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INTRODUCTION

I never set out to write a book about an issue. I wanted to write what struck me as a powerful story about a woman who happened to be my mother. To this day, I feel in awe of what she did and how she did it. There is inherent drama in any death, but a chosen death—this kind of chosen death, not the result of depression or misery, but of reason and pluck—had a kind of majesty about it. My mother was, in many ways, an ordinary, feet-on-the-ground woman. But at her death she soared. Mostly, I wrote the book because I was proud of her.

And I suppose I had some sense of mission about it. I knew—as did my mother—that she could not be the only terminally ill person who wanted out of life and who couldn’t get there without help. “What do people do who don’t have children?” she asked me, not idly, once she knew we would help her to die. As alone as we felt with our struggle, we knew we were not alone. But little did we know how many people, how many families were going through the same agony—enough to start a movement. Because the right-to-die movement grew—and has grown—not from intellectual theory, but from need, from fear, and from the heart.  Twelve years ago, when this book was first published, the Hemlock Society was a fledgling group with about eleven thousand members. Today it has about forty thousand. And there are many other groups and individuals who, with mercy and common sense in mind, favor some form of aid-in-dying-from Dr. Kevorkian, whom some see as a loose cannon, but who has probably brought more attention to this issue than anyone—to those who think it would be nice if physicians paid a little more attention to Living Wills.

Legally, the issue has gone farther than I ever expected it to go in my lifetime, even reaching the Supreme Court in 1997. Although the court upheld the constitutionality of state laws barring assisted suicide, the court acknowledged that “throughout the nation, Americans are engaged in an earnest and profoud debate about the morality, legality and practicality of physician assisted suicide.” Adding that “Our holding permits this debate to continue.” As it has. And, also in 1997, a huge and telling majority—60 percent—of the people of Oregon voted against a measure that would have repealed the Oregon Death with Dignity Act, making Oregon the first state to allow a competent, terminally ill patient to receive a lethal prescription from a physician. A piece of paper is all it is, but a piece of paper that would have made all the difference to my mother and others like her. At this writing, about a dozen other states are in various stages of drafting legislation.

And here’s a nice irony: As a result of the controversy about legal aid-in-dying, the issue of pain has gotten a lot more attention. Undermedication for pain has been an ongoing fact in most hospitals, but suddenly physicians arguing against assisted death on the grounds that “we can keep people pain-free” now found  themselves obliged to do so—or at least to do better.

As any movement grows, so inevitably does the disagreement among its participants. But the people I’ve met who want the notion of “death with dignity” to be a legal right often share that one thing which has both radicalized and united them: experience. Many have witnessed a prolonged, horrible death—a mother, a father, a wife, husband, or child. Some have witnessed—or participated in—a ghastly attempt at assisted suicide that failed. Some have been tormented with guilt for having helped someone they love die. Some have been tormented with guilt for refusing to help someone they love die. Tragically, those who wish a hastened death are sometimes young: AIDS has done that. And so there are mothers and fathers and young lovers who are also among those who have been there. And when you’ve been there, you change. As I have changed.

Suffering is just a word until you feel it. Or see someone you love feeling it. I’ve often thought that people who are against legal aid-in-dying are less cruel than they are inexperienced. Many people, luckier than they know, have never had their bodies turn into torture chambers. Many people believe the myth that pain can always be stopped by drugs. Drugs are amazing, but they don’t work equally well on everybody. And besides, my mother would say if she were still here, don’t forget about nausea—as bad as pain and often untreatable. I have received many letters since writing Last Wish. They are from people who have Been Through It and implicit in their letters is a question: If someone is at the end of life and is suffering terribly and is alert and sane and begs to die, why can’t our society figure out a way to help?

I do believe that most patients, given the opportunity to end their lives, wouldn’t. The wish to live is powerful, even under the  most terrible—and hopeless—circumstances. But knowing that the option exists is, in itself, merciful. Many people I hear from are not sick, but they are afraid, afraid of being strung up by the technology and left to live and suffer. They are afraid of being trapped in life with no way out. My mother got out. But she knew she was lucky. She wanted other desperate people to have the same opportunity. And in her memory, so do I.
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Two hours before my mother killed herself, I noticed she had put on makeup. This shocked me, but it shouldn’t have. Whatever the occasion, my mother liked to look her best. That was her way. Just as it was her way to die as she did—not when death summoned her, but when she summoned death.

She would have preferred to do her summoning alone, without help. But she had reason to ask for help. And when she did, I gave it.

The illness that made her want out of life was ovarian cancer, one of the sneakiest malignancies a body can house. That’s why ovarian cancer is so deadly. Unlike a breast tumor, an ovarian tumor can’t be detected except by gynecological examination and by that time it’s often too late. That is, a metastasis—a spread—has already occurred.

 



The disease first struck my mother in the spring of 1981, two and a half years before she died. At least that’s when she became aware of it. There was no way to know when it really began.

My mother’s diagnosis was especially long in coming because of her intractable sense of the world as an orderly place. She knew as well as anyone else about the cruel, topsy-turvy things that happened to people. She read newspapers and watched the news on television. But no house of hers had ever burned to the ground, no child of hers had ever been hit by a drunk driver, and  the one time in my thirties when I did have a serious illness, she took my recovery for granted. My mother had never been leveled by life, and she believed with all her heart that if you did things right they came out right.

When it came to matters of sickness and health, doing things right meant eating right, and of course she knew exactly what eating right was. As far back as the 1930s she took courses in nutrition, and nothing short of a wedding or a four-car collision stood in the way of her tuning in to Carlton Fredericks, the Ronald Colman of nutritionists, on the radio each week. In later years she moved on to Nathan Pritikin, whose sermons between hard covers occupied a place of honor on her coffee table alongside the books of her daughter and son-in-law.

Throughout my childhood, my father and I—in my mother’s presence we were more like siblings than parent and child—sat, backs straight, at the dining table in our small, tidy house in Yonkers, New York, and assumed our roles as the beneficiaries of my mother’s commitment to nutritional excellence.

Unbuttered brussels sprouts went uncontested in my mother’s house, as did sugarless desserts—something thin and brown that passed for a cookie was doled out only on occasion—and the sun rarely set without a baked potato whose garnish was a command, “Eat the skin! The skin’s the best part!”

My father had immigrated to the United States from Russia in 1919 with the usual difficulties and thereafter wanted no more from life than an absence of trouble. So he pretended to like what he found on his dinner plate every evening, and until I went to camp and found out about french fries and chocolate pudding, I didn’t know any better. But camp came too late. By that time I was my mother’s girl. Aside from their wickedness, french fries  did nothing to excite my puritanical palate. And in the years that followed the story was the same. Whenever I tried to be a normal kid and eat junk, I couldn’t. I didn’t like it and I still don’t.

My mother may have been right. My father and I both developed digestive systems that could have won prizes. And as other men his age began to complain about this pain and that ache, my father complained of nothing. Perhaps that was just his nature. He was such a jolly soul—a resolute viewer of life’s bright side. It probably helped, though, that he never got sick. Unless you count the explosion in his heart which killed him in an instant at the age of seventy-two when he rose from his chair early one evening to turn the dial on the television set from Channel 2 to Channel 4.

My mother was not impressed. “My Leon died healthy,” she said through her grief. The way he ate, she figured, how could he not be healthy? She couldn’t get over how one organ, his heart, could have been impervious to all those green vegetables, all that sole broiled dry, all those skins of all those baked potatoes.

By the same token, six years later, she couldn’t fathom how she herself could have cancer when her own eating habits were equally unimpeachable.

Somehow, she deduced, she must have erred. When her stomach pains first began she blamed an apple, then a too-big slice of chocolate cake she had eaten at a birthday party. Whatever the cause of her discomfort, she assumed that (I) it had to be something she ate, and (2) once she discovered what that was, she had only to stop eating it and the pain would go away. In her seventy-five-year-old innocence, my mother assumed what she had always assumed: that she was in control and that if she did the right thing (i.e., ate the right thing) everything would come out right and she would be healthy.

She didn’t know that with cancer such rules don’t apply. She didn’t know that, with cancer, no rules apply.

When even after the abandonment of chocolate cake and apples, the stomach pains didn’t stop, her internist suggested a visit to her gynecologist, but it turned out she didn’t have one. My mother had never been to a gynecologist, and somehow I had not known that. “Women of my age don’t ...” began her feeble explanation, no more feeble than my own when I asked myself how I could have not known. I had no answer, save an unconscious discomfort with the subject, at least as far as my mother was concerned. In addition there was that other, still stupider reason, the one that goes, Cancer happens to other people, not to me, not to her. That I had already been proven wrong on one of those assumptions didn’t seem to have had an effect. It had been six years since the lump in my left breast turned out to be malignant. My still unreconstructed, half-flat chest continually reminded me that this was no bad dream. But it seemed like one anyway. After surgery, I found out my lymph nodes were clear, indicating no spread, which also meant no chemotherapy or radiation. So I never suffered—except in the head—and as a result of that, I suppose, it never seemed entirely real to me that I had had cancer. I know it didn’t seem real to my mother. After a couple of years she allowed as how she had always thought the diagnosis had been a mistake.

Her internist recommended one Dr. Burns, a gynecologist and surgeon and a reputed heavy in the field of gynecological cancer. Humbled now by the stubbornness of the pain, she made an appointment with Dr. Burns. I went along.

We sat together in the brightly lit waiting room and turned the pages of McCalls and Good Housekeeping, then swapped when  the wait turned into a half hour. When it got to be an hour, I moved on to the Ladies’ Home Journal but abandoned it halfway into a tricky fruit pie recipe I knew I’d never make. Besides, I could see my mother wanted to talk. So we talked—not about what was on our minds, but about what color shoes would work with the jade green dress she planned to wear at my cousin’s anniversary party a week from then.

The decision we finally came to (beige) turned out to be academic because the day before the party she was admitted to a hospital for the surgical removal of her ovaries and uterus and Fallopian tubes—the complete hysterectomy that Dr. Burns said she should have, and right away.

We gathered in the waiting room at the end of the tenth floor. My mother’s younger sister, Shany, and I arrived first, then my husband, Ed, who came up on the subway as soon as he had finished teaching his math class at New York University, and finally Elaine, my cousin who had herself been sick with arthritis and whom I had told not to come. “Don’t be silly,” she said flatly. And I shut up because Elaine, who is a small person with the same mix of soft heart and hard head as my mother, had become my mother’s chosen other daughter in recent years, and I knew she couldn’t not be there any more than I.

In one way or another we were all four my mother’s children. She had other “children,” too, who probably would have been there had we let them know in time. My mother had never wanted me to be her only child—it had just turned out that way—and since she had no taste for deprivation, rather than do without she made children out of people who were not. They in turn were willing to be her children because, where was the harm? She loved them heartily and made them—us—feel what  larger-than-life mothers always make people feel: that notwithstanding our age, she knew more, knew best, and always would.

Shany, born six years after my mother, had been my mother’s child for as long as they both could remember. Into their seventies my mother told Shany what to wear, what to eat, and what to do. Not that Shany always obeyed. Especially in recent years, since her husband had died, then her daughter (of cancer at age forty-seven), Shany chain-smoked and ate crap and didn’t care if she herself lived or died, and my mother couldn’t seem to change that. Still, my mother scolded her, and Shany took the scoldings and bought the dresses my mother told her to buy and maybe even smoked fewer cigarettes each day than she otherwise would have.

Elaine, the fifty-five-year-old daughter of my mother’s long-deceased sister Sarah, shoved her arthritis problems aside whenever she could (like both of our mothers, she took festivities as seriously as sickness) and had long been my mother’s deputy planner of birthday parties, living rooms, and on occasion whole lives of other family members.

My husband Ed became my mother’s child shortly after we married, by which time she had absorbed what a peach he is. On the one hand, no one was good enough for her baby; on the other hand, she knew damn well he was and she couldn’t get over our good fortune.

I say “our” because my mother did experience my good fortune as hers, and as neurotic and creepy as that may sound, it didn’t feel that way. By that time in my life my mother and I held the same definition of good fortune—a good man like Ed and a good work life and good health—with some disagreement on the order. And it didn’t bother me to have her join in the celebration of my good fortune, as it might have when I was younger. In fact  I liked it. I liked that she saw in Ed what I saw—his big, silent sweetness; his brain; and, notwithstanding his brain, his lack of pomposity.

“Don’t say ‘son-in-law,’” she’d scold an innocent caller who had asked after him. “He is my son. I know his mother, may she rest in peace, would understand and forgive me for saying that. You can’t love someone as much as I love my Ed and call him a son-in-law.”

My mother’s style wasn’t for everyone. I know that. There are sons-in-law who might have recoiled from this assault of love, this avalanche of approval and affection. A midwestern WASP by birth and personality, my husband, I know, had neither seen nor experienced anything like it. His parents had loved him, but in Champaign, Illinois, “Good job, son” was about it for praise. At first he was stunned. Then he got used to it. And finally we’d get home at the end of the day and push the playback button on the answering machine and my mother’s voice would chirp, “Hello-the-most-wonderful-children-any-mother-could-possibly-have! ...” and five minutes later I’d have begun dinner and my mother would still be talking and Ed would have pulled a chair up to the machine and he’d have on his face a look of such interest and delight that one would think he was tuned in to a favorite radio program. In no time the reserved mathematician and his round, Jewish mother-in-law—the top of whose head came up to his tie—loved each other, in dissimilar styles but with equal ferocity.

So there in the hospital waiting room we sat, we children of my mother—Ed, Shany, Elaine, and me—and inhaled the stale smoke of the room’s previous sitters and looked at without seeing the travel posters, and waited for Dr. Burns to appear and use the  word benign. But when Dr. Burns finally came, he used the word  malignant and also the word metastasis, and my hand flew to my mouth and Shany gasped and Elaine and Ed froze, and the surgeon had left the room and turned the corner before any of us thought to ask how long she had.
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A telephone. I had to find a telephone. There were people I had promised to call. Shany would take care of family. Their brother, older, healthy and living up in Scarsdale, headed her list. Alvin headed mine.

Alvin was not one of my mother’s children. He was in a special category, that of (for want of a better word) boyfriend. My mother had made him promise not to come to the hospital. In turn, he had made me promise to call him as soon as I knew anything, which I would have done anyway.

There were two phones in the corridor outside the waiting room, both in use. I planted myself between the two callers. One, a nattily dressed man in a dark suit, spoke softly into the receiver as if he thought it might break. The other, an overweight, dark woman, her blouse pulled out in back, spoke rapidly in a language I didn’t recognize. She kept laughing and moving her feet around in a little dance as if she had to go to the bathroom. Suddenly she switched to English and in so doing, said everything twice. “Eight pounds, eight pounds!” she shouted into the receiver. “Yes, yes! Fine! Fine!”

It occurred to me now where I was—the gynecology floor. Birth happens here, I thought, as well as ovarian cancer. And all of those D&Cs in between. The thought of babies made my eyes fill. I felt jealous of the woman in front of me. I wanted to be one  of the happy, excited people reporting a birth, not who I was, not reporting what I was reporting. The woman finished her call, dropped her handbag, bent down to pick it up. Still laughing, she looked up. “Esyuse me, esyuse me,” she said, her blouse hanging all the way out now, and rushed down the hallway. I turned from her toward the telephone and dialed Alvin’s number.

“It’s malignant.”

Silence. “How bad?”

“I don’t know.”

“Will you call me when you know?”

“Of course I will.”

I hung up and stood there for a second with my hand still on the receiver. Is this real? It didn’t feel real. But how does real feel? Someone else wanted to use the phone. I moved away, pushing my wallet back into my shoulder bag. Telling Alvin made it seem definite, but definite didn’t seem real either. Nothing had changed. We just had a piece of information. Yet the piece of information changed everything.

 



Once she hit seventy, even before she had cancer, my mother used to say she was ready to die any time. After my father died she said it a lot. Then she met Alvin and she said it less. The whole business with Alvin was—and still is—a mystery to me. The first mystery is, with the shortage of unattached, sane, heterosexual men in the world and the abundance of women, how she got him. These do not, I know, sound like the kind words of a loving daughter. But the cold truth is that my mother was not beautiful or rich or any of the other things that one expects men to want. My mother had a sweet, oval face, lovely pale skin, and remarkably large, deep-set black eyes, and to me she was adorable, but I  know to anyone else she probably looked like a garden-variety short, plump, occasionally over-rouged Jewish lady.

When I’d say that to Ed, he’d get huffy and point out my mother’s other qualities and how men care about those things too. Sure, sure. But Alvin was and is, objectively speaking, a catch. He’s refined and attractive. In spite of his short stature he has a regal way about him; it has something to do with how his head sits high on his neck, as if he’s surveying his land (not that he has any). Alvin has, moreover, an enchanting sense of humor. He specializes in small, delicious witticisms which my mother always missed. This seemed to bother him not at all. In fact, he seemed to enjoy the way she never got his jokes. At the punchline he’d laugh, himself, and we’d laugh, too, and my mother would smile, enjoying the merriment but not exactly getting the joke. Alvin would take her hand then and give it a squeeze, just in case she felt left out, though I don’t think she did.

Afterwards, if we were in a restaurant, he’d gently take her arm—“This way, Ida,” he’d say—and guide her away from the wrong door toward which her hopeless sense of direction had inevitably led her. Perhaps because I had never seen anyone treat my mother that way—not even my father, who was far more protected by her than protective of her—it struck me as the sweetest thing I ever saw. I’d walk behind them with my arm in Ed’s and poke him in the ribs, and he’d tell me to cut it out because he knew I was on the verge of clucking out loud.

My mother was older than Alvin by about seven years, a fact which she always believed she had kept from him. My hunch is that Alvin knew but didn’t let on because he knew she didn’t want him to know. That would have been like him.

During the eight years of their friendship (or whatever it was)  they spoke on the phone every day—sometimes twice, my mother told me—and they had a standing date for dinner every Thursday night. Why Thursday I don’t know. After dinner, as I understand what little I understand, Alvin would go back to her apartment and she would give him one of her atrocious baked apples and a cup of decaffeinated coffee (she’d have set out the two cups and saucers and creamer and small embroidered napkins on the table Thursday morning, as she’d have selected and pressed and laid out on her sofa the dress she planned to wear), and at around ten-thirty or so he would go home.

I think.

She called me on the phone one morning after their second or third date and asked me to meet her in the Schrafft’s restaurant on Fifty-seventh Street and Third Avenue, one of a chain of tearooms, most of which are gone now. Schrafft’s was staffed predominantly by Irish waitresses of good character who wore hair nets and served the kind of plain food that passed my mother’s muster. “None of those mystery dishes here,” she said more than once. Everything my mother thought worth saying she said more than once.

For as long as we both lived in New York, whenever my mother and I had anything weighty to discuss we’d meet at Schrafft’s. There was something about the hair nets and the bud vases in the center of the shiny wood tables that made us both feel safe from whatever stormy revelation one or the other of us was about to unload. My mother always got there first. By the time I’d arrive, she would have angled for—and gotten—a table near the window. Her menu would be face down, since she would have already made her decision about what to order: tomato surprise, which, since she always ordered the same thing, was nothing of the kind. I’d kiss her on the cheek and sit down and pull off my coat, feeling late. I  wasn’t late; it’s just that she had the annoying habit of always being early. Then I’d order another tomato surprise or whatever else guaranteed safety from a lecture on nutrition.

Our last major Schrafft’s colloquy before the Alvin conference had occurred two years earlier, in May. In the interim many minor meetings had been held, but ’75 was the big one. I shoved my scarf in the sleeve of my coat and sat down across the table from my mother and thought how different she had looked on that day. No doubt I had looked different too. On that day my mother was the wondering, the expectant one, the one poised to receive information from me, the agitated giver. She had looked remarkably calm, as if she trusted me. As if, whatever small bomb I might be planning to place on the table between us, she had come prepared to sit still during its explosion with her hat on and her purse in her lap and say to herself, “It’s only a little explosion. The bud vase can be replaced.” Which is what she did. In fact she did one better.

I hadn’t even waited for the stuffed tomato before, in a rush of verbs, I told her that, having had my mastectomy just five weeks earlier, I now planned to leave my husband, run off with another man to live in another city, quit my job, and write a book about what it was like to have breast cancer. I felt pretty sure that no part of this agenda would shock her totally. She had known that my marriage had been faltering, that another man was hovering, that the surgery had made me a little crazy, and that whenever I got a little crazy I wrote about it. So I didn’t think she’d faint. But I did, I suppose, expect something trite and parental: “Well (pause), I hope you know what you’re doing.” That sort of thing. Instead, with no perceptible change of facial expression, she looked down at her doily placemat, looked back up at me, tried—and failed—not to crack a small smile, sighed, and said, “You’re not a boring daughter.”

Had my mother been a Noel Coward type, I suppose I would have been less moved by her retort. But my mother was most assuredly not a Noel Coward type; nor would she ever be. She was just a mother who had, over the years, relaxed a little—relaxed far more than I ever expected her to. And although I knew the management of Schrafft’s stood foursquare against any exhibit on the premises of physical demonstrativeness, I rose from my chair on that occasion and hugged my mother hard enough to topple the navy bowler from her head even though she had secured it in front, as she always did, with a pearl hatpin.

 



Most Schrafft’s meetings, major or minor, were me talking, her listening—well, her reacting. My mother was never one to just sit there. Mostly I recited bulletins on my life, giving her the latest on new jobs, new dresses, old friends—not usually about new men. That, until I married, was a subject too touchy for Schrafft’s.

But look at us now! For on this day not only did we talk in Schrafft’s about a new man, but about her new man! Of course, thanks to my mother’s special way of approaching a subject, I didn’t know at first what she was talking about.

“Are you sure it’s all right?” she said. My mother rarely began her sentences, as most people do, at the beginning of a paragraph. Her its were always unfathomable.

“Am I sure what’s all right?”

“I don’t want to do anything to embarrass my daughter.” That’s something else she did—talk to you about yourself in the third person. Probably the word my played a role; she particularly liked saying the word with me attached. There was a time when all of this made me wild. It still made me a little wild, but mostly it amused me—all the more after Ed came along and I had a husband to share the amusement.

“Mother,” I said leaning back, “how could you possibly embarrass me?”

“By seeing a man I don’t plan to marry.” So that’s what this is about. “Because all you have to do is say one word and—”

“Mother, for heaven’s sake, it’s not 1900. But by the way, why don’t you want to get married?”

“You see! I’m embarrassing you!”

“Stop it! You are not embarrassing me. I’m just curious. People your age do get married, you know.”

“Alvin is a wonderful friend. What do I need marriage for? I was married to your father for forty-three years. It was a wonderful marriage. I don’t need to do it again.”

Truthfully, I don’t think Alvin wanted to get married again either. He, too, had been widowed and had worked out some kind of agreeable single life for himself. Perhaps that was part of his attraction to my mother. So too, probably, was the fact that my mother didn’t have dollar signs in her eyes. It’s not that she didn’t like money, but she kept her liking of money separate from how she felt about people who did or didn’t have it.

My mother had another quality that must have lured Alvin, as it lured all of those people who became her “children.” Probably it’s the most alluring quality she had or, for that matter, anyone can have—why else do politicians and salesmen always pretend to have it?—my mother was truly interested in and engrossed by other people—what they were and what they thought and what they said. She was a world-class listener. And as a result, people talked to my mother, and I mean talked. Family talked, friends talked, even strangers at bus stops talked.

I know about the bus stop people because my mother would tell me about them afterwards. “I was waiting for the number five—you know how slow the number five is, if you miss it, it’s a half hour  before another comes along—anyway, I met this woman—very pretty, she looks a little like your cousin Anita but blond—and she told me the saddest story about her son’s wife. They were living in San something—Antonio? Where is that, Texas? And they bought a house and ...”

It’s not, obviously, that my mother didn’t talk herself. She talked plenty, especially about me. Then, after I married, about us. She exerted some self-control when we were around, but as soon as our backs were turned, I know she bored the pants off everyone whose acquaintance she made, no matter now briefly, in the city of New York. Even so, she gave more than equal time to the talker, and in addition to equal time she gave equal feelings. She listened with the same emotional oomph she had when she talked. I think most people don’t do that. If they listen at all, the feelings valve is turned off. They listen because it’s only fair and they have good manners. My mother didn’t listen with her good manners. She listened with her good heart.

So no wonder people talked to her, people like me, people like Shany and Elaine, people like Alvin. Alvin talked to her a lot about the real estate business, in which she had tinkered herself. And in those conversations she was not a child who didn’t get jokes, but a smart pal who got it all.

My mother was smart about other things, too, like life. Especially, she was smart enough to know that life had been good to her, so she went around feeling grateful. Her gratitude took the form of a kind of continual merriment, strange considering that the world she came from—Orthodox Jewish—had as its goals duty and accomplishment, not joy.

Of course my mother didn’t get joyous until after she felt she had been adequately dutiful and accomplished. She had to feel  deserving of the A-plus she gave herself in wifehood and motherhood (modesty never interfered with the high grades my mother gave herself or me) before she could let go and say whoopee. But once she said it, she said it loud and continually until the end of her life.

New York made a difference too. She and my father moved to an apartment there in the early seventies. My mother thrived in the city. She had never driven a car, so in the suburbs she had always had to rely on other people, mainly my father, to transport her. That didn’t work very well for either of them. Dependence made my mother cranky, and occasionally she took it out on him.

But now in New York she could suddenly fly (which is to say, walk and take buses). She’d meet me for lunch in midtown, puffing happily, having spent the morning whipping through the small errands she created for herself, her cheeks flushed from the cold air. “Hello, sweetheart!” she’d call, waving a package when she saw me. “Wait’ll you see what I found for (me, Shany, some niece, some nephew) on sale in Bloomingdale’s!” The city made my mother young.

When my father died—I hate to say it because she would hate me to say it, but it’s true—my mother got still younger. Not right away. First she grieved in the usual way and that went on for almost two years. Then she met Alvin, to whom—I don’t like saying this either—she seemed to have much more to say than she did to my father. And soon I noticed, even apart from Alvin, that she had become a different sort of person than the eyes-on-the-road lady she had always been. I guess what happened to her is what happens to a lot of older people for whom things have turned out pretty well. They quit squeezing life as if it were a recalcitrant piece of fruit and start drinking the juice.

“I’ve become selfish,” my mother took to saying with a wicked smile. And, thank goodness, she had. At last she had stopped living and breathing for my father and me. My father was dead. I was happily married to Ed, whom she had adored from the first. “My job is done,” she was fond of saying. “So I can be selfish now.”

Her idea of selfish was taking piano lessons. “I’m ashamed to tell you how much they cost!” she whispered, delighted with how much they cost. She also liked that her piano lessons proved me wrong. How could she spend fifteen dollars a lesson and be the tightwad (when it came to spending money on herself) I had always accused her of being?

And she didn’t stop there. My mother—who had always eschewed everything that didn’t have a purpose, usually connected with me—took up bridge. Wherever she went a notebook full of bidding strategies went with her. She studied them on supermarket check-out lines, on buses and on subways (I forbade her to take subways, but she took them anyway). Next, she joined the YWHA, where she folk danced twice a week and made as many friends as a child in a new school.

Meanwhile, I noticed, she dropped quite a few of the old friends and relatives, especially relatives, from her old duty-bound days. “All she does is complain!” she said of one. Then, after a pause, “All she ever did was complain! It’s boring! Who needs it?” “Who needs it?” was her favorite new expression, delivered with the sass of a castanet click, as if she had always been the carefree fun-lover she had just become.

On occasion she wanted an audience for her new endeavors. “Now sit down,” she commanded Ed and me one evening, pointing at the gold-colored sofa in her living room, preserved years longer than its normal life expectancy by slipcovers, antimacassars,  and minimal use, now down at last to its original cover. “I’m your mother and it’s a short piece.” At which point she sat herself down at her still shiny Steinway spinet—where I had sat thirty-five years earlier with her standing behind me to make sure my back was straight—and demonstrated the results of her tenth lesson: a halting, but technically perfect rendition of Lara’s theme from Doctor Zhivago. She struck the last chord and turned around, flushed from performer’s high. “What do you think?” she said. “Not bad for an old lady, huh?”

That same year my mother and her new friend from the Y, Rose (who had lived in Mexico, wrote poetry, and wore fringed shawls), decided to join a theatrical group which had some kind of vague, charitable purpose. I think they gave performances for underprivileged children, none of whom was in sight the Saturday afternoon I found myself in the audience of a darkened theater somewhere near the East River, watching my mother throw herself into the role of the wicked stepmother in Hansel and Gretel.

She cheated, of course. She wore a dress that was much too nice, and her makeup looked as if Elizabeth Arden herself had risen from the grave to apply it. She also overacted, especially in the scene when the stepmother sends the children out into the woods. She made too many mean faces. But afterwards I complimented her extravagantly, just as she had complimented me extravagantly when I played Miss America with, as I recall, far less abandon in my sixth grade pageant, circa 1947.

But with all of that, even in these, her most carefree years, my mother remained within some of the boundaries of her past. As befitting a widow approaching seventy—even long before she became sick—she made the proper preparations for her death. This she did without a trace of martyrdom or even lugubriousness,  but in a matter-of-fact way, as if any decent person would do the same.

No, that’s not right. That sounds as if she were performing a duty, whereas my mother took a lot of pleasure and pride in these plans. She was proud that she was able to leave me money, even though I didn’t need it and scolded her when she brought it up; proud, too, that she had taken certain steps so that her death wouldn’t inconvenience Ed or me. She had selected and paid for a burial plot, handed us an extra key to her safe-deposit box so that we would have immediate access to it, saw to it that her bank accounts were in trusts for me, and bought bearer bonds only.

Not that she looked forward to the end. As she made these provisions, she tried not to think about what they meant. She didn’t want to think about dying. But she admitted this only occasionally, as if there were something naughty about not wanting to die. During her first heart-to-heart with my husband, shortly after we announced our wedding plans, she told him how for two years after my father died she couldn’t wait to “join him.” “But then,” she said with what my husband read as a guilty smile, “I found out I wasn’t in such a hurry after all!”

 



Sometimes my mother’s cheer was annoying—the way she’d insist on pointing out the bright side of everything, even when whatever it was didn’t have one, like my first marriage. And she was always saying things that would have been better stitched on pillows: “Sometimes mistakes aren’t mistakes; they’re lessons!” Can it, Mother, I wanted to say and occasionally did. But she couldn’t and I knew it. And when I looked around and saw other people’s mothers ceaselessly criticizing their children and heard their the-world-owes-me-and-it-hasn’t-paid-and-it-never-will blues, and  then I got home from the office, aching tired, and turned on my answering machine to hear one of my mother’s two- to five-minute warbles (“Hello, my darlings! This is the luckiest mother in the world speaking! ...”), it was hard to feel abused.

And she asked so little of us! Too little. If we called, fine; if we didn’t, fine. She was just all the gladder to hear from us when we did call. And we did call, not because we knew we should, but because we wanted to, because in her extremely special way she cheered us and amused us and enlightened us and of course praised us and so plainly and abundantly loved us as we loved her that...

Is this true? I wonder, am I doing what people do when someone they love has died? Are my remembrances of her gauzed? Am I making her out to be more, better, sweeter, than she was? It’s hard to know. I loved her so much I felt it and can still feel it in the marrow of my bones, and as she got sicker, the love got weighty and painful—and it grew. Even the parts of her that were irritating seemed adorable and I started missing them even before she was gone. And as the weight and pain grew, I wanted to shake it. I tried. I took walks around the city and looked in shop windows and made myself think of other things, but I couldn’t shake it. And sometimes I still can’t.
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Altogether, Dr. Burns said, she’d have eight chemotherapy treatments, one a month, and she would receive them all intravenously in the hospital. She’d get the first treatment, he said, before she went home. Pain from the tumor had been replaced by pain from the surgery, but each day brought a slight improvement. And on the eighth day after surgery, when they thought she could take it, a nurse wheeled the IV stand back in and the first treatment began.

“It’s nothing,” my mother said to me an hour after the resident stuck a needle into the vein on the back of her left hand. “I don’t feel a thing. Honestly, sweetheart.”
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