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For my parents, the Washingtonians




As for you, fellow independent thinker of the Western Bloc, if you have something sensible to say, don’t wait. Shout it out loud right this minute. In twenty years, give or take a spring, your grandchildren will be lying in sandboxes all over the world, their ears to the ground, listening for signals from long ago.

—Grace Paley, “Faith in the Afternoon”




SOMETHING RED




CHAPTER 1


Not Everyone Carried Marbles

August 25, 1979

It was hot as hell and Sharon Goldstein knew everyone had to be positively sweltering out back. Her mother was especially intolerant of humidity and boastful that Los Angeles, the paradise that she and her husband had been wrested away from to come here, to Washington, did not make its inhabitants bear such humiliating conditions. (What about earthquakes, Nana? Vanessa had said yesterday, but Helen had waved her away.) It was only six o’clock and already the cicadas were screaming.

As Sharon made her way around the kitchen, she pictured each one piling paper-thin sheets of prosciutto (well, not her father, whose newly kosher regime she refused to acknowledge) on melon wedges, and spreading runny Brie on the baguette she’d baked yesterday. Imagining her family eating in the yard bordered by the lit tiki lights pleased her. More, she had to admit, than actually sitting there with them.

The neighborhood sounds of skateboards scraping asphalt and kids playing kick-the-can drifted in through the open doors, and she could see the Farrell girls across the street waving their thin arms in the air so the gnats would go to the highest point, far away from their tanned, freckled faces. As Sharon diced cucumbers and apples for her gazpacho—what made hers special was a garnish of peeled green apples and long slivers of tender basil—she wondered if her idea of an outdoor dinner had been misguided.

“To see Ben off !” she’d told Dennis last month. They’d been lying in bed watching President Carter talk about the energy crisis, and she’d opened her night-table drawer, taken out an emery board, and begun to saw at her nails. The erosion of our confidence in the future is threatening to destroy the social and the political fabric of America, Carter had said, and Sharon had turned to her husband. “Let’s have a family dinner for Ben,” she’d said. “We’ll have your parents and mine, and we’ll eat in the backyard. The night before he goes.”

“Shh,” Dennis said. “I’m listening to this.”

Sharon hadn’t been able to focus on the speech, perhaps because her son’s impending departure had caused alarm, or was it a symptom of the general malaise of the country that the president was speaking about ? Apathy was not like her; once Sharon had been a woman who had cared about politics deeply. Too deeply, perhaps, and this had led her to flee conservative Los Angeles, her parents’ Los Angeles, the one with her father’s balding B-movie cronies chewing cigars on the back deck and discussing the HUAC hearings. I don’t give one goddamn who goes down, they’d said. Communists? Just ask me. They’d spit names up at the sky, toward the fuzzy line of the San Gabriels. That Los Angeles. Sharon had come east to George Washington University, even though Helen said no one smart went to GW, ever, and at the end of her junior year Sharon had found herself sitting at a Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee meeting planning the Freedom Riders’ trip from Washington to New Orleans, to register voters and fight Jim Crow in each city along the way.

By summer, Sharon and her roommate, Louise Stein, decided they wanted to accompany the hundreds of other kids, black and white, all ready to sit together at luncheonettes across the South. The Klan was rumored to be waiting in Birmingham to beat Riders, but Sharon and Louise ignored these reports, believing that being together and doing what was right would somehow arm them against terrible violence.

The night before they were to get on that Trailways bus to Mississippi, however, Sharon’s father forbade it. Don’t you so much as set foot on that bus, he’d phoned to tell her. And Sharon had listened. The next day, she stood at the door gathering her robe at her throat and watched Louise go out into the foggy Georgetown morning alone. She returned not a week later, after a night in jail in Jackson, Mississippi. Sharon had been nearly feral with envy as she’d run her hands along the white insides of Louise’s wrists, where the handcuffs had been locked too tight, the blue-black bruises flowering where the metal had pinched her skin.

But Sharon had listened to her father, and instead of fighting for civil rights, she’d dated two doctors, a lawyer, and one potter before settling on Dennis, marrying, and having children.

The night of Carter’s speech, though, she thought instead of Benjamin throwing his jockstraps and Merriweather Post concert T-shirts into a green duffel bag and heading north.

“Don’t you think a dinner will be nice, D?” Sharon had asked.

Our people are losing faith, Carter had said. The phrase had momentarily stopped her menu planning—an elegant barbecue, steak and grilled corn and cold soup and some kind of a summer cobbler. She looked up at the screen and wondered if the president had just read her mind. Lost faith. She had thought then of her father, finding God as if He were a shiny penny he’d come upon along a crowded city street.

It was 1979; only a decade and a half previously, Sharon had been pregnant with Vanessa when Louise had come to D.C. to march for jobs and freedom. As they’d entered the Mall, she handed Sharon a fistful of marbles. So horses will slip and fall and the pigs will be crushed, Louise hissed. Things could get violent, she’d said. Dennis had looked askance as he held Ben high, so he could see just how many people were standing against inequality, and Sharon remembered fingering the marbles, the feel of them pinging against one another along her hips when she moved. They’d given her a sense of reckless power, but she did not let them fall. Sharon was no revolutionary, she knew that now, but she had tried and she had cared profoundly, and she had been so furious at her father that she had fled for the East Coast, but in the end she had not defied him. Yet, she had thought that glorious day, it was not every girl who could say she carried marbles.

Now her faith in the power to make changes in the world felt like a fluid that had been drained from her.

“Okay!” Dennis said. “Please, Sharon.” His hand hovered over her wrist to stop her from filing her nails, and Sharon settled back and decided right then: gazpacho.

Now Sharon opened the fridge and lifted the large serving bowl, hugging it to her chest. As she headed out back, she thought that though the outdoor dinner may have been a flawed idea, she had known it would be perfect to have the family sitting together in the backyard, all along the large communal table, the scuffed wood illuminated by lit candles and flickering torches, before Ben became a dot on the horizon and left them all behind.

Benjamin absentmindedly carved at the wooden table with his steak knife until he saw his mother emerge from the porch with a colossal glass bowl of red soup, the screen door slapping behind her. She carried it with the same beaming pride with which she brought out her impeccably browned turkey at Thanksgiving and her tender brisket at Passover, with an air that made it impossible—and unnecessary—to compliment her.

“Borscht!” Tatiana, Dennis’s mother, threw her delicate white hands up in delight.

Sharon nudged in between Ben and her father to place the bowl on the table. “Gazpacho,” she said. She swished her long hair to one side. “Andalusian gazpacho.”

“Well, it looks delicious,” Tatti said, nearly wicked, like Natasha on Bullwinkle, her Russian accent so intense it always sounded bogus to Ben. She seemed to him to be the very embodiment of Russia; when she rose from her seat, he’d half expect her ass to leave an imprint of a hammer and sickle.

Sharon looked for a moment at the bowl, then shot up and sprinted back into the house, the porch door smacking again behind her.

“From Andalusia,” Helen said, leaning into Vanessa. “Fancy-pants.” She giggled, poking her granddaughter in the side with two of the pearly daggers she called fingernails.

Vanessa bristled, holding her stomach.

Sharon returned with a small bowl of cubed apple, and sliding in next to Benjamin, she began ladling out the deep red soup.

“Here, Dad,” she said, sprinkling the tiny cubes of apple and cucumber on the smooth surface, then a few strands of basil.

“Looks lovely, sweetheart,” Herbert said.

“It sure does,” Dennis’s father, Sigmund, said. “You won’t be eating this well in college, that’s for sure, Ben.”

Everyone laughed except Vanessa, who looked around the yard as if she were waiting for someone to pop out of the hedges that separated their property from that of Mrs. Krandle, a thick-ankled woman who lived alone and once caught an eight-year-old Vanessa picking her lilies of the valley. She’d stomped over to the house to complain. I’m sure she’ll turn into a fine young woman, Mrs. Krandle had said, but right now, she’s stealing and I can’t say that bodes well for the future. Soon after, her bushes went up, which, Dennis pointed out, didn’t bother him one bit, even if he was opposed on principle to folks being portioned off from one another. When they’d moved in, almost twelve years ago now, Sharon had wanted a fence. Dennis had argued against it first for the expense, and then against the concept altogether. We as people should not be closed off from each other, he’d argued. But now that the hedges were there, the privacy was appreciated.

“You’ll have plenty of bagels to eat, that’s for sure,” Vanessa said, taking the bowl from her mother in both hands. The hedges had concealed much over the years: her sunbathing, Ben squirming around on the hammock with some cheerleader or lacrosse player, two bodies caught in a net, and the parties her parents used to have when she and Ben were young and had to come downstairs to say good night to the red-faced, slurring guests. This summer Vanessa was grateful that her awkward first embraces had been obscured. “How much oil is in here, Mom?” she asked, looking into the bowl.

“Hardly any,” Sharon said. “It’s mostly just vegetables.” Vanessa had started a diet in early July, and at first her constant questions about nutrition had cheered Sharon, a champion of any kind of interest in vitamins, minerals, and general nourishment. She believed in the power of wheat germ; she had been thinking for years about how to extract nutrients from one food, say, sardines, and placing them in an altogether different food, say, her famous scones, to see if the nutritional benefits could be transferred. She wondered now if Vanessa’s attention to food had not become a bit obsessive. She had lost a good deal of weight, which looked lovely, as if she were hatching from the egg of her adolescence, her features now fully formed, cheekbones high, eyes pronounced in their wide sockets, the muscles in her arms and legs long and defined. But Sharon wanted it to stop now with Vanessa fixed right here in her emergent state of about-to-be-womanhood.

“Now come on,” Sigmund said, leaning over his soup. “I’d say Brandeis has a lot to offer besides bagels.”

“That’s true,” Vanessa said. “They probably have chopped liver and kugel too.”

“Where does she get this?” Herbert shook his head.

Sharon sent Dennis a sharp look.

“You really shouldn’t talk that way,” Herbert said to Vanessa, who also looked over at her father for support.

“It’s a school with a very strong history,” Sigmund said. “Benjamin is going somewhere with a history of protest. This is extremely important.”

Avoiding his wife’s and his daughter’s pointed looks, Dennis put down his spoon. “Thanks, Dad. We’re aware.” He willed his father not to start up tonight, to stay silent about the Bolsheviks, Joe Hill, and all the dead labor icons, the shit conditions of the workers, the way the corporate pigs were draining them for every goddamn penny. He knew. He knew: the workers’ bodies were not machines; they were giving out! Just like John Henry hammering down the railway spikes; industry will beat you or it will beat you. Dennis knew this, but tonight was not the night.

Dennis looked at his father, his home, framed by the hydrangea and the azalea bushes, behind him. Dennis was unable to shake his father’s look of disappointment the first time he and Tatiana had come here, when they’d just purchased the place. He’d driven his parents from the train station, Sigmund turning in the passenger seat and clicking his tongue as he watched the District recede in their wake as they headed up Sixteenth Street, toward Military Road, toward the suburbs. His mother had sat up straight in the back, her lime green beauty case in her lap. Didn’t his father realize Washington was nothing like Manhattan? Here, there were the rich neighborhoods, hardly urban hubs, on the streets above Dupont, and Foxhill and Georgetown Park—unaffordable all, Dennis worked for the government—and then there was ghetto, and it was black ghetto, not a bunch of Jewish socialists buying chickens and herring and potatoes like his old neighborhood on the Lower East Side. He remembered taking the stairs two at a time, racing his sister up to the third floor and into that railroad apartment. Outside the closed windows of the flat, shut against the cold and then the dust and the stink, Orchard Street screamed. It hollered with rage and it shit and it breathed its halitosis breath and it urinated on its own stones. It would have been one thing if there’d been no choice, but his father had decided to live where the workers lived. They could have gone west into the Village or to Stuyvesant Town like so many of their neighbors had. But not Sigmund Goldstein.

His father seemed oblivious to the way cities had changed. The public pool on Pitt Street turned overnight from Jewish and Italian girls in red lipstick and white bathing suits cutting into protuberant thighs to the lithe bodies of the Puerto Rican and Dominican women. Dennis didn’t even know who sat on those lounge chairs now. The Cantonese? Sigmund’s friends had gone, but he wouldn’t move, insisting he wanted no more—nor less—than what anyone else had.

“Absolutely,” Sharon said. “Brandeis has a history to be proud of.” She was relieved Ben had not chosen one of those schools so far south, with their emphasis on fraternities and sports.

“The spell of revolution is powerful.” Sigmund wiped his mouth with a napkin. “Right, Tatiana?”

“Well, yes, I suppose it is in this family, isn’t it?” she said.

Sharon nodded and Dennis bent his head and resumed eating.

“Hmmm,” Dennis said. “You didn’t seem to think that during Vietnam.”

“That’s simply not true,” Sigmund said. “You know I was as against the war as you were. Our methods of protest were different, absolutely. But what I’m saying here has nothing to do with Vietnam. Nothing at all. Clearly you don’t understand.”

Dennis nodded. “Well, to my generation, Vietnam defined us. But while we were rioting in the streets, your friends were inside, writing about it. It is a lot more relevant than the Bolsheviks, that’s for sure.”

“Every movement can be traced back to the Bolsheviks,” Sigmund said. “You cannot turn your back on history.”

“Well, I think I have a better understanding of Vietnam. And let me tell you something. You can’t turn away from the future either, Dad. It’s going to happen again. Because we’re giving the Soviets their Vietnam now, aren’t we? This is what will happen if—or I should say when—there’s an invasion in Afghanistan. The country will be ripped to bits. And it will never end! You know we’ve authorized funding for arming the mujahideen there, don’t you?”

“Of course this doesn’t surprise me.” Sigmund scratched his throat. “Because they are anti-communists. It doesn’t surprise me at all.”

“Well, it’s true,” Dennis said. “And I’m telling you, it will be just the same as Vietnam.”

“Dennis,” Sigmund said, leaning toward his son, “why is it always this way? We are on the same side.”

Vanessa groaned. “Enough about politics!” As a child she’d wondered if little kids growing up in other cities were also stuck listening only to discussions about affairs of state or if her unfortunate proximity to the White House was to blame for the constancy of these arguments.

“It’s gonna be a problem,” Dennis said. “There’s going to be a big problem is all I have to say. Carter’s going to do something really, really stupid.”

“Let’s not forget,” Herbert said to Ben, returning to the original conversation, “that Brandeis is a Jewish institution. This is important. This is what makes it special.”

Sharon closed her eyes. She didn’t know what had happened; one day not so long ago she woke up to find her parents no longer ate oysters, and Friday evenings they went to shul instead of the Brown Derby. They were full-fledged Jews now, and tonight her father wore a colorfully embroidered yarmulke pinned to the few strands of hair he had left. It reminded her of her father’s fanatical nationalism, the way he’d go nuts when they watched the Olympics together. Goddamn Reds! he’d scream, hitting the television when the Soviets were skating. He cried every time the national anthem played and an American stood with a hand over his chest.

“Yes,” Sigmund said. “That historical aspect is interesting as well. But it is not in fact a Jewish institution, Herb. It’s not a synagogue; it’s a university.”

Herbert shrugged. “Well, I’ll tell you this, it sure as hell wasn’t built by the gentiles.”

Sharon hated it when her father spoke this way: of us and of them, especially since he had spent a large part of her youth trying so goddamn hard to be them. There had been a brief period when he’d gone by a different name—Thomas. Herbert Thomas, but then, when it had come to legally changing the entire family’s name, he had let it go. Sharon wondered, as she had many times before, exactly why Dennis was so angry at his father. Because Sigmund was so, well, cool. What would it have been like to have had him as a father? She knew Sigmund would have let her go on the Freedom Ride. He would have given her his blessing, and she would have gone down South and seen the disenfranchisement and the segregation and the sadness and the poverty firsthand. She would have had bruises of her own. Sharon looked around the table. Perhaps she wouldn’t even be here, she thought. Maybe she’d be a lesbian, as Louise turned out to be.

“Ummm, can I talk here?” Benjamin said. “Because I’m the one leaving tomorrow, right?”

“Yes, Ben,” all the adults murmured.

“Of course, darling,” Sharon said, touching his wrist.

“We know!” Vanessa said. “Ben’s going!” She set her spoon down loudly on the table. It seemed as if there had been talk of little else all month. Everyone deferred to Ben—the college boy!—and her mother must have cooked what he’d wanted for dinner each night for the entire fucking summer. Go already, she thought, just go! But she hadn’t yet processed what it would mean to have him actually leave. Because Ben was in nearly every memory she held. So many late nights they had met in this backyard and lain back on the soft grass, letting the night sky shift and twist for hours over their drunken heads. They’d make sure their mother was sound asleep before they tiptoed up the stairs—avoiding the creaking ones—together.

“She’s upset,” Sharon said.

“I am not!” Vanessa said. “I am not upset, okay?”

Ben looked down at his soup, quiet for a moment, slightly panicked to think of arriving on campus to find that Grandpa Herbert had been correct, and he’d be greeted by several men in long black cloaks, white threads at their waists, and twirls of hair emerging from tall black hats. Or worse, a long line of reform rabbis would pat him on the shoulder—What a good little bar mitzvah boy! they’d tell him—and encourage him to join Hillel, date only girls with lifetime memberships to Hadassah, and exchange some of his bar mitzvah loot for Israeli bonds.

He hadn’t thought of it much at all until last spring, when his friends got wind of his decision to go to Brandeis in the fall.

“Brandeis?” His friend and teammate Nick Papadopoulos, left forward to Ben’s right, and who was heading to Notre Dame, was most incredulous. And Jon Ratner, the goalie, who got into Columbia, the lucky shit, said, “They don’t even have a football team. And the soccer, is it even Division Three?”

“I don’t know,” Ben said. But he did know. Brandeis was hardly known for its excellence in sports. It was just that his priorities had changed, overnight it seemed, and what he’d valued so much until this point seemed saved for high school, completed. After that day something “Jewish” appeared in Ben’s locker each week: a jar of gefilte fish, the large ovals nesting in a gelatinous mass; a box of matzo, Go Brandeis Bagels! written across the label in blue pen; a massive jar of Manischewitz beet borscht that crashed to the floor and splattered along the hallway and all over Ben’s new Levi’s when he opened the locker door.

“It’s a radical place to be,” Ben had told his friends that day, and he told his family the same thing now. “The Ten Most Wanted on the FBI list of 1970 all went to Brandeis. Abbie Hoffman, the Yippies, they were all there.”

“Yes, they were,” Dennis said, pointing his spoon at his father. “Radicals come in every generation, Ben.”

“Oh my goodness, we forgot a toast!” Sharon wobbled up from the bench and lifted her glass. “To Benjamin!” she said, leaning awkwardly over the table. “At the beginning of this brand-new adventure!” Sharon choked on the last word.

“Hear, hear,” Dennis said, standing, also raising his glass, in part to save his wife from tears. “Ben, may this next chapter of your life be fulfilling and fruitful. We wish you the sweetest happiness and success.”

Sharon waited as Dennis clinked glasses with Ben.

“Wait, wait!” Tatti said after all the glasses were lowered, because they had not clinked in every conceivable combination, and she had not yet touched stemware with her son’s.

“Pust’ sbudutsya vse tvoi mechty!” she said. May all your dreams come true.

“Vashee zda-ró-vye,” Dennis said to the table. To your health.

“What?” Sharon said. “Tell us!” She disliked it when Dennis and his mother spoke in Russian together. While Dennis’s Russian was useful for his work, and while she understood that it was a gift passed from mother to son, she envied it.

“Don’t worry. It was just one of Tatti’s many toasts.” Sigmund laughed.

“In the old days, every first toast was to Stalin.” Tatti shook her head. “Well, at least when we thought the neighbors were listening. But not now.”

“I’m not worried,” Sharon said, sniffing toward Sigmund. “Though I can’t say I’ve learned the entire collection of them.” Sharon sat back. She had sat through countless long and sentimental Russian toasts: to the dead, to the newlyweds, to the soldiers who had died in the war, to those who were still fighting. But she had never heard one to Stalin. “When did you?” She smiled at her father-in-law, thin and wiry in the blue jeans he’d taken to wearing, right around when he’d started getting into disco music, odd choices both, as she had always seen him as a man steeped in the past. Sharon wondered now, if she were to shake Sigmund, would his bones break and only those ridiculous dungarees, perfectly creased and thick with Tatti’s starch, keep the rest of him intact?

“I manage in Russian,” Sigmund said. “After all these years.”

“Oh, go ahead, have some wine.” Helen reached over Vanessa for the bottle of Chianti on the table. “It’s a special occasion tonight.”

Vanessa covered the top of her glass. “I don’t drink anymore, Nana.”

“Since when?” Helen’s ash blond hair, sprayed high, was now wilting like a dying bouquet, and beads of sweat trickled down her brown, spotted chest into the deep opening of her blouse. “You don’t eat and you don’t drink. What else is there?” Helen said, turning to Sharon.

“I don’t think I want to know,” Sharon said, laughing, but she had also begun to wonder about her daughter, who seemed to be reducing herself to only the most necessary elements.

“I’m not interested in living numb,” Vanessa said. It might have been Jason’s lingo, but there was truth in it. And truth was what she was after now. Which was why she had stopped doing the empty, false activities her friends seemed to favor and that she too had once fallen prey to—drinking at country-club bonfires, smoking pot at Rachel’s beach house—stuff that led them on an endless search for comfort, for male attention, for beauty. It made them live life unaware of the larger machinery that kept them all down. When she’d met Jason this past June, she’d felt able to cut loose from what she only now realized had been an isolating experience with her friends.

“My lord, sweetie, you’re young! Have some fun while you still can!” Helen said. “Right, Herb? Tell the poor girl to have some fun. Do you dance, honey?”

“Sure,” he said. “Have a good time. Whatever you want, sweetheart.” He smiled at Vanessa.

“Yeah, Nana.” Vanessa smirked. “I dance.” In a way, though, her grandmother was not wrong. She had stripped herself of frivolity and had begun to go to shows this summer at Fort Reno and d.c. space, entering a world where kids thrashed to hard music and whipped themselves fiercely into one another. And while she couldn’t say she felt a natural connection to this world, it was new, and it felt important; the music itself was essential. It seemed to be making a case for art in general, that it was not stupid or tertiary or unnecessary, and it brought her away from her girlfriends and their beach houses and crocheted bikinis and their transistors blasting ELO and Styx.

“Oh my God, the meat!” Sharon said, standing suddenly and beginning to stack everyone’s soup bowls, Vanessa’s half-filled bowl on top.

“Let me help you,” Sigmund said, rising.

“It’s okay, Grandpa.” Vanessa stood to help her mother clear. Even though Tatti had waited on him for nearly forty years, Sigmund had recently become acquainted with women’s liberation. It was a logical extension of workers’ rights, and he seemed amazed—and a little ashamed—that he had not thought of this sooner. Now he often made huge efforts to help, getting up from the dining room table at holiday meals and clattering his own dinner plate and flatware toward the kitchen.

Tatiana rose as well. “Not tonight, my dear. Just sit.”

Helen lit a cigarette.

“Mom!” Sharon said, climbing over the bench with the enormous serving bowl. “We’re eating, for Christ sake!”

“Go on then,” Helen said, pointing her Winston, mashed between two brown fingers, at the door. “You won’t notice if you’re not here, now, will you?”

Dennis looked over at his mother-in-law and shook his head as she threw her head back, cackling with laughter.

“Oh, Dennis, relax. What are you going to do, report me? To your friends.”

“Yes,” Dennis said, bracing himself.

“Your friends in Moscow?” Helen squinted at Dennis, then at Tatti. “Huh?”

“I’m from St. Petersburg,” Tatti said, laughing, the deep red hair at her hairline darkening, wet with sweat. “My brother is the only person I know in Moscow, I’m afraid.”

“Yes,” Dennis said again, getting up awkwardly off the bench. He thought of his uncle Misha in a badly cut boiled-wool coat, the collar rimmed with fur, the Kremlin rising behind him as they made their way through Red Square. Red for beauty, Misha had told him. Not for communism, he’d said, wagging his finger. Misha was his mother’s only living relation, yet only Dennis had met him, when he was on business in the Soviet Union. The old ladies, hair tied in kerchiefs, bending over their wares, always threw out their bright scarves and polished their babushkas when he stepped up to their carts with Misha. “I believe I will have to report you,” Dennis said. Helen had been accusing him of being a spy since Vanessa’s birth, which he’d missed. He’d been on a business trip to Moscow, traveling for the Department of Agriculture, and Vanessa had been two weeks early! The Cold War had heated and cooled for sixteen years since then, but no matter its temperature, Helen was convinced her son-in-law was not really an undersecretary at Agriculture, but an agent in some complicated espionage ring. “I need to make a call to my superior,” he said, “right after I get us another bottle of wine.”

Sigmund shook his head. “This gets more and more ridiculous every time I hear it.”

“Oh, lighten up, Sigmund,” Helen said. “It’s just a game I play with your son. Games are good! They don’t hurt anyone, now, do they?” She exhaled up into the sky, but the smoke lingered, heavy above the table.

“You really shouldn’t,” Herbert said across the table to Helen. “It bothers her.”

Vanessa wished she could have a cigarette with her grandmother, the way they did behind her house in Beverly Hills, Helen’s housecoat pulled tight around her, balled-up tissues and matches bulging from her pockets, as they blew smoke toward the mountains and talked about Helen’s past—as a singer, in a nightclub, before I married that son-of-a-bitch grandfather of yours. Helen had taught Vanessa how to blow smoke rings, and she had spent an entire visit jutting out and popping her bottom jaw just so, and then watching the smoke rings rise up and cross one another—which always reminded her of the rings of the Olympics her mother so freakishly adored—before they disappeared. Cigarettes, Vanessa found, were not something that she had to forgo.

Helen shrugged. “Everything bothers her. All I can say is, we gotta live how we gotta live, right, Dennis?”

“As long as everyone is happy,” Dennis said, picking up the empty bottle and turning toward the porch.

After the steak—which Sharon had marinated in ginger and soy, and a touch of cream for sweetness, even though she knew Vanessa, who had a few weeks back announced she was a vegetarian, would not touch it—and the corn and the salad were finished, Sharon brought out the cobbler she’d made with blackberries and raspberries from the Haley farm. Dennis opened another bottle of wine, though he wasn’t sure if anyone but he and Helen, whom he had never seen refuse a drink of any kind, would partake.

He filled Ben’s empty glass.

“College boy,” he said. Ben, I hardly knew ya, he wanted to say, thumping him on the back. But it was true; how he had raised a kid whose thigh muscles bulged from the speed and coordination that enabled him to start varsity soccer as a freshman still confounded him. Ben had lettered. Dennis had felt as if he were living in some teen movie about high school when Ben had come home with that big W, for “Wildcats,” and handed it to Sharon to sew on the back of his jacket. Only now did Dennis realize he had been waiting for the moment that Benjamin would come home with a passion that was not of the body.

Because that was another thing about Ben. Ben and his body. Sometimes if Dennis arrived home unexpectedly, he would be greeted by the sound of his son schtupping in the bedroom down the hall. Always some different little tart. If it weren’t so off-putting, it would be admirable, Dennis supposed, but it was off-putting, terribly so. He tried not to think of the girls. Just last week, Dennis had been unable to sleep and had gone downstairs to the basement, his little spot beneath the house where he did his own brand of yoga. It was also where he stored his living-room-banned artwork from the painting and sculpture classes he’d taken at the Corcoran when the kids were young. As he’d slipped into the sleeping bag he kept rolled behind the couch for just this purpose, his bare legs were met by something cold and wet. He stuck his hand inside and was besieged by the sharp, tinny smell of what he realized, as he brought his fingers to his nose, was semen.

He wouldn’t miss being confronted by Ben’s semen, that’s for sure, Dennis thought, clinking glasses with his son. But he missed the young Benjamin, the one he’d carried around in that little sack strapped to his chest, the Benjamin he’d buckled into swings at Candy Cane City and pushed high in the air to his exhilarated delight, the preverbal Ben, his hot breath on his cheek as he lay in bed with him on Sunday mornings while Sharon baked popovers downstairs. That Ben—the one bobbing to Peter, Paul and Mary, pretending he had a hammer, and a bell, and a song! to! sing!, going at the bongo drums and the xylophone, gifts from a friend at the State Department—he’d been gone for quite a while now.

“Oh, Ben,” Dennis said. “We’re really going to miss you.”

Everyone watched Ben take a sip, and then they saw him smile over the rim of his glass as three blushing young women, followed by Jon Ratner, made their way up the side path to the back of the house.

And that, Sharon thought, stacking the plates in the dishwasher, was that. The torches had been extinguished, the gray twilight had darkened to night, and everyone had moved inside. Her father was talking to Tatiana in the living room about how Brandeis was giving Russian Jews asylum, which was really nice, he was saying, didn’t she agree?

Ben was gone for the night. He’d gotten up to greet the girls, his back turned to her, his arms wide, and Sharon had seen the girls’ faces—such tan, small-featured, young faces—their eyes shut tight, lips quivering into smiles, their chins hooked over his shoulder. “Hey, Mr. and Mrs. G,” Jon had said. “Looks like I missed a good dinner.”

“Ben,” Sharon had nervously said, just before he shook free of the girls’ embrace.

“Let him go,” Helen said. “It’s his last night home, darling, just let him.”

Sharon sighed and sat up straight. “Are you going out, Ben?” she asked stiffly.

He turned back to face the table. “Yeah. Just for a bit, okay?”

“There’s a party over at Papadopoulos’s,” Jon said by way of explanation.

Sharon nodded quickly and, looking down at the table, ran her finger over the scratches in the wood. “Sure.”

“Of course!” Dennis grandly stood up. “Have fun, gang.”

Vanessa cringed. Gang.

“Thanks.” Ben went to kiss his grandparents good-bye. And then his mother. “Dinner was totally great.” He waved at Vanessa. “See ya, pal,” he said, to which she rolled her eyes and flipped him the bird.

“Bright and early.” Dennis leaned lightly on Helen’s shoulder for support as he climbed off the bench.

“Yes,” Sharon said. “We need to get an early start for Boston.”

They all watched Benjamin lope down the hill, following Jon and the girls into an old magenta Pinto. Then they sped off, the tailpipe dragging down the empty street.

Vanessa was swinging out back in the hammock, watching her mother through the window as she cleaned up in the kitchen, when she heard the singing of Jason’s tires halt as he stopped at the driveway, the sound of metal hitting brick as he leaned his bike carelessly against the walkway, then his muffled footfalls on the lawn. She could see his blond hair bobbing as he made his way out back, and she didn’t get up, but waited, watching him scan the yard for her in the glow of the kitchen light.

Not until he turned to leave and tiptoe away did she call out, “Hey, there.”

Jason put his hand to his forehead, as if to shield his eyes from the sun. “Hey. Where are you?”

“Here.” Vanessa sat up and felt the thick, looped rope—handmade by the Amish or something, her mother had said when she bought it at the Torpedo Factory in Virginia—gripping her in all the wrong places. “Back here in the hammock.”

“Can I sit?” he asked, coming closer and closer until he peered over her.

“I’m getting up.” She placed her hands down to rise, and her fingers got caught awkwardly in the netting. She struggled to swing her feet to the ground.

Jason pulled her up and hugged her to him, and she felt the dampness along his spine, and at that place below his shoulders where it seemed he should have wings, and at the back of his neck. His sweat smelled of french fries and evergreens. “Want to go for a ride?” he asked.

Vanessa thought of her grandparents and her parents sitting in the living room, drinking coffee and agonizing over Ben’s departure. “Sure,” she said, heading toward the garage for the blue Schwinn she’d had since she was a kid. She and Heather and Bee and Jessica used to tie red, white, and blue streamers to the handlebars every Fourth of July and ride through the neighborhood, ringing their bells.

This is what I’ve always wanted to feel, Vanessa thought as soon as she was sailing down beneath the trees of Thornapple Street behind Jason, heading toward Rock Creek Park. She could feel the moist air at her neck and shoulders as her hair flew out behind her. I am changing, she thought as she watched Jason rise in his seat and pitch his body forward, leaning on the handlebars. She wriggled her fingers, as if to feel if they were still her own. Everything will be different, she thought.

“Vanessa?” Sharon called out back, wiping her hands on her apron. She flipped on the porch lights and bugs swarmed toward it, a swirling galactic spiral in the unremitting glow of the outdoor light. She squinted out into the dark. “You out there, Vanessa?” she called, but Vanessa was way too far from the house to hear, and she was light as air, and she was flying.



CHAPTER 2


Food Matters

When Ben left for school, Sharon was in despair, and Marlene Edelstein, Sharon’s business partner, was the first to encourage her to get help. Marlene, who had married an attorney and lived off Chevy Chase Circle, had a far more state-of-the-art kitchen than the Goldsteins’ or even the kitchen at the Food Matters offices, and more often than not they’d try out new recipes there. The day Marlene gave her the LEAP! business card they were testing braised tofu in curry sauce, sesame broccoli, and also their traditional scones, to which they were adding walnuts, orange zest, currants, and cranberries in different combinations. The tofu they’d perfected, but Sharon was not totally convinced it should become a signature dish.

Actually she had become unsure about soy in general. Hadn’t the government convinced them, after all, that corn had been such a great thing after the war? There’d been so much goddamn corn in this country they hadn’t known what to do with it, and so the campaigns for corn syrup and cornmeal and corn oil and corn chips, promoted as these healthy alternatives to wheat, had begun. Mickey Mantle was on television every two minutes proclaiming Karo syrup gave him energy (and tastes great!). Well, that had certainly paved the way for fattening Americans, hadn’t it?

Sharon had picked up the Post just days after they’d returned from dropping Ben off at Brandeis, and buried on page 12 was an article about the negative aspects of corn. It was all a conspiracy! The country was probably just shit out of corn. She had folded down the paper with her index finger and peered over it to glare at Dennis.

“What do you make of this?” She’d thrust the article at him. “Now they’re telling us corn is bad.”

“Hmmm,” Dennis said after taking the paper and quickly looking over the piece; too quickly if you asked Sharon. “Maybe they’ve found that it’s just not healthy for us. It’s a tiny piece, Sharon.”

Sharon’s eyes had followed his hands as they returned the mug to the table. They’d bought the large mugs at the Torpedo Factory several years ago. An image of the kids drinking cocoa from these mugs, she and Dennis their morning coffee, had made Sharon run back to the potter’s space to purchase four of them when they’d already been halfway to the car. The cups were chipped now, and one of them no longer had a handle, but still they were everyone’s favorite mugs, just as she’d known they would be. She shook her head. “Does there have to be something rotting in this country for anything to be done about it?”

“Or maybe it’s just damage control for now not having enough corn left.” Dennis sat back in his chair and folded his arms. “Who can you trust?”

“Ummm, the government? Can’t we trust the fucking government?”

Dennis snorted. “I think we both know better than that, Sharon.”

He took a swig of coffee, and Sharon continued to watch him for clues. All she knew was that somewhere in the heartland of this country soy had to be growing from the Mississippi River to the horizon in absurd quantities. Perhaps Dennis and his Agriculture cronies were in on it, starting to perpetrate the use of soy because they knew that soy futures were dropping and the government would soon be left with barrels of the stuff, rotting in some silo next to the corn and the winter wheat.

“There is always too little or too much, isn’t there?”

Dennis nodded.

“All I’m saying is we’re being tricked into buying what there is too much of and somehow we no longer want what there’s not enough of. How is that?” She thought of the year the Soviets purchased enough wheat and corn and soy to make it look as if the feared global food shortage had begun in earnest. There had been panic—even the price of rice at the grocery store rose dramatically. That was 1973; Sharon remembered because Ben had his sixth-grade science fair—Dennis had been away—and he and Jon Ratner had created a lung from a bell jar and a balloon to demonstrate how scuba worked, a stark contrast to the other kids’ drab papier-mâché volcanoes and prosaic shoe-box dioramas. For weeks she’d watched Benjamin slap around the house in flippers, cutting out photos of sharks and dreaming of becoming a deep-sea diver.

As her father-in-law would say, What are you eating your heart out for, Sharon? That’s capitalism for you.

How could they—and who was they anyway, the government?—play around so much with what we, as a country, eat, what we, as individuals, put in our bodies when her son had his dreams to fulfill?

We are being tricked, Sharon thought as she poured chopped walnuts into Marlene’s gleaming white KitchenAid. “Do you think we can inject the braised tofu with minerals and vitamins the way farmers shoot meat through with hormones?” she asked Marlene, who was pulling the dish from the oven. A rush of curry filled the room.

“Farmers inject live animals though, don’t they?” Marlene closed the oven door and pushed her straight black hair from her face with her free hand.

“Oh,” Sharon said.

Marlene absentmindedly jotted something down on the recipe card.

“Well, maybe we could grow our own soy.”

“No,” Marlene said. “We couldn’t. We’re caterers, not farmers.”

Sharon nodded. But she would have liked her own chickens. Fresh eggs for the baked goods would be divine. She’d recently been reading cookbooks that championed fresh, seasonal ingredients from local farms and markets, and this would be about as close to home as you could get.

Sharon peered into the mixer, watching the nuts get lost as they were churned into the folds of the scone ingredients. She imagined her tears, falling silently now, bringing her own story into her baking, as in a fairy tale. Would the scones go hard from grief, or would suffering make them as light as air?

Since Benjamin had gone, Sharon found herself crying often, which she was not usually prone to, and she had also become terrified of her changed and sullen daughter. They’d had dinner alone together for the first time in quite a while this past September. Vanessa no longer ate meat, though Sharon wasn’t sure if this was related to her newfound interest in hard-rock concerts or not, and so Sharon had made brown rice and tempura-style eggplant, which she’d rolled in wheat germ, combined with the panko bread crumbs she’d gotten at the new Asian specialty store by the health club. She’d even offered Vanessa a glass of wine. This was when Vanessa had looked at her mother’s Chablis as if it were the reason for the atomic bomb and explained—for the fiftieth time—that drugs and alcohol were just another way for the government to keep the people down. And she’d told her about PMA, a positive mental attitude, which, if it had any effect on her daughter whatsoever, was fine with her. She had liked the sound of it: positive mental attitude.

Sharon had said it over and over to herself as she watched her daughter scrape the fried coating from the eggplant and take a few bites of the naked vegetable. Sharon guessed she’d been about Vanessa’s age when she’d stopped believing in government. That’s just when the HUAC had come to town, when her father and Dick Yates of Republic, the studio where her father produced westerns for most of the blacklist, smoked cigars on the back deck and laughed at the shit-faced communists who clearly no longer wanted to work in this town. Sharon hated westerns! They seemed even less real than other films. But how, at sixteen, does one convey, I am not my father? She’d been so busy trying not to be her mother, she had not known then she would want to escape him as well.

What about sex? she had wanted to ask Vanessa. And she had wanted to reach across the table then and grab her daughter by the collar, or just hold her tight enough to ask her, What on earth is happening to you? But she did neither of those things.

“That has wheat germ in it,” Sharon had said instead. “For strength!” She balled her right hand into a fist and shook it, she knew, not with power of protest as she’d intended, but with the wan wave of apathy.

“I don’t do fried,” Vanessa had said.

Sharon noted this for the future, not mentioning that fried was once all Vanessa would eat: french fries, fried cheese, fish sticks, and heavily breaded chicken tenders. Sharon had tried to make these as healthily as possible when she cooked, but there was no stopping Dennis’s taking Vanessa to McDonald’s just as soon as she’d won a soccer game or received an A anywhere on a report card, even in handwriting. How could Vanessa not learn that food was reward, that it was tied to love? And with all her new dietary restrictions, where was her daughter getting that love now?

Sharon turned the mixer off, went over to the sink, and leaned into the faucet. She could not control her weeping.

“What is it, Sharon?” Marlene asked, rubbing Sharon’s back in soft, round circles, just as Sharon had when her children were sick. She was ashamed to admit, she loved them best when they were ill, their resistance down.

“I feel like everything’s just gone,” Sharon told Marlene. She was experiencing a sort of hopelessness that seemed momentarily worse to her than the depression she’d felt after Vanessa was born. It was a time when women were making such variegated choices, and she had thought she’d gone crazy. They’d had to get a nanny to come in while Dennis was at work. All she could remember about it was the dreadful sensation that she had lost touch with the earth, with the actual ground of this planet, with her home and the people in her home, and that she floated, wholly untethered, unsure as to what her role in the world now was and how she would ever get back down to realize it.

She’d not experienced that with Ben or she mightn’t have had another child. She was two weeks early with Vanessa, which was why Dennis hadn’t been there, despite her warnings that he was cutting it pretty damn close, and in the few days before she’d gone into labor Sharon started having terrible dreams of Ben falling off railings and tumbling down stairs. She’d wake with the profound wish that she not have another child and she’d rush to Ben’s brand-new big-boy bed, panicked by the impending transformation of her family. Never would it be the three of them snuggled in bed together against the cold, the three of them marching on the Mall, Ben secure against Dennis’s chest. Nor would it be just the two of them, she waiting for Ben across the room as he slowly made his way to her, one delicious little-boy step at a time. Now they would always be at least three, she’d thought, not realizing that one day, as today, it would be only she and a grown Vanessa. Sharon had wondered lately if Vanessa had sensed even in the womb that her presence had been feared.

“Ben’s just the first in the line of it. Dennis has also all but disappeared,” Sharon said. She thought of reaching out to her husband in the middle of the night and the way he had turned away from her, even in sleep. “And I’m scared stiff of my own daughter.” Sharon wiped her nose with the back of her hand. “I dread talking to her, that I’ll either make her angry or, even worse, find out what’s actually going on in that head of hers.”

“Look,” Marlene said. “This is all normal. We’re at that age.”

“Don’t,” Sharon said, straightening. “Just don’t.” She shook her head and cleared her throat.

“You know what helped me when Gus and Lindsey left home?”

Sharon interrupted, “Vanessa is still here, for two more years. What kind of a mother does that make me?” She thought of her daughter, locked in the den bathroom after dinner. She knew what she was doing in there. Sharon had known women in college who all herded to the bathroom together to vomit up those butter-cream cakes and sugary fruit pies they served at afternoon teas. They were dieting, they told the group, as they laughingly returned, falling back onto the couch, their full skirts flying above their knees until they rocked back up to seated and indulged in more pastries. They were slim as pencils, these girls, each with a waist cinched tight. Was this a silly phase Vanessa was going through, or some kind of obsessive neurotic behavior, something of more concern?

“Irregardless,” Marlene said. “Remember what a mess I was last year? Don’t laugh, but I started getting more involved in synagogue, like when they were kids. At Sinai, off the park.”

“I know, we used to belong, when the kids were young.” Sharon shook her head.

Marlene nodded.

“Does Frank go with you?” Sharon went over to the mixer and examined the contents of the bowl again. She leaned on the counter—marble, she thought with envy, even in her distraught state—and looked at her friend. Marlene might have a fabulous kitchen, and those Bvlgari earrings Frank brought her from Italy, but she had put on weight. Marlene’s face was pudgy now; her whole body had acquired an extra layer since they’d started this business together five years ago. Marlene might be getting fat, but she seemed happier than ever, thought Sharon, imagining Marlene frying up a mushroom omelet and bringing it to bed with champagne after she and Frank had made love.

“He comes to services with me sometimes,” Marlene said. “But it’s more my thing. He started going when his mother died. He said kaddish and so on, but it was really more for her.”

“Yeah, well, it’s not for me anymore,” Sharon said. “That’s over.” Dennis had gotten to her in the end. Before they’d had children, Sharon and Dennis had decided to give them the tools to make an educated choice. One must know one’s past to diverge from it, they’d agreed. But once the kids had showed up, bright and shiny and yet somehow unexpected, Dennis fought Sharon at every turn. Hebrew school was prosaic; bar mitzvahs were gauche. He refused to help carpool; he wouldn’t assist with any planning; and on Yom Kippur he made a point of eating bacon cheeseburgers.

Marlene shrugged and looked at her, mouth cocked exaggeratedly to the side, her eyes large. “But maybe it is for you is what I’m saying. Maybe it’s perfect for you. Life got so busy, maybe we just forgot. I know I did.” Marlene brought her left hand over her heart.

“Not me. I didn’t forget. Dennis drove it out of me.”

How many Passovers had she cooked matzo-ball soup and made her own gefilte fish and forced them all to sit there and go through the Haggadah, in which she herself was not the least bit competent? It hadn’t seemed natural. She thought of her father, showered and shaved, his white hair still beaded with water beneath his yarmulke, his navy tie, his prayer book—the one he’d had when he was a boy on Hester Street—held tight to his side. But where had that prayer book been for all these years?

“So you think you know what you need.” Marlene turned her palms skyward and shrugged. “Who am I to say? But you need something. Or you will go mad, I can tell, Sharon, I know you.”

“How does a drink sound then?” Sharon headed over to Marlene’s fridge, where there was always an open bottle of California Chardonnay.

“See what I’m saying?” Marlene glanced at her watch. “It’s not even two o’clock. Look.” She went around her kitchen counter and over to the sitting area, flipped down her desk, and began to sift through a box filled with business cards. When she found what she’d been looking for, she brought it over to Sharon.

“Emma Osher, from the health club, married to Morty? From the drug lobby? She passed this on to me when I was going through the same thing.” Marlene handed the blue card to Sharon, who took it and held it with the tips of her fingers and thumb. It said, LEAP!: An invitation for you to leap from here to exactly where you want to be.

“Oh, I know Morty, sure.” Sharon nodded. “I think he used to lobby for DDT, the creep. What is it?” She shook her hair out of her face.

“It’s this program that started in California.” Marlene looked down and brushed the front of her apron, shaking off invisible walnut dust. “It’s supposed to be just wonderful. I thought of going, but like I told you, synagogue was what I needed.”

Sharon turned the card over to the other side, a blank indigo. “Thanks. Really.” She stuffed the card in the back pocket of her jeans, her old ones, not the new, trendy ones she’d bought at Neiman’s a few weeks previously. Calvin Klein. It was not like her to buy expensive designers, but the salesgirl had said they made Sharon’s ass look incredibly perky, and she had been stupid enough to believe her.

Sharon went back to the counter, twisted off her wedding rings, and placed them in the teacup Marlene always had set out for her. She poured half the scone mixture onto the floured counter, cocking her head this way and that as she absentmindedly worked the dough into a perfect circle.

“This is the walnut-cranberry batch,” she said to Marlene, throwing flour on the patty of dough. Sharon thought of sugarplums. They could add sugarplums! She remembered seeing The Nutcracker, at the Pantages, a Weissman Christmas Eve tradition, one celebrated yearly before her parents denied they had so much as acknowledged Christmas. She’d wanted to be a fragile ballerina in a sparkly pink tutu and pink slippers, and so her mother had sent her to the finest ballet school in Los Angeles. There, Mistress Fonseca proclaimed her a flat-footed klutz who should give it up now. Helen declared the mistress an idiot communist and took Sharon to several other, lesser dance studios, where Sharon still maintained her flatfeet, weak ankles, and general lack of grace.

She slapped the dough and began to roll it out. They could call them the Dance of the Sugarplum Fairy Scones, and they could make them a little smaller and serve them at next year’s holiday brunches, Sharon thought. They would be lovely; so delicate. Next year: would Carter make it to the next term? And since she was trying out this seasonal cooking, this wouldn’t work, as sugarplums were only really available in July and August. But then why were they always such a Christmas treat? Where had that come from? Some sugarplum lobby in the UK with a barn full of frozen sugarplums, to be sure.

“Okay,” Marlene said. “Got it.”

Sharon let the idea of sugarplum-fairy scones fade as she rolled out the dough and then sliced it into triangles.

“The next will be the walnuts, currants, and the orange zest. I got organic oranges since we’re using the zest.”

“Sounds good,” Marlene said. She went over to the counter by the sink, where all the variations of the recipes of the day were spread out on lime green index cards, and leaned in, looking for the scone recipe.

“Be sure to mark the organic part.”

“I got it, Sharon.”

Sharon laid the scones on the cookie sheet and brushed them with egg wash. When each one glistened, she went over to the second preheated oven. As she opened the door, she felt that rush of hot air she always loved, even in the dead of summer.

*   *   *

Sharon had found the midnight blue LEAP! card when changing purses, and she’d taken it out of her jeans pocket and thrown it facedown into her night-table drawer. Each day she’d gone for the lint brush or a pen, that blank blue square was next to her diaphragm, dusty with cornstarch, nestled in its case. Then one unbearably quiet morning at the end of October, after Dennis had left for the airport, she’d impulsively called and heard about this journey to self-fulfillment and enhancing one’s life in order to live in important and meaningful ways. This had spoken to Sharon; she’d gone to her first LEAP! training two evenings later, while Dennis was still in Moscow.

Now, nearly three months later, Sharon lay in bed, trying to use some of her new LEAP! tools to transform her negative energy about preparing for tomorrow’s party into a positive force for success. She and Marlene had decided on the menu ages ago—a far more traditional one than Sharon would have preferred—and now it was just a matter of precise execution.

It was a new year, a brand-new decade. Yet Sharon couldn’t stop thinking about the past, daydreaming about the Olympics, the winter ones coming up: slalom trails lined with evergreens, athletes unrecognizable through their padded jackets and hats and gloves but for the identifying flags sewn to their backs and at their hearts. She thought of shining rinks, skaters’ blades winking in the camera lights, the ice dancers’ diaphanous costumes swirling as they glided and turned. During the last games, in Innsbruck, she and Ben had sat propped against this headboard, two happy birds on a sturdy branch watching Dorothy Hamill spin to gold. But this year, she thought, as she did about so many things, he was gone.

Sharon had always been drawn more to the Winter Games, probably because skating had been an anomaly in Los Angeles when she was growing up. There had been a single indoor rink in Culver City, not terribly far from their bungalow on Franklin Avenue, but Sharon’s weekly skating classes, begun when the ballet had failed, always seemed to correspond with the height of rush hour. She remembered being on the 10 for hours as Helen smoked and futzed with the radio until she found a station that played something big band enough to accommodate her singing.

Dennis also loved to skate; it was one of the few physical activities his Russian mother approbated, and when the kids were young, they’d drive downtown, parking at his office, and go skating on the Mall. Sharon, who’d had her own white leather skates in her youth, found the rentals were always either too big or too small, the leather too stiff or too soft, and this deflated her experience. Looking back on it now, she should have said, I will not be a perfectionist; I will simply accept this moment for what it offers. But Sharon had not yet begun her training. The kids, though, their teeny ankles caving in as they grabbed for her and Dennis’s hands so urgently, made her discomfort manageable, and she fought through the imperfection, looking up from their sweet smallness out to the grandness of the city, the exalted buildings before them. Dennis would always swoop in from behind and scoop up one of the children—Vanessa usually—and hold her high in the air as he skated swiftly around the rink. Sharon’s stomach would practically skid on the ice due to fear, but the kids’ delighted squeals were as close to flawless as she could find.

Sharon had encouraged Vanessa to take skating lessons—Look how much you loved it when we skated with Daddy! she’d told her—but she’d had no interest and Sharon hadn’t pressed it; she had her own negative associations with being pushed. For her very first lesson—when the dancing had not worked out—Sharon’s mother had dressed her in full skating regalia: shining white leather skates, a pink leotard with a lighter pink gauze skirt, opaque white stockings. She’d pulled Sharon’s hair in a bun so tight her cheekbones popped to the surface of her face. “Like a sugarplum fairy you look!” Helen had told her daughter. “Just lovely. Now stand up straight and show ’em what you got!”

Sharon was surprised how much the thought of her son in a different room in another city, watching the skating and hockey next to someone else, upset her. She was distraught to think that Ben and she would never again shuffle their legs beneath the covers, anxious as the skiers flew out of the gates and over the mountain. Because there would be girlfriends, real ones, not those fast girls he brought around from high school, but those who would deepen him, and one of these women would become a wife. Then there would be permanence. There would be children. And yet wasn’t this something a mother was supposed to long for?

Sharon wanted to continue the tradition of watching the Games as she had with her father. She remembered being barely eighteen and the dust motes in the living room rising in the huge shafts of light—brilliant, golden light; the light of the West; her West—streaming in from the glass doors that led out to the garden. That was the year Tenley Albright, an American figure skater, won gold. A great American story, her father had said, pride spilling over as this girl arched her back and lifted her graceful hands skyward. Watching her twirl, Sharon had felt her own appalling lack of grace.

But it was the Soviets who swept the medals that year. It was 1956, just before she’d moved East, and they’d watched the Soviets participate for the first time; it was as if she were watching the very moment they achieved world domination.

“Come on already!” Herbert got up from the couch and banged the television until waves of static threatened to overtake the screen. “Bums!” He looked at his daughter and threw up his hands.

This was not just an ice hockey game. She began to believe the Russians would steal everything: the secrets to the atomic bomb, yes, but also famous paintings, keys to towns and cities; they would be able to open every home, take anything they liked, her mother’s stuffed jewelry boxes, her father’s gleaming set of Olympic coins. The Russians came with a mission to succeed and they had seized their medals, as if their athletes’ bones had been kept from sport for so long they could no longer contain their strength.

“Let’s go!” her father would scream. But his concern—she soon understood it was also scorn—was not directed at the Soviet Union. It was the Americans, she realized, who were losing everything.

The Russians! It had always been the Russians. March 29, 1951, the day Ethel and Julius Rosenberg got the death penalty, was a day of celebration in the Weissman home.

Herbert hung his American flag out in the front yard when he heard the news. “They got what they asked for,” Herbert said. “Those provincial Jews, so ungrateful to this country. That has given them everything!”

Helen smoked her Winstons and drank coffee at the kitchen table in her blue nylon bathrobe that zipped up the front. “Enough, Herb,” she said when he came inside. She pointed her cigarette at Sharon and her older brother, Michael. “They don’t need to know this stuff yet.”

“I think they should know,” Herbert said. “Those two shoulda gone back to Russia is what they shoulda done, they love it there so much. Let’s send them there COD. You couldn’t get me back there for a million bucks.”

Helen stubbed out her cigarette. Her mouth was caked with the coral lipstick that also filled in the fine lines that intersected at her lips. “Come on, scootch,” she said to her kids. “Time to get ready for school.”

“Ahh, who cares, Helen,” Herb said. “Let ’em burn.”

Two years later when the Rosenbergs were killed, Sharon was fifteen. That night they’d grilled hot dogs and hamburgers out back, and the adults all milled about, cigarettes sagging with condensation from their highballs, talking about the Rosenbergs’ guilt. They were guilty as hell, he was for sure, but so was that little commie bitch who typed out the information. They didn’t give a damn about their country, that’s for sure, or their children. Hm-hmmm, they assured one another. Just like Hoover said. Really, it was the crime of the century.

Sharon’s brother, Michael, found the newspaper clippings, and the siblings stole into their father’s closet with a flashlight and sat beneath his suits, his smell of Old Spice and shoe polish, as they read the news of the Rosenbergs’ executions. All the reporters claimed they were guilty. So did J. Edgar Hoover. And President Eisenhower said the punishment was appropriate to the crime.

But what Sharon could not shake was the image of dowdy Ethel Rosenberg refusing to die. They had to zap her twice, the papers said, and Sharon wondered what it would be like to live through an electrical surge that had wiped her husband out in seconds. Ethel was an immigrant from her parents’ old neighborhood, a place they rarely spoke of but to curse it, a street filled with the stink of horse manure, cold-water flats shut away from the world’s light, chickens squawking, bleeding in the street. How could they have grown up under such grueling conditions when she lived beneath this white, white desert light, under bougainvillea-scented skies, along streets so wide they were always better suited for cars than horses?

That night Sharon dreamed it had been she, not Ethel, who was strapped to that chair. Only in the dream she was an X-ray of herself with white bones and organs shot through with forked lightning, her body a house for a tremendous electrical storm. Upon waking, her armpits damp, sweat pooled in the caves beneath her eyes, Sharon couldn’t understand how her father could encourage such violence. And how could this country—her country—have sanctioned it?

Now Sharon heard Dennis pull up in the drive and roused herself to greet him.

“Hello,” she said from the top of the stairway as he left his briefcase on the landing, something she had tried for years to discourage.

“The embargo’s on,” Dennis said, stomping up the stairs. “We’re fucked.”

Sharon breathed in and out, trying to be mindful and maintain her tenuous state of relaxation.

“Oh, shit, D, I’m so sorry.” She followed him into the bedroom. Dennis had cautioned that a grain embargo with the Soviets could be coming, despite his warnings of the cost to the United States, to those poor farmers. Sharon pictured them leaning over their hoes—as if any farmer still used such agrarian implements—and weeping. People will be ruined here; and the Russians, they’ll starve. That’s what he’d told her night after night since the Soviets had invaded Afghanistan last month. “No warning?”

“Nope,” he said, sitting on his side of the bed, near the crammed bookshelves, and kicking off his Hush Puppies. “Security, security.” He laughed. “We wouldn’t want the Soviets to find out and then buy up all the grain before it happens. Then they wouldn’t really suffer, now, would they?”

Sharon could not measure his sarcasm. “That does make sense, I suppose. If we are trying to keep the grain from them, I mean.”

“Hmm.” He placed his hands behind his head and lay back. “I was so depressed I left early. Announcing it so late on a Friday afternoon, too.”

Even in his most tense moments, Dennis had a relaxed, fleshy quality that Sharon still found so sexually appealing. It had been there from the first night she’d met him, at a mobilization meeting; he’d approached her without apprehension even though she had come with a date. She had always thought Dennis would be the only one—even when the married couples they knew were opening up their relationships. Maybe she was square, but she had never felt jealous of those women who took off for the Continent with Carole King records and a year’s supply of birth control pills. It just wasn’t her.

Sharon studied her husband before going to the dresser, her sympathy quickly shifting to anxiety about how Dennis’s unhappy situation would soon make them all miserable.

“Should we go out tonight and celebrate the world’s demise?” Dennis asked.

“I’d love to but I can’t.” Sharon looked at him in the mirror as she dabbed her nape with Joy; Dennis almost always brought her a little bottle from the duty-free. “Marlene and I have to get ready for the Epstein party tomorrow night. Actually”—Sharon looked at her watch—“I’m running late, I was supposed to be at the office by four.”

Dennis looked at her blankly.

“The Epsteins, Dennis, on Kalorama. I’ve told you.” She stopped herself. I am me, she thought. I am myself, and I am calm. She took out a folded pair of jeans, shook them open, and stepped into them. “He’s Mondale’s advance man. Marsha hired us months ago.”

“Oh, right.”

Sharon stopped herself from chastising Dennis for forgetting. I will complete my mission and I will let Dennis complete his. Sometimes our journeys cannot be the same, but I, she reasoned, zipping up her pants, remain in control of all that I can be.

She turned away from the mirror. “Well, I’m off.”

“Say hi to Marlene,” Dennis said as she headed toward the stairs.

She looked at her inventory in the deep freeze in the basement, which still stank of Dennis’s stale sweat from his morning sun salutations and jump roping, which he insisted on practicing in the nude. Though they had decided when the kids were little that nakedness was to be encouraged so the children would not fear their differences and at the same time could have a look at what they would most likely grow into, Sharon had had her doubts. It was her damn 1950s upbringing, but despite her discomfort, she had strutted around the house, her nipples freezing and erect, her bum flailing in the breeze, just to have the body seem natural. A lot of good it had done; Benjamin was a little too comfortable with being naked, and Vanessa, poor breakable Vanessa, seemed to hate her body. Sharon could just look at her and see it, and yet what could she do now? Strip down and sit next to her daughter and tell her, It’s okay to feel vulnerable. One day, I promise, you will be you.
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