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One 
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THERE’S ROSE, SITTING alone in the last row of wooden synagogue pews. She wears the same navy blue suit that she wore to her husband’s funeral three days before but with a fresh white blouse. She struggles to sit as upright as possible on the slippery pew and adjusts her bifocals which were knocked askew during the process of fitting her walker into the narrow space in front of the seat next to her. At the very least, she tells herself, she can look presentable. Even axe murderers dress up for their day in court. Rose of course is no axe murderer but this doesn’t stop her from feeling like one. 

Rose tries to listen to the rabbi, now in the midst of a lovely eulogy. Rose knows from lovely eulogies, having heard one after another in recent years. Unofficially, she’s an expert in West Los Angeles Jewish funerals. Also, she has heard this rabbi speak before. His best funeral, in her opinion, had been Vivian Goldenblatt’s, when he made rhapsodic pronouncements not just about dear Vivian but an entire generation of European Jewry. We’re losing our bubbes and our zaides, the ones who changed their names at Ellis Island and those who fled the horrors of the Holocaust. One by one, they depart for other worlds, leaving a void that cannot be filled. 

She has never heard this rabbi speak about someone so young. Jeff Wasserman was only thirty-seven years old and boy oh boy did he sound like a wonderful person. A social worker who helped hundreds of people in trouble with drugs, money, mentally disturbed family members, you name it. People in need could call him at all hours of the night because he never turned off his cellular phone. He was someone who always thought about others and devoted himself to his family, friends, and fiancée. 

The rabbi pauses to consult his notes and in the several second span of his silence, sobbing sounds erupt in the synagogue. Rose cringes but persists in scanning the synagogue for more information. What a lovely synagogue, she thinks. Cavernous ceilings, an imitation marble floor, stained glass reproductions of the Chagall windows, fresh white paint everywhere, boxes of pink tissue on the windowsills for the allergic and emotional. Rose always has this opinion about the synagogues. They’re always lovely but this doesn’t mean she’ll frequent them other than for prayers three times a year and death. 

She spots the person sobbing. It’s a woman somewhere in her sixties who must be the boy’s mother. Someone thirty-seven years old is clearly a man but thinking of him as a boy allows Rose to feel even worse. And is that the boy’s sister comforting her mother? And the man next to the mother? Surely, that must be the father. What a nice looking family.

Rose looks down at the floor and confirms that her hands are shaking. A criminal with shaking hands, feh. It’s the smallest of voices in Rose’s head that expresses dissent. She looks again in the direction of the boy’s family, willing them to see her, to understand why she’s here and, if they so choose, to punish her. Only then does she notice the woman sitting in the row behind them, her singularity framed by two empty seats. 

The rabbi continues his eulogy and as he’s speaking, the singular woman turns her head toward the back of the synagogue, granting Rose a full view of her face. Who else could that be but the fiancée? She looks young, more like a girl than a woman. She’s pretty, with thick dark hair pulled into a bun, pale skin, and large eyes. Also, something about her seems familiar but Rose dismisses this, as the faces of the young seem to increasingly remind her of people she used to know.

The singular woman, who Rose now thinks of as “the girl,” suddenly looks in her direction. Rose’s heart starts to beat very fast and she immediately re-directs her focus to the rabbi. She’s not ready for this but what else is new? 

When the service ends, the rabbi provides basic directions to the cemetery for those who do not have those GPS devices in their cars or installed on those newfangled phones. Rose begins the laborious process of standing up and negotiating her body out of the synagogue. Place hands firmly on walker. Plant feet on the floor and visualize the trunk of a tree. Rise like the sun. Back out in the manner of a rusty and ancient automobile before inching sideways and remembering the days you used to jeté offstage, your splits 180 degrees of perfection. Pay your respects and tell them how sorry you are. Do not expect them to forgive you. Rose knows that such internal directives are hit or miss. Today, for example, everything hurts and her whole body makes creaking noises as she stands. 

Upon exiting the synagogue, Rose sees the boy’s family huddled in front of a black car that idles curbside and how her fellow funeral attendees trickle toward them in haphazard configurations to offer condolences. Rose watches how the family receives the slow-moving stream of people, some practiced at this; others grasping for words that do not materialize. As always, Rose detects movement patterns: how the boy’s father merely nods at each expression of condolence; how the boy’s mother grasps the hands of each condolence-giver; how the boy’s sister keeps her hand glued to her mother’s shoulder. I’m terribly sorry for your loss. She practices the line in her head, trying to muster up the nerve. But then what? My husband didn’t mean to kill anyone? If you need to blame someone, blame me? Rose feels the inadequacy of language bearing down on her spine like a crushing weight. And yet, she forces herself to inch toward the grieving family, who no doubt will be getting into that black car at any moment. She doesn’t yet know how she will explain who she is, only that she must. 

As Rose gets closer to the family, she spots the girl at the top of the synagogue’s steps that lead to the street. The girl lingers there, motionless, and strikes Rose yet again with her singularity. Rose’s eyes start to water, as if exposed to a smoking, burning object. Why did this girl also sit alone at this boy’s funeral? 

“Excuse me?” Rose calls out to the girl while trying to summon the best possible memories of Morry but this tactic fails, as he only reminds her of the wrong words. 

Rose? I can’t find my keys.

The girl maneuvers down the synagogue steps in a halting, labored gait, as if she’s a toddler still learning how to walk. She does not appear to have heard Rose. 

“Excuse me.” Rose tries again though she fears her voice will go nowhere as usual. The nicotine-stained and grief-soaked sound of her voice, even more than her memory lapses and limited mobility, reinforce her fear of winding up like the ancient and discarded objects she sometimes finds in a burial pile deep inside one of her closets. Many of her dear friends wound up exactly this way, slumped into wheelchairs, their heads lolling off to one side or the other. For proof that they existed, a person had to look elsewhere. 

Rose clears her throat and tries again. “Excuse me miss.” Better, she thought of her vocal performance. Or rather: not bad for someone who’s ninety-three with weak lungs, arthritis in her knees, a double hip replacement, severe osteoporosis, and high blood pressure. “Excuse me.” 

At last, the girl looks in her direction. Rose knows she’s not doing her blood pressure any favors as she meets the girl by the bottom of the synagogue steps. The girl smells like some kind of floral soap and strands of escaped hair from her bun now frame her face. Though she’s terrified of this girl, Rose cannot help but feel a kinship with her. She too used to wear her hair in a bun, though of the kind that involved a rigorous laboring to tame every single strand into submission. A ballerina trying to pay the rent in her day couldn’t afford to do otherwise. 

“I . . .” Rose looks up at the girl and tries to glimpse the person behind the loss. But the girl’s sadness swirls around her like a swath of kinetic and opaque fabric. 

“Have we met before?” The girl smiles and extends her hand. “I’m Nina. Nina Romaine.” 

They shake hands and the sensation of the girl’s warm and sweaty palm against her dry cold one almost brings tears to Rose’s eyes. The tropics versus Siberia, she thinks. Perhaps this is a huge mistake. 

Rose tries to introduce herself. She says, “I very much wanted to meet you,” but then her hands start to shake. 

Rose? Where are my keys?

The girl looks and waves in the direction of the boy’s family. “I’m sorry but I have to go. Will I see you at the cemetery?” 

What do you need them for? Jewish Family Service has a wonderful ride share program. We can sign up. 

Rose shakes her head. 

“Oh. Are you coming back to Frances’s house afterward?” 

Rose shakes her head again and grips her walker with as much strength as she can muster. If only this girl could extract the confession from her heart and perform other God-like maneuvers that on most days have no place in her belief system. 

“I would like to speak with you at a more convenient time.” 

Oy Rose. Who uses the word “convenient” at a funeral? 

But the girl only stares at her with confusion, or maybe, curiosity. This gives Rose the courage to finally say, “I’m terribly sorry for your loss.” 

––––––––
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ROSE SAT ON her favorite boardwalk bench, the one nearest to the police substation. She still loved this bench for its ocean view and proximity to the abstract sculpture that crowned a small grassy hill and marked the epicenter of Venice Beach. And though she harbored new and alarming opinions about sitting so close to law enforcement, Rose believed she had the best chance of spotting the girl from this vantage point. After all, a person had to be practical when conducting a stakeout.

Was it acceptable to feed birds when conducting a stakeout? Rose had no idea. She had never staked out anyone before nor had she bothered to consult experts on the subject. But she knew she had more time to kill before the girl’s class ended so she opened her Ziploc bag of breadcrumbs. 

For the record: Rose had navigated most of her old age inspired by intact memories of her younger self, who viewed white-haired women tending to various avian populations with a mixture of pity and detachment. But then came the day she felt compelled to leave the house after another pointless argument with Morry about making a doctor’s appointment. On her way out the door, she had grabbed the half-eaten loaf of stale challah from her kitchen counter and made an impulse decision to visit the birds of the Venice canals. Only that day, the ache in her knees prevented her from managing the half-mile walk and so she had settled for feeding select chutzpahdik seagulls on the boardwalk. The ducks, egrets, and herons of the canals had been surviving just fine without her so surely they would continue on with their days. 

Since then, Rose consistently looked forward to her exclusively boardwalk dealings with the seagulls, pigeons, and occasional sparrow here and there. It cheered her up to imagine Italian counterparts similarly afflicted with osteoporosis and the ghost problem common to the pronounced elderly industriously at work in the original Venice with this exact subset of bird population but of course with more pigeons than seagulls. Her procedure, honed from two years of trial and error, was basic yet effective. She only offered breadcrumbs and when she fed them, she tried to prevent the stronger birds from bullying the weaker ones. It often became important that she do some shooing. 

“Shoo.” Rose rattled her walker at two large gulls who had ganged up on a small, dark pigeon. The gulls hopped a few steps away from the breadcrumbs before returning seconds later to feast on remains and torment the same small pigeon. Rose sighed. She didn’t like bullies. 

Rose ran her hand through her mostly empty Ziploc bag and extracted the few remaining crumbs, which she then scattered on the ground. At least nine birds took notice. This comforted Rose, though she had never imagined her life reducing itself to this: her, communing with urban birds while she stared at the ocean awash with nostalgia. To think she was the last of the newcomers from Europe that settled around the boardwalk after the war. That she actually used to be a young person watching the older Jews from a distance. It was she who used to speed past them on her way to rehearsals or to teach her classes as they sat on the benches in front of the old hotels, all of them no longer in existence. All day they sat there, wetting their fingers with their tongues to better flip the pages of their books and newspapers, arguing about Neo-Nazis, Communists, the PLO, and Republicans, playing chess or pinochle, eating sunflower seeds, and mostly, keeping to themselves. 

Then came a period of approximately an entire decade when Rose felt as if she attended a funeral almost every day. She and Morry had certainly saved a lot of money at the supermarket from all the noshing, obligatory and otherwise, on shiva food. Quite frankly, they had bagels and lox coming out of their ears. But more importantly, Rose valued these occasions for the sole reason that some of them could still gather, if only to mourn. She personally enjoyed belonging to civilization this way and relished opportunities to dress up in her dark suits and ruin gratuitous eye makeup jobs from all the expressions of sorrow. As they milled around the shiva buffet, she and the remaining Venice Beach first generation alter cockers would reminisce not only about the passing of dear Vivian or Hyman or Myra, but of an entire generation of European Jewry. Collectively, they would shake their heads over the fading great grandparents with Alzheimer’s spending their final days in publicly funded nursing homes and the still vibrant Holocaust survivors felled suddenly by heart attacks or strokes while in the midst of speaking engagements at elementary schools and synagogue ribbon cutting ceremonies. Maybe in Heaven everyone still speaks Yiddish, they would say. What of it? 

On the other hand, Rose really had no business feeling like the last Jew on earth, considering the senior center on Ozone Avenue continued to open its doors and attracted a fair number of second generation Jewish elderly. Years had simply passed since Rose enjoyed a proper conversation with anyone in Yiddish. Her dear friend Lillian Rabinowitz, for example, couldn’t speak a word. For years, she and Lillian ate lunch together and practiced keeping their minds sharp by trying to invent new complaints about the food. Once, during a routine lament about the collective loss of their taste buds, Rose had reminisced about the rich and salty flavor of her mother’s gribbenes, only Lillian could not relate. She was eleven years younger than Rose, a native of Queens, New York, and knew nothing about the treat of chicken fat on Friday afternoons in a Byelorussian town. Which meant that Rose stood alone in a tiny kitchen with a wood burning oven, watching her mother break up a piece of challah into thirds and on each piece, smearing a bit of chicken fat. Her two sisters always reminded her of the wild neighborhood dogs foraging for edible bits of garbage the way they devoured their share of the gribbenes. Even then, Rose had a different approach to food, or rather, to life. She would hold the oily, creamy chicken fat in her mouth and let it melt on her tongue. For one second, maybe two, she believed she literally tasted the story her mother loved to tell about the World to Come, when all the Jews would be safe from murderers, alive and well for infinity in golden and peaceful Jerusalem.

“Shoo.” Enough was enough. Rose waved her arms at the hovering gulls and let them know in no uncertain terms that the early bird dinner special was over. She had never enjoyed the immediate aftermath of excess reverie and thinking of Lillian only made her feel even more nauseous. How she had yearned for Lillian’s opinion when she decided to exile herself from the Center. 

Rose grabbed her walker handles to stand up for purposes of circulation and that’s precisely when she saw the girl on the concrete area near the police substation. The girl wore black yoga pants, carried a beach towel, and appeared to be saying goodbye to a man and a woman. Were those her students? She watched the girl continue on alone to the grassy area directly in front of her, where she proceeded to remove her shoes. Rose could not believe that she had gotten this exactly right on her third attempt. 

After asking the girl at the boy’s funeral if they might speak at a more convenient time, the girl had reached into her purse and produced a flyer with her telephone number. Beach Yoga, six-week session, taught by Nina Romaine. Tuesdays at four. Ignore the yoga information, the girl had told her, unless she happened to be interested. To which Rose had thought: Does she not see that I can barely stand? This knowledge of the girl’s profession, however, had slightly altered the state of Rose’s terror and she had every intention of phoning the girl to make an appointment. But after a week of staring at the telephone in her kitchen, she decided to try and waylay the girl in person. Clearly, she needed a more aggressive nudging toward the acts of confession and restitution. 

The first time she tried this stakeout business, Rose had learned that the beach yoga class happened on the sand. This meant that she would have to be especially strategic about waylaying the girl because she had respectfully given up any and all sand navigation activities since using a walker. The second time, she learned that while the beach yoga class met by the police substation, not all of the students returned in this direction afterward. That time, the girl must have also exited the beach from a different access point. 

But now, this stroke of fortune. Say something! Only Rose couldn’t. She lowered herself back onto the bench and thought of her husband. 

Rose? I can’t find my keys.

Fortunately, the girl appeared to be preoccupied with her hamstrings. This turned out to be a complete blessing since Rose hadn’t mind-danced in at least two months and she certainly missed it, even though she currently felt unworthy of its stress relieving benefits. 

Right leg forward and lunge. Straighten right leg and stretch. Straighten and bend, straighten and bend. Place your right hand on the ground and raise your left arm to the sky. Twist. Her mind could perform the girl’s movements to perfection. Rose had discovered this vicarious ability when she was seventy-one, a few weeks after she stopped teaching and dancing for good. While watching the San Francisco Ballet perform the Nutcracker on PBS, her mind began to follow the movements of the dancers in a way that placed her onstage with them, no matter that her body remained rooted to her chair. This led to the discovery that her mind could still execute the choreography that she performed in a 1951 production of Swan Lake and her favorite across-the-floor combination she used to teach her most advanced students. And on those occasions when mind-dancing caused her to feel a little too sad and stuck in the past, she would remember the wonderful, also-on-PBS documentary she had the great fortune of catching, where a famous dancer from the Ballet Russe de Monte Carlo divulged that his mind behaved in this exact same way. Dancers never stop dancing, he said and something in the way he struggled to sit upright in his wheelchair made Rose believe him. 

But then the girl stopped stretching. She reached for her sneakers and Rose tried to grasp onto the now-or-never nature of this opportunity. “Excuse me.”

Only the girl, caught up in the task of lacing her shoes, didn’t seem to hear her. 

“Excuse me.” Rose waved her arms and in the process, freed undetected specks of breadcrumbs that had stuck to her sweater. The gulls immediately returned and frenzied by the sudden windfall, pecked away like there was no tomorrow. Rose kept waving until the girl finally looked in her direction. Rose did not have the eyesight to read the expression on the girl’s face and so she did not know if the girl remembered her. But then the girl started walking toward her. 

I made a terrible mistake. Rose practiced the line in her head and tried not to succumb to the despair of owing this girl something she did not have the power to give.

“Hi. You were at . . . the funeral?” The girl suddenly stood over her, having scattered the birds in the process. Rose knew she couldn’t have been very tall, but everyone looked like a giant to her these days. In her prime, she had been five foot two and couldn’t for the life of her pinpoint the moment she became four foot ten. 

“Yes. I found you through your yoga advertisement.”

“Oh.” The girl paused. “Right. I gave you a flyer. I’m sorry, how did you . . . are you a relative?” 

Rose opened her mouth to offer clarification but no words emerged and so it became suddenly and urgently important that this girl not think her senile. Rose knew from personal experience that once someone thought you were senile, it became almost impossible to reverse the tide of opinion. “I wanted to talk with you,” she managed to say. 

The girl smiled. “Do you live around here?” 

Rose grabbed onto the question like a life preserver and pointed down the boardwalk, in the direction of the former Waldorf Hotel on Westminster Avenue. She explained she had lived on the third floor of that building for over thirty years. 

“You’re Jewish.” The girl made it clear that she wasn’t asking a question. 

Rose nodded. “So are you.” 

The girl smiled and touched her hair. 

Rose said, “A lot of Jewish people used to live around here.”

“They still do.” 

“No. The old ones have died out. This used to be like a little Miami Beach.” 

“Really?” The girl looked interested and Rose did her absolute best to refrain from talking her poor ear off. This was hardly the time or place to start reminiscing about the dates she used to have on the Ocean Park Pier or the kosher bakery on the boardwalk that sold challah not quite how her mother used to make it but very tasty all the same. So many things this girl probably didn’t know about the past and who was she to enlighten her?

Rose tried to proceed with the conversation in a lucid fashion. She asked the girl about her yoga teaching and explained she was a former dance teacher and that being ninety-three in no way diminished her love for movement of any kind. And then the girl said, “I used to be a dancer also.” And then Rose said, “Is that so?” And then they marveled at this particular coincidence a little longer than what might be called conventional. 

And then the girl said, “I’m sorry, I didn’t get your name . . .”

“My name is Rose, Rose Perchik. My husband . . .” Rose paused, trying to breathe. 

Rose? Where are my keys?

“Your husband?” The girl looked genuinely puzzled and at first this caused Rose a great deal of irritation. She had to talk herself out of the irritation: What’s with the irritation, Rose? Expecting people right and left to read your mind just like that? 

“I’m not a relative of the family. I came because . . .” Rose started to feel terrible, like she might vomit or faint. 

Let them stay lost. It’s a sign.

“Oh.” The girl sat down on the bench. “I think I understand. You’re . . . ?”

Rose looked at the girl and her luminous dark brown eyes, wide with nothing more than compassion. “My husband. My husband passed away recently.” 

The girl grabbed her hand. “I know. I’m very sorry for your loss. That must have been . . . I mean, thank you for coming to Jeff’s funeral.” 

Rose shook her head. She had so much to say to this girl who had no business behaving in this merciful fashion. 

“Would you like to grab a cup of tea?” The girl held onto her hand as she waited for an answer. 

“Maybe another time, dear.” Rose withdrew her hand from the girl’s grasp. “But it was nice talking to you.” She felt the truth of the words and how they slowed down the beating of her heart. She smiled at the girl and considered a new possibility; that maybe, the confession could wait. 
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THERE’S NINA, SITTING alone in the second row of wooden synagogue pews and directly behind Jeff’s mother, father, and sister. She’s wearing black, even though she knows that Jews don’t necessarily wear this color to their funerals. She tries to maintain a tall spine, not because she’s a yoga teacher with a solid Iyengar background, but because she googled “dealing with crushing grief” last night and stumbled upon an article by a cheery cognitive behavioral therapist who suggested “acting the opposite.” She’s thinking that maybe she has made a mistake, to sit by herself. But as she stares at the backs of the heads of Jeff’s family members, she cannot help but feel the smallest of reprieves. 

What exactly do they know? 

It’s this particular question that guided Nina’s decision to sit behind them, though to be fair, Frances had spotted her when she walked into the synagogue and pointed with the limpest of index fingers to the remaining empty seat in her family’s pew. 

She knows that Jeff was close to Frances, his sister, and on cordial yet distant terms with his parents, whom he always referred to by their first names, Eleanor and Ben. They had this in common, growing up with parents who wanted to be called by their first names. Frances had been the one to call her about the accident and had only asked if she was still out of town. In the relaying of necessary terrible facts and funeral details, Jeff’s sister had otherwise given no indication of knowing anything. 

If they knew, you wouldn’t have been invited. You would have been cast out of the synagogue, branded with some contemporary yet distinctly Jewish version of a scarlet letter. But you want them to know, don’t you? That way, you can feel something. 

Nina bows her head and focuses on the fake marble synagogue floor. It has not escaped her awareness that she once visited this very West Los Angeles synagogue with the cavernous ceilings and stained glass reproductions of the Chagall Windows on a Yom Kippur more than three years ago. Then, she had been an extremely recent transplant to Los Angeles and unaware that a person named Jeff Wasserman would soon materialize in her yoga class and quickly distinguish himself as a male student of flexible hips and consistently audible Ujjayi breath. She had come to this synagogue still actively mourning the loss of her Bubbe Essie, missing New York, and haunted by the vow she had made about Laz. The onset of grief had been swift and torrential when the cantor began to chant the traditional Kol Nidre prayer. Please don’t cry, she had told herself, feeling the tears pooling at the corners of her eyes and threatening to dampen the synagogue floor. 

But that was then. Now, Nina feels nothing but a faint buzzing in her fingers and toes as she struggles to recall what she has read about the various stages of grief. Numbness. Denial. Stage One. I woke up and it was like getting hit by a Mack Truck so I ingested copious amounts of Xanax and Vicodin and finally understood why someone could accidentally overdose on heroin. She’s familiar with the clichés but cannot summon them with precision. 

Nina tries to focus on the rabbi’s eulogy. Jeff Wasserman: loyal son, dedicated brother, talented social worker, engaged to be married. Nina senses the rabbi works off some hastily scrawled yet heartfelt list of golden attributes submitted by Jeff’s parents and/or sister but she can’t fully hear him because the word “tomorrow” won’t stop echo-whispering in her ear. The word reverberates throughout her body and bulges with subtext. Tomorrow, as in: I can’t face you today. Tomorrow, as in: there’s still time. 

Nina swivels her head away from the front of the room, seeking the briefest of respites from the family that sits in front of her. And in the very back of the synagogue, she sees an old woman. She is tiny, with an entire pew to herself. She has snow-white hair, thick glasses, and is impeccably dressed in a navy blue suit. The woman appears to be fidgeting in her seat yet also seems intently focused on the rabbi, her lips slightly moving as he continues with his eulogy. Nina pays close attention to the woman’s lips and remembers the way her Bubbe Essie used to read the newspaper. And so, for the briefest of seconds, she forgets where she is. 

––––––––
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NINA SAT ON a storage box in Serena’s office, waiting for the new yoga studio manager to finish her phone conversation. It was her first day back teaching at Cat/Cow Yoga and she had arrived twenty minutes early before her scheduled class at the request of Serena, who kept smiling at her and mouthing “sorry” as she talked. Nina guessed from the multiple times she said, “I see what you’re saying” and “no problem” and “of course” that she dealt with a superior from corporate headquarters.  

Corporate Fucking Headquarters. Everything else in your life is new and not necessarily improved so why not this also? Nina felt a tightening sensation in her chest as she considered the irrevocable shift in the vibe of her workplace. A year ago, when the former owner of Cat/Cow sold his business to a New York City-based mind-body-wellness conglomerate with branches all over the country, she had braced herself for the inevitable change. Instead, months went by where she taught her classes like she always had during the last three years of her employment at this studio, with the sparsest of interference from management. Then came the accident, when she had canceled all of her teaching commitments for two months, with the exception of two private clients and her beach yoga class.

Today, however, was The Day. When she walked into the studio’s entrance, new front desk people greeted her, wearing identical gray T-shirts that matched the new carpet. The three Buddha statues and a curvy, abstract, aquamarine sculpture titled “Pranayama,” by a local Venice artist, no longer adorned the lobby, having been replaced by racks of expensive yoga pants in colors ranging from sleek black to vibrant hues of scarlet and violet and tank tops emblazoned with the conglomerate’s infinity sign logo. Commerce had definitely superseded art in defining the official lobby décor and Nina wondered what Serena planned to do with the office formerly inhabited by a woman named Jane, who held herbal tea-fueled meetings with her employees on soft, peach-colored cushions. 

Serena finally clicked off her call and apologized to Nina for both the wait and the mess of the current office environs. “I’ll have a couple of chairs in here soon,” she promised and pulled up another storage box so she could ostensibly sit at Nina’s level and butter her up with friendly direct eye contact before relaying news that Nina most likely did not want to hear. 

“First of all, I just want to say . . . on behalf of everyone here . . . how sorry we all are for your loss. I hope you received our card.” Serena paused, wearing the expression that Nina now recognized in many people who didn’t know her well but had knowledge of her circumstances. These were people with good intentions but awkward delivery—stiff hand gestures, ominous pauses, telling her she’ll feel better with time—which often prompted Nina to try and comfort them. 

“Thank you. And yes, I did, thanks.” Nina made a half-hearted attempt to regard her new boss with compassion, optimism, and non-judgment. Only she couldn’t squelch her opinion that Serena looked straight out of Central Casting, with her pink highlights, sparkling purple nose ring, a small tattoo of the infinity sign on her upper left bicep, and a yoga pants and tank top outfit that clearly originated from the new racks in the renovated lobby. 

Nina forced herself to smile at Serena. “It’s good to be back.” That much, she meant, didn’t she? Because how much longer could she wake up past noon and debate whether this was the day that she resume showering on a regular basis? Since Jeff’s funeral, she had barely managed to move into a new apartment and aside from buying a new futon, had not furnished or decorated her new home. This meant she woke up every morning surrounded by boxes, bare walls, and ample floor space. She and Frances had cleaned out the apartment where she had lived with Jeff and she could only bring herself to save anything to do with the kitchen: the Ikea table and chairs, the dishes, the pots and pans, and other assorted cookware. These objects, she hoped, would connect her to more bearable memories of her life with Jeff, than say, the furniture in the bedroom. Also, she had done most of the cooking during their relationship. 

“So . . . I am so sorry to have to review all this with you on your first day back but . . . I got to do my job, right?” Serena scrunched up her face and shrugged, her body language a clear variation on don’t-shoot-the-messenger. “Anyway, I thought it was best to talk to you now about the changes in studio policy and what we’re asking everyone to do so we can all thrive and keep up our numbers. This country may be in a recession but people still need yoga, right?” 

Nina sat up straighter on the storage box and tried to relax the reflexive tightening of her shoulders. Eleven years ago, when she took her first ever yoga class, she could not hook her fingers behind her back to do gomukhasana and had felt a recognizable kind of shame when the teacher brought her a strap. Dancers shouldn’t need straps, she remembered thinking, but the teacher, having dealt with the bruised egos specific to dancers during yoga practice, had said this: Some of us are born with certain shoulders or it’s where we habitually store our stress. Either way, there’s nothing to judge. The words of this yoga teacher seared themselves into Nina’s memory and two years later, she could get into the pose without a strap. Since then, whenever she thought about the difficulty of personal evolution, she would remind herself of the first time she could connect her fingers behind her back. 

“Well, I haven’t been here in two months so it will probably take a few classes before all my students come back,” she said to Serena, trying to sound objective as opposed to defensive. Should she remind this woman that prior to her leave of absence, she taught six classes a week at Cat/Cow and averaged fifteen-to-twenty students per class? Should she mention her other professional commitments, such as teaching yoga to at-risk and low-income youth in after-school programs or her healthy roster of loyal private clients? She had considered herself lucky, having secured most of this employment shortly after relocating to Los Angeles and couldn’t remember the last time she needed to sell herself to a prospective employer. 

Serena nodded with what Nina considered to be a suspicious amount of vigor and launched into a lecture on the importance of personal brand building on social media now that it was 2008 and the world was in the middle of the biggest revolution since the television or the car or . . . Serena had paused there, unsuccessful in her efforts to piece together a coherent history of technology and pivotal inventions. Several times, Nina had to tell herself to relax her shoulders as Serena suggested she create a separate professional Facebook page. “Also, some of our teachers are really loving Twitter. Personally, I think Twitter’s been a major game changer for people who are serious about personal brand building. You might want to check it out.”

Shit. You’re an evangelist. Since moving to LA three years ago, Nina had witnessed an astonishing number of friends and acquaintances transform into no-questions-asked religious fundamentalists who worshipped all things social media and online interactivity. With these people, it felt pointless to express any criticism of these technologies because they would just call her a Luddite and dismiss her as a now un-cool person out of touch with the zeitgeist. And fuck it, maybe she was a Luddite. She had yet to purchase one of those supposedly fabulous iPhones and she had reluctantly signed up for Facebook about eight months ago, where a friend request from Laz had awaited her. She had not friended him, an action that allowed her to feel a false sense of virtuousness, at least until he had sent her that email. 

It’s only an email. It still made her face flush hot with shame, this monstrosity of a lie. 

Nina tried to focus. She nodded and smiled at Serena and told her that she would consider her suggestions as she worked on rebuilding her class following. This seemed to appease Serena, who smiled back. “I’m really looking forward to working with you Nina and I can’t wait to take your class soon, I heard it’s great.” 

Nina got up from the storage box, remembering an email from Serena about how she would be taking every teacher’s class, not as a formal evaluation or anything but simply to get a better sense of everyone’s style, which would then be communicated back to corporate. “Nice meeting you,” she forced herself to say. 

Serena ushered her out of her office and excused herself to make another phone call. She shut the door and Nina had about ten minutes until the start of her level 2/3 vinyasa flow class. She decided to visit the bathroom though she did not need to pee and locked herself in a stall, where she took several deep breaths. All this training she had as a teacher and student of yoga and yet, at this moment, she had trouble with her breath. Even in this stall, she could feel the outside world encroaching and she remembered the last class she taught before the accident, where she had to tell a student to put away her cell phone. The student had been texting right up until the beginning of class and then had placed her phone right in front of her yoga mat. But this had provoked Nina far less than what had come next: that although the student did as told, she explained to Nina, in that kind of annoyed tone indicating you once thought the person who just wronged you was cool, that she was expecting a super important message. As long as she silenced her phone, what was the harm in keeping it next to her? 

Inhale. Exhale. The world is changing whether you like it or not. 

Nina sat in the stall for another two minutes trying to breathe. She willed her mind to empty itself of all thoughts and judgments and that’s when she remembered Rose and their conversation on the boardwalk. She had promised to call Rose and follow up on her “rain check” offer for a cup of tea. Only she hadn’t, as it had both frightened and exhausted her to contemplate their possible discussion topics. 

But the truth was this: Since the accident, Nina had felt like she really couldn’t talk to anyone. To present the whole picture to someone in some grand gesture of unburdening seemed absolutely out of the question. And what was the whole picture anyway? 

Nina exited the bathroom stall, washed her hands, and made a decision: she would call Rose. At least, there would be no explaining of recent circumstances with each other or no having to ease the discomfort of others as they attempted their well-meaning expression of condolences. Perhaps, they could even communicate something meaningful to each other. Or, at the very least, they could have lunch. 

––––––––
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“HE SOUNDED LIKE such a lovely young man.” Rose said this about a half an hour into their lunch at the Fig Tree Café, after precisely six bites of a grilled mozzarella and tomato sandwich. 

Nina nodded and took another bite of her veggie burger. She had not meant to count the number of bites Rose took from her sandwich but she had been trying to stall the moment where they felt compelled to start talking about THEM. 

“I always respected social workers,” Rose said. “They do so much for people even though their pay is terrible.” 

“Jeff was good at his job,” Nina managed to say. “What did your husband do?” 

“He was a professor of art history. He taught at several local colleges.” 

Nina waited for Rose to elaborate. From the beginning, she had felt soothed by the sound of Rose’s craggy vocal chords that still retained a slight Eastern European accent and hinted at a cigarette smoking past. Her Bubbe Essie had spoken with a similar Yiddish inflection. 

“Dear. I need to tell you something.” 

“Sure. Do you want more coffee?” Nina pointed at their waiter, last sighted about a half hour ago. Rose nodded and Nina signaled the waiter for drink refills: lemonade for her and decaf for Rose. Shouldn’t we be doing this over whiskey? Can you drink whiskey with lunch when you’re ninety-three? 

The waiter left to procure the requested beverage refills and Rose cleared her throat. “The accident. It was all my fault.” 

“Oh. I don’t . . .” Nina froze and looked down at her plate. I know how you feel, she wanted to say. 

“It’s true, dear, and I’m so sorry. Please don’t hate my husband.” 

“Of course I don’t hate your husband. It was an accident.” Nina prayed that Rose wouldn’t start to cry. Since Jeff’s passing, she had discovered that watching other people cry no longer did the job of triggering copycat, cathartic behavior. These days, the sight of other people crying only reminded her of her own inner numbness. 

But Rose only stared at her half-eaten sandwich. 

Nina said, “You weren’t in the car.” 

“It was still my fault.” 

The waiter arrived to refill their drinks and Nina watched Rose take tiny, incremental sips of coffee. It did puncture her numbness ever so slightly to recognize another person in the throes of guilt. “It’s not your fault, even if it feels like it.” 

Rose shook her head and spoke in half-finished sentences. “Dear, I . . . I’m very sorry that . . . You must miss him very much.” 

Nina could only nod. She could barely remember herself as a person who had no trouble crying in public, like at the movies or other people’s funerals. A few days ago, she had finally begun to cry in the privacy of her new apartment. This exclusively took place in her bathroom, the only room with a door that locked. It didn’t matter that she now lived alone. Locking the bathroom door gave her permission to slump against the bathtub and lower her head toward her chest. And if the tears didn’t come, she would put her hands on her eyes and press hard.

“I’m sorry, dear. Forgive me for saying anything.” 

“It’s okay. It’s hard, isn’t it? Missing someone all the time?” 

“Very much so. But you know what comforts me? I like to think about how we first met.” 

Nina nodded. She understood Rose, even if she could not currently relate. She attempted to eat a few more bites of her lunch and Rose did the same. They talked about the pros and cons of living in Venice and Nina found herself enjoying Rose’s company. What was it about this woman that made her feel so at home? She could definitely rule out any physical resemblance to her grandmothers, one who passed away when Nina was twelve and the other, three years ago. Those grandmothers had been more amply endowed and Nina could still grasp onto a childhood sensation of them embracing her with soft, fleshy arms and cushiony breasts. Both had dyed their hair in various shades of brown and red up until finding themselves in the hospital, one, wheezing with severe pneumonia and cognizant that she might be living out her final moments, and the other, felled by a stroke, not so much. She had retained fond if distant memories of Grandma Sylvia, who died when she was in the seventh grade. But Bubbe Essie—short for Esther—still loomed in the front of her consciousness. There she remained, a vibrant, almost tangible force, i.e. Nina could still taste the cloyingly sweet butterscotch flavor of the candies her grandmother used to slip her in shul. Even now, she associated the sucking of hard candy with her parents’ efforts to expose her to traditional Jewish experiences by dropping her off at her grandparents’ house to spend the Sabbath. How lucky she had been, to have moved back to Los Angeles eight months before Bubbe Essie’s death and to have eaten multiple plates of cantaloupe and blueberries with her grandmother while playing innumerable rounds of kaluki. 

As they talked, Nina learned that Rose had lived a far more secular existence than either of her grandmothers and seemed neutral on the subject of card games. But when Rose asked her questions, she felt the same compulsion that she always associated with Bubbe Essie, where she tried to present her best possible self, as if the practice of fake-it-until-you-make-it could actually permeate her innermost core and eradicate all the lesser selves. Every time she visited Bubbe Essie in her final years, they’d play a couple rounds of kaluki and then her grandmother would proclaim, “Tell me about your life.” So Nina would, each time becoming an editor par excellence, only serving up the choicest bits from her flawed, all-too-human existence. 

They talked for two hours that day at the Fig Tree Café. When the waiter brought the check, Nina said, “It’s on me.”

“Absolutely not,” Rose said. “You must let me buy you lunch.” 

Beginnings, Nina thought. Beginnings were always beautiful. 

––––––––
[image: ]


NEVER DATE ONE of your students. So Nina reminds herself on a Wednesday evening in 2005. She’s been teaching at Cat/Cow Yoga for six months now and has applied the self-imposed policy with the same sort of exactitude that she had in all the studios where she taught in New York. 

Nonetheless, there he stands before her, this new student with curly dirty-blond hair and crinkly hazel eyes. She guesses he’s about her age, give or take a year or two and yes, she had already given him some extracurricular, distinctly non-yoga-class-related thought more than once since he first showed up to take her class some five weeks ago. He has attended her class every Wednesday and wow, does he have notably flexible hips for a man. This is a man who loves to do double pigeon and half lotus. And like her, his Achilles heel can be found squarely in his shoulders. Sometimes, after class, she has given him further suggestions for relaxing bodily tension. Have you tried alternate nostril breathing or legs up against a wall or child’s pose with arms outstretched for an indefinite period of time? Those are great poses to do at home. Good to know, he would always say and his smile of thanks seemed to last a second or two longer than what she deemed an appropriate student-teacher interaction. 

“Great job tonight,” she tells him on this particular evening, as she’s disconnecting her iPod from the studio’s speaker system. Tonight, she had felt a special kinship with her playlist, which featured a mash-up of tunes by Thievery Corporation, Fleetwood Mac, Roxy Music, the world fusion virtuoso Natacha Atlas, and her new favorite, the Gypsy Punk band Gogol Bordello. As a yoga teacher who has done her fair share of practicing without music, Nina believes in the power of a good tune to inform the practice. Over the years, she has cultivated a secret pride in her playlists, which reflect both her eclectic musical tastes and her aversion to playing “yoga music,” i.e. an hour and a half of non-stop kirtan chants or predictable, Putomaya-esque world music compilations for The Yoga Studio. 

“Thanks,” he says. “Thanks to you, I think I’m finally getting kounin . . .”

“Koundinyasana B. That’s what we did tonight.” She finds his attempt at Sanskrit endearing and does her best to sound friendly and peer-like as opposed to pedantic and lofty. 

“Yeah. That’s my favorite arm balance.” 

“It’s a very satisfying pose when you get it.” You and me and koundinyasana B. Jeff and Nina sitting in a tree. Nina knows she’s skating on thin ice when she feels these compulsions to rhyme. 

“So I was wondering . . .” Jeff pauses. To Nina, he suddenly appears slightly on edge. As a yoga teacher, this troubles her, considering he just spent ninety minutes trying to unwind. But as someone who hasn’t been on a date since she moved to Los Angeles eight months ago, she finds herself paying close and giddy attention to her student’s shift in energy. 

“Can you have a cocktail if you’re a yoga teacher?” He blushes ever so slightly as he asks the question, which more or less clinches Nina’s answer. 

“Every yoga teacher is different. Some only drink herbal tea. Others lead wine-chocolate-vinyasa flow workshops.” 

“And what kind of yoga teacher are you?” 

“I’ve been known to have a drink or two.” 

She smiles. He grins. She smiles again. Poof goes a rule she supposedly lived by for the last seven years. He takes out his cell phone to get her number and she reminds him that cell phone use of any kind in the yoga studio is frowned upon. They laugh and she feels giddy with lawlessness. Who knew that rule-breaking at her age could be this much fun? She gives him her number and he promises to call, but first, he wants to know what she’s doing tonight. 

They meet hours later at a Venice restaurant with a late night happy hour. They collectively swill six cocktails and talk about their lives. You lived in New York? Me too! You studied acting before you became a social worker? I was a dancer before I became a yoga teacher!  In the euphoric midst of processing these rapid-fire discoveries, Nina experiences several seconds of remembering that Laz also moved to New York to become an actor. But this does not give her pause, not when the man now sitting in front of her feels so fresh and indicative of her personal evolution. You’re a vegetarian, Reform Jew with Buddhist/secular humanist inclinations? I’m a quasi-vege-pesce-tarian, culturally affiliated, High Holiday Jew with Buddhist/secular humanist inclinations! It fits! It basically fits!

As she sips her raspberry mojitos, Nina feels the high that comes from recognizing another person’s specifics. Tonight feels like the first time that she has summed herself up like this, no matter that she has done so innumerable times in countless venues and over a kaleidoscopic array of colorful cocktails. Tonight feels like the first time she actually means it, when she says things, like: Me too. Or: I know exactly what you mean. 

Finally, it’s about one-thirty in the morning and their server drops off the check, a gentle reminder that the remaining restaurant staff needs to go home.  They leave the bar and she waits for him to kiss her. Only he refrains from the act until they find themselves standing in front of her car and he asks her if she’s sufficiently sober to drive herself home. Afterward, he asks, “Can we do this again?”

“Will you still come to class?” 

“Yes.” 

“Well then yes.” 

She drives home, suffused by an unfamiliar calmness that commingles with the expected nervy sensation in the pit of her stomach that normally prevents her from sleep after such rarified encounters. The calmness speaks: You are home. You can rest. Aum Shanti Shanti. Peace, peace, peace. 
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FOR THE RECORD, here’s what Nina loved about Jeff: He didn’t just give money to homeless people; he bought them sandwiches and talked to them but also knew when to walk away. Dogs patrolling their yards almost never barked at him when he passed by. He helped his sister Frances through a bad break up and drove all over the city with her until she found a new apartment she could afford on her own. He overtipped at restaurants. He rarely talked about his clients and when he did, he never slipped up and mentioned them by name. He loved to drive on PCH, past Malibu and into Ventura County, stopping frequently to admire the juxtaposition of mountains and ocean. He always kept tea tree oil in a spray bottle and used it regularly to refresh his yoga mat. He asked more questions than he gave answers and never went on and on about himself. He liked to hold doors open for her, always prefacing the action with an “I know this is sexist but . . .” He struggled mightily against inciting competitions of righteousness between them. He did, didn’t he? He sincerely tried his best to withhold judgment, even when he couldn’t stop himself from deeming her guilty for behavior more selfish than his own. He loved sharing hot fudge sundaes and bottles of French, Italian, and Spanish wine. He’d forge on with sex until she came, no matter what. And when he finally said, “I love you,” she believed him.
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Three
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THERE’S ROSE, SITTING next to Morry Perchik at a dinner party for thirteen thrown by mutual friends living in Silver Lake. She’s recently divorced, almost fifty, and relieved to be of an age where people no longer eye her belly and glance at their watches, as if their mere telling of the time could do what the doctors could not. He’s a tall, thin man with thick, prematurely white hair, hunched shoulders, and horn-rimmed glasses that frame piercing blue eyes. With eyes like that, a person has to be some kind of smart. 

Rose’s initial assessment of the man proves to be absolutely correct. Also, he looks directly at her when they talk and seems to chew over his words with the same care he accords his food. He appears to be more of an open book and less a man of mystery, which for Rose, equals an enormous breath of fresh air. 

So there they sit side by side. The art history professor with a special love for Chaim Soutine and Amedeo Modigliani and the aging dance teacher with malfunctioning hips but still perfect turnout, coincidentally living in the same neighborhood, isn’t that something? Their friends do some mild nudging, peppering the dinner conversation with words full of supposed wink-wink properties. Jewish. Secular. Democrats. Labor Zionists. Public television. The arts. With greasy index fingers, they draw diagrams in the air, which indicate how Rose and Morry inhabit different points on the same circle. This, however, turns out to be superfluous, as they ascertain things about the other over the Chicken Kiev without too much verbal hoopla. You’re a divorcee with no children? I’m a divorcee with no children. You love the ocean? I love the ocean. Ditto for sunshine and mild weather. Looking for that suitable person for right now but also for the Golden Years. What does Golden mean exactly? Your guess is as good as mine. Regular card games, maybe? Charity work, certainly, and perhaps an herb and flower garden—FACTBD, future arthritic conditions to be determined. Maybe a cruise here and there or a trip to one of those elder hostels that cheerfully advertise bird-watching expeditions, gentle swimming pool calisthenics, and the resurrection of dances from our youth. 

All this, they manage to say without really saying. Rose simply stares into the piercing blue eyes of this fellow Venetian and gathers the kind of information found in those personal ads she could never bring herself to need in the aftermath of Richard’s betrayals. So when Morry hands her a spare paper napkin during the serving of dessert with an invitation to dinner scrawled across it, she blushes and nods her assent. 

They have their first date four days later at an Italian restaurant in their neighborhood. Rose wipes tomato sauce from the corners of her mouth and remembers the way her first husband had always looked over her shoulder whenever they sat across from each other at a





[image: ]









[image: ]




































































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/image000.png
Accidental
Ehiends

Susan ]ésephs \






d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





