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         Praise for Ruth Figgest

         
             

         

         ‘Ruth Figgest demonstrates how to make a story about more than one thing at once. Her astute young heroine faces the prospect of plastic surgery to render her looks more pleasing to her lovingly fault-finding mother but simultaneously arrives at a new understanding of the state of her parents’ marriage and the ambivalent purpose she has to serve within it.’

         Patrick Gale

         
             

         

         ‘Ruth Figgest has a deep understanding of the human condition in all its many guises and depicts it with razorsharp accuracy. Her characters are emotionally vulnerable, self-sabotaging, and prone to exhilaratingly outrageous behaviour, but they somehow never lose our sympathy. This is psychologically acute, perceptive and witty writing that can make you laugh out loud and wince with discomfort at the same time.’

         Umi Sinha

         
             

         

         ‘A thoroughly compelling read: pointed yet subtle, it skewers middle-class American foibles with biting humour and authentic compassion. Figgest’s voices are so real and tangible they leap off the page into your ears and into your bones.’

         Martin Spinelli

         
             

         

         ‘Ruth Figgest has as firm and careful a grasp on the delicate texture of relationships as any writer since Henry James. This painful—and often, disconcertingly, funny—exploration of a mother and daughter’s growing apart, growing up, growing old, growing together, peels back layers of time and accretions of expectation to bare a connection harder than love and more complex than distance. It is a compelling novel.’

         Claudia Gould
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        This book is dedicated to Cara Bentham,

Kate Crouch, and Valerie’s daughter,

Jane Olsen. With love.
      

         

      

   


   
      

         
            1976

            The Quickening

         

         Carl says, ‘My money’s on failed suicide.’ He rocks his chair back to lift up the front legs and balance on the back ones, just like you’re told not to do at school. I recognise that this is a skill that has taken a lot of practice to perfect. He is self-contained and whenever he speaks his voice is surprising. It’s very gentle and soothing, almost a whisper. There’s something familiar about his speech: I recognise a bit of a drawl; maybe he’s not always been from around here.

         He is talking to Wilbur and they’re talking about me. Both sexes mix together in this ward and right now the three of us are sitting at the edge of the communal area. I got here first when I finished my cereal and when they finished breakfast too they came to sit either side of me. No one sits on the sofas in the morning; we will do that later. You have to make some changes just to break up the day and in the morning you need the hard seats to make you realise that yes, you are awake and yes, you are here. You are still here in this place, and you can’t leave. No one knows when they’ll be able to go home.

         Wilbur scoots his chair even closer to mine and turns to study me. Wilbur has gorgeous hair, like David Cassidy. I notice how it swings forward when he moves close to me and imagine how soft it must feel when it tickles his neck. I don’t move a muscle and I do not blink as he studies my face, and his eyes drift down to my breasts, my stomach, my legs. He looks at my arms and my wrists, my hands.

         He looks right in my eyes. His voice is a hiss. ‘That is by far the largest cat-e-gor-y – ’ he spaces this word out, every one of its syllables distinct and clear, his mouth movement large, as if he thinks I might possibly be deaf ‘ – and there’s nothing wrong with that, honey,’ he says. I’m keeping still as the red-hot tip of the cigarette he holds between his fingers comes closer. He strokes my face with his thumb and then he withdraws and settles back in his chair again. I can feel the trace of his hand on my skin as if it has come up in a welt.

         Now Wilbur takes a deep drag of his Virginia Slim and blows the smoke out. The smoke floats up above us and it is mesmerising. He waves his hand about to shoo it away from his hair. I tip my head to watch it all disappear near the ceiling and I realise how much I need to lie down. I am as heavy as the smoke is light. The weight of my head is too much, the muscles of my lower back cannot hold my spine erect, I ache with the effort of sitting here, of being here. Of being.

         Carl laughs loudly and all the tension I feel is momentarily broken. I know that he is not laughing at me, nor is he laughing at Wilbur, he is just laughing. The place is crazy and the sound he makes is deep and unbroken – not a chuckle, a real laugh – and it must be contagious because Wilbur laughs a high-pitched squeal, and I know I would like to as well, but I don’t know how to move my face to make it laugh and I cannot make a sound. I am still as the two of them laugh either side of me as if the funniest thing was on TV or something.

         I’ve been told that the mirror mirror on the wall is a one-way window into the nurses’ office, but Florence, a big black woman, one of the nursing assistants, still pops her head right out of the door to see what the commotion is. She smiles when she sees the two of them laughing and Wilbur reaches around me and slaps Carl’s back. He points back to Florence and now she waves and laughs as well and goes back inside the office.

         We are not allowed in our rooms during the day. On this, the fifth floor, we have to be in the communal area from six in the morning until eight in the evening and no one is ever allowed to lie down on the sofas. Everyone says it’s okay to do nothing but sit, but no one seems to understand that it’s too much even to do nothing. I want to sleep. Actually, I’ve thought about this a lot. Mashed potato is served every day for dinner and I feel like mashed potato: heavy and gloppy and inert. You have to eat something at each meal. The nurses make notes all day long and what you eat goes down on your records. You also have to stay in plain sight for at least two hours after meals. Wilbur explained to me that no one is allowed to use the bathroom for a while after eating because some people are here because they make themselves sick after meals. He told me that when I first got transferred to this floor, even though I didn’t ask, didn’t want to know and it wasn’t something I’d ever done. He said it can be quite effective but it ruins your teeth. ‘Not my bag,’ he said. He opened his mouth to run the tip of his tongue across his own teeth, so that I could see that they were white and perfect and evenly spaced, like a movie star’s. I wondered if he’d had braces.

         As long as you stay on this floor, if you eat then you are allowed to wear your own clothes, and this means whatever you want, apparently. There’s a man who dresses like a woman and that’s still okay. Since I’ve been here I’ve eaten every meal, but for the last three weeks I’ve been wearing these corduroy pants and this pale yellow top, which is what I was wearing when I was admitted. Mom brought in some underwear and new jeans and T-shirts for me, but I’m happy with what I’ve got on. I change my panties but the rest can be my hospital uniform, now that I’m on this floor and am allowed to wear clothes.

         Mom has been here every day since I arrived, even though they wouldn’t allow her to see me for the first week when I was upstairs. My father hasn’t come. She says it upsets him too much, to think about this, that Dad has always been the sort of person to shy away from difficult things; she should know, she said. She was sorry that this was a disappointment for me, but he didn’t mean anything by it, it’s who he is, she said. That’s all, just the sort of person he is. ‘A person who finds it difficult to change,’ she said.

         The new things she’s brought for me remain in the pink overnight bag under the bed in my room, along with some books she thought I might like to read: Dr Atkins’ Diet Revolution: The High Calorie Way to Stay Thin Forever; Yoga 28 Day Exercise Plan; and How to Live with Yourself. That last book has a bright red cover with a white border, like a big stop sign. I’ve put it at the bottom of the pile.

         Wilbur gripes every day that all the stodge they serve up for our meals is ruining his figure. The first time he said that to me he untucked and lifted his dress shirt and stroked the flattest belly I have ever seen on anyone, man or woman. He must do a hundred sit-ups a day. ‘You know,’ he says to me now, ‘you might as well smoke. I think it’s real good that you don’t, but you might as well. You’re allowed, so I say, why ever not? Why not?’ he repeats. ‘Do you want one?’ He offers me his pack.

         I don’t take it. I don’t move. I shut my eyes. I am not here.

         ‘She doesn’t smoke,’ Carl says. ‘Leave the kid alone.’

         Now the ward door buzzer goes off and I look at the clock. It’s seven-thirty. I’ve been awake for nearly two hours. It’s half an hour since breakfast finished.

         ‘They’re back,’ Wilbur says. ‘Right on time. They run this place like a bus terminal. Coming and going. No peace.’

         Dolly, Florence and Leanne come out of the nurses’ room. Florence starts putting out bowls and spoons and laying the places at the smallest of the three breakfast tables and then Henry comes in first, with his big clipboard, followed by four patients wearing hospital pyjamas. I don’t know the names of the two old men in the group and in fact I’ve never seen one of them before, but I know the two women: Franny and Alice.

         Alice’s husband comes to see her most days. She has a beautiful face and lovely blonde hair and he sits next to her stroking it all the time he’s visiting. Wilbur says that her baby died and she killed it. I think he’s lying – they’d have put her in prison if she killed a baby – but she doesn’t stop crying even all the time her husband plays with her hair, as if she’s done something terrible, so maybe she did.

         The four of them stop in a line and Leanne and Dolly go forward to guide them to the tables. Leanne is a scrawny white woman and Dolly is dark brown and plump like her name. They’re nursing assistants like Florence, but Henry is a registered nurse. I’m not sure about the others that come on duty now and then, and especially the night staff, because not everyone wears a badge, or they wear it clipped in an awkward place you don’t want to look, like on their belts dangling above their groin, or else upside down. No one has a last name on display.

         The four in blue pyjamas trickle over to the tables where they sit down like obedient first graders. Florence is waiting and glops oatmeal into metal bowls from a tray and puts one in front of each of them. They’re asleep, really, even as they lift the spoons into their gaping mouths, but they chomp and chew and suck their way back to being awake.

         They look like zombies and there’s something terrifying about it, but I can’t help watching. Outside, staring at other people is rude. Inside, there’s usually nothing else to do and it’s all we do at times even when there is something we could do. The open areas are littered with puzzles, magazines, decks of cards and board games, but here we kill time watching everyone else killing time.

         Wilbur is watching them too. He’s pretending not to be scared by it. He says, ‘You know, almost everyone gets the ECT, in the end. Not me, mind, but I am a complicated diagnosis. Until they straighten that out, I am not going down that road. No, sir-ree. No. Don’t you think?’

         Carl’s expression in return is beautifully, defiantly blank. No one could know what he was thinking and I’m pleased he doesn’t answer, but the lack of acknowledgement or agreement annoys Wilbur. He must have been a terrible gossip in normal life. Wilbur says to Carl, ‘Well, fuck you. Excuse me for trying to have a conversation,’ but he’s not really angry, he’s just desperate for something – so he wants to know what’s wrong with everyone here, but in a way that’s all, now, that any of us have to ourselves. We’re both holding out; Carl won’t tell and neither will I.

         I haven’t spoken a word for at least eight weeks.

         ‘Fried brains or not, Franny will at least talk to me,’ Wilbur says. ‘You watch.’ He goes over to the table, squats next to her chair and strokes her head.

         Franny is old, about sixty, and her grey hair is long and very frizzy. Franny and Wilbur are always so close that I wonder if they were friends from before here, or maybe they’re just good friends because they’ve both been here longer than anyone else. I wonder why she’s here, and why she’s on the list for ECT twice a week, every week, and then I wonder how long until I’ll get out, or if I’ll end up like her. I don’t know what will happen but, even though I don’t want to be like her, I don’t think I’ll ever want to leave. I can’t imagine being that old. It’s a creepy thought, she must have been my age once.

         When Franny turns to look at Wilbur, she appears surprised then a couple of seconds later recognition flickers over her face. Then she smiles at him broadly, cleanly and honestly, just like a two-year-old. Wilbur turns back to us to see if we’re watching. He wants to know that we’ve registered the power that he has. He has woken Franny from sleep – brought his friend back from the dead.

         ‘He’s like some fairytale faggot prince,’ Carl says now, which makes me jump because I didn’t realise he might be able to read my mind.

      

   


   
      

         
            2013

            The Tornado

         

         I am at work when the phone call comes and it takes me a minute to understand who is speaking. I finally grasp that it’s Gus, who is this ancient guy who goes to Mom’s old church and takes care of her yard. He’s phoning from Phoenix.

         ‘Gus,’ I say. ‘How are you?’

         His voice wavers. ‘Your mother, honey. It’s bad news.’ I sit down.

         When I get off the phone I go to tell my boss that I have to leave. Jerry is the head of public information and marketing. I explain that just now I had a call to say my mother has died. I tell him that my work is right up to date. I can provide him a quick handover for events and where we’ve got so far and he’ll be able to pick up on anything that might be coming up. ‘I can email you anything you need to know in my absence. But,’ I say, ‘I think I really have to get on a plane.’ I start to shake and he gets up from behind his desk and takes my arm and leads me to sit down in the space he’s vacated.

         Just as I am sitting down, his secretary interrupts us. She appears surprised to see me sitting in his place behind his desk. Candy, a massive middle-aged woman – my sort of age – is wearing a sticky-out brown A-line skirt below a baggy blue turtleneck, and brown penny loafers. She is as different from spun sugar as a cactus from a dandelion and therefore, of course, her nickname is Cotton. Jerry asks Cotton to get us a coffee. He takes her to the door and intends a whisper but I can hear him tell her that my mother has passed.

         By the time Cotton returns with two mugs of steaming black coffee I am unable to stop my legs from jerking up and down. ‘I’m sorry,’ I say. ‘I don’t know why I’m shaking.’

         ‘It’s the shock. Have a sip and take a bite of a cookie.’ She passes me a box of animal crackers. ‘Shock can kill a person,’ Cotton says, ‘And you’re way too skinny.’

         Her definition of skinny is warped, so this is not true, but I probably do weigh near a hundred pounds less than she does. I say, ‘I’ve got reserves enough, but there’ll be stuff to do. I don’t know what to do.’

         Jerry is reliably definite. ‘Yellow Pages, or the internet. Find a funeral director and he’ll walk you through it. It’s their job. They’ll know what to do and how. You don’t have to decide anything. They’re professionals. Let them do what they need to do and let it happen. Keep your head low and go with the flow.’

         I’d expect nothing less from Jerry. He is what people call a born leader, a very likeable guy. This is exactly why he got this job. He sounds decisive and confident but he never makes a decision he can be held accountable for and everyone else does everything. He doesn’t actually do a thing.

         I thank him for the advice and then Cotton kindly arranges the tickets and a cab and I phone Gus back to tell him when I’ll be arriving.

         I go to the airport via my apartment and I collect spare contact lenses, a pair of glasses, and a change of clothes. I don’t have to take much. I can’t really think about what to pack anyway. The driver waits for me and, though there is traffic, we get to the airport in time for me to check in and sit and wait until it’s time to board.

         I look around at the people waiting, like me, at the airline gate. There are people travelling in pairs talking to each other, others travelling alone, reading magazines or staring out the window at the parked planes. Perhaps some are afraid of flying, some are tired and going home to see their families, instead of going somewhere they don’t live and facing something unexpected. There’s a woman who is around my mother’s age. She looks perfectly healthy, and, the last time I saw her, Mom did as well. People in their seventies probably die all the time, but plenty of them don’t. I’d put money on this woman living at least another ten years. She is holding a magazine. Her reading glasses are propped on her nose but she’s not looking at the Reader’s Digest, she’s looking around her at the other passengers. Our eyes meet momentarily until I look away.

         It is now that my mother’s death hits me. That not only will there be things that have to be done, but it’ll be up to me to do everything – but now, no one to tell me I’m doing it wrong. She always wanted me to move to live near her and I didn’t want to. We spent a lot of time together anyway, and I won’t consider that she might not have died if I’d been nearer.

         When we’re called to stand in line in order of boarding assignment, I watch the same woman struggle with her carry-on bag until a young guy helps her. I’m a ‘D’ – two letters behind – so she boards before me and I pass her aisle seat on the way to find my own near the back of the plane. She is settling herself in and I see that she’s looking at her magazine again.

         This is a direct flight, less than three hours. They probably won’t even bother with snacks. I find my seat and, though I’m squashed between two big college students, no one bothers me. I pretend to read the paper and cry silently.

         My old lady has left the plane and is gone before I get off. Gus meets me, we hug awkwardly and he drives me straight to Mom’s house. When we get out of his car he apologises about the yard; the grass is overgrown. He explains that he didn’t get round to doing it in the morning as he’d planned. When there was no reply to the doorbell, he went around the back and looked in the windows because the dog was barking like crazy. He saw her in the den, on the floor. ‘I had to break a window and climb through. But it’s okay, I’ve secured it with some wood. You’ll be safe. When the paramedics got here they went in the front door.’

         ‘But it was too late?’

         ‘Yes,’ he says, and I imagine this elderly man peering in, and then having to climb through my mother’s ranch house window, finding her dead and then phoning for an ambulance. It must have been awful.

         ‘I’m glad it was you. She likes you.’

         ‘Well, your mom is something else.’ Then he corrects this. ‘Was,’ he says, ‘Terrible stuff when she was a kid, but God, she sure rose above it and had quite a life, didn’t she? She sure was something else.’

         ‘Sure,’ I echo. I don’t really know what he’s talking about, but it’s nice that he liked her so much.

         We are at the front door. He pulls out her meagre bunch of keys with the rabbit foot keychain. The sight of the keys starts me off crying again, but Gus doesn’t notice. I follow him into the house. The lights are off. He switches them on and the house lights up. Everything is dingy and dirty; she can’t have dusted for months. It wasn’t like this when I was last here.

         ‘There’s no real mess,’ he says as I continue to follow him past the open door to the living room and through to the den. ‘It was all … well, no mess. Oh, and I took the dog to be boarded. They’ll keep it there until you decide what you want to do. Poor thing was barking and barking like mad, real upset he was, but I know you’re allergic. I didn’t want you ill, so I got them to come and collect it. Phone number is in the kitchen. She’d used them before. She told me.’ He points and I look around the room. ‘See, there’s no real mess. That’s a blessing.’

         The allergy is a falsehood and his comments about this room, too, are untrue. There is no blood on the carpet, but the room is far from clean – there are used mugs and plates, and piles of papers on the surfaces. It is a total mess.

         It turns out that I don’t have to decide on the funeral director. While he puts on some water for coffee Gus tells me he’s taken care of that as well. ‘I used this guy for the wife on a recommendation, and he’ll do you proud too, don’t you worry,’ he says. ‘Your mom,’ he says, ‘has already been moved to their premises.’

         Although I’m grateful, I seem to have lost the power of speech. I keep expecting Mom to arrive home any moment and ask what the hell we’re doing because my mother is like a tornado – the biggest person in any situation. All my life she’s whipped in without warning and changed the landscape and I’ve repeatedly been swept up and along in whatever unpredictable direction she takes. Surely she wouldn’t leave me and little old Gus in charge. She never lets anyone else deal with the big stuff. This is some sort of mistake, or joke. ‘I can’t believe it,’ I say. ‘What is she thinking?’

         ‘I know.’ He nods slowly, then again more slowly, and finally, almost imperceptibly, he moves his head once more.

         After another few minutes of sitting in silence completely still and looking at the space on the floor where the small couch and coffee table have been shoved aside – presumably where they attended to her – Gus leans forward to drag himself up to standing. He puts his hand on my shoulder and says softly, ‘Well, I’ll be getting on, and let you get some rest.’

         I’m suddenly terrified at being here in her house alone. I try to sound conversational. I remember he’s a widower and that his wife’s name was Nora. ‘How long has Nora been gone? Tell me about her. I’m sorry I don’t know much about you, Gus.’

         ‘We were married for forty-three years. The Lord works in mysterious ways and he decided to take her before me.’ He pauses. ‘Listen, honey, do you want me to pray with you?’ He is asking me tentatively and when I shake my head he appears relieved. Then he says, ‘I can send my pastor around, if you like. Maybe tomorrow?’

         ‘Thanks,’ I say. He passes me the bent-up card from the funeral director and suggests I phone them in the morning to arrange an appointment. ‘Hard,’ he says, ‘being an only child. But at least there won’t be any arguments. Lots of stuff gets thrown up at these times. My kids were hardly speaking to each other after Nora passed. I had to referee.’

         I desperately want him to stay. ‘I didn’t even know you had children.’

         ‘Not nearby. One in Maine and the other, the girl, in California.’

         ‘I should have lived closer to Mom.’

         ‘No.’ He shakes his head. ‘I was always saying that kids doing their own thing was the best way, and your mom agreed.’ Now he says, again, that he’s really got to be going.

         I try, ‘I guess you must miss your wife a lot? It must be lonely at times.’ Gus doesn’t bother to respond, and thinking of attempting to seduce this nice old man just to keep him in my dead mother’s house is as ridiculous an idea as any I’ve had this year. I should be ashamed of myself.

         Finally, I decide I can’t kidnap him so there’s no avoiding it. I’ve got to let him go. I see him to the front door and we say goodbye and then I go down along the corridor to the room that she told me, whenever I came to visit, was mine. I don’t want to look into any of the other rooms. I don’t want to see this place without her in it because I will see her everywhere and she is nowhere now.

         ‘My’ room appears to have become Mom’s store room – there are stacks of boxes against the walls. The sheets on the bed seem clean. Even if they weren’t I wouldn’t care. I don’t wash. I don’t unpack anything. I strip off my clothes and climb beneath the covers, exhausted.

         
             

         

         It’s still pitch black outside when I wake, just gone four a.m. Perhaps the time difference accounts for some of the sudden, dreadful surge of energy that sweeps through me now, but not for all of it. I have to do something. What I really need to be is Superman, flying around and around the world, turning back time to before she went and died.

      

   


   
      

         
            2011

            The Blind Sentinel

         

         My mother has been broken in a car crash – a leg and ribs – and the two of us are in the guest bedroom where there is room for a mattress on the floor beside the bed. This is where I’m lying now, listening to the steady snoring above me and wondering when she will drive again, and whether she should drive again. I’ve told her she’ll feel better in the morning, but that’s probably a lie.

         I think about the road kill I see by the side of the highway back home. ‘No one plans accidents,’ someone in the waiting area at the hospital said earlier. ‘They wouldn’t be accidents if they were planned.’

         Dan, her neighbour opposite, was a big help. I could never have moved this mattress from ‘my room’ in here on my own. He was the one who suggested we sleep in the guest room, once he’d had a look at her overcrowded bedroom. Her last boyfriend supposedly slept in here when he was with her, but I won’t think about that now – I’ll never sleep if I think about Philip.

         Mom is lucky to have Dan nearby, but then she’s always been a lucky person – a lucky person who’s never had any idea how lucky she is. Like Mr Magoo, going through life unwittingly escaping mishap and leaving mayhem in his wake, that’s exactly how she is. She could have been killed today, but, instead of realising the close call, she’s snoring away and I’m lying here unable to sleep.

         My body is exhausted but my mind is wired tight. I know I won’t sleep because it has been so stressful. By the time I got from the airport to the hospital the dust storm was long gone, but everyone was still talking about it and I was trying to put together fragments of information to figure out what happened. On the news before we finally bedded down tonight, we learned that there were tons of other car accidents across Phoenix. That’s why it was so busy in the ER.

         I can hear her dog breathing heavily in the hallway outside. He scratched the door for a while, but finally gave up because I wasn’t about to let him in and I won’t relent. He needs to know who is boss. He’s been getting away with too much for too long.

         I can’t believe how boring it is lying awake listening to someone fast asleep without a care. I wish I’d left the curtains open because some street light in here would be good. Perhaps I could use a flashlight to read or something – she must have a flashlight somewhere – but I don’t want to risk waking her up by rooting around in the drawers. I decide to count sheep.

         I’m somewhere after sixty when she whispers my name and I’m pulled up from the airy no-man’s land between wakefulness and sleep – and momentarily startled to find myself on the floor beside her bed. Then I can feel a rush of energy and I’m wide-wide awake again.

         I wear contacts, but I can’t sleep in them and I am as blind as a bat, so I always put my glasses under the pillow. I grab them now and push them on to my face. ‘Mom? Mom, are you okay?’

         ‘I think I should take something,’ she says all breathy and childish, sounding like a drunk Marilyn Monroe, ‘Please let me have Poopy. I wish you’d let him in.’

         ‘No.’ Though I’m only whispering, I try to sound firm. Simple statements. ‘You don’t need anything. They gave you a bunch of Vicodin and a shot at the hospital. The dog is already asleep. You’ve got cuts and stitches. It’s unhygienic. He can’t come in. He’s okay out there. He’s fast asleep. Just go back to sleep yourself.’

         Then, on cue, the stupid animal starts to whimper and scratch on the hall carpet outside the door again. She should never have got a dog. When we talked about it on the phone she said she was thinking about getting one because she was lonely, that she wouldn’t be lonely if only I moved closer, but, if I wouldn’t live near, then she was going to get a dog.

         ‘I can’t,’ I said. ‘I’ve got a job.’

         ‘Then I’m down to the pound tomorrow.’

         And I laughed. ‘You know you have to walk it and clean up shit if you have a dog. You’ll never do that. Dog poop has to be picked up and, besides that, they are helpless and need looking after. Have you thought about that? You’d have to take care of it.’

         But the very next day she did as she said she would and picked up a miniature poodle. She chose a neurotic dog that also craps a lot, probably just to prove me wrong.

         ‘I haven’t been able to sleep at all,’ she says now.

         I raise my voice trying to cover up the scraping and snuffling sounds the dog is making outside the door, before she might notice them. ‘Well, you did a pretty good imitation of sleeping. You were asleep.’

         ‘I wasn’t. I was faking. I was just tired of listening to you droning on and on. I wanted you to relax because I know you need your sleep. You can’t sleep while you’re talking. You know, honey, sometimes you just need to shut up. You should learn that.’

         ‘Why would you think I could relax? You could have been killed.’ I don’t want to scare her, but perhaps she should think about what happened. ‘I don’t want to scare you, but perhaps you should think about what happened,’ I say. She wasn’t wearing a seatbelt. She hadn’t put the headlights on, and, the police also said she was talking on her cell phone. ‘Killed, Mom. You could be dead now. D. E. A. D. and then there would we be?’

         ‘Well, I guess that it wouldn’t be my problem,’ she says quietly.

         She still hasn’t adequately explained what she was doing out near interstate seventeen. When the police asked about it at the hospital, she was evasive and then the doctor told them to stop questioning her. He made excuses, saying that she’d had a shock and that really elderly people often don’t immediately recall the details after an accident and that we must all be patient.

         ‘She’s early seventies,’ I said, ‘that’s hardly really elderly, nowadays.’

         She piped up from the stretcher, ‘Hey, doc, I’ve had some work done. Is my face still okay? I can’t afford to get another lift done.’

         Here in the dark, she says, ‘I’m not dead and don’t worry about me, honey. I’m a very strong person. This is no big deal. I’ll be fine. I’ll be good as before in a jiff. Don’t sweat it. You’ll get yourself all worked up.’

         ‘Yeah, well,’ I say, ‘I am sweating it. I am oozing sweat with worry about you. I am soaked with sweat from all this crap. And I’m exhausted. You need to rest. Try to go back to sleep.’ Again, I mean to sound like I’m in charge, that I am now the mom talking to the kid but, unfortunately, coming from the floor it loses all possible impact.

         ‘So, go on and get me my meds. I need something to help me sleep. Fetch me my Ambien.’

         ‘No, Mom.’

         ‘You are not a doctor. You’re not even a nurse. Or a nurse’s aid.’

         It’s two-thirty in the morning local time, because Phoenix opts out of daylight savings. Four-thirty a.m. back in Oklahoma City. I sit up, then I stand up and feel suddenly lightheaded. It’s pitch black and I can hardly make her out on the bed. ‘Do you want the Elavil? How about that?’ This is a new prescription for her and I think it’ll be okay with the Vicodin and it’s also a whole bunch better than Ambien, which she shouldn’t ever take because she sleep-eats when she takes it. People can choke on food if they don’t know they’re eating. Mom has devoured whole bags of candy, boxes of chocolate, bags of nuts and entire punnets of fruit in her sleep. On more than one occasion she’s woken to find her sheets stained, packaging detritus scattered around the bed, and a trail of spilt food leading along to the kitchen and the open refrigerator door.

         At the hospital she didn’t tell them about the Ambien, or the rest of her stash. She’s always had good insurance from Dad’s benefits and it’s rare she has to do a co-pay, so every single prescription gets filled and she never, ever throws drugs out. She has several gallon-size Ziploc bags stuffed full of vials with labelled prescriptions from various doctors she falls in, and out, with. Even if out of date by years, they’re still secreted away, just in case.

         Earlier at the hospital, when I interrupted the doctor’s questions to list for him all the current meds she takes regularly, and those old prescription drugs I’m sure she takes on occasion, she waved me to shut up. She said, ‘My daughter has problems. I can speak for myself.’ In front of him she told me to go and get myself a coffee. ‘Scram,’ she said. He looked embarrassed and shrugged and I walked out. Later he told me to be patient with her. I should have told him to try fifty-one years with someone like her.

         She says now, ‘No. I want the Ambien. Go get my pills. Under the vanity unit. I’ll only take a half. Take the edge off it.’

         I guess she won’t be able to get up to get anything to eat and because I’m too tired to argue any more I say, ‘Shut your eyes. I’ve got to put the light on.’

         ‘Don’t put the light on.’

         ‘I have to put the light on. Make sure you’re taking the right thing.’

         ‘Don’t put the goddamn light on. I know which ones by feel,’ she says. ‘I have the super-senses of a blind person.’

         ‘You’re crazy.’ I stride across the room and punch the light switch and blink. The room looks smaller in the bright light. It’s dusty, faded. She’s smaller too. I can see she’s annoyed but she can’t stop me: she can’t get up.

         ‘I need to get word to Philip. He’d want to know I’ve been hurt. I’m sure he’ll be concerned. He would care. He wouldn’t treat me like this.’

         ‘Forget it. It’s been more than ten years. You think that freeloader would take better care of you than me? I could remind you. He was gone like the wind.’

         ‘You could find him. You’re very resourceful. We both know how resourceful you can be when you want.’

         She doesn’t really want him. This is a strategy – her feeble attempt to make me feel disposable. She thinks that, if she threatens Philip, I’ll be more agreeable. I nearly feel sorry for her, because their relationship ended badly and if she thinks he’s an option she must be feeling desperate. She wouldn’t be able to find him again after all this time anyway. I will say nothing.

         In the hall, the animal is wagging its tail and begins sniffing around my ankles. He’s a dangerous trip hazard and she’s stupid for thinking she’s going to be able to keep him. She should never have got him. Sooner or later he’s going to be unwanted and neglected. But there’s no telling her anything. Being around my mother is like trying to fly a kite in a storm. She will always do what she wants and she is inherently reckless not only with herself, but with everyone else. She doesn’t keep a calendar for recording appointments. She won’t make plans ahead of time. She loves surprises and surprising people, including herself. She won’t be tied down to anything and that’s why I know she’ll get pissed off with this animal before long, and put it down, and then we’ll have to pretend that he just died.

         Since Dad’s death she’s been like a helium balloon untethered and I am someone trying to catch hold of the string. I have a recurrent dream lately in which the roof of my house is tipped open, like a lid, and air and rain let in, and I know this is because my mother is getting old and I don’t want her to go anywhere, to leave me behind on one of her whims.

         I shouldn’t have told her she could have died. I shouldn’t have said that. I find her drugs underneath the sink in the bathroom off her bedroom and identify the bag containing various types of sleeping tablets.

         When I get back to the guest room her lips are fixed in a tight straight line and she reaches up to snatch the bag from me. Then she screws her eyes tight shut and fishes in it with one hand. It takes seconds. Before she can open the selected vial, I prise it from her hand to check it’s the correct one.

         It is. She still has her eyes shut. She doesn’t say anything. I hand her back the Ambien pills and take away the others.

         ‘I know exactly what I am doing,’ she says.

         And this is the thing that frightens me most. I might pretend my worry is about her, that she’s incapable of taking care of herself, but it’s me that I am worried for. She’s in charge. It is hopeless trying to stop her.

         In desperation I decide I might as well take a pill as well, and finally twenty minutes later I sleep.

         At some point in the night the dog gets in. I must have left the door open a crack earlier and he was wily enough to wait until we were both out for the count, because here he is with us in the morning, not on her bed but on the floor with me. He’s got that awful doggy breath and he’s trying to lick my face. I push him away and feel for my glasses. They’re not under my pillow.

         Mom, above me on her bed, is snoring still soundly asleep. Fortunately, the dog is too squat and fat to jump up to her bed unless I lift him there, but where are my glasses? If he’s gone and chewed them, not only will I not be able to see right now, but I’ll have to get a new pair made and that will mean leaving her alone for at least a couple of hours.

         Then the dog is back with something orange and the size of a plate in his mouth. A Frisbee. He’s waving it back and forth in my eyeline. I can’t imagine that Mom throws a Frisbee for the dog, but perhaps she does. He’s thwacking it at the legs of the furniture and against the divan, trotting around in a figure of eight – around her bed, around me on the floor and then back to the bed again.

         Her staying asleep is best for both of us but the wretched animal has no consideration for people and is going to wake her up. ‘Stay asleep,’ I whisper upwards. I squiggle myself to standing. I still can’t find my glasses and the dog rushes at my legs. I hate the rudeness of mornings on the best days, but having to deal with a wild animal first thing is ridiculous. He wants to play Frisbee, I guess. Every time I reach down to take it from him, he runs away.

         I climb over my shoes, still worrying about my glasses. I fumble for my sweats in my suitcase, which is open on the floor at the foot of my mother’s bed. As I’m pulling them up, Mom’s voice behind me says, ‘You’d better put him out. He needs the bathroom.’

         ‘Shush. Rest. You should sleep a bit more. He’s okay.’

         ‘He’ll make a puddle if you don’t let him out. He needs a pee.’ At the sound of Mom’s voice, the dog gets excited and starts running about more wildly.

         ‘He wants to play Frisbee,’ I say.

         ‘Frisbee? That’s nice. Good. He’ll like that. Let him out.’

         ‘I can’t find my glasses.’

         ‘Where did you leave them?’

         ‘They’re not there.’

         She leans over the bed as well as she can and, at first without opening her eyes, she calls the dog to her in that silly soppy voice, ‘Come to Mommy.’ Then she tells me that the little shit has got my shower cap. It’s not a Frisbee! She says did I give it to him to play with?

         ‘The hell I did!’

         ‘Well, he’s enjoying himself. You have to make an effort so that he can learn to like you. Dogs don’t like people who don’t like dogs. They can sniff out insincerity at a hundred miles and you should think about that. Dogs can always tell good people from bad.’ Now she produces my glasses from under her blanket and waves them at me. ‘Go and put them on him. The glasses and the shower cap,’ she suggests as if we were six years old. ‘He’d look so cute. Do it.’

         ‘The hell I will.’ I am shouting now, and I grab the glasses from her. They are smudged and slightly bent but as I slide them up my nose my surroundings come into focus. They go from a blurry swirl of soft colour to something smaller and more defined. Mom’s bed is like a throne in the middle of the room and Poopy is in front of me. I look down to see him raise his leg over my suitcase and begin to urinate on my belongings. ‘The hell you do,’ I yell and grab him. He’s a fat wriggle in my arms and he doesn’t stop peeing. There are dribbles all over the floor as well.

         ‘He can’t help it. Don’t be angry with him. You should have let him out. Poor little boy.’ she says at my back as I storm out with the whimpering dog held out in front of me, its hind legs pedalling the air.

         ‘Get yourself back to sleep,’ I shout back. ‘I’m not telling you again.’

         When the wash cycle has finished and my clothes are in the dryer and I’ve dabbed the carpet clean, washed out my suitcase with diluted Clorox and dried it too, I think about making Mom some breakfast. Poopy is now strictly confined to the back yard. He’s barking and crying out there, but he needs to think about what he’s done. I ask her what she wants but she says she wants Vicodin first. ‘I never eat breakfast. I can’t eat breakfast.’

         I don’t point out that this is because for years she hasn’t got up until after midday. I say, ‘You’ve got to eat something.’

         ‘I’ll have some peanut M&Ms. They’re in the icebox.’

         ‘That’s not food. Toast or cereal, or toast and cereal. Or eggs, or waffles?’

         ‘God, you’re torturing me. I never thought you could be so … so … nasty. My own daughter,’ she says. ‘Just give me my pills.’

         I’ve never had a two-year-old to deal with but I imagine it might be something like this. ‘Not until you eat something.’

         ‘No. I won’t.’

         ‘Yes, you will.’

         ‘I won’t.’

         Obviously, she is beyond reasoning with. So much so that, as we continue to argue, I realise I’ve forgotten the justification for insisting that she eats before the pills. This moment seems entirely inevitable and, though I realise I’ve lost myself in my own stubbornness, there’s still something exhilarating about her dependence upon me. Maybe I am the cruel control freak she’s saying I am.

         I take the bottle of pills from the bag on the table, show her the label and rattle the Vicodin in the air. She glowers at me as I wave them and then I put the vial right into my pocket. It’s a tight squeeze, but very effective theatre. ‘Their street value must be something. Huh?’

         ‘Don’t you dare.’ We stare at each other a moment, then she says, not averting her eyes from mine, ‘Toast. One piece.’ And all the tension is released, not immediately like a balloon popping, but slowly it seeps away, like an old balloon deflating.

         ‘Good, Mom. Good.’

         ‘I’m not a pet,’ she says. ‘And I’m not senile. Don’t talk to me like that.’

         I fetch the toast feeling very, very smug. We can do this, I think. It won’t be impossible. She will eat her toast and the dog will stop barking and realise who is in charge. I put margarine on the one piece, our agreement, and march it through to her. I leave her with the toast and go back to the kitchen to get her a coffee and a glass of water for the Vicodin, which she takes from my hand.

         In a few minutes she asks for the dog and, because she’s complied with my demands, I think it’s only reasonable for me to go and get him. When I return, I put him on the bed with her. She’s got a nice druggy smile already, and I’m just thinking that I might put the TV on and watch with her when I see her slip Poopy the piece of toast.

         She doesn’t know I’ve seen it. I have a choice: I can ignore it and we both win, or I can call her on it. Just then the phone rings and I don’t have to decide.

         ‘If it’s Brenda tell her I’m okay and I’m asleep. If it’s Louelle or Patty, tell them what happened, but I don’t have the time to listen to what’s up with Patty’s divorce or Louelle’s daughter so don’t let them get into it. And if it’s Frank, tell him I’ll call him when I’m a bit better,’ she says. ‘Don’t say too much if it’s Frank.’

         ‘Are you expecting a call from this Frank?’ She has never mentioned a Frank.

         ‘No. No. But if it should happen to be him – I’m just saying – let him know I’m not able to get to the phone. But restrain yourself for once. Don’t tell him everything about everything.’

         ‘It’s right there. Tell them all what you want yourself.’ I point to the princess phone on the coffee table next to the bed. It’s ringing in chirps. ‘Want to be responsible and listen to me, or shall I hand it up so you can take the call yourself and then if it’s this guy you can tell him whatever you want to?’

         ‘You know I don’t want to speak to anyone.’ She looks down at the phone. It’s been ringing maybe twelve rings by now. ‘Okay. Get the call. Do this for me. I’ll do what I’m told. I give up. You win.’

         ‘Hello,’ I say and it is a man. And this man says he’s Frank. He’s heard about the accident, he’s been concerned. ‘Oh, thanks for phoning, Frank,’ I say.

         Mom’s eyes are bright with excitement. She is hanging on my every word.

         ‘She’s being so brave. Yes, I’m her daughter … No … She’s strong. She’s amazing, actually.’

         I hold the phone away from my ear so that she can hear him talk about her. He’s got a nice voice and he’s saying how worried he’s been – not only him, but how worried they will all be at the club.

         ‘Yes, yes. Of course. I’ll give her your love, Frank.’ She grins at me. ‘A visit?’ Mom’s eyes widen and she shakes her head frantically. ‘No, I don’t think she’s up to that. We have to be sensible. Give me your number and I’ll ring you tomorrow?’ I find a pen and the blank back of a bill envelope to scribble his reply down. Then I say a grateful goodbye to Frank, who has given us something new to talk about for a little while.

         The dog is settling down in the curve of her waist; he sighs dramatically and shuts his eyes. She strokes his back tenderly. I wonder if she ever was tender with me like that.

         
             

         

         Only three hours later we are beginning the argument that is the preamble to lunch. The dog is still lying beside her halfway under the blankets. When I ask what kind of sandwich does she want, she says she’s not hungry and she doesn’t want to eat anything, she just wants her next lot of pills because she’s starting to hurt again.

         The dog opens his eyes, wriggles a bit then rolls on his back. Mom tickles his belly and then awkwardly leans over to kiss him on his snout. She repeats that she’s got no appetite and smugly adds that that she knows pain relief works better on an empty stomach anyway. She says that in fact she’s been thinking about losing a bit of weight lately, and then she says it wouldn’t do me any harm to miss a meal as well. The winter has been over for half the year; I should try to use up some of my winter fat reserves. Then she starts to laugh at her joke.

         ‘God, Mom. I presume that’s the pills talking, so, for that reason, and that reason alone, I will not take offence.’

         She doesn’t apologise. ‘I’m your mother,’ she says, and shrugs. ‘Who else can tell you the truth? You’re fatter than ever.’

         ‘Well – ’ I point at the dog ‘ – just so you know, if anything happens to you, the very first thing I’ll do is put that dog down. You should keep up your strength if you care about it. I’m fetching you lunch and you are going to eat what I fix and then I’ll let you have the pills.’

         She whispers, loudly, into the dog’s ear. ‘Don’t worry. She’s just jealous.’

         I walk out leaving the two of them there, and five minutes later, when I come back with the plate, I’m pleased to see that she eats the chicken sandwich I’ve made. She eats it very slowly. Eyes on me and her one free hand firmly on the nasty little dog.
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         The leaflet says, Plastic surgery is a sensible option for the common problem of ageing. And Dr Chartaine’s credentials are on the back. I don’t know what all the letters stand for. Chartaine sounds enough like a charlatan to make me suspicious, but Mom said his name didn’t bother her at all.

         Then the door opens and he’s here in the flesh. Gleaming white medical coat. Huge white hair in a kind of crest on his head. Huge warm smile. Sparkling teeth. The only improvement would have been a halo, and I’ve got to admit that he is one good-looking man. His face puts him around forty, I’d guess, but then he might, I suppose, be fifty, or sixty, or seventy even, with that white hair. Surely they don’t let people operate on faces at seventy?

         He sits down behind his large mahogany desk. Mom is beaming back at him. This guy has already done a job on her.

         ‘This is my daughter,’ she introduces us. ‘She will be staying with me after I have the work done, just to keep an eye on me. She works for the city,’ she says. ‘Not here. She’s come all the way from … ’ My mother pauses and looks confused, as if she’s forgotten where I live. ‘A long way away,’ she finishes.

         ‘Oklahoma,’ I say.

         ‘The panhandle state,’ he says, looking deeply into her eyes.

         ‘Like a saucepan,’ she says. ‘That’s the one. Not a nice place, if you ask me.’

         ‘So, what are you planning to do to my mother’s face?’

         He turns his smile to me and I can see it is designed to disarm. So are his words. ‘Good to see you here. Such a support,’ he says. ‘You must be a good daughter.’

         ‘No, she is a good daughter,’ Mom says. ‘We do everything together.’

         ‘It would be normal to be worried about your mother.’

         Yes. ‘Damn straight I’m worried.’

         ‘She has a bit of a mouth on her,’ Mom says. ‘Don’t pay any notice.’

         Then, without taking his eyes from mine, he gets up and comes over. He stands beside my chair and puts his hand on my shoulder, as if he’s a priest and I’m taking my first communion. He says to Mom without turning, ‘No need to apologise at all. She’s delightful.’

         He strokes my hair, and I find that I let him. He tilts my face to look upwards to him. ‘Great cheekbones. Good chin, fantastic nose, durable skin. You’d get ten years back with a peel.’ He has deep brown eyes and long eyelashes. I’m sure he’s wearing mascara and I’d put money on eyeliner as well. His aftershave is woody and fresh and his teeth are as white as a ten-year-old’s but his breath smells of something off. An unpleasant and slightly familiar smell. Ketones. He’s on a low-carb diet.

         Mom says, ‘She takes after me, except for the nose. I can’t take credit for the nose.’

         I mutter, ‘Dad had bone structure too.’

         ‘Well, you’ve been doubly blessed, then,’ he says. Then he slides his hand down and strokes my back. His hand feels strong and purposeful and, though I pull away, I still feel a finger making a definite circle in the small of my back. He has the hands of a pickpocket.

         ‘Your father’s looks weren’t all that.’ Mom sounds annoyed: he’s paying attention to me, not to her. Astutely, Chartaine retreats behind his desk again.

         ‘It’s a quick procedure. Quite routine but we’ll want to do some pre-op workups just to make sure everything is shipshape. Just jumping through hoops. You know the drill.’

         It’s a whole hour later, after heaps of paperwork and forward appointments to schedule, and we’ve just walked into the underground car park which is cold, dark and stinks of gas fumes. I’m going to have to start parking my car on the street when I go back to work: these fumes, I have just learned from the receptionist as we left, are particularly toxic for the skin.

         The place looks different from this angle and I can’t hold my breath any more. I’ve got to figure out where we left the rental. I should have paid attention when we arrived, but we were arguing about whether or not popcorn has nutritional value.

         ‘He’s an asshole, Mom. How much are you paying for this? Are you sure you want him near your face with a scalpel – and what’s with his hair? He looks like some kind of tropical bird.’

         We start down another row of cars.

         ‘I think he’s nice and Brenda recommended him. He did her daughter-in-law’s nose, and threw in some decent breasts for free. I got a good price. Where’s the car?’ she asks.

         ‘We’re looking for it.’

         ‘You should mark the row on the ticket. This place is huge.’

         ‘I have never, ever – not once – seen you do that.’

         ‘When did you last see me lose a car? You should pay more attention.’

         We start down the fourth row.

         ‘You were with me. You could help.’

         ‘The driver is responsible. We were late. I was worried he might not see us.’

         ‘You made us late. And for the amount you’re paying he’d have made a house call.’

         ‘No doctor makes house calls.’

         I’m looking for a dark blue car, but I’m starting to wonder if the rental was, in fact, another colour, and then she points. ‘There it is, it’s got the Hertz sticker in the back window.’

         ‘Nothing wrong with my eyes,’ she says when we get to the exit.

         Which just annoys me because now I can’t find the ticket in my purse.

         ‘Mom, did I hand you the ticket?’

         ‘No,’ she says. ‘You’ll have to tell them and they’ll charge you for the whole day.’

         ‘It’s got to be here. Somewhere.’ I tip the contents of my bag on to my lap. Two lipsticks missing the caps. Grubby packets of Tylenol. My migraine meds. Four pens, a bunch of receipts for junk I bought, some coins, hairy hard candies stuck to each other. Couple of bobby pins.

         ‘You need to get more organised, honey,’

         Finally, I remember that I put the ticket in the glove compartment because I was worried about losing it. ‘I’m organised just fine, Mom. Do you want to fucking walk from here?’ I scoop the stuff back into the bag.

         ‘Honey, you’re very cranky lately.’

         And of all the criticism she’s aimed at me so far this week this is the worst because it’s true. Just like the Seven Dwarves of Menopause in a cartoon someone put up in the ladies’ room at work, I’ve been bitchy, itchy, sweaty, sleepy, bloated, forgetful and a bit psycho lately. I’ve not had a period now for six months. I’m sure my OB-GYN will be happy to confirm it, at the cost of a vial of blood and a hundred and fifty bucks, but what’s the point? It’s perfectly natural. I just need to accept it, and ride it out. In silence, I put the ticket in the slot and the arm lifts to let us out.

         ‘I’m sorry,’ she says. ‘I do appreciate you coming to take care of me.’

         ‘No, I’m sorry, it’s not you.’

         ‘I know, honey.’ She pauses and sighs. ‘You know, he thinks I’m terrific for my age, and if he thinks that, I could tell him a thing or two!’

         ‘He thought I needed a peel. Do you think I should have a peel?’

         ‘At least a peel. You’re looking your age lately.’

         ‘God, Mom!’

         ‘I’m your mother,’ she says. ‘My job is to tell you the truth. Nowadays there’s no reason to look your age.’

         
             

         

         The blood workup goes okay, and the nurse is happy with Mom’s weight and blood pressure. The operation is going to be done at Memorial Hospital and we are supposed to be there by six a.m. It’s not easy for either of us to wake up that early, but I’m up at four, and Mom makes an unusual heroic effort, which means we manage to arrive only half an hour late.

         I’ve brought the sunglasses and scarf that the leaflet recommended and I put these in a drawer near her bed. She’s scheduled to share a room but the other bed is empty, so she swaps the charts to get the window view. As worried as I am, Mom is in good spirits. When they come with the pre-med she gulps down the pills with one of those small paper cups of water, and makes a joke about getting a legal high, but all I’m thinking afterwards is how small she looks lying there, waiting.

         A few minutes later the anaesthetist comes to see her. He seems competent – asks some good questions and actually looks at her when she replies. Then, her voice changes. She’s slurring her words as she tells him that he’s handsome, that he must have to beat the ladies off, and that just to have his hands on her makes having this operation worth it, whatever it was costing. ‘What’s your cut?’ she says just before she suddenly falls asleep.

         I burst into tears.

         ‘She’ll be okay. Don’t worry. We’ll take care of your grandmother,’ he says, and I don’t correct him. I tell him thanks.

         Chartaine comes to see her next. This time his impressive tuft of hair is contained in a scrub cap. When he sees she’s already asleep he rather sweetly strokes her head, as though he really cares. I think about how she should have had her roots done before this. It’s going to be a month before she can get another colour on. She might have to dig out her wig or something. ‘Just checking,’ he says, ‘does your mother have any false teeth, or bridges?’

         ‘No, she’s got good teeth.’

         ‘Why am I not surprised? She takes good care of herself.’

         I blurt out, ‘I think I’ll have a peel while I’m in town.’

         ‘Well, one thing at a time. Let’s get your mom’s face fixed.’ He picks up her wrist and she wriggles a bit, but remains asleep. ‘Steady heart.’

         ‘She won’t look like a freak, will she? She’ll still look like herself?’

         ‘She’ll look more like herself. Muscles sag; skin loses its tone.’ He glances at my chest. ‘Breasts drop.’ Now he looks at my belly and I reflexively suck it in. ‘After kids, without surgery, a woman’s stomach is never the same again. It’s like that. Things take a toll. Life takes a toll.’ He sighs like he understands about how that might be, about how everything might be, all the disappointments, and how time runs out on you nearly every day. He doesn’t wear a wedding ring. He’s probably divorced. He’s a doctor. He must see crap all the time. No wonder they have the highest suicide rate.

         I let my abs relax. I whisper, ‘I’ve never had kids. I couldn’t.’

         He nods knowingly and looks me straight in the eye and says, ‘Well, you’d have made a great mother.’ He stops speaking and we look at each other. He doesn’t drop his gaze. He squeezes my shoulder and says, ‘Hey, we’ll do that peel and you’ll be fantastic and, meantime, she’ll be fine. I know what I’m doing. I promise.’ Finally he tells me what we already know, that she’s got to stay in for two nights and then she’ll be home.

         While the surgery is going on, I go down to the gift shop and choose a bouquet of flowers for her room for when she wakes up, and a couple of magazines and some chocolates. There really isn’t much choice in the store. The box I choose is heart-shaped and all the chocolates inside are strawberry-flavoured. It probably a leftover from Valentine’s Day but they are still in date. I don’t like strawberry, but Mom will.

         The surgery should only take two hours, so when it runs beyond three hours I’m getting a bit antsy. ‘Is my mom in recovery yet?’ I ask at the desk.

         ‘No, they let us know when they go into recovery, so I’ll have to say, not yet.’

         ‘Has something gone wrong?’

         ‘No, they let us know when something goes wrong, so I’ll have to say, probably not.’

         ‘Can you call them?’

         ‘Ma’am, the operating theatres are very busy environments. They’ve got a whole lot of people to take care of and need to devote their attention to that, not to phone calls. I have to say I think we need to let them do their job.’

         ‘What’s your name? Because I have to say – ’ I point ‘ – you are not wearing a name badge.’

         ‘Susan.’

         I look at my watch, ‘Twenty minutes, and I’ll be back, Susan. If anything has happened to her and you’ve not told me, there will be questions. I’ll want answers.’

         But, before another five minutes is up, a nurse comes to tell me that Mom is in recovery and will be back to the room in an hour. He tells me that she’s okay, done really, really well and that he’ll be with us to go through the information on aftercare around four o’clock.

         I eat the entire contents of the box of chocolates I bought for Mom in the next ten minutes. I shovel them into my mouth and gobble them up – one after the other. I feel sick from all the sugar and fat, and also plain disgusted with myself. A facial peel won’t deal with an extra twenty pounds of weight. I’ll need lipo. I’ve got to operate some self-control. When I’ve finished, I remove the evidence by dumping the empty box at the nurses’ station.

         
             

         

         She’s home three days later and looks dreadful, but this, we’re told, is to be expected. ‘Do you think I’m too old to have a facelift?’ she asks as soon as we get in the car.

         ‘Mom, it’s already done.’

         ‘Do you think it worked?’

         She’s had her eyelids and the bags under her eyes done at the same time as the facelift. Even so, her actual eyes are visible, but the rest of her face is covered with bandages. She could be a stranger under there, except for the voice, and the fact that she’s wearing my mother’s clothes. ‘Sure, of course it worked.’ Then I know for sure she’s my mom because she asks if ‘this time’ I’ve remembered where I put the ticket.

         When we get home, the phone is ringing. Brenda is the first person to call to find out how Mom is doing. Brenda is one of her longstanding Mah Jongg buddies. They’re a group of widows – each as obsessive about the game as the other – and I’ve figured out that when Mom won’t say where she is, she’s playing Mah Jongg. The tick-tick-tick sound of the tiles would drive me nuts. Mom tried to teach me a couple of years ago, but declared I wasn’t up to it, and she never tried again.

         ‘She’s doing great,’ I say. This makes Mom shake her head maniacally. ‘Well, not that good really, I guess,’ I add – puzzled. Mom starts nodding. ‘But we’re trusting that she’ll improve.’ The shaking starts again. ‘That she might improve. We’re bearing up,’ I finish. Mom nods her approval at my lies.

         Brenda sounds concerned and says everyone is missing her and that I should wish her well.

         ‘Why didn’t you tell me what you’d told them, before I had to field this shit?’ I ask as soon as I hang up the phone. ‘I feel like a midget playing basketball.’

         ‘I didn’t tell them what kind of surgery I needed.’

         ‘Brenda knows you’ve had a facelift. She’s the one who recommended Chartaine. She’s your friend.’

         ‘By the time I get back, I’ll just look rested. We don’t need to talk about it,’ she says. ‘No one wants to discuss plastics.’ And that’s the final word.

         Gus, Mom’s friend from her church, comes to do the work in the garden on schedule, at two o’clock. At the sound of the doorbell she goes to hide in her bedroom with the curtains drawn and I have to make out that she’s having a rest because, of course, she doesn’t want him to know either.

         Even if she is determined not to see him, with Gus around, technically, she’s not alone, so I take the opportunity to go out to the store. Now she’s back I’ve got a list of stuff to get and I need to get her Vicodin prescription filled.

         The displays in the drugstore are now all about the fact that Hallowe’en is only ten days away. There are decorations to choose from and countless bags of treat-sized candies: mini Hershey bars, bite-size Reese’s Peanut Butter Cups and Tootsie Rolls and we should stock up. I get a sign to put on the lawn, which is a ghost wearing a top hat that says Trick or Treaters Welcome Here and pile bags of the candies into the shopping basket.

         Ten minutes later, on my search for the pharmacy counter, I find myself stuck in feminine products. In Aisle C there appears to be a stepped graduation from bright glamorous boxes of various types of tampons one end of the aisle, to duller boxes of sanitary towels, to disposable douches, to feminine hygiene washes and wipes, to incontinence underwear (male and female) and bed pads.

         It makes me feel ancient, knowing that I can remember the time before Tampax was suitable for girls, and before old ladies gave up stockings for pantyhose. Sanitary belts, garter belts, girdles: all those contraptions womankind discarded only a few years before I was scheduled to wear them. No self-respecting woman would ever wear a girdle now – but what’s different about Spanx, really?
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