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			For my parents

		

	
		
			1: Outside

			In the New Jersey suburbs where I used to live, the ranch and split-level houses were packed shoulder-to-shoulder for blocks on end. I had developed a habit of taking strolls just after the sun set, spying through these literal and symbolic windows into other people’s lives. Each bulging bay was a giant TV screen featuring mostly mundane, modern living. The hanging up of a coat in a closet, the orbit of someone setting silverware around a table, the delivery of clean laundry from bedroom to bedroom. And of course, the television—the actual television—remote controlled, flipping through syndicated sitcoms, past commercials to the local news stations, and back again.

			Sometimes the things I witnessed were not so mundane. Like the time I sat on a bus stop bench watching a remarkable fight between a blazing-angry blonde in silky blue pajamas and a stocky, basketball-coach-of-a-guy, bald and brooding with arms folded tightly over his chest. Her face was contorted and fierce as she circled him like a raptor, until a spring snapped and he stood abruptly, shouting back at her. That was when she picked up a palm-sized object from the table and winged it right through the side window, startling the neighbor’s dog into a barking fit. Seconds later, the man blasted out the front door and down the concrete steps. He paced in the driveway, fists pressed to his hips in rigid triangles at his sides. There was nowhere for me to hide, and he spotted me sitting under the streetlight at the bus stop at a time of day when there were no buses stopping. I offered a tight, sympathetic smile and a weird kind of wave. He let out a long, slow sigh, then with a bitter laugh, shouted to me, “She hates when the pasta’s not al dente.”

			And though I never tipped the scale to become a peeping tom (I didn’t even own a pair of binoculars), I will admit that at least twice over the course of the three years that I lived in my quiet condo, I happened to inadvertently witness the coupling of a young couple in the second-floor apartment that could be seen from my bathroom window. But (a) both times, I was in the middle of brushing my teeth, not actively being intrusive, and (b) their lights were on, their blinds wide open and she was bent over the windowsill like the farmer’s daughter in the hayloft. So, while I didn’t necessarily turn away from the scene (and I may have turned out my own lights so as not to be spied in return), I don’t think their lack of discretion should damn me to classification as a pervert.

			My interest in other lives was not kinky, just curious. Seeking out those everyday moments of poignancy or grace, silliness and tenderness, explosive scenes like the shattered window or quiet moments like someone slowly turning the blinds closed for the night.

			Though not a skill most human resource professionals would actively seek in an employee, I found that the ability to likewise sit quietly and observe in the workplace provided a subtle advantage that seemed evolutionary in nature. Because really, at its most basic, an office (such as the one in which I worked) was a living demonstration of the pack mentality, whereby every interaction was filtered through the lens of perceived status. And status—whether bestowed by one’s title, office size, or number of subordinates—mattered. When you took the time to look and listen before exposing yourself in a meeting or at the nearly empty coffee pot in the break room, you were better able to navigate the complex social maze of cubicles. This applied to the go-getters as much as the coasters. I fell into the latter category.

			Pseudo-voyeur, coaster, technically single young woman with a slight case of ennui and an undersized sense of ambition, this was me circa 1996. And it only mildly troubled me. After all, the vast majority of the world’s population led quiet, not particularly remarkable lives. Odds were, I would never be a Publisher’s Clearing House sweepstakes winner, but it was just as unlikely that I would be struck by lightning.  

			What I hadn’t counted on was the kung-fu kick of coincidence. The chance encounter. That notorious butterfly effect that sets in motion a series of actions and reactions that make complacency a joke. Or at the very least, irrelevant.

			Regardless, at that time, as long as I had a reliable paycheck that afforded me a comfortable home and the ability to take a nice vacation once a year, I found little to complain about, and even less to strive toward. 

			And I had found a kind of kindred spirit in my administrative assistant who, like a pain-in-the-ass younger brother, was equal parts exasperating and entertaining. We were part of the Economics Department in the Business Division of the College Textbooks Unit of Preston House Publishing. Like me, Pooter was not wired for climbing the corporate ladder. But while my strategy was to blend into the background as an undistinguished, mildly effective middle manager, Pooter’s was to channel a sort of harmless con-man who succeeded by being exceptionally helpful to everyone but me. I, he assured me, was too clever to fall for that kind of ingratiating behavior.

			Together, we formed a kind of Wonder Twins alliance, facing off against corporate America with the sheer force of our own skepticism of things like leadership training and wellness initiatives. We might have been cogs in the wheel, but we were not just along for the ride.

			Or were we? This was my disheartening thought as I sat beside the Xerox machine while it doled out printed pages like a blackjack dealer. Moments later, the copy room door was hauled open.

			“I just saw your note and came straight here,” Pooter said, pretending to be out of breath. My expression read unimpressed.

			“Sorry. It’s Melita’s birthday and a few of us took her out to lunch. And the waitress was really slow. And there was construction. Both ways—”

			I put up a hand like a traffic cop telling him to stop.

			He picked up the cover page from the top of one of the stacks. “I thought Hollister was already out the door?”

			“It was, but there was a missing figure that screwed the pagination.” 

			I pulled a completed manuscript from the output tray and began inserting the corrected pages. He nudged the finished pile sideways so he could slide up onto the table.

			“Really, Pooter, don’t stress yourself. I’m sure you could use a break.” 

			“Speaking of, I have to leave at three o’clock today,” he said.

			“Because a four-hour day is just too much?” 

			“I have to pick up my nana in the city.”

			Ignoring him, I set the Xerox to do another run.

			“It’s Thanksgiving,” he said. “You’re cutting out early too. 

			“My boss isn’t here. Yours,” I said, my hands pointing to my own shoulders, “is.” 

			Pooter held his finger up and cocked his head. “Hold on, shh...”

			“No, I won’t shh.”

			He shushed me again. I listened for a hint of whatever he was hearing, but all I could make out was the copy machine.

			He started nodding his head to the mechanical beat. Standing abruptly, he hunted around the room, eventually picking up a ball point pen and a broken pencil. Taking one in each hand, he started to drum on the table. It was a galloping beat.

			“Do you recognize that?” he asked. 

			“No.”

			“Dum-duhduh-dum, duh-duh-duhduhduhduh-dum.” 

			He repeated it a few times then stopped, anticipating that I would have figured out what it was he was toying with. When I still showed no sign of comprehension, he began to sing while drumming in time with the rhythm of the copier: “We’re on the road to nowhere, come on inside.” 

			His singing was on key, but thin and awkward. I was embarrassed for him, but Pooter was not embarrassed. Rather, he was completely enamored with the discovery of music in the machine.

			He was nearly dancing now as he continued drumming and singing the song louder. I was not going to let him see me laugh. He gestured to get me to sing along. 

			“I get it Pooter. Can you shut it, please?”

			As if the needle on a record had been lifted, he stopped. “What?” he said. “It’s not like there’s a painful symbolism in the office copy machine playing ‘Road to Nowhere.’ Am I right?”

			Along for the ride. Road to nowhere. Asleep at the wheel. Choose your favorite inertia idiom.

			“It’s more about your shitty singing,” I said and tossed a crumpled title page at him, which he deftly swatted away.

			“You clearly underestimate the brilliance that is David Byrne,” he said. “Technology is the heartbeat of modern meaninglessness.”

			He jettisoned the marker. It popped in, then out of a mug featuring a sleeping basset hound and the words “Wake me when it’s Friday.”

			“Oh, by the way,” he said. “Rigid is looking for you.”

			Bridget only sought you out when there was a problem. And generally, the degree of unpleasantness with which you had to deal was directly proportional to how long Bridget had to wait for you to address said problem.

			“You didn’t think to tell me until now?”

			“Don’t worry. I told her you just were catching a light snooze in the supply closet.”

			I handed him the remaining insert pages. “Just get these done and bring them to A.J. Today. Before you leave.”

			The office population was already thinning. Several desk lights were off and the white noise of phone conversations and drawers opening and closing had become muted.

			If there was going to be an upside to an encounter with Bridget, it would be the possibility of seeing Dan before we headed out for the break. That hope was snuffed out seeing his door closed and light off when I reached her desk.

			Seated straight-backed before her typewriter, Bridget Knutson gave the impression of a concert pianist. She was focused and fluid, modulating her tempo, clack-clacking with force, halting with dramatic pause, leaning her head forward or to the side on particular points of emphasis. It was best not to interrupt, so I stood patiently, hands folded.

			Bridget’s desk was a masterwork of organization: color coded files with typed labels, a polished steel cup holding six lethally sharpened pencils, and a tightly packed, perfectly edged Rolodex. Off to the side, there was a dust-free computer that she never used because it was “sinister,” and a framed photo of her prize-winning corgi, “John Carlo.”

			Without breaking her typing stride, she said, “We have a problem.” 

			“Okay,” I said.

			She stopped and turned to face me. “The approval sheet for the Metcalf manual cannot be processed.”

			I mentally rewound my steps in getting signoffs from the various approvers. “Does this have to do with Franny being out?”

			“She needs to sign it. I won’t even bring it to Dan until she does.”

			I took a breath. Freakin’ Rigid. “Bridget, she’s out for another week and a half. If Dan will just sign off, we can at least start pre-production. Then when she’s back—”

			As if summoned, the elevator doors opened and presented Dan, his tie loosened, hair wind tousled. As he came toward us, I could feel my ears heat up.

			“There is a process, Audrey,” Bridget admonished. “If Dan approves, then Franny makes changes, you’re going to get everything all knotted up.”

			“I understand, but Franny saw an earlier version and was pleased with the general direction.”

			She simply shook her head the way a teacher disappointed by a cheating student would do.

			“You both look displeased,” Dan said when he arrived.

			I jumped in first. “I was hoping to get your approval on the Metcalf manual before heading out for Thanksgiving. That way we can start pre-production on Monday.” 

			Dan looked at Bridget, “That’s not OK?”

			She heaved a sigh. “As I told Audrey, she needs to get Franny Pike’s signature first.”

			He looked at me for further explanation, but I knew he would defer to her. He outsourced all his administrative thinking to Bridget, relying on her to keep him sheltered from things that mentally taxed him like appointments and processes. In many ways, Bridget functioned as Dan’s boss rather than the other way around.

			“OK,” I said. “I’ll figure it out.”

			“Good.” He smiled. “You having Thanksgiving with your family?”

			“Yeah. My brother and his wife are coming in from Texas. My sister and her kids will be there, and my dad and his girlfriend. It’ll be a little weird. I mean nice, I’m sure. You?”

			“Patricia is in Switzerland, so I’m going to visit my folks in Minnesota,” he said. There was something slightly adorable in the way he referred to his parents as “my folks.”

			Bridget resumed her typing. “My sister, John Carlo, and I will be enjoying some vegetarian lasagna and ice cream sundaes.”

			“That sounds like a delicious alternative,” I said, trying to appear more gracious than I felt.

			Dan flipped through the message slips he had picked up off Bridget’s desk. “Well, I hope you both have a nice time with your families. I’ll see you Monday.”

			“See you Monday,” I said, and hovered a bit until he disappeared into his office.

			Looking back, it is quite possible that at that very moment a particularly colorful monarch butterfly, whose effect would soon be felt, was taking flight from Los Angeles to Newark.

			I turned to leave. Bridget held out the unsigned approval sheet. “Don’t forget this.”

		

	
		
			2: Long Distance

			The cemetery spilled over the top of a low hill. If it were a painting, the view might have been called “Pleasant Suburbia,” a panorama of cul-de-sacs, squat ranch houses, above-ground pools, and a couple of tree-lined parks with ponds and playgrounds and ball fields. It was a prime real estate spot, and I always thought that someday, the town would go full-Poltergeist, letting some fast-talking developer bulldoze the graveyard to put in a McMansion neighborhood. Except the owners would be tormented by ghosts of people like my mom and Mr. Nygaard, the town pool manager—ghosts that would do things like tuck sheets into super-tight hospital corners or blow whistles if you ran down the stairs.

			That Thanksgiving morning, it was all crooked tree lines and sepia tones. Our shoes crunched on the brittle grass as we made our way to the south side of the cemetery—me, my dad, my sister Bobbie, and her twelve-year-old twins, Charley and Fiona.

			It was almost five years since my mother died. We chose that day to come together as a family, mostly because that’s when we were all together (apart from my brother Kenny who lived in Texas and never came home). But maybe we went then because Thanksgiving was her holiday.

			My mother would start days ahead, cleaning and shopping, chopping, blending and baking. Tupperware containers of all sizes and shapes multiplying in the refrigerator, their lids labeled with her narrow, flowery script: “sausage”, “broth”, “croutons”, “crans”. She was manic during the week—a superhero, handing us batter-covered beaters to lick, a banshee when she caught us stealing from the containers.

			My father had one job on that day: keep the kids out of the way. Meanwhile, my mother would tornado through the house, an unpredictable force picking up errant socks and dropped tissues between caramelizing onions, arranging centerpiece flowers and polishing my grandmother’s silver. Bobbie, Kenny and I would spend a lazy morning playing Monopoly or reading in the family room, all of us lounging in our pajamas, glancing up at the television occasionally to mock the Macy’s Thanksgiving Day Parade commentators.

			My mother would rebuff our offers of help, even while stewing in her martyrdom as the frazzled cook and event planner. Or when we did assist, our efforts would be redone for having put too many toothpicks in the pyramid of cubed cheese or failing to fold napkins properly.

			But with the first doorbell ring, followed by a steady flow of nearly a dozen cousins, a switch was flipped, and my mother transformed into the most genteel of hostesses, laughing off the week’s frenetic effort with a casual wave of her hand.

			The last Thanksgiving she prepared was in 1990, just over a year before she died. In the Thanksgivings that followed, my brother and other relatives scattered to other parts of the country with new families and traditions of their own. So for the last few years, my father, Bobbie, her soon-to-be ex-husband Doug, the twins, and I had gone out to dinner to an old colonial inn that featured an “authentic, Pilgrim-inspired” menu.

			This was to be the year that Thanksgiving returned to the Rohmer family home with Bobbie meticulously recreating Mom’s menu, using her grease-splattered and note-scrawled recipe cards. Everything was to be the same, according to Bobbie. The exception, of course, being the absence of our mother and the presence of Joyce, Dad’s girlfriend of several months.

			At the cemetery, we passed headstones with names of families whose descendants still lived in town: Van Sykle, Mortimer, Winther, and (ever our favorite) Richard “Dick” Payne, whose grandson Everett was now the school superintendent.

			My father had chosen a south-facing plot since it afforded the most sunlight. My mother had been a summertime sun worshipper. You could tell what time of day it was by the ever-shifting position of her lounge chair on the patio. I supposed that all things being equal, when selecting a burial plot, opting for the sunniest was a good strategy to encourage visitors.

			Though on that day, when the sky was locked in flat, steel-colored clouds, it afforded us no actual warmth.

			The headstone was simple but elegant in its own way, polished linen-colored granite cut with her name, Dorothy Rose Rohmer. While my brain, over time, had settled into understanding that my mother—what remained of her physical, living presence—lay in that rocky earth beneath our feet, I felt a terrible wrench in my gut every time I saw the adjacent plot reserved for my father, the headstone engraved with his name, but the year of death a looming TBD.

			That day’s pilgrimage was as awkward and weird as every other year. Dad began as if he were placing a long-distance call then handing over the receiver so the rest of us could talk.

			“Hello, Dot. It’s us: Audrey, Bobbie, Fiona, Charley, and me. Kenny and Loretta send their regrets…” The wind seemed to carry his voice away and behind us. “Kenny had a work emergency and couldn’t get away. No grandkids to report about, but they seem to be doing very well financially. And as you can see—”

			(I lifted an eyebrow at Charley, as if to say, “Did he really just say, ‘As you can see?’” She smirked behind her mitten).

			“We’re all just fine.”

			Whether due to the cold or the holiday, the cemetery was empty but for a man in a dark overcoat and a girl roughly the same age as the twins. They were down the hill from us near an outcropping of shrubs. His hands rested on her shoulders as he leaned down to speak briefly into her ear. She looked up at him, said something. God, I hoped it wasn’t her mother.

			My father continued, “The twins started junior high this year. They’re getting tall, like your side of the family.”

			A not-so-gentle nudge to their backs from Bobbie drew a semi-synchronized, “We miss you, Grandma.”

			“And you’ll be proud to know that Bobbie gathered up all your Thanksgiving recipes so we can have a real meal at home this year. It’ll be a little like you’re here with us.” There was a wobble in his voice. He waited a beat then said, “Audrey, would you like to talk about how things are going at your job?”

			“Oh. Sure,” I said. “There’s not much to tell. We have a new book on tax codes coming out in January. And they’ve made some good menu additions in the cafeteria that I’ve been enjoying—new soups, a noodle dish.”

			Bobbie chimed in, “Why don’t you tell us all about your mystery man.” 

			“I’m not—”

			“You don’t have to hide it,” Bobbie said. 

			“There’s no—”

			“That was an expensive silk tie I found in the couch last week,” Bobbie said, rocking on her heels.

			“Or,” I said, “maybe you could talk about why Doug’s not here today.”

			“Girls!” my father snapped. “Do you think your mother wants to listen to you two bickering on the one day we all visit?”

			Given the choice, I bet she would. Just like we would have given anything to be on the receiving end of the laser-eye smackdown she would have given us for snarking at each other in this setting.

			But clearly, we all had things that we didn’t feel the need to trouble our ghost-mother with. Like Joyce. Now would have been the perfect time for my mother to show up, rising from the grave like the ghost of Thanksgivings past to rattle her chains and wheeze-moan: “Not...good...enough.” Really, it’s the least she could have done on that dreary day.

			“The twins are shivering,” my dad said looking at them. They had been leaning into each other to keep warm. Nearly perfect mirrors of each other, it sometimes took me several seconds to process which one I was talking to.

			“Why don’t you all start back to the car,” he said. “I’ll come in a minute.” He picked up a small stone, kissed it and set it on top of the headstone where a couple others already rested. The rest of us did the same. Then Bobbie set down a pot of brick-colored mums.

			Walking back along the path, I put an arm around Fiona who seemed neither comforted nor bothered by the gesture. Since her parents separated, she had become somewhat emotionally opaque with me, and I wasn’t very good at probing. Charley had always been more able to roll with changes, even as a toddler, and she bounced along, cheerful as ever, even in a cemetery.

			I heard Bobbie’s quick footsteps behind me. She grabbed my arm, pulling me to a stop. Fiona drifted off with her sister toward the car.

			Bobbie’s voice buzzed in my ear, “Did you see him?” 

			“Dad? What’d he do?”

			“Not Dad. The guy in the coat. With the kid.”

			I turned around and craned my neck, but Bobbie held me firmly. “Yeah, I saw them.”

			“You know who it was, right?” I shook my head.

			“That was Jamie.”

			I turned around again. “Keefner?”

			She nodded, eyes big.

			“You think that was James Keefner?” I asked.

			“Yeah. I do. His dad died last summer. And his mother was buried down in that part. It has to be him.”

			“I doubt it.”

			“I’m telling you.” She took a breath. “It must be so weird for him to be here.” She waited a beat and then said, “Would it be crazy if I went over and said hello?”

			“If it’s him—and I doubt it’s him—it’s kind of a private place, don’t you think? And it’s not like he’d remember you.”

			“I bet he would. If I mentioned Kenny.”

			“It’s a cemetery, Bobbie. People are entitled to a little privacy.”

			She pouted when I pulled her along. But neither of us could resist turning around to see if we could catch a glimpse of the man over the hill.

			Kenny and his wife Loretta had been planning to make the trip from Houston. But just the night before, Kenny called to explain that a flock of geese had died in a tailings pond owned by the mining company he worked for; he was block and tackling the environmentalists and wouldn’t be able to make the trip.

			“Rude,” Bobbie said.

			“I’m sure he would have come if he could.”

			“You always let him off the hook.” Trading her cemetery clothes for sweats and an apron, she was standing at the counter cutting carrots and turnips into narrow spears for roasting. She pointed a sharp knife at me. “He hasn’t been back since the funeral.”

			“It’s not like he hasn’t met Joyce.” I was seated at the kitchen table peeling and quartering potatoes. “Did you know Joyce and Loretta chat over the phone sometimes?” I added.

			This comment drew a scoff from my sister. As the one closest to our mother, Bobbie was viscerally opposed to Dad getting serious about Joyce. Or, really, about anyone. Bobbie had cast herself as Dad’s protector and general hovering presence. She fussed over his every trip to the bank or the grocery store, envisioning car accidents, muggings, a hard fall off the curb. And she became excessively agitated about silly things like him not getting the proper savings for the coupons he clipped every Sunday, or the newspaper delivery landing in the street instead of the driveway.

			When Joyce—the co-worker of a friend—came into Dad’s life, he started needing Bobbie less. “I don’t know what her end game is, but I have no doubt she’s trying isolate him from his family,” Bobbie had said one evening when I was over for dinner, though I could find no evidence to support the claim. In fact, it seemed to me that Joyce over-invited us to participate in their weekly goings-on and activities.

			Then she said, “And don’t you find it strange that she never married? There’s got to be a reason.”

			As a thirty-five-year-old, single woman with no viable prospects on the horizon, it was hard not to bristle at the suggestion that being unmarried indicated an inherent flaw.

			While I was certainly not thrilled by Joyce’s presence in our lives, I couldn’t find significant fault with her apart from her being a little overly sweet. Her enthusiasm for things like Broadway musicals and tropical fish felt a little too...enthusiastic. And her total lack of cynicism made me feel like she would never really understand my father who, though soft-spoken, had a sly, dark sense of humor. Daughters’ opinions be damned, Joyce didn’t seem to be going anywhere.

			“Girls!” Bobbie’s sudden shout to the twins startled me.

			Fiona appeared in the doorway; her head slumped low on her shoulder as if weighed down by the bulk of her new braces.

			“I like your new mouth metal, Fi,” I said.

			She closed her lips over her braces and tossed off a masterful eye roll before turning to her mother. “What.”

			“Please give a quick iron to Grandma’s tablecloth and napkins. They’re in the linen closet by the bathroom.” Unlike our mother, Bobbie demanded full participation in the Thanksgiving preparations.

			“I just brought up the extra chairs,” Fiona said. “Charley needs to get off her butt. She’s been watching TV with Grandpa all morning.”

			“I don’t care who does it, just make sure it gets done.”

			Fiona disappeared from the doorway as quickly as she’d appeared. From the top of the stairs to the family room, she shouted, “Char, Mom says to come up and iron stuff. Now!”

			A muffled protest came back, which launched a counter protest, and so on.

			Bobbie had told Joyce to come by at two o’clock, which would allow us some mental space before getting the meal underway. But it was noon when Joyce opened the door and announced herself. Bobbie met her in the entryway.

			“Oh. We weren’t expecting you until later this afternoon.”

			A bottle of wine wedged under her arm and a foil-covered casserole dish in each hand, Joyce delivered an unreciprocated cheek-to-cheek air kiss. “I decided you could use a hand.”

			I reached out to take the wine and one of the dishes. Joyce held the other out to Bobbie so she could remove her coat.

			“And did I forget to mention we were all set with food?” Bobbie said more than asked.

			Running interference, I called downstairs, “Dad, Joyce is here!”

			“I know,” Joyce said. “But these are some of my favorites, and I just had to share. The one in Audrey’s hand is a Mexican chile-cornbread stuffing that’s just a little spicy. And that,” she pointed to the dish in Bobbie’s hands, “is bourbon, mashed sweet potatoes with candied pecans on top. Absolute heaven!” 

			Taking back the sweet potatoes, she squeezed past Bobbie and headed for the kitchen. Over her shoulder, she added, “Oh, and I left a key lime pie on the porch to keep cool.”

			Bobbie’s eyes went wide as she hissed at me, “Lime is not a fall flavor!”

			After all the preoccupied anticipation of the Thanksgiving dinner, it was uneventful, perhaps even a little politely dull. Though the smells, flavors, and dinnerware were weighed down by nostalgia, the circumstances so little resembled those of our past that it seemed to relieve the pressure for everyone, even Bobbie, who brightened and relaxed into the praises she received for a perfectly executed menu. The only quick flare of tension came when Charley announced that she liked Joyce’s stuffing better than the “regular” kind. While Joyce basked in the glow of the compliment, Charley gave an impish side-glance at her mother—a gauntlet thrown that seemed to mark a new era of what Bobbie would later refer to as the “hellion years.”

			Belts loosened and napkins tossed like surrender flags on the table, the twins gathered and carted away the dishes and serving bowls. Once the table was mostly cleared, I took ownership of the dishwashing, grateful for a respite from conversation.

			My father, Joyce, and Bobbie retired to the living room with glasses of Scotch. Dad casually mentioned that he could really go for a cigar, but the protest coming from every room was unanimous and so vocal as to make him grumble about “too many women in this house.”

			After the dishwasher was loaded, the pots washed and the pans dried, the twins and I re-stacked the China safely in the cabinet and fit each piece of antique silverware in its place in the velvet-lined box. We shoveled the leftovers into plastic containers, sorting enough for each of the households to have roughly two more meals.

			The twins peeled off, one to the TV, the other to the phone. From the living room came a thread of conversation about Bobbie having seen Jamie Keefner at the cemetery.

			“Kenny was good friends with him in high school. He used to come over to play basketball and ping-pong, hang out in the basement.”

			Joyce murmured something I couldn’t catch.

			“I know!” said Bobbie. “I’ve been kicking myself all day for not going over.”

			The conversation seemed to lull, so I slam-dunked the dishtowels into the washing machine and went to join them. Bobbie had sunk deeply into the rose-colored easy chair that had been our mother’s. Dad sat on the couch beside Joyce, his arm curled around her shoulder, fingers playing absently with a silky fold in her sleeve. I wondered if I would ever get used to seeing him using the same intimate gestures he had shared with my mother.

			There were a handful of brochures fanned out on the coffee table. Joyce was holding one and reading aloud: “Sink into serenity at Tranquility Bay. Each of our spacious resort beach houses features two bedrooms, two baths, a gourmet kitchen, and an expansive porch overlooking the sparkling waters of the Gulf of Mexico.” 

			She looked up when I walked in the room. “Audrey, informal poll: Florida Keys or Acapulco?”

			“Dad doesn’t speak Spanish,” said Bobbie, appealing to me as if I had an actual say in the matter. “And there’s lots of crime outside the resorts.”

			Both Bobbie and Joyce were looking at me, waiting for an answer. I suddenly felt the small burden of their expectations, each of these women trying to snatch whatever scrap of loyalty she could away from the other. I looked at my father whose expression was obscured by his glass of Scotch.

			“I’ve heard good things about the Virgin Islands,” I offered as I sat down on a hassock that belonged to a chair that had long since been removed.

			My father pulled his arm from around Joyce and leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees and touching his fingertips together as if holding a fragile Christmas ornament.

			“Girls, when Joyce and I are on this trip,” he paused. “Wherever we end up,” he paused again. I knew what was coming. “We’re planning on getting married.”

			From downstairs, we could hear the canned laughter of a TV sitcom. Bobbie was tight-lipped and blank-faced. I had to manufacture some enthusiasm for both of us quickly before it became especially awkward.

			“Wow, congratulations you guys,” I said trying to put an exclamation point in my voice. That was all the opening Joyce needed. She stood up and launched a full embrace at me, whispering to the side of my head, “Audrey, I know no one can replace your mother, but I am so certain we’re going to be closer than ever.”

			I tossed a pointed look at Bobbie, urging her to say or do something. Begrudgingly, she pulled herself out of the chair. Arms held out, she said to my father, “Tying the knot. Good for you guys.”

			She and I switched partners and hugged anew. “I’m happy for you,” I said to my father. He gave me a squeeze and the two of us broke away quickly.

			“I know it’s a little strange,” said Joyce, “to be doing this without friends and family around, but we wanted to keep it quiet and low key. We’ll all celebrate with a nice dinner when we get back. We promise.”

			Reaching the limits of our public displays of (dis)affection, we returned to our seats.

			Joyce settled back under the wing of my father’s arm. She kissed the back of his hand.

			Bobbie said, “I still think Florida is the best choice. Dad, remember that trip to Disney?” Ah, nostalgia would be her emotional shield.

			He seemed grateful for the conversational detour, explaining to Joyce, “We took a sleeper train from here to Orlando when Bobbie was, what nine? Kenny would have been eleven, Audrey was just in Kindergarten.”

			“Disney World is amazing!” said Joyce.

			“Except Audrey got the flu on the train ride down,” said Bobbie.

			“What a mess, poor thing,” Dad said. “The fever and puking and crying. Dottie was up every hour with her. I thought they were going to kick us off the train in Georgia.”

			“She was sick the whole trip,” said Bobbie.

			“Oh, no,” Joyce said with a sad face at me. “What did you do?”

			“We had already bought the admission tickets. And they weren’t cheap.”

			“They left me in the hotel with a cranky old French lady named Claudine,” I said. “And they all went off and had a great time.”

			“You see?” said Bobbie. “Look at those eyes. She’s still bitter about it.”

			It would be no use explaining that at this stage in my life, I was over any resentment about having missed out on Thunder Mountain. But better to have them think otherwise than explain that the shadow in my eyes came from the strangeness of hearing my father speak of my mother without hesitation just minutes after announcing his plans to remarry.

			“Well,” I said, “the leftovers are sorted and labeled. I’m going to head home.” 

			“Come on, Audie, sit back down. We’ll pour another round,” Bobbie said.

			Bobbie wanted me to stay as a buffer, but I just wanted to go home, enjoy the just-washed smell of the bedsheets and start a new crime novel that I’d picked up.

			“I can’t. I have to let the neighbor’s dog out while they’re away. They just put in new carpet, and I don’t want anything to happen to it.”

			None of this was true. In fact, pets weren’t allowed in my condo complex, which Bobbie knew since she kept telling me I needed to move so I could get a dog. Instead of calling me out, she looked at me coolly.

			My father stood up. “Well, Happy Thanksgiving, sweetheart. Thank you for all your help.” He gave me a forehead kiss. Joyce held her hand out for a squeeze.

			“Congratulations again. It’s great news, really.”

			“See you later, sister,” Bobbie held her hand up for a high-five as I passed. I shouted good nights to the twins and got a reply from one of them.

			As the screen door sighed to a close, I felt the hunched presence of our house like an old, sad-eyed dog. The split-level with a crumbly brick stoop. Ageless, olive-green vinyl-siding. The halo of a netless basketball hoop still hanging over the garage. The walls inside held our family history. Cruel fights and heartbreaks, silly secrets and daredevil tricks that could have killed us. It seemed plausible that remnants of every moment were still trapped inside, like murky cigarette smoke that had seeped layers-deep into the paint and plaster.

			From my car I looked at the facade and could see the same incandescent light spilling onto the same hedges trimmed every fall to the same height they’ve been for the last forty years. Maybe it was time for a fresh take.

		

	
		
			3: Lawn Art

			Six years earlier, on a swampy-humid summer morning, my roommate at the time (a divorcée with whom I only interacted to sort out the monthly bills) answered the phone. I could hear her in the kitchen saying I was still asleep, but yes, Mrs. Rohmer, she would give me the message and yes, she would make sure I knew it was important.

			I had been summoned home by my mother without explanation other than the fact that I needed to be there in an hour. It was an unusual request, both the insistence that I come, and that I be there at a specific time, my mother knowing schedules were not a strength of mine. I left the house, unshowered, uncombed and a little out of sorts.

			Bobbie was already there when I arrived. She was standing just beyond the reach of the lawn sprinkler, shading her eyes against the sun and yelling at me, “Don’t park in the driveway.” She waved her arms. “The driveway. Don’t park in the driveway!”

			I stopped mid-turn and rolled down the window, questioning. She held her hands up, “It’s what Dad said.”

			I backed up and sidled my car beside the curb.

			Joining Bobbie on the walkway, I asked, “Where are they? Why are you standing out here?”

			“Mom doesn’t want us in the house yet. Dad was pulling some weeds when I got here, but then he went inside,” she said. “He was kind of snippy about it, like I’d done something wrong. Have I done something wrong?”

			“No doubt,” I said.

			The young family living in the Schmauders’ old house came outside. We watched as they packed up kids, cooler, and swimming gear in three trips before they shut everyone in the car and backed onto the street. The mother gave a quick wave while the son in the back flipped us off.

			“Little turd!” Bobbie shouted after them.

			The neighborhood was noisy that day with a yawing chorus of lawnmowers. Two driveways down, a guy in long Bermuda shorts, shirtless, was at work on his vintage Mustang, the car’s open hood a giant alligator about to devour him. Bobbie looked at her watch and huffed. “I have to take the twins to a birthday party at noon.”

			When my father finally came out of the house, he did, in fact, have a cloudy, scowling look on his face, and he nodded to me in an uncharacteristically curt greeting.

			“Where’s Mom?”

			He motioned with his hand toward the house, and just then, like a game show curtain rising to reveal my prize, the garage door began to open. From the shadowy backdrop of old paint cans, rakes and a tool-scattered workbench, a dark-helmeted figure astride a silent motorcycle emerged. It was my mother, toe-stepping her way out onto the driveway.

			Bobbie looked at me. I looked at my father. My father looked at the sky, the mailbox, his sneakers. When my mother had arrived beside us on the walkway, she flipped up the visor on her helmet, and was big-grinning, relishing the baffled looks on her daughters’ faces.

			“Check it out, girls!” she said.

			There was a brief pause as I mentally drew straws with Bobbie over who would respond first. “Wow, Mom,” I said. “What’s this?”

			“It’s a 1982 Honda CB250.” 

			“I mean—”

			“She means what are you doing with it?” Bobbie jumped in.

			My mother peeled off her helmet and plunked it on the center of the handlebars. “I bought it.”

			“To ride?” Bobbie asked incredulously.

			“No, honey, I’m going to install it as lawn art.”

			Dad’s hands were deep in his pockets, his chin pressed down into his chest.

			“Mom,” I said. “You haven’t ridden a motorcycle since I was a kid, how are you going to handle a motorcycle?”

			“I signed up for a class at the Continuing Ed program at the high school. It starts next Tuesday.”

			She was all eyes and enthusiasm.

			“Dad?” Bobbie looked over at him.

			“Don’t look at your father. This was my choice.” 

			“It’s ridiculous,” he said quietly.

			“It’s certainly not safe,” Bobbie started. 

			“Aren’t there other hobbies?” I said.

			Her expression of enthusiasm flipped as fast as a light switch to anger. She seemed to be scrabbling for words, then finally said: “You know what? You can all...go screw!”

			She had to get off the bike to walk it back to the garage, and in so doing, she knocked the helmet to the ground. As it sputtered down the driveway, she bolted after it, dropping the motorcycle with a rough, metallic clank. Chasing down the helmet, she nabbed it by the chin strap just before it skidded into the road. A passing car swerved and honked.

			Bobbie and I stood tight-lipped, barely suppressing our laughter as she came back and picked up the bike without even a glance at us.

			As she slowly turned the machine around and wheeled it back into the garage, I wondered how we would reconcile this new version of “Mom”—the one who tossed off words like “screw” and who just might be in the market for a pair of leather pants—with the one who folded Dad’s underwear with the same care as if they were napkins at a four-star restaurant, who hated facial hair on men and scolded our own “potty mouths” even as grown-ups.

			Years later, that summer morning lingered in the periphery of my thoughts when I was alone. Sometimes, I would re-imagine that day with my mother having already taken the motorcycle class, just so she could have had the rich satisfaction of strapping on her helmet, jump starting the bike and riding off down the road, leaving us in a cloud of noise and driveway dust. Because here is what I think. I think that shortly before that sweaty, summer morning, my mother discovered that something was going wrong in her body, and instead of going to the doctor, she decided to buy a motorcycle. And if that was true, it was both the bravest and most cowardly thing I could imagine anyone doing.

			It always surprised me, the morning after Thanksgiving, to wake feeling hungry, as if maybe I had eaten so much food that my metabolism kicked into overdrive in my sleep and furnace-burned all that gravy and stuffing and pie.

			Not only hungry, but I also woke to find myself unexpectedly energized and motivated to accomplish something. Though the forecast called for chilly temperatures, strong sunlight spilled like an invitation over my hand exposed from under the covers. And so, the previous day’s ambivalent mood lifted like a thick fog, ushering in a shiny new morning.

			An idea presented itself, tentatively at first and then, not being rejected outright, it took root: a run. I would go out for a run. Never mind that I hadn’t exercised in general in over a month, and that I quite specifically hated running. It seemed to be what my body and being were craving—movement, self-propelled; the feel of muscles at work and my heart putting in extra effort. A run, indeed. The start of a healthier, action-oriented self who embraced the things she despised and made them fun and wholly satisfying.

			From the way-back of my closet, beneath a pillowcase stuffed with hats and mateless gloves, I dug out a pair of running shoes whose tread had come in contact with the ground no more than six times in their two-year lifetime. I dressed in layers and choked my hair into a ponytail.

			The air was unexpectedly sharp when I stepped out. I tried not to feel that I had been duped by the sun and eager blue sky teasing in a very unNovember-like way. I engaged in some half-hearted stretches of the hamstrings and calves, a few butterfly strokes of the arms for warmup. And I was off.

			My steps were unhurried. The key was to imagine I was simply fast walking, but not the weird, ass-waggy way—more like I was in a slight hurry to get to the bank before it closed. For a full block, I was pleasantly surprised at how not unpleasant this running thing was.

			I nodded to a trio of strangers on the bus bench waiting for their ride into the city. I kept my arms loose and my breath steady using the one breath in, two breaths out technique that my high school gym teacher taught me to help with the side stitches that used to double me over whenever I had to run more than a mile.

			But by the middle of block two, my body parts had caught on that there was no “bank”; that we were, in fact, simply, appallingly, running. My knees were confused; my back grimaced. Even my jaw felt pissed off. One breath in, two breaths out. To quell the mutiny, I established a destination: the elementary school parking lot, roughly a half-mile away—achievable without being too ambitious.

			I kept my eyes fixed on the pedestrian crossing sign on the other side of the intersection, hoping that it would change to a red stop-hand, allowing me a merciful yet fully justified pause. But the closer I got, the passage remained stubbornly clear: “Come, fast walking person,” the sign said, “I’ll hold the traffic at bay for you.”

			Not a full stride into the intersection, a car proceeded to make a right on red. The woman braked hard when she saw me but had already blocked my path. I raised my hands in a “What the hell?” gesture. She shrugged her shoulders, then continued on her way. And just like that, whatever strange and magical momentum I’d had evaporated like the clouds of my rapid breath. I had jogged roughly the length of a football field.

			With an odd mix of self-loathing and relief, I walked back to the condo, hands on hips, breathing heavily, pretending to anyone passing by that I had just finished a long, hearty run. I paused at the edge of the walkway that led to my condo. Mrs. Ass was out in a heavy parka and sweatpants tending to the decorative cabbages that she’d planted. After two years as her nearest neighbor, I still didn’t know her real name. I didn’t even know what she looked like since every time our paths crossed, she kept her back turned to me. More specifically, her ass, as most often she would be stooped over her perennials and urns of geraniums. I’d never seen her have guests, and she very rarely left her premises (I’d even seen groceries delivered to her door). Her unwillingness to engage with even the barest minimum of neighborly civility made me uneasy, wondering if I had done something to offend her the day I moved in.
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“A fast, fun, emotionally engaging novel about friendship,
family, and the day-to-day horrors of middle management.”

- Matthew Norman, author of Domestic Violets
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