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				APOLOGIES
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				This book is part memoir part self-help book, maybe even a political manifesto. It includes a series of interviews with role models. But back to the memoir part—It’s how I remember things. Most names are changed, just to keep other lives private, but I’m pretty open about mine.
			

			
				Dr. Olivski, one of my clinical social work professors, used to hand out a Xeroxed sheet (as photocopying was called back then). The printouts held several stories told in pictures. He said, “I’ve given you each the same printout. You have ten minutes to write the story you see.” When our ten minutes were up, he asked the class members, “Now, who wants to tell us what the first story is about?” This first story was a series of pictures. The first picture had a woman walking with a large pocketbook hanging off her shoulder and a man walking behind her.
			

			
				In the class, a young man’s hand shot up, “They’ve had a fight,” he said. “The man is trying to talk to her and the woman won’t give him the time of day!”
			

			
				Another class member, a woman, called out, “That man is trying to steal the woman’s pocketbook!”
			

			
				The professor went on to tell us that each of us interprets what we see differently, based on our own take on things—past experiences, associations, moods, and maybe whether or not we had our coffee that day. “None of you is lying. Each person just sees things differently,” he said.
			

			
				My point is, I have stories in my head and memories about my feelings and my life and the timing of things. But perhaps someone else, even someone who was there with me at the same time, experiencing the event alongside me, might see it very differently. So to anyone who has a problem with my book and its characters and events, I just want to say, as gently as possible, “Go write your own friggin’ book!”
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				GETTING YOUR GRIT AND GUSTO READY
			

			
				 
			

			
				Just at the end of my Middle Age, and about to dip my toes into what psychological theorists Erik and Joan Erikson dubbed the Maturity phase of life, I found myself up a creek and having to, not just find, but invent my own paddle. In Girls’ Guide, I share my journey and those of a handful of other women, hoping that these will inspire you to be more prepared than I was, to look at aging differently and, rather than fearing it, enjoy it, even look forward to it.
			

			
				It’s a simple fact that we will all age. So far, we have found no cure for it, other than death. (Though, even as I write these pages, I’m sure there are millions of researchers furiously working on it.)
			

			
				Like the pearl that develops within an oyster, our younger life-crises contain the sands of deepening. Experience buoys up our courage, teaches us the arts of negotiation and survival. At this point, we have survived some difficult challenges. We can use that learned wisdom to improve our later years.
			

			
				Aren’t most of us in denial that we will ever age? I believed that if only I took the right precautions—ate right, exercised, visited my doctor, took my supplements, got botoxed— all of the negatives associated with aging would not affect me! As a younger woman, witnessing the decline in some of my female relatives and friends, I assumed the depression and decline of self-esteem would bypass me, due to my healthy choices.
			

			
				I hoped I would age like Dame Helen Mirren or Tina Turner, with wisdom and humor and my own quirky kind of attractiveness, continuing the work and the life I’d always known. Undefined by increasing years.
			

			
				In the naivety of youth, I wanted to know what the older women I knew were doing wrong, so that I could protect myself, in the way you might inoculate yourself from an otherwise inevitable disease.
			

			
				At thirty-two, browsing in a little bookstore in a mall, I found Always A Woman, by Kaylan Pickford. It was a book of musings, accompanied by beautiful black and white photographs of mid-fifties Kaylan. Her age and her short, gray hair made her unique in those times, even though she was tall and shaped like a model.
			

			
				In her book, Kaylan was photographed dancing on a beach in a diaphanous gown; wearing riding clothes as she groomed a horse; lost deep in thought at her desk; and stretched out on a divan in a peignoir, as if she were awaiting a lover. And, though the pictures were of her alone, she never looked lonely.
			

			
				I was so excited to manifest a Kaylan way of growing older that I gave her book as birthday gifts to many of my friends. But I was shocked by the responses I got to what I saw as an age-embracing book. Several of my Kaylan-gifted friends reacted with, “Sure, it’s easy to be happy when you’re thin, rich and beautiful.”
			

			
				Surely, I thought, there must be happy older women who are not necessarily thin, rich, or even physically beautiful at all. Certainly there must be books with such women in them.
			

			
				Of course, this was in 1985, before Dr. Google could instantly access anything we might wish to know. Even if such a book existed, I was unable to find it. And, since I was the one who needed positive older woman role models, I came to realize that if I wanted to see such a book, I would have to be the one to write it. From age thirty-seven through fifty, I set about interviewing women who defy the negative cultural images of older women as unattractive, irrelevant, disempowered, and ultimately invisible. To counter these stereotypes, I sought out women who were growing, alive and content in their sixties, seventies, eighties and beyond. Most of the women I included were ordinary women, like me but older. However, I did ultimately meet and interview Kaylan Pickford and Olympia Dukakis, then the Oscar winner for Best Supporting Actress for the film, Moonstruck. I called my book, Better Late: Conversations with Women of a Good Age.
			

			
				The one quality each woman had in common was a certain joyfulness of spirit; each was a positive example of what a woman’s sager years could be. I use the words “sage” or “sager,” because, as Gail Sheehy wrote in her revised Passages, called The New Passages, “sage” seems a word more associated with wisdom, experience, and a certain kind of loveliness, as compared to the commonly used “senior,” which conjures more negative images, along the lines of what we would not be able to do or be. I did get some interest from publishers, but ultimately my book never got published.
			

			
				Though I was recording these interviews with inspirational women, I wasn’t actually preparing for aging in the ways these women had advised me to do. I was more like Scarlett O’Hara in Gone with the Wind, thinking, as Scarlett might say, “I’ll think about that tomorrow, at Tara.”
			

			
				Now, in my seventies, I am an older woman myself. And when I tell friends that I’m writing a book, many respond in the amused-sounding voices that tell you they think you are, at the very least, adorably delusional. Darling! You’ve never published a book before! And now you think you can write and publish one in your seventies?
			

			
				Married women of my generation put our “work” in a secondary position to our husbands.’ The assumption was, if we cared for our families, our husbands and children would also care for us as we grew older. In the past and still today, men receive higher incomes than most women. In previous generations, women stayed home to parent while their children were young. Women who worked outside of the home had to deduct a sizable amount from their paychecks for childcare. Or they took jobs that didn’t pay much, but which kept their creativity or skills fresh. Others took jobs they hoped could train them well enough to develop a career when their children were grown.
			

			
				When I was married with young children, I always had a “jobette,” either a job which could assist my husband to get on his feet, or a creative, fulfilling job which might give me the training and experience to get myself a real job with real pay once my children were grown.
			

			
				As for my children, how could I not be there for them? I wanted to guide their lives; who better than I to do it? I saw my parenting role as advocate, emotional support and guide for my children and I felt that they needed me. How could I have known that I should have, at that time, been amassing my fortune, laser-focused on finding a way to sustain myself in my older years?
			

			
				That’s the rub. In later life, many women find that there is no system in place to care for us. Pensions or alimony plus social security are not enough to provide us with lives of security and dignity.
			

			
				In my own life as a clinical social worker, I’ve done some serious introspection about what works for me and for the people I see in my practice. Ultimately, I have come to believe that Ageism is a widespread form of discrimination that seems invisible to political correctness. Those who suffered racial discrimination successfully asserted themselves and demanded justice and equality. We must do the same.  
			

			
				The aging population of women often experience tremendous loss at the same time: perceived loss of beauty, loss of income and thus choice and freedom, possible loss of health (whether our own or a partner’s), loss of husbands who may leave for someone younger or treat us with diminishing respect, the death of friends and family. It’s natural to feel depressed in the face of these losses. The future looks bleak when you are disempowered. You lose confidence when your social status plummets. You feel trapped.
			

			
				All of us, but especially women, whatever our choices, who have been valued for beauty (and in this culture, beauty and youth are synonymous) need to prepare for growing older, readying ways of thinking, behaviors and resources that prepare us for our own coming years in a life-affirming way.
			

			
				After all, you and I and very likely our younger sisters, when we are seventy, may have twenty years, give or take, left to live. Do we really want to spend them kvetching about being no-longer-young?
			

			
				An INCH (acronym for “I’m-Not-Coming-Home”) bag is a toolkit for emergencies, such as tornados, floods, fires, and wars. We need our own INCH bags in order to sustain us for the years ahead. Had I prepared my INCH bag for growing older twenty years ago, I might have had more of a guidebook for my older years.
			

			
				Aging is not a personal failure. It is a natural part of life, one which those of us who live long enough get to enjoy.
			

			
				However, within a youth culture like our own, femmes d’age incertain (as the French describe women of a certain age) become invisible to the mainstream. Being invisible, we also lose our power.
			

			
				And here, a shout-out to Jane Fonda and Lily Tomlin of Netflix’s “Grace and Frankie” for telling the story of sager women like it really is in our culture. Though not all of us have the resources, the beach houses, the caring children nearby, or the love interests of the two seventy-something Grace and Frankie characters. Neither do many of us have husbands who are law partners who have fallen in love with one another.
			

			
				But even before Jane and Lily, I was thrilled to see English character actresses Dames Maggie Smith and Judi Dench and Penelope Wilton featured in British films and television, not as silly old albatrosses, but as wise, vibrant, growing characters important to their families and friends. Their lives were not over. They were crucial to the younger generation who actually sought their advice and assistance. They were helping one another. They were even falling in love.
			

			
				In Girls’ Guide, I reveal the lessons, some painful, of my own older woman’s journey. But, also, I include inspiring interviews with six women living positive, fulfilling lives, despite crises and loss.
			

			
				How can we fix this? I know, I know, there are always a lot of things to fix. Women are frequently right on the front lines of the battlefields for equality for all. But we must not forget ourselves along the way.
			

			
				Although we in the Western world are more fortunate than many of our sisters from other cultures, we still need to fight for financial resources, respect, and equality for ourselves. Our younger years are often spent caring for children and parents and partners and bosses and institutions. Now, we need to become advocates for ourselves.
			

			
				Some of our age-related changes involve huge modifications to our lifestyle. Regardless of our incomes, we wonder, “What will happen to me if I outlive my money?” Social Security can’t be counted on to keep us going. And there are those in government who seek to eliminate it altogether.
			

			
				Our country gives lip-service to education and family values, but then look at what we do! We cut education, don’t pay or give benefits to mothers for the most important service our society requires—bringing up and teaching the next generation. We don’t provide childcare, adequate health care, or a decent retirement income. And no woman I know plans to get divorced.
			

			
				So, what can we do? Where can we go? If we can’t take care of ourselves and there’s nobody to take care of us, and no place we belong—how do we manage? Are we going to be like lemmings and just jump off a cliff together? No way, I say!
			

			
				Here is my experience, one that I could only have known by living it—as well as the experiences of a handful of ordinary, yet extraordinary women who are living it, too. I give you A Girls’ Guide to Aging with Grit and Gusto in the hope that it may serve as a guide for you in your own life’s journey.
			

			
				 
			

			
				Linda Benjamin
			

			
				 
			

		


			
				CHAPTER ONE
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				TWO ORANGE SHIRTS:
			

			
				THE DREAM THAT BECAME A PROPHECY
			

			
				 
			

			
				I was sixty-two. My husband, Noel, was seven years younger. I was sitting at the big clunky computer, working on a screenplay for my NYU film school class. Out of the blue, I remembered a dream I’d had the night before. It was one of those dreams that you sense means something, but is particularly crazy-making, because you can’t for the life of you figure out what.
			

			
				In the dream, I was packing not one, but two of the orange blouses I bought in the Garment District of New York because they were cheap. I recall that I didn’t even like those blouses and their Dreamsicle color when I brought them home. Why would I pack one, let alone two? The dream had to mean something, didn’t it? But what?
			

			
				My husband Noel and I met in New York. We moved to Milwaukee following a great job offer for him. He worked as a hospital administrator and medical doctor. But though this work paid well, it also meant that whenever a hospital got incorporated into another system, all new staff were brought in, leaving Noel looking for a new job. I was still happy to be in the Midwest since I had family and friends there. I was able to join a psychotherapy practice in Milwaukee. We also found a charming apartment for about a quarter of what we would have paid in New York.
			

			
				The move to Milwaukee precipitated a series of personal losses for me. My oldest son, Sam, who was near Ground Zero at the time of 9/11, survived the blast. (I am forever grateful for that!) But his work dried up in New York so he moved to Europe. Friends there found him a job and were supportive. At about the time Noel and I moved from Milwaukee back to New York, my younger son, Ben, who’d stayed with us in Milwaukee as he took his pre-med requirements, was accepted to medical school, so he left as well. Not long after that, my father died. Within two years, my mother also died.
			

			
				My husband and I moved five times in the years we were married. This wasn’t so unusual in the field of hospital administration. But after his job contract was done in Milwaukee, he did locum tenens, which is temp work for doctors, as he looked for another job.
			

			
				Finally, a really good prospect came up for him back in New York, so I packed us up and we returned to New York, the place where we met. This time, I was lonely in New York, as my family and friends were in the Midwest. However, I loved Noel. Wasn’t this what good wives did? Didn’t we follow our husbands to where they could make the best living, so that we could all prosper and live a good life? Our husbands would be happy! The family would be more stable and happier because of it! Right?
			

			
				Our New York apartment was in Queens. It was very different from the dwelling we’d shared in Milwaukee. I could actually look out the window of our second floor walk-up and see the lanes of the Long Island Expressway. Our rent-stabilized building was set just over Exit 19 of the Expressway. It wasn’t a pretty place, but I did my best to make it cozy with second-hand furniture and rummage sale knick-knacks.
			

			
				Noel was a hospital-based doctor. On one particular Saturday afternoon, my husband was not working. Usually, he worked seven days a week. This day, he was home with me. Well, not exactly fully present, but physically, he was there.
			

			
				A few years earlier—I’m not exactly sure when this ended—my husband had delighted in being with me all the time—if I had a manicure, he’d surprise me at the shop. When we lived walking distance from my workplace in Rego Park, Queens, if I was working late and he wasn’t, after I was done, he’d wait for me in the outer office to walk me home. He called me at least twice, sometimes three times a day. It was as if we were having a constant conversation. I’d felt a strong connection with him.
			

			
				I didn’t understand what was different now, though I sensed something was. Scenes from our past ran through my mind. In one flashback, we’d just returned to New York from Milwaukee. He was seeing a therapist at the time. Feeling as if something was off between us, I begged that he take me to one of his sessions.
			

			
				After we parked the car near his therapist’s office, we crossed the street and walked toward her Central Park West address. Midway, he dropped my hand and assumed a position further away from me. It was as if he’d become someone else, someone I didn’t know, someone he wasn’t during on our twenty-five minute laughing and talking car-ride from Queens into Manhattan.
			

			
				Another recent scene came back to me. We were with Nick and Sandy, who were Noel’s best friends from their med school days together. Over my years with Noel, I’d became their friend too. They were always wonderful to me. A couple of weeks earlier, however, Noel and I had gone to visit them at their majestic and beautifully appointed home. Noel was chatting with his oldest friends. Only this time, I felt as if I was no longer a part of our foursome. This was possibly because Noel seemed unusually distant.  It was terrible to feel like a stranger there. Weird, I thought, I love Nick and Sandy. And they love me. Am I imagining all of this? Am I losing my mind?
			

			
				Blinking my eyes and realizing where I was, back at the computer in our apartment, I looked over at Noel. Why was he home? I took a breath and then quietly asked, “Have you been talking to your therapist about leaving me?”
			

			
				“It has come up,” he said in a matter-of-fact way.
			

			
				It-Has-Come-Up were only four words. But these four words told me that the subject had not only come up, but that it may very well have been one of the most discussed subjects of his weekly therapy sessions.
			

			
				If this had been the first time I heard about or suspected Noel’s doubts about our relationship, I would have done everything in my power to work on our marriage in couples’ therapy. That wasn’t the case. We’d already been to couples’ therapy for two years. In therapy, Noel had never said anything that might have led me to believe that our marriage was unworkable and, despite his grueling hours, I’d never suspected an affair.
			

			
				So I was devastated and shocked that he was talking about leaving me in his private therapy sessions. But after ten years of marriage, did I want a partner who was still ambivalent about being married to me?
			

			
				Now the mysterious morning phone calls from work to his sister and his mother, the evenings he spent with his friend Nick alone—the times that he was free but didn’t make room to spend any time with me—were beginning to make sense. It occurred to me that not only did my husband not love me anymore, but that I was, perhaps, the only person in his inner circle who didn’t know it.
			

			
				My dream of the orange shirts became an epiphany; it made total sense! In it, I’d packed two shirts that I didn’t even like for wherever it was that I was going. I didn’t know where that place was, but there was no question I was going somewhere.
			

			
				I couldn’t stay with a man who kissed me like you would kiss your mother. . . .Just like in the dream, I might not like the choices I had, but my choices were either to leave the life I knew for a completely unknown future or else stay in a marriage where my husband no longer loved me.
			

			
				Noel suggested we separate for a time, date one another and go to a different therapist. But after I digested the whole thing, I realized that I wasn’t so low on self-esteem that I wanted to hold his hand as he waited for “the right woman” to come along. If I did that, I would be only delaying the inevitable. A couple of years later, a couple of years older and with even fewer resources and less self-esteem.
			

			
				At this fragile point in my life when I was no longer young, having lost my mother three months earlier and with both of my sons living far away, I realized that I would need to leave Noel. And at sixty-two, with a social worker’s salary, just a few years from Medicare, I wouldn’t be able to afford pricey New York City at all, not even in Queens.
			

			
				So where would I go? Who would want me? In my sixties, when many couples are smothered in grandchildren and comfortably settled in together, the hard years behind them, I had no idea where I would live, how I would support myself, whether I could find a connection to community or family. I was heartbroken, but I would need to set out on a quest for another life, unexpectedly on my own—-and this is where my journey begins.
			

			
				 
			

		


			
				CHAPTER TWO
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				BACKSTORY: ‘THAT GIRL’ AND THIS GIRL
			

			
				 
			

			
				This wasn’t the first time I found myself in the middle of what felt like a dream and without much direction. For me, everything starts with a dream, either by day or by night. And back in the summer of 1968, I was a few months shy of twenty-two. Though my  twenty-two was more like somebody else’s sixteen. My dream was to move to New York.
			

			
				The early part of my life was spent enveloped in the bosom of the safe little post-WWII suburb of Skokie, Illinois, a town adjacent to Chicago. My parents were of the Great Generation. They were grateful that their parents left Europe before the Holocaust, since as Jews they probably wouldn’t have survived. My father was a soldier in the Pacific during The Second World War. He was relieved to have survived that, too. My parents were happy to be working and raising a family in our safe little house. Both sides of their families lived within a mile or two. Thanks to the GI Bill, they’d bought a small ranch home. My parents had dreams, but they never dreamt of living far from their families, far from Chicago, where their parents had settled when they first came to America, one generation earlier. For me, New York was the stuff of dreams; The Big Apple, with neon lights that announced its being the Capital of Everything. As Frank Sinatra sang, “If I can make it there, I’ll make it anywhere! It’s up to you, New York, New York.”
			

			
				Where did I get the idea that New York was calling my name? Wasn’t that where all the free-thinking, interesting people lived? When I lived in Skokie, I was just outside of what was known back then as “The Second City,” meaning second to New York in the world of big cities in 1968. I could take the “El” (Elevated) train into Chicago and be downtown in a half hour. But could I be a flower-child if I lived within driving distance of my conservative parents, with a slew of sweet, but judgmental aunts and uncles peering over my shoulder? Could I sleep with a boy? Date whomever I wanted—a gentile, a black man, a woman—without my family’s killjoy moralistic fingers wagging in my face?
			

			
				My New York vision was pretty much gleaned from the popular Sixties hit television series, That Girl, starring the perky Marlo Thomas as an adorable and scrappy aspiring actress, living in Manhattan and keeping a chaste engagement to her fiancé, Ted. Anne Marie, Marlo’s That Girl character, was at once adventurous and virginal. But I was afraid of losing the values I’d been brought up to believe. Would God hate me, I thought, if I slept around, just for the experience, or heaven-forbid, fun of it? Would I be hurt and shocked by people who were just using me? 
			

			
				I wanted a New York life and I simultaneously didn’t. I was a little envious, but also in awe of the girls who were braver than I, finding their own way, rather than following some rigid patriarchal idea we’d had drummed into our heads.
			

			
				Back in the Sixties, I may have seemed brave, moving to New York and leaving the safety bubble, that, to me, in the years of Free Love and Women’s Rights, had morphed into smothering shrink-wrap. I saw myself as Dorothy, leaving the dull black and white of Kansas for the Technicolor magic of Oz.
			

			
				I’d saved up my summer waitressing money and had $772.50, which seemed like a fortune at the time. And I had two college friends who wanted to become my New York roommates.
			

			
				But once I stepped off of the plane in New York, I felt way out of my league. I thought, They’ll eat me alive here, Little Virgin From Skokie, Illinois!
			

			
				I stayed with the families of my two college roommates; Debbie, then Alice, as we looked for jobs and apartments in “The City.” Debby was from Long Island and Alice from New Jersey. Both towns were Manhattan suburbs, and, like me, my friends were itching to have a Downtown Girl experience.
			

			
				When Debby’s father found us a rent-controlled apartment to share at an amazing $175 per month, the three of us snapped up the deal and moved in the very next week. Somehow we managed to share one bedroom with three single beds, a tiny kitchenette, a small living-dining area and one bath.
			

			
				Both of my friends got paid for working in their dads’ offices while they looked for their dream jobs. Alice wanted to teach young children and Debby wanted to do something in the art world. I thought I wanted to be an actress. But I knew that in order to pay my rent, I’d have to get a day job.
			

			
				I got hired as a receptionist at B’nai Brith, a Jewish social services organization just walking distance from our apartment. In my job, there were Jewish mothers everywhere, only none of them was mine. As if I had called home and spoken to my real mother, I would hear from my co-workers, “Have I got a (nice, Jewish) guy for you!” or “You have a college degree. Why aren’t you getting a job as a teacher?”
			

			
				Our apartment was not the glamorous one of Ann Marie, the Marlo character on That Girl. Out our window, I actually could have hailed the Second Avenue bus. That is, if my hand could fit through the bars that adorned our first-floor windows to keep burglars out. I’d never thought about burglars back in Skokie.
			

			
				In a relatively short time, we three girls came to share our modest dwelling with some night-boarders, an indeterminate and rapidly growing number of cockroaches. It seemed we missed the “Exterminator Time Sheet” sign up. When all the refugee roaches from the other apartments took to the road, they ended up in our kitchenette, multiplying by the moment. They had plans to form their own city. It didn’t help that we occasionally left dirty dishes in the sink. Eventually, we gave up. My roommates and I offered them the kitchen. One day, however, I found one of our unwelcome little guests hitching a ride to work with me on my favorite blue sweater.
			

			
				The apartment was noisy too! The bus ran downtown throughout the night, the fire and police sirens wailed, and the garbage trucks clunked us awake at one in the morning, with their beep-beep noises and sanitation workers who probably figured if they had to be up all night, why shouldn’t everyone?
			

			
				There were never any bars on That Girl’s windows or bugs in her apartment. I think she must have lived on the Upper East Side of high-rises and heftier incomes, rather than the more cost-effective Murray Hill area we called home.
			

			
				One day, I had an insight. To get a part in a play or a film or a television commercial, you actually had to: 1. Read “the trades” to see when and where auditions were being held; 2. Audition; and 3. Take acting classes to hone your art and network with others “in the business.” Since I wasn’t doing any of these things, there was virtually no chance of my becoming an actress.
			

			
				On Friday nights, my mom and dad called with weekly newscasts. “Hey, guess who’s getting married?” my mother would say. “And tell her about cousin Renee’s baby,” my father would chime in. “How’s New York?” they would ask in unison.
			

			
				Given that I’d told everyone back home I was moving to New York to become an actress, turning around and going home would have been tantamount to admitting defeat. Had I just stuck with it, conquering my fears, auditioning and getting out there, maybe I would have had a chance. But I was facing my twenty-second birthday and, without consciously knowing it, I was hearing the faint ticking of my biological clock.
			

			
				Did I make a big mistake in moving away without much of a plan for myself? I had images in my head of certain failure, should I risk an audition. Countering those images were the ones of my returning home, my tail between my legs.
			

			
				Yes, actress or not, I think I was beginning the search for the part I was historically groomed for, following in the footsteps of my mother, my grandmother and the shtetl women who came before. Someday, I wanted to become a mother—and, in those days, in order to do that I would need to become a wife.
			

			
				 
			

			
				.   .   .
			

			
				 
			

			
				It was a chilly New York March. Friday night, St. Patrick’s Day, actually. I felt like I was coming down with a cold, so I hadn’t washed my hair in a couple of days. I had no plans for the weekend and my roommates were both away. Debby was visiting her parents and Alice was spending time with her fiancé. After work on Friday night, I took to my bathrobe. The phone rang. It was my friend from college, Donna, who lived uptown.
			

			
				“Want to come to a party in my building?” she asked.
			

			
				“I’d love to, but I’m coming down with a cold,” I whined.
			

			
				“That’s too bad,” said Donna, “Because some of the TWA Stewardesses are having an ‘Open House’ for St. Patrick’s Day.”
			

			
				“Really?” I said, “Probably all married men and other predators there.”
			

			
				“Okay, if that’s how you feel. But if you feel better or change your mind, the party’s in my building, eleventh floor.”
			

			
				Back then, Flight Attendants were called “Stewardesses.” They were all women and each possessed the essential qualification of being a major ‘babe.’ They were young, super cute, sexy.
			

			
				In my insulated, middle-class neighborhood, being a “Stewardess” in the Sixties was thought of the way Victorian folks viewed being an actress, as if such adventuresses were clearly “loose women.” In this decidedly unfeminist stereotype, the Stewardess’s adventures were not only in travel but in sex, as in not-just-the-boyfriend-you-intend-to-marry, but (shocking to my shrink-wrap system) with other partners as well. I wanted their freedom. I had come to New York to get it, but it was too late; my inner-voice had already swallowed the doctrine of girls must be virgins.
			

			
				My ambivalence created a kind of jealousy, yet awe, of the more experimental women. I wanted to stay a virgin and yet somehow be a New York Woman, too. Like Anne Marie did in That Girl. I wanted to experiment on my own terms, if I could figure out what my terms were.
			

			
				I pooh-poohed the party as any self-respecting little “good-girl” might have. But the later it got, the more the ugly reality hit me: I could spend the evening picking cockroaches off my pajamas and out of my Chinese take-out, or I could go to the party.
			

			
				That chilly gray dateless March evening rolled in, and it felt unbearable. I pulled my unwashed hair into a ponytail and hid it beneath a beret. I checked my clothes for hitchhikers and pulled on my coat to trudge to the Uptown bus. My chariot to party territory.
			

			
				There were St. Paddy’s Day revelers everywhere, wearing green hats and singing off-key, stumbling around the streets, several ales too many. The bus whizzed uptown, while from my window seat view, I observed unfamiliar goings-on and the changing scenery. We definitely weren’t in Kansas anymore.
			

			
				I shook, as much with fear as with the blustery March wind as I stepped off the Upper East Side bus into a world of tall steel-and-glass buildings, so unlike the place I lived with my friends.
			

			
				Dodging enthusiastic party-goers coming from various bars and house parties, I found myself at Donna’s glass-doored building. The white-gloved doorman barely looked up from his newspaper when I told him my destination. “Eleven,” he said, pointing to a bay of shiny elevators. I waited briefly, then an elevator opened its steel doors and spit out a staggering, green-hatted couple.
			

			
				The lift went up-up-up to the eleventh floor. I so very much wanted to push the down button and go back to my familiar unglamorous digs. But the thought of who would be keeping me company at home stopped me. I couldn’t stay in that apartment forever. When the elevator finally reached eleven, I stepped off and followed the party-sounds to a homemade sign on a door: “TWA Stewardess Open House St. Paddy’s Day Party.”
			

			
				The door was already a bit ajar. Pushing it open further, I was assaulted by the scents of alcohol and cigarettes.
			

			
				Adjusting my eyes to the smoke, I saw, like a nerdy-girl’s nightmare, a wall of Nordic blondes and exotic brunettes—all tall and sexy—to my five-foot-two chubby girl. And no Donna anywhere.
			

			
				Suddenly, I was back in Mrs. Hubbard’s fifth grade class on the first day of school, the year my family moved to Skokie—a short pudgy under-confident dork, surrounded by her already acclimated peers. It felt to me as if the whole class froze in horror as I entered the classroom, wearing an awful plaid coat that was so tight that its buttons threatened to pop across the room.
			

			
				I blinked. I was back at the Stewardess party, a pygmy among giant, beautiful Amazon Warrior Princesses. Attempting to remain calm, I said to myself, These women are not my rivals. I am more of a slightly short, slightly overweight, but dignified, Miss Congeniality in the Miss America Pageant, while they are the slutty, sexy Ursula Andresses of the Miss Universe variety.
			

			
				From behind the wall of not-me’s, I heard a man’s voice beckon, friendly, and almost familiar. “Hi, how’ve you been? How’s the family?” I couldn’t quite make out a face, but I did see a pair of horn-rimmed glasses.
			

			
				I didn’t know this young man, but I could tell he was joking. He had a friendly, Jewish-looking face. My first thought was, He’s not my type, but he’s cute and he’s funny, kind of like one of my male cousins. I breathed a sigh of relief and stepped toward horn-rims.
			

			
				On this St. Patrick’s Day, little did this cute, funny guy know that he had not only been notified he’d passed the New Jersey Bar Exam, he’d also received a letter to report for active duty in New Jersey’s National Guard. Not just that, but he’d also just met his wife-to-be and future mother of his children. I suppose that this meeting and its future events-to-be set an early precedent for me in finding a new direction in my life, one for which I hadn’t planned, at least consciously. 
			

			
				 
			

		

			
				CHAPTER THREE
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				BACKSTORY: I BELIEVE IN MIRACLES
			

			
				 
			

			
				So, I married the guy in the horn-rimmed glasses within a year of the day we met. We didn’t really know one another, other than superficially. We were both single and Jewish and professionals. Perhaps we assumed the rest would just fall into place. But over the next ten years, we seemed to grow further and further apart.
			

			
				I don’t think it was anyone’s fault, but this was not how I was expecting my life to go. My parents weren’t perfect, but they seemed to share everything and to love one another, whether pounds were gained or illness endured. I feared I would become stuck in a marriage in which I was not or no-longer loved, one in which a resentful husband and I might, in public, appear to be together, but secretly really be quite apart.
			

			
				By the time I was twenty-eight, we had two children and a mortgage. I would sometimes take pictures of the boys and me reading stories or going to a movie together to preserve these moments together. But sometime after my thirty-second birthday, it occurred to me that I was not going to manifest some of my other dreams.
			

			
				I comforted myself by bingeing on chocolate and gazing blankly out our Levitt-development, Jamestown-model, kitchen window. Yet, I felt isolated in the burbs and disconnected from my husband. It wasn’t so much the long hours he worked. When he was at home, we didn’t have much connection. Maybe it was my ADHD-style that turned him off to me or the ten to twenty pounds I was always fighting, but I just didn’t feel loved. Had I expected too much? Perhaps this was normal for a ten-year marriage. I wasn’t thinking about divorce as an option, but I didn’t know how to fix my situation or whether it was even fixable.
			

			
				I was reading voraciously, both as an escape and as an attempt to get a handle on my life. I was attracted to the short stories and novels of Isaac Bashevis Singer. This, because of our common ancestry: a long line of religious Polish Jews and because he was a bohemian and I guess I was always a bohemian wanna-be.
			

			
				I threw my ennui into “Gimpel the Fool” and “Yentl” and all the Singer characters torn between love and lust, worldliness and tradition.
			

			
				With the gift of his years and his words, I believed Mr. Singer understood human ambivalence. I read him in the hope that he would cast some reflected light upon my own ambivalence.
			

			
				When he won the Nobel Prize in Literature, the first Yiddish writer to do so, I followed his publicity, reading all the articles and watched him on television. In a television interview on The Dick Cavett Show, Mr. Singer suggested that an author could be less interesting than his work. To me, reading about him in the Magazine Section of the New York Times and seeing him on television, he became more interesting. Here’s how I remember him being interviewed by Dick Cavett:
			

			
				 
			

			
				Cavett: “Mr. Singer, you once said that you wouldn’t go out of your way to meet Tolstoy.”
			

			
				Singer: “I might go across the street, but I wouldn’t go to Queens.”
			

			
				Cavett: “I understand that you are a vegetarian. Is this for reasons of health?”
			

			
				Singer: “It is for the health of the chicken.”
			

			
				Cavett: “Mr. Singer, many of your characters are religious Jews. Are you religious? How do you feel about the ten commandments?”
			

			
				Singer: I think that with nine of God’s commandments, I would still agree.”
			

			
				 
			

			
				And that accent—that self-effacing sweet Yiddish lilt, the legacy of the Polish Jew—sounded just like my grandmother’s. As crazy as it may seem, I felt a connection with this man, a mysterious and irresistible feeling that either I had known him somehow or that he had an important message for me. Either way, I felt the need to contact him.
			

			
				So, I sat down at my kitchen table and typed the following letter on my Sears Manual typewriter:
			

			
				 
			

			
				Dear Mr. Singer,
			

			
				I am not at all sure I believe in this, but I feel, from seeing you on television and from reading your stories, as if I’ve known you before.
			

			
				My maternal grandparents were from Grydyk, a little town outside of Warsaw. Their family names were Pomerantz and Lieberman, and they were (and some still
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