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Chapter One


Winter

A post Christmas package

It was after New Year’s and Nick was experiencing some holiday remorse, as he sat at the edge of the bed struggling with his socks, groaning with the effort to pull them on.

“Oh god, looks like I’ll have to take Pickles speed-walking now to lose this Christmas package. And I think we’ll be eating less carbs too.”

“Fine by me. Look, I can’t even do up the top button on my new suede slacks, which isn’t fair, as I’ve been abstemious, haven’t even had much of an appetite…damn, I wanted to wear them today. Guess I’m bloated. Oh well, I’m just going to the doctor’s, I think stretchy jeans and a loose pullover will do.”

She held-up her black jeans against a new plum cashmere turtleneck, a present from Jesse. “Now, some silver earrings and the vintage mother of pearl pin you got me, and I’m set.” Lidia turned, smiling at Nick, who was buttoning his shirt.

“Lovely bella, as usual. But why are you going to the doctor? You’ve had your flu shot already, haven’t you?” Nick asked, straightening the pillows on his side of the bed.

“Oh yes, before Christmas. I’m due for my cervical exam, stress test, mammogram, and blood work. I decided to get it all done in one go, then forget about it for the rest of the year.

“I booked the day off, but if I get an early start, I can get the mammogram without much waiting, see Dr. Avery for the poke and probe, blood work requisition, then I’m almost home free. Should be back by three.”

Lidia gave Nick a peck on the cheek, as he fastened his watch strap, ready for his first day back at the college, and the new year staff meeting.

“Good, then perhaps a nosh at ComPanis later?” Nick said.

“Aren’t we watching our carbs?” Lidia reproached.

“Domani.” Nick waved his hand, dismissing her objection.
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Just as Lidia predicted, she got her mammogram with less than a thirty-minute wait, then got in to see Dr. Avery early, as luckily, he had a cancellation.

“Well Lidia, did you have a nice Christmas?” Dr. Avery asked his long-time patient as he prepared for her examination.

“Lovely, doctor. Although Nick and my father are a bit blue. Jesse’s announced she’s flying the coop to nest with her boyfriend. As for me though, it couldn’t have come at a better time. I can use her apartment as an office, now that my superior has decided that hot-desking is the next strategy in her austerity plan. I can easily work a few days a week from home, I actually welcome it… Ugh!” Lidia’s chatter was interrupted by the intrusion of her doctor’s cold clamp.

“And Nick, how is he? You two have been active lately? Taking precautions?” Dr. Avery asked pointedly.

“Well, yes and no. Yes, we’ve been active, quite active actually and mainly rely on withdrawal. Lately my cycle’s been erratic. It’s not unusual for me to skip two months; I think I might be peri menopausal. I’ve gained some weight too, but I’ll drop it,” Lidia said confidently.

Dr. Avery pulled-off his gloves and examined Lidia’s breasts.

“What’s wrong? I’ve just come from my mammogram and everything seemed ok.” Lidia said, a little anxious.

“Dress, and I’ll be back shortly.” With that he left the room, closing the door behind him.
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A lilting wind propelled the snow in pillowing drifts against the figure on the stone bench in the cemetery’s glade, the private sanctuary where Lidia reposed shivering in the twilight. This was her retreat, where the shadows spoke to her of dark secrets, of Pluto lurking in the underworld, waiting for the Sun to pass into Aries, the herald of spring.

Mount Pleasant Cemetery was one of Toronto’s oldest and finest repositories, situated just beyond an eighteenth-century city boundary, called Gallows’ Hill. Lidia’s mother was buried here, but she wasn’t visiting her grave today. No, instead she sought the unlikely crypt of a tragic socialite, a lovely young woman who passed too soon, leaving a grieving, broken husband, and several motherless children.

It was to her shrine Lidia was drawn, a gothic tribute to the woman’s last day on earth. Her antique dressing table was just as she left it, the whole a gloomy vignette of this woman’s private, intimate space. But no trace of her private, intimate self. Which made it all the sadder and gloomier.

I am such a fool…. I don’t want this, dear god, I don’t want this. Maybe I shouldn’t tell Nick, deal with it alone…tell me what to do…give me a sign at least…please,” Lidia implored.

Her invocation was suddenly interrupted by a muffled ring. She brushed the snow from her purse and dug for her phone, “Yes? Oh, it’s you. No, I don’t know what time it is. I’m at the cemetery… Because I needed to talk to someone here. Yes, I’m ok, I’m cold. What? No. I need…I need you to come and get me, Nick. Would you please come and get me?”

Then rising stiffly, she walked towards the cemetery entrance, where Nick would pick her up and take her safely home.
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“Can’t you manage a little more passatelli? The broth is still warm and mmm, just smell the coriander,” Nick said, holding-up the bowl, tempting Lidia to eat. “You haven’t had anything all day and you’re still shivering. I’m sure you’ve caught a chill.”

Nick took the dinner tray away then tucked an extra blanket around his pale, shaking wife. He sat on the edge of the bed and took her hands in his. “Please tell me what’s happened, no matter what it is, we’ll deal with it. Your silence is scaring me… Lidia, do you have cancer? Just tell me, do you?”

“NO! I’m pregnant,” Lidia wailed.

Nick incredulous, demanded, “How pregnant?”

“About five weeks… I need an ultrasound to be sure, but five weeks sounds about right.” Lidia blew her nose loudly and wiped her eyes. “I don’t want this Nick, I don’t want to be pregnant, raise another child, not at my age. I’m going to be forty-two, this is a high-risk pregnancy,” Lidia twisted a tissue in her hand and looked desperately frightened.

“Is that what Dr. Avery said? I mean, you are a healthy woman, you’ve never even had your tonsils out…and you rarely get sick,” Nick rationalized to quell her fear.

“Doesn’t matter, Nick. I’m frightened– Dr. Avery and I discussed termination. But that has to be done soon, within a few weeks.” Lidia looked down at the bed, then up at her husband.

“Termination? Is that what you want?”

Clutching his hand tightly, she cried-out, “That’s not fair…I’m still trying to take this all in. Nick, I need more time.”

Nick rose abruptly, grabbed the dinner tray, rattling the cups, slopping the soup over. Retreating, he paused to say, “These things need clearing, you need to rest. Please try to rest. I’ll be back soon.”

Not waiting for a response, he hurried downstairs, propelled by a sudden stab of fear.
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magical thinking

Forgive me Father, for I have sinned.” Lidia crossed herself, whispering into the grail separating penitent from confessor.

“Lidia?” Frank asked of the supplicant, ignoring the knot forming in his gut. “What’s the matter?”

“I wished for the death of my child…I wanted to be rid of the life I’m carrying. I’m afraid now that it may die because I wished it…can that happen?” Lidia cried, desperate for a negative answer.

“No, no. That’s just ‘magical thinking’,” he assured.

“I’m so afraid for us both and that even if we’re healthy, I won’t cope well with mothering this child. Part of me screams out that I don’t want it and I’m ashamed of myself,” she responded.

“Shame is of no use to us now, is it? You can’t help the present by damning the past. And what about Nick? Are you sure about Nick?” Frank asked, emphatically.

“Yes. Well, as sure as I can be,” Lidia responded tentatively. “He’s confused, and emotional. To be fair, he knows ultimately the decision is mine, but I don’t know what to do. Please, just tell me what I should do, and I’ll do it,” Lidia pleaded.

“Lidia, I can’t do that, no matter my feelings and you don’t need me to tell you chapter and verse what your faith says about termination. What you need is assurance, not absolution. Let’s talk outside the confessional, alright?” Frank said calmly.

“Alright,” came the timorous response.

They sat in the empty church, side by side, at the end of the pew, eyes fixed on the altar. Frank spoke first, “Ever since you told me, Lidia, I’ve wanted to reach out, but you cut me off. Still, I’m glad you’ve come to me at last. I prayed you would.

He continued, “Your fear troubles me, as decisions taken out of fear are often regretted. You know the doctrine of your Church on this matter, but you also know that you have free will. No one can make this decision for you, but you must make it in a peaceful state.

“Now, I want you to let go of your fears, put yourself in the hands of the Holy Spirit, only then can you be in touch with your inner guide. Let it speak to you in truth. I want you to pray to the Holy Spirit for peace and wisdom,” he said, pressing his simple, worn rosary into her hands.

Frank’s voice was warm and soothing. “I will pray with you for a little while, then I will leave you alone.”

Lidia dropped to the worn leather kneeler, enveloped by the faint scents of candles and incense. Closing her eyes, she began to pray, fingering the smooth wooden beads, she felt lightness, a sense of comfort wash over her, as she was dimly aware of the solemn incantations of her confessor.

When he felt her breathing deep and slow, she was beyond his call and in communion with the Holy Spirit. Frank rose, mouthed a silent benediction, then making the sign of the cross, left Lidia to her prayers.

[image: *]*

a panettone palliative

Nick, irascible, struggled to liberate a cart from the line at Coletto’s Fine Foods. “Damn you stupid…”

“Can I help you, sir?” asked the clerk. Nick stepped aside, as with ease, the youth pulled-out a cart. Embarrassed, Nick grabbed the handle and quickly pushed-off to his destination; the magic forest of post-Christmas, marked-down panettone, where the iconic festive Italian cakes, in their brightly colored packages, still hung from the ceiling on shiny red ribbons.

These were truly magic cakes as it was a mystery to Nick how they could travel from the bakeries of Italy to the supermarkets of Canada, cello-sealed within their fancy boxes, remaining moist and edible for months. He refused to read the ingredients label, deciding it was better not to know.

Nick chose the classic candied fruit version, then decided on a luscious almond custard, he reached for a tempting apricot one he hadn’t tried before. Then as he was about to exit the panettone forest and head to the cash, he reversed, swung around, and grabbed two more, a Grand Chocolate and a Sorrento Lemon.

“Hmm, somebody certainly likes their cake,” the pale, thin man ahead of him in the check-out quietly sneered to his wife.

The bloody nerve. Who’s he calling a ‘mangia cake’? thought an incensed Nick. Just look at their basket…boneless skinless chicken breasts and organic chicken broth? Boneless, skinless idiots! If they knew anything about cooking, they would know that buying a whole organic chicken is cheaper, cut off the back and wings to make a wonderful stock. Oh, I just knew it, gluten-free pasta. I guess that’s for their fat-free, flavour-free joyless dinner, probably drink de-alcoholised wine too.

“Sorry,” Nick apologized with a smirk as he ‘accidentally on purpose’, nudged the man ahead of him with his cart…take that, you skinny prick.

The man grimaced, as if reading Nick’s mind.
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Nick stood in the middle of the parking lot, bewildered, trying to keep a grip on several plastic bags of panettone. “I don’t believe this. Where’s the blasted car? Ah, I remember. Just hope that pink Cadillac is still there.” He shifted to the left and craned his neck. “Yes! Thank-you Mary Kay.”

Nick strode confidently to his destination, placed his packages on the roof of his car, and prepared to head home, when an insistent knock on his window halted his progress.

“What?” he said with annoyance to the young woman holding-up several shopping bags.

“I think you forgot these,” she responded with a bemused smile.

“Oops,…guess I did, thanks.”

She smiled again at him, then turned to go.

Is she flirting with me? “I’m married,” Nick blurted.

“What?” said the young woman, taken aback.

“Nothing, nothing, thank-you!” Nick waved out the window as he pulled-out of his spot.

I am an idiot! What’s wrong with me? That poor girl, she’s old enough to be…oh, old enough to be my daughter. Maybe even has a baby old enough to be my grandchild. Nick suddenly felt sad and wanted more than anything to just get home.
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“What’s all this, Nick? I thought you were going on a diet,” Aldo said, surveying the kitchen where his son-in-law lined-up his impulsive purchases.

“I’m going to make us some much-needed comfort food, panettone and butter pudding, to be exact.” Nick chewed a fingernail as he scanned them, trying to decide which one to use.

“You can be as exact as you like, but Lidia won’t like this one little bit, she’s trying to lose weight,” Aldo advised, folding his arms across his chest.

“What? Are you saying Lidia’s fat? She’s not you know, women should carry a little extra weight, it’s healthier for the baby, er body. It’s healthier for their body. Now leave me alone to organize myself,” Nick said, choosing the Grand Chocolate, stashing the rest of the selection away.

Aldo, undeterred replied, “Okay buddy, on your head be it. Anyway, how much of this you makin’? Can I have some to take to Voula’s tonight?”

“Lots. And yes, I’ll make a pan for you and Voula, okay? Now stop pestering me, I have work to do.” Nick turned his back on Aldo and set about organizing his mis-en-place.

Satisfied, Aldo grabbed a beer from the fridge and headed for his room.

Nick turned on the jazz station, tied-on his pristine, white apron and prepared to create. But before he could, Pickles made an appearance, hearing the fridge door open, he anticipated a treat.

“Hello buddy, looking for something?” Nick bent down to scratch behind his companion’s ears and pat his back. Pickles wagged his tail energetically.

“Here you go.” Nick offered him four bread and butter pickles, Pickles gobbled them appreciatively, then retreated to his favorite spot beneath the kitchen table where he could watch and comment on the unfolding action. Nick washed his hands, then got into his culinary groove.

Hmm, Grand Chocolate bread and butter pudding cries-out for, lemme see, ah! Just enough Nutella left to whip into the butter spread. Leftover chocolate truffles, chop-up and sprinkle over the hot pud. Then… I think some orange, just to lift the heavy chocolate. Oh, here it is. Nick reached for the large, ornate tin perched above the fridge, a tin of French glacé fruits from Javi. He shook it, then selected a few sticky, glistening orange slices to accent his luscious chocolate masterpiece.

“She’s gonna love this, Pickles. Yes, chocolate is just what the doctor orders! So glad she doesn’t have morning sickness, we’re lucky that way. Didn’t have any with Jesse either… that’s one less drama to cope with.” Nick looked over his shoulder to where the dog was lying, yawning, and stretching, nestling his head between his paws.

As Nat King Cole crooned about craving, ‘The frim-fram sauce with ausenfay and chafafa on the side’, Nick buttered his pans, cut-up the cake, whisked together the eggs and cream, while ruminating on his dilemma.

“Well Pickles, I hope she’s willing to talk when she gets home. We really need to talk. I hate being shut-out like this, after all it’s my life too and my baby too.”

Pickles acknowledged with a yelp.

“Women can be so tough on us, they think we don’t have feelings, just urges. Oh no! Only they have feelings. Well, I’m having it out with her when she gets back from the ob-gyn. I have rights and feelings…”

The dog let out a low growl.

“Who’re you talking to? And who’s got feelings?” Lidia interrupted Nick’s diatribe.

“AAH!– Oh, it’s you. You shouldn’t sneak up on me like that,” Nick said, breathing heavily. “I nearly dropped my pudding.”

“I wasn’t sneaking. Who were you talking about anyway?” Lidia laughed. “Sounds like you were yelling at the dog.”

“No. No. Just working something out.” He turned to put the pudding in the oven. “So, how’d it go at the ob-gyn?” Nick tried to sound casual.

“Alright, quite good actually. How about I make us some tea and we can chat in the living room,” Lidia said brightly.

“Alright, yeah. Sounds good.” Nick nervously struggled to untie the knot in his apron, Lidia gave him a hand, then shooed him out.
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“Well?” Nick looked-up expectantly at Lidia as she poured their tea.

“Well.” Lidia paused, blowing on her hot tea. “Nick, I think we can do this.”

She regarded her husband for a reaction; he nodded quietly wanting her to continue. “I’ve worried over it-mainly the health issues, prayed over it, and discussed it with Dr. Chen who helped me put my fears into perspective,” Lidia said, taking a sip from her dainty cup.

“Oh, what did she say?” Nick asked calmly, struggling to contain his relief.

“That I’m an extremely healthy woman, who having had one normal, healthy pregnancy, is a candidate for a positive outcome, all things being equal. Which means there’s still a risk of delivering a child which may have health issues because of our ages.

“However, they can give me a triple screen test in the sixteenth week, to see if amniocentesis is warranted, or I can opt for amniocentesis as early as eleven weeks. It’s my call.”

“I see. Look, although I’m still concerned for you and the baby, I can’t pretend that I’m not really happy.” Nick reached out to embrace and kiss his wife.

“Thanks for backing-off; giving me time to work this out for myself. I know that was hard for you love, but it was the right thing to do.” Lidia kissed him back and smiled. “But let’s wait until after the tests to announce our news, okay?”

“Definitely, mum’s the word, ‘til then.” Nick smiled as Lidia groaned at his corny pun.

Now that the tension and suspense were over, at least for now, Nick felt free to gush forth about his plans re: prospective fatherhood. “I’ve been looking into a few things though, like parental leave from the college, which is six months, then maybe go part-time, just until he’s four, ready for Junior Kindergarten.

“Hopefully, we can get a sitter in the neighborhood who’s a stay-at-home parent, to mind him while I’m at work. And we could rent the basement suite to cover costs.” Nick looked to Lidia for approval.

“Yeah, sure. It’s a bit ‘jumping the gun’ but doesn’t hurt to be prepared. Uh, why do you keep saying, ‘he’ Nick? It might be a girl; odds are even it will be.” Lidia looked at him mischievously.

“I just think we’ll have a boy. I don’t know why, I just do, okay?”

“Okay, but I think this one’s another girl, so there.”

Nick relaxed, spreading his arms along the sofa back. “D’ya know what this makes me, Lidia?”

“A dad?”

“Ah, but not just any dad, I’m going to be an S.O.D.!” Nick smiled broadly.

“So, you’re going to be a ‘sod’ and you’re happy about that?”

“Yes, a Start Over Dad, like Mick Jagger, he just had a baby at seventy-two,” Nick said smugly.

“No Nick, his nubile girlfriend had a baby at twenty-nine, Mick just stood around handing out cigars,” Lidia snickered.

“C’mon, you know what I mean. Anyway, I’ve noticed at the park, there are several mature dads, spryly running after toddlers, swinging on swings, grappling with the monkey bars. You know, I’m thinking of taking yoga class. If you don’t stretch it Lidia, you lose it,” Nick advised.

“Uh huh…I think you’ve been spending too much time in the park, Nick.”
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home away from home

It was Friday night, the evening when the seniors gathered at the Italian Social Club in Little Italy to play bocce, billiards or cards, gossip, eat and drink. And in more liberal times, smoke.

Aside from the church, clubs like these were an important part of the cultural and social fabric of Italian life across the country. Whether they settled in a small town or a big city, once established, Italian immigrants pooled their resources, bought a property and formed a club. Some were regional, founded by immigrants from areas like Lazio, Calabria, Friulano and others were generically ‘Italian’.

The clubs were indispensable in helping the recent immigrant feel at home, where they could be connected to a social network, to get advice, find work and even a spouse. It was a place that would embrace and feed you as you are.

However, the new culture for the straniero, the foreigner, is a place where one must find opportunity amongst prejudice, a potential banquet without and with reservations. Work hard and smart enough and you could earn a seat at that table. And Aldo did, with the support of this network; he got his first job, met his wife, and formed enduring friendships.

The Italian Social Club to which he and Cheech belonged was founded in 1950 and the game room’s interior hadn’t changed much since. The knotty pine panelled walls, red leatherette upholstery, wagon wheel chandeliers and Formica-topped bar evoked the ambience of a mid-century suburban ‘rec room’.

Aldo and Cheech were at their usual table, playing cribbage and drinking beer. Cheech laid out his hand, pegging-out his score on the board accordingly, “I got fifteen-two, fifteen-four, and the rest don’t score, so drinks are on you, paesan.”

Aldo just stared silent into the distance.

“Eh! What’s the matter with you? We’ve played three hands, all of which I won, and you haven’t even given me an argument. Didn’t you notice I cheated on that last hand’s count?” Cheech tried to get a rise out of his companion.

“Yeah, I noticed, but I have bigger things on my mind than keeping you honest,” Aldo said glumly.

“Like what?”

“Like Voula’s leaving for Arizona in March,” Aldo answered, annoyed.

“For a vacation?”

“No, for good,” Aldo grimaced.

“What about her business, and what’s she wanna’ go to Arizona for anyway?”

“Voula’s selling the business to her niece, so she can go to Sedona and study astrology with her ‘guru’.”

“Guru, eh? What’s that about, are they…close?” Cheech raised an eyebrow.

“Dunno, maybe. I’m not really sure, but something tells me it’s not on the up and up. Anyway, it’s all moot as she and I are finito.” Aldo slapped the table.

“Finito, why? You give up too easy, as that Beyoncé says, you want it, put a ring on it!”

“I tried that Mr. Hippity-hop and she turned me down,” Aldo raised his voice, jutting out his jaw.

“Okay then, what’s your next move?” Cheech asked, assuming Aldo had a Plan B.

“Nothing. Unlike you, I don’t have another card up my sleeve.” Aldo shrugged.

Cheech got them some more beer, and offered one to Aldo with this consolation:

“Listen paesan, don’t feel so bad. You had a good time and have some nice memories. After all, as my Carmela used to say, just because it wasn’t forever good, don’t mean it was never good. So, be happy with that, can’t you?” He grinned and snapped the cap off his beer.

“Ha, easy for you to say. You and Siu-Mee are alright, pretty cozy lately, aren’t you?” Aldo said as if accusing his friend of a betrayal.

“Yeah, she’s a real gem…cooks like a dream, steamed dumplings light as a feather, moves like one too; I like graceful women. Her barbequed duck though, too salty and fatty for my taste. Otherwise, it’s all good.

“Hey, maybe you should join our Tai Chi class. There’s some real nice ladies. Widows, well provided for, if you know what I mean.” Cheech winked at Aldo, who just shook his head and sighed.
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a birthday surprise

Nursing her second cup of cappuccino, Jesse looked out the bay window of her new second floor flat, watching Hermann salting the steps of the variety store below. It was nine o’clock on a slushy Valentine’s Sunday morning. Most of the regulars hadn’t been in yet for their last-minute greeting cards, box of requisite Valentines’ chocolates and single cello-wrapped red rose, Hmm, guess they’re sleeping-off Saturday night, thought Jesse, as she turned towards the kitchen where Josh was sautéing, chopping and banging pots around, preparing her birthday lunch. Deeming it best to leave him to it, she decided to call her grandfather.

“Hi nonno, it’s Jesse.”

“Of course, it’s Jesse, d’ya think I’m so blind I can’t read the call display?” Aldo kidded.

“Okay smarty pants. I hear you have a cold and won’t be coming over to celebrate my twenty-one glorious years on planet earth. Are you sure you can’t come? You don’t sound that sick to me. Josh is making your cioppino arrabbiata, smells fantastic,” Jesse said, inhaling deeply.

“Oh, I only wish I could,” Aldo said coughing, his voice suddenly becoming thick and scratchy. “But I’m sending my birthday greetings along with your present, in case that’s what you’re really worried about.” Aldo sat down in his easy chair, turned the TV on to the racing, muting the volume.

“No, that isn’t what I’m worried about nonno. I’m worried about you. I heard that you and Voula broke-up; are you sure this ‘cold’ isn’t just a heart-break sulk? I know it’s Valentine’s Day and everything, but I can’t help when I was born,” Jesse scolded.

“Well, maybe I do feel a little down, not very celebratory. I wouldn’t be good company, Jess.”

“So, what’s new?” Jesse teased, trying to lighten his mood. “I want you to come, nonno. It’ll be good to be with people. C’mon, you can’t miss this opportunity to tell Josh how he screwed-up your cioppino, now can you?”

“Anybody else invited besides me and your parents?”

“Just Josh’s folks, Kate and Lucinda,” Jesse said.

“Lucinda, eh? She’s a real firecracker, I like her. She’s a good kid, means well, if a little clumsy. I’m glad you’re taking her under your wing. I think she needs to feel part of a family.”

“I like her too, nonno. It’s never dull when she’s around, and I kinda’ feel like she’s the little sister I never had.”

“Alright then, I’ll come, but don’t expect me to be happy about it.”

“Oh no, heaven forbid!” Jesse exclaimed. Then laughing, she said, “Bye nonno, love you.”

“Love you too pussycat, and I’ll be pleased to help you celebrate your birthday,” Aldo replied, returning to his racing.

Jesse joined Josh in the kitchen where he stood stirring the sauce. Putting down his spoon, he asked, “Well, is he coming, or not?”

“Yes, finally. He’s worse than a teenager,” Jesse chuckled.

“Okay then, I’d better get started on this stuff if we’re gonna’ have it in time for lunch.”

Josh pulled on some rubber gloves and started to clean and prep the mound of seafood in the sink.

“Wow Josh! That’s a lotta shellfish, are you sure we need all this? Here, let me help.” Jesse went to put on her apron.

“It’s fine, I’m sure people’ll want seconds and no, you can’t help. Just relax and go do something nice for yourself. This is your day, sugar puff.” Josh grabbed her apron.

The entry buzzer interrupted their kiss. “Uh-oh that must be ‘S&M’, early as usual. I’ll let them in, but please entertain them while I get lunch going?” Josh asked, as he hurried to answer the door.

“Yeah sure, thanks a lot Josh, I thought this was supposed to be my day!” Jesse shouted at an enterprising lobster making its way out of the sink. She shoved it back with a ladle and gave it a smack on its back for good measure.

Josh got his parents settled on the sofa, when Jesse, resolved to playing gracious host, made her appearance bearing a tray of hot tea and biscuits.

“Lovely Jenny! We are positively parched, aren’t we Sudhi?” Miriam beamed at Jesse as she poured their tea.

“Miriam, I believe the young lady’s name is Jesse, isn’t that right?” Sudhi looked to his hostess for confirmation.

“Yes, that’s right, Mr. Patel. My name is Jesse.”

“Mom, it bewilders me how you can be so successful in retail yet be so bad with names.” Josh shook his head laughing.

“Well, all I can say is it’s a good thing we only had one child, as remembering two names would’ve been two challenges too many. Do you know what cognitive brain theory has to say about your condition, Miriam?” Sudhi asked archly.

“Not especially, dear. Would you like to know what Emily Post has to say about your lack of gallantry?” Miriam flashed her husband an acid smile.

Before his father could respond, Josh jumped-in, “C’mon you two, this is Jesse’s birthday and the first time you’re meeting her parents, so best behaviour please.” Josh looked to them both for assent.

“Certainly Joshy. I’ll keep an eye on your father,” Miriam said, as she reached down into her bag. “Happy birthday, Jesse!” She handed her a silver box tied with a sumptuous pink velvet bow.

“Oh, wow! Thanks so much you two. It’s absolutely gorgeous,” Jesse said as she pulled out a floral Prada pashmina.

“Do you like it on me Josh?” Jesse modelled the shawl, pirouetting prettily.

“I love it on you sugar puff.” Josh blushed as he realized he’d used her pet name.

“Sugar puff, eh? Well, my boy, you certainly are a romantic. You get that from me.” Miriam smiled, satisfied.

“What do you mean, my lady? I am a very romantic person,” Sudhi huffed.

“Oh really? And what romantic gift did you present me with last Valentine’s? Snow tires!” Miriam scoffed, turning away.

“They were Pirelli’s, the best!” Sudhi said, agitated. “There is just no pleasing this woman.” He bit down angrily on a biscuit.

“Uh, speaking of which. No one’ll be pleased if lunch ends-up turning into dinner, will they Jess? So, I’ll just leave you three to get better acquainted, while I get on with the cooking.” Josh made a dash for the kitchen before Jesse could protest.

As Josh’s parents were finally quiet, drinking their tea and eating their biscuits, Jesse racked her brain for neutral conversation.

“So, Mr. Patel, Josh tells me you’ve come from Montreal for a wedding.”

“Yes, that’s right Jesse and please, call me Doctor Patel.” Sudhi held out his cup for a refill.

“Nonsense,” Miriam retorted, “we are Sudhi and Miriam, dear. After all, Sudhi, she’s like family, isn’t that right, Jenny?

“Um, well thanks, Miriam. You seem just like family to me too.” It was all Jesse could do to keep from giggling, recalling her constantly bickering great aunt and uncle.

Miriam smiled benignly, “As you say, we attended the wedding of a dear friend’s daughter, who is also like family to us. Isn’t that right Sudhi?” Miriam nudged her husband, shaking his third biscuit from his hand.

“Yes, Jasmine has grown from a precocious child into a lovely woman. A credit to her parents, Dr. Rajeev Kumar and his wife, Justice Sonja Preem. Both of them distinguished in their fields and now little Jasmine has added to the family honour. She has won a top zoological prize for the discovery of a new species of Gastrocopta,” Sudhi announced proudly.

“Gastrocopta? What kind of animal is that?” Jesse asked.

“A giant snail!” Sudhi and Miriam both answered enthusiastically.

“Ugh, yuck…” was all Jesse could say.

“No, not at all, young lady. The giant cave-dwelling snail is a fascinating species.” Sudhi nodded taking a sip of his tea.

“Oh yes, they’ve even named her discovery, Gastrocopta Jasmineae. Imagine having a giant snail named after you,” Miriam rolled her eyes in wonder.

“Yeah, just imagine.” Jesse put her tea down, suddenly feeling desperate for a glass of wine.

“And to top it all off, she just wed a distinguished proctologist! You know, there was a time when we
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