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For Grandmother


Breakfast
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My name is Angelina Rossini. I am sixteen years old. I live in Blodgett, Vermont, a small town that, nonetheless, has two post offices—one in Blodgett Center and one in Blodgett Village, a mere two and a quarter miles away. The postmistress despots of these post offices are engaged in a long-term feud, neither one willing to merge with the other, despite the fact that the sum total of the population of both areas is a whopping 854. It’s quite Shakespearean, actually. I mean, listen to this: When the son of the postmistress from Blodgett Center married the daughter of the postmistress from Blodgett Village, it was like Romeo and Juliet, Way Down North. The postmistresses, despite being in-laws, still don’t speak to each other. And, ohmigod! I can’t wait to see what happens when the first grandchild is born. I am not alone in this.

Anyway

In a town with this level of eccentricity, people like my parents do not stand out. Well, not that much.

My father’s name was Andrea Rossini, and he came to the United States back in the sixties from a small town in Italy called Sforzato, which is very hard for Americans to say. He came as a salesman for a pretty big Italian import/export concern, then he worked his way up to CEO. He retired about five years ago. A very nice executive salary on top of a generous retirement, including shares in the company, along with some shrewd investments, made us if not independently wealthy, then at least independently self-sustaining. My father was sixty-nine when he died.

My mother’s name is Nicola. She’s British and has a very posh accent. This means that no matter what she says, whether it’s a poem by Robert Browning or “Angelina, you look like a slob,” you want her to say it again. She is fifty-eight.

Do the math and you’ll see that my parents were quite old when they had me. In fact, my mother thought she couldn’t have children at all. They’d tried and tried, and had concluded, after many years, that she was infertile. Barren. Nonfecund. I looked all these words up when I was thirteen after a particularly bad fight with my mother when I was actually wishing she had remained barren.

I suspect she was wishing that at the time too.

More about my parents:

My mother was thirty-six when she met my father, a divorcé. They entered into a torrid affair. Even though it is fairly icky to imagine that your parents were ever hot for each other, it isn’t that hard to believe about my folks; they have always been totally into each other and formed something of a monolithic unit long before I ever came on the scene.

When my mother was forty-two, she and my father went to the state fair. They walked around the exhibits, ate corn dogs and pepper and sausage hoagies, maybe some fry bread or cotton candy, and, presumably, held hands in the moonlight on the midway. On a spur-of-the-moment decision they took a ride on the Centripede, one of those rides where the cars go totally around a loop and for one brief moment you are hanging upside down two hundred feet from the ground with nothing but a nylon webbing seat belt between you and death, asking yourself how you could have been so incredibly stupid to have gotten on this ride in the first place. Well—and this is a family legend, mind you—the ride malfunctioned while my father and mother were on it, and they ended up hanging upside down by their nylon webbing seat belts for a good half hour before they were rescued by emergency workers in a cherry picker. My father laughs when he tells this story. My mother still trembles and turns pale. Nevertheless, two months later she was pregnant. I like to think the Centripedal force and inversion shook that egg that was half me right out of its ovarian solitary confinement.

A little bit more about my dad:

In the way that Scarlett O’Hara was not really beautiful, my father was not really handsome, but no one noticed on account of all the charm he gave off. You would think that because he was so charming, he’d have been really popular. He wasn’t. When it came to my father, people either loved him or hated him—sometimes both in the same day.

But no one, absolutely no one, in Blodgett didn’t know who he was.

He was quite a large presence here in our small town. He was the only Italian national, for starters, and every fall, on Town Market Day, he would go all Sicilian and sing arias and fling pizza dough around like a commercial for Andrea’s Authentic Old Italian Pizza or something. One of the greatest photos I have is of him in his gondolier’s hat, a red bandanna tied around his neck, brandishing a pizza slicer, a wicked grin on his face.

About Town Market Day:

This is the day in the fall when Blodgett reinvents itself as Vermontworld. Every small and not-so-small Vermont town has a similar day: Old Home Day, Old Settlers’ Day, Down Home Day, Hometown Day, etc. Basically it’s Vermonters selling Vermont to non-Vermonters. Kinda hokey, I know, but it pulls the town together in a very seventies way, which is not surprising, since a lot of Blodgett’s population is made up of graying hippies who went ex-urban back then.

On Town Market Day in Blodgett, Vermont, there are sidewalk sales, a fire department chicken barbecue, a band, games for kids at the rec center, and a horse parade voted best in the state by either Vermont or Vermont Life magazine; I always get them confused.

My father secretly called ours Town Marketing Day, and though he liked to make fun of it, he had fun at it too. I think it appealed to his inner salesman.

It can be fun.

Anyway.

I never learned Italian. My mother doesn’t speak it, and so the two of them decided, long before I had any lips, that English would be spoken here. Very British, very much the Empire at Work. I think my mother did not want to be left out of any interaction my father had with me.

I think he always thought he’d teach me at a later date.

My father loved to talk and readily gave his opinion whether it was asked for or not. More often than not his opinions were insightful and sardonic. Sometimes they were stupid. But they were always forcefully presented.

But I’m getting ahead of myself, and I really want to tell this story in order.

So.

It was morning. Our house was in its usual morning mode. I was dawdling in my closet. What to wear? Something “presentable” … or something that would bug my mother? Always a tough fashion decision. I could hear her downstairs in the kitchen and smell the coffee she was brewing. She makes a great cup of coffee, I’ll give her that.

“Angelina!” she called. “Come on!”

I slipped into a pair of jeans with a big hole in the knee, and a pretty tight black ribbed wifebeater with [image: Image], a Chinese character for peace, on it. I really wanted to have this tattooed on my right shoulder blade, but the folks were dead set against it, and I still haven’t had the nerve to have it done on the sly. Yet.

I pulled on a baggy, shapeless, formerly blue sweater that I don’t even really remember buying, slipped my feet into a pair of pink plastic flip-flops, and looked in the mirror.

I looked okay.

I heard frantic barking outside, so I looked out my window. Down below on the patio, Mokey, our little terrier, was terrorizing a squirrel in a tree.

I opened the window a crack and called out, “Get ’im, Mokey!”

Mokey is not the brightest bulb in the chandelier, as evidenced by the fact that he runs right in front of any car that comes down our driveway. But he is cute. And he and my mother have one of those supernatural dog/ human connection things going on. I mean, he likes me, but basically he’s her love slave.

When he heard my voice, he looked up at me, then disappeared under the overhang. I heard him scrabble at the French doors, heard the doors open, and then heard his toenails skittering on the polished wood of the stairs. Shortly afterward he burst into my room, where he executed the full body wag of total love, then peed on the floor.

Eeeuw.

Suddenly I heard a roar from below. I scooped Mokey up and ran downstairs. The sight that greeted me was straight out of one of those black-and-white screwball comedies me and my mom always watched together when I was younger and my dad was gone on business all week.

My father was standing in front of the French doors; little drops slipped through the spaces between the planks of the ceiling and dripped onto his head. I should probably mention here that my room is directly above the dining room and we live in an old farmhouse. Spaces between the wide-plank floorboards are considered to have rustic charm. And they do. But the laws of physics prevail even in the presence of high levels of rustic charm.

So, in accordance with the laws of physics, the pee had dripped down from my room onto my father’s head as he stood in his morning attire—old flannel nightshirt, bare feet, yellowish white bedhead hair—in the dining room.

True story.

So.

Anyway.

I bit my lips to keep from laughing and looked at my mother. She looked as if she was fighting laughter too. She took Mokey from me, and even though it was a little “closing the barn door after the horse has escaped”-ish, she opened the doors and put him out.

My father’s face was red, red, red. My mother and I glanced at each other. We both braced ourselves for a possible explosion: Metaphorically speaking, we put our fingers in our ears, gritted our teeth, and squinched our eyes shut.

But instead of blowing up, my father laughed.

He laughed.

My mother and I looked at each other, and then we laughed too.

I remember this moment. It shines in my memory like a scene from My Life: The Movie. The all-star, all-time cast would be Sean Connery as my father, Lynn Redgrave as my mother, and Christina Ricci as me.

“Good morning, cara mia!” said my father, wiping his face with a paper towel that my mother had handed him. “I will not kiss you until I have washed the pee out of my hair and beard.”

As far as I was concerned, he could wash his beard all he wanted, but it would be a long time before I could kiss him again without shuddering!

“And this will be a good lesson for you in the ways of love,” he said as he passed me. “Always … no, never kiss a man until he has washed the pee out of his hair and beard. And never kiss a man who pees in his own hair, even if he has washed it out!”

“Yuck. As if!” I said.

My father winked at me, said, “Ti voglio bene,” threw a kiss to my mother, said, “Ti amo,” and walked off toward the bathroom, singing at the top of his lungs, “Don’t cry for me, Angelina. …”

Confession: You should know right now that my father and I are rabid Andrew Lloyd Webber fans. Evita is our favorite show of all. It’s kind of a private joke between us that my name fits so perfectly into that song.

My mother gazed off after my father with an expression that showed that even after all these years—even with pee in his hair—she was still totally in love with him.

How embarrassing is that?

I have often wondered just what attracted my father to my mother. Her parts are not all that exceptional. Taken individually, her features are okay, but somehow, put all together, they don’t quite add up to beauty. Her body’s not bad. She’s like a tiny Amazon: broad-shouldered, tapered waist and hips, long neck. Her legs are surprisingly shapely, and her feet are way tiny; I think she actually wears a 4½ and feels comfortable in them. I have very large feet. I didn’t get them from her. I didn’t get my thin, mousy brown hair from her either. Her hair is kind of fabulous—dark and thick and shiny, and she wears it chin length in a blunt cut. She colors it, but it’s not one of those colors that you don’t find on Earth. It’s totally convincing.

Right—so all that about my mother’s unconventional beauty said, every once in a while I can see just how totally attractive she can look. And it’s not usually when she’s all dolled up, either; sometimes when she comes in after raking or gardening, in old dirty clothes, her hair tied up in a bandanna, with a smudge of dirt on her face and a spot behind her ear bleeding from a black-fly bite, she looks so … I don’t know, attractive. Sexy, even. Then I can see what might be there between them, which can be pretty icky, as I’ve said, but also kind of hopeful. I mean, I guess I’ve got good reason to believe that true love really exists. Certainly when I see her face all glowing like that, I almost know. She’s almost pretty then, and there’s a softness about her that isn’t usually there—at least not when she’s dealing with me these days.

Now that my father was out of the room, my mother turned her attention to me. She gave me the once-over.

“Why do you insist on wearing such shapeless clothes, Angelina?” she said. “And it’s too cold for flip-flops.”

“I’m not cold,” I said—though, in truth, my toes were a little chilly.

“When are you going to learn how to …,” began my mother.

It was lecture number bazillion in a never-ending series.

But this time she never finished, because at that moment there was a crash in the bathroom, followed by a long, low inhuman sound.


A Vision of Heaven

[image: Image]

My mother sprinted for the bathroom. “Andrea? Andrea!”

I just froze. I mean, I just stood there until the sound of Mokey’s barking and scratching at the glass got a little too frantic. I let him in and he made a beeline for the bathroom, skittering on the wood as he took the hardwood corner on two paws.

I closed the patio doors extra quietly. …

“Angelina! Call 911!” my mother shouted.

And that sort of snapped me out of it. I picked up the wall phone, punched in the three numbers, then stretched the cord to the max and looked into the bathroom too. I’ll never forget what I saw.

Never.

My father lay on the floor, still.

Seeing him so still was more than scary: It was just wrong.

Even wronger was his face. It was blank; his cheeks were lax; his mouth was slack. It was as if he had gone somewhere and left his head behind.

Except for his eyes. His eyes were pinpoints of panic. Pure panic.

My mother was curiously calm. She washed his face with a washcloth, held his hand, stroked his hair, and whispered to him.

The 911 voice answered and drew my attention away from the scene. Giving the woman our address felt weird. It was like I was totally outside my registration lines—like Sylvester the cat after he’s been hit in the face with a frying pan. Boioioinnnnng!

“It’s my father,” I said, working the words through my lips.

She took my address and said, “We’re on our way.”

“I’m scared,” I said.

But she had already hung up.

A note about small-town life in the twenty-first century: Not long ago when there was an emergency in Blodgett, you direct-dialed Billy Thibeault, EMT and school custodian, and he came with the old ambulance, which was parked in his driveway. Now we have a new ambulance parked in the new emergency building, where the old school used to be, and you have to call 911 central, who then calls Billy T., who drives from his house to the new emergency building, then drives the new ambulance to your house. In actuality it doesn’t take that much longer, but it seems much stupider. Doesn’t it?

“Fetch a blanket from the living room,” my mother ordered in a soft but authoritative voice. She did not look at me. She continued to look at my father. I did as she asked, and helped her tuck the blanket around my father.

Drool leaked out of the corner of my father’s mouth and ran down his cheek. My mother wiped it away gently with the hem of her nightgown, but not before Mokey licked some of it. At the touch of Mokey’s tongue I thought I saw a flicker of something in my father’s eyes—amusement? Bemusement? I don’t know, but when I looked again, it was gone. Replaced by the panic I’d seen earlier.

“Stay beside him,” said my mother. “I must dress.” And so saying, she stood and left the bathroom, Mokey trotting behind her. Despite her wet hem and bare feet, she broadcast dignity and self-control. I loved and admired her then. I was feeling anything but dignified and self-controlled.

I sat down on the tiles next to my father. Spittle was leaking out of his mouth again, but try as I might, I could not bring myself to use my own clothing to wipe it away. What would it take for me to use an article of my own clothing—the clothing I was wearing—as a cleanup cloth? I wondered. I got a tissue and used that. Then, holding it gingerly between thumb and forefinger, I tossed it toward the trash can and missed.

I didn’t pick it up.

His eyes were closed. I took his hand. It was limp, and his fingers did not squeeze back when I squeezed them, but he opened his eyes. I leaned close and placed my cheek against the stubble on his. He still smelled of the soap that my mother had used to wash his face.

“Don’t die, Daddy,” I whispered into his ear. “Please don’t die.” I felt tears slide down my cheeks and onto my father’s face.

There was a knock at the door. Billy was here. I wiped my tears with the heel of my hand and stood up.

“I’ll be right back, Daddy,” I said, heading for the door. “Don’t go away!”

Black humor. Sometimes it works. Sometimes it doesn’t.

I looked out the window and saw Billy Thibeault, EMT and school custodian, standing on our front porch with his wife, Dorcas, ambulance driver and waitress (breakfast shift) at Sugar’s, the local diner. Between them was the trolley stretcher. I opened the door and they rolled it in.

“He’s in the bathroom,” my mother said. She was descending the stairs, dressed neatly in a pair of tailored slacks, a blouse, and a cardigan. She had a pair of Italian loafers on her tiny feet. Her hair was combed, and she had her purse over her shoulder. All business.

We followed Team Thibeault into the bathroom and watched as they skillfully transferred my father from the tile floor to the trolley and secured him. Then we followed again as they rolled him back to the ambulance and loaded him in.

Before they shut the doors, I caught a glimpse of what was going on inside. My father blinked once at his surroundings, then shut his eyes. I wanted to say something—good-bye? No. See ya later? No. But before I could decide on what might be appropriate, the school bus pulled up.

My mother saw it, and it was as if she was suddenly reminded of me. She blinked and looked around, one foot in the ambulance and one foot on the gravel of the driveway. It took her a moment to locate me. Weird thing was, I was standing right there. Just off to the side. “Go to school,” my mother said.

School? Was it a school day?

“You’ve got to be kidding!” I said.

“Go to school,” she said firmly. She pulled her other leg into the ambulance. Dorcas shut the doors and climbed up behind the wheel. Billy rode shotgun. The ambulance turned around, pulled out of the driveway, and sped away down the hill in a cloud of dust.

We needed rain.

Numbly I turned and walked toward the bus.

Laila, the bus driver, opened the doors and waited patiently for me to put Mokey in his crate, retrieve my backpack, grab a cold Pop-Tart, and climb the embankment to the road. This is one of the advantages of living in a small town; the bus driver waits.

When I climbed aboard the bus, Laila patted my hand but didn’t say anything. Since I am the first person to be picked up in the morning, I didn’t have to deal with anyone else’s reaction to the ambulance in my driveway. I was grateful for that, and I sank into a seat and closed my eyes. The bus lurched off.

I felt like I needed to do something, think something good for my father. Was a prayer in order? Try as I might, I couldn’t think of what to pray for, so I settled for a succinct and understated “Help. Please.” Then I leaned my forehead against the window and watched the fields and houses slip past.

Northern Vermont is mostly beautiful. Today the mountains were flecked with reds, and the sky was that autumn blue that looks colder than it is. Horses could still find green grass to eat, and you could still take your jacket off in the afternoon.

“I believe I speak for Vermont school bus drivers everywhere when I say that fall is like heaven for us,” said Laila, putting the bus in gear and heading toward the Addamses’ farm to pick up Kayla. “No ice. No mud. Just color and roads that could use a little grading. Heaven.”

She looked at me in the rearview mirror and smiled a small smile.

If there is a heaven, I thought at the time, it must be totally different for everyone, only the thing that makes it heaven is that the realities never clash: I mean, everyone there experiences heaven in their own way, and yet they coexist happily because the differences don’t matter because it’s, well—it’s heaven.

I hadn’t thought about what my heaven might look like, but I knew one thing: It wouldn’t have the memory of today in it.

That made me wonder what kind of heaven my father might envision, and I realized I had no idea. I pressed my forehead against the window and let it bang, bang, bang against the glass as the bus rolled down a road that could use a little grading here in Laila’s heaven.
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