

[image: Cover image for My Charmed Life]



Praise for
My Charmed Life

“This memoir is filled with honesty, clarity and wit. Bernstein’s writing is the most beautiful gem of all.”

—Abby Sher, author of Amen, Amen, Amen

“Clever, funny and at times heartbreaking, My Charmed Life sparkles. Bernstein writes from the soul with insight and no-holds-barred honesty.”

—Valerie Frankel, author of Four of a Kind

“My Charmed Life is the Love, Loss and What I Wore for jewelry. This witty, romantic romp chronicles all the relationships in the author’s life through the gems she was given from age five to fifty. Every page is frank, funny and completely relatable. A debut as dazzling as the vintage necklaces, bracelets and earrings Beth so vividly describes.”

—Susan Shapiro, author of Five Men Who Broke My Heart

“This tender, funny, beautifully written memoir cleverly connects relationships both familial and romantic to the special gifts that found their way into Beth Bernstein’s jewelry box and heart. As a nice Jewish girl with a severe jewelry jones myself, I empathized with every word of My Charmed Life—and envied Beth’s collection and recollections. Safe to say this book is a gem.”

—Wendy Shanker, author of Are You My Guru?

“Beth Bernstein understands the complicated value of shiny, sparkly things. This book is about all they represent: our histories, loves and losses.”

—Giulia Melucci, author of I Loved, I Lost, I Made Spaghetti
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To the real gems in my life:
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INTRODUCTION

The Missing Pieces

I HELD ON TO the plastic Ziploc bag, which contained my mother’s discreet antique wedding band from my stepfather, a sleek art deco baguette diamond stickpin, a long strand of baroque pearls my grandmother gave to her, Victorian moonstone bracelets and a black onyx and rose cut diamond* locket, encasing photos of me and my two younger brothers when we were kids. This was what remained: platinum memories of a life as a wife, mother and daughter, thrown into a sandwich bag. I had looked at the jewelry as if it were foreign, belonging to and worn by someone I had never known or seen before, someone else’s mother, not mine—not the woman who held me together, the woman whom I loved so deeply and admired for as long as I could remember, the woman whose possessions the nurse handed me while softly saying, “She’s gone.”

Sometime after my nightly eleven p.m. phone conversation with my mother, ending with her usual “Lock your door. I love you and I’m always here for you,” and her getting dressed for work in the morning, she blacked out and went into a coma. Three hours after the ambulance rushed her to the hospital and the doctors started working on her in ICU, she died unexpectedly from a brain aneurysm. She was fifty-five and I was thirty-two, and nothing in my life after the moment I was given the jewelry she had been wearing would ever be the same. I had lost my confidante, my best friend and the person who was…home.

It was incomprehensible that I would never see her again. I had no time to prepare; not that I could have been ready to lose the woman who put my life back together every time I had my heart broken, who made friends for me when I was shy, and ate Mallomars with me when I was sad. My mother believed I could be anything I wanted, that I was intelligent and beautiful, even in my adolescence, while going through my awkward stage, with braces and a badly feathered haircut. She viewed any guy who dumped me as unworthy of me and “knew in [her] heart” that, when I was ready, I would find someone who would love me as much as she did.

I didn’t know how long it would take me to grieve, when it would start, if it would ever stop. I didn’t know then that it would turn into something deeper, a sense of loss, an emptiness that could never be plugged up, that would get more bearable with time but would never go away. There would forever be something missing—my reflection, the woman who looked back at me in the mirror and said, “No matter who you are, you’re okay by me.”

Always my style guru, she taught me the fun and highly coveted skills of figuring out the times of year when Bergdorf’s was having a sale, how to make Calvin Klein or Michael Kors clothes fit no matter what size they were and how to get a bargain at Saks instead of rummaging through Loehmann’s or other discount stores. This was so we could avoid communal dressing rooms with unforgiving lighting and women who were not past pilfering the pile you had spent a dizzying amount of time to accumulate.

When it came to jewelry, she quoted Coco Chanel: “Take one piece off before you leave the house.” She taught me how to keep it simple—that fine pieces are meant to add a little sparkle while still allowing your personality to shine through; how to mix antique and modern, faux and real, and somehow make it all work. In the seventies, we would check our mood rings like we did the Magic 8 Ball, as if they were cheat sheets for our lives. These were the moments, the simple ones that I longed for most and still do, just as I still go to pick up the phone to call whenever something small or big happens or if I am just in need of my closest friend.

My mother had an eye for fashion and an innate sense of taste. I had the most fun dressing up next to her, first in her clothes as a young girl and then while helping each other get ready for an important meeting, date or her small, simple yet elegant second wedding to my stepfather, Manny, when I was eighteen.

My life changed forever when I lost her. But the lessons that she slipped in along the way eventually helped me to figure out who I was. I began to realize my passion for jewelry and the meaning and sentimentality attached to different keepsakes only when she passed away, how her jewelry, along with my own—the pieces handed down, given and not given to me as gifts—would eventually tell the story of my life and would shape my career. These memories and mementos will always be with me and have linked together my past and my present.

Each year when the anniversary of her death rolls around, I take out the pieces that were passed down to me. As I slip on her long strand of creamy baroque South Sea pearls with its engraved platinum clasp, I envision her reflection in the mirror and pretend I am standing next to her once again, a young girl, dressing up in her jewelry. I imagine her looking back at me, her eyes warming over with pride for the daughter who so wanted to emulate her, her smile filled with understanding. As I continue getting dressed, I slip on her moonstone bangles—“three for luck” as she used to say—and hope she knows that it’s her voice I always hear whenever I need courage, strength or a good laugh.

With the baguette stickpin I fasten a black cashmere sweater that has lost a button. And when I feel her eternal presence beside me, I hope I am reflecting the woman she would have wanted me to become.

* Rose cut diamond: an early style of diamond cutting with a flat bottom and triangular facets that form a dome at the top. This cut was most prevalent in the sixteenth through eighteenth centuries and was said to have originated in India. Over the past ten years, new versions of these old cuts have witnessed a renewed popularity in all forms of jewelry in white and natural-colored diamonds.


CHAPTER 1

Hoop Earrings

BY THE TIME I was five, I was convinced I knew my personal style best and began choosing my own clothes and jewelry (or at least my mother allowed me to believe so). I wore only skirts or dresses and accessorized with abandon, borrowing an armful of my mother’s frosted and clear Lucite or wood bangles for a dash of color, although they rarely left the house with me. The bracelets were too big for my wrists and they would fall to the floor, where I would leave them in favor of colorful candy necklaces that were a timeless and versatile jewelry item—they went with all the pastel clothes I owned.

I believed wholeheartedly in the transformative power of jewelry—how it made me feel more regal and glamorous, changing me from a shy, ordinary girl into a shimmering princess from a faraway land. Although I wasn’t quite sure exactly how to express these thoughts back then, I knew that I felt prettier, more outgoing and more grown-up when I put on a long enamel daisy pendant with purplish petals and a yellow center and saw the way it brightened up a white turtleneck and brought out the various hues in a multicolored striped miniskirt. The diamanté ropes of chain that were designed as belts, which I wore instead as sashes, completely popped when draped across a simple jumper dress. Like most young girls, I subscribed to the “more is more” philosophy of how many five-and-dime, mix-and-match pieces I could pile on.

[image: ]

When I turned seven and was in second grade, my mother was completely overwhelmed by caring for my two younger brothers. As long as I wasn’t wearing angora in summer or open-toed sandals in winter, and there were no visible Kool-Aid stains, I had free rein over my wardrobe choices.

Each night I carefully laid out my clothes for school. I still refused to wear pants, and I loved anything that made either a bold or glittery statement. I wore miniskirts with cotton turtlenecks, simple shift dresses and my favorite, a Marlo Thomas That Girl swing-style coat. I never left the house without my very own bracelets—plastic see-through, slide-on bangles with sparkles that swished around inside them—and my new favorite item, earrings.

[image: ]

“Come closer. You have a horrible rash on your ear. Let me have a look before you leave for school,” my mother said to me as she tried to get a spoonful of mashed pears into my brother David’s mouth. He spit it out at her. Prior to that moment, I had been able to go unnoticed for about a week. My mother had been busy with David, an infant, and Eric, four years old, whom my grandmother had renamed “the Terror.” He was in his superhero phase, and his trick of the moment was to tie a ratty towel around himself like a cape and try to leap from tall staircases. Other times he would lock himself in the bathroom and try to make his Batmobile escape. He was, as the entire family referred to him, “a handful.”

When I wasn’t trying to keep Eric from his other hobbies—falling into the lake or climbing up the counter to the top of the refrigerator—I helped my mother with David, offering my services primarily because I had felt guilty about my reply when my father called me from the hospital to tell me I had a baby brother. I had demanded that he be given back. “I already have one of those. Bring me a sister instead,” I said in a tone not unlike the Wicked Witch of the West. Once David was home, I got into my role as eldest sibling, showering him with love and relishing the fact that, unlike Eric, he did not yet have the dexterity with which to snap off my dolls’ heads.

Despite the bratty and unladylike way in which I had handled my younger brother’s arrival into the world, I definitely was a girly girl. That morning, when my mother finally noticed my ears, she said again, “Honey, please come closer. I might need to call Dr. Reller.” I hated our pediatrician, although he had probably saved my life when my appendix was about to burst a year earlier. But I was convinced that he never forgave me for kicking him in the face when I woke up in the hospital and he wouldn’t take the IV out of my arm. To even the score, he gave me a shot for everything from a stubbed toe to a runny nose.

“It’s not a rash. They are my new posts,” I said, disappointed that my mother could not distinguish my creative cutout flower earrings from hives.

Upon closer inspection, she said, “You can’t go to school with bits of pinkish red paper taped to your ears. Your teachers will think I am nuts for letting you out of the house like this.”

“Then let me get my ears pierced. Or they might really talk about you when you go on parent-teacher night.” At age seven, I was just starting to assert my independence. In addition to being a tad precocious, I saw how my mother and grandmother interacted when they were trying to make their points with each other. Most of the time humor or a little hint of sarcasm was involved.

“When you are old enough to drive.”

“What do the two have to do with each other?” I asked.

“They both occur around the age of seventeen.”

“I need a better reason.”

“Okay. Here you go.” She was exasperated. “I am your mother and you will listen to me.”

“Why?”

I loved confronting her when I suspected she didn’t have a rational explanation. My father told me I would probably make a good lawyer one day, as I was adept at pleading my case. My mom called it “hocking someone into getting what [I] wanted.” Either way you looked at it, it wasn’t working.

“If you want to look ridiculous, then go. You’ll be late. But tomorrow you are leaving with clean ears.”

I bit my lip hard to fight the tears. The thought of looking “ridiculous” was enough to send me into a panic. Although I could talk to my mother and my maternal grandmother about everything—Nana Ida called me her little chatterbox—I had a problem relating to girls my own age. It wasn’t that I lacked things to say. It was more as though every time I tried to talk, I’d push back down the words that might come out to make me sound like a complete, but well-dressed, nerd.

Moving from nursery to kindergarten to elementary school didn’t help. Just as I had settled in and felt more at ease in the lunchroom or playground, it would be time to change again—different kids, teachers and classrooms. I never liked being thrown into a new situation. I still don’t.

During the summers, my family rented a small bungalow in Monticello. It was a community of cottages that had only the barest essentials but were situated on beautiful grounds with a lake to swim, canoe and kayak, and constant activities for parents and kids. These months, when I was supposed to be having fun, were the most traumatic. All the girls were in cliques and were related somehow, first or second cousins. This was a form of nepotism I had never encountered in my hometown of Fresh Meadows, Queens, but one that I would quickly understand. They were popular amongst themselves and therefore with everyone else. This got them short-listed for the most fun activities by the pool, landed them partners for canoeing, offered line-cutting privileges at the canteen for ice cream and, worst of all, gave them a head start on our race for the boys on Sadie Hawkins Day.

To offset my shyness, and help me make friends, my mother threw themed slumber parties where we’d play dress up as our favorite characters from TV shows or Disney movies. Our last summer in Monticello, she made ten girls banana curls, fed us miniature-size pizzas, hamburgers, hot dogs and grilled cheese. She even whipped up tiny cupcakes in different flavors, almost forty years before it became a trend. We played all the newest board games she bought for that night, and danced to the latest Monkees and Tommy James and the Shondells albums. She taught us how to do the frug, the swim twist and generally move our hips in time with the music. My mother won the girls’ hearts and a hell of a lot of friends for me with gift bags of confectionary treats that rivaled those of the best Halloweens. She also threw in an extra surprise of plastic cocktail rings or diamanté barrettes. I came out of that summer more outgoing, with a newfound confidence that everything I said wasn’t dumb, backed by my mother’s guidance and successful swag.

When the school year started, I had made two best friends, Janie and Deena. Although I wanted Deena’s straight blond hair and Janie’s teeth, which appeared to have no overbite and were not destined for braces like mine, my mother was still the person I admired most.

Except for her lack of dangly earrings.

My mom was always dressed in the newest fashions and accessories. It was the late 1960s, and once a year she would travel with my father on his business trips to Europe. They would stop in London, where she shopped for clothes and jewelry at Mary Quant and on Carnaby Street for the bold collar necklaces, the large cutout Lucite flowers and geometric-shaped metal bracelets I had borrowed. She aspired to the styles of top model Jean Shrimpton in fashion spreads and Julie Christie in the film Darling, and I aspired to look just like her.

Yet I was completely disheartened when I realized she was unaffected by earrings or the understanding of why I wanted them. I kept trying new techniques to get my ears pierced, mostly by asking (hocking) in different ways and at least once a week since the school year had begun. A place that had a huge sign in the window, EAR PIERCING INSIDE, had opened within walking distance from our apartment in Queens, between Bloomingdale’s and Alexander’s, where Janie had gotten hers done. I was excitedly telling my mother about it. “It’s supposed to be quick and painless. I think you can just walk in without an appointment. When Nana Ida comes tomorrow, maybe she can take care of the boys while we walk over to check it out?”

She pulled me close. “When I was your age, I wanted certain things, but Nana Ida made the decisions. It was hard to accept at the time, but in the end I realized she was right. And please don’t go running up the phone bills to call her to find out again if I was really once your age. You will have to take my word until she gets here tomorrow.”

When I moped, my mother tried scare tactics. “There are things to be concerned about.” In my mother’s worldview, there was always something to worry about. Not that I didn’t give her reasons during the first few years of my life. I got mumps and the German measles six months apart from each other. I had my tonsils and adenoids out at five, my appendix out when I was six and at seven a reaction to Benadryl, which she gave me for a small rash that turned into a visit to the emergency room for an even larger allergy to the medicine supposed to help cure the rash. I went into anaphylactic shock from a bee sting. From then on, she took me to the doctor every time I sneezed. But I still had to ask, “If I’m not scared, why should you be?”

She gave me a laundry list of reasons that included but were not exclusive to infections—from mild to those on par with leprosy—holes coming out lopsided, hating them once I got them, looking more sophisticated than my second-grade years (I had no problem with that), and an exaggeration that the ears of my paternal grandmother, Nana Annie, were pulled down to her chin from wearing heavy earrings.

And then she went for it. “You’ve got beautiful dark hair, blue eyes and high cheekbones, but you come from a gene pool with women who have been cursed with humongous ears, not to mention thick lobes.” She pinched mine. I looked carefully at hers, envisioned Nana Ida and Fanny, my great-grandmother, and realized she was right. My mother looked like Nana Fanny. Both had small graceful noses, full, perfectly shaped lips and large eyes. But if you thought about it, as I was now forced to do, their delicate faces were outsized by their large flappy ears. Nana Ida had less classically perfect features, yet she was attractive and could turn heads with a face full of character, with animated expressions and deep blue eyes. But she too had extremely large ears. And, yes, Nana Annie’s were long. I had inherited the Dumbo-size ears from both sides of the family.

None of this mattered, though. I still wanted mine pierced like every other girl in my school. I started concocting a plan, which would eventually become known as the earring escapade or earring caper, depending on who would tell the story later in life.

It was something my mother had said about realizing that Nana Ida was always right that set my idea in motion.

The next morning, I created a mismatched pair of earrings, a star on the left and a half-moon on the right.

When I walked into the dining room, Nana Ida was already there, drinking her coffee and trying to get the cape off Eric before he had to leave for kindergarten.

“Come give me a big hug,” she said, reaching out for me. As I leaned in, she squinted and asked, “What the heck are on your ears?”

“My new post earrings,” I replied matter-of-factly.

“Ah,” she said. “Well, let’s see if we can fix the Scotch tape so it’s not as noticeable.” She went to work on my lobes. “Also, maybe they should be a little higher up.” She leaned back, grabbed her glasses and took a closer look.

“Please don’t indulge this, Ma,” my mother said to my grandmother. “I told her yesterday was the last day she could go to school accessorized in Scotch tape.”

“Well, at least we can make them look a bit neater.” While my mother worried about germs and rare diseases, my grandmother was more concerned with anything looking out of place.

Outtakes of their conversations went like this:


MY MOTHER: “What do you mean, someone threw a fistful of sand in Beth’s mouth? The kids put their dirty hands in that sandbox.”

NANA IDA: “No one ever got sick from eating a little dirt.”

MY MOTHER (not the least bit ironically): “If you must take her on the subway, sit far away from strangers.”

NANA IDA: “Okay. We’d better make friends quickly with the other commuters then.”

MY MOTHER (before they had hand sanitizers): “Please find a place to wash her hands after you get out at your stop.”

NANA IDA: “Do you think the teachers who oversee the two hundred some-odd elementary school kids make them wash their hands every time they pick their nose and hold on to the seesaw?”

MY MOTHER: “That was something I didn’t need to visualize.”



Nana Ida then pushed the hair off my mother’s face. “I had a seven-year-old daughter once, and it seems you lived to tell many tales.” Loosening my mother up with her lighthearted approach, she asked, “Why don’t you just let Beth do this already? She has wanted it for more than a year. All the young girls I see have them, and it’s really a very safe procedure that takes about two minutes. Just because you were scared and chose not to get your ears pierced doesn’t mean she should have to wait.”

“I wasn’t scared. I just never liked earrings.”

Somehow the hankering for a little sparkle around the face skipped a generation in my mother.

But both Nana Fanny and Ida had their ears pierced when they were even younger than I was.

“That was a cultural thing,” my mom said when I reminded her of that.

Nana Fanny wore Russian-style rose gold and diamond earrings that her mother gave her. She took the diamonds out of the settings and hid them with relatives on their way over from Russia. Those and her wedding ring were the only family heirlooms she brought. The earrings were rose gold with silver tops that made the imperfectly colored European cut diamonds gleam from the oxidized framed bezel. They were small and delicate and looked beautiful even on her big ears. Nana Ida wore larger styles that rested on the lobe in coral and mabe pearl. She was fifty-three when I was seven; she said she needed to hide the way her ears had started drooping, and it was important to camouflage what gravity had started taking down. (This is a concept I’ve become totally familiar with in the past decade of my life.)

“When she is seventeen. End of discussion,” my twenty-nine-year-old mother said.

I tried, Nana mouthed to me.

But I had already worked out the plan and was bursting to tell my grandmother. I knew I’d have to wait till I got home from school. It was simple. I had decided that the one person who could trump my mother’s decision was…her mother.

It was an overthrow of the crown at its best, and the worst that could happen was that my grandmother would say no.

She didn’t, of course. We set the “caper” in motion in my room that night. “I’m taking Beth back to my place in Brooklyn with me when I leave on Friday for the weekend. We can go see Nana Fanny and stop in the city at the Automat and FAO Schwartz, and I can pop into my favorite store on Fifth Avenue to try to find some decent shoes.”

Papa Rubin came home from his job at the printing factory, and Nana Ida had dinner ready for him. He was surprised and beamed when he saw me. Nana didn’t share our scheme with him. We both knew he would also be nervous about infection; he’d be skeptical about going against my mom’s wishes and would worry about anything else he could think of. My mother was the female version of her father—all heart and raw anxiety. Nana Ida was the go-getter. When she put her mind to something, it happened. If she was concerned about something, she kept it to herself and went about taking care of everything and everyone. The dynamic worked.

Ever since my grandparents met at a dance, Papa Rubin told Nana Ida almost every night that he married the most beautiful woman, complimented her on what a great cook she was—how her matzo balls were as light as air (they lay heavy in everyone else’s stomach)—and he talked often about how he loved his “little ladies”: Nana, my mom and me. The only regret I had about the whole scheme was that Nana had to lie to Papa Rubin. I asked her about how she felt fibbing to him. “It’s for a good cause. He’ll understand.” And then she squeezed me tight.

I could hardly sleep in anticipation of the big day. What I really wanted were small hoop earrings in gold. I’d experimented with remodeling paper clips into circular forms and then forcing them tightly to my ears, but they poked hard and eventually would slide off and the tape wouldn’t adhere to them. I tried slivers of tinfoil that I’d fashioned into thin circles. Although these didn’t pinch, they also didn’t stick. After many other trials and errors, I came up with the cutout posts.

Nana Ida told me she was taking me to her friend Mike who had a jewelry store on Flatbush Avenue and that he pierced young girls’ ears all the time as part of his service. She got much of her jewelry fixed at Mike’s and sent her friends there for graduation gifts and anniversary presents.

We had square potato knishes and Dr. Brown’s cream soda at our favorite deli; then we walked over to the store where Mike showed me the array of surgical steel studs that I would have to wear for the first six weeks.

“Such a long time?”

“Yes,” said Mike. “Please don’t change them before that if you want them to heal properly, and then you will be able to wear other types of earrings.” I liked that he had friendly eyes and talked to Nana Ida about people they knew in common and his son who was going to college. Before we sat down, Nana Ida showed me another case and there were the twisted wire hoops in yellow gold, around the size of a nickel, that I’d been dreaming of wearing.

“We will take a pair of these, Mike, for when she can wear them.” I was in heaven until I saw “the gun.” I’d heard about it being a little scary to look at but that it did the job much quicker and with much less infection than a piercing needle, which took ice and time, a completely steady hand and a really good eye. That was what Janie’s mother had said. I remembered it vividly.

“The gun measures the distance from the bottom of the earlobe to the center, so there will be no miscalculations of too high or too low or uneven.” Mike was talking to Nana Ida, and the room started to spin. “Oh no, Mom is right. Let’s forget this,” I said, about to jump out of the seat.

My grandmother rubbed the top of my hand and told me to close my eyes and think about the blackout cake we bought for dessert, the cocker spaniel puppy I had been playing with in the pet store earlier and the beautiful wire hoops I’d soon be wearing. The next thing I knew, Mike was handing me a mirror, and while my ears were slightly red around the little balls, everything looked great.

Papa Rubin shook his head when he saw them, but when my grandmother pointed out, “Our granddaughter is still alive and eating fish sticks,” all he could do was smile at me and say to her, “Okay, but you explain this!”

I had never heard my mother shout loudly at my grandmother before.

“I am her mother. I make the decisions. How could you disregard everything I said? Now whenever we have a disagreement, she will think she can come to you to fix it.”

It was the first time I’d ever seen Nana Ida look sad. She flinched at my mom’s words.

I tried to tell my mother it was all my plan. But it didn’t matter; Nana took the brunt of it. I got punished, of course, and had a small infection in my right lobe, but nothing that a few extra alcohol swabs and a few days without earrings didn’t cure.

It was my first act of independence, my first true gift of love, and it was the first time I experienced the push and pull of mother/daughter relationships.


CHAPTER 2

Going Steady Ring

VICTOR WAS MY first true love. I was mad about him from first through fifth grade, an indication that I did not give up easily on romance, nor did I heed early warning signs. Victor looked like a six-year-old version of Bobby Sherman, with shaggy brown hair and bluish green eyes and the most adorable bridge of freckles across his nose. He wore corduroy bell-bottoms with flannel plaid shirts or T-shirts in muted colors. I coordinated my outfits in shades of my favorite color, purple: angora sweaters with miniskirts; jumpers and shift dresses with little cardigans, accessorized by brightly colored crochet beaded or enamel flower pendants and mixed colored and metal bangles that clanged every time I moved my arm. I had hoped my favorite outfit of a white turtleneck with a lavender A-line skirt, accessorized by a smiley-face necklace and a white patent leather belt with matching high go-go boots (very Nancy Sinatra) would seduce Victor into finally talking to me.

“Maybe you can try talking to Victor about Pee Wee League. I can’t buy you a new outfit every day for school just because you want Victor to notice you,” my mom said. Not only didn’t he notice; he didn’t even shoot straw wrappers at me or pull my hair when I wore it in a ponytail. It was the first lesson I’d learned about boys, and it was from some TV show—if a guy did annoying things to you, it meant he really liked you. Only later I learned that in real life, if a guy did these things, he might be passive-aggressive or might really want you to go away.

But back to Victor—he was busy playing on the jungle gym with Jimmy Angelo and being first grade milk monitor.

It was finally Mrs. Abrams, my teacher, who gave me my big break. “We need someone to help out Victor as milk monitor at recess.” I raised my hand, bracelets clanging. I think I actually jumped out of my seat and waved my hand as though trying to flag a bus five blocks down the street. Considering that no one else even lifted an eyebrow, I was a shoo-in for the job. We had approximately two minutes to go to the fridge, get the milk out and put it on trays. I practiced in my mirror at home and then stared into Victor’s eyes the way I saw actresses in old melodramas do on NBC Saturday Night at the Movies. With so much to be learned on television programs and films shown past my bedtime, there was no need to go to school, except to see Victor.

Victor took his job seriously, making sure all his cartons were lined up evenly. Finally, toward the middle of the school year, he spoke to me.

“Do you want that?” He pointed to a half-eaten cookie on Sharon Slater’s tray.

Shocked into silence, I shook my head no and handed it


VICTOR: “Do you think we should put the milk on the left of the tray and the cookies and napkins on the right?”

ME: “Whatever you think is best.”

ME (trying to sound interested): “Do you think we should split the room vertically or horizontally when we pass out the trays?”

VICTOR (as if I were a moron for asking): “Vertically, of course.”
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