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Chapter 1
“I have an opportunity for you.”
“An opportunity?” I wondered what my daughter had in mind.
“Take care of Macallan while I’m out of town.”
Macallan was my only grandchild, named in honor of the scotch my daughter and son-in-law were enjoying the evening she was conceived.
“Yes! Definitely!” I shouted, pumping my cell phone in the air. I was thrilled to be asked to babysit my granddaughter—couldn’t have been happier if Lisa had offered me a trip around the world. First class and free.
“Wait, Mom. We haven’t discussed when. And what about work?”
I was a foot doctor. I chose podiatry because I loved feet. I fell for my husband when I saw his big toe. The sexiest. But no matter what I had scheduled at the office, I wasn’t about to forfeit the chance to spend time with Macallan. As for canceling social commitments, who cared? I lived on the southeastern coast of Florida, in Boca Raton, where grandchildren were a religion. My friends would cheer me on.
Lisa, who owned a restaurant, and her husband, Brian, a geography professor, resided in the Berkshires. The thought of time there with Macallan was delectable: waving goodbye to her as she boarded the school bus; greeting her with a hearty wave and cookies or a candy bar upon her return; reading together as we rocked on Lisa’s Victorian porch; shopping for the overpriced, unnecessary stuff only a grandmother would buy; hopping on rides at the country fair, where middle-aged couples in matching obnoxious T-shirts lined up at food trucks to order meat parfaits topped with a grape tomato instead of a cherry.
“I have a lot to do, and I’d like to handle it all at once.”
I appreciated Lisa’s work ethic. We were ambitious women. “I understand. No back-and-forth. Good use of time. How’s around Columbus Day?”
“Mom, it’s not called Columbus Day anymore. It’s Indigenous Peoples’ Day.”
“How’s around Indigenous Peoples’ Day?” I said, revising my language, which, when you’re my age, sixty-seven, is imperative—unless you wish to appear as though you dwelled in a cave instead of a condominium.
Lisa paused. “Mmm. End of October would be better.”
“Halloween!” I said, unsurprised Lisa was willing to skip trick-or-treating with Macallan. We approached motherhood differently. But I’d already had my chance to raise children, and what she did was up to her.
“Could you stay for a while? I’m not sure how long, Mom. Might have to leave it open ended.”
Lisa, I have a practice, I thought but didn’t say. I need a time frame.
“Some things are going on. We’ll talk when you get here.”
Concerned about my daughter, wary of her tone, I didn’t respond immediately.
Lisa was not one to wait for answers. “Mom?”
“Is everything all right?” I asked.
“Tell you what. Don’t jump on it. Check your calendar. Let me know. Oh, and if you’re tied up, I have other options.”
“No way, Lisa. I’m good. I’m in! Dad and I were planning a trip to see your brother Michael in California, but I’ll come to you instead.”
“Michael might not appreciate a sudden change in plans.”
Nice that she was concerned about her brother. “It’s not sudden, and I can see Michael another time.”
Lisa rarely asked me to babysit. Sometimes I felt as though I had to stand in line to visit my own grandchild, as though I were in a crowded bakery and forced to take a number. Naturally, my husband and I were enraptured by our first and only grandchild. To my astonishment, I felt youthful when I spoke to her, spry in her presence. Macallan was my passport to the future. I was determined to live long enough to see her become an adult. To that end, I had taken up running to stay in shape. No—not marathons. I trotted around the complex where we lived.
“I’ll book a one-way flight tonight,” I promised.
“Oops, sorry. One more thing. You’ll need to reserve a rental car. I no longer trek to the airport, and Brian will be away.”
Hello? I was flying from Florida—for an unspecified amount of time—and my daughter wouldn’t meet me at arrivals or so much as pull up late to the Delta curb. Okay, I know it may be akin to I trudged miles to school in a blizzard, but if asked, I would’ve collected my own parents from Mount Everest. During an avalanche. No Sherpa in sight.
When I spoke to Lisa, I tried, struggled, not to compare what I would’ve done to what she was doing. She was smart. She had her own values. But what other frame of reference did I have?
“I’m sorry—I’m too busy to pick you up. The Farmer’s Daughter was featured in a popular culinary podcast, and it’s been nuts since then.”
Back when Lisa bought her restaurant, it was a lethargic, run-down café owned by a hard-faced woman in a hairnet. My husband and I helped with the down payment. Lisa gave it her all. She repaired, repainted, refurnished, renamed, and opened it to instant acclaim. The Greylock Grind, a free monthly paper, raved, “Finally. Food good enough to eat.”
So, I’d rent a car. “That’s fine, Lisa. I can’t wait to see Macallan.”
“She misses you. Last night, she asked why she doesn’t see you as much as her other grandmother.”
Pains in my chest. It was so acutely obvious I was on the away team that even the kid noticed. Lisa’s mother-in-law, Diandra, whom I hadn’t laid eyes on in years, had resettled in the Berkshires. You’d never know it—due to her aggressive personality—but Diandra hailed from one of those places in America where folks are chatty and charming and swallow their anger calmly instead of telling you off.
I’d be a liar if I didn’t acknowledge how envious I was of Diandra’s omnipresence. I had nightmares of her tucking Macallan into bed, repeating the same nighty night she had chanted to her sons. Diandra was Grandma the Great, and I was Nana What’s Her Name. Without question, I was sure she knew every person of importance in Macallan’s life. I imagined Macallan introducing me to a teacher or a friend: This is my other grandma, the one I hardly see.
“You’ll be on your own,” Lisa warned me as if I were incapable.
Did she not remember I was the mother of three grown children?
“Maybe Dad wants to come with you?”
Dad? No way. I was pleased to have a break from “Dad.” After spending far too much time with him during the pandemic, I’d be happy to just Zoom with Dad. And it was okay if he was on mute.
“Lisa, I did raise you. Also, you have two healthy brothers who made it to adulthood.”
“And as I recall, you fed me formula from a can.”
“It was soybean,” I said, defending myself.
I was surprised Lisa had to go back to infancy to come up with something she believed I had done wrong. Hadn’t I committed a more recent crime? I decided not to ask. I wasn’t naive. I knew for certain that one day she’d blow up at me for some unrelated reason, tell me whatever I had more recently done incorrectly. When in doubt, blame your mother.
“That formula you fed me is the reason I’m unable to drink whole milk now.”
“How do you know it was the formula? It could be you’re intolerant.”
“Mom, you forgot the word lactose before intolerant.”
“Did I?”
“Tell me the truth. Why didn’t you breastfeed?”
“Now don’t get me started. Everything we did in the past is shameful today. Back then, if I had insisted you wear a bicycle helmet, people would have asked, ‘What’s that funny thing on your daughter’s head?’”
“Oh, Mom, I wish you lived closer—but not close enough to drop in for a cup of coffee.” She zinged me for the entertainment of it, a revered family tradition.
“Maybe I’ll move next door.”
“That house will never be for sale.”
Lisa was clearly my offspring. But also, different. I was traditional, the product of a sheltered, xenophobic home. From birth to eight years of age, I lived on a rural poultry and egg farm in Colchester, Connecticut, where my parents had resettled from a tenement. My mission as the elder of two overly protected children was simple: keep the boat from rocking; cause no consternation. Whereas Lisa was born independent in New York City. If there was an umbilical cord, I never saw it. From third grade, she had insisted on walking to public school in Manhattan on her own. For the first few weeks I followed to make sure she was okay. One overcast morning she caught sight of me, and my career as a stalker was over.
Looking at the clock, I realized I had to hurry if I was going to make my first appointment on time. I said goodbye to Lisa from my recently renovated kitchen (I liked where I lived—and with the renovations I liked it even better).
I stepped out in raspberry open-toe sandals (I was a podiatrist—shoes first), loose linen pants, a sleeveless top. Monochromatic. No accessories. No jewelry. Both were bothersome when I treated patients. Even though I had chosen light, comfortable clothing, I was wilted, prickly, when I reached my Toyota, baking in the condominium lot. A heat wave—unusual for fall—had hit Boca Raton. I hadn’t gone running in days because it was too darn hot. I refused to drown in my own sweat.
In my car, I hit the air-conditioning and smiled at my reflection in the rearview mirror as I thought of spending a while in the hopefully chilly Berkshires taking care of my granddaughter.
Traffic en route to my office was at a standstill. I dropped the air-conditioning so low I half expected the GPS to speak with a shiver. In the years I’d lived in Florida, I’d never ridden with the windows open, except when my mother-in-law, Eileen, who dropped by way too much and hated me until she was eighty-five (then forgot who I was), died at ninety-three. I was stuck in the limousine behind the hearse, and my brother-in-law controlled the air temperature.
Taylor Swift was on the radio in my frosty Toyota. Jubilantly, I sang along. As I approached the gatehouse at the office park, I lowered the volume and waved to the security guard, a brittle man, the last person I’d count on to ward off intruders.
“I’m Taylor Swift,” I said jauntily. “Here to see Paul McCartney.”
The guard grinned, which emphasized his dentures. “Good morning, Dr. Wexler. Have a great day.”
[image: ]
When I hustled in, my expert office manager, Rizzo, waved from the steel gray reception area, an enclosed space with a sliding glass window, facing the entryway. Rizzo had worked for me in New York and joined me when I relocated and opened my practice in Florida. Rizzo was fond of warm weather. Also, she had an only son she needed out of the city. He had cut public school so often his buddies had nicknamed him Skipper.
“Butt Road Podiatry,” Rizzo rattled off as she answered the phone. She spoke roughly, rapidly, like the girl from the borough she was.
Okay, I know. Butt Road? The office is on Butt Road, and that was its name when I bought it. When you purchase an existing business, you don’t change the name. Butt Road it was. Butt Road it remained.
When Rizzo hung up the phone, I blurted out, “Lisa invited me to Massachusetts to take care of Macallan!”
She swayed her shoulders, dancing. “You go, girl!”
I beamed.
“For the weekend?”
Then I told her the part I knew she wouldn’t like. “For a week, maybe two, more? Don’t know. She wasn’t certain. For starters, let’s reschedule the end of October, first days of November.”
“Say again, because I’m sure you’re asking me for the impossible.” She started to sing “The Impossible Dream” from the Broadway show Man of La Mancha.
I had fibbed to Lisa about having time blocked out to see Michael, because I wanted to babysit—no matter what. Trip to see Michael? What trip to see Michael? “Don’t panic. We’ll figure it out.”
Rizzo pulled up the calendar on her computer to check those dates. “Three bunions Monday,” she reported, reaching for her glasses, which dangled from a chunky chain. Years ago, in the city, I once mentioned she’d look younger if she didn’t wear her specs as a necklace. She told me I’d appear younger if I didn’t tell her what to wear. We got along great.
“Whose bunions?” I asked.
“Does it matter? A bunion is a bunion is a bunion.”
“What about Slivovitz? Can he take them?”
Slivovitz was the thirty-six-year-old wunderkind I had hired in the hope I could eventually sell my practice to him. He was well educated—a phenomenal podiatrist, except for one thing: I prided myself on warm, friendly relationships, and Slivovitz was a touch short with the patients. Not enough good foot-side manner. He was working on that.
“He’s booked solid. I’m sorry, Jodi, but I don’t see how your plan will work.”
Typical Rizzo. I had expected flak. “Clear the deck. I’ll be with my granddaughter.”
“When you get back here, you’re going to be irritable.”
“So, I’ll be irritable.”
“Easy for you to say.”
Rizzo was right. I detested pileups in my office: patients aggravated by delays, inquiring again and again how long it would be, telling Rizzo the exact time they had arrived and how long they’d been waiting, as if that would push things along.
I girded myself against remorse. I was in charge at my practice—the only place I was still in control. When raising my children, I had been General Jodi, but once my kids were grown and had lives of their own, I’d been demoted to Private Jodi. No one had advised me of this change in rank, but my commands were now tolerated with respectful nodding and no visible action.
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Doris Barkan, a patient since my first days on Butt Road, waited for me in an examination room. She wore orthopedic shoes, a hot-pink blouse with outdated shoulder pads, a cameo pin. A skinny gold belt sat below her large breasts. I greeted Doris with a hearty hello, gestured to the gurney covered with a white paper sheet.
“I’m eight decades in,” she said. “You expect me to hoist myself onto that? And Jodi dear, please order some different magazines for the waiting room. Believe me—your patients aren’t such fashion plates. We don’t care what the models wear.”
“What magazine do you like?”
“Whatever magazine you can get. I’m easy.”
She was a lot of things, but she wasn’t easy. And today, in addition to her foot problem, she was sporting a flame red eye. I asked her about it.
“I caught conjunctivitis at my niece’s fourth wedding. It was the souvenir, the memento. Everyone got it.”
“Conjunctivitis is highly contagious. Are you on medication?”
She waved my question away. “You know what they say—feet first.”
When she took off her shoes, I noticed ribbed crew socks—too large and loose—undoubtedly adding to any irritation when she walked. Doris had diabetic neuropathy, which, in her case, took the form of numbness in her feet. Since she didn’t feel the pain, she would keep going, oblivious when her toes were irritated. She would stroll in and out of stores in a mall, unaware of a problem. Once home, she’d take off her shoes, discover a barge of a blister she couldn’t feel.
“Doris, it’s important for your socks to fit correctly.”
“These socks belonged to my husband. I kept all his socks. Everything else went to the Vietnam veterans. I protested that war. Murray and I went to Washington, DC, on a bus. You would’ve liked our posters.”
Doris’s big toe was swollen. On the bottom, a ragged patch of skin had lifted. Sound like nothing? She was a type 2 diabetic. A minor injury could lead to infection, take forever to heal, evolve into a major predicament.
“I’ll order an antibiotic. You’ll need to wear a surgical sandal. I’m sure you have one at home. Please, please stay off your feet. And, Doris—since I know you can’t get enough of me—make an appointment to return in a week. But before you go, tell me—how did you get to my office?”
“In my spaceship with John Glenn. How did I get here? I walked.”
“I’m calling you a car,” I said.
“I’m not a rich woman.”
I swabbed the affected toe. “Of course you are. But I’ll pay for it anyway.”
“You think it’s easy to stay off my feet? My children don’t live in Florida—not that they would do anything for me. You know when my kids will show up? When my grandfather rides out of his grave on a motorcycle. My son is an accountant. He has a nice wife—a bit on the plain side. And they have five kids.”
Five kids? How plain could she be? I wondered.
“My daughter, the brain surgeon, is in North Carolina.”
“Your daughter is a brain surgeon?”
“No. But she thinks she is.”
“What does she do?”
“Not much,” Doris said.
I got a kick out of Doris, enjoyed talking to her. “I’m lucky to have a son nearby,” I said. “The problem is his wife doesn’t like me.”
“What’s not to like? You’re adorable.”
“Every time I visit, my daughter-in-law is coincidentally on a business trip.”
“Let me guess—she doesn’t have a job.”
I felt sad knowing that Doris was alone. “Have you thought of moving near one of your children?”
“Why? You think they want me?”



Chapter 2
Late that afternoon, I returned home, turned the key in the door, and found something unusual waiting for me—my husband.
Jake worked for Wake-Up America, a hotel conglomerate. When he became senior vice president, we relocated to Florida. I sold my podiatry practice in Manhattan, where I had a very successful business. (Thanks in part to one fact: many of my young, cosmopolitan patients considered a shoe with a three-inch heel a flat). I don’t want to brag—but I will: I was the first woman to lead the esteemed Big Apple Podiatric Society.
When we first married, in the seventies, Jake worked for his father of blessed memory, Ivan—or, as Jake dubbed him, Ivan the Terrible. He assumed he’d take over the business, until, at a joyous Passover seder, Ivan announced he would leave his mattress empire not to Jake, the only offspring who showed an interest or participated in the family business (part time while attending school, full time once he had his MBA), but to all his children equally. Jake was the eldest. He considered his dad’s decree the tenth plague: “death of the firstborn son.” He quit on the spot, and I learned something that evening—how few words are necessary to wreck a family.
In our condo, Jake was on the couch instead of his usual place—the sleek white power recliner. We’d decorated our entire apartment predominantly white. An easy decision for me—our three kids lived elsewhere, and we had no pets. Normally Jake got home at 7:00 p.m., but there he was, hours earlier, in loafers. No socks. Some say you can tell how big a man is by his feet. Jake was a size 15.
His silver wire-rim glasses sat on the marble coffee table, next to a tumbler. Jake rubbed his temples, which was never a good sign.
“Jake, what are you doing here?” I couldn’t recall the last time he was home before cocktail hour. If I called him at the office, said the condominium was on fire, he’d tell me to jump and that he’d be home as soon as he finished working.
“I live here,” he said, then sipped his drink.
“I know, but why are you home?”
“I said I live here.”
I stationed myself across from him, choosing one of our white-and-cream chairs. “What’s going on? Don’t tell me it’s something about the kids.”
In addition to Lisa, we had twin sons. Michael, in Los Angeles, was also a podiatrist—he’d literally followed in my footsteps. His partner, DeLorenzo, was a screenwriter. Michael had a celebrity clientele, confided to me about George Clooney’s arch, but I wouldn’t be at liberty to say what exactly he confided. He was also an avid photographer. His pictures of feet decorated my waiting room.
Alex lived in Florida—across Alligator Alley. I know all moms say their kids are brilliant, but Alex was brilliant. He graduated from MIT, had a PhD, did something important in high tech too involved to explain. I’d never understood why he chose his pasty, humorless wife. She smiled at me only once, then took it back. Early on, Jake had dubbed her Peggy the Pilgrim. She’d be tickled to discover me under a bus, assuming it was in motion. The Pilgrim didn’t call me Mom, didn’t call me Jodi. She avoided calling me anything by addressing me only when I was facing her.
“The kids are fine,” Jake replied. “Why do you always worry about the kids?”
Because worrying about the kids had always been my job. And I excelled at it. Out of longtime habit, I checked each child in my mind, a silent roll call.
“I’m out of the hotel business. It’s over. It’s done. I’ve been fired.”
A nerve shot a jolt up my spine. “No way. Can’t be. Impossible.”
He wiped a wet eye with his hand. “Never expected it to end this way.”
“Did the executive board call you in?”
“Oh, they did better than that. They used new technology. They sent me an email. Probably written by artificial intelligence.”
I was incredulous. “Oh, Jake. I’m sorry. How cruel.” My heart hurt. It was difficult to breathe as he recited the email robotically from memory.
“Your performance has not met our expectations, and we are dissatisfied with the current progress of the company. We request you leave the premises of your own accord immediately. As compensation, you will receive your current salary for a period of six months. Your personal belongings will be delivered by messenger within twenty-four hours. As your vehicle belongs to the company, a representative from Wake-Up America will drive you to your home.”
“Oh, Jake. My Jake.”
“I’m out to pasture. I thought seventy-one was the new fifty-one—but maybe only in a senior center.”
I offered him a second drink. He said it would be his fourth. I was broken for him, and my hands quivered as I poured vodka, reached for the tonic. I felt him next to me—his palm over the top of the glass.
“No tonic. Let’s not dilute this,” he said, rubbing his forehead.
“It’s despicable,” I said, biting my lip, appalled by the treatment he had received. “For crying out loud, those ingrates might have warned you, suggested you retire. You could have retired, and that would have been it.”
Silence. Not a word from Jake.
“Jodi, they asked me to retire. A while back.”
I found this late-breaking information stunning. “What? Why didn’t you tell me? How could you keep that a secret?”
“Don’t go bats. I can’t take it now. I love what I do. I wanted to keep working. I didn’t tell you because I knew you would insist I call it quits and take the retirement package, truly a golden parachute.”
I recognized that some people would think less of me for this—but those weren’t the kind of people who would like me in the first place: In the middle of my husband’s tsuris—Yiddish for “troubles”—I wondered how much he had tossed out the window by refusing to retire when he was asked. What exactly had happened? What sort of deal had Wake-Up America originally offered?
I poured a glass of wine for myself. It might have been white. Pinot grigio? Sauvignon blanc? Who cared? I needed to calm down.
“Jake, what was the package?”
My husband looked away from me, eyes on the carpet, and I knew he would never divulge what was offered. Poor guy was hurt, ashamed, embarrassed. I shoved my curiosity into the back of my head. This was no time to discuss his lie of omission or what that lie had cost.
“I made a huge miscalculation, Jodi.”
I ached for him. “Don’t blame yourself. You did what you thought was right at the time. Besides, who cares about money? We’ve worked hard. We have enough.”
“I love you,” he said.
I held his face in my hands. I tapped his nose. He tapped mine.
“I love you too,” I said.



Chapter 3
The next morning, as I gazed at Jake asleep in plaid cotton boxers, I recalled the first time I’d seen him dozing—stick straight on the twin bed in my dormitory room, facing me, his back against the speckled white wall decorated with a James Taylor poster. “You’ve Got a Friend” played on my stereo. Jake had thick dark-brown hair then, to his shoulders. He was shoeless, wore bell-bottom jeans ripped at the knee and a T-shirt that said “Marijuana for the Masses”—well, that prophecy came true.
We made out that night; that’s what they called it back then. He wanted to go further, but I worried that my dad would kill me if we did. Granted, I had no idea how my dad would find out. He was in West Hartford, Connecticut, where we’d moved when it became apparent my father could make a better living among people rather than chickens. We resided on a street named after a Native American tribe, surrounded by Jewish neighbors.
Now, a lifetime later, Jake had streaks of gray in his hair, creases around his eyes, a gathering of wrinkles on his forehead, but he still slept on his side like he did that first night in my dormitory room. I was about to go out. I wrote a note on a pad branded with the logo of Wake-Up America, informing Jake that I had an appointment for my annual checkup and was off to see my gynecologist. He rolled in my direction.
“Where are you going?” he asked blearily.
“I have a doctor’s appointment.”
“Dr. Schafer?”
“No. He retired.”
“Because he wanted to?” Jake asked, his misery palpable.
“No more than you wanted to. He collapsed during a C-section. No worries. Mother and infant are doing fine.”
I went on to tell him that my best friend, Suzy, had recommended another doctor, with a new office on Glades Road.
He shot up in the bed. “Wait. I’ll go with you.” There was a lot of puppy dog in his voice.
“To the gynecologist?” Who went to the gynecologist with his wife? I wondered. But instead, I said, “Sure, come along.”
He pulled on faded green shorts I should have disposed of before the Gulf War in Iraq and a T-shirt from college. The man was outfitted to wash a car.
I frowned.
“I’m not going in.”
Good, I thought.
“I’ll wait in a coffee place. I’ll eavesdrop on conversations. I guess I’m one of those people now.”
Oy. Had anyone besides Jake said that to me, I would’ve deemed it pitiful, pathetic. But Jake Wexler was my basherter, my “meant to be.” I adored him, I understood him, and I wanted to help.
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I left Jake on the street. In the gynecologist’s office, a study in pink with—guess what—Georgia O’Keeffe paintings, a young nurse escorted me to an examination room, pointed to the looming scale, indicated I should step on.
“I will only stand on the scale if you promise not to tell me what I weigh,” I said with a friendly smile. Friendly because I wanted her to agree to my proposition. Weight has always been one of my issues, even though I’ve never worn anything over a size 12. Could the secret of my remaining one size all these years have been that manufacturers cut clothing larger as Americans grew bigger? I’d have liked to see how a size-12 dress circa 2000 held up against a size 12 I’d find in a store now. Actually, not true. I wouldn’t. I enjoyed living the lie.
“No problem. I can keep a secret.” The nurse held a finger over her lips.
Satisfied with our agreement, I stepped on the monster, covered my eyes.
“One hundred fifty-five,” she said proudly, as though I hadn’t asked her for silence.
I shook my head. I had gained five pounds. Take it easy, I thought. It was only five pounds. Take a water pill, and you’d be down two.
“Now let’s see how tall you are.”
I turned, stood straight, lifting my shoulders.
“Five foot five.”
“Impossible. That can’t be. I’m five foot seven.”
“Not anymore,” she said.
“But I don’t want to be a short woman.”
She patted my back as though we’d won a bet together. “Please roll up your sleeve.”
Pump, pump. “Your blood pressure is low,” she said.
“No. Not possible. My pressure is always perfect. My height was, too, but not anymore.”
This peppy nurse made me think about how difficult it had become for physicians to find employees. I was fortunate. Rizzo had been with me forever. And I had Slivovitz, the hungry podiatrist, who had joined my practice with the hope of buying me out eventually. When the time was right, divesting shouldn’t be a problem. Now that Jake was suddenly “retired,” I would need to think about it sooner rather than later.
My mind wandered on as the nurse adjusted the band. And what of my opportunity to spend time with Macallan in the Berkshires? Would Jake want to go? Or would he prefer to remain at home and lick his serious wounds? Both our lives had changed in a moment. The moment Jake read the email. Why couldn’t those bloodsuckers have told him in person?
“Let me try the pressure once more,” the nurse said, rewrapping the band on my arm. “Nice. Now it’s one ten over sixty.”
Maybe she should’ve measured my height again. Perhaps I’d grown.
She handed me a paper gown and left. I dropped my cotton shirt, cropped pants, and underwear on a chair. Too sloppy, I thought. I folded each item, stacked it all up, my underwear hidden at the bottom. I wondered whether that looked neat enough, what other women did with their clothing while waiting for the gynecologist. Should I use the hook behind the door? Was there a hook? I positioned my flats in a corner, touching each other. I moved them apart, then together again. I was sure nearly all patients were more orderly, that the gynecologist would judge me by the way I placed my garments. She’d mark my chart: does not fold clothes well.
My phone went off. It was Suzy, my first and best friend in Florida. We took to each other when I bought a new Toyota from her dealership. Not long after, she invited me to join her book club. Some groups read historical fiction. We read hysterical fiction. When I first moved to Boca Raton, the Tuesday-evening book club meetups were a lifeline. I quickly became “sisters” with women who were my destiny.
“Passing time until yoga begins,” she reported.
If I shadowed Suzy—from exercise class to exercise class without going in—I could lose five pounds. Instead, I was dropping inches from my height.
“I’m waiting for the doctor you recommended.”
“Is something wrong?” she asked, as concerned as I would be about her.
“Of course not. It’s my annual checkup.”
But her question made me think—What if the doctor found something amiss? Major-league cancer wrong? A maternal aunt had succumbed to the disease. She never told a soul she had it. Of course, back then, no one said the c word. I could never keep a secret like that. In any case, I was being ridiculous. I was just there for a checkup.
“All’s well. Find something else to be anxious about,” I said to Suzy.
“I’ll make a list,” she said, ending the call. She really was my best friend.
The doctor entered the room without a knock, said hello without a smile. She had waist-length blonde hair. The kind of hair I planned to come back with in my next life. She appeared very young, but my concept of young had become skewed lately. At this stage of my life, anyone who wasn’t already dead I considered young. If someone told me their mother passed away at ninety-five, I’d say, “Oh, my. She had so much to look forward to.”
My new physician wore clogs, no pantyhose. Her generation was smarter than mine. If only because no one wore pantyhose. I sat on the examination table, my hands in my lap, legs hanging down. You couldn’t be old if you still dangled your legs.
The doctor was stiff, quiet, not one for small talk. I watched, hoping I was fine, as she checked the computer screen on a corner desk.
My previous gynecologist, Dr. Schafer, was a man. I wondered why a man would become a gynecologist, and, if he was married, what his wife thought of his occupation. I imagined Dr. Schafer having sex with his wife. Telling her to scoot down a little.
The doctor scanned the screen. Flatly, she said, “Your uterus is unremarkable.”
“My uterus is unremarkable. That’s not what the boys say.”
A tough one to crack, she worked up a stingy smile. “All’s well. You’re in the clear.”
As she tugged on a surgical glove, I adjusted myself—in position, knees apart—and gave old-fashioned human warmth another try. “If you find any money in there, it’s mine.”
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After the appointment, relieved I was healthy, I located my husband. Jake was baking on a bench in front of a swimsuit boutique with colorful bikini tops dangling from a cord in the window.
“Everything okay downstairs?” he asked.
“The doctor’s office was upstairs.”
“Yes, but I’m asking about downstairs.”
Despite everything, he seemed to still have his sense of humor. I hadn’t mentioned to Jake that Lisa had asked me to babysit. Should I ask him to come with me? My mind cramped over the logistics. I had intended to use my Delta airline points and travel business class. He’d never cash in his precious points, meaning we’d fly economy, and he’d want the aisle. Therefore, I would be crushed in a middle seat—between Jake and some awful man-child who never bathed. I was sensitive to odors. I had no idea why Jake hoarded points. Did he plan to take them to his grave? Hope to fly out of the cemetery as we shoveled the dirt on his casket? What’s more, I preferred to arrive early at the airport. Habitually, Jake waited until the last moment, rushed onto the plane as though the terminal were on fire.
And that was just getting there. Once we arrived, would Jake slouch aimlessly around Lisa’s house, a self-beat-up man, paying little attention to his granddaughter, giving me another person to care for? Jake, how about coffee? Jake, what would you like to do while Macallan is in school? Jake, maybe it’s a good idea to stop drinking and start thinking. Jake, this isn’t the end of the world. Jake, we have our health.
It would be much easier and more pleasant to go alone.
Nevertheless, my husband had been sacked from a long-term job at a company he loved. How could I admit I’d prefer to travel unaccompanied? And if I did, the guilt I felt would ruin my trip. I stopped in my tracks. I turned toward my husband. I took his hand. “Guess what? Lisa asked me to watch Macallan in Woodfield for a spell. Naturally, Rizzo was not on cloud nine. She pouted—then she rearranged my schedule. You should come with me.”
“Too much on my mind,” he said, rubbing his temple.
“The trip will be good for you,” I said, relieved my egocentric thoughts about going to Lisa’s with Jake were thoroughly washed over by a lifetime of concern for him.
He shook his head. “I don’t know. My head isn’t on straight right now.”
I couldn’t leave well enough alone. “Come with me. You’ll get your mind off things.”
“Maybe. Is that even possible? I’m . . . overwhelmed.”
As we proceeded to the car, I squeezed his hand.
“How long will you be there?”
“Long as Lisa needs me. Something is brewing, but I don’t know what. You know how badly I’ve wanted to spend time with Macallan. Perhaps I’m silly, but I consider this my big chance. I want to know my granddaughter, and I want her to know me. Come with me, Jake. You don’t have to stay the entire time. Go home whenever you want.”
We walked a bit; then he rallied. “You’re right. I should come along.”
“That’s the spirit.”
“I’ll tell you what, I’ll book the tickets. It’ll give me something to do.”
This was a whopping offer because Jake detested clerical duties. If he had to change a reservation on his own, he became apoplectic.
“I was planning on cashing Delta points so I could travel business class.” I raised my arms in the stifling air as though stretching luxuriously on a plane.
“No way—that’s a total waste of points.”
I swear if he had to choose between airline points and world peace, he’d take the points.
“Why?” I asked, but I knew the answer. In fact, at this juncture of our long marriage, I knew all the answers.
“One day, we may want to use the points for something important, such as a last-minute trip.”
“Hmm. I’d love to pick up one afternoon and scoot off to Paris. Remember the great time we had in France?” I said, revisiting a birthday trip taken so long ago I brought back stuffed Eiffel Towers for my children.
“Jodi, I lost my job. I have enough to think about.”
I said nothing. Silence was more than golden. It was a gold mine.
He paused on the street for a moment, fished his phone out of the pocket in his shorts. “I’m calling Lisa to tell her I’m coming.”



Chapter 4
That evening, Macallan reached out via FaceTime.
“Jake, it’s Macallan,” I shouted, knowing she would cheer him up.
“No kidding! Terrific,” he bellowed, joining me at the kitchen table. I adjusted the screen so Macallan could see both of us clearly.
“Hi, Grandma Jo. Hi, Pop.”
I took in her alert brown eyes, long dark lashes, curly brown hair streaked with natural gold. From the moment I saw her, as a newborn, I thought she resembled Lisa—and me.
“Callie!” Jake called out her nickname. “I’ll be there soon!”
“You’re coming to visit?” she asked. “I’m the last to know everything.”
I remembered thinking that myself—back when Lisa had announced her engagement to Brian. Jake lost his mind because Brian wasn’t Jewish. Jake, who had been brought up in a more religious household than I and still went to synagogue many Saturdays, had held out hope Lisa would marry a Jewish man. Our tradition meant a lot to both of us.
Jake turned to me. His countenance had lifted. Macallan was the antidote. I castigated myself. I was selfish, a brat for wanting to go to the Berkshires without him.
“I got a new chess set. Pop, do you want to lose slow or fast?”
Jake had taught our granddaughter the game; he had been a collegiate chess champion, and he continually allowed her to win. In her generation, everyone got a trophy.
Suddenly, Macallan vanished from the screen. Instead of her face, I saw the motionless fan on the ceiling of her room, a queen-size bed, and wide white ruffled curtains on the windows. The room was as New England as a cup of creamy clam chowder in an old ceramic bowl served on Cape Cod.
“I can’t see your face,” I said.
“I’m giving you a tour of my room before we paint it. I can pick any color I like. Problem is, I like the color it is now. Unicorn Pink. Do you think there’s Unicorn Blue or maybe Unicorn Yellow?”
“Most definitely,” I said. “Where’s Mom?”
“Where else? At work. In the restaurant.”
“Are you there alone?” She was eight, too young to stay home by herself. No matter what Lisa thought. Okay, so I was a worrywart. But I deserved some credit for not telling Lisa how I felt.
“No, Di is here.”
I was Grandma. Brian’s mother, Diandra, was Di. Lisa said Di refused to be referred to as any derivative of grandmother, which to me was akin to turning down knighthood in the Middle Ages. Di didn’t want anyone to know how old she was; she squirmed at the mention of her birth date (January 24) or age (seventy).
“Di’s talking to the plumber. He’s under the sink now. She’s handing him a tool. I think he’s her boyfriend. It’s either him or the principal. Or maybe Arlo. From the country store. It’s hard to tell.”
Still flirting at seventy. I admired that. The last time I flirted, Reagan was in office.
“I’ve got to go,” Macallan said.
“We love you,” Jake and I said in unison as she vanished.
“She’s wonderful,” I said.
“Any wine?” Jake asked. He knew there was. He wanted me to get it. Did the man not have two legs? He did. I could see them where the robe ended.
I searched the fridge, wondering what to make for dinner. “What do you want to eat tonight?”
“I’m not hungry.”
“Did you eat already?”
“I haven’t had a thing all day,” he said.
“I’ll make pasta.” I found a large pot, filled it with water.
Jake came over, checked on the pot.
Out of nowhere, he announced, “We should be in the Berkshires with Lisa and Macallan.”
“We’ll be there soon.”
“That’s not what I mean.”
I turned to face him, quizzically.
“I want to move.”
To heck with the ziti. He was off his rocker. I had relocated to Florida for him, made a life, bought a practice, met great friends, and wore sunblock. I was not budging—not until we couldn’t live on our own, without help, any longer. I was too young to hole up near Lisa.
“I have Butt Road,” I said sternly.
“One word: Slivovitz. Isn’t that why you brought him on?”
“Yes, but even if he buys the practice, I’ll have to stay awhile. You know how it is. That’s the only way to retain patients during a buyout. When did you start thinking we should move?” I asked as though I didn’t know it was seconds after he’d read the cold, heartless email announcing he was fired.
“It’s been on my mind.”
It hadn’t been on his mind. He was using it as his out. I took it slow. “Jake, you began at rock bottom, climbed to the top of Wake-Up America. You’ve had a long, incredible career. You were offered retirement. You said no. It’s terrible this happened, but take your time, look around, pivot, as the kids say, and maybe you’ll find something new.”
“It would be new to be near Lisa. Michael lives too far away. Alex is out because of the Pilgrim.”
“Jake, you know how Lisa is. She’s independent. She may decide to sell the restaurant, leave the Berkshires, go who knows where. Then what? Are we following her? Do you want her to pack us in her luggage?”
“She’s not selling the restaurant,” he insisted.
“How do you know? You didn’t even know she’d go to culinary school.”
“Totally different. I know plenty.”
“You certainly don’t know I asked her if she needed birth control pills in ninth grade.”
“What?”
“Forget it. She already had a prescription.”
“Can you mull it over?” Jake said.
“No. I don’t want to interfere with Lisa’s life.”
“We wouldn’t be interfering. We’d live in the area but in a different town. What’s more, we’d be smart. We wouldn’t drop in every two minutes unannounced, like some parents.”
I thought about my fussbudget mother-in-law, Eileen, who brought unsolicited dinners, arrived before I returned from work, insisted on watching cable news while we ate, and lingered way past dessert. What’s more, Eileen was a pathetic cook. My children renamed her apple blintzes: blisters. All in all, she had good intentions, but she didn’t know when it was time to leave.
“You’re thinking of my mother,” Jake said.
“May she rest in peace.”
“I miss her blisters. They’re probably what killed her.”
“May her memory be for a blessing.”
“We won’t be like my mother. We’ll have our own lives. We’ll be active. We’ll join a synagogue. I don’t expect Lisa to go to services, but we’d take Macallan, and she’d make friends. Probably ask if she can be a bat mitzvah. You do know, Jodi, influencing is not interfering. There are things we desire for our granddaughter that only we can provide. Think about it, please,” he said in his sweetest voice. The last time he spoke to me in that tone, he asked me to marry him.
I tapped his nose. “Good try. Not happening.”



Chapter 5
Two weeks had passed, and Jake had not left the condominium since he went to the gynecologist with me. The man was gloomy—and on my heels. Wherever I turned, there he was. Our marriage wasn’t built on constant interaction. Except for during the pandemic, which at this point was years ago, I was not accustomed to Jake lurking around the house. But too much togetherness was not the main issue. What concerned me most was that he was into strategy, a big planner, and he wasn’t planning.
Lucky for me, I had a perfect excuse to leave the condo—a standing date with friends. Each weekend, we had breakfast at a restaurant we’d never been to. Before I departed, I asked Jake if there was anything I could do for him. With flat eyes, he said a dreary no. I asked if he was certain. He told me to leave already.
I was the first to arrive at Everything Bagel. The owner, stationed at the cash register, agreed to seat me, even though—as she pointed out several times—my entire party wasn’t present. I asked for a table by the window. She led me to a corner opposite the men’s room, the first spot a restaurant unloads and the last one anyone wants. I kvetched. She said, “Okay, take the table you want.”
Trying new foods was my latest adventure. I resolved to order avocado toast for the first time. Go wild, I thought. Avocado toast. Lisa would be proud of me for being up to the minute. Unless avocado toast had already come and gone—after all, it was on the menu at Everything Bagel.
Suzy and Amy filed in together, chatting, both in sandals, cotton pants, fitted T-shirts.
I announced I was going with avocado toast.
“What an adventure,” Suzy said. “Are you taking up skydiving next?”
The waitress arrived, packets of imitation sweetener poking out of a pocket on her snap-front apron. Amy asked for the special—two eggs, bagel, hash browns. Then she added, “I will also have a large glass of orange juice.”
Suzy and I looked at each other aghast. “What are you doing?” Suzy asked Amy, as though accusing her of racing through a red light at a busy intersection.
“What?” Amy said. “What did I do?”
“You ordered OJ,” I said.
“No one orders orange juice in a bagel place in Florida. Look at the menu. The price is outrageous. More than the complete breakfast special. And oranges grow here! Have your citrus at home. Drink it before you meet us for breakfast,” Suzy said.
Amy looked at me, sure I’d back her up. She was incorrect.
“Don’t let me stop you from being robbed on this highway,” I said.
We always had such a good time together.
Suzy and I both placed our orders after Amy retracted her OJ request.
When the waitress moved on to another table, Amy asked how Jake was doing.
I spoke the truth. I revealed the raw and embarrassing circumstances in which Jake had lost his job, how hurt he was. Back in New York, I wouldn’t have told a soul what to order any more than I would have said Jake had been fired. Of course, I had friends in the city, but we pretended our lives were perfect. We all had children who never took a misstep, were doing as well as landed gentry, husbands who took any suggestion we made, careers that caused lesser women to weep. This was not lost on me.
Back when my mom passed, Suzy and Amy were the first to pay condolence calls, turning up immediately at my home. When I said I couldn’t decide what to wear to the funeral, that I didn’t have a proper black dress, that my late mom would detest the two dark numbers I owned, and I’d hear her saying that from the casket as it was carried to the grave, my friends glanced at one another, left suddenly, and returned later with a long-sleeved two-piece outfit in a bag from Macy’s. I had been crying all day. That’s when I bawled.
“Jake’s a wonder,” Amy said when I finished telling my sad story. “Such a terrific guy. I can’t wait to see what he does next.”
“Honestly, my friends, you wouldn’t recognize him. Lollygagging in a recliner all day. He’s turned doing nothing into a fine art.”
“Oh, Jodi, I’m sorry, but he’s in mourning. Give him room,” Suzy said as she stirred her coffee. “All that wisdom and experience will be put to work as soon as he decides to take his next step.”
“Absolutely,” Amy agreed, downing water instead of juice.
My friends were being overly kind. “Jake’s not a teenager,” I said.
“Oh, come on, Jodi. You two will be fine no matter what he decides. Jake is your perfect match,” Amy said.
“Here’s some good news,” I announced, changing the subject. “Jake and I are going to the Berkshires to watch Macallan while Lisa and Brian are out of town.”
“That’s terrific! But please don’t catch the ‘I should move there’ disease that’s been going around my complex. It’s the beginning of the end.” Suzy schmeared a bagel, which was what I should’ve ordered because, in my opinion, avocado toast turned out to be a waste of both avocado and toast.
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I returned to an empty condo. No Jake. Good. He’d gone out. Finally. His keys were on the console table in the hallway. I assumed he had taken a walk. He certainly needed it.
I chose luggage from the closet. We weren’t leaving until tomorrow, but it had always been my habit to pack in advance. I filled his suitcase, wondering how many pairs of socks to pack. Not that it mattered—Lisa had a washer and dryer.
Jake called. “I took your advice,” he said.
“What advice?” I asked on speakerphone as I packed his undershorts.
“I tried something new.”
“I’m glad to hear that.”
“Pickleball.”
“I said pivot, not pickleball.”
“Too late now.” It was clear from Jake’s tone he never planned to play again. “Jodi, I fell. I’m in the emergency room.”
Of course Jake had an accident. Too much on his mind. “I’ll be right there.”
“My pickleball partner brought me to the emergency room. He’ll drive me home.”
I hesitated.
“Don’t come, Jodi. I look like hell. And it’s all your fault. You said to try new things. Obviously, I wasn’t ready.”
He was blaming me? He had to be kidding. I stuffed down my anger, which wasn’t easy. What would I gain by starting up with him now? But I had to make my point. “Excuse me, Jake Wexler. I never suggested pickleball. I never said, ‘I know the solution: pickleball!’”
“Well, you might as well have.”
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An hour or so later, he showed up—black and blue, forcing a grin. His front tooth gone, a casualty of the fall.
“Jodi, I can’t go to the Berkshires. I’m too distraught. I’ll ruin it for everyone.”
“Oh, stop. I’ll call Dr. Gonzalez at Sunshine and Smiles.”
“He retired. I have a new dentist there, and you might as well call him ‘son’ because he’s young enough to be ours.”
“I’ll find the Aleve,” I offered. Should I suggest I stay home with him instead of babysitting Macallan? I took a beat, which became the length of a song. The words wouldn’t come out.
Would Jake cancel a business trip if I injured myself? Nope. He’d kiss me goodbye, tap me on the nose, message me from wherever he was each night. Lisa was counting on me. If I reneged, how long would it be before she’d ask for my help again? I couldn’t just show up for a visit any old time. Lisa was very busy. With the restaurant, with her family, with her friends. On top of that, she chaired an organization that fed the homeless. Lisa looked out for other people.
I had good reason to bow out—I’d be taking care of Jake, Lisa’s only father. If Jake needed me, Lisa might not understand, but she would find someone else to cover. She’d ask Di to change her plans, leave Macallan with her next-door neighbor, or hire a student from the college, a sitter without an injured husband.
“You’re sad. You’re hurt,” I said. “I should tell Lisa I can’t make it.”
“You’re needed in the Berkshires,” Jake said firmly.
Would he slump further into the abyss in my absence? I wasn’t sure I should leave, but he wasn’t a kid. He was a grown man.
“Go,” he repeated. “It’s time I stopped following you around.”
“Oh, come on, you haven’t been following me.” I tried to be kind.
“Go.”
“Okay then,” I said.
I wanted to babysit so badly. I didn’t want to disappoint Lisa. But nothing was simple. As I called the dentist on behalf of Jake, I experienced a flush of guilty pleasure—shadowed, of course, by the ultimate party pooper, the inevitable self-reproach. I knew well it would not go away. No one chastised me more than I did myself.
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I took care of whatever I could at the office. I spent a lot of time with Rizzo. I gave Slivovitz a “please warm it up” speech.
Then my last act. I buzzed my son.
“Alex,” I said on the phone. “Did you know I’m heading to Lisa’s? Dad isn’t up to it, but he insists I go, and he’ll be fine.”
“Stop worrying, Mom.”
Why did everyone in my family constantly tell me to stop worrying? If I didn’t worry, who would do the worrying? Did they suppose you could pay someone to be anxious?
“Is there any possibility you could pay a visit to Dad?”
Pause.
Double pause.
Double pause and a half.
“Mom, I’d like to, I want to help, I’d do anything for Dad, but it’s my busy season.” Alex, a workaholic, was at the computer before he brushed his teeth, slept with a laptop by his side in case something came up in the middle of the night.
“I know how jammed you are, but Dad isn’t himself these days. He had a bruised ego before the pickleball accident, and it would help if one of his kids showed up here.”
“What about Lisa-Can-Do-No-Wrong? She’s his favorite.”
“That’s not true,” I said.
“Oh, come on.”
“You’re his favorite,” I said.
“I bet you say that to all the kids.”
“Alex, Lisa is going somewhere. That’s why she asked me to come.”
“Where’s her mother-in-law? The real estate agent on Viagra—or the equivalent for women.”
“Her name is Di, as in Diandra.”
“I thought she moved to Massachusetts to be near her family.”
“She must be out of town.”
“Where’s Lisa heading? Maybe she doesn’t have to go.”
Bonehead. “Alex, you’re missing the point. I want to watch Macallan. And Lisa is counting on me.”
“I’ve heard you can’t always get what you want . . .”
I was about to say thank you, Mick Jagger, when I heard her in the background. The Pilgrim.
“Who’s on the phone?” my daughter-in-law asked.
“My mother.”
“Again?” she said with disdain.
What did she mean by again? I hadn’t spoken to Alex since his birthday almost a month ago. And I’d say I was entitled to speak to my son. Besides all that, it was my husband who spoke to Alex frequently, chatting it up with our youngest several times a day. They were joined at the cell phone.
“Mom wants me to visit Dad this weekend,” he said in an aside to the Pilgrim. He spoke in the kind of hushed voice people used in the prehistoric days when they were covering the receiver with a hand.
The Pilgrim said in a disappointed voice, “This week?”
Yes, I thought, this week.
“She has to go to Lisa’s,” Alex said.
“Where’s Lisa’s mother-in-law?” the Pilgrim asked him.
“Out of town,” Alex said. “Maybe I should go look in on Dad.”
That’s the spirit.
“I can drive there on Saturday, return Sunday,” he said to the Pilgrim.
“We have plans. I don’t want to cancel on our friends,” she whined.
I wondered if the Pilgrim would say that if it was her dad who had lost the job he loved and fallen on his face.
“It’s out of the question,” the Pilgrim declared.
Blistering friction in the air.
“Maybe Michael can handle this,” Alex implored.
Did I really raise this boy? “Alex, you live in Florida. Michael’s in California. It’s a state six hours away by airplane. Longer if he walks.”
“That’s always the excuse,” I heard the Pilgrim say, as though Michael had strategically moved to California to avoid any familial responsibility. Did the grown children who lived near the parents feel their siblings moved far away as an excuse to avoid the parents? I didn’t believe Michael had done that. Who would purposefully choose to live that far from Jake and me? We were gems.
At that point, no one was talking, but the phone was sizzling. After all, my poor son was lodged between his mother and his wife. I imagined what she’d tell him if I couldn’t hear the conversation. I wished I could fix things with Peggy the Pilgrim, but honestly, I wasn’t privy to what I’d done that caused her to dislike me. First time I met her was at a dinner at my home. I had asked Alex in advance what she liked to eat. He said she liked lima beans. Lima beans. Who liked lima beans? I made lima beans as though I were serving them in a Chinese restaurant—lima beans three ways. Of course, I also served salad, honey roast chicken, tarragon salmon, kugel. Black-and-white cookies, rugelach, and fruit for dessert. I had brought out the best dishes and silver, which I polished.
Peggy sat erect at my dining room table—her royal highness, bestowing a nod here or there. And guess what? I discovered something she enjoyed more than lima beans—excusing herself and walking off with her cell phone in her hand. Don’t say maybe she had important business. The dinner was on a Saturday night—and at the time she worked in a bank. So, bank hours. One more annoyance: She was the only guest I ever had who never asked to help clear the plates from the table. Of course, I wouldn’t have let her help. I would’ve told her to remain seated because she was our guest of honor, but she could have at least gone through the motions of asking. From then on, she avoided coming to Boca Raton, no matter the event. Time and again, Alex claimed she had alleged “problems with her stomach,” a condition that Jake aptly named “Peggy the Pilgrim Disease.”
I knew if Alex had kids, I’d have to work around Peggy. I suspected that before she delivered, she’d advise me to delay coming to see the newborn until they had adjusted. Did these people who told a grandparent to wait a while to see the newborn understand how hard that was to hear? Then, Peggy would claim she didn’t need my help at all because her mother was coming for the first sixteen years. Peggy ragged on her mother. But next to me, she was a saint.
“Okay, Mom, I’ll be there,” Alex said. “Anything for Dad.”
“Thank you.” What a relief.
“No need to thank me.”
“Alex, tell Peggy I said hello.”
“She says hello back,” Alex said.
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The morning of my flight, I dressed in duck boots, boyfriend jeans, and a checked shirt, which I considered country clothes. I had packed a heavy crewneck sweater as well as a khaki coat with a green corduroy collar, both of which I hoped I’d need upon arrival. I was wishing for a temperature apropos to lighting a fire in the fireplace. The Berkshires were irresistible when chimney smoke drifted into the night air.
Jake wheeled my big suitcase into the hall, which made me feel as though he was pampering me when I should’ve been taking care of him. “Have a great time,” he said. “Lisa needs you, and I’ll be fine.”
“Will you?”
“Promise.”
He was trying.



Chapter 6
As the plane took off, I had the feeling of breaking free. And as though being airborne weren’t enough to lift my spirits, no one was in the adjacent seat. Score! I was riding high, until a baby began to wail directly behind me. I turned, expecting to see his mother trying in some way to quiet him, but she was napping. I was a mere three hours and five minutes of flight time away from hugging Lisa and my grandchild. The breathtaking drive from the Bradley Airport near Springfield to Lisa’s home was about an hour. Florida. Massachusetts. Two different planets.
At the hectic Hertz counter, I requested an economy car. To my delight, I was granted a complimentary upgrade to a screaming-red SUV. I reflected on this—a positive sign. My visit to Historic Woodfield, founded 1729, would be ideal in every way. Stars had aligned.
The day was as chilly as I had longed for it to be. The sky was cloudless, blue, and bright. Perfect weather for someone trying to beat the heat in her hometown. I hit the road to the Massachusetts Turnpike, exiting in the town of Lee, bypassing the outlet mall calling my name.
On a winding state road speckled with farms, I stopped at a cider mill for apples, pears, and, of course, cider to bring to Lisa. In the car, I munched on a ripe Honeycrisp the size of a grapefruit. Once in Woodfield, I cracked open the window, inhaling the scent of pine trees lining both sides of the two-lane road. I passed the flea market, flat acres with dozens of long tables. It was the site of the annual town fair. I recalled taking Macallan to the flea market a year or two before, hunting for trinkets and treasure. I’d pointed to a booth stocked with record albums that dated back to Lawrence Welk and the Lennon Sisters in taffeta. Macallan had never seen vinyl. I explained the concept of a record player—how you had to stand up and flip it over when one side ended—and then I emitted awful, scrapy noises to demonstrate how music sounded if the record became scratched. Callie said, “You had to do all that to hear music?” She seemed interested in history, so I detailed how long it took to bake a sweet potato before the invention of the microwave.
As I steered, I lost myself reminiscing about enjoying the flea market with Callie, when suddenly, out of nowhere, boom, staring down at me was Lisa’s mother-in-law, Diandra. Her face was plastered on a looming billboard, the size of an exit sign on the turnpike, unanticipated on the pastoral road, where there were no other advertisements. The billboard was a showstopper.
I pulled over, drank Diandra in. There she was—my daughter’s mother-in-law, her heart-shaped face and baby blues glowering from up yonder. Flawless blonde hair held back by a stop-sign red headband—two-inches wide—not a strand out of place. On the billboard, she appeared younger, thinner, more glamorous than when I had seen her last, years before, at Macallan’s first birthday party, held beside the white bandstand gazebo on the Woodfield town green. My sons, Michael and Alex, had flown in for the celebration. The Pilgrim hadn’t yet joined the family.
Of course, Lisa had orchestrated a marvelous luncheon. She’d lined up long cloth-covered tables and set up white chairs with ivy bows for twenty-five people. She’d served finger sandwiches, salads, bottles of wine, and decadent desserts. I met Brian’s brother for the first time, as he hadn’t been at Brian and Lisa’s wedding. Lucky was small, disheveled, unkempt. He arrived late, spoke to no one, and escaped before we sang “Happy Birthday.” He seemed upset by the festivities. Jake and I agreed he was strange. Lisa had told us to stay clear of him.
On the billboard, to the left of Di’s photoshopped Miss America face, were these words: DIANDRA SUMMER LAKE—FIRST NAME IN SECOND HOMES. First name in second homes, I thought. Clever. What was more, Di had a shrewd smile. I’d swear I could see a sly wink in her eye, giving the impression she was queen of real estate in Massachusetts, and you’d be a New York loser to look for a home without her assistance.
Of course, Diandra Summer Lake was a made-up moniker, a business tool. Her surname was Plumley. Her starter husband was Dr. Milton Robertson, now Lisa’s father-in-law.
In any case, Di’s message was simple. If you can afford only one house—no matter the size—don’t bother calling Diandra Summer Lake. I marveled at the fact she thought so highly of her appearance that she’d display herself on a giant billboard her neighbors passed by day after day. I’d think twice about my face gracing a postage stamp. Limited edition. I wondered if Diandra’s business had really become so impressive. She was a kick in the pants. I wouldn’t have been surprised if she really was the “first name in second homes.”
I kept driving, Di on my mind. The billboard in my head. Lisa had mentioned in a text that Di would be visiting her ill sister in Cranston, Rhode Island, most of the week. I was pleased Di was out of town, unable to interrupt my time with Macallan or try to befriend me. I mean, a cup of coffee would’ve been fine, but that was the outer limit.
Ahead, I spied Lisa’s restaurant—the Farmer’s Daughter. I kibitzed to myself: the Farmer’s Daughter. Lisa grew up in Manhattan. Since purchasing the property, a one-story clapboard on five wooded acres, Lisa had enlarged the kitchen and added another dining room. Her restaurant was perched beside a covered bridge, enhancing its New England mystique, making it popular with tourists. The timber bridge had been built in the 1800s over what was then a stream but was now no more than a wet spot.
I decided I’d drop in to see if Lisa was there. I swung behind the building, where I discovered Lisa’s gray Subaru Outback parked in the gravel. Next to her car was a small van from a local television station.
Was Lisa being interviewed? Should I continue directly to the house so as not to disturb her? But if she was being interviewed, I wanted to watch—it would give me yet another reason to kvell, crow while joyful that my offspring had accomplished something to be proud of.
I headed for the pine green door, guessing Lisa would be glad to see me, but with grown kids, who knew? That notion launched a rush of self-talk in my head: Don’t be silly. Lisa’s not a kid. You’re not the backstage mom who shows up every day for the play rehearsal. You’ll say hello, see what’s happening, make it quick. After all, you’re eager to see Macallan.
I walked through the vestibule past the hostess station to the first dining room, which had blue carpet, exposed walnut beams, honey pine tables, Windsor chairs, checkered tablecloths. A row of swiveling barstools had been moved to the center of the room. I followed the sound of Lisa’s voice to the spotless, shining kitchen and lit up when I found her.
Lisa was dressed in maroon clogs (a great choice for anyone who stands at work), a chef’s coat with black buttons and French cuffs. She was conversing with a woman in soaring heels. The bottle blonde had giant lips. I imagined her saying to her plastic surgeon: Don’t stop until my upper lip abuts my nostril. Also on “set” was a cameraman. Before I said a word, Lisa noticed me.
“Mom,” she said breezily.
I waved.
“Excuse me,” she said to Super Lip. “My mom is here.”
I liked that. Stop everything, people, my mom is here. So much better than Oh, no, my mother is here. Duck.
Lisa seemed taller than the last time I had seen her. Maybe it was because I’d been shrinking, and soon my own daughter, who was my original adult height of five feet, seven inches, would have to bend down—as good as bow—to greet me.
“Let me take a look at you,” I said, backing up a few steps.
Lisa’s chef’s coat and trousers looked new, maybe ordered specifically for the interview. She wore her hair (same brown color, fine texture as mine) swept off her face, gathered loosely in a tortoiseshell clip. Her thick eyebrows seemed darker than usual. She wore false eyelashes. Or maybe they were called extensions? Whatever.
Lisa took my hand, pulled me over to the TV folks huddling in a corner. “I’d like you to meet my favorite mother, Dr. Jodi Wexler. Mom, this is Nicki Nussbaum of The Nicki Nussbaum Hour. Here with her favorite cameraman.”
“Hi, Lisa’s Mom,” the cameraman said, returning to his equipment.
“Mom is my hero,” Lisa told Nicki. “She’s here to watch my daughter while I take care of some business in Boston.”
“I live in Florida. Boca Raton,” I explained.
“No kidding. Which community?”
“Flamingo Estates.”
“My mother considered buying there. But she thought the swimming pool was too small.”
I wondered if her mother was a big woman.
“Let me guess. You’re retired,” Nicki said.
“Nope. I’m a podiatrist.”
“A foot doctor,” Nicki said, like I needed an interpreter.
“For feet,” Lisa said.
“My mom wouldn’t have watched my daughter for a minute. That woman was a total narcissist. When she died, I sold her condo posthaste.”
Great eulogy, I thought. “I’m sorry for your loss.”
“In point of fact, considering the location and condition, I unloaded it for an excellent price.”
Lisa and I glanced at each other. Mother-daughter telepathy.
“I’d love to interview you,” Nicki said to me.
I regarded Lisa, unsure what she would think about that. I might utter the wrong thing, such as, Nicki Nussbaum, I don’t like you.
“No one knows more about me than my mother,” Lisa said assuredly, pouring it on with a pitcher, following up with a hose. It wasn’t true, but it was sweet of her to say. In high school, in New York, she was constantly out of the house with her boyfriend. He was voted most likely to sleep with the fishes. She started at Cornell, dropped out, traveled to Europe without mentioning it to us, attended culinary school, wound up in Massachusetts, met and married Brian. I loved her. She loved me. Those things I knew. But there were far more things about her that I didn’t know. Did we ever really know anyone?
“Are you sure?” I asked Lisa. I’d never been interviewed for television, but there were articles about me in Podiatrist Today—back when I was in New York. One time, I was even on the cover.
“Mom, come on. Do it for me,” Lisa said.
“Okay, then.” I wondered if I looked all right. I’d started the day well put together. But I’d been traveling. I considered checking my face, fixing my hair in the women’s room, but I didn’t want to be seen as a narcissist like Nicki’s mother. The interview wasn’t about me. It was about Lisa.
Nicki patted one of the stools in front of the backdrop. She pinned a microphone to my top. I crossed my legs, placed my manicured hands in my lap. Nicki sat atop the other stool with her legs crossed too. I’d seen hundreds of shoes in my career, but if I ever wanted to kill a man, I’d borrow the ones Nicki wore. She adjusted her dress, repeated her own name for the nth time, talked about Lisa—her guest—then introduced me: Lisa’s mother. I said it was a thrill to be with Nicki at the Farmer’s Daughter. I was impressed with how I dropped the name of the restaurant as soon as the interview started.
“How was your trip here?” Nicki asked. Then, before I could answer, she said, “You’re a podiatrist, am I right? Let’s get you on your toes, Dr. Wexler. Tell me, when did you realize that Lisa had an interest in the culinary arts?”
“The first thing I remember is Lisa helping my mother dunk matzo balls for the Jewish holidays. She stood on a metal folding chair, and when my mother said ‘Torpedo,’ Lisa plunked medium-size balls into chicken soup in a pot on the stove.”
“Torpedo?” she said, puzzled.
“You know, like attack!”
“Of course. Attack! What fun. Delightful. I can imagine that. Do you do much cooking yourself?” Nicki asked.
“I dial,” I said. “Once, my granddaughter asked why all the food in my kitchen was in a package.”
“So, were you surprised when Lisa opted for culinary school?”
“Only when I received the bill,” I said.
“You are enchanting. What is your favorite dish from your daughter’s restaurant?”
“Sky-High Dutch Apple Pie, for sure. I can’t begin to explain the crust. And good news—Lisa will send it anywhere in the United States.”
There were dishes on the menu—including squash soup with coconut milk, crispy roast duck, and rack of lamb with herb crust—that I enjoyed even more than the pie, but I wanted to get in the plug for Lisa’s growing mail-order business.
“Hmm. Sky-High Dutch Apple Pie! Thank you so much, Dr. Wexler. Enjoy your time in the beautiful Berkshires. I’m Nicki Nussbaum. WBRK-TV.”
I smiled until my face froze.
“That was great, Mom,” Lisa said as I hopped off the stool, Nicki applauded, and the cameraman removed my microphone. “I’ll see you at the house. Macallan is waiting for you.”
“I’m so proud of you,” I whispered in her ear. It wasn’t lost on me how terrific it felt to be part of Lisa’s interesting life. To see my daughter in action. In person. Living her dream.
I congratulated myself on impulsively stopping by the restaurant. Lisa had so much happening, such a busy life, she wouldn’t have bothered to mention the television interview to me. We spoke on the phone twice a week—but if I hadn’t been in the area, we wouldn’t have had that moment together, something for us to later recollect facetiously: Mom, do you remember when Nicki Nussbaum told you how much she appreciated her mother?



Chapter 7
Woodfield was picturesque, especially in the autumn, the season that revealed the town at its best. On the way to Lisa’s house, I drove by a general store reminiscent of a Rockwell painting, a post office, a bottle shop, and antique stores catering to the weekend crowd from Boston and New York. I passed the public library. A modest white church with a steeple was near a stone church featuring stained glass windows. The commercial area of Historic Woodfield ended before the significant village green—a lovely meadow with a white bandstand gazebo, two war memorials, and a high-flying American flag. I bet the town hadn’t changed much in the last century.
Lisa lived on Hokum Street, a sharp turn off the main road. There, sundry architectural styles were studded an acre apart. Most homes dated back to the late 1800s. There was no sidewalk; people ambled in the road. Lisa’s house, a proud Victorian, was painted a deep, dark burgundy with trim a shade lighter. I imagined tenants from an earlier time rocking on the porch while sipping hot apple cider.
I couldn’t wait to hug Callie. It was odd how my daughter had taken second place in my heart to her daughter. I read about a study that proved grandmothers are chemically drawn to grandchildren. I didn’t have to square that research. I cherished my children, but I’d trip over Lisa to get to Callie. Of course, I had friends that didn’t feel the same way. Take Maddy. Whenever Maddy’s family showed up in Boca Raton, she said, “The condo wreckers are here.” She counted the minutes until they left. Each year, Maddy treated her now forty-year-old son to tickets to Disney World in Orlando so they’d spend most of Christmas week with Mickey—instead of staying with her. She literally paid her family to disappear. Then there were the nanas who were deceivingly nice to their own grandkids but tormented others at the pool.
Lisa left the doors to her house unlocked. She claimed no one in Woodfield bolted a door. Country girl. I knocked anyway. No one answered, so I stepped into the large living room—shabby chic, a romantic palette, a mix of vintage and modern furniture, charming, warm. Lisa had decorated with accents in light pink, powder blue, lavender, and mint. The walls were ivory. The curtains white with wide ruffles. Two seating areas were centered around large braided oval rugs. An antique desk with a wooden schoolhouse chair sat in a corner. Although my own current choices in home decor were white and contemporary, I admired my daughter’s excellent homey, laid-back taste.
The movie version of the musical Annie blared from an enormous flat-screen TV. I yelled, “Grandma’s here” over a song-and-dance number. Callie popped up from the camelback sofa Lisa had rescued from an estate sale. Then she dove off the back of the couch, landing in my arms. I squeezed her tight.
“Grandma Jo,” she shouted.
“That’s me,” I said, beaming.
Macallan wore the kind of clashing hodgepodge outfit she preferred, an adorable mash-up of bright colors and patterns: two purposefully mismatched socks, purple checked leggings, a stretch miniskirt with daisies, a unicorn T-shirt. Her hair was in pigtails, one elastic red and the other orange. I liked her hair in pigtails. When her hair was down, it appeared as though she’d just gotten off a swing on a windy day. Trouble was, I was not handy with hair. Styling had been one of the failures of motherhood for me, Lisa scurrying off when I approached her with a brush. Hair-wise, for Callie, it could be a hair-raising time.
I twirled her around as though we were dancing.
“Where’s Pop?”
“He’s away on business,” I said, having no intention of revealing to an eight-year-old that her grandfather was in the worst funk of his life, that if I hung around before or after work, and he persisted in shadowing me from room to room, he’d bring me down with him. In fact, I’d always been hard put to tell a child anything unpleasant. What was the point?
“Aw. I wanted to see him. Now I can’t beat him at chess in person.”
“There’s time for that,” I assured her.
“You’re right. Should I win slow or fast?”
“Well, you know how much I love Pop Jake.”
“A lot,” she said. “Is he your BFF?”
“Yes, but only in Florida. In Massachusetts, you’re my bestie.”
“So, what should I do?” she said.
“I say be kind. Put him out of his misery quickly.”
“Good advice, Grandma Jo.”
Tell me your mother didn’t leave you here alone was what I was thinking, but would not say, when a young girl emerged from the kitchen and said, “Hey.” Not hello. Hey.
“Hey,” I replied, struck by how pretty she was, admiring her charming, crooked smile and the mahogany hair hitting her waist. She wore untied high-top sneakers paired with ripped faded jeans. She had an Oxford boyfriend shirt tied to expose her tattooed midriff. She opened a one-hundred-calorie bag of Emaciated Person Popcorn and held it out to me. I figured the girl for seventeen, perhaps a drop older.
“Hello,” I said, waving away the popcorn, offering my hand for a shake.
She placed her hand in mine—an outgoing, assured gesture that was beyond her teenage years. I recalled the sitters I had employed when my kids were young, many unable to converse with an adult or look one in the eye.
The movie continued streaming as Callie invited me to kiss her stuffed tarantula, Chester, a gift from her dad. I planted one on the stuffie. Although I couldn’t hear well over the movie, I wasn’t about to ask the sitter to lower the volume because I preferred not to sound like I was my age. If I said, Can you please speak up? she’d surely clock me for 108. I tried my best not to say things that made younger people assume I was a relic, which required effort because I lived in an area with many retired people and therefore was not attuned to contemporary lingo. If they still referred to it as lingo. In any case, Callie wouldn’t require a sitter now that I’d arrived. I’d pay her and send her on her way.
The teenager reached for the remote, lowered the volume. “Annie,” she said.
“I know,” I assured her as I looked at the flat-screen. “And the dog is Sandy.”
“Not in the movie. Here. Me. I’m Annie.”
“Nice to meet you. I’m Jodi Wexler, Callie’s grandma.”
“Lisa said you were coming. I had a dog named Jodi, an ankle biter.”
My namesake.
“Jodi was bizarre. I found her behind a dumpster on Elm Street, but I had to give her away. My old man doesn’t like animals.”
“But he likes Chester,” Callie put in.
I deliberated. Was the sitter referring to her dad or her boyfriend? I didn’t ask. I figured she babysat often because Callie knew her “old man.” Her “old man” liked Chester the tarantula.
“Also, I had a cat. Taco,” she continued. “Because I love tacos. He was feral. Until I adopted him. He tracked me. Like, if I was going to the store, he shadowed me there, waited outside for a treat. Unless, of course, I was at Arlo’s country store. Arlo never minded if Taco came in. Before he bought the store, Arlo was a coach at the high school in North Adams. Oh—he sells bananas if you need potassium.”
Would she ever stop talking? And if so, would it be in my lifetime? Since I doubted it, I interrupted as she mentioned out of nowhere that she ran marathons but had foot problems. I stifled my impulse to ask about her foot, though, afraid she’d start telling me the entire backstory of her pain. How she first injured her metatarsal kicking in her crib.
“Lisa told me you’re going to stay here for a while,” Annie said. “Definitely come by the gym in the town of Hilltop and try my exercise class. You’re perfect for Golden Oldies.”
I wasn’t sure if Golden Oldies referred to the music or the participants. Or maybe both. No matter what, Golden Oldies was not something I believed I was perfect for.
Macallan stood on the back of the couch in her socks, holding Chester, listening to our conversation. She was the reason I made the trip, why I had canceled appointments, left Jake on his own. And here I was killing precious time interacting with the babysitter.
“Well, it’s great to meet you.” I looked in my bag for my wallet so I could pay her. I had no idea what she charged or how long she’d been there. The last time I’d hired a sitter, the rate was five dollars an hour. I asked Annie what I owed her.
She ignored me. I inquired again.
“Oh, you’re cute. I’m here for the Netflix.”
“We also have Disney Plus, Hulu, and Prime,” Callie said.
“Lisa is fine with me watching whenever I want to. I love movies. Don’t you love movies? Have you seen any new ones?” she asked.
Divine intervention—Callie interrupted. “Mom is at the restaurant.”
“I know. I stopped by. She was being interviewed.”
“On TV? Did they interview you too?” Callie asked.
“Yes.”
“Because you’re her mom,” Callie said.
Annie was pleased to update me on what had occurred since I left the restaurant. “The big interview with Nicki was a success, but then—pow—the dishwasher exploded.”
“I guess she’ll need a new model.”
“Not the appliance. The guy who washes the dishes,” Annie corrected me.
Eager to be on my own with Macallan, I silently begged Annie to leave, but she chattered on. And on. Someone must have told her talk was cheap. “Well, I’m sure you’re a busy person. I can take over. That’s what I’m here for,” I finally said, smiling.
“Don’t be concerned about me. I’ve got lots of time.”
I can see that, I thought.
“I love hanging with Mac,” she said.
Mac? I had never heard anyone call Macallan by the name Mac.
“Don’t forget your drink,” I said, attempting to push things along and gesturing to the enormous Dunkin’ Donuts to-go cup on the end table.
She picked up the cup, hugged it to her chest as though it were lost treasure. “Did you know that Dunkin’ Donuts was first started here in Massachusetts? Nine out of ten times, I go for the cruller. What’s your fave?”
Honey dipped, I thought but didn’t say. An answer would bring on another question.
“Come, sweetheart, bring Chester, and help me carry in my suitcase,” I said to Callie, realizing Annie would leave only if I left first.



Chapter 8
Callie trailed me down the stone walk to the road. At last, Annie said goodbye, but not before she imparted a weather report. “Rain tomorrow, rest of the week will be cool and sunny.”
“What’d you get me?” Callie asked as she pulled my sleeve.
“Oh, boring . . . nothing you’re going to like.”
“What’d you get me?” she repeated, jumping up and down.
I turned to her and crouched. “I never fail. I got you kale.”
“A pail of kale?”
“Enough for a whale.”
“To eat in jail?” she rhymed back.
As I clicked the trunk, Lisa pulled up in her Subaru. Callie shouted to her, “Grandma Jo is here. She brought presents.”
“Well, of course! That’s her job,” Lisa said.
“How was the interview?” I asked.
“I don’t enjoy the process,” Lisa said. “But the restaurant comes first. I’ll have to send you a video because it won’t run on WBRK for a while.”
“Well, you look great, and I know you did a fabulous job.”
“You’re such a mom, Mom. Can’t imagine what you brought for Callie. Do you suppose she’ll like it?”
I gifted Callie with the exact toys and books Lisa had told me to bring in an email. I had to consult Lisa because I wasn’t sure which Lego set to buy. I didn’t want to get one Callie didn’t like or already had. We carried in my luggage, the gifts, and the fruit I had bought on the way.
Callie remained in the living room to play with her new Legos. Lisa toted my suitcase to the beautiful guest room on the second floor. My daughter had a knack for decorating. The wallpaper was serene, a cornflower blue. There was a queen-size bed, a wide armoire, a grandfather clock, a cherrywood rolltop desk, and Lisa’s favorite white ruffled curtains. I smelled a hint of marijuana. I opened the windows a crack. Refreshing air blew into the space. The room had a lovely view of the yard. I looked out the window to see a tree house, a tire swing, and, farther on, a grove of trees. A smattering of leaves drifted slowly to the lawn from the oaks and maples. I was in high spirits, so pleased I had come.
“How’s your dishwasher?” I asked Lisa as I lifted my suitcase onto the bed.
“Let me get that,” she offered. “I gave him another chance. He’s got a large family. Besides, I had no choice. It’s impossible to find anyone who wants to work these days. Mostly, I hire folks who fled the city during the pandemic, then decided to stay here. In fact, that’s how I found my new headwaiter. He’s an actor who turned his vacation home into his permanent residence. I met him when he came into the restaurant for supper.”
“Hmm. Supper. Speaking of, would you prefer to dine out?” I asked, willing to do whatever Lisa wanted, even though I knew it would be a significant drive to any place we went, and I’d had enough of the car my first day. Lisa had a habit. She claimed every destination was twenty minutes away—the world’s longest twenty minutes. Once, when she visited us in Florida, she called to say she would be in Boca Raton in twenty minutes. I asked where she was. She said Orlando, which, without traffic, was about three hours away.
“We can go to Café Joelle. It’s casual American, twenty minutes from here.”
“By foot or by car?” I asked.
“By camel,” Lisa responded, shaking her head testily. Was something going on? “No matter where we are, you always ask how far the restaurant is.”
And you always say twenty minutes, I thought. “I like to know.”
“A good restaurant is worth the drive. Would you prefer sushi? There’s an Asian place we could try. Callie’s crazy for bubble tea.”
“How long a ride?”
“I’d say twenty minutes.”
I bent deep at the knee to sit on the bed, which was too low to the floor. I had considered mentioning it to Lisa the last time I came to stay, but the worst thing a guest can do is complain about the bed their host assigns them to sleep on. Especially if that host is your daughter.
“The bed is lovely, but it needs to be higher. I wonder if the problem is the box spring.”
Lisa threw her hands in the air. “Mom, everyone loves that bed.”
Who’s everyone, I wondered.
“We don’t have to go out. Would you like me to make dinner tonight?” I asked.
“Sure, if you promise not to poison us.”
I wasn’t revered for my cuisine. My own mother could turn a breaded chicken cutlet in a frying pan into something intoxicating, worth laying down your sword for. And Lisa was a professional chef. The culinary talent had skipped a generation.
I gestured for Lisa to sit and patted the quilt that had once belonged to me. Lisa had a habit of taking whatever she liked from my house. And she had liked this quilt. She said it would remind her of me. Nice. Smooth. I knew when I took a shower, I’d probably find my towels on the rack.
“Mom, Brian is out of town because he got promoted this summer—to chair of the department in Boston.”
“Mazel tov! Congratulations.” I was pleased to hear Brian had moved up. He’d waited a long while for his time to come. With his PhD in geography in hand, he began as an adjunct. Then he became a professor and attained tenure at the state university. Now this. “Such good news, Lisa. Why didn’t you mention it sooner?”
“I didn’t want to jinx him. It’s quite an advancement.”
“Kina hora,” I said, a common Yiddish term often said to ward off the evil eye when something positive happened.
“You remind me of Grandma Frieda when you pop in the Yiddish,” Lisa said, joining me on the bed.
I appreciated it when Lisa brought up my mother. I hoped one day Callie would mention me to her child.
“Do you remember when I first moved to Massachusetts, and I called Bubbe and told her I had bought a new car? She said, ‘Kina hora’ and insisted that I tie a red ribbon inside. I knotted one onto the rearview mirror.”
“Kina hora,” we said in unison.
“I wish Bubbe had lived to see Macallan,” Lisa said.
I pictured my mom’s face, swallowed a breath. “Me too.”
“Would you like to be called Bubbe instead of Grandma?”
“No, I would just like to be called.”
“That’s a so-you thing to say.”
“And I’d like you to tell me what’s going on.”
“The restaurant gets busier every day. Macallan needs attention. And Brian is hardly here. He teaches in Boston four days a week now. It’s too much to travel back and forth, so he stays in a bedroom in an Airbnb. You know Brian. He doesn’t need much. Before I met him, he camped his way through Europe and slept in a hammock.”
“That was a long time ago, Lisa. When does he see Callie?”
“It’s been fine,” she said, shrugging her shoulders.
Translation: “It’s been fine” meant it wasn’t fine, but I figured Lisa had no choice. Brian couldn’t pass up the position, and she couldn’t move to Boston. She had the restaurant.
“He bought Callie a Gizmo, and he calls her all the time,” she explained.
“I didn’t know Callie had one of those watches. Did you include my number on it?”
Lisa rose up, shook her head. “Sorry, Mom, you didn’t make the cut.”
“What? How much closer than maternal grandma would I have to be ‘to make the cut’?”
“I didn’t mean it that way. The phone reaches a limited number of people, and we had to list the local family in case she ever needs help and one of us isn’t around.”
The local family. Maybe I was wrong and my forlorn husband was right. Maybe we should become local family sooner rather than later. I wanted to be listed on that watch. Was it childish to be jealous of the people saved as contacts? You bet it was. But I didn’t care.
I contemplated my daughter’s new living arrangement. Although I understood several of Lisa’s married friends lived separately for career reasons, I wondered if she was making light of it for my benefit, making nothing of it when it was something. Had he gone to Boston because there was a problem between them?
When the kids were young, I wouldn’t have wanted to be separated from Jake. In June, we’d been married forty-five years. I liked to tease that it was forty-four for me, one for Jake, but the truth was I couldn’t imagine myself without him. What was more, although we argued when we were young, we rarely disagreed anymore. Our parents were gone. Our kids were grown. We had enough money. Parents, children, and money were the things most people disagreed about. Unless there was cheating, which there wasn’t. Jake was the most loyal person—except to his sister, because he believed she killed his mother by bringing her Marlboro Lights and rolling her outside to smoke when she was in the nursing home.
Lisa nudged me and brought me out of my rumination. “Oh, Mom. I forgot to tell you there’s a nature walk at school. Would you like to go with Callie? Totally up to you. Your call. If needed, I can find a stand-in.”
A stand-in? I assumed I was the stand-in. Why was Lisa acting as though she had any choice besides me? Of course I wanted to meet Callie’s school friends, introduce myself to her teacher. Hello, Jodi, I thought to myself. Lisa doesn’t want to ask too much of you. Your daughter is being considerate. She’s no longer the kid she was when you said, “Tomato,” and she said, “I hate you.”
“I’d be happy to go with Callie,” I said.
Lisa said she’d forward me the email about the event she received from the school.
“Okay, I’m going to go check the cupboard to see what I can make for dinner.”
“Mom, be sure to set a place for Annie. She’s joining us.” Had Lisa adopted the babysitter?
“Oh, I attempted to pay her, but she wouldn’t take a penny. I didn’t know what the going rate was for taking care of a child or how long she’d been here, and she wouldn’t tell me.”
“Mom, we don’t pay Annie. She’s like family. She enjoys being here.”
I hugged Lisa as we sat on the bed, hung on for a few moments, inclined to never let go.
“What’s the hug for?” Lisa asked.
“For inviting me here.”
“Mom, you’re always invited. Remember? I invited you in August when Callie had that five-day break after Girls on the Run. I thought you’d be here on the next flight. But you couldn’t make it, so I signed her up for Pioneer People, that day camp that takes place completely outdoors. Remember how you couldn’t believe it? You said, ‘Even in the rain?’”
She was still holding that against me. “I’m sorry I couldn’t make it, but I had a surprise seventieth birthday party for Suzy. She’s my best friend. I had to go—I planned it. And, before you mention it, the time before that, Slivovitz, the new podiatrist, had just joined the practice. Anyway, I’m here now. How was Pioneer People?”
“Callie loved it. She learned serious survival skills. There were no bathrooms. The kids peed outside.”
“Terrific,” I said, recalling that I had sent Lisa to a culturally Jewish upscale sleepaway camp in these very Berkshires, where the kids had waiters at all three meals, and a woman called the Camp Mother washed every child’s hair twice a week. “Remember how much fun you had at camp?”
“Don’t remind me. I hated camp. What I liked was being on my own, away from home. I would have gone to prison to get out of the house.”
“Thanks for cluing me in,” I said. “I had no idea I could have had you arrested and saved my money for something else. Remind me to tell Dad.”
“How’s Dad?” she asked, sounding as though she expected a negative reply.
“He’ll be fine when he hits upon a new way to occupy his time. He’s not the type who’ll be able to sit at home. And obviously he can’t play pickleball. Honestly, I’ve never seen him this distraught when it wasn’t a matter of life and death.”
“Maybe Dad needs a change of location.”
“Do you mean from his recliner to the couch?”
“Have you considered moving here?”
I wondered whether she’d planted a video camera in our living room in Florida and taped my conversation with him. Had she spoken to him about this already? Or was it simply a case of like father, like daughter? “Oh, I’m not ready for that. What would I do if I retired—take longer to eat lunch? I know. I could become a greeter at Walmart. ‘Welcome to Walmart,’” I said, pretending to push over a shopping cart.
“Seriously, Mom, you’re not getting any younger.”
“You noticed!” I was sixty-seven. If I was fortunate and lived another twenty years, I’d be eighty-seven. It was something I’d thought a lot about, the mathematics of how long I’d be alive. And if I happened to survive that long, it raised other questions. For example, would I be a young and vital eighty-seven—still throwing surprise birthday parties for friends—or an old eighty-seven—needing an aide to cut my meat and puree fruit in a blender? I understood what Lisa had in mind. She wanted me to relocate, take up residence, before my walker had tennis balls on the feet and before she had to tip her daughter in cash each time she visited me in the palliative care nursing home because otherwise the kid would have no interest in seeing me. Although Jake and I had often discussed moving, we’d never brought it up to Lisa, and she’d never mentioned it. Why discuss relocation now when we were waiting until old age?
And I wasn’t old. Yet. When I was thirty, I considered a fifty-year-old ancient. I met Eileen, my mother-in-law, when she was in her fifties. She was in a white maillot at her beach club—and I thought she was Methuselah. Before this conversation with Lisa, I had had little idea whether she wanted us in her neck of the woods or if she’d find it an imposition. But here she was, bringing up the idea. That meant she wanted us nearby. We’d be arriving with an invitation. No better feeling than being wanted. Kina hora. But no matter how much I fancied my progeny, no way was I prepared to move to a place where I had no history, materializing out of thin air. To everyone, I’d just be Lisa’s mom, just like I was in the interview with Nicki Nussbaum. As for Jake, his impulsive desire to deploy was based solely on his sudden email from Wake-Up America. For him, at this point, Woodfield seemed like a solution to all his problems.
As I was hoisting myself from the low bed, Callie appeared at the door to the guest room. “Mom, I need you and Grandma Jo to help me build my castle.”
Lisa and I followed her to the living room, where she was playing with the Legos on the coffee table. Lisa jokingly placed bricks where they didn’t belong, and Callie slapped her hand. Soon we were all slapping hands until we knocked the whole thing down.
Callie began again, assembling a castle worthy of King Arthur. Lisa left to run an errand. I checked the refrigerator to see what I could turn into a dinner. What I found was vegan yogurt. Soy, coconut, oat, cashew. Greek yogurt, French yogurt. Kefir-style probiotic drinks. Vodka and cheese in the crisper. Clearly Lisa wasn’t eating—not unusual—but what about Callie?
I told Callie to grab a jacket, and we went for groceries. At the country store, a man behind the register welcomed us. He was broad shouldered and solid, with a craggy, weather-beaten face.
Callie said, “Hi, Arlo. This is my other grandma. The one who doesn’t live here.”
“You sure are a lucky girl having all these grandmas.”
“Pleased to meet you,” I said, extending my hand.
Arlo’s store was upscale, catering more to tourists than townspeople. On the outside, it looked like it belonged on one of those black-and-white postcards travelers once bought for twenty cents that were inscribed with “Wish you were here!” even though, in reality, they were ecstatic to be nowhere near you. The cold cases held organic eggs, milk from a nearby farm, meat and chicken and hot dogs from a local butcher. He stocked gluten-free and vegan products. Gifts to bring home—maple syrup, honey, chocolate, baked beans, clam chowder made in Massachusetts. And because it was fall, there were pumpkins, gourds, Indian corn. Also, Arlo sold a lot of wine. And cheese. Pricey, fancy cheese. On a table, he had a display of charcuterie boards. I wondered about the recent rise of charcuterie, which turned out to be what I had previously referred to as olives and salami.
I found what I needed for dinner, overloading on veggies because my children often accused me of preparing starchy meals. Which was true. But I hated to hear about it. Callie couldn’t decide on apple or pumpkin pie for dessert. We took both. Then Callie handed me Oreos, which I added to my basket. “Mom never lets me buy Oreos,” she whispered as though Lisa was within earshot. “I’ll keep them in my room and have two each night.” I’d never been able to stop at a few cookies, but Callie was Lisa’s daughter, so I assumed she had more self-control, less interest in carbohydrates than I had.
Arlo tallied the groceries. “Say hi to Grandma Di,” he said to Callie.
“She’d be mad if she heard you call her that,” Callie said.
He winked at her. “I know. I’m just having a little fun.”
“She’s out of town because she went to see her sister. She said her sister might be dying. She said her sister had no children, a lot of jewelry, and a big house.”
“Right. Her sister in Rhode Island,” Arlo replied. Was he friends with Di? He seemed too docile and down to earth to be buddies with the woman who was the “first name in second homes”—but they do say opposites attract. Historic Woodfield was a small town. Maybe Di shopped in the store, or Arlo ran into her at local events. I couldn’t imagine what they would have in common.
I pictured Di helping her sister rewrite her last wishes, assuring her place in the will.



Chapter 9
Callie helped prepare dinner, calling herself the sous chef. I asked if she wanted to be a chef when she grew up. She said she’d rather be the person who eats the food. I agreed. We were rhyming when I heard someone at the door.
“Callie, go see who’s here.”
“It’s probably Grannie.”
Confused, I went to look.
Annie stood in the entryway. Knee-high auburn boots, tattered jeans, a too-short kid’s-size sweater. Her tattooed midriff on display. I tried to figure out exactly what that artwork was. A bird. A plane. Not Superman.
“Annie,” Callie shrieked as though she hadn’t seen Annie in months, when the sitter had been planted on the couch just a few hours before. Callie leaped into Annie’s open arms, an action that would bowl me over, and said, “Grannie Annie is here!”
“Grannie?” I said. “That’s funny, Callie.”
Callie regarded me oddly. “Why? Annie is my grandma. Just like you.”
What?
“Callie, Annie is your babysitter,” I said sweetly, unsure of what was going on.
Annie intervened and explained, too slowly, for me. “Mac has been calling me Grannie Annie since the day we met. Everyone thinks it’s so cute. Because I’m twenty-seven.”
I didn’t think it was cute. And how could she be twenty-seven? I had assumed she was seventeen. Worse was the name Grannie Annie. I was elated to be Grandma, and here was this young girl of no relation called Grannie—a title bestowed on her by Macallan, who considered her a grandmother. My last meal threatened to come up.
“You’ve met Milton Robertson, Brian’s dad. The cardiologist. I’m his life partner.”
If I recalled correctly from Lisa’s engagement party years ago, Milton was older than me. Making him sixty-eight or, more likely, 101. She was his life partner. How long did she think he was going to live? I also recalled that Milton was no longer a doctor because his license had been revoked. A matter of medical insurance fraud. Last I heard, Milton taught biology at a private school for boys over the New York border. I wondered if he was now retired.
“I live with him,” she said.
As what? His nurse? No wonder Lisa didn’t pay her.
“We met at bingo,” she said proudly, as though that was a major achievement. “He had a come-on line. He told me G-fifty was his favorite call because he’s never been with a girl over fifty. Girl over fifty, G-fifty.”
What a brain trust. And she played bingo. What girl with tattoos and piercings in her late twenties went to bingo? Bingo was played at churches, firehouses, senior centers. There wasn’t a thing worth eating at bingo unless you yearned for stale popcorn, flat soda, and a steamed wiener dwarfed by a split-top roll. I’ve never understood why New Englanders like hot dog rolls cut open on top.
Okay, none of that mattered. The only thing I cared about was that Callie considered Annie a legitimate grandma. But I supposed I had it coming to me. It’s what I deserved for living far away, for keeping my sights set on my own life instead of being involved day to day with my offspring.
Annie continued, “I was the caller. You know B-one, G-fifty-four. My favorite call is B-four. I say B-four, then I say ‘after.’ Get it? Bingo is every Wednesday night at the Unitarian church in Pinecone. It’s Unitarian—for all denominations. There’s one player who wins so frequently, the joke is that she practices playing bingo at home.”
Ignore her, I reasoned. She’s a kid living with an old man, overjoyed to be called Grannie. She’s wacked out. Irreparably. I stared at her. What had led her to shack up with Milton Robertson? Did they still call it “shacking up”? Or was that phrase currently socially incorrect? Did shacking up now imply the person shacking up lived in a shack? Who could keep up? Apparently charisma had been shortened to “rizz”—a word that had no charisma at all. In any case, it wasn’t as though Milton was a stable choice. He had checked out on Di when she was pregnant with Brian’s younger brother, Lucky, and took off with Debbie, a phlebotomist.
“Milton is set in his ways. He refuses to have a television in the house. I could watch on my laptop, but I like the large screen here. I just ran into Lisa,” Annie continued. “She said she’s leaving for Boston right after dinner. I think I’ll hang out here and watch my series tonight.”
“Can I watch?” Callie asked.
“Not really for kids,” Annie said. “Next time, Mac!”
Again, with the Mac. Also, I was amazed at how easily Annie got away with saying “next time.” If I had said “next time,” Callie and I would enter lengthy negotiations—until I agreed on Matilda or Annie.
“No. You’re wrong. Lisa’s leaving tomorrow morning,” I said knowingly. She wouldn’t run off so soon after I arrived. We needed more time to catch up.
“No. No. No. She said tonight.”
Grannie Annie followed me into Lisa’s country kitchen, where pots and pans hung from the ceiling, the plank floor was dark wood, green backboards made of tile sat over the farm-style sink, and appliances were top of the line. When my kids were young, I had taped certificates, report cards, quizzes, and other kvell-worthy paraphernalia on my refrigerator door. But the front of Lisa’s fridge was bare.
Annie took a tomato from the counter and bit into it. Did she even know where that tomato had been?
“Do you want to wash that?” I said like somebody’s mother.
“It’s the fruit of the earth.”
So that meant she had to eat the earth?
This babysitter was Milton’s lover. Callie referred to her as Grannie Annie. She as good as lived in Lisa’s house. I had assumed I’d be one on one with Callie. I didn’t need an assistant. I had rescheduled bunions and hammertoes for this gig, abandoning a man in need—my bitter, banged-up Jake.
I deliberated gifting Annie a large-screen TV and a subscription to Netflix, so she wouldn’t come by and I could have the moments I craved with my granddaughter. I coveted time alone. When her parents were around, Callie paid little attention to me. She kept her eyes on Lisa and Brian, turning to one or the other for anything she needed. I felt like an accessory, one that was out of season. Worse, I could tell that Lisa and Brian passed judgment on me, knitting their brows together if I didn’t handle a situation exactly as they would. I wouldn’t be exaggerating if I said that, on occasion, they came just short of poking each other in the ribs. One time, after we returned from a day at the lake, I suggested Callie take a shower. Brian said, “Not necessary. She bathed two nights ago.” When Lisa and Callie visited us in Florida during school breaks, I warned Callie not to swim immediately after lunch. Lisa informed me that was an old wives’ tale. I said, “Are you calling me an old wife?”
“Just the tale, Mom. Just the tale,” she said.
I couldn’t get past the very idea of Annie, the juvenile bubbe. My grandmother, my mom’s mom, was in her seventies when I was born. I had called her Bubbe, the affectionate Yiddish term for grandmother. My bubbe had five children and a slew of grandkids. She lived on the Lower East Side of Manhattan—on Seventh Street, where my grandfather had died suddenly on his way home from synagogue—but she spent summers with us in a room set aside for her on the poultry farm in Connecticut. After my father sold the rocky acreage and we settled in suburban West Hartford, he became a successful food wholesaler, and Bubbe visited regularly—laden with apple cake and cinnamon and chocolate babkas. Bubbe was tough. She came to America on a boat alone when she was sixteen, but she hovered over me protectively, as if she thought I’d melt in the rain. She spoke English (mixed with Yiddish) but couldn’t read it. Still, she understood the language of love. I could imagine what she’d have to say about Annie: “A beautiful girl throws her life away for an alte kaaker?” Despite what it sounds like, alte kaaker doesn’t mean “old cock” in Yiddish. But it might as well.
The truth was I was thinking like my bubbe. What could Annie possibly see in Milton? Was it dollar signs? I doubted it. According to Lisa, Milton lived in a squat, aluminum-sided ranch in Hilltop—without a fireplace or a garage, two necessities for the long winters. Maybe Annie liked his looks. Milton was an exceptionally handsome man. He resembled the actor Paul Newman—shot to hell. Could Annie be attracted to Milton? What was the story? I wondered as I got back to preparing dinner.
Lisa returned an hour or so later. “Dinnertime?” she asked as she breezed into the kitchen.
Before she ran her errand, Lisa had set the table with woven place mats, matching napkins, colorful silverware, and plates for four. We all settled in. Callie took the spot next to Annie, which didn’t make me smile.
“Are you leaving tonight?” Annie asked Lisa. She wanted to show me who was in the know and who was not.
“If it’s okay with you, Mom, I plan to check out after supper.”
What was she thinking? “Do you have a reservation in a hotel for tonight?” I asked, knowing it was fine for a friend to ask such a benign question, but from a parent, it sounded like an inquisition. “Isn’t it better to drive in the morning, in daylight?”
“Mom . . .”
Amazing how that one word, “Mom,” can mean so many different things, depending on the tone of voice. Lisa said it as though I had breached a border when I was simply expressing concern about her sudden decision to drive to Boston alone in the dark.
“I’ll take it slow. And I’m driving with a friend, so I won’t be alone.”
Annie glanced at me as if to say I told you so. Her expression clearly said, You are unaware of what goes down here. Apparently a young know-it-all I had never seen before ruled the roost. Grannie Annie, my foot.
So, I was being left with two kids. One I loved, and the other I could do without.
While the rest of us ate pie, Lisa trotted upstairs to pack. She kissed Annie goodbye. (I would’ve liked to kiss Annie goodbye myself and send her out the door.) Lisa hugged me and said, “Mom, don’t worry.”
“I’m not concerned at all,” I said. “Be careful on the turnpike in the dark. And don’t fall asleep at the wheel. And text me so I know you arrived safely.”
Lisa laughed. She scooped Callie into her arms, squeezed her tight. “You are my perfect person. I’ll miss you every minute of every day. Be good for Grandma Jo. Don’t make her worry because she already worries too much.”
“Kiss Daddy for me,” Callie said. “Tell him I miss him, and bring him home with you.”
“Of course I will,” Lisa said, which was reassuring to me.
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Once I did the dishes, helped Callie with homework, and tucked her in, I called Jake to see how he was doing and to tell him about Grannie Annie, who was curled in front of the TV watching season two of a hospital series that ran for ten years. The point was that Annie wasn’t leaving soon. Jake didn’t answer.
I felt I needed to describe the situation to someone. I tried Rizzo at home.
“How’s it going?” she asked.
“I’m so glad to be here.”
“No complaints yet?”
“There’s a twenty-seven-year-old sitter Callie calls Grannie Annie!”
“Why? Does she look that old?”
“It appears she’s around all the time.”
“So why did Lisa need you to come?” Rizzo asked.
“I’m her mother, maybe? I didn’t have time to ask her. She’s already gone. Brian was promoted and is now working out of Boston, which is where she went.”
“Maybe it’s a second honeymoon? On the other hand, it could be they weren’t getting along. You never know what goes on in another person’s marriage. My mother worshipped my ex-husband. She called him her ‘favorite son,’ which was saying a lot because she had two real sons. After we divorced, she still drove to where he worked and left sandwiches for lunch in his truck. I could have throttled her.”
I didn’t pay much attention to what she was saying. I had consoled her during her wretched divorce, had heard it many times before, and I was thinking about Lisa.
“No need to ruminate about the office. I’ll remind Slivovitz to smile.”



Chapter 10
In the morning, Macallan surfaced in my room, down one sock, the other at her heel. She was wearing the unicorn T-shirt with leggings from the day before. Her hair was this way and that, and I wondered how I would deal with it later. She climbed into the guest room bed and hugged me. That was the great thing about being a grandparent—you collected so much love for so little work.
“Let’s read a book,” she said. “I’ll go get it.”
Callie loved to read. In no time, she returned with a stack of paperbacks. We cuddled in bed, and I read a book to her. Then we traded. We each read a page. The heartwarming experience carried me back to my youth, my thirties, when I read to my children. A tear dropped from my eye.
“Grandma Jo, are you crying?” Macallan asked.
“No. I’m remembering when I read to your mom, Uncle Michael, and Uncle Alex.”
“Mom doesn’t read much, but Dad reads to me a lot. I miss him. I wish he would come home already.”
“Your dad is a wonderful man,” I said.
I closed the book and asked, “Is there something special you’d like to do after school one day?”
“Arcade!” Callie said.
“Your wish is my command.”
“Really? I’ve never been because Mom thinks it’s a waste of money.”
“Do you know who told her that?” I asked.
“Dad?”
“Me,” I said, grinning. “I wouldn’t take her when she was a kid.”
“You never took Mom to an arcade, but you’re taking me?” she asked, confused.
How could I explain to her that as a mother, I was strict, played by all the rules, but as a grandmother, I was a total puff? As a mom, I wanted to be in charge. As a grandma, I wanted to be popular. “Being a grandmother is different than being a mother. Being a grandmother is a lot more fun.”
She smiled. “But you can be a grandmother even if you aren’t a mother. Grannie Annie doesn’t have any kids.”
I went with the flow. “You’ve got a point there.”
She nodded.
“Callie, why do you sleep in your clothes?”
“I don’t know. I just do.”
“I think we should buy you some nice pajamas.”
“Mom sleeps in her clothes.”
Honestly, it had never occurred to me to think about what my daughter slept in. She had left our apartment in New York for college as an eighteen-year-old with matching cotton pajamas. Now I discovered she wore her clothes to bed. What else did she do that I had never thought about? I was sure the list was endless. I was about to shamelessly pump the kid for information, but she continued on her own.
“Lots of times, Mom is too tired to change. Lots of times, she falls asleep on the couch or in bed with me. She says Dad makes too much noise, snoring and farting and all. She calls him a one-man band. You know, he’s like this.” She honked loudly and repeatedly, faked coughs and achoo sneezes, pretended bleeps were coming from her behind. Being eight, she became carried away, stood on the bed, and did it all again.
“Sounds like Dad needs a conductor!” I said as I pulled her back down.
Callie’s comments shed stolen light on my daughter’s current relationship with Brian. I stopped asking questions. I patted Callie’s rear. “Go wash up. Get dressed. I’ll make breakfast.”
“You don’t have to do that. I have a strawberry shake while I wait for the bus.”
“That’s all your mom gives you?”
“She doesn’t give it to me. I take it. A shake is enough for breakfast.”
“Not when Grandma’s here. Pancakes are coming up.”
“I love pancakes. But we’re out of the real maple syrup, the kind that comes from trees. There might not even be pancake dust.”
“Pancake dust. I like that,” I said.
I extracted an open box of mix in a cabinet short of supplies and rummaged until I found honey, a huge bottle with a crusty top from the food co-op. A schmear of honey remained. I hadn’t made pancakes in eons. When I wanted pancakes, I went out.
Because I would do anything for my granddaughter, I gave making flapjacks a try, but, as usual, my efforts fell to pieces. The scrambled pancakes looked pathetic, but, after all, pancakes are pancakes, and I hoped they’d taste delicious. I yelled up to Callie, told her it was time for breakfast. She thumped down the stairs, entered the kitchen in a clean version of what she’d slept in—another unicorn T-shirt, another pair of leggings. I took a sip of my coffee. She scrutinized the pancakes.
“What happened?” she asked about my fiasco.
“You’ve never had scrambled pancakes?” I said, casually as possible. “Everyone orders pancakes scrambled in Florida. In fact, scrambled pancakes cost extra. Like orange juice added to a breakfast platter.”
“Uh-huh,” she said as though she didn’t believe me.
“Really. Ask anyone.”
“Right, Grandma. I bet.”
I pushed the plate closer to her. “Pancakes are pancakes,” I said as she ate.
Once she finished my fine breakfast cuisine, I told her I had to brush her hair before she left for school.
“I don’t let anyone brush my hair except my mother and Grannie Annie. She can do any hairstyle I want. She can wrap a braid around my head.”
I went to the second floor, brought down a paddle brush. I worried I’d pull Callie’s hair, and, in the end, it wouldn’t look better for the pain I’d caused us both.
“Are you good at it?” she asked.
I shrugged.
“Did my mom like it when you did her hair?”
I couldn’t lie. “No. The truth? As soon as she saw me coming, she ran away. She said I used a killer brush. In defense, she learned early how to take care of her hair all by herself.”
“Then I will try myself.”
“Okay, fine with me,” I said.
“Did she really say ‘murder brush’?”
“Killer brush. But she thought it was murder.”
When it was time to catch the bus, Callie grabbed a hot-pink vinyl backpack, slipped on her laced-up sneakers by crushing the heels, waved at me, and skipped off. I watched from the porch as the bus driver waited for her to board.
Then I called Jake. In the past, he would have been at work. Now I imagined him still in bed, down and out.
Jake fumbled with his phone as he answered. “What’s happening there?” he asked.
“First, how are you?”
“I’ll be all right. Dentist today.”
“I have so much news. But the kicker is there’s a twenty-seven-year-old babysitter here that Callie calls grandma. She lives with Brian’s father. The old dog. Her title, get this, is Grannie Annie.”
“Well, it sounds like Callie feels close to her.”
“Easy for you to say.”
“Don’t be ridiculous, Jodi. Callie can call her whatever she wants.”
“Your daughter took off after dinner last night. She couldn’t wait to get to Boston.”
“So, when she leaves too quickly, she is my daughter?”
“I would’ve liked more time to talk. Also, I didn’t think she should drive at night. Whatever. I can’t control the universe.”
“But that doesn’t mean you aren’t going to try.”
“There’s news about Brian. A promotion. He’s heading up the geography department at the university.”
“Nice going.”
I felt anxious because I knew what I said next would aggravate him. The same way it was needling me. Jake alleged separation in a marriage led to, well, separation. “Brian lives in Boston all week. I think he didn’t want to schlep back and forth every day.”
“Uh-huh,” Jake said. “That’s a clever one.”
“You think there’s something more to this?”
“Maybe, maybe not, but do you have any idea how difficult it is to sustain a marriage?”
I wondered if he realized he was talking to a woman who had sustained a decades-long marriage to him.
“Marriage is a tightrope walk,” he said. “Let’s hope he moved for the job, and this isn’t the start of something else.”
When I hung up with Jake, I wondered whether Brian’s move had more to do with his relationship with my daughter than the trudge back and forth to Boston.
I had Lisa etched in my mind. I thought about the day, years ago, when Lisa and I went to a big-name restaurant in Florida. Next to us, at a two-topper, sat a young, beautiful redhead. I couldn’t see her shoes because her feet were under the table. She wore a very little dress, a piece of velvet the size of a napkin cut way off the shoulders.
Opposite her sat a well-dressed man with thin, graying hair. He was wearing loafers too expensive to walk in, a sports coat that was surely made to order, a white dress shirt, and a silk tie. The woman had laughed gaily at everything the man said. He could’ve announced, The Japanese have attacked Pearl Harbor, and she would’ve giggled. Each time she laughed, her dress slid farther off her shoulders, and soon I could see her nipple.
Lisa had poked me. “Do you see that couple?” she whispered.
“Who doesn’t see them?”
“What do you think their relationship is?” Lisa asked.
“Father-daughter,” I answered sarcastically.
“Did you ever have an affair?”
“Hard to remember,” I joked.
“What about Dad?”
I was surprised by the question, so direct. “Well, let me think.”
“Very funny, Mom. Brian meets a woman in a diner.”
“I had no idea Brian ever ate in a diner.”
“He’s partial to challah French toast.”
I took her hand in mine. “I’m so sorry, Lisa,” I said, reprimanding myself for sky-high naivety. It never occurred to me that my son-in-law would cheat. I tended to think the best of people.
“A friend of mine has seen the two of them during the day at the diner a few times.”
“Maybe your friend misinterpreted the situation.” Live in hope. Die in despair.
“No way.”
“Do you know who she is?” I had asked calmly.
She shook her head. “I don’t want to know.”
“What are you planning to do?”
“Pretend I have no clue until he tells me. Once he tells me, we’ll go for counseling.”
I was surprised that a type A woman like my daughter would plant her head in the sand. I knew I couldn’t. I’d want it out in the open. I’d want to deal with it—or deal Jake out. Just the thought of Jake sleeping with another woman, then coming home to me, was revolting. I’d have to spray him with Lysol. Dip him in acid.
I was amazed how undisturbed Lisa appeared. Maybe it was a generational difference. Or maybe she had cheated on Brian. If so, I didn’t want to know. I simply wished they could work things out. “You appear rather calm about this.”
Lisa shrugged. “How much diner food can this woman eat?”
“Does she like rice pudding?” My favorite dessert in any diner.
“Not as much as you do, Mom.”
“Maybe you should go to a counselor on your own?” I said, attempting to be helpful.
“Oh, come on, Mom.”
I had no idea what a counselor would tell her. I had never been to one. When my children were young, I fought depression with Prozac. The drug, which was new to the market, was prescribed by my general practitioner. In weeks, my mood improved. I was all for Prozac nation. I was for any nation that made anyone feel better.
The conversation stuck with me. A month later, while Lisa and I were on the phone, I asked her if everything was okay with Brian. She claimed all was well; everything had worked out. But had it? It was clear she didn’t want to talk about it, so I never brought it up again, and I tried not to stew. In any case, she was still married, and I took that as a good sign.



Chapter 11
I made my bed in the guest palace, then went into Callie’s room. A window seat overlooked the tree house and black tire swing. I lingered on the view, appreciating fall in New England. The room had been painted Unicorn Blue. It was on the dark side but complemented the white trim. My granddaughter’s bed, Lisa’s old queen size, sat in the middle of the room.
Macallan’s tops, bottoms, socks, and underwear—clean and otherwise—were piled here and there, reminding me of haystacks. Her stuffed animals were strewed about. I decided Callie was the Noah of “stuffies,” as she referred to them. Dolls gathered in a circle, as though at a meeting. Picture books and early readers atop an antique pine schoolhouse desk and the long dresser. She was a collector, with displays of rocks, minerals, and shells from trips with Lisa and Brian to North Truro on the Cape. She liked looking at the world and had a globe on a stand.
I smiled to myself. Some other grannies would consider this a mess, start cleaning up, or chastise the grandchild with a pointed finger, but I had a thing about the chaos. This creative environment demonstrated who my granddaughter was, and she was an interesting person. From the get-go. Because I really thought we were born to be the way we turned out. What else could have explained my three children being so different from one another?
I returned to the guest room, unpacked my running shoes, set out for a jog, grateful to be in a cooler climate. I wished I had measured two miles in my car, but I hadn’t, so I decided to clock twenty minutes one way and then turn back. As I stood on Lisa’s porch, I realized that if someone asked me what I liked most about New England, I’d have to say it was the air. Woodfield air felt invigorating, refreshing. If I ran every day, I’d feel great when I left. It wasn’t that I enjoyed running. I detested it. But I spent a lot of time convincing myself I had to do it, forcing myself to take the first step. What was the hardest part of a run? The first step.
I ran as long as I could, stopped short when I found myself in front of the village country store. Arlo stood on the deck unlocking the type of door most often found on a barn. I stood still, although I could feel myself quiver. I caught my breath, astonished how much I was sweating when it was only about fifty degrees.
“Hi, Arlo,” I called out, expecting he’d remember meeting me the day before when I’d been there with Macallan. He took one look at me—bent over, wiping perspiration from my forehead with the sleeve of my gray sweatshirt—and said, “How you doing, Grandma? Tossed your cane, I see.”
“Still drinking the Ensure,” I kidded.
“Well, they don’t make grannies like they used to. You about to run back, or would you prefer to break for breakfast?”
I was surprised how friendly he was. “If I eat, I won’t be able to run back.”
“Coffee? It’s Berkshire’s Best.”
“Never had Berkshire’s Best.”
“Have you had Berkshire’s worst?” he said.
“Where would I get that?”
“Anywhere but here.” He reached for the newspapers—the New York Times, the Boston Globe, the Berkshire Eagle—all near the entrance. I carried in the free magazines, wrapped in twine, including local real estate rags I could bring back to Jake, just in case. All the listings were online, but he enjoyed hunting the old-fashioned way. We stepped into the store, bathed in morning light. The place was cold, perfect for me after my biggest energy output in a month.
“What would you like?” he asked, standing in front of the industrial-size coffee maker.
“Thank you for asking. I’ll wait until you get coffee going.”
Moving smoothly—there was nothing awkward about him—he went to the fridge, took out a bottle of spring water, and handed it to me. “In the meantime. You know, I can make you a cappuccino. This isn’t the backwater. This is the Berkshires.”
I didn’t want to bother him. “Coffee is fine.”
“How about a cinnamon roll?” He held one up. “I have bagels too.”
A man with wire-rim glasses and the scent of a woodsy cologne appeared at the door.
“He wants a New York Times,” Arlo whispered to me. “I can tell by the Ralph Lauren polo shirt.”
“Got the paper?” the man asked.
“The local?” Arlo said for my benefit, which made me smile.
“Times.”
After the customer left, Arlo explained he had a knack for knowing what people came in for. “It’s a fun game I play in my head. Nice to have an audience. Let’s just say I’m a grocery savant. Tell me, Grandma, where do you live when you’re not babysitting?”
“Florida. That’s where most grandmas live, right? But I don’t like warm weather.”
“Isn’t that what people move to Florida for? The sun and the in-state discount on Disney World?”
“I’ve never been.”
“You’ve never been to Disney World?” He poured a cup of black coffee for me. I said no to milk and the roll.
“Nope, never been. And the first time I go, I want to take Macallan. See it through her eyes. I moved to Florida for business reasons. Tell me, do you have any grandkids? Because every time you call me Grandma, I’d like to toss back a Grandpa.”
“One son. In Seattle. I retired after my wife died. I needed something to do, so I bought the store. And it’s been great because—crazy thing—I always wanted to be a retailer.”
“I always wanted to be a podiatrist.”
“You’re a foot doctor?”
“Something about toes.”
“Want to see mine?” he said. Was he flirting? Don’t be ridiculous, Jodi. He just called you Grandma about a thousand times.
“You would take your socks off right here and now?”
He pulled over a stool and sat on it. He untied his work boots, tugged off one heavy wool sock with bears on it, then the other. He wiggled his toes.
I looked from a distance. “Hmm.” I stalled for fun. “Wide, sturdy. Clearly connected to your legs. I’d keep those excellent feet. However, you have a corn on your little toe.”
He smiled as though he was about to say something funny. “I’m a corny guy.”
I nodded. “Let me think. How many times have I heard that pun from a patient?”
“How many?”
“Zero. You’re the first,” I said.
He laughed, and I felt as though I’d known him for many years. I knew if I lived in town, I’d be stopping by to chat. In no time, we would be friends. At my age, it felt good to connect with someone new. It was invigorating. I met new patients a lot, but new buddies were rare.
Wind chimes on the door jingled. I looked up, surprised to see Diandra, appearing every bit as perfect as she did looming over the road on her billboard. Diandra was classically pretty, the kind of pretty that would have made her a likely candidate for captain of the cheerleaders or chairwoman of the mean girls in an upper-crust school. Of course, I checked her footwear—penny loafers, no penny. She wore tweed pants and a white Oxford shirt. I could see her bra peeking out. I wondered whether she knew. Or had she purposely dressed that way? The bra was light blue and lacy. Mine was white. All of mine were. Once, I had bought a purple bra, but it made me feel like a stranger.
Di touched the headband holding back her hair, which hit below her shoulders, a bit of curl at the bottom. “Hello, Arlo. And look at you, Joanie,” she said, chock full of charm.
“Jodi,” I said.
She pressed my chest against hers, hugging me as though I had offered her my seat on the lifeboat fleeing the Titanic. I hadn’t seen Diandra Summer Lake since the can’t-miss-it billboard on the road—and before that, years ago at Callie’s first birthday party. The one where I met Brian’s brother, Lucky. She’d brought a handsome man that she hung on to as though her other choice was to fall off a cliff.
“It’s been a long time, Di. I’m glad to see you. What a treat,” I said. All right, so I went overboard. We were, after all, related by marriage.
“Oh, and a pleasure to see you!” she said with a pasted-on say-cheese smile.
“I passed your billboard on the way into town. First name in second homes! I love it.”
“I came up with that. I handle my own marketing. No one else could do the job I do. Believe me.”
“Of course,” I said with as much enthusiasm as I could muster in two words. “I heard the big news. Lisa tells me Brian has been named chair of the geography department.”
“Yes, he put himself on the map.”
I enjoyed a good geography pun. Arlo laughed as well.
“I am proud of him,” she assured me.
“Of course. Of course you are.” The last time I said “course” that many times, I was registering for one.
Why was Di in town? She was supposed to be at her sister’s house in Rhode Island. This was my opportunity. I didn’t want interference, even if it was well meant.
I continued the conversation, snooping. “Lisa mentioned your sister was ill.”
“Breast cancer,” she said.
“I’m sorry to hear that.”
“I was en route to Rhode Island yesterday. But she texted to say the surgery was off.”
“No surgery? Radiation?” Arlo asked. His curiosity made me wonder how well he knew Di’s sister. Then I recalled Lisa had once told me Di no longer spoke to anyone in her family. Lisa said that the only reason she was going to visit this sister was that the sister had no one else.
“On top of it all, she caught pneumonia,” Di said to Arlo.
“I hope she’ll be okay,” I offered.
“She’s quite the battle-ax,” Di said.
She’s a battle-ax, I thought. What does that make you? A battalion?
Then, she said to Arlo in a tease of a voice, “Come on now. Guess what I came in for.”
I found their familiarity awkward, uncomfortable. Di made me edgy—I felt as though I’d done something wrong by talking to Arlo. Was she seeing him? Callie had said on Zoom that Di was dating a plumber—or was it a principal? Di touched Arlo’s arm, working her fingers up to his shoulder.
I tossed my empty coffee cup into the trash. “Well, it was great, super, to see you, but I literally have to run.”
Once out the door, I found I’d lost my get-up-and-go. I stopped running, started walking. Then, Lisa’s neighbor Alison passed in a red Chevy pickup truck. She was in her thirties, a potter and mother of three who created the beautiful serving pieces Lisa used in the restaurant. Alison waved as she went by, then turned around and asked if I wanted a ride.
Grateful, I climbed in. “You are a lifesaver!” Although many would think she was more of a lifesaver had she passed me by and forced me to get my exercise.
“It’s a treat to see you, Dr. Wexler. I heard you were here to watch Macallan.”
“Claim to fame.”
“My Otis is in her class at school.”
“I didn’t know that. Lisa’s in Boston. For business.”
Alison raised an eyebrow. I had the feeling she knew more about Lisa’s life than I did. But she was kind enough to feign ignorance and changed the subject rather suddenly. “I’m originally from Vermont. Mom was a ski instructor, raised me on the slopes. As a kid, I was crazy for crayons, anything I considered an art. I worked two jobs while attending Rhode Island School of Design, and here I am.”
So different than Lisa, I thought. My daughter grew up enjoying Broadway musicals, visiting museums, taking the subway alone by the age of eleven. She told us she wanted to teach, but that changed. At Cornell, she catered parties for professors in need of food to wash down the liquor. She came home and cooked for a party we held. Not my mother’s brisket by a long shot. I had no idea steak tartare was served raw. When I saw the dish, I assumed it was a meat loaf, asked whether to pop it in the oven. Lisa’s delicious entries—everything from cream of carrot soup to Baked Alaska—stunned our friends. Later, Jake and I agreed to cover tuition for culinary school to ensure our daughter would have a solid career.
Afterward, Lisa worked in a well-known New York restaurant, the kind of place that sat ordinary folk like me in the broom closet and offered one lonely scallop as an appetizer, but no one complained because celebrities don’t mind shelling out for shellfish. The sexism was rampant. She fought off men with a spatula, made plans to quit for fear that she’d be driven to skewer the maître d’ with a knife.
Owning a restaurant in the city was financially impossible, so she had to look elsewhere for her culinary home. She sensed that the Berkshires would provide the sort of patrons she was looking for without the expense of the city. She hit us up. With our assistance, she bought the teetering café in Woodfield that is now the Farmer’s Daughter.
She started seeing Brian. But, of course, we didn’t know that until we popped up to visit.
As Alison pulled up to the house, she said, “Lisa and I once spent a lot of time together, but now we’re both too busy.”
“She crowds a lot into a day.”
“You have no idea,” Alison said, turning to me with an eye roll, and once again, it seemed like she had knowledge I had no clue about. Something was up. “But I have to say, no matter how busy Lisa is, she has time to help other people. I was about to give up on pottery, done deal, because basically I was selling a fruit bowl, a mug, a plate at a time. Then Lisa placed the order for her restaurant. Your daughter saved my life, saved me from declaring bankruptcy, searching for what creative people call ‘a real job.’ And as if that wasn’t enough, Lisa is my best source of referrals.”
“I’m glad you’re doing well, and that’s nice to hear about my daughter.” It did my heart good to know I raised a quality person. I couldn’t wait to tell Alison’s story to Jake. Not that he needed any more reasons to be proud of his three children.
“Will I see you on the nature walk?”
I nodded. “I’m sure you’ll miss Lisa, but I’ll do my best to stand in for her.”
“Oh, Lisa never goes on field trips. It’s usually Annie. All the moms love Annie. They call her Grannie Annie.”
Wait. The entire town knew her as Grannie Annie? And more important, was Callie the only child in her class without a parent in tow—because her parents didn’t care to attend? How did Callie feel about that? My kids would’ve complained vigorously, but then, we didn’t have a Grannie Annie in our family picture.
“I’ll be there,” I said to Alison as I exited the truck.



Chapter 12
“I don’t think your daughter feeds her child,” I said to Jake on speakerphone later that morning.
“She runs a restaurant.”
“Not in her own house. There’s hardly anything to eat here.”
“By whose standards, yours or the federal government’s?” He would defend Lisa if she blew up a crowded factory on a lark and he owned it. “Jodi, not everyone packs their fridge until the cheese screams for more room.”
“My cheese has never screamed.” I paused, then changed the subject. “I ran today, but I accepted a ride home with Lisa’s neighbor.”
“Alison? Lisa rescued her business.”
“You knew that?” I said.
“We raised good people.”
“We did.”
“Jodi, Lisa called earlier this morning. You know that crumbling colonial that’s on her land near the restaurant?”
Was he about to suggest we renovate the colonial? Did he no longer understand whom he was married to, or had he lost his mind when he received the dismissal email? No way. Even if we relocated, I was not going to modernize a beat-up home—or live adjacent to Lisa’s business. He could take that plan and scrap it.
“Lisa wants to open an inn. Top notch. In association with the restaurant.”
“Hurray for Lisa!” I said, admiring her ambition.
“She asked if I’d be her partner.”
Yes. A great idea. Something for him to do. What was more, hotels were his area of expertise. It made a world of sense. Brilliant thinking, Lisa.
I loved my daughter for trying to help her father out of his funk. Yes, she could take on the project without his help, but she knew he’d want to invest. Jake and I were pleased to assist the kids financially, felt good that we had the ability to do it. Throughout our marriage, I tended to go along with whatever Jake suggested. We’d started our lives together that way. When we married, I was still in school, and like most men were back then, Jake was the top earner. He was a man, and he had a head start.
“It’s up to you, Jake,” I said.
“Yes. But listen to the rest of the idea. I’d be an active investor, overseeing the whole caboodle from design to marketing to opening day. Who knows more about lodging than me? Launching an inn would be interesting, validating—now that my pickleball career is over.”
Although Jake would be a stellar asset to any business, I’d bet my practice Lisa had broached the “let’s build an inn” idea for another reason: she cherished her father. I’m sure she had considered, even planned, an inn on the site before Jake’s forced retirement and demoralization. Then Lisa had slammed her foot on the gas because she knew it would mean so much to him.
“How perfect, Jake. You’d fly back and forth?”
“No, no. We would move to the Berkshires. Who knows where this will go? Another inn? A chain? Retirement is not for me. I need to be active. You’re there. Scope it out for us while Callie is at school.”
Had he even heard me when I said I didn’t want to move? Did he assume Lisa’s offer overruled my feelings? Lower the steam, Jodi. This isn’t a plot against you. This is Lisa trying to rescue her father.
I ruminated about the last time we had searched for a place to live. My biggest qualm about buying at the Flamingo in Boca Raton was the flamboyance of flamingos decorating the lobby of the building. In addition to flamingo wallpaper, there were statues of the birds next to all the fountains.
“What a turnoff. These flamingos bother me,” I had said.
“It’s Florida. What were you expecting—bald eagles?”
“I’m just not a flamingo person.”
We’d seen dozens of places with a stiff broker bathed in cologne, but Jake preferred the bird sanctuary. “How much time will we really spend in the lobby?”
And I had caved. Caving was my sideline.
This time around, he knew he hadn’t made the sale. “It would be a dream come true to work with Lisa.”
He had never mentioned that dream to me.
“To live where we have family,” he said.
“Jake, your sister lives in the next building.”
“She never invites us over.”
“She doesn’t invite us over because you’re not speaking to her,” I said.
“What kind of excuse is that? I saw a house online,” he said. “It’s in Great Barrington. We liked Great Barrington. Remember the weekends we spent there while visiting the kids at sleepaway camp? There’s a synagogue, a movie theater, ethnic restaurants. Bagel place as well. We’d be more suited to Great Barrington than Woodfield. Hold on for a moment, Jodi. I’m forwarding the picture and some information about the house.”
I held on, but I didn’t care if he sent a photo of a Beverly Hills estate, an entertainment mogul’s home suddenly in my price range. I was fond of the Berkshires, but I did not want to move. It had taken plenty of effort to resituate myself in Florida. I’d sacrificed my New York friends, a prestigious practice in SoHo. Not to mention all the Big Apple had to offer. What was more, if we had stayed in New York, Lisa and Macallan would now be a drive away. I could’ve visited anytime on a whim. I’d moved for Jake, and this would mean moving for Jake again. Maybe one day. Not now. Not for this reason. It wasn’t the Stone Age. My husband could partner with Lisa from Florida, telecommuting, flying in when necessary. The whole world seemed to be working from home.
Something else occurred to me. What if it turned out that Lisa and Jake were oil and water? They got along now. They loved each other, which was likely why Lisa pitched the idea in the first place. But being in business together would be an entirely different thing. On top of Jake’s pressure to move, I’d have to worry about whether Lisa and Jake, Inc., might mean the end of my family. I recalled Passover long ago—when Ivan the Terrible took future control of his mattress empire from Jake and divvied it up among all his children. Jake and Ivan didn’t speak for years, and it caused a lifetime of problems between Jake and his siblings.
But Jake wasn’t done with the bulldozing. He texted a picture of a large gray Cape with black trim and shutters set on an acre about a quarter mile from Great Barrington’s main street. It was pretty but old—did I mention I liked new? I had always said my ultimate house would be a new one. I did not want to live in a massive interior dust storm while waiting for the contractor to show up and finish the monthslong renovation.
“Jake, that house screams call a contractor.”
“When I’m not working on the inn with Lisa, my other project will be home restoration. I’ll be so busy in the Berkshires I’ll ditch my recliner.”
I was too concerned about his state of mind to say no way, not happening, so I came up with something else. “Jake, I’ve never chosen a place to live without you by my side.”
“I didn’t say buy it. I said look at it.”
Okay, so I tried. I’d have to turn to my last option—the truth. “I’m sorry. I’m not interested in that house or any other north of the Mason-Dixon Line.”
“You’re being ridiculous,” he said.
I was being ridiculous. Really? He was the one who turned down a golden parachute only to be fired within a year. And not that I ever hold a grudge for longer than a lifetime—but he should have told me about it. For crying out loud, I confessed when I overpaid for a pair of designer shoes.
“Look, Jake, it’s awful you got the axe after all these years, but you dug your own grave.” Way too nasty. Okay, so I got carried away.
Enraged, he said, “You see, Jodi, that’s why I never told you about the offer to retire. I don’t want to argue. Go see the house. We don’t have to relocate in one swoop. We can use it as our vacation home until you’re ready to sell your practice.”
Yes, I relished time spent with Macallan, enjoyed being part of Lisa’s life, but Jake was rushing me, standing behind me on a ledge, about to push me over a cliff. No way I was house hunting.
“Jake, get a grip. You are not fast-talking me into any of this. If you want to be partners with your daughter, that’s a perfect idea, but commute. See how it goes without me forfeiting my practice, my friends, everything, all prematurely.”
“Jodi, you could work in the Berkshires.”
“Jake, forget it. When I retire, I’m retiring. I’m not working part time. I’m not traveling from nursing home to nursing home cutting toenails a few hours a week.”
“A toenail is a toenail.”
Maybe to him.
“You better adjust. I’ve stood behind you one hundred percent. When did I ever say no?”
Did he want a reference guide?
I was raised to think I wouldn’t survive unless I found a husband and that it was crucial to do it before I graduated from college because after that, who knew? Would there be any worthy men left? Maybe all the good ones would be taken. I met Jake, married him when I was twenty-two. Forty-five years later, I knew better. I was making my own decision.
“I will not be pushed into this, Jake.”
Then, if I heard the click correctly, he hung up.
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To check my reality, I phoned Rizzo. “So, how’s your vacation?” she said, her voice dripping with sarcasm.
“How’s yours?” I asked, laughing.
“I went home at nine o’clock last night. If I wanted to work late, I would’ve found a job in a brothel. Everything here is fine, boss.”
“How fine?”
“Mighty fine. Like the pudding,” Rizzo said.
“I wanted to hear your voice.”
“What’s wrong there? Was the school bus late?”
I couldn’t tell her Jake was pushing me to move (read: sell my practice) because that would undeniably impact her. It was something to be discussed, if ever required, in person.
“I’ve got to go,” Rizzo said. “Why don’t you bake some chocolate chip whatever?”
Why would I ever give up working with a woman like Rizzo?



Chapter 13
On day three, an old Mercedes sports car pulled up in front of the house. I stretched my neck to look and saw Di stepping out of the car. It was windy out, but her hair remained perfectly in place. How come I couldn’t pull that off? And why would Di stop by? It couldn’t be to visit Macallan—she’d left for school hours ago, and I cherished every moment of seeing her off. I could imagine doing it until she earned a PhD.
Di strode into the house in midpriced navy pumps, the conservative style women wore to the office with a boxy suit in the seventies. Napoleon had acted less like a conqueror. The house had been cozy and warm. Di’s presence brought the temperature down to frosty.
“I love tapestry,” I said, admiring her patterned handbag, hopefully initiating a positive yet meaningless conversation leading to why she had shown up.
“My grandmother’s,” she said, turning from side to side, modeling it next to her white shirt and navy pants. She opened then closed the top of the bag. “My grandmother bequeathed it to me years before she died. She said she wanted to see me enjoy it.”
“A generous gesture.”
“My grandmother brought me up, as her daughter,” she said candidly. “My sister is my birth mother, but she was too young to raise a child.” Did she tell this to everyone she met?
Keep going, I thought, wanting to hear the story. But her phone quacked, and she stopped in her tracks. That’s right. Her ringtone was an imitation duck. It was possible there could be a more annoying tone, but I had never heard it.
“Solicitors,” she said. “I can’t imagine why one would call me.”
“I think because you’re about the age of the people they scam.”
“No way. I’m way younger than that. Teatime,” she said, with the air of a servant ringing a bell.
I followed her to the kitchen. When she took charge of the copper kettle, it felt as though she were assuming command of the US Army. She waited for the water to boil while she inspected me, taking in my country clothes . . . my durable rubber-soled duck shoes, moose socks, jeans, a tartan plaid flannel shirt—and suddenly I felt as though I was wearing the wrong thing.
“How long will you be here?” she asked.
I shrugged. “Not too long. I did leave my practice.”
“If you need to return to FLA, I’m here to stay,” she said, as good as digging her feet into wet cement. Did she say she was here to stay? Some women might make that offer to be helpful or accommodating, but Di didn’t strike me as one of those types.
“I was sorry to hear your husband lost his job,” she said.
I couldn’t cope with her snooty tone. “He retired,” I said.
“And Lisa mentioned he fell playing pickleball.”
Was she going to bring up every calamity that had befallen my family since the shtetl?
She tsked. “And you left him home by himself?”
“My son is with him,” I said.
“Joe, right?”
“My husband is Jake. Not Joe. My sons are Alex and Michael.” How many times did I have to correct her? She ran a real estate business but couldn’t recall a first name? It occurred to me that she was taunting me with the name game. I was trying to like her, but she didn’t make it easy. I wanted her to leave. I wondered how Lisa tolerated her. Then I remembered Lisa was a nicer person than me, and she was terrific at compartmentalizing. When Lisa had to interact with Di, she probably stashed her in a back file in her brain and directed her thoughts to the Farmer’s Daughter.
The kettle whistled. Di poured hot water into a gold mug with the logo of a restaurant called Rockwell’s. She didn’t ask if I wanted tea, so when she moved over, out of the way, I prepared my own.
“Still . . . your husband must miss you,” she said as her tea steeped, and I wondered about her grandmother who brought her up as a daughter. I was curious, but I wasn’t going to ask her about it. I didn’t know her well enough, didn’t want to know her better.
“So, you were saying about your grandmother?”
“My grandmother raised me. But my eldest sister is really my birth mom.”
The one with cancer and pneumonia and a big house in Rhode Island, I supposed.
She rubbed her hands together. Enough friendly chatter. I could see she was eager to get down to business. “I was wondering. Are you in the guest room?”
Why was she asking?
I nodded. Of course, I was in the guest room. I was the guest.
“Don’t you love the way it’s decorated?”
“Very nice.”
“I selected the wallpaper with Lisa,” she said with pride. “At New England Paint and Paper. I was an interior designer before I sold houses. Now I stage homes. Ups the sale price substantially.”
A tinge of sadness hit me. So, this was what I was missing by living far away—spending time with Lisa doing things like shopping for wallpaper. But why was I jealous? Because I wanted to be with Lisa.
“Macallan calls the guest room ‘Di’s room.’ How precious is that?” Di asked.
Precious? I was shocked the word “precious” was in Di’s vocabulary. Di’s room? Why did she have a room? Lisa had told me Di lived adjacent to a pond in a town more touristy than Woodfield. Vacationers flocked to summer theater there, and the nonprofit production company was famous for world premieres. Several plays had gone on to Broadway. Of course, Di practically stole her house at auction when the owner couldn’t pay his mortgage. Real estate had skyrocketed. Besides, she had family money.
“Lisa said you bought a house.”
“I did,” she said joyfully, probably thinking of the deal she landed.
“I’d love to see it.” No true desire on my part there. I was just being pleasant.
“Well, maybe during your next visit. Right now, I have guests from Brooklyn,” she said.
“Family?”
“No, no, no. My family? It would be easier to sweep rats off a ship. Clients. They had a few weeks’ gap between selling their home and moving into the new one. I’m very helpful that way. And, after all, I did land both sides of the deal.”
Of course she had.
She held up an index finger. The thinker. “Here’s an idea for you, Joan.”
“Jodi.”
“Oh, my mistake. Airbnb your condominium during high season in Florida.”
It was a ridiculous suggestion, but I went with it. “Where would I live in the meanwhile?”
“With your son?”
I imagined moving in with Alex and the Pilgrim. The Pilgrim warning Alex he had twenty-four hours to dispose of me or she would divorce him, and he would see their purebred dog, Bentley, named after their car, only every other week.
“Where do you stay while clients use your home?”
“Don’t be silly. Here I am.”
Was she staying in Lisa’s house? Tonight? Tomorrow night? The one after that?
I squeezed out an “Oh.”
“In fact, if you don’t mind, I have another suggestion.” The smile posted on the billboard before town was back on her face. “Could you possibly find it in your heart to allow me to stay in the room I decorated?”
Find it in my heart? Was she kidding? The nerve. The chutzpah. She had to be out of her mind. I was visiting briefly, and she wanted the guest room? I slammed myself onto pause. I couldn’t say what I was thinking in the vernacular. I didn’t want to argue with this selfish blowhard who could be hanging around my neck the whole time.
“Kind of you to offer,” I said. “But I prefer the guest room, and I’ve already unpacked.”
“No problem, Joanie. I can help you move.”
“My name is Jodi. Do not call me Joanie again.”
“Jodi, yes. You must realize the guest room is mine.”
Was that why it reeked of marijuana? I would not stand for this. She could go to hell. I’d give her a ride.
“Lisa’s library has a pullout couch. It’s magical,” she said.
Magical, my ass. Magical if your spine didn’t break. Magical if you didn’t mind feeling the steel rod below the limp mattress, just like on every sleeper in the world.
“That’s nice of you,” I said as my eyes burned through her. “But I’d rather stay where I am. Feel free to reclaim the guest room the moment I leave.”
“Perhaps you don’t understand. I can’t possibly sleep on a convertible sofa. I have back problems. I was injured as a child.”
I was confident she was full of it. I wasn’t going to let Di win. This win was mine.
“Car accident. Until this day, if I’m uncomfortable at night, I have nightmares. I shriek and disturb everyone. I don’t want to scare Macallan. I know! You could take Lisa’s room. Lisa and Brian have a flat-screen.”
“I’m not into television. I read.”
I reviewed her life story in my head. Her birth mother was her sister. She was in a terrible car accident as a kid. She’d been an interior decorator. She brought up two boys on her own. But why had she moved to the Berkshires from her last pit stop? No way she had transplanted herself to be near Brian. She wasn’t that kind of mother.
Di went on. “I never understood why the kids didn’t install a bathroom in the bedroom. This house will be a tough sell one day. Fortunately, there’s enough space to add a half bath.”
She sipped her tea. I sipped my tea. She sipped again. I sipped again. It was a sip off. A stalemate. I stayed rock solid, standing my ground. I would not switch to the uncomfortable, back-breaking pullout in the tiny library. As for the second choice, I thought it would feel odd to sleep in Lisa and Brian’s bed. The guest room was perfect, and I had settled in.
She set her cup aside. “I’m the one who is here, ready to help Lisa day in and out. May I receive an iota of appreciation for that?”
I gave birth to Lisa. May I receive an iota of appreciation for that?
My phone pinged. I fished it out of my pocket. I knew by the ringtone it was Lisa. I told Di the call was from my office manager, and I would take it outside. I marched to the road, pacing in anger as I spoke. “Hello, Lisa.”
“Hi, Mom.”
“Some opportunity, Lisa. Why didn’t you tell me your mother-in-law was going to be in the house with me the entire time?”
“What are you talking about?”
I could tell she was confused. “Di didn’t go to Rhode Island. Her sister has pneumonia. There’s no operation. The battlewagon is in the house.”
“Oh, jeez.”
“Jeez? She’s insisting she take the guest room. Can you imagine? She claims she had a terrible auto accident when she was a kid and can’t sleep on a pullout couch.”
“What car accident?”
“The one she was in!”
“Oh, Mom. I’m sorry. I thought she was going to see her sister this week.”’
I didn’t respond.
“Mom, can you go with the flow, sleep in my room?”
Damn the flow. “Lisa, you know how I am. I really don’t want to sleep in your bed.”
“Mom, can’t you two work it out?”
I felt like a complaining child. I was too old for this. “Go back to whatever you were doing. Maybe I’ll take Callie to stay in a hotel with me. I can drive her to school from the Hilton Garden Inn. Dad will earn points. Callie can swim in the indoor pool after school.”
“Mom, please don’t do that. You’re blowing this out of proportion.”
“Do you want to hear a proportion? Di is with Callie three hundred sixty-five days a year. And I get how many? Let me count on my fingers.”
“And whose fault is that?”
“What are you saying?”
“Nothing,” Lisa said.
“It sounded like something.”
“Mom, I’m sorry Di is there, but I have my own problems.”
What problems?
She continued, “I can’t spend my time in Boston anxious about you two having it out. Di doesn’t pay much attention to Macallan. She occasionally plays Monopoly with her—because it’s a real estate game—and that’s it. Soon as she gets a hotel, she says she won and calls it quits. You’ll be fine. Please stay in the house.”
“Will not do.”
“Oh, please. What will Callie think if you up and check out?”
That Di was intolerable.
“I will tell her Dad needs the points.”
“She’s smart. She’ll know the truth. That you don’t like Di.”
Was there someone who did like Di? I paused. I reconsidered. I didn’t want to teach Callie to run from an uncomfortable situation. I had an example to set.
I gritted my teeth. “Okay, Lisa. I will stay in the house.”
“Please let Di have the guest room.”
What? What did she say? “Are you joking? No way.”
“Mom, it’s not good for Callie to see her grandmothers arguing.”
“Why don’t you tell that to Di?”
“Because she’s Di. She doesn’t care, and she won’t listen.”
Thoroughly irritated, I took a big breath, closed my eyes for a moment, shook my head.
“Mom, for me?”
How much more did I have to do for her? I’d labored without an epidural. Wasn’t that enough?
“Please . . .”
“Okay, Lisa. Maybe you’re right. I’m being juvenile. I can deal with her. But I sure as hell wouldn’t buy a house from her.”
“Mom . . . I love you.”
Argh, I thought and then said, “I love you too.”
I pocketed my phone. Begrudgingly, I returned to the house.
“Everything okay in FLA?” Di snickered from an armchair.
What could be more grating than a person who referred to Florida as FLA? I wanted to slap her, but instead I said, “You win. Take the guest room.”
Score one point for the impossible Diandra Summer Lake. But she’d never get two points because I had had enough.
“Everyone calls it Di’s room,” she said, pushing my envelope.
Talk about not knowing when to shut up.
“I, for one,” she said, “would never sleep in my son’s bed.”
My brain was on fire. I watched with a death wish as Diabolical Di climbed up the stairs. I hoped she’d trip. Then I forced myself to leave the house before I did something to my daughter’s wretched mother-in-law that I could be arrested for.
I shouldn’t have been surprised at Di’s sense of entitlement. It was clearly on display when I’d first met her. We’d driven up for a Sunday brunch to celebrate the engagement of our children. Jake and I had stayed overnight at the Adams Inn, off Route 7. I was already on edge before we even got to brunch. I had dressed in navy flats, a navy turtleneck, and cuffed, pleated pants, which for me—living in Manhattan at that time—was the fashion equivalent of wearing the rainbow. Jake had decided on jeans—not daddy jeans but granddaddy jeans—and a red V-neck T-shirt I should have donated or tossed the moment he brought it home from the office. He was partial to that T-shirt, designed for a library 5K he didn’t run, because it featured the name of his company in enormous letters on the back. It also listed every bank within ten blocks of the library. I glanced at Jake in disdain. There was no way I would allow him to meet the new in-laws dressed as a vagrant. But if you want to set off fireworks anytime before or after July 4, tell your husband to change his shirt.
“Jake, can you possibly put on a golf shirt?” I had asked as I opened the tiny closet, reaching for the first one that I saw.
“I want to be comfortable. I’m more comfortable in a T-shirt,” he had responded, shaking his head.
Since age twelve, I had suffered bras with underwire. I wore Spanx underneath my dress when I went to the office, walked and worked in heels, but my husband was too prickly—and obstinate—to pull on an open-neck golf shirt.
“What’s going on with you?” I asked.
“You know. He’s not Jewish. Swear to me it doesn’t bother you he’s not Jewish.”
“We chose each other,” I said. “This is Lisa’s chance to choose. We go to synagogue. We sent Lisa to religious school, to Jewish camps, to Israel twice. We have seders, light Chanukah candles. Lisa will raise her children as Jews.”
“That’s right. We did all we could, and she’s marrying a non-Jew. Not even an ethnic non-Jew who we might have something in common with. No. She couldn’t even find an Italian boy so we could at least eat. These people will starve us to death.”
“Well, Jake, we can always go to a diner after a meal at their home.”
“I’ll bet they’re all big drinkers,” he said with disgust.
No stereotyping there. “Jake—you are a big drinker.”
“I have one, maybe two, drinks a night.”
In tumblers, I thought. I gave up improving his apparel and told him it was time to go.
We drove to the address Lisa had texted us. But it wasn’t a restaurant. It was a senior center with a banner out front emblazoned with ALL THE PANCAKES YOU CAN EAT.
“And you were worried about them starving us,” I joked to Jake.
“This can’t be it,” Jake said. “Who has an engagement brunch in a senior center? Check the address. Wait. No need. I see Lisa and Brian.”
We got out of the car, and I hugged Brian. Jake shook his hand. We each kissed Lisa hello. Her long hair streamed to her waist. She wore ballet flats. That’s all I remember about what she was wearing. She pretty much looked good in everything.
A blonde woman in pumps and a low-cut dress tugged Brian’s arm.
“I’m not brunching here, son,” she said.
Son, I thought. And talk about getting to the point.
“Dad chose it,” Brian said.
“Well, son. Un-choose it.”
Brian winced, but it was clear he would do what she commanded. From what I had seen thus far, I decided I’d question a Mafia kingpin at the edge of a New Jersey pier before I’d question Di.
“Dad won’t know where to find us,” Brian said.
“All the better,” Di said.
Di ignored us. We still hadn’t been introduced. She addressed her son, “Tell your father to join us at the Minuteman Inn.”
I had heard a commercial for the Minuteman promoting a romantic weekend package. I remembered thinking the Minuteman was an odd choice of a name for a place promoting a romantic weekend package.
Dutifully, Jake and I marched silently to our car. It wasn’t that we had nothing to say—there was plenty—but we didn’t want to be overheard. We followed Di to the Minuteman, not far away.
“Whew!” Jake said as he steered right at a corner. “That Di is a ball of fire. She rules the roost.”
“Poor Brian. If she was my mother, I’d move to Alaska.”
“You think that would be far enough away?”
As we gathered in front of the colonial inn, Di turned to me, at last, and said, “I’m Diandra. Brian’s mother.” Then a heated Milton showed up, stared angrily at Di, and said, “There’s no way I’m paying for this.”
The rest of us stood back to avoid getting caught in the cross fire. I could tell Jake was about to step in and say he’d cover it when Brian spoke up. “Dad, this brunch is a celebration of my love for Lisa. Relax. It’s on me.”
That’s when we understood what Lisa saw in her fiancé. Brian was a mensch, a good person. But Diandra? Wow.
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After pacing the road until I cooled off, I returned to the house. Di sat at the desk, rat-a-tat on her laptop. Or maybe just rat. Rat on her laptop.
“Oh, you’re back,” she said, as though nothing had happened between us.
“Time to meet the bus,” I said coldly. “I need a jacket.”
“The stop is in front of the house. No point waiting outside. It’s not efficient.”
I ignored her, plucked Lisa’s old ski parka from the hall closet. It’s not efficient, I thought. Was she out of her mind? What did that have to do with the joy of greeting a person you treasured? If efficiency was all that mattered, no one would ever be picked up by family at the airport. Oops. Sore point—I was reminded that Lisa had not come to get me.
I slammed the door. Childish, I know. So what? At least I could greet my granddaughter in peace. Until . . . I realized it was all a trap. Annie lurked out front. Grannie Annie in boots, a gray hoodie, and jeans. I felt like a punched-out volleyball. What fresh hell was this?
“Hi, Jodi. Isn’t this the best? They should charge adults to watch kids come home from school in the afternoon. When I was a kid, I wished my mom would meet me at the bus stop, but for that to happen, every bar in town would have to be closed.”
“I’m sorry to hear that,” I said.
“I’m sorry it was true. I love waiting for the bus. Mac jumps right into my arms. She’ll be glad to see you too.”
Annie dangled a plastic sandwich bag with thin slices of apple. “We don’t allow Mac to have sweets after school. The sugar interferes with homework. Did Lisa mention Mac is at the top of her class?” She laughed. “She’s so smart. I bet she gets that from me.”
The girl was delusional.
The bus snorted to a halt, the driver waved a big hello to Annie—and Callie did leap off. Into Annie’s arms.
“Mac, what happened to your hair?” Annie said.
“I did it myself.”
“Come over here.” Annie pulled a hairbrush and elastic bands out of her knapsack. She brushed Callie’s hair. In minutes, my granddaughter had high, smooth pigtails.
“I wish I could do that,” I said to Annie, grateful for her handiwork.
“Oh, it’s easy,” she replied.
“If you have talent,” I said. “Which you do.”
“Grandma,” Callie said, turning to me as she enjoyed a slice of apple, “Can we go to the arcade?”
“Absolutely!”
“You have homework,” Annie reprimanded.
“She’ll do it later.”
“Is that a smart idea?”
Who are you, I wondered.
I gave Annie a look—as though to say I’m the head grandma here, but, to be honest, I was beginning to wonder if I was. Di had the guest room. Annie had the rules. Was I to blame for living far away? I’d had enough. We were going to the arcade. We’d play air hockey, Skee-Ball, pinball, and wind up with a stream of winning tickets good for something that was good for nothing.
“Thank you, Annie. Callie’s hair looks terrific. But we have plans.”
If I listened to Jake and agreed to move to Massachusetts, I wouldn’t have to tolerate any of this. I could be with Callie whenever I wanted, take her wherever she wanted to go. Maybe I should consider relocation, check out real estate while I’m here, as Jake suggested.
Yes, I had my practice in Florida, but I had Slivovitz poised to take over, and with Rizzo managing the office, the transition would be smooth. I’d miss my longtime patients, but I could be open minded, find a part-time position in the Berkshires, spend time with my granddaughter after school while Lisa worked at the restaurant. Not have to ask permission from a twenty-seven-year-old fake grandma. Or fight over a guest room with a woman who cared only for herself. My friends? Of course, I’d miss Suzy and Amy. But they could come visit, escape the Sunshine State in summer.
I reflected some more. Callie was my first grandchild, but she might end up being my only one as well. I wanted to know her. I wanted her to know me, not these interlopers. (Okay, so Di was bona fide. But she was also a nightmare.) No way I’d be close with Callie by visiting a few times a year, staying in a hotel, and coming over to the house, where I’d feel disruptive, interfering with the rhythm of daily life. Because basically I was. As far as Lisa bringing Callie to see us, the busier and more successful Lisa became, the less that would happen. If we lived in the Berkshires, I wouldn’t need to stay in the guest room. I’d have my own place. Callie could sleep over as much as she wanted. If I waited much longer, before I knew it, she’d be scheduled with activities up the wazoo. In no time, she’d be looking at colleges.
I also needed to seriously consider Jake’s new situation—such a shock to his system. I pondered his need to start a business with Lisa, his cry for a sense of purpose. Like any other couple, we had our moments. Yet he had been wonderful to me. The three kids worshipped him. He deserved happiness. It was selfish not to consider his needs. Jake was all in. So why not do it?



Chapter 14
On the ride home from the arcade, Callie fell asleep in the back seat. This reminded me that when Lisa was crying excessively as a baby, we knew one sure way to calm her down—get in the car, and drive until she nodded off.
I called Jake. “I have so much news. But the kicker is that Di is in town. In fact, she’s in the house, living there.”
“Permanently?” he asked.
“Temporarily. A client is staying at her place because she was supposed to be away. She insisted I sleep in Lisa’s room, and she take the guest room.”
“And you did?” he said, great surprise in his voice, making me feel I should’ve stayed put, no matter what Lisa had to say.
“Only because Lisa begged me not to start trouble.”
“Perhaps she should’ve begged Di not to start trouble.”
“I love it. You’re taking my side.”
“But if Di is there, why did Lisa invite you to watch Macallan?”
“I told you. Lisa didn’t know Di would be in town.”
“The boys have been calling me. Michael said to tell you that a certain star who just won an Academy Award has charcoal foot.”
“It’s Charcot foot.”
“What is it?”
“A disease that can cause painful sores or change the shape of a foot.”
“And good news: Alex offered to visit. Great kid.”
“Wow,” I said, not revealing I had enlisted Alex’s eldercare services before I left Florida. “Alex decided to come on his own. Our boy is a man.”
Why decimate Jake’s happiness, his pride in his son, by revealing the truth? I did wonder whether Alex would come and go quickly, due to the Pilgrim’s progress in hassling him as she did when I spoke to him on the phone.
“Any idea how long Lisa will need you?”
“Do you miss me already, Jacob Wexler?”
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Callie woke as I parked in front of Lisa’s house. Di’s old Mercedes was gone, which meant she was out, probably selling sand in the desert. Yes, I thought. Hurray. I set out a snack and milk, told Callie to do her homework at the kitchen table.
It was peaceful—much more peaceful than when my three kids had convened before dinner in Manhattan to do school assignments together. After a day at the office in SoHo, I arrived home ready to switch roles from doctor to mother. No matter what had happened at work, I kept my smile on. If I needed a moment for myself, I snuck it in after the kids had started their homework. Sometimes, I kicked off my shoes, took off my irritating pantyhose, lounged with my head on a pillow on my bed. Then one of the children would call out, “Mom, come in here. I can’t do division.”
Jake would show up later. By the time we had dinner, I was too pooped to notice what I was eating—even though I had prepared it while doing long division. Jake was happy to put the children to bed but always needed something from me to complete the process.
“Lisa doesn’t know where her pajamas are,” he’d shout from her bedroom.
“Under her pillow,” I’d yell back.
“Alex can’t find his blankie.”
“On the floor,” I’d reply.
“Michael wants you to say good night.”
“I’m coming in,” I’d said as I surrendered, and Jake made no more effort.
As I watched Callie do her homework, it made me feel tired to remember how tiring it was back then.
“What would you like for dinner?” I asked her.
She frowned. “Mac and cheese. But I can’t have it. I had pasta the day you came. Remember the spaghetti? Mom says I’m only allowed pasta once a week.”
“Well, Grandma is here for a short while, and I think it would be okay if we lived it up.”
Callie was over the moon. “Really?”
I crouched next to her. “Really. All I want to do is have fun. And pasta is fun.”
She had completed a few questions on her worksheet. “You know what would be fun? If you did all my homework.”
“We’re not going to have that much fun,” I said.
As I reached for one of the copper pots hanging from the ceiling, Di turned up in zippered boots, gray wide-wale corduroy pants, and the kind of Shetland sweater impossible to find anywhere anymore. She wore her trademark headband as well. Her blonde hair was perfect, her light makeup flawless, as though she had hired an artist to apply it. Di and Annie were skilled at things I had never mastered.
Callie didn’t look up, didn’t say hello. This surprised me. She had manners. I had seen her charm strangers.
“Callie, say hi to Di.” I remembered not to call her Grandma or Nana, or anything related to age. Did she really think people thought she was thirty-five?
“Hi, Di,” Callie said without glancing up from her workbook.
Di replied, “Macallan, those are cookies.” She said it as though she’d never seen food in a kitchen before. I suspected she would’ve seemed less shocked if she’d seen a lion cub on the table.
Callie didn’t respond, dug her head deeper into the homework. Her nose almost touched the page.
“Macallan, my sister is overweight, and believe me, it’s no picnic. No one likes a fat kid.”
Appalled, I asked Di if we could converse in the living room. First, I addressed the body shaming. “Why would you say ‘no one likes a fat kid’?”
“Because no one likes a fat kid.”
No one likes a fat mouth.
“I was overweight. No one liked me,” she said.
Maybe it wasn’t about your weight, I said to myself. I wanted to take her on, but I knew I couldn’t modify her stinking thinking. Now that I knew whom I was dealing with, I meant to keep my distance, but she seemed to turn up wherever I was.
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Later that evening, Di sashayed into the living room, where I was checking emails at the desk. “I heard you met Annie.”
“You heard?”
“This isn’t New York, Joanie.”
Was she really calling me by the incorrect name again? She had no memory loss whatsoever about anything else.
“What do you think?” Di continued.
“Of?” I wasn’t about to make it easy.
“Grannie Annie,” Di said snidely. “Does it bother you that Lisa and Macallan—and even my son Brian—call her Grannie?”
“Not at all. I think it’s very touching.” If I fibbed any more, my nose would start growing.
“Well, guess what? It gets in my craw. Don’t tell Annie it bothers me. In fact, don’t tell her anything I tell you. My life is none of her business.”
“You don’t like Grannie Annie?” I said “Grannie Annie” on purpose. Also, I wanted to make it appear as though I didn’t know the kid lived with Di’s first ex-husband, father of her sons, which would be enough reason for Di to loathe Annie.
Di brushed her palms together as though flicking off dirt. “What’s to like? She’s a child.”
“I think she’s charming,” I said to annoy Di as much as possible. “Talented with hair.”
Truthfully, I felt Annie was fine. Good at heart, devoted to my granddaughter. I didn’t enjoy the moniker, Grannie Annie, or her delusion that she was a genuine grandmother, but it seemed like she had nothing else in her life worth clinging to—so I sort of understood.
Di said, “Don’t be swayed by the constant, endless friendly chatter. She’s a fool, a fool in love with Milton. After all, my first ex-husband, even at his age, is a handsome man. He’s interesting, knows music, plays guitar and piano—still has gigs. We were in love when we married, but he couldn’t behave, ran off with a phlebotomist, bloodsucker that she was. Next, he found an X-ray technician. I’ve eaten bread older than Annie. Mark my words. Milton will move on before Annie does. I should know. I’ve had four marriages. I wedded one man twice simply to make certain he wasn’t the one.”
“You don’t have to marry every person you meet,” I offered.
“Apparently, I do. I asked Milton to leave when Brian was four, days before I gave birth to his brother, Lucky.”
She said this without expression. How awful and scary it must have felt for her to end a marriage knowing she had a newborn on the way. To take care of two children completely alone. I wondered if Milton had paid child support. Had he helped at all? Maybe Lisa was right about Di. She was hardened by fire. She was tough, and when I had stood up to her, she’d made me feel weak. But I wasn’t weak. I had created my life the way I wanted it. It wasn’t as though my long marriage had been a hayride, but I wasn’t getting off the wagon. No matter Jake’s current mood and predicament, we’d already made it through the bumpiest times, most of which were when our kids were young. It occurred to me I was an unusual case. Maybe Lisa was right to accept Di’s obvious warts, and I should give Di some leeway.
Leeway? She stole your bedroom.
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Once Callie was tucked in, I emptied the guest room, where I was no longer the guest. Packing annoyed me, but instead of angrily rushing through it, I dwelled on each item as I placed it in the suitcase, concentrating on my stuff as though I’d never see it again. I went so far as to read the labels. I held up the facial moisturizer I used every day. Although my fair skin was generally dry, with age it had become the Sahara. The instructions on the moisturizer said, “Do not feed to children.” What? The coffee cup I had brought from home and took everywhere I went had a message on the bottom: FOR BEST RESULTS, THIS SIDE DOWN.
I went down the hall past the only bath on the floor and into Lisa and Brian’s room, an attractive space with Lisa’s go-to ruffle curtains on eight-pane windows. The canopy bed was draped in blue. Way back when, a canopy bed provided both privacy and warmth. Nice idea, but I was claustrophobic, freaked out in enclosed spaces. Going for an MRI required premedication. I refused to travel on a cruise ship because I couldn’t get off at will. I figured I’d survive in a jail cell five minutes. If I was distracted while conferring with my lawyer—and he was good looking.
Reluctantly, I sat under the canopy to try it out, turned onto my back, shut my eyes. I felt as though I were in a casket about to be buried. I imagined my relatives standing above me. The Pilgrim rolling her eyes as though my funeral would never end and that praise of me was a misjudgment.
I shot back up, rubbed my face, assuring myself I was alive.
Across the room was a floral recliner. I unpacked a book from my suitcase. I fell asleep on the chair while reading the four-hundred-page historical novel someone had claimed on the cover blurb to have completed in one sitting.
I awoke when I heard Callie’s voice, felt her gentle touch on my arm. “Grandma Jo? It’s me. I’m lonely, Grandma. I don’t want to sleep by myself. Can I sleep with you?”
I raised the recliner with the hand crank. I glanced at the bed. I couldn’t do it. I was already prickly at the idea of sleeping on Lisa and Brian’s mattress and claustrophobic about the canopy.
“Callie, that would be nice, but I’m sleeping in this chair.”
She looked at me with pleading eyes. “You could stay in my room, in my bed, with me.”
“I could,” I said.
She lit up, pulled my hand.
I snatched a pillow, joined Callie in her room. We snuggled up. I had landed in the perfect place. And that’s where I would stay, happily, until the day I left.
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At 1:00 a.m., nature called. I hurried to the bathroom in the hall, twisted the brass knob. The door was locked.
“Someone’s in here,” Di called out.
“It’s Jodi,” I said. Like, who else would it be?
“You’ll have to wait,” she said as though I was a major annoyance.
“Long?”
“Could be. Not sure. I do feel a bit constipated.”
I didn’t want to wake Callie, so I returned to Lisa’s bedroom and sent a short text to Jake, although I wasn’t a fan of texting. I blamed it for putting an end to actual human interaction. My nephew Josh said these days, if you’re interested in dating someone, you sent an email first. Then, if you decided you liked the woman, you sent a text. If you called her on the phone, it meant you aimed to marry her. I asked Jake how he was doing. I wrote about the bitch in the bathroom, but then I took it back before sending the text. I was where I wanted to be. No reason to complain while he was out of sorts. That could wait for a phone call.
I clicked on the TV. There was The Nicki Nussbaum Hour. Nicki was about to promote an upcoming show. I increased the volume. “Tune in tomorrow! Get real about real estate when I introduce you to a woman who excels in her field.”
Hmm, I thought. Maybe I could make Jake happy—contact Nicki’s guest agent to show me the home in Great Barrington. Tell him I took a tour. Then I saw the face of Diandra Summer Lake. The woman was everywhere. No escaping her.
I tried the bathroom again.
“Can’t you use the toilet on the first level?” Di said.
Proceeding to the stairs, I tripped on the accent rug and fell on the landing, shouting a few choice words.
Di barked from the throne. “I told Lisa that rug is hazardous. I advise all my clients to do away with runners and mats before a showing.”
I take a tumble, and she lounges on the pot talking real estate.
I went into Lisa’s room and found a bobby pin on Lisa’s bedside table, approached the bathroom on tiptoes, pushed the pin through the lock.
She squealed as I opened the door.
There was Di. Caught. Red handed on the pot with her phone.
I decided to give her another reason to make a call. Posing in the entry, I said, “There’s a promotion on TV for your interview with Nicki Nussbaum.”
“It’s up already?”
“Yes, but I’d ask her to retape it.”
“Retape? Why?” she asked, anxiously.
“You kept touching your hair. Seemed like a nervous tic. I thought I should tell you. Also, she was unkind. She called you the agent out of touch with reality. Or was it the real estate agent from hell? Not sure.”



Chapter 15
Except for leftover spaghetti and meatballs, yogurt, and liquor, Lisa’s refrigerator was empty. I had always been a full-fridge person. At home in Florida, I went to the fridge many times a day to make sure it was still there. My friend Suzy has always advised me not to get out of bed at night and open the fridge. Here’s my thinking about that: if you aren’t supposed to go to the fridge when it’s dark, why is there a light in it?
It upset me that Lisa didn’t seem to care if my granddaughter had enough to sustain her. How could Lisa have grown up in my home and not know how to keep food on hand? Then I realized she was doing the opposite of what I’d done. And it wasn’t only about food, but about a lot of things. I had married right out of college. She had traveled. We had lived in the big city, and she had settled in a small town. I had done what I thought my parents wanted me to do. My daughter was unencumbered by our expectations. She lived her own way. We had sent her to religious school, taken her to synagogue, enrolled her in Jewish sleepaway camps. She adhered to no religion at all. I was the center of my extended family, radiating out to all points; she didn’t call her brothers unless they called her first. Jake and I never lived apart. She was fine with Brian in Boston. I thought about that last one. Perhaps it was generational. It was easier to travel to and from places now, to communicate from one end of the globe to the other.
When I had asked Callie what Lisa usually made for dinner, she said, “Whatever she brings from the restaurant. We like apps. We’re slap app happy. That’s what Mom says.”
“Appetizers—like what?”
“Escargot. I love escargot.”
I imagined the child with five snails in black shells on a white plate in front of her.
“Delicious,” I said, so it wouldn’t seem like I was judging. I never judge. Ahem.
“Grandma Jo, do you want to hear my joke? Well, it’s Mom’s. She made it up.”
“Of course.”
“I like to eat escargot at a snail’s pace.”
I grinned. “Pretty good.”
“Mom also brings eel in sauce.”
Sounded like cat food to me. “Eel makes a great meal.”
“I’d eat it off my heel,” she said, launching our poetry game.
“And what about lunch?”
“I get lunch at school. It’s awful. Smells like pee soup.”
“Grandpa loves pea soup. Split-pea soup can be delicious,” I said.
“Not ‘pea’ as in the vegetable. ‘Pee’ as in the toilet.”
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Going to the general store would not suffice. While Callie was in school, I drove to the supermarket. Outside were displays of autumn blooms—scarlet sage, zinnias, cold-hardy petunias. Baskets of apples, gourds, Indian corn. Scarecrows, rakes. Wooden signs that said HOME SWEET HOME and IT’S FIVE O’CLOCK SOMEWHERE.
Once inside, I took a steel cart and opened the seat to store my shoulder bag while shopping. And there—there on the seat—was the face of Diandra Summer Lake. First name in second homes. The navy blazer. The red headband. I couldn’t get away from her. I returned to where the carts were shoved together. I raised one seat after another—Di, Di, Di. At last, I came to one promoting a competitor, Live Here Now Realty, which employed the tippy-top agents in the area—or so it said on the grocery cart, and would a grocery cart lie? I went with Live Here Now and proceeded to shop.
In the bread aisle, I selected hamburger rolls, whole wheat bread. Lisa rang. I hurried to catch her call.
“Everything okay, Mom?”
“Great. Fantastic.” I knew better than to say anything of concern to my daughter. She was lax about her child, and I wanted this gig again. Sometimes as a mother and mother-in-law, I felt as though I was walking on eggshells—because I was. It wasn’t only me. I’d noticed my friends Suzy and Amy soften when interacting with grown-and-flown children. Relationship preservation.
Also, I didn’t want to kvetch to Lisa, but I did by starting in about Di.
“I think Di is following me.”
“What?”
“She has a billboard on the road. Last night, I was watching TV when Nicki Nussbaum promoted a segment about her. Now I’m in the grocery store. And she’s here too. Advertising on the shopping carts.”
She chuckled, which was annoying.
“You must understand, Mom. Di is excellent at what she does. She receives a lot of acclaim and does a load of advertising.”
“Lisa, I’ve noticed.”
“Mom, Di’s like the mayor. In fact, people call her the mayor. Di talks to everyone. She knows everything. Pick any person you see in town, and she can tell you when that person wakes up each morning. Now that I think about it, maybe she’s not mayor, maybe she’s governor. But, Mom, she’s had a tough go of it.”
“Who hasn’t?”
“You.”
Oh, yes, how could I forget my entire life had been a piece of pie, a bowl of cherries? That every day had been a skip in the park? Did she not know how I struggled to get past my armed-guard upbringing by two people mired in xenophobia on a farm in Colchester, Connecticut, then West Hartford, where everyone seemed to play by the same rules? That my twin sons were born a frightening three months early, and I had lost my father in an automobile accident while my babies were in the ICU. That my aunt, my father’s sister, was driving the car that day and was institutionalized because she couldn’t recover from what had happened. That I couldn’t bring myself to visit my aunt, even though the other driver was drunk—pickled in alcohol on his way home from an office party—and the accident was not her fault?
Had she not noticed I suffered from depression while she was growing up? (Is it still considered postpartum depression when your youngest child is ten years old?) That I had to force myself out of bed every morning to get my three kids to school and miraculously arrive at work with my head still on my shoulders. And go home in the evenings wanting to relax for a few moments, but instead supervised homework, served a home-cooked dinner (is it home cooked if it comes in a package and needs to be boiled?), and gave each child a bath before Jake came home—his drink at the ready—because in those early days he toiled at his father’s mattress empire until nine o’clock each night. Then—hallelujah—Prozac, and I was able to find relief.
That I sold my practice, forfeited Manhattan, relocated to Sweat, Florida, for Jake. And now, Jake had been let go and needed to turn that around.
Pickleball, my tuchas—meaning “my ass.” My bubbe always told me, “With one tuchas, you can’t dance at two weddings.” And she was right. No way to be in Florida with Jake and in Massachusetts with my granddaughter.
But I wasn’t going to share any of the rant in my head with my daughter, or anyone else. No one wants to hear such a compilation of upper-middle-class complaints and old grievances. Besides, I survived it all. And it made me stronger.
I’d had enough of Lisa carrying Di’s flag on horseback. “How’s it going in Boston?”
“It’s going.”
“What does that mean?”
“Oh, you know,” Lisa said. “I’m meeting with a few suppliers.”
“How’s Brian?” I asked.
“Okay. He misses Callie. Oh, and Mom, be sure Callie has a slice of avocado every day.”
She had changed the conversation too fast to avocado. I guessed I’d find out what was going on with Brian when she returned. Not that I could do anything about it, a sad revelation I took a long time in coming to: what happened to my grown children was out of my control.
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After saying goodbye to Lisa, I was debating which brand of eggs to choose when a person behind me said, “No, no, no. We buy eggs at the farmers’ market.” I swiveled. And there was Annie.
Di was plastered on the shopping carts while Grannie Annie stood in front of me in red high-top sneakers, a coat, a sweater, and a jumper that ended where her vagina began. I couldn’t help staring at the crimson-and-purple tattoo on her thigh. What was it? Was it an M? An M for “Milton”?
“What are you doing here?” I blurted.
Annie stared at me as though I’d asked which planet we were on. “I’m grocery shopping? For food.”
“Of course.”
“When you’re ready to check out, go to my friend, the tall cashier with the dreadlocks. The other cashiers are slow. The ice cream melts in their lines. Also, they pile too many groceries in each bag. And skip the one on the far left because she overcharges customers, then keeps the cash at the end of the day. But don’t tell anyone. I don’t want to get her in trouble. She’s single, has four kids to feed.”
Would Annie stop to breathe?
“Got it,” I said.
She went on. “Milton wants lamb chops. Can you believe he devours those little babies? Likes them almost raw. I’m secretly praying the store is all out. But if they have them, I’ll get them. Because Milton, you know? I’m a vegetarian except when I really want a hamburger. And if I go to a ball game, I’ll have a hot dog. I tried being a vegan for a bit, but I missed the dairy. And eggs. Do you like lamb chops? Tell me you don’t like lamb chops.”
I lied. “I don’t like lamb chops.” The truth is I savor lamb chops with applesauce. If I go to a wedding where they serve lamb lollipops during cocktail hour, I stalk the server, hunt him down.
“Did you hear about Di’s sister?” Annie asked.
“That she has cancer?”
She shook her head sympathetically, “Cancer and now pneumonia. Doubleheader. You know her sister is her mother.”
Wasn’t that one of the secrets Di warned me not to tell Annie?
“Di’s been married four times,” Annie continued. “But she always blames men for her failures. She told me Milton left her for a phlebotomist. But Milton swears she was only studying to become one. Don’t tell Di I clued you in.”
“Never,” I promised.
“The trick to getting along with Diandra Summer Lake—that’s not her real name—is to mind your own business. I’ve tried to be nice to her, but it’s a waste of time. All she cares about is business. She’d kill her own sister-mother for a listing.”
It was tempting, but I wasn’t going to say anything lousy about Di to Annie. “I won’t let her get my goat.”
“What goat?” Annie said.
I guessed I had dated myself. “It’s a saying.”
“You mean from the old days?”
“Yes. From the war.”
“Vietnam?” Annie said.
“War of 1812. I was there.”
When Annie vanished to find the chops, I pushed my cart to the middle of the store, where snacks were found. I knew that because every article about staying healthy said to avoid the center of the supermarket.
My role as a grandmother, as I figured it, was to make my granddaughter happy. This was, of course, out of my bounty of love for her. But there was more: When I was gone, I wanted her to recall what an ace I was. Buying the things she liked was a way to accomplish this. So, I found the cookies. I snapped up a bag of chips. I chose Lucky Charms. I stocked up on pancake mix and some real maple syrup. I chose regular milk, chocolate as well. Skim milk for me.
I waited until I thought Annie had left the meat department and wandered over to pick up ground beef for hamburgers. Also, Callie was mad for mac and cheese, so I found the Kraft. I swore to myself that it was all for Callie. I wouldn’t touch a thing. I’d take Annie’s suggestion and stop at the Hello Apple Farm for a variety of cukes, romaine, peppers, tomatoes, broccoli. It would be salad days for me. I backtracked to pick up some zero-calorie, zero-taste salad dressing.
At checkout, I joined the shortest line, manned by a dour senior with gray poodle hair and out-of-date gold glasses. A cashier with dreadlocks one aisle over waved to me. “Come here,” he signaled. I assumed Annie had mentioned me. I wondered how she described me. Was I middle aged to Annie or over the hill? I glanced at the long line for the cashier with dreadlocks. His customers had overfilled carts, loaded as if in anticipation of a snowstorm. I remained where I was.
Annie came up beside me. “The one with dreadlocks,” she whispered. “Do you have bags?”
I forgot to bring bags, only because bags were free for thousands of years, so it never occurred to me to carry my own into a store. At checkout, I’d buy paper bags, which the bagger would overload to save me the cost of one or two more. The heaviest would split. Blueberries rolling on the floor. A bottle of juice busted.
“No. I don’t.”
“Here,” she said, setting several reusables atop my groceries.
“Thank you, Annie.”
She meant well. I couldn’t say the same for Di.



Chapter 16
I was unpacking groceries while Di spoke to a client on the phone. She watched as though the food I was putting away were poison. Enough. I threw on my jacket, planning to go outside to meet the school bus.
Di hung up, repeated her mantra. “It stops in front of the house. Why wait outside?”
“Yes, you’ve mentioned that.” And to think, before coming to Woodfield, I’d been worried that Di was enjoying all the grandma activities I was missing out on because I lived far away.
The phone quacked, and Di was back in business.
From the porch, I saw Annie. Again. Did she not have anything better to do? I had to ask.
“Annie, where do you work?”
“Here and there, but mostly, I teach at the health club. We have a great aerobics class you’d like. It meets tomorrow. You should come. Tell me you’ll come.”
What else did I have to do while Callie was in school?
“Where? What time?”
“Give me your phone. I’ll plug it in.”
Again, Callie jumped into Annie’s arms. I waited like a second banana until she hugged me.
“We have lots of goodies in the house,” I said.
Annie focused on me. “After school is when Mac has a nutritious snack. I prefer apple, but Lisa believes strongly in avocado. Some people think avocado is a vegetable, but it’s fruit packed with vitamins and nutrients.”
Callie interrupted. “Grandma Jo, are we going to the library?”
“You have homework,” Annie said. “Routines are important. When I was in high school, I had a routine. I got up each morning and went to school. I graduated, and I haven’t been able to get back to my routine in years.”
We were going to the library. If we entered the house, Annie and her relentless chatter would follow.
At the library, I sat in the children’s section on a kid-size armchair, and Callie went immediately to the toy kitchen. Several girls younger and shorter than her were playing what I termed “house” as a kid.
A young mother—tiny nose, rosy face—claimed a seat next to me. She wore heavy brown sandals with woolly beige socks and pointed to a girl in rainbow-colored flashing sneakers: Birdie, her daughter. She seemed mystified when I said Callie was my grandchild.
“You’re babysitting? Does your daughter know how fortunate she is?”
“It’s not a big deal. I wish I lived closer so I could help more.”
“It’s not a big deal? Birdie is five. My mom has never offered to babysit. Never ever.”
“Well, maybe she’s waiting for you to ask her.”
She chuckled. “I’ve asked her.”
“What did she say?” I glanced over to where the girls played. Callie pointed a finger at Birdie. I supposed Callie was pretending to be the parent, Birdie the child. When my kids played, Lisa was the mother, Michael was the father, and poor Alex was always the old dying dog.
“Mom said she wasn’t a babysitting service. If she ever wanted to watch children again, she’d open a preschool and get paid for it.”
“Now that would be one top-notch preschool,” I said sarcastically.
“Right? She claims no one ever helped her.”
“Maybe that’s true,” I said. “But then, wouldn’t she want you to have what she missed?”
“My grandmother lived with us. She did the housework, cooking, and cleaning.”
Birdie’s mom reached for her woven sack, found a piece of paper, then a pen, and scribbled something down. “Here—give this to your daughter.”
I read what she wrote. It said, “You are blessed.”
I slid it into my wallet, kept it for myself.
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Back at home, Callie played a game on an iPad. I asked if she wanted anything to eat.
“How much are you planning to feed that child?” Di said.
I asked Di if I could talk to her in the backyard.
I slid open the glass door to the deck, then walked out into the field. I didn’t want Callie to overhear our conversation. Looking forward to confrontation, Di tagged along. I turned to her by a hemlock tree. Hemlock—now there was a solution to this situation.
“Don’t tell me what I can and cannot do. I enjoy spoiling my granddaughter in the brief time she is with me. When Lisa is back in town, you can all return to your skinny-girl regime.”
She shrugged me off, lifting her shoulders. “Whatever. I have book club here Friday.”
How nice. She knew how to read.
“Usually, I host it at my home, which I prefer, but since I’m staying here, we’ll be in the living room. I expect a lot of people.”
I made a feeble attempt to show interest. “What book is your club reading? Novel? Nonfiction?” I was a big reader. I prized my book club in Florida, where we served dishes mentioned in each book. Often we had authors Zoom in.
“We don’t read books,” Di said.
“Then what do you do?”
“Drink. And after that, we drink.”
“Food, too, I guess.”
“If someone brings it,” Di said.
The concept of having people over and not serving as much as a thin potato chip was anathema to me. My bubbe kept a dish of toffee on the table. The same amount of candy in it forever. Once, I reached in to take a sweet. She said, “That’s for company.”
“But, Bubbe,” I had said, “your only visitors are family.”
“You never know,” she’d said.
When we came back inside, I could hear Callie upstairs shifting things around, singing a song I didn’t recognize.
“I hope my book club doesn’t keep you up,” Di said, as though we were friends.
“Oh, no worries,” I said.
“I wasn’t worried. Anyway, I’m off to show a house. Classical-music aficionados in their midseventies. They’re fans of the Boston Symphony Orchestra and dream of having a summer home near Tanglewood. The music festival.”
“I know it’s a music festival,” I said.
“In the summer,” she said.
“I know, Di.”
“Music isn’t my thing.”
So, books weren’t her thing. And music wasn’t her thing. Did she even have a thing?
“Later, Jodi. I have houses to sell.”
I realized she had gotten my name right for the first time. And I knew it was because I had told her off. She’d been pushing me to see how far she could go.
My phone rang. “Hi, Annie. What’s up?”
“Milton. Milton is up,” she said angrily. “I found him in bed with another woman. As in another, not me.”
Painful, heartbreaking. The poor kid. But why was she calling to tell me? I hardly knew her. Was she seeking motherly advice, or did she have no one else to confide in? “I’m sorry.”
“Did you say sorry? Jodi, sorry is what people say when someone has died. Milton is alive—until I kill him.”
“He wouldn’t be worth the jail sentence.”
“Would you visit me in prison?” Annie said.
“Sure, and I’d bring a friend.”
Her breath was heavy over the phone.
“Are you okay?”
“I will be. Once I figure out what I’m going to do next.”
“Stay calm, Annie. This could be the best thing that ever happened to you.”
“Right, I’ll look back and laugh.”
I wouldn’t go that far. “I don’t want you to be alone. Do you have somewhere to go?”
“Not really. Not in the state I’m in.”
That’s why she had called me, a person she barely knew. How awful, not to have a place to turn. I was not keen on Annie passing additional time at Lisa’s house, but I had empathy. I invited her to stay with me. She sobbed as she agreed.
An hour later Annie walked in with her eyes red, mascara smudged on her face. In true form, she started talking in the foyer and didn’t stop. I hugged her to my chest. She wiped her nose. She ranted, and I listened. She needed someone to listen.
“This situation rots on so many levels. It’s hurtful, but it’s also embarrassing. What a dis. Milton cheats on me? I wish you’d seen her. Repulsive. Is there a way I can take back every nice thing I ever did for him? I rinsed his dentures! Get this, Jodi—I dunked his disgusting bridge in water each night. I know you touch feet all day, which I can’t understand anyone enjoying, but you never saw a pair of feet as flat, dry, and disgusting as his. Flaking skin. Gnarled toes. And I gave him a foot massage whenever he asked. What a douche. Want to know something else?”
On she went. At last, I interrupted. “Annie, maybe this incident was bashert.”
“Buh who?”
“Bashert means ‘meant to happen.’ Milton’s awful behavior can be your impetus to move forward.”
“And you won’t believe this—the worst part. She was old, the same age as you.”
Thanks, I thought.
“When she saw me, she grabbed a sheet and raced into the bathroom. Milton handed her a robe. My robe! I’ll have to burn it. And there’s something else. Milton prefers young women. But this time, he made an exception. All this is between you and me. Do not tell Di. Under any circumstance. You are sworn to secrecy. She warned me time and again he was a player. I can’t bear to hear ‘I told you so.’ Di thinks she’s right about everything.”
Well, in this case . . .
“What should I tell Di when she asks why you’re on the couch?”
“I don’t know. How about I drank too much to drive home? By the time I finish binging, it’ll be true.”
“Annie, would you like a drink?” I certainly needed one.
“Tequila, please.”
“I have to see if Lisa has it.”
“It’s behind the scotch.”
She was correct. I poured tequila over ice into a glass and brought it to her.
She took a gulp, shook her head as the tequila hit.
How did I go from my sunny, nondramatic life in Florida—albeit with a spouse following me around heartbroken about the loss of his job—to this soap opera in the country?
“I don’t know why I took up with that asshole in the first place.”
You liked his bingo card.
She curled up on the couch beside Callie’s stuffed animals. She turned a teddy bear into a pillow, her eyes fluttered until she nodded off.
I phoned Rizzo at the office.
“Everything okay?” I asked tentatively.
She laughed. “Absolutely. In fact, I must remind myself you’re out of town.”
Was she kidding? I wanted things to go smoothly, but I also wanted to be missed.
“Well, great. Not so great here. I love being with Macallan, but Lisa’s house is a circus. Grannie Annie and Brian’s mother are as good as in charge of my granddaughter—telling me what she should eat, when it’s time to do homework.”
“Well, if Lisa doesn’t need you, you might as well come home.”
“I can’t. I want to be part of Callie’s life.”
“Sounds like her little life is overcrowded.”
“Packed solid. Also, Brian has moved to Boston.”
“You know that’s how my marriage ended. Carmine relocated to the Bronx to live with his girlfriend.”
I had taken Brian’s move in stride. But maybe both Rizzo and Jake were right, and it was something to lose sleep about.
“Well, all is good here. Slivovitz handled the new patient we chose not to reschedule. She said he reminded her of her son.”
“A son she likes or a son she could do without?” I teased.
“You have nothing to worry about here. Save all your energy for the battle of the bubbes.”
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When Annie awoke from some shut-eye, she had simmered down.
“I can’t stay over,” she said ardently.
“Why not? It’s fine with me. And I’m positive Lisa would feel the same.”
“If I sleep here, Di will know something is up.”
“I’ll cover for you.”
“She’s shrewd. She’ll figure it out. I refuse to see the ‘I told you so’ look on her face. She told me a million times it would come to this, but I always assumed she was being cruel because Milton was with me.”
“Are you going back to Milton’s?” Did she intend to have it out with him?
“I’ll stay with my girlfriend at her old man’s tonight and decide what to do tomorrow.”
“I’m glad you have a place to go.”
Suddenly, I heard rain pelting the roof. “It’s pouring, and you had a lot to drink. Maybe you should stay awhile,” I said. “Or at least have a cup of coffee.”
“Fine. Coffee,” she said as though she was doing me a favor. She followed me into the kitchen.
“Thanks for being here,” she said. “I guess I called you because I’ve always needed a mother.”
“My pleasure to serve,” I said.
She downed the coffee black, killed some time.
When she said she was okay to drive, I handed her a heavy sweater, scoured the hall closet until I found an umbrella.
“Remember, this never happened,” Annie said.
“Classified information.” I pulled the woolen crewneck over her head as though she were my child.



Chapter 17
Jake told me the dentist had gone well and that Alex had called to say he would be delayed due to a situation at work but would get to Boca Raton as soon as possible. Several neighbors had asked Jake to come for a meal. I couldn’t help but think that I could be home on my own for a thousand years and not one neighbor would propose I stop in for a meal. Sexism. Only men were invited for a “you must be so hungry and lonely with your spouse out of town” dinner.
“I said yes to Karen and Bob.”
“They don’t eat. They drink,” I said.
“I know.”
I heard the toaster pop up. I imagined Jake browning the cinnamon-raisin bread he had a weakness for adding a gob of cream cheese on top, and spreading it evenly all around.
“What are you eating?” I said to see if I had guessed correctly.
“Cinnamon bread with butter. We’re out of cream cheese.” He asked whether I’d gone to see the property he’d mentioned, the expanded Cape in Great Barrington. “The more I think about it, the more I want to move. Don’t be stubborn. Go check on that house with Di. She’s an agent.”
“Jake, please sing a new tune. I’m not looking, and in any case, I’d never enlist Di to help. Today, she announced she’s having friends over on Friday. I have the feeling she’d like me to make myself scarce. Get this part. She calls it a book club, but no one reads. I don’t want to spend one more minute with her than necessary. And I don’t think she’s the best influence for Callie. She’s cold, calculating. A narcissist. If I choose to go house hunting, I’ll call someone else.”
“You know, Jodi, I’ve always believed in doing business with people we know. She’s Lisa’s mother-in-law. She won’t steer us wrong. Besides, she’ll be upset if you retain another agent. And rightly so.”
“She won’t find out. I’m not buying. The most I’d be doing is exploring.”
“You’re there, I’m not. Do whatever you think is best, but please go look,” he said.
“Okay. I’ll reach out to another agent in Great Barrington. How’s the toast?”
“Not worth a dime without the cream cheese.”
I knew he’d say that. I had, after all, known him since I was eighteen. I met him the first day of college, and we had grown up together since then. I thought back to meeting him, how it all unfolded. Although my father had no direct hand in introducing us, he certainly influenced my choice. I went straight from living under my parents’ roof to a relationship with Jake.
My father had come to America from Europe. He believed in living a certain way, and he always made clear what he thought. The night before I left for college, after dinner, he beckoned me into the living room of our modest house. I anticipated that he expected to hold court from his wide armchair.
“Come in here,” he had said in the tone of a king addressing a messenger.
I was in the kitchen reading about the war in Vietnam in the newspaper, wallpaper blooming with harvest gold and white flowers, my mother forever at the sink. I sported sandals that a friend had procured on her summer trip to Israel, bell-bottom jeans, a peasant top. I dropped the Hartford Courant, hurried into the living room immediately, expecting a serious conversation, parting words of wisdom. He’d been munching on an apple. He handed me his apple core wrapped in a paper napkin.
“Throw this away,” he had said, no emotion in his face.
I hated when he handed me his apple core. Honestly, was there anything more repellant than another person’s apple core? The handing of the core was a habit of his that my brother and I had grown up with. I considered the Red Delicious more disgusting than a McIntosh, the squishy Golden Delicious most vile.
Not one of us—not me, my younger brother, or my mother—ever mentioned how gross it was to take his core from him and chuck the slimy seeds and browning center in the garbage. It was our duty. My mother would retrieve a core from Dad, ask if he wanted another, and throw the first core away. She’d bring him another apple, talk to him as he chomped, then dispose of the latest remnant of that one as well. If I was in the same room, I would relax in the high-back chair by the window with my book open, observe her subservience, and feel relieved I wasn’t the one he had asked. No one ever said no to my father. I never doubted his dedication to our family, and I lived in fear of disappointing him (I could still remember each occasion I did). If he told me to be home by ten o’clock, I was in at 9:45 p.m. A lifetime later, I still fretted about disappointing, failing, the people I loved, and I made decisions based on what they would think.
After he died, I continued to wonder what he would have advised at every turn I made. The mantra in my head: “What would Daddy say?” If I was unsure, I’d ask Jake what he thought my dad would do. I felt fortunate that Jake had known my parents.
That night before college, after I threw away his apple core, Dad leaned back in his armchair, opposite the box television with the big back and antennae. His eyes were bright, giving the impression he was cheery. “Tomorrow, you start college,” he began, lifting his head a bit as if to say how great is that? My daughter. College.
I had enrolled in a school I had never seen—although it was only a quick drive from our home in West Hartford. I had applied early decision. The school color was deep purple, my favorite. So that was enough for me. In any case, back then, high school seniors didn’t travel to check out colleges or apply to legions of schools. Many never set foot on their college campuses until freshman orientation.
I waited for my father’s next words.
“Although you could commute, we’ve permitted you to live on the campus.”
Thank heaven they agreed to that, I thought. I had to find my own path. I couldn’t do it living at home. I didn’t have any specific rules I wished to break. I wanted to breathe. That was it. I selected courses in subjects I’d never studied before. I refused to room with a girlfriend from high school because her mother knew my mother, and I wanted to be with somebody entirely new to me. My mother couldn’t understand why I didn’t want to room with her. “But she’s a known quantity, she’s Jewish, and her father is a dentist. You’d be able to shop for bedspreads together before the semester starts.” The preceding quote sums up my mother.
“Mom, no. And no one uses a bedspread anymore.”
“No bedspread?” she asked, questioning my knowledge of interior decorating.
“Just a blanket,” I said, attempting to nudge my mom into modernity the same way my grown kids now attempted to nudge me.
“So, when a girlfriend comes over, she plotzes down right on your blanket?”
My mother, a woman willing to toss someone else’s apple core, felt that sitting on a blanket was revolting? And I did take note of the word girlfriend—because a boy on a girl’s quilt was beyond my mother’s imagination.
With a nod of his head, Dad instructed me to sit, so I took the piano bench, anticipating his words of wisdom. He had many memorable sayings about how to behave in the world. This included the adage, “You take a horse around the world. It still comes back a horse.” I clasped my hands, anxious to hear the words I would carry with me to the dorm room I would not share with a girl I already knew whose father was a dentist.
He leaned toward me. “Listen carefully, Jodi.”
I’m all ears, Dad. Impart your wisdom.
“If I hear as much as a word about your association with marijuana, drugs, or boys, I will tug you out of that dorm so fast your arm will come off.”
Stunned, I rocked with fear. The drugs I couldn’t care less about—but the boys? Did he not understand this was my only chance to find a husband?
I nodded. I certainly didn’t want him to know I had an interest in any of the no-nos.
“Dad, I’m grateful.” I was the first person in my family to go to college, but no one ever mentioned that. My parents assumed I would attend college. The point of their existence was to make life better for my younger brother and me, the next generation. I would pass their accomplishments on by having my children surpass me. On and on. Forever. In three generations, we’d elevate our mishpucha—the endearing Yiddish word for “family”—from penniless immigrants unable to speak English to stalwart, highly educated leaders in preapproved fields of employment.
“You must set an example for your brother,” he said sternly.
I nodded in agreement. I was always setting an example for my brother, who considered me a goody-two-shoes nerd. I lived in fear of my father. My brother? His goal was to put fear in my mother. Easy for him to do because, unlike my father, my mother was sensitive, softer than the inside of a challah. When upset, she shed tears as she washed the dinner plates. It seemed as though the faucet was always running.
After my father dismissed me, I went to my room and studied the office-supply box I’d decorated with markers and tried to decide what to store inside. I was pretty sure my dad wouldn’t hear a thing that would cause him to drag me home, but still I imagined him ordering me out of the dorm, forcing me into his car like the KGB. I imagined bawling in the back seat as he drove through Connecticut, until we’d hit a tie-up due to repairs on Interstate 84 and, worse than going home forever, I’d have to sit in traffic with him—for eternity.
When I landed at school, the very first night, my roommate and I were invited to a party thrown by graduate students—in their twenties. I was a socially immature eighteen. They were men—not boys—to me. The party was off campus in their apartment on Ledge Avenue. I’d never been in an apartment where young people lived before, never conjured such a mystical place. To me at that age, an apartment was where my aunt lived and held Thanksgiving dinner and we ate sweet potatoes with marshmallows.
The boys’ place was jam packed, dark except for strobe lights, pungent with the scent of marijuana. Tattered fake Breuer chairs, some with holes in the rattan, crowded the space. The group Chicago blared from giant speakers. I zigged left instead of right to see a large room with four unmade beds, gold carpet that had been walked on before my bubbe was born, curtains of wooden beads dividing one student’s space from another’s.
I returned to the main room. A long-haired guy with a stubbly chin stood next to me near the window and offered me a hit of his joint. I saw my father’s face in my head and wondered whether taking a hit was worth losing this new world that I already liked. I held the joint trying to decide. And then it happened. I heard a police siren on the avenue. Another siren, longer and louder. Horns piercing the night. I passed the joint posthaste back to the guy, now so close to me I could feel his breath. He wore the college-issue fashion of the day—a short-sleeved tie-dyed T-shirt, torn bell-bottom jeans, and a wide leather belt.
The siren got closer. What now? What if I was arrested and my dad had to climb out of his bed, pull on his pants, and come get me at the station? Worse yet, what if it was my father who’d called the police because he knew where I was and with whom and what I was doing? That was it. He had alerted the cops. What a fool I was, squandering my chance to live on campus on my very first night. In no time, I’d be commuting to some second-rate school back and forth from the bedroom in the West Hartford house I grew up in. I’d be as good as incarcerated—setting an example for my brother.
“You seem concerned,” I heard someone say. I swiveled to see the same tie-dye guy to whom I had returned the joint. His smile said, Would you like a hit?
I shook my head too vigorously.
“You’re shaking.” He seemed genuinely concerned.
Hold steady, Jodi. “Well, the sirens.”
“Happens all the time.”
“Oh,” I said weakly.
“I’m Jake Wexler. If you like, I can accompany you to campus.”
Walk me? He was a stranger. What would be worse: staying in the apartment about to be raided or walking to my dormitory with a stranger?
“I’m in the business program.”
Well, now I feel safe, I thought sarcastically.
“I appreciate it,” I said as I proceeded toward my roomie, who was wrapped in a boy. I touched her shoulder. “I’m going.” She didn’t seem to care. We’d known each other no more than a few hours, and it was evident from first glance we had nothing in common.
As I dashed back to campus, I imagined two enormous policemen banging on the door to the sin-filled apartment I had escaped—then knocking it down with an axe and arresting everyone inside.
I burrowed into bed under the blanket my mother was afraid my girlfriends would sit on. My heart was still thumping when my roommate finally returned.
“Best first night of college ever,” she said, jumping in the air like the cheerleader she had been in high school.
Jake Wexler came by my dorm, the one and only freshman dorm, the next day to find me. As soon as Jake tracked me down, my roommate raised a finely plucked eyebrow, said she was off to the cafeteria, then the library, and wouldn’t be back for hours.
I joined Jake, who had made himself comfortable on my bright Marimekko quilt, a surprise from my mother. Jake—I have a weakness for the name Jake—touched my thigh. We smoked a joint. My father didn’t find out. I was not yanked out of school.
A few weeks later, certain I was in love, I asked what I knew my father would want to know. “Jake, what does your dad do for a living?”



Chapter 18
Truth was, there wasn’t much to do after I saw Callie off to school. I toured Lisa’s cabinets. The kitchen at the restaurant was immaculate, well ordered. Not so the one at the house. I considered organizing the cupboards, but held off, realizing that would turn me into my own mother. I was already close enough. When I peered in the mirror, I saw my mother’s face. I said plenty that could have come out of her mouth.
My mother was a clean freak. When she came to visit, she’d condense and combine. If she found several started boxes of cereal, let’s say a Special K and a Cheerios, I’d return to find one box of cereal, the types combined. If we had two cans of Maxwell House coffee—caffeinated and decaffeinated—she would merge those as well. She arranged the dishwasher detergent, glass cleaner, and furniture polishes in alphabetical sequence, Lysol in front of the Pledge. Her logic failed me with Mr. Clean, though. I assumed it would be under M, but she went with C and set it next to the Clorox.
Once, when she stayed with the kids so I could go to San Francisco—on a minivacation designated for tax purposes as a podiatric convention—she reorganized the dresser in my bedroom, folding and filing my lingerie. When I returned and opened the drawers, I gaped, aghast at her handiwork. Liquid gel was on top. My diary, which I’d hidden under silky slips (whatever happened to slips anyway?) was in full view. I wondered if she had read it. There were many entries about her. One thing was for sure: Mom skipped the ones where I criticized her for getting into my stuff.
No. I would not declutter. Lisa wouldn’t appreciate it, and she’d be annoyed I’d gone through her property.
My phone rang, and it was Lisa.
“How’s it going, Mom? Have you become besties with Diandra?”
“Don’t even go there. She’s like a bad tooth on a Friday night when you can’t see the dentist and are left to wonder whether he’ll squeeze you in on Monday.”
“And here I was sure you had bought her a friendship bracelet. Or given her half of a heart necklace.”
“Very funny, Lisa. Forget Di. Let’s talk about how terrific your daughter is.”
“I’m glad you’re enjoying my favorite person.”
“I love the way she talks to her menagerie. She has a great imagination.”
“Yes, she does. Mom, you should spend more time with her.”
Seems to me you’re full up here. “Lisa, here’s a news flash, but you can’t mention it to Di. Annie caught Milton cheating.”
I expected Lisa to be surprised, but she said, “We all know how that soap opera ends.”
“I assume she moves out.”
Lisa emitted the sound of a buzzer on a game show. “Wrong. She stays. She’s in love with the codger. Thank you for watching Macallan. I’m getting a lot done here.”
I wondered whether she was with Brian. “Tell Brian hello.”
“Oh, I will. I will.” The second “I will” confirmed to me something was up. Jake might be right. And then there was Rizzo’s assessment of the situation. I went for it. “Lisa is something askew?”
“Mom, I’ve got the world on a string.”
Maybe she had the world on a string, but I had a sense the string was around her neck.
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Bored, I decided to go to the aerobics session Annie led at the health club. I could use the exercise. What’s more, I wanted to see what and how Annie was doing. I hoped she was an ace instructor, that she had an interest beyond caring for Macallan. I wanted to see her real life.
At the gym, I asked the young woman chomping on gum at the circular front desk where to find Annie’s class. Not so fast, Jodi. She asked if I belonged to the gym. I said no. She said there was a fee for a day pass. I said I’d only be an hour. She said I had to pay the fee. I doled out the money. She said I also had to go on a tour of the health club. I said I didn’t live in town. She said it didn’t matter. She asked where I was from. I told her. She checked her computer. There was a club in Boca Raton. I said I didn’t need to join because my condominium had a gym. She said she could give me the tour before or after my class. I said, “After would be fine,” figuring I could sneak out. I was exhausted by the hoops I had to jump through to exercise.
In the locker room, a bunch of women—my age and older—chatted about the season finale of a show they had binged. The women were naked, conversing in the nude. I admired them for being that comfortable with themselves this late in the game. I wouldn’t have stood exposed in a gym in my prime. Crazy how fine I was back then—in retrospect. The truth is, you have no clue how gorgeous you were at twenty until you see yourself in a full-length mirror at sixty-seven.
I walked into the well-lit gym. The floor was new and shiny. One wall was mirrored. In front was a raised platform, a stage, for the instructor. I had no idea why chairs were arranged in rows of eight. There were lots of new ways to exercise, so I didn’t think much about it. My best friend in Florida, Suzy, mentioned she had gone to a workout at a spa where the participants sat on chairs throughout, drummed with two sticks on giant yellow balls. She was sapped afterward.
I hadn’t taken aerobics in a long time and wanted to hide, to be invisible. I proceeded to a seat in the back corner, where I couldn’t be seen in the mirror. As I waited for others to show up, I gazed out the window and saw a midsize van pull in—Greylock Assisted Living and Memory Care. A few women stepped carefully off the van, some needing help to exit. I assumed there was a class for the elderly in the pool.
Annie entered the gym in a turquoise midriff-baring sweat top, matching three-quarter-length stretchy pants accentuating her vagina. She had a sweatband around her forehead. She might as well have been a living pair of white Reebok high-tops circa 1989.
“You came!” she said, seeming sincerely elated by my presence. She had a good heart. And I liked that.
“You look like you’ve rallied,” I said.
She lowered her voice, “All’s well.”
Did she kiss Milton and make up? Was she that foolish?
“I wanted to see you in action,” I said. “I haven’t been in an exercise class in a long while. I hope I can survive the entire hour.”
She waved away my concerns. “It’s thirty minutes, and you’ll catch on. Remember to stop for water. Hydration is key.”
“Annie, what are the chairs for?”
“You’ll see. Enjoy the workout,” she said as she adjusted her microphone.
Participants filed in, stopping to choose weights. I went to do the same. I wasn’t sure which to select, but then I saw a woman with a cane lift two-pounders, so I presumed I could do better than that. I claimed yellow five-pounders. I stored the weights under my chair.
The white-haired pixie next to me, maybe in her late seventies, wore black running shoes, ankle socks, a sleeveless black leotard. She asked me if it was my first class at the club, said she worked out regularly. Then she added, to be of help, “Hmm. Five-pounders. You chose heavy weights. You might need a pain reliever after the session. You should ask for Tylenol when you return to the van.”
“I’m not on the van,” I said. Did I look like I was on the van?
“Good for us, still on our own,” she said to me with a fist bump.
Annie turned up the Motown, the Supremes for starters, asked the group to sit down. I liked an exercise class where you were instructed to sit. With enthusiasm, Annie said, “Are we ready?”
The women yelled back, “Yes!”
“Louder, people!” Annie shouted.
I was amazed at the enthusiasm.
“March in place!” March while sitting? I followed Annie, remained in my chair, moved my feet up and down. My workout neighbor said I was doing great.
After the infinitesimal march, we stood, and Annie led us in a stretch worthy of a porn star before the aerobics portion.
My new buddy (she said her name was Sally) whispered, “Her boyfriend must be ecstatic.”
We sat again, and I wondered whether the entire class would take place with me sitting on my tuchas. I checked around. I looked to be the youngest in the room, besides Annie, of course. I found the group inspiring. Would I be like these people in ten years?
“Hydration,” Annie shouted, and the women lifted water bottles from under their chairs. I hadn’t brought a bottle.
Annie picked up the beat. I mastered the jumping jack, rapidly moving my arms from my sides over my head. I noticed every sprightly woman who was more coordinated or moving faster than me. Some sang along with the music, while I found myself running out of breath.
“Keep going,” Sally said, beads forming on her forehead. “Don’t give up!”
Annie hopped off the platform and cheered people on individually. I wondered whether she’d come over to me.
“How many of you are first timers?” she asked.
I would’ve waved my hand, but I was on the downswing of a jumping jack.
She returned to the stage. “Let’s all welcome Jodi. We share a granddaughter.”
“What?” Sally said.
“She thinks she’s the grandmother of my granddaughter.”
“I guess there’s a lot more to her than I ever imagined,” Sally said.
Annie picked up the beat. I pushed harder—my ass wet with sweat. Then “The Twist” by Chubby Checker started. Annie shouted, “Let’s twist again.” Again? I hadn’t twisted since a bar mitzvah party at Leonard’s of Great Neck, a catering hall, in 1963. I swung from side to side, watching Sally keep up her pace.
Finally, Annie slowed to a final stretch. When the music concluded, I remained planted on my chair. Sally and a friend surrounded me, congratulating me, inviting me out for drinks before it turned dark.
“Before dark?” I said.
“Yes,” Sally said, “I don’t drive in the dark.”
“I don’t drive at all,” the other woman said. “Sally picks me up at the assisted living.”
“By the way, I’m Jodi.”
“Melody Massachusetts.”
I couldn’t believe it. “You’re the folk singer?”
“Yes,” she said.
I imagined Melody fifty years ago when I listened to her hit records. I recalled the cover for Melody on the Mountain. Back then, Melody was lissome with long straight hair the color of honey. Kissed by the sun, she strummed her guitar. “I can’t believe you’re Melody Massachusetts.”
“Some days, neither can I.”
That was the thing about old people. We passed them up. We rarely asked questions. Seldom wondered who they were when they were young, what they had accomplished, whom they had loved. Until Melody said her name, I would not have thought to ask her about herself. I was as guilty as anyone. I was no better. I’d see someone in their later years and never consider the life they’d lived, the stories they could tell, and then when the person turned out to be the equivalent of Melody Massachusetts, I was stunned.
I imagined myself in a wheelchair in a nursing home, where no one acknowledged that I had once led a rich life. That I had a long marriage and three children. That I had grown up on an egg farm, was the first in my family to go to college, had become a doctor. That I’d run the Parent-Teacher Organization, managed executive boards, brought pies to new neighbors, hosted legions of people at my house on special occasions and holiday celebrations. Because all they saw was an old woman.
I had tears in my eyes when Sally asked me for my phone number. Seemed to me like I had made new friends.
I returned to the locker room. Women from Annie’s group were changing into street clothes, again chatting, laughing in the nude. One woman was braiding her long gray hair. Melody asked for help unhooking her bra.
I recalled my shame in high school, where I’d slink off to a lavatory, switch into my gym suit, a romper that was hell to get on and off, in privacy. Once changed, I’d return to the locker room where all the other girls were changing out of their clothes. Looking around at these confident older women, I knew this was the ideal opportunity to cure a lifetime of feeling inadequate.
I undressed and stood in the locker room naked. Unlike the other older women in their birthday suits, I didn’t have the wherewithal to begin a conversation. But still. I did good.
When I stepped out of the shower, I was surprised—and dismayed—to see Di smiling at herself in the mirror over a sink. Obviously pleased with what she saw—the narcissist. Her red lipstick matched her signature headband. She meandered over in Nikes, leotard, leggings, inspecting me from top to bottom. You would’ve thought I was a model in a drawing seminar. She said she was at the gym for spin class, which she attended three times a week—except if she had a showing.
“Aren’t you a little old to be stripping?” Di said. “By the way, I spoke to Alison, Lisa’s buddy next door. She said you told her you were going on the nature walk with Macallan. Rest and relax, my friend. It’s unnecessary. I’ll have my walking shoes on.”
“I’m the one walking. Lisa asked me to go,” I said strongly.
Di pulled me to a corner in the locker room. I was still in the nude. I snatched a striped towel someone had left on a bench and covered up.
“No, Jodi. I’m going. And do you want to know why? Because being a chaperone is good for business.”
“I’m certain it is, and I do think you should take a walk—but maybe another time—when I’m not visiting.”
“No, perhaps you don’t understand. I must chaperone this time. Babette George will be there with her twins. She’s about to sell the historic mansion that has been in her family for generations. It would be a coup to list it. Great publicity. On the walk, I’ll have an entire afternoon, up a hill, down a hill, to charm her.”
What about charming your granddaughter, I thought. “Lisa told me to go. And I’m going. So please drop it.”
She ran her tongue around her gums. Was she preparing to eat me?
“I have the solution. We’ll both go.”
I imagined Di on the path, pinning down her target. She would sell hard—with chitchat so full of fat I could get high cholesterol from it. Not happening. “Di, you will have to obtain this listing on your own time, not mine, not Callie’s.”
“You underestimate how much Callie learns when she sees me at work. Watch when I’m on the phone. She breathes it in. You should take her to your office, show her a few toes, when she’s in Florida.” With that, she strutted off. Point for me. I put on my clothes and marched out of the gym, dodging the grim front desk attendant who had insisted I tour the facility. Exercising was so aggravating.
Later, I received a text from Sally. She said she’d pick up Melody, meet me at the Inn at Three Corners. Sounded good to me. I was eager to try a new place for lunch. I googled the inn, which received rave reviews for its corn chowder and chicken potpie.
The restaurant was twenty minutes east of Lisa’s house. I found this amusing: finally, a destination that was in reality only twenty minutes away. The Inn at Three Corners had once offered lodging but was now a restaurant with a rectangular dining room—brass fixtures, white walls, wide-plank wood floor, white and navy table covers and napkins, a wreath of pine cones around a thick candle at each table. I could use a cup of thick and creamy corn chowder, a mini chicken potpie, I thought.
I perched on a low-back swivel stool and waited at the vintage bar until my new friends arrived. While chatting with the bartender, who had started at the inn the day before, I ordered a strawberry margarita.
When Sally and Melody entered, I took hold of my frothy cocktail, expecting to move to the dining room.
“Where are you going?” Melody asked.
“To a table?”
“No, no,” Melody said. “We prefer the bar. Tables are for old people.”
Melody asked for nuts.
I suggested asking for menus.
Melody said she didn’t really eat.
Sally said if we ordered, she’d take it home and have it for dinner.
Melody said, “Two rum punches. Heavy on the rum.”
I asked what they planned to do after the bar.
“Nap before happy hour,” Sally said.
I finished my margarita. They requested a second round—and another ramekin of nuts.
Melanie Massachusetts had lots of grandchildren, two great-grands, but no family in the Berkshires anymore. Sally had custody of her grandson. He was fourteen and lived with her.
After an hour, I said I had to go.
If I retired, would I spend my days traveling from a chair in the gym to a stool in a bar? I tried to imagine surrendering my real life in Boca Raton. I couldn’t envision what I’d do in Woodfield, how I’d spend my time when I wasn’t helping Lisa with my granddaughter. After all, Callie was in school from 8:00 a.m. to 3:00 p.m. Lisa had mentioned signing her up for an after-school program starting in the spring. On those days, she’d be occupied with sports and whatnot until 5:30 p.m.
But conjuring a new life wasn’t the only problem. I missed my real life—my sense of purpose, my patients, my office. Rizzo on my back. My friends instructing each other what not to order. I missed Jake.
Back in my car, I called Jake. He sounded better, had hit the pool.
“A neighbor asked to borrow suntan lotion, then he complained that it was only SPF-4.”
“Beggars can’t be choosers,” I said.
“He told me I’d get skin cancer using four. I told him to apply it twice, and it would be eight.”
“That’s why I love you,” I said.
“Because I have a sense of humor?”
“No. Because you can multiply.”



Chapter 19
Macallan was at the kitchen table, separating the marshmallows in the Lucky Charms from the cereal, setting the colorful charms in a saucer. I encouraged this. I had a limited amount of time with my granddaughter. I wanted her to know, remember, that when she was with me, she could have whatever she wanted, any which way she intended. I had no aim of hiding it. When Lisa came back, Callie could obey established rules. With fond memories of my visit.
Di paraded into the kitchen. She wore Mary Jane pumps, navy pants, a white shirt, and red blazer as well as her signature headband. I wondered if her hair ever moved. Would it sway one bit in a windstorm? She said good morning to Callie and asked if I had boiled water for tea. “I drink coffee,” I said. Still, I filled the kettle. Di perched across from Callie, ignoring the kid, pecking at her phone, which was on speaker.
“Hello, Mrs. Peterson,” Di said, more cheerful than I’d ever heard her.
“Beautiful day. Bar none,” the woman said in a strong Bostonian accent.
“A great day to buy a new home. In fact, I’m reaching out because I can show the estate this afternoon. But I’m warning you that property is hot.” Di glanced at me. “Hotter than Florida in summer. You’ll need to offer above asking price, all cash. And forget about an inspection.”
“Higher than asking price?” Mrs. Peterson said.
“The real estate market is insane right now. You want it, overpay for it.”
“What happened to bargaining?”
“There are no bargains,” Di said. “Let’s meet at noon.”
The kettle whistled. I remained at the table with Callie. Di rose to prepare tea. She paced the kitchen, sipping every so often.
“What are you doing?” she asked Callie.
“Separating the marshmallows from the cereal.”
“Stop that right now,” Di said.
I perked up.
“It’s not bad enough you’re overfeeding her,” Di said to me. “Now you’re allowing her to play with her breakfast. That child will catch diabetes before you leave here.”
Catch? I advanced on the Lucky Charms, snatched a blue marshmallow. Slowly, deliberately, I popped it into my mouth.
Callie slung her heavy backpack over a shoulder. “Got to go,” she said, clearly blissful to escape. I didn’t blame her.
“Remember,” I said, “it’s a short day today. Then let’s go shop until we drop.”
“Great,” Callie said, punching the air.
“Are you going to Walmart?” Di chimed in. “Can you do me a favor? I need half a dozen bottles of an exceptional chardonnay.”
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Later, at the store, a stout employee pushed over a cart and welcomed us to Walmart. We wheeled about until Callie pointed to some T-shirts on display: WORLD’S BEST NANA, GRANDEST GRANDMA OF ALL.
“You deserve one of these tops,” Callie said. “I’m telling Mom we should buy one for you.”
I disliked T-shirts with schmaltzy slogans, but in this case, I could make an exception.
Next to us, an elderly woman thumbed through sizes, chose the top in pink and a purple sweatshirt with a similar message. “I love best-grandma souvenirs,” she said to Callie.
“Then you must love your nana,” Callie responded.
“I buy these for myself. I wear them when my grandkids come over. To remind them.”
In the children’s department, Callie chose shirts, underwear, much-needed pajamas, a unicorn headband with a matching bracelet. We moved on to toys, where the Christmas specials were already hyped. Talk about rushing. My life was going fast enough. Please, Walmart, let me celebrate Halloween or swallow Thanksgiving dinner first. I told Callie to choose something she’d like. She browsed for a bit, mostly in the board games aisle, until a little way off, she saw bicycles. Unfortunately, when I told her to pick something, I meant a toy, not a means of transportation.
“What about this bicycle?” she said, pointing to a dark-purple model with white tires, larger than the one she currently had.
“No. A bicycle is more of a birthday or a Chanukah present.”
She made a face. “But, Grandma, my only Chanukah gifts come in the mail from you.”
“Your mom doesn’t give you presents?”
“On Christmas Eve, I leave gluten-free cookies and soy milk for Santa. I get what he leaves in my sock.”
I felt a pang in my heart. No Chanukah? No Chanukah at all for my only granddaughter. Not one gift. Not even a dreidel to spin? She received only what I sent from Amazon? I suddenly wondered, Did Lisa light a menorah? Chanukah was celebrated by more Jewish people than any other holiday. Light candles, eat latkes, open presents. Easy stuff—unless you invited the whole extended family for a dinner of brisket and potato pancakes.
My phone rang. Jake.
“Bad news,” he said.
Oh, no. Not more. “What happened?” I asked, immediately conjuring worst-case scenarios.
“Aunt Eleanor passed away.”
Eleanor was the youngest sister of my husband’s late mother.
Tears crowded my eyes. “Oh, no. I’m sorry, Jake.”
“Do you realize Eleanor was the last living relative from our parents’ generation?”
He was right. Our parents were gone. Our aunts and uncles. Gone. I thought about them often, wondered what I was doing in a world without a generation of relatives I had adored. All the memories.
Sometimes I’d ask Jake, “Did your mom call?” forgetting she’d been gone for years. I’d ask if he spoke to his dad, Ivan, whom he had eventually reconciled with regarding the mattress business. I missed my parents the most. I had phoned my mother frequently. I missed those calls. I remembered that she liked to ask, “What are you wearing?” It was as though she wanted to imagine me, her only daughter, fully dressed for work.
“Jake—you know what I’m thinking about? The Chanukah party Aunt El threw every year. What? Fifty people—almost all family?”
“Her potato pancakes were hockey pucks,” Jake said.
“Why don’t you say that in the eulogy?”
He laughed, which meant I had cheered him up. “We’re the last line of defense now,” he said sadly. “Next ones to go. Sad but true.”
“Thanks for the death sentence.”
“Do you think they’re all up there together?” Jake said.
“Unlikely. Don’t you remember how a bunch of them had to be separated from each other when we planned the table seating for our wedding?”
“Jodi, I was starting to mend, then this news. I’m telling you; we must make the best of the time we have left.”
“I’m not looking at that house.”
I scanned the aisle for Callie. She stood coveting the purple bicycle with streamers on the handles. She placed a stuffed bear in the wicker basket. She honked the horn. She sat on the seat and pretended she was hauling herself up a steep hill. Realizing I could be the next person to die in my family, I said goodbye to Jake and said, “Callie, ride that bicycle. It’s your early, very early, Chanukah gift.”
“Thank you, thank you!” she said as she hugged me. “I will never forget this Chanukah!”
I pointed to helmets. “We don’t want you to hurt your kepalah.”
“My head, right?” she said as she tried one on.
“Your brilliant head.”
Before we checked out, we wheeled to the liquor section. I had no idea what Di considered an exceptional wine. I chose to ask a young woman nearby because she looked overdressed for shopping in a box store. In other words, her pants had a zipper.
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When we returned, Di was negotiating with a competitor on the phone. After she hung up, I said I had her wine, checking the Walmart receipt for the price of the bottles. I rounded the cost down to the nearest dollar—and told her what she owed me.
“Oh, that wine isn’t for me. It’s for the whole house.”
So what? Was the house going to pay for it? I couldn’t bring myself to hassle with her. We were so obviously on different wavelengths—maybe different galaxies.
Di put her paws on two bottles of wine, and, when Annie entered the house with a friend, Di sprinted up the stairs to avoid interacting with her. Annie’s gangly friend wore pointy leopard ankle boots and a pretty calico prairie dress. I wondered why Annie hadn’t buzzed her for help first, before me, when Milton cheated. No difference now.
“I love your dress,” I said to the friend.
“Annie made it.”’
I was surprised to hear this. “You did? Amazing, Annie.”
“No biggie. I love to sew. It’s the one useful thing I learned from my mother. This year, on my birthday, I received a new sewing machine from Milton.”
I wondered whether she had kissed and made up with the philandering Milton.
“I made a button-down vest for him. He wears it when he plays piano at Bar None. I designed a dress for Mac. If you wanted, I could create one for you. Sewing is simple. Do you sew?”
“Let’s see. In seventh grade, I made baby doll pajamas in home economics.”
“Baby doll?” the friend said.
“You never see them anymore—a loose yoked top over a short bottom. I stitched the legs together—a career ender.”
Annie pointed to the chardonnay on the table. “Oh, awesome, wine.”
“In a bottle, not a box,” the friend said cheerfully.
“Do you mind if I take a bottle?” Annie asked.
I handed her a chardonnay. She passed it to the friend.
“Hey, it has a cork,” the friend said.
“Thanks for the wine, Jodi. You’re the best. I stopped by to tell you that before she left, Lisa mentioned she had asked you to chaperone the nature walk with Callie. Unnecessary. Stay home and veg. I’m on it. Glad to do the favor.”
Hard to believe I had to fight off both Di and Annie to take a school trip. Perhaps there was some misconception and they thought it was a cruise on the Mediterranean. “It’s okay, Annie. I’m going.”
“Oh, no. It’s way too much for you.”
She was right. I had no strength left from dealing with the battling bubbes. But I was the grandma on duty, Lisa had asked me to chaperone, and I would walk through nature with my granddaughter. Even if I had to call in the winner of the Nobel Peace Prize to negotiate it.
“I’ve got it, Annie.”
“It’s better if I go. I know all the mothers.”
“I can handle it,” I said, grinding my teeth, as Annie turned to leave. “Annie, how’s Milton?”
“Great. Isn’t love grand? We patched everything up.”



Chapter 20
Callie had been playing quietly in her room.
“What time should we have dinner?” I asked when she turned up on the lower level.
“After you visit my library.”
“We went already. We’ll visit again in a few days, return the books, find new ones.”
“Not that library, not the Woodfield library. My library.”
I had no idea what she was talking about, so I trailed her to her room. She’d made a sign in black crayon on yellow colored paper and taped it to the door. LIBRARY. OPEN NOW. In her room, she’d stacked up the ten books we’d checked out and added a bunch of her own.
“Which book would you like?” she asked.
I thumbed through the choices, showing great interest in them one at a time. As I read from a Golden Book, she said, “I’m sorry, but you need to hurry because the librarian is about to read to the children.” She pointed to the rug, where stuffed animals were arranged in a circle.
I chose a picture book about how to look after your grandma. She told me it was a good choice but too easy for someone at my reading level.
To keep up the charade, I said I wanted it anyway. She recommended a Baby-Sitters Club book and passed it to me.
Callie then unfastened an old-fashioned steamer trunk brimming with costumes, hats, and masks. She chose spectacles hanging on a chain. She held up Where the Sidewalk Ends, displaying the cover to me and the “children.” She read a few pages, then said the library was offering a snack. She handed me one of the Oreos she had stashed under her bed. I’d never heard of anyone playing library. I congratulated myself on having such an imaginative granddaughter. And since her other grandmother had a book club without a book, it was apparent her love of reading had come from me.
“Okay, now we can have dinner, but I want to help make it,” she said.
“Hamburgers or mac ’n’ cheese?”
“Mac,” she said. “Because I’m Mac.”
“And it’s Friday night, so we’ll light the candles.”
“That’s romantic. Mom says candles are romantic.”
“These candles are the ones Jewish people light on Friday night to welcome the Sabbath.”
“Mom doesn’t do that,” Callie said.
Clearly Lisa had no interest in imparting any of the religion she grew up with to her child.
“I know. But I do. And I’d love to do it with you.”
“How many do we light?”
“How about two? One for me and one for you.”
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I boiled a pot of water and drained the macaroni. Callie added powdered cheese, milk, butter, stirring it together for a lot longer than necessary. We made chopped vegetable salad—her side dish, my dinner.
I searched for the colorful Friday-night candlesticks I’d given to Lisa as an engagement gift. In a shop that specialized in Judaic gifts, I had selected a pair of short, colorful ceramic holders because we felt Lisa would prefer creative and simple. The motif was like a Chagall painting. I had also chosen a challah plate and a wineglass to match.
Sadly, it occurred to me that I had never seen these gifts in her home. I wondered if she’d ever unpacked them, or worse yet, if she’d given them away. I thought of the real silver candlesticks my mom had given me. They were on my table every Friday night.
Giving up on the idea that Lisa had kept my gift, I resorted to two scented Yankee Candle jars I stumbled on in a cabinet stocked with emergency flashlights and batteries. I placed the jars in the center of the table, lit the wicks, and chanted the short prayer I said at home every Friday night. Doing so with my granddaughter was glorious. She beamed at me, then asked, “Do we blow the candles out? You know—like on my birthday?”
“We’ll blow these out because they’re in jars, but usually, the Shabbat candles glow until gone.” I had much more to teach her—but I knew to cease explaining for now. I didn’t want to be too teachy—and risk losing her interest in any of it.
“What else about being Jewish?” she asked.
So, I told her about Lisa’s bat mitzvah, that when her mom was thirteen, she had chanted in Hebrew before the entire congregation. That she had made a speech. I was in the first row with Grandpa, so proud I could burst, I said.
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After we ate, I scooped one dish of vanilla ice cream for dessert.
“Aren’t you going to have any?” she said.
“Not tonight. I’m watching my weight.”
She joked, “What’s your weight doing?”
Hopefully not going up, I thought. “I’ll have an apple.”
“It’s no fun to eat ice cream alone.” She grimaced.
I certainly wasn’t going to have a child beg me to eat ice cream. I put a scoop in another dish. What choice did I have?
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Later, I ran a bubble bath, treated Callie to a head massage as I washed her hair, wrapped her in a thick towel, hugged her dry. She pulled on her new Walmart pajamas and climbed into bed. I scrunched in next to her. Nothing finer than the scent of a child—the world’s most beautiful fragrance. After we co-read two books, I said, “Who loves you best?”
“Did you say that to my mom when she was my age?”
“Nope. I made it up special for you. It’s what I thought the moment I saw you in your mother’s arms in the hospital on the day you were born. We were all waiting in the lobby for the big moment. Me, Grandpa, Uncle Alex, and Uncle Michael.”
“Where was Di?”
“She was in North Carolina then. It was far,” I said, making excuses for Di. I left out the part where Di waited weeks to come see the newborn. Then I wondered, had Lisa delayed Di’s visit on purpose? No, I thought. Di was just Di.
“Grandma, I wish you lived here. Then we could do this all the time.”
Between lighting the candles and what she had said, I was toast. Maybe Jake was right about relocating now rather than later. A friend of mine had moved to San Francisco to be near her son. But then her son was transferred to Seattle. My friend surrendered and returned to Florida. Lisa, however, owned her business. She was planted in the Berkshires, fortunate to be master of her own fate.
I heard myself say, “Grandpa would like to move here.”
“Mom told me. She said he could help her build the inn.”
“He would like that.”
“But what would you do?”
“Hmm. Maybe I’d help people who had pain in their feet.”
“But if you moved here, what would people in Florida do about their feet?”
“Oh, that’s not a problem. There are lots of other foot doctors in Florida.”
“Then it’s settled,” she said.
“‘Settled’ is a big word for a little girl.”
She smiled, feeling good about herself. Mission accomplished.
“Even if I lived nearby, I wouldn’t be here every night,” I said.
“Yes, you would. I’d tell Mom you had to be.”
I shut off the light. But the switch stayed on in my heart.
“Wait, wait. Say it again,” Callie said.
“Who loves you best.”
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Due to Di’s book club, which was starting soon, I chose to stay upstairs. In Lisa’s room, I lingered by the window, examining the full moon, stars shimmering above a silent, peaceful countryside. I rested in the recliner, reflecting. If we remained in Florida for another ten years, Callie would be grown—driving, dating, looking forward to college, grown up, and gone in the fall. I congratulated myself on my math.
The phone sounded, and it was Jake.
“What’s happening?” he asked.
“You go first.”
“I’m doing okay,” he said.
“Really okay, or fake okay?”
“Well, honestly, I’m looking forward to seeing Alex. He was delayed, but he’ll be here soon.”
I teased. “He was always your favorite.”
“I don’t have a favorite,” he said.
“Neither do I, but I like Lisa a drop more than the boys.”
“I’ll tell Alex that,” he kibitzed.
“It’s a joy to be here. I had an unforgettable evening. I’m sorry you missed it.”
“Next time, I’ll be there, Jodi. What did you do?”
“Simple stuff. I had dinner with Callie, dunked her in a bubble bath, said good night.”
“That’s perfect,” he said.
“Close to heaven.”
“But . . .”
After all these years, he knew when I was about to say “but.” I appreciated that.
“Jake, she’s eight, and she doesn’t know bubkes regarding our religion.”
“What are you talking about? We send her Chanukah gifts.”
“Lisa never discusses Judaism.”
“In that case, I want a refund from all those Jewish summer camps.”
“It upsets me, Jake. We have so much to teach her.”
“You mean about religion? Jodi, we can show Macallan our traditions, include her in what we do, but no matter how strongly we feel about our beliefs, her religion is up to her parents. It’s not our job.”
“It goes beyond religion. Right now, we’re just two old people on FaceTime. Bubbe in the box; zeyda, grandfather, on Zoom. Might as well be characters on a TV show. We’re as interactive as a call-in to CNN. We ask her questions. She volleys back. Then it’s over. I know we’re fortunate to live at a time when we can talk with her from a long distance, face to face in real time, but it’s not the same as being here. Di, who doesn’t give a hoot about being a grandma, and Annie, who’s a kid and unrelated to Callie, are the bubbes.”
“You’re jealous? That’s silly. You’re the grandest grandma of all.”
“Did you know you can buy a T-shirt in Walmart that says that?”
Throughout my life, no matter how busy I was, I had committed to family first. Maybe I needed to retire, come to the Berkshires, be with my daughter, and look after my grandchild. I thought of that adage, “No one on their deathbed has ever said, ‘I wish I had spent more time at the office.’”
“Jake, I don’t want to be one of those grandparents who makes an end-of-life decision to move near my daughter so she can unpack me into an assisted living that has a nursing home that I’ll eventually graduate to—where I won’t know a soul, and I’m forced to depend on her as my only visitor—and call her for everything until she begins to resent me.”
“My point,” he said. “But the picture you painted gets worse. Because we’d waited so long to move, we’d need a lot of help. Lisa becomes overwhelmed. She resents her brothers. She’s irate because they never help. She badgers the boys on the telephone. Finally, to keep Lisa off his back, Michael agrees to a visit, informs me he’s bringing along DeLorenzo with his agitating nephew and two large dogs I’ve nicknamed Yapper and Snapper, who are only happy when they bark. I tell Michael to stay where he is, explaining that we’d be overwhelmed by such a large-scale event. Lisa goes berserk for canceling the visit after she convinced Michael to show up. The upshot is Michael and Lisa are not talking.”
“And Michael resents Lisa,” I said.
“Because Michael is a telephone child. Telephone children call a few times a week with advice you don’t want, but only show up in person when you’re about to kick. They say things like, ‘Dad, you should try a cane. Dad, maybe it’s time to stop driving. Dad, you need a nurse’s aide to come to your home and help you.’ And I say, ‘What’s an aide going to do—sit here and look at me?’”
“You know what they call that whole scenario you painted?” I said.
“Pessimistic?” he said.
“Selling past the close.”
“So now you’re a real estate agent like Di.”
“I’m going to look at that house in Great Barrington,” I said.



Chapter 21
Noise rose from the foyer. The front door chimed. Footsteps. Loud voices. Di’s book club was arriving. Who? How many? For a moment, I wondered whether I should greet Di’s friends. I didn’t want anyone in town to think I was unfriendly or worse, a snob, but then Di didn’t invite me to “the book club.” Better that way.
I perched on the top of the staircase like a kid spying on her parents as guests popped beer cans, opened wine from Walmart, filled glasses, and clinked. Naive me, I thought Di’s friends would be female, but the group was heavy on men. Of course, no woman like Di ever had girlfriends. Because of her track record, I wondered which man from the club she intended to marry next.
I listened to a heated discussion about real estate. The town was planning to transform a former cotton-shirt factory and warehouse into Section 8 housing—affordable apartments. No one was for it.
I heard glass shatter on the hardwood floor, Di commanding some poor schlub to sweep up. The conversation moved on to politics. Not presidential, which might have been interesting. Local. I had no interest in who was running for the Board of Taxation, so I stood, went to Lisa’s room, and called her.
“Is something wrong?” Lisa said.
“No.”
“Oh. Then why are you calling?”
I didn’t want to say that being upstairs listening in on the book club made me feel lonely. “I thought you’d want an update on Callie.”
“Mom, I speak to Callie on her Gizmo every day.”
“She never mentioned that to me.” Why would she think her mom calling—a daily event—was news to share?
“You called me whenever you traveled,” Lisa said. “Remember when you took a trip to Bermuda and left us at home with Bubbe? She reorganized the entire place, top to bottom. If she could move the furniture on her own, she would’ve had me switch rooms with the twins.”
“Well, if it makes you feel better, Callie is in the same room she had when you left.”
“Mom, thanks for giving Di the guest room.”
“Oh, you know, I’d do anything for Di.”
“Ha. Ha. I miss Callie. But I’ve got to go. I bought two stuffed animals she’s going to love. Something for you too.”
“You don’t have to bring me anything.”
“That’s my line,” she said.
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In the morning, I woke early. I listened to the sounds outside. A loud caw of a crow. The cackle of a chicken. A car rambling by. Callie was asleep. I studied her perfection. Although she had an alarm clock that rang with the sound of birds chirping, she usually lolled in bed until I said, “It’s time to get up,” then begged her to roll out of bed for as long as I had the patience. Right then, I let her sleep. Barefoot in my nightgown, I stepped downstairs for coffee, which I had every intention of brewing very strong.
And there, at the kitchen table, was Di mooning at a younger man, maybe forty, with a well-trimmed mustache and short beard, ruddy cheeks, tousled dark hair, tortoiseshell glasses. No shirt. I checked under the table: he wore pants but no shoes. His feet were long, narrow, and bony—might as well have been skis. His toenails were desperate to be cut.
Di was planted across from him in her fluffy slippers, a silk robe, scarlet with black trim—reminiscent of a bordello wardrobe in a bad movie—tied loosely at the waist. She had a lot of robes.
“Are you kidding?” I blurted.
I thought of the time my son Alex introduced me to his first girlfriend as the fifteen-year-old girl ducked under the blanket on his twin bed. But this was nothing like that. Di was (dare I say it) seventy years old. And her eight-year-old granddaughter was in the house. Was this what occurred when Di stayed at Lisa’s alone with Callie? Did Lisa know? What about Brian? Did he have a hint about what his mother was up to, or was this what he expected from her? It was maddening, infuriating on so many levels, the least of which was Di sending me back in time to when I was a disapproving mother.
“Good morning,” the man said, scratching his beard.
I found it grating enough that he spent the night, but even more bothersome how comfortable he appeared. It seemed like, to him, it was nothing special.
“And you are?” I asked.
“Randy.”
Di spoke up. “Randy is mayor of Woodfield.”
I couldn’t believe this guy was mayor.
“He ran unopposed,” Di said.
“I figured that.”
“No need to be nasty,” the mayor said.
“Well, your honor, Mr. Mayor, I think you should proceed posthaste to city hall before my granddaughter comes down to the kitchen.”
“The mayor is having coffee,” Di said calmly. She could not care less what I thought.
I went to the cupboard for a paper cup. I transferred the coffee from the mayor’s mug. “Please,” I said. “Enjoy it on the road.”
The mayor didn’t argue. In silence, he stood, shoved his chair under the table. He said he had to run upstairs for his shoes. I said, “Wait here,” and went instead. I found his long, narrow loafers, remembered his crumpled shirt, stomped down the stairway, handed over his stuff, and watched him leave.
In the kitchen, Di leaned back in a spindle chair, sipping from Lisa’s coffee cup, glaring at me as though I was the one who was out of my mind. “Don’t mention this to Annie. It’ll be our little secret.”
Why wouldn’t Di want Annie to know? Because Annie was a chatterbox? Because Di’s behavior was inappropriate? Because Annie would tell Lisa? I went for it. “Is there a particular reason you don’t want Annie to hear about this?”
“Yes.”
“And what is it?” I asked.
“Annie is friends with the mayor’s wife.”
I took a beat. “Got it. Makes perfect sense,” I said sarcastically.
“Our little secret.” Di winked.
I winked back. “What about Lisa?”
“Lisa?” Di asked. “What does Lisa have to do with this?”
“Can I tell Lisa that you invite men to sleep in her house—even with her daughter upstairs snoozing in her bed?”
“Oh, she knows.”
Lisa knew. And she allowed this? I couldn’t believe it. There was no way she would let this go on under her roof. I’d have to tell her.
Later in the day, Lisa phoned.
I said, “Lisa, Di had the mayor over.”
“So?”
“He slept with Di in the guest room.”
“Did Callie see him?”
“I don’t think so.”
“Okay.”
“What do you mean okay?” I said, amazed she wasn’t upset.
“Di was discreet.”
“Are you kidding me?”
“Oh, Mom, stop being such a dinosaur. She’s seventy years old. A grandmother.”



Chapter 22
Founder’s Fair was the premier event in Historic Woodfield. Small-town Mardi Gras. The action took place on the grounds of the flea market, beginning with a parade, which Callie, a Brownie, was marching in with the Girl Scouts. Also, Lisa’s restaurant had a booth selling slices of her Sky-High Dutch Apple Pie.
Callie had to be there at 9:00 a.m. in uniform for the kickoff procession. She suggested I bring a chair so I could sit and watch the parade. I packed a plaid webbed one I came across in Lisa’s garage, and we drove to the fairgrounds. I delivered Callie to where the scouts, from little Daisies to eighth-grade Cadettes, rallied.
A slew of elderly people—mostly women—along with young families lined the grass next to the gravel road. As it was the kind of cold Berkshire day I had dreamed of when I was in Boca Raton, fairgoers kept warm in layers of clothing, puffy vests, or jackets. I positioned my chair as close as I could to the action. First came the high school marching band, the cheerleaders, and the twirlers. Members of civic organizations and small businesses passed by on homemade floats. The owners of the town laundromat sat atop a washing machine. Day care center staff waved to the crowds from a platform with a giant baby bottle. And then, I saw a house—the size of a garden shed—pulled by a flatbed truck driven by Arlo. The house was white with a picket fence, potted plants. Di strutted in and out of the front door, gesturing to the crowd. People were waving at her like she was a film star.
A few moments later came the Girl Scouts. I hooted my head off, waving wildly to my granddaughter. She beamed when she caught a glimpse of me, pointing in my direction. I had attended the Macy’s Thanksgiving Day Parade many times and also watched it from a friend’s apartment located high above Broadway. But the Macy’s parade didn’t hold a candle to the production in Woodfield, where Callie and her buddies danced in unison on a colossal box of Thin Mints.
A bubbly woman in need of facial wax sat next to me in rubber boots, a heavy vest, a red-and-black lumberjack shirt, corduroy pants. “Your grand must be on that float. I could tell by the way you were cheering.”
I had made a spectacle of myself.
“Nancy,” the woman said, introducing herself.
“I’m Jodi. First time I’ve seen my granddaughter in a parade.”
“No need to explain. Once, I was asked to leave a school play. My grand was in the chorus. I hollered his name, Frankie, over another kid’s lines.”
“It must be nice to live near your grandchildren,” I said.
“Except for the weather in winter. The ice is bad. I took a tumble on my steps last February. Broke a leg. Bruised my sides. Lucky to survive.”
“I’m from Florida, but my grandchild lives here.”
“That’s a shame.” She tsked as though I had said I had a traumatic disease. “I have five grands. Mine are busy with sports. I drive my Zoe to swimming before school. Zoe has Olympic potential. She’s only in sixth grade, but eventually she’ll attend college on a backstroke scholarship. Would you like to see a picture?”
Has anyone ever had the chutzpah, the nerve, to say no to that question? I had no intention of being the first.
Before I nodded, Nancy began searching a canvas drawstring bag for her phone.
“This is Zoe,” she said proudly, displaying a close-up of an odd-looking kid with knit brows and a frown—not interested in being photographed.
“She’s adorable,” I said.
“Hold your horses. Let me show you another.”
I waited. She scrolled through photos until she stopped at a shot of her grand with two friends who could pass as her sisters.
“She’s really something,” I said.
“No, no. That’s not the one I wanted to show you. I’ve got it now. Here she is with her medal. From the YMCA. Oh, and this is her diving in competition. She’s an excellent diver.” She clicked some more. “And here she is with her mom, my daughter, Regina.”
“Your daughter is lovely. She resembles you.”
“She’s adopted.”
I was mortified I had made the comparison. “I’m sorry.”
Then I realized my “I’m sorry” could be misinterpreted.
“Oh, no, I was very fortunate to bring Regina home as an infant,” Nancy said and rolled on. “And this is Zoe last summer in Rockport. And this is my eldest, Bridge. The boy is brilliant. He works for a start-up company, takes the graduate record exam for other people as a side gig.”
We’re all proud of different things, I thought.
She persisted with the photos of her family until I feared she might have a cat or two she was proud of as well. I was about to plead for mercy when Annie appeared with Callie. I guessed they’d run into each other. “Callie, you were fabulous.”
“Grandma Jo, you were supposed to pick me up after the parade.”
Uh-oh. Lisa hadn’t mentioned that. How did I expect the kid to get back to me, walking around the fair on her own?
“No worries,” Annie said. “The scout leader had my number.”
I decided not to make excuses, to be thankful Annie had been around.
“I’ve got to run off. I’m manning a concession stand,” Annie said.
“Grandma, we need to go too. I want to see the whole fair before I help Di at her booth. She’s next to the lady who gives all the kids free hot cider.”
“What does Di give out at her booth?”
“A card with her picture on it. Di would never hand out treats. It’s not in her.”
I was struck by her language. “Who told you it’s not in her?”
“My dad.”
Callie grasped my hand, dragged me past the crowds to the merry-go-round on the far side of the fair.
“Let’s hop on!” I tried to remember the last time I had been on a carousel.
“I’m going to ride on a horse.”
“Me too,” I said.
She mounted a gilded stallion. I rode the pony beside it. The boompipe started. The carousel moved forward. Every time Callie’s steed moved an inch in front of mine, she warned me to gallop or she’d leave me in the dust.
When the ride stopped, Callie insisted on another spin. As I watched her go round, I considered what it would take to empty the condominium in Florida. This was work I was not interested in doing. Although we had pared down before leaving New York, we had a lifetime’s worth of stuff, odds and ends that belonged to the kids, relics from our parents. My condo was almost all white. Not one piece of furniture looked as though it belonged in New England. I’d ask my sons if they wanted anything, but Michael and DeLorenzo had recently redecorated. Alex had the Pilgrim. I couldn’t imagine her wanting anything I owned. If it came from me, she’d turn down a velvet bag full of diamonds.
After the rides, we found the booth for the Farmer’s Daughter manned by Sydney, one of Lisa’s employees. I swear the Sky-High Dutch Apple Pie defied gravity.
“What next?” I asked when Callie and I finished sharing a wedge.
“Can I get a fried Oreo?”
Talk about messing with success. Why would anyone fry perfection in oil? “We had pie. Maybe let’s have something healthy next.”
“There’s nothing healthy here. It’s a fair. That’s the whole point. Can’t we eat something healthy when we get home? Wait, Grandma. I know—what about a caramel apple? It’s fruit.”
“Those apples kill my teeth. But you can have one.”
Callie ate the apple. There was no trash bin in sight. She handed me the sticky remains, the seeds, and the white stick. I thought of how my father handed me his apple cores and how I had never said a word to him about it.
She seemed surprised when I took the core from her. “Mom wouldn’t do that. She’d tell me to hold it until I saw a garbage can.”
“So why didn’t you do that?” I asked.
“I knew you’d take it. You’d do anything for me.”
I would, I thought. I would.
Callie’s friend Robin ran over, wearing one white sneaker, one yellow rain boot. I said, “Stay here” and walked to a bin to dispose of the apple. When I turned back, I didn’t see Callie. I didn’t see Robin. I searched around and around where we’d been standing and talking. My heart thumped. Where was she? I began to sweat.
“Callie,” I yelled as my eyes raced around the area.
Nothing.
I scanned back and forth, up and down, side to side. Had the two walked off? Was Callie with Robin? I had to get a grip, stop myself from crying. Callie disappearing would be worse than when I lost Lisa as a toddler in Bloomingdale’s. Back then, little Lisa was fussing because she was tired, and, being Lisa, she decided to find an exit on her own. I begged for help. I had every mother and salesperson in the children’s department shouting her name. A security guard finally spotted her, and I felt like a horrible mother.
Now I had done something even more awful than losing my child. I had lost her daughter.
“Callie,” I yelped again and again. In minutes, a crowd came to my aid. “How old is she?” Eight. “What was she wearing?” A Girl Scout uniform with a turtleneck under it. “What color hair?” Brown. It’s brown. Like mine. “We’ll find your granddaughter. She didn’t go far.” Why did they say that to me? How could they know? I had never felt such panic. What if someone had taken Callie? I envisioned an Amber Alert. Callie’s face on a milk carton. Posters on trees for miles around. Lisa and Brian never speaking to me again. Me never getting over a minute of it.
Then suddenly, Callie appeared.
I pressed her to my chest.
The people who had helped hunt for her applauded, went on with their day.
“Callie, where were you?”
“I went with Robin to watch our friend Lucien throw darts at balloons. He won something.”
“Callie, you can’t walk away from me.”
“But it’s right there,” she pointed to a stall a few yards away.
“But you didn’t tell me.”
“Mom would be fine with it.”
“I’m not Mom,” I said, realizing the words were a mistake.
She turned from me, began to whimper. “I know,” she said. “I wish Mom was here. You worry about everything.”
“With good reason.”
“Mom says you overreact.”
Is there a way to overreact to the possibility of your granddaughter disappearing while under your watch?
I held her hand tightly. “Don’t walk away from me ever again,” I said.
“I have to help Di,” she said. “I think I’m supposed to be there already.”
One incident and she was trading me in? How quickly they turn.
We found Di next to the real estate agent dispensing cider. She stood behind a long table stacking pamphlets, her face on the cover. If I had my face in as many places as she did, I’d tire of seeing myself.
“Where have you been?” Di wasn’t worried. She was annoyed.
Of course, I said nothing about losing Callie. “I didn’t know there was a specific time we had to be here.”
“Did you see my float?” Callie asked Di.
“Did you see my float?” Di responded. “Wasn’t it terrific? Lots of people said it was the best in the whole parade. Now, Callie, when you give a prospective customer my promotional piece, be sure to say I’d like you to meet my grand—my aunt.”
I’d say that was pushing the envelope.
Callie began distribution. Di gestured to me, pounded her fist on the exhibition table. “Callie and I work this fair every year. You show up, nothing but a pinch hitter, and she gets here late. Probably stuffed full of cotton candy or some other child poison. I’m trying to teach her something—the meaning of hard work. A woman must be independent. How dare you try to take over? The fair is our tradition. I thought you people like traditions,” she said.
Was she going to sing from Fiddler on the Roof? “Di, please don’t refer to my people as you people.”
“I swear, you take offense at everything.”
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It was Annie, not Di, who drove Callie home from the fair.
“Look who I found,” Annie said.
Callie jumped out from behind Annie.
“Is that Callie?” I said jokingly.
“Macallan is here.”
“Let’s give a cheer.”
“Back from the fair.”
“Where I drank beer!”
The beer line belonged to Annie. “I rescued Mac from working for Di.”
Oh, so Annie considered it a rescue.
“Don’t tell Di I said that. In fact, don’t tell Di anything about me.”
“I think you have a case of the stickies,” I said to Callie, who was sweaty and tired, with evidence of candy apple on her face. Annie offered to dunk Callie in the bathtub. Callie asked to watch TV first, and I said no way. She whined. I still said no. Callie and Annie climbed the stairs. I decided it wasn’t all bad to have another grandma around.
Di came home late. Annie was in front of the TV. Callie was in bed. I was drinking the last of the Walmart wine.
“I think I’ll have a swig of that,” Di said, pointing to the bottle. She picked it up. Oops. Empty. “You ruined my day with Macallan,” she said.
“Di, you were supposed to be out of town this week.”
“Yes, but I planned to return in time for Founder’s Day. I’ve gone to the fair every year since I moved here. But you wouldn’t be aware of that because you don’t live here.” She scanned around. “Where’s Callie? Or don’t you know?”
It was clear she had heard I had lost sight of Callie. “Sleeping,” I said curtly.
“Oh, so you do have an idea where she is.”
The woman was unbelievable. Anyone else would’ve said, You must have gone insane when Callie disappeared. Thank heaven you found her quickly. Not Di. She preferred to weaponize the incident. Something was in her craw, and I had a feeling it was about to surface.
She stood in front of me, her back to the fireplace. “Let’s be honest here.”
Please don’t be honest.
“Your daughter has ruined my son’s life.”
Was she off her rocker? Did she know something I didn’t know? “What are you talking about?”
“Brian graduated at the top of his class. He wanted to be a journalist.”
I had no idea Brian wanted to write.
Di continued, “But Lisa, your Lisa, didn’t want to travel from place to place. That’s right. He was offered a position as a stringer with National Geographic—as in, a dream come true. Lisa wanted to run a restaurant. So, Brian played second fiddle, turned down the break of a lifetime, accepted a job as an instructor at the university.”
“He has a PhD in geography. If he wanted to be a writer, why didn’t he write? That’s how it’s usually done.”
“Because my son listened to your daughter, squashed his dream so she could have hers. What’s more, he never wanted this house. He happens to like simple things. He would have been fine in a hut—if he had been working for National Geographic.”
I was hot with rage. Maybe she should sell huts. She could erect another billboard—FIRST NAME IN SECOND HUTS.
“Honestly, I’ve had a lot going on, so I haven’t considered Lisa’s effect on Brian in a while. But now, I’m watching her, and I’m watching you with Callie. I see you spoiling that child with every intention of turning her into Lisa the Second.”
“I should deny my grandchild? That’s your job.”
“There’s only one reason Callie is sweeter to you than to me, one reason she considers you grandma number one. You ply her with carbohydrates. She’s on a permanent sugar high.”
“Di, haven’t you heard? Every time you say the G-word, you age ten years.”
“And I could say it a thousand times and still look younger than you.”
I couldn’t believe I was arguing with Lisa’s mother-in-law, or with anyone at all for that matter. Di brought out the nasty in me. I couldn’t recall another person I had disagreed with in such an over-the-top, malevolent way. Worse, Di and I had let it all hang out, said too much for it to be fixed. I gulped the last of my wine. “Listen, you ice-cold hypocrite. The last time I checked, you were living in my daughter’s house.”
When I reached the top of the stairs, Callie called my name from her room. She had heard the foul conversation. I went into Callie’s room. She sat up in bed, hugging Chester the tarantula.
“Why are you angry with Di?”
For a moment I thought of saying I wasn’t angry with Di. But I didn’t want to lie.
“Well, Callie, she said something I didn’t like.”
“What did she say?”
I joined her on the bed. “That’s not what’s important.”
“What’s important?”
“Standing up for yourself.”
“That’s what Di told me too. I stood up for myself when a mean girl said the tie-dye dress Grannie Annie made for me was extra super ugly.”
“I love that dress, Callie.”
“I told her she was extra, extra super ugly.”
Not what I had in mind. “Did that make you feel better?”
“No, it didn’t.”
“Standing up for yourself doesn’t mean saying something cruel in response to a remark.” As I spoke, it occurred to me that that was exactly what I had just done. I couldn’t answer Di back anymore. I had to tolerate her insolence. Be above her. Take the high road. The high road wasn’t crowded anyway. The low road was a pileup.
I held Callie’s hand. “Next time say, ‘I love this dress.’ Then walk away.”
“It happened at the lunch table. It made me feel bad. It made me miss my dad. I hope he comes home with mom. I wish he didn’t live in Boston. What a stupid idea. Mom says he’s right across the turnpike, but he might as well be across the country. And I don’t know how to drive, so what good is the turnpike anyway?”
“But think—you’re lucky you get to Zoom with him. When I was little, there was no Zoom. Imagine that!”
“No FaceTime?”
I shook my head sadly.
“What else didn’t you have?” she asked eagerly.
“Well, if you wanted to see someone, you had to go to their house. And you needed a map made of paper to find it.”
“Was Alexa not born yet?”
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Before bed, I rang Jake. “I had the day from hell. I lost Callie at the fair, but she’s in bed now, thank heaven. And if that wasn’t enough, I had it out with Di. She claims Lisa destroyed Brian’s chance to become a journalist.”
“Brian, a journalist? First I’ve heard of it.”
“I thought maybe something else was behind her bad-mouthing Lisa, but I have no idea what it would be. It was like she was using the writer thing instead of saying what was truthfully on her mind. She claims Lisa is spoiled, and I’m spoiling Callie.”
“Grandmas exist to spoil grandchildren. It’s the entire point. What’s more, Lisa started her restaurant from scratch—and look what she’s accomplished.”
“Exactly. Di ignores Callie unless it suits her needs,” I said.
“Does she help Lisa?”
“I guess if Lisa or Brian asks—but then, they are letting her live here while she has clients in her place.”
“It’s only a few more days, Jodi. The situation will be different if we move there. After all, we’ll have our own place and a bedroom Callie can stay in whenever she wants. We’ll paint it a unicorn color she loves.”
“I loved going to the fair. You should have seen Callie on the float with the Girl Scouts. I wish you had been here.”
“Did you call an agent about the house in Great Barrington?”
“Not yet. I’ve been a little busy. Turns out it’s work watching a child.”
“Please, Jodi, go look at it.”
“Okay, okay, I will. Oh, and Rizzo texted me. Everything is fine at the office. Can you believe they can survive without me?”
“They can, but I can’t,” he said, and I suddenly felt better.



Chapter 23
I called Live Here Now Realty and spoke to Horace Harding. He said his firm specialized in Great Barrington, but I was certain he’d say that about any and every town in the county. He claimed he was a top agent. He could show the house that afternoon if the agent who had the listing was available. I scheduled our meetup for 1:00 p.m. so I’d be back in time to meet Callie at the school bus.
It was a beautiful drive to Great Barrington, and I stopped at a toy store in town. I enjoyed puzzles, thought it would be fun to do one with Callie. I settled on a colorful three-hundred-piece unicorn and asked the saleswoman to gift wrap it.
When I arrived at the house, Horace, a tall, thin man in his late twenties, was already there. He peeked into my car window and waved. Horace was dressed in slip-on sneakers, a pink sports coat, a navy sweater vest, a white T-shirt, and a lavender bow tie.
“Awesome to meet you,” he said. “I haven’t been inside this place yet, but I’m sure you will love it. The owners built it in the 1970s. Unfortunately, the wife had Alzheimer’s, passed away last month, and the husband is in hospice care. Their only son lives in Honolulu—as far as he could get from his parents while staying in this country. He has terrible childhood memories, a lot of bad things happened to him here, so basically, he doesn’t want to deal with selling the house. He’s willing to give it away as is . . . but wants to close after his father passes—thinks he’ll save on the taxes somehow. So, you have time to think about this one.”
After those remarks, I had to ask, “How long have you been in real estate?”
He stalled. “Oh, it’s been a while.”
An hour, I thought.
Outside, the house looked charming and, considering the status of its current owners, in great condition. Weathered gray cedar, black door, the typical sloping roof of a Cape Cod. I spotted a chimney, which meant a fireplace. I had never had a fireplace, and it warmed my soul to think of Jake and me sitting in front of blazing logs on a snowy afternoon.
I contemplated the couple who had lived there. I imagined how difficult it must have been for them to leave. It made me feel so sad that I started thinking twice about even looking at the house, giveaway or no giveaway. But who knows what really happens inside any house? Besides, even if their son in Honolulu disliked them, he might have been a rotten kid blaming his parents, so it was irrelevant.
“The home is shown by appointment only, which means we have to wait for the listing agent,” Horace said.
“All right,” I said. “Then let’s walk around to the back and check out the yard.”
The backyard had a weathered deck in good condition, a beguiling three-season porch, an expansive lawn with a huge shade tree in the middle. I imagined having the whole family over for a barbecue to celebrate July 4. Pipe dream that my two sons—and the Pilgrim and DeLorenzo—would fly in; however, Lisa, Brian, and Callie would certainly be in attendance. I knew Jake would want to add a wooden swing set for his granddaughter. Maybe even build a tree house.
Horace excused himself to make a call. I watched him wander to the far side of the yard.
I called Jake. “I’m at the house in Great Barrington. You were right. It’s outstanding,” I whispered.
“Are you inside?”
“No. In the yard. It’s perfect for us.”
“Call me when you see the interior.”
“I don’t want to talk in front of the agent. Although the owner’s son is ready to sell it for bubkes, it won’t help if they know I like the house.”
“Who told you about the bubkes?”
“The real estate agent. He’s in middle school.”
“Call me in front of him, and tell me what’s wrong with it. Tell me you don’t understand the layout. The rooms are too small. There’s a strange odor.”
“Should I plant bugs?” I said sarcastically.
Horace approached, and I got off the phone. We turned toward the front of the house, and there stood Di. I was stunned. Di was the listing agent. Stop. What? Couldn’t be. Her name hadn’t been on any of the advertisements.
My luck, I thought. I wouldn’t buy a spool of thread from Di, and I didn’t want her to see me because I hadn’t asked her to show me the house. I didn’t want a confrontation. Maybe there was a way to escape. She hadn’t seen me yet. I turned myself around, heading back to the yard.
“Where are you going?” Horace asked.
“Um. I want to check that tree. To see if it’s healthy.”
He looked at me as though he thought I needed psychiatric help. “Okay then, I’ll go say hello. She’s at the door. And it’s Diandra Summer Lake. She sells the most homes in the Berkshires. She’s an icon. I’ve always wanted to meet her.”
“Be there in a minute.” I looked around from one end of the yard to the other. No fence. No bushes. Should I disappear? Leave Horace to meet his hero? Sneak to my car once they’re in the house—and drive away? The coast was clear. I knew what I had to do. I’d make a dash for my car. Minor problem, though. As I bolted across the grass, Di caught sight of me. Her face turned so red it looked purple. “Jodi, what the . . . tell me you’re not here to see this house.”
“I’m not here to see this house.”
“You are here for that,” she said.
“What house?” I said as though bewildered.
“This house. The Cape we’re standing in front of. I can’t believe you’re looking at homes in my territory with another agent. If you wanted to see real estate, why would you call anyone but me? I’m not only family. I’m the best in the business.”
I wanted to say because I didn’t want to interface with you. We’re not friends. We just have the same granddaughter. Instead, I blamed it on Jake. “I’m sorry, Di. It’s not my fault at all. I told Jake I was dying to work with you, but he refuses to do business with family.” She didn’t look as though she believed me. I rambled on. “A long time ago, Jake was taken by his dad, who was in the mattress business. It was a bad scene and . . .”
“But Jake’s considering a partnership with Lisa.”
“That’s different,” I said.
“How so?” she asked and seemed delighted to hear what sort of pathetic explanation I’d come up with.
“Lisa is our daughter.”
“I’m her mother-in-law.”
Horace joined us outside. He glanced from one of us to the other. He could have been a Ping-Pong ball. “Is this your listing?” he asked Di. “I didn’t see your name.”
“No. It was listed by another agent in my office, but she wasn’t available today. She had an emergency appendectomy. I offered to step in.”
“Look, we’re probably not even buying a house,” I said to Di.
“But you’re here with what’s his name?”
“Horace. My name is Horace. Harding. An honor to meet you, Diandra.”
“Horace . . . who received his real estate license an hour ago,” Di said, with outrage.
“It was more than an hour,” Horace claimed.
“Check your clock,” Di retorted.
“We could simply tour the house,” Horace said, clearly fearful Di would bite. But she ignored him. He jammed his hands in his pants pockets, studied the ground, and crushed acorns under his foot. The poor guy. Eaten alive at his first showing.
I met Di head on. “I’m sorry. But the truth is this has nothing to do with Jake. Not one thing. You and I had a blowout yesterday. We don’t get along at all, and I didn’t feel it would be pleasant seeing houses with you.”
“Well, there’s nothing more important to me than my real estate business—and you hurt my feelings, bludgeoned me. If I needed a foot doctor, I wouldn’t ask a neighbor for a reference or search online. I’d go to you with my blisters. My corns are all yours.”
“I’m sorry, Di, but that’s how I feel. Truth told, I’d be happier if you went to another podiatrist.”
“I think you will love this home,” she said, disregarding what I said, acting as though I was her customer. “A darling young couple—I think their names were Big Mike and Kathy, lovely couple—lived here. They’re moving to Texas due to a job transfer, and this house was their whole world. It’s well loved, preloved. There’s a lot of interest. You may have to offer all cash. Forego the inspection.”
Young couple? I thought Horace had mentioned hospice.
I turned to Horace. He was adjusting his bow tie.
“I’m sorry,” I said. “I prefer not to see this house.” And I left.
I climbed into my car and sat stone still for a few moments, calming down. Then I caught sight of the wrapped present—the jigsaw puzzle—on the passenger seat, thought about Callie. She was the reason I was in Massachusetts—and now in competition with two other grandmas, both of whom were entirely different than me. Proof that there were all kinds of grandmas, bubbes, me-maws, and nanas.
Maybe now that Di understood I disliked her enough to call another agent, she’d back off. Who was I kidding? Di was relentless, a shark sensing human blood in dark water.



Chapter 24
In the evening, Annie came over, sinking into the couch with popcorn to watch a movie. Di’s phone quacked, and she began what I now referred to as the “real estate rumble”—pressuring an indecisive client to make an offer on a house. Then Di’s voice became cross and loud. Clearly, she was no longer speaking to a buyer. Loudly, she informed Callie she couldn’t watch television or use her iPad for a week.
“A week?” Callie said. “That’s seven days.”
“Don’t question me,” Di countered. “I’m in charge here, not you. I say how and when. And you say, ‘Yes, Di.’”
Callie was pale, her lips pursed, but she wasn’t crying. She was taking it like a soldier.
I was about to intercede when Annie flashed a look at me indicating Di had gone too far. That was when I noticed Di clutching her own jewelry—a watch, a pearl necklace, a pendant, and a gold charm bracelet.
“Look at this,” Di said to me. “I found these on her stuffed animals.”
I hated the way she said the word “her.”
“She took my jewelry out of my room,” Di said.
“Did you?” I asked Callie.
“Yes, because my lovies wanted to dress up for the party.”
“What party?” Di said.
Was she so out of tune she didn’t realize that Callie treated her stuffed animals as though they were real friends, better than real friends? Not only was her room overloaded with stuffies, which she sometimes called lovies, but she took one wherever she went.
Callie stared at Di, then looked down. “I’m sorry,” she said, studying the floorboards.
I expected Di to accept the apology, but instead I heard her say, “You think it’s that easy? Do you know what would have happened to me as a child if I had touched property—anything—that didn’t belong to me? You work for what you want. You don’t take what belongs to another person.”
Long ago, I had realized that any sentence addressed to a child that began with a reference to how things were in the old days was a waste of breath.
“Are you okay?” I asked Callie.
“Yes,” she murmured.
I rubbed her back. “Maybe you need air. Why don’t you go out back while we talk?”
Annoyed by my suggestion, Di stared me down. I had sent Callie to the tree house when Di wasn’t done taking her to the woodshed.
Callie stood her ground. “It’s not fair. I was going to put the jewelry back after the party.” Then, rarely without a book, she seized the one on the kitchen counter, escaping outside. When I saw her climb up to the tree house and start flipping through the book, I shut the windows. I would not let Callie hear one more word of this.
Annie leaned against a wall as though she was holding it up. Di stood tall with her hands in her trouser pockets, a posture of authority.
“Don’t tell me you plan to let her get away with this.” Di sneered.
“I want to understand why she did it. And you should too.”
“You want me to forget she went into my drawer and took my property? That little thief.”
Annie jumped in. “Di, drop it. She’s a kid. She was looking for something to do.”
“She’s a kid? You’re the one who’s a kid. And why don’t you butt out of this?”
“Let’s not get personal here,” I said.
“Oh, so you’re on her side,” Di said, glaring at me, about to boil over.
“I’m not on anyone’s side—except my granddaughter’s side.”
“How? By spoiling her rotten until she thinks the entire universe should cater to her. Entitlement—that will serve her well in this hellscape of a world.”
“You know, Di, I’ve had enough. You’ve harassed me since you ran into me at Arlo’s country store.”
“Did you enjoy seducing him?”
“I was not seducing him. He asked me, a podiatrist, to look at his toe. That’s it. That’s all. I’ve never cheated on my husband, and I’m not starting with Arlo. He’s all yours.”
“You bet he is, Joanne, or is it Jane—plain Jane?”
“Oh, Di, why don’t you shut up,” Annie said, her expression sour. “Arlo is too good for you.”
“Says the infant who lives with Milton Robertson.”
“Jodi’s watching Mac while Lisa is in Boston. You’re not even supposed to be here,” Annie said.
“And you are? You’re supposed to be here?” Di huffed.
“I didn’t tell Lisa I was going out of town,” Annie retorted.
Di echoed Annie in a whiny voice.
“Grannie Annie, my ass. You’re not even a real grandma,” Di said.
Annie gawked as though she had been struck by lightning. I expected her to fall over. I knew then that she really believed she was a grandmother. I hated to see Annie hurt. She was more of a grandma to Callie than Di would ever be. Annie would have questioned Callie about the jewelry, explained rationally why it was wrong to take it without asking. Then, surely, Annie would’ve warned Callie not to ever do it again. I could imagine her words: When you want something that belongs to another person, even your grandma, you must ask.
“This has to stop now,” I said, holding my arms out as though pushing two wild women apart.
“Yes, it’s time for her to go.” As Di pointed at Annie, Di’s phone rang—the awful duck sound.
Sick of her and her nonstop phone conversations, I said, “Please don’t answer that phone now. We don’t want to hear your bullshit.”
“Or your damn phone quack,” Annie said. All I could think was how long Annie must have been saving her thoughts about Di, yet she’d acted respectfully day in and out.
“Who are you to tell me what to do?” Di said, about to answer the call.
Annie strutted toward Di, stared into her face. “I’m going, but I’ll be at the school tomorrow for the nature walk.”
What? What did she say?
“Annie,” I said, “I told you that wasn’t necessary.”
“Of course it is,” she retorted. “You’re going to do it? You were heaving after chair aerobics.”
“Annie, that’s not true. And I can’t believe you said that.”
“You two can stay here and argue. I’ll be at one with nature and Macallan tomorrow,” Di said. Her phone quacked again, and for the first time, she ignored it.
“What are you talking about?” Annie shouted over the quacks. “You’re the last person Mac wants on a nature walk. I doubt you even know where her school is.”
“Believe me, I know. It’s on Maple Street.”
“Oak,” Annie said.
“And Maple,” Di said.
“Look, stop this, please. Lisa wants me to go on the hike. She left me the information. I’m the one going.”
“No way. Babette George will be there.”
“So what?” Annie said, squinting her eyes as though Di was impossible to understand.
“The word is she’s considering listing her mansion.”
“Look, I’m Grannie Annie. I go on the school trips whenever Lisa needs help. And I mean whenever. You two stay home.”
My face felt hot. I was not holding back. “Annie—calm down, don’t be silly. I’m in Woodfield for a short visit. You’re at these events all the time. Certainly, you wouldn’t begrudge me.”
“I don’t care if you’re here for an hour, I’m not missing out on this one,” Di said. “And as for you, Annie, why don’t you dump my ex-husband before he dumps you? Get yourself a life.”
Annie went wild, grabbing the first thing she saw: Chester, the stuffed tarantula. She took her shot, aimed full force at Di, who caught Callie’s favorite stuffie and whacked Annie with it, over and over again, like a wet towel on someone’s naked rear end in a locker room. Annie became feral, her eyes wild as she lunged forward, grasped an orange-striped leg, and cursed Di with a slang dictionary of feverish words.
Annie was out of her mind, but everything she said was true, punctuated by vocabulary Di had earned. I stepped back in disbelief, petrified they’d ruin the tarantula, knowing how much Callie valued him. I had to save Callie’s beloved creepy-crawly before he lost a leg or was reduced to shreds. I lunged into the fray, fighting for Chester. “Give him to me,” I yelled, jerking, wrenching the stuffie from them.
Di let loose of the tarantula, and I snatched it from her hand. “Grow the hell up!” I screamed. I thought it was over. But not a chance. Di slapped Annie across the face.
And then. The worst. The bottom of the pit. The horror of it all. A snivel, a whimper, a moan, crying, bawling, hysteria. Callie. Oh, no. How much of the conversation had she heard? If it was one syllable, it was too much.
Callie came through the door, staring at me, then Di, then Annie, assessing three losers.
Di zipped her lip. Annie froze. I moved toward Callie, but my granddaughter had exploded, reminding me of her mother as a teenager—holding nothing back, laying the blame, pow, pow, pow, full force.
“I don’t want any of you to go on the nature walk,” she shrieked. “I’m going alone.”
“Honey, you can’t go alone,” I said.
“Yes, I can,” she snarled. “I’ll tell the teacher. Ms. Burch is a pacifier, and I’ll tell her all you do is argue. And, if she sends me to the principal, I’ll tell him you’re the worst grandmothers ever. He’ll believe it because Di won’t go out with him anymore. We have a social worker who helps kids. I’m going to tell her about you and you and you. No, forget that. I won’t go to school at all. Maybe I’ll run away.”
I was breathless. “Oh, Callie, no. I’m sorry. We love you so much. That’s why we all wanted to take you on the hike.”
“It’s not a hike. It’s not a hike. It’s a walk. You don’t love me. You hardly come here. And, Di, you don’t love me. You only want to sell that woman’s big house.”
She stared at Annie. “You’re not really my grannie. You asked me to call you that. I miss my mom. I want my dad. I hate you all,” she screamed, bolting up the stairs, my heart gone with her.



Chapter 25
I rushed to Callie. In her room, I soothed her, rocked her in my arms, told her everything would be okay, told her anything I believed would help. That Mom would be home soon. That I was very sorry and very sad. She asked when her daddy was returning to Woodfield. I had no idea, but I said soon. She asked why I wanted to go on the field trip. I said I wanted to spend as much time with her as I could. I wanted to meet her teacher, Ms. Burch, and all her classmates and their parents. Callie hugged Chester to her chest, kissed each of his legs. She whimpered and whimpered until the pillowcase was wet, and at long last, she fell asleep. I covered her with her quilt, sat by her side, rubbing her back. How could I have let this happen?
Downstairs, Di and Annie congregated on the front porch, staring out at the deserted road. Their expressions told me they knew we had all made a terrible mistake.
“Is she all right?” Di asked quietly.
“Hope so,” I said. “I told her that, although we all want the best for her, we seem to disagree on what the best is.”
“I shouldn’t have hit you, Annie,” Di said. “I apologize.”
“I was about to slam back at you,” Annie said, “when Callie showed up.”
“I overreacted about the jewelry. It wasn’t even my good jewelry. It’s so rare that I’m wrong.”
I had no idea what it would feel like to believe nothing was my fault. I felt the opposite way about myself. I sucked in the blame for whatever went wrong. If I couldn’t get a hotel key to work, I assumed I was inserting it the wrong way. Then it would turn out the manager had made a mistake, changed the code before checkout. The Pilgrim didn’t like me? It must be something I said early on. My grandchild had walked in on a massacre. Totally my fault. I should have prevented the scene or stopped the bloodbath sooner.
Di laughed, which seemed weird. She had whacked Annie across the face, fought over a harmless tarantula. I considered how dissimilar all our backgrounds were. Annie’s mother was an alcoholic. She had no one to turn to when she was a kid. Diandra had a strange upbringing. After all, her sister who now lived in Rhode Island was her birth mother. I was lucky enough to have loving parents who scrutinized my every step, wanted my life to be their kind of perfect, what they believed perfect should be. Parents who did the best they could.
I waved the white flag. “It’s over. No more petty jealousy. We must do better. We have to get along. Let’s accept this: we all love Callie, and we’re all grandmas.”
“Di?” Annie said. “Does this include you?”
“Ceasefire?” Di said to my surprise, and I nodded.
“Yes,” Annie said. “Lisa treats me as family, she’s always good to me, and I forget I’m not a real grandmother.”
After days of being annoyed by her delusion that she was Callie’s grandmother, I almost blurted, Oh, of course, you’re a real grannie. I understood how much Annie cared for Lisa and Callie, but the girl needed to wake up. One day—if she ditched Paul Newman shot to hell, or he succumbed sooner rather than later—Annie might choose to have children and grandchildren, if that was what she wanted. And those kids would be fortunate.
“I might let the kid call me Grandma,” Di said.
“Nope. That’s my name,” I pointed out.
“Okay, what do you think of Me-maw?” Di asked.
“You’re willing to be called Me-maw?” Annie said.
“Right. What about Number One Nana?”
Annie and I glanced at one another. Annie said, “That’s not an option in the spirit of this conversation.”
Di settled in a rocker. “By the way, now that we’re putting Macallan first, I have a secret to share. I deplore school trips, loathed them when I was a kid. I’d bring a paper bag and puke on the bus. And a nature walk—in actual nature? The thought makes me itch.”
“How about a liquid peace pipe?” Annie said.
“First, let me go and check on Callie. I want to be certain she’s sleeping,” I said.
“We can all go,” Annie said.
“Together is good,” I said.
Slowly, I opened Callie’s door. We watched over her, peacefully sleeping. Sure, Di was a pain in the ass, and Annie was delusional, but I had been petty since the day I arrived. That was over. Nothing came before this child.



Chapter 26
I was the one who accompanied Callie on the field trip that had induced combat. Callie made a huge deal to her class about how I had traveled all the way from Florida to accompany her, talked about it so much one kid asked if I had hiked from Florida.
I sought out Babette George. I buddied up to her. I mentioned what a great agent Di was, came short of handing her Di’s card. Babette told me she knew Di, but her own brother-in-law was a broker. She didn’t fool me. People said, My brother-in-law is in the business to avoid pitches. In Florida, I had a brother-in-law who was an insurance agent, a lawyer, a trainer, a travel advisor. I had brothers-in-law up the wazoo when I didn’t want to be sold a bill of goods in person or over the phone.
When I arrived home after leaving Callie at school, Arlo from the country store was in Lisa’s driveway. I hesitated before greeting him. I couldn’t afford to stir up drama with Di, who was jealous for no reason.
“Come with me,” he said, pointing to his black Bronco.
I shook my head. Had he not understood the “I am married” message?
“Can’t,” I said. “I’d like to be friends, but I don’t want to anger Di.”
“Di is the reason I’m here. She’s been taken to the hospital by an ambulance.”
Hospital? She was an ox the day before. Maybe she got sick at the thought of being nice. “Was she in an accident?” I asked Arlo.
“I’ll fill you in on the way. I need you to come with me.”
I checked my watch. It was two o’clock. Callie would be off the bus at three. I dialed up Annie.
“Annie, it’s Jodi. I don’t know where you are, but can you be at the house when Callie gets home today?”
“Are you okay?” she asked sweetly.
“Yes, but something has happened to Di.”
“What?”
“No idea. She’s in the hospital.”
“You go. I’ll take care of Callie. And I’ll bring avocado.”
“Annie, please don’t tell Callie that Di’s in the hospital. She doesn’t need to know for now. Let me see what’s happening first. It’s probably no big deal.” I refused to upset Callie. She’d been through enough. And it was my fault. I prayed Di was okay.
Arlo’s spotless Bronco smelled like new—or as though he had sprayed it with the fragrance that makes a car smell that way. I asked what he knew about Di’s condition.
“She was with a buyer’s agent, preparing for an open house north of here. She blacked out in the attic. The other agent dialed nine one one. An ambulance took her to the hospital.”
I imagined her being carried slowly by EMTs down a rickety staircase. “How did you find out about this?”
In an unpleasant tone, as though I had asked for way-too-personal information, he said, “Do you understand how small this town is? A bird poops on a windshield, and everyone knows about it, next day it’s the headline in the paper.”
“I do know that, and why are you annoyed with me?”
“I’m not annoyed with you. I’m annoyed with me.”
“But why?”
“Because I’m on again, off again with Di, and we are currently off. She keeps bringing up the morning she walked in on us in the store.”
“I see bare feet every day of the week.”
Arlo didn’t respond.
“So does she have reason to believe you’re a player?” I asked.
“Of course.”
“Well, there you go.”
“After my wife died, women were after me. The casseroles kept coming.”
“In Florida, we call that the brisket brigade.”
“My wife told me before she passed on, she wanted me to meet other women. She hung a list of possibilities on the cupboard.”
I often wondered how quickly Jake would find a replacement model once I kicked the bucket. On the way back to the house from the funeral home after maxing out a credit card to pay for my plain pine casket? I imagined him bringing a date to my funeral. Me, reaching up from the grave to pull her down.
“Was Di on the list?”
He snorted. “No way. My wife wanted someone to take care of me. Mother Teresa was on the list.”
“Well, maybe you’ve changed since your wife passed away. Maybe you need to make your own list.”
“Di isn’t whom I expected to wind up with. She’s nothing like my wife.”
“But you like her.”
He accelerated, shooting through a yellow light.
I looked at the speedometer. “Please, slow down.”
“I’m only doing fifty in a forty-mile-per-hour zone.”
Exactly what Jake would tell me. Why did male drivers always say something like that? “My point exactly.”
He let up on the pedal as we passed a high school. He turned left, then steered up a hill, following the H and the arrow. “The truth? Di had the hospital call me.”
“You’re her person, the one to call in case of an emergency?”
Why not Brian? Or Lisa? I wondered.
He shrugged, but something about the shrug seemed off.
“Everybody knows her. She has legions of friends,” I said. “It’s hard to believe she’s lived here only a few years. She might as well be a lifer.”
He shook his head as if telling me something he didn’t want to say aloud.
“Then who are the people who don’t discuss books at her book club?” I asked.
“Those aren’t friends. All business. She needs them, and they need her. Look, Di is a remarkable real estate agent. She could sell a one-level ranch with a below-code ceiling to the tallest man in New England. When a newcomer buys a home, Di recommends lawyers, title companies, doctors, landscapers, plumbers, hair stylists. Her clients frequent the businesses she recommends. Then, when someone asks anyone about real estate . . . voilà.”
“Now I feel bad.”
“For Di?”
“For me. I thought Di liked everyone in town except for me.”
He laughed. “No way you’re that special.”
I reached for my cell. “I need to contact the kids, tell them what’s happened.”
Arlo held up a finger and thought for a moment. “Wait until you see her. No need to set off alarms.”
“Brian should know. He’ll head home from Boston.”
Arlo became stern. It didn’t suit him. “Take my advice, Jodi. Wait.”
The hospital loomed as though a fortress on top of a towering hill. At the main entrance, Arlo stopped the Bronco but kept his hands on the steering wheel. I assumed he was dropping me off, going to find a spot in the visitor’s lot. Instead, he motioned to an arrow pointing to the entrance. He said, “Okay, good luck.”
I was astounded, agitated. “Wait, where are you going?”
“Not into the hospital,” he said. “I won’t be her savior again. I’ll be hanging out in the diner downtown. Call me when you need a ride home. I’ll be here in minutes.”
“What?” I was flabbergasted. He had picked me up, driven me, yet had no intention of visiting Di, of seeing what condition she was in?
“Been there, done that. I can’t continue helping her. It’s bad for my sobriety.”
“But you don’t have an alcohol problem, do you?”
“I will if I keep rescuing the damsel in distress. Call me. I’ll be in the diner.”
“But I don’t know how long it will take,” I pleaded.
“Doesn’t matter,” he said. “There’s a jukebox.”
I was going in. Di, Annie, and I had started over after our terrible mistake, our childish blowup that distressed and hurt the kid we all loved. I was so ashamed by what had happened. The moment Callie saw Di and Annie and me and the tarantula would burn in my memory forever. I hoped my granddaughter would forget it. But would she? I recalled infinitesimal moments from my unremarkable childhood, and the argument we’d had the night before was colossal.
I knew I had to maintain my footing with Di. Whether Arlo came up or not, I had to see her. She needed someone to show up, to visit. I was a doctor. I understood the importance of an advocate. I opened the Bronco door. “Okay,” I said.
Arlo careened off as though being chased.
What a chicken, I thought.
But I knew he liked her too much to stay away for long.
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In the lobby, I asked the receptionist where to find Diandra Summer Lake. I rode the elevator alone, reading the occupancy sign as though it were biblical. Di was in a double, next to the door, no roommate. My eyes shot to the small, low metal table on wheels beside the bed. I blinked. I reconfirmed. There, on the nightstand, topping a box of tissues, was a thick mane of blonde hair—as well as a very familiar bloodred headband. I heard myself whisper “wow,” twice. Di’s flawless, “stay in place in a tsunami” style was not real. She wore a wig. Stop me. How had I never noticed?
I gave Di silent kudos, a bevy of points for hoodwinking me. I smiled to myself as I contemplated how Jake would love those points if he could exchange them for a flight on an airline.
Di lay in bed in a loosely tied hospital gown patterned with little blue diamonds. I saw she was connected to two IV drips and a heart monitor. What hair she had was a light-gray fuzz. I wondered if anyone else knew she was bald. My guess was no. Maybe Arlo? I’d never mention it. I wondered if she had taken the wig off her own head. I doubted she would leave it askew. Maybe a nurse or a medical technician had removed it. Di would be embarrassed to find the wig off and out like that, her head bare when she stirred.
I wandered to the window facing the autumn hills to buzz Lisa in Boston, let her know Di was hospitalized. She might even be with Brian. I hoped she was. She’d ask what had happened, but I had no clue why Di had been taken to the hospital by ambulance.
Before I dialed Lisa, my cell went off. It was Annie, who began speaking before I said a word.
“I have Mac. We’re doing homework.”
The kid bellowed, “Hi, Grandma Jo.”
“Hi, you!”
“Tell Grandma the news,” Annie said.
“I won the spelling bee! The word was hard. Chihuahua.”
“That’s amazing,” I said. “My granddaughter is smart!”
“Smart as a dart,” Annie rhymed. “Way off the chart.”
It was considerate of Annie to call me. She was a good kid, but I didn’t have to be a clinical psychologist to understand she didn’t value herself. There she was—living with a schmuck, Yiddish for “you know what,” who never saw a woman too young for him.
Annie took the phone from Callie.
“Annie, did you know Di wasn’t feeling well?”
“No. Why?”
“Wondering.”
Who would I have reached to watch Callie if not Annie? The only people I knew in town besides Arlo were Melody and Sally from chair aerobics. I wouldn’t bother them. Anyway, I guessed they were likely in a bar, drinking lunch. I could have called Lisa’s neighbor Alison, but when we’d chatted briefly on the nature walk, she’d mentioned she was going to Vermont to pop in on her ninety-five-year-old grandmother, who still lived in her house on her own. I’d love to pull that off. Ninety-five and well enough to rule my own roost. My kids would tell me I needed assisted living, and I would pretend I couldn’t hear. What’d you say?
You need to move, Mom.
You’re moving? At ninety-five years old, I’d be entitled to a bit of fun.
“How is she?” Annie asked.
“She’s resting. I haven’t spoken to her yet.”
“Please tell me if there’s anything I can do. Even though, ceasefire or no ceasefire, let’s face it, Di hates me.”
“You’re doing something. You’re taking care of Callie. Di doesn’t hate you.”
“Oh, come on, then what?”
I thought fast. “She’s jealous of you. She wishes she was young. What’s the story with Di and Arlo?” I asked, fishing.
“He loves her.”
“How do you know?”
“The entire town knows.”
A nurse stopped in. She was wearing spotless white clogs, scrubs with a playful Charlie Brown print. The motif indicated she was affable. Her badge said Leonie. She checked the equipment. I told Annie I had to go.
“Hi. I’m a big Peanuts fan myself,” I said.
“Who isn’t?”
“I’m Dr. Wexler. Call me Jodi.” It was my custom to tote out the doctor card in medical settings. I was about to explain how I was related by marriage to Di when I realized the nurse might not answer questions without a closer connection, so I said, “I’m Diandra’s sister. Diandra’s younger sister. By many years.” Had Di been awake, that delineation would have made her skin crawl. “I’m concerned. How’s my sister doing?”
“Dehydrated upon arrival.”
“From?” I thought maybe it was alcohol. Or her potassium might be too high. There were plenty of reasons for dehydration.
“Well, chemotherapy, of course.”
My heart vaulted. Chemotherapy? That explained the wig. The word “cancer” lit up in my brain. Flummoxed, I took a deep breath and gained control. I had told Leonie that I was Di’s sister. Surely, if I were her sister, I would know she was going through chemo. I’d know all about it. I didn’t have a sister, but if I had one, she’d be at my side through such an ordeal, take me to appointments, come by to visit the day after my treatments. Alternately, my make-believe sister might loathe me since we were kids because she had to drag me everywhere she went. She might have moved to Seattle, the farthest she could be from me while residing on the mainland. With sisters, who knew? I turned my attention back to Leonie.
“Oh, that’s right, chemotherapy. I’m such a ditz. How are the treatments going?”
“I’m sure you’re a good sister,” she said. “Her final treatment was earlier this week.”
How bad was it? What kind of cancer?
“No radiation?” I asked, so Leonie would continue our conversation.
“She’s fortunate. I’m sure you know the endometrial cancer was found at an early stage.”
I clung to the words “early stage.” I guessed chemotherapy was a follow-up to surgery.
I was wearing a woven ivy scarf over my heather crewneck sweater. I removed the scarf. “My sister is vain—about losing her hair. The doctor removed her wig. Is there a chance you can tie this scarf around her head? I’m not good at things like that, or I’d do it myself. She’d be upset to wake up and find herself exposed.”
“I understand,” the kind nurse said as she tied the scarf until it resembled a sophisticated turban. She wished me well, carried on to her next patient.
I perched on the edge of the visitor’s chair. All disease was dreadful, but Di’s illness had a strong survival rate. I googled for information, had become an expert on endometrial cancer by the time Di stirred. I was relieved because I hankered for her to know I’d come to see her—although I had as good as been kidnapped into it. I imagined Arlo in a diner with a hamburger and a shake. Or a tuna melt. I didn’t know him well enough to presume to guess what he ate.
“Jodi?” Di said quietly. Di was meek, downright docile. “Some mess I’ve gotten myself into.”
“What happened?” Would she tell me? It’s a grind when you know something for certain—and hold your fire to see if the party involved will tell you about it.
“I passed out. Well, at least I didn’t pass on.”
“Is that your idea of hospital humor?” I said, smiling.
“Why are you here?” she asked, as baffled as if I were a visitor from Mars.
“Arlo got in touch with me.”
“I knew it,” she said, irritated. “He’s into you. There’s no denying it. What do you think he sees in you?” she asked.
“Wow. You really are up! Is this what you want to discuss when you’re ill?”
“I’m curious,” she said. “Tell me.”
“Di, I’m married. I’ve been married longer than Moses wandered in the desert.”
“Of course, you bring up Moses.”
“Di, I love my husband.”
I waved my phone in her direction. “I can’t stay long. I’ll call the kids, let them know you’re here.”
She jerked herself fully awake. “You will not. Absolutely not.”
“What? Why not?”
“They don’t know.”
“I know they don’t know. That’s why I was calling.”
“They don’t know I’ve been unwell. No one knows.”
What? She must have had surgery to remove her uterus. Was she saying no one knew about the surgery either? I poured water from a pitcher into a paper cup, handed it to her. She thanked me as though saying thank you was a huge favor. She fiddled with a knob, adjusting the hospital bed into an upright position.
“Well, Arlo knows. Arlo. I wonder where he is. We’ve been on and off for years, but he’s the one I count on. I can always turn to him. We argue. But that’s the way we are.”
Painful. I didn’t have the heart to tell her he had dropped me off. That he was hiding out in a diner listening to a jukebox, waiting to pick me up.
“Why are you off and on?”
“His wife left him a list. Every woman on it was demure.”
I laughed. “And you’re not?”
“Surprise. Surprise.”
I stepped closer to her. “I know,” I whispered.
“You know what?”
I pointed to the blonde wig.
She sighed. “Oh, yes. What’s more, I’m also bald.”
“From chemo?”
“No. Alopecia areata, an autoimmune disease. I’ve had it a long time.”
She felt her head, the scarf.
“Where did this come from?”
I lied. “I don’t know. The turban was on when I arrived. Nice pattern. I had no idea you wore a wig.”
“You understand this is confidential.”
“I understand you have cancer.”
“Are you planning to give Nicki Nussbaum the news?”
“Maybe?”
“I never went for checkups.”
I thought of my visit to the gynecologist. Jake waiting for me. It was good I had gone, reassuring to know I was in the clear.
“Did the doctor tell you about the cancer?”
“The nurse. For some reason she thought I was your sister.”
“My older sister, of course,” she said.
“Younger.”
“How much younger? Sister or not, she had no right, no business revealing my illness. Don’t you tell a soul. Haven’t these people heard of HIPAA? I could sue that blabbermouth.”
“I won’t say a word.”
“You have to promise,” she replied in desperation.
I crossed my heart. “However, there’s a problem. And it’s not me. You were wheeled on a stretcher into an ambulance with flashing lights and a siren in the middle of the day. Word is likely out.”
“No one can know about this. Illness kills business. I can hear it: ‘Don’t go to Diandra. She’s in poor health. Here’s another name.’ You’re a doctor, Jodi. Come up with something, a reason I would’ve been in an ambulance.”
Okay, you needed an ambulance for your athlete’s foot. “Blame it on dehydration.”
She puckered her lips as she considered my suggestion. “And if anyone asks, you’ll say it was dehydration.”
“Whatever you want, Di,” I said as I started toward the door. “If you’re here tomorrow, Di, I’ll visit. Let me know if there’s anything you need.”
“Wait. Stay a moment. I want to ask a question. Will Macallan ever forget the argument we had last night?”
I took a step back, surprised she was stewing about what had transpired.
“I don’t know. I hope so.”
“I wouldn’t want her to remember me that way.”
“Well, then do what the doctors tell you, live a little longer, and you can make it up to her. I’ve got to run. Annie is watching Callie.”
“No problem. Annie always cares for Macallan,” Di said. “I babysit when my son or Lisa asks, but generally, I’m disinterested. Or is it uninterested? Maybe both?”
Disbelief. How could Di not be captivated by Callie? Her first and only grandchild. I had friends—other grandmas—who weren’t as invested as I was, but none would say what Di had said to me. “I don’t understand.”
“Of course, you don’t. Here’s the thing. I had my children and—let me point out—I was a single mom. I love Callie. But I’m not a babysitter. I’m in real estate. And I’m good at it. What I enjoy is selling houses. Know what I’m planning to do when I retire?”
“No idea,” I said.
“Sell houses.”
“Then why did you move here from North Carolina?”
“I thought you knew.”
“Out of the loop.”
“I had nowhere to go. I had to leave Chapel Hill because of what happened with my youngest son. Lucky had been struggling for years, troubled, became homeless out West. He came back to North Carolina. I let him move in. Brian had forewarned me it was a dangerous idea. I didn’t listen. Even Milton, whom I hadn’t spoken to since Brian’s wedding, emailed. He cautioned me, advised me to find another place for Lucky. But I’d already done it. He was back in his childhood room.”
I was positive Di could see I was breathless to hear more of the story.
“Didn’t Lisa tell you about this?”
I shook my head.
“Funny. I thought you two were close.”
Bull’s-eye. The woman had to throw a dart.
“My son burned down my house,” she said.
I gasped. I wondered if she was in the house when it caught fire. But I didn’t say it.
“I wasn’t in the house.”
“Thank heavens,” I said, grasping the railing along the hospital bed as my shoulders dropped.
“But he thought I was,” Di said.
Decades of conversing with my patients about their lives—and not one had ever told me a sadder story. My heart broke for her. No wonder she was tough. She had been toughened. Her son aimed to kill her. He was willing to burn down the house to do it. I wondered why Lisa had never told me about what had happened.
“Let’s change the topic,” Diandra said. “I didn’t mean what I said the other day about Lisa. She works hard.”
“I know,” I said.
“Anyway, that’s not what was really bothering me.”
“I understand. You have cancer.”
She leaned toward me. “Lisa and Brian are not getting along.”
“I’m sorry to hear that, Diandra.” Was she going to tell me Brian was having an affair? I strove to appear neutral so she would unload. “They say it takes two to tango.”
“No, actually, in my experience, it takes three,” she said.
“Are you saying there’s someone else?”
She touched the turban, adjusted it a bit. “I’m not going to say another word.”
She didn’t have to. I could never forget the story Lisa had told me about Brian and the woman who met him in the diner. I even recollected Lisa saying that the woman liked rice pudding.
Brian was Milton’s son. The apple didn’t fall far from the tree. Lots of apples fell under the tree. He was having an affair. I wondered if Lisa knew. Maybe she did but couldn’t face it yet. Maybe that’s why she went to Boston, where he now lived. Maybe the woman he was having the affair with lived in the city. Maybe, maybe, maybe. My head was spinning. If they got divorced, how would Callie handle it? Where would she live? I had to stop this train of thought.
Lisa had scads going on. I wondered how she managed it all. But unlike me, who agonized about problems, pondering every possible scenario at once, Lisa had a talent. My daughter kept her troubles in compartments.
I was overwhelmed by Di’s stunning information. I thought about Arlo waiting in the diner, running out of coins for the jukebox. I told Di I had to leave. She asked why. I said I was expecting a Zoom from my office. For me, Zoom had become the finest excuse for cutting out since my children were young and I white lied at parties by saying the sitter had to be home.
In the main lobby, I found a water fountain, took a breath, proceeded to the exit. As I turned through the rotating door, Arlo entered. We smiled in recognition. I went around another time, catching up with him back inside the hospital.
“You’re here,” I said.
“You were with her a long time. I never expected that.”
“Di had a lot to tell me. She doesn’t want anyone to know she’s ill, but she’s desperate for someone to talk to.”
“She has me,” he said as though he’d had a revelation in the diner.
“She does? Did you see a vision in your burger?”
He grinned. “Not going to be easy.”
“Ahh. Easy is no fun.”
I did what I thought would help. I pointed to the far side of the lobby. There was a volunteer selling flowers from a wheelbarrow—next to the kiosk for Berkshire’s Best Coffee.
“She likes roses,” he said. “Must be the thorns.”
I waited in a bucket chair, watching as Arlo made his way to the florist, bought red roses in a glass vase.
I thought of my husband, praying he was all right. Last time he sent me flowers, I had agreed to resettle in Boca Raton.
Di would remain in the hospital overnight, be released in the morning. Arlo was on it. He would pick her up. The man was a goner. His late wife, who had left him the list of possibilities, was turning over in her grave.



Chapter 27
Next morning, I was adding detergent to a load of laundry when I received a call from Slivovitz. He said all was well in the office and assured me his foot-side manner had improved while I was out. In fact, he was now so warm and fuzzy that my eldest patient, who traveled to my office in a van from Younger than Springtime Assisted Living, had squeezed his cheeks.
I enjoyed chatting, and it caused me to pine for my office, but hopefully Lisa would return, and I’d be back in a few days. I wondered what I’d do if I didn’t work. Besides socializing, reading, and running, I didn’t have a hobby. I did collect shoes—part of being obsessed with feet. My collection went back to the 1850s. I had advised Jake to pivot, but what would I pivot to if I sold my practice? Was I too young to pivot—or too old? Unlike Jake, I was fortunate to have a choice in the matter.
Another call came through. I said goodbye to Slivovitz, hit accept.
It was Annie. Her voice sounded weird. She tripped over her words.
“Please, Annie, say that again.”
“I’m on my way to Mac’s school. The nurse called. Mac fell on the playground.”
“Oh, no, no. Is she all right?”
“Don’t know. The school called me because they couldn’t reach Lisa. I’m on my way.”
I snapped up my car keys, raced out of the house—forgetting my cell phone and that I was in slippers and a robe. As I started the car, I considered going back inside to change but refused to waste a second. I was speeding until I zigged right instead of left, heading the wrong way at a fork in the road. I didn’t recognize where I was. I gave the GPS the name of the school. No response. I tried again. Nothing. I stopped on the side of the road, collecting myself. Chances were, the GPS wasn’t responding because I was in a rural area with lousy reception. I drove straight until the GPS clicked in. As I entered civilization, a corner with a gas station, the Brit who spoke like she ran an elite boarding school said, “Turn right in one hundred yards.”
As I pulled into the first spot I saw, branches swayed in a light wind, leaves fluttered in front of me. The redbrick school stood rock solid. Things seemed far too calm. Get a hold of yourself, Jodi. Callie’s in the nurse’s office; this isn’t a crime scene. Was I expecting police cars, fire trucks, a bomb squad? Never react when you can overreact.
At the school, I pressed a security button on an intercom, spoke, and was admitted. I caught sight of a sign, an arrow, leading to the front office. I rushed through the door to the counter. I waited a minute or two—but it felt like an eternity.
A young woman with orange hair introduced herself. “I’m Jan Crossen. Can I help you?”
“Yes, yes,” I said. “I’m Callie’s grandmother.”
She stared at me, confused. “Her grandmother is already here.”
I felt a tap on my shoulder. I turned, and there stood Di, in business clothes.
Moments later, Jan greeted Annie as though she were a long-lost relative. Obviously, they were chummy. “Okay, Annie, you’re the one I know. You see Macallan first. Yoga tomorrow?”
Annie was first. What was I—chopped liver? I told myself to keep quiet. It didn’t matter who went first.
Annie shook her head. “Thanks, but I’d prefer if we could visit Callie as a threesome, together.”
“Fine,” Jan said. “I hope you fit in the room.”
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The school infirmary was a claustrophobic beige box with a desk, a scale, and posters featuring diverse children holding their stuffed animals. The nurse, a middle-aged woman with curly hair, sat at her mini desk. We squeezed into the space.
“We’re Callie’s grandmas,” I offered.
“Is she okay?” Annie asked.
“She’s fine. She tripped in the playground on her shoelaces, lacerations on her knee and palms, cleaned and bandaged. I suggest Tylenol when you get home.”
“Thank you,” I said.
Callie was shoeless in her denim jumper on a narrow cot with a navy wool blanket and white sheets, her head on a pillow.
“Grandma Jo,” she said in a whisper. “Grannie Annie. Di. This is like The Wizard of Oz. You’re all here.”
“Here to rescue you,” I said.
“I fell. My shoes were untied, and I tripped.”
“I guess you need Velcro sneakers,” I said.
“Nobody wears Velcro . . .” Callie’s concern about who wore what reassured me she was fine. “Grannie Annie, tell Grandma Jo no one wears Velcro.”
“Come on. I’ll help you up,” Di said.
“I knew you would all come,” she said.
Her confidence sat like a crown on our heads. Two days before, we would have raced one another to the school. In the office, Annie would’ve cashed in on being best yoga buddies with the woman at the counter. I would’ve butted in, played the doctor card, said I had to go in first because I was a physician. Di? She would’ve sold an expensive house over the phone while waiting for the nurse to bring Callie to her. This was better. Better for Callie.
“I’m lucky. My friend Kate doesn’t have a grandma or a grandpa.”
“You tell Kate she can borrow me at any time,” Annie said.
I grabbed Callie’s knapsack. I took her hand. I wished I could hold on to it forever. My emotional pull to her was overwhelming. I fought back a tear.
Once outside the school, we stood for a moment under the sheltering overhang. The kindergarteners were filing onto the school bus. Teachers were waving goodbye.
“Who wants to take Callie home?” I said in the spirit of cooperation.
“Home?” Di said. “Are you serious? We’re going straight from here to see the pediatrician.”
She took her phone, her sustenance, out of her blazer pocket.
“Is that necessary?” I asked. “The nurse said she was fine.”
“Did you see that nurse?”
“Yes,” I said. “She seemed alert.”
“You want back history? Because I have back history.”
Annie smoothed Callie’s hair and began braiding. “You’ll never get an appointment for today.”
Di ignored both of us, plugged in a number, clicked onto speaker. “Is the doctor in?” she asked, without introducing herself.
“Yes, but he’s with a patient. Who’s calling?”
Di didn’t answer the question. “My granddaughter is injured. I’m coming over now.”
“I’m sorry. The doctor is done for the day.”
Di was not swayed. “I thought you said he was with a patient.”
“I suggest the emergency room.”
“I don’t do emergency rooms.”
The assistant sounded irritated. “Who is this?”
“It’s Diandra Summer Lake,” Di said in a tone that indicated that the assistant should have known.
“The real estate agent?”
“Yes. Tell the doctor he’s about to receive an astonishing bid for his home. I’m en route to discuss it. No time to waste. I understand the bidder, a high roller from Lexington, is interested as well in another place, an equivalent property owned by one of his neighbors.”
“His house isn’t for sale,” the assistant said, point blank.
“That’s why it’s important I see him now.”
Was Di short for Diabolical?
A smirk arose on Di’s perfect face as though she had outsmarted Albert Einstein on the theory of relativity.
To distract Callie, I told her she was brave and when we got home, she could select any book she wanted online, and I would get it for her. Annie finished the braid. Di was on hold.
At last, the medical assistant came back on the line. “The doctor said he’ll wait for you. And bring your granddaughter. He wants to see her.”
Maybe everyone should have three grandmas?



Chapter 28
On Halloween, as we waited for Grannie Annie to arrive with a costume for Callie, I mentioned that I had always bought ready-made costumes for my children, shared a story about going with her mother to a department store no longer in existence to purchase a specific one.
“Di thinks that’s wasting money. She told me never to buy something you’re going to use once,” my granddaughter said.
I assumed Di had never been a bridesmaid.
“Then how do you get a costume?” I asked.
“From things you find in the house.”
“Oh,” I said.
“But this year is different because Grannie Annie made me a costume.”
“From things she found at her house?”
“No. From scratch. She’s a very good sewer. When she was young, she won blue ribbons lots of times. Once was for a quilt she made from old T-shirts. She showed me pictures. She said if she still had it, she would give it to me.”
“Well, that’s wonderful. What kind of costume?”
Macallan held a finger over her lips. “I can’t tell anyone.”
“Fine. I’m happy you’re happy.”
“Okay, I’ll give you a hint. Fairy tale,” she offered.
I guessed wrong on purpose. “You’re going to be Prince Charming.”
“Cinderella! But pretend you don’t know.”
We stopped in the guest room. “Trick-or-treating with us?” I asked Di. The roses from Arlo were on the night table. Petals had fallen, which made the arrangement extra endearing.
Di frowned. “Have you met me? Not really my thing.”
“You could dispense business cards.”
She smirked. “You go with Annie. I’ll answer the door, give out treats so we can avoid an egging. It’s a tough job, but someone must do it.” She held her hand limply to her head, a damsel in distress. “Do you have a costume?” she asked to alter the subject.
“Yes. I’m going as a twenty-five-year-old.”
“Good luck with that.”
At the appointed hour, Annie appeared dressed as a chicken, plump with yellow feathers.
I clucked about her costume, as it was downright fabulous.
“For you.” She handed me a green canvas bag from the co-op.
“What is it?”
“Your costume. I made it.”
“You made a costume for me?” I said, touched by her generosity. “What am I?”
“Look,” she said, pleased with herself.
Eager to see her handiwork, I opened the bag to find I was destined to be an egg.
“I’ll bet you scrambled to make this.”
“Not at all. Can’t you see you’re hard boiled? What came first,” Annie asked, “the chicken (she bowed) or the egg (she pointed at me)?”
“Thank you. I hope you didn’t make a costume for Di. She’s not planning to go.”
She shrugged. “Di wouldn’t trick-or-treat if it was her last chance for nourishment.”
“You’re right. She’s staying here, doling out candy.”
“We’ll see. Try it on. I can’t wait.”
I was in my costume when Callie hollered from the top of the stairs, “I’m coming down!” And there she was—Cinderella—holding one slipper and wearing the other, showing off her blue satin ball gown.
I touched the satin. Callie twirled around. I was astounded by Annie’s talent.
We journeyed out, and our first stop was next door, where Alison dropped candies in Callie’s bag and gave her a special gift—a chocolate marshmallow pumpkin. Alison handed me several airline bottles of vodka. “For the adults.”
At the next house, Callie insisted on taking the path to the door on her own. Annie and I waited on the road with flashlights, chatting with parents impressed by our costumes.
At Callie’s next stop, I asked Annie, “Have you ever thought of sewing for a living?”
“Oh, these costumes are just for fun.”
“Look, you have a real talent. And more important, you enjoy sewing. Do what you love, and you’ll never feel as though you’re working.”
“Who said that?”
“I did.”
“You love feet?”
“I like feet. I adore my patients. I miss working. My office manager told me that one of my favorite patients got engaged. She’s ninety. He’s ninety-six. They met and dated during high school, married other people, found each other again on Facebook.”
“That’s romantic.”
“Let’s talk about you,” I said.
She put her hand on my arm. “You’re the first older person who ever wanted to talk about me.”
“Oh, come on.” I kept my eye on Callie, who was waiting with a gaggle of other children as the homeowner seemed unusually slow at dispersing treats. “I’m serious. You have a talent. It’s a blessing. Make the most of it.”
“But how would I even start?” she said, at a loss.
“I don’t know much about the field, but maybe contact the summer theaters around here. Maybe one needs help designing costumes. Offer to intern in exchange for experience. Send an email for starters.”
“I don’t know,” she said, clearly uncomfortable.
“I’ll help you.”
“You would do that?”
“Of course. Without question—look at all you do for Callie. I’m grateful.”
“No woman has ever helped me before. Except for Lisa. She’s been great to me. When I moved in with Milton and I first met her, she asked me to watch Callie. Lisa paid me a lot, twice what I got from other moms. But then we grew close. Callie began calling me Grannie Annie. I never took a penny from Lisa or Brian again.”
Annie’s eyes were wet.
“I don’t think chickens have tears,” she said.
“What happened with Milton?”
“Oh, Milton. He promised he would never cheat again. Swore up and down. Vowed on his dog. Even though he put Barker to sleep in the spring. He said the woman I found him with was an old friend from high school, that she had left town anyway, and he was sorry. He said if he was going to leave me, it would be for someone younger. Milton said if I stayed with him, he’d put me in his will.”
“Is he planning to die soon?”
She laughed. “No one lives forever. There’s the house. And whatever money Milton still has would mean a lot to me.”
I was aghast Annie believed a word Milton said. However, no matter how motherly I felt, she wasn’t my daughter, and it wasn’t my place to tell her so. I worried she’d find out the truth the painful way. But she was strong enough to do what women have always done—pick herself up and move on.
“I don’t know how this came about. How I’ve been living with Milton this long. When he asked me to move in, I guessed it would be for a few months. I figured I could stash the cash I earned at the health club, then rent a place with a friend.”
“So, you’re with Milton because you have nowhere to go?”
“Still with Milton because I have nowhere to go. When we first got together, I thought he was handsome. Those eyes. I think he looks like an actor.”
“I think you should talk to Lisa.”
“About?”
“Maybe you could be a live-in nanny. I mean Grannie Annie.”
“Oh, no,” she said as though I was out of my mind.
She continued, “I could never live there. Lisa doesn’t get along with Brian. When they have it out, she yells. Brian says nothing—not a word. Which makes her want to tear her hair out. She screams even more. That silent routine frays every nerve.”
I’d never witnessed this, never seen Lisa argue with Brian. Of course, they had their moments, who doesn’t? But I would never have figured Lisa screamed while Brian was Mr. Passive Aggressive. What else didn’t I know about my daughter?
“Then Brian thumps out of the house. Slam, slam.”
I jumped as though someone had punched me.
“It’s way too unnerving. I’m sure you’ve seen it.”
I had no clue that’s how it went down at my daughter’s house. Everything I had picked up on since arriving had concerned me, but Lisa screaming into silence, as described by Annie, provided a picture I knew I’d have a challenging time evacuating from my mind.
Callie had finally received her treat, and we continued to the next house.
“Maybe Lisa has a friend who needs a live-in nanny.”
“I wish I had had a mom like you. My mother took off. I have no idea where she is. I can only hope she’s in a church at an Alcoholics Anonymous meeting right now.”
“I’m so sorry to hear that.”
“It is what it is.”
“No, it’s what you make it.”
“How’s that?”
“What do you want?” I asked.
“I’m sort of a day-by-day person.”
“You’re twenty-seven. Where would you like to see yourself on your thirtieth birthday?”
“Me? I’d be with a great-looking guy. He’d have a good job, a great salary, and a dirt bike. We’d get married—and have little dirt bikes.”
“Would you be working at the gym?”
“Well, you think I should sew.”
“Annie, the trick is doing what makes you happy.”
“How did you get so smart?”
“I’m not smart. I’m old. Sixty-seven years of trial and error. It’s weird, though. The more you know, the less people want your advice. Or maybe no one wants advice at all.”
Callie joined more friends from school, and we followed them from house to house.
One of the mothers said, “Wait until you see the next house. It’s everyone’s favorite. You’ll see why.”
“It’s amazing,” Annie promised me.
Haunting music and sounds filled the air as we arrived at a beautifully maintained, well-lit saltbox, the kind of house with a slanted back roof, two stories in front and one in back, about two hundred years old. Candlelit jack-o’-lanterns lined the stone walk to a little gate decked with fake spiderwebs. On the lawn, next to a mural of witches circling a cauldron, a big ghost in a sheet sat on a lawn chair. Kids waited for a turn to approach the ghost and receive a full-size Hershey’s bar. Callie stepped up. I watched as the ghost greeted her, waved at me. I didn’t know who the ghost was, but I returned the gesture.
Annie said, “Arlo outdid himself this year.”
“This is Arlo’s house?” I said, surprised he lived in the saltbox, dumbfounded he was the ghost and that he would go all out for Halloween.
“Yes. He loves holidays. You should see this place at Christmas.”
I thought about Arlo and Di. Opposites attract. When Callie and I had brought pumpkins home, Di warned that our jack-o’-lanterns would be destroyed on the porch, went on about how pumpkins were a waste of money. I’d heard of a Christmas scrooge. But a Halloween scrooge?
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Back at Lisa’s, the lights were on. A carton from a liquor store full of snack-size chocolate bars sat on the porch. A handwritten note: “One candy per trick-or-treater.” One? Back when my kids trick-or-treated, the first person to arrive would’ve dumped the entire stash into a pillowcase.
Next to the goodie box was a basket—full up with real estate brochures.
Annie and I looked at one another. What else had we expected?
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We found Di on the couch, snoozing. I told Callie to wake her up.
“I see you left the goodies at the door,” I said.
“Well, I was tired of getting up every five minutes.”
“When was that?” Annie said.
“Right after you left.”
I smirked but didn’t comment. “Okay, Callie, bedtime,” I said.
“But someone has to tuck me in.”
I was exhausted, but I offered anyway.
“No. You all have to tuck me in.”
“All of us?” Di sighed, seeking an out.
“Yes!” Callie said.
“Okay, wash, put on pajamas. We’ll be up soon,” I said.
As Callie climbed the stairs, I removed the airplane vodka (courtesy of trick-or-drinking Alison) from the pocket in my egg costume. I emptied the vodka into tumblers, adding orange juice and ice. Di, Annie, and I clinked glasses, downed our screwdrivers, went to tuck in Callie.
In addition to Callie, there was a lump under the covers. “What’s that?” I asked.
Callie didn’t answer.
I raised an eyebrow.
“My candy,” Callie said, holding the tarantula and blanket up to her neck.
“Why?”
She zoomed in on me. “Grandma Jo, I don’t trust you. You might eat it.”
Di, the health nut, took the bag and said she would guard it.
I whispered good night, thinking better of saying “Who loves you best.”
“Say it, Grandma Jo.”
“Who loves you best?” I said tentatively.
“We all do,” Di replied.
Annie hugged Callie.
“Say it, Annie,” Callie said.
“Grannie Annie loves your fanny.”
“I know you won’t eat my candy, Di. Because you don’t want to be fat.”



Chapter 29
The next morning, Macallan and I waited for the school bus, discussing the pumpkins we had staggered on the porch. Di was resting in the guest room. Ever since she’d told me about her illness and the tragedy involving her younger son, the real reason she had moved to Massachusetts, I felt I understood her better. She didn’t miss family. Callie’s presence was incidental. Di no longer annoyed me. She was a complicated woman, a woman with lots of secrets. I realized she must feel comfortable around me, or she wouldn’t have told me a thing.
A car pulled up. As soon as Callie noticed the Subaru, she raced to Lisa as though she’d believed her mother would never return.
“Mom is home,” I said. “She must have missed you too much.”
Lisa scooped her up. “I missed you!”
“What about me?” I joked.
Lisa kissed me hello. “Eh, you’re all right,” she kidded. “How did things go? Are you buddies with Di yet?”
“Oh, that cream puff. We’re best friends now.”
“I knew you would work it out. Thanks for being here, Mom.”
“Is Dad coming?” Callie said.
“Not today.”
“Why not?”
“He’s working, Callie.”
“When will he be home?” Callie asked.
I wondered that as well.
“He didn’t say. But he did say he can’t wait to see you. Now look at those pumpkins!” Lisa said, pointing to the porch. “All such unusual shapes.”
“Exactly, Mom! We went to the Picking Place and searched for the four funniest-looking pumpkins we could find. It was Grandma’s idea. She didn’t want ugly ones to feel bad because they weren’t chosen. I guess I shouldn’t say the U-word in front of the pumpkins.”
Lisa laughed. “I’d say these pumpkins are out of shape.”
“Like Grandma was when she came here, but now she runs for exercise.”
I had put in three miles a day, and I was proud of myself.
The bus appeared with a belch.
“Do I have to go?” Callie said to Lisa.
“Yes, you do.”
“But it’s not fair. You just got home. I want to be with you.”
“I’ll be here after school.”
“Unless you’re not here,” Callie mumbled as she turned toward the waving bus driver.
Callie boarded reluctantly.
Lisa said, “Mom, I’d like to talk. Let’s take a walk.”
No one ever walked to share good news. Only bad news required movement of the legs. And, if Lisa had something positive to divulge, what was with her serious tone? As I placed one foot in front of another, I sensed impending doom. What could be wrong? I thought of what Annie had told me about Lisa and Brian fighting. Lisa remained quiet, pensive, until we were well down the country road.
At last, she said, “My life is about to change. Radically.”
I turned to her, dreading what she was about to say. A lone car rushed by. “How’s that?”
She took my hands.
How bad could it be, I wondered.
“Mom, I’m pregnant!”
I was breathless with surprise. I hugged Lisa, practically crushed her. Then I backed off, remembering she was pregnant. What a relief. Obviously, she wanted to tell me before she told Callie. I thought of my mom. She believed it was bad luck to announce a pregnancy before the second trimester. On the afternoon I called to tell her I was pregnant with the twins, her bridge club was meeting at her house. I said, “Mom, I’m pregnant.” She said, in the tone of a government official, “I’ll have to call you back.” She rang later, said she couldn’t say mazel tov because it was too early for her friends to know.
I was mistaken about walking meaning bad news. This news was terrific. Callie would have a brother or a sister. Someone to play with, complain about, love. There’d be a substantial age difference, but so what? I imagined Callie as a role model. “When are you due?”
“April 8.”
“I have nothing to do that day! I’ll be here.” I counted on my fingers. “Wait. April? You’re four months in?” I zoomed in on her belly. If I’d been looking for signs of pregnancy, I would’ve noticed she was on her way. But I hadn’t thought about that. Instead, I was occupied with concern that her marriage was in trouble.
Lisa was in her second trimester. Why hadn’t she told me sooner? “I can’t wait to call your father. Are you hoping for a boy this time? What’s the difference—long as the child is healthy? I can’t wait to start shopping for infant clothes. I’ll buy size six months instead of newborn so the outfits will fit for a while. Lisa, tell me, how do you feel?”
“I’m fine except for sudden nausea no matter what I eat.”
“Crackers. Try crackers.”
“I saw a sonogram. The baby is great.”
“We only have great babies. Look at you. Look at Callie!”
“I hope it’s a boy,” she said. “One of each, you know.”
“As long as the little one is healthy. I can’t wait to tell Dad and your brothers.”
“The Pilgrim won’t enjoy my news. She’s been trying to conceive for a while.”
“I didn’t know that.”
“Like the Pilgrim wants you to be in on anything.”
True, I thought.
Lisa paused. “Mom, there are complications.”
“With the Pilgrim?”
“Yes, she has a stick up her ass. No. With me.”
“I guess you’re concerned because Brian’s living in Boston. I’ll help. Di will pitch in if you ask—and, what about Grannie Annie?”
She frowned. “Di will not take care of the baby.”
“Hmm. You’re probably right. I learned something during this visit—there are all kinds of grandmas. Before I came here, I assumed Di would be overwhelmed with love for her grandchild, taking her everywhere, spoiling her rotten. In fact, I was jealous that she gets to be here all the time, face to face, with Callie. But no more. I realized that Di is a completely different kind of grandmother. Anyway, Dad would like to move here. I was dead set against it, but the longer I stay, the more I see things from his perspective. And now—with a second grandchild!”
“It’s not any of that.”
“What then?” I asked.
“Di will have no interest in the baby because I’m having the child with another man.”
“Another man?”
“As in, not her son. Not Brian.”
Suddenly, I felt as though I had been slammed with a brick. My head throbbed. I backed up a step, concentrating on what Lisa was about to say. What was she about to say?
“I’m in another relationship.”
I shook my head as though to wake myself up. My eyes dilated.
And then she said it again. “I’m in another relationship.”
“I heard you the first time. I got it. With whom?”
“A man.”
“I know—a man. Who is he?”
“Will,” she said, like an actress smoking a cigarette after having sex in a bad movie.
“Will who?”
“Will Cook.”
I didn’t want his last name. I wanted to know who he was. “How did you meet?”
“He’s a chef.”
“He’s a chef, and his last name is Cook?”
“He’s like Di. He rechristened himself—for publicity purposes. He owns Rockwell’s,” she said proudly.
“I didn’t know the Norman Rockwell Museum had a cafeteria.”
Lisa chuckled. What was so darn funny?
“No, Mom. Not the museum in Stockbridge. His destination restaurant. Reservations are by lottery. If you want to dine at Rockwell’s, you send a postcard for a lottery in the spring, cross your fingers, pray to be chosen at random for a seating.”
“It’s that popular?”
“Well, I could get you in.”
Wow. A restaurant so remarkable you had to have a baby with the owner to get your mother a table. “Are you certain the baby is his child?”
“Brian and I haven’t had sex in two years.”
Was that a record among her peers?
“In any case, chances are there’ll be little question who the father is when the baby is born.”
Such an odd thing to say. “What does that mean?” I asked.
“Will is Black.”
“I see.”
She paused. “How do you feel about that?”
“I don’t care about race. I care about you.”
“Mom, I’m in love with Will. He’s the one I should have married in the first place. When you meet him, you’ll see why. He has it all. The man is a dream. I asked you to come to Woodfield so I could go to Boston to tell Brian I’m pregnant with Will’s child.”
She had said she would be handling many things at once.
“I’m sure Brian anticipated the end, that our meeting in that deserted hotel bar would be the last blow to our marriage,” she said.
Dumbstruck, I envisaged my daughter settling across from Brian, the innocent waiter stopping by to ask what they wanted to drink, waddling off with the order, Lisa hoisting the sledgehammer, the pregnancy, over Brian’s unsuspecting head. Or maybe Brian was suspecting.
“We’re over. I have a lawyer,” she said. “A woman, of course. I hired her weeks ago.”
I thought back to when Lisa had told me about Brian going to the diner with another woman and how she wasn’t going to tell him she knew. At the time, it seemed odd that a smart, independent woman like my daughter would bury her head in the sand. Lisa wasn’t that way. When she visited Florida later that year, Lisa and I lazed on chaises. Callie was occupied—on the steps of the pool filling cups with water. Lisa made a point of letting me know her marriage was fine, all was well—the end. Was it because she had something on the side as well?
We stood by an elm as she continued her reveal. I looked up into the bare branches. Lisa went into how handsome and talented Will Cook was, how much the house and the Farmer’s Daughter were worth. How all Brian had that he earned was his pittance of a salary as a professor, how she had signed a stringent prenup regarding his family trust.
“I was unaware of that,” I said.
“Di insisted. She said her money was prerevolutionary.”
I looked at her and she looked at me. Prerevolutionary?
“I thought Dad would go nuts, so I didn’t tell either one of you.”
Dad would’ve gone nuts. But then, he was going to go nuts about all this. As for me, it was as though Lisa had bashed me in the gut. Not because she was leaving Brian for another man, not because she had obviously chosen to have a baby with this Will Cook character, but because she had a strategy, a battle plan worthy of the US military on D-Day in France, but hadn’t uttered a syllable about Macallan, her daughter, my granddaughter, and how she would cope with this. Not one word about the pain her child was about to go through. My brain revolved around Callie. Her world would be demolished. Why hadn’t Lisa considered this? Or had she? Where was her head? Don’t answer that.
“You’re in love,” I said, trying to zip my overactive lip, demonstrate my appreciation of her situation.
“Yes. I hoped you would understand.”
I stalled. “Love is love is love. Any thoughts about Callie? How she’ll handle this, and how it will work out with Brian?”
She shrugged, which threw me off balance. Who shrugged in a situation like this? I shrugged when Suzy asked me if I preferred to take her car or mine to the spa in Miami.
“Brian will have to pay support.”
“I didn’t mean financially.”
“Well, I think Brian should stay in the house here with Callie from Friday to Sunday. But, of course, we’ll have to negotiate with lawyers.”
“And where will you be?”
“At Will’s.”
She said, “At Will’s” so casually, I wanted to scream. In fact, she sounded like a carefree teenager: Mom, I’ll be at Will’s. I’ll be home by curfew.
“He lives near his restaurant in Lenox. You’ll love his house.”
No, I won’t, I thought, while maintaining my nonjudgmental face, attempting without success to freeze it in time. I was astonished by Lisa. “And how long will that go on?”
“Until we settle the divorce. But you know, a lot of this depends on what Brian wants. And I don’t think he’s in the mood to be agreeable. I hired the attorney from hell, a mouthpiece, for that very reason.”
“Are you certain you will get custody?”
“I’m the mother.”
I wasn’t sure it worked that way. Lisa was so cavalier. She was a smart girl—what was she thinking? On the other hand, my daughter was a full-fledged adult, a mother herself, and there was no way I could shift the situation she was in. Despite my efforts to hide my trepidation for her, Callie, and the new baby, it was all painted on my face in thick strokes.
“What’s with the face?”
“Nothing. I’m here to listen.”
“Like I don’t know what you’re thinking.”
“I’m only thinking about Callie.”
“What, so you’ve pegged me as a lousy mother? What would you like me to do? Send Callie to live in a rented room in Boston every weekend? You know Brian. He’s fine with a squeaky bed and a three-legged desk. Trust me, I’ve thought this through. And I refuse to be judged by you.”
“Where is this coming from?” I stared at her, knowing full well where it was coming from. She was taking her situation out on me, the person most concerned with her welfare, most likely to rush to her aid. Blame your mother, Lisa. Blame your mother. No one else will take your guff and return for more.
She squinted her large brown eyes, the ones like mine. “Do you think you can judge me?”
I held my hand to my forehead. What next? “I’m not judging.”
“Of course you are. I know what you think. I’m not the mother you were.”
“Look, Lisa, honey, sweetheart, we mother differently.” Emphasis on the word “mother.”
“Really? What would you do in my place—if you met the man you wanted to spend the rest of your life with?”
“I would show concern for the child I had with the man I formerly wanted to spend my life with. In all your talk, I hear nothing about the effect this will have on Callie or a plan to make this calamity better for her.”
“Calamity? Did you say calamity? So, I should be like you? What do you know, Mom? You went straight from college to the world Dad created, forfeited a fantastic practice in SoHo, left New York to follow your spouse to Florida.”
“That’s not fair.”
“Really? You’ve never flown solo. What’s more, you put everyone else first. Well, Mom, I deserve happiness, and I’m stationing mine at the front of the line. Maybe it’s time you did the same.”
“This isn’t about me, Lisa.”
How would Lisa handle divorcing Brian, caring for Callie, making a new life with a new man, and having a baby, while managing a demanding restaurant and building an inn with her father? I still wasn’t convinced we had to relocate. But now what? I had no inkling what Brian would do once Lisa’s mouthpiece attorney succeeded in her mission. Was Will Cook intending to be an active father? If he ran an acclaimed restaurant and Lisa owned a top-notch establishment, where would they find the time to be involved parents? Did I need to be nearby to help my daughter?
Would Di be around, or would she take a powder once she knew the whole story—that Lisa had dumped her son? Maybe Di already knew. I recalled her beating up on Lisa, claiming it was my daughter’s fault Brian had forfeited his fantasy of being a journalist.
And what about Annie? On Halloween, she’d told me she wouldn’t live with Brian and Lisa. Too much fighting. But what if Brian remained in Boston, and there was a baby? Would Annie leave Milton—at last—and move into the house? Would she be Grannie Annie to the newborn?
How could I help Lisa realize she had to think of the children first? I couldn’t push her. I waited a few moments, leaned back. I went light. “Lisa, I’m sorry I didn’t breastfeed.”
“What’s that got to do with this?”
“You told me on the phone, I should have breastfed.”
She wiped her eyes, nearly smiled. Took it back.
“Mom, you think mothering is all about making sure your children have what they want. All I want is for my daughter to be content. So yes, I don’t fill the fridge to the brim. And I’m not at home many nights, and I depend on other people to care for Callie. And I don’t invite every kid in the grade to my daughter’s birthday parties. And I have a Christmas tree. So what? Callie is happy.”
I only invited every kid so no one would feel left out.
“One more thing . . . ,” she continued.
I had no idea what was coming.
“You act like I never ask you to come here. Do you need an engraved invitation? You’re welcome anytime. And when I discovered the Berkshires, you were still living in Manhattan, a few hours away. You’re the one who traipsed off into the land of eternal sunshine, causing this substantial geographic distance between us.”
It was true. And something I had considered when Jake and I made the move. But Lisa had just gotten married, and there was no Callie in sight. My twins? Michael was already in Los Angeles.
Alex was traveling in Europe between degrees.
“I can’t help it if you’re Dr. Busy. The last two times I asked you to sit, you said no. Flat out no.”
I could hear my heart beating. “Lisa, that wasn’t easy. But it was my best friend’s seventieth birthday. I was the one who planned the surprise party. Did you want me to shout surprise, throw confetti, from the clothing outlets in Lee?”
“Fine. And the time before that?”
“When?”
“Last February?”
“You’ve got to be kidding. I couldn’t leave my office. Max Slivovitz joined my practice that week. I had to be certain he was settled in. I offered to sit later in the month. I was willing to leave Florida in February but not on the precise date you wanted me.”
And what about now, I thought. I dropped everything this time, left my patients with bunions—and your father in misery. I would never have said no again. Three strikes—you’re out.
Lisa touched my cheek. A good sign. “I want you to do something.”
“Anything.”
“I want you to tell Dad about my situation. I don’t have the patience to listen to his prehistoric ideas.”
There was the ask. She wished for me to deal with Jake.
“You asked him to partner in your business.”
“Business is different than my personal life.” She wiped her sad brown eyes. I encircled her in my arms. She was still my little kid.
“Lisa, Lisa. Dad will be fine.”
“Oh, right, he was out of his mind that Brian wasn’t Jewish.”
“He never said anything to you.”
“He didn’t have to. I could hear his brain. Louder than a locomotive. Chug. Chug. Blow the whistle. She’s marrying out. If he wasn’t Jewish, why couldn’t he at least be part Italian? We’d be guaranteed some decent chicken parmigiana.”
I corrected her. “Lasagna. He said we’d get some good lasagna.”
“I want you to tell him.” Was she going to stamp her feet?
“I don’t think so, Lisa. That’s your job.”
“Now you take a stand?”



Chapter 30
Back in the house, I picked up a book from the couch to put back in Callie’s room. Di was atop the stairs in a belted chenille robe, a cracking clay beauty mask on her face. She wiggled a finger. I stepped past her, too overwhelmed by my discussion with Lisa to speak.
She tugged on my elbow. “Don’t be upset about it.”
“You have no idea what’s going on or what I’m upset about,” I said.
Di hauled me into the guest room, the quarters that should have been mine. Okay, so I wasn’t over it. Quickly, she shut the door, snatched clean laundry from the bed, which I still considered too low, dumped it on a chair, and sat while I remained standing.
She whispered. “Naturally, I’m on to Lisa. I’m sorry I took that out on you—at the fair, at the house. The pregnancy? Brian supplied the lowdown yesterday. I kept mum because it’s Lisa’s place to confess her affair directly to you,” she said, accurately.
Her use of the words “confess” and “affair” irked me, made me want to defend Lisa by repeating what she told me outdoors under the tree, that she was in love, but Di was Brian’s mother.
“Are you listening to me?” she asked.
“Not a good time, Di.”
“Look, our children’s relationship was on a breathing tube. Brian was promoted to department chair, rented a place in Boston. I crossed my fingers they’d figure it out. Until I realized my suspicion of an affair was accurate. Sometimes I wonder if anyone else is spot on as often as me.”
“Do you know Will personally?”
“I sold him his house. A steal, of course, as I negotiated it. Besides, everyone knows Will. Where’s your head? He’s on YouTube and followed by millions on TikTok.”
“Wait. He’s famous?”
“And your daughter’s about to be, because she’s having his child.”
I imagined the headline news flashing on TV. Irreputable magazines offering Lisa payment for a picture of Will Cook’s offspring. Her donating the proceeds to Global Food Kitchens. Nicki Nussbaum asking me—the infant’s grandmother—for an interview, the scoop on local news that was about to go international.
Di studied me. “Nothing for you to do but meet the fourth grandma.”
“What? What are you talking about?”
“Do you think Will arrived from outer space? I know nothing about his dad, but his mom is a judge.”
“You’ve met her?”
“I’ve seen her. She’s difficult to miss. I wouldn’t be surprised if she wound up in this area one day. Will’s an only child.”
“Well, we’ll welcome her to the fold,” I said, smirking.
“We could start a club.”
“Not if it’s like your book club,” I said, which helped me feel a tinge better. “Anything else?”
“I’ll be out of this house,” she said. “Regrettably. It was a convenient place to stay when I helped clients in a crunch.”
I rolled my eyes. Did she even know how self-involved she was? What did I expect a narcissist to say?
“When you realized Lisa was involved with another man, did you tell Brian?”
“I haven’t told Brian I have cancer.”
“Right. Di, I think he needs to know you’re ill.”
“What good would it do?”
“You’re a tough cookie, Di, but also a real character, an original. Despite your bravado, there are folks who care about you. Maybe it’s time to let them in.”
“Are you one of those people?”
“I came to the hospital.”
She snorted. “You were abducted.”
“True. But now I’d show up of my own accord.”
“I’m rough on people,” she said. “Take Annie.”
“I can see how it’s difficult to be nice to a young girl who’s living with your first husband, the father of your kids.”
I wouldn’t enjoy having Jake’s young honeybun drilling her way into my family.
“I still don’t get why Annie is with Milton,” she said.
“Lisa told me Annie loves him. Maybe, but I disagree. I think Annie believes she has no other choice in life. She lacks guidance. Please tell your son you have cancer.”
I expected her to say “No, I can’t,” but instead, she said, “I wasn’t crazy about your daughter when I first met her.”
“Thanks, Di.” I grinned at her. She was who she was. Hard. Callous. Nothing for me to do but to expect it. As far as her opinion of Lisa, I was in for the backhanded compliment of the day.
“But now I like her. I’d say I’m fond of her. She’s been good to me, welcoming me to town, inviting me to stay here when my other son lit a match to my house. Not every daughter-in-law would do that. Maybe because I’ve been through so many marriages, I don’t find Lisa and Brian’s situation surprising. I’ve seen it all. Of course, I’m in my son’s corner first, but I hope I can remain on good terms with Lisa.”
“I feel the same about Brian.”
“Divorce is purgatory,” Di said. “Expecting it to be easy is a fantasy.”
“There are some who are able to get along.”
Di’s glance said it was not going to happen.
I heard Lisa in the bathroom. Retching. Puking. As if she had consumed a rotten buffet at an all-you-can-eat hellhole that left you to conclude the dehydrated fried chicken was manufactured in a cardboard factory. I dashed to Lisa.
“It’s me,” I said, knocking on the door.
“Oh, Mom. I feel like hell,” she moaned, then upchucked again. “No. Hell would be better than this.”
I hurried downstairs for ginger ale, but unlike at home in Florida, where I always kept a few cans on hand, there was none. Lisa didn’t drink soda. How could I forget? I set a glass of water on the vanity next to the sink as Lisa crouched over the toilet bowl.
“Oh, Mom, I forgot how bad this is. My insides are coming out. What the heck did I eat?”
“Doesn’t matter what you ate.”
“What have I gotten myself into?”
I had a hoard of answers to that question, and a good number had nothing to do with feeling nauseated during pregnancy. I soaked a hand towel with cold water, passed it to her.
“Do you want me to hold your hair back?” I asked Lisa.
“They only do that in the movies. Besides, it’s way too late.”



Chapter 31
Afterward, I roamed the backyard, parked myself on the deck. There were lounge chairs and slatted rockers, an oval table with an umbrella and chairs, a gas grill with the accoutrements. Everything in sight pointed to a joyous family inside the house. But the deck was a facade. As was the amazing house that Lisa had painstakingly renovated and refurbished. I yearned to help Lisa any way I could, but the truth was she had literally made her bed. I worried, but she was a woman in love, found it exciting that Will was a famous chef, that they had interests to share.
I rubbed away tears, wiped my hands on my flannel shirt. Told myself, There’s not a thing you can do. Not a thing you can do to change any of it. She asked you to tell Jake. But that’s her responsibility. After all, she had invited him to go into business without saying a word about the turmoil in her life. That she had a new man—a new baby in tow. That she had no idea how her life would be when Jake arrived, chafing to start working. Would Lisa tell Jake soon? More likely, she would put it off. A choice not in the best interest of my husband and his business plans. In the middle of her mess, she might even decide to forego building the inn.
I pulled my phone out of the back pocket of my corduroy pants.
“Hi. Can we talk?” My solemn tone foretold the importance of the subject matter.
“What’s going on?”
“Your daughter is involved with another man.”
I paused, waited for him to absorb what I had said. Then I continued, “His name is Will. He’s a chef.”
“Is his food any good?”
“She’s divorcing Brian.”
“They can’t work this out?” he asked.
“I told you she’s with this chef.”
“They could stop cooking, put out the flame. It’s been done. She has Macallan to consider here. Have they gone for counseling—isn’t that what I’m supposed to ask?”
“Jake, she’s pregnant. She’s having a baby with the chef.”
“What? How does she know it’s his?”
“She knows.”
“Was there a test?”
“There’s no way this baby belongs to Brian,” I said.
“Oh.”
“Yeah.”
“We need to talk. When are you coming home?” Jake said.
“Sooner rather than later now that Lisa is back.”
“Good. I miss you.”
“I miss you too.”
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He missed me. And I missed him. Throughout the years, we’d clung to each other in difficult times, especially those that involved our three children. We found comfort in solving problems together. But those three children were grown-ups now. We could no longer navigate life’s twists and turns for them, make things better. The reason was simple: What Jake and I assumed was better wasn’t necessarily what they would want. Their lives were their own.
And what about my life? Was there something to learn from my daughter, who put herself and her desires first?
I had spent a lifetime kowtowing. First to my parents, then to Jake. Even as I built my business in New York, I placed the needs of my family before work and let Jake be second stringer in taking care of the kids, culminating in a relocation to Florida exactly when my New York practice was as good as singing. And now—what about now? Would I move up here to help? To be with Callie?
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After school, I stopped in Callie’s room. She was playing. Both the armadillo and the bear Lisa had brought from Boston were stationed in front of a tower she had built with Legos. I listened in as she spoke for the stuffed animals.
“You’ll love this house. It’s a mansion,” the armadillo said.
“I don’t want a big place,” the bear replied.
“Your children will like all the room,” the armadillo said.
“My children are small.”
“But soon they’ll be big, and very sad if you don’t buy this house.”
“Okay, I’ll take two,” the bear shouted.
“Armadillos usually live alone,” I said, “but this one seems content to be with you.”
“He’s in real estate. Like Di. I might want to be in real estate.”
I began one of our rhymes. “An armadillo learned from Di.”
“You can sell a house to any guy.”
It was so much easier to be a grandmother than a mother.
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Downstairs, Lisa appeared before me in scarlet open-toe high heels. If shoes could speak, these would spell SEX in capital letters. Her dress—a sleeveless, low-cut red cocktail number—hid any sign she was four-months pregnant. And after all, I hadn’t noticed. But soon she would show. And what were her plans regarding telling Callie?
“You look wonderful,” I said.
“Thank you, thank you.”
“Lisa, when will you tell Callie what’s happening?”
“Mom, I don’t have time for a discussion with you now. I’m on my way out.”
“I see. I understand. But it seems to me you’re disregarding the elephant in the room.”
She snatched a stuffed elephant, plum with a multicolored trunk. “Here he is!”
I thought I would throttle her.
I pressed on. “Are you waiting to speak to her with Brian?”
“Of course not. Brian will muck it up. He’ll have her in tears.”
Who wouldn’t be in tears? I was bowled over by her insensitivity.
“I’m going to tell her.”
“It seems to me you’re avoiding your own daughter.”
“How’s that?” she said.
“It’s your first night back, and you’re going out in scarlet shoes.”
“Always the shoes. If a man staggered into a room without a head, you’d notice his shoes.”
Probably true.
“And, Mom, you’re here.”
“True, but I’m not you. If Brian isn’t coming home this weekend, she needs to know.”
“I’ll get to it.”
“When? This isn’t New York. Your pregnancy will be big news.”
“What’s news?” I heard Annie call from the entrance as she stepped into the house—without a knock.
Lisa and I clammed up.
“Hi, Annie,” Lisa said. “Thanks for helping while I was away.”
Annie replied to Lisa by displaying a small pocketbook—patent leather, square, with a gold clasp. Circa 1960. A pillbox hat would coordinate nicely with it.
“It’s her bag. She’s back. At Milton’s. With Milton. He’s such an asshole. This was on the coffee table. I dumped her stuff, but I stole her driver’s license. Do you know what a pain it is to reapply for a driver’s license?”
“I think you can replace a license online now,” I said.
“She has all the luck.”
Lisa stepped in. “Think Titanic. Abandon ship. You can stay here for a while if you’d like. I’d be glad to have you. Callie would be delirious.”
“I don’t know. I might go to my friend’s apartment. She has an air mattress.”
Although Lisa was offering Annie help, I could tell she sought to say her piece, pat Annie on the back, and be on her way to meet Will Cook.
Lisa checked the time on her phone. “I’m sorry. I’m running late. Annie, I’m sure my mom will give the advice you need. She has a great shoulder to cry on. I’ll see you tomorrow.”
I was there to babysit. Lisa could ignore her child, step into heels, and stay at Will’s until the next day. It hit me. Maybe I was making life too easy for her.
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Next afternoon, Annie announced she was going to Milton’s. For a moment, I figured she intended to confront him. But she told me she was taking Lisa’s advice, calling it quits, packing up. I was concerned about her going alone, getting into a battle with him, but she said he’d likely be at the annual antique car show, displaying his vintage Corvette. A friend was coming by to help Annie load the car. Also, she needed to return Jacqueline Kennedy’s bag. With a nasty note.
I imagined her fitting everything she owned in the world into her Honda. When I was her age, I lived in a furnished Manhattan co-op with a walk-in closet full of great shoes and clothes, sets of silverware and dishes given as wedding gifts, a gas barbecue kettle on the terrace. And most importantly, I had Jake. Annie asked if she could store her belongings in Lisa’s house. I figured Lisa would want to help, so I agreed.
“Okay,” she said as she dangled her car keys in her hand. “I’m off.”
“Be careful,” I said as Di marched into the house. Her blonde hair was topped with the wide headband and looked nothing like a wig, even though I knew it was. No one would have known she was ill.
Di put her hands on her hips, looked directly at Annie. “Well, my little friend, it seems Milton finally got his.”
“Got his what?” Annie said.
“You don’t know? Haven’t you heard?”
We stared blankly.
“Tell us,” I said. She was a pain. No wonder there wasn’t a sibling in her family who still talked to her, except the sister/mother in Rhode Island, who had no one else to call. Di hadn’t mentioned her once since she told me she had pneumonia and the operation would be postponed.
“He’s dead,” Di said flatly, as though talking about a character on a television show, not the father of her sons, not the man Annie lived with.
“What?” Annie squeaked.
“Some piece of work killed him last night.”
Annie went white. “With a gun?”
“With a vagina.”
Annie’s eyes went wide. “He died in bed?” she asked, stunned as much by his death as by his fatal last moment.
“As far as I know, he could’ve been doing the deed on the bedroom dresser, but in any case, he did not survive,” Di said.
Annie and I locked eyes, aware we were thinking the same thing: Milton died on top of or under the woman who owned the patent leather bag.
“I get it,” Di said to Annie, who had as good as collapsed on the couch. “You slept here because you caught Milton red handed last night. How old was she? Twelve?”
“Don’t be absurd,” Annie said.
Di plunged ahead. “How old?”
“She was about his age.”
“I love it. He croaked in the arms of a scrawny old prune. That’s what I call justice.”
“She wasn’t scrawny,” Annie said. “She was short and stout.”
“Tell me she had big boobs.”
Annie nodded.
“Oh, my, she wasn’t even his type!” Di said gleefully.
“How did you hear he died?” I asked Di.
“How many times do I have to tell you? It’s a small town. I’m sorry, Annie. Tough going, for sure. But now you can look for a man worthy of you. I wonder if anyone reached Penelope.”
“Penelope?” Annie said.
“Milton’s daughter. A train wreck. She lives in North Adams. She’s his person in case anything happens to him.”
“He has a daughter?” Annie said, a look of surprise on her face.
“Yes,” Di said. “Peculiar Penelope.”
“What about Brian? He’ll be devastated,” I said naively.
“Not really,” Di said.
Di’s phone rang. The quacking sounds. She answered. It was a client.
“Hello. Diandra Summer Lake. My ex-husband died. Father of my sons. What’s your best offer?”
She listened to the caller, then she said, “Too low. They won’t respond. If you want to be walking less than a quarter mile to Tanglewood Music Festival next summer, I suggest you up the ante. Let me know. Maybe listen to the Boston Symphony as you’re deciding.”
Callie rushed in, dragging her book bag and coat behind her, wiped out from a playdate but pleased to see us all. “Yes—my three best grandmas! Oh, except for you, Di, because you don’t like when I call you the G-word.”
Annie approached Callie, placed her arms around the child. “Mac, I have something to tell you. I have sad news.”
Callie searched Annie’s face.
“Milton died last night,” she said as a tear dropped down her cheek.
I was surprised Annie blurted the Milton news out to Callie. Milton was Callie’s grandpa—even though he had no interest in her. I would have sat down next to Callie and explained, held her if she was upset, put in a call to her mom and dad.
“I’m sorry, Grannie Annie.”
“Thank you,” Annie said, wrapping arms around Callie, hugging the child to her chest, holding on until Callie stepped back.
“Mom always said he was too old for you. Grandma Jo, can I have an ice pop?”



Chapter 32
In the morning, Callie was up before me. She sat on the floor with her legs crossed. Three stuffed unicorns—two big, one small—were in a row.
“What are you playing?” I asked.
“Unicorn family—they’re going to a hotel on a mountain in New Hampshire for the weekend. They’re very excited because the hotel has an indoor pool!”
“Have you ever done that?”
“No, but my friend at school did. Mom and Dad promised they’d take me in December during Christmas break. They said we’d be there for three days, but I want it to be longer. Dad loves to pretend he’s a shark.”
I froze in place, agonized by her excruciating words.
I tugged on my running pants, a T-shirt, and a remnant of a sweatshirt from podiatry school for my final trot in the country. Outside, in the fresh cold air, it felt more like January than early November.
I dallied on Lisa’s porch, enjoying the bounty of the Berkshires: the frosty grass, the oddly shaped pumpkins glistening on the steps, the leaves on the ground, the wooded hills on the horizon, the morning call of a rooster, chickens clucking in the coop a neighbor kept across the road, the colonial homes, the unmistakable scent of chimney smoke, the sun rising into the sky, bringing on the full light of another day. I was departing a pastoral place.
Lisa appeared in a maroon T-shirt and pink pajama pants, her long hair tumbled, her face unwashed. She rubbed her eyes, smiled at me. She inhaled and exhaled—the crisp air beckoned for it.
“Morning,” she said.
“It’s a gorgeous morning.”
“I love it here,” she said, stretching from side to side.
I stood still, looking ahead.
“Don’t you stretch before you run?” she asked.
“No. I start running immediately. You know, before I change my mind.”
“You’re supposed to stretch.”
Supposed to? She was telling me about supposed to. I had led my life by the book. Don’t ask me which book. Maybe it was the book my mother and father had written for me. With a few adaptations.
“Mom, if you don’t stretch, you’ll hurt yourself.”
“I’ll remember that the next time I don’t stretch.”
“Mom, I want you to know that Will is not a flash in the pan. When I first came to town to launch the Farmer’s Daughter, he dropped by to welcome me. We became friends. I turned to him for advice because Brian is a professor not an entrepreneur. I’ve been relying on Will for a long time.”
Mother on tiptoe. “You have a lot in common.”
“I understand this is asking a lot, but I wondered if you would stay a few extra days. I’m planning to explain the situation to Callie, and it would help if you were around.”
She tugged at my heart. But I longed to go home. Fungal infections, hammertoes, blisters, ingrown toenails, and chronic conditions of the feet were waiting for me. I was bushed, exhausted by the whirlwind that was my daughter’s existence. I craved peace and my own place. What’s more, I knew if I stayed, Lisa wouldn’t be around for Callie. She’d rely on me to be there, and Lisa was what Callie needed.
I suggested, “Would you consider speaking to Callie with Brian?”
“I have no interest in that,” she snapped.
“Why?” I believed a show of unity would help Callie.
She ignored my question.
“First up, I need to be with Will so we can go through the details of how this is going to work.”
Love is blind. “Will? What about Brian?”
“I told you. I have a lawyer for that, a good one, with teeth. I’m moving on. Will wants to help with my restaurant. He thinks he can make it as celebrated as his.”
Her restaurant? Wasn’t this the time to cater to her kid? “Wouldn’t it be better to hold off on that and concentrate on Callie?”
My comment went right by her. “And guess what? He wants to be a partner in the inn. I’d like to hammer it all out.”
I hung back for a moment. No way she was going to hurt Jake by pushing him aside. I had to stop that before I left the porch. “Wait. If he’s your partner, why do you need Dad?”
“Three people can run an inn. Besides, Dad wants to invest.”
“What Dad wants is to be an active participant.”
“Of course, Mom,” she said, although I recognized her number one interest now was Will. Jake would complicate it. Besides, I knew Jake—I’d been married to him for decades. He wasn’t about to join two lovebirds in a business venture of any kind. As soon as Jake heard the idea, he’d dodge the bullets.
“I know you planned to leave when I returned, but since I’m going to be busy this week, I thought maybe you could stay longer. Callie loves having you here. She doesn’t want you to go.”
I checked a tear, swallowed it back into my eye. I didn’t want to start a long explanation. She had enough on her head. To simplify, I lied. It felt strange. As though someone besides me was doing it. But I knew she had to mother, handle her own situation, and the right thing was for me to leave. “I have commitments back home, appointments Rizzo lined up because, well, I’ve already been gone quite a while. Lisa, I understand you’re going through a tough period, but I need to get back. Patients, especially the one I rescheduled originally, are depending on me.”
“Wait. Mom, you told me you and Dad had planned to be at Michael’s anyway.”
“I said that because I wanted to be with Callie. I didn’t want to let you down.”
“Honestly, that’s what I figured when you agreed so quickly, but I needed you in Woodfield more for me than for Callie. I wanted to know my mom would be here for solace.”
“I know now,” I said. “And I’m glad my presence was important to you. But, Lisa, I learned a lot while I was here. I need to go home and process it. As someone who follows her heart, you can surely understand.”
“But you and Dad . . .”
“What about us?”
“Dad said you’d peeked at a house in Great Barrington.”
“Let’s say that was a fiasco.”
“He told me you were willing to move here, for sure.”
The word “willing” hit me in the head. “Willing” was not wanting. And I had been willing my entire adult life. Willing to always put my family first. Willing to make decisions that made others secure and happy. Willing, out of love.
This time, what did I want? Was I ready to upend my life? Would I be content as an accessory to Lisa’s existence? Doing what she asked? Time. I was sixty-seven. How much time remained? And what did I want to do with it? I could stay put in Florida and build on the life I had started there. The practice that meant so much to me, my friends—my book club, neighbors, and acquaintances who knew me for me—not people who saw me as Lisa and Callie’s sideshow. Or I could move, be with Callie—and the new baby. Begin again—from nothing. I had a decision to make.
When I didn’t respond, she said, “Well, have a good run,” bringing my thoughts back to the reason I was on the porch, not stretching.
I took my first step. If I could, I would have run all the way back to Flamingo Estates. Those spindly birds were looking good.
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I passed by Arlo’s store and circled back to say hello—and goodbye.
“I heard the news,” he said.
“It’s a small town,” I said.
“That’s what Di always says.”
“Yes, I know.”
He rubbed his chin. “Milton dying in the arms of a woman his age. Karma.”
“Oh, you mean that news.” For me, Lisa’s bombshell about her divorce and pregnancy had eclipsed Milton’s death. But of course, Arlo was correct. It turned out that the woman Milton had been with when he had the stroke that killed him had been his prom date in high school. Di had taken great joy in telling me they were in the same grade, but the woman had been held back, making her a year older than Milton.
“There’s other news,” I said.
“I know. Lisa and Brian are getting a divorce,” he said. “I saw that coming.”
“I didn’t.”
“So, she’s leaving him for Will Cook,” he said as if it were a historical fact I’d find in a textbook, akin to Thanksgiving being the fourth Thursday in November.
I took a shot. “Since I assume you know him, what can you tell me about him?”
“He’s a good guy. Smart. Nothing like Brian.”
“Brian is smart.”
“Way different. You’ll see.”
“I haven’t met him yet. Lisa didn’t offer to introduce me. I can wait until my next trip.”
“When are you leaving?” he asked.
“Tomorrow.”
“I had my fingers crossed you’d decide to move here,” he said.
I smiled.
“Do you want another piece of news?” he asked.
I nodded. “We don’t have a town crier in Boca Raton.”
“I’m a sucker for punishment. Di and I are talking about moving in together.”
“I’m not surprised. Where would you both live?”
“My house, of course. She would either sell her place or rent it.”
“I see. Arlo, will you still celebrate Halloween?”
“Opposites attract.”
“No question.”
“I’d hug goodbye, but with my luck, Di would stop in.”
He put out his hand.
I gave him mine.
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As I approached Lisa’s house, I could see my daughter and granddaughter on the porch. Lisa sat on a rocking chair with Callie on her lap, facing and clinging to her mother. With one glance, I knew Lisa was telling her at least part of what was going on. My heart was in my gut, but I also had a sense of relief as I wondered how much or little Lisa had decided to reveal. Lisa had to realize she wasn’t a young single girl in love. She was a grown woman, a mother with responsibility for her child that would never end. Callie deserved to be first, at the front of the line. If I had to keep reminding my daughter of this, so be it. She thought I was a kvetch anyway.
I would long for Callie terribly when I went home, miss waiting for the school bus to arrive. Callie jumping off. That first squeeze, wrapping her in my arms. Dinner with my granddaughter. Watching her imitate life with stuffed animals. And especially, tucking her in.
On the other hand, I missed my work, the chance to use my brain, the way a patient looked at me when I came to her aid. How good I felt when I solved someone’s problem. I thought about Doris. I wondered how she was doing. I decided to call her from Woodfield while giving Lisa the opportunity to speak to Callie. I stepped behind a stone wall, sat down on a bed of leaves. I felt young on those leaves. Sitting that way reminded me of my twenties on campus. How could that be practically fifty years ago? How could everyone in the generation before me—my parents, my aunts, my uncles—be gone? It was my tradition to light memorial candles in honor of those who had passed on. At first, I would light one candle in a small glass. I lit it for my bubbe. Then, a candle for Jake’s father. My dad. Jake’s mom. My mom. I had a bonfire going. It hurt to think about it.
“Rizzo,” I said. “Can you give me the number for Doris Barkan?”
“Of course. She called yesterday. She said to tell you her toe was much better, but her children still didn’t want her to move anywhere near them. I mentioned you were visiting your daughter. She said you should have gone to a spa instead.”
“I’m flying out tomorrow.”
“What? You miss us?” Rizzo asked.
“I really do.”
“That’s because here you’re a big shot with the toes. In the Berkshires, you’re Callie’s grandmother, Lisa’s mom. No one knows you there the way people do here.”
Even for Rizzo, she was being hard on me. “I’m happy to be a mom and a grandmother.”
“Good for you. Get back here. I’m sure it’s freezing there anyway.”
I dialed Doris. The answering machine had her late husband’s voice. She was not only still wearing his socks. She had never recorded a new message. “Hi, Doris. It’s your favorite foot doc. Rizzo told me you’re doing better.”
Doris clicked on. “I don’t answer the phone until I know who it is. The whole world is out to get old people. I will not be scammed.”
I smiled. Good old Doris.
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After I hung up with Doris, Jake called me. He was on speakerphone. I could hear dishes clacking, and I assumed he was loading the washer in his overly organized way. The plates lined up as though in the army. If he had dishes to wash, it meant he was eating. So that was good.
“I hear saucers,” I said.
“The neighbor came over, and we had lunch.”
“Did Alex ever show up?”
“Briefly. The Pilgrim called him back to Plymouth Rock.”
“Lisa asked me to hang around longer.”
“Are you staying?”
“No. I have patients waiting for me. I can’t spare the time.”
“Understandable. Maybe in a month or so, we’ll fly back to Massachusetts and look for a place to live.”
“I don’t think so,” I said.
“Because of the weather in winter?”
“Because, Jake, I want to stay in Florida.”
Dead air.
“Jake, I hope you can work out a plan for opening the inn with Lisa, but I’m too old to start over here, too young to give up on being who I am. I love my family, but it’s essential for me to have a life that’s mine and mine alone.”
“What about Callie?”
“I’m smart. I’ll find a way to be with Callie.”
“This won’t work for me. Do you understand?” he said, raising his pitch.
The next part was difficult for me to say. I spoke quickly, as though it would hurt him less if I said it fast. “Jake, you want to move because right now you’re discouraged and looking for an out.”
“Not true, Jodi. Do you want me to hang up?”
I reached deep inside myself, dug up the strength to stand my ground no matter his tone or what he had to say. “I’ve always been a good girl, met my parent’s expectations, followed their edicts. I married young and went along with your dreams. And although I’ve always had a career, we both know I put motherhood first. But I don’t have a lot of time left. From now on, I want to do what’s in my heart, make my own decisions, be my own boss. Back when you asked, I agreed to move south for you. Now I’m staying there for me.”
Was he breathing fire through the phone? It didn’t matter. I would determine where I would live for what could be the rest of my life.
“Jake?”
“Understood,” he said.
“Okay, then.”
Silence.
“Keep the light on. I’ll see you soon,” I said.
I placed the cell in my pocket, swallowed a breath, blew it out, closed my eyes. My head cleared. And I was at peace with myself.



Chapter 33
The day I was to leave, I attempted pancakes. It was my final morning in Historic Woodfield, after all.
“I made breakfast,” I said when Lisa and Callie joined me in the kitchen.
“Pancakes?” Callie guessed as Lisa checked what was on the stove.
“You made pancakes. You never made pancakes when I was a kid,” Lisa said. Then she beheld my scrambled flapjacks. “Wow, Mom. What a mess.”
“They’re not a mess. They’re supposed to be that way,” Callie explained.
Lisa looked at both of us as though we were out of our minds and might never return.
“They’re very big in Florida,” Callie explained as she winked at me.
Lisa gave us the side-eye. “Oh, yes, I forgot. I think they were served first in Miami Beach at the Eden Roc hotel in the sixties and soon became the rage. A brass plaque in the dining room marks the occasion.”
I smiled as Lisa scooped up some pancakes for Callie.
“Mom, you have to try some,” Callie said.
Lisa placed a dot of pancake on the smallest plate she could find. “Do you do crepes scrambled as well?”
“Yes,” I said. “The only things I don’t scramble are eggs.”
“I can’t remember, Mom. Are scrambled pancakes served with maple syrup or . . .”
“With syrup. Now that grandma got us some,” Callie said.
Di called from Arlo’s house. She wanted to see me before I left Woodfield. I suggested the three nanas have lunch before my flight, my treat. She recommended the Inn at Three Corners, where I had gathered with my two friends from the health club. Three Corners was a convenient choice, as it was en route to the airport. I texted Annie.
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When I was ready to shove off, Lisa carried my suitcase to the first floor. “Mom,” she said, “I understand why you are leaving. I would do the same.”
I think I knew that. In fact, Lisa had become my role model for taking care of myself.
“I want you to know something,” she said.
“I’d love to know something.”
“I named my restaurant after you.”
“Me?”
As she nodded, her eyes glistened. “Your father was a farmer. You lived on a farm. You are the farmer’s daughter.”
I had never thought of myself as the farmer’s daughter. When I was eight, the same age as Callie, we moved to the suburbs, the part of growing up I reminisced about the most, but I sure loved to hear she’d named the restaurant after me.
I dabbed at one tear, then another. “Thank you. That means a lot.”
She kissed my cheek.
I held her. “Lisa, I have an opportunity for you.”
“For me?” she said, surprised.
“Come to Florida more often, stay much longer. Bring Callie and the new baby. Leave the kids with me if you want, and take a vacation.”
“Will loves Florida.”
What was there to do? She was a woman in love.
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As Lisa and I spoke by my car, Callie darted out of the house. “Grandma, we have a present for you.”
She handed me a wrapped package, colorful, flat, and flimsy.
“Open it,” they both said.
I was tickled to see a T-shirt. Above a heart, I read the words “I love Grandma.”
“What a fabulous gift. What I always wanted,” I said as I held it, kissed Callie, then Lisa.
“I told you we had to get her one,” Callie said to her mom.
“Yes, it’s something she would never buy for herself.”
Callie jumped up. “Three-way hug,” she shouted.
We hung on to each other, enjoying the warmth of family.
“Have a great lunch,” Lisa said. “If it wasn’t for Callie’s chess tournament, we’d join you.”
“Good luck, Callie. Remember whatever Pop taught you, and let us know how you do.”
“I’m going to crush it, but I will give my opponents a choice.”
“Lose slow or lose fast,” we all said together.
“I’ll miss you,” I said as I took in my daughter.
“And the other grandmas? Your competition?” she asked.
“Yes, I will definitely miss the competition,” I said wistfully, seriously. In a short time, we had gone from being suspicious and envious of each other to three very different women who understood one another. I knew now that Annie and Di each brought something unique to Callie’s life. In Annie, she found a constant presence, warmth beyond measure, friendship. Di taught her the importance of self-reliance, pressing on. And, if Callie ever wanted to be in the real estate business, she had the whole act down.
“What about me?” Callie said. “How much will you miss me?”
“Hmm. Hmm. I need to think about that,” I teased, looking skyward to the right and to the left.
“Come on, Grandma, say it . . .”
“Yes, say it,” Lisa said.
“Who loves you best.”
I reviewed all that had transpired. Only a smidgen of it was what I had expected or signed up for when I agreed to watch Macallan, but I had surfaced at a good moment for Lisa. She’d given me the opportunity because she was in transition, and she wanted her mommy close as the trees in her leaf-covered yard. Even eons after my mother’s death, I wished she would somehow reappear. I’d see a mother and a daughter at the mall, on the beach, in a restaurant, and I’d wonder if they knew enough to cherish the moments they still had. I’d gaze at the heavens, trusting my mom was there, somewhere, looking over me. It provided peace of mind for Lisa to carry out her plan—with her mommy in town, in her house, caring for her child. There were plenty of grannies in Woodfield—but Lisa understood she had one mother. Now I understood it as well. What’s more, Lisa had reached out to her father about building the inn because she wanted to help him, needed him to be present in her world. Independent as she was, we gave her strength. Through our love.
Was I a second-rate mom because I was going home? What had I learned? My time was now. I didn’t want to live life through my kids, greeted with cursory nods from others as Macallan’s nana or Lisa’s mom.
Jake and I would do better. We’d visit more often, become more involved. Use Jake’s points for Callie as soon as she was old enough to fly to visit us on her own.
I had a big life I enjoyed—in Florida. I pined for my friends, my practice, my patients. No longer did I assume I could land on Lisa’s planet and live among her natives. I wanted, deserved, a life of my own. I believe you are never done raising your children, but a day arrives when you must raise yourself.



Chapter 34
I spotted Di immediately. She was in front of the Inn at Three Corners, passing her business card to an unsuspecting mark in a Boston Red Sox cap. Annie arrived in tall zippered boots, a lavender dress she said she’d made, a floppy hat. We waited for Di to conclude her sales pitch.
At a table in the center of the room, we ordered a bottle of sauvignon blanc.
“I have some news,” Di said, grinning as though she had a secret we’d never guess.
I hoped her bulletin wasn’t about real estate. But, of course, it was.
“I’m selling my home.”
“And then?” Annie asked.
“I’m moving in with Arlo.”
“Oh, Di, that’s wonderful. And he’s wonderful,” I said, feigning surprise, pretending Arlo hadn’t already broadcast the news.
“Planning a wedding?” Annie teased.
“Why? Do you want to be the flower girl?”
“I’d like to be matron of honor,” I chimed in.
“Why not? I don’t have any friends.”
“Annie,” I said, “what are your plans?”
“I’m not moving in with Arlo. In fact, I may be done with older men.”
Annie said she had signed up for a booth at a craft show. She intended to sell the dress she was wearing in a variety of fabrics. The style was trapeze—easy, relaxed. “I need the cash. According to Milton’s will, his daughter, Penelope, will inherit his house.”
Di shook her head. “Prospects are slim Annie is entitled to anything, but I insisted she see my attorney. I’ll go along. Equal justice under the law.”
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I noticed an African American woman entering the restaurant. Slim, tall, with short, chic hair. I craned my neck to check out her shoes—dark-green high heels. She wore a knee-length winter-white dress, a knit she’d accessorized with a chevron scarf. There was something smart about her. I watched as she was seated at a table for two. Di and Annie were looking at her as well.
“She’s beautiful,” I said.
“A head turner,” Annie said.
“Guess who?” Di said.
“Someone famous?” Annie asked. “Is she in the movies?”
“No,” Di said, enjoying the intrigue.
“How old do you think she is?” Annie asked.
“Her son is about forty, so I figure she’s in her early sixties. Then again, she could’ve had him later in life.”
I was out of patience. “Stop with the math, Di. Who is she?”
“She’s a judge . . . she’s also William Cook’s mother.”
“Lisa’s Will?” Annie said, completely up to speed on the situation.
Di nodded—cocky that she had this knowledge.
“Wow,” I said. “If she’s his mother, I understand what Lisa sees in Will.”
“Stop staring. It’s awkward for me,” Di said.
“We weren’t staring—and why is it awkward?” Annie asked.
“Good question,” I said.
“Because, if you remember, I’m Brian’s mother. Her son broke up my son’s marriage.”
“He didn’t break up the marriage,” Annie said. “It takes two to tango.”
I laughed.
“Why are you laughing?” she asked.
“‘Two to tango’ doesn’t sound like anything you would ever say.”
“I lived with Milton,” Annie replied.
Di rolled her eyes. “Don’t remind us.”
“Tell me about the judge,” I said.
“If she passes by, pretend we don’t know her,” Di told us.
“I don’t know her.” I felt Di was being silly.
I watched as the judge stood, crossed the dining room to the women’s lounge.
Annie excused herself from the table.
Di, who couldn’t help herself, filled me in. “Her name is Barbara Miller. She studied music, was a performer—a singer—until she attended law school. Yale, I think. It’s all online.”
“What an accomplished woman. I’d like to meet her. I guess I will one day,” I said.
“You know what’s not online, Jodi? Whether she knows Lisa, or that Lisa is pregnant with her grandchild.”
“I’m sure her son told her.”
Di responded with condescension. “And why are you sure?”
“Because he’s her son,” I said as I placed a napkin in my lap.
Di chuckled. Or was it a guffaw? “You think your children tell you everything?”
“They tell me a lot.” Okay, so I was in denial.
“Then why didn’t you know your daughter’s marriage was about to blow up?”
“Oversight. She forgot to tell me that.”
I heard Annie’s voice, turned to see her with company. Barbara. Annie’s smirk led me to conclude she had gone to the ladies’ lounge on a mission—the intention of introducing herself to the judge and inviting her to our table.
“Barbara Miller, I’d like you to meet Dr. Jodi Wexler. Jodi is visiting from Florida.”
I rose to shake her hand.
Annie turned toward Di. “And this is Diandra Summer Lake.”
“First name in second homes,” Barbara said knowingly.
“Please take my card,” Di said like a teenager with a crush.
As for me, I was ill at ease, discomfited by the inside information I had concerning Barbara Miller, foremost that she was about to become a grandmother to my daughter’s baby.
I made believe the slate was blank. “Do you live in town?”
“No, I don’t. My son is a chef in the area. Perhaps you’ve tried his restaurant, Rockwell’s?”
“No, I’m sorry. I haven’t. But what a coincidence. My daughter, Lisa, owns the Farmer’s Daughter.”
“I know Lisa. I’ve been to her restaurant with my son. He’s fond of her.”
I knew immediately she had no idea how fond.
“Perhaps we have similar stories. As a child, William spent hours in the kitchen with his grandmother. He’s adapted many of her recipes.”
“Grandmas can be influential,” I said.
“You must be one. I hear from friends there’s nothing better.”
“I enjoy it,” Annie said.
Barbara appeared confused, as though she thought she had misheard what Annie said.
When Barbara returned to her table, it occurred to me that once Lisa gave birth in April, there would be a grand total of four grandmothers. Eight more and we had a jury, with a judge on it. For now, I was going home to Florida, where I belonged, with Jake, my friends, my patients, but I planned to take the initiative, to visit often, to create my own opportunity.
I glanced around the table, lifted my glass for a toast. “To Callie!”
“To Macallan,” Di said.
“To Mac,” Annie said.
“To our granddaughter,” we agreed, rising in unison.
“To us,” I said. “To us as well.”
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