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Acclaim for Crossing California

“Adam Langer has given us a teeming, hilarious, ambitious, and almost blindingly vivid portrait of a very particular Chicago at a very particular time. . . .

 

. . . But the book is really about what it’s like to survive a couple of years of adolescence. Langer gets just right the constant awareness of social station that marks this horrible period of life. While that experience has a ring of universality to it, Langer is just as good at nabbing the specific cultural arcana of the time. I can think of no other book that so captures the experience of being young just as Reaganism dawned . . . an acerbic, eye-rolling acceptance of the perfect hell of being a teenager. Here is a novel that has all the outward trappings of the autobiographical, if we presume that Langer grew up in this time and this place. Instead of sinking into himself, instead of illuminating only his own experience, Langer has taken his astonishing wealth of memory and research and used it to create a whole roster of comic, heartbreaking, convincing characters. The details seem almost infinite and encompass Judaism, high school drama clubs, rock and roll, public radio, sexy preteen party games, Mikhail Baryshnikov, and cigarette brands, always beginning and ending with Langer’s inexhaustible infatuation with Chicago geography. In West Rogers Park, on either side of California, Langer has created an entire world.” -NEWSDAY

 

“Chicago in the seventies comes vividly to life in this unusual novel. The larger social upheavals are the understood context for the upheavals in the lives of the colorful quirky characters of Crossing California.” -SARA PARETSKY

“[A] slice-of-life study, but what a heaping slice it is . . .

 

. . . Langer drills to the core of people—five gifted teens and their clueless elders in 1979-81 Chicago—as deeply as Jonathan Franzen did in The Corrections. Langer deploys a photographic memory and deadpan wit as he juggles the bat mitzvahs, feuds, and hookups of ten major characters from either side of the class boundary of California Avenue during the Iran hostage crisis. He begins and ends with the halting romance of two awkward geniuses: Jill Wasserstrom, who lost her mom to cancer and takes refuge in extremist politics, and Muley Wills, a poor African-American kid who declares his love for Jill by making films. But it’s Jill’s sister, budding actress Michelle, who steals the show, ruling scene after hilarious scene with her acid tongue. Like the author, she will dazzle you with her smarts.” -PEOPLE

 

“What is exciting about Crossing California is not merely the scope of Adam Langer’s literary ambitions, but the generous ways in which he fulfills them. A work of unusual mastery, compassion, insight, and wit.” -GARY SHTEYNGART

 

“Crossing California is so rich in the vitality of life that it includes a glossary of terms, which is itself far more interesting and evocative than are many other novels entirely. I suggest you cross whatever streets and avenues are necessary to get to a bookstore and pick up your copy of Crossing California.” -GENE SHALIT, NBC TODAY SHOW

 

“[A] brilliant debut . . . Chicago produces a mix of intellectualism and naturalism like no other city, and Langer has obviously fed on that. His steely humanism balances the corruptions of ego against an appreciation of the energies of its schemes, putting him firmly in the tradition of such Chicago writers as Bellow and Dybek.”

-PUBLISHERS WEEKLY

“An extraordinary cast of vivid characters . . .

 

. . . This is a novel of such heartfelt audacity that this reviewer feels lucky to sing its praises. [Langer’s] commitment to his cast, including the city of Chicago, is extraordinary. Three of his leads—Jill, Lana, and Muley—are in eighth grade as the novel opens, but there is never a hint of snideness or condescension as Langer details the juvenile conflicts and timeless passions in their lives. His memory of that era, American and adolescent, is unnerving and his touch is unfailing. He provides these kids what their parents cannot: unsparing attention and enduring compassion.”

-THE OREGONIAN

 

 

“No one escapes the wit or wrath of Adam Langer’s satire of Chicago families in the late 1970s.”

-THE CHRISTIAN SCIENCE MONITOR

 

 

“[A] wonderfully confident novel. Chicago’s California Avenue is where wit and ingenuity meet the heart and soulfulness of Jewish-American fiction.” -STUART DYBEK

“Adam Langer knows Chicago. He also knows American history, Jewish tradition, family function and dysfunction, and pop culture. Crossing California is a sweeping Pynchonian/Salingerian/ Rothian epic that proves beyond all else that Adam Langer knows about the sputtering human heart. Crossing California is a classic.”

-GEORGE SINGLETON, AUTHOR OF  THE HALF-MAMMALS OF DIXIE  AND THESE PEOPLE ARE US

 

 

“Chicago native Adam Langer’s dazzling debut novel follows three families’ friendships, affairs, and personal discoveries in this snapshot of America at the end of a turbulent decade. Langer’s story is powerful and amusing; he has created a world that is ultimately recognizable in its portrayals of the ironies, heartache, and joy of day-to-day life.” -CHICAGO TRIBUNE

“Adam Langer’s novel is a triumph of wry observation and merciless insight . . .

 

. . . Adarkly comic, even bravely comic view of lust and loss, doubt, faith, and social yearning. An amazing debut by a terrifically talented writer.” -ELINOR LIPMAN, AUTHOR OF THE PURSUIT OF ALICE THRIFT

 

 

 

“Amazing... Crossing California is a coming-of-age tale . . . filled with comic elements, a deep sense of realism and a deft touch at character development. . . . [It] signals Langer as a novelist well worth following.” -ST. LOUIS POST-DISPATCH

 

“Langer’s funny, hyperdetailed, super-sized, circa 1980 debut is not about the state of California but rather California Avenue, the dividing line in Chicago’s Jewish Rogers Park neighborhood between working-class and professional enclaves. With an anthropologist’s eye, Langer depicts diverse households in distress and transition on both sides of the avenue as he chronicles the comings-of-age of a group of smart-mouthed, free-spirited, and creative teens. The many-stranded plot evinces deep empathy for teens and a love for pop culture and involves everything from the Iran hostage crisis to masturbation, bad rock and roll, racism, a bat mitzvah, eroding marriages, and dirty tricks at the high school, neighborhood newspaper, and a teen radio show. [Langer’s] novel is smart, affectionate, and uproariously entertaining.” -BOOKLIST

 

“[An] ambitious debut novel . . . delightful and knowing.”

-THE CLEVELAND PLAIN DEALER

 

 

 

“[A] precise, impressively vast slow pan over the middle-class Jewish denizens of the Chicago suburb of West Rogers Park.”

-NEW YORK MAGAZINE
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To my parents, Esther and Seymour Langer. And, of course, to Beate.
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“We are at a turning point in our history. There are two paths to choose.”

 

—JIMMY CARTER, 1979

 

 

“Those who say that we are in a time when there are no heroes just don’t know where to look.”

 

—RONALD REAGAN, 1981

 

 

“If the real thing don’t do the trick, you better make up something quick.”

 

—“BARRACUDA,” HEART (A. WILSON, N. WILSON, R. FISHE, M. DeROSIER)




November/December 1979

“Grave problems confront us. The challenges they present are of sobering magnitude. They cry out for solution. So, with the help of God, let us begin.”

 

—JANE M. BYRNE, MAYOR OF CHICAGO




WASSERSTROM

Jill

The day after an estimated seventy Americans were taken hostage at the U.S. Embassy in Tehran, Jill Wasserstrom paused on the corner of North Shore and California Avenues to contemplate the accuracy of what she had proudly declared to Lana Rovner during recess at K.I.N.S. Hebrew School. What she had told Lana hadn’t been quite true. She hadn’t given Muley Scott Wills a big old hickey after eighth-grade phys ed at Boone Elementary School. She hadn’t given Muley Scott Wills any sort of hickey at all. What had happened was that Muley Scott Wills had asked her if she wanted to go with him to Sun Drugs to pick up some items for his mother. She’d said sure, she had time before she had to go to Hebrew school, so she’d gone with him to buy a heating pad, a bottle of aspirin, two blocks of Neapolitan ice cream, three packs of Now and Later’s, and a bag of Warner’s spice drops, which they consumed before he said good-bye to her in front of K.I.N.S. But, Jill realized as she continued walking south on California, Muley Wills was unlikely to deny any story that made it seem as if their relationship was more profound than it actually was, which was why it had been a safe bet to tell Lana Rovner she’d given Muley the hickey: If Lana—who was always asking intrusive questions about Jill and Muley’s relationship—actually went up to Muley some day in the future and asked if Jill had given him said hickey, no doubt Muley either would say nothing or would immediately confirm the story to conceal the fact that Jill had never given him a hickey. Or anything else for that matter.

At the corner of Albion and California, Jill Wasserstrom turned east and crossed the street. California Avenue was the first of two east-west dividing lines in West Rogers Park. It was one of the only two-way streets in the neighborhood and one of the only commercial ones. On California, there were service stations, synagogues, and small grocery stores, a fire-house, a diner, and a funeral home, the Shang Chai Kosher Restaurant and Tel Aviv Kosher Pizza, Burghard’s Egg Factory and the Nortown branch of the Chicago Public Library. West of California were the parks and the single-family houses, the houses with evergreen bushes, maple trees, and underground sprinklers out front, the houses with banisters, stoops, and steps carpeted with Astroturf, the houses whose doors were rarely locked. Here and there were apartment buildings—grim white or sky-blue brick edifices that smelled of senior citizens and their warm lunches—but they were the exceptions. Doctors lived west of California. Lawyers, too. Not the top-of-the-line doctors or lawyers; they mostly lived downtown or in the northern suburbs. The doctors here mostly worked for the county and the lawyers generally worked for the city. Still, for the most part, everything west of California was pristine and white-collar and Jewish, or Indian, Italian, Filipino, or Korean, all of which amounted to essentially the same thing. Lana Rovner lived west of California, on Sacramento Avenue across the street from Chippewa Park, where she sometimes sat on the benches and watched her brother Larry play two-on-two with his musician buddies from the Ida Crown Jewish Academy.

East of California, there was a discernible change in the light. Here, the redbrick apartment buildings and smoke-gray bungalows soaked up the sun, and the streets seemed just a bit narrower. East of California, there was precious little greenery or open space, save for the playground of the Boone Elementary School and the front lawns of churches. Here, the houses were the exceptions. Jill Wasserstrom lived next to one on Campbell Avenue, on the second floor of a four-story walk-up. She, her sister Michelle, and their father, Charlie Wasserstrom—manager of the newly opened It’s in the Pot! restaurant in a shopping mall in nearby Lincolnwood—lived in a one-bedroom apartment; Michelle, a junior at Mather High School, and Jill shared a room.

The landscape changed once again at Western Avenue, a sprawling four-lane street that spanned the entire city of Chicago. On Western, there was Bingo City, Fluky’s Hot Dogs, the Nortown Theater, and more car dealerships than on any other street in the city. There were no houses on Western, only apartments above diners, pet stores, restaurants, and taverns. East of Western was Warren Park. Once an exclusive country club, it was now a vast expanse of overgrown grass, of cracked tennis courts, muddy soccer fields, rusted charcoal grills, and one toboggan hill, a former garbage heap now known to the kids in the neighborhood as Mt. Warren. The cozy shops of Devon Avenue—with its bakeries, record stores, and Judaica emporiums—stopped at the Western intersection. East of Western were grimy grocery stores, five-and-ten shops, liquor stores, restaurants with their neon lights flickering, bars with Old Milwaukee signs in their windows, the Seconds to Go Thrift Shop, Burger King, and the dingy Laundrytown above which Muley Wills lived with his mother, who shelved books at the Nortown Library and supplemented her measly income by cleaning houses.

Jill had just finished Hebrew school and it was already dark outside, which meant that maybe somebody would be home when she got there, but come to think of it, probably not. Her father had recently started taking extra shifts at the restaurant to pay for the Bat Mitzvah she had already told him she didn’t want, really didn’t want, and Michelle was probably still at the high school, rehearsing for the winter musical:  H.M.S. Pinafore. The echoing loneliness of the apartment, which had once struck Jill as a symbol of her utter abandonment, was now little more than simple fact—something she dealt with every day, like spending the last thirty minutes of Math class waiting for Mrs. Cardash to inspect her homework just because her name came near the end of the alphabet, or going to bed with a pillow over her head to block out the detailed discussions in which Michelle attempted to engage their father about the kinds of boys she liked, the kinds of boys who worked on cars, the kinds of boys who called up WLS and dedicated Boston songs to her, the kinds of boys who played street hockey and ogled her at Blackhawks games.

When she got to the apartment, Jill picked up the mail lying on the tan carpet outside their door—mostly her father’s magazines that were too big to fit into the box. She entered the apartment, deposited the mail on the kitchen counter, and walked down the hallway to her room. She dumped her book bag on her bed, hung her coat in the closet, then returned to her desk and picked up the battered copy of Romeo and Juliet  she was supposed to finish for Reading the next morning. Actually, she had read it two weeks earlier—the date that Mrs. Korab, who had organized the semester around “Conflicts and Resolutions,” had originally indicated on the homework sheet. But by now, Jill had forgotten so much of it that she figured she’d have to start over. She went to the kitchen, looked briefly in the refrigerator—her father’s leftovers from the restaurant made her shudder and slam the door shut—then took a breakfast bar out of the cabinet and walked into the living room. She turned on a lamp and sat on the couch, which doubled as her father’s bed.

Before opening her book, she briefly considered going to the kitchen and taking one of her father’s Millers out of the fridge. She further considered rummaging through Michelle’s dresser drawers and finding the green Cricket lighter, the water pipe, and one of those mysterious foil packets her sister hoarded. But Jill quickly rejected both options—not because she’d be caught; rather, because she wouldn’t. And then she’d just have to remain there in the apartment all night, drunk or stoned with her dad and her sister, and, really, what was the point of that? She was twelve years old and already her sister had ruined practically every vice for her—braying after coming home drunk from theater parties with a “Don’t tell Dad” wink; vacantly amazed by the stupidest TV cop shows after having smoked hash in the alley with Gareth Overgaard and Myra Tuchbaum; chattering nonstop about this guy’s hands or that guy’s car, when it was patently clear to Jill that all of those “gorgeous” guys would wind up just squeaking by at community college; blasting Eric Clapton and stinking up the record collection with her Merits (“All the cool girls smoke Merits; all the burnouts smoke Marlboros,” Michelle once informed her). Jill couldn’t smoke, she couldn’t drink, she couldn’t listen to her sister’s albums, she couldn’t put anything up on the wall—the  entire room, even her side, was plastered with Michelle’s posters of Pink Floyd and Lynyrd Skynyrd and The Who and Led Zeppelin—it seemed nearly impossible to rebel in any way that wasn’t somehow secondhand.

It was November 1979 and, to Jill Wasserstrom, time was trudging by so slowly that it seemed as if it would take five decades to get through the next five years. Five years from now, she would have just entered college, and her father would have the whole apartment to himself; he could convert her and Michelle’s room into a workshop—not that he knew how to fix anything. She, meanwhile, would be long gone—taking courses in Art History to nourish her soul, and in Law or Medicine so that she’d be able to make enough money to send Michelle anonymous monthly payments to support her drug habit or pay her shrink or bail her boyfriends out of Cook County before they stood trial for grand theft auto.

The only difficulty was getting through those next five years, or more precisely, those next four years and ten months. Four years and ten months ago, she hadn’t even started Hebrew school; she hadn’t even heard of crazy old Rabbi Einstein or Rabbi Meltzer or, Lord help her, Rabbi Shmulevits. Four years and ten months ago, she had just skipped from second to third grade at Boone Elementary. Four years and ten months ago, her sister had seemed perfectly smart. Four years and ten months ago, her mother had seemed perfectly healthy. Four years and ten months ago, they had been talking about moving into a house west of California.

Jill heard keys jingling outside the door—her father. It always took twenty seconds for him to find the right key. He’d try one, then another, then get the right one but turn it the wrong way, lock the door instead of open it, take two shoves to open the door because he couldn’t do it in one try. Charlie Wasserstrom asked if anybody was home. Jill closed her eyes and pretended to sleep. “Oh,” Charlie said, loudly shutting the door. “I didn’t think you’d be asleep.” Jill kept her eyes shut and listened to him tiptoe, hang up his raincoat in the closet, apologize for the clatter of keys when the coat fell to the floor (“Sorry, sorry”), open the refrigerator door, take out a beer, set it down just a bit too hard on the kitchen counter (“Sorry, sorry”), go to the bathroom, shut the door, urinate  loudly, flush, then jiggle the toilet handle, stop to hear the coughing and swirling of the bowl attempting to refill itself, jiggle the handle again, then tiptoe back to the living room. He told Jill he was sorry to wake her but he had good news.

Charlie Wasserstrom’s good news was never the sort of good news worth waiting up to hear; what tended to excite him seemed so utterly trivial that his happiness usually depressed Jill. Like the time he arrived home, beaming, turning up WDHF-FM loud, and shh-ing her and Michelle each time they asked what was so exciting, finally punching his fist in the air when some guffawing deejay called Captain Whammo (“You’re listening to 95-and-a-half, the Whammo line!”) announced that “Charlie Wasserstrom of North Campbell Avenue has won two tickets to see the Electric Light Orchestra at the Aragon Ballroom!”—even though Charlie had never heard of E.L.O. and gave the tickets to Michelle, whom he’d dropped off at the concert with some flat-skulled water polo player who pawed her all through the car ride home while Charlie said nothing, except when Michelle confronted him afterward and his only response had been, “I didn’t want to interrupt; I thought you kids were having a good time.”

Charlie Wasserstrom enjoyed getting things for free—or for half-off—even if he had never really wanted those things in the first place. He would come home with armloads of off-brand cereal, LPs from the cutout bin, liver sausage and Tater Tots, discontinued board games like Numble, Coup D’Etat, and Situation-Four. All this filled Jill with such dread that whenever her father said, “I have some good news,” the only thing she could associate it with was the time he returned with her mother from the “routine doctor’s appointment” and said they had “something serious to discuss.”

Jill assumed the “good news” would concern the Bat Mitzvah, most likely something she’d heard before—Charlie often presented old news as revelation—something about how Mr. Alan Farbman from the restaurant would be donating a deli tray, something about how her rich great-aunt Beileh would not only match the most expensive gift but beat it by at least $10. But Charlie didn’t mention any of that; instead, he said, “I  bet you can’t guess who came into the restaurant tonight.” Jill said he was right, she couldn’t guess. She asked who had come into It’s in the Pot!, knowing full well that the restaurant’s clientele was culled from a mere two groups—people who chain-smoked and people on respirators.

“Gail Schiffler-Bass,” he said. The name made no impression and the additional information her father offered—“the gal from the paper”—didn’t illuminate matters but did make Jill just a touch more intrigued until Charlie explained, “you know, from the Nortown Leader,” at which point Jill regretted whatever enthusiasm she might have briefly displayed. The Nortown Leader, part of the chain of Schiffler Neighborhood Newspapers, was little more than a series of coupons—two-for-one dining at the Yenching Chinese restaurant; one free appetizer at Sally’s Stage (featuring roller-skating waitresses); a free car wash with a fill-up at the Nortown Standard station—and advertisements (“Devon Bank Salutes Its Loyal Customers,” “Rosel Hair Designers: A Cut Above The Rest”), occasionally interrupted by tepid articles about charity fund-raisers and community events (“New Basketball Courts at Lerner Park; Seniors Say It’s No Slam-Dunk”), followed by pages of classifieds, display ads, and announcements: Las Vegas Night at K.I.N.S. Synagogue, a screening of  The Canterville Ghost at the Nortown Library, free blood pressure testing, a JCC singles disco dance night led by Sandi Hirsch. There was a Lifestyle section with community theater and restaurant reviews, but the only part of the paper Jill ever read was the police blotter, and even it was unimpressive; the only crimes of note took place east of Western and they never involved anyone she knew.

“She’s gonna give us a write-up,” Charlie continued, then repeated her name for emphasis. “Gail Schiffler-Bass is gonna do a write-up. She talked to me for maybe fifteen minutes. She wanted to know everything I knew. Mr. Farbman said it was okay. So I told her everything I knew.”

Jill wasn’t certain why her father was so excited; he’d only been at It’s in the Pot! for three weeks, and though managing that restaurant was a step up from his previous position (counterman at Fannie’s Deli on Touhy: “We Specialize In Lox!”), until today Jill had not heard him say anything positive about it (“They water down the matzo ball soup; you’re  not gonna attract repeat customers that way,” “They don’t keep the chopped liver covered, and they come to me, angry ’cause there’s flies,” “Mr. Farbman said he doesn’t believe in overtime; the hours are the hours”). The worst of it all was his obsequious tone whenever he referred to Mr. Farbman, as if Farbman were worthy of this sort of respect, as if he weren’t ten years younger than her father, as if he didn’t have a bad mustache, slick, black hair parted down the middle, a thick gold bracelet, and a gargantuan high school ring, as if he hadn’t completely humiliated her father the one time she’d met him at the restaurant, calling him “Hey, Charlie,” as if her father were retarded—“Hey, Charlie, where does toothpicks go?” “Hey, Charlie, where’s the ashtrays?”—all the while, her father with that same obsequious tone: “Yes, Mr. Farbman; sorry, Mr. Farbman; I’ll get right to that, Mr. Farbman; right away, sir, right away.”

No doubt her father’s excitement derived from some twisted idea that once the restaurant got reviewed it would attract more customers, then maybe “Mr. Farbman” would credit the restaurant’s success to his loyal employee. Or maybe her father just wanted to see his name in print: “‘We also serve an excellent variety of soups,’ effused Charlie Wasserstrom, manager of It’s in the Pot! and noted Thousand Island dressing enthusiast.” “‘We really hope to give Lincolnwood an eatery they can be proud of,’ thundered the bumbling Wasserstrom, manager of It’s in the Pot! and owner of Chicago’s largest collection of Frank Sinatra records.” It was all too grim to consider further. Jill told her father she had homework and went off to her bedroom, taking Romeo and Juliet with her, leaving her father to the couch, his beer, his leftover brisket, and his dreams of fame.

 

 

Jill was sitting at her desk and just about ready for bed when her sister Michelle burst breathlessly through the doorway, her oversized red-and-white plaid flannel shirt reeking of cigarette smoke, her blond hair stiff, brittle, and tousled. “Stay there. Don’t move. I’ve got a bulletin,” Michelle said. She dashed out of the bedroom, shutting the door behind her.

Jill hadn’t done much work before her sister’s arrival. She’d breezed through Romeo and Juliet, her lab book was in acceptable shape, her Latin vocabulary was memorized. She had exited the bedroom once, only to find her father still in his black pants, white shirt, and clip-on black necktie, snoring on the couch with the TV still on—the sports reporter on the Channel 9 News yammering about Walter Payton and the Chicago Bears’ 35-7 trouncing of the Detroit Lions. The rest of the time she had spent thinking about nuclear war and the end of the universe. There had been a field trip to the Adler Planetarium the previous week, and she and Muley Wills had spent most of the time making fun of the Sky Show narrator, who imbued every syllable he uttered with great importance: “Perhaps [pause] there will come [pause] a new [deep breath] Ice [pause] AGE. Perhaps [pause] the Earth’s [pause] gravitational PULL [pause] will draw the moon ITSELF [pause] to its SURFACE.”

She hadn’t listened carefully to the narration, only enough to mock it with Muley at lunch in the cafeteria, which may have been immature but seemed far more civil than Connie Sherman’s approach. She’d spent the whole Sky Show passing a joint back and forth with Dvorah Kerbis and saying “Decent.” At any rate, any deep meaning in the Sky Show eluded her as she and Muley entertained each other at their own lunch table: “Perhaps [pause] this sloppy [pause] JOE is [pause] the most REPULSIVE [pause] thing the UNIVERSE [pause] has ever KNOWN.” Until Shmuel Weinberg asked their Science teacher, Dr. Bender, something no one else had considered.

What did it mean about the moon being pulled down by the Earth’s gravity, Shmuel wanted to know. Dr. Bender said it was a good question. He said it meant that one day, “a long time from now,” the Earth would pull the moon down to its surface and there would be a gigantic explosion. Then the Earth would get its very own set of rings, “just like Saturn.”

Shmuel contemplated Dr. Bender’s response. “Wouldn’t that destroy things?” he asked.

“Oh, don’t worry,” said Dr. Bender. “We’ll all be dead by then.”

“That’s right,” Connie Sherman blurted out cheerfully. “From nuclear war.”

Jill had rolled her eyes during the exchange. But ever since, whenever her thoughts wandered, invariably they settled on these two images: the destruction of the Earth by a crash-landing Moon; the destruction of the Earth by nuclear war. And then an image of her mother would come to her, an image of the conversation they’d had after the first week of Aleph  at Hebrew school. Rabbi Einstein had discussed an old Jewish legend about the end of the world—he said it was referenced obliquely in the  Adon Olam, the prayer that terrified Jill because of the one line of it she remembered, “And in the end, when all will cease to be, he will remain the eternal king,” and didn’t that seem odd, that God, or G-D, or Hashem, as they were supposed to refer to him, would want to remain the eternal king after all would “cease to be”? Wouldn’t that just be devastatingly lonely, wouldn’t God just want to start the world over and eliminate some of the mistakes he’d made in the first go-round? Death, for example? Or evil? Rabbi Einstein said that Jewish legend held that at the end of the world, all the dead would rise and celebrate together. The story had seemed incomplete, unsatisfying—if they were supposed to celebrate, what would they be celebrating? The end of the world? And did this mean all the dead or just the dead Jews? And if it meant just the Jews, then what would happen to everyone else? Would they have a party too? And what would happen after the party, Jill wanted to know. Would everybody just go back to being dead? Would the party go on eternally? And if so, wouldn’t it just be better to end the world now, so everybody could come back? What was G-D waiting for exactly? Was any of this true, she asked her mother, that at the end of the world, everyone would come back?

“I hope so,” her mother said. “There are some people I’d sure like to see.”

Which was the phrase that was jackhammering Jill Wasserstrom’s skull when her sister returned to their bedroom and told her she had misspoken. She didn’t have a “bulletin”; she had a “news flash.” Michelle flopped down, then bounced briefly on Jill’s bed—a girlish habit that seemed rehearsed to appear sisterly but to Jill seemed simply patronizing. Michelle jumped off the bed and sat on the desk. “Maybe it’s not a  news flash either,” Michelle said. “Maybe it’s really a white paper.” Finally, she decided: “No, it’s not that either. Actually, it’s an edict.”

Issuing an edict was as serious as it got. Michelle reserved the issuing of edicts for life-altering decisions. Breaking off relations with boys—or inviting them to “taste the salty brine in Davy Jones’s locker,” as Michelle referred to it—was rarely accorded edict status. When she relayed that sort of information, it only received the label of “bulletin.” The last edict  Jill recalled Michelle issuing concerned vowing to lose her virginity to the unfortunately named Eddie Pinkstaff. More recently, in a fit of rage, Michelle had issued another edict, declaring she would refuse to take the PSAT practice college entrance exam since she wasn’t planning to go to college at all. Later, Michelle retracted that edict, declaring it, in the words of a Watergate-era White House press secretary, “inoperative.”

“And you will witness this,” Michelle said. “I am hereby resigning from all extracurricular drama activities. I am quitting the show and the club—I don’t care if it sabotages them. That is it. Edict declared. Edict witnessed. Edict issued.”

If this turned out to be true, it would doubtless prove to be the defining edict of Michelle’s high school career. She had been involved with every Mather High production since she had arrived two years earlier, scoring the part of Anne Frank as a freshman, then nabbing virtually every lead role thereafter, except in Rosencrantz and Guildenstern Are Dead, for which the director—a former TV actor now serving a jail sentence—insisted on an all-male cast and required each actor to slowdance with him during their audition. Michelle had played Eileen in Wonderful Town, Portia in Julius Caesar, and Emily in Our Town. This year, as a junior, she had served on the executive drama board for Coolshow!, the annual student-written musical variety show. And now she was just three weeks away from opening night for H.M.S. Pinafore. She was to play Buttercup. She had been offered the role of the Captain’s daughter Josephine, but gracefully stepped aside so that her friend Myra Tuchbaum—a senior who had never been in a musical despite having auditioned for every single one, and who provided her and their mutual friend Gareth Overgaard, also a senior, with free pot—could play the  part. As Buttercup, Michelle would sing a duet with the ladykilling Millard Schwartz, who had allegedly never been turned down for a date; Michelle’s intent had been to provide him with his first no—a task she, no doubt, could have performed had she not wandered in late one Saturday night to Eastern Style Pizza right when Millard was getting off work and happened to have a jug of apple wine in the trunk of his rusted, olive-green Opel Manta, which, for once, wasn’t in the shop.

Jill asked why Michelle was quitting. Everything had been cruising along just fine, Michelle said. Even Millard had been taking a surprisingly professional approach to rehearsals; he had vowed not to get high until the first cast party. Today had been the first rehearsal with orchestra, and Michelle had been eagerly anticipating working with the conductor, Douglas Sternberg. Sternberg was a Mather legend. He had graduated in 1972, and seven years later his pictures still adorned the walls outside of the auditorium. He had founded Coolshow! He had gone to state four straight years with the speech team, taking top honors at the state tournament in Normal, Illinois, in 1971 in Humorous Interpretation (inhabiting twelve characters in his edit of The Comedy of Errors ). Little had been known about what had become of him. There were rumors he’d gone to Hollywood, that he was writing nudie musicals off-Broadway, that he’d written the original score to The Way We Were but had argued with Barbra Streisand, who insisted all his music be removed. Whatever the truth was, now he was back—subbing for Milner Geist, who had conducted every Mather musical since 1964 and, now that he was at home recovering from cracked ribs, had called upon one of his most celebrated students to replace him for Pinafore, after which Geist promised to return for Coolshow 1980!

At rehearsal, Sternberg had seemed brusque, standoffish, but that had been his reputation. And Michelle had rather enjoyed the way he’d dressed down the orchestra, which had gotten used to taking advantage of hapless Mr. Geist. She particularly enjoyed how Sternberg ended every sentence with “shall we?”: “Let’s take that from the top, shall we?” “Let’s try that the exact same way, but this time in tune, shall we?”

“But then,” Michelle said, rummaging through her dresser drawer  and pulling out a pack of Merits. “But then,” she said, flicking her lighter, holding the cigarette between her thumb and forefinger and inhaling (“I’m sorry,” she said. “I know you don’t like it when it stinks up your clothes, but sometimes you just need it—it’s like having an orgasm”). “But then,” she said, opening the window, letting a gust of autumn air whoosh into the bedroom, “he starts in on me.” She was standing with her back to the window, cigarette hand against the ledge, smoke drifting outside. What had happened, she explained, was that they had been rehearsing Act I. She’d memorized the entire operetta weeks earlier, but she was smart enough not to show that off immediately; that only made people think she was “superconceited.” So when she rehearsed, she’d always say, “Let me try that off book,” and make a couple of mistakes and laugh about it and say, “Sorry, I screwed up, can you hand me the script?” just so people would know that she was human and not some nutcase with a photographic memory, even though she did have one. So Myra Tuchbaum had assayed “Refrain, Audacious Tar!” and it had been a really “strong effort.” Michelle was proud of her, even though she had been slightly off-key.

“Then comes me,” Michelle said. She explained that she had no intention of showing off all the work she had done prior to rehearsal. She wasn’t going to do that whole juggling trick again. There had been the time when Myra wanted to be a juggling serving wench at King Richard’s Faire, had made a big deal about how tough juggling was, and she had made everyone in Anne Frank gather around her as she took three tennis balls and juggled them, woofing with each throw—woof woof woof. The spectacle had infuriated Michelle, so she went up to Myra right in front of everybody and said, “That doesn’t look hard, let me try that,” and juggled flawlessly for five minutes straight while Myra stood gaping at her until Michelle handed the balls back saying, “Nah, that’s not that tough,” whereupon Myra called her a bitch, then Michelle called Myra a whore, and soon they were best friends. So anyway, Michelle sang “Buttercup’s Song,” but didn’t attempt the working-class British accent she’d perfected, didn’t belt, didn’t embellish with any tremolos. The only flourish she added was a wink on the line “Sailors should never be shy,” which  was just a private joke between her and Millard—something he’d said to her when they had been “finger-fucking” (“Oh, I’m sorry: virgin ears,” she said to Jill) one night in Warren Park.

After she was done and she knew she’d nailed it (“It’s an instinct,” she said. “You know when you’ve nailed something”), Sternberg approached Mr. Linton, the pudgy, snowy-haired director who’d cast her in every show he’d directed, and all Sternberg said was, “I thought you said you had people who knew how to sing, Hank.” The two of them had gone out into the hall while the cast sat silently, straining to hear Sternberg’s voice. Michelle stood up in front of the cast and said that this was “bullshit.” If this guy was such “hot shit,” what was he doing here? What they should do was walk out in protest when Sternberg returned. Everyone said yeah, they’d do it. But when Sternberg and Linton returned, she was the only one who stood, and when she walked to the door, nobody joined her, so she kept walking right out of the auditorium, out the front door of the school. She briefly considered going back, but she had her pride, and besides, the door had locked behind her.

“So,” Michelle said, flicking her cigarette butt out the window, “there’s the edict.”

Jill was never really sure if Michelle wanted her to interject or if she just wanted her to listen, because whenever she agreed, Michelle invariably contradicted her and said Jill didn’t really understand the complex predicament she was discussing (“But I kind of led him on,” she would say whenever Jill would say Michelle was right, the guy she was talking about sure was a jerk, “But you have to see it from his point of view,” “But I was being kind of a bitch, too,” “But you’ve never really been in that situation, Jill, no offense”). Disagreeing with Michelle was even worse; she’d lash out furiously, apologize later, then hold a grudge for days. And if Jill remained silent, Michelle would say, “Well, what do you  think? Why aren’t you saying anything?” Therefore, Jill was more than a little relieved when the telephone’s ring filled the silence. Michelle leapt up, saying, “I’ll get rid of whoever it is; I want to finish this conversation.” But an hour later, she was still talking to Millard, saying, “I’ll think  about it; that’s all I can promise. I made a vow to the show, but I made a vow to myself, too.” And as that phone conversation droned on into the early morning, Jill Wasserstrom lay wide awake in bed, trying to think about anything aside from her mother, the end of the world, and the  Adon Olam.



ROVNER

Lana

By the time she reached Sacramento Avenue, Lana Rovner had almost forgotten, though not completely, Jill Wasserstrom’s remark about giving Muley Wills a big hickey after eighth-grade PE at Boone. Lana had no idea why Jill resented her so much, how she could say something so vulgar, whether she was trying to corrupt her because she had a sense of decency—or whether Jill had really given a big, disgusting hickey to the strange, brainy black kid whose mother cleaned the Rovners’ house. Lana ultimately attributed Jill’s statement to jealousy. The Rovners lived across from the park; her father, Michael, was a radiologist specializing in diseases of the chest; her mother, Ellen, was a psychologist; her brother, Larry, had already gotten into Brandeis early decision; and Lana herself attended the Baker Demonstration School in the northern suburb of Evanston, and though she was in the seventh grade there, the school was so progressive that the grade was referred to as the “seventh pod”; the Wasserstroms, on the other hand, lived in a walk-up east of California, Jill attended eighth grade, but at Boone, which Lana had transferred out of when she was seven, Jill’s sister was a burnout, her dad slung pastrami. Enough said. The rest was not something polite people discussed, so Lana decided not to think about whether Jill was turning into a skanky slut like her sister. Instead, she’d think about how she  would get a 20 on her creative report, and what gift she would demand when she got it.

The second of Lana Rovner’s creative reports was approaching and she’d been reasonably satisfied with the 17.5 she’d scored for her report, “Diseases of the Chest.” No one had scored higher in the first round. Almost everyone had gotten 12s and 13s: Edgar Barnes, the one black boy in Lana’s class, who had read from note cards for his stultifying presentation about cells; Jonathan Wolk, who wore his Little League uniform and discussed the rules of baseball; Mary Beth Wales, whose report on jockey Steve Cauthen ended after three minutes; Jamie Henderson, who made up his report about Kiss as he went along—“Uh, Kiss, uh, is basically Gene Simmons and Peter Criss and Paul Stanley, and uh, Ace Frehley.” But now it was Round 2 and Steve Orenstein had scored a 19 with his report on UFOs—never mind that Steve’s dad had been college buddies with J. Allen Hynek, a Northwestern professor who ran a UFO studies center and had access to slides. She had to get that 20.

Lana walked west on Pratt. It wasn’t the quickest way back from K.I.N.S., but she preferred to take the busiest street, because even though she lived on the safest block in the safest neighborhood in Chicago, she still didn’t like walking down dark streets. The lights were on in the Chippewa Park Fieldhouse, probably for a Girl Scout meeting. Lana had been a Brownie for two weeks, but she had quit after her Grandma Rose had told her it was “goyishe nachas.” Lana didn’t like being the only Jew anywhere. It was strange enough being the only Jew at Baker; Steve Orenstein’s father was Jewish, but his parents celebrated Christmas, which made Lana the only semi-practicing member of the faith in school, a fact that asserted itself with remarkable regularity, such as when the Music teacher, Mrs. Reay, asked her to play the role of the dreidel in a school assembly or when Jamie Henderson remarked that he hated all Jews, “but I guess you’re okay.” Lana’s status as sole Baker Jew left her spending a goodly amount of time sticking up for members of her religion, insisting to Mary Beth Wales that Barbra Streisand was not ugly, that Woody Allen’s films were, in fact, funny, and no, just because Chanukah was eight days long that didn’t mean she got eight gifts.

As she approached her house, Lana swelled with pride at the fact that it was the only one on the block without Astroturf carpeting on its steps and, consequently, the only one that didn’t look “Polish.” It was Grandma Rose’s phrase, one her mother warned her never to use outside the house, that was the way Rose’s generation talked, that’s why Grandma Rose said she wouldn’t shop on State Street with all the “tinkle,” that she knew a great “Chinaman tailor,” that she had gone with a tour group to Cave-In-The-Rock and they had turned right back because it was “black as the ace of spades.” But even so, Lana knew what her grandmother meant and it would hit her every time she saw the iridescent green Astroturf on the front stairways of the Smalls and the Sternbergs, every time she collected the mail that had arrived mistakenly in the Mazers’ mailbox and saw the plastic on the couches and the armchairs. Grandma Rose was right. It was Polish. There was no other word for it.

Lana entered the house—the door was nearly always unlocked—and inhaled the aromas of Lemon Pledge and Jubilee. Deirdre Wills had already cleaned up and left, and even though she did a mediocre job and had, so went the story, more than once helped herself to the Rovners’ Kahlúa, continuing to employ her was easier than finding someone else. And since Deirdre hadn’t really helped herself to the liquor while each Rovner family member had, at one time or another, secretly guzzled from the cabinet, keeping Deirdre around provided all the Rovners with a handy alibi for their drinking. From the kitchen counter, Lana picked up a note from her mother—she had just run out to pick up dinner and would be back by six. Lana set the table for four, then took her homework and went downstairs to Larry’s room, which, she had to admit, was the best room in the house.

Lana liked her own room well enough; she liked that it let out onto a little private porch. It certainly smelled better than Larry’s. But though she had picked out everything in the room—the rose red walls, the lavender canopy over the bed, the framed Johnny Hallyday posters—something about the room had saddened her ever since her parents had started talking about moving out. The move was at least a year away—there was no point in going anywhere until Larry was at Brandeis—and  there was strong disagreement between Ellen and Michael about where they would go. Michael favored a condominium on Michigan Avenue, while Ellen—who found condominiums oppressive, and the majority of whose clients lived in the north suburbs—preferred a house in Evanston, where the public schools were better. And now, even though Lana hoped this fundamental disagreement would prevent her parents from ever moving anywhere, sleeping in her room no longer filled her with the sense of security it once had; instead, it filled her with a feeling of loss.

“Lana?” Larry asked when she knocked on the door.

“Yeah,” Lana said.

Larry told her to give him a second.

About four years earlier, Larry Rovner had relocated from the bedroom next to Lana’s room to the basement storage room, where there was space for his Nerf basketball net and his drum kit. In the meantime, their mother had redecorated Larry’s room and converted it into her office. Thus, “Larry Rovner’s Space-Age Bachelor Pad,” as the stenciled sign on the door read, was born. There were four things Larry loved equally, and each was represented in the room: basketball, rock ’n’ roll, Israel, and girls. There was a basketball autographed by Pete Maravich, posters of Artis Gilmore and John Havlicek. There was the drum kit, a stereo, record albums piled high against the wall, a guitar he was teaching himself to play. There were posters of Jerusalem, books by Philip Roth, Mordecai Richler, and Isaac Bashevis Singer. And right above his bed, flanked by posters of Jaclyn Smith and Bo Derek, was the model Cheryl Tiegs in a white fishnet bathing suit.

Larry unlatched the door. There were sweat stains under the arms of his red T-shirt, which spelled out Coca-Cola in Hebrew. He said he’d been drumming. He had a new song and had finally gotten the rhythm part right. He asked Lana if she wanted to hear it and she said sure. It didn’t matter to her whether he played or not; what was important was that Larry was allowing her access to his intriguing and adult-like existence. And whether he was shooting baskets, staying up all night typing up another paper about the raid on Entebbe for Social Studies, calling up one of the girls who were part of what he referred to as his “harem,”  or drumming until Ellen told him to stop, the Sternbergs had called to complain, Lana felt privileged doing her homework in his room.

Larry’s song was called “Six Days,” and he played it with great conviction and a palpable rage, which he accentuated by sneering and rotating his right shoulder forward on every other beat. And every time he kicked the bass drum, his yarmulke—the only one worn in the Rovner family—bobbed up and down on his newly trimmed Isro. It was a riff on the Bob Dylan song “Seven Days,” the only tune Larry could tolerate on Rolling Stones guitarist Ron Wood’s solo album Gimme Some Neck.  Larry had thrown out most of his Dylan records after the artist’s 1978 conversion to Christianity, and the one he hadn’t thrown out—Street Legal —he had slammed hard and broken against his Air Hockey table. He had a similar aversion to Bruce Springsteen, whose work he had admired until he became convinced Springsteen was denying his Jewish heritage. “Six Days” was both a hard slap in the face of Dylan’s Christianity (instead of “Seven more days and she’ll be coming,” Larry sang, “Six more days and you’ll be running”) and a tribute to the soldiers who fought in Israel’s Six-Day War.

Larry hoped to premiere the song at the first public performance of the band he’d assembled from his fellow seniors at the Ida Crown Jewish Academy. The band was called, simply, Rovner! and they were scheduled to play in the basement of K.I.N.S. during the final weekend of the annual, month-long Purim Carnival. And if that went well, Rabbi Meltzer said, he would ask them back for the Passover after-seder party. Meltzer might have been a member of the clergy and a graduate of Yeshiva University, waiting desperately for Rabbi Shmulevits to retire, but he was a rock ’n’ roller at heart, and at every school assembly he brought out his doubleneck acoustic guitar and played “Runaround Sue.” And even if he didn’t understand Larry’s passion for Led Zeppelin, Larry knew he would understand the integrity and power that Rovner! brought to their music.

Larry asked Lana to listen carefully to the lyrics he was howling over the beat he thumped out, but after the opening line (“Egypt released me, but you’re still in chains”), she opened her Weather book to prep for the  next day’s cloud test. She had no idea how to complete her homework; in addition to the cloud test, she had thirty pages of reading, a metric conversion table to fill out, a list of state capitals to memorize, plus a page-long poetry interpretation report analyzing the lyrics of the Paul Simon songs “Some Folks’ Lives Roll Easy” and “Learn How to Fall.” But her attention kept veering from the picture of cirrocumulus clouds in her Weather book, because all she could think of was the creative report she was to deliver the next Friday. The report had been the suggestion of both of her parents. The topic: Marie Curie. What Lana liked best about it was the fact that, like Lana’s grandfather on her father’s side, Marie Curie had been born in Poland—Lana made no connection between having Polish ancestors and decorating one’s house in a “Polish” fashion—but had married a Frenchman. Lana adored France and hoped to live there someday. Plus, Curie’s discoveries had led the way for modern radiology, her father’s profession.

Larry finished his song. Lana said she liked it, though she preferred show tunes to rock music and had memorized the soundtracks to Pippin, Bye Bye Birdie, and Annie, all of which she’d seen either in touring productions at the Shubert or in New York with her family when the four of them used to take vacations together. With the exception of the increasingly rare overnight at their house in Lake Geneva, they had not gone out of town since their 1977 trip two and a half years ago to Williamsburg, Virginia, which had sounded as if it would be boring, and was. Michael Rovner had vowed that the next time they took a trip, they would spend it in style—they’d go to Paris and stay in the Lutetia, as he and Ellen had on their honeymoon. But now every time Lana mentioned it, her father told her to discuss it with her mother and her mother told her they’d discuss it later.

Larry told Lana he was really proud of his song but thought it “might not be right for radio.” It was definitely an album cut, not a single. But he and Rovner! now had eight album-ready songs, and there were already two maybe three hit singles in there (“My Milk, Your Honey,” “[I’m a] Man of Faith,” and possibly “Ain’t God a Trip?”), plus one ballad that might work for a movie soundtrack (“Take Me to Your Promised  Land”). He had remembered his mother once saying that Deirdre Wills’s ex-boyfriend was a hotshot in the record industry; he would try to get him a copy of the forthcoming, self-titled Rovner! cassette. The only problem was trying to figure out what would happen if he managed to attract a record label right before he was supposed to move to Waltham, Mass. Wouldn’t that be the most ironic thing? Lana said hopefully that if that were the case, maybe he’d have to stick around Chicago for another year to see what would happen with the band. Larry agreed. “Music is what moves me,” he said.

Larry liked talking to Lana; she was the one girl who didn’t seem to question the possibility that he could do it all, not like the girls at the Academy—the ones with whom he’d gone out on first dates (he didn’t tend to go out on many second dates), who’d glaze over whenever he discussed how he’d conduct Rovner!’s world tours: no Friday night concerts no matter how much that would cost his tour promoters, just like Sandy Koufax, who wouldn’t pitch for the Dodgers on the High Holidays.

Though Lana could not know this, the one thing Larry feared more than anything was that one day she would see through him, that one day he would forget to latch his door and she, in turn, would forget to knock, and she’d find him naked and hunched over in his bed, perched on his knees, left hand propping up his body, right hand on his penis, rubbing furiously while shooting his come onto a picture of one of those high-heeled girls he liked staring at in Oui magazine. And then Lana would no longer see him as the “Jerusarock-jock” he fancied himself. Rather, she would see him as a lonely, pathetic, masturbating dreamer who would have immediately traded rock ’n’ roll stardom for a steady girlfriend, one who’d open her mouth and use her tongue while kissing, like that rich New York girl Hannah Goodman, whom he’d met a year and a half earlier on the Young Israel youth tour and who had only sent him two bland postcards since that last night in the hotel room her parents had rented for her, where she had taken his virginity, leaving him to wonder even now whether it mattered that he had sex in Israel since he was still a virgin as far as America was concerned.

“Dinnertime!” Ellen Rovner shouted. Larry put down his drumsticks and followed his sister upstairs.

Dinner at the Rovners was the culinary equivalent of speed-reading, and the ritual had become even speedier ever since the stove had exploded and Michael and Ellen had decided to replace home-cooked meals with takeout food. The stove had been repaired, but now was used primarily for warming up leftovers or for the rare birthdays and holidays when Ellen cooked. On the table, there were slabs of ribs, still in the cardboard box, a quartered barbecued chicken in an aluminum tray, Styrofoam containers of coleslaw and barbecue sauce, dinner rolls and pads of butter in wax bags. At each place setting there was a bottle of pop—three Cokes, and a Diet-Rite for Lana. No napkins, just a roll of paper towels at the center of the table. Larry said he wouldn’t be having ribs, but insisted that anyone eating them had to say the bracha, which nobody did since Ellen was an atheist, Michael had never learned the prayer, and Lana never ate ribs because they were gross.

Putting out all the takeout food at once and eliminating first, second, and third courses—a ritual that had made dinner at least a forty-minute affair in more leisurely days—had cut that time in half. And keeping the food in its aluminum and Styrofoam containers replaced the arduous task of dishwashing with the time-saving measure of dumping everything into a trash bag at meal’s end. The result was that dinner rarely exceeded the time it did on this particular night—from Larry’s 6:01 bracha to Ellen Rovner’s 6:19 “So, is everybody through? Do you want to start dumping?” The pas de quatre that occurred during the intervening eighteen minutes consisted of four monologues delivered in the descending order of their orators’ ages.

Michael Rovner, who removed the flesh from each of his barbecued ribs by means of fork and knife before consuming them, told a story about how he had presented his first-year residents with an X-ray that showed something lodged below the rib cage of a male patient. One of the Iranian gals, the one with the thick ankles, had theorized that it was a recurrence of old TB; the lone Pakistani had guessed a bullet fragment; Laura Kim had come closest—she thought she saw a ring or a piece of  jewelry. In fact, according to Michael, there had been a ring on the X-ray, but also something puffy the Iranian had mistaken for TB. It turned out that during surgery, someone had been eating Cracker Jack, and a piece of caramel corn and the toy surprise had fallen into the wound. Though there was little give-and-take among the Rovners, Lana sensed that nodding, commenting, and laughing at the ends of stories was how adults acted. So throughout her father’s story, she listened intently, hmming and ahhing at appropriate points, then remarking finally, “That is hilarious.”

Ellen Rovner, who only managed to eat a chicken drumstick—a  pullki, as she called it—and some coleslaw, made a cutting remark about the declining quality of medical residents, then proceeded to talk about one of her patients. Since she knew that discussing her patients’ cases was unethical, she never referred to them by name, identifying them only by age, occupation, and location, such as a thirty-nine-year-old neurotic parakeet trainer from West Rogers Park or a suicidal seventeen-year-old from Mather High. In this case, the story concerned a “forty-one-year-old spinster from Milwaukee.” The woman was “frustrated in multifarious ways,” and exhibited “multifarious, libidinous tendencies,” none of which made much sense to Lana, though she was certain the story dealt with either sex or death, since those were the only two topics her mother discussed using vocabulary words she couldn’t understand. Lana had had to consult the dictionary to learn that her grandfather on her father’s side had died, since all her mother would say on the topic of Grandpa Al was “There’s nothing more we can do for him; he met his demise.” The multifariously libidinous woman had sought treatment because she’d become obsessed with watching her neighbors across the alley. Ever since she’d noticed her libidinous neighbors, she’d become strangely interested in “relating to herself,” and dreamed frequently about “relating” to the libidinous couple. And what she wanted Ellen to help her with was learning how to ignore that couple. At the end of their fifty-minute session, Ellen had advised, “Why don’t you just pull down your damn shades?” The woman said thanks, she hadn’t thought of that.

“That’s funny,” Lana said, then repeated what her mother had said: “Why don’t you just pull down your damn shades?”

Larry was next to speak and by now almost everyone was done eating save for Lana, who took small forkfuls of her chicken, just as she had been taught, chewing each forkful between twenty-five and thirty times before swallowing. Larry discussed a girl he’d met at the most recent Ida Crown basketball game, a girl named Randi Nathan from Von Steuben High. She had come with her friends, but there hadn’t been enough room on the Von Steuben side, so she was sitting behind the Ida Crown bench during the pregame shoot-around. She and Larry started talking and somehow they had gotten onto the topic of movies and she had said that she wanted to go to the Nortown to see French Postcards. He had told her that he had really wanted to see it too, but that none of his friends wanted to go see some “dorky French love movie”—a comment that irked Lana because she’d mentioned French Postcards to Larry at least ten times, hoping he would offer to take her, since Mary Beth Wales had never stopped bragging to their French teacher about how great it was.

Larry said that Randi had given him her number and he had called her up and said, “How about going to see the movie Saturday night?” and she’d said sure, how about the 7 o’clock show? and Larry said that they’d better see the 9 o’clock because it was “a little too close to the end of the Sabbath”—a remark he made challengingly since he was the only member of the Rovner family who occasionally observed it—so Randi had said sure, they could see the 9 o’clock, but if it was going to be that late, she’d definitely be hungry afterward and could they go to the Jerusalem for pizza? So, would it be okay, Larry wanted to know, if he took the Volvo on Saturday so he could pick Randi up? Ellen Rovner said that was fine with her; she had no plans for Saturday night—Michael was on call and he’d have the gold Avanti with his new, personalized RENVOR license plates—of course Larry could have her Volvo—even though she was the only person at the dinner table who suspected correctly that every last detail of the story, save for the fact that the Nortown was showing French Postcards at 9, had been invented. The truth of the matter was that there was a 33⅓ percent chance Larry would hang out with his band after practice and take turns at the batting cages, another 33⅓ percent  chance he would condescend to accept Missy Eisenstadt’s invitation to watch her younger sister Bibi dance in the Arie Crown Day School production of Petrouchka, and a final 33⅓ percent chance he would spend the night driving up and down Western Avenue contemplating whether it was worth taking the one-in-two-zillion chance that one of his teachers, friends, or relatives might recognize his mother’s car parked in front of the Oak Theater’s All-Nude Revue. But there was further a 100 percent chance that no matter which of those three options he chose, he would wind up telling his mother that he had spent the evening with the mythical Randi Nathan, if only to stop her incessant questions that could with one key inflection make a top high school scholar and musician feel like an incontrovertibly ugly and pathetic, sweaty masturbator.

“That sounds like a good movie,” Lana said, thoughtful and mature. “I hope you enjoy it.”

Michael Rovner made a motion to get up from the table, but before he could, Lana piped up and asked if anyone knew how to make her clothes phosphorescent; she asked if spraying her clothes with white phosphorescent paint might work. Her father allowed that it might and asked why she wanted to know. She said that it might be the way she would introduce her creative report on Marie Curie. The first thing Ms. Powis would grade her on was an “attention getter,” which was worth two out of twenty points. And though some of her fellow students had managed to get the other students’ attention—Matt Swannee had jumped up and down on a box of exploding snap-n-pops; Tom Bain had belched; and she herself had played the 1812 Overture loud for her chest X-ray report—Ms. Powis was a tough grader. No one had gotten two out of two, because Ms. Powis had said that all the aforementioned attention-getting devices were “out of context”—she had written that phrase on the board. Lana theorized that if she entered in darkness, her entire outfit glowing while a voice she recorded on tape said first in French and then in English, “Marie Sklodowska Curie saw the world from inside as no one before,” she would not only get the class’s attention, she would be able to do so fully “in context.” Her father said it sounded like a good idea. He said he would drive her to the hardware store to get the paint.

“Great,” she said. “Then I’ll get a 20. I know it.”

Lana’s father asked what she wanted as a gift if she got the 20. Ellen Rovner looked at him sternly—she disapproved of reward-based systems, but said nothing. Lana had anticipated her father’s question. She had even presented her statement—“Then I’ll get a 20. I know it”—in such a way that it presupposed Michael’s question. She had hoped the question would come, hoped that it would come at the table—in front of witnesses. Calmly, politely, unassumingly, she requested the one thing she had wanted on her Bat Mitzvah and did not receive
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Larry's words

Your words here

Come on over here, Zipporah

Tl show you somethin’ that ain’t in
sour Torah.

Ibeen readin’ the Tanakh.

And T been eatin’ some ruggelich.

She tastes like a bub.

Butshe looks like Franz Kafka.

Puton your tefiln.

Justlike Bob Dylan

Let me hide that afkoman.

Itain't just my hand that's roamin”

You got me spinnin’ my dreidel.

You can take off my talls.

Can T see youin sh,girl>

She broke my middle yatzok.

me some milk, and I'llgive
you some honey.
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