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    My mother passed away from this world one single wing beat at a time.




    It was winter. We had brought her home, to a room built of windows, orchids, and hymns, the rinsed sounds of my brother’s recorder. The hard work of the misdiagnosis was behind her. The ill-timed stroke, the slow withdrawal of language and hope.




    We give peace to the dying. We bring them home.




    I was walking the dark streets of my own neighborhood when the news came. The deer stood in the shadows between houses. A fox broomed the road with its tail. The moon was—I don’t remember. This story would not be true if I said that I remember the shape and the weight of that moon.




    What I do remember is how, in that dark, alone except for the deer and the fox and the stars, I felt a nudge on my left side, just beneath the blade of my shoulder. I felt a nudge and then I heard a disturbance in the cold, black air above, a quick whoosh. I stood very still. Mom? I started to run—down one street and around a corner and up the slight hill to my own house, an old house on a barely lit street. The phone in my kitchen was ringing.




    She’s gone, my father said.




    I know, I said. I just felt her say goodbye.






    * * *






    It was the end of December. It was a new year. It was not yet spring. I work in a square room, watch the world (a garden like an archipelago, a museum of flowering trees) through two wide windows. I work early in the day, a bare bulb turned on, and I work alone. But in the months after my mother passed away, much too early, the finches came. They were still wearing their winter coats. They favored the crack of dawn. They held themselves up with the acrobatics of their wings, touched their beaks to my wide windows, and hammered.




    As if they were trying to break in, I thought. As if they were trying to break through. As if their hammer and tap were the dits and dahs of a telegraph, a message hurried from sky to here.




    Stay awake.




    Stay alive.




    I am near.




    I abandoned my work and watched the finches. I looked beyond them—toward the hibernating garden and the tight-nubbed trees. The birds tapped, I stood, I listened: dits and dahs. The shenanigans went on—weeks—until the birds’ feathers turned to gold and it was spring, and the garden beyond my window had begun to bloom without any help from me. We had buried my mother three months before. Laid her into a hill beneath the height of trees.




    So you sent birds, I said, when I visited her grave.




    So you sent birds and wings.






    * * *






    When my mother was alive I was not the perfect daughter. After she died, I failed




    again. I wanted to take care of my father, make him dinner, call him every day; these things I did.




    But what my father really wanted, I learned in time, was to be the man he’d always been—the man who took care, the man who did for others. He was the son of a forester, the grandson of a founder of the Great Smoky Mountains National Park. He had, in his own life, excelled—as an Ivy League engineer, a businessman, a citizen-leader. What can I do for you, Dad? I would say, after my mother was gone. It wasn’t the right question. It was often the wrong mood. It was a tug-of-war: father and daughter, widower and grown-up motherless child.




    My father began to forge a garden by my mother’s grave as soon as the weather gave in. Softened the earth. Tipped the flowers in along the red-granite headstone that we had together designed. Strategized against the roving deer and the slope of the land. Manipulated grass. Commended the birds in the high trees. Sometimes we went to garden shops to find the plants that my mother’s garden might need, and one of those days, when I was trying to help, when I was suggesting, counseling, pointing things out, my father turned and asked me what I wanted.




    What I want?




    What you want.




    I want hummingbirds, I told him.




    Good, he said. You’ll have them.




    He bought a trumpet vine. He drove me home. He returned a few days later with his gardening trousers, gardening gloves, shovel. He dug a hole twice as big as the bulb of the root, loosened the earth, sprinkled something magic in, and slipped the bulb of the vine into the hole. He balanced the short sprouts of the thing against the low lip of the porch. He hosed the soil down, just so.




    How about some lemonade, I said.




    Hummingbirds could take a while, he said.






    * * *






    In the final months of my mother’s life I was present. I had always been the child who had not moved far from home, who had gone to a college just down the road, who had called most every day. I was the child who, when my mother had an accident my freshman year, came home many weekends to help take care, to try to distract her from the pain she’d never shed. On Sundays my father would drive me back to the urban campus, to my studies, to small complications of my own, and so I came and went, and I was never sure if I ever actually helped her. In the years afterward, when the consequences of my mother’s accident multiplied and deepened, I tried to help but nothing finally helped. I did what I was capable of.




    I was marrying, I was working, I was mothering, I was writing. Time was always short.




    But now was different. Now we were older, both of us were. Now there was the sense of something ending. The medical news was confusing. No patterns held. No underlying theory explained the symptoms, which were very real and pressing. My mother was in and out of the hospital, back and forth with doctors; suggestions were made, but little that was said or done was helpful. Every medical measure seemed stopgap. All the clinical words were vague. The tests were too many and they were intrusive. They were black-hole procedures.




    I bought my mother orchids, pumpkins, Popsicles. I bought her socks and sweaters, brought her pictures inside frames. I left a bag of groceries melting on her stoop because she could not, on that day, come to the door, because, I thought, she wouldn’t. I roasted a chicken in the middle of one afternoon and hurried it to her house—not lunchtime, not dinner, just something.




    I said to her, I’m sure it’s nothing.




    I said to my husband, This is a terrible something.




    I got in the way and out of the way. My timing was imperfect.




    The doctors were imperfect, too. The doctors failed to conclude in time, to establish a proper protocol, to set her on the path toward a cure. It all could have been different but for a day or two. She would have been saved save for this: in the hospital, this time, they gave her blood thinners for a condition she didn’t have. Upon a too-long at last, when they had established a reliable diagnosis, when they had a reliable treatment plan, they couldn’t do anything until her blood was right again.
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