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THE TIP-OFF


—NOVEMBER 1989—


“DON’T SAY A WORD!” MY mother began, looking straight at me. “I know perfectly well this may be dumb.” She was carving the turkey at the time, and the buzzzz of the electric knife underscored her warning—not that my mother ever needed a sharp object to get my attention.


It seemed that she and my father were about to buy a used car … in Mexico … sight-unseen, possibly the gold standard for bad ideas for anyone, let alone people in their eighties. Worse still, they were buying the car through the same Guadalajara lawyer they’d recently accused of padding the purchase costs of their new condo. My parents knew they were asking for trouble; they just didn’t care. And the last thing they wanted was a reality check from me, their only child.


A hard-driving New York Jewish couple—a Macy’s dress buyer and a dentist—they’d always been sensible, savvy, and unfailingly consistent. I never visited from Boston without noticing that while my life was continually changing, theirs hardly did. Retirement barely slowed them down; they kept their datebook jam-packed and continued to shuttle between Manhattan and Westchester in good health and no worse than usual humor. Even Amy, their housekeeper for more than thirty years and originally my beloved nanny, was still in the kitchen struggling to please. My parents, who’d made several shrewd real estate investments that now contributed to their carefree old age, seemed as competent as ever. These two did not make flaky decisions.


And why the gag order? I never challenged them, at least not directly (and I’m a person who, in all other situations, needs to get in her two cents). A lifetime of bowing to my parents’ impressive self-confidence and extremely impressive tempers had worn a deep groove. I was as likely to confront them as to throw myself under a steamroller, and for the same reason.


Instead, during the brief silence that followed my mother’s command, I enjoyed a cheerful thought: “I don’t live here anymore!” For a few moments, safely seated across from my husband and between the twin shields of our two preteen children, I was swept with thankfulness—this being Thanksgiving.


And then my inner fact-checker piped up: “Who are you kidding?” Moving out is not the same as “moving on.” I’d been out of this home more years than in it, but my parents still seemed larger than life, personal Macy’s Thanksgiving Day Parade balloons, forever looming overhead and threatening to pull me off my feet. As a child, I gravitated to the safety of the kitchen, where I shared the staff’s view of them as demanding bosses needing humoring. You’d think they were the Windsors the way the household turned around them, like the planets around the sun, and not just a working couple with some hired help. To a nervous, ruminative child, they seemed to move with their own spotlight. Their daily comings and goings, their separate breakfasts and joint cocktail hour, their card parties and theater nights and weekends out of town were the source of all worry and relief. I watched them from the wings, they of the fiery tempers and ironclad wills, glamorous and unassailable, dispensing largesse or dreaded judgment: Edna and Leo Roper, the Hera and Zeus of apartment 2B.


To sit at their table before a plate of accessorized turkey was to relive the horrors of Thanksgivings past. In fact, I couldn’t eat Jell-O at this table without heartburn, recalling the dinners of my childhood: the one time each day when my mother and her corrective laser could not be avoided. A mother’s job, as she saw it—in the dark days before the discovery of bonding, nurturing, and building self-esteem—was a matter of child improvement. Working longer hours than Leo, Edna couldn’t afford to waste even one of our rare moments together. So much to fix, so little time! Choosing clothes was about concealing figure flaws. After-school lessons in art, diction, tennis, skating, golf, ballet, ballroom dancing, piano, and music appreciation were to make me “accomplished.” My letters from camp came back to me with the spelling errors underlined in red. And dinner was a nightly plank walk.


The suspense was ratcheted up when I was ten and Amy took on the cooking—a job move fraught with potential peril. From the beginning, my mother’s taxing job made full-time child care necessary (that, and her sense that she was not cut out for motherhood). Amazing as it seems now, in the 1950s two professional salaries could support a pair of live-in servants plus a weekly laundress and a heavy cleaner. By chance, just as it became obvious that I was too old for a nursemaid, the cook-of-the-moment quit, and my mother offered Amy the job. Dangerous or not, it was a miraculous reprieve for the two of us, attached by heartstrings since her arrival when I was fifteen weeks old, after the first three nannies had failed to please.


The problem was that Amy had never cooked a meal in her life. Nannying was her calling. As a child in a dirt-poor family of Nova Scotia lobstermen, she was so desperate for dolls that she played with live lobsters wrapped in ragged dishtowels. Her new position kept the two of us together, but at the price of a daily run through the gauntlet of my mother’s inimitable critiques. Amy was now the deer caught in the sight line of my mother’s stun gun. Later, as an angry post-post-adolescent, I wondered if my mother took special pleasure in humiliating her in front of me. Now I see she must have hoped to diminish her rival in my eyes. Was there ever a strategy more doomed to backfire? Still, I got the message. I knew never to defend Amy to my mother and risk creating yet another reason to get the two of us fired.


Any dinner was a high-wire act, but the heightened expectations of Thanksgiving raised the wire higher. Though both my parents came from large families that lived nearby, my mother’s two widowed sisters were the only guests, just as at every other holiday gathering. The meal began with cocktails in the den. While Amy passed hors d’oeuvres, in a white uniform instead of a nanny’s homey tweeds, I made the martinis, my special parlor trick. Too soon Amy would hurry back to the kitchen and reappear to announce dinner.


Pushing the swinging door with her back, she carried in the heavy turkey on a silver tray. I thought she was a giantess, with her huge hands and feet, her long stride that kept me running to keep up, but I could read the anxiety in her face: the beads of sweat on her thin upper lip with its faint mustache, the nervous fluttering behind her steamed-up glasses. My mother scanned the platter like a drill sergeant, avid for infractions.


I was helpless to protect Amy when she served, but never more so than on Thanksgiving. Normally, we covered for one another, she claiming credit for a coat I’d let fall in the closet or I for her missing doily. Though mortified by my own mistakes, I felt heroic taking the blame for what I hadn’t done. (Do all children imagine they live in a scary fairy tale?) But I could only hold my breath as Amy made her way alone through the minefield of all those once-a-year vegetables served on the fancy plates with the good silverware and linen. Worst of all, seated among the enemy, mute, I allowed my family to think I, too, viewed Amy as nothing but a hopeless bungler.


A key moment in the holiday drama was Edna’s show of offering me a wing, her favorite part of the bird. “A sacrifice only a mother would make!” she’d laugh, as she carved it onto the plate in Amy’s outstretched hands. This was her annual public declaration of love, as direct as she could get. I accepted the wing to please her and to keep her in good humor. The truth was I thought it was freaky, like the other parts she liked: the fatty tail she called by the Yiddish name pupik, the neck, and the gizzards, bony and gristly things that gave her teeth a workout: witch food.


We dined in character. My father ate with relish, as he did everything, radiating pleasure at the meal’s abundance and refinement—a world away from the squalor of his immigrant youth. My two aunts, perennial diners at their younger sister’s table, ate politely, deferentially, doing their best to avoid my mother’s notice. Amy preferred the leftovers of her childhood: the scrapings of the pot, the bits around the bone, the cores of apples. I had trouble getting down what was put in front of me. It all seemed potent: the pimply poultry skin, the gaggingly starchy potatoes, the stinky Brussels sprouts whose fumes wafted up, threatening to asphyxiate.


After an eternity my mother would ring her little silver bell, and Amy would reappear. As she made her rounds with seconds, I cleaned my plate by cutting the remains into small bits that I hid in my napkin and snuck into her apron pocket under cover of the tray.


Amy and I barely made it through those long-ago Thanksgivings, or so it seemed. There was always a spotted glass or floury sauce to prove she wasn’t up to the task, that her days with us were numbered. It was little comfort when the guillotine failed to fall; it stood at the ready.


Now, all these years later, nothing had improved except my appetite. Nothing could turn off my memories, not even my husband and children’s obvious enjoyment. I was riveted by the scene of my two mothers still at it, Amy, stooped and wizened, bearing her burden along with a lifetime of hurt, and Edna, two face-lifts later and looking better than ever, ringing her little silver bell and calling her nemesis to task. Who would have guessed that these two women, who’d lived under one roof almost all their adult lives, were the very same age?


Following my mother’s used-car bulletin, the dinner rolled along without further distress until Amy left the warm apple pie on the table and returned with two flavors of ice cream but only one spoon—a felony! “Have you learned nothing?” Edna bristled. Amy flushed with dismay. Later I could commiserate with her in the kitchen, but for the moment I just ground my teeth. At forty-four—with my own family, a career, a life, for God’s sake—I still couldn’t cross my parents’ doorstep without falling in line.


These were my parents, just as I’d known them ever since I’d known anything at all. If there was more to them, it never crossed my mind. I took them at face value—and as permanently fixed as specimens caught in amber. Perhaps we all tend to see our parents as simply being and ourselves as always becoming, to see them as solidly of a piece and ourselves as a mille-feuille of conflicting motives and desires. But it didn’t help that Edna and Leo were wedded to the what-you-see-is-what-you-get nature of themselves and to the idea of their own immutability.


Still, at eighty and eighty-three, like it or not, they had entered the stage of life when gears wear out and cables fray. Edna and Leo were coming undone, and in ways that no one who knew them could ever have predicted. Now I recognize the car announcement as the first warning. At the time I didn’t know what to make of it, since I scarcely believed in their aging. I made nothing of their falling behind the times, and by then they could barely operate a TV remote. My sense of my parents as unyielding and all-knowing felt more real than all evidence to the contrary. As a result, the inevitable was inconceivable. And it remained inconceivable even when, soon enough, Edna and Leo began all but transmuting in front of me.


I blame Mexico for what happened. Up north, anchored by places and people they’d known their whole lives, my parents stuck to patterns long engraved in their autonomic nervous systems and passed as themselves. Had they stayed put, they might have had an unremarkable decline and coasted quietly into the sunset. In anticipation of my father’s retirement, at age eighty, my parents did try out Palm Beach and Palm Springs, where most of their friends wintered, but they’d been underwhelmed. “They dress for dinner,” Edna complained. Leo was more direct. “Too predictable and dull,” he said. “You could die there.”


What my parents were after was a new frontier. Mexico offered a sense of discovery, a touch of exoticism, the thrill of a bargain. The first two winters in Guadalajara went smashingly. They rented a lovely house in the suburbs, joined a golf club, and savored a life abroad that had all the comforts of home, including a cook. There were difficulties—they got lost with regularity and would enter rotaries, rosarios, at major intersections and then, disoriented and reduced to screaming at one another, be unable to find their way out—but they remained undaunted. Were it not for the lack of a good bridge game, they might never have found the nearby town of Ajijic, with its colony of retirees, its golf and card clubs, its amateur theater and chili-cook-off fundraisers. Explaining to friends up north its correct pronunciation—ah-hee-heek—was a kick. And the town didn’t have a single rosario.


It was in Ajijic that my parents began to progress from cheerfully undaunted to alarmingly unfazed. When I’d first seen them choosing adventure over the usual late-life path of cautious entrenchment, I’d thought: “Good for them!” But beginning with my mother’s used car announcement, coming up on their fifth winter in Mexico, they began to jettison sense. Soon they’d be throwing themselves into cockamamie building projects and courting a cast of oddballs they might previously have crossed the street to avoid. A sudden shock would push my father further, and with even stranger strangers. Before it was over, their devil-may-care stance would bring down the kind of disasters commonly found in pulp fiction.


Though Edna and Leo never spent more than three months a year in Ajijic, I’ve come to think of their final decade as the “Mexico Years.” It was there they cut loose. And it was there that my family of four made an annual two-week pilgrimage for the Christmas holiday. In Mexico, viewing my parents, year after year, against the same foreign backdrop and for an extended period, I saw their transformation as in time-lapse photography. Each year I was stunned anew by the latest version of them, an ongoing metamorphosis that eventually called into question everything I’d ever thought about them. Two people, who all their lives had insisted above all else on maintaining control, were increasingly out of control. Off they sped, holding fast to life and leaving me to wonder just who they really were.


In the end my parents’ crumbling facades opened a window onto their true identities that changed everything for me. It pushed me to reconsider a good chunk of my own history, what it meant and even what had actually happened. “Don’t say a word!” my mother warned, at the start of it all. And I didn’t, until I could.
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CHAPTER 1 / YEAR 1



DUBIOUS DECISIONS


—DECEMBER 1989—


THE NEW USED CAR TURNED out to be a huge white Chevy with bright red leather upholstery, circa 1970. Arriving at the Guadalajara airport for our annual Christmas visit, I was stunned when my father pulled up in it looking like a Munchkin from Oz. The front seat was peculiarly low, and he could barely see over the steering wheel. Shorter than both my parents, I’d been only dimly aware they were shrinking over the years. Now there was no mistaking it. The image was striking: a small, old man of sober tastes—a seersucker jacket and chicken potpie kind of guy—driving a rolling hunk once suitable for cruising the strip in Las Vegas and trolling for buxom blondes.


The purchase was odd, but even odder was my parents’ initial reaction when it had turned out to be—surprise!—a colossal lemon. They hadn’t been upset. Au contraire, they’d been amused. Psychiatrists—like my husband, Michael—might call accepting disaster with humor a “mature, higher-order response.” But in Edna and Leo’s case it was strange, flying, as it did, in the face of their previous, lifelong reaction to mishap: thermonuclear explosion. In fact, their new nonchalance amounted to a complete philosophical about-face, as radical as a pair of staunch vegans deciding that fifty years of brown rice was enough and that it would be chili burgers and Italian sausages from then on. I didn’t know what to think when, after their arrival in Mexico for the winter, my mother called, practically overcome with hilarity over the many problems with the car. “You won’t believe this rattletrap when you see it,” she’d gasped.


And now here it was in all its glory. In terms of shock value, the car’s appearance paled in comparison with its state of dysfunction. Just getting in was a challenge: only one rear door opened, and the front right inside handle fell off if you weren’t careful. Something was wrong with the front passenger seat too; the back would not go up beyond an angle suitable for a tooth extraction. Consequently, the four of us squashed in the back had my mother virtually lying in our laps. As we pulled away from the curb, I noticed we were all sitting on towels. The red leather, my mother informed me, had a tendency to bleed.


“Hey! There’s something wrong with my window!” piped up Jared, our ten-year-old. “It won’t go up.” This turned out to be good news, since neither would Zoë’s. With just one year on her brother, our daughter felt obliged to defend her older-sib status to the death; any asymmetry not in her favor was grounds for assault.


“Forget it,” said my mother, rolling her head our way. “The windows don’t work, but as soon as the car hits 30, we’ll need all the ventilation we can get.”


As if to prove her point, my father reached a straightaway and started to pick up speed. All of a sudden, acrid fumes began pouring out from under the dashboard. Those who could, rode with their heads out the windows, like retrievers. My father, who didn’t have that luxury, was now both craning to see the road and squinting through the smoke.


“This car is beyond belief!” I yelled over the din of the wind and a loud knocking sound coming from underneath us. “What did you pay for it anyway?”


“Seven thousand dollars!” boomed my father, and he and my mother were off on an escalating row about which of them was to blame for the purchase. The fact that they were taking a bemused view of the car and its imperfections didn’t stop them from using it as ammunition in their perpetual fighting, which after fifty years had become as reflexive as hiccupping. Apparently, the truce they’d called with life’s frustrations did not include one another.


Edna and Leo were in agreement on certain facts: buying a cheap car in Mexico to keep there made sense, since one driven into the country could stay only six months, and they intended to fly down for the three winter months they planned to spend in Ajijic each year, now that they’d become residents. For five thousand dollars, you could get a basic vehicle; for seven thousand, something a little better. I tuned out when they got to blaming one another for using a lawyer they’d both had good reason not to trust. Their disagreements had an unlimited shelf life and were always replayed with the frequency of a TV ad.


Considering this particular fight, the free pass my parents were giving the real culprit—the lawyer—seemed almost stranger than their blasé equanimity about the car. Edna and Leo never minced words, and neither of them calibrated disapproval; the smallest mistake always merited total condemnation. How they’d managed not to incinerate one another in all the years of their marriage was a wonder to everyone who knew them. They spared no one, from stock boys to siblings. Now, suddenly, when they had a suitable target for their rage in this shady used-car-dealing/ condo-padding lawyer, they were keeping it between themselves.


Given their temperaments, these holiday trips were always working vacations for me. Mexico was the last of the exotic destinations—after Quebec and St. Thomas—to which my family relocated for the Christmas holidays, when the staff was off. When I was a child, they were the one time each year that I was alone with my parents, morning to night, day after day. Keeping them happy required constant vigilance until I could get safely back home to Amy. Oddly, neither the passage of decades nor the addition of first Michael and then the children changed a thing. Each trip had its share of collective pleasures to call up as proof that we loved one another at all the other moments when it was less than obvious. And each trip had its periodic volcanic outbursts, the anticipation of which cast a chronic pall. All in all, the tradition proved impressively resilient: the highs, the lows, my dread.


Why as an adult I agreed to go back to Mexico, year after year, was a question I asked myself, year after year. There was the perennial hope that my parents might have mellowed and I might have toughened up just enough for a better time. There was the wish that my children know their grandparents so that they would, in maturity, forgive me my character flaws. Most significant, though, was that my parents looked forward to our visit. They expected us. Michael and the kids, who did not share my preoccupations, found the holidays easier to enjoy. Even if they hadn’t, though, I am ashamed to admit, it wouldn’t have mattered. I was not up to not going.


My misgivings about this latest visit were, as usual, offset by Edna and Leo’s genuine excitement at our arrival. As we drove the half hour to the new Ajijic condo, they kept up a cheery narration of local news: the restaurants that had opened since the previous winter, the plans for Christmas Day, our upcoming excursion to a beach resort, some new friends named the Wolfes. My parents loved the idea of togetherness and always managed to forget that the reality inevitably fell well short of the fantasy—and within the first twenty-four hours. We were doomed to drive them crazy. In fact, the annual excursion—a vacation from the vacation—was a joint acknowledgement that ten days under one roof was more togetherness than anyone’s nerves could bear. Essentially Edna and Leo got too much pleasure finding fault to resist for long, and with Amy in New York for the winter, my family of four was the only game in town. But you’d never have guessed it to hear their bubbling account of the new shops and open markets they couldn’t wait to show us. With their recent condo purchase, Edna and Leo had become insiders in this off-the-beaten-track retirement community, and their report had a proud, proprietary tone.


We watched for the few visual landmarks in the otherwise flat, barren landscape: first the dusty ranch, then the roadside restaurant that looked as if it hadn’t had a customer since Zapata, then the more popular purple motel that rented rooms by the hour. The row of stands selling local sweets beckoned, but there wasn’t time: we were meeting the Wolfes for dinner.


Those in the backseat couldn’t wait for the trip to be over, in any case. Jared had a death grip on my arm, and Zoë, a backseat driver since she was three, was calling out the reading on the speedometer at a volume just under the level of her grandfather’s diminished hearing. Michael would be driving for the rest of the holiday, but it was a point of honor for my father to take the wheel on the trip from the airport. Leo’s driving was not what it used to be, and, worse, he didn’t seem to notice. He drove fast, insanely fast, given the dubious condition of the road and car, the daredevil driving of the locals, and his flagging reflexes and severely compromised visibility. “Slow down, Dad,” I kept repeating, reaching across my mother’s face to put my hand on his shoulder. Each time he let up on the gas pedal, only to pick up speed again a few seconds later. “Leo!” barked my mother, “Do you want to get us killed?”


We were following the road up the mountain that separates the city of Guadalajara from Lake Chapala, an old volcanic crater. The trip had gotten easier now that the widening and repaving of the roadway from town was finally almost finished. And not a moment too soon. Retirees from Canada and the States were pouring into the area, drawn by year-round near-perfect weather and the almost unimaginably favorable purchasing power of the dollar, which allowed a lifestyle most could never dream of up north. The completion of the road would conveniently connect the lakeside community to the two essentials for an elderly snowbird population: an airport and good hospitals.


“There’s the spot!” said my mother, pulling herself to a more vertical position by way of the free-floating door handle, which she deftly managed to keep on its spindle. “Last week on our way back from Guad, we almost went over the edge right there!” The road at this point began an S curve to the left. Apparently with the sun in his eyes, my father had missed the turn and driven straight ahead, completely off the paved surface, and onto the shoulder at the edge of the ravine. This being Mexico, there was no barrier. Luckily the car didn’t have enough power in an uphill climb to allow my father his usual speed, or they would have sailed off into the abyss like Thelma and Louise.


“When the wheels hit the dirt, he jammed on the brakes—just in time,” Edna laughed. “You have no idea how close we came!”


“Next time I’ll wear sunglasses,” Leo said, patting his shirt pocket. “What the hell did you do with them, Edna?”


“Don’t look at me! Since when am I Keeper of the Royal Glasses?”


The argument picked up as we climbed and then petered out as we cleared the crest of the mountain and the lake suddenly came into view. This was a moment we all looked forward to. It was a gorgeous sight, especially in the early evening: first a sliver of silver, shimmering under the darkening sky and then, as the road descended, the whole wide expanse of water, ringed by lavender mountains. The far side was just beginning to sparkle as lights went on along the shoreline. The little town just below us was twinkling, too, while the cypress and palm trees stood out black against the turquoise sky. My parents sighed deeply and exchanged appreciative glances. You couldn’t help but think of Shangri-La.


The Condo


I was as pessimistic about the new condo as I’d been about the car—and with reason. I am an architect, and I had seen the plans.


Sometime during the previous winter, Edna and Leo had decided that four years of renting in Mexico was enough. It was time to buy. They’d returned to New York bursting with excitement about a six-unit development, then halfway through construction on a golf course just outside of town. Walking them through the site, the builder had sold them on the dramatic lake view and the advantages of small-group ownership. They showed me a professional-looking set of blueprints and interrupted one another in their rush to explain how they’d chosen their particular unit. They’d all but signed on the dotted line.


Scanning the drawings, I realized that my parents could have only the vaguest idea of what they were getting; as with the Chevy, they were running on trust. Since their L-shaped development was being built on a steep incline like a giant set of descending stairs that took a ninety-degree turn, its many levels made it hard to grasp the impact one unit had on another, especially since each had been drawn on a separate sheet. It took some sleuthing to figure out what was really going on.


Other parents might have loved some professional advice from their offspring; not mine. Edna and Leo bragged about our credentials to friends, but they had cast Michael and me as The Kids—for life. As a result, they’d presented their condo plans without allowing that I had any particular ability to read them. All they’d wanted was confirmation of their excellent choice.


Unfortunately, the project looked so ill-conceived I’d felt compelled to try talking them out of it. I’d strained for a neutral tone as I pointed out their unit’s problems. To begin with, the dramatic lake view was nonexistent. The large dining area windows were only a foot above the flat roof of the next-lower unit, offering a panorama of white stucco and perhaps an antenna or two, while the living room view would be blocked by the railings and furniture of the small private patio. Worse yet, the uphill neighbor’s only route to the pool was across this “private” patio, which was, as it happened, barely big enough for two chaise-longues. Each time the abutters went for a swim, my parents would have to stand and fold up their chairs—or lie quietly as the neighbors climbed over their recumbent bodies. The plans seemed intentionally misleading.


My parents’ hackles immediately rose at what they took as an affront to their judgment and in defense felt obliged to prove me wrong. Edna dismissed the loss of the view as trivial and insisted there was a way around the patio right-of-way hurdle. She turned out to be right. In the so-called compromise she later negotiated, the developer added a separate stair to the neighbor’s unit—at my parents’ expense. And the deal was sealed.


Now, as we approached the entrance to the development, I tried to relax my jaw. Having weighed in against the purchase and been overridden, I wished to be proved right. At the same time, I felt I had no choice but to enthuse over whatever it was my parents had bought. Squeezed in the backseat—literally and otherwise—I geared up to choose my words with surgical care.


Forgetting for a moment the apartment itself, I could see how the condo, with its good security, private water system, and golf, might have been a logical choice for Edna and Leo, except for the fact that the golf club wasn’t the one they’d joined. Playing the course the previous winter, they’d found the terrain so steep that, even with the help of a motorized cart, they’d had to choose between expending their energy on swinging the clubs or negotiating the hills. Edna had been a heavy smoker until she quit at forty-five, and her lungs had never fully recovered; Leo was prone to fainting and had actually passed out while climbing to one of the tees. Very sensibly, they’d joined a club outside town with a pancake-flat course. “So,” I asked myself, as we drove in through the entry gates and past the tennis courts they would never use, “why pick this particular place to live?”


Especially since the access road to their little development was so precipitous, I had to avert my eyes as we hit the top of the drive, turned left, and began a nosedive down to the unit itself. I have a harrowing memory of joining an older female cousin when I was nine for my first and last roller-coaster ride at Coney Island, and the approach to the condo was a closer approximation of that experience than I’d ever planned to have again. Instead of driving into his recessed carport, Leo parked on the downward incline, jammed a front tire against the curb, and put the car in reverse.


“It’ll be easier to unload the luggage this way,” he said.


“Who do you think you’re kidding?” my mother snapped. “You can’t pull in without crushing the fender! We were going to get the dents fixed,” she added, turning to me, “but Max Wolfe thinks we might as well let them accumulate and have all the body work done at the end of the winter when we leave.”


Who were these Wolfes? My mother couldn’t seem to complete a thought without mentioning them.


The apartment was as bad as I’d feared. It reminded me of a seedy Florida motel unit of the 1960s. It was basic—foolishly so, I felt, given what was affordable in Mexico. Paradoxically, my parents, who loved to travel first class and to pick up the tab in restaurants, were always inclined to modesty when it came to major purchases. “Don’t touch the counters! You’ll ruin your sleeves,” my mother called out, as I looked around the open kitchen. “Our moron of a maid was here today, and I can’t get her not to use furniture polish on them.” I touched the wood-grained Formica, gingerly. It was disgustingly slimy. This was a complete role reversal; usually when my mother visited me, she all but walked around with white gloves looking for evidence of my chronic failure to uphold her high standards of housekeeping. Now I was appraising her apartment critically—and not just its cleanliness. I tried not to gape at the cheap curtains and tacky cabinetry. “The finish on the place is hideous, isn’t it?” offered my mother, blithely. “Edye Wolfe is helping me redecorate.”


[image: Image]


When we left for the restaurant a little later, Michael drove, so my mother moved to the back and filled me in on the mysterious Wolfes while Jared and Zoë played a game presumably about guessing the letter scratched on one’s arm but really about doing one’s best to draw blood. It seems my parents had met Max and Edye through one of my cousins, whose husband had been a wholesale clothing salesman with Max in Dallas. When the Wolfes opened a boutique ice-cream parlor, my cousin invested. The business went bust, and the couple liquidated and relocated to Mexico, where they could make do on their remaining savings, while the partners were left feeling cheated. Surprisingly, despite her resentment, my cousin remained on cordial terms with Max and Edye and encouraged my parents to look them up. This was the same cousin, I suddenly realized, whom I had to thank for that roller-coaster ride thirty years earlier.


The Wolfes, now in their sixties, had recently launched yet another new venture, this time building houses on spec. They’d already sold one that was, as my mother put it, “drop-dead.” According to her, the pair made a great team: Edye was the vision person; Max oversaw the work. What Edye lacked in training, she more than made up for in taste. Max’s limited Spanish was also no problem: he had a knack for making himself understood. I gathered no one bothered with floor plans. The latest project was slightly different—the remodeling of an existing house—and my parents were seriously considering buying into the deal. Though my own firm specialized in renovations, the idea that I might have anything useful to offer seemed not to have crossed their minds.


“Edye’s oozing talent,” my mother enthused, with her typical sensitivity, “and the area’s booming.”


“What do we have to lose?” my father chimed in, as Michael struggled with the Chevy’s loose steering column.


As we exited the gated community and turned toward town, my parents directed their bubbling zeal at Ajijic, pointing out every shop they patronized: “Our gas station!” “My barbershop!” It took guts to set up residence in a developing country, and I felt they were entitled to feel proud. Even if their south-of-the-border life largely mirrored the regular one up north, they had chosen a place that, for all its elderly snowbirds, remained predominantly Mexican. The many garages, butcher shops, bodegas, and tortilla factories that served the local people well outnumbered the establishments aimed at northerners. The Indians who sold sugarcane by the side of the road were only just packing up for the night. Further along, the street was full of people gathered around makeshift eateries. Little children ran around attended only by an older sibling or sat on curbs so high their feet swung clear of the ground. Others worked alongside their parents or ran errands for them, running back and forth across the road with its lumbering traffic.


“Turn left here!” said my father, jabbing his thumb at a street corner.


“No!” countered my mother from the back. “It’s the next block, the one with the red wall.”


“Who says? What makes you the expert? You can take either one!”


“Are you out of your mind? This one’s one way the wrong way! Look at the sign. Are you blind as well as crazy?”


By then the half dozen cars and trucks behind us had begun to honk. “We can’t sit here,” said Michael, holding to a professional calm. The youngest generation fell silent. Jared and Zoë had been warring ever since they could toddle—we referred to them jointly as “Iran and Iraq”—but their grandparents had them outclassed. Whenever Edna and Leo took aim at one another, the kids shut up and watched wide-eyed, like novices paying homage to seasoned professionals.


We made it to the zocalo, the village square, with pressure building all the way, and scrambled out of the car into the cool evening breeze as though fleeing a furnace about to explode. But once expressed, my parents’ quick rage rarely lingered. They could say the most scathing things to one another or to one of us and then a minute later act as if nothing had happened. If I objected, they’d protest, “My God, do we have to walk on eggshells with you?”


It was only seven thirty, and the old people were already sitting on the park benches. They were probably my parents’ age but seemed to be in another stage of life altogether: content to be spectators rather than players. Once they had strolled the square, as the young were doing; now it was their turn to sit on the sidelines, chatting together and watching the passing scene. Ajijic was still very much a pueblo. On one corner someone was grilling corn on the cob to a delicious-looking dark caramel color. On another, someone was stirring a pot of candied nuts. “Hurry up,” my father boomed. “We’re keeping the Wolfes waiting!”


The Friends


Max Wolfe bounded up when we entered the restaurant and embraced us like long-lost kin. He was a big bear of a guy, jovial, with an up-curling mustache and infectious grin. Edye stayed put, puffing on her cigarette and smiling from behind thick makeup. She was fashionably thin and understated in tailored khaki but with a distinct personal style: her arms covered halfway to her elbows in a collection of silver bracelets, her sepia-toned hair long, casually twisted, and held up by a large tortoiseshell clip. Decades older than her body, her face had the flaccid skin and doughy mouth that spoke of rough times, but she had the aplomb of a beautiful woman, and Max gazed at her adoringly.


The Wolfes added two new ingredients to an already complex family stew with the potential to boil over at any moment. I was torn between annoyance at their inclusion in our very first dinner and relief at the prospective distraction they offered. Teetotalers, the Wolfes were sipping Cokes, so my father ordered margaritas for us and Shirley Temples in oversized martini glasses for the kids. Leo espoused the philosophy that a diner owed it to the restaurateur to order one item on which there was a high markup; “noblesse oblige,” he always chuckled. I prayed cherry syrup would keep Armageddon at bay, since Jared and Zoë were on their last legs: extremely cranky verging on combustible. Meanwhile, Michael, who disliked Ajijic restaurants, was scanning the menu glumly. He looked like he might be getting ready to say what he thought of the bland offerings, a surefire way to set off my parents. I felt a rising panic that the situation with my family was inching toward an unpleasant outcome on which only I was fixated—an all-too-familiar situation. Growing up in a war zone can predispose you to compulsive peacekeeping. Two sips of my drink and my head was spinning, but maybe it was just the five-thousand-foot altitude.


“I’m tired, Mom,” groaned Jared. “And my stomach hurts.” Jared’s stomach was as much an emotional barometer as an organ of digestion.


“This place is creepy,” opined Zoë, too proud, too regal, to admit to fatigue.


We’d been on the road since the crack of dawn, and the kids would have been much happier with a bowl of soup, flat on the floor, in front of a TV. Unfortunately, though my parents loved their grandchildren, they had little experience with children and were not inclined to put their needs first.


The owner-cum-maître d’ rushed over to greet us. “Señor Roper! Welcome back!” he said, pumping my father’s hand, with heartfelt enthusiasm. Mexicans are an affectionate people who truly like and respect the elderly. Besides, the appearance of a pair of customers still hale and hearty after a nine-month hiatus is a happy event not to be taken for granted among an aged, seasonal clientele.


“It’s like the black hole of Calcutta in here! Can’t we get some more light on the subject?” my father demanded. This was part of his dining-out routine. Leo’s night vision was such that all restaurants were too dark. Moreover, dining out stirred up his need for special treatment. His first move was to demand something: a different table, butter for his bread, and always more light. “Agua fria por todo el mundo” (“Water all around”), he called—holding his arms out and circling them like a conductor gathering a seventy-five-person orchestra—as the maître d’ hurried off to rustle up more candles. Everyone working in the town’s better restaurants spoke excellent English, but this was the longest Spanish sentence my father had mastered, and he loved to say it, rolling the r’s and enunciating each syllable.


The menu was more extensive than most, but it hardly mattered. My parents always put their heads together over the decision but almost always ordered the same few dishes that were served everywhere. “Guacamole and chips por todo el mundo. Not too spicy!” Leo demanded. The kids were having as much trouble as Michael finding something they liked, but this too was of little consequence: when the delicious local bollillo rolls arrived, Jared and Zoë attacked them like piranhas, pretty much guaranteeing that whatever they finally ordered I would be eating. Michael dove into the feeding frenzy, too, and it looked like the fragile peace would hold a little longer.


Guadalajara had many fine restaurants, but Ajijic’s chefs aimed to satisfy the hunger of Middle America, which was Michael’s main objection. I argued that, at his age, he probably had some ten thousand dinners ahead of him; so what if a few were forgettable? But one lackluster meal could ruin his day. If Michael had his way, we would drive into Guadalajara every night of the week. No distance was too far to go for a good meal, even a good dish, even a dish that sounded awful but was cooked in an unusual way. He’d once heard of a nearby village that cooked lamb in buried pots, and he plumbed everyone he met for the tiniest clue that might lead to this intriguing gustatory opportunity.


Such gourmandizing was an easy target for my parents. Leo said it took him months to realize his son-in-law was good-looking, because he never saw more than the top of his head at the table. Edna said Michael indulged his palate like a man trying to please a demanding mistress. But the truth was that on family vacations, the right restaurant could avert a meltdown. I hoped that Max, who was seated opposite me, knew of a local hotspot, one that might meet the exacting demands of being just authentic enough for my husband and yet not too ethnic for my parents.


“Edna and Leo are family already,” he beamed. “Edye and I just love them. They’re one of a kind.”


“Well, they think the world of you, too,” I could answer honestly.


“Don’t waste a minute worrying about them. We’ll take good care of them. We’re happy to do it.” He started reeling off a list of things he and Edye had already done for them: helping my mother find a shop for woolen blankets; taking my father for extra pairs of glasses; finding them a maid.


In fact, Max was planning an expedition for the two couples in January. They would drive together to a Sam’s Club just over the Texas border, where they could buy paper products and frozen meat for a third off what they’d have to pay in Mexico. They were going to make an excursion of it, traveling in a van they were about to go in on together, fifty-fifty, and spending a night in Aguascalientes on the way. “The van will be perfect when you and Michael and the kids come each year,” he said. “That way you won’t have to rent a second car!” Max would take care of the van when my parents returned to the States at the end of the winter.


This whole conversation was going too fast. I was still on the frozen meat. What was my mother going to do with frozen meat? Her cooking had never progressed beyond slicing and toasting a bagel. Once in a while, she might be pressed into cutting up a cucumber and some scallions to mix with cottage cheese and sour cream, but that didn’t involve heat. As far as I knew, she planned to keep things in the kitchen as she always had: with someone else wearing the apron. And why would my parents split the cost of a van they only needed for the two weeks a year we visited? Even if they could use a second car for the full three months they planned to be in Mexico, that hardly justified a fifty-fifty split. And how could my father drive a van when he could barely manage an ordinary sedan?


I couldn’t bring myself to voice any of these objections. Even if I were inclined to meddle in my parents’ affairs—which I was not—I hardly knew this guy and resisted the notion that he was actually the used-car salesman from central casting he seemed to be. Instead I asked if Max thought there was hope for the Chevy. Could it be salvaged? “Absolutely! No problemo! Don’t give it a second thought.” Max had a great mechanic, a miracle worker. As soon as they picked up the van, they’d leave the car with him. I left Michael to Max, who I hoped would distract him from the plate of pork roast he was jabbing sullenly.


At the other end of the table, my parents seemed to be in lively conversation with Edye. Looking closer, I saw she was just listening politely, puffing on her cigarette and letting the flurry of talk swirl around her. Edna and Leo were retelling, yet again, their favorite story from my entire childhood: an account of my mysteriously subversive behavior on a European car trip thirty years earlier, when I’d been hungry only at hotels where meals were not included. My parents, laughing uproariously, carried on as though their audience were as amused as they.


With the story fixed in its course, I started a game with Jared and Zoë, who were even less enamored of the conversation than I. “I spy with my little eye something … purple,” I began. There were plenty of garish colors in the room to choose from among the resort outfits of the other gringo diners, none of whom looked much like my parents. Edna, handsome, with smartly coifed white hair, strove for classy understatement in tailored slacks and linen shirts. She preferred the middle way, like Goldilocks: a fashion statement not too chic/not too dated, not too flashy/not too drab, not too expensive/not too cheap. Stylewise, the Wolfes were a good match. Still, I wondered how much the two couples really had in common, when you dug a little deeper and considered the twenty years between them. I Spy petered out quickly, and both kids put their heads down, pulled their shirts up, and called for me to scratch their backs: the winding down sign. As “Juanita” blared in the background, Jared’s eyes closed, his left cheek sinking onto his sisal placemat.


Oblivious, my parents insisted on a cha-cha. When they’d taken up dancing in their mid-fifties, Leo had had to overcome a lack of natural rhythm, Edna a disinclination to follow, but they’d persevered. Their magical harmony on the dance floor may have given me the first inkling that their blistering arguments were the cover for a more complicated story.


Max, too, seemed in no hurry to leave. I caught a bit of his one-way conversation with Michael. “Things are happening so fast around here, we can’t keep up. You can still pick up fabulous lots for fifty thousand dollars mas o menos, but prices aren’t going to stay in the cellar.” The new renovation project was “going great.” Once my parents signed on, Max could pick up another lot he had his eye on, and Edye could start designing. With my parents’ cash, Max could get a lot of the materials for the next house at a good price—“the stuff is going through the roof!”—and the two couples could make some real money. “You should think about picking up a lot now, while they’re cheap,” Max counseled. “You can always sell for a profit, if you decide not to build.” I noticed Michael wasn’t changing the subject.


Tomorrow, Max promised, he’d give us a tour of all their projects. We’d love them. Edye was a real talent, and it was unbelievable what the dollar bought in Mexico. We wouldn’t believe our eyes. Plus, when we came over to see his house, we could try some of his rum-raisin ice cream. He’d worked out a secret recipe after years of testing. He was famous for it! The stuff was packed with so many extra-fancy California raisins, he’d ended up selling it at a loss. Michael liked rum raisin? Max could guarantee he had never tasted anything like this!
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