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			For my father.

			For my children so they will one day laugh with me when it is my turn.

			For all my friends who have battled through their parents’ old age and taught me so much about how difficult it is, and how brave they are.

			And for myself, so I could bring Ella back for a time. It was wonderful to hear her voice again.

		

	
		
			Hospital Humor

			Mira sat in the back seat of the car, looking out the window, on the ride up to Columbia Presbyterian Hospital. She pulled off her sunglasses to take in the unfiltered beauty of the tree covered cliffs running north along the shore on the other side of the Hudson River. The sun beamed across the water. “This is really the prettiest view in New York,” she said aloud. “That land looks like it must have looked hundreds of years ago, truly unspoiled.” Then she caught herself. “Of course, the water is polluted, but you wouldn’t know it from looking. It’s so inviting.”

			The driver glanced at her through the rear-view mirror. Mira realized then that she wasn’t just talking to herself, so she returned his gaze and smiled.

			“Is it really? Oh well, that’s a shame,” he answered politely. Then he seemed to consider her remark more carefully, and he shrugged. “Eh, you know, everything in life is a little broken, right?” He turned his attention back to the road.

			She nodded and looked out the window again. “Yes, that sounds right.”

			Mira thought about her father. He had done well, her mother relayed, and was being moved to a private room. She was anxious to see him and dreading the sight of him at the same time.

			The taxi pulled into the hospital’s circular driveway and Mira remembered the last time she was there. Her father’s first spinal cord surgery was thirty-five years earlier when she was just twelve years old. The night before the surgery, she walked to the hall linen closet to get a towel and saw him through the doorway to his room. He was sitting in his armchair, softly crying. It was the only time she had seen her father cry and it terrified her. Only much later would she understand that he wasn’t crying for himself, but for her, her brother, and her mother.

			The busy scene curbside was a sad one. Weakened people in wheelchairs had the look of the weight of the world on their faces and were being helped by teams of nurses and attendants kindly assisting them. Mira saw people pulling up in their cars, as opposed to the backs of ambulances, and decided that they were the lucky ones. A constant flow of traffic was being directed by a uniformed guard who smiled at everyone who passed by, and Mira smiled back in appreciation of him as she walked toward the door.

			A rail-thin man sat on a bench near the hospital entrance, his elbow leaning on the armrest and his chin resting on his hand. He looked distant and defeated, as though he were reflecting on the horrible ordeal he had just endured, or perhaps contemplating the horrible ordeal awaiting him. Mira wasn’t sure which it was. The expression on his face reminded her that the only lucky ones were the ones leaving, not arriving.

			The scene inside was familiar as well. Thought and care had gone into designing the lobby. It was bright, with natural light pouring in, mercifully greeting its visitors with all the encouragement and optimism a pleasant environment can offer to those who find themselves in very unpleasant circumstances. Warm-colored couches and textured rugs defined cozy seating areas, and cheerful art covered the walls. Someone had decorated the space with compassion, wanting to offer beauty where ugly disease and infirmity resided for a time. Mira thought it was a truly admirable pursuit.

			Against this backdrop, she recognized the slow shuffle of pale patients, fortunate enough to be on their feet, walking through the exhaustion and pain of each step. Escorting them were family members and friends, bearing another kind of pain written all over their faces. The ache in their eyes brutalized Mira as she passed by, but she never looked away. It felt cruel to let them know their suffering was unbearable to others.

			In the elevator, a man balancing a cardboard tray of coffee in his left hand stood beside her. His right hand tapped nervously against his leg and Mira could hear him taking deep breaths. She wondered what he was bracing for. When the doors opened on the 9th floor, he rushed out. 

			She stepped into the hallway. The hospital designer clearly hadn’t been hired to attend to the upper levels of the building. The walls were undecorated, painted in pale peach and beige. Signage signified the daily drumbeat of illness that passed through the corridors. Pediatric orthopedics this way. Oncology that way. The only sign in the building that bore any hope was the one that said “Exit.” Mira focused on the room number she had been given and navigated her way toward it.

			She opened the door slowly and saw her father lying on the bed. Matthew Frank was a proud man. Even after surgery at the age of seventy-nine, his silver hair was combed neatly, and he was wearing one of his blue business shirts over his gown. His collar was spread open, and his left sleeve had been cut from wrist to shoulder to make way for the many tubes attached to his arm.

			Mira smiled, trying to imagine how he had managed to muscle his way past hospital protocol in post-op and get the nurses to put that shirt on him. He was surely pumped full of drugs, but his determination was obviously more powerful than the narcotics. She enjoyed the thought of the exasperated staff relenting to her father’s wardrobe demands just to get him off their backs. It wasn’t his vanity he was preserving; it was his dignity, and that was worth a struggle. And boy, could he put up a fight.

			But he didn’t look like a fighter now. He was pale. His skin seemed to sag around his eyes more than usual, as though his eyes were frowning in place of his mouth, which he contorted into a manufactured smile for the benefit of his daughter. Mira knew he would never let her see how much pain and fear he felt.

			“Hi, Dad,” she said firmly and brightly, just as she did any other day she saw him. It would have broken some silent rule between them if she had walked through the door weeping and fawning all over him. She didn’t even have the urge to cry. There was a job to do.

			Matt had been in chronic pain for decades as the result of a chiropractic injury that led to his first spinal cord surgery at the age of forty-four. The surgery saved him from full body paralysis but left him weakened. Every year as he aged, the compounding effects of his condition created new problems that deeply impacted his quality of life. He suffered atrophy, neuropathy, knee replacements and deteriorating discs until his physical limitations far outweighed his abilities and reordered his world.

			But in every way that his body failed him, his expansive mind and courageous spirit compensated. His intellect was as strong as any of his attenuated muscles might have been, and his sense of humor was never dulled by his suffering. He refused to sedate himself with painkillers, unwilling to compromise his ability to run his business or to be fully present for his family. Most people looked at him and had no idea how much he struggled—all they saw was his strength. It was to that strength that Mira had clung since she was a child, and it was that strength she honored now by practically ignoring his latest run-in with the deterioration of his physical condition.

			“You look amazing!” she said with a wry smile, walking toward him. Mira couldn’t lift the physical weight off her father, but she tried to lighten the emotional one with her “as usual” banter. A little normalcy in less-than-normal situations, she had learned, was powerful medicine.

			Approvingly, her father answered, “When you got it, you got it.”

			She moved a bit closer to the bed. “Nice shirt! Hospital-issue?”

			“You should see what they tried to get me to wear.”

			His voice was still raspy, a result of the anesthesia and breathing tube used during the operation. Mira flinched a little when she heard it, hoping he hadn’t noticed.

			She looked over at the metal walker in the corner of the room. “Well, you never liked using that thing, but I bet you can’t wait to jump back on it now.”

			“Jump?” he laughed at the thought. “The last time I jumped was probably 1963.”

			“I would have loved to have seen that—you catching air!” Mira wondered to herself if he knew what “catching air” meant.

			“Catching what?” He had no idea.

			“Don’t worry Dad, you’re not really old until they put those tennis balls on the bottom of your walker,” she teased.

			“Right, like those guys in the old age homes,” he agreed, playing along.

			“Leave it to you two to find the humor in a very unfunny situation.” The voice came from the opposite corner of the room. Mira’s mother had been standing there silently observing. She had almost no color in her cheeks, and her brown hair was limp and dry. That she was upright was perhaps the only indication that she wasn’t the patient in recovery. Mira looked over at her to say hello.

			“I am going to get a cup of tea,” Dana Frank said. She nodded at her daughter and excused herself.

			Mira turned back to her father. “She isn’t a fan of hospital humor, I guess.”

			“No. She didn’t even laugh when I asked the nurse if she would put some ‘Tio Pepe’ in my IV bag.”

			“Well, we’re probably not as funny as we think we are,” Mira acknowledged, moving closer to the bed. “But, it went well,” she said getting more serious herself. “Yes, the doctor was happy,” he answered.

			She raised an eyebrow. “And you?”

			Matt lifted his arms one inch off the mattress and looked directly at his daughter. “I am happy not to be paralyzed, yes,” he said, “but this isn’t what I was expecting from a successful outcome.”

			Mira’s mother had texted her the details supplied by the doctor while Matt was still in recovery. The surgery was successful, but it left a certain percentage of its patients with temporarily decreased mobility in their arms. Matt woke up with no movement at all. It was yet another blow, meted out to someone who had a lot of experience taking them.

			“It has only been a few hours and you already have some movement coming back, Dad. The doctors say…” Mira began, but he cut her off.

			“Yes, I know what they say. They say I will regain mobility with time. But they aren’t sure how much, or when. They told me to be patient, but as you know, patience isn’t exactly my calling card.”

			“No kidding,” she replied, knowingly. “At least the scar is smaller and will heal quickly.”

			“Maybe. At my age you don’t bounce like you used to.”

			“You will regain your strength,” Mira said with conviction. “It will take a few weeks or months, and it won’t be fun, but you will.”

			He scoffed. “Strength? At the moment, I am just hoping to be able to buckle my own belt again. Strength isn’t even on my wish list. And did you say fun? You will have to define that word for me, because my last recollection of having any is hazy. Either way, I wasn’t counting on having fun.”

			“Oh, for God’s sake, please just let me be a cheerleader for thirty seconds,” Mira said sighing, wondering why she thought he would ever have tolerated that approach. “Look…” she began, but her father cut her off again. Suddenly, he had a playful look on his face.

			“What’s that song? I think it’s an old Broadway song—Are You Havin’ Any Fun—do you know it?”

			“Huh? No, never heard of it.”

			Matt began to sing. “Better have a little fun / You ain’t gonna live forever / So, while you’re young and gay, still ok / Have a little fun!” He was very pleased with himself. “There is more, I just have to remember the words.”

			“Okay, okay. Don’t start up again. I beg of you. I am glad you are in the singing mood, but I don’t need to hear anymore. You aren’t exactly Chris Stapleton.”

			“Chris who…?” he laughed. “I don’t know who that is, but I will have you know that in my day I was known for my voice. Women swooned.”

			“Never mind.” Mira shook her head lovingly, sympathizing with his nurses. It was quiet for a few seconds before she spoke again. “It isn’t great that this happened, Dad—”

			“But it happened,” he said completing her sentence.

			“Yes, it did,” she agreed, “and now we are going to have to figure it out.”

			Matt nodded. “Listen, I don’t expect to run a marathon, or to start playing the piano. But I would like to be able to get out of this bed without help, and maybe sign myself out at the front desk. That doesn’t seem unreasonable, does it?”

			“Of course not,” Mira softly replied, silently wishing her father’s expectations for recovery didn’t have to be so modest.

			“Anyway, I’m determined to do what it takes to get back as much movement as I can so I can return to my normal, broken down, malfunctioning self. I can’t stay like this. All these years, I never really saw myself as “handicapped” but now…”

			It was Mira’s turn to interrupt. “Now? Dad, seriously, the Department of Motor Vehicles sent you that blue car-tag with the white outline of a man in a wheelchair six years ago. It’s called ‘handicapped parking’ for a reason. You may have refused to use your wheelchair all this time, but that doesn’t mean you didn’t need it.” She waited for his reaction, hoping she hadn’t gone too far too soon.

			Thankfully, he smiled. “Yes, well, it was nice knowing I could park anywhere, but I always felt fraudulent using that tag. Handicapped is a big word. I always thought of myself as a man with a bad back and some bad luck,” he said.

			“Well, you did have both of those,” Mira agreed, understanding his resistance to the label. “Anyway, if it makes you feel better, I don’t think people say “handicapped” anymore. We can call you “disabled” if you prefer it.”

			“Those are my choices?”

			She looked at him lying in bed. She had always thought of him as physically disabled. The early-onset arthritis that led him to the chiropractor who caused his injury had always limited his movement. She had one memory of him in the ocean on a family vacation in Cape Cod when she was nine. He couldn’t swim even then. But he could wade into the water waist deep and balance against the gentle waves by himself. That was unthinkable now. Her memories of her father were not of skiing vacations or throwing balls in the yard. If she thought about it, she realized she had never seen him run.

			“Well,” Mira continued, realizing that starting up again was what they both needed, “we will just push you around in a wheelchair until you get your strength back, and then you, your walker, and I can go for strolls around your block like we used to. The good old days! You will be back to racking up those five hundred steps a day like the senior citizen athlete you truly are.”

			Matt peered up over his glasses at his daughter. “What do you think the chances are of me getting into a wheelchair and letting you push me around the streets of Manhattan?” he asked. She didn’t have to answer that question.

			“As for walking, I am game, but it took me forty-five minutes to loop around the block with you before. Now you will have to schedule your whole day around dragging my old body down the street.”

			“Maybe if I chase you with the wheelchair, that will inspire you to move a little faster,” she joked. He didn’t offer a clever retort.

			Walking around the city had become risky business for Matt over the years. Mira had never noticed how broken up and uneven the sidewalks were. With her new eyes adjusted to her father’s condition, she realized they were an invitation to those unsteady on their feet to land on their backs. She pitied old people in New York, struggling to make it through the crosswalk before the light changed, or carrying a heavy grocery bag on pavement riddled with large cracks. The whole world seemed like an obstacle course.

			Wanting to change the subject, she grabbed one of the five newspapers that littered the end of her father’s hospital bed and sat in the chair near the window. “Another attack in the subway,” she reported, having scanned the front page. “Looking out the window at this view of the river, you would never think the city is imploding.”

			Matt seemed distant in his response. “What is happening to this world?” he wondered, almost to himself. Then his eyes set on his daughter. “I worry about you. This may not be a safe place for you in twenty years.” He had been saying this a lot lately. “I won’t be here, but you and Aaron will, and Lilly!” He loved his granddaughter. She was his only grandchild, which he reminded Mira of endlessly.

			She knew then that it was a mistake to bring up the state of the world. Her father felt assaulted by it on a good day. Matt’s world was, for the time being, the hospital room he inhabited, and he needed to focus his energies there so he could go home as soon as possible.

			“What do you mean you won’t be here?” she asked, waving her hand dismissively. “With your luck, you’ll actually live to one hundred and twenty.”

			“Don’t wish that on me,” came the reply. “Who wants to live that long? I can’t afford it!” he continued, starting to smile.

			This conversation had become scripted between them over the years. Mira liked their routines, even if the subject matter wasn’t ideal at the moment. She hoped the rhythm of their usual banter would relieve some of her father’s anxiety, as well as her own.

			“You pickle yourself with Aqua Velva,” Mira laughed. “It’s a preservative. You will outlive us all.”

			“Well, if I have to hang around, at least I will smell fresh and clean.” They were interrupted by breaking news on the television that hung from the corner of the room. An eighty-seven-year-old woman was attacked in broad daylight on the Upper East Side. They were looking for the man who punched her to the ground. Mira couldn’t catch a break.

			“Animals,” Matt said.

			She could see the pain on his face. His laments about the state of the world used to come and go, but over the last couple of years, something had changed. Lately, she felt her father’s physical ailments had joined forces with the general fragilities of old age to create a new kind of vulnerability in him.

			“What is happening to this world?” he repeated, not expecting an answer.

			Mira reached over, grabbed the remote, and pushed the mute button. “This isn’t news, it’s noise,” she said dismissively.

			“But it’s real,” Matt replied. “You can’t ignore it.”

			“Watch me! It may be real, but so are our problems and I would rather concentrate on fixing those.” Mira couldn’t make eye contact with her father as she spoke. They both knew there was no great “fix” in their future. So, she changed the subject—again.

			She drew a pocket-sized binder of photos out of her bag and pulled her chair over, close to him. “We got the proofs back from the birthday dinner,” she said, holding them up so he could see. His face lit up. It worked.

			“I can’t believe this was five months ago,” she said as she huddled close to him. “It feels like a lifetime ago.”

			Together, they looked at the pictures as Mira turned the pages slowly. “Oh, that’s a nice one of Dr. Baron,” Matt said. Mira studied her father’s face in the shot. He was smiling at his old friend, but wincing slightly, and she noticed.

			She had organized everything for his comfort that night: the removal of uneven carpet on the floors that might catch under his walker, the placement of a chair with arms at the corner of the large family dinner table so he could maneuver in and out, having him arrive early so he could be seated and tuck the walker away in the corner where no one would witness him using it.

			Despite all her preparations, he had still suffered. The pain that ran up his leg and through his back worsened the longer he sat in the same position.

			The suffering momentarily retreated into the background, however, when Lilly stood up to make a toast. Mira remembered the joy overwhelming the anguish, even if just temporarily. Few things served as a salve to Matt Frank’s pain like the pleasure of being with his granddaughter.

			“Remember Lilly’s toast?” Mira asked, smiling, flipping through the pictures to arrive at the ones of her daughter. “I can’t believe she had the courage to sing that song in front of everyone!” she said, prompting her father.

			“What do you mean courage?!” Matt asked, pretending not to understand. “What is wrong with that song? It is a classic!” Then he began to sing, “Oh they don’t wear pants on the sunny side of France, but they do use grasses to cover up their a****!” Mira mouthed the words along with him. “I was taught that song by my uncle when I was a child, and I passed it on to you and my grandchild. It’s a Frank family hymn,” he insisted.

			Mira smiled. “At least she bleeped the last word,” she said, remembering.

			“Honestly, it isn’t even kind of the worst thing you have taught her,” she continued, laughing as she reminded him of all the songs, poems, and life lessons he had imparted to Lilly from the time she could speak. “That girl got quite the education sitting at your Friday night dinner table for eighteen years. College is probably a lot less shocking than it would be otherwise.”

			From the look on her father’s face, she could see how happy this made him. “Well, at least I know I have made an impression on her. She will never remember me as some generic grandparent, but as the grandpa who taught her the good stuff.”

			“No one would ever accuse you of being generic,” she assured him. “Remember when Daniel got up and started singing ‘Nobody Likes Me, Everybody Hates Me, I’m Gonna Eat Some Worms’ with her?”

			“That was always his favorite.” The wrinkles of joy around Matt’s eyes softened as he thought about his son. That Daniel flew in for the occasion was an unexpected, but happy, surprise.

			Mira found a picture of her brother performing that night. He was clutching a microphone with one hand and a scotch with the other. His mouth was open wide, and he looked almost like the carefree, happy child she once knew. Together, she and her father stared at the photo in silent reflection.

			The reminiscing was interrupted when Matt moved his arm slightly in a failed attempt to reach out and touch the picture. He bumped the table next to his hospital bed, knocking over the glass of water resting on it. Mira rushed over with paper towels to clean the mess quickly, trying to erase evidence that it had happened in the first place.

			“We have to get you one of those long grabbers,” she said, kneeling on the floor, still cleaning. “I know I have seen them on infomercials.” Matt just grunted, unable to laugh along.

			“I never thought I would ever buy anything on an infomercial. Look what you have turned me into,” she joked, still wiping.

			She looked up at her father. It wasn’t fear she saw in his eyes. She thought it might be resignation. That was worse.

			About a month before the surgery, an envelope was delivered to Mira’s apartment. Matt had written his daughter a long, handwritten letter asking her to make hard decisions on his behalf if things went badly. This surgery wasn’t at all likely to result in any such decision, but he wasn’t taking any chances. He never did. He worried around corners, soothed by the thought that he had prepared for what might go wrong in advance of it happening. Then if it did, he wouldn’t be delayed in contending with the problem by any need to wrestle with things like shock.

			The Friday night after the letter arrived, he pulled his daughter aside at dinner and asked her to commit. “If I come out of this surgery paralyzed from the neck down…” he started, but Mira wouldn’t let him finish.

			“Oh seriously,” she interrupted him, “stop! You know the chances of that are about one in a million.”

			“Exactly my odds. Mira, if that happens, I don’t want to live that way.”

			She rolled her eyes. “Fine, I promise to hit you over the head with a frying pan if that happens, okay? Twice if the first blow doesn’t do the trick.”

			Mira could see that he was satisfied. It was easy to imagine that she could conjure up the courage to crush a bottle of pills into his applesauce to spare him the indignities of a life he didn’t want to live. But it was less easy to imagine how that decision would torment her after she made it.

			She looked at her father now with his limp arms and useless hands in the hospital bed, and the chill that was running up his spine ran up hers as well. His worst nightmare was to be helpless, and it was hers as well.

		

	
		
			Praise the Lord

			Just then, Dana returned to the room and had her phone stretched out in her hand as she approached the bedside. “Matt, Mae is on the phone for you,” she said as she placed the phone to his ear and held it there.

			Mae was ninety-four years old and one of the few people on the planet who held authority over Mira’s father. She had been his nanny since childhood when she started working for his parents at the age of twenty. She stayed with the family as Matt grew, left for college, and got married, and then she came to live with Matt’s own family to take care of Mira and Daniel.

			“Matthew,” came Mae’s aged voice over the line, “you there?”

			“Yes ma’am, still kickin’.”

			When he spoke to Mae, he adopted her tone and vocabulary. They had a shared language, like a verbal dance between old friends.

			Mae stopped working twelve years earlier only at Matt’s insistence. She spent her time at church or at home watching her beloved baseball games. She was a true Mets fan. Matt paid her expenses and spoke to her daily. He used to visit her once a week, but she lived on the third floor of a walk-up building, and it quickly became impossible for him to get up the stairs. He started sending a car to bring her to their apartment once a month for visits, but eventually, Mae couldn’t get down the stairs, and the visits stopped. Still, the bond between them was as strong as ever. Even now, as Mae lay bedridden in her apartment in Brooklyn, half-blind and fragile, she was a guiding force and source of comfort to him.

			Mira could hear the whole conversation because both Mae and her father were hard of hearing and speaking at full volume. “Dad, you are yelling. Your voice isn’t even fully recovered. Where is your hearing aid?”

			Matt waved his hand dismissively. “I can never remember to charge the damn thing.”

			“You remember everything,” she answered him sharply. “You just can’t admit that you need it, but the poor guy in the next room can clearly hear that you do.”

			Matt looked at her and then gestured toward Dana. “If you had to live with your mother, you’d take it out too. It is so much more pleasant when you can’t hear your wife yelling at you.”

			“I wonder if anesthesia turns all old, white, Jewish men into Jackie Mason…” Mira teased him.

			He ignored the comment and turned his attention back to the phone. Dana barely reacted. She had a routine with Matt as well.

			“Praise the Lord,” Mae said louder. “You’ve got to praise Him, thank Him for what He do,” she said. Matt accepted the instruction with an even louder “Yes, ma’am,” although at the moment he had to work hard to find the praise in him.

			“Mae, they tell me I may not get full use of my arms back,” he said a little sadly, almost like a child talking to a mother who would feel his pain even more acutely than he did. And Mae did. She suffered along with him through every challenge of his life. He told her all his troubles, without fear of sounding like he was complaining. He could tell her about the weight of the world because she understood what life’s weight felt like better than most.

			“The Lord is going to touch your body,” Mae said with prophetic emphasis, as though she were speaking to Him at that very moment. She repeated her prayer again and again—“He will touch you. He will touch your body and heal you!”

			For Mae, the line between dialogue and prayer was often blurred. Everything she said was suffused with her faith. It didn’t matter if those were the Lord’s words or not. They soothed Matt, as they had all his life when his body betrayed him, and Mae prayed over him. His pain was hers and knowing that did heal him in a way. It occurred to Mira just then to use her phone to record the conversation between them. She sensed she would want to hear it again one day.

			When Mira was young, she remembered Mae praying over her when she was sick. She was prone to strep throat with high fevers and Mae would stand over her bed with a washcloth soaked in rubbing alcohol and wipe her skin down to cool it. All the while she spoke in tongues, invoking whatever spiritual power she communed with. The jumbled sounds were uttered with such forceful intention that Mira thought they might be actual spells that would break her fever. Mae spoke them like a master defense attorney coaxing a favorable ruling from a jury. She had no real power in this world, but when she called on her God to do something for someone she loved, she seemed omnipotent.
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