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Dedicated to Dianne Barraco, for a mother’s work is truly never done.



AUTHOR’S NOTE


In some places, I’ve changed the names, identities, and other specifics of individuals who have played a role in my and my mother’s lives in order to protect their privacy and integrity. The conversations I recreate in the chapters marked “Jessica” come from my clear recollections of them, though they are not written to represent word-for-word transcripts. Instead, I’ve retold them in a way that evokes the feeling and meaning of what was said, in keeping with the true essence, mood, and spirit of the exchanges. The action and dialogue I have imagined in the chapters marked “Dianne” come from my research and interviews. The conversations in those chapters are also not intended to be verbatim, but instead were created in my good-faith attempt to relay the exchanges my mother had with the people in her life who meant the most to her at the time.



PROLOGUE


I squint my eyes over the horizon and watch the tide grow higher as I wring out my doll-size, floral, one-piece bathing suit. It is almost time. “Come on, Jess,” my mother yells. “The shakes are on their way.” I throw on my pink cover-up and run to her. Behind us, my sister lies asleep on a white beach towel spread out on the sand. My mother and I laugh as the white foam of the water wakes my sister up; looking confused, she goes back to sleep again and continues the cycle. We scream in suspense as the waves rise to their highest peak and breathe elongated sighs of relief as they crash around us without sucking us back into the unknown blue abyss.

When I was a little girl, my mother taught me never to fear an unpredictable tide. Problems, like waves, rise calmly and steadily, with enough time to think in between, she would tell me. You can see problems like looming sets out in the bay. I should not fear the rough, unstable riptides of the Pacific Ocean, or those in my life—my mother had taught me their secrets. I knew their game at the unripe age of five.

I have experienced rough tides—we all have—but then, on that gorgeous late afternoon, everything was at bay. My mother was next to me, and it didn’t matter how high the tide rose— she could handle it. It was just us, two plastic beach chairs, and one cookies ’n cream milk shake split clumsily between two cups.

My mother taught me never to turn my back on the ocean. She said knowing how to swim was half the battle, that I had to learn how to manage the strong currents before I could dive in. “If you face the ocean dead-on, there are no surprises. Don’t let it sneak up on you—it has a mind of its own.” I nodded, lightly shaking salt water out of my eyes and eyebrows, a scratching sensation gnawing at every pore. “Never turn your back on the waves, Sheynah Meydeleh.”

At the time, I did not realize just how palpable that statement would be. You always have a choice in life: let the waves crash behind you, or face them dead-on. Let your problems flood your life, or methodically swim through the waves, conquering them one at a time.
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I walk down the stairs, fuming with anger. My brows are furrowed to form a line down the bridge of my nose. This always happens when I’m both angry and sad. Someday, I’ll be able to tell my children how excruciating each wrinkle-worthy moment was, I think. I nearly trip down the second-to-last step as a disgruntled neighbor passes me. I am twenty-three years old and not on my side of town. It took me almost as long to get to Larchmont from West Los Angeles as it would a person to commute from Manhattan to New Jersey. I scuff my Havaianas flip-flops on the cement and look back up at the apartment. She’s waving goodbye to me. Kim Kamilla, the first psychic I ever went to see, screams, “Leave fear behind.”

I’ve been going to her for a few years every now and again for tarot card readings. Some people may find this insane; sometimes I think it is. But if people are going to believe in intangible ideas like fate, peace, and love, why can’t I believe someone might be able to tell me a few things about my future by harnessing her gift of intuition? She certainly doesn’t know all, but she knows something, and for a girl with a turbulent childhood, knowing something is always better than nothing. I grab the cast-iron gate to head out, feigning my last happy wave, and remember the first time I walked up her steps.

I was so nervous then. I was twenty years old and more petrified about life than I would have admitted to you at that time. I think I was wearing a bold T-Bags-branded, studded T-shirt dress that I had purchased on Robertson during one of my “it’s okay my college relationship was a failure” shopping sprees. Shopping is one of my favorite hobbies, because, well, the future is imminent; it’s totally predictable. You walk into a store, you try on some clothes, you probably buy a few items. Twenty minutes later, you have a new piece to add to your wardrobe that can’t talk back or break up with you or change its mind about living in your closet. You are in control. You decide to stop wearing it, give it to Goodwill or throw it out completely. Clothes can symbolize events that live on in the threads forever.

Before my initial visit with Kim, I had thrown away one of the green dresses I wore to the Valentine’s Day dinner that resulted in said college breakup the year before. Throwing that dress down the garbage chute was one of the most satisfying things I have ever done. The only regrettable part was not being able to witness it burning in the incinerator. I once fell in love in that dress. I was happy in that dress. Then, eventually, my heart broke in that dress. I felt like a fool in that dress. I suddenly didn’t trust the future in that dress.

And that’s exactly what I said to Kim the first time I visited her. “You’re so young. You shouldn’t have a care in the world— why are you here today?” she asked blandly, in a tone I suspected she might use with all of her first-time clients. I stared down at one bejeweled button on my dress for a few seconds, looked up at her, and said flatly, “I’m here because I don’t trust the future.” Kim smiled and was silent for a few long seconds. She said, “That’s one of the best answers I’ve ever heard.” In my head, I felt as pathetic as that statement sounded to me, but it also rang true. I don’t trust the future. Why should I?

She began to deal the cards, wiping some sweat from her brow. She lived in a sweltering, un-air-conditioned apartment. Outside, I heard some kids playing in the street. I thought of how I never played in the street. “Cut the deck in two when you’re done shuffling,” Kim said, taking a sip of water. I shuffled the turquoise and jade cards diligently. My mom taught me how to shuffle, but she could make a bridge mid-shuffle, something I was never able to master. One time I almost had the technique down when I was drunk on vacation—but then, once I was sober, I lost it. I thought of my mother every time I shuffled, every time I could not make a bridge. It was one more thing to add to the laundry list of things she was supposed to teach me. I handed the cards over to Kim, and she spread them out. I thought of my mother’s eyes. They were a deep, sparkly jade.

“Here is your family over here. I see that your parents are not together. They are very far away from each other.” I nodded; well, she was a psychic. “Your mother is dead …” Her voice trailed off.

“And my father’s still here,” I said, finishing her sentence. The typical uncomfortable silence followed that I’d grown accustomed to when people realized my mom had passed, and when they deduced that I was probably young when it happened, as was she, set in. So much of my life had been tied up in other people’s speechless moments. I always told them, It’s okay; I’m okay. I always tried to reassure them, when that moment had passed, that I had fully gripped the reality that I was motherless. Apparently, I was a good liar. People bought it every time. Sometimes I did, too.

I’ve come a long way since that hot summer day in Kim’s airless apartment in 2008. I graduated college, got published in national newspapers and magazines, made friends, became an aunt two more times over, and endured another earth-shattering breakup. I realize this while opening the door to my blue Passat, feeling the LA heat radiating through the gray leather seats. I rest my head against the steering wheel as hot tears form in my eyes, but they’re not nearly as scorching as the pain in my heart. My skin has it easy. I close my eyes and replay in my head what just happened.

Kim channeled my mother for the first time. I could not believe what was happening, and maybe I still don’t. Kim’s ability to guide me through the fluff in life—dating, jobs, general instability—seems easier than channeling my dead mother. I respect Kim, and I believe that my mom’s spirit lives on, but being able to connect to her seems crazy to me, even though I feel her spirit all the time. I guess this was another part of my intuition I wasn’t trusting. I look back at the apartment from the window of my car and see it all again. My mom’s spirit was in the room. And she was talking to Kim.

“Your mom is telling me she loved to dance, that you two had that in common,” Kim said. I nodded skeptically. I thought, Dancing. That’s an easy assumption—we’re women. “She’s showing me she once burned your forehead with a curling iron before your dance recital—you were so mad,” she said, smiling. In my throat grew a lump that no amount of swallowing could conquer. I might have choked. I saw the headline in my head: “Girl Dies in Psychic Reading.” This is insane, I thought. “Your mom says there’s a jewelry box you will gain possession of soon. You loved to play with it when you were little.”

“The one with the mahogany drawers and gold handles!” I screamed gleefully, almost in a cheerleader’s tone, perked up as if my team had just scored a touchdown.

“I think so,” she said. “Also, your mom wants you to find these pictures of her from when she was a little girl and include them in your book.”

I was mortified. Why was she torturing me? I started out sternly: “Kim, I have no pictures of my mother, or a jewelry box, for that matter. Everything is gone. Somebody, got rid of them, and I gave up looking.”

“You don’t have to look for them—they will find you.”

Oh, please, I thought. I’d worked so hard for everything in my life; nothing had just “found” me. I was torn—I wanted to believe, but how could I? My mother had never seen those pictures.

“There’s a picture of your mom, and she’s telling me she is about three years old, and she’s looking to the side, wearing a blue-and-white party dress, with a bow in her hair. She specifically needs you to find that one.” She then stood up, acting out a hypothetical pose my mom might or might not have been in somewhere in 1953—practically a parallel universe at this point.

“Is it in color?” I asked doubtfully, squinting.

“Yes.”

I thought, How could it be in color? It was taken in 1953. Many movies weren’t even in color then, much less my mother’s home photographs.

We discussed other things. My upcoming move to New York City. My lack of a love life. How she still thought I would successfully write at least three books. Another parallel universe, I thought, in which I became a published author.

“You need to find Frank Parker,” said Kim. I did not have to ask if my mom had told her that or not; Frank either wanted to stay lost or wanted to be found. And none of us—spirit or human—in the room could know that yet.

I have ambition and drive in my soul, but when things do actually come to fruition, it’s nearly unbelievable to me that they’ll turn out all right. I probably would have had a stroke if I were Cinderella. The clock would have struck midnight and I would have had paralysis in my face, so that by the time Prince Charming searched the town for me, I would have been on life support, suffering from a droopy face and unable to try on the famous glass slipper. He’d wonder who the nutcase was and move on. Nice hair, but this girl is crazy yet slightly familiar, he’d think, and walk right on by.

I start the engine to drive home. Home: I use the term loosely. Home was an apartment I moved to and from every year.

I wouldn’t be able to hold Kim accountable for uncovering my mother’s wishes for several months, but what happened that day did affect me. I felt the glimmer of hope creep back into my heart, like an old friend with whom you’ve lost touch, and it challenged me to think, Maybe I can trust the future. Maybe I could trust it through my mother and her mysterious past.
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I was four years old when my mother pulled me into her walk-in closet to show me memories from her past, memories that she kept carefully tucked away. It was her birthday, or maybe the day before, and she was searching for something deep in her closet. I sat down, cross-legged, in my hot-pink dress and looked intently as my mother blinked her large, jade-colored eyes to find the right hiding place. “Aha! There we go,” she exclaimed.

Behind her white-plated shoe racks and ’80s-inspired black and red pumps lay a pink pillowcase securing a wooden, light brown box. As she pulled it out, she knocked some dust off the top with one quick blow—wooo—and opened a small drawer, the interior of which was barely big enough for one of my toy trolls or Polly Pockets to live in. There she found a small note and a picture of a man standing by himself in front of a redroofed apartment building. I couldn’t read yet, so I couldn’t make out what the note said. But to my young eyes, I thought the man looked like Sonny Bono. He had a long, handlebar-type mustache and boyish brown hair that I could tell he probably tossed to the side a few times when he was trying to keep his cool. In his eyes I saw something I had never seen before.

“You see this man, baby girl?” I blinked my innocent brown eyes. “He was my ballroom dance partner.”

“Is that Daddy?” I asked.

“No, it’s not. It’s one of my old boyfriends, but he was special, very special,” she said in a private tone.

For a second, I could have sworn the twinkle in my mother’s eyes mirrored the man’s exact expression in the picture—she must have taken it. I felt a sense of magical nostalgia in the air, as if music should have been playing. The imaginary string quartet began.

“This is Frank Parker, someone I loved very much.” My mother quickly put the note and picture back in their hiding place, looking almost unsure about why she’d gotten them out to begin with, carefully set the box far behind her shoe rack, and said to me, “Please don’t ever go in here by yourself—only with Mommy.”

I nodded, and before I could ask a question, she said, “What would you like for a snack? A Push Pop, perhaps?” A distraction tactic—I could not resist those delectable Flint-stones Popsicles. As much as I wanted to know more, I could not pass up a Push Pop opportunity. Yet I had learned that there was a man out there whom my mother loved. He was not my father. I like to believe it was at this moment that I became a hopeful romantic.

Every time after that when I thought about that moment, I had trouble sleeping. A few years later, I was wide-awake at midnight, which was late for an eight-year-old. My mind was turning faster than I was able to pedal my Barbie tricycle. I could not relax. Would I be the first eight-year-old insomniac to walk the streets of Orange County? Would I learn the “Thriller” dance while I was at it?

My parents had turned our three-car-garage space into a room for all of my Barbies. Inside this room, on Barbie Lane, as I called it, everything was perfect. No one had cancer and no one was dying. Kens were monogamists, even though there were only three of them, and there were big Barbie families; the smallest one had three children. The families took turns living in the neon-pink dream house. They took turns being doctors, lawyers, and models. They took turns loving each other. I always dreamed of interchangeable relationships, family units that would love each other no matter what.

Skipper, the one who had a little button on the small of her plastic back, knew how to say only two phrases on voice commands: “Let’s go to the beach with Ken and Barbie on the weekend,” and “Let’s go to the mall with Barbie on the weekend.” Everything was “on the weekend” for Skipper. Maybe Skipper was a Valley girl masked as Barbie. Perhaps she was just stupid. Skipper may have been a slut in other playrooms, but not on my watch.

There was Vicki, the beautiful brunette, and Doctor Barbie, who wore short white skirts with matching lab coats. She was a freak in the bed and had four children. There was Jade, who was an older Barbie, of my sister’s era, so she’d seen a lot—like Debbie Gibson and New Kids on the Block. I always liked Jade, who in hindsight was more like Les Misérables Barbie. She was not a looker, and I could never wipe the grim expression off her plastic face. I always wanted to write to Mattel and ask them how they successfully got dirt on her face. I learned at a young age to pick my battles, however.

There was Chelsea, who was a hairstylist and quite promiscuous, from what I remember. And then there was Kyle (one of the Kens), who had great hair but got sent off to war in 1993. It took me six weeks and two cleaning ladies to get him out of Kosovo, also known as the area behind the random twin bed on Barbie Lane. Vicki was so glad to have her husband home. Of course, his thigh was hanging out of his skeletal body, a battle wound, but she had to wait only until 6:00 p.m., when my dad came back from work, opened the garage door, and said, “I’m home,” and I rushed out of Barbie Lane, through the laundry room, and into the hallway. “Daddy, help Kyle—his leg is broken.”

Even at six, I realized my parents did not get that these Barbies were my family. They were not just Barbie and Ken; they were Kyle, Vickie, Suzanna, and Kelly. They kept me company when I was alone. They kept me safe my entire childhood. But I didn’t expect my family to understand this, so I referred to them as Barbie and Ken in their presence. When I was young, I tried to mask my pain around my family; I internalized it for them. I always knew my place: little Jess. Little Jess was always scared, crying, fearful. So the times when I could internalize my emotions, like on Barbie Lane, I thought I should let my family believe that Barbie and Ken were just toys to me—I was fine, like the other kids. But I wasn’t.

Barbie Lane was my Mecca, my saving grace, the love of my childhood. It was the worst when I got sick and my mom would say, “You cannot play in the Barbie Room today because of your sinuses. I don’t want you bending over.” Then, when she would do her breathing treatments, I would disappear, and no one ever really worried. If you couldn’t find little Jessica, you knew where she was—safe and sound on Barbie Lane. Each night I said goodnight to the Barbies, and each morning I said hello. My first thought, the few times in Southern California when I could hear thunder, was that I needed to run downstairs and make sure Barbie Lane was safe in the storm.

No one seemed to notice or, if they did, seemed to care. Barbie Lane was where I learned to be independent, entertain myself, and fantasize about what could be in my future. There was always kissing, there was always nudity, and there was always love. I sound like a flower child; I’m really not. I was a curious child. I yearned for experience. I yearned for perfection. A life without oxygen tubes in my mother’s nose, and a life without that hideous trachea implant through which my father had to suction phlegm out of her lungs. A beautiful life without sterilized hospital rooms, and a life where paramedics did not come to my home more often than my uncle from Santa Barbara.

I dreamed of a life without worry and pain, a life where I didn’t worry about my mom dying every day. I remember looking out of the backseat window, sitting in a booster seat, hearing my favorite Rod Stewart song. The one that made me cry: “Forever Young.” I still cry when I hear it. I used to cry because I would stare out the window of our silver Volvo station wagon and wonder if Rod Stewart would still sing this song if my mom died. Where would she go? Would she be a star, or a blade of freshly cut grass, or a warm blanket over my shoulders on the couch? Now the song makes me cry for different reasons: it makes me wonder if I ever felt young one day in my life. Did I ever feel my age? Now? Then? On Barbie Lane? I feel like I was born twenty-five and have aged accordingly since, which would make me about forty-nine. I don’t want to be forty-nine—that’s how old my mother was when she died, when she turned into a star, a blade of grass, a Rod Stewart song. Did she ever feel young? All these questions depraved my young mind, like a disease filtering through my pores and into an open wound that would never scab over. So I would count down the hours, minutes, days until I could go into my Barbie room and rejoice in my happy family—even though they were made of plastic. Barbie couldn’t save my mother’s life, but she certainly saved mine. All sixty-eight dolls saved me.

My childhood made me feel like I always had gum stuck in my hair. I could see the gum, and I could feel it, but no matter how many times I cut it with a pair of scissors, it reappeared again, as if some demon kept blowing bubbles in it. So I learned to chew gum at a young age, to contain my bubbles, to restrain my anxiety about the pinkness getting into my fine, light brown strands. I learned to create fantasies that pulled me out of my reality. I learned that home would eventually be where I was, but for now, it was on Barbie Lane.

No one could touch me there. And people hardly kept me company in there—they would have gotten lost in the mess of Chiclet-size purple pumps, sharp accessories, and shiny, metallic Barbie garments. Whenever my family entered the Barbie room, it seemed as though they thought it was an unhealthy way for me to spend my time, that I was a loner who would always have difficulty making friends. That was never the case. Kids always talked to me; I just didn’t like them. I liked only my kindergarten boyfriend, because he was the first frog I ever kissed. The funny thing about fairy tales is that the princess always thinks she’s kissing a prince, but, more often than not, it’s a toad. Barbie and I would reflect on this more than a few times over the years. Then there came a day when I had to ponder love without her—without all of them. What a shitty day that was.
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The season changed again, oddly, without my mother there. The oddest part of all was that it had been nearly eleven years since she had passed and spring still felt strange without her. I hated seeing the jacaranda trees bloom. It didn’t seem fair that they still bloomed without her being alive.

As a little girl, I would watch my mom get ready for the day, brushing her short curls carefully with a blue-toothed comb, putting on straight swoops of mascara seamlessly to highlight the emerald keys to her soul. Be careful what you wish for, she would say. I like to picture Fred Astaire or Cary Grant uttering this phrase in an old movie, where a small chirp of a stereophonic studio track would accompany the twinkle in their eyes. I used to sit on my pink-and-purple floral-print bedspread and twirl my sunny brown hair while humming “I’m in Heaven,” wishing Fred and Ginger were there to teach me the choreography. I want a ball gown, I thought. I want to twirl in it. I want experience—moments that didn’t linger with feelings of heartache and stomach drops as if I had just gone down the final incline of a wooden roller coaster devoid of a harness.

My childhood was like a theme park with rides that had rusty hinges, broken seat belts, and cold thoughts. Rides I had absolutely no interest in riding. I liked to believe that I was a trouper, until finally, in high school, I realized some profound things. Who cares that I’m a trouper? I want to live. I want experience. I want the simple life. I want to kiss maybe ten boys, have sex with five of them, and marry one of them. I would like to have three, maybe four kids with that one man and hopefully find a career that I could be good at long past the maternity ward. It wasn’t wrong of me to wish for experience. It was wrong of me not to stipulate that I would prefer my outlying negative “experiences” to stop at twenty-two. Curiosity killed the cat. I don’t even like cats. I asked for experience, and experience is what I got. I just wish I had included a simplicity clause in my experience contract.

Maybe today, I think, as I stumble across my mother’s old phone book from the early 1990s. The phone book was incredibly important to her. I suppose this happens after years of being a bookkeeper, both professionally and personally—my mom had the only key to all of her treasures, and she wanted to keep it that way. When her life was exposed, she was judged and ridiculed and misunderstood by so many, especially her family. So she learned to keep everything a secret, even her phone numbers. She harbored that phone book the way a cheating man would hide his little black book.

I take a sip of my morning coffee and see it in my mother’s sophisticated, cursive writing, in plain view: Frank—followed by an area code and seven digits. I think I’m imagining it at first. How can it just be right there, plain as day? The man I have been seeking for years is right there, in my mother’s phone book. Were it ten years earlier, I likely could pick up the phone and call him. His number is written in my mother’s handwriting, which itself is startling since I have barely seen it in twelve years. Of course, it is her telephone book I’m poring through.

“Oh my god,” I say to myself, setting the mug down on the coffee table, suddenly unable to hold it without shaking the brown liquid out. “I’ll be damned.” I get my computer out and start typing. Maybe I’ll find him today. Maybe I’ll finally put the puzzle together. I now know one more morsel of information: my mother and Frank were still talking well into the 1990s. She died in 1999.

As I obsessively Google his name and the number and get ready to call my private investigator, the memory comes flooding back to me like a hurricane. All I see are the dark waves of the abyss coming toward me, and the uncomfortable feeling that it will swallow me up soon. This would be the one moment when I turned my back on the waves. The problem was, I didn’t even know I was at the beach.

When my mom died, it seemed so odd that the sun rose every morning and went down every night. I hadn’t been sure it would if my mother was not there. She was the sick one, yet the strong one. And she was taken away from me. “Don’t bite the hand that feeds you,” she would say. Well, Mom, what happens when that nurturing hand disappears altogether? My problems were bigger than my shoe size, which was gearing up to be a 9.

I was sitting in my room that day, writing in my diary—the diary that my mom had purchased for me so I could express my feelings. I oftentimes picture her browsing our local Crown Books, combing through the diaries with pickable locks, hoping her young daughter would write about the difficulties of being seven or eight years old, but knowing better. Knowing that her diary would be wrapped up in woes that would never be solved —and that in fact were bound to get worse. And she would be right. I never had the luxury of writing entries about meeting a boy, or going to Disneyland, or that I was so in love with Jonathan Taylor Thomas. I penned entries that ached with heartbreak and longed for change. I just didn’t know what that change was, and I was too young to have expected what would come next.

My dad was cold to me in the days after. He was his regular sentimental self when we sat shivah, but there was something else brewing inside him. We had no way of anticipating how he would react to my mom’s death. I only wish we had. My parents’ wedding album mysteriously disappeared the following year, the year my sister got engaged. My mom’s other belongings—the contents of the walk-in closet—simply vanished into thin air. No one has ever taken responsibility for these items’ whereabouts.

That last afternoon before we sat shivah, he bellowed to me from his room down the hall, no more than twenty feet away from mine. My mom had been dead for only six days at that point. I reluctantly walked across the beige carpet, hoping he was in a better mood than I thought. I felt the floorboards creak below me, and for a moment I secretly regretted I was on top of them. If we had a basement, I could have hidden there.
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