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 Day One

I can’t believe I am here.

As the taxi stops outside the house I grew up
in, I revisit the list in my head of what matters - I have been all
over the world, my bank account is healthy, all of which I earned
for myself. There are A-listers in my phone, not that I care. My
world is solid, stable, and all my own.

The reminders I have been conjuring for weeks
are small consolation now that I am actually here. After a deep
breath, I still feel small and young stepping through my parents’
door. Which I do quickly before my feet take me back into the
cab.

“Addi – ” my father calls out, smiling. He
looks great, handsome as ever.

“Adrienne,” mother smiles cautiously, leaning
slightly to see if there is anyone trailing in behind me. We half
hug, shift awkwardly in our shoes. “You look good!” she enthuses.
Relieved?

Doug, my brother, gives me a hug. We have a
sometimes awkward, but not unfriendly relationship. He is the one I
have kept in touch with, in our way. Probably because he never
pushed, or pulled, just talked on the other end, and not too much
about home or our family.

Trying to stay even, begin to peek around,
wonder what I was thinking with this. It is my parents’
30th wedding anniversary, my father is reportedly
retiring from the fire department, and Lilly, the niece I have
never met, is turning 5. The other big thing, my grandmother is 83
and Doug says she is slowing down. Maybe I could have gone my whole
life without coming back here, but my brother begged me, for our
father – one of my favorite people, a very short list. Also there
is Gram, and how would I feel if something happened and I did not
see her again? Standing here in the bright, festive opulence, I am
reminded what a ruckus it caused, us calling her that, rather than
something more formal. My mother used to cringe every time she
heard it – which made it all the more fun, of course! That’s the
main difference between them – while both regal, proper, moneyed,
Gram possesses an irreverent streak of humor that my mother is
entirely lacking. Case in point, tolerates our casual name for her,
appreciates the realness it lends to her stature.

Feeling foreign in what was once my home, I
remind myself it’s only for the weekend.






The first half hour is smooth enough. A few
people come up to say hi, smile politely, curiosity lurking in
their eyes. My grandmother has yet to make an appearance.

Without warning my sister-in-law whirls over,
“it must be so strange to be back after 10 years?”

“Nine,” I correct. “Things don’t seem that
different,” taking in the unchanged time warp of wall paper,
expensive art, tastefully worn chintz.

“No, not at all,” she shakes her head. “You
left, this place never changes.”

“Well I didn’t exactly leave,” I defend.

Clarissa, who appears older, tired, rounder,
but still with the brightly painted nails, flounces long fake
lashes at me. “Well who ran off to the big fancy schools all the
way across the country and never came back?” There is no hint of a
smile or joke. “Left your brother to shoulder everything, since
James escaped even further than you.” Apparently not much nicer
than I remember either.

Surely there is an odd look on my face as I
ponder whether it is possible that she does not know I was sent
away, practically kidnapped off to the ‘big fancy’ school at 14.
The very next morning after my brother’s wedding to her.

I am about to question his wife when Doug
appears at my elbow, “Clarissa honey, Susan Howard needs a refill,
could you help with that?”

After she nods and scoots away I give him a
look. “Does she really not know?”

He is aware what I mean, shrugs, “you know
how women are with their wedding days. At first I didn’t want to
mess it up for her, or deal with a freak out. Then it was just as
easy since Mom and Dad avoid the topic like the plague. After a
while it seemed bad I never told her, so I just left it that
way.”

“Doug! What the hell!”, smack him on the
shoulder. “She’s going to kill you when she finds out!” He gives me
an ‘if she ever does’ look. “No way!” I complain, “she’s already
giving me shit about leaving you with the family burden!”

“Really?” glancing toward his wife across the
room. “No worries, I’ll take care of that. Just don’t bring it up,
ok?”

Shaking my head at his stupidity, “what if
someone else does?”

“Like who?” swinging an open hand around the
room. “Who here is going to say anything?”

It’s true. They are all some kind of family
or local mucky mucks who either don’t know the details or would
never risk my mother’s wrath by even hinting at anything. And I am
hopping back on a plane after the weekend, so what do I care?

“Point taken,” I mumble.

“Excellent,” flashes that superior older
brother smile that I still hate, saunters off. It might have been a
shock to see him with less hair, no longer the slim swimmer he was
in his early 20s, but this bullshit with his wife has taken the
edge off.






We cross paths again an hour later. I get the
same smirk when he glances over. Stepping closer, voice low, “I
might head to the hotel.”

“No,” firm reply. “You know our mother’s
social rules, we can’t leave or disappear until at least half the
guests are gone, it’s rude.”

“Half the guests didn’t fly in from across
the country and come right here.” Rolling my eyes, “besides that’s
just a stupid Betsy rule.”

‘Stupid Betsy rule’ is what we called my
mother’s odd, archaic, or inane rules, and bits of guidance. She
always thought she was June Cleaver with a high society twist. We
thought she was Quasimodo with good hair.

He shakes his head. “Mom and Dad have been
super nervous about tonight. They’ll flip if you leave early. Mrs.
Cleaver will worry what message it sends to the guests!” Funny how
you can fall right back into rhythm, who would know it’s been so
many years, given the easy jokes. Then again, a common oppressor
does create powerful bonds, I smile to myself. Meanwhile, I notice
my mother looks entirely the same – fancy hair, fancy dress, made
up, signature pearls draped perfectly around her regal neck.

“Fuck,” I groan. I came all this way, maybe
it is too early to cause a stir. “At least get me a drink!”

“Ok,” looking relieved. As he moves to head
off with my glass, “besides there are people from your high school
class here.”

Panic rising, “like I want to see any of
them!” I haven’t seen or talked to anyone since sophomore year of
high school when I was shipped out.

He returns with a full glass of bourbon,
“still so serious, lighten up, be social.”

I am beginning to feel trapped already. “Are
you aware it’s been nine years?” Seeing his eyes flicker, remember
it’s not his fault. Staring at my expensive shoes, try to explain,
“I don’t know how far the gossip got, and I don’t really want to
field any stupid questions.”

His response is practical, sounding very much
like something our father might say. “I doubt anyone would say
anything.” Pausing to look around the room again, “you don’t want
to talk to any of your old friends? Not even Hayley?” Continues
with, “she’s on the fire department with Dad – ” as he shifts to
open a view to the other side of the room.

He didn’t tell me you would be here. You look
over and see me before I can move to prevent it. You are at least
as beautiful, same deep blue eyes. Recognizing me, you smile, look
down, then back up with a perplexed expression. Hopefully you can’t
tell that I pull my brother back in front, glare at him saying, “do
not move!” As much as Doug and I have kept in touch, we rarely
talked about ‘the incident’, or anyone from home. We kept it
surface and safe. Maybe we were both afraid to lose the connection
if it got too real. “I thought she was in Arizona or
somewhere!”

“Not after college,” as if I’m an idiot. “And
clearly right there,” jerking a thumb in the same direction, as I
pivot, step away to find a place to breathe.






I am hiding out back in an antique iron
garden chair smoking my first (borrowed) cigarette in nine years
when you appear. “Hello stranger.” The proverbial cat has got my
tongue, leaving me no idea what to say to you, who seems to be the
same composed character that kept me sane growing up. “You smoke
now?”

“Oh,” look at my hand as if it belongs to
someone else, “not really.”

Nodding, eyes confused. With a quick sweep,
“well you look great.”

“Thank you.” So do you, but I can’t bring
myself say it.

After a moment of silence, you are also still
quick and direct. “You don’t have to say anything about before. I
don’t know what happened, where you went. Or why you didn’t say
anything to me and I never heard from you. I just wanted to say hi
and let you know it doesn’t have to be weird.”

I don’t know whether to kiss or slap you for
giving me a way out. Wait, does that mean it didn’t matter that I
was gone? You didn’t miss me? Because I missed the hell out of you,
just didn’t let myself feel any of it.

Once again staring at my shoes, find a stitch
that sticks out, frown, for what these damned things cost, they
should be perfect!

With a shrug, you turn to go back in. “I’m
sure it’s a lot, being home. Will I see you at the reunion?” eyes
away.

“What?” How can this be a reunion year? Not
that it matters. “No, I came for my father, grandmother.”

“Oh,” begin to step away. Then after a
second, “that’s too bad,” eyes on the ground. Moving again, a short
pause just before stepping back into the house, glance over
shoulder, “I hope I get to see you before you leave again then,”
disappear inside.

What do I do with that? I have zero reason
not to be nice, yet know I don’t want to go over things with you,
or anyone, prefer to keep the past buried. Could I see you but not
explain? Or if I don’t see you for this reason, am I a jerk after
how sweet you just were?

I knew coming back, even for a weekend,
wouldn’t be easy. My carefully arranged self might get disturbed.
Yes, I do know how pasted together I am, somewhere in the back of
mind. Getting pared off, trimmed off the family tree, shipped away,
out of sight, sound, over my sins, left a mark. I shut down
everything I was, everything I thought, anything that did not fit
the mold of perfect child got tossed. As part of the ‘corrective’
adjustment, I also dropped everyone and everything from this place
- the sting of rejection, implied lack of benefit to my being,
things I never wanted to experience again. The safest route seemed
to be to slice away the ugly past, stay away from reminders.

Or just pressed into a dark corner? Because
seeing you seems to be stirring strange emotions, even after all
these years. Actually, I don’t remember feeling some of them
before, or maybe I did not understand what they were and tossed
them aside with the rest.

Our first meeting was at age nine, at the
public school my father pushed for me to go to. Which only happened
because my politician grandfather overruled his squabbling
daughter, thinking it would help foster a ‘man of the people’
image.

After awkward contention at the water
bubbler, I swept an arm for you to go ahead. We laughed about it,
and I first noticed the intense deep blue of your eyes while
inviting me to sit with you at lunch. That was it, from then we
spent some part of every nearly every day together – talked,
walked, read, stared at the clouds, discussed everything. You slept
over at least once a week. Again with my father’s support over my
mother’s objections. Not that she didn’t like you, it just wasn’t
something she was used to since the way she grew up.

When we were older you would lie against my
back claiming there was a draft in the room, but I didn’t mind
because it felt good. That was it though, the extent of anything
questionable. Sometimes hands were held, looks lingered, you tended
to sit close to me, and we read back to back usually – I guess we
did touch a lot?

But it wasn’t you who kissed me in the coat
room at my brother’s wedding, asking to practice for boys. Girls
can be so terrible! This one lured me in, talked me into a kiss
saying she needed the help, then threw me under the bus when we get
caught, lied through her perfect teeth! No, it wasn’t you. But if
I’m honest, I did think about us trying out that new trick. Kissing
her, and liking it, I imagined how much better it would be with
you. Only my world fell apart first. My mother swept in, flipped my
life, and soon I learned to push everything down and away.

Now it’s nine years later. I am something of
an adult 23 years old, compared to the shamed, frightened teen who
was uprooted and slung away, chose to abandon you and our
friendship (along with most everything else). Determined to make no
more waves, I leaned away from everyone and everything I knew.

Funny I never remembered until this very
moment that I had once thought about trying out kissing with you.
From that first experience, I liked the basics, but knew it was the
wrong person. Now, of course, I know it’s not that simple. You
probably wouldn’t have been into it anyway and I have cured myself,
so it really doesn’t matter. Even if you are only more beautiful
now, same silky wavy blonde hair, perfect lips, gorgeous eyes, plus
a good kind of curvier.

Strange thoughts, in that I have not even
looked at another woman all this time. Ok, maybe looked, but
haven’t struggled with staying in my lane! Or rather, out of any,
preferring to be on my own.

Now I see you for 30 seconds, talk to you for
five, and it all evaporates, leaves me wrestling with all kinds of
crazy feelings that I don’t remember at 14 with you. I couldn’t
wait to see you every day, talk, but it seemed normal, part of our
skin. There were no strange fantasies or awkward moments.
Everything was perfectly natural. Well, I did kiss a girl and want
it to be you - but I was saved, I would guess, from an embarrassing
rejection by being shipped off and subsequently shutting down all
my thoughts and feelings.

At the same time, I feel stupid for how I
treated you tonight. My stumbling, lack of kindness in the face of
yours. Not quite stupid enough to see if you are still inside, but
I do feel bad.






Trying to shake off the swirl of unexpected
feelings, manage to stick to corners, cling to walls, get through
the rest of the event. Luckily there are no family photos or
awkward gift moments. Only one very proper toast that my
grandmother starts by tapping a glass, winking at me as she raises
the pink champagne to her nearly matching lips.

My father appears beside me as the crowd
begins to thin a few minutes later. “It’s so good to have you here
Addi,” looking out over the room, discreetly casual.

“It’s good to see you Dad.” We touch glasses
without looking. “Congrats on surviving 30 years!”

“Hah,” shakes his head. “Still have your
sense humor, I see.”

My breezy reply is meant to hide the inner
turmoil. “Absolutely. Where would anyone be without one?” Step away
with a wink. Even as I realize how much I have missed this man,
don’t want to talk in any detail with him. I got sent away, then
chose to stay away. While he and I eventually started to write and
talk, I know I broke his heart being so ‘wild’ back then, leaving
him permanently stuck in the middle between wife and daughter.
There is now a place for everything inside of me, and I need it all
to stay put.

Finding another corner, contemplate the
extremely odd feeling of being a stranger in what is supposed to be
my home (to some degree). My family pretty much strangers. Well,
ok, more like long lapsed friends. They are familiar, surely, but I
don’t know them at all anymore, nothing about their daily
lives.

“Darling!” Gram, hands outstretched. “My but
it’s good to see you!” kissing my cheek.

“You too,” smiling at her, one of the main
reasons I am here. She looks great. Older, of course, but amazing.
“You look beautiful,” scanning her perfect pink blush suit,
probably Chanel or the like.

Taking me in, “I think you might mean
that.”

“I do,” with a smile. “No need to shine you
on. I never had to lie to you.”

Patting my hand. “Let’s enjoy the rest of the
night. There will be time to dust things off later.”

Stiff upper lip and all that. If I wanted to
talk, I might be unhappy with the way the women in my family work.
“No argument from me.” Offer an elbow to put her arm through.

As we stroll I half look for your pretty
blonde self. You might have left, or this mausoleum is big enough,
could still be here somewhere. I am careful not to look too much,
not sure whether I want to find you after my lackluster visit
outside.

Just as well there is no sighting. Given I
get through another couple days, mostly to spend more time with
Gram, I can get back on a plane, back to my life, restore the
distance to this one without too much fuss.






At least I was wise enough to stay at a hotel
which happens to have a bar next door. After escaping the hubbub of
the party breaking up, successfully avoiding sticky discussions, I
am happily planted on a rickety wooden stool.

A few drinks watching the locals, remembering
this quaint little big town and how backward, yet elite it is.
Finally try to sleep, roll around fighting dreams, maybe
nightmares. As much as I travel for work, this is different, alien.
I am very much aware that I am away from my things, place, in ways
that feel entirely odd compared to being on the road. Maybe it’s
more about feeling displaced. All these once familiar faces,
places, have me a bit confused.

The whiskey finally delivers me to temporary
peace, and I am good for a few hours.


 Walking Distance

I wake up startled in an unfamiliar, drab
room. When I’m on the road, I always stay in nice places, treat
myself. A little Gram coming through my bones, ‘what’s the point of
money if you aren’t going to enjoy it?’ – a thing my grandfather
would glare at her for. Right, there is also that. Not something
I’m ready to deal with.

This lackluster spot is because I chose to
stay close enough to walk from the house, though it’s a stretch,
partly so I did not have to be dependent on anyone, not even a taxi
or ride service, if I need to escape.






Not sure what to do with myself, find a cute
little coffee shop that didn’t exist nine years ago, then wander by
the house midmorning. My father is gone to work as usual. Not sure
where the ladies are, all is quiet. I mean the housekeeper is about
her business. And the gardener is outside doing whatever.

Wandering, take in the old homestead, or what
I lovingly call the mausoleum. Really it is unchanged. Almost like
one of those creepy kid’s rooms when the adults refuse to touch a
thing! Not literally the case here, this is not about people at
all. It’s just old money, appearances, propriety. Well, maybe about
people in that my mother decorated her castle and no one will take
the risk to move a damn thing. I’m a little surprised she hasn’t
redone it by now, but probably thinks she did such an amazing job
the first time, what’s to change?

Gram shuffles into the kitchen in some kind
of brightly colored mumu, head wrapped, low key glam. “Oh!”
Surprised at first. Then beams, holds out her arms. “Come here
darling!”

I am not used to being clutched, crushed to
bosom. It doesn’t feel entirely bad, or entirely good. “You’re so
strong!” I joke, backing up to feel her arm.

Her eyes study. She is no fool. “If you
remember how I take my coffee. I will have a cup.”

Very much Gram. Clear, concise, a little
toward demanding. Though it is really more expectation. Such has
always been her life – someone around to get what she needs,
wants.

I do remember. What seems like ancient muscle
memory shifts smoothly into gear as I get her an old flowery mug,
dump two and half teaspoons of sugar in it, pour strong black
coffee over the top, stir and stir until I am sure there is not one
undissolved sugar grain on the loose. My job as a kid. A kind of
bond we had, hanging out over coffee when she was here. I get
myself a cup, no sugar, deliver hers. “Here you go.” While waiting
for her reaction I look at our coffee holders. Mugs. It’s amazing
they are still here. Growing up we had fine China cups. It was
Hayley, leaving her little mark, who started bringing mugs to
soothe me. She thought ratcheting down the formality might make
things more comfortable. It did, sort of, but nothing could fully
balance the matron of the place, flying around, barking orders,
finding fault. Something hangs in the back of my mind, ticking,
eventually floats forward. The painted image is a sunflower, her
favorite. I think I bought this for her 13th
birthday.

I guess I never registered how involved
Hayley really was. But, why waste time on ancient history, back to
the present. “How did I do?”

“Perfect!” my requestor grins, nodding. “I am
so glad you did not forget us entirely.”

This is meant to be the invitation to talk,
if I want. “There are several things I am just as happy to
forget.”

“Now darling,” waving a sparkling hand,
“let’s enjoy your time. You are here now, that’s what matters.”

I’m not sure if she means to say that I
stayed away too long, or to stay clear of murky emotions.
Conversations with my family were always like skipping stones, ride
the surface, keep moving, dive too deep, you sink. “Where’s your
daughter this morning?”

There was always a divide. My mother versus
the rest of us, with varying sub-units forming, shifting, drifting,
new ones taking shape, depending on what might be happening. Hah,
like the Kpop groups I sometimes work with.

“Probably at her desk by now,” checking the
diamond extravagance resting perfectly on wrist. Blinking up, “do
try not to be too hard on her. I know it’s a challenge, but she has
suffered too.”

“Hm,” non-committal, but to let her know I
heard.

“Come,” reaching out a more aged, hooked
hand, “let’s go see.”

It’s like I am 10 again, in trouble, fighting
with my mother. Gram was often the bumper, except when she was mad
too. Half the time the two of them would devolve into their own
argument and whatever crime one or all of us kids committed got
lost in the fray. My feet don’t move. “Maybe not yet?”

“Nonsense!” getting her Yankee grit in
motion, “name a better time,” the age old challenge, already
tugging on my hand. Ugh that damn practicality. Pretty, proper,
adorned as she may be, a kind of earthy logic runs deep too. Horse
sense she calls it.

We step through the double swinging doors
into the living room. My mother’s desk is in a sunny, secluded
corner looking out over the gardens. Her head turns slightly, lips
purse when she sees our joined hands. “Is it that you must be
dragged in to see me?”

Ah, not a thing I missed. “Elizabeth!” Her
mother chides. “Do you wonder?”

Tilting her head, my mother takes a breath.
“Thank you for joining us for the anniversary party. It meant a lot
to your father.”

But not to her, apparently. Looking out to
the perfectly manicured yard, gardens. “Yes, congratulations. I
wasn’t sure about a gift, but can save a penguin, or donate to
whatever soup kitchen is on your list, if you like.”

“Gifts weren’t expected.” Glancing up from
her desk, “though we might have seen you sooner.”

Would that have been a gift? I prepared
myself, thought a lot about what might happen, practiced not
reacting – to anything. Instead, borrow Gram’s line, “I’m here
now.” Which barely gets a blink.

“Yes, yes,” Gram chimes in. “And we are most
happy about it!” shooting her daughter a look. “Come,” looping my
arm again, “I need your opinion.” I can’t imagine what for, but am
happy to escape the icy encounter. “You’re welcome,” my guide
whispers as we step back into the kitchen.

Once safely inside, swinging doors done
flapping, “you’d think I was the one who did HER wrong!” I
complain.

“There is nothing more prickly than a proud
woman who has made mistakes,” my companion laments. This is the
first I realize she might not agree with everything that happened.
“But please try to be patient,” clear green eyes sincere.

I sense Gram hopes to reunite the family, at
least hopes to stitch us back together to whatever degree possible.
“I missed you,” falls out, as I lean against her still strong
self.

Clutching me tight, hand on the back of my
neck, very rare tears dampening my collar, “I missed you too
baby.”

For all her pomp and circumstance, Gram
always had a soft spot for us kids, maybe even extra soft for me,
the only girl, such as I am. For a brief second I wonder how it is
she did not reach out all those years, or try to fix things - then
dismiss it. I am better off not getting hooked, have promised
myself not to get wrapped around any axles. In, out, back to life,
no fresh scars.

Hearing my mother rustling in the other room,
move a step back. “I’m going to take off. One Betsy sideswipe is
enough for now.”

The old woman’s eyes shut slowly. I know she
doesn’t want me to go, but understands. Blinking up, all composure,
“what time will we see you for dinner?” Dinner, not a question, I
notice.

Shit. “Not sure.” We’ll see if I am ready for
that whole big show just yet. Stepping to kiss her cheek, “thank
you.”

Pulling me close. “No, thank YOU for coming
to see me.”

I give her a squeeze back, move away before
too many emotions get loose. “Bye,” wink at her brave
expression.






I try to distract myself by wondering what’s
changed in town. First stop, back for more coffee and a glimpse of
the cute, smiley barista.

Spend a little time in the hotel room to
check calls, email. Finally wander more. End up on the street where
Hayley grew up. Wonder if she has her family’s house. Nothing
obvious on the outside to hint one way or another. Doug saying she
is a firefighter trickles back. Could the idiot have maybe told me?
And, really, with my father? Of course! Is everything so tightly
woven in other people’s lives? I haven’t been here in nine years
and look at the tangle of connection!

Hayley, glance at her old front door. It was
something to see her last night. The feelings. Maybe it’s
nostalgia. Whatever it is, not a rabbit hole I want to fall into.
Shift my feet in another direction.






I manage to get through my day to find Doug,
Clarissa, and Lilly are at the dinner. It is so strange! Sitting at
the table with my mother, father, brother, like I never left, but
equally as alien in that I barely know any of them these days. As
much as I would prefer to be in the bar next to my hotel room,
Gram’s pretty green eyes kept surfacing in my mind, so here I am.
Though I did fortify in the very same beer hall before my
arrival.

The little girl is adorable, suspicious,
keeps looking at me. Finally says, “but who are you?”

“I told you honey, that’s my sister,” says
Doug, clearing hoping that will be the end of it. Me too.

“Do you think she looks like us?” Gram asks
as a distraction.

Studying, little eyes taking in details all
around the table. “Kind of,” squinting. “More tall though.”






We fall into safe, pleasant chatter as the
food is brought in. Definitely odd being in a house with servants
again. Well, a cook and a housekeeper, not like there is a huge
staff. Oh, and a gardener. Extra help for parties, of course. I
didn’t miss this at all. The insulation.

I think about my life now - it’s natural to
compare, right?

I am single and singular. People make me
nervous. But my life is not empty, far from it. For the last few
years, for instance, I have travelled the world to meet with famous
musicians. My name is in liner notes, on song credits. The money is
good, goes right into the bank. I spend a decent amount, save even
more, just in case. I don’t live extravagantly, but I do live well,
my reward for myself.

This house though, the high design, pristine,
aloof mood, with ‘bursts of color’ to break up the tasteful
monotony. Paint by numbers show of wealth. The expensive art is
real, and the vases, sculptures. I never thought much about it for
the initial 14 years of my life. Well, a little. The first few
times Hayley came over her eyes nearly fell out of her head. But
once she got used to things, I thought little of it.

In my own life, I keep things more simple.
Clean.

“What?” asks my mother, who I have apparently
been looking toward, “do I have something on my face?”

Guilt? My brain wonders. But no. She probably
feels it was the right thing, like every of her decisions. “No,”
slide my eyes away.

Setting down her shiny fork, “please don’t be
unpleasant. I would like to have a nice dinner.”

Am I still the enemy? “Addi,” my father
smiles, “tell me about your work,” exchanging a quick look with
Gram.

“Oh,” surprised. “I um, I work on music.
Mixing,” my fingers moving like they are on the slides. “Some
producing.”

“She is very successful,” Gram puffs.

“And to think how hard it was to get you to
practice piano,” my mother gripes.

I try to breathe, tell myself not to get
riled.

“That’s really cool,” Doug smiles.

“I play the piano,” Lilly offers.

“And very beautifully!” Betsy confirms.

So she can say something nice! Gram catches
my eye, pastes a smile on her face. I get it. “How’s the
firehouse?” sticking to my father.

“Ah,” dropping his eyes, “I don’t get as
close to them anymore. My office is downtown.”

“Oh, I thought Doug said,” swing eyes his
way.

“Hayley does work with him,” my brother
clarifies, “sometimes downtown, or when he does inspections and
things.”

“And I get out to incidents if they are big
enough, sometimes cross paths with her on scene.”

Hm. Still tough to imagine. But she always
was solid, steady, athletic.

“Did you at least have a nice chat last
night?” Clarissa. “I saw her coming in from the back yard while you
were out there.”

This is not a place where I want to admit it
was awful, I was awful. “Sure.”

“Must be something,” turning her fluffy head,
“being back, seeing all your old people.”

“Hard to imagine she’s a firefighter,
honestly,” I admit.

“And a good one,” the man who should know
chimes in.

“Yah, I’m sure. Classic overachiever,” trying
to sound jaunty.

“Well it pays off in this job,” looking
proud.

“Really,” Betsy cuts in, “must we?”

A switch flips before I can think, “what?
Talk about Hayley?”

Eyebrow twitching, “surely there is something
more interesting than the long gone past, or the damn fire
department!”

My father was a cadet when they met. Classic
wrong side of the tracks kind of story. My mother, scioness,
ambitious, ready to take over the world. My father, handsome,
sweet, not at all wealthy or impressed by money. They hated each
other, yet forced to work together on a fundraising project, things
slowly shifted. Betsy being Betsy, assumed he would quit the fire
department once they got serious.

The man is still very easy going, flexible,
but there was no wiggle room about his career in those days. Betsy
held on to her vision, sure that over time he would prefer an
office to smoke and water everywhere. Clearly she did not
understand the man she married. He loved the challenge,
satisfaction of helping people, feeling good about his efforts at
the end of the day. As a boy he had seen neighbors rescued during a
fire, and the sense of honor for the ones who risked their lives to
do it never left him, especially when compared to his own shifty
father.

Finally a few years ago, out of patience, my
mother went behind his back and got him promoted, the good old
fashioned way. I think he might know it, but would never shame her
by saying so. Either way, she hates the fire department almost as
much as he loves it – jealousy is a hell of a thing.

“What? Like politics?” I counter.

“They do make the world go round,” sounding
superior.

“Spinning everything and everyone right into
the ground!” Gram sputters.

“Cheers to that!” I toast, laughing.

“Ah!” Betsy, throwing her head back, “the
dynamic duo strike up their comedy routine! Look how some things
never change.”

Could I have forgotten how snide she can be?
“At least we’re laughing,” mostly as a joke, hoping to escape a
serious tangle.

But her response is curt, “no matter that
it’s at my expense,” head slightly turned away.

Well that didn’t take long. And just like in
the old days, the rest of the table sits in cautious silence while
Betsy and I square off. “You know what,” putting my expensive
napkin down, “one thing has changed, I don’t have to sit here and
struggle with you anymore.”






My brother catches up with my quick steps a
few strides down the sidewalk. “Adrienne, wait, slow down.”

“Doug, don’t worry about it. Go back and stay
warm.” We are both out in the chilly evening in our shirts, no
jacket.

“You’re only here for the weekend?” tone
unsure.

Ah. “Listen, I can stay an extra day, maybe
we can hang out. I just,” glancing back at the big white house,
columns glistening in the street lights, “I don’t need that, you
know?”

Looking at his feet. “Yah, I know. I kinda
live here.”

Siblings are funny things. We share a bond,
or maybe a common enemy, and the glue of that kicks right in when
there is an issue. “It’s just been a shit visit already. I want to
keep the scrapes to a minimum. She obviously still hates me. And I
can’t let it roll off my back like I used to,” trying to explain.
“Out of practice maybe.” Yes I knew I would probably have issues
with my mother. But maybe I didn’t think about this, enough about
how things would work with the others.

“She doesn’t hate you,” voice soft. “She just
doesn’t know what to do with you. You’re different, you know, don’t
fit a mold, and that confuses her.”

I see him shiver, shoulders hunched, also how
hard he is trying. “One drink,” holding up a finger. “And I stay in
the kitchen.”

“Ok,” smiling, already turning back. “Shit
visit?” echoing my comment. “But you saw Hayley, wasn’t that
good?”

“Oh,” frowning, “I was a jerk,” a thing I can
tell him. He is the soul of discretion, learned early in this crazy
family not to volunteer information. Smacking him on the shoulder,
“your fault, by the way! You never told me she was back, or on the
fire department!”

“You never asked,” shrug. “And you told me
not to tell you about her anymore, after the Arizona thing.”

True. Hearing she went to the college we
talked about going to together was a shock and I told him not to
tell me about her, or anyone at home. “But it might have been nice
to know she was in town, going to be at the party?”

Shoving hands in his pockets, “all of you are
impossible!” Quiet frustration, “I only did what you said.”

Only now do I consider that life here went on
too. They all had to decide what to do with themselves just like I
did. Poor Doug. This family is intense. He is more like my father,
quiet, but also a little goofy. “Ok,” pat him on the back.

Just before we step into the house, he adds,
“so stay for the reunion and fix it.”

“About that,” as we approach the door, “how
is this a reunion year?” If my math is right, this is six years
since graduation.

“Jimmy Smythe embezzled all the class money
for his online porn habit, they’ve been building it back up.”

I have to stop moving I am laughing so hard.
“What?”

“Yep,” nodding.

“The police chief’s son?”

“Perfect, right?”

“This place is so weird,” as we step in the
back door.

“I’m not surprised you didn’t want to come
back,” drops his eyes, moves into the kitchen.

It sounds so intentional the way he says it.
But it didn’t feel that way. More like a giant magnet repelling me
at first, then a series of calm, cool decision to stay away, keep
my peace. There was always a reason, one decision at a time, and
then they all kind of added up.

“Sweetheart!” Gram exclaims, pouring herself
a drink from a crystal decanter.

Dinner is through, she, my father, Doug and I
sit in the kitchen with a drink, while my mother and Clarissa do
whatever they do elsewhere. Lilly must be with them.

“So she’s really a fire fighter?” I still
can’t fathom it.

“Yes,” my father smiles. “Top of her
class.”

“Of course,” I nod. You had one very messed
up brother. It was always your goal in life to be his opposite.
Your other brother died young, but that’s another story.

“Have you spent any time together yet?” Gram
asks.

“No,” feeling flush. “I kind of fumbled our
quick visit last night. I think I’ll just leave it. It’s been a
long time anyway.”

“Some kinds of friendships outlast everything
honey, maybe don’t give up so easy?” patting my hand.

“I told her to go to the reunion,” Doug
pushes.

“Oh, perfect!” the elegant one smiles.
“Casual, plenty going on, could be just the right way to break the
ice.”

“Gram,” feeling oddly nervous, “there is no
ice to break. We were friends growing up, but that was a long time
ago.”

“Fine dear,” recognizing the signs of my
stubbornness surfacing. “Do what you think is best.”

Argh, the way she can say, ‘go be wrong,
honey’ but sound so cordial! “It’s not a big deal,” get up to
refill my glass.

Doug goes to check on Lilly, Gram smiles,
follows him out.

“They’re just trying to help,” my father
offers.

“I know,” sitting back down, taking a breath.
“It’s just, it’s a lot, you know, being here with all of you!”

“I’m sure,” smiling sadly. “But I for one, am
really happy you are here.”

Feelings. Thoughts. Tugging heart strings. I
haven’t had to wrestle with these kinds of things in some time.
“I’m sorry about earlier,” meaning dinner.

“She’s just nervous.”

Part of me is offended, what is there to be
nervous about, I am her child. But of course that is overly
simplistic, given our complicated family. “I don’t want you stuck
in the middle again, I’ll try to behave.” Thinking. “I know she
never really liked me, I can chill and try to ignore her
comments.”

Moving his sweet brown eyes to mine, “no
Addi, that’s not true. She just doesn’t know what to do with you.”
Searching his mind. “She imagined pigtails and sundresses when she
finally got a girl.”

“Definitely not me,” I joke, in my jeans and
tshirt.

“No,” he chuckles, “never”. Shifting, “your
mother isn’t used to be being out of her depth, but you have always
been a mystery. So internal. So not like her.”

“She’s very internal,” I scoff.

“Yes,” with a nod, “but what’s inside is not
the same. She’s internal about the pressure she puts herself under,
fear of not being good enough, letting down her father, not living
up to expectations.”

It’s been a while since I wondered what might
be inside my mother. “Some parts are the same,” I suggest quietly,
aware of my own unhappy issues with expectations.

“Unfortunately she’s a fear-biter, and you
take the brunt of it, always have.”

He told me about this concept when I was
small. Something he learned as a fire fighter, helping, rescuing
people. Learning to recognize who was going to do what under crisis
is a beneficial skill. One of the things he figured out was that
some people bite, act out, when they’re afraid – it can be
important to predict who might behave like that because they are
the ones that could hurt their rescuers, even if they don’t mean to
- freak out on the way down the ladder, punch or hit even as they
are being rescued. His observations extend to behavior in emotional
situations as well – some people strike outward at others when they
are afraid.

My mind starts to spin. “I didn’t come here
to sort all this,” moving my hand sideways. “I just, Doug poured it
on kinda thick, I didn’t want you to disappoint you if I didn’t
come home this time. And Gram,” faltering a moment, “he was clear
she is actually getting older.”
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