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Chapter 1: Two Lousy Days

	Philip and his mother immediately liked Dr. Weissgarten, the young female oncologist who at first explained the experimental Taxol study and then helped process the paperwork for his mother's treatment at the Norris Cancer Center--part of the large University of Southern California campus in East Lost Angeles.

	"We've had good success in our clinic with the drug," Dr. Weissgarten told them. "It's in the experimental stage right now, but I think it can help you." She went on to talk about the specifics of the contract Philip's mother would sign and their need to travel south to USC for the monthly infusions of the drug. "You check into the hospital on Friday morning for the treatment, stay the night, and then check out on Saturday morning."

	Philip looked encouraged. Mother, somewhat less. "Will I lose my hair?"

	"Unfortunately," the doctor said, "yes."

	"Shit!"

	"I agree." The doctor flashed his mother what seemed to Philip a forced professional smile from someone eager to move on. Wasn't time of the essence?

	"Sounds good." Philip looked over at his mother who nodded her head. "Two days a month. We'll go down to L.A. together, okay, Mom?"

	"Depends on your meaning of good." Then she asked Philip about his job.

	"I'll work it out. Part-timers are always eager to make some extra money."

	Dr. Weissgarten looked from one to the other. "Are we set to go then?"

	Philip nodded his head. Mother smiled and pushed the paperwork she'd signed toward the doctor.

	"Great," Dr. Weissgarten said. "We should begin right away. I'll schedule your first treatment for the end of this month."

	Philip took the doctor's hand and held it a moment.

	"And good luck," the doctor said. "To you both."

	* * * *

	Five months later and the day before his mother's fifth Taxol treatment, Philip tried unsuccessfully to parallel park in front of her apartment complex. Unfortunately he'd never mastered the art. Finally he gave up, circled around, and parked a few blocks away under a streetlamp. At least his car would be parked in a safe neighborhood.

	Mother met Philip at her front door. He picked up her small suitcase and waited while she gathered together her purse and coat and then switched the TV volume to low; she always kept it on when she was away--anything to deter a possible burglar who might be lurking in the hallway. They were both unaware of the news bulletin flashing across the screen.

	Special Report. A TV reporter spoke into a mic while an upturned vehicle burned out of control in the background. Men and women with raised fists pushed and shoved their way into view. A banner ran below the screen: Rodney King Verdict Sparks Rioting.

	In the carport, Philip stowed Mother's bag in the trunk along with his, then went over and opened the passenger door. "Here ya go."

	"Tell me something," she said. "Why are we taking my car to the airport?"

	"Let's not argue, Mom, okay? I've parked mine a few blocks away. Too far to walk. It's locked and safe."

	"Good for you." She told him--and not too sweetly either--that she hated leaving her Ford Pinto parked with a million others in a deserted airport lot.

	"Two days," Philip said. "What can possibly happen in two lousy days?"

	"Lots of lousy things," she said.

	* * * *

	


Chapter 2: San Jose to Burbank

	Even though Philip drove his mother's red Ford briskly over Highway 17 to the San Jose International Airport, they had plenty of time to talk. He figured she was still in a snit about his using her car for the first leg of the trip as she sat mostly silent, arms folded in her lap, and when he attempted communication, she responded with one word answers of yes, no, and a few mm--hmms. Her mood improved slightly when they were aboard their hour flight to Burbank.

	They each ordered a soft drink to go with their complimentary bag of peanuts. Philip drank thirstily and began crunching the ice with his teeth, a habit he'd acquired in childhood and one he knew drove her crazy.

	As expected she made a face.

	"Tell me something," he said.

	"What?"

	"Will you ever speak again?"

	"Probably not," she said and then winked at him.

	"Stinker!"

	* * * *

	After the plane landed, they took the shuttle to the car rental agency and waited until the clerk checked their reservation on the computer.

	"Your Dodge Dart is ready and waiting," the clerk said.

	"I thought we reserved a mid-size car," Philip said.

	"You ordered a small vehicle," he said.

	Mother jumped in. "We always order a mid-size. You must be new here."

	"Nope," the clerk said. "Just never had the pleasure of waiting on you two before."

	Philip hated the guy and pictured him wearing a T-shirt with "Sarcasm is one of my many talents," written across the front.

	"Well, this is the last time we use you, right, Phil?" His mother loved a good fight, and apparently so did the clerk. 

	"We're the best and cheapest at the Burbank Airport. The other guys don't have what we do, ma'am."

	Philip couldn't hide his amusement. She hated being called ma'am; it was one of her longstanding pet peeves. Nothing to do now but hang back and watch her in action.

	"That's exactly my point," Mother said.

	"Huh?" The clerk looked taken aback.

	Philip let her have the last word. She usually did.

	"They don't have you." And with that, she grabbed the car keys and headed for the door.

	Mother waited impatiently outside while Philip circled the blue rental, ran his fingers over the paint, supposedly checking for dents. He bent down and looked underneath the frame. "Can't be too careful," he told her.

	"The car's fine, Phil, come on."

	"Just one more walk around--"

	His mother opened the passenger door and yelled over her shoulder, "Don't forget to kick the tires while you're at it!"

	* * * *

	


Chapter 3: On the Road

	The monthly trips to L.A. were wearing Philip down. He used his unfamiliarity with the rental car to keep from thinking about why he and his mother were once again on the road, once again weaving through heavy freeway traffic from the airport to their dismal hotel. From the corner of his eye, he noticed her searching through her purse. Misplacing things was now a common occurrence.

	"Mom, you didn't forget anything? Your house keys? Medicare or Medical cards?"

	"Nope. They're all here. I was looking for...here it is." She held up a silver Coptic cross, a memento of their African travels many years in the past. Back when he was a twenty-year-old Peace Corps teacher and she'd joined him in Addis Ababa near the end of his teaching contract. She always said the cross kept them safe and brought them luck. She jammed the cross back into her purse. "You never did get the business about the keys, did you?"

	"What keys?" he asked.

	"The ones in Dial M for Murder. You were so angry when you couldn't figure out the ending of the film."

	Philip shook his head. He needed an atlas to follow her train of thought. "Mom, I was only ten. You had to sit through the movie twice before you understood it. Something about Grace Kelly's house key not fitting the lock."

	"Right," she said, "it was the murder victim's key they'd found, not hers." She flashed him what he called her "gotcha" smile and then leaned back in her seat.

	There were some perks to being an only child raised by a single mother, and during his childhood, movies had always been their cool retreat. Philip and his mom had escaped to a show whenever she couldn't pay the rent or she'd quit her job. He could still taste the wax from the soda cups stenciled with Fox West Coast Theaters, smell the fresh, hot-buttered popcorn, and feel the thick red carpet that led up the ramp to the rocking chair loges.
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