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PRAISE FOR BURNING WOMAN








“With lucid, accessible prose and often heart-breaking candor, Sharon Strong recounts the seminal passages of her seven decades, tracing the fiery thread of her journey to self-knowledge, inner peace, and love. In these times when so many mature women seek continued growth and the fullest possible expression of their lives, her voice is a model of fearless honesty that concludes: Yes, we can walk through pain, through change, through loss and things we can’t control. For without these experiences, there would be no art to living at all.”


—LAURA PAULL, journalist, formerly of Jewish News of Northern California and Huffington Post


“This book is an inspiring roadmap into how to live a fierce life at any age—a life that embraces it all—love/loss, joy/suffering, life/death. Living fully in the last decades of life takes curiosity, courage, stamina and resilience. The rewards are a life lived without regrets and the hard earned wisdom of the crone. Read this book and be inspired!”


—PAT FERRERO, documentary filmmaker, professor of cinema at San Francisco State University


“Sharon’s vignettes bring us through the depths and triumphs that have created a compassionate and fulfilling life. She lifts the veil and gives us a valuable glimpse into artistic inspiration as a journey of personal healing. I am inspired by her choice to follow her heart and seize the moment. In her words, ‘Let’s do it. Choose life!’”


—SEANNE SWANN, somatic practitioner
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Chapter 1






IT WAS LATE AFTERNOON WHEN I fell. One minute I was barreling through the living room in stockinged feet looking for my hiking boots, and the next minute, I was writhing on the floor in pain. My whole left side felt as if it had been body-slammed. My husband, Tom, came running from the back of the house when he heard me cry out and knelt beside me.


“What happened? Oh, sweetheart, are you OK?”


“I can’t get up! Something’s wrong. I think it’s my left leg.”


“Can you move at all? How’s the right leg?” I lifted it, bent at the knee, then straightened it and gingerly swung it back and forth.


“Try your toes.”


I flapped both feet up and down and wiggled my toes, relieved to know that I hadn’t injured my spinal cord. Tom said encouragingly, “That’s good. You’re going to be all right. See if you can get up now.”


I used my right leg for balance, hands braced against the floor, and attempted to roll onto my left knee to get into a standing position. Pain shot up from my knee to my hip, like a scream no one could hear but me. I felt cold and shaky and didn’t try to move again.


“We need to go to the ER. There’s no way I can get into the car. Will you call 911?”


Tom made the call, then laid down behind me, curling his long body around mine, the way we spooned together in bed. I could feel his warm breath against my neck. He whispered over and over, “It’s going to be OK. I love you, sweetheart. It’s going to be OK,” the way one comforts a child. But I couldn’t get up, and it was not OK.


It took forever for the ambulance to come. Like a wounded animal, my mind focused on survival. Be still. Don’t cry. They’re on their way. Tom asked, “How long do you think it’s going to take?”


“I don’t know.” The pain was becoming more intense.


There was a sharp knock on the front door. Tom rose to open it. Four paramedics, three men and a woman, spilled into the narrow space where I lay on my left side, between the couch and the door. I heard their voices above me, the thump and scrape of their boots on the cement floor. A rush of cold air. Flashing red lights outside in the darkness told me it was nighttime.


The atmosphere vibrated with a sense of urgency. Leaning over my body, they fired off questions: “What happened? When did it happen? What’s your level of pain? Can you walk?”


Tom answered for me, “She fell an hour ago. No. She can’t walk.”


Someone said, “We’ve got to carry her.” I groaned as they shifted my body onto a gurney. Two EMTs at my head and two at my feet lifted me up and took me out to the waiting ambulance. Every movement was unbearable. I wanted to scream out in pain, but a voice inside said, Don’t cry. Be still. They shoved me as gently as they could into the back, strapped me in, and shut the double doors. I could feel every pothole as they drove slowly down our gravel road, aware that when the driver turned left onto the paved road, it would take us to the hospital an hour away. My husband followed in his car. I heard someone moaning. It was me.





I DON’T KNOW HOW TOM GOT TO the hospital before we did, but he was there when we arrived at the emergency entrance. I was wheeled past other patients lying on gurneys in the hallway and whisked into a patient room. A friendly male nurse took my vitals and said, “I’ll be right back with the doc, and we’ll get you something for pain. You’re scheduled for X-rays, but there’s a couple people ahead of you. This Memorial Day weekend is nuts.”


When Tom and I were alone, I cried for the first time since the fall. He held me gently, murmuring, “It’s OK, I’m here.” I clung to him like a scared little girl, wanting him to make it all go away.


While we waited for X-rays, I was given one pain medication after another with names like bad guys in a 1950s film noir: Fentanyl, Dilaudid, morphine. I’m a lightweight when it comes to drugs. Within seconds of each injection, my heart started racing, my face was on fire, and I was nauseous.


They gave me something to vomit into, and suddenly I’m ten years old, on my knees, elbows on the toilet seat, holding my head in my hands. It’s the middle of the night, and I’m sick. My stomach begins heaving, and I throw up. The vomit smells bad and tastes nasty. When it stops, I wash my mouth out and get back into bed. I don’t call for my mother. I know not to make noise if my parents are in their bedroom with the door closed. I’d learned early on to take care of myself.


Tom looked worried as he watched the ER nurse wheel my gurney down the hall for X-rays. He wasn’t allowed to go with me. The nurse transferred me to a cold metal table and left. It was just me and the X-ray technician, a man of indeterminate age in blue scrubs with no expression on his face. He made no eye contact, just told me, “Lie still,” in a perfunctory tone. I closed my eyes, listening to the low hum of the X-ray machine, until it was over. When the technician said, “Turn over,” I thought, Oh my God. I can’t do that, and I told him so. Unmoved by the desperation in my eyes, he positioned a foam back support and rolled my body over on my side as I groaned. It felt as if I was going to pass out as the machine took the last image.


I have no memory of my return trip to the ER. The on-call doctor came back in, asked how I was doing, and gave a cursory look at my chart. Pointing to the ghostly images of my left hip and thigh bone on a small X-ray screen hanging on the wall, he said, “Hip looks good, but you have a fractured femur. You’ll need surgery. Can’t do it tonight. We’re pretty jammed because of the holiday. Should be sometime tomorrow. Your surgeon is scheduled to see you in the morning, and he’ll explain everything.”


It was after midnight when I was transferred to the orthopedic surgical unit and Tom went home. I was given morphine intravenously to help me sleep, but it seemed that I lay awake most of the night listening to the hospital sounds, like bees at work in a medical-industrial hive.


Tom arrived in the midmorning, looking more tired than I did. There was nothing we could do but wait for the surgeon to come in and tell us when surgery would be scheduled and when the pain would stop. I felt like an addict waiting for a fix. The doctor arrived at three in the afternoon, apologizing for the holiday delay. He explained that because my hip socket was healthy, he’d only be doing a partial hip replacement, reconstructing the broken femur. I went into surgery at eight o’clock that night.


Coming out of the anesthesia felt to me what it must be like for a newborn to leave the womb. I was completely dependent on others for help. I peered around the recovery room, unsure of where I was. Tom was there, his voice soothing, “I love you, sweetheart. I’m here. The surgery went well.” I was in no pain. Bless anesthesia. Tom kissed me good night and drove home as I drifted off into a dreamless sleep.





DAY TWO IN THE HOSPITAL WAS ENTIRELY different. Before I had finished breakfast, two women came into my room with a shiny new aluminum walker. The taller one said with practiced cheerfulness, “I’m Sandra, your physical therapist, and this is my assistant, Mallory. We’re going to take you for a walk.” I hadn’t even gotten out of bed yet to pee on my own. I must have looked incredulous, because she began to reassure me that most patients walk the day of surgery. The PT was wearing cool-looking workout pants and Nike sneakers. Her assistant was in scrubs. I had on a standard-issue gown that tied in the back, socks with rubber tread, and nothing else. I wondered fleetingly if this was appropriate dress, then thought, What the hell. Let’s go.


Mallory stood next to me to provide support while Sandra instructed me to sit up carefully, pivot my body and both legs in one fluid motion to the side of the bed, and place my feet firmly on the floor. I did as I was told. I felt overcome by dizziness, and my bravado evaporated. Sandra said, “Good,” smiling at me as if I were a well-behaved toddler. “You’re doing so good.”


I took a few deep breaths and said, “OK. What’s next?”


“Now it’s time to stand.” She positioned the walker in front of me. “Take hold of the handles and find your balance. When you’re ready, use the strength of your arms to stand up.” My body felt as if it weighed two hundred pounds. I stood up using my right leg, barely resting the left one on the floor. I was sweating, afraid to put any pressure on the wounded leg. With the physical therapist on one side of me and her assistant on the other, I hobbled out of my room and turned left. She said, “Let’s see if we can go to the end of the corridor.” With each step, the tension in my body and in my head began to relax. My left leg hurt, but it was manageable. I completed one round of the corridor that wrapped around the orthopedic unit and felt as if I had run a marathon. Walking was freedom. Walking meant that I could go home.


Walking was an iconic event in my childhood. I walked at eight months, when most babies are just beginning to master crawling. My dad was in pilot’s training in the Army Air Force during World War II, and I was the first baby in my parents’ circle of friends. When he and his buddies came home on leave, part of their entertainment was training me to walk. I was a willing recruit. At seven months, I could walk a couple of steps, as I held onto one end of a string that my dad was holding. A few weeks later, he dropped the string, and I just kept on going.


This is a developmental milestone for any kid, the beginning of independence. Let go of the string and keep on walking became my primary survival strategy. In some ways, it still is. Getting attention for accomplishment was love I could earn, but it meant doing what my dad wanted me to do to please him. Was I ready to walk on my own at eight months? Probably not. Did I discover in my baby way how to stand and take the first steps because of my own curiosity? I don’t think so. What I couldn’t have known then was how fragile my connection to my father was, how prophetic it was that he let go first.


“I walked!” I announced to Tom when he came that afternoon. “I walked by myself all the way around the unit! I can go home tomorrow!” It felt like a milestone of a different sort, tinged with irony. I was seventy-three years old and I could walk—unassisted—using a walker. An unnamed fear clutched at my joy. I was on an uncharted journey that I didn’t want and didn’t choose, and I didn’t know where I was going.














Chapter 2






I HAD ONLY BEEN HOME TWO DAYS and had cabin fever. I felt imprisoned in my body, and the one bar of my prison was a metal rod embedded in my femur. It ached. It kept me awake at night. I had to get out.


Because I couldn’t bend over, my husband strapped sensible hiking sandals on my feet. I hobbled out the front door and down a brick walkway, clinging to my walker. It felt like a cage I could take with me. When I reached the dirt driveway, the wheels wouldn’t roll over the ruts and stones, so I alternately pushed and carried it. I was determined and scared. What if I fall? Breathe, one step, two steps, don’t take your eyes off the trail. Breathe, step, breathe, step. My feet and eyes registered every variation in the topography. At some point, I realized that I knew how to do this. But how? A memory surfaced, my first trek in the Nepal Himalayas, six years earlier, at age sixty-seven, learning how to walk at high elevation on rough terrain, leaning on my trekking poles.


The journey began at 9,000 feet, on a dirt road a short distance out of the small village of Lukla, following my woman guide. As we climbed, the trail narrowed, skimming the edge of a precipice that dropped straight down to a raging river. Up ahead, I saw a delicate suspension bridge festooned with prayer flags. It was obvious we needed to cross that bridge. Step, breathe, step, breathe. Never take your eyes off the trail. Yes. I knew how to do this.


Our driveway was about the length of a football field. I went up and back three times. My first “trek” after surgery was a success.














Chapter 3






THE FIRST TIME I VENTURED BEYOND our property, I drove my car with Tom as passenger to the follow-up appointment with my surgeon. Driving was another milestone. Hyperaware of my left leg and the long incision that ran diagonally across my left cheek, I tentatively got into the driver’s seat butt-first and carefully swung both legs into position. Sitting behind the wheel felt strange, as if my center of balance was off. With some trepidation, I turned the key in the ignition, stepped on the accelerator, and headed for Angels Camp.


I typically drove the road into town at sixty miles per hour, only slowing down when I could spy the sheriff, who often lay in wait just off the highway. On this day, driving forty-five miles per hour seemed too fast. I felt tentative, like a teenager taking her first driving test, or an old lady who was afraid of getting busted and losing her driver’s license.


When we arrived, I gingerly got out of the car and walked into the waiting room leaning on a cane. Two women were already there, two old women. One leaned heavily on a walker. The other sat stooped over, her back bent like the curve of my cane. They could have been my age. I looked away, judging them and myself. I felt ashamed, terrified to call them my peers.


In the exam room, I was given ugly blue paper shorts big enough to fit my husband. This was certainly different from the ugly paper dressing gown I was familiar with. A nurse came in and led me down the hall for an X-ray. Bereft of my jeans, clad in a long-sleeved T-shirt and shorts that I had to hold up with my left hand while balancing on the cane with my right, I looked like shit and knew it. In defiance, I walked like a model strutting down the runway, with no one watching but me.


Back in the room, perched on a hard exam table waiting for the surgeon, I picked up the only two magazines available, Concealed Carry: The Ultimate Resource for Responsibly Armed Americans, and Vogue. Fascinated and horrified by the weird juxtaposition, I looked at the gun magazine. It was filled with images of lethal weapons. Never before had I seen a magazine about handguns in a doctor’s office. My last opportunity for distraction was the women’s fashion magazine. Flipping through the pages, I saw a model, barely out of her teens, in stiletto heels and wearing a tight, pin-striped wool skirt and tailored jacket, revealing perfect cleavage from neck to waist. I felt sad. I did not belong in either world, nor did I want to.


My surgeon came in to admire his handiwork. The X-rays confirmed that he had done an excellent job. The healthy bone of my left femur was healing around a titanium spike. The cobalt steel ball on top of it fit perfectly into my hip socket. It felt somehow cool to have a bionic leg. No follow-up appointments were necessary. The surgeon gave me a referral for physical therapy and released me to return to work the next day.














Chapter 4






THREE WEEKS AND ONE DAY AFTER surgery, I returned to work. I’m a psychologist and have been in private practice in San Andreas, the county seat, for almost twenty years. The discovery of gold in California in 1849 and Mark Twain’s short story “The Celebrated Jumping Frog of Calaveras County” are its two claims to fame.


My commute to work takes about thirty minutes, following the winding curves of Pool Station Road through a rural landscape of vineyards, grazing cattle, twenty-acre ranchettes, and an abandoned cement plant. It’s like a driving meditation, but this morning I felt apprehensive. The walker and cane were in the back seat of my car. I had already swapped the bentwood rocker I usually sat in for a sturdy, straight-backed chair, and I had a bottle of extra-strength ibuprofen in my purse. My schedule was full, and my clients were happy I was back. What was going on?


I tried something I often did to clear my mind to make space for what my clients would be bringing in. It was a dialogue, and it went something like this:




Just relax and feel into your body. (And for God’s sake, don’t close your eyes!)


What are you feeling?


Scared—and sad.


Where are you feeling it? How does it feel?


Tight in my gut, and my heart feels heavy.


What are you afraid of?


I don’t know. Well, I do know the obvious. This is my first day with my clients. I’m not 100 percent. I’m not sure how this is going to work, getting up and down, hobbling around with the walker, using the stairs. And I’m tired.





I began to feel strangely alone and incredibly sad when thoughts about my father began to intrude, one painful memory after another. This isn’t a good time.


Yeah, it is.


My little brother and I are in the back seat of my uncle’s car. He’s been babysitting us during the day while our mom is at work. Our dad is supposed to be taking care of us, but he’s taken off and hasn’t come home yet. Uncle Skeetz works the night shift and has to get to his job, so he’s piled us into his car and says we are going to look for our dad. We drive around for a while, then park the car on a side street. He tells us we’ll be OK, to just stay put. After locking the doors, he takes off into the night and is gone a long time. We’re just little kids. I am six and my brother is two. The dark all around us seems huge, and we’re alone. We get scared and cry a lot.


That’s all I remembered. It seemed like we were always looking for my father, and he was never there.


The mind puts memories together without regard for chronology. The next one was forty-seven years later: My father is seventy-three years old. It’s late at night when the phone next to my bed rings. Half asleep, I answer, “Hello.” The worried voice on the line is my father’s girlfriend, Anita. “Your dad’s missing.”


“What?”


“He drove his car to the store to get a bottle of vodka. The liquor store is just a few blocks away, and he hasn’t come back. I called the police. They don’t know anything. There’s been no accident report.”


My psychologist mind comes online. “Has this happened before?”


“Yeah. He’s been having trouble remembering stuff for a while.”


“For how long?”


“I don’t know. Maybe six months.”


“Why didn’t you tell me until now?”


“He just had his annual physical. His doctor said he was in good shape for a man in his seventies.”


I remember the random calls from my dad in the evening. I’ve been getting them for years. He repeats himself and doesn’t respond to anything I say. I’ve assumed it’s because he is drunk. I’m worried. He lives in San Diego, and I live in Berkeley. There isn’t much I can do but try to go back to sleep. I have a full schedule of clients to see the next day. “Call me when you hear anything.”


The next morning Anita calls back. “Your dad’s OK.”


He had driven the familiar route to the liquor store and gotten confused. Trying to find his way home, he turned onto a freeway on-ramp that took him out of town. Luckily, he knew enough to park the car on a residential street. Someone found him the next morning, asleep behind the wheel, and called the police. I learn that this incident was only one of many. He can present well when the situation calls for it, like seeing his primary care doctor, but it’s becoming evident that he has the beginning symptoms of dementia.


The last call I get from his girlfriend is to tell me she’s done, to come and get him because she isn’t “going to put up with him anymore.” I book a round-trip ticket to San Diego for myself and a one-way ticket for my dad for the following weekend.


By the time I got to my office, this part of the story ended. I felt like I had been in a time warp and had to shake my head to bring myself forward to Tuesday morning, 8:45. I’d see my first client in fifteen minutes. This was not new information. I had been working for years in therapy with my “family-of-origin issues.” It helped to know what was going on, that the anxiety I felt wasn’t just about returning to work. I got out of my car carefully and hobbled across the parking area supported by the walker, with my cane hooked over one handle. This day was important to me, to be with my clients and to do good work. But it was also clear that I had my own work to do.














Chapter 5






I GREW UP IN SOUTHERN CALIFORNIA, in one of those small, outlying cities with a forgettable name that spread out beyond the periphery of Los Angeles. My mother, father, younger brother, and I lived on Compton Boulevard, in a two-bedroom stucco bungalow, built before World War II. Across the street was a ragged field of mustard flowers and a burgeoning population of horned toads, tiny dinosaurs with spikes on their backs and smooth, dry underbellies that felt warm in my hand. We called them “horny toads.” I’d bring home bouquets of pale yellow, pink, and blue wildflowers for my mom and, once in a while, a horny toad I’d try to domesticate.


One of the black-and-white photos in our family album features my father’s car, a brand-new silver Jaguar Mark VII sedan, proudly parked on the front lawn. It’s strange that I can remember the make of his car. I learned later that it cost more than our house.


My dad was six feet tall, tanned, with dark wavy hair. Even as a kid, I knew that women thought he was handsome. A natural athlete, he had been a star quarterback in high school. In his hometown, he was still a legend. He drove fast cars, wore expensive shoes, and bought his clothes at an exclusive men’s shop. The rest of us lived as if we were still in the Depression that both my parents grew up in. I never understood why it was OK for my father to have so much more than his wife and children. My mother never talked about it, and I never asked. There was so much we didn’t talk about.


My mother’s father left his family for another woman when his three daughters were children. Times were hard for everybody at the end of the Great Depression, but especially for a divorced woman on her own with teenage girls to raise. My mother, the middle child, rarely told stories about her childhood, but I remember one. She and her sisters were each given a pair of white oxfords in the spring, worn with the ankle socks that were in style in the 1940s. When fall came, the girls would dye them black, so they could be worn through the winter until the next spring, when they would get a new pair of white shoes.


My mother always worked and went to college: bachelor’s degree, teaching credential, master’s in education, and eventually a PhD. She taught me that women get things done. Women get degrees and become professionals. She was a feminist before the women’s liberation movement began, but at home, my father was king. He got whatever he wanted. He lived however he wanted. When I was growing up, this was what I knew of family, my brother and me and our mom living in a separate world from “Daddy,” our father in name only.














Chapter 6






THE MAN WHO WAS NEVER THERE FOR ME suddenly needed me to take care of him. He’d squandered his life just as I was carving out the freedom, in middle age, to live my own. I didn’t want this, but I couldn’t turn my back on him.


Anita and my dad had a long history. Their affair ended his marriage to the woman he had an affair with while he was married to my mother. They had run a small business together. They both loved cats. They drank together. I thought he and Anita had reached a kind of quid pro quo in their relationship. But it became crystal clear that her decision to leave him was final when she told me about his erratic behavior, increasingly severe memory loss, angry outbursts, and sexual obsession. Forgetting his way home and being lost for twenty-four hours was only the tip of the iceberg.


He could be engaging when the attention was on him, for example during his annual checkup. Based on what my father selectively reported to the doctor, he diagnosed normal aging in a physically fit seventy-three-year-old man. When I consulted with him over the phone about my plan for my dad to live near me in a board and care home, the doctor said that was appropriate. He thought my father would do well in a home-care environment. However, he hadn’t lived with my father, and neither had I.


It was 1997. I was fifty-three, married to a writer, and living upstairs in an old, tenants-in-common house in Berkeley. To get to our place, a two-bedroom, one-bath flat, one ascended a wooden staircase that spiraled around a corner of the house. Our downstairs neighbor was a National Public Radio announcer from the 1960s whose companion was an aging pit bull. A French-Canadian woman and her young daughter lived in the mother-in-law cottage in back.


Berkeley was mecca, the place I had longed to be in the 1970s. So what if I was twenty years late? This was my time. Whole Foods was a short walk to the corner of Ashby and Telegraph. I could bicycle to UC Berkeley and see foreign films anytime I wanted at two different theaters downtown. I marched through the streets of San Francisco protesting the war in the Gulf and stood in silent vigil outside the gates of San Quentin State Prison, opposing the death penalty. I rode BART to the city to take painting classes at the Academy of Art University. I had come here to escape the oppressive conservatism of Orange County, where I had lived from the age of ten, to create a life far from the scene of my childhood. There was no way my dad fit into this picture. But Anita wanted him out, and I had less than a week to find a board and care facility near my home that he could afford on Social Security.


My father had two adult children. I ask myself now why I took sole responsibility in the beginning. I was the elder, a mental health professional living in an urban area with an abundance of resources for “senior citizens.” My younger brother lived three hours away, in one of the poorest rural counties in California. He also had a chip on his shoulder. After our parents’ divorce, my mother wanted her freedom, so she sent my thirteen-year-old brother to live with our father and his former mistress, who had become his second wife. They were two people who knew nothing about raising an angry teenager. Thirty-six years later, he still carried resentment and wanted to be only peripherally involved.


That’s the most obvious explanation for why I stepped up. However, under the surface—way under the surface—was a little girl still waiting for her daddy to come home. Maybe now he would.


All of this felt surreal. In one week, I would fly to San Diego, pick up my dad and all of his belongings, and fly home with him. But my home would not be his home. He was going to be living with strangers for the first time in his life since he served in the military.














Chapter 7






ON OUR FLIGHT FROM SAN DIEGO to San Francisco, my father sat next to me in the rear of the airplane. His carry-on bag was stowed overhead, with all the clothes he owned. A cardboard box rested on his lap. He encircled it with his arms as if it contained treasure. I had no idea what was inside. He was nervous in the way that meant he needed a drink, toughing it out, trying hard to be strong. I could feel his vulnerability and wanted to put my arms around him and tell him it was going to be OK. But I knew it wasn’t, and so did he.


About thirty minutes into the flight, he turned to me and said in a voice so subdued I could barely hear him, “Sharon, you’re a doctor. You help people whose minds don’t work. Maybe you could fix mine.” My breath caught in my throat. He knew. There was no way to mask his despair. I told him that he was going to live near me, in a nice neighborhood, with people he would be comfortable with.


I had lived in Berkeley for eight years, and he had never visited me. How could I describe my town, and what was coming for him, in a way he could understand? I didn’t even know what was coming. It was as if we were suspended in space and time, but soon we would land, and the clock would start ticking again.


My dad sat quietly beside me as we drove from SFO on Route 101, cruising the outskirts of San Francisco. The Transamerica Building looked like a futuristic castle at the center of a magical city. He said little as we crossed the Bay Bridge and followed I-580 east, dropping down into Berkeley. Occasionally, I looked sideways at him. He was staring out the window, as if he had landed on another planet. I don’t remember what I said to him. There were no words that would make this different or better. We were both going into the unknown, but there was a huge difference. After I dropped him off with strangers, I would be going home.


We pulled up to the curb in front of my dad’s board and care home. I got out and grabbed his suitcase from the back seat. He carried his box. Had it been on his lap the whole time? We followed cement paving stones up to the front door and rang the bell. In a dark corner of my mind, it felt like the iconic scene from the film Dead Man Walking. I put a smile on my face to greet the middle-aged couple who ran the board and care. I introduced my dad, and they smiled at him. We were all smiling perfunctorily, except for Dad, whose expression was unreadable. They showed us through the house, a 1940s bungalow not unlike the one I grew up in, except that there were sunny yellow walls in the kitchen, more than the usual number of recliners in the living room, and chintz everywhere—curtains, dining room chairs, the couch. The door to my father’s bedroom was open, and we walked in as if we were weekend guests. The couple closed the door behind us so we could “get settled.” Dad sat down heavily on the twin bed. I didn’t want to leave him all alone, but I didn’t know what to say. It felt as if I was doing something wrong, leaving him there. I unpacked his clothes. They fit in one drawer of the dresser. I put his box on the bedside table where he could see it. Dinner would be served in a half hour, so I said, “Goodbye, Daddy. I love you. I’ll come back tomorrow.”
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