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Praise for The Book of Dahlia


“Irreverent and witty, The Book of Dahlia is perfectly executed. The prose bounces smartly and acutely as the characters reach us with their failures and potential…. Dahlia is flawed and funny and caustic, consumed with all that is wrong in her world. It’s that willingness to really feel that makes her a perfect heroine, vulnerable and invulnerable at the very same time.”


—BookPage.com


“Hilarious, scathing, and unexpectedly tender … sweeping and poignant. A story of a girl. A story of a generation. A story of a modern Jewish-American family … fast, exuberant, full of sharp observations—a snapshot of our time. A book about dying, to be sure; but even more, a book about living.”


—Ha’aretz


“[H]ilarious and heartbreaking…. Albert’s superb first novel … begins with the omniscient narrator’s scathingly Edith Wharton–worthy catalogue of Dahlia’s symptoms and ends with her first grand mal seizure…. Throughout, Albert delivers Dahlia’s laissez-faire attitude toward other people and lack of ambition with such exactness as to strip them of cliché and make them grimly vivid. Her brilliant style makes the novel’s central question—should we mourn a wasted life?—shockingly poignant as Dahlia hurtles toward death.”


—Publishers Weekly (starred review)


“Darkly comic. … Is Dahlia’s wasted life a waste of life? Maybe. But the time we spend with her isn’t.”


—Los Angeles Times


“What begins as a darkly funny novel develops quickly into a genuine tragedy, though it’s unlike any you’ve read before.”


—Entertainment Weekly


“At the heart of The Book of Dahlia is humanity itself and the stark realities of the eventual common end. Like the flower that shares her name, Dahlia is slow to open up, but eventually she does, and we see her as up close as possible…. Our intimacy with her flaws makes us care about her, and her story, and her deeply human responses to any number of really tough scenarios. As Dahlia’s physical condition deteriorates, we are very much there, and it’s a remarkably affecting read. That appears to be Albert’s particular genius: She cultivates an emotional bond even with her heroine, not despite Dahlia’s human defects but because of them.”


—Forward


“Give a brain tumor to a witty, sarcastic young Jewish woman who lives in a house her daddy bought for her in Venice, Calif., and spends her days watching TV, smoking pot and thinking about what her future might bring, and what do you get? The irreverent debut novel of Elisa Albert.”


—New York Post


“Albert has given readers a no-holds-barred portrait of terminal illness. This is not a gentle book, but it is an authentic and important one.”


—Library Journal (starred review)


“Elisa Albert manages to break your heart and make you laugh out loud in her debut novel, The Book of Dahlia.”


—The New York Jewish Week


“Dahlia has appeal and wit [and a] distinctive voice.”


—Washington Post


“Dahlia … turns the classic protagonist-faces-an-unforeseen-illness narrative into a work that is both marvelously witty and emotionally devastating.”


—Richmond Times-Dispatch


“Death, as Albert reminds us, doesn’t offer finality; we’re lucky to be left with the lingering traces of unfinished movement.”


—JBooks.com


“The author succeeds so well in making Dahlia seem like a real person that it’s hard to feel ho-hum about her truncated life. Dahlia readily detects and rejects pity, so that’s not an option here. How, then, are we readers to feel about a life ending too soon? Ms. Albert … faces the issue boldly in this novel.”


—The Dallas Morning News


“Dahlia’s high-stakes story is always compelling.”


—Booklist


“A powerful meditation on mortality, Albert’s richly expressive novel possesses that rare quality of making life feel wholly real.”


—Jewish Book World


“Dahlia is …charismatic, smart, funny and sarcastic … conversations with her are always engaging [and] entertaining…. The blunt truth Dahlia shares drives us to pity, grieve, laugh and cry with her.”


—Jewish Chronicle


“Wickedly smart and outrageously funny…. Albert’s book is a triumph of voice: She succeeds in keeping Dahlia cynical, real, and too clever to feel sorry for herself until the very end.”


—Barnes & Noble Review, “The Year’s Best Fiction”


“The Book of Dahlia does not go gently into that good night—each line howls with pain and rage and laughter. It takes an unflinching look at terminal illness in our culture of sunny denial and doesn’t let readers off the hook, either—this book will bring you to your knees.”


—Karen Russell, author of St. Lucy’s Home for Girls Raised by Wolves


“Never maudlin, occasionally harrowing, and often hilarious, The Book of Dahlia is a dark, surprising wonder. Faced with her own imminent and unavoidable demise, Dahlia doesn’t flinch—but you will.”


—Kelly Braffet, author of Last Seen Leaving
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For David




’Tis easier to pity those when dead


That which pity previous


Would have saved—


A Tragedy enacted


Secures Applause


That Tragedy enacting


Too seldom does


—Emily Dickinson


Anger is more useful than despair.


—The Terminator, Terminator 3






Thank you for purchasing this Free Press eBook.


Sign up for our newsletter and receive special offers, access to bonus content, and info on the latest new releases and other great eBooks from Free Press and Simon & Schuster.


[image: sign up button]


or visit us online to sign up at
eBookNews.SimonandSchuster.com








1. Something Wrong



Were there signs, willfully ignored? Did you know, on some level, that something was wrong? Did you avoid knowing? What were the signs? What did you know?


She had been having symptoms. Only recognizable as such in hindsight, but symptoms, nevertheless. A headache. Some sluggishness. Disinclination to do much of anything but hang around her house, take hot showers, slather herself with lavender moisturizer, watch movies on cable, smoke a bowl every few hours, make toaster pastries and consume them methodically, in quarters. Check her email, then check it again. But none of these things much distinguished themselves from Dahlia’s normal state, so there had been zero cause for concern.


Well, concern, sure, but not concern. Just that her life was passing her by. That she might be, in point of fact, wasting her time, herself, utterly. That this might not be a phase. That, okay: What the fuck was she doing?


She’d figured she was due for a period. She always got those awful headaches, and/or the distended belly, bloat, and/or the general exhaustion. An impending period could explain away pretty much anything.


There was also the urinary tract infection for which she’d only just the week before completed a course of antibiotics. So there were all these things wrong with her. Not to mention everything, you know, wrong with her.


On the last day of her ignorance Dahlia Finger woke up shortly before noon, and ate a bowl of Cheerios in front of the television. A League of Their Own was on, for the eighteen-zillionth time, and yet again she found the thing totally irresistible, wound up watching all the way from Jon Lovitz’s entree up through Tom Hanks’s delivery of a tragic military telegram—pause for bong hit—and then straight on to the end, the disappearance of the young lovelies and appearance, in their stead, of riotous old ladies. By then it was almost two in the afternoon and Dahlia was weeping openly about the passage of time and the fact that Geena Davis and Hanks—so clearly meant for each other—never got it on, and the sun was threatening to go away for yet another day and so she made herself a cup of tea and looked in the magnifying mirror for a while. Then she called Mara, who was busy at work in Boston and, as usual, could not, or would not, talk.


“Do you think the Tom character just died alone and drunk?”


“I don’t know, dude. I’m working.” Little bit of judgment there, sure. Mara had, as they say, a life. “I’ll call you later.”


Dahlia’s mother, upon meeting Mara fifteen years earlier, had refused to understand why this girl’s name was “mar-ah,” which translated, in Hebrew, to bitter. “Mar-ah!” Margalit would squawk. “What kind of name is this for a girl?” Dahlia and Mara had come to appreciate this as funny and fitting. Dahlia always pronounced her friend’s name with just that Hebraic lilt to it, because she liked to think Mara was just like her: a match, a true, bitter friend to the true, bitter end.


Dahlia had taken the GRE a few weeks earlier and was still resting on that semi-laurel: having (sort of) studied for and completed a standardized test so singularly uninteresting she might even have chalked up the headache to her brain trying to rid itself of useless information. The fucking GRE. Barely touched study guides still lay piled in a corner, under some health insurance forms and credit card offers she occasionally considered considering.


Why the GRE? Possibly social work school. She could consort with drug addicts, or battered women. The broken, the fucked, the totally broken, the irretrievably fucked. This seemed doable. Maybe she had a calling. Maybe she would be happy, self-sufficient, fulfilled, of use to humankind. Make her dad proud. She had just about given up on making Margalit proud, or even holding her attention for too long, come right down to it.


Anyway, the time had come to do something with herself. “What is your battle plan?” Margalit would often demand. As though life were a long fight one had to orchestrate carefully.


Dahlia had also toyed, intermittently, with the idea of rabbinical school. A pulpit would allow her to cast Talmudic judgment on people who pissed her off, and work on herself a bit, too, have an answer for everything. She’d be a cool rabbi, a real human being, a pot-headed, pop-culture-expounding Universalist. Except, goddamn it all to hell: Danny was a rabbi. Her douchebag brother, the rabbi! So the whole notion, over before it could begin, defeated her. Everyone already knew Danny, anyhow. They knew him as “Dan” or “Dan the man” or “Rabbi D,” from his lifetime of camp counselor-ing and high school mentoring and University Hillel visiting and youth group shepherding: It was an insular, imbecilic universe, and Rabbi Dan, Dahlia’s only sibling, was king of it. King Douchebag, Rabbi Dan.


Fine. So what sort of occupation wouldn’t make her want to fucking kill herself every single godforsaken day? Law school sounded like a freaking curse; the words together (LAW-SCHOOL) like some sort of prison sentence handed down in a language she didn’t speak, for a crime she didn’t commit, by a totalitarian, undemocratic judge in a third world country. Too many rules, too much precision. Laws, for Christ’s sake. Thank you, no.


She had no creative talent to speak of, though she had made a mean mix-tape in her day and certainly counted herself a reasonable connoisseur of culture (witness the umpteenth, slightly ironic League of Their Own screening, the bimonthly live music attendance, the requisite, half-read McSweeney’s stacked on the floor by the untouched GRE study guides and untouched health insurance forms, indie theater movie stubs littering the bottom of her bag). She had attempted a spec script or two when she’d moved back to L.A. (because how could she not? She of the ecstatic, repeated viewings of every cheesy movie on cable during any given month’s cycle), but they were derivative, unimpressive. One was Sex and the City. The other: Scrubs. Which she had never watched. But Dahlia’s mean streak amounted to narratively unaccountable jabs everywhere: at materialism, stupidity, douchebag rabbis, dating websites. “Some fun moments, but way too hostile for episodic television!” said the only TV lit agent she could get to read the thing, the son of an old friend of her father’s. “Why would Carrie stop wearing Manolos and decry the shallowness of her own fashion obsession? Sex and the City isn’t in production anymore, anyway. Also: Scrubs is a hospital comedy, so it’d be advisable to set the show at or around the hospital. Best of luck.”


It was a pain in the ass, this figuring out what to do with your life. A matter, as the famous book intoned, of finding the shade of parachute that best complemented you. But really: With no parachute at all you’d hit the pavement so hard it probably wouldn’t even hurt, and you’d unleash a whole new color palate—bone, blood, muscle—in the process.


So screw the parachute, screw the battle plan. So weed and A League of Their Own. So napping in the breeze. So toaster pastries. So maybe social work school. Or journalism school (though there was the problem of facts with that one, namely a responsibility to them). So the GRE. Whatever. Things would “figure themselves out,” as she told her mother. (“Mah zeh, figure themselves out? Nothing figures itself out! What is your battle plan?”)


She was living her life isometrically: action with no movement.


This was officially a new start, at any rate. She had what her father called “options”; she had nothing but the time and freedom to explore them. She was twenty-nine years old and dear old Daddy Bruce had wiped the slate clean for her. Life in New York, never sustainable in the first place, had become downright unlivable. Bruce, bless his uncomplicated, wealthy heart, had offered her this out: Come home.


And, indeed, Bruce welcomed his little girl back “home” with a lovely cottage in Venice. He acted like this was Dahlia’s right, as expected as hearing her Mirandas or voting. As inevitable as the bearing of arms. Of course she would have a house handed to her, a microscopic mortgage in place for her to pay (but only so she would “learn about money” and be “responsible” for it herself: he had a good deal of cash, but Bruce had “values” as well).


Dahlia adored the house, loved that it was hers (given, sure, but still). It was a haven, her very own airy bungalow box of clean ocean air. The Spanish tile, the stainless steel, the open kitchen, the recessed lighting, the beamed and soaring ceiling. To get to the front door you had to enter through a wooden gate and walk down a short stone path beset by night-blooming jasmine. She was going to go to Morocco and bring back colored lanterns to hang along this path. She was going to find a wind chime. She was going to get a hammock. She was going to paint the door blue. She felt safe, beyond the reach of all the shit that had dogged her in New York, in college, in high school, in childhood, in utero, and possibly even before that. She was anonymous in Venice; she knew almost nobody and almost nobody knew her. At night, in bed, if she strained, she thought she could hear the Pacific. She felt as though she was re-gestating; that for those first months she was rerooting herself via the cable matinees and pot, via late afternoons strolling Abbott-Kinney, stopping on Main Street for a coffee and a book or a People magazine. Watching movies (Titanic, Flirting with Disaster, Mannequin, Thelma and Louise, Rushmore, The Goonies, She’s Having a Baby, it mattered very little) was a kind of prayer: She knew the characters as well as she knew herself, as well as she knew anything there was to know, and she could chart and rechart their movements and secrets and misunderstandings endlessly, reflecting in any number of new permutations on all of it, each time. Again and again. They were acquaintances—people she’d known her whole life and understood well, people incapable of letting her down by changing or disappearing or offering up the unexpected. The League of Their Own tears were purely for catharsis. When she was done she would reemerge, reborn. She would make new mistakes. Or maybe none at all.


Okay, wait. Honestly? It wasn’t A League of Their Own. It was actually Terms of Endearment, but that just seems too easy, a bit ridiculous. Reality’s fucked like that. That on the last day of her innocence Dahlia Finger could be found sobbing on her couch, baked out of her head at 2 o’clock in the afternoon, watching Terms of freaking Endearment!?


What did you know before you knew?


No, let’s just say it was A League of Their Own. (But it wasn’t.)


On some level you may not feel surprised. On some level you may have known Something was Wrong.


Anyway, the symptoms. Clear in hindsight, so obvious once their root cause is known. A headache, sluggishness, disinclination. She was tired, but she had done nothing whatsoever to tire herself. It was somehow perfectly acceptable as the result of—one could assume—having no direction, no desire to do anything but sit right where she was, crying, feeling something at least (even if it was about Debra goddamned Winger) in her perfect bungalow, the salty breeze fluffing her white curtains—curtains she had hung by herself!—just so. Bruce had been excessively proud of the curtains, and of Dahlia for having hung them all by herself. Bruce was excessively proud, always, of everything. The headache, et al., spoke only to the uselessness of Dahlia’s existence—a life so relatively blessed and easy and bountiful that some festering guilt had to be thrown into the mix as well. Which quite plausibly added up to a consistent low-grade headache and the tendency to stretch out on the couch, stoned, napping in the breeze.


“Spoiled,” she could hear Margalit spitting at her, running commentary. “Everything is too easy for you. You should have some real problems. You should know what real problems are.”


Ben, the guy she’d been sleeping with, had wanted to get together that night for dinner, a movie, a drink, but Dahlia was happy on her couch, happy with her movies, happy with her weed. Ben exhausted her (like jobs exhausted her, like the GRE exhausted her, like her period exhausted her, like depositing Daddy’s checks exhausted her, like going to the post office for stamps to pay bills with money she’d been given, no strings attached, exhausted her).


Dahlia and Ben had met at a bar party about a month earlier, a birthday of friends of friends of friends, on one of the unique evenings on which Dahlia had forsaken the couch, the weed, the movies, for a night out. A girl needed a night out every so often, and the infrequency of those nights out ensured Dahlia’s total enjoyment of them. She was the life of the party on those unique evenings. Why didn’t she go out more often, she asked herself. Ben was getting his PhD in art history, bless his unemployable heart. He confessed to Dahlia that he didn’t get out much, himself. He was the kind of guy she could easily imagine having had a crush on as an undergraduate, a goofy grad student with broad shoulders and thick, floppy hair, a messenger bag. If nothing else, imagining him as the object of someone else’s undergraduate lust was attractive enough, and sealed the deal. She herself had never had the privilege of defilement by an academic superior. They kissed in the parking lot, his nervous smile endearing as hell, and his soft hands around her face like he actually meant the kiss. It was Santa Monica cold, the air wet and crisp. After New York Dahlia had promised herself, as an experiment: no more fucking on first meeting. Could she do it? Ben was sweet-smelling and cute and those soft hands held her face neither too loosely nor too insistently: Could she make it to a second meeting? No, she could not.


“Follow me,” she told him before getting into her car. The shy, delighted look on his face briefly made her want to change her mind, but it was too late. Fuck it. Life, as they say, was short.


But over a month later, enough! She hadn’t wanted a flipping boyfriend, for god’s sake. She didn’t want to hurt the sweet would-be-professor, but really. “Dayenu,” as Margalit would say when she was done with one of her men: it would have been enough.


This Ben character was so eager to spend time with her, to be her boyfriend, to see her on nights like this for dinner, a drink. Who had the energy? The fun part was meeting them, playing the does-he-really-like-me game, finding out what they were like in bed, getting comfortable enough to relax; after that they could go away. Usually this scenario ran itself out on about a three-week course. Don’t get too attached to me, she wished she could somehow broadcast to the poor guy, I have no interest in being your girlfriend. And you might not realize it, but you have no interest in being my boyfriend. Have a nice life, etc.


By way of excuse, and in what turned out to be a fortuitous twist, Dahlia had told Ben she wasn’t feeling well, that she would be at home that night, hanging out, lying low, “taking it easy.”


“Okay,” he’d said, sounding defeated. Surely he knew the jig was up; surely he knew she was blowing him off. She hadn’t made any real effort to spend time with him in over a week, now. “Feel better. I’ll call to check up on you later.”


Don’t, she almost said.


And as the afternoon gave way to evening Dahlia was a little confused: She really wasn’t feeling so hot. Was this her punishment? Had her excuse made itself manifest? Because she really wasn’t feeling so hot. Oh, well. She made herself a snack bounty (Brie, a sliced Fuji apple, garlic crackers, Oreos), arranged it buffet-style on her coffee table, and settled back into the couch for another bong hit. (Would it be over-the-top to mention that Dying Young was on cable? Probably. So let’s split the difference and say it was Steel Magnolias, shall we? A Julia Roberts/untimely-death compromise; how’s that?)


It is only natural to revisit the moment things went wrong, the moment our lives went from okay to not okay, from normal to problematic.


The last thing Dahlia remembered was taking a break from the movies to watch an I Love the 90’s marathon on VH1.


She’d put a frozen pizza in the oven, made herself another cup of tea, flopped down on the couch, and begun the long process of psyching herself up for bedtime: the always depressing end to another failed day. But there she still was, after midnight, letting first 1993 and then 1994 and 1995 pass her by.


And then she had a grand mal seizure.





2. Understanding Your Diagnosis



Take the time to understand clearly and carefully exactly what it is you have. Look it up. Ask questions. Take notes. Read.


Margalit and Bruce Finger, split some twenty-odd years, came together with relative ease in crisis. Bruce was good in a crisis, always there for everyone—even his ex-wife, the woman who’d unceremoniously imploded their family decades earlier, not even a perfunctory glance over her shoulder as she’d skipped away. They sat vigil by Dahlia’s hospital bed for six days, waiting for her to wake up so that they could find a way to sugarcoat—for her sake and for their own—the fact that she was a goner.


Things were looking grim, indeed. It would be misleading to suggest that Dahlia was “present” in any recognizable sense for any of this: She had been rushed first to the emergency room and then (after specialist upon neurologist upon specialist had been summoned and had weighed in) to surgery for biopsy of the lump—a tumor—they’d found in her brain when at last they’d MRI-ed her. She’d be out for a while, but she was stable. “Out of the woods,” in the parlance of one or another of the swarm of doctors who’d passed through, their faces blurred into one authoritative, humorless mass. “For now.”


Bruce called Danny to tell him that his sister was in the ICU, had just suffered a seizure and undergone a biopsy of a sizable mass in her brain.


“Is she okay?” Dan asked his father after a (too) long pause. What kind of question was that? No! She most certainly was not okay!


“Yes. Well. We’re not sure, really,” said Bruce. “She’s out of the woods.” He left out the for now. “We’re waiting to hear more. They thought maybe it was a stroke, but now they’re saying it’s a tumor.”


Danny heaved a sigh. His sister was such a mess. Oh, how weary he was of this world. “Well. Keep me posted.”


Dahlia floated not “above” any of this, but sort of underneath it, within it. It’s one of those pop-culture-validated fallacies of near-death that the near-dead are looking down on an unfolding reality and can watch it like a movie, albeit an oddly shot one. As if awareness of that sort is so lazy, so unimaginative, that the best it can do is sit back on some comfy cosmic couch, nestled with remote in hand, to watch. Really the near-dead are floating in an ether (“ether” as defined by the laws of physics as “a very rarefied and highly elastic substance formerly believed to permeate all space, including the interstices between the particles of matter and to be the medium whose vibrations constituted light and other electromagnetic radiation,” but more on that later. Much.)


“She’s got nine months,” said the head of Neurology on the second day. It would be nice to think that he was just a supremely honest guy, the kindly doctor whose understanding of his role allowed for no understating of such news, a man who knew, at his core, that brutal, painful honesty was the only way to go. Really he was just a dick, a physician whose stellar performance in science classes and med school relieved him of the need for social skills, tact, or empathy. “Tops.”


It was indeed a tumor: Glioblastoma multiforme (level four) in Dahlia’s left temporal lobe.


“It’s really not the best kind of tumor to have,” the head of Neurology said absently, to her chart.


Margalit was not taking any of this well. She sobbed, lapsed into Hebrew for dramatic effect (“My baby! Motek! Chaval!”), and generally spooked the nurses, who traded nervous glances with Bruce.


Bruce was all business, taking notes and notes and more notes. Not worst possible place, not necessarily worst possible tumor, he jotted in his notebook while the head of Neurology went on to explain that it actually was the “worst possible” tumor. But it was currently situated in a part of her brain that didn’t affect too much neurological function and might be “addressed” by radiation and chemo alone.


“I have to tell you,” the head of Neurology said before disappearing back out into the hospital flow, a river of indifference. “Glioblastomas are not good.”


Bottom line, nobody survives a Glioblastoma. Kind of like how nobody puts Baby in a corner, dig?


Bruce Finger was not one to get angry when people invariably came up short. If you lied to him outright or with malicious intent he lost it completely—Dahlia had learned this the hard way at seventeen when she’d tried and failed to pull off a neat trick of MasterCard embezzlement—but otherwise, whether you were callous, cruel, thoughtless, careless, harsh, neglectful, dismissive, lazy, unkind, and/or greedy, he let it roll off his back like water off the proverbial duck’s. Simply put: He wanted to believe the best about you, about everyone, and about life in general.


This, perhaps, is what allowed him to calmly take his euphemized notes, to sweetly comfort his lunatic ex-wife, to call his unresponsive, ice-for-blood reptile of a son and relay whatever news came along. It didn’t occur to him, as it would have to Dahlia—as it did to Dahlia, even in the ether!—to hold shit against Margalit, against Danny, against the head of Neurology, against the manufacturer of the hospital bed, which was not all that nice. To hold shit against, let’s be honest, everyone. It didn’t occur to Bruce to look sideways at the head of Neurology and mutter “asshole.” It didn’t occur to him to hurl his pad and pen across the room, to howl, to accept the implications of this news and react with commensurate fury and despair. His only daughter was going to die, and soon.


Neither Bruce nor Margalit had slept in days, unless you counted a heavy intermittent nodding in conjoined vinyl hospital chairs: her jaw gone slack and her forehead fraught, leaning into him, his chin coming to rest on the crown of her head until it woke her, at which point she jerked her head up—“huh?”—crashed into his chin, and made him bite down on his tongue—“ouch!” Which should have embarrassed them both (her for the impropriety of the affection and proximity, him for being such a goddamn doormat), but, because she, as a rule, took whatever she needed from everybody and he was something of a doormat, didn’t.


The story of Margalit and Bruce began by the side of a dusty road near Arad, where she, at twenty, was hitchhiking in her army uniform on a weekend break. Bruce had picked her up (not at all a risky or weird thing in those days) and that, as they say, had been that. Nothing had been impossible then, not for a hot twenty-year-old sabra in her uniform, giant gun slung over her shoulder like a purse. Here was an American man, a lawyer-to-be, who, when she had leaned into his car through the passenger window to assess the character of her ride, had smiled, locked eyes with her, and won her over instantaneously. He was working on a kibbutz for a while after law school and the bar, exploring this amazing country whose birth and existence paralleled almost to the day his own. She could get into his car, she could fuck him senseless, she could marry him and move to the States and have babies and come back to Israel to visit her family and have affairs and bring the kids with her or leave them behind, she could marry again, then again; anything was possible. She would do all of it and more.


“Nu?” he’d said, waiting for her to open the door and get in. A catch-all—So? What’s your story? Well? What’s it gonna be?—handled expertly by this American man despite his ownership of hardly another word in the language. Margalit knew better than to take him for Israeli (there was the watch, first off, too shiny and oldfashioned—his grandfather’s, she later learned—and there was the under-developed shape of his upper body, the softness of his hands: This was not a man who’d labored in the Mediterranean sun or done army service) but that expert “nu” stopped her in her tracks.


“Nu, yourself.”


They drove for a few miles in a hot, loaded silence, ardently smirking sidelong at each other, and not two hours later were embroiled in an altogether sordid, salty, desert summer rapture in the backseat. “Nu, yourself,” they laughed with each other thereafter, frisky for a good long while.


Dahlia, in a creative writing class in college, had composed a poem entitled “My Parents Met Like a Porno,” which had been poorly received. (my parents met like a porno:/she standing in fatigues on the side of the road,/he driving by, horny as hell./her gun resting between them, huge and dangerous,/turning him on./(though would he admit that?)/pornos don’t have epilogues, but here I am, writing this …) It went on for a while, a bit of an epic really, to include a parallel in the form of her own loss of virginity, at fourteen, to a sweaty Israeli ten years her senior. A good poem, she thought, if admittedly somewhat awkward in its discussion of her parents’ copulation. What did those idiot student poets know from lyric potential, anyway? Dahlia knew what was up. Dahlia was the true poet. Dahlia, it turned out, had cancer. Suck it, poets.


On the fourth day, in town to see friends, Rabbi Douchebag showed up empty-handed and alone. He slouched into the room with his arms crossed—defensively, instinctively—across his chest. His wedding ring glinted under the hospital fluorescents.


“Danny,” Margalit cried out, her voice breaking. “Oh, Danny! Danny!”


After allowing his mother to hug him (he participated in the hug as passively as possible, offering the side of his torso and one flaccid arm in accordance with his asshole rulebook) and sitting on the windowsill/air vent for a few minutes, listening to what they knew so far and glancing, frowning, briefly, at his unconscious sister, he left again.


“Keep me posted,” he told Bruce, shaking his father’s hand like a stranger.


It was not the weight of Dahlia’s medical predicament, mind you, to which Daniel’s dour countenance could be pinned. Do not mistake him for merely terse, concerned. Picture Jerry Seinfeld, but with thinner hair and without the native intelligence or easy smile. A perennial expression on his face that looked as though he was trying in earnest to stifle a large, unwieldy, and very smelly fart. His fingernails gruesomely gnawed, to the quick.


It should be noted that if Margalit and Bruce and Dahlia had not been Danny’s mother, father, and sister, respectively, his vibe would have been 180 degrees from cold indifference. Rabbi Douchebag could be counted on by all and sundry in need. He visited countless ailing acquaintances, paid shiva calls to the most distant friends of friends. Attended weddings and baby namings and circumcisions galore. If Dahlia had been a lucky member of the all-and-sundry, Rabbi Douchebag would have brought cookies, played cards, told jokes, offered theological perspective, planted himself alongside the sick and held her hand, prayed. But Rabbi Dan was just Danny here, just the prodigal son of resented parents, the estranged, despised brother of the unwell.


Regardless, this was the hospital scene, which Dahlia inhabited only from within a deep unconsciousness (which is to say the ether, which is to say not really at all). Hours piled up into another day, then another. They waited for Dahlia to come out of her coma. Margalit went home to shower and change. Bruce barely moved. He called Danny twice to report that there was nothing to report.


Ben, Dahlia’s quasi-boyfriend, the unlikely hero, had been the one to find Dahlia unconscious in her apartment some hours after her seizure, when she’d failed to return several of his calls. He loitered around the hospital for a few days, looking generally concerned and letting Margalit and Bruce buy him lots of coffee and cafeteria cinnamon rolls. He seemed, in the immediate aftermath of having found Dahlia unconscious and in god-knows-what state of fetid disarray (there had been vomit, there had been urine), to feel very much an integral part of this dramatic story. Never mind that Dahlia had been dating him casually: Margalit embraced him as practically part of the family, in her overwhelming way.


“Ben,” she’d mew every so often, enfolding him in what seemed to be a painful embrace. Looking to be comforted. “Oh, Ben!” He was stricken, horrified to find himself in the position of providing some sort of solace to these random people in such dire circumstances (“Very nice to meet you. I’m so sorry,” he kept saying). The nurses had somehow been led to believe that he was poor, sick, young Dahlia Finger’s devoted fiancé.


“What do you do, son?” Bruce could be heard to inquire. And: “What do your folks do?”


Margalit and Bruce were just thrilled that Dahlia appeared to have a boyfriend. This happy news could almost elbow out cancer. How much more poignant to die an untimely death in the throes of a blossoming relationship! Love thwarted, etc. (Not that she was dying, though, no. Bite your tongue.) But for the fact that Ben was not even approximately her boyfriend (let alone her fiancé), and but for the fact that he hadn’t gone down on her even once in half-a-dozen sexual encounters and furthermore seemed preoccupied with some prematurely dirty talk and a difficult legs-overhead-type thing which had felt mildly degrading and had kind of hurt and had led, Dahlia was pretty sure, to the recent urinary tract infection, it made for a good story. Oh, and: but for the fact that Margalit and Bruce were using a trumped-up romance to further refuse the reality of her undeniable doom. She had a boyfriend, after all, practically a fiancé. She couldn’t die.


Ben was a nice guy, as guys went, but it wasn’t long before he graciously bowed out of the whole shuffling-off-the-mortal-coil scene, nervously wishing everyone the best, leaving Bruce with his number and a request to be kept posted, which is what people say when they don’t want to deal.


On the sixth day, Dahlia came out of her coma.


They welcomed her back to the land of the living. One of the nurses used exactly this phrase: “the land of the living.”


She was Sick, they told her. Capital “S,” Sick. Something very wrong with her. “Something”: ha! A thing. The thing. Cells, evil cells, multiplying like racial undesirables in a ghetto whose boundaries will soon expand to encompass even the best neighborhoods. The oncologist—let’s call him Dr. Cracker—tried to explain it in exactly those terms when Dahlia could get up for the first time on the seventh day, a shaved-and-swaddled patch on the left side of her head, her suffering reduced, thanks to an ass-load of painkillers, to a vile case of anticipatory low self-esteem brought on by the bald patch, her sallow complexion, and the helpless indignity of sitting in a doctor’s office with her freaking parents, as though she was in trouble, as though Dr. Cracker were the principal. There was something more than a little embarrassing about all this; the scope of it, the seriousness. Dahlia was never one who did well taking things, even serious things, seriously.


“I do not recommend surgery.” Dr. C spoke to Dahlia. The patient. “As I’ve told your parents, surgery won’t do anything to prolong life, and the risks to your quality of life are significant because of the location of the tumor. If you were to develop severe neurological symptoms later on, maybe surgery would be an option then. But we’ll cross that bridge when we get to it.” For now, radiation. A six-week course. “Aggressive,” said Dr. C. Followed by chemo.


“Although it is not a great tumor, it’s in a relatively accessible part of the brain,” Cracker added, nodding at Bruce, who liked hearing the latter. Accentuate the positive.


“What does it mean?” Dahlia wanted to know. Her voice sounded foreign, weird, like a down escalator on the left. Cracker made of his lips a long, thin line.


“It depends how treatment goes. It depends on your attitude, your individual response to treatment. I know of one patient who’s had a tumor like yours for almost five years now and is fine.”


Margalit snorted. “Fine?”


“It means,” Bruce jumped in, “that it’s in an accessible spot, and you’re young, you’re healthy. There’s no reason for us not to be optimistic, here. There’s no reason you can’t beat this thing and have a long, happy life.”


Accessible spot? Beat this thing? Long and happy life? Such vagaries! Like he was a mobster on a pay phone, talking about a hit. Don’t oversell, Dad.


“But—why?” Margalit dissolved again into tears and directed this whine at Dr. Cracker. “How…?”


There was no why, no how. Here was lightning, striking. Dr. Cracker only shook his head. “There are no environmental or genetic causes for this kind of tumor.” He got up, switched on the fluorescents, and put up her MRI images. Gracefully, with a laser pointer held three inches away, he gave them the guided tour. There it was, a thing asymmetrical and off, blossoming in the left temporal lobe of the cauliflower floret that was her brain. Until now, Dahlia’s biggest health woes had been tendencies toward constipation and ingrown hair. Insomnia, too. And the UTI.


Cancer is the abnormal development of irregular cells. Cancers are caused by a series of mutations. Each mutation alters the behavior of the cell.


When she was very small, her family turning and turning in its widening gyre, her parents headed for their pathetic breakup and cowardly Daniel fading so purposefully, so cruelly, out of the picture, Dahlia had indulged in occasional fantasies about illness, about getting Margalit and Bruce together again, united in a common cause against whatever was ailing their precious daughter. Later on, in high school, she had evolved into a bona fide self-mutilator. It was too late, now. Also too late was the realization that it wouldn’t have worked anyway, that there was no better living to be had through sickness.


“What does it mean?” Dahlia asked the doctor again. She sounded not as forceful as she intended, considering the headache and all, but she wasn’t going to let him off that easily. “Am I going to die?” Well, duh. “I mean, like, not of old age?” Well, possibly. “I mean, of this?”


Margalit blew her nose; Bruce looked down at his notes.


And all together now, without moving our lips or making a sound: Yup.


“Well,” Dr. C finally allowed. “Statistically you have a one-in-three chance of living at least two years. It’s very important that you think positively; there’s increasing evidence that state of mind and force of will have a real effect on treatment and recovery.” Dr. C recited this bit gazing up at her MRI images and then, taking them down, at the long manila folder they went in.


His countenance seemed to say: Give me a break, will you? Do not push me. As if Dahlia pressing him on the matter was its own kind of negativity, a gauche and unpleasant line of questioning that would, unchecked, somehow damage her. Further.


“But… realistically….” She was groping. “What does it really mean?” Just say it! Say it! Say it!


There was a pause, taut and suspended as a bridge, a break from hysteria and note-taking. Bruce and Margalit looked at each other, at Dr. C, at Dahlia. Then Margalit resumed weeping softly and Bruce reached over and rubbed her back. Dahlia, fleetingly, was more upset by the way her parents were interacting—Bruce allowing Margalit to use him for his steady, reliable, generous brand of consolation—than by the fact that nobody would level with her, here.


“It’s not helpful to think about a worst-case scenario at this stage of the game,” Dr. C said. Ah: a game. A sort of battle, perhaps?


Dahlia waited for him to haul out further reassurance that it had been caught early, that it was highly treatable. On his desk, two framed photos grinned and bore it: one of a small, tow-headed boy peering up joyfully through too-long bangs, and another of an expensively high-lit woman fighting a losing battle on the seductive/maternal continuum. How many doomed Sick had had to sit where Dahlia sat, looking at those insufferable pictures? How many poor sap fuckers had had to process the physical manifestations of Dr. Cracker’s physiological rightness (a fertile, pheromone-spewing wife, a fully functional kid, the implied healthy testicles that had allowed the former to grow the latter in her lush, plump little womb) while they processed their own total lack of physiological rightness? Little Cracker Jr. and Mrs. Cracker had surely borne the brunt of this paradigm a thousand times, holding grinning court over the process in which the hopes, dreams, and taken-for-granted future of yet another doomed idiot were deflated, cut up, burned, and scattered, ashes to the wind. They should be sick, too.


It occurred to her then, the words environmental, genetic, and tumor dutiful instruments in a marching band led by the cocksure, high-kicking, baton-twirling Cancer, that her parents and Dr. Cracker were presenting this to her as a front. She’d been unconscious for days, doped up nicely, and they had, of course, been over this already. They were gathered here to break it to her. It was like an intervention: You have cancer, you ridiculous screw-up, and we’re all really worried about you. We love you. We want to help you. You can beat this, we know you can! How mortifying (in a word).


Finally, Dahlia arrived at “Am I going to get better?” A stupid question if ever there was one. She hated herself for asking, for tipping her cards: She wanted to get better, and now she had let them all know it. So when she didn’t, she’d not only be dead, she’d a loser, too.


“Yes,” Bruce said, knee-jerk.


“There is a lot we can do,” said Dr. Cracker. “And treatment is progressing scientifically even as we speak.”


“It’s treatable,” said Bruce weakly. “You’re young, and healthy. It’s not in the worst possible place.” The word “place” didn’t quite make it out under the wire, though, and Bruce, bless his transparency, teared up and only got it out in a measly whisper.


Dr. Cracker leveled. “The average length of life for someone with a tumor like Dahlia’s is 10 months. That’s with radiation treatment. But she would probably be at the upper end of the curve because she’s young”—not according to the alumnae magazine!—“the tumor is on the small side”—but the worst possible kind—“she’s in good physical shape”—minus acute weed lung—“and she’s not having any neurological symptoms just now.” Other than the seizure. And the headaches. And the general misery. And so on.


Dahlia was twenty-nine years old. Too young to die, certainly, but old enough, surely, to be taking on the mantle of her own illness, taking her own notes, sobbing histrionically at the imminence of her own demise. Instead she just sat there—not giving a fuck about the science of it all, the terms, the options; what did those words mean, anyway? And how would knowing help her? Looking at Cracker Jr. and Mrs. Cracker in those snapshots: Tow-head Jr. with those bangs and the Mrs. with her shit-ton of makeup and tight smile. It was always the same with these big life moments, these arrogant self-important moments demanding some purportedly innate, prefabricated response. She was to be sad, mad, sad, glad—well, no, not glad, but it rhymes, so what the hell? And then, after the predictable progression down the list, accepting. And then dead.


All together now: Tumor, Cancer, Growth, No, But, Maybe, No. No, no, no. No. Maybe. Yes. No.


Margalit again mouthed the word “why,” but it wasn’t directed anywhere in particular. They all sat slumped, spent. Dr. C folded his hands and looked toward Bruce for the commiseration of someone who was, as they say, dealing. For a guy who made his living telling people they had cancer, and outlining, in great detail, the fact of mortality, Dr. C was pretty crappy at it. Fucking amateur night at the ICU.


“Here’s what we’d like to do,” said Dr. C. Bruce flipped back to a previous page in his pad, filled with notes. At the top of the page he’d written OPTIONS. Margalit gave herself a hug. She wore her customary excess of accessories: two sturdy silver rings on each hand, enormous beaded necklace, wildly swinging pewter earrings from the Arab quarter. Margalit was never without a half-dozen too many pieces of jewelry. It was a look. She made it work. You could hear her coming from far away, soft clinks heralding the worst part of your day.
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