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			Advance Praise for

			Lolita at Leonard’s of Great Neck

			 

			 

			“If only we had this book when we had our clandestine meetings in the Ladies Room during Sabbath services at the Great Neck Synagogue.”

			 –Jackie Hoffman, Broadway, TV and film actress; author and performer of solo shows

			 

			“Shira Dicker’s delightful short stories are filled with poignancy, nostalgia, and heartbreak. Rich as the desserts on a Viennese table, this collection engages with transgression, sexuality, and selfhood through a sassy Jewish feminist lens.”

			 –Amy Gottlieb, author of The Beautiful Possible

			 

			“Dicker’s narrative voice is fresh, smart, and sassy; her female characters self-aware, sexy, and transgressive (in a good way); each story artlessly evocative of a rebellious Jewish feminist sensibility in the act of giving birth to itself.”

			 –Letty Cottin Pogrebin, a founding editor of Ms. Magazine, author of twelve books, including Shanda: A Memoir of Shame and Secrecy 

			 

			“Lolita at Leonard’s of Great Neck is a vibrant, sharp collection of short stories that manages to be audacious, moving, and entertaining all at once. Shira Dicker is a force all her own.”

			 –Tova Mirvis, bestselling author of The Ladies Auxiliary, Visible City, The Outside World and The Book of Separation

			“Shira Dicker’s story collection goes down easily like Lolita’s Whiskey Sours. All the more pleasure for the reader—Dicker’s writing is delicious, wild, freeing, hilarious, and tragic.”

			 –Jane Mushabac, author of His Hundred Years, A Tale
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			To Ari, with whom I spent several sultry Shabbat afternoons in Central Park reading aloud from my favorite childhood book during that long-ago summer of 1983.

		

	
		
			 

			 

			 

			 

			“Dear Harriet, I have been thinking about you and I have decided that if you are ever going to be a writer it is time you get cracking. You are eleven years old and haven’t written a thing but notes. Make a story out of some of those notes and send it to me.”

			—Ole Golly’s letter to Harriet from Harriet the Spy by Louise Fitzhugh

		

	
		
			Author’s Note

			Personal autonomy and self-actualization have been dominant themes in my life. While these are perhaps universal quests, they have particular resonance for women like me who are the daughters of the first wave of feminism, born in the Sixties, coming of age in the Seventies in the epicenter of the universe: New York City.

			Add to the zeitgeist of that time the complications of being Jewish, curious, and female and the ground is richly seeded for conflict. The characters in this collection all struggle in their quest for authenticity. Anna in “Persephone’s Palace” is locked in an existential battle with her parents, her goody-two-shoes cousin Mandy, and the cultural norms of a shtetl-like Jewish community in Queens in the late 1970s. Claire in “The Museum of Eroticism” is a pretty young woman who passively floats through life, astonished to find that she attracted the powerful, egomaniacal Brian Wasserman. Childish and naive, she colludes in her own objectification. Her great awakening takes place in a tacky sex museum in Paris on her honeymoon.

			Sarah of “Two Writers” is having an extramarital affair with a self-absorbed famous writer, though she aggrandizes it with elevated ideals. She is married to a pediatrician in Manhattan’s Upper West Side who recently became a regular guest on Good Morning America. Affluent and privileged, she has allowed her own career as a writer to stall while she ping-pongs between two well-known men. Rachel of “The Jerusalem Lover” is the wife of a renowned Columbia professor who flees her long and happy marriage when her husband becomes a conspiracy theorist and outspoken anti-Zionist.

			Perhaps the most taboo topic raised by these stories—underage sexuality—is found in “Lolita at Leonard’s of Great Neck.” Therein, spirited thirteen-year-old Rebecca finds herself alone at a bar mitzvah with the object of her desires, Mr. Miller, her math teacher. This story, set in 1974, plants a series of actions and decisions that bring Rebecca and Mr. Miller together in a way that is both risqué and innocent.

			My stories turn a female gaze on girls and women. Many deal with Jewish identity and what it meant to be an American Jewish girl and woman in a particular time and place. My characters are bound by, or rebelling against, external expectations and social roles. It is never simple.

			And speaking of things never being simple, last year, around this time, I had the pleasure of babysitting my small grandchildren in their cozy home in a town on the banks of the Hudson River. As we were snuggling down to watch Disney’s iconic cartoon film Dumbo—a treat to distract Neil and Arlo from the fact that their parents had gone out for the evening—I was surprised but pleased to note that this movie now features a disclaimer that warns viewers that the film contained racist stereotypes that “were wrong then and are wrong now.” As I briefly worried that one of the films most beloved by my own kids would be hopelessly mangled, I read on. “Rather than remove this content, we want to acknowledge its harmful impact, learn from it, and spark conversation to create a more inclusive future together,” stated the disclaimer. Whew.

			I thought of that well-worded trigger warning and Disney’s delicate decision as I edited the five novella-length stories that comprise Lolita at Leonard’s of Great Neck…and Other Stories from the Before Times.

			Not because they contain racist stereotypes, but they do contain language that was commonly used until quite recently as well as sexual situations which we now understand to be problematic. The language is, frankly, unkind. I would never use it today and would be upset if I heard my grandkids using it.

			Similarly, I would be beside myself at the prospect of my grade-school granddaughter sexually experimenting, worst of all with an adult male, or a teen girl going to visit a European businessman in his Manhattan hotel room.

			However, it is the domain and very definition of art to explore that which is true if uncomfortable.

			Like Disney, I chose to keep the original language and complex situations intact in these stories for reasons of authenticity. As I want to preserve the way a group of kids from Long Island, New York, would have spoken in the 1970s, I also want to pay homage to the reality of schoolgirl crushes, emerging sexuality, and the thorny nature of human desire.

			Finally, a word about art and the disturbing, often dystopian nature of life in these times. We need our writers, our filmmakers, our painters, our dancers, our playwrights, our musicians, our sculptors, our architects, and our actors to tackle that which is true, if uncomfortable. We need them to comment upon and curate our reality, provide us with modern Midrash, and show us the way toward transcendence. We cannot return to that golden era of life in America that existed postwar and pre-pandemic. The only way forward lies ahead through unfamiliar terrain.

			 

			Shira Dicker

			July 17, 2023

			New York City

		

	
		
			Lolita at Leonard’s 
of Great Neck

			Mr. Miller looked really cute at Jesse’s bar mitzvah with his overgrown David Cassidy hairdo and light blue tux, shaking Jesse’s father’s hand and smilingly handing him a cream-colored envelope. Mr. Miller looked a million times better than any other teacher at the party, including Miss Glick, the gymnastics teacher, who suntanned her entire back for about a month because she was wearing a halter dress and had her hair streaked the week before. Mr. Miller even looked better than Mr. Walters, who is really a teenager named Robbie who helps Jesse with his homework because his mother is too busy doing Transcendental Meditation and is normally the cutest guy I know.

			The party had already been going on for about an hour when Mr. Miller arrived, which meant that he was catching the end of the smorgasbord, which was really, really, really amazing, with different stations of food from all over the world.

			I mean, Mr. Miller really looked great, even better than Mr. Allen, whose real last name is Abramowitz and whose daughter Cindy is the biggest bitch in the entire school and who is famous for looking like Paul Newman, except tall and with brown hair. Mr. Miller looked the best of all the people in the room, including the teenagers, who all looked retarded or high.

			After he left Jesse’s parents, Mr. Miller looked around the room and then walked—kind of slid, actually—over to the bar, ordered, and stood there sipping his drink, one elbow leaning on the counter, looking very cool, just like the Marlboro Man.

			That was my cue.

			“Hi, Mr. Miller,” I said, walking up to him and leaning opposite him in exactly the same way. “Do you happen to have a cigarette?”

			Mr. Miller looked at me, a long look that began with my face and swept down over my dress. “Rebecca!” he said, laughing. “You look so different dressed up! I hardly recognized you.” He paused and pondered me. “Do you really smoke?” he asked.

			I shrugged. “Sometimes,” I said in a way that I hoped was mysterious. Let him wonder what secrets I might harbor, what a sophisticated and complex person I must be to crave cigarettes at such a young age. “I just get into the mood to smoke at parties because cigarettes go so well with drinks,” I said in my best, world-weary Lauren Bacall voice.

			Mr. Miller raised one eyebrow, which made my heart break into a gallop. “Drinks,” he repeated. “What are you drinking?”

			“Whiskey Sours,” I said proudly, presenting my empty glass. I had been in the process of avidly sucking then chewing the maraschino cherry I fished out of the bottom of my glass when I first saw Mr. Miller and now the drink was seeping slowly into my limbs. It caused a falling-backward feeling, which I really liked. I imagined myself standing with Mr. Miller in my parents’ room, falling backward with him onto their bed.

			“Whiskey Sours,” he repeated. Was he a tape recorder or something? “Want me to order you another one?”

			I guess he didn’t notice that I had just become as loose-limbed as Gumby. “Sure,” I said. Mr. Miller turned toward the bartender, a short, bald guy with thick glasses, and placed his order. I smiled. This was pretty cool…he didn’t have a problem with thirteen-year-old girls drinking.

			When the drink arrived, I stirred it around with the plastic thingy and then took a long sip. It was good—really strong and really sweet. I looked at Mr. Miller. He was staring at me.

			“What are you drinking?” I asked.

			“A Screwdriver,” he reported. He took a sip. Most of it was gone.

			“So, what’s in it besides orange juice?”

			“Vodka.”

			“Can I taste it?”

			“Sure.” He handed me his glass. I took a sip and grimaced. Yuck. He laughed.

			“Not your kind of drink, I suppose.”

			I wiped my mouth and quickly gulped some Whiskey Sour to obliterate the sharp taste of the Screwdriver.

			“It gives me shivers,” I said. “Not in a good way.”

			Mr. Miller looked around the room. “So, what usually happens at these bar mitzvahs?”

			I shrugged. “Depends. Jesse already had his Torah-reading thing yesterday at shul,” I corrected myself, “I mean, synagogue, so this is a party. Usually there is a smorgasbord. Then, someone starts flashing the lights on and off and you go out of this room into a hallway with tables that have place cards telling you what table you are sitting at. Then, you sit down and there is a meal meal, with waiters and stuff. The orchestra plays music between courses. It usually begins with a big hora or some Jewish dancing thing, then Israeli dancing, then slow dancing, then rock. Sometimes they play rock when people are coming into the room. It depends on the kids’ parents. And there are always speeches between the courses.”

			I searched for Jesse’s parents. They were interesting…unlike most of the Queens kids’ parents. I heard they had bought a house in Great Neck and they were planning on moving there by next fall, which meant he’d go to public school, a place called Great Neck North, which sounded thrillingly big and modern. I was being sent to a horrible Jewish girls’ school in Queens, of course, where almost everyone was pathetic, poor, pimply, retarded, fat, sweaty, smelly, or a lesbian.

			Anyway, judging from what I knew of Jesse’s parents, I guessed that the party was going to be less about Jewish stuff and more about fun stuff. I already heard that his mother ordered carnival carts filled with candy to come out during the Viennese Table. I hope you know what a Viennese Table is because, next to the smorgasbord, it is the best part of a bar mitzvah. It is an ancient custom or something from Vienna, where they like to give you lots of choices for dessert. Essentially, it is like dying and going to dessert heaven.

			Just on cue, the lights started flashing on and off and ladies in black vests began politely telling people to move out of the room. At the flashing of the lights, there was a sudden beeline for the bar, as if no one would be able to get a drink again during the party or maybe for the rest of their lives. Mr. Miller quickly turned backward and ordered another Screwdriver, stiff. The bartender expertly tilted a vodka bottle with a silver spout into the cup, which was filled halfway with orange juice and ice.

			I don’t know if it was psychological or anything, but just at that moment, I felt a kick under my skin and all the colors looked really sharp and bright and had the feeling I was watching myself from outside of my body. Sarah and Amy, my two best friends, were coming toward us from the smorgasbord. Sarah already had a smoosh of spaghetti sauce on her pink satin dress. Amy was tottering in heels that were too high for her. Sarah had braces and really frizzy hair and she was the smartest kid in the class. Right now, she was not what you would call pretty, but her mother was beautiful, and she would be, too.

			Amy’s claim to fame was that she had big boobs. She was skinny and blond because her mother wasn’t really Jewish, and she had a big nose because her father was. Aside from the boobs, she literally got all her parents’ worst traits. Her lips were rubbery (father), her skin was too pale (mother), she was prone to rashes (mother), and she had a million allergies (father). She also wore glasses (father). The thing about Amy was that she was hysterically funny. She was planning to be a comedian when she grew up. Boys were always making perverted comments to her because of her boobs and the male teachers just stared. It was impossible not to notice.

			“Hi, Mr. Miller,” they said together, then broke out giggling. Oy.

			“Hello, girls,” Mr. Miller said. “You both look very nice.”

			“Thank you,” they said together, then giggled again. I rolled my eyes. The three of us were best friends since fifth grade, but sometimes I wanted to kill Amy and Sarah.

			“Uh, I’m going to go and find my place card for the meal,” said Mr. Miller, moving away. He waved. “G’bye.”

			“See you,” I said, taking a huge gulp of the remains of my Whiskey Sour. I watched Mr. Miller walk up to Mrs. Howell, the science teacher, who greeted him with a hug. They walked out of the room together.

			“So,” said Amy, flicking her hair. “When’s the wedding? Did you decide on the children’s names?”

			“Cute,” I said, placing my empty glass down on the bar. There was a rustle of fabric and a heady blend of shampoos, perfumes, leather, and cigarette smoke as grown-ups swept past us. Most of the kids had run out first to find their cards and get the best seats at their tables. Now, everyone left in the room was heading out the door into the hallway.

			“Let’s go,” I said as we turned to walk out of the room.

			Jesse’s mom had arranged for all of the kids in Jesse’s class to sit at the dais, which was a really long table with party favors on it. Because we were late, Sarah, Amy, and I couldn’t get seats next to each other. I was stuck between Josh Entenmann, whose family was related to the cake people and Carol Weisberg, the quietest girl in the class. Amy was sitting next to Jackie Berger, who was nice but really fat, and Rachel Levi, who was Persian and really, really rich but for some reason no one liked her. Maybe it was because she wore expensive but really weird clothes that were probably from Persia or someplace like that. Sarah was sandwiched between Jesse’s little brother Marty and Howie Wolfson, last year’s star basketball player.

			“Hi,” I said, pulling out my chair to put my sweater on top of it. “In case anyone asks, someone is sitting here.”

			“Okay,” said Josh, who was eating breadsticks. I was dying to go to the bathroom, probably from the Whiskey Sours. My legs felt wobbly and the music sounded really loud. We were right next to the band, which had five people, with a singer who was wearing a shiny gold jumpsuit. They were singing “Yesterday.” Some old couples were slow-dancing and a group of boys from my class were standing next to the stage, singing into their forks. I was going against a current of people trying to get into the room and I had to say “excuse me” about fifty times. If I didn’t make it to the bathroom in the next five minutes, I was going to be in trouble.

			The bathroom was the most lit-up, mirrory room I had ever seen in my life. There were little stools with cushions in front of individual vanities and baskets with stuff like sanitary napkins, bobby pins, hairspray, hand lotion, and tissues. There was a black lady wearing a maid’s outfit sitting by the door, looking kind of depressed. She had a bowl of money in front of her. I felt bad that I didn’t have any money on me but maybe if I didn’t use any of the stuff from the baskets, I didn’t need to tip her.

			Lenore and Lisa, the two most popular girls in my class, were stationed in front of the mirrors when I came out of the stall, putting on layers of lip gloss. Both looked like teen prostitutes in their really short dresses, shiny stockings, really high heels, and gobs of light blue eyeshadow. Because they were there, I made a huge show of washing my hands with soap. Normally, I just try not to pee on my hands.

			I walked out of the stall section of the bathroom, patting my hands dry on my hips (I didn’t take a towel so it wouldn’t be an insult not to tip the black lady). I walked over to another mirror to arrange my hair and dress. By unwritten agreement, I was a social inferior to Lenore and Lisa and was not to speak until spoken to.

			Relieved of the responsibility to make small talk, I turned my attention to my mirrored image. My hair was short and black and perpetually looked like someone had just given me a vigorous shampoo. Though technically straight, the ends of my hair flew out at angles and it was only after five nights of sleeping on it without washing that my hair lay flat against my head.

			In many ways I was a thirteen-year-old tomboy, but I loved velvet and satin. I had been begging my mother for a pair of high heels for a year now but the closest I got was the shoes I was wearing tonight—babyish patent-leather Mary Janes with a one-and-a-half-inch heel. Ugh.

			I loved climbing trees and riding my bike but on top of my dresser, I collected gift-size bottles of perfumes with such exotic names as Givenchy, Chanel #5, Joy, Jean Nate, Norrell, Shalimar, and My Sin. I shaved my legs and underarms and that line of fuzz from my bellybutton to my you-know-what. And I was insanely in love with Mr. Miller.

			Mr. Miller was on my brain at all hours, but especially after hours. I had the most unbelievable fantasies about him. I knew all about sex from having read The Happy Hooker by Xaviera Hollander, who is Jewish, believe it or not, Esquire magazine, Playboy, and The Godfather. With the help of these resources, I had an endless supply of locales and plots to play around with.

			I was pretty convinced that there was a strong conspiracy going on between my body and my brain because the more I thought about Mr. Miller, the more my boobs grew, and the more my boobs grew, the more I wanted to act out the Sonny and Lucy wedding scene from The Godfather with Mr. Miller. Though I was completely flat at the end of seventh grade, I had started to grow boobs over the summer and now they were coming in fast and furious. In a few months, I had gone from no bra to a 32AAA Teencharm to a 34A Maidenform and now, at Jesse’s bar mitzvah, I was pushing out of the 34A!

			I made my mother buy me a fiberfill bra during our last visit to Alexander’s because I was in a constant state of nippilitis or Noticeable Nipple Syndrome. My relatives all yented and vented about how nicely I was “developing,” which made me feel like a Polaroid picture or bacteria in a petri dish or something. And my weird uncle Heshy, who never married, had taken to looking hungrily at me like I was a roast beef sandwich or something.

			Standing in the multi-mirrored bathroom of Leonard’s at Jesse’s bar mitzvah, my new boobs pressed against the front of my dress, creating a teenage shape in the black velvet. When I wore this dress at the beginning of the year, it hung straight down and hit the bottom of my knees. Now, it rested about two inches above my kneecaps.

			“Nice anklets,” snickered Lenore, indicating my frilled white cotton socks. I rolled my eyes while I finished putting on a coat of Bonne Bell lip gloss, Teen Scene Pink. “They look really innocent, perfect for a teacher’s pet.”

			God, how annoying. Even at a bar mitzvah, there was no escape from these morons. “Shut up,” I said, turning to her with my hands on my hips. “Not flunking half my classes like some people I know doesn’t make me a teacher’s pet.” My confrontation stance made my velvet black dress ride several inches up my bare thighs. I saw myself reflected from several angles and must say that I was impressed by the ferocity in my face.

			Lenore looked surprised. This was the first time I had actually responded to one of her insults. I was more than a bit surprised at myself and then realized that it was probably because I was sort of drunk. Don’t they say that alcohol loosens your tongue?

			“Shut up,” mimicked Lisa in an ugly voice. Uh-oh…it was time to leave. I smoothed my dress out and headed for the door, but Lenore blocked my way. She stood right in my face and I smelled Dubble Bubble on her breath. The fear I normally would have felt was muted by the two Whiskey Sours.

			“Little white socks for a little prude,” Lenore taunted.

			“I’d rather be a prude than a whore,” I said, looking evenly at them. “Get outta the way.”

			“Larry told me that you wouldn’t even let him get to first base during Seven Minutes in Heaven at Rona’s house. You’ve probably never even kissed a boy,” Lisa taunted. Ugh. This was so stupid. Larry is the grossest boy in the class; he has the most revolting, bumpy red acne all over his face and permanently greasy hair, but for some reason he’s popular. It was true that I refused to kiss him at that party but that had nothing to do with being a prude. I kissed two boys at camp last summer.

			“I kissed two boys at camp last summer,” I announced. “Move!”

			Lenore stood still, Lisa at her side.

			“French kiss or plain?”

			It had been a plain lip-against-lip kiss. “None of your beeswax!” I snapped.

			“If you’re not a prude, I dare you to French kiss someone tonight. The make-out room is the coat closet.” Lenore folded her arms.

			“Yeah, yeah…I might ever go to a make-out room to watch you two go to third with half the class,” I said. The two of them were complete tramps. I heard that Lisa jerked off Larry in the back of the bus on our way to the Museum of Natural History last month. I was really sick of this conversation and the smell of Lenore’s bubble gum breath. “Would you please let me out of the bathroom?”

			At that minute the door opened and Mrs. Landsman came in. She was Jesse’s aunt and her daughter was in fifth grade. I smiled gratefully at her. “Mazel tov!” I sang out, stretching forward to shake her hand.

			Mrs. Landsman looked surprised but took my hand and said, “Thank you, dear.”

			Smiling broadly, still gripping her hand, I stepped around Lenore and Lisa and bolted out of the bathroom toward the dais.

			A new mood had taken hold of the party room when I returned and zillions of people were dancing to “Satisfaction.” Sarah saw me and pulled me into her orbit, which included Amy, Miss Dahan—the abnormally energetic nineteen-year-old Israeli gym teacher—and Moishe Shmuel, Jesse’s ten-year-old Hasidic cousin from Boro Park, whose parents seem to have abandoned him at the bar mitzvah and fled because it was too irreligious.

			The bass chords felt like they were vibrating right through my rib cage. Amy was dancing like she was possessed and Sarah looked completely goofy. I saw her lips moving and realized she was trying to keep to the rhythm by counting and doing every step evenly in both directions. This made me laugh out loud; it was just like Sarah to strive for symmetry and perfection, even while dancing at a bar mitzvah. I had been taking dancing lessons since I was five so I had to say that I felt okay on the dance floor and just tried not to do anything really show-offy.

			“Satisfaction” blended right into “Jumpin’ Jack Flash,” which made the fork-singing boys turn into really pathetic, Jewish teen imitations of Mick Jagger, playing air guitars and having spaz attacks. Amy, Sarah, and I had choreographed our own dance to “Jumpin’ Jack Flash” at Aaron Mandelbaum’s bar mitzvah. I’ll admit it—we thought our dance was amazing. I’m sure that Lenore and company were watching us and laughing their heads off—they were way too cool to dance, of course—but I seriously did not care. School was out next week and I would never see their retarded faces again.

			If Lenore was watching us, she wasn’t the only one. Four songs later I stumbled to the bar to get a seltzer because I was going to drop dead from thirst and who should I meet there but Mr. Miller! Had he been camped out there, drinking Screwdrivers for the past half hour? God, I hoped not. This might mean that he is Irish and not Jewish, though couldn’t he be Jewish and Irish?

			“Nice dancing,” he commented as I leaned against the bar, breathing heavily and sweating like a pathological liar or a pervert.

			“Thanks,” I gasped. “Seltzer, please.”

			“No more Whiskey Sours?” he asked teasingly.

			“Not just yet.” The glass was plunked in front of me and I grabbed it, guzzling it down. Where were Amy and Sarah? Oh yeah, they said they had to pee. They always seem to get the urge together.

			“You got quite a workout there,” said Mr. Miller. “Do you always dance so vigorously?”

			“Can I have another seltzer?” I asked the bartender, plunking my glass back down on the bar. I turned to Mr. Miller. He didn’t seem drunk or anything. “Yeah. That’s my claim to fame,” I told him, not untruthfully. Everyone tells me I dance like a maniac.

			“You’ll keep in really good shape if you dance like that all the time,” he said. Keeping in shape was not something on my mind but I took his word for it. Meanwhile, my hair was sticking to my forehead and neck and I felt like my cheeks were crimson. I was dying to get some air. Mr. Miller read my mind.

			“You look like you could use some air,” he said. “Want to go outside?”

			“Yes!” I said happily. Grabbing my replenished seltzer, I led my math teacher out of the room.

			Jesse’s party was on the third floor of Leonard’s, so we jumped into the elevator to go downstairs, thereby avoiding the incredibly annoying winding staircase, which makes you feel dizzy as you walk down. A group of little boys from another bar mitzvah or wedding were crowded into the back and you could tell that they had been hanging out in the elevators for like the past hour, just going up and down, as if it were an amusement park ride or something.

			Meanwhile, these kids had been fooling around with the buttons so the elevator didn’t stop at the lobby but went straight down to the basement and before either Mr. Miller or I could reach around the kids, who were chattering like chimpanzees, we shot straight up, kind of like the elevator in Charlie and the Glass Elevator.

			“Great,” I muttered as we passed the third floor and headed upward. Mr. Miller’s hand suddenly shot over the heads of the boys and pressed 4. The elevator jerked to a stop. “Come on,” he said, grabbing my arm and pulling me out of the elevator. “Let’s take another elevator down, otherwise we’ll be in here all night!”

			I stumbled over the boys into a darkened floor. Mr. Miller and I looked at each other and laughed, for no particular reason. I think it was just the relief of getting out of that insane elevator.

			The fourth floor of Leonard’s had offices, all of which were closed, except for one, which was opened a crack, creating a long triangle of light across the floor. “Wow, the business floor of Leonard’s!” I whispered. “Come,” I beckoned to Mr. Miller, tip-toeing toward the light. The office door was marked “Caterer,” and I craned my neck toward the opening to see who was inside. Nobody. We were alone on the floor.

			“Let’s go downstairs,” said Mr. Miller in a low voice. “Nobody’s here.”

			“Wait,” I said, holding out my hand as if stopping traffic. I wanted to explore a bit. This was kind of cool.

			Continuing to tip-toe, I passed doors marked “Bookkeeping,” “Executive Director,” “Marketing,” “Administrative Director,” and “Housekeeping.” The floor was really clean and shiny and there was a smell of fathers—cigarettes, ink, and leather. There was a water cooler, silver and shiny, in a small alcove, and a basket affixed to the wall marked “US Mail.” A bit farther down there was another door, marked “Roof Access.”

			“Hey, look!” I whispered loudly to Mr. Miller, beckoning broadly with my arm. “You can get up to the roof from here!!”

			Mr. Miller was standing near the elevator bank, waiting for me. “Rebecca,” he whispered back, also loudly. “I don’t think we should be here. Let’s go downstairs.”

			“C’mere!” I insisted. “Look! The roof! Let’s just check it out and then we’ll go downstairs.” Mr. Miller walked over to me and examined the door. He shook his head.

			“It’s not a good idea. Those doors are usually alarmed.” I pushed against the door and it creaked open. “Rebecca!” No alarm sounded, but Mr. Miller looked, well, pretty alarmed himself.

			A rush of crisp, cool spring air washed over me. “Ahhhh,” I said, leaning back against the open door.

			Mr. Miller looked so panicked that I burst into laughter. Leaning forward to grab his arm, I pulled him over the threshold with me onto the roof. He looked dubiously at me and then started to laugh as well. We stood cracking up together for about a minute. It’s neat to find out that grown-ups can have a sense of adventure, too.

			“Wait, wait…” he said, still in a loud whisper. “We need to find something to keep the door open, or we can get locked out.”

			He was so smart…that never occurred to me! “What should we use?” I asked, looking around. I had nothing on me and using my patent leather shoes was not a good idea.

			Mr. Miller patted himself down. “I can’t put my wallet there,” he said, sounding apologetic. I never expected him to. His white leather dress shoes also looked like they could get ruined. Hmmm. I was thinking hard, looking around.

			“Look! What’s that?” I saw what looked like a booklet on the ground, just a few feet past where I stood, propping open the door. Mr. Miller walked over to it and picked it up. “The Wedding of Barbara and Joseph,” he read. “November 18, 1972.” He turned the booklet over and opened it, squinting at the pages. “This looks like Hebrew. Is it a prayerbook?” He handed it to me. I knew what it was even before I touched it.

			“This is a bencher,” I explained. “It has birkat hamazon in it. That’s a prayer you say when you finish eating. You get one at bar mitzvahs and weddings. We’ll probably get one today before we leave. Hey, are you Jewish?” Mr. Miller’s religion was the subject of much debate between Amy, Sarah, and me. We had first assumed that he was, then we thought that he wasn’t, because he knew nothing at all about being Jewish, then Amy said that of course, he’s Jewish…just look at those soulful brown Jewish eyes, and now the Irish possibility entered the equation, though Mr. Miller hardly seemed drunk, come to think of it.

			“What do you think?” he asked, smiling.

			I shook my head. “I don’t know.”

			“I was born Jewish, but my parents are atheists, so I don’t know anything about Judaism or any other religion for that matter. I never had a bar mitzvah. I guess that math is kind of my religion,” he said, shrugging.

			“Wow,” I said, trying to imagine not understanding what it meant to be Jewish. I was so Jewish that there was not a day that I didn’t think about it, about God, about praying, about Israel, about doing mitzvahs, which are good deeds, and talking to God when I said Shema every night before I go to sleep. Knowing this interesting tidbit of information about Mr. Miller made me more curious.

			“So, how old are you?”

			“Rebecca!” he admonished me, laughing. “That’s none of your business! I’m your teacher!”

			“For only one more week,” I reminded him. “Come on…I won’t tell anyone!” Yeah, right…I was taking notes in my head, barely able to wait until I could run downstairs and tell Amy and Sarah about this conversation.

			“Okay. I’m twenty-four,” he said. I looked at Mr. Miller with squinted eyes. He looked like a young grown-up, for sure, not really a teenager. I was trying to see what he might have looked like as a kid. “Is there anything else you’d like to know about my life, Rebecca?” He looked at me with a crooked smile on his face, not mad or anything, kind of teasing, really.

			I blushed. “Sorry…I know I’m really nosy. It’s just that you’re probably our most normal teacher and I was curious about your life.”

			He smiled back. “It’s all right. I sometimes wonder about your lives.”

			I made a face. “Ugh, what’s to wonder about? Little Neck is really boring and ugly and Great Neck is beautiful but horrible because of all the rich people.”

			Mr. Miller nodded thoughtfully, as if I had said something deep. I suddenly remembered that I was leaning against the door and we needed to find something to prop it open with. The bencher! Wait…wasn’t that kind of disrespectful? Yeah, we couldn’t really do that. As if reading my mind for the second time, Mr. Miller said, “You know, I’m probably not going to need this jacket for the rest of the evening. Why don’t I just fold it inside out and put it between the door?”

			“You’re sure?” The floor looked really dirty on the roof.

			Mr. Miller shrugged. “It’s really fine.” Bending his shoulders, he took his light blue tuxedo jacket off, pulling on the sleeves. His white shirt was thin and I could see his muscles and nipples beneath. His chest was smooth, I could see, with light brown hair peeking out the top of the shirt. I felt a rush of heat move up my stomach.

			I know I sound like a nympho or something but watching Mr. Miller write on the blackboard, explain algebraic formulations, and solve problems made me really hot. And I couldn’t believe that I was getting to have a private, grown-up conversation with him on the roof of Leonard’s. It kind of reminded me of the opening scene of a porn movie.

			Mr. Miller carefully set his inside-out jacket down between the door and threshold, then straightened up and walked toward me. I think my face betrayed the way I was feeling because he looked at me quizzically. I quickly turned away and ran up the steps toward the actual roof.

			The roof of Leonard’s was really ugly, just black tar and antennae and stuff, but the view was really cool. I could see all the way down Northern Boulevard and it reminded me a bit of being in New York City at night, with everything lit up. The air was fresh and cool and there was a muted, swoosh sound to the traffic below. I walked along the perimeter of the roof, looking out in all directions.

			“Neat,” Mr. Miller agreed, standing with his hands on his hips and turning around. He extended his arms out at either side and windmilled them. When he saw me watching him, he stopped abruptly and laughed.

			At that moment, I wished the wind would blow the roof door closed and Mr. Miller and I would be stuck on the roof of Leonard’s for like a week or something. Lenore had called me a prude. How wrong she was! A prude is someone who never thinks about sex and I think about sex all the time…just not with gross eighth-grade boys. Also, jerking off boys in the back of the bus or in the bathroom and letting them stick their grubby fingers into you doesn’t make you sophisticated—it just means you’re the biggest slut in the universe. While it was true that I had never French-kissed anyone, it
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