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“The wicked witch is dead.” Those were the words  my mother uttered under her breath when my 89-year-old grandmother died.  My mother and her sister had a contentious and volatile relationship with my grandmother.  Their memories of growing up were bitter – stormy attacks brought upon by my grandmother’s grand mal seizures which made her two daughters target practice.  My grandmother was not a loving woman. Whatever maternal instincts she might have had were overridden by her hectic social life and her husband’s professional obligations as the head of the Department of Obstetrics and Gynecology at Mt. Sinai Medical Center.  The irony of marrying a man whose sole mission in life was to help bring babies into this world was not lost on the rest of the family.  When my grandmother’s medical condition was finally diagnosed, medication leveled her out and her outbursts were kept under control. 

By the time  my sister and I were born, my grandmother had “outgrown” her temper tantrums and derived pleasure from her two granddaughters.  My fondest memories of my grandmother were to spend an afternoon taking tea at the Palm Court Room of the Plaza Hotel or eating an ice cream sundae at Schrafft’s.

Every summer, my grandmother went to Europe to “take the waters” for her health; one year she dragged my sister from Montecatini to Biarritz; another summer I traveled with her to Paris, Israel, and London.   I was a headstrong nineteen year old, and the prospect of a free, first-class trip to Europe was too enticing to pass up.  I was really impressed with her when she boarded a single-engine plane to spend the day in Eilat on the Red Sea where the temperature hit 100 degrees.  


After my grandmother died, my mother and my aunt rid my grandmother’s ten- room Park Avenue apartment of the china, the Oriental rugs, the overstuffed furniture, and the antiques.  Whatever wasn’t nailed down to the floor, my mother and her sister were ready to turn over to the auctioneer and what was rejected was bundled into what auctioneers call a “broom sweep.” 


There were a few mementos I rescued. I claimed a beautiful, mahogany library table with lyre legs, two drawers in the front, and folding side panels that, when extended, made the table five feet long.  I loved this table because my grandmother had displayed my mother’s beautiful wedding portrait along with those of her siblings together with a gallery of vintage photographs of my great aunts and uncles. It was an altar table to a way of life that had long since disappeared.

When I married and moved to Brookline, Massachusetts, I brought my grandmother’s library table with me.  I opened the drawers and found a tattered velvet cigarette box and a red, enamel case for matches.  I imagined elaborate parties with women in made-to-order evening dresses and men in tuxedos gathered around the Baby Grand piano singing Cole Porter songs and smoking Chesterfield cigarettes. “What a grand party it was.”


The library table was perfect for the large New England brick colonial that I bought with my husband, but when I moved to Los Angeles it looked strikingly out of place.
The table became a foster child of my west coast lifestyle.  I needed someone who would take good care of it until I could reclaim it.  My friend, Janice, owned a large mansion on an ivy-covered hillside in Westwood – a perfect way station.  She put my grandmother’s library table in her large foyer in front of a graceful, winding staircase.  


 When my son moved out of our townhouse after he graduated college, I converted his bedroom into my writing study.  I could bring my grandmother’s library table home after almost twenty years.


On Mother’s Day, I called Janice. “I gave your table to my daughter for her apartment.  She died three years ago, and everything was put in storage.”  I took a deep breath.  On the scale of life and loss, my grandmother’s library table had little weight.  After the, “I am so sorry,” I asked, “Is there any chance that I can get the table out of storage?” The story became more convoluted.  “None of the storage bills were paid and everything was sold off.”  And then Janice, who had a habit of reversing course in mid-stream, said, “There is a slight chance that your library table is in my garage.  It might have been one of the few things that we had taken out of storage.”  


The next day, there was a message on my answering machine. “I am giving you a very Happy Mother’s Day present.  I found your grandmother’s table.  Just come and get it.”


I bought Janice a Hallmark card – “Friendship endures”.  So does heirloom furniture. One of the drawers now holds letters from my mother that I found in her steamer trunk when I went through her personal effects after she died. And when I listen to the soundtrack to “DeLovely,” I imagine my grandmother presiding over her fashionable soirees, my ten-year old self tiptoeing into her living room, and my beautiful mother dancing at her wedding at the Waldorf Astoria Hotel in her ivory silk gown.  
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