
  It’s those forever places in our mind‒an old house, a bench beside the sea, or a stretch of beach‒that remind us of people who once were a part of our lives. This is the story of the people in my life and how I remember them.
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  The year was 1961, and I was a fair-haired girl in a golden world. I lived in a stately home in an upscale neighborhood on the Jersey Shore and was a member of a well-respected family. My parents appeared to be happily married, and my father was a successful businessman. They were the good times—Asbury Park’s glory days. My mother was well then. It was only a year before the scream in the night. My family was oblivious to the demon lurking in the dark recesses of our home.


  The beast sat outside a window, crouching like a wide-eyed gargoyle, baring its horrid teeth, waiting to slink through a crevice in the wall and destroy our unsuspecting family. That double demon didn’t destroy my family all at once, that would have been too easy. It infiltrated our sanctuary and destroyed us slowly, like water falling, drop by drop, on the face of a stone. It lived in Pandemonium, that noisy hall of demons. I have met that demon face to face; it is legion. Its name is mental illness.


  My mother’s breakdown was the beginning of sorrows. As a rule, one cannot blame all their problems on their parents. It is difficult to admit this, but I, too, have joined the ranks of mothers who made stupid mistakes. I, too, have been guilty of the same stupidity. I tried desperately to avoid my mother’s mistakes and my mother’s illness. I was true to my promise. I never made the same mistakes as my mother. I am original: I made my own.


  I wanted to be remembered as a good, faithful wife and mother, but sometimes I think I failed. One thing, I was passionate about life and relationships. Material possessions didn’t interest me. I loved wildly and not too well. I loved my husband. I hated my husband. I loved my kids dearly, but sometimes I wished I hadn’t brought them into my troubled world. No matter how hard I tried, my life was a spiral of downward mobility. You could say I went from riches to rags. I grew up in a time of stay-at-home moms and the good-natured girl next door.
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  Like any little girl, one of my favorite pastimes was sneaking into my mother’s room and parading about in her clothes. Pearl necklaces and rhinestone earrings rested quietly in their black velvet hideaway, waiting for me to adorn my small neck. I clumped around the hardwood floors like a chorus girl. I sashayed over to my mother’s dressing table and gingerly picked up her favorite lipstick. I tried to draw a simple cupid’s bow on my lips, but the lipstick made me look like the Riddler. Regardless, I thought I looked stunning.


  In a few years I would emerge from my chrysalis as a butterfly, waiting for my delicate wings to dry. My transformation from tomboy to teen wasn’t easy, but I always had a special person I could turn to—my grandmother. Gran was my mother’s mother, and matriarch of the family. Since my mother addressed Gran as “Mother,” I called my mother “Mother,” too. My grandmother was an aristocratic woman of wisdom if not misfortune.


  In summer, I stayed with Gran at her modest home in Bradley Beach. In winter, Gran lived at our home in Interlaken. Grandparents weren’t shuttered away in assisted- living facilities. There were no gated communities or retirement villages in those days. Grandparents were a stabilizing influence and an integral part of the family.


  Gran lived a life of secrets. People down at the shore called her a “blue-nosed Methodist.” She was born in 1886, some twenty years after the end of the Civil War. Her parents provided her with a private tutor and piano lessons when she was young. Gran was highly educated for a woman of her time. One of her favorite quotes was, “Backward, turn backward, O time in thy flight, make me a child again just for tonight.”


  It took me a lifetime to appreciate the significance of that quote, but now I understand Gran’s longing. If only I could go back in time and shake off the tragedies that haunt me. If only I could wipe out the struggles, the sickness, and the trauma, I would transform my life and the lives of my loved ones forever. Unfortunately, the hands of time are not kind—they’re made of steel. Try as we can, we cannot turn them back. Life isn’t a movie set where we can travel “Back to the Future.” We can't erect, stage, and dismantle our own movie sets at will.


  Whenever I face adversity, I pray that I can rise to the occasion. Maybe I’m not the queen of steel, but I must not allow myself, as Sylvia Plath wrote, to “break to the beaks of birds.” I shudder at the vision of a bleeding, dying creature surrounded by hovering, flapping vultures. I must ascend, silence the cacophony, and drive the vultures away.


  I longed to be a child again, to run free in the woods, to climb trees, and listen to the wind whisper through the pines. The people I loved will be there, but this time I’ll rewrite the script. There will be no catastrophes.


  It would be autumn and the leaves are just starting to fall. I can hear the ping of gravel as my father’s sleek black Chrysler rolls up the driveway, scattering pebbles against the rimmed whitewalls and crunching the bright leaves beneath the wheels. I am sitting on the wobbly swing set, and my little brothers are playing catch under the old backyard oak. Pot roast is bubbling on the stove.


  My mother opens the screen door and calls to us, “Let’s go! Dinner’s ready. Your father’s home.”


  We tumble into the dining room, and Gran ushers us into our seats at the big table. We gobble up our food so we can all watch TV together.


  September at the Jersey Shore was soothing, but the summers were magical. I splashed in the ocean and rode the waves until I was exhausted, then dozed on the beach until my skin turned bronze in the summer sun. The brilliant globe would burn away into the west, then I would trudge upstairs in my grandmother’s house and curl up in her sturdy four-poster bed like a little fawn.


  The 1950s was a decade of domesticity. My mother, like many women, tried to be the perfect wife. Thirteen years younger than my father, she encouraged him to take dance lessons and play golf. My father disliked golf and country clubs, but he loved music and was a good dancer. On Thursday nights, I would lean over the banister, listening to the rhythmic beat of the rumba as it glided up the stairs and mingled with my parent’s laughter.


  It was a good time to be blonde. Television was a new and exciting medium. Even though our TV received only three channels, we were spellbound by this new entertainment. The Lone Ranger and Roy Rogers were popular cowboys, “Father Knows Best” and “Our Gang Comedies” were popular family fare. Young boys looked up to baseball stars such as Joe DiMaggio and Mickey Mantle. Every Saturday morning, my younger brother George and I went to the St. James Theater to watch serials and cowboy movies. I wonder how much those early movies inspired Asbury natives Danny DeVito and Vic Morrow to become actors. Mike, my future husband, even claimed to have had a fight with Jack Nicholson, who lived in neighboring Neptune City, and confessed that Jack won.


  The world has changed drastically since I was seventeen. The 1960’s, exciting and prosperous at first, became years of upheaval and rebellion. The Civil Rights and Women’s Movements would change society forever. Traditions were trampled down and society spun out of control.


  Like many teenagers, I thought my parents were oppressive and old-fashioned. I admit that I was a self-centered twit. In The Great Gatsby, Daisy advises her daughter to be “a silly, pretty, little fool.” I took Daisy’s advice. I was sixteen and my life revolved around socializing and being popular. Life was just too exciting to spend time working in my family’s candy store. I could hardly wait to break free of my family, school, and work.


  There was an exciting world outside my dull little town. I dreamed of hopping on a train, running away, and never coming back.


  My family and I lived in the small town of Interlaken, which lies hidden between another small town, Allenhurst, and much larger Asbury Park. Nestled between two lakes, it is named after Interlaken, a small town in Switzerland that is situated between Lake Brienz and Lake Reines, just below Switzerland’s Itger Mountains. It is an idyllic pastoral town complete with rustic retreats, flower-laden streets, and breathtaking mountain vistas. Maybe my hometown didn’t offer spectacular mountain views, but it did offer elegant homes and stately oaks.


  You better slow down if you drive through my old hometown. The speed limit is 20 MPH and strictly enforced. Brick pillars still grace the entrance to this unique town, while flashing red lights and black and white crossing gates guard the railroad tracks to my old hometown.


  The crossing gates were only three blocks from my home. Any time of day or night, you could hear the trains whistling and chugging along the rails. The cars lumbered along, dropping off businessmen and travelers at the Allenhurst station. Bells clanged, red lights flashed, and the gates dropped, signaling the cars and pedestrians to stop and stand clear. The engineer sounded three long whistles, and the steel wheels clicked wildly as the cars whirled by, spinning golden images like a magic lantern. The locomotive plowed along, grating against the steel rails and rattling down the narrow track. The train picked up steam as it slid down the creosote rails, south toward Asbury Park. Dust flew behind the red caboose, as it raced its shadow in the muddy lake below. Someday, I thought, I would hop on that train and run away to a new place and leave my hometown forever.


  You know the saying: “Be careful what you wish for.”


  Sometimes late at night, the “Owl Train” would interrupt my dreams, rousing me from deep sleep. The sound of thundering wheels rumbled through my bedroom like a charging bull, roaring and chugging fearfully, shattering the night stillness. Science calls this phenomenon the Doppler effect, but to me the whistle blast was the call of the wild. I was afraid that my soul would take flight and I would have to wake up and frantically clasp it back to my body. I would toss and turn, pulling the thick covers over my head, trying to fall back asleep.


  Most of the time, the sound of the train was soothing. I loved the sound of the rattle-clack-clack of the wheels and the promise of faraway. Trains bring back memories. Sometimes they remind me of Gregory and Dennis, my childhood neighbors. Every Christmas, they lugged their built-to-scale railroad up from the cellar and assembled a mini-village along the sun porch of their Dutch Colonial home. The village was a working microcosm of life. Mechanical cattle cars shuttled tiny steers onto a ramp while minute milk cans sat on a narrow platform. Drab freight cars waited patiently as black cranes hoisted toy logs onto the waiting flatbed. Blinking red lights signaled the approaching train as white smoke puffed from the black locomotive. The entire village was carpeted in fake snow.


  Miniature models of children lined up outside the red-brick schoolhouse as the little yellow school bus rounded the corner. Businessmen stood at the station, waiting for the train to transport them home. In the center of town stood a simple white church, its snowy windows all lit up for Christmas. A green wreath decorated the bakery door, a sign in the window announced “Fresh Gingerbread.” Gregory would flip a switch and the tiny houses would light up as the trains chugged around the track.


   


  It was a perfect Christmas in a perfect little town, in a perfect little world. If only we all could live in such a perfect world. Unfortunately, it was a world that existed only in Christmas villages. It was a world that my mother tried to recreate, and almost succeeded.
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  The Jersey Shore—Asbury Park and neighboring towns
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In 1921, babies were traditionally born at home. The local doctor carried a black satchel and made house visits. My mother was born on Christmas day in a sleepy Victorian town called Ocean Grove, a small bed and breakfast municipality complete with Queen Anne homes, local antiques, and narrow horse-and-buggy streets. One cottage still had its original hitching post. The homes stood shoulder-to-shoulder to one another, their round turrets and gingerbread trim competing for attention. The Methodist Camp Meeting Association founded Ocean Grove after the end of the Civil War.


  American flags waved in the breeze and bright red geraniums tumbled out of white window boxes. In the 1900s, many vacationers journeyed from Philadelphia to enjoy the beach and worship at the Ocean Grove Great Auditorium. Every year, choir groups converged at the Great Auditorium to raise their voices in song. On summer nights, the strains of old hymns echoed through the timbered walls and glided out to sea.


  My grandmother’s family vacationed in Ocean Grove in the summer. I idolized my adventurous cousins, Ricky, Robert, and Billy. During those endless summers, they taught me how to catch killifish and ride the waves. My mother’s family reminded me of Swiss Family Robinson. I visualized them gripping the wheel of a Dutch clipper ship through a fierce nor’easter, only to be shipwrecked on a desert island. I imagined the boys whittling bamboo fishing poles and snagging tarpon in the blue waters. Before long, the boys would lash palm fronds together and sail into the sunset while my father’s family opened a diner on the beach.


  My grandmother, Aimee, was as stoic as a statue. She was slender, blue-eyed, and as silent as the Sphinx. In fact, she kept more secrets than the Sphinx. Gran had the patriotism of George Washington. In fact, with her white hair and aquiline nose, she resembled George Washington.


  I only saw her cry once when I was eighteen. That was the day she told me the truth about my grandfather. It was the day that helped me to understand some of the reasons for my mother’s nervous breakdown. When I think of my family’s deception, I’m furious.


  Mother’s family was so poor that my Uncle Wilbur had to quit school and work on the fishing boats to feed the family. Winter whiting was a family staple. In summer, Wilbur brought home enough flounder, bluefish, and bonito to feed the family. Uncle Bobby worked at the local produce store and brought home leftover produce.


  Gran’s family had left the oppressive heat of Philadelphia to spend their summers at the Jersey Shore. Inevitably, my grandmother had fallen for a handsome lifeguard. He was a swimmer and a volunteer fireman, and he must have cut a dashing figure to a sheltered girl from Philadelphia. Gran described him racing his team of white horses through the narrow streets, careening the red fire wagon past throngs of frenzied onlookers as he rushed toward the flames.


  Gran’s family disowned her. She had married beneath her. There was nothing for her to do but forget her privileged life in Philadelphia and embrace the Jersey Shore.


  * * *


  Mother, having been born on Christmas Day, loved Christmas and decorated the house with big red bows, fresh greens, and holly. I remember the scent of pine garlands on the mantle, while a fire, crackling in the red-brick fireplace, spit yellow sparks against the black-mesh screen. Mother once created a gingerbread house dripping with frosty white icing, candy canes, and multicolored gumdrops.


  My mother’s name was Marjorie, Marjorie Elizabeth Vanderslice. Marjorie was the granddaughter of the Main Line Millers of Philadelphia, and her grandfather was an importer. My grandmother’s antique silver tea set linked her ancestral lineage to royalty. Before I was born, this treasured heirloom dignified my grandmother’s mahogany sideboard. Gran passed it down to my mother as a wedding gift. The tea set boasted a miniature bust of Queen Victoria perched hawk-like atop the coffee server. Mother polished the set until it shone like a minted coin. When my mother got sick, she sprayed her heirloom silver and never polished the set again. This may have been the beginning of her liberation.


  My mother was a natural beauty. Her appearance was the core of her being. Whenever she walked down Cookman Avenue, a fashionable street in Asbury Park, people would stop, stare, and smile. Her crisp Nordic features, champagne-blonde hair, and shapely figure mesmerized. She preferred expensive, fashionably tailored clothes. Many years later, I was surprised to discover that she grew up in poverty.


  I could try to describe my mother, but only a photograph can do her justice. Sometimes she wore her thick hair in an upsweep or styled the long strands into a soft pageboy.


  As glamorous as she was, the beach was my mother’s salvation. Maybe her undoing. Mother would dab her lips with “Cyclamen Evening” lipstick, sweep her eyelids with pastel-blue eye shadow, and head for the beach. Loch Arbour, her favorite beach, was only a ten-minute drive away. Mother could drop what she was doing, slap some tuna-fish sandwiches together, pack us kids into the car, and head for the beach. We would drive through the gate, unpack the car, and set up camp.


  It never failed, just as we were setting up the beach umbrella, Mother would turn and say, “Well, did you children know that when I was young, I was voted Miss Bradley Beach?”


  “Yes, we know,” we sighed.


  “Captain of the Asbury swim team, too!” she beamed.


  Once we were settled, my mother would study the sea for the wind and the tide.


  “It’s a perfect beach day! No wind, tide’s coming in,” she announced, searching her beach bag for her bathing cap. She was a great swimmer.


  It was a family transgression not to go in the water unless you had a good excuse. We were trained to stand by the shore until the wavelets washed over our ankles and numbed our legs. Only then could we wade into the icy Atlantic.


  Mother would calmly walk toward the sea, test the water, and immerse herself in the sea, ignoring the idle beachgoers who lounged about on beach chairs.


  There was an incident at the Allenhurst beach when I was in my early teens. My mother was wading in the water, two boys were throwing rocks on the beach, and a random stone hit my mother in the back of her head. I remember running alongside the ambulance attendants as they carried her away on a stretcher. She was taken to the local hospital and never did seem right after that. I always wondered about that head injury.
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Abeautiful woman likes to surround herself with beautiful things, and my mother was no exception. Mother insisted that “purple is the color of royalty.” Visitors puzzled over the purple velvet sofa that reigned over the living room, and the purple paisley wallpaper that graced the master bedroom and bath. The dining room featured my mother’s prized possession, a crystal teardrop chandelier. When the sun set, sunbeams swept prisms of light against the ceiling, flicking rainbows against the soft pink walls.


  I think my mother was just being humorous when, years later, she whispered to me in all confidence: “I wish my chandelier could accompany me in my final resting place.”


  My mother was Holland Dutch, Pennsylvania Dutch, and English. My father was Greek. All my life I’ve been culturally confused. Mother tried desperately to be accepted by the Greeks, and the hard-working Greek community of Asbury Park embraced and welcomed her. My father’s family did not, labeling my mother a “gold-digger.” It just goes to show you how some people looked down on you if you came from poverty.


  I didn’t know that my mother grew up poor until after she became sick. Years later, Mother told me how, as a child, she sat shivering by an old coal stove. She wore used clothes and stuffed her shoes with toilet paper, causing her feet to be misshapen from ill-fitting shoes. Nevertheless, she blossomed like an orchid in a rainforest.


  My mother was the direct opposite of the stereotypical dark eyed, black skirted Yia-Yia. If my father had wanted a Greek girl, he would have married one. Once, my father confided to me that he never really wanted to marry a Greek girl. Yet when Mother took lessons to learn the Greek language, her tutor commended her progress saying, “Margie, I think that way back, you must have been Greek.”


  My mother assembled a collection of cookbooks, stacking them up on the old radiator by the bay window until the pages curled up and yellowed from the heat. Mother liked to bake, and I often heard her laughing when she baked bread or layered phyllo dough. They were happy times then. Easter featured a holiday table laden with honeyed baklava, mounds of sugary kourabiedes, and syrupy galakaboureko. I still remember the aroma of honey and nuts floating through the house.


  Even so, Mother always wondered what was wrong. Maybe society demanded too much of a beautiful woman. The other wives appeared relaxed and happy in their marriages. She wondered why other women seemed to have such security and contentment in their lives while she was forever striving for recognition. Trying to be a model wife and mother was difficult. There were just too many demands—too many people to please. Mother wondered why her husband always seemed to be preoccupied. The answer was simple. It would have been a fair fight if Mother could wage war against the sultry wiles of another woman, but my father’s first love was no mere human, but a goddess of his own creation.


  My father was a candy maker, a businessman and co-owner of a small candy store. The store was located on Cookman Avenue, just around the corner from Main Street, and a few blocks from the Asbury Park boardwalk. The Caramel Shop featured homemade chocolates, fudge, and caramels. My father’s business was his life and his love, and he worked at the store almost every day. My mother’s attempts to please him were mostly unsuccessful.


  It’s easy to look back on our parents’ flaws and overlook our own parental imperfections. Each sibling views his or her childhood in a different perspective. Don’t get me wrong, my father was a wonderful, charismatic man. Everybody loved him. Not a day goes by that I don’t think of him. I can still visualize him sitting at the dining room table like a swarthy potentate, commanding his lamb and potatoes as though they were loyal subjects. My mother had prepared his favorite meal, but after dinner he tossed his napkin aside, ran his fingers through his black, wavy hair and announced: “Margie, I’ve got to get back to the store.” Pushing his plate aside, he arose from the dinner table and slipped through the French doors, just as a stray mosquito buzzed through the open screen.


  My mother stood there and sighed. She waved to him as he hopped into his car, revved the engine, and backed out of the driveway. As my father drove away, he nearly sideswiped a tree.


  He didn’t even kiss my mother goodbye. She closed the doors quietly and cleared the table, swatting the errant mosquito.


  I guess Mother tolerated being second best for many years. Even as a young girl, I sensed that something was wrong. My mother was quiet and seldom raised her voice. That’s why, years later, her sudden scream in the night was frightening. It was very uncharacteristic of my mother to scream like a banshee.


  What was she screaming about? I’ll never know, but the scream in the night was the beginning of the end, the beginning of a vicious illness that held my mother’s mind hostage and temporarily darkened her soul. Slowly the disease descended until my mother was caught in a dangerous whirlpool, pulling her down, down, down, sweeping her away.
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When I was young, I assumed that the candy store would be there forever. I thought my life would just go on and on, but today the old store has been replaced by an upscale artist’s gallery. The loyal, hardworking candy makers and salesgirls are gone, too.


  I remember standing by the storefront and leaning closer, pressing my nose against the window. I peered in. The store seemed much smaller than I had remembered. Slick hardwood floors and warm earth tones had replaced the original pale peach walls and sea-foam green linoleum. Contemporary paintings crowded the walls. Angular, distorted portraits were carefully arranged among colorful still life and floating Chagall imposters. I tried the door, but it was locked. There were no customers. The store was empty of humanity. The shiny glass candy counters had disappeared, but their rainbow streaks were etched in my memory. I visualized the customers touching the glass and pointing to their selections.


  How I used to polish those cases—spritzing and wiping them until I could see my reflection. I was sixteen then. My profile seemed somewhat nondescript, a half-breed at best. Sometimes I would turn my face to the side, admiring my distorted profile in the glass. I knew I would never be as beautiful as my mother, but I had a good personality and all the sassiness of youth. No, not me, I would never grow old. I would pine away and die young and leave a trail of broken hearts behind me.


  I was proud of my slender waist, and platinum-blonde hair. My father insisted that I wear a white uniform and waitress shoes to work. How I hated those clumsy shoes! They squeaked like little mice on my skinny ankles. Once, I bought a black uniform with a white ruffled apron, which I thought made me look like an adorable French maid. When I proudly wore my new uniform to work, my father looked at me, gasped, and clasped his hand over his heart like one of the dying Spartans at the battle of Thermopylae.


  I stood before the art gallery and visualized my life as a series of selections and reflections. The artwork was intriguing, and the floors were spotless, but the new store seemed empty and impersonal. I studied the display window, focusing on two impressionist paintings. The paintings faded away and instead, for a moment, my father had come to life in my imagination. I envisioned him in the store window. His heavy brows were creased, and his dark eyes were absorbed in his work. As he wiped his hands on his white baker’s apron, I visualized his usual attire—a starched white shirt and brown tweed slacks. Moving slowly, but deliberately, he arranged his wares inside the case. One by one, he picked up his confections in his thick hands and assembled them in the shop window.


  Stepping back slowly, he studied his work, turned, and added some boxes of fudge and salt-water taffy, creating
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My mother’s life revolved around creating the perfect family and pleasing that mythical hero—the Greek man. Anastasia, or Yia-Yia, brought my father and his sister Helen to America in 1911 when my father was three years old.


  The Sakelaris family were honest, hardworking people. John, my grandfather, worked in a tannery, peddled fruit, and did odd jobs. He quit the tannery when he came home smelling like tannic acid. Later, my grandfather founded his own business, Olympic Bakery. Something tells me the men in the family were either very enterprising or couldn’t work for other people. There were nine children in my father’s family, eight boys and one girl. Years ago, the industrial town of Lowell, Massachusetts dedicated a park to the seven brothers, who served in WWII.


  Angelus, my father, was the eldest child. He was only five foot seven, but he had the presence of an actor. His parents were Greek, but with his olive skin, black wavy hair, and dark eyes, he was often mistaken for Italian or Jewish. These physical attributes heralded acceptance, as my hometown was a melting pot of fascinating and colorful nationalities. The unusual ethnic mix created a vigorous community that contributed to the town’s economic and cultural boom.


  My father thought he was the new Ulysses, leaving his childhood family at a young age, working in New York, tossed about by the sea of life—fighting everyday monsters, and settling at the Jersey Shore. He saw himself as a smart, self-made man.


  It was the summer of 1924, when many of the young Greeks left Lowell to work in New York City for the summer, often working as dishwashers, cooks, and other restaurant jobs. New York City beckoned, but soon the Greeks told my father of a small seaside town called Asbury Park, a bustling community on the Jersey Shore. He spent a summer there and fell in love with it.


  My father got a job as a soda jerk on the Asbury Park boardwalk. During this time, he met George Economakis, who we knew as “Uncle George.” One day, as my father was scooping out ice cream and George was making fudge, George called my father aside.


  “Angy,” George asked, “want to learn how to make candy?”


  “Well, when can we start?”


  “Today.”


  Soon Uncle George asked my father if he would go partners with him in a candy store. The deal was sealed over a vat of caramel, and so was my fate. In 1933, they opened the original candy store.


  Little did they know at the time that a dark cloud was gathering over Germany. My father was oblivious to this spreading terror. While he was busy starting a business, and enjoying his new freedom at the Jersey Shore, Hitler had been proclaimed Chancellor of Germany. Soon a reptilian force, hissing and spewing fire like an unchained dragon, crawled across Europe—shifting the fate not only of Germany, but of humanity.


  America was sinking in the Great Depression. Unemployment was high, and bread lines stretched around the corner in many major cities. People were out of a job and out of luck. My father told me that he opened the candy store because he couldn’t get a job.


  At Christmas, the spicy aroma of cinnamon squares filled the store. Valentine’s Day offered a romantic reprieve from the biting cold. The shelves were bursting with pink satin boxes and red velvet hearts.


  Uncle George, also known as Mr. Economy, was my godfather. He was the Greek version of Maurice Chevalier, a confirmed bachelor who lived a long, full life. He always dressed impeccably. His white hair, hazel eyes, and blue-gray jacket added a touch of class to the business. He was an innovative businessman who had a talent for waiting on customers and putting people at ease. Every Easter, Uncle George would patiently decorate the Easter baskets with bunnies, jellybeans, and colorful ribbons. No two baskets were alike.


  Uncle George told me that the first word he learned in America was sweetheart. In fact, he called all the ladies sweetheart. He even called me sweetheart. George would stand behind the counter, smile and look a blue-haired matron straight in the eye and ask: “What will you have, sweetheart?” 


  George never said a harsh word about anyone. He told my father, “Angy, you have everything—wife, home, family!”


  George welcomed the equality of nationalities. He loved America and seemed to have forgotten his past. He was a unique Greek. George lived in a tiny upstairs apartment accessible by a wrought-iron fire escape. I remember climbing the rickety stairs to his balcony and inhaling the aroma of baked lamb and home-grown roses.


  Uncle George was as fascinating and as mysterious as the gold pocket watch that he kept in his jacket. He never left home without his pocket watch. Three or four times a day, he would reach into his pocket, flip open his watch, and note the time. He polished that gold case every day, and whenever he reached for his treasured timepiece, it flashed rays of light.


  The watch was beautiful. One day, my feminine curiosity got the best of me.


  “Where did you get the watch, Uncle George?”


  “Oh, this?” he replied naively, raising his thick white eyebrows that highlighted his matching hair. “I won the watch in a card game—from a Greek sailor.”


  “I was a young man then, strong, handsome,” he said, slapping his chest with his fist.


  “I lived way up in the mountains. I traveled down to Athens, then to Piraeus and found a ship going to America. It was a long journey. My father gave me a gold piece for good luck on the journey.”


  “I used to toss it in the air, like this,” he gestured, opening and closing his palm.


  “Did you have good luck, Uncle George?”


  “Oh, yes. I’ve been very lucky in life.”


  “Do you still have the gold piece?”


  “Oh, no. I spent it many years ago.”


  “When did you come to America?”


  “Many years ago, on a big, crowded boat. The watch and gold piece were all I had, except for the clothes on my back.”


  “Did you ever see your father again?”


  “No, I never saw my father again. I never went back to Greece.”


  “Now it’s too late,” he added.


  That was all he would share. He lived in America, in the present.


  Uncle George loved the business world and young ladies, even into his old age. He also liked the horses and around 2PM, he would reach inside his suit pocket, lift out the gold watch, flip it open, and check the time. He exited the store quietly, then stood beneath the green awning, shielding himself from the summer sun as he waited for the bus to the racetrack, Monmouth Park. It was midafternoon, but Uncle George always managed to catch the last few horse races. He never married or had children, nor did he own a car or home, but he was a man at peace with both himself and the simple things in life. He lived a good, long life. I admire him to this day.


  Funny how you remember people. They just crop up in your subconscious from time to time without any reason. Uncle George and my father had two things in common—being business partners and loving the Jersey Shore.


  In the 1950s and 60s, Asbury Park was a jewel by the sea. Sandy beaches, protected by the rocky jetties, stretched the length of the boardwalk. White-lacquered rocking chairs, lulled by ocean breezes, rocked gently on the verandas of stately hotels.


  I keep an old photograph of my father, his three brothers, and two cousins as they strolled arm in arm along the Asbury Park boardwalk. The men wore white slacks, and the ladies wore crisp summer dresses. Their smiling faces were so natural that I could almost hear their laughter.


  Grand hotels, such as the Berkeley Carteret, stood as sentinels by the sea. At night, couples glided across stately ballrooms, dancing the Peabody, or waltzing to Strauss. Across the street stood Convention Hall, a great stone bastion that jutted out over the ocean.


  Like many immigrants, my father was a self-made man. His business came first. Mother was second.


  When I was young, Mother liked to wear her favorite gold-filigreed locket around her neck.


  “It was my mother’s,” she assured me.


  “Whose picture is in the locket? Dad’s?”


  “Here—open it,” she smiled, handing me the locket.


  I snapped the locket open. There was a tiny photo inside, but it wasn’t of my father, but of Morgan, our basset hound. His long, floppy ears and big bloodshot eyes looked at me gloomily. Morgan was a sweet, gentle pet, but he sure had a woeful look.


  “Mother, it’s our dog Morgan! Why do you have a picture of our dog in your locket?”


  “He’s the only one who loves me.”
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