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For Doug, Maya, Keith, Collin, and Isabel


The heart has its reasons which reason cannot comprehend.

—Pascal

What wound did ever heal but by degrees?

—Iago to Othello

The bitterest tears shed over graves are for words left unsaid and deeds left undone.

—Harriet Beecher Stowe
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FAMILY MATTERS


After penetrating the chain-link fence and knocking over the soccer goalpost, her father’s car had landed in the deserted grassy field. He had been very lucky.

“You could have hurt a child, Dad, maybe even killed one,” Jules said, pinching the bridge of her nose, as they waited to speak to an officer at the Edmonds police station. She had been pleading with her parents to stop driving ever since her father jumped a curb and plowed into an elementary school playground.

Her father didn’t flinch. “If I hit someone, I’ll stop driving.”

“Are you Julia Foster?” an officer asked, interrupting them. “The daughter of Robert and Aida Whitman?”

“Yes. Please call me Jules.” She cleared her throat and tried again. “My parents called me because they couldn’t reach my sister, Joanne Grant, who lives nearby. I’m just visiting from California for my mother’s birthday.”

“Well, ma’am, there’s a serious problem with seniors driving around here,” Sergeant Hernandez said, making eye contact. He was respectful. “Your parents claim they didn’t hear their car damage a parked Prius. And neither one of them heard our siren or acknowledged our lights flashing. We had to pull up to your father and use a megaphone before he realized what had happened.”

What had happened? A deep grinding, screeching, and scraping against the front passenger door. Then the dangling … and the glass. A broken mirror hanging, like an organ, on veins of red and blue wires. Her father must have pulled slowly out of the parking spot, oblivious to the damage he had inflicted. That’s what Jules pictured as having happened, judging from the looks of her parents’ car.

Sergeant Hernandez continued: “A witness heard the sound of the impact, so she ran out of the grocery store. She witnessed their 1978 Oldsmobile sideswiping a parked car.”

Jules’s daughter, Zoë, called the outsize muscle car her father drove a “pimpmobile.” It was larger than some people’s apartments in San Francisco.

“We have to cite your father for careless driving, and he’ll have to be tested by the DMV. That is, if he doesn’t voluntarily relinquish his license.” He turned to her father. “Dr. Whitman, can you hear me?” the robust-bellied police officer asked, his voice more a shout than a question. But there was tentativeness, too.

“Yeah, of course, I can. You think I’m deaf?”

“Sir, do you know you caused a lot of damage to a stationary vehicle?” He paused. “A nonmoving violation is rather common … among beginning drivers, the intoxicated … and seniors.”

“Well, I’ll have you know, I may be eighty-four years old, but I’m as healthy and alert as any of you.” Jules could hear the annoyance, the undeniable anger, in her father’s voice as he flailed his arms, gesturing to the other policemen in the room. No one looked up. “Just give me those papers,” her father said, pushing his words out with great effort. He yanked the forms out of Sergeant Hernandez’s hand and turned away.

Walking out of the station with her mother, watching her father’s stiff gait ahead of her, Jules cringed. He used to have such a strong, almost military gait.

“Mother … Dad … you really need to talk about giving up your driver’s licenses. I know it’s hard. But you don’t want to endanger others on the road.” Jules felt burning acid roiling in her stomach, pains radiating towards her back between her shoulder blades.

“Jules, you know how I refuse to get into the car with him.” Her mother fidgeted, her hand deep in her jacket pocket, the knuckles moving like marbles under the thin suede fabric. “I can’t let him shop for groceries by himself though. He’ll only buy junk food and everything I refuse to eat. You talk to your father. I’ve given up. He thinks you’re taking away his manhood if you take his license. And I could care less about driving. I’ll hire someone young and handsome who can drive me around like little ‘Miss Daisy.’ I’m ready. I’m more than ready,” her mother said.

“And would it be so bad anyway, Dad?” Jules tried. “SafeHarbour has regular shuttle service and volunteers to drive you wherever and whenever you want. That’s why you’re paying so much to live there. It’s a top-of-the-line assisted-living community. Besides, it’s chauffeur service, Dad. Anyone’s got to love that.” She touched his shoulder, hoping to reassure him, lessen the blow. He shrugged her off and silently fumbled with his keys.

Jules grabbed them from him. “I’m driving. Sit back and enjoy the ride. You’ve both been through such an ordeal.” She felt like the parent. It’s tough getting old, she thought.

“I’ve driven a lot more than these cops,” her father muttered. “Some day those assholes will wake up and suddenly realize they’re old men, too. Inside, you feel forever twenty-one, but others are constantly telling you to give up. ‘You’re useless, old man.’ ”

“Dad, look at the beautiful place you and Mother are living in. It’s like a resort.”

“For $5,000 per month, it’s a bargain. A damn bargain,” he laughed. The kind of laugh where Jules didn’t laugh back.

Driving back to SafeHarbour, the three of them stared ahead in silence, a silence in which Jules felt even the sounds of her swallowing were exaggerated. When they got there, her father walked into his study, a sheen of sweat on his forehead, looking pale and wan.

“Let’s leave your father here in front of his damn computer,” her mother snorted. She was noticeably invigorated. “The rest of the day will be for more important matters. More quality time to be with your mother.” She shuffled out of the room. Jules following her, thinking about how they didn’t have much time left.

“Why did you have to go and buy him that damn computer last Christmas anyway?” her mother asked. “At least when he used to read the Wall Street Journal I could hide it and pretend I forgot where it was. Maybe we wouldn’t be in such a financial mess. I blame you, you know.”

Jules stared down into her coffee cup, stomach tightening, and tried to clear her throat. Her mother stood up, struggling to reach over for her insulated cup on the coffee table. After taking a sip, her pale hand trembling slightly, she slumped back down, sinking into the saggy stuffed chair. Jules swabbed the spill with her napkin the way her eighty-year-old mother still applied makeup, soaking the face oil and powder into her skin, pale and bloodless, beige dust resting in the soft folds and pockets of her face. “Mother, we need to talk about SafeHarbour expenses,” she said, circling the spoon around and around in her coffee. Her heart raced.

“Oh, why bother,” her mother said, redirecting. “You never really wanted to come for my birthday. Or help me. Or help your sister. Admit it.”

“No, I really do want to talk. Joanne needs help, too, I know.” Debts had to be paid. I can’t just abandon them. Where would they go if they had to leave this residence? But the bills were so expensive—they were being paid at a cost not only to her and Mike but to their daughter. Their credit cards were maxed out. Her income was unpredictable, and they couldn’t live on Mike’s salary alone. Zoë’s college fund was now at risk.

“Your sister has to lead her own life. I know that.” Her mother’s voice sounded as if she were trying to convince herself. “I don’t own Joanne’s life anymore. But still …” Her four-foot-ten body, stretching taller, looked ready. What a shape-shifter. Her mother could switch positions on a dime. Jules tried once more.

“Mother, I want to help, to be a good daughter. But I don’t want to be like you. I just want to do the right thing.”

“Ha, why don’t you want to be like me, I want to know! I’m your mother, and your father and I have done more than enough for you. Without us, there would be no Jules. You have absolutely nothing to complain about. We’re great parents.”

Her mother started pulling out all the compacts, pill containers, keys, and other junk from her enormous black alligator tote bag, dropping things on the floor and then picking them up again. Jules scooped up some of the paraphernalia, just as her mother must have done for her when she was a toddler, dropping food and bits of things while she teetered on her soft, almost boneless, feet. She had loved going through her mother’s purse as a child, laughing as she opened up her wallet, looking at all the pretty cards.

Her mother tap-tapped a bit of powder on her nose and smiled as she glanced at herself in the mirror before clicking shut the pearl-encrusted designer compact. She slipped it back into its black velvet carrying case, carefully pulled the silk drawstrings shut, and offered it to Jules.

“Here, try some of this. It’s perfectly good. This powder is a lifesaver. And at your age, it’s a must.” She yawned. “I feel a bit tired all of a sudden. Fatigue shows as you get older. Not good for a girl’s complexion, you know.”

Jules held out her hand for the velvet bag. She retrieved the compact and inspected it. The powder puff inside was dark brown and crusty, but the compact had a pretty blue stone inlaid in its surface—glamorous, like her mother once was. She wondered if her mother knew her diva days were over.

“And these debts are not my doing, darling. They’re your father’s. Family matters. We gave you life.” Her mother laughed.

Why did she feel stuck helping them out? Surrendering to their demands? A misplaced notion of obligation, of duty, perhaps? A desire to convince herself that she was a better person than they were? That’s what a good daughter is supposed to do—love her mother even if her mother doesn’t love her back.

There was no way the numbers added up. Their monthly fees were almost $70,000 per year. With its faux Southern antebellum appearance, SafeHarbour’s circular driveway simulated the plantation from Gone with the Wind. Or a stage setting for the classic Greta Garbo movie her mother was so fond of, Grand Hotel. SafeHarbour had once belonged to the Marriott Hotel corporation—that explained its tennis courts, swimming pools, exercise rooms, and expansive parklike gardens, amenities that the semiambulatory residents hardly ever used. So what, exactly, were her parents paying for? She thought about how they liked officiousness and recognition for being special and elite. It made Jules uncomfortable, like being around tenured professors who expected deference and obsequiousness.

She couldn’t get Mike’s words out of her head: “Think of your family.” But she had two families. Which one came first? Her tenure battle at Stanford had ended in termination. Her book, The Narcissistic Mother, was at risk. It would be more difficult to find a publisher now that she had lost her university affiliation. The Palo Alto school system paid such low wages that she couldn’t afford to take an unpaid leave to complete her book. But she was the eldest child. Mommy’s little helper. She had always liked doing the right thing, feeling needed. Maybe it was attributable to her Catholic upbringing and her Buddhist sense of karma and obligation.

Her parents had chosen SafeHarbour in Mukilteo—“good meeting place” in the Snohomish tribal language—themselves. Mukilteo had turned out to be a better place for the white settlers than for the Native Americans who had been cheated out of their land. Still circling the wagons. Her mother said she felt cheated, too.

Her mother dangled an unfiltered cigarette from her mouth, stained teeth exposed, lip curled. “Anyway, you haven’t been out here for years,” she said.

“What are you talking about, Mother? I fly out from Carmel almost every year in October, for your birthday or for Father’s Day. Don’t you remember?” Was her mother’s memory fading? Jules watched her rummage through her purse, taking everything out again. “Goddamn it. I can’t even find a cigarette in this thing. Maybe what I need is a drink instead.” Jules wondered if her mother really did forget where she placed things these days. As opposed to just pretending. This new mother frightened her even more than the one from her childhood.

Jules placed her tote bag on the floor next to the sofa. An hour’s worth of photocopied material from the library peeked out the top. Information on bankruptcy, consolidating debt, and credit counseling she had found for this visit. She had also gone online and discovered support groups for children of aging parents.

From inside his study, her father’s keyboard clicked slowly and methodically, like a military march for miniature plebes, required but tedious. She watched through the door as her father scanned a printout. She noticed a slight tremor in his right hand. Parkinson’s? She edged into the study.

“Dad, we need to talk about your stock portfolio,” she said, her voice sounding like a scared child’s.

Her father, smiling, gave her a kiss. “You’re my little researcher.” He passed her an Excel spreadsheet with his investments, including cost basis and return on investment. She pored through the figures.

“You two eggheads,” her mother interrupted, stepping abruptly into her father’s small office. Jules looked down at the graphs. “We’re going to be thrown out on the street, aren’t we?” her mother asked, lips tight. “Unless our Jules helps us. Those brainy types—they always know the right thing to do.”

Her father’s smile disappeared. “Andrew and Joanne have to pitch in, too. But I have a plan—to buy penny stocks with our Social Security. My broker warns me to avoid penny stocks, but I know better. Besides, Jules and Mike will have college tuition for Zoë soon.”

“Andrew has too many financial obligations of his own with three—or is it four?—kids,” her mother said, frowning. “So does Joanne, with her two daughters. Jules has only one child to think about.”

“Hmm. Uh, check the answering machine, Aida. I think Joanne called and left a message,” her father suggested, ignoring her mother’s comment.

“Guess she can’t get enough of me. Thinking of my birthday.” Her mother looked pleased.

“Yeah, yeah,” her dad said. “Birthdays just remind us that our lives are shorter than the year before. I think I’ll take a short nap. Sleep is practicing for death. Wake me up, if you can, in half an hour.”

Jules watched as her bent-over father, so curved in that he looked like a giant prawn, dragged himself off to the master bedroom with his file folders. A malodorous trace followed behind him, musty and dusty like their dogwood curtains. Jules sighed. She had hoped that on this trip, for once, they could have a good time.
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“I got your text, Jules,” Mike said on the phone before dinner. “Our savings have almost run out. Soon we won’t be able to pay our mortgage. To say nothing of Zoë’s college fund. Those selfish sons of bitches!”

He always said things like this. Again and again. Jules didn’t like feeling defensive, but she did. “I know I enable them. What I really want to do is scream at them. Make them remember to take their pills. Report them to DMV for refusing to turn in their driver’s licenses. I feel like I may strangle my mother. But I need to help them. They’re my parents. After all they have done for me, they can’t be thrown out on the street. We can help Zoë later. Her whole life’s ahead of her.”

“After all they have done for you? Are you serious? Just listen to yourself! You have to let go,” Mike said as her head throbbed. “Be realistic. We are what matters now. Choose: our future or theirs.”

“Is it really possible to turn away from those who brought you into the world?” They had had this conversation—or was it an argument?—so many times. Normally they had it at night, in bed, and she would snuggle into Mike’s warm back, feeling how the muscles in his upper shoulders—between the blades—always and inevitably tightened. Jules now imagined him clenching his teeth, jaw set, on the other end of the phone.

“You’re stuck. It’s time to get unstuck. Before it’s too late. Too late for us. Too late for our daughter.”

“Mike—”

“They can move in with Joanne,” he pushed on. “Sell all that unnecessary bling-bling of your mother’s, and stop acting like the sky’s the limit. Remember what they have done.”

Jules felt her ears clamp down, like she was listening to a foreign language she didn’t quite understand and felt overwhelmed by.

“You see their aging as if it were ours. Admit it. But we don’t have to have their future, unless you make it so.”

Jules heard the exasperation in her husband’s voice. Am I stuck with my parents? She shuddered. She wished Zoë and Mike were with her—as a buffer, like a downy-soft comforter.

Mike clicked off without saying good-bye.



BIRTHDAY CELEBRATION


“Shouldn’t I be able to do what I want on my birthday?”

Jules hadn’t slept well. She felt drained. Her younger sister, Joanne, had spent hours planning the celebration for their mother’s eightieth birthday, but their brother, Andrew, had refused to fly out to Washington. Too busy with his own family in Vermont.

“You know, your brother didn’t forget,” her mother said with a lightness and satisfaction in her voice that Jules felt was reserved only for Andrew. “ ‘Happy Birthday,’ he sang in his lovely baritone voice over the phone. Gets that from yours truly, you know. He is my special boy.” She turned to Jules as if she needed her verification.

Her mother became visibly calmer just talking about Andrew. Jules nodded. “Well, happy birthday to you, Mother,” she muttered sleepily, not fully awake yet, pecking her mother on the cheek. She sniffed a mixture of single malt whiskey tinged with tobacco. A familiar smell. Her mother stooped over and poured coffee from a stained and chipped coffeemaker. It wasn’t an espresso maker, just a plug-in pot in the shape of a red drip coffeemaker, only boiling water for instant coffee … Pretend coffee, Jules thought.

A caffeine jolt from Instant Folgers and Sugar Pops were how her mother jump-started her day. Next came her cigarettes, more caffeine, and pretty glasses. Jules’s own drug of choice was her ongoing manuscript for her book. Her mother never understood that. Called her too academic, as if it were an insult.

Her mother pushed the Our Lady of Sorrows coffee mug at her. The Folgers looked muddy.

 “Couldn’t you pretend to enjoy visiting your parents?” her mother asked again, with what looked like a sincere expression on her face. “Nothing wrong with pretending; with keeping up appearances,” she grumbled, staring into Jules’s eyes as she puffed. “Pretending is what manners are all about.”

But I am pretending. Pretending that we are a family.

Her mother’s upper lip tightened. Vertical creases made her thin lips pucker and disappear around the cigarette they held. They contracted and expanded as she talked, almost dropping the embers. “You could be so pretty, you know.”

Garnet-red lip marks circled the filter ends of at least a dozen cigarette stubs lying at odd angles in the glass ashtray. Traces of past generations of tobacco were scratched deep into the ashtray’s bottom. Jules daughter, Zoë, when she was three, had been startled by those ruby-red lips, afraid they were bleeding. They were the same ruby-red color Jules had always associated with Dorothy’s shoes from The Wizard of Oz. When she was a girl, her mom’s red lips had seemed magical and beautiful.
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The apartment door flew open, like the prophet Elijah at Passover swooping in.

“Let’s light birthday candles! Stick them in a cupcake or something,” her sister Joanne shouted as she rushed in to hug their mother, her two teenage daughters behind her. “Yoo-hoo, Jules, my favorite sister.” Joanne smiled and hugged her. Jules felt lucky having a younger sister, felt her body soften just having her there.

“Even the sunshine’s going to cooperate for your birthday, Mom. Why don’t we have a birthday picnic out in the garden? It’s such a lovely garden. And I brought some light snacks. We can spread out an old bedspread on the grass like old times at Lake Tamsin when we were little. I bet Sarah and Megan would love that, don’t you think?” Joanne turned towards her daughters.

Sarah, silvery-blue glitter on her eyelids, wore a pale pink, ruffled organza dress; she looked like a little Christmas angel. “Grandma,” she said, “you’re the only beautiful one here.”

Jules’s mother smiled.

How does she know exactly what to say? Jules wondered. But her mother was different as a grandma, more like the mama she had had fun with when she was her nieces’ age.

“I don’t feel like it,” her mother said, her smile quickly disappearing. “Who wants to celebrate being eighty years old, anyway?”

“Let’s go to the mall after our picnic, Grandma,” Megan begged. “Oh, please. Pretty please.”

“Great! Fresh air and a picnic to celebrate, then!” Jules started to slip on her rain jacket, the wrong type of jacket for this sunshine. She remembered long walks to the Girl Scout center with her mother as their Brownie leader. All the Brownies had so much fun with her mother in those days. Jules had felt so proud. How all the Brownies loved her mother, who was a joyful whirlwind, then had let them decorate their hair like Christmas tree ornaments and then had them spin like gyroscopes. So much fun, glitter and sticky glue in their hair, little prisms of light bouncing off the walls like rainbows.

Zipping up her jacket very slowly, flipping the hood up, Jules heard her mother’s tread behind her, and one foot sounded like it was dragging a bit. She wanted to hold her mother’s arm to steady her. Hesitating, Jules turned to see Sarah and Megan each grab one of their grandma’s elbows in delight before she had a chance.

Jules pressed the down button again as they waited for the elevator. Her nieces whispered and giggled beside her. Most of the residents were too immobile to use the elevator without assistance. Jules watched her mother, who was now sullen, still as a mannequin.

“Well, it’s the birthday girl,” the handsome, dark-haired doorman, no more than twenty-five, said in his warm, melodious voice—the kind you would hear from the cute lion or bear cub in an animated Pixar film—when they entered the lobby. Jules inspected his navy-blue blazer with its pseudo–family crest as he opened the front door for them.

Her mother’s face relaxed, looking younger in a way that no facelift could effect. “Oh, I didn’t want anyone to know it’s my birthday today,” she said, face shiny and beaming, as she started walking more energetically. But by the time they reached the sidewalk, out of sight of the doorman, her simmering resentment and grievances had returned.

After spreading out an old bedspread in the garden behind SafeHarbour, the girls laid out tea sandwiches and drinks.

“You know, Julia”—how she hated it when her mother called her that—“until now we were the successful Dr. Bob Whitman and his socialite wife: yours truly. So you’ve never heard me talk about money. Only your father. Money, money, money.” Her mother twisted repeatedly at a huge diamond ring, at least two carats—that was just a guess—whenever the word money was mentioned. The ring must have been purchased some time ago, though. After one of her parents’ corrosive interchanges. She knew that groove in her mother’s finger as if the ring had carved out a resting place in her own flesh.

“I didn’t marry him for his money,” her mother said.

But didn’t you? Jules thought to herself. And on this visit all her parents had talked about was money.

“But this!” her mother continued. This was her way of making Jules feel guilty. But Buddhism had been a paradigm shift for her. Or so she hoped. All those years practicing meditation had soothed and comforted her. Yet Buddhists also had an intense sense of obligation: to avoid bad karma. So there was still a price to pay. She had swapped Catholic guilt for Buddhist obligation. Damn both of them! Neither is going to get me out of this mess!

Jules sucked in her breath. Clutching for calm, she made her voice quieter and tried again. “Didn’t you worry about this before, Mother?” Her right eyelid twitched as she watched Joanne fidget with the paper napkins.

“Your father won’t face his problems. You’ll have to deal with him. He just pays the minimum interest due. He’s always envied your position at Stanford. Or should I say former position at Stanford.”

Jules flinched. Of course her mother would have to open old wounds.

“After all we sacrificed for you kids—everything we could give, mind you.”

“You both need to downsize, and fast, Mother. With Joanne and Andrew we can come up with something, I’m sure. Can’t we?” she asked, turning to Joanne. Her sister looked down and took a huge bite out of her tiny tea sandwich, silent. Was anyone else in the family able to see that an emergency intervention was called for? Hello? Hello? Anyone seeing what I’m seeing?

“You’re the oldest,” her mother said, ignoring her. “And I want you to know I really don’t want anything done for my birthday.” She patted Jules on the cheek, gently, as if she were a little girl again. “Save your money, sweetie. For more important things. I mean it. I just want to hang out today and have a nice visit with my number one daughter.”
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When the picnic was done, Megan stood on one side of her grandmother, towering over her, and Sarah planted herself on the other. The two teens smacked their lips loudly against their diminutive grandmother’s cheeks. Jules’s mother gently touched her face where their kisses had landed, looking at Jules, pausing for dramatic effect. Jules remembered her mother stroking her cheeks when she was a child. When did that stop?

They shopped until her mother said her blood sugar was low and her feet hurt. Just like her Grandma Paulina’s disequilibrium—debolezza in Italian. They all knew to be careful when she was feeling this way.

“What about my two sweeties?” her mother said when they had gotten her safely home. “Going to give your favorite grandma a lot of honey for her birthday before you go home to dress up?” They leaped at her obediently, shopping bags in hand.

Before Joanne and the girls left, Jules bent over Sarah and Megan and kissed them good-bye. Whispering in Sarah’s ear, Jules confided, “Now, Grandma has to be the center of attention. You know that. So let’s try to make sure she is in a good mood tonight.”

Sarah’s eyes widened. “But Grandma’s always in a good mood. Like this,” she said, gesturing to her grandmother’s cheerful face, and she flashed a toothy smile. Jules imagined two different women: her mother and her nieces’ grandmother. Or perhaps her mother had stopped being a mother and had decided to devote all her energy to her second chance to love, this time as a grandmother.

When her granddaughters were out of sight, Jules’s mother started fuming. She was a fig leaf—concealing her anger while leaving pretense exposed for everyone but her own family. “It’s my birthday … but it doesn’t feel like it at all. Go out to dinner tonight without me. Forget about the old lady. I just want to be left alone!” she yelled. She started to get undressed, twisting, yanking, and then pulling off her new taupe cashmere sweater. A birthday sweater from her, for her. Very expensive looking. Jules felt herself sinking, as if she had been punched in the stomach. She reached out to her mother—now half-naked, with just a bra and panties on—and with all her upper-body strength, she hugged her, half wishing to push the air out of her mother’s lungs so she couldn’t scream anymore, maybe not even breathe. You know, a strangling sort of embrace.

Jules looked over her mother’s shoulder at the beautiful, silver-framed photo prominently displayed on the credenza. A recent photo of Megan and Sarah. Megan reminded Jules of her sister at about the same age. Sarah, thirteen, was a different matter. Organized and careful. Zoë was four years older than Megan and would probably follow in her footsteps and be a psychologist. She used to love how Zoë always wanted to go to her office and watch through the one-way glass window as she tutored kids. Like mother, like daughter. Jules fought back tears, but felt their sting anyway.

“I’m not an old lady so don’t treat me like one,” her mother barked, shrugging her off.
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The temperature had dropped to the low forties. Very cold for October, despite the sunshine they’d had earlier for their picnic. They were all meeting at the Crab Pot, chosen because of its spectacular views of the water. Joanne had made reservations weeks ago and had requested birthday balloons, singing, and a special cake. And they had preordered oysters Rockefeller, their father’s favorite, as a way of including him in the celebration for the birthday girl.

Jules looked down into the water as they made their way to the restaurant entrance. It was almost pitch black, with no moon. Jules could faintly detect whitecaps in the dark night sea. A storm was coming.

“See that lighthouse over there?” Al asked, pointing in the direction of the light flashing in an arc over the bay. Jules had never liked Al, even less now that he was Joanne’s “estranged” husband.

“Megan just won first prize in a sculpture contest for her interpretation of that lighthouse, combining the themes of water and air, using old deep-sea diving headgear and astronaut suits formed from aluminum foil. She called her sculpture What Lies beneath the Surface?”

Jules could hear the pride in Al’s voice. For a moment, just a moment, she understood why Joanne had been attracted to him almost twenty years ago. But he was not the same person anymore. Then again, neither are any of us, she thought. Maybe he can help pay for some of the bills.

Clacking on the boardwalk planks, her mother was the first to speak, walking up behind her and Al: “I didn’t even want to remember my birthday, you know. I wanted to stay home … alone.”

“How dare you say that to us,” Joanne said, overhearing their mother’s whining, her voice rising unexpectedly as she caught up with them and they all walked into the Crab Pot.

“But Grandma, don’t you love blowing out candles?” Sarah asked, reaching for her grandma’s hand. “And you’re so lucky to have so many candles—eighty. I wish I were you.”

Her mother cupped Sarah’s face and gently planted a kiss on her forehead. “You are the dearest grandchild anyone could have. If I had known grandchildren would be so much fun, I would have had them first.” She grinned and turned to hug Megan, too. Jules guessed this was so Megan wouldn’t be jealous. She winced.

“Why can’t we have fun now? Just try, as if we were a real family,” Joanne said. The same old script. Hanging her head low so no one else could see her smile unfolding, Jules held her breath.

“That sounds good,” her father said unenthusiastically as waiters came in carrying balloons.

When dinner was done, and the birthday cake was brought in to loud singing from other customers in the restaurant, the girls were at their grandmother’s side.

“You can do it, Grandma,” Megan said. “Blow them out.”

Leaning slowly towards her granddaughters, her mother tapped the top of her head against Sarah’s, then rubbed Megan’s cheeks. “Sweeties, after Julia leaves, we’ll go to Seattle and do whatever you like. I’ll give you some spending money. A girl has to have what she has to have, I always say.”

Sarah wrinkled her brow. “But Grandma, Auntie just got here and you’re already talking about when she’s going to leave. And why are you talking as if Auntie Julie isn’t here?”

Their grandma’s eyebrows jerked up. “Well …” she began, sputtering, not quite losing her voice. “Go ahead. See if I care,” she finally said to no one in particular, gazing unsteadily ahead. Then she turned to Jules, face-to-face, locking onto her eyes: “And remember what I said. You hear me? Don’t do what your father did to his brothers.” Her mother’s voice sounded close to breaking.

Her father sank lower in the banquette, looking out at the water’s view. “Now, Aida, we have three kids. It’s too much for one of them to bail us out alone.”

Joanne squirmed and looked at Al, who refused to meet her eyes. “Mom, I can take out a loan. Somehow. You’ve been the best mom ever. That’s the least I can do. Jules shouldn’t do this all alone. And Andrew needs to pitch in, too. I don’t understand why he didn’t even show up for this!”

Jules was astonished that Joanne looked genuinely perplexed at Andrew’s absence. He never came to visit.

“You two really should move in with me and the girls,” Joanne continued. “I don’t know why you keep turning me down. We would be really cozy together. And we would have quality mommy-daughter time.”

“That would be sensible, Mother. You can be that much closer to Sarah and Megan,” Jules said, exhaling deeply.

“You … you got us into this mess,” her mother said, glaring at their father. “And Julia, you have only one child. Joanne has two and Andrew has two—or is it three?—and is expecting another one. And sweet Joanne, don’t take this the wrong way, you hear me? I couldn’t think of anything I would like more than to live with my favorite child. No offense to you, Jules,” she said as she turned to glance at her, as if she were joking. “But your place is just too small for your dad and me. I need more space, so I don’t have to be in the same room with him. And my mother lived with us and I swore I wouldn’t do that to my kids.”

Wonderful Grandma Paulina, her mother’s mother. Like mother, like daughter?
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Jules liked to refer to her mother as “Grandma” in front of her nieces. It sounded safer and softer. Like her own grandma.

Grandma Paulina Longo, a Sicilian emigrant, immigrated to the Bronx as a young married woman. A huge gnocchi in a floral-printed housedress, no more than five feet tall but about two hundred pounds and diabetic. Jules’s Grandma Paulina had named her first child after her favorite opera, Aida, a tragic tale of vengeance and fury.

“My mother stole my childhood right from under me, you know that!” her mother repeatedly told Jules and her siblings when they were teenagers. “It was the Depression and both my parents worked long hours. I was a glorified slave, that’s what I was, taking care of my sister and brother, cooking and cleaning. No time to think about what I wanted.”

Jules had brought Mike home to Akron on summer break, during a body-melting heat wave. It was her grandma’s birthday. Reaching up with her pale, doughy hands to cradle Mike’s face, her grandma had stared up into his blue eyes.

“Such a beautiful boy,” her grandma had purred in her velvety Sicilian drawl. “Oh, so beautiful, and a wonderful boy to marry.”

Mike had grinned.

Grandma had been very busy making her specialty dishes the day before. Jules’s mother had said nothing, leaving the kitchen to Grandma’s culinary magic. To show what a good daughter she was. She hadn’t wanted to relinquish control at first.

“I’d like to cook for my own birthday,” Grandma had said.

“Nah, Ma, I’m going to cook,” her mother had yelled. “It’s the least I can do to celebrate your birthday.” She’d raised her arm, as if to strike her own mother—something Jules had seen her do many times before, to her and Joanne and Andrew—but at the very last second she had bitten her forearm, then lowered it as a welt formed, and tied her apron tighter.

“I should be able to have what I want for my own birthday, now shouldn’t I?” Grandma had said, and everyone else had nodded. They were all hoping for a break from their mother’s cooking or frozen TV dinners.

“Mother, why can’t Grandma eat something else besides lamb chops?” Jules had asked later, casting a sympathetic glance at her grandmother. Soaked with the juices from the meat, the cutting board had a solitary gray raw chop resting on top of a fresh red stain.

“She’s diabetic.” Her mother’s jaw clenched. She could see a little knob of bone where the mandible bulged below the earlobe. “She can’t eat carbohydrates—white foods.”

“Not even for her birthday?” Jules asked, hoping for a different answer.

“I’m not an all-night diner. Lincoln freed the slaves,” her mother replied, voice higher, wringing her red-and-white dishtowel as if it were sopping wet. Then she bit her arm. Hard. Drew blood.

Jules thought of the animals that got caught in her father’s traps when he and Andrew went hunting. Some bit off their own paws to survive. She glanced at Mike, who’d seen the whole thing. He looked stunned.

After pasta—for everyone except Grandma—Jules carried in a tiny pink box. Mike gave her a quick hug, encouraging her, as she slipped out a cupcake with pink icing and “Grandma” written on it. “Happy birthday to you, happy birthday to you,” Jules sang, feeling giddy, as she brought it to the table with one lit candle on a paper plate borrowed from her friend Deirdre.

“What do you think you’re doing, young lady?” her mother said, yanking the plate away. The candle sputtered and went out.

“I know she can’t eat it, but I thought she could have the fun of blowing out the candle and watching us eat tiny mouthfuls,” Jules said.

“What’s all the fuss about, anyway?” her mother said, picking up the paper plate and dumping it in the trash can. “Birthdays are just a reminder you’re getting old.”

Jules could smell the faint Parmesan cheese residue on her grandmother’s housecoat, which revealed her ample décolletage. A warm, motherly woman. The closeness felt good. No one else she knew looked at all like her Grandma. She belonged in some old movie as a background extra with Sophia Loren or some other Italian diva, stealing the scenes. Grandma was a plump, sumptuous cupcake.
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Sarah blew out the stubs of the candles before they melted into the white icing, like miniature snowmen collapsing, melting into the letters that spelled out “Grandma.” Giggling, she pulled a candle out and started sucking the icing off it.

After the Crab Pot celebration, Sarah and Megan wanted to walk to the boardwalk and look out over the water at the Mukilteo lighthouse. Jules looked back to see the girls shivering in their short-sleeve, satiny dresses. Typical kids, oblivious to the frigid weather in the name of fashion. They wandered off in another direction, near some souvenir shops. Jules was left alone with Al.

“You know, I think seeing how your mother gnaws away at your father would frighten anyone. All that marital flesh eating,” he whispered, as if it were a secret.

Jules’s mother crossed her arms tightly and leaned heavily against the railing, watching the movement of the waves in the dark. A dim light or two shone on the water for safety reasons. The chamber of commerce wouldn’t want anyone to get hurt.

Jules had chanted to herself the Buddhist mantra of mindfulness and loving-kindness: “May you be happy, may you be healthy. May you be free from worry. May your life be filled with loving-kindness.” She uttered this meditation in reverse order. Instead of friends and family first, acquaintances second, enemies third, and then the world of strangers last, Jules started with human beings she would never know. She chanted “May you be happy, may you be healthy, may you be free from worry” to those she disliked. She chanted “May your life be filled with loving-kindness” to acquaintances. Then she chanted all four wishes to her family. Why did she have to work hard placing her parents in the same category as strangers, let alone friends? Would helping her parents through this make her feel less like an outlier? Did anyone ever truly know their mother and father?

It was the same mantra she had silently chanted before on other festive occasions. May you be happy—her mother had wanted to be happy, hadn’t she? Didn’t everyone?



A DIVA ON TAPE


All she’d ever wanted to do was sing.

As a student nurse at Montefiore Hospital in the Bronx, Aida would pass by her Uncle Gino’s restaurant/dinner club on Gun Hill Road after classes were over. Nothing fancy, but there was a little stage, and she loved being on it. She was always hoping against hope that the regular waitress-singer had called in sick so she could fill in.

“Hello, my singing princess,” Uncle Gino had said that day, kissing her with heavy tobacco breath, smelling of sweat. Aida knew that her uncle was a dirty old man. She could put up with the groping, though. For an audience. For a pathway to a singing career.

“Any chance I’ll get to sing tonight?” she asked him. “I’m always ready to do ‘Someone to Watch Over Me.’ ” That was her torch song.

Uncle Gino shook his head, regret in his eyes. “Sorry, sweetheart. Not tonight.”

Aida always wore the black crepe dress, the one that made her look like Elizabeth Taylor, when she sang at the club. Low-cut, sultry; stiletto heels to make her stand out even more. To be a nightclub singer at a New York restaurant and bar—that’s what she had really wanted, she thought as she dragged herself home. Not to be some drudge cleaning up blood and shit, taking temperatures, and looking at old, sickly bodies ready to die. She was the best-looking nursing student at Montefiore Hospital, after all. And even her name destined her for a better life—a life of beauty and song, like the opera Aida but without the tragedy. Her fiancé, Steve Seigel, a psychiatrist at Bellevue Hospital, had said she could do whatever she wanted after marriage. He wasn’t good looking. He wasn’t even the smartest psychiatrist at Bellevue. I could do so much better, she thought as she opened her front door.
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