


Praise for Split-Level



“In her latest novel, Split-Level, Sande Boritz Berger paints a vivid picture of the early 1970s, when the sexual revolution was making its way through the suburbs of America. With equal parts humor and heart, Berger explores the anguish of a marriage coming apart and how some will go to any lengths to mend it.”


—Laurie Gelman, author of Class Mom


“Sande Boritz Berger eloquently takes us to a time and place where young marriages reeled with a new playbook. When the husband of New Jersey housewife Alex Pearl upends their ’70s-style suburban bliss with some bad behavior, Alex knows her life might never be the same. Split-Level is a gripping, fast-paced story, perfect for readers of literary fiction who enjoy a mature, nuanced look at the complications of marital relationships.”


—Betty Hafner, author of Not Exactly Love: A Memoir


“In a story dotted with Pyrex, Fresca, and dial phones, Sande Boritz Berger sets the stage for a page-turning journey through 1970s suburbia. An unsuspecting trip to ‘Marriage Mountain,’ a healing sanctuary, will have readers rooting for lonely housewife Alex Pearl to take a chance on the life she desires instead of the one she’s settled for.”


—Elizabeth McCourt, author of Sin in the Big Easy


“A poignant look back on suburban post-war haze during the swinging ’70s, Berger has written a smart and unpredictably funny novel. Her protagonist, Alex, grappling with marriage, two small children, and the conflicting social mores of that time, is sure to win over your heart.”


—Susan Tepper, author of Monte Carlo Days & Nights
and The Merrill Diaries


“In Split-Level, Berger, a keen observer of suburban angst, takes us back to the early days of the sexual revolution in the ’burbs—to the promise and reality of bed-hopping and marital bliss—as it plays out in the lives of Alex and Donny Pearl and those of a neighboring couple whose marriage is in a parallel state of decline. Hard to put down; hard to forget.”


—Barbara Donsky, author of award-winning
Veronica’s Grave: A Daughter’s Memoir and
the international bestseller Missing Mother
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for Steve
my light along the path




Love never dies a natural death. It dies because we don’t know how to replenish its source. It dies of blindness and errors and betrayals …


Anaïs Nin





The Day Before



Prime rib, rib roast, or is it silver tip? For years I have been an ovolacto vegetarian, but this morning I stand on a line that snakes around three blocks, securing my right of passage into Fernando & Sons Meat Emporium—this being Fernando’s widely advertised yearly blow-out sale. I’m startled when two ruddy-faced workers, in a noisy pickup, hoot and honk, then brake to survey the selection as if we, the women on this line, are the beef in the offering: a curvy leg, perhaps, a lean shoulder or nice rack of ribs. But no one bats a curly lash to acknowledge them. Instead we concentrate through icy eyes, daring someone, anyone, to snag a spot in line.


Hurrying from the house, after the girls boarded the camp bus, I noticed how the freshly cut grass shimmered with dew, as if gift-wrapped in cellophane. A lazy moth struggled on the cold stone path, its wings heavy with moisture. And once again, I ached for that time: The cool, fragrant air stinging my cheeks, my heart pounding as I struggled uphill to Old Main and art class. Some days, I’d stop to dally among the morning shadows before the sun leapt through branches, capturing me in its honeyed light. True, I was alone then, but never lonely. Now I stand, chin to skull, with nearly a hundred women waiting, all waiting, for this golden opportunity: the chance to save, to stockpile for next winter—provisions made from acts of slaughter. Am I the only one watching the floating sky, streaked like the inside of a conch shell, or the hydrangeas across the road weighing on their branches—violet balloons about to burst?


I mumble aloud, desperate to memorize the varied cuts of beef, needing to be prepared when it’s my turn to enter Fernando’s. My stomach churns as before final exams, any exam. I will not ask my friend, Rona, no never, and see that flutter of sympathy in her eyes, that downcast look bordering on pity—a look capable of turning me mute. How can I so easily distinguish each Modigliani, a Manet from a Monet, but remain pathetically lost on chuck roast, tenderloin, and filet?





ONE



August 1974


I am breathless from a morning of tedious phone chatter. Long conversations about how the wallpaper is starting to lift in my powder room—a bathroom with a small pedestal sink shaped like a clamshell and a very low commode. No one will ever powder there; it’s hard enough to maneuver your body, let alone relieve yourself in the miniscule space. Still, I like the way “powder room” sounds, and Rona Karl has taught me a great deal about home décor since I moved to Wheatley Heights, New Jersey, a small suburban community that boasts nothing taller than an intrusive water tower standing guard as you enter town.


The phone receiver is crushed between my ear and shoulder while I paprika a rump roast slumped in a square Pyrex dish. Struggling to stay tuned to the daily Listen to Rona Show, I chop an onion, then mistakenly blot my stinging eyes with a wet dish towel.


“Damn, that hurts. I can barely see!” But Rona has pumped up the volume, grumbling now over the “outrageous” price of her imported porcelain tile. Though my focus is blurred, I can see myself dividing. One of me, confident and cocky, is propped on the kitchen counter—sleek legs dangling, shaking a head of wavy blonde hair while hissing at the other me, who, appearing embarrassed, tries to continue a conversation.


“So, Rona, I was thinking, I might patch the wallpaper myself, with some Elmer’s.” This is how I often pose a question when speaking with Rona, whose response is usually predictable.


“Are you nuts, Al-ex? Do you want to ru-in everything you’ve done?”


“Of course not, you know much better about these things.”


“Hold on,” Rona says without curbing her exasperation.


I slide the rusty roast into the brown Magic Chef and slam the oven door. Stretching the phone cord to its uncoiled limits, I move to the den and begin dusting the bookshelves, my feather duster held high like a magic wand. Poof! Make just one wish, Alex. Remember when you had fistfuls of wishes?


My shoulder bumps an ancient edition of Monopoly, which sends a slew of frayed, yet dependable, cookbooks cascading to the floor. I rearrange the wobbly shelf and rub grease off the cover of The Fifteen-Minute Quiche. Above the culinary section sits another shelf wholly dedicated to the fine art of gardening, and how I’ve learned to rescue our roses from the cruelty of mealy bugs and aphids. On the bottom shelf is a tower of decorating magazines, which have replaced my fine art books, now in storage, and boast effortless projects like silk flower arranging and chic decorating with sheets. But shoved in the back of this flimsy teakwood wall unit, wrapped in a Wonder Bread bag, is my one little secret—an often-scanned, earmarked copy of A Sensuous Life in 30 Days, which offers a woman’s-eye view, with detailed information, on how to set off fireworks in the bedroom with tantalizing chapters like “The Whipped Cream Wiggle” and “The Butterfly Flick.” I’d bought the book after Becky’s first birthday, not realizing I was already pregnant with Lana. So, for now, I’m sticking to decorating with sheets, giving much less thought to what I could be doing on top of them.


“Got a pencil?” Rona’s voice blasts through the receiver, and I quickly stuff the book back in its hiding place.


In the kitchen I fumble through the junk drawer, ripping sales receipts for items purchased well over a year ago. A blonde Barbie head topples out and lands at my feet. Rona’s breathing turns huffy. She has important things on her agenda, like removing finger marks from her white, wooden railings. Still, I think she enjoys being my personal household-hint hotline, sharing her unique bible laden with numbers of service people in a ten-mile radius. Rona never fails to toss out extra tidbits of information and local gossip: like who was last spotted slinking out of the Maplewood Motor Inn with Bernie Salter, the bald, yet incredibly handsome, kosher butcher.


“My Maybelline eye pencil will have to do,” I say.


“The number is 377-Pari. You mustn’t fool around. Call them now, Alex!” I love how Rona alternates between her London and Brooklyn dialects—a vernacular that conveniently distances her from her Eastern European heritage. “They must come and repair the wallpaper before your girls discover the open seam. Then you’ll be sorry!”


For a second, I ponder the tragedy facing the Mylar wallpaper dotted with silver swans curling up the bathroom wall, but remarkably my pulse remains steady.


“Okay, okay, I’ll call right now.” I’ve learned it’s easier to just go along, even though our banter has me exhausted. To keep Rona as my friend, I dare not scare her by reciting passages that pop into my head at inappropriate moments, like now: This is the way the world ends, not with a bang but a whimper. Lately I fear my world might end precisely like this—talking about nothing consequential on a lemony-yellow wall phone.


“Promise?”


“I promise.” A girlish giggle escapes my throat.


Instead of hanging up, I push down the peg to get a dial tone. What I hear is silence and a few seconds of bumpy breathing. I think of slamming the phone down on the dirty caller.


“Hello? Hello?”


“Mrs. Pearl?” I am startled by a strange voice and the coincidence of a connection without the phone having rung.


“Yes, it’s Alex. Who’s this please?”


“You don’t know me, Mrs. Pearl. I’m Colleen’s mother—Colleen Byrnes, your babysitter?”


“Oh, is everything all right? Is Colleen sick?” My eyes catch the large calendar taped to the pantry door. I’ve already inked in Colleen for next Saturday night.


“Mrs. Pearl, this is not a pleasant call for me to make. I’m afraid my daughter will no longer be able to babysit your little girls.”


Damn. I bet Donny forgot to pay her last night. It’s happened twice before. I am already steaming at him when she continues:


“Colleen came home last night hysterically crying.”


Something in her slow, deliberate tone irritates me, but I let her continue while my heart revs up like a new Corvette.


“Please tell me what happened.”


“It seems your husband, ah, Mr. Pearl, took my daughter for a little unexpected ride.”


“A ride? But where?”


“Well … he drove to the high school parking lot and then he got out of his car, and came around to the passenger seat …”


My knees start to shake and beads of perspiration pop on my lip. I drag the stretched-out, soiled phone cord over to the sink, fill a Bert and Ernie plastic cup with water, and take a sip. Mrs. Byrnes continues to measure out each word, as if she were baking a cake, as if she’s rehearsed this phone call a hundred times. I look out the kitchen bay window toward the red swing set. Becky and Lana are in day camp; they won’t be home until three, but I swear I hear their squeaky laughter and the familiar rattle of aluminum chains.


I wrap my fingers around the phone cord and dip it in some pink liquid soap. Grime separates from the rubber, and I hear her say: “he popped in a cassette, some piano concerto, then got out of the car and asked Colleen to slide over to the driver’s side.”


“What are you insinuating?” I interject.


“Mrs. Pearl, Colleen is only sixteen, and your husband decided to conduct a driver’s education class at one o’clock in the morning. He insisted he keep his arm around her shoulder while they continually circled the parking lot.”


I picture Colleen Byrnes’s perfect apple-shaped Irish face, freckles dotting her cheeks like sheer netting. Wisps of her hair blow in the sultry breeze of a warm night. Its fiery hue reminds me of the approaching autumn. She is small-boned and flat-chested, exactly the way I was—and hated being—at sixteen.


“Could it be your daughter is exaggerating, Mrs. Byrnes? Everyone cuts through that parking lot to avoid the traffic.”


“Not at that hour, Mrs. Pearl!”


I walk the phone cord like a dog leash into the powder room. My eyes dart around; my fingers trace the wall. I find the piece of wallpaper that has begun to lift. A dark vacuum sucks up space in my mind. I tug hard, harder. With one quick motion I’ve managed to expose a large pasty patch of wall. The relief is thrilling.


Last night I’d fallen asleep before Donny—a rare occurrence. I had the beginnings of a migraine from the cheap sangria served at Wheatley Heights’ end-of-season bowling party. I have a vague recollection of opening my eyes, just once, briefly. Donny was standing beside the bed staring at me.


“What?” I mumbled, startled.


“Nothing, I’m sorry,” he whispered. “Go back to sleep.”


I gaze blankly at the receiver. “My husband would never do anything like you’re describing. Perhaps you should sit Colleen down and make her tell the truth. Why not put her on the phone?” I try to keep my voice even.


“Sorry, but I do know my own child, Mrs. Pearl. She’d never make anything like this up.”


“And I know my husband!” I shriek, before slamming the receiver against the wall, instantly filled with remorse. A slideshow of our oldest, Becky, pops in my head. It is as bright and neon as a Warhol poster. She’s maybe fourteen and being driven home from her first babysitting job by somebody’s handsome dad, a man who has leaned in extremely close to offer her a joint.


My body is in tremor, like a covered soup pot without the vent. Acid from my morning juice rises like a geyser in my throat. I gulp more water, and then with a jumbo sponge, I wipe the already spotless Formica counter, move on to the refrigerator doors, attacking chocolate and ketchup stains made by tiny fingertips. Still, I can’t wipe away the words and bold images tattooed inside my skull. They have magnified, reaching billboard proportion.


I pace and pace, then mop the kitchen floor twice and must rest to catch my breath. My red vinyl beach bag is propped on the chair next to me. I empty it upside down and find, among loose change and lollipops, a plastic bottle containing a mixture of baby oil and iodine, along with Donny’s makeshift sun reflector—a Bee Gees album covered in aluminum foil. Stepping over the mound of white sand I’ve dumped on the freshly mopped floor, I head for the patio.


Once outside, I ease myself onto the burning cushions of the chaise, and within minutes, the shivering stops. The gardeners have come and gone, so I unbutton my blouse to dot my face and chest with the soothing pink oil. Salty tears slide down my cheeks and linger on my lip. If Donny were here, I wonder if he’d kiss me and lick my tears the way he did when we were first married. I can see his youthful face; I know he’d be furious I had to listen to Mrs. Byrnes’s ridiculous accusations. I bet I’d have to restrain him from going over to Colleen’s house, to force her to admit how she made this whole thing up. But what if … what if she’s telling the truth?


The phone rings and I don’t budge. I try to block out ghoulish thoughts about the girls: Did they have some catastrophe at camp—get hit in the eye with an airborne rock, choke on a wad of Bazooka during afternoon swim? Or were they kidnapped at gunpoint while their stunned counselors looked on helplessly? No! It’s probably Rona calling to check whether I’ve contacted the folks at Parisian Home Décor. If not her, then Donny asking what’s for dinner. I’ll tell you what’s for dinner, Donny.


A bumblebee the size of a small passenger jet grazes the tip of my nose. I snap up, fists out, ready to fight. I have no idea how long I’ve been outside, no conception of time. Peeling my damp thighs off the cushions, I head back inside. An aroma of burnt onions wafts through the sliding screen door, competing with the fragrant Queen Anne roses and the freshly mowed grass. I forgot to set the timer and have charred the roast I’d shoved in the oven. A thought invades: Why not serve the black lump to Donny? Hasn’t he always preferred his beef well-done? But knowing him, he’d most likely laugh, which might steal a grin from me, and now I need to remain dead serious. Until we discuss it, he is the only one I can tell about this call. It’s tempting to pick up the receiver and dial Rona, knowing if I shared with her, our friendship might move in a whole new direction. Yet, she’s more likely to brush the incident off like most things which don’t directly concern her.


I’m surprised by a distorted reflection in the stainless oven door. Staring back from my own fun house mirror is a fiery pink, Modigliani face. I grab a frosty can of Fresca, press it to my lips, and gulp, trying to soothe my throat. A large sales slip escapes the refrigerator magnet and soars through the smoky air. It’s an order for several T-shirts I’m supposed to first tie-dye, then paint, and deliver to All Zee Kids, a local children’s boutique, before school begins in two weeks. One is for a child named Emily and shows a nearly naked girl running through a field of daisies, golden hair cascading down her back.


Hey, Missy, So, you call yourself a painter? It’s that nag again, inquiring about the five-foot canvas I abandoned a year ago after coating it with primer. Primed for what, I was never quite sure. Still, I take great solace in recalling the late-life career of Grandma Moses. Over and over I tell myself: Live first, Alex. Paint later.


The yellow minibus honks loudly in the driveway, stirring me from my trance. Pasting a smile on my face, I sprint out the front door to see my Lana, four and a half, cradled in the arms of a young counselor in training. She has fallen asleep on the bus ride home, and her russet curls are soaked with perspiration. Becky will be six in September. She dashes into my arms for a lift, circle swing, and hug. I lick her flushed cheeks and call her by her pet name—Vanilla Girl. She is pale blonde, her skin golden in summer. Becky’s inky blues squint up at me, scrutinizing my face.


“Mommy, are you sad today?” She startles me with her old lady observation.


“No, but I am very busy.”


“Oh no, what do I smell?” Becky sniffs my hands and looks up at me, wide-eyed.


“I burned our dinner, that’s all. Hey, cookie, what’s that you’re wearing around your neck?”


“It’s a lanyard for Daddy’s keys. We made them in arts and crafts.”


“I’m sure Daddy will love it. Will you teach me?”


“It’s pretty hard, Mommy, but I’ll try.”


I take Lana from the counselor’s arms and rock her gently. Lana has dolls that weigh more than she does. Her thick lashes begin to flutter as she sucks her two middle fingers. When I tickle her, I see her little smirk, but she pretends to be asleep. This one is a bundle of energy, a born actress named after my father’s mother, Layla, who lived long enough to bury three adoring husbands. Playing along, I carry Lana into the house while Becky runs ahead to hold open the door. “Heavy, heavy sack of potatoes,” I tease.


When I plop Lana on the den couch, she does a deliberate flip onto the shag carpeting, then jumps to her feet, wide-awake with outstretched arms, her own imitation of Shirley Temple.


“Mommy … hug!”


Usually, I’d wait for Donny to help get the girls bathed, but I need this time alone with them to quiet the engine roaring inside my head. After a snack of crackers, I usher Becky and Lana up the stairs and follow them, collecting the dirty socks and panties they drop along the way to the bathroom. Standing on either side of my crouched body, they rival two naked cherubs out of an ancient fresco. I pour bubble bath under the spigot; Lana squeals as bubbles escape in the air. She is already in the tub splashing, while Becky holds my arm until her chubby legs are firmly planted in the tub.


After a few cries of dread, they press washcloths to their eyes while I swiftly pour lukewarm water over their locks and rinse out the shampoo. I wrap them in one large beach towel and they collide, giggling as I inhale the phenomenon of their healing scent. For these few minutes, nothing in the world troubles me.


Downstairs again, at precisely five o’clock, Fred Rogers’s hypnotic voice fills the cozy, rustic den. Mesmerized by the hospitable gentleman inviting them on his daily journey, Lana and Becky sit squeezed together holding hands on Donny’s faux leather recliner. Their tiny pink tongues poke out and lick the dryness from their lips, and my heart aches with tenderness. Look, Nana, these are your great-granddaughters. Becky’s named for you. She has your long, beautiful fingers and straight silken hair. I have always maintained an open line to my maternal grandmother, who disappointed me only once, by dying.


The automatic garage door rumbles, and I swallow hard. This, the only sound the girls hear over the clanging of the trolley in Mr. Rogers’s neighborhood.


“Daddy’s home,” Lana announces before returning her fingers to her mouth.


I hear the familiar heavy shuffle of Donny’s feet as he walks through the doorway connecting our garage to the den. His wiry brows are knit together and his shoulders are hunched to his ears, hinting he’s had one rough day at the factory. Donny is no longer the aspiring musician his parents once bragged about. Since his father put him in charge of a new division at H. Pearl and Sons, he is an employee, capable of screwing up like all the others.


I cower behind the dining room wall like a cat that’s been shooed from the dinner table. Donny makes a pit stop into the powder room. I listen to his long, never-ending stream. Though he’s left the door wide open, I refrain from scolding. But as soon as he charges into the den and lifts Becky and Lana to give them rough nuzzles on their necks, I rush forward and tug at his shirtsleeve. I’ve never done this before. In fact, watching Donny with our girls has always filled me with immense pleasure, but now I need him separate—no fragile props like our children.


“Hi,” he says, his kiss missing my cheek as I pull back and stiffen. “What’s up? Okay, what did you burn?” He follows me into the kitchen, glancing at a few bills on the table and the blackened Pyrex dish soaking in the sink. He shoots a sympathetic grin. “I can pick up Chinese?”


“I’m not hungry. We need to talk. Let’s go sit in the living room.”


Becky and Lana, having abandoned their fish sticks, are slurping chocolate milk through straws. Their rapt attention is on Mr. Rogers, who has just zipped up his beige cardigan.


Donny’s concern is woven with impatience. He passes our white, spinet piano and lingers, hitting a C chord hard, like in a television drama. Looking at his watch, he plops down on the loveseat beside me. I wait while he removes his lenses. Here comes the ritual of rubbing his eyes. If only he could see me now, really see me; but without his “eyes” he’s close to legally blind. He hasn’t noticed my sunburn or the mascara smudged beneath my lashes.


“Shoot,” he says.


“I got a call this morning from Mrs. Byrnes.” He looks blank.


“Who’s that?”


“She’s the mother of Colleen … our sitter, remember, Don?” My voice cracks. I take a deep breath and rally to regain my composure. Donny leans forward, resting his elbows on his knees. He pushes his glossy, auburn hair back with his fingers, and I see his smooth profile, how uniquely handsome he is—how any teenage girl might confuse his intentions.


“Mrs. Byrnes said you drove Colleen to the high school parking lot late last night. Why didn’t you take her straight home? What the hell were you thinking?”


Donny turns mute, which only frightens me more. I wish he’d say something, anything. When I turn and look at him, he appears filmy through my tears. His jaw, once hidden by a scrawny goatee, sets firmly.


“I thought Mrs. Byrnes was lying, Donny—I screamed and hung up on the woman. But she wasn’t lying, was she? Was she?” Donny’s face is bloated as if it’s about to explode, but he grabs me and presses me hard against his chest. “Tell me why,” I say into his soiled work shirt, inhaling the dizzying aroma of sewing machine grease.


“I don’t know, Alex,” he answers somberly. “It was nothing, really. The kid said she was afraid to drive. I told her driving was a snap. All I did was ask if she wanted to try. She said yes. I swear! We were in the parking lot for ten minutes at the most.”


I try to wiggle away, afraid that I’ll scratch out Donny’s beautiful hazel eyes. He holds me tighter as if to say: Yes, do it if it’ll make you feel better, go ahead and hurt me back.


Maybe because I’m tired, I begin to picture the stupidity, even innocence in Donny’s act—a childish need of his to feel important. It was a trait I noticed from the get-go—something I hoped might dissipate, though clearly it never did. But what I can’t forget is that the incident occurred past midnight, and that Colleen Byrnes is in high school, and he might have been arrested, which may have ruined our lives.
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One month before we were to be married, nearly seven years ago, Donny flew in from Boston to help with some last-minute details. We were spending a relaxing Sunday afternoon at his parents’ townhouse in Brooklyn: his father and I in the small, sunny backyard picking cherry tomatoes; his mother fussing in the kitchen, trying out a sausage and peppers dish from her bible, The Joy of Cooking. About to finish grad school for his MBA, Donny had been cramming for finals. Complaining all day of a headache, he chose to stay inside.


I carried a few ripened tomatoes indoors to Donny’s mother.


“Here, Mom, don’t these look great?” She’d insisted I call her Mom since our engagement last summer. “Where’s Donny?” I asked, opening the fridge to get some iced tea.


Louise shrugged, but the scowl on her face told me she was annoyed at someone, or something. I expected to find Donny sprawled on the living room couch listening to an album, or buried under a stack of books in the cozy den. Then I checked upstairs where he’d sleep later on that day after taking me back home—no Donny. Downstairs again, I entered the long hallway leading to the master bedroom, a guest room, and the bedroom that belonged to Ivy, Donny’s affable and popular thirteen-year-old sister. As I walked past her room, I heard high-pitched squealing—what you would expect to hear from any teenage girl’s room. But when I listened closely, I identified Donny’s hoarse voice interspersed with laughter. Pushing in the door just a few inches gave me a clear view of Donny propped against the lavender organdy pillows on his sister’s bed. While Ivy chatted on the phone without paying him much attention, Donny read passages aloud from Mad magazine to three of her giggling girlfriends. Flanking Ivy’s bed, two of them leaned on bent knees, eager as poodles begging treats. A third girl tucked herself cozily next to him, while his fingers occasionally reached out to tug her ropey braids, as if he were ringing a bell.


A tight smile stretched across Donny’s face, as though he were posed before an audience and had only just realized no one either heard or cared about anything he uttered. For an instant I thought about barging in the room, wondering what, if anything, my appearance might change. Instead, like an obedient servant, not wishing to intrude, I stepped backward into the darkened hallway and quietly shut the door. I felt embarrassed for Donny, but mostly for me—a stranger, roaming around the house of people I hardly knew. I was lost, not knowing where to put myself, or where, if anywhere, I belonged.
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Donny trails behind me to the den where we discover Becky and Lana without their bathrobes; they are rolling around the shag carpet, gathering orange fuzz balls in their damp hair and on their buttocks. Donny bites the inside of his cheek, waiting for my reaction. Yes, they are adorable and funny, but how can I laugh? Nothing he can say will make me feel better.


Though, in the stillness of the next few minutes, I do begin to wonder if maybe, without knowing it, Colleen lured Donny into taking her to the parking lot. Perhaps later she was overcome with guilt and decided she could never look me in the face again—so it was easier to twist the truth, to fling her fanciful muddle onto Donny. The tightness in my chest slowly begins to loosen. I stand up and get busy. Busy always helps.


While I settle the girls upstairs, Donny insists on scrambling some onions and eggs—soothing, easy-to-go-down food. We don’t talk much; I have one-word answers and grunts. I take birdlike nibbles from my plate while the Moody Blues sing Nights in White Satin. It’s a little before eight, still light. There is a hint of autumn in the air, the slightest smell of ragweed. I sneeze loudly, surprising us both. “Well, God bless you,” Donny says, and I nod my thanks, thinking how often civility restores normalcy. I carry my coffee mug outside to the patio and sit down. Donny stands while he lights up a joint. We both stare at the pink marbled sky. He passes the joint to me; I hesitate but take a tiny drag.


“Hold it in,” he says, coaching me as usual. I imagine he hopes getting me stoned will tuck my angry thoughts away, but I’ve never felt safe enough to just let go.


“Enough! Take the stupid thing.” I blow the smoke out, but it’s already singed my nasal passages.


“Are you okay?” he asks, watching me recover. “Al, I meant to ask, what happened to the paper in the bathroom?” I watch him take a long, deep drag.


“The adhesive dried out. They’re coming back to repair it.” I only just realize I never got to make the call.


Donny shoots me his best piercing look: head cocked and eyes big as rain puddles. Is he waiting for me to crack wide-open, ooze like a farm fresh egg? I remember when I first took a shot at trusting him: how I’d offered my smooth upturned hand like an anxious child, hoping for sweets. He leans forward in the cold metal chair, and I put out my hand, automatically, as if accepting an invitation to dance. Standing, he takes it and pulls me to my feet. His breath is soft and smoky against my ear.


“Damn you, Donny, damn you.”


“I’m sorry, honey, really sorry.” His arms move up and down my hips while he kisses my face. Nervous, I look up to notice the sporadic dance of lights in all the surrounding houses. I hear sliding doors open, then close. There are people, people I hardly know, just yards away from us beyond the woven fence and the aphid-free roses. I smell the rich perfume of perennials, the charring of well-priced filets. Good fences make good neighbors. My mind has become a cafeteria serving up stored one-liners.


Back inside, Donny takes the kitchen phone off the hook and tosses it in the junk drawer. Smiling, he leads me to the powder room and locks the door behind us. I am braced against the wall, exactly where I’d yanked the section of silver wallpaper. He presses against me, his thin yet dexterous fingers moving up and down my body as if I were a keyboard—a place to feel at home. My arms reach for him, helping while he quickly unzips his jeans, and before I change my mind. This is the first time in months Donny’s been this excited, pulsing … hard. I give him all the control he wants.


I balance one leg on the dwarf-size commode while Donny pushes himself deep inside me. Like always, it hurts for only a second. Relax, relax. My fingers grasp and glide through the oily redness of his hair. And I am certain this is all that I want—what I have always wanted.





TWO



The next morning, when Donny leans over to kiss me goodbye, I feign sleep. His cool, minty breath tickles my neck, but I keep my eyes shut until I hear him fly down the stairs and slam the front door. An hour later, once I feed the girls and put them on the camp bus, I crawl back in bed and bury myself under the soft, eyelet covers. I dream weird, fragmented dreams. In one, Colleen’s mother is announcing over the PA system at the A&P: Customers, for one day only, Alex Pearl’s husband, Donald, will be giving free driving lessons in the parking lot. Followed by: For the next half hour, get 50 percent off on Boar’s Head bologna at the deli counter.


In one particular Jabberwocky scene, I’m Alice, not Alex, tumbling through the dark hole of my imagination. My teeth are chipped and blackened, and my pumpkin dyed hair stands stalk-like at the roots. Upon waking, I find my nightgown up to my belly button, soaked in sweat, but I’m not interested in figuring out the hidden meaning in dreams. All I want is to push Donny’s incident away, swallow it down as if it were a pungent dose of penicillin insuring no relapse. I need to trust him again so I won’t waste away the hours daydreaming and rehashing events. Yet, the truth is I feel humiliated and want to hide.


Out of bed around ten, I tackle two weeks of dirty laundry. While folding Donny’s boxer shorts, I wiggle my fingers through the convenient little opening, and scan the fabric for telltale stains. Though I find nothing, my heartbeat gallops through my eardrums. I try calming myself and choose rationalization over meditation; meditation has always made me nervous, like watching myself, watching myself.


Wait! Hey, of course! Didn’t I have a humongous crush a couple of years ago on Becky and Lana’s pediatrician—a slightly balding, yet terribly sexy man I’d nicknamed Dr. Hot? I actually called his office once and lied, saying Lana was burning up with fever, when her temperature barely reached 100. All I wanted was to hear his soothing voice, his Okay, Alex, why don’t you bring her right in. So, what if he was so much older than me? When he strode into the examining cubicle and placed his stethoscope on Lana’s small quivering chest, I felt that God himself had descended upon the room. Once I leaned against the wall while he was examining Lana and accidentally hit the light switch. Though my poor baby wailed in fear, there were several moments charged with a weird sexual energy. Oh, and when I was often housebound in our cramped apartment in Brooklyn … yes, I remember now … there was this swarthy young guy, with amazing emerald eyes, who made greasy falafels at a Middle Eastern take-out place. I’m embarrassed to think that I’d once bundled up the girls to go out in snow flurries to feast on those eyes and strong, angular face—just to hear him say in his mysterious accent: Hi there, Sunshine. How you doing today? So, I wonder, why now this strong urge to play Brenda Starr?


I stuff Donny’s clothing back in his drawers and search for the shirt he wore the night he drove our babysitter home. I don’t want to think of her name. The mustard yellow, short-sleeved Lacoste is balled up on the floor of his closet. Down on my hands and knees, I sniff the garment like an anxious cocker spaniel but uncover no clues. Only Donny’s dried perspiration from three games of really lousy bowling. He did say I’d be sorry for beating him that night. Perhaps, I should have taken him seriously. Other images pervade, though I am a master of forgetting, especially when I am damn close to knowing what I’m too scared to know.
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I met Donald Pearl when I was nineteen, technically a virgin, and positive I’d graduate college unattached, forcing me to live with my parents until they died. We were both counselors at The Weeping Willow Day Camp—me, working after my junior year of college, he, having dropped out of dental school to enter a music academy in Boston. When that escalated into enormous pressure because of fierce competition, Donny left, but soon after landed at a small business college where he finally felt like he belonged.


I’d observed him during the summer, a few times nodding hello—taking note of the variety of Betty and Veronica counselor types he paired with, a different girl each week. Donny doubled as the music counselor, and when he played the beaten-up white baby grand propped across the camp’s stage, his head bobbed, rhythmically, reminding me of Paul McCartney. Maybe it was the spell of the upbeat music, or just being surrounded by the chaotic energy of two dozen admiring and adorable tots, but I felt an immediate tie to Donny—something unspoken, yet upbeat and lyrical, telling me he could be it. Though I wasn’t thrilled to learn it had a waistline two inches slimmer than mine. Donny camouflaged his boyishness and ruddy complexion by sporting a goatee and wearing his wavy auburn hair long and tucked behind his ears. Near the end of the camp season, our grins grew broader whenever we passed each other, an assortment of squinty-eyed campers trailing us like twitchy caterpillars. Once, I’d thought I was being nonchalant, but we both turned around to look back. We knew we were running out of time. Then one day after most of the minibuses left to return campers to their respective neighborhoods, Donny sauntered up to me and asked in a low, husky voice for me to hold out my hand. Taken aback, my heartbeat accelerated and I obeyed, as if it were perfectly natural for him to give me a command, as if he and I were already that well acquainted.


“What are you doing?” I asked, giggling.


“You’ll see,” he whispered. His eyelids were slightly droopy. Yes, just like my favorite Beatle, Paul. Donny leaned his head over my shaky outstretched hand and tugged on his eyelashes a few times until a moist contact lens popped into my palm. The little sphere tickled, and I held my arm out stiffly, afraid to move.


“It was in wrong,” he said, wearing a lopsided grin. Then he peeled the nearly invisible lens from my hand and popped it inside his mouth.


“Don’t do that, you’ll get an infection,” I said. Here I was having a hard time remembering his name, but I was already taking care of him. Had I just passed some test? I wondered if all of Donny’s girlfriends got to feel the warm wetness of his contact lenses swirling around in their open palm. He walked alongside me to the counselors’ parking lot, and as I slipped into my slightly dented, white Dodge Dart convertible, he leaned in and asked for my number.


“What about … ?” I started to ask.


“Betsy?”


“Oh, so that’s her name.”


“Betsy and I are just friends,” he said.


I looked at him, coyly, tempted to say, Come on, do you think I’m an idiot?


I guessed he was just another cute charmer and yet, I scribbled my number on a gasoline receipt and handed it to him. What the hell, there were only two weeks of camp left, and we’d both be heading back to school. He called me an hour later, and we went out that night, and every night after for the remainder of the summer.


Each morning, when we lined up for roll call, Betsy and her junior counselor threw me murderous looks. I was sure one of them would sprinkle arsenic on my orange sherbet at lunchtime. Perhaps, Betsy had her own interpretation of what it meant to be Donny’s good friend.


Then, on our third date, Donny brought me home to meet his folks: Louise and Benjamin Pearl, a charismatic couple, with whom I became enamored before falling for their son. They presented themselves as a united front in matters involving both family and business—a foundations firm started by Ben’s father in the late 1930s. I didn’t believe Donny when he announced his family was in ladies’ underwear. He’d said it with such a sweet, flirtatious grin that I thought he might be telling a bad joke. The truth is when first hearing foundations, I’d envisioned hard hats, cranes, even cement mixers. I was sure the Pearls were involved in building and construction and that foundation referred to basements, rather than a line of lacy, sexy, push-up bras. But, not ten minutes after the introduction, Donny mortified me by asking:


“What do you think, Dad? I’d say she’s probably a full C.” Louise, noticing my jaw drop, assured me this was standard father-son shoptalk. She said that any woman, young or old, entering the Pearl household was immediately scrutinized, then mentally fitted with the proper brassiere. Because they were in the business of breast support, the Pearls felt it their duty.


Later that evening we uncovered a huge coincidence, which may have sealed our fate. Our grandfathers had done business together decades before; mine owned Bliss on Lexington Avenue, a well-known wedding gown salon specializing in designer gowns and accessories at discount prices. For years, H. Pearl and Sons had been one of their steady suppliers and manufacturer of strapless-bra styles for that most memorable occasion in a young woman’s life.


“Are you saying that standing before me now is Charlie Kane’s precious granddaughter?” Ben stretched out his arms to embrace me.


“Louise! The girl’s practically family!”


I stood shyly in front of the Pearls like a schoolgirl receiving kudos on her first A. Though I felt proud, I worried I might not live up to any future expectations. Something about these warm, gentle folks jolted me back to when I was a carefree and jubilant girl frolicking around my grandparents’ home. My senses were stirred by the aromas of baked chicken, mushrooms, and onions, as well as the soft flickering of Sabbath candles, and the melodic clinking of stemware in the china closet when anyone moved past—a familiarity melding my past and present, sending a tingling warmth throughout my bones.


I couldn’t wait to get home to call my grandfather who, when hearing about this new boyfriend, boasted how he’d loaned Donny’s grandfather a “nice” sum of money during the Great Depression. As a Polish immigrant, who arrived in America with a suitcase and five bucks in his pocket, Papa was insanely proud.


“Well, tell me, Papa,” I asked. “Did he repay you?”


“Sure, sure, shaina maidel,” Papa answered. “It was a thousand bucks, and I crossed it off in my little black book.” Though relieved there’d be no bad blood between our families, it took some time before I felt comfortable enough to relay the story of my grandfather’s diligence in keeping track of what he had, so generously, loaned his cronies.


Then, on the eve before we were both to return to school, after Thanksgiving, the Pearls insisted on taking us to dinner at The Quilted Giraffe in Manhattan, where they often entertained important customers. Dinner out, for my family, usually meant Sunday nights at Gam Wah’s Chinese Palace, written up once, not for its ambience, but the discovery of cat skeletons in the garbage bins. When it came to patisserie, we savored the weekly gift bestowed by my father, a box of Dunkin’ Donuts, but only if we’d completed our assigned chores and homework. So, when the slightly aloof French waiter, bent on one knee to offer something I recognized from the dessert wagon, an éclair, I sighed with relief. The truth was: fancy anything made me suspicious.


Donny squeezed my hand under the table while his father, sipping Sambuca, told me that Donny wouldn’t stop talking about this “knock-out” he met at camp. I immediately asked if her name was Betsy, but he shook his head no.


“Me?” I mustered the courage to ask, while Donny sat there grinning and enjoying a Singapore Sling.


Ben circled the glass with his fingers. “My son said, ‘Dad, I’d like to ask her out, but I doubt she’ll give me a shot.’”


“So, is this true?” I asked, leaning against Donny’s shoulder. He squirmed a bit in his chair and adjusted his tie to free his Adam’s apple. Louise’s smile looked a bit strained as she chewed the celery from a Bloody Mary. I truly liked Louise and hoped she didn’t mind the fuss her men were now making over me.


“Of course, I say, ‘If you don’t call the girl tomorrow and ask her out, you are definitely not my son.’”


“Well, I guess I should thank you then,” I said, leaning in and barely touching Ben’s sleeve. I hadn’t spent a great deal of time with older men other than my dad, grandfather, and an uncle or two, and was still unsure of the physical boundaries. Ben winked, and we raised our glasses. I gripped the skinny stem of my wineglass, wondering what the Pearls might say if they knew I’d lost my virginity, just days before, in their enormous brass bed, on top of the four-hundred-thread-count, Porthault sheets—the same sheets I’d frantically scrubbed, afterwards, for an hour, because of one teensy speck of blood.


My eyes met Ben’s and then landed on Donny. Maybe it was the champagne, but seconds later, my mood plummeted. I excused myself and found the ladies’ room. Leaning into the marble vanity, I splashed cold water on my wrists and dabbed at my face. Not then, but someday soon, I vowed to ask Donny who he was really trying to please when he made that very first call to ask me out.
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It is nearly noon before I realize the phone receiver spent the night trapped in the kitchen drawer. As always, Rona manages to be the first to get through to me.


“Well, aren’t you the little chatterbox today,” she says, with an acidic hint of possessiveness that signals: it is definitely time to make new friends.


“No, Rona, I took the phone off the hook and forgot about it. I’ve been in the bathroom all morning. It must’ve been the chopped meat. Donny and the girls ate spaghetti and they’re fine.”


“Are you saying it was the chopped chuck from Fernando’s?”


“Uh-huh, probably that order we split of frozen patties.”


“Don’t tell me this, Alex. I just read in Family Circle that you can actually die from bacteria in spoiled meat!”


I hear doors opening and closing, a frantic shuffle coming through the phone as Rona begins emptying her freezer. Like a seasoned cashier, she tabulates aloud: “That’s six filet mignons for forty-eight bucks, eight shoulder chops, twenty-five dollars, two prime ribs, thirty-five dollars, and a jumbo package of beef patties for fifteen dollars—in the garbage.”


“But it might only be a little virus.” I don’t know whether to laugh, cry, or come clean and tell Rona I had scrambled eggs, coffee, followed by a toke or two, and pretty decent sex against the bathroom wall.


“I’m not taking any chances,” Rona says. Then I hear: “Hey, do you feel well enough to come over? I’ll fix you something light—tea, toast, and scrambled eggs. I’d come get you but Hy brought the car in for the five-thousand-mile check-up. So, maybe you’ll drive me there later so I can pick it up. Of course, only if you’re feeling up to it.”


It serves me right. Though I’m full up on eggs, I agree to lunch in half an hour. Without going into details, over the phone, I mention the lovely babysitter, Colleen Byrnes, saying she is no longer under my employment. Rona gasps with the identical intensity she had demonstrated over the possibility of food poisoning.
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The Karls’ home is an immaculate split-level on the north side of town, “done” in muted tones of beige and mocha—reminiscent of a Danish modern furniture showroom and sterile as a dentist’s office. I often picture Rona and Hy sitting down to a Pillsbury-perfect dinner with their young son, Ethan—a sweet, nervous boy forbidden to tumble and soil his clothes. As their forks and spoons lift in unison, they appear futuristic and comically robotic. As part of her vows, I’d bet Rona has included a policy promising no crumbs, spilled milk, or indelible stains. Yet, secretly, I envy her strict dedication to order. She would have been the model daughter for my mother—the one she would have chosen had she been able to foretell the future. “Oh, Alex, how’s that darling friend of yours?” My mother never fails to ask this when she calls weekly from Florida, her question reminding me that I, too, was raised in a home where the pursuit for perfection was revered, and tidiness was the true religion.


“I thought you and Donny loved your babysitter,” Rona says, daintily dabbing tuna salad from the corners of her mouth. I wouldn’t mind a taste of her tuna, but I’m stuck with the dry rye toast and gooey eggs. She stares me down with her thickly coated lashes. Here in Rona’s spotless Formica kitchen, there is no place to hide. I pretend to look for the dry-cleaning receipt in my bag, stalling to collect my thoughts.


“Yes, we both liked her a lot”—my voice falters on both—“and she was great with the girls, but there’s this new boyfriend she met this summer. The thing is … she’s just not as dependable.”


“I’m not surprised she has boyfriends. That kid is drop-dead gorgeous.”


“You really think so? Personally, I think she’s too damn skinny.” Heat wraps around my collarbone. My teeth gnaw through a triangle of toast.


“Well, maybe she is a bit thin, but I’d kill for her hair.”


“But it’s red, Rona! How would you, of all people, manage all that wild red hair?”


“Relax, Alex, take a breath. I see you’re upset, but you’ll find another sitter soon. There are zillions of homely teenage girls trolling the mall each weekend with nothing to do.”


“That’s depressing as hell, plus I hate having to look for someone all over again.” Tears spring to my eyes. I’m on the brink of spilling the beans. It’s a struggle to keep everything inside.


“Hey, all we are talking about is a few hours on a Saturday night, and an afternoon here and there. Alex, no big deal.”


“You know, maybe you’re right. I’ll find someone even more competent and reliable.” I sit up straight and finish my slice of rye. The soggy scrambled eggs remain buried underneath my napkin.


“I bet you’re feeling better already, right?” Rona asks, picking at her molars with a wooden toothpick.


“Yes, I think so. Thanks. And thanks for the delicious lunch.”


Rona glances at the chrome clock above her stove. “Come on, we’ve still got some time. Let’s get some shopping in while our little monsters are still in camp, and then you can drop me at the car dealer.”


She stands and, in seconds, loads the dishwasher, grabs her handbag, dabs on her shimmery gloss, and is ready to go. I stare at her, amazed at how easily she analyzes any crisis, minor or major, produces a solution, and then ties it into a bundle like worn-out clothes to dump in the Goodwill bin. There is not a trace of sentimentality in deciding to let go. Finished. Done. Next! I am certain Rona and I live not only on the opposite sides of town, but on opposite poles of the earth. Still, since moving to Wheatley Heights, I am drawn to her like a piglet to teats, searching for any semblance of nourishment. The truth is: it’s much less lonely to sleepwalk alongside her.


Later that afternoon, at Rona’s suggestion, I place an ad in the Wheatley Heights Tattler. By the following week, I have ten teenage girls scheduled for interviews. One of them is a fourteen-year-old named Agnes who lives half a mile away. She is ebullient in spite of severe acne and the silver fences imprisoning her teeth. I hire her on the spot.





THREE



Since camp has officially ended for the season, the days are no longer just mine. Gone are the blissful hours of planting my garden while the sun, a quiet but reliable lover, tenderly kisses my back. Gone are the warm, breezy nights, the girls spread across a blanket like paper dolls, gazing up to count the stars.
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