Joline Smith

A Dinner Party


I could smell her before I could actually see her.  The rank scent of her 500 hundred dollar a bottle perfume preceded her into the room. I got up from my bed, walked lightly to my door so that the floorboards wouldn't creak, and listened. Oh, and then I braced myself for the disaster that were sure to follow. “Sarah, my darling! It is so good to see you. Here take my coat would you?” I heard her chant to my mother in a sing song voice.  So far, so good.  I breathed a sigh of relief.  Maybe this wouldn't be so bad after all. “Oh Sarah, let me get a good look at you! That is such a nice shade of brown for your hair, it nearly hides all the gray!” I groaned, that was my cue.  I scampered down the stairs just in time to see the back of Mrs. Goldstein disappearing down the hallway.  My mother was left dumbstruck still standing in the foyer holding the fur coat.  I recognized that look instantly.  “Really? A fur? Isn't that excessive?” I tried. “Some people just have that kind of money” she snapped at me.


I followed my mother into the kitchen, shooting a look at my father who was already seated at the table.  The Goldsteins visit was never something I looked forward too.  My father would chat it up with his boss Bob Goldstein, while my mother struggled to find anything in common with Lelia.  I would meander around the house acting as the go between and trying to keep the peace.


My mother busied herself by serving appetizers and wine.  Careful not to stay in one place too long, or make eye contact with Lelia when she commented, “Really? No caterer? I don't know how you do it” or “What year is this wine again?” 


When the hor d'ourves had been eaten, and several glasses of wine poured, my mother had no more excuses to avoid conversation.  She sat on Mrs. Goldstien's left, I sat across from her on the right.  I noticed my mothers eyes boring into the heavy diamond that hung from around her throat.  I felt a twang of pity.  I felt for my mother that we could not provide her with such jewels, but I was also angry.  Were my father and I not enough for her? Did she really strive for materialistic wealth?


“So darling, what are you doing these days?” I braced my fingers into the bottom of the wood table as my mother opened her mouth to answer.  “Well I have been working over at the fitness center, selling memberships.  I have actually been doing quite well.  I am the top seller there” my mother responded with a note of pride in her voice.  “Oh really, thats interesting.  But don't you ever think you should be staying at home? There is so much for a woman to do at home, I don't know how you get it all done” she said in a friendly tone.  My mother's reply was just as upbeat.  “Oh well you know that some are just better than multitasking than others.” Her smile was plastered. “I just thank god that I don't have to work, I don't think I could manage” I looked at my mothers face.  For a moment she looked as if she had been physically hit, but then she steadied her expression. “Well I think I had better go check on my roast”


I followed after my mother to find her hacking on the roast with a knife.  Her hands shaking her expression determined she muttered to herself as she cut.  She remained unaware of my presence and I stared at her, thinking for a moment about the pervious few days.  She scrubbed the house clean from top to bottom, even steam cleaned the carpets.  She insisted on me reorganizing every inch of my bedroom, and when I protested that no one would even see my room, she threatened to ground me.  I am seventeen, I have only been grounded once, I knew she meant business. She made my father repaint the cabinets because she was convinced the Goldsteins would know that we hadn't painted them since we moved in.  This morning she had spent hours painstakingly picking out her clothes, applying makeup, and doing her hair.


I walked up behind her and placed both hands on her shoulders. She jumped. “What are you doing in here? You need to go entertain our guest!” she yelped at me.  “Okay okay, I was checking to make sure you didn't need any help.” I studied her.  “No! I am fine, now go”


I walked back into the dining room disappointed.  I was just  trying to help.  I took my seat at the table and engaged Mrs. Goldstein in conversation about her daughters success in college and her son's prosperous new job.  My mother danced into the room serving dinner and yet another round of wine. 


We ate quietly, all too preoccupied in the delicious food my mother had prepared to remember polite conversation.  I enjoyed the peace; however, the break from emotional turmoil was over all too soon.  As my mother cleared the dinner plates, Mrs. Goldstien asked “so have you been on any trips lately?”  My mother launched into a detailed description of our trip to a cottage up north.  When she had finished Mrs. Goldstien replied, “Yes Yes lovely dear, we did that one year, but it just seems like everyone does that.  What you really need to do is go to Paris the restaurants...”  My mother held up her hand.  “I sorry you will have to excuse me for a moment” she said.  My mother trailed out of the room, and I picked up the conversation where she had left off. 


After about 20 minutes, I decided that I should go look for my mother.  I gestured to my largely clueless father that her need to take over the conversation with Mrs. Goldstien for a few minutes, and he and Bob reluctantly tore themselves away from the football game on television.  


I climbed as silently as possible up the creaky wood stairs. “Mom” I called.  No reply.  I walked into her bedroom.  The door was open but the lights were off.  From beneath the door of her adjoining bathroom I could see a tiny crescent of light. I sat on her bed.  I could hear her tears as the echoed quietly.  After a few minutes, I called out.  “Mom”.  I heard a sharp intake of breath. “Yes dear, I will be just a minute go on back downstairs”.  Hesitantly, I obeyed. 


For a moment on the walk backstairs, I sat down on the stairs.  I wrapped my arms tight around myself.  I lay my head in my lap trying hard to forget, but the distant memory kept crawling back into my mind. 


I woke up when the door slammed but didn't open my eyes.  I heard the fumbling and knew it was just my mother.  Me and my father had left the party early while she had decided to remain at the reception for a while longer.  I remembered the look that she had given us as we left her sitting at the table with her mother, but we were tired after driving three hours to Indiana and she didn't want to go up yet.  I knew she would be pissed.  Not really at me, more at my dad.  For as long as I could remember it had been an ongoing argument between my parents.  My mother always wants to go out and socialize, while my father is more of homebody. 


“Shit” I heard her bump into a wall. There was a thud as she sat down on the floor.  “Walt” she called across the hotel room.  “Walter” she said a little louder this time.  I heard my dad rouse from his sleep.  “Walter!” she screamed it this time.  

“What?” he answered across the room, half angry half confused.  

“I need you to help me across the room” She slurred. 

 “Are you hurt?” 

“No just drunk”


The lights flicked on and I shielded my eyes.  When I removed my hand I saw my mother leaning into my father, red wine spilled all down her light blue jacket.  Her hair was a mess and her glasses askew.  I rolled over and pulled the covers over my head.  In my family, we were invincible.  I knew she wouldn't want me to see her moment of weakness. 


I must have fallen asleep briefly, but I was soon woken to my mother's sobs.  I felt the wait shift as she sat down on the bed. “Mom?” Her hand was in my hair and I knew she was leaning over me even though I couldn't see her in the darkness.  “Sarah? Where are you?” 

“She is over with me dad.”  My father flicked on the lights to reveal my mother only half clothed sitting on my bed.  Her face was red and tear stained. “Please don't think I am a failure” she pleaded.  

“Mom, why would I ever think you are a failure?”

“Because I am a failure, my whole family thinks so.  I have a shitty job, I am stupid, and now I am getting fat.”

My dad crossed the room and sat down next to her.  

“Sarah listen to me,” he started, “you are not a failure”

“Then why did you leave me down there alone you know I needed you and you left me.  You know I have an addictive personality.  You should have noticed how many drinks I was having.  I am worthless.  You think I am worthless.  Tell me I am a fuck up.  I am a fuck up.  Say it”

“Sarah your not a fuck up”

“Say it! Say it”

She was two inches from his face shaking him.  My dad grabbed her wrists and pulled her hands down.  Looking her straight in the eye.  He pulled her body into an embrace as she balled and failed trying to break free.

“I wish I was dead.  There is no use in me living.  My daughter is grow and doesn't need me and my husband doesn't love me because I am such a fuck up.  I don't see the point in living.” 

I had been quiet up until this point observing but not speaking.  I was scared by my mother's behavior.  I had heard stories from my father about how my mom was when she drank.  Before I was born, my mother used to drink and when she did she was very mean and angry.  I had only experienced this once before in Mexico when she had got up and walked out in the middle of dinner but never like this .  I was a big girl, and I could handle it but I couldn't hadle my mother wishing she was dead. 

“Mom do you really to die? Do you want to miss my graduation? My wedding? My children? I am not going to listen to you talk like this, I am leaving!”

I had, of course, no idea where I was going.  I was in a hotel, hours away from home, but even the hallway seemed better than here.  I got up and ran for the door but my mother broke free of my father's arms and was inches behind me.  She grabbed me around the waist and threw me into the wall.  “Your not going any where” I couldn't help it.  I threw my arms up in reflex and she fell.  I looked at her crumpled form on the carpet and began to cry.  My father rushed across the room.  

“Jackie, go to bed.” He said to me, scooping my mother up her carried her back to there bed.  I tucked myself back under the covers and through bleary eyes I checked the time on the clock.  4 AM.  I lay awake crying as silently as possible as my mother yelled continuously at my father until she finally fell asleep.


I don't remember falling asleep but I must have because before I knew it I was being shaken awake by the callused hands of my father.  “We are going home”

“Now? What time is it?

“Its six.  Your mom wants to leave before she sees any of her family”  


I got out of bed and began packing my stuff.  I walked into the bathroom to brush my teeth to find my mother leaning over the toilet throwing up.  It didn't take me more than a couple minutes to realize that she was also still drunk.  I called for my father, and while he took care of her, I packed the rest of my stuff and my mother's things.  I went down to the front desk and checked us out of the hotel.  I went back upstairs and sent my father and mother out to the car while I checked the room to make sure all of our belongings were packed away.  


The car ride home was a long one.  My mother threw up several times into a plastic bag before finally passing out in the backseat.  I struggled to stay awake so that I could make sure my dad didn't fall asleep at the wheel.  Longest three hours of my life were eventually over and I got out of the car.  My dad helped my mom upstairs to bed while I unpacked the car.  


I hurried to get my stuff ready so I could go back to school.  I wanted to leave this whole weekend behind.  Make it a distant memory that I could suppress.  Before I left, I woke my mother to say goodbye.  I couldn't tell if she was still drunk or just sad, as I leaned over her bed stroking her hair.  She looked up at me. “Please don't hate me” she begged. “Mom I could never hate you”  she feel back asleep the second I stepped away from the bed.  She looked like a child, her hands curled beneath her cheek and the blankets cocooned around her.  “I love you”  I whispered before I shut the door behind me.  


I stood up with tears in my eyes, and suddenly had the urge to run back up the stairs.  To throw my arms around my mother and tell her I loved her.  I appreciated her.  To tell her thank you for all that she had given up for me.  I got up three more stairs before I had turned around and begun trudging down the flight.  That's not how things were done in my family.  We were strong. 


Several minutes later my mother returned to the dinner table with a smile as big as ever.  “Dessert is served!” she said, dishing out larger helping of cobbler and ice cream.  Soon afterwards, the football game ended and Mr. and Mrs. Goldstien left.


As I was standing in the kitchen in the aftermath, helping my mother clean the dishes, I couldn't help but think about the evening.  My mother had given up so much to be a mother and a wife.  She had gone to a prestigious college and received a degree in business.  Afterwards, she had a successful career managing restaurants.  She was second in command of a huge change when I was born, and she had to give up her job.  When things got tough at work for my dad, she took a part time job that was way below her skill level.  I never though about all of my mothers unrealized dreams, all of her settling.  “Mom, about earlier” I started. “I think you have helped enough with the dishes” she replied.  “Thanks,” I wispered as I walked out of the room. 

