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      A darkly hilarious memoir about the final passage in the lives of the author’s wildly eccentric parents—a journey to the impenetrably

         remote and foreign land of her own backyard

      


      Brenda Cullerton’s parents were always a bit strange. Her mother gardened in curlers, pop-it beads, and black baggy underwear

         and was so afraid of lightning that she slept in rubber boots. Her greatest disappointment in life was the fact that her husband

         became a wealthy businessman, an entrepreneur who eventually took to hiding wads of cash in the toes of moldy old shoes in

         the barn.

      


      This was a family to escape from—and Brenda did.


      But when she starts making trips home to care for her mother and father in their last year, Brenda finds that advancing age

         and illness have made their earlier behaviors seem downright normal. She also finds a concrete wall dividing her mother’s

         house in two, a brother living in a tar-paper shack on the lawn, a seventy-one-year-old pot-smoking uncle planning to shoot

         Canada geese down at the pond, and a barefoot caregiver/nurse from Ghana who weeds with a very large machete and dreams of

         hunting local “bush meat.”

      


      After years of traveling the world, Brenda Cullerton comes home to the strangest land she’s ever visited and discovers that

         it is loving, not leaving, that saves her. Equal parts humor and heartbreak, The Nearly Departed is a love letter to parents, family, and home—however strange they may be.
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      For Richard, Jack, and Nora


   

      “And though it might well be that I should be drawn across the desert by the prospect of an explorer’s crown, I also knew

         that, more powerfully still, I would in truth be propelled by my own fears….”

      
      

      Geoffrey Moorhouse, The Fearful Void
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    FOR THE FIRST TIME IN OVER TWENTY YEARS, MOM’S bedroom windows are open. She’s always hated light and air. It’s 7:30 on a Saturday morning, and I’m holding her hand. Leaning

         in to listen to what I keep thinking might be her last words, I can’t believe what I hear out in the yard:

      


      “I’ll give you four bucks for the lawn chairs.”


      “Tell you what. Give me six, and I’ll throw in the picnic table.”


      “Deal!”


      It’s Mother’s tenant, Stan — the man who lives on the other side of the wall in her house. He’s having a tag sale.


      When people say death is difficult to describe or imagine, I don’t think this is what they have in mind. With half the town

         of Ridgefield double-parked on our front lawn and total strangers wandering around our backyard, haggling and hauling away

         early-bird bargains, I wonder how I could ever have hoped this would be a moment in the life of my family that other human

         beings could relate to — a moment like in the movies or in novels when children gather quietly around their mother’s bedside,

         weeping and whispering private good-byes.

      


      “What the hell is going on over there?” asks Gail when I pick up the phone. An otherwise unflappable friend and neighbor from

         across the street, she sounds dumbfounded. “Have you seen the sign at the end of your driveway?”

      


      “Yes, Gail. I’ve seen it.” I’m finally howling, not just with rage and despair but with raucous laughter. My mother’s life

         has been one of such exaggerated horror and humor, the fact her final departure is marked by a huge hand-painted sign outside

         the house that reads EVERYTHING MUST GO! MOVING SALE! is almost poetic in its perfection.

      


      Steeling myself up to step back into her room, I spray the air around me with essence of lavender, a scent that from now on

         I will associate only with disguising the smell of death. Mom’s mouth is open like a baby bird’s, waiting to be fed. Her silver

         hair, which for years lay hidden beneath a blue cotton bandanna tied like a refugee’s beneath her chin, is neatly braided

         into pigtails. “I don’t know where I’m going,” she says over and over again. “I don’t know where I’m going.”

      


      Placing my hands over hers to still her trembling, I dip a cotton ball into a bowl of her favorite Marcus Dairy peppermint-stick

         ice cream (hand-packed, of course) and squeeze. We’ve melted the ice cream and mixed it with double her usual dose of Xanax.

         Without a few drops on her tongue every hour, Mother would suffer the agonies of physical withdrawal. “What irony,” I mutter

         to myself. “And what an absurd and futile gesture.” Because it is withdrawal, not from pills or drugs but from the world,

         that’s killed my mother.

      


   

      seven months earlier…
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      Mom at nineteen in Danbury, Connecticut


   

      “i have been in tens and tens of houses
since aff-rica.”


      WHEN THE WEATHER’S BAD, MOM GETS IN THE CAR and backs up to visit Dad. It’s about fifty feet in reverse from her house to his, behind the garage. I don’t know which

         is more dangerous — her driving or her walking. A month ago, she hit a tree. This was right after Christmas. She says it got

         in the way when she swerved off the road to avoid a jogger. “A jogger with antlers?” asked Eric, my brother’s fifteen-year-old

         son. Mom has a tendency to “see” things, not just because she wears three pairs of glasses, one on top of the other, but because

         her vision, her perception of the world, is so brilliantly impaired.

      


      Mother detests joggers. When they first arrived in the neighborhood with their 4 × 4s and custom-built “billion-dollar tract

         houses,” Mom would follow alongside them in her car, beeping the horn and yelling: “What are you? Nuts? You’re going to die

         of a heart attack, mister. Go home.” Joggers were put in the same loathsome category as everything else that signified change:

         chèvre, arugula, color television, even landing on the moon.

      


      “Why would anyone ever want to go to the moon?” This was said with total disdain and amazement at a time when the whole country

         was euphoric about our conquest of outer space. For the next thirty years, Mom would repeat that same rhetorical question,

         replacing the word moon with Italy, England, France, Russia, Greenwich — in short, any destination her children or her husband were headed for that was beyond Ridgefield or Danbury, her hometown,

         twelve miles away. Mother’s mind has always been willing to wander a great deal farther than the rest of her.

      


      These days, I can only imagine the conversations our neighborhood joggers have with their wives. Who is this lunatic? they

         must wonder when they sprint past our house on the corner. This teeny-tiny woman who, rumor has it, petted and hugged her

         dog after he bit through the pant leg of her mailman? She was proud of Sandy. He was protecting her. He was heeding “the call

         of the wild,” she said. Mother’s entire life has been a call from the wild, a howl from the heart no one could hear. And now,

         at sixty-eight years old, the wild has finally claimed her.

      


      Unfortunately, her house and all 9.2 acres of our property have gone with her. There’s nothing left but the creaking bones

         of what was once a beautiful old colonial. The wood-shingled roof, soggy from years of snow and rain, has moss growing on

         it. Vines have crept up the walls and sealed some of the windows shut, and there’s a smell in the kitchen that reminds me

         of the stink you get when you suck between the spaces of a rotten tooth. Eager-beaver Realtors probably assume it’s a case

         of hard times, benign neglect. For those of us closer to the ruins, it’s more like Edgar Allan Poe’s House of Usher. Mother

         and the house have become one. Aside from backing up to Dad’s and the odd trip into town with Eric, Mom goes nowhere. Confined

         to a single room off the kitchen and barely able to put one foot in front of the other, she scuttles around sideways, clutching

         onto everything but straws for support.

      


      As concerned as I am about my mother’s deteriorating condition, it is the news about my father that has unexpectedly stunned

         me. Dad had a massive stroke eighteen years ago. He was fifty-one. But it’s his heart and lungs that are finally failing him.

         Doctors say he has less than four months to live. With the scaly red patches on his face and scalp, the stray silver whiskers

         that stick out from the spots he misses while shaving, and his stream of obscenities, he too has become part of the wild.

         A primitive, unyielding force of nature as indomitable as the viselike grip of his left hand. The grip of that hand is still

         strong enough to break bones. But it is only when my own hand is caught within its grasp that I recognize some small part

         of the man I once knew as my father.

      


      Dad hasn’t had a kind word to say to anyone but the lady who delivers his Meals on Wheels in years. The best thing about his

         quadruple bypass four years ago was that it proved he still had a heart. We all made jokes about the Tin Man. Then we giggled

         about Rasputin. Nothing seemed to kill my father off—not strokes or heart attacks, not emphysema or the dozen Hershey bars

         and handful of Russell Stover chocolate-covered cherries that he devoured every day.

      


      Even his gray wooden cottage behind the garage has become as dark and uninviting as the man who inhabits it. Originally built

         by Dad’s brother, Larry, for their mother after she had her stroke in the early 1970s, it is furnished with bits and pieces

         of my father’s former life as a globe-trotting shoe executive. The green Kermanshah rug from an apartment we owned on Gramercy

         Park is covered with coffee stains and cigarette burns. There are greasy blue-and-white-striped canvas couches from our old

         summerhouse on Lake Candlewood and dusty cabinets, full of crystal and china, that haven’t been opened since the days when

         my English grandmother invited us over for afternoon teas.

      


      For years, I have succeeded in maintaining a safe distance between myself and the devastation here in my old backyard. I would

         drive up to Ridgefield from New York with my husband, Richard, and two children, Jack and Nora, only for the occasional weekend

         in the summer and fall. These were seasons when sunshine, gentler weather, and the dense overgrowth of foliage helped disguise

         the extent of the damage. But January is a merciless month, a conspiracy of cold and melting snow that has left both the physical

         landscape and my own ambivalent feelings about this place I once called home brutally exposed.

      


      If it were only my parents’ divided lives and the prospect of their dying that I had to face in the months ahead, I would

         probably continue to cope the same way that I always have — by wearing emotional Kevlar. But there are others wandering in

         and around this landscape whose lives leave me feeling so profoundly unsettled that they have taken up residence even in my

         dreams. There is my uncle Larry, my aunt Janet, my brother, Geoff, and Stan, the man who rents the apartment on the other

         side of Mother’s house. “Reality’s refugees,” my husband calls them. Driven, possessed, chased, they are unmoored — as unique

         as they are bereft.

      


      A frequent visitor now that his brother is approaching his final departure, my uncle Larry is seventy-one years old and has

         been smoking vast amounts of pot for over thirty years. He has never paid federal taxes, worn a watch, or owned a telephone,

         and he sleeps like a fugitive in the front seat of his gray 1984 Honda with one hand on the steering wheel. With his bushy

         white beard, missing teeth, and long, unkempt hair tied into a ponytail, Larry could be Hunter Thompson’s version of a gonzo

         Santa Claus. I once thought he was the Unabomber.

      


      Stan, one of Mother’s favorite people, is a stunning silver-haired ex-actor. Currently employed as a leisure-furniture salesman,

         he devotes most of his time to either running errands for Mom in his decrepit red Mazda (the license plates spell DREAMA)

         or working on his “special projects” on the lawn. His latest project is a half-built wooden bridge, which he intends to hoist

         from the shore of our pond, across three feet of water, to a tiny island where the skeleton of a weeping willow my father

         planted when I was young reminds me of the years when this property was the envy of the neighborhood.

      


      My beloved aunt Janet, Mom’s younger sister, is a petite blonde who usually arrives just before dark. A lifetime of chain-smoking

         nonfiltered Camels and basking in the sun while slathered in baby oil and iodine has prematurely aged her. But it was the

         death of her only son ten years ago that left her truly desolate. Unable to lay his ghost to rest (Mark’s ashes are still

         in a cardboard box in her garage), she has trouble sleeping in her own house in Fairfield. She arrives at dusk in an ancient

         yellow Datsun and departs shortly after dawn.

      


      My forty-six-year-old brother, Geoff, is the other soon-to-be “permanent” resident. Temporarily camped out at Dad’s and separated

         for the past six years from his wife, Marie, a towering Deneuve-like blonde who became my first best friend in Paris over

         twenty-six years ago, he is toying with the idea of either moving into a large tent or building himself a tar-paper shack

         near the barn. The barn, like every other structure in my backyard, is collapsing in on itself. But Geoff is using it to store

         the remnants of his own previous lives as a shoe designer and traveling salesman. With his gaunt good looks, dark green eyes,

         and deep throaty laugh, my brother is as handsome, as deliriously seductive and charming, as our father once was. But he is

         also at his wit’s end. And without his wits, without a job, money, or a wife, I worry about what will become of him.

      


      Oddly enough, the only person who appears to be at peace here is Gordon, a young man born in Africa who arrived two weeks

         ago to help take care of my father. Mother calls Gordon “our man from Ghana.” Six foot four with heavily lashed brown eyes

         and short clipped hair, Gordon is full of optimistic plans to tame the wilderness around him, even to plant a garden in the

         spring. While I see only the mercilessness of winter and struggle with thoughts of death and disintegration, Gordon sees hope

         and the possibility of growth. It humbles me, his hope. “I have been in tens and tens of houses since Aff-rica,” he recently

         told me. “All over Conn-ecti-cut. And I have never felt so at home, so com-fort-able.” (Gordon pays the same attention to

         my impossible father as he does to pronouncing his syllables.)

      


      How can this man who still brushes his teeth with a twig and whose face is covered with scars from childhood visits to a tribal

         witch doctor feel totally at home in my backyard while I, a forty-seven-year-old native and my parents’ eldest daughter, feel

         so out of place? But then again, why shouldn’t Gordon feel at home? As far as the rest of the world is concerned, our backyard

         may as well be Africa. That’s how remote and impenetrable, how exotic, it is for anyone who lives with a facade still intact.

         There’s been nothing gradual about the crumbling of our family’s facade. It’s been falling away in enormous chunks for most

         of my adult life.

      


      Who would I be without my own facade? I wonder. Without this image of myself that I cultivate as carefully as Gordon plans

         to cultivate his garden? It is the image of a woman who has known loss but is never at a loss, a woman who can be relied on

         to hold things together, to keep them whole. This facade and the somewhat conventional life that I lead with my husband and

         children in New York are part of what makes me such a foreigner here in my own backyard. What frightens me most in gazing

         out at this half-frozen landscape, littered with rusted-out gutters, broken windowpanes, plastic lawn chairs, and with the

         ruins of too many lost and luckless lives, is the reminder of just how fragile facade can be.

      


   

      “chop! chop! wicky! wicky!”


      IN OCTOBER, DOCTORS TOLD US THAT IT WAS OSTEOPOROSIS. But I believe it’s the weight of unshed tears that has collected into the hump that grows on Mother’s back. She’s lost fifteen

         pounds in the past three months. If it were only her appetite that had suddenly vanished, I would be less disturbed. Mother

         has always defined her existence in terms of feast or famine. But it isn’t just my mother’s appetite. It’s everything that

         once made this five-foot-three-inch woman appear so much larger than the life around her: her voracious curiosity, her humor,

         her openness.

      


      When Mom went to the doctor, he insisted there was nothing wrong with her, physically, that a good meal and a pair of Easy

         Spirit shoes wouldn’t cure. That appointment was her first since the birth of my sister, Rachel, forty-two years ago, and

         this time, the doctor wasn’t permitted to examine anything above her knees. Perched on the edge of the table and fully clothed,

         Mom took off like a derailed freight train. “What’s this? Paper on the table? What happened to nice old-fashioned cloth? This

         is what’s wrong with the whole medical profession. People should listen to the radio. Nobody needs doctors. Carlton Fredericks.

         Remember him? He was ‘It’! No, put that thing away. [It was a blood-pressure cuff.] Where’s your uniform, nurse? What do you

         mean, you don’t have to wear a uniform?”

      


      On and on it went. I ended up shouting out various symptoms to the doctor, which Mother would confirm or deny with a nod of

         her head. It was the same technique favored by female royalty in the eighteenth century. For them, it was modesty. For Mother,

         it’s a combination of modesty and madness.

      


      She wasn’t always this crazy. Just “nervous.” And she certainly wasn’t modest. Deaf to the sniggers of neighborhood kids,

         she used to garden in a pair of black baggy underpants and a lace bra, plucking the beetles off rosebushes and belting out

         songs by Tony Bennett and Johnny Mathis. When I was a kid, music was played at full blast in our house, with every window

         wide-open. “Ohmigod! I’m exhhhausted!” she’d shriek to the hills. “The heeeat!”

      


      In the small Connecticut town we lived in, where there were hardly any Jews and not a single black, Mother provided the only

         bit of local color. Trailing along in the wake of her perfume (she wore enough perfume to asphyxiate most household pets),

         her pop-it beads, and her pink foam curlers, I must have died of embarrassment a million times on Main Street. This was in

         the early sixties. I was preadolescent. Unlike my younger brother and sister, who never gave a damn about Mother’s appearance,

         I wanted Mom to get her hair “done” at the Paris Salon. (The Paris was named not after the city in France but after Louis

         Pariscondola, the owner.) I wanted to be a cheerleader. I wanted to “fly up” in the Brownies and wear a little brown beanie.

      


      But according to Mom, it wasn’t just the heat that was stifling in Ridgefield or even cigarettes that stunted one’s growth.

         It was everything I dreamed of becoming: a Brownie, a Girl Scout, and a cheerleader. It was also the PTA, the League of Women

         Voters, country clubs, the Community Center, and Republicans. The list could be as arbitrary as she was. “Mary, Mary, quite

         contrary,” I called her. Anything that smacked of elitism or that involved an organization was off-limits.

      


      The exception was church. Every Sunday, Mother would pull into St. Mary’s parking lot, open the door, and with the car still

         moving, shove us into the arms of the Lord. “Mother, please,” I’d whimper, hopping with one foot in and one foot out of the

         car. “If you don’t stop, I’m going to break my ankle.”

      


      “Chop! Chop! Wicky! Wicky!” she’d reply, revving the gas. “You’re late!” And with that, she was gone in a puff of exhaust.


      “Chop! Chop!” was from Charlie Chan. Mom “adored” Charlie Chan. “Wicky! Wicky!” was “Jap” for hurry up. “Mr. Moto said it all the time in those marvelous books by Johnny Marquand. He wrote The Late George Apley. God, he was a brainy, brainy man. His wife’s name was Hooker. I met her through my dear friend Concie. It was Concie who

         gave me the whole scoop about Stanny White. He was a total voluptuary, had affairs all over the place. But his wife, Bessie,

         she owned half of Long Island. She was a very devout Catholic.”

      


      Unlike Bessie, Mom was a lapsed Catholic. Which probably explains why she kept one foot on the gas in the parking lot. She

         was afraid He was lying in wait to punish her. For Mother, the fear of God was far from a figure of speech. It was real. But

         only bank robbers kept the car running like she did. For her, too, the car was a getaway vehicle — a symbol of the little

         that stood between her and total immobility.

      


      I laugh at the absurdity of those Sundays now that I have two children of my own. What was the point of sending us to church

         alone when everyone else went to worship together as families? We were in church only to assuage my Mother’s guilt. It was

         fear, not faith, that had us fidgeting with one foot in and one foot out of the pew — the pew farthest from the altar and

         closest to the exit.

      


      Forty years later, I’m still fidgeting with one foot in and one foot out of the back row of seats everywhere from airplanes

         and weddings to my children’s school plays. This isn’t just because I want to be the first one out if the plane crashes or

         a fire forces everyone to evacuate the chapel and the school gym. It’s because I feel I don’t belong. Before I became a professional

         migrant fifteen years ago, I tried working in-house for a number of New York ad agencies and kept an extra coat, purse, and

         pack of Marlboros in my office. When colleagues came searching for me in the afternoons, they would see the burning butt in

         the ashtray, the coat on the back of my chair, and the purse in plain sight and automatically assume I’d stepped out for a

         moment. I had. Not for the bathroom or a creative meeting down the hall but for a matinee in Times Square. In my ten-year

         career, I must have seen every B movie known to man, including Mamba and Mandingo. It wasn’t getting ahead that motivated me. It was getting out. As a kid, I didn’t quite grasp the concept of belonging.

         No one in the family did. Life was like leaping out of that moving car in the church parking lot. You had to be ready to hit

         the ground running.

      


      I used to think this was the reason there were so few photographs of us in the house when I was growing up. Because none of

         us could stand still long enough to pose or to take a picture. But cameras manufacture memories. And the desire to preserve

         those memories implies that someone will be around long enough to look back at them in the future. Neither of my parents ever

         had any sense of the future. The future was something that only other people looked forward to.

      


      This is what I think of now when I arrive in my backyard at forty-seven years old, a middle-aged woman. With my father dying

         in one house and my mother preparing to follow him in another, I think not of their mortality, or even of my own, but of this

         strange state of futurelessness that has always hung like an invisible shroud over all of us and that continues to define

         the frenzied, helter-skelter way in which we live our lives.

      


      Perhaps this is why I have been so vigilant, so determined in my efforts to maintain a distance from my family and why I have

         never really felt at home here. Most families rely on a degree of distance to survive. But not all families define that distance

         quite so literally. We come from a place where there are no metaphors. Distance, for us, isn’t just emotional or metaphorical.

         It’s real. It’s as real as the fifty-foot driveway and two different houses that currently keep my parents close but apart.

         It’s as real as the concrete wall Mother built down the middle of the house, twenty-five years ago, when she wasn’t getting

         along with her husband. What others might have seen as our own version of Checkpoint Charlie, Mom envisioned as a perfect

         solution. This wasn’t dividing a house in half. It was keeping a safe distance. With her on one side and Dad on the other,

         they’d live happily, but separately, ever after.

      


      They certainly did live separately ever after. Dad was away in Europe when the wall went up. From that time on, he pretty

         much stayed away. Far away. Yet despite the years apart, my parents never bothered to officially separate or divorce. Just

         like my brother, who moved out of his wife’s house six years ago, and my sister, who left her husband five years ago, neither

         of whom are in a hurry to formally end their marriages. This is the problem with living with one foot in and one foot out.

         You never really learn how to finish things. Of the three of us kids, only Rachel finished college. She has yet to pick up

         her diploma. Geoff dropped out of Lake Forest when he was a sophomore, and I left NYU two credits shy of graduation. Even

         our jobs are open-ended: part-time, short-term, or freelance positions that allow us to go at will. “C’mon! Let’s blow this

         dump,” Mom used to say in her fits of restlessness right before restaurants served dessert. Anything in life that implied

         finality or that shut a door — divorce, diplomas, dessert — instilled panic. Panic is what we mistook for passion. Like passion,

         panic kept the adrenaline pumping and the pulse racing.

      


      Is it any wonder then that I should feel those same stirrings of restlessness and panic when I see my mother confined to a

         single room by osteoporosis and by phobias so out of control that nothing seems to contain them, and my father paralyzed,

         barely able to move or to speak? Their immobility terrifies me. But even when my bags are packed and I have one foot out the

         door, I realize that, like them, I have nowhere left to run.

      


   

      “wahoo! wah! the indian will never die!”


      THE ONLY CAMERA MY PARENTS EVER OWNED WAS A Polaroid. It was given to my mother by her father as a birthday present when I was a teenager. Most of the images I have

         of myself as a toddler were passed down to me in the form of stories, which I then “developed” into a series of mental snapshots.

         One of my favorites is of my brother and me sitting cross-legged in a sandbox, surrounded by a heap of shining silver. A friend

         of Mom’s looks down at us, her mouth open in a perfect O of shock, as we savagely scratch away at the bright, polished surfaces

         of gravy boats, water pitchers, and cake platters. Apparently, when Dad later asked my mother what in hell she thought she

         was doing, letting us play with sterling silver in a sandbox, Mom told him that sand kept the tarnish off.

      


      In another favorite snapshot, Mom is perched on a brown velvet couch, fiddling with her one hoop earring. I’m curled up next

         to her, grinning, with a copy of The Gingerbread Man on my lap. The hem of her faded flower-power sundress has been shortened not with a needle and thread but with a row of giant

         safety pins. Mom had memorized The Gingerbread Man and raced through the story almost as quickly as the main character ran away from little boys, old men, farmers, and wolves.

         In the last scene, when the fox was about to eat the Gingerbread Man, she would jump up from the couch, pins popping, and

         shout, “SNIP SNAP. He opened his mouth, and that was the end of the Gingerbread Man.”

      


      It didn’t take Sherlock Holmes or Freud to figure out why Mom knew The Gingerbread Man by heart. It was the story of her life. Mom ran away from everyone. She ran away from her father, her sisters, her friends,

         her children. She ran away from the sad and the sick, from pain, doubt, despair, and desire. She confused the vehemence of

         her opinions with emotions. Emotions, like her famous chocolate wafer icebox cake, were too rich to dole out or digest in

         more than tiny slivers. “There’s enough on that plate for the Russian Army,” she’d say, pointing at our meager ration of cake.

         “Eat any more and you’d have to be hospitalized!” The best part of this chocolate wafer icebox cake for us was the fact that

         it didn’t involve any cooking. Mom had no time for cooking. She had to keep moving so the demons wouldn’t catch her.

      


      As age slowed my mother down and the distance between her and the demons diminished, her desperate need to keep moving grew

         more and more exaggerated. Before her fears of fire and derailment in the Park Avenue tunnel ended her trips to New York twelve

         years ago, she’d come in to visit me but refuse to venture any farther from the reassuring rumble of arriving and departing

         trains than the lobby of the Grand Hyatt or the Oyster Bar. There, minutes from the track, she’d nurse a cup of coffee or

         eat her oyster pan roast, and wait for a chat.

      


      “Hey, Mom,” I’d say, giving her a kiss and settling in beside her. “Why don’t you come down and see the apartment today?”

         Mother had only seen my apartment in photographs.

      


      “It’s too far.”


      “It’s twenty blocks, Ma. We’ll take a taxi.”


      “Ha! A taxi?” she’d say with a snort of total disbelief. “Are you insane? No one takes taxis in this town anymore.”


      The diatribe that followed — reports of “Cossack cabbies” mowing down pedestrians “willy-nilly” and “gouging” tourists at

         airports — made the notion of hailing a cab in New York sound as deranged as sailing around Cape Horn in a Sunfish. I didn’t

         take it personally, this reluctance to leave the station and visit the apartment in the West Village where I was living with

         my husband and newborn son, Jack. I understood the restlessness and the fears. I also knew that, like a blind woman, Mother

         could only function within the parameters of an intimately familiar world — a world in which everything from objects to opinions

         remained firmly in place. An hour after I’d ordered my coffee, we would walk together to the gate, and I would put her safely

         aboard the 4:07 to New Canaan. New Canaan was the closest train station to Ridgefield. It’s where Mother parked her car.

      


      Throughout the past year, the car has become Mother’s last refuge, a world she’s made her own with piles of old down pillows,

         overdue library books, and ratty wool blankets. No longer reassured by leaving the keys in the ignition with the engine idling

         while dashing into stores or inhaling her breakfast at the local diner, Mom seemed to prefer not to get out of her car at

         all. In the spring, she started driving up and parking behind the catcher to watch her grandson Eric’s baseball games. Everybody

         else, of course, was in the bleachers. Far from embarrassed, Eric, the star of the team, would wave to her from the pitcher’s

         mound. That wave seemed heroic to me — a sign that this gentle adolescent boy didn’t just accept my mother’s eccentricities,

         he embraced them. When Eric pitched a strike, Mom would stick her head out of the car window, beep the horn, and holler: “Bully!

         Bully! Bunnie. Bully! Bully!” “Bully! Bully!” was an homage to Teddy Roosevelt, one of Mom’s many dead male heroes.
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