
cHaPtER 1

i woke up particularly early today wanting to get a jump 
start on what i knew was going to be a busy day. After a quick 
shower and running a brush through my wavy black hair, i 
decided i didn’t want to take time to blow dry, so i pulled it 
back into a ponytail. As i shut the car door, i pulled the visor 
mirror down to do a face inspection. hair — um, acceptable; 
teeth — A+ brushed and pearly white; eyes — desperate for 
concealer and mascara, which i can apply at those pesky stop-
lights; lips — perfectly covered in lip balm. it’s off to work!

Awesome! i’m the first family member here. being the first 
to work allows me the chance to sip my coffee and start my 
workday in a calm, peaceful manner. however, my excite-
ment is a bit premature. i heard my business partner, who 
happens to be my aunt, shouting, “some little son of a bitch 
is parked in my reserved space and i’ve been forced to walk 
clear across the parking lot! see how winded i am? i have 
asthma, you know!”  Continuing to yell, she exclaims, “well, 
don’t just stand there — do something!” i’m not sure what 
she wants me to do.

“Aunt J, i can’t pick up the car and move it, but i can call a 
tow truck — but first let’s see if someone claims it.” 

“like hell i’m gonna wait — everyone knows that’s my spot!” 
Aunt J stands a whopping 4’11” and is exactly what people 
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mean when they say dynamite comes in small packages. she’s 
our dynamite and we love her

next one in and just in time was my brother Jackimo (Jacky) 
with the greeting, “good morning, girls!” 

i blurted out, “Jacky, am i glad to see you!” Aunt J wasted no 
time telling Jacky about her parking dilemma.  

Jacky looked like he wanted to laugh but instead he politely 
said, “Aunt J, i’m so proud of you!” 

“you are?”
“i sure am — just six months ago you would’ve put your suV 

in drive and floored the gas pedal until that car was out of your 
space, but not today! today you’ve handled it like a lady.” 

“you know, Jacky, you’re right.” Aunt J held her head high 
and trotted around the corner to her office. i looked up at 
Jacky as he gave me a wink. Jacky is also a partner and invalu-
able at handling Aunt J.

On a normal day, you would be meeting the final two part-
ners — my sister gina who is best described as something 
ending with “otic,” and Dominic (Dom) who has had a large 
part in the growth of the company as well as his waistline. he 
and Aunt J have a very sophisticated lunch schedule. i believe 
they typically plan their restaurant choices months in advance. 

hi! i’m sofie Azzerella, and my family-owned business is 
wholesale produce. with an italian name like Azzerella, you 
were probably hoping our family business would be more in-
teresting than produce. Our business may not seem all that 
interesting, but our family certainly is. i’m thirty-one years old 
and mostly my time is devoted to work and family with an occa-
sional weekend outing with my dear friends. At 5’5”, i’m slimly 
built with average boobs and a cute face, tan complexion, and 
long, wavy dark hair. i’m the fourth born of six children. the 
youngest two are Marie and tony. tony, who is away at medical 
school, is Mom’s favorite and has been since he was little. 

sweet Marie, like tony, has opted out of produce and chosen 
to follow her own passion. Mom feels Marie’s occupation is an 
embarrassment to the family. On the other hand, i feel Marie’s 
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occupation is meaningful to her and to many canines. Marie 
is a dog psychologist and, from what i hear, a damn good one. 
every time Marie’s profession is discussed in front of Mom, 
she raises her hand up toward heaven. this is Mom’s dramatic 
display of displeasure. thankfully, Marie is often absent during 
such discussions, especially when Mom refers to her as a pet 
mind reader or something, making sure she complains that she 
and Dad sent her to an ivy league school just to study some 
bullshit like that.

My dad passed away five years ago. you see, Dad was di-
agnosed with cancer and died a mere three weeks after his 
diagnosis. i believe he was genuinely pissed off about the 
whole unexpected cancer thing. About twice a day, Dad would 
call, “sofie, it’s me — i haven’t shot through yet but i feel like 
crap.” this usually followed, “Can you believe i’m dying when 
your mom has been sick her whole life?” it was in conversa-
tions like that we feared Mom would kill him before the cancer. 
sadly, Mom’s health deteriorated so quickly after Dad’s passing 
that she became totally dependent on me and my siblings. 

i like to fill my days so i never have a chance to feel lonely or 
desperate for love. the whole pity for the lonely single girl re-
ally isn’t my thing. besides, i have great friends who gladly keep 
my social calendar alive. they plan our weekend getaways and 
shopping excursions that sometimes end with dinner and lots of 
drinks. My two best friends are Jill and Popper. Popper is also 
my cousin and we have been friends since childhood. she and 
Jill are nothing alike but both have very strong personalities. 

Another day another dollar. today i arrived at work after be-
ing stuck in bumper-to-bumper construction traffic. believe me, 
traffic in Chicago is bad enough without construction. i came 
into work with some friendly hellos before going into my of-
fice, sitting down at my desk, and logging onto my computer. 
Deciding to check my voicemail, i discovered my day was actu-
ally going to be busier than i had intended, as i’ve been called 
to a mandatory meeting at Meadow’s rehabilitation Center. you 
see, my mother is in rehab — not the kind for drugs and alcohol, 
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but rather the kind for people needing to regain their strength. 
basically, it’s where you go when you are not well enough to go 
home, but not sick enough to stay in the hospital. it can also be 
where you go when you are sick enough to be in the hospital, but 
the hospital staff can’t take one more day of you (her)… to put 
it mildly, Mother can be a bit of a handful at times. 

i dialed Meadow’s, hoping this once they could work around 
my schedule. “Meadow’s, this is Cara — how can i help you?” 
came the cheerful voice. 

“hi, Cara, can i speak to Jan walker?” 
“sure, please hold.” 
instantly i heard, “Jan walker — can i help you?” 
“hello, this is sofie Azzerella. i’m Francis Azzerella’s daugh-

ter and i’m returning your call in regard to today’s meeting.” 
Jan instantly replied in a serious voice, “Oh yes, we need to 

go over some of the requirements of our residents so that we 
are all on the same page here.” 

“Okay, that’s fine, but i’m wondering if you would mind if we 
moved the meeting to later this afternoon, say three o’clock?” 

“i have to check with my staff. Can i call you back?” 
“Definitely — try my cell number first.” we disconnected 

and i knew at once that this was going to be a sticky meeting. 
i went out to the warehouse to find scott, one of our best 

buyers and a good friend of the family. we needed to discuss a 
business deal we had been working on for months. if anyone 
could convince this farmer that we have his best interest at 
heart, it’s scott. he knows our top priority is to target farms 
that grow the very best and are committed to quality. in do-
ing this, we have many loyal customers and will continue to 
have a good reputation for excellence. everyone comes out 
a winner. scott is great at communicating that and always 
keeps our standards ahead of the competition. in comparison 
to the local market, our prices are a bit high, but our quality 
is remarkable.

scott has given me great news — it sounds like this whole 
deal is about to wrap up with a good outcome — hooray! 
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“enough about business, though! i have some really good 
personal news!” scott proclaimed, “i have asked Melanie’s 
hand in marriage and she accepted.” 

“good for you, scott! you two make such a great couple — i’m 
so happy for you.” 

scott’s beaming, “thank you, sofie, you have always been so 
supportive of me.” 

“why wouldn’t i be? you’re a terrific guy!” 
with a somber look, scott replied, “well, some people have 

told me that Melanie is not the girl for me, and some have 
even gone so far as to say they just don’t like her.” 

regardless of what people say, i’m happy for scott.
evidently, i had missed the call from Meadow’s, so i listened 

to my messages and thankfully they were able to move the 
meeting to three o’clock. i shot an e-mail to my siblings in case 
they were able to attend (what a joke) and went straight back 
to working until lunchtime when Dom and Aunt J invited me 
to rex’s for lunch. 

rex’s restaurant has a lovely down-home feel. the walls are 
decorated with autographed pictures of local celebrities, while 
the tables always have a vase of fresh-cut flowers on top of coun-
try linens. with a line always extending out the door, the lunch 
crowd is a good mix of young and old. unfortunately, waiting is 
not Aunt J’s cup of tea. she went straight through the crowd and 
asked the hostess to send rex out. rex is the owner and i think 
he has a little crush on my aunt. he stands a whopping 6’1”, tow-
ering over Aunt J’s 4’11”-inch frame. he sports a buzz cut and 
wears enough jewelry to send metal detectors beeping for miles. 

rex came out, seating us at a cozy booth with a window 
offering us a view of the delightful autumn day. the friendly 
waitress who came to take our order had flaming red hair cut 
into a perfect bob and gave great service. i could tell Aunt J 
made her nervous, so maybe that is why everything was per-
fect. i caught Aunt J up on things with Mom and the meeting 
at Meadow’s. Aunt J offered to come, but i nipped that in the 
bud right away. the last thing i needed was her going in there 
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with guns blazing. besides, i know she is upset that we have 
allowed Mom to go there. she doesn’t have a clue what i went 
through trying to work and care for Mom. 

i found myself lost in thought during lunch, thinking about 
the last few months Mom was at home and how much care she 
required. she was too stubborn to face the fact she needed 
help. i tried to get her to live with me and hire nurses during 
the day, but she said she would never move in with one of us 
kids — she didn’t want that. i’m not really sure if she’s being 
too reasonable, but she is still pretty lucid. sometimes i think 
she is just a spitfire.

i did hire nurses to stay with her during the day when i was 
at work. in a month’s time, Mom went through five nurses. 
Finally, toward the end i simply hired a lady to pop in from 
time to time during the day, but Mom would never let her 
in. she claimed she didn’t hear the doorbell. Amazingly, she 
always heard the doorbell when Meals on wheels would come 
to deliver her lunches. she can be impossible to reason with, 
but finally when her legs began to give out from underneath 
her, i knew we had to do something.

“sofie, our food is here — aren’t you going to eat?” i looked 
down at my plate and my mouth began to water. i had a yeast 
roll the size of my head dripping with butter, a scoop of mashed 
potatoes with gravy, homemade coleslaw, and fried chicken. i 
was in paradise! who cares about all the shit i have to do to-
day — i’m going to enjoy my lunch! 

we stood to leave and rex came over to walk us out. Aunt 
J and rex walked behind me and Dom. that was great — it 
gave me a chance to catch up on my brother’s life. i will say i 
did find rex’s arm around my aunt shocking, not to mention it 
distracted me from what my brother was saying. “Oh, for cry-
ing out loud — his hand is on her butt,” i muttered to myself. 

it was hard for me to believe Dom didn’t find this scene 
distracting as he continued boasting about what geniuses his 
three boys are. Personally, i could not lose the disgusting 
mental picture these apparent lovebirds were putting into my 
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head — not even long enough to think about how full of shit 
Dom is. Although i love my nephews dearly, they are nothing 
like he describes. the youngest has a pet rock he takes every 
where; the middle kid’s been sick twice from eating clay and 
other nonfood items; and, the oldest stuck a marble so far up 
his nose that doctors had to surgically remove it. the list goes 
on, but that is just enough to give you the idea.

we got into the car and as we pulled away, Dom asked, “so, 
are you and rex an item or what?” 

Aunt J beamed, “i can’t help myself around that man.” 
i couldn’t take it. “say no more — we get the picture!” 
we arrived back at the office and i made a beeline for the 

opposite direction of Aunt J. i’m fearful of any details of her 
relationship with rex, but was failing miserably at my attempt 
to avoid too much information, because she had chosen to fol-
low behind me. 

she initiated what appeared to be the start of a good conver-
sation. “you know, sofie, i have been lonely since my husband 
passed and i’m glad for the companionship of a man like rex.” 

“i know you have been, and i’m glad you found someone you 
enjoy spending time with.” 

“you make this sound like rex and i are only friends! i got 
news for you — we are far more than that.” 

“i’m so sorry that i’ve offended you — i did not mean to im-
ply only friendship. it’s, well, awkward to discuss more than 
that with my aunt.” 

“Oh, sofie, don’t be such a prude — we are both adult enough 
to know a woman has needs; besides, why shouldn’t i be al-
lowed the pleasure of a man that’s hung like a horse?” 

breathe, breathe, i kept telling myself as i walked back into 
my office. she is so inappropriate — why must she tell me such 
things? For crying out loud, don’t you think it makes me sick 
to know my elderly aunt gets more action than i? 

i shook off my frustration and threw myself back into work 
until it was time to go to the meeting at Meadow’s. i stopped 
by the offices of each of my siblings to see if anyone wanted to 



8	 M. AngelinA

partake of the fun that this meeting will be. As i had suspected, 
they all passed. Once again, i was flying solo.

i walked into Mom’s room and there she sat in her wheel-
chair looking so sweet and innocent. if i didn’t know any better, 
i would believe she is a sweet, frail, innocent elderly woman. 
since i know better, i know she is a tough woman who should 
never be underestimated. Mom has an awesome ability to 
ruffle feathers.

“Mom, do you have any idea what today’s meeting is about?” 
“no, i wish i did.” so i wheeled Mom down to the meeting 

room where we were greeted by a group of people all anxious 
to shake my hand and give me their title. to be perfectly hon-
est, the only one i remembered was Jan, the director of nursing, 
whom i’ve met several times before. she must be the person re-
sponsible for this meeting, because she seemed to dominate the 
entire thing. she started with her concern with the number of 
roommates Mother has been through in a short period of time. 
Outwardly, i appeared shocked with the number. inwardly, i was 
thinking about how many visiting nurses she had been through. 

evidently, i deserved an Oscar for the look on my face be-
cause when the woman saw how shocked i was, she toned it 
down a bit. unfortunately, that was short-lived, because the 
next issue was “house rules.”

“we really need to address the nudity.” 
“what nudity?” i asked. 
Mom replied, “sofie, you know how i hate to be hot.” 
“yes,” i nodded. 
“well, they keep my room like an oven for the old lady i’m 

roomed with, so i’ve had no choice but to strip nude. i feel that 
would be better than passing out, don’t you?” 

Jan didn’t have to answer the question — the look on her 
face said it all. “before we wrap up, let’s talk about good 
sportsmanship.” 

Mom threw her hands into the air, stating, “Oh, for crying 
out loud, are you talking about bingo night? that whole thing 
was bullshit and you have to know that.” Mom was using her 
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hands to illustrate, “three times i’ve been this close to win-
ning the cover-all and each time the old bag called it first! you 
know darn good and well you people let her win because she is 
related to the administrator!” 

Jan asked, “who won?” 
“Old lady Jaffe — that’s who won.” 
Jan turned to Mom, “she is no relation to Mr. Jaffe, the 

administrator.” 
“that’s what you say, honey — i wasn’t born yesterday.” 
“look at the noses on the two of them — do you think those 

noses and the name is a mere coincidence?” 
“Okay, Mom, thanks for sharing.” i went on to say, “listen, 

there has to be a reasonable solution here — why don’t we try 
moving Mom to a different room? Perhaps with someone who 
keeps their room cool?” 

“well, we tried that with her second roommate and she 
threatened to commit suicide if we did not move her.” 

“Mom did?” 
“not your mother — her roommate!” 
Mom replied, “Oh, please, she wasn’t serious — that woman 

is a drama queen, and we all know people like her live forever.” 
i inquired about a private room. she responded, “Ms. 

Azzerella, as i have told you before, we do not have private 
rooms — at this point, we must work together on bettering 
your mother’s interaction with the other residents, as well as 
helping her to, um, well, stay dressed.”

After Mom promised me she would leave her clothes on, i 
wheeled her back to her room. we had a cup of decaf coffee and 
visited a bit. she had her dress on the whole time, so i left with 
a real positive feeling. Although i could hear people down the 
hall discussing the lady who walks around her room stark naked, 
i just kept walking, ignoring what they were saying. i really can’t 
believe my mother has become a nudist. well, i just have to 
think there are worst things she could be — like an ax murderer. 

 As i pulled out of the parking lot, i called my sister gina to 
discuss the meeting. 
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“hello.”
“gina, Mom has been walking around her room butt naked.” 
“i know.” 
“what?” 
“Mom said she’s too hot to have on clothes, so i figured what-

ever works.” 
“gina, she has a roommate, not to mention staff coming in 

and out.” 
“big deal — it’s not like they’ve never seen a bare ass. geez, 

it sounds to me like they’re just nitpicking.” we disconnected 
and i decided to head home for a warm bath and a glass of 
wine. i feel i deserve to have a little relaxation. 

i poured myself a glass of wine and took it with me to run my 
bath water, deciding i would add some lavender oil and turn 
the tub jets to full blast. As i got into the tub, the phone rang, 
but as i started to stand up, i decided hell with it. it’s probably 
a family member and i’ve had enough of them today. leaning 
forward, i grabbed the book i’ve been reading. the relaxation 
thing worked — i was feeling good and tired, so i put my book 
to the side of the tub where it will stay until my next spa day, 
rinsed off, and covered myself in a soft terry robe. then i put 
a small amount of moisturizer on and painted my fingernails. 
Feeling good, i pulled the clip out of my hair and ran a brush 
through it. As i stood in the mirror, i actually thought i looked 
pretty. that was the first time in a long time i saw myself as a 
beautiful woman.

the phone rang at the same time my alarm went off. For 
some reason, the sound of them both together caused me to 
jump from the bed — although i don’t usually get up quickly. 
i literally jumped and stood there until i got oriented. then i 
answered the phone in a pissed-off voice, “hello.” 

“hi, may i speak to sofie?” 
“this is she.” 
“sorry to call so early — i did try reaching you yesterday.” 
“who is this?” 
“My name is greg. i’m your mother’s physical therapist. we 


