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PRAISE FOR LEG


“A strange, smutty, hilarious, beautiful, compassionate, provoking, big-hearted, sharp-tongued, original, brilliant memoir. It’s about a very particular coming-of-age that will nevertheless remind readers of what it is to be young and to want everything. I hated to see it end.”


—ELIZABETH McCRACKEN, NATIONAL BOOK AWARD FINALIST AND AUTHOR OF The Hero of This Book


“Leg is a laugh-out-loud funny memoir that will hit you squarely in the heart and leave you with tears in your eyes. Tears of joy and tears of heartache, sure—but most of all tears of gratitude for this incredible tale of marvelous resilience, tremendous love, a larger-than-life family, and boner pills. Greg Marshall is one helluva storyteller, taking hilarity and emotional resonance and putting them in a paint mixer set to high until he creates an astonishingly bright, bold, and beautiful new color that is uniquely his own.”


—ISAAC FITZGERALD, NEW YORK TIMES BESTSELLING AUTHOR OF DIRTBAG, MASSACHUSETTS


“Leg has all the ingredients of an addictive memoir. But what separates this book from the pack is Marshall’s rich and rare perspective navigating the world as a queer disabled person. Marshall is one of the most exciting new voices in nonfiction. I could get lost in his brilliant brain forever.”


—RYAN O’CONNELL, AUTHOR OF JUST BY LOOKING AT HIM


“In the struggles of his body, his family, and his own exploration of his identities, Marshall finds a mirror and a prism for life in America now. This is a funny, smart, and loving memoir, and I learned perhaps more about myself reading Leg than I did about Marshall.”


—ALEXANDER CHEE, AUTHOR OF HOW TO WRITE AN AUTOBIOGRAPHICAL NOVEL


“Greg Marshall’s Leg is a generous gift to readers. Yes, it is a raw, brutally honest, and compassionate chronicle of discovery (both of the self and of the surrounding world), but it is also one of the funniest books I’ve ever read.”


—CHLOÉ COOPER JONES, AUTHOR OF EASY BEAUTY


“Leg is the rare witty, tender, ebullient, wry, and raunchy memoir. Marshall is a natural storyteller, both disarmingly vulnerable and wickedly funny, and Leg is a beautiful, necessary book.”


—LAUREN HOUGH, NEW YORK TIMES BESTSELLING AUTHOR OF LEAVING ISN’T THE HARDEST THING


“No one manages to make the specific as universal as Greg Marshall. Sharply observed, Leg captures a life of victories and struggles that never once tips into victimhood while showcasing a spirit like no other.”


—BEN PHILIPPE, AUTHOR OF SURE, I’ll Be Your Black Friend




To Dad, who said I could do it.


To Mom, who drove me to it.
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Eleven doctors said he’d never walk. A few predicted a life of incontinence and wheelchairs. Physical therapists and pediatricians recommended a “special” school for the little baby born too early.


Medical professionals tried to comfort me with words like, “We’re sure his IQ is normal,” and “If he’s ever able to express himself he may, one day, be able to be integrated in public schools.”


They made diagnoses like polio, cerebral palsy, retardation, and in my usual headstrong way of dealing with life, I threw their words into the trash. I refused to listen. I don’t believe in labels.


—DEBI MARSHALL, “SILVER LININGS,” MARYSVILLE GLOBE, JUNE 25, 1997
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The Marshall family, 1993. 
The author pretends he is an only child.




AUTHOR’S NOTES


Leg is a true story. Some names and details have been changed and some characters rendered in the composite. Dialogue has been recreated from memory. Though faithfully portrayed to the best of my abilities, my leg may have its own version of events.


Some of the chapters in this book originally appeared, in different forms or with different titles, in the following publications: “Next Week: Debi Fights for Her Life” in Tahoma Literary Review, “Marshall Family Vibrator” in Nude Bruce Review, “If I Only Had a Leg” in Electric Literature, “Never Get AIDS” in Barely South Review, “Suck Ray Blue” in Tampa Review, “The John” in Fourth Genre, “Melk” in Off Assignment, “Seksi” in Foglifter, “Heal Thy Angels” in Green Mountains Review, “An Unusual Event for Your Social Calendar” in Narratively, “More Ham” in Joyland, “Corey” in Southwest Review, and “Our Camelot, with Chickens” in Transformations.


Material was also adapted from “Revirgination,” which appeared in Hobart and “Our Longest Point,” which appeared in Plenitude.


My mom’s extraordinary column, “Silver Linings,” was instrumental in the creation of Leg. The column ran from 1997 to 2002 in many of the eight community newspapers and business journals my dad co-owned as part of his small publishing empire, Sun News. Those papers included the Marysville Globe, the Arlington Times, and the Preston Citizen.





I AM SPASTICUS!



Philip Roth once wrote that there aren’t many words less abstruse than “leg,” but it’s taken me a lifetime to understand mine. I wish I could say my leg fought in a war, or had a drug problem, or escaped a polygamist cult, or smoked cigarettes with Gertrude Stein in Paris in the twenties, perhaps while wearing a beret and writing poetry. That leg would be worthy of a memoir!


“You can’t call your book Leg,” my mom told me when I brought up the idea. We were walking under the stars in Costa Rica, on the same beach where my big sister, Tiffany, would be married the next afternoon. The sand under my feet felt therapeutic in a vaguely menacing way, like walking on ball bearings and lug nuts. I have very sensitive feet.


“Who would want to read a book called Leg?” Mom asked.


“I would,” said my mom’s partner, Alice. “I think it sounds intriguing.” She was drawing what looked like vaginas in the surf with her big toe, calmly avoiding scuttling crabs that left my little sister Mona and me squealing. Alice made jazz hands at the crabs. “Leg!”


“Don’t agree with him, Alice. That’s not your job.”


Keeping Mom alive, that was Alice’s job. Getting Mom, a sixty-year-old cancer patient, to this exclusive peninsular hideaway, that was Alice’s job.


The journey from Utah had required, among other things, flying over a Neverland of sparkling ocean in a tiny propeller plane and then cramming into an off-roading Jeep. We all knew that Alice, my mom’s doctor-turned-lover-turned-perpetual-fiancée, was the only person on the planet with the skill and will to do it, the only person who could Weekend at Bernie’s Mom down the aisle on Tiff’s big day, if it came to that. Plus, Alice would know what to do with my mom’s body if she died in Central America. If it were up to us, we would just take her out in a snorkeling boat and roll her into the ocean. We might even do that before she died.


Having a mom who’s been battling cancer since I was in the second grade has turned me into a morbid bastard, and my four siblings are no better. When your mom is always dying, you think she never will.


“I could call it The Kid with the Limp,” I said.


“Jesus!” Mom said. “That’s even worse.”


We walked for a while in silence, listening to waves crash against the shore while taking in the distant flicker of tiki torches at Tiffany’s rehearsal dinner farther up the beach.


Alice was squinting up at the sky through her nerdy rectangular glasses, trying to point out some constellations, when my mom interrupted her. “You know what’s a great story? It’s a Wonderful Life.” I was almost positive my mom had never sat through It’s a Wonderful Life—she hates black-and-white movies—but I let her continue for argument’s sake. “Why don’t people tell stories like that anymore? It’s a Wonderful Leg. That’s what you should call your book. It’s a Wonderful Leg and There’s Absolutely Nothing Wrong with It and My Mother Did the Best She Could in Spite of Having Cancer and Five Kids and a Husband Who Died of Fucking ALS.”


Well, there you have it.


I was almost thirty when I discovered, quite by accident, that I have cerebral palsy. No one had ever told me about my diagnosis, not my physical therapists or my orthopedic surgeon, and certainly not my parents.


I’ve always walked with a limp and I spent a good portion of my childhood in casts, leg braces, and physical therapy, learning how to hop on one foot, skip, and touch my shins (my toes being forever out of reach). But as the middle child of five kids in a rowdy family where someone was always almost dying or OD-ing, I didn’t ask too many questions, or, rather, the questions I did ask had nothing to do with my leg and were mostly muttered to myself: Was it possible to get an STD from a Brookstone back massager? Did my voice sound too nasally? How much would ass and calf implants run me, ballpark?


The thing is, I didn’t ask about my leg because I thought I already knew everything there was to know about it. It was just a leg.


Imagine that.


I was born among the Sisters of the Third Order of St. Francis of East Peoria, Illinois, in a red-turreted hospital off Interstate 74. Scheduled to pop out vaginally the week after Thanksgiving, I was instead evicted by Cesarean in the predawn of an October morning in 1984, not more than eight hours after Mom started leaking amniotic fluid mid-frame at her monthly Entre Nous bowling tournament.


On my birthday, she liked to retell the tale of my traumatic birth. It involved her doing a headstand in her hospital bed to get me off the umbilical cord and concluded with me spending sixteen days in infant intensive care. At nine months, when I tried to pull myself up to the coffee table or couch, I sprang to the ball of my right foot, my tippy toes, and limped so badly I wore out the tops of shoes rather than the bottoms.


The brusque orthopedic specialist who diagnosed me with cerebral palsy at eighteen months didn’t appreciate the fact that I peed on the floor of the exam room. “He’s incontinent, too?” he allegedly said. Trying to lighten the mood, Mom noted my stifled, shuffling trot by quipping, “My son walks like Herman Munster.”


My leg was what brought us to Salt Lake City. Before my fourth birthday, we moved from our small town in Illinois for my first surgery: an Achilles tendon release on my right side. It would be the first of a handful of operations over the course of my childhood to relieve contractures in my heel and hamstrings, bringing me off my toes and freeing my gait.


As I got older, my parents simply told me I had “tight tendons” and left it at that, making it sound like I suffered from a vaguely Homeric physical ailment rather than a neurological one. My leg was nothing serious. Those pesky tight tendons, they just needed a little loosening up!


I can understand their flawed logic: My folks didn’t want me to feel crappy about myself, didn’t want me to stare down a lifetime of diminished expectations. They made the inherently ableist and probably correct-given-the-time-and-place calculation that it was safer for me to try to pass as an everyday, Wizard of Oz–loving, acne-riddled, thinks-he-can-actually-speak-French dork with a trophy case in his room full of collectible Barbies rather than as a kid living with a disability.


And so, my childhood continued apace, filled with Nerf wars, school musicals, tennis lessons, pretend news broadcasts from the living room, and my mom’s never-ending battle with non-Hodgkin’s lymphoma. You know, typical kid shit.


Mom and Dad were both born and bred in southern Idaho, so moving back to the Mountain West was a sort of homecoming. We have Mormon relatives on my dad’s side but because of my mom’s Basque upbringing—the result of adoption, not genetics—we were raised Catholic. I suppose being outcasts on religious grounds in a predominantly Mormon neighborhood provided a kind of pre-education for being gay and disabled. Our training in the ways of the Beehive State was what you’d call practical rather than theological and it would continue, in one way or another, for my entire childhood. Whether you want it or not, when you live in Utah you get the dirt on polygamy and missionaries and baptism for the dead, black magic, and golden tablets. As a general rule, Mormons can’t stop talking about being related to Brigham Young and non-Mormons can’t stop bitching about the state’s restrictive liquor laws.


Our suburb, Holladay, didn’t have a seedy underbelly. It had an undergarment. If you didn’t know what to look for, you would think Holladay was like anywhere else, the ghostly outline of its strangeness just visible under the most ordinary clothes.


Like many other houses in Holladay, our big redbrick 1980s family home had been built with a plethora of walk-in pantries to stockpile nonperishables for the End Times. Picture a place where salvation is served like a warm plate of cookies left on a doorstep. A seminary building or ward—with its needlepoint steeple and satellite dish tuned to the signal coming from Temple Square—was conveniently within walking distance of every public junior high and high school so kids could receive religious instruction as part of their school day. The Church owned, and still owns, the local NBC affiliate. When I was a teenager, they didn’t air Conan until past midnight and they didn’t air Saturday Night Live at all. These were grave affronts. Who wants to sit through reruns of Suddenly Susan and Mad About You when you’re in the mood for Camel Toe Annie and the Masturbating Bear?


In this von Trapp world, the Marshalls stuck out.


I’d like to think I’m not the sort of aging gay man who plops down at lunch and comes at you with a hundred crazy stories, but of course I am. I have one of those families. I once overheard someone at a party describe us as a bunch of unlikable assholes who happened to have a great dad—and that was coming from a friend. We’ve been through a lot and none of it seems to have made us better people. It’s just made us more us.


Every day growing up was like an ABC Afterschool Special in which no lessons were learned, no wisdom gleaned, and I think at some point it started to annoy people, or just exhaust them.


My mom, Debi, was a local cancer celebrity with an inspirational newspaper column who would turn to prescription drugs to treat her bone pain and grief once my dad got sick.


Tiffany, the eldest of the five of us kids, bore the brunt of my mom’s failing health and became the classic rebellious teenager, a vegetarian snowboarder sluffing school and disappearing up the mountain. She was either royally pissed off at the world or pissing her pants laughing, nothing in between. Mom named Tiffany after her childhood dog. In those years she liked to say, “The bitch is implied.”


My brother, Danny—DJ—was the wisecracking big brother. He bit his hand whenever he was keyed up and terrorized my friends and made a fart joke every other word.


Michelle, or Mitch, is half Kiowa and half Navajo in an otherwise white family related by blood. Upon hearing my sister-to-be was an Indian (still the word we used), I, a towheaded six-year-old, lobbied to name her Sacagawea and hoped aloud to our pediatrician that she would be able to speak our language. Mitch was just a few days old when she arrived at our house in January 1990, sporting what I took to be a mohawk. Well-intentioned but misguided, racist but kind of cute about it, I wore dreamcatcher necklaces and collected arrowheads in her honor and showed up to school in one of my mom’s long black chemo wigs and a buckskin jacket with fringe for my third-grade report on Geronimo. Planning her escape from an early age, Mitch collected backpacks, wandered around the house conspicuously reading A Child Called “It,” and hid the Book of Mormon under her mattress.


My youngest sister, Mona, aka Moe, aka Moeham, was the late-arriving whoopsie baby who Han Solo-ed out of my mom’s lymphoma-filled uterus just before cancer shut things down for good. Starting life with a pink bow stuck to her scalp with Vaseline and a mustache of tape under her microscopic nose, Moe soon leapt out of her crib, karate-kicked her ventilator, and began running around the house like a nut. We called her Monster Moe because calling her a little shit wasn’t going to fly in Utah.


You’ll hang out with all of the Marshalls but for now we can excuse them for a coffee break. Take five, fam! Seriously, fuck off for a minute! It’s my turn.


A writer may appear to be writing about other people but he’s only ever really writing about himself. What are siblings and parents if not alternate versions of ourselves, understudies who occasionally steal the scene? If I’m throwing everyone else under the short bus with my admittedly reductive frame, we may as well get back to the member of my family most likely to appear in an Afterschool Special: Hello again. I’m Greg, a gay guy with a limp, a dick that sometimes doesn’t work, and an adolescent addiction to Accutane.


About that limp … It wasn’t until I left Utah for college in Chicago that my secret case of cerebral palsy started catching up with me, a stalker lurking in the shadows of my every thumping step or spastic gesture. In that era of great reinvention, I was paralyzed—sometimes literally—at the prospect of having to make so many first impressions. A lot of the time when I tried to talk to someone my leg muscles would tighten up, my toes writhing in my shoe. People would ask me why I was wincing and I wouldn’t be able to explain, not really. Nor would I be able to get away. I spent every bit of my social energy making sure no one saw me walk or move awkwardly. It was futile. “Do you have cerebral palsy?” an acquaintance asked when he saw me try to put on my coat. “What? No? My jacket’s just a little small.”


Even now, I’m not sure if he was being intuitive or bitchy. The guy had two thumbs on one hand and a crush on me, so I’ll go with the former. Just recently, it got back to me that the first dude I hooked up with at Northwestern called me Peg Leg Greg to his roommates. Now that I’m on more than a nodding acquaintance with my weakest appendage—my dear leg turning, over the years, from stalker to fellow traveler—I find it sort of funny that my first name should rhyme with the biggest mystery of my life, but had I known of this little sobriquet at the time I would have been devastated. I remember asking my mom if it would be easier if I did just have a fake leg, something I could explain with knock-on-wood swagger.


If anyone asked if I was limping, I’d tell them it was just the old tight tendons, attempting to field queries in an unconcerned midwestern fashion that was the opposite of how I felt. I also didn’t have another answer because the real answer, the truth, had never been shared with me.


I uncovered my secret case of CP in 2014 while applying for health insurance. I’ll get into that shortly. For now, let’s just say I found myself, at almost thirty, skipping past the need to forgive and going straight to feeling ravenous for more information. For weeks afterward, I alternated between a state of woundedness and acceptance as I jerked myself around town by my hair, pointing out the world’s unfairness: cracked sidewalks, uneven stairs. Google taught me addictive new catchphrases like “spastic” and “ableism.”


“That’s ableism!” I told my then-boyfriend Lucas. (I’d later convert him to Husband, top him for the first time after a Renaissance fest, and write about it for the internet—you really should keep reading this book.) I made Lucas film me walking in our parking lot, seeing how I moved from the outside for the first time. I cringed the way you do when listening to a recording of your voice, not because it’s so awful but because it’s yours: the scraping toe, the bent knees, the hitch in my step that suggested the way people hoof it in old films, smiling self-consciously. I re-watched the episode of Breaking Bad where Walter teaches Walt Jr. to drive, this time teary-eyed. I looked up Geri Jewell, the first actor with CP to have a recurring role on TV, and fantasized about showing up to the Planet Fitness where I pounded away on the treadmill in one of her famous pink T-shirts, the kind she’d worn on The Facts of Life: I DON’T HAVE CEREBRAL PALSY I’M DRUNK.


“Think about it, Lucas,” I’d say. “Some hot, normal person walks into the gym wearing that shirt? Everyone’s mind would be blown!”


“Or maybe they’ll finally get why you almost die every time you run on the treadmill,” Lucas posited, trying to shake me out of three decades of denial.


It was like that for a lot of my body’s foibles: I shimmy my shoulders when I have to poop; my hands and feet are always freezing and yet at outdoor concerts I get so overheated I have to wear a cooling vest like a distraught rescue dog; prone to panicked forgetfulness, I constantly slap my pockets whenever I’m out of the house to make sure I didn’t forget my wallet or phone; anytime I’m nervous or out of sorts, my limbs start shaking hard enough that I can barely fire off a text.


The “spastic” of spastic cerebral palsy comes from the Greek spastikos and means “pulling,” i.e., the “pulled” muscles in my legs that restrict my movement. “Pulled muscles!” I proclaimed. “Like tight tendons!” I contemplated giving myself the Twitter handle Spasticus. Like Spartacus, get it? Fortunately, Lucas intervened.


Spastic as a noun is an out-of-date slur for a person with CP. By the time I was a teenager, we’d shortened it to the much catchier spaz, a slight so common you can find it in the first entry of my seventh-grade journal, where I describe my brother as a “blast” and “overly energetic.” “He is a spaz, but that makes him both hilarious and rude/mean.”


So, what does it make me?


Anyone who has ever had to come out of any closet knows how twisty the path can be, and I suppose that’s partly what this story is about: prickly questions about passing and privilege, obsession and denial, the parts of our identities we hide and those we claim and what it means to transform when there are things about ourselves we can’t change.


For now, let’s just say discovering the fact of my cerebral palsy has made me see my life, and my leg, with renewed appreciation.


My leg.


Contrary to college gossip, it never sailed the high seas in search of a whale, the prelude to a captain’s wooden appendage. It didn’t graduate summa cum laude or hike the fjords of Norway, or fight Nazis, or win a gold medal in rhythmic gymnastics—catching a ribbon between its spazoid toes—but it has swung and lifted and climbed. It’s trotted along in theater tights and stood contrapposto at concerts. It’s survived surgeries and trembled beneath first kisses and fucked its way through the former Yugoslavia and bent in prayer. It’s dragged after me on the tennis court and even hobbled down the aisle toward a man with a mustache whom I’d topped after a Renaissance fest—in case you missed that part.


Leg is like a French farce about my body: the secret devotions, the fumbling intimacies, the tawdry jokes, the half-truths told in the name of love, and the family of unlikable assholes who stuck together through it all. This is a story about that little thing that has always bugged you about yourself, that thing you try to ignore that turns out to be the key to your entire existence. If Nora Ephron wrote this book, it would be about her neck. Because I’ve written it, it’s about my leg. It’s a wonderful leg and there’s absolutely nothing wrong with it and my mother did the best she could in spite of having five kids and cancer and a husband who died of fucking ALS.


I mean, a leg—nothing could be less abstruse.





NEXT WEEK: DEBI FIGHTS FOR HER LIFE



The community newspapers my dad owned in Utah, Idaho, and Washington covered stories so local you couldn’t find them anywhere else. This included news about my extremely nonlocal family. Mom published her weekly feature column among horoscopes and crossword puzzles, the school lunch schedule, new arrivals at the library, missionary announcements, who had sung what at sacrament meetings, even who had gone to whose house for Christmas dinner.


Life and death were the staples of her “Silver Linings” column, ordinary folks battling hard-to-pronounce illnesses with a steady diet of hope, joy, and a belief that the human spirit could overcome any obstacle. But the survivor Mom wrote about most often, the one who slowly came to dominate her coverage, was herself.


Shortly after my mom started writing the column, after nearly four years in remission from stage IV non-Hodgkin’s lymphoma, an enlarged lymph node popped up on her jaw below her ear, where she held her brick of a cell phone. Mom went in for a checkup with her oncologist, hoping she might have an infected wisdom tooth. After what turned out to be unnecessary dental surgery, she and Dad came home to tell us what she later described in “Silver Linings” as “the most dreaded word in the English language for a cancer survivor: recurrence.”


The enlarged lymph node was, in fact, a tumor in her parotid gland that made her cheek salivate when she was hungry or eating a particularly delicious Caesar salad. “Sorry, guys, but this dressing is to die for,” she’d say, dabbing at the yellow discharge with a napkin.


That Mom’s cancer should make its comeback about a month after she started writing the column was perversely perfect timing. “Silver Linings” was itself a silver lining, a place where she vented and told funny stories—and harrowing ones, too. She discussed biopsies, cancer-related root canals, Hickman lines, pulmonary embolisms, infected toenails, and drained tumors. “If you got it, use it,” Mom liked to say. A cute wooden sign nailed over the dining room table bore her Churchillian slogan: NEVER, NEVER, NEVER GIVE UP.


Mom was a former daily newspaper reporter with a master’s degree in journalism from Northwestern and a filing cabinet full of clips about rape trials and sudden infant death syndrome, but she avoided hard news in “Silver Linings.” She wasn’t only a journalist. She was a cancer survivor and the mother of five children. It said so in italics at the bottom of each column.


The picture of Mom that accompanied “Silver Linings” changed a few times over the years. The one I remember best was a glamour shot taken at Fashion Place Mall days before she started chemo that was soft-filtered so even in grayscale she glowed, jean jacket popped open, hair flowing over one shoulder. She was both too dressed up and too dressed down to resemble my animal-print-loving mom. In the context of the newspapers’ rural readerships, it was like she was trying to prove her hick credentials, implying that after she finished the column she might work the land instead of the baseline of the tennis court that sat in our backyard.


Particularly because Mom was the boss’s wife, the column could sometimes read like a family bulletin. Did subscribers in farm towns hundreds of miles away really care about us? All moms take liberties with the truth. The difference was my mom’s liberties were in the newspaper. Eight of them. In towns where we didn’t live.


Mom had a way of piling it on, of one-upping fate. One of the charms of “Silver Linings” was that every week was a fresh disaster, a new bad thing, another wrinkle in the fabric of our family. When these mini epics couldn’t be squeezed into a single column, like when my dad fractured two cervical vertebrae diving into the ocean in Hawaii, they turned into cliffhangers and were “to be continued.” Next week: Bob’s tragic injury threatens his life …


A typical column featured my mom going through tests to determine if she was a candidate for a bone marrow transplant, my preemie sister, Mona, flipping over the handlebars of her bike, and me sustaining a concussion during a misguided attempt at ice skating in Sun Valley. If major medical tests and two sporting accidents weren’t enough for one day of vacation, Mom sent the stakes soaring by writing that the night concluded with us witnessing a serious collision in which she cradled a teenage boy whose head had gone through the windshield. (In my memory, we’d only been rubberneckers told politely but firmly to move along.)


If the gussied-up headshot didn’t look like her, then the mushy articles didn’t always sound like her either. Despite her claims, Mom didn’t cry during Mother’s Day programs, thankful for the privilege of being alive, or seek the true meaning of Christmas in the beguiling words of little Mona, or find solace in crocuses poking bravely from the snow in the darkest of night. Though her wig had flown off on a rollercoaster at Knott’s Berry Farm, it hadn’t also fallen into a walrus tank at SeaWorld, leading her and Tiffany to take a stage bow to scattered applause.


Still, Mom made over-the-top inspiring. Her way of rendering life large put cancer in its place, making it part of our daily routine. It helped that Dad was always at her side, holding her hand through every doctor’s appointment, blood transfusion, and chemo, but that was Dad’s job: he toiled behind the scenes so Mom could bring sugar cookies to her chemo nurses, light luminaries, dedicate park benches to her fellow cancer survivors, and drive carpools wearing her NO HAIR DAY hat and then come home and conduct hours of phone interviews for her column at the foot of her bed.


On treatment days, my parents would push through the door after dark, a rumpled fortune teller in a bright headscarf and the good Samaritan who was kind enough to carry her purse. Dad would get to work on my math homework and Mom would crawl under their floral comforter and conk out for a day or two. I knew she was starting to feel better when her yellow legal pad returned to her nightstand followed by the clank of keys. Mom typed the way she played the Batman theme song on the piano in the living room, feet tapping, tennis bracelets jumping down her wrists. When she made a mistake, she deleted the entire sentence and started over.


Because of my gimpy leg, Mom pegged me as her apprentice from the start. I wasn’t a scuzzy jock (her words) like Tiffany or Danny, out there snowboarding and playing basketball and doing drugs. My limp was my gift to the world, or at least my gift to her column.


I loved having a writer in the family, almost more than I would have loved having a famous talk-show host. In my eagerness to prove myself, I’d interrupt with suggestions, employing vocabulary words I’d learned while dictionary surfing that rarely made sense. My prose tended to be flowery, even for Mom’s purposes, but she always made a point of trying it my way. “You’re going to change the world with your words, Greg,” Mom would say. “Now remind me again. What the hell does mollify mean?”


Much of what I’d come to understand about my mom’s first battle with cancer in 1992 is based on reading her column when I was a teenager. I was eight at the time she was diagnosed and mostly recalled insignificant scraps that didn’t warrant being written down: staying up late eating potato chips in my parents’ bed as I waited for them to come home from the hospital, never brushing my teeth, drinking four Cokes a day.


Mom purposely got an ugly haircut so she wouldn’t be sad to see it go. Then, a few weeks into treatment, she started shedding all over the house, like our Lhasa Apso, Annie. The night before Thanksgiving Mom and Dad invited us all into their bedroom. Seated on the carpeted steps to the tub, she told us to pull out her hair. Each strand represented a million dead cancer cells. The more we yanked, the more we killed. Years later in her column, Mom would portray this as a joyful moment but I remember being terrified. Once we’d gotten all but a few patches, Mom eased onto a candy-cane-striped chair, nervously flapping her legs as Dad drew a shaving cream D for Deb onto her scalp and went at her with a razor until her head shined.


Thanks to my second-grade teacher, a Germanic woman who would go on to work in women’s prisons, I was obsessed with Roald Dahl’s The Witches and thought my mom might be one. Mom was hurt when she modeled one of her new wigs for me and I told her it made her look like the Grand High Witch. It was a compliment!


Mom wrote about it all for her readers—cancer past and present—packing as much as she could into eight hundred words.


The first time she devoted a “Silver Linings” to me—and the only time I remember coming across the term “cerebral palsy” as a kid—was after my graduation from sixth grade, when I won a leadership award called the Hope of America. I say the award was for “leadership,” but I suspect it was for my colorful reading of the morning announcements over the school intercom.


When the principal called my name, my family bum-rushed the stage, my dad filming me trundling up to them in my giant Planet Hollywood polo shirt and baggy Mossimo shorts, the kind that happened to be in style and conveniently hid much of my scrawny right leg.


“As my son strode to the front of the auditorium of the ‘normal’ elementary school today, I thought my heart would burst from my chest, sprout wings, and fly around the room propelled by pride,” Mom wrote. “The boy who was supposed to spend his life in diapers, in a wheelchair, wore a grin which spread from ear to ear as he accepted the framed certificate.”


My childhood would have played out differently if my mom had come right out in her column and written that I had spastic cerebral palsy related to prematurity. That was why doctors thought I might not talk or walk or use the toilet. Instead, Mom brought up this diagnosis along with polio and retardation only to dismiss them all. Incontinence? Wheelchairs? A merely normal IQ? That wasn’t my life—I just had tight tendons. (Also, to linger for just a moment longer on this … polio? In the mid-1980s?)


Rereading the column now is a study in maternal deflection and misdirection. Like a carnival psychic, Mom highlights super specific details like my birth weight, four-and-a-half pounds, only to get foggy when it comes to other foundational medical facts. She mentions CP right up top to refute that I have it, not to disclose that I do. A few paragraphs later, you can feel her edging up to the point of revelation and turning away:


The early struggles associated with low birth weight seemed paramount, until he attempted to walk. Relentlessly we dragged him from doctor to doctor, looking for someone who would tell us everything was fine. When that diagnosis never arrived, we decided to fight.


“Everyone has some kind of challenge, Greg,” we’d tell him. “There isn’t a person alive who doesn’t have some kind of obstacle to overcome. You can spend your life feeling sorry for yourself, or you can work with all your heart and all your soul and learn to walk. You can become someone the world looks up to.”


That was the truth as I understood it, the lines I heard whenever I asked about my leg.


The story Mom told her readers about the callous doctors who predicted I’d never be able to walk or express myself verbally, who said all sorts of horrible things about me, was as familiar as my own memory. So was the part where I proved them all wrong. The part where Mom and I learned to harmonize to Beach Boys songs on the drive to physical therapy twice a week. The part where Dad strapped me into casts at night. The part where I braved the surgical table to stretch my tight hamstrings and Achilles tendon so I didn’t walk on my toes. “Instead of a child with a disability,” Mom wrote, “he became a child with a quick wit and an incredible sense of humor.”


I read the last paragraph of the column so many times I developed an eye twitch:


Greg is my hero. He could have chosen to go through life concentrating on all the things he can’t do. Instead he focuses on what he CAN do. His worries don’t include walking with a limp. His concerns are those of any 12-year-old kid: the first hint of acne, a lousy score on a math quiz, and hoping the girls notice him some day. He hasn’t given his “challenge” in life the power to become a problem.


The girls? Apparently, there were limits to maternal intuition.


In any case, her words often made me believe what I felt: that I’d overcome my challenges. The little boy who was not supposed to walk was the Hope of America.


Like my mom, I would throw on a jean jacket, mousse my hair up big, and become a writer.


Maybe it was the shorter word count that attracted me to poems. At first I stuck with abstract ideas like freedom and liberty, broken shackles, that sort of thing. It didn’t take long for me to work up to cancer since my idol and mentor made mention of it often. Soon I was declaring war on non-Hodgkin’s lymphoma with alliteration and capital letters in a poem titled “Survivor’s Spirit.” “You must wield the Shield of Support,” I urged, borrowing the lexicon of my favorite fantasy novels, a series about talking mice and badgers who live in an abbey. “Carry the Sword on which Glory is told / Stay in the Haven of Hope and be touched by the Lance of Love.”


Mom was silent after I finished reciting. Then, after a beat, she said wow and told me to start from the beginning.


Before long she was typing my poem for inclusion in the next installment of “Silver Linings,” suggesting minor edits. “I’m going to change spears to shears,” she said. “Shears are like scissors, so they would go better with the line about cutting off my hair.”


The newspaper arrived a few days later. There on B5 was my mom’s picture. The part I’d waited for came a ways into her article about getting a port installed near her heart. “As we were leaving for the hospital the morning of the surgery, our son, Greg, pulled me into a fierce hug and handed me the following poem.”


Its title was in bold, its single long stanza in italics.


I thought my drama queen of a leg, tense with excitement, might dance out of its socket and jitterbug around the kitchen counter. Mom came up from behind and hugged me so hard her diamond earring indented my cheek. Ceremonially pulling me into the office, she cut me a check for fifty dollars, her full weekly fee. “It’s important for writers to get paid,” she said. “That’s how you know you’re a professional.”


So there I was: a professional writer at twelve.


Driven by nepotism, the modest achievement of appearing in a column my mom wrote, in a newspaper my dad owned, was enough to encourage me to crank out heartwarming fare almost daily, always with the hope that during a week when my mom needed filler, she might turn to me.


“You strode up that mountain just as gracefully and resiliently as you have embarrassed the likes of cancer,” I wrote to my mom after a Survivors at the Summit hike. “In truth, you are not simply a survivor but a hero to those who do not have your same triumph, for I know there’s only one give ’em hell girl like you.”


My parents flew us up to Seattle the summer I was thirteen and dumped us on Camano Island for a few days with my dad’s mom, Grandma Barbie, so they could meet with doctors in the city. With the recurrence of her cancer, Mom was talking about harvesting her own bone marrow for a future transplant.


While my siblings poked jellyfish with sticks, dug for clams, and caught crab, I scribbled tributes to my mom on the back of envelopes and airsick bags left over from the flight. When that got old, I scoured the moody gray shore for poetry-worthy shells, the kind with smooth undersides that could handle a little marker. As Mom packed a beach bag for the hospital the next morning, I limped up and presented her with my humble, rainbow-colored gift from the sea, blushing with pride as I read the splotchy words of my shell poem. I was a little embarrassed.


“That’s cool how you wrote around the barnacle,” Tiffany tried.


“Cool?” Mom cried. “It’s remarkable! It’s the most remarkable, amazing thing I’ve ever heard. Start over. And this time go slower.”


At a time when no one else saw me as particularly talented, my mom was making copies of my poems about raging seas, cruel nightmares, majestic passions, and icy hells and, with her Christmas-card list in hand, mailing them to her Basque aunts and uncles and cousins. The lady at McDonald’s even got a poem or two, handed off at the drive-thru window. I’d go to the hospital and chemo nurses I hardly recognized would silence alarms to say, “You must be the writer.” The tears cried over my poems formed a humble pond / Then a river / Then a mighty ocean that washed away sadness.


By eighth grade, I had started telling kids at school I limped because of knee problems. I was tentative in PE and shy about making new friends. I tried to either walk behind my classmates or catapult in front of them, hurrying through the halls to avoid getting slammed against a locker and called Marsha Marshall by a kid on the wrestling team who was a good six inches shorter than I was. At the annual Fun Run, a big-boned guy named Ronnie called me a cripple when I jogged past him. A smart guy with a stutter named Dustin referred to me as C-C-C-Cleg, a combination of my shameful appendage and the first letter of what he thought my name was, Craig. That one hurt more. I was so not a Craig.


“To me the limp isn’t a big issue. I figure everyone has some challenge in their life and if this is mine I got off way easy,” I wrote in my floppy leather journal, echoing my mom. “My leg does make me concentrate, which is a good skill. As for not telling kids the exact truth I don’t want them to think of me as handicapped or whatever. Who would understand what a tight tendon is anyway?” Including you, buddy. I was hiding a truth that wasn’t exactly the truth after all.


It speaks to the gentleness of my upbringing that the most traumatic leg-related incident from junior high came during an audition for the school musical in the ninth grade. After my best attempt at dancing, the middle-aged choreographer pulled me aside to ask if my limp would be getting better in time for the show. I had to admit it wouldn’t.


In the months to come, my mom and I gnawed at this scene again and again: the discriminatory choreographer, the less capable classmates who landed lead roles. Griping was one thing, but Mom took things a step further. In her column, she claimed to have been in the back of the auditorium the whole time, crossing her fingers and holding her breath when my name was called and I walked as gracefully as I could onto center stage. In her version, there was no choreographer and my humiliation, at the hands of the drama teacher, was much more public:


“Is that limp permanent?” the teacher asked harshly.


Greg’s blue eyes, which had sparkled with such hope and promise just moments earlier, dropped shamefully to the stage. The whispers amongst other students fell silent.


Then, looking straight at this woman, his voice bold and strong, he said, “Mrs. Little, you had me in drama for two years now. Is this the first time you’ve noticed I walk with a limp?”


Then, downtrodden and dejected, he exited the stage, stalked angrily up the aisle to where I was sitting, and, close to tears, said, “Come on, Mom. Let’s get out of here.”


You can’t blame a mother with a terminal illness and a newspaper column for trying to make her kid look good, but I’d be lying if I claimed her embellishment didn’t bug me. The low point of my existence wasn’t just another one of her columns. It was my life!


“You just didn’t see me there,” Mom told me, clicking shut her laptop like she had prepared for this conversation. “Regardless, if I teach you kids one thing before I die, it’s to stand up for yourselves. You’re too damn nice, just like your dad. And you know what happens to nice guys?” I didn’t. “They end up with bitches like me.”


From then on, the poems I left on her pillow came with notes: ONLY FOR YOU. DO NOT SHARE WITH A SOUL. I’d read her my screenplays about Mormon missionaries falling in love and Black women rising in the ranks of the military, all while swearing her to secrecy. Basque relatives stopped saying I had a knack for the written word. Medical alarms went unsilenced at Mom’s IVIG infusions. These treatments, undergone every three weeks, bolstered her damaged immune system with antibodies from the blood of healthy donors and were a constant in our lives. Mom treated them almost like spa days. “He’s still writing,” she would tell her nurses, looking pale except for the bright red lipstick that had made its way onto her teeth, like a vampire. “He’s just not sharing. It’s all a big conspiracy. His mother is proud of him. Isn’t that terrible?”


By the time I was learning to drive, I had begun to outgrow the childish explanation that I had tight tendons. It was more than just my flimsy right foot getting trapped under the gas pedal or having to perform a million motor functions at once, none of which came naturally to me. It was also a total absence of any sense of direction. An honors student more determined than gifted, I considered myself smart. Why did I get lost driving down the street? And why couldn’t I wrap my mind around backing up?


It was one thing to suck at opening my locker or to always be the last one to turn in a test, but that was kid stuff. This was the real world. A driver’s license was on the line.


On one of our white-knuckle excursions, with me behind the wheel of Mom’s red Expedition, which we dubbed Big Dog, I finally caved and asked what you called my tight tendons, technically. It’s probably not a coincidence I brought up this sensitive subject when my mom was cinched into the seat next to me, a rosary balled in her fist. Still, she stonewalled, shrieking at other cars, grabbing the wheel. Knowing it would piss her off, I experimented with using one foot for each pedal: left foot for the gas, right foot for the brake. It wasn’t long before I accidentally stomped down on both pedals at the same time, causing the tires to smoke and the car to skid, so I switched tactics and tried driving just with my left foot.


“Quit being ridiculous,” Mom erupted when I almost rammed through the front of a Barbacoa Mexican Grill. “You’re driving with your right foot, same as everyone else. I don’t want you in some special car with hand controls. If I thought you needed all that extra crap, I’d get it for you. I’m telling you, you’re a naturally bad driver. It doesn’t have anything to do with your leg.”


“Never mind,” I said. “Let’s just get home.”


“Your leg is the last thing people notice about you,” Mom said. “Believe me, you’re lucky. It could have been a lot worse. I’m talking it could have affected your whole right side.”


“In some ways it has,” I said, realizing with a pang that it was true. I was even left-handed. Trying to make light of my ineptitude at pulling and toggling the lever on the right side of the steering wheel, I added, “It’s definitely affected my windshield wiper pinkie.”


When we finally made it home, Mom had to unbuckle her seatbelt and pull in her side-view mirror so I could inch into the garage without swiping it off. The tennis ball we used as a car-stop thudded reassuringly against the windshield. “Hemiplegia,” she blurted out. “That’s what your tight tendons are called.” I squeezed the brake, bringing Big Dog to a head-bobbing halt. Mom was already pressing the power locks, opening her door. “Now don’t go feeling sorry for yourself. Cancer is way, way worse.”


Hemiplegia is one of a million different subcategories of cerebral palsy. Each corresponds to different areas of the brain and different symptoms: stiff or tight muscles, shaky or involuntary movements, poor balance or sense of positioning in space. It’s easy to get lost in the jargon, and apparently Mom did: though hemiplegia is a kind of cerebral palsy, it’s not the kind I have. The word doesn’t come up in my medical charts. I’d find out years later she cribbed it from a childhood friend of hers whose son does have hemiplegic cerebral palsy.


To be fair, in my teens my orthopedic surgeon used a related term, hemiparesis, to describe the muscular weakness caused by nerve damage on the right side of my body. It’s a less severe form of hemiplegia, which essentially means paralysis on one side. For what it’s worth, my primary diagnosis is cerebral palsy with spastic diplegia, meaning that my legs are mostly what’s affected, and what my pal Iris calls my all-American upper half has mostly been spared. But what matters in understanding my story is only this: my parents swapped a stigma-laden term for ones no one had ever heard of. Mom and Dad talked about the symptoms of cerebral palsy while conveniently never pointing out their underlining cause. It was like being told you have lymphoma but not that lymphoma is a kind of cancer.


In all those years thinking I had hemiplegia, I only remember being questioned about it once. When I was twenty-eight, I went to a friend’s house for dinner with her Army doctor boyfriend. Sunburned and sore from a day of riding waterslides at Schlitterbahn, I explained my pained movements with my usual line.


“Hemiplegia?” the doctor said. “You don’t have hemiplegia.”


I don’t know if my orthopedic surgeon was in on the cover-up with my parents, purposely not using the big, scary diagnosis in front of me, or if he was simply opting for as much specificity and precision as possible—being surgical, in other words. Our appointments tended to be quick and efficient, Dr. Stevens like a dentist popping in after a hygienist has completed a routine cleaning. He’d measure the lengths and angles of my legs, test my flexibility, watch me walk, maybe write a prescription for physical therapy, and send us on our way.


My dad explained my condition in simpler terms than all that, anyway: the signals my brain sent to my leg didn’t always get through, which is why I had to stretch and concentrate to walk flat. He was careful not to use the expression “brain damage.” It was more that my brain had to work around things, which is probably why I was so creative, and maybe, I wondered to myself, why I wanted to bone the Utah Jazz’s backcourt. I figured liking guys and having tight tendons had to be related.


To the surprise of everyone in our house, especially me, I passed my driving test on the first try even though my leg was basically convulsing. Utah driver’s licenses in those days were laminated cardstock, so easy to counterfeit kids made fakes in the graphics lab at school. It gave me a boost just the same to know I could drive (and run into things) like any normal kid my age. I could roll into surgery the day after Christmas for a pair of scheduled hamstring releases knowing that a temporary handicap pass would soon be dangling from the family station wagon. Temporary being the key word.


In “Silver Linings,” Mom documented my rocky emergence from anesthesia during which I dry-heaved into a pink emesis basin for ten hours and my body temperature dipped to a cool ninety-three degrees. Though she made sure to pile on the medical drama in other ways, how the nurses had to bury me in blankets and put a heated sandbag on my chest, I was grateful she left out my catheter and the fact that my withered penis rested on a sponge stuck to my abdomen, this with an attending physician handsome enough to play a doctor on TV.


Feeling light-headed from the epidural, paralyzed but not, I got teary when the nurse made me stand for the first time. “You’re hurting him!” Tiffany sobbed, and I thought this nurse might kill both of us. It was beyond moronic being sixteen and in a pediatric hospital. When I laid back down, my feet nearly hung over the edge of the child-size bed. Dad joked the surgery had been too successful: I had been stretched into a giant.


“There are moments I blame myself for his problems,” Mom wrote in her column. “Why couldn’t I carry him the full nine months? Why did this have to happen?”


Her remorse was wretched enough that I couldn’t help but be touched. When she asked to publish some of my poetry later that January, I told her to go for it.


The worst part of poetic clichés is that they are insidious. Every hackneyed innovation feels like the real thing at the time. Skewering inspiration, by tenth grade I’d begun to write about despair. “Give ’Em Hell, Girl” was part of my past. Now I was delving into intense shit about dying infantrymen, stillness, and cocoons icing over before they hatched. Could the “Silver Linings” crowd handle “Crying in the Wind”?


“I’ll use my best judgment,” Mom promised, collecting a stack of loose pages.


That Wednesday’s column updated readers on the seasonal maladies plaguing my brother and sisters—viral pneumonia, croup, strep and scarlatina, a nasty flu bug—and my progress in physical therapy. “Because of his inability to participate in school athletics, Greg has learned to express himself in another way: through his writing. Today I would like to share with you a few of his poems, for it is in these words that I feel I can leave the mortal plane and for a brief moment reach out and touch the very hand of God.”


The very hand of God, I thought. Not bad.


The beret-wearing kids on the high school literary magazine did not, alas, see me as a deity. Of the dozen poems I strategically scattered in submission boxes around the school, they accepted only one for publication, about a crippled boy on a park bench who teaches a bird to sing. They also turned down my application to be on staff the next year until declining enrollment forced them to reluctantly reconsider.


The magazine was called Satorian after the Zen concept of satori, or sudden enlightenment, as was haughtily explained on my first day. Rhyming was out. Lowercase letters were in. Also in: suicide, ponytails on guys, and vomiting into jars and hiding them in the closet, like Calista Flockhart did in a movie about bulimia we’d watched in Health. “This is really different from your other stuff,” Mrs. Stone said when I read my first assignment to the class, a trippy meditation on driving called “25 Miles to Eternity.”


“Yeah,” one of the vomit-jar girls said, “it’s not about your mom.”


Salt Lake played host to the Winter Olympics the January after 9/11. Months before the terrorist attacks, Mona had auditioned to perform in the Opening and Closing Ceremonies as a Child of Light, a role that consisted of being herded around in an Eskimo costume with hundreds of other kids, each holding a fake lantern. It was a nervous time for stadium acts and Mom was quick to sign up to be a chaperone. “This way if we go out, we’ll go out together,” she said.


With this same macabre logic, Mom spent thousands of dollars on tickets to the show so the rest of us could enter the suicide pact, freezing our asses off in the stands. I can’t speak to what it was like in big cities at the time, but the terrorist threat was almost a competition in Salt Lake. Anytime Mom heard Mormons fretting about the Temple downtown, she’d say, “You think a terrorist would choose that godforsaken Temple over the Opening Ceremony of the Olympics? I mean, hello? This is the Olympics we’re talking about. A global event. People from all over the world will be watching. The president will be there.”


“And Michelle Kwan,” Mona would say.


“And Michelle fricking Kwan.”


Rehearsals ramped up that fall and winter and Mom took an extended break from her column. She even stopped making us dinner. We were stuck eating pizza for months.


The final time her byline appeared in any of my dad’s papers was in a short, wistful note saying she’d be back at it the next fall, though I think we all knew she wouldn’t be. It bugged me Mom would so readily give up on my dream of having a writer in the family. I wanted her to do a book, something that didn’t smudge your fingers. Mom wanted to dress like a yeti and shake hands with George W. Bush in the bowels of a stadium and have a few health crises—basal cell carcinomas on her scalp, tissue expanders, more infected toenails, more chemo—without having to write about them. Five years of consistently producing a weekly column is a long time.


Mom may have been finished with “Silver Linings,” but “Silver Linings” wasn’t finished with her. In our lives, as in her column, there was a devastating medical twist toward the end. I was a senior in college, in late 2006, when Dad noticed a twitch in his shoulder while training for the Boston Marathon. He thought it was nothing, maybe a potassium deficiency, only to find out he was suffering from a rare neurological disorder named after a famous baseball player. For most of my childhood we’d been planning for Mom’s death, celebrating last Christmases, saying goodbye just in case. Lou Gehrig’s disease had other plans: Dad was going to go first.


Given the global recession that was about to hit, we were lucky to sell the newspapers when we did. It was still sad to help Dad pack up his office, his professional life reduced to a couple pens rattling around a desk drawer, some paper clips, and a legal pad. Dad had made a list of life advice when he could still write. No. 1 was You don’t have to make the last dollar on the deal. No. 5 was Get over it.


Of course, tragedy doesn’t make a silver lining. Resilience does. As winter became spring and Dad lost the ability to tie his shoes and zip his fly, Mom made collages of a wheelchair-bound Christopher Reeve and told Dad we weren’t going to give up. When Dad’s weak diaphragm made lovemaking too strenuous, she started giving him regular morning blowjobs: she wanted him to feel something good, physically, every day. “Everything else is broken,” she confided to me. “But that part still works.”


Mom hadn’t published a column in half a decade, but she knew a good feature story when she saw one: two terminally ill parents and a marathon, mortality wrapped in the foil blanket of a national sporting event. She started making calls to the Tribune and Deseret News. An article here or there would have been one thing. Mom made the story go national.


If you caught CBS Evening News with Katie Couric a few nights after the marathon, you would have seen my mom and dad chatting about their own deaths at our kitchen table, Mom holding just Dad’s thumb, and then footage of my dad walking across the rainy finish line in Boston, a running buddy on each arm as the race timer ticked well past six hours.


All morning Mom and Danny and I had ridden with cameramen in the news van, cheering Dad on, and we were there to hug him at the end, my backwards Boston cap matching his forward-facing one. I’m glad someone was there to film the scene. I didn’t see much of it myself at the time, being blinded by fat tears of joy, the kind of joy that made suffering small by comparison. That was my mom for you: a shrinker of sorrow, a maker of moments you could later fold against yourself for protection, like a pair of wings.


Six years after Dad’s death, as we were packing up the house, I came across a stack of Mom’s columns in a clear plastic storage container in the office. Judging from the dry turds on top, it had been used as a litter box for as far back as two cats ago. As overzealous garage-salers picked through our belongings and angled our kitchen table out the front door, muttering about how the other half lived, I started digging around for the columns about me, knowing that if they went into one of the pods in the driveway they’d probably never come back out.
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