
9

t h e  a l g o n q u i n  r e a d e r  •  v o l u m e  6  •  i s s u e  2

A

f ro m

Young Jane Young
b y  g a b r i e l l e  z e v i n

What an honor to be here with you this afternoon . . .
 With few alterations, Embeth’s speech was the same one she had 

given for the last fifteen years. She could do it without notes. She could do it 
in downward- facing dog. She could do it while making love to her husband, 
though that happened pretty rarely. She was called upon to give the speech 
far more often than she was called upon to make love to Aaron.

. . . never occurred to me not to work. My father was the Sturgeon King of Mil-
burn, New Jersey. My mother built bridges. Literally. She was a civil engineer.

[Pause for laughter.]
She savored the quiet time alone at the podium. Alone, but with people. 

She looked into the audience, a sea of soft, shapeless neutrals, and she won-
dered how many of those women loved their husbands as much as she loved 
Aaron. Yes, the irony to end all ironies! Embeth loved Aaron.

. . . I am proud that I was a working mother. It’s interesting, that term, 
‘working mother.’ Working becomes the adjective; mother, the noun. We don’t 
say worker- mother, and we certainly don’t say mothering worker. . . . People 
expect you to put the emphasis on the mother part at the expense of the worker 
part. I was proud of my children, but I was equally proud of my work . . .

How many people over the years had called it a “political marriage”? Yes, 
it was a political marriage, but that didn’t mean she didn’t love him. She 
wondered how many of them had been cheated on. She wondered how many 
of them had forgiven their husbands after they were cheated on.

. . . the first topic that comes to mind is often a woman’s right to choose, or 
sexual assault, but I believe the most important women’s issue is the wage gap.  
I believe this is the root issue from which all other inequalities stem.
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The truth was, being cheated on was not that bad. It was being cheated on 
in public that was hard. It was wearing the ill- fitting shroud of the wronged 
woman. It was standing next to him, meekly, when he apologized. It was fig-
uring out where to cast your gaze, and choosing the right suit jacket. What 
suit jacket would say “supportive,” “feminist,” “unbroken,” “optimistic”? 
What one effing suit jacket could possibly accomplish that? She still, fifteen 
years later, wondered if they judged her for staying with him after Avivagate.

. . . but you all know the statistics . . .
She wondered if the summer- weight cashmere sweater she had been eye-

ing at J.Crew was still on sale.
She wondered if her eyebrows were sweating off.
She wondered what to do about Ruby.
. . . proud we have sons. And they are exceptional, strapping young men in 

every way. Not that I’m biased. [Pause for laughter.] But do I think they de-
serve twenty percent more money than a comparably qualified young woman?  
I do not!

She liked the girl, but she knew that she could not have Ruby meet Aaron 
today, or this week, or this month. Aaron needed to keep his head in the 
game. The best thing to do would be to dispatch the girl to her grandmoth-
er’s, that idiot Rachel Grossman. With any luck, Tasha would have found 
her number by now.

. . . True conviction is believing something to be right even after it becomes 
disadvantageous to you. This is what I tell my sons. This is what . . .

Also, Aviva Grossman was running for mayor? In a way, Embeth had to 
admire the girl’s chutzpah. She hadn’t thought about her in years, not in a 
future way.

. . . as a mother, my greatest accomplishment will be to have raised sons who 
are feminists . . .

When she did think of her, Aviva was locked in a perpetual 2002. Twenty- 
two years old and slutty and needy forever. She had not conceived of  her as 
a mother, let alone as a candidate for public office.

. . . I was a woman before I was a mother. I was a feminist before I was a 
politician’s wife. I was . . .

She had known that girl was trouble from the first time she had laid eyes 
on her. The first thing Embeth remembered was her mouth. The big mouth, 
with the slight pout. The red punch of lipstick. She was holding a can of 
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Diet Coke, lipstick traces around the tab. The way those curves taxed the 
seams of that good- quality, sales- rack suit. Many of the interns dressed like 
that, though. Their professional wardrobes came from big sisters, mothers, 
friends, neighbors, and the fit betrayed these origins.

That couldn’t have been the first time she saw her, though. They’d been 
neighbors.

Applause.
Applause indicated the speech was over. Alumna Jeanne thanked Embeth 

and announced the start of a Q&A. Why had Embeth agreed to a Q&A? 
All she wanted was a nap.

A gray- haired woman in a shapeless gray cardigan and shapeless gray pants 
stood up. These clothes, Embeth thought. These women look like they are 
dressed for a funeral at an insane asylum. In fact, Embeth dressed this way, 
too.

The gray woman asked, “Listening to you talk. You’re so intelligent. 
When are you going to run for office? Can’t there be two politicians in a 
family?”

Embeth laughed her public laugh. Inside, a private joke: There may al-
ready be two politicians in this family.

Once upon a time, a question like that might have flattered her. A long 
time ago, she had harbored such ambitions. She burned with them. She had 
pushed Aaron forward, and then resented him when he actually succeeded. 
As a politician’s wife, though, she had had her fill of politics. But then, there 
was no worse job in politics than politician’s wife. Literally, there was no job 
that paid less — which is to say, nada — and demanded more. At the peak of 
Avivagate, she’d once attended a Women in Politics panel on human traf-
ficking, and they’d had a PowerPoint presentation with screening questions 
to determine if a person was being human trafficked. The questions were: 
1) Are you paid for your work, 2) Are you never alone, 3) Do other people 
answer questions for you, 4) Can you leave your house when you want, etc. 
Based on her answers, Embeth had determined that she was a likely victim 
of human trafficking.
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