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To Jeff, my loving and protective big brother, whose devotion to family is a daily blessing, challenge, and inspiration.
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Ashes: A Prelude
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Just before Christmas a few years ago, I met a man at a holiday party who was ecstatic after seeing a major ballet company’s performance of The Nutcracker. His mother’s ashes, he told me and a few others gathered around him, had been used as the snow on the set—sprinkled in with the usual fake stuff covering the floor—and the remainder had been dumped into a box with the rosin that dancers use on their toe shoes. None of them, of course, knew about it.


“She loved ballet so much,” he said. “It was the perfect ending.”


One man’s perfect ending is another’s gruesome one, I guess. My family has never been the cremating kind. But as the exuberant man went on to explain how the strange occurrence had come to be—the artistic director of the ballet company had known his eccentric mother, who was a fan—and how happy he was that he had been able to show her out with such panache, I started thinking about the conventional burials of both my relatively conventional parents. Then I thought about my own engagement with them in the last years before they died.


When this man’s mother became infirm, he told me, he moved her into his small house in a tiny Virginia town without a second thought. He rallied the entire block not just to befriend her but to show up to amuse her and help him help her as she languished. This busy man, a media specialist with a passion for the advocacy work that sends him around the world, didn’t think twice when the time came to take his mother in and make her a major part of his hectic life.


“I loved her and I wanted to do the best I could for her, that’s all,” he said.


His cheeks were red from the beer he was drinking and the warmth of the party. He wasn’t mourning at all, it seemed. Rather, he was joyful and triumphant, and also, of course, relieved to be done with the wrenching and prolonged process of helping a loved one die.


“It was hard, but I learned so much from doing it,” he said.


He even made a reluctant adolescent niece go in and look at his mother in her last days.


“I told her getting old isn’t pretty but it’s important to see,” he said.


He talked and talked, and I listened without saying a word. With my own parents and their last years, there were so many moments of aggravation, anxiety, and despair, but rarely the triumphs that this lively man was able to find with his mother at the end of her life. When people speak about a “good death,” it can mean many things. It seemed he had provided her with an excellent one, right down to what could only be described as a showstopping finale.


And what had I done for my mother? I wasn’t helpful as an advocate with her doctors—I left that to my assertive older brother. And I wasn’t all that present (at least in my mind) at the end of her life, or at the end of my father’s life either, even though they were nearby. My father even had to shame me into visiting him more often and for longer amounts of time, which I found both infuriating and mortifying. Much as I loved him, the old man could get to me right to the end. He could not bear any criticism, but he was full of advice, regardless of his lack of expertise in any given area. If I had moved in with him as he’d once suggested, we would have both ended up dead. He was, after all, a mess-making and willful character who didn’t follow the simplest instructions and would talk the ear off anyone inclined to listen. My mother was easier and more contained, but she had her issues too, including such a fear of any kind of risk taking that she would cancel plans at the slightest chance of inclement weather. She was doting, but not at all amusing like the exuberant mother who ended up in The Nutcracker. Shameful as it is to admit, neither of my parents was what I’d have ordered from a parent catalogue. And yet they were so good to me; they loved me so much, even more than each other.


They deserved so much more than what I gave them in their last years.


Why does it bug me so much that I didn’t do enough for them? Is that something most sons and daughters tend to feel around parents? I still feel it today, with mine both long gone.


Saying good-bye to the parents. Facing their last years, if not with valor, then at least with humor and equanimity. It’s a topic that seems to come up all the time now, as much a matter of demographics as a strange new urgency of the boomer generation to process everything in public. Our parents are living longer due to advances in gerontology, and it throws us up against questions about how to help them out without totally sacrificing the quality of our own lives.


When we take away their car keys, does it mean we have to be their drivers? If we think their cognitive abilities are failing, do we have to take them for tests that might make life more difficult for everyone? One elderly mother I know is able-bodied and on the ball. Always well put together, she loves company and opines on politics with the energy of a college-age liberal. I think she’s remarkable. Her loving, middle-aged children are often too worried about her health to see how well she’s actually doing. They debate with her and each other about what’s best, and don’t always agree.


Not long ago a friend was telling me about his father’s dementia. Still in his seventies, the father had to live in a nursing home, expensive but necessary. My friend’s carefully composed mother could barely deal with her husband and his chaotic mind. It was the same with my friend’s younger sister, who claimed too much on her plate with her job and a young child.


“It’s a total disaster, and none of us know what to do,” my friend told me.


Money was one of the most serious concerns. They were a family without much of a financial cushion, and they were watching what little they had vanish to service a dying man who didn’t even seem to know where he was, let alone care.


I found myself asking lots of questions. I wanted to know if the demented father was physically strong. I wanted to know if “comfort care,” code for using enough morphine to gently extinguish all suffering and eventually the heartbeat itself, had been discussed. There were no easy answers, and my friend and his family felt lost in a situation they could barely navigate.


“What if he goes on like this for years?” my friend asked. “Is it horrible for me to actually think we’d all be better off if he died right away instead?”


I knew what he was feeling because I had the same thoughts during my mother’s devastating last years. She was just so sick, what was the point of going on?


“I don’t think it’s horrible to think anything, just honest,” I finally said.


Another friend, who watched his dynamo grandmother languish in a nursing home for her last five years, and was appalled to see her go that way, put it like this when talking about his idea of an ideal ending for his still-healthy parents: “In ten years, they’ll be coming home from one of their fabulous Paris trips, and their Air France flight will go down over the Atlantic. That will save us all from the kind of humiliation and suffering my grandmother had to endure.”


Brutal? Yes. Understandable? Yes, that too.
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Caring for parents has become the new normal for boomers. It is estimated that 65 million people in this country are caregivers, with seven out of ten of them looking after someone over the age of fifty. Many of these caregivers report depression and some a decline in health. Most aren’t the perfect and selfless children who want to move their parents in with them and have their ashes scattered at a ballet. And they don’t have the vision to see what only the selfless and enlightened can know when in the middle of it, and what I only know now that the experience is behind me, making it easy to say: Caring for your parents is an opportunity.


Last fall, in the course of not much more than a month, five of my friends posted on Facebook about the deaths of their fathers. (Ten years ago, that would not have been possible, and neither would the opportunity to comment on or “like” the news.) I’d met many of these deceased fathers in passing while in college. How strange and yet completely in the order of things that these powerful and successful men had weakened and then reached their ends.


At a recent memorial service I attended for the dapper stepfather of one friend, it was disconcerting to see my peers looking so middle-aged. But that wasn’t half as disturbing as seeing all the friends and colleagues of the deceased—my parents’ generation. Healthy people who had always lived at the top of their games were teetering from the chapel to the reception—women unsteady on low heels, men walking with crooked backs. A population in decline.


“It must be so strange for them to go to so many friends’ funerals,” an acquaintance observed. “I bet they’re thinking about what their own will be like in the months ahead.”


And I have to admit, I was thinking along the same lines. Will I have any friends around to attend a service for me? What would they say if they were to speak? Would my Manhattan friends—those who would still be alive—show up at the family cemetery on Long Island? Would I even want them to bother figuring out how to get there, since many of them don’t drive? At least I don’t have to worry anyone about my outfit, since Jews don’t do open caskets. But one man I know, an Episcopalian, was packing up the house of his mother in the days after her death when the undertaker called to ask what she wanted to be wearing for her funeral. The son had no idea and panicked as he went through the dresses in her closet and tried to choose one. In the morning, the doorbell rang—it was a delivery from a high-end mail-order catalogue. Inside was a cheerful summer dress that his mother had chosen weeks earlier for the occasion. “I had to laugh,” he said. “My mother was always the type to think of everything.”


How did any of us become old enough to see things like this? It’s hard to imagine because we’re a generation so adamant about maintaining our youth. And like us, our parents are pushing the boundaries too. They are fit and vital and not about to let anyone shove them aside. I mean, when he was eighty and my mother had not even been gone for half a year, my father asked me for dating advice. He even asked me to escort him on some of his dates. His year of active romancing, with me along for the ride acting as something between his wingman and his pimp, turned out to be the best year of our lives together. When I sold his sedan after his death at age eighty-three, I found an unused condom in his glove compartment. I like to tell people that he was always a very hopeful man.


Many people have stories of escapades with senior parents. This, in part, is why it shocks us when they’re really at the end. And it’s why I put together this personal chronicle of ending. Much as we want to suppress our less-than-honorable thoughts in the presence of ailing parents, those thoughts are there. Mine still haunt me years later. But then, the death of a parent is a life-changing situation, dramatic as giving birth in some ways. Do we just go through the motions at the very end and then force ourselves to move on too quickly? Or do we take the time, as one friend did, to visit her ailing father as much as she could in his last year? She got him to his beloved golf course in a wheelchair at the end and let him give her a lesson. She played a prelude on the piano for him, a lilting and sweet one by Bach. It made him cry. From his bed he made her lean in close, and he sang a song to her from Carousel about a young father’s hopes for a daughter. When he died, she didn’t rush back from Michigan to New York City. She stayed; she slept in the family house and revisited the places of her childhood. She visited the graves of her parents every day. She took naps by them. She made sure the flowers looked beautiful. She lingered until it was time for her to rejoin the world.


It took a while before my mother and father started showing up in my dreams, but now I see them all the time. I was dreaming of playing tennis and turned to find that my father was my doubles partner, as he was for decades, but as an old man who, as if by magic, could play as well as he did when he was a young tournament champion. He told me, as he always did, to toss the ball higher when I served. Recently I dreamed that my mother, cocooned in a blanket on our old living room couch, stood up to hug me. At first I was chagrined that I had been talking to my father and I hadn’t even noticed her there. Then I was overjoyed at her embrace. She was laughing. She was alive again. “It’s all a wonderful game, isn’t it,” she whispered to me.


It is often said that the death of someone important in your life doesn’t necessarily mean the relationship is over, just that it’s in a new phase. I still have conversations with both my parents when I visit their graves. I still remember to thank them every time I find myself somewhere beautiful, whether at a concert hall, in a foreign city, or looking out over a breathtaking view from a sailboat or mountaintop. And I still have doubts all the time about how I treated them in their last years.


Death, I often thought as I went through the process of helping my parents depart this world, is as much about the needs of those helping and bearing witness as of those who are dying.


Death, I still often think as I watch my friends help their parents die, is for the living.
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Back at the holiday party, the exuberant son was telling more people the story of the extravagant use of his mother’s ashes in The Nutcracker. Each time he told it, people laughed and shook their heads in amazement. It was an unbeatable send-off, beyond anyone’s imagination and the ultimate personalization of death in a society of people obsessed with originality. What a triumph. I listened to him talk about it each time as if I hadn’t heard it before. It was so funny, but also so complicated, emotional, and resonant.


“It was better than anything I could have imagined,” he said.


The night was clear when I left the party.


But in my head a pale flurry of ashes and memories was falling from the sky, delicate, silent, and blanketing the December night.
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The Wicked Son
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A warm late-summer wind blows through the golden barley fields on the hillsides. They seem to shimmer in the sun as I step into a phone booth outside a medieval village in the Highlands of Scotland. It’s August 2002 and I don’t have a global cell phone, but I want to talk to my mother, who’s in the hospital in New York. I’ve been meaning to call for several days now. It isn’t easy, but I charge the call to a credit card and a stranger’s voice answers.


“Mom?”


“Who is this?”


“Who is this?” I shoot back.


“Her nurse’s aide.”


“This is Bob, her son, can you put her on?”


I wait a moment, unable to appreciate the rolling landscape all around me because I feel so anxious and far from home. My mother, seventy-three and desperately infirm from a blood disease that has been taking her down for years and now seems to be pushing her to her final months, fell from her bed and hit her head on the day I left New York City for a Scotch-tasting tour. I struggled with getting on the plane, but in the end, I couldn’t resist, and off I went.


“Mom?”


What I hear doesn’t sound like my mother, who was lucid several days ago.


“Ahhh! Aaaah!”


“Mom, how are you?” I ask.


“Aaaah,” she bleats again. I can hear the aide telling her it’s me, her son Bob. After my mother makes more disconcerting noises, the aide comes back on the line.


“What’s happening?” I ask.


“We’re not sure,” the aide says. “Your father told me he wants you to call him at home.”


I’m sweating now, hands damp as I grip the phone and look around. This landscape is kind of like Vermont but with castles. It hasn’t impressed me that much, certainly not enough to have brought me all this way when my mother sounds so terrible.


“Is it her brain? What is it?”


“You can ask your father. I have to go.”


Then she hangs up. I do too, and put my palm on my damp forehead. I thought before I left that my mother would recuperate from her fall. She was in bad shape, but it didn’t seem she would die from it. So when I halfheartedly mentioned canceling this trip, my father and my older and only brother, Jeff, told me to go and enjoy myself. At least that’s what I thought I heard.


Well, I’ve already spent plenty of time with her the whole sad summer. This trip, for which I have my family’s moral clearance, is supposed to be a break from the worry around her rapid unraveling. But I feel lost all these miles away. I call my father at home. The line is busy. The sunlight shoots across the hillside into my red phone booth, which is rusted in parts, with a dusting of soil on the metal floor. On one ridge beyond a field, a herd of sheep—sweaters on the hoof—cross into shadows cast by trees. The hills move like wind-tossed seas of golden hops, rye, and barley—Scotch and beer ingredients ready for the reaping. I thought Scotland would be wilder, somehow. But the scene is disappointingly tame.


I call my father again and this time it rings. He picks up. He’s always happy when I call.


“Nice to hear from you,” he says. He always says that, and he means it.


“Hi, Dad. What’s with Mom? She doesn’t sound so good.”


“She’s coming along, but it might take a few more days,” he says.


“Why does she sound like that?”


“We’re not sure. We’re trying to find out.”


“Really? It’s weird. Don’t you think?”


“Listen, don’t let it worry you, just enjoy your trip.”


Am I talking to the husband of a woman he’s been married to for fifty years? Is my father really so sanguine, or is he just trying to tell me what I want to hear while on vacation?


“I’m wondering if I should come back early.”


“When is your trip supposed to end?”


“In five days. Is that okay?”


“Well, you don’t want to spoil your vacation. How is it over there?”


“It’s fine—we’re staying in castles and dressing up for dinners.”


“Sounds up your alley. You should stay and enjoy. Anyway, this call is long distance. It must be costing you a fortune. Why don’t you check in again in a few days? I’m sure she’ll be able to talk to you by then.”


“You really think so, Dad?”


“Absolutely.”


My father has always been a loopy optimist. Both irresponsible and irrepressible, he can’t manage my mother’s pill schedule or much of anything else. Yet he has stayed by her side for the past dozen years, watching her get to her current skeletal state, her once-pretty face now a sharp hatchet wedge. And he still sings to her and brings her cheesecake from highway diners and candy from the bridge luncheons he attends while she languishes at home, barely able to turn the pages of the newspaper. Can I blame him for living his life? Maybe, but I empathize too. He wants to have fun. So do I. My brother, a couple of years old than me, with a successful business, a lovely family, and two big homes (one in the city, one in the exurbs), has always been the good son and the family’s morality meter. I’ve always been more the wicked one, the boy we learn about at our Passover Seder each spring—prodigal, cynical, and irresponsible.


But cavalier as I’d like to be, this trip isn’t working out. And although it seems absurd to complain about such luxury, the formal meals are becoming overbearing as we shlep all over the country in a jet-lagged state, from one distillery to the next. Worst of all, I get no chance, with the time difference, to call my family. I get back from my Scotch-soaked dinners each night too drunk to figure out the phones, let alone talk. Our inns are old and without easy Internet access.


Yet part of me still believes I deserve to be here after doing service all summer with my mother, spending every Tuesday with her so my father can run around. I’ve played piano for her, played Scrabble with her, lifted her in and out of bed. But it’s possible that no amount of Scotch-drinking—and I’ve done my share these past few days—can medicate away the harsh and confusing truth our family is facing now. She’s a sinking wreck with no firm end in sight.


I leave the phone booth to walk in the late-afternoon sun, crossing over a clear gurgling stream on a bridge of gray stone, and through a quiet village down narrow cobbled streets, and then onward to the castle turned into an inn where I have to dress for another black-tie dinner. The outfit I put on almost feels like it’s for mourning. But I know I’m very privileged to be here to partake of such fine things, even if they aren’t exactly as I had imagined. I want to enjoy it more. I want the scenery to uplift as the Scotch sedates. I don’t want to be critical of everything all the time. I want to be more appreciative of life—the way my parents would want me to be.


On Islay, an island in the south known for its smoky (peaty, in the parlance) single-malt Scotches, I step out of our grand old hotel one night onto a golf course that rolls down to the sea. It is very late, so late that the summer sunset has finally wiped the horizon to a smudged blackboard gray. In the sky to the north I see something I don’t understand, a kind of gauzy pulsing. There’s no city there or in any direction anywhere near this remote place, and there are no clouds, so it can’t be lightning either. Then it hits me that I’m seeing the northern lights, soft as the splotches and streaks you see when you close your eyes. They instantly remind me of a favorite memory, one I return to again and again to hold my mother in my mind during these dark years of illness. We were a young family on Lake Erie near Buffalo one summer at a motel, my brother and me in one bed, my parents in the other. I was nine, intent on making her happy.


I must have seen the glow through the bathroom window, something astonishing to a boy from Long Island, where the only wash of light in the sky is the chemical pink from New York City. Had we heard news of the aurora borealis that week? I can’t remember. But I do remember trying to wake everyone to join me outside. My brother and father barely stirred and would not leave their beds. My mother got up right away in her summery nightgown.


We stood outside in front of the motel room, holding hands and looking up beyond the trees at the subtle glow of the light show in the sky. I could feel her wedding and engagement rings, the ones I knew so well from playing old-timey duets with her on the piano. We watched the sky in silence, with the roar of the interstate and the drone of cicadas the only soundtrack.


It was late. I rubbed my eyes, not wanting to go back to bed. We both yawned.


“You always find the most beautiful things to show me,” she said.


Well, I tried. In later years I introduced her, the innocent suburban librarian, to foreign films and writers she’d never have known. But then, I was as pretentious a young man as she was unassuming. And as a boy I wanted to play her the sweetest songs and make her the best cards for birthdays and holidays. I wanted to get the highest grades for her too. She delighted in all of it, as I loved her voice, the way she wore her hair and dressed. She was a good mother, maybe even a magnificent one, never self-absorbed like other mothers I’d hear about when I got to college and found myself among far wealthier and more sophisticated sons and daughters.


On sunny Saturdays, when other neighborhood boys were out playing baseball or climbing trees, and my brother and father were off on a tennis court somewhere, she and I would sit in a sunspot in the den, with me half in her lap and half off. I was still young enough for physical affection, but just barely. She’d stroke my hair and hum. I’d nip her arm.


“My little tiger cub,” she’d say.


Our breathing felt like it was in unison.


I don’t embrace her like that anymore. Perhaps I should, but I don’t know how. She is so fragile, so bony and prone to shouting “Ouch!” when touched the wrong way. I’ve been doing what I can to help her find tiny moments of pleasure. But the walks are too much effort. The music on the car stereo that I think she’ll like is too loud. Only when I play the piano (which my brother thoughtfully had moved from our parents’ Long Island house to their new assisted living apartment, conveniently located around the corner from his city duplex) can I reach her.


My fingers touch the ivory keys I’ve known since childhood and that I always play with all the feeling I can find. I have been doing this for decades, even in my thirties when I returned for a time to live at home. I would often play “Look for the Silver Lining.” Her voice from her kitchen would carry across the living room, decorated in her symphony of blues—navy, royal, and aquamarine—her favorite colors.




Whenever clouds appear in the blue





I played the same song the night before I left for this trip. She was lying on the bed in the next room. I wondered if it would be my last time playing it for her. Her singing was so soft and raspy. She was working so hard to get the words out—as she had worked so hard for so long to be a good mother and wife, and then later to be of good cheer before the illness made her finally collapse in despair. She kept singing that last night, and I forced myself to keep playing.


I can’t stop hearing that song as I stand here now in the northern night of a Scottish summer, too far from home, guilty, angry, and afraid.




Remember somewhere the sun is shining





The lights in the sky pulse almost as if to the rhythm of the song, our song. I take in a long breath and let it out. She would have loved this sky just as she loved every sunset, every full moon, and the first blossoms of April in our suburban town.


“I’m sorry, Mom,” I say.


As the tour goes on, each new charming distillery we visit, with the copper stills, oak barrels, test tubes for blending, and family histories of owners told in elegant Scottish accents, annoys more than it impresses. It doesn’t help that my fellow travelers are testy too, sick of the smell of fermenting rye and tired of dressing for dinner. One night, I get back to our hotel in Inverness, a pleasant town of green lanes, waterways, and gardens, to find a message at my door.


Your sister-in-law from New York: Please call her as soon as possible.


Uh-oh, I think. Things have gotten worse back home.


“Your brother is upset,” she tells me the next morning when I reach her. “He doesn’t understand why you haven’t called him to check on your mother.”


“I’m on the road all day. But he could have called me.”


“He tried. But really, you should be the one picking up the phone to call.”


I feel my defenses shoot up, as they often do around my brother.


“I don’t have access to phones every day,” I bark. “And I don’t have access to e-mail.”


“Look, I understand, I really do,” says my sister-in-law, who has found herself in the position of the messenger before, and is kind to step in. “But I’m just telling you to talk to him.”


I say, “Okay, okay, I got it, thank you,” and hang up and let out a long sigh.


“Listen,” my brother says when I reach him moments later, “I don’t know what you’re doing or what you’re thinking. I guess you don’t want to hear about anything that might ruin your trip, but Mom is in terrible shape and we’re with her all day and night at the hospital now.”


“I had no idea it’s been like that,” I say.


“You talked to Dad, and you know what’s going on.”


“But he told me not to come home.”


“That’s Dad, he’d never tell you to ruin your fun.”


I feel my foot tapping beneath the sleek glass table in my hotel’s business center. I feel my palms go sweaty. It’s true. My father will rarely let responsibility spoil the fun. My brother is the one whose standards for how we should treat each other are so admirably high that at times he can make me squirm, squawk, and spin out like a rear wheel in the mud.


“So what do you want me to do? Buy a ticket to come home early?”


“If you want to see her alive, you should get on a plane tomorrow.”


“Are you mad at me?”


“I just think you should be home.”


“I’m sorry,” I say. “I wish you had figured out a way to tell me this sooner.”


“I left a message.”


“I never got it.”


“And I really expected you to be in touch.”


Here we go again, I’m thinking. I love him so much. But I will always disappoint him. When he graduated from college, I couldn’t be bothered to fly home from California to attend the ceremony. When he turned thirty and my parents threw him a big party, it was the same thing. I just can’t always be bothered to do right by him, and it creates a turbulent dynamic, a constant tugging and testing. I call him judgmental, although I’m quicker to pass judgment on people than anyone. He suggests that my default mode is irresponsible and selfish. He jokes that I’m a quitter because as a kid I didn’t finish playing board games, including, he likes to point out with some irony, The Game of Life. He isn’t wrong, but that doesn’t mean I want to hear it. And I do tend to abandon card games, Scrabble, and tennis matches the moment I get bored, the same way I do writing projects. Now he is making me defensive and furious about our mother, whom he showers with the kind of extravagant care and concern that I could never give.


“I just want you to know I already said my good-byes when I left for this trip,” I tell him with what sounds like the yelp of a trapped animal. “I wasn’t sure she’d make it.”


“She might not. But I can promise that if you don’t get back here soon, you could end up full of regret and talking about it in therapy for the rest of your life.”


Then he clicks off and I’m hit by a dial tone.


“Therapy?” I say to myself. “Since when does anyone in our family do therapy?”


And then something else occurs to me: My brother loves my mother more than I do. He would do anything for her—he and his wife have taken her and my father on trips to Europe, hosted them for countless long weekends, lavished her with gifts she would never buy for herself. I love him for it, even if it raises the bar so high that it makes me feel inadequate. Who could ever match his caring? He’ll always be the better son. He’ll always go beyond the call of duty.


I step into the lobby of the hotel we’ve moved to in Glasgow, the first modern one we’ve stayed in all week, with computers and easy phone access. Tourists and businesspeople come and go around me. I am shaking with something between shame and rage as I call my father. I tell him what my brother said and that I won’t be shamed by him. But I am very much ashamed.


“Who does he think he is? Why does he have to make me feel so guilty all the time?”


“Jeff has very high standards, we know that,” my father says.


“I don’t need him deciding for me what I should and shouldn’t do.”


“Listen, Bobby,” he says. “The most important thing right now is that we get along, that we all do what we can to pull together as a family and do what’s best for Mom, that’s all.”


“Yes, you’re right,” I say.


“Jeff can’t say it, but he needs you now,” Dad says. “He needs you home. We all do.”


It is uncharacteristically wise, eloquent even, and I thank him and tell him he’s right and that I’ll do what I can. Then I call my airline about a flight home. There are none the next day, but I can get one on Sunday, a day earlier than the rest of the group, for $500—discounted by half for the emergency. It’s a lot of money to me. And it takes a while to commit to it over the phone. When I hang up, I find myself thinking I’m glad I have one more day in Scotland.


I have always wanted to see Edinburgh, and the next day I roam from cafés to abbeys and to windswept streets high up over the North Sea. Near Edinburgh Castle I find a chic woolens shop. I want to buy something for my mother, but the hundred dollars for a pure Shetland scarf is too expensive. It isn’t just that I’m not good at spending money on gifts, it’s this awful question of whether she will be in her right mind to appreciate any kind of gift at all. Or will she even be alive? I find a scarf for half the price. It has stripes of blue, her favorite color.


[image: image]


It’s already late afternoon by the time I walk into her uptown hospital, a looming building with an airy atrium for a lobby. I got home the night before but wanted to unpack and settle in before throwing myself into the family crisis. I guess it was negligent. Maybe even egregiously so. I rushed home only to take my time in getting to her.


When I find her room on the tenth floor, instead of the emaciated but completely lucid mother I said good-bye to a week ago, I see a deranged one, a pale mass of agitation, hooked up to tubes and writhing in bed. The sound she makes is a kind of caterwauling, like a fussy infant who can’t get comfortable. For some reason a nurse has put lipstick on her, a gash of red on her lips that has smeared onto her teeth. It makes her seem even more alien. Dad and Jeff look up at me and nod. I hold up a hand in greeting.


“Look, Mom, it’s Bobby,” says Jeff, whose face is tight with worry.


“He’s home now, Ethel,” adds my father, so rested-looking that it seems unfair.


We don’t hug each other in greeting. It seems irrelevant. I just go to her bedside and take her hand. For the briefest of moments, she becomes still and her eyes stop on my face. In them I can still see the woman I once thought was the most beautiful mother in the world.


“Bobby,” she says.


At least I think that’s what she says. Or maybe it’s what I want to believe she is saying. The truth is, it’s impossible to understand anything that comes out of her. Something terrible and unknowable has happened since she fell last week and banged her head. The doctors have been saying it’s just a hematoma, a bruise. How could that cause someone to become like this?


I present her with my gift, wrapped and in a box from Edinburgh. She can’t even take it from me. I leave it on her chest for a moment, then take it back.


“Can I unwrap it for you?” I ask.


I do, and pull out the modest striped blue scarf and hold it up for her to see.


“Look, Mom, it’s from Scotland and it’s your colors.”


My father leans in to look. Maybe he’s hoping this gift will rouse her from her state.


“It matches your eyes, Ethel,” he says.


I knew it would. I want to wrap her in it, thinking maybe it will make her feel better—it’s chilly in the air-conditioned room—but she’s hooked up to too many tubes. So I leave it by her head next to her pillow. Under her sheets, she keeps shifting around, her shape changing like sand dunes in a windstorm. Jeff is quiet. We talked on the phone when I got back and smoothed things over as much as we could. As the crisis manager on behalf of our mother, he has more on his mind than me. He tells me her doctor is due in a little while. We will find out the result of this test or that one, but even he knows there’s little left to be done. Meanwhile, he asks about my trip. I don’t want to talk about it. I’m ashamed it’s the reason I stayed away. And there’s nothing to say except that all that Scotch and luxury has left a medicinal aftertaste.
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