the radio, while their dyed-blond wives got their hair done. Inside, women wearing gold bangles and too much lipstick, their faces taut from plastic surgery, read fashion magazines and ate complimentary bagels while they waited their turn.

Despite the fact that it was midweek, Salon 29 bustled and buzzed. It was one of the beach’s busiest hair studios, yet Maria always found a spot for Tzippy whenever she called. “Hello, doll,” she yelled as Tzippy entered. Tzippy felt like a queen as she walked directly to Maria’s chair, bypassing all the waiting women. Angie moved to the back of the shop, where she huddled with the other domestics.

“Let’s see what we’re going to do today,” Maria said.

“Fix me up. I hate the way I look,” Tzippy said. Staring into the mirror, she saw a small, old woman with coral lipstick on her mouth and two rouged cheeks, dressed in a pale aqua sweater, silk blouse and matching linen pants, pearl necklace and earrings framing her face. The air-conditioning was chilly; she pulled the cashmere more tightly around her and sat up straighter. She was getting old, but she always looked like a lady.

“What do you mean? You look beautiful,” Maria said.

Tzippy was a realist and understood that growing older made glamour more difficult. As she spent increasing amounts of money on various cosmetics, Tzippy had become good friends with the makeup girl at the Estée Lauder counter at Saks.

Maria teased, combed, and attached the hairpiece to the back of Tzippy’s head. When she was done, Tzippy beamed. Suddenly she was younger, perkier, and prettier. There was a suggestion of the old days when she and Ben used to dance at the club. She threw her head back and laughed. She loved remembering the past, when she had looked sexy and ravishing, coquettishly taking the cigarette from her scarlet lips after he’d lit it. In ’44, when they were courting, Tzippy’s hair had fallen over her eyes, Veronica Lake–style, and Ben had guided her elbow when they’d left a room.

“I think you’re a genius,” Tzippy said. Her hair, highlighted in gold tones, flipped up on the sides.

Tzippy extracted an envelope from her Chanel purse and showed Maria the photos she’d collected from Vogue and various other magazines. There were glossy shots of models with shiny hairdos and pouty lips. One was encased in gold veils. Another had a flower on her neck and was touching her face with her hand. A third photo was of a sultry, mysterious-looking Asian model. Sophisticated pictures of stylish women with perfectly coiffed hairdos and makeup came falling out of the thin white envelope.

“I’ve been collecting pictures to get ideas for the party. Do you see anything you like?” she asked Maria.

Maria smiled and said, “You’ve been busy.” She studied the photos and pointed to a small picture of Jane Fonda with a gold and blond–streaked haircut styled in a puffy, feathery ’do. “We could do something like this, only more regal, add that new hairpiece we talked about, for more fullness in the back, since we’ll cut it shorter. You like?”

“Oh, I think that’s brilliant. You hit the nail on the head,” said Tzippy, smiling and stuffing the photo collection back into the envelope. She placed a large tip in Maria’s hand and paid the bill.

Then Tzippy and Angie drove to Saks for a final fitting of Tzippy’s Armani pantsuit. The saleswoman again insisted that Tzippy buy the matching Prada shoes. “They absolutely make the outfit, Mrs. Bryer.”

Tzippy reconsidered; after all, it was her party and she needed to look perfect. Angie stood nearby as Tzippy signed the charge. Rolling her eyes to heaven, Angie shook her head and muttered, “My, oh my . . .” She stopped when Tzippy grimaced in her direction. Tzippy didn’t need her maid’s approval. Perhaps there’ll be no money left for the children after I get done shopping, she said to herself. The hell with it. It’s my birthday, and I deserve it.



Chapter 3

Mrs. Maples’ Store for Large Women was located in a strip mall going north toward Hollywood. A large pink flamingo stood by the front door, and as the ladies entered, a bell rang. “God, that thing is noisy,” Tzippy said.

Angie’s face beamed with anticipation as she looked around. The shop was packed with cotton and synthetic dresses in colors called pink tutu, Caribbean blue, grasshopper green, and purple panache.

Tzippy touched the fabrics and dresses disdainfully and looked at the price tags. She raised her eyebrows in amazement. She could buy ten or twelve dresses for the price of those shoes, but, she reminded herself, they were special, and it was her birthday, and the shoes weren’t made of cheap, flimsy material. Angie walked around and tried to find her size.

The woman who approached them was a wide-hipped forty-something with platinum hair. “May I help you, ladies?” she asked.

Angie opened her mouth to answer, but Tzippy took charge. “We’re here to look at dresses,” she said. “Something for a birthday celebration.”

“Oh, I love a party. Whose?”

“Mine,” said Tzippy.

“Is this dress for you?”

Tzippy laughed. “No, for Angie here.”

“What would you like?” the saleswoman asked, turning to Angie. Angie took a dress off the rack, held it up to her large frame, and sashayed around.

“That one looks good,” the saleswoman said.

Angie was aglow with excitement and said, “I want something flowing and bright. It’s Mrs. B.’s party, and I have to look special.” She giggled.

Tzippy sat down and waited for Angie to try on a few items.

“How I look, Mrs. B.?” Angie asked, as she strutted out of the dressing room in a long, flowing beige smock.

“Oh, I’m not sure that one does you justice,” Tzippy said.

Angie spotted a wide-brimmed hat on a mannequin and plopped it on her head. “Is this any better?”

“Maybe, but go try on something with more color.”

After the woman rehung several rejected dresses, she showed Angie a turquoise caftan with bugle beads. Baby pink Mardi Gras beads covered the matching turban. It was fabulous.

“Oh my, I do love this,” Angie squealed, looking at Tzippy for approval.

“Wrap it up,” Tzippy said. Angie gave the dress to the cashier, Tzippy paid, and then off they went to their car.

Angie sat behind the wheel of the Lincoln and asked, “Where to now, Mrs. B.?”

“I’m hungry. Let’s go to Shupie’s and sit at the counter, then swing by the liquor store.”

After a quick lunch, the two women stopped at Mr. Ed’s Liquor Mart. “I feel like becoming a boozer,” Tzippy said as she walked up and down the aisle.

Angie, pushing the cart alongside Tzippy, smiled and raised her eyebrows, without saying a word.

Tzippy put a half-gallon of J&B scotch in the basket. “You think that’s enough?”

“They all drink scotch,” Angie said.

“You’re right.” She put a second bottle in the basket.

“Some party you’re having,” the salesman said, as they approached the register.

“It’s my birthday,” Tzippy said. “This is just for my apartment, so to speak.”

“Gotta keep the guests happy,” he said.

Angie laughed. “I’m doing a dance in her honor.”

“Now, that’s something. What kind of jig?” the salesman asked.

“It’s an original.”

Tzippy shook her head and smiled. “Please.” She recalled the time Angie had danced and strutted at Naomi’s Sweet Sixteen party, thirty-five years earlier. She had sung and swayed to the music, and Naomi’s friends had laughed with delight. Tzippy was sure the kids had hired a piano player for her party, so maybe Angie would do a little one-step. “She’s a great dancer,” Tzippy said to the salesman.

“I bet she is.”

Angie shimmied in front of the French wines, and customers clapped. Despite her girth, she was graceful and radiated joy when she danced.

“You’re causing a scene,” Tzippy said.

“No, it’s good for business,” the salesman said. “Don’t worry.”

Tzippy sighed. “Angie, you’re too much.”

Angie bent over and planted a kiss on Tzippy’s cheek. “Just getting warmed up, Mrs. B.”
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On the car ride home, Tzippy took out her pad, placed her red half-glasses on the bridge of her nose, and started to add up all she’d spent. “I can’t believe what this weekend is costing me,” she groaned to Angie. “I just spent nearly seven hundred at the last two stores combined, the liquor mart and Mrs. Maples’. I tell you, I’m glad Benny isn’t around to see this extravagance.” She didn’t mention that her shoes had cost considerably more all by themselves.

“Mrs. B., he’d want you to be happy. You know he would,” Angie said.

“He’d tell me to slow down. He’s dead and gone, and when my money runs out, there’ll be no one else to replenish the supply.” Tzippy secretly admitted to herself that she was a spender; that was the exact reason why she continued to rent in Florida.

“I wish I had a nice sugar daddy.”

“Angie!”

They drove the rest of the way home in silence. Tzippy opened the window partway to catch the sea air. There was nothing like a cool breeze off the ocean. As she closed her eyes, she smiled, thinking of dear Benny up in heaven.
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Later, after all the liquor had been stacked in the den or placed inside the bar with mixers and coasters and cocktail napkins, Tzippy lay down on her bed to rest before dinner with Stan. Just as Angie was about to go off to see Jack, she looked in on Tzippy and asked, “Anything else I need to do?”

“No, sweetie. You have a good time. I think we’re in fine shape.”

“I’m still planning on cooking the brisket and making the coleslaw Saturday morning. Maybe an apple pie.”

“I love your deep-dish one.”

“I’ll pick up the apples I like. They sure make a difference.”

“Thanks, Angie.”

“And thank you again for the dress and everything.”

“You’re welcome. I love the turban on you. You go on, now. I’m going to take a nice, warm bath.”

“Be careful, Mrs. B. We don’t want you falling.”

Undressing in front of the bathroom mirror while the tub was running, Tzippy examined herself. She sighed, trying to accept that she was no longer beautiful in the way she once had been. Her face had lost its prominent jaw, and her mouth its self-confidence. Her breasts hung like heavy sacks covering part of her wrinkled midsection. She had not nursed her children, but time had done its job. She had always been proud of her full breasts, but now she looked at them with disinterest. Her arms, once small and slender, had lost their muscle tone, and the folds of her skin made vertical ripples in her upper arm. Shaking them, trying to rid herself of their ugliness, she realized the soft skin would not obey. Her narrow hips were still as slight as a young girl’s, but her bottom was flat as a pancake and unsexy, and her legs were streaked with blue veins even though they, too, were slim. Even her mons veneris, once covered with a full patch of dark hair, showed its age; the hair was sparse, fine, silver. Tzippy didn’t like looking at herself anymore. Once a proud, exacting, and self-assured woman who had overseen the serving of hors d’oeuvres on silver platters and reigned over dinner parties, coiffed, high-heeled, and adorned with bright red lipstick, she now appeared flawed and bereft. She was all used up.

The emptiness she felt was more than physical; it was deeper and made her anxious, as if she were a child all alone in a large house. If only she could regain that exhilarating, powerful feeling of fullness she’d had in her prime. Perhaps it had been fleeting, self-admiring, and empty, just full of strut and brag.

Shaking her head, trying to dispel these uncomfortable thoughts, Tzippy turned off the faucet. Gently, she slid into the round tub full of sudsy water. The warmth soothed her, and she closed her eyes. When she opened them, she looked at the perfume vials surrounding the bathtub, noticed their shapes and their different heights. Something was different, she thought. There were fewer of them, less of a selection than she remembered. Strange, she thought. Perhaps she’d forgotten how many she had. She remembered that Angie had been in here and had broken a bottle, but there’d always been so many, collected from her myriad visits to fine shops. She knew she’d had one from that special store in Coral Gables. It had a long neck and a plump bottom with a top that resembled a knob. Where had it gone? As she washed her dry, tender skin, Tzippy thought she’d check with Angie later. No time now. It was already Thursday night, and the kids were coming the next day. The party was Saturday. She had to get ready for dinner tonight. She had no time for idle thoughts.
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Stan came to pick Tzippy up for dinner at six-thirty.

“How you doing, baby cakes?” he asked, spreading his arms wide and doing a little soft-shoe shuffle. He looked dapper in a light blue sports jacket and white slacks.

“Oh, Stan, I’ve had a day. There’s so much to do, you can’t imagine.”

“You look terrific. Turn around and show me.”

She pirouetted in front of him and modeled her canary-yellow dress with the cape. Around her neck was the gold necklace he’d given her the month before for their third anniversary.

“You look pretty snappy yourself,” he said. “The necklace looks swell, doesn’t it?” he added.

“Yes, sweetheart. I love it.” They’d celebrated that special weekend at the Breakers Hotel in Palm Beach. They had eaten at the hotel’s five-star restaurant and enjoyed the pool, the cabana, and the piano bar; they’d had a glorious time. After they’d returned home, Tzippy had taken the gold necklace to the jeweler and gotten it appraised. To her astonishment, the jeweler had said, “There’s a lot more gold in this than you realize.”

“What do you mean?” she’d asked.

“It’s worth fourteen thousand dollars.” Tzippy had been speechless, impressed at how much Stan had spent on her.

“Well, I think we’re one good-looking couple,” Stan said now.

“Yes, we are. I like that tie.”

“All for you, honey.”

Off they went in Stan’s old Cadillac. The fabric inside the roof was slightly frayed and hung down like a circus tent. The vehicle had been a sweetheart in its day, a striking, metallic-blue 1990 Eldorado, with gold spoke tires and a sporty but luxurious feel. Tzippy liked its size but was a bit embarrassed by its condition. Stan insisted the car was still in good shape and that the humidity from the Florida weather had caused the fabric to droop.

“It’s pretty weird, the way it looks,” Tzippy had said, rolling her eyes.

“Feels like a chuppah, don’t you think?”

“Why don’t you get yourself a new buggy?” she suggested now, not for the first time.

“When I’m ready, I will.” Stan was frugal about himself and extravagant with the people he loved. He had a daughter, Evelene, on whom he lavished money and presents, as well as on his grandson, who had just earned his Ph.D. Stan had given the boy a trip to Europe as a graduation gift.

They drove up to the Fire Station, where Stan handed his keys to the valet and took Tzippy’s arm. He’d reserved her favorite table, by the window overlooking the koi pond. Over drinks, she confided, “I’m very worried about the weekend, especially the dinner tomorrow night. What if the kids don’t get along? You know how they are. Old fights, wounds; Shari and her big mouth. What should I do?”

Stan sipped his martini and stroked her hand. “Sweetheart, try not to get yourself all worked up. Sorry I won’t be able to be there to support you at dinner, but I’ve got this golf banquet for the Men’s League I can’t miss.”

“I understand, but it’s easy for you to say,” she said, as she sipped her glass of chardonnay. Unlike the rest of her family, now that she was older, all she really could tolerate was a little wine before dinner.

“You shouldn’t let them get drunk. That’s when things get out of hand.”

“But if I don’t have the booze, they get mad. They’ll just go out and buy it themselves. You don’t understand.” She was embarrassed to tell him how much liquor she’d bought that morning.

“I understand plenty. Families are tough. Just don’t put yourself in the middle. If they’re going to go at it, stay out of it. Tzippy, my love, you can’t stop them when they start squabbling. Maybe they need to get it all out of their system.”

“You’re probably right. I just can’t help butting in.”

“Baby cakes, your chance at mothering has pretty much come and gone. At this point in life, they’re full-grown.”

“That’s the problem. I missed my opportunity when they were young.” If only she hadn’t spent their childhood popping pills, spending money, and shopping all the time.

“Quit beating yourself up. Let’s go ahead and order. What do you want to eat? Have some stone crabs. You like them.”

“I think I’ll try the veal.”

“Fine. I’m having a steak with béarnaise. I’m hungry tonight. I played a lousy round of golf with Fred Goldman. God, is he having money troubles.”

“No kidding.”

“Yeah, his wife is taking him to the cleaners in a nasty divorce. Didn’t I tell you?”

“You must have. I just forget with everything else going on.”

“I love you, baby cakes. You’re the apple of my eye.” He put his hand under Tzippy’s yellow dress and rubbed her thigh.

Over warm rolls and butter, Tzippy told Stan about the newspaper article she’d read. “Some woman was killed who worked at the Girls’ Club. Sounded awful. Girls’ Club, Boys’ Club . . . What kinds of things go on over there? Don’t you go over to the Boys’ Club from time to time?” She took the knife and spread the butter on a small piece of dark bread.

“Oh, I’ve been going there for years. It’s a place for kids whose parents are either too busy or not up to the job.”

“What do you do when you go?” she asked, trying to sound casual, removing a bit of crust from her pumpernickel.

“Talk to the boys, boys from broken homes. I like to give them advice, tell them to shape up and help their mother or go to school. A lot of them drop out when they’re sixteen. Stuff like that.”

“Does it help? Do they listen?” she asked.

“Sometimes they do, sometimes they don’t. I like the kids, though, and it makes me feel like I’m doing something useful. You can’t play golf and go to dinner and not try to do some good in life, baby cakes.”

“You’re such a decent man, Stanley,” she said.

“Naw, I’m just being a person.”

Later, on the way home, they stopped the big Cadillac under a streetlight at the end of a dead-end road. They enjoyed parking and making out; there was something romantic about kissing and petting in a parked car.

She let him fondle her breasts and put his hand inside her panty hose.

“You’re getting me hard, baby cakes. Feel this,” he said, as he moved her hand to his crotch.

“Oh, Stan, my, you’re so big,” Tzippy said, trying to flatter him.

“All for you.”

They saw a light from behind and watched as a police car pulled onto the street. Tzippy immediately got nervous, imagining the officers’ dark blue uniforms and holstered guns.

Stan took out his cigar and said, “Straighten out, honey.”

“What does he want?” she asked, as she smoothed her yellow dress.

“Just checking—nothing much.”

The cruiser stopped, and an officer got out. “Any problems?” he asked.

“No, Officer. We’re just talking and enjoying the night,” Stan said. He lit the cigar and exhaled.

The policeman looked inside. “You sure everything’s okay?”

“The young lady and I are talking about getting married.”

Tzippy smiled at the cop and said, “Yes, never too late, don’t you think?” Stan had only suggested, never really asked. He was just playing with the cop. The truth was, Tzippy liked being Ben’s widow. So many people had admired his rakish, slightly arrogant manner, and she didn’t want to change her identity. As Benny’s widow, she had cachet she would never have as Mrs. Fosberg. Still, Stan was a real romantic and she had to admit he treated her right.

“I think if you two nice people are in love, go for it.”

“Thanks, Officer,” Stan said.

“Have a good night,” the cop said.

On their way back to Tzippy’s place, the two of them sang an old favorite, “Blue Moon.” Tzippy thought, He is such a nice man. Maybe I would say yes, if he ever did ask.

Stan wanted to stay over, but Tzippy insisted she had a doctor’s appointment the next morning. She didn’t tell him about the call from Dr. Waterday’s office. No need to bring up possible problems this week. The kids were arriving. “And Shari’s coming in tomorrow on the plane. Want to go with me to pick her up?”

“Sure. What time is the flight coming in?”

“Two-ten, I think. American.”

“I’ll get you at one so we have plenty of time.”
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On Friday, the airport was crowded and it was hard for Tzippy to walk too far, but she kept up and didn’t complain. Every once in a while, she pretended to want to look at something in order to get Stan to stop so she could take a break and catch her breath. All those years of smoking! Her legs got tired, too.

When Shari got off the plane, she looked excited. Her large eyes were highlighted with black mascara. She stood five foot four and had remained as slim as a pipe cleaner, although she claimed she was no longer anorexic. She styled her hair short, and her high-boned cheeks were sunken and lined. Wearing tight jeans and high heels, she spoke rapidly and often sighed dramatically. Watching her approach, Tzippy got nervous; the girl always put her on the defensive, with her unexpected bursts of frank remarks.

“Mom, how are you? Stan, how nice to see you.” She hugged them both, one after the other, and planted a kiss on each of their cheeks.

“How was the flight?” Stan asked.

“Oh, God, don’t ask. A horrible man sat next to me and kept flirting. It was awful.”

“Maybe he’s single,” Tzippy said.

“Oh, Mother, there you go again. He also was fat and had bad breath. Please.”

Tzippy stared at Stan and said nothing.

“Look at you, Mom,” Shari said. Tzippy was dressed in white silk pants and a pink cashmere sweater with white polka dots. “All decked out like a picture postcard.”

“You know me.”

“Your mother always looks great,” Stan added. “Let’s go get your bag.”

“Are you hungry?” asked Tzippy. “Where’s your pillow?”

“Oh, I figured I could live without my pillow for a few days,” Shari said. “And no, I’m not hungry, but I sure would like some hooch.”

Again, Tzippy glanced at Stan but did not respond. She said simply, “Your brother is due in later. He’s coming with Jill.”

“And Naomi? When are she and Ike getting here?”

“God knows. They had trouble with their new car. Ike bought a new sports car, and it broke down.”

“Sounds like a lemon,” Shari said.

“I think he got a deal on it.”

“Some deal.”

When they got back to the apartment, Angie hugged Shari and said, “You’re as skinny as ever, child.” Shari opened up the refrigerator and took out a bottle of wine but then put it back and poured herself a stiff gin instead. She grabbed her bag, drink in hand, and said, “Mom, I’m going downstairs to get settled. I’ll see you in a bit.” The apartment had guest rooms in the building, and Tzippy had reserved one for each of her children.
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