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			For Ty, Miles, Nina, LaRue, Janelle, Selah, and Karter, in that order.

		

	
		
			1

			Dane Schottmer sat down front in the church his parents had attended for over forty years and stared at his mother’s coffin. From his position, he could barely see his mother’s serene half-smile or her gently closed eyes, yet it pained him to look anywhere else. Mid-morning sunlight streamed through the floor to ceiling stained-glass windows. It made Dane sweat under the collar of his suit jacket and cast a surreal flood of colors over the entire front of the church. A pang of guilt constricted his chest as he tried to remember the last time he had been in this church—or any church.

			As much as he loved his mother, he hated being on display like this, hated the pity and concern of everyone who could never know the goodness and wonder of Gwen Schottmer’s soul. The organist played one of his mother’s favorite hymns, and a slideshow of her life scrolled by on the screen above the sanctuary platform.

			He looked to his left where his wife sat. Muriel’s dark, natural curls peeked out from a respectful black headwrap. His hand slid along the pew until it found hers and gripped it tightly. She looked at him through beautifully round black eyes, now wet and bloodshot. Her eyebrows arched slightly in an expression he had seen hundreds of times over fifteen years of marriage, asking You okay? He met her gaze and nodded, his toes clinging to the precipice. Her concern nearly pushed him over the edge. His teeth grit tightly together and his eyes burned fiercely. It took every bit of concentration he had to keep them from betraying him.

			As a distraction, he broke eye contact with Muriel and looked past her to his father, Branson. The old man seemed completely oblivious to the entire situation, sitting up and mooning around like a toddler lost in the grocery store. Branson leaned over to his nurse, Sabine. He whispered in her ear like a child, loud enough for people nearby to hear. “When are we going home?”

			When Sabine turned to reply, her brown cheeks glowed wet with tears. She calmly patted Branson’s knee and turned towards the front of the church.

			Everyone in the pew, including the pastor seated at the end, seemed intensely affected by the music and the speakers—everyone except his father. Seeing the old man’s indifference caused a rush of anger through Dane’s back and arms. He squeezed Muriel’s hand tighter, and she squeezed back without looking at him.

			The music had stopped. Dane didn’t know for how long. That meant it was his turn to speak. He slid his hand out of Muriel’s and walked slowly up the steps of the platform, drawing a folded paper from his coat pocket as he neared the pulpit. Flattening the paper in front of him, he looked over the people gathered for the funeral. A nervous pain shot through him. All those faces looking to him for wisdom and comfort, all waiting for him to say the thing that would make this all right.

			Dane had labored over his speech for days, basically since the day his mother had died. He struggled for the right things to say to honor her, the right memories to share, memories that would color in the blank spots of her life for everyone who couldn’t possibly know the fulness of her beauty and kindness and love as well as he did.

			He had to come through for them.

			He gazed down at his mother’s body resting in the coffin. Her hands were folded, her hair styled neatly as if she were going to Sunday service, but she carried none of the warmth and beauty that had nourished and guided him all his life. Muriel had made sure the funeral home dressed Mom in her favorite dress, the black one that accentuated her height and, Mom would say, her long legs.

			Dane gripped the edges of the podium and turned to look up at the portrait of his mother on the screen behind him. He remembered taking the photo on Mother’s Day last year, remembered spending the day with her at the museum, just the two of them talking about each exhibit. He wanted to etch that picture into his memory like an old master’s silver cast. But as much as the thought warmed him, neither his memory nor a flat digital photo could come close to the real woman.

			She was gone.

			Her warmth and life and beauty existed now only in his mind, and it might die with him someday or fade away, like so many memories seemed to have faded for Branson. Dane started reading his speech, refusing to show tears in front of his wife, in front of all these people, in front of his father.

			When he told the story about his mother putting Christmas gift bags together for all her preschool students, he looked down at the front pew. Muriel locked onto his face as if she were trying to send wordless encouragement. Branson, on the other hand, sat up like a bored or confused child, looking around the room as if his wife didn’t lie dead in front of him.

			Words spilled out of Dane’s mouth, stories and insights he had agonized over. Yesterday he had felt so proud of capturing his feelings about his mother. He had read his words to Muriel with theatrical flourishes practiced to perfection. Now they all felt like nonsense. He looked at the crowd, just as he had planned, and mentioned how she had touched all their lives in some way. He shared a story about her encouragement to play sports, audition for theater, and do anything he set his mind to. But none of these words held any power or meaning now that she was gone. Some of the beauty had left his life.

			He felt like an orphan. In a way, it was true, because his mother had died, and his father gawked around aimlessly, not truly present either.

			Dane reached the bottom of the page, and he realized the crescendo of emotion he had planned for the conclusion no longer mattered. Muriel cried in the front row, and at least half of his mother’s congregation dabbed their eyes, wrapped up in his speech. He struggled for the calm likeness of unbroken, glassy water. Then he heard his voice break, felt his cheeks flush as if he had shoved his face into the hot oven. He looked away from the gathered mourners, away from his wife and her tears, away from everyone and everything that might set him off, and stared at the last couple of sentences in front of him. He mashed his fist into his eye socket to hold the emotion in, to grind it back where it came from. Then his gaze rested on Branson, still looking around and shifting from side to side, still oblivious.

			A wave of old anger rose. His father had never been there for him, wasn’t there for him now. Instead, the old man was embarrassing him and his mother all over again.

			“Pop, cut it out,” he barked and caught his father’s surprised eyes. His father looked somehow confused and ashamed at the same time. They held each other’s gaze. Dane’s eyes grew hotter, and angry tears dripped onto his well-crafted speech. He mashed his fist into his eye to stop the tears. The people in front of him murmured to each other. Trying to speak again seemed overwhelming and futile. His voice had vanished, and he had made a fool of himself.

			Knowing he had failed his duty to his mother, Dane descended the steps, shoving the unfinished speech into his pocket. He sat next to Muriel. She patted his thigh three times and then gripped it tightly. The pats said, I love you. I know this is hard and I’m here for you, and the grip said, but you were wrong for calling out your father.

			Dane covered her hand with his and nodded without meeting her eyes. She slid her arm around him and kissed him on the cheek above the edge of his neatly trimmed beard.

			For years, Dane had taught his students about catharsis and how moments like this were supposed to be cleansing, an emotional burst followed by the sweetest peace. But he didn’t feel cleansed or peaceful. Instead, he felt angry at his mother for leaving him alone with his father, angry at his father for being so oblivious and unaffected, angry at everyone else for thinking they could possibly know what he had lost. But he squelched all that anger inside and went through the expected motions. He floated through the remaining rituals, only allowing himself to surface when Muriel or someone else asked a question.

			Never had he been more grateful for Sabine and Muriel, who managed his father so well that he didn’t have to look at the man again for the rest of the day.

			If he asked, Muriel would tell him—basically had told him—that his outburst was his own fault, for letting his father’s behavior get to him, for not understanding that this was the new normal, the best Branson could do. Dane refused to accept such a paltry offering for so many sins. Long before the funeral, before the senility and Alzheimer’s, the decades vacillated between suffocating harshness and neglectful absence.

			Dane recalled an endless parade of his father’s failures, moments of importance to him when his father just hadn’t shown up, or worse, moments when he had shown up and destroyed them with meanness. Nobody saw those failures now. They only saw the doddering old man, cute in his harmless inconvenience and awkwardness. Dane knew the strict father with harsh criticism, a ready belt, and not much else. This new man was a façade, a trick nature played on Dane to rob him of any chance for either reconciliation or retaliation. He hated it. It killed him to think the future would bring no apology or even acknowledgment for the past, and even yelling at the old man would offer no satisfaction. Only obligation awaited him now, carrying out the duties of a son to a father.

			Sometime later, he stood at his mother’s graveside, with all those in attendance ready to say the last prayers and let her go. Dane scanned the beautiful site, a green expanse of crosses and headstones with another reserved right next to it for Branson when his time came. Muriel held his hand on one side, and Branson’s on the other, connecting them through her own life and love and energy. Later, they would all go home with their memories of his mother, and the next day he would sort out her life into boxes and somehow decide which parts of her to keep and which to throw away.

			And, of course, deal with his father.
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			The next day, as Dane packed every memory of his mother away neatly in boxes, Branson sat on a crate by the attic window. The old man stared outside and occasionally laughed out loud at whatever he saw—or thought he saw.

			The round, somewhat convex window in the attic gable looked over the yard more than thirty feet below and provided a fish-eye view of the neighbors next door and directly across the street. Growing up, Dane had thought the window made the house look like a cyclops from the yard, but he never told his father. Branson put so much sweat and money into fixing up the old family house that he would vacillate between sulking and shouting whenever Dane insulted it in any way, even accidentally.

			But that was forty years ago. Today, at eighty-five, Branson just sat serenely in front of the circular window with the summer morning sun on his face.

			Branson still cut an imposing figure, so tall his knees came almost up to his chest. His limbs retained their lean and muscular tone, even though his shoulders hunched and the skin sagged around his neck. His full head of stark white hair was cut into a fifties style with a part and a taper. Branson’s blue eyes were grayer now, but his moony smile reminded Dane of the boyish grin he wore as a young man in the black-and-white photos Dane had filed away over the last couple of weeks.

			Dane came across a box of old basketball and baseball trophies, some with “Branson Schottmer” engraved at the bottom, and some with Dane’s name. Most of the little athletes on top had lost a limb or two, and “Most Improved” didn’t have the same ring of triumph now that it did at ten years old. Years ago, when they were newly won, they signaled all the glory and pride of hard-fought victory. Now they were just pot metal, every one of them.

			“Hey, Pop,” Dane asked, “do you want any of these trophies?”

			Branson continued staring out the window without flinching.

			Dane stood up and held out one of the most intact of the trophies, a regional basketball championship Dan’s high school team had won in his junior year. “Pop,” he shouted, “do you want these?”

			With his eyes fixed on whatever action was going on in the street below the window, Branson threw his hands in the air and let out a yell of excitement.

			“Got it.” Dane tossed the trophy back into the box. “I think you paid about as much attention the first time I showed it to you.”

			Tossing the trophy among the others and marking it for the garbage heap, Dane tackled the next box in the never-ending pile of junk clogging the attic. The label, written in his mother’s careful print, read “Dane’s Toys.” Dane smiled as he opened the flaps.

			The huge gray Voltron Castle of Lions playset struck his eye first, standing out in a kaleidoscopic mess of colorful plastic. He carefully pulled it out of the box, and a dozen or more plastic toys tumbled out with it.

			Dane placed the castle on the floor in front of him, opened it carefully, and grinned like he had when his mother had first given it to him for Christmas. He ran his fingers over the lab and the launch pad, the cannons and the holo-table. When he first got it, he thought it looked exactly like the castle in the cartoon, but now he laughed at himself for ever believing it.

			He had never had all the Voltron lions like a couple of the rich kids at school, so he could never play out his favorite scenes from the show. Still, what he lacked in funds he more than made up in imagination. The castle had been the setting for so many mixed-up scenes of heroism and childish melodrama, so many crossover episodes for all his favorite shows and toys. Even though it was obviously just a big gray box with broken turrets and peeling stickers, it took a second for Dane to be sure he really wanted to throw it away.

			He stirred up the remnants in the box and found broken Transformers and action figures, a blue Tron cycle with the action figure still inside, and dozens of Hot Wheels cars. Almost every toy had missing pieces or broken parts, but his mom had kept them all anyway. Dane laughed loudly enough to hear his own voice echo back from the rafters. He laughed at his mother’s foolishness in hoarding all these old and broken toys, but even more at himself when he snapped out of the plastic daze, and realized at least forty minutes had gone by while he played with them.

			Shaking his head, he filled the castle with smaller toys, mashed them back down into the box, and closed the flaps. He set it down next to the other boxes destined for the trash heap and brushed his hands on his pants legs. He turned to face the rest of the boxes, but then he stopped. Chuckling, he reopened the box and felt around inside. He drew out the Tron cycle, set it aside, and closed the box again. The toy would look good on the bookcase in my classroom when school starts again, a conversation starter, he told himself.

			When he turned, he saw his father leaning halfway through the now-opened window.

			“Hey,” Dane yelled.

			Branson ignored him, his shoulders now through the window frame.

			“Hey, Pop!” Dane bolted across the attic floor and grabbed his father by his shirt collar. He snatched the old man back inside, more roughly than he meant to, and Branson’s head clipped the top of the window frame.

			After helping the old man sit back down on the crate, Dane slammed the window shut. As he twisted the lock closed, he looked into his father’s eyes, wide and surprised as though he’d just been jolted from a deep sleep. Branson’s brow twisted in confusion and fear.

			The expression had become too common on a face that used to be so resolute.

			Dane rested his hands on his father’s shoulders and closed his eyes. He probed through Branson’s thick hair for the wetness of blood or the bulge of a growing knot. He found a centimeter long laceration at the top of Branson’s head. A trickle of blood began to matt the old man’s hair.

			“Stay here, Pop,” Dane said, “and don’t open the window again.”

			Branson nodded and continued staring at the front yard.

			Dane jogged down the attic stairs and into the bathroom just to the left of the landing. He snatched the first-aid kit from the medicine chest behind the mirror and bounded back upstairs, two steps at a time.

			His father sat stock-still in front of the window. Blood oozed down the back of his head toward the collar of his shirt. Dane grabbed another crate and sat next to his father. It took a couple of minutes of pressure to stop the bleeding, but Branson sat patiently, staring through the window. Satisfied that there was no serious injury, Dane leaned forward resting his left hand on his father’s shoulder, his right stroking the back of his head.

			Dane inhaled deeply and exhaled slowly, feeling the bone in his father’s shoulder and the softness of his hair.

			It was getting too difficult. In the last year, and so much faster in the month since his mother died, his father’s focus and sharp wit seemed to abandon him. Had it really happened so fast? Had his mom just hidden the decline, or had he not cared enough to notice?

			Mom had taken care of his father until she couldn’t take care of herself. Then Sabine came to care for both of them, cook their meals, take them for doctor’s visits and walks in the neighborhood, and get them to and from church.

			So far, Dane’s role in caring for his parents had been to pay the copays for Sabine’s service and visit regularly to keep up with their health. More and more, he felt as if his efforts didn’t count for much.

			He opened his eyes and looked at his father’s face. The shocked expression had faded and he was smiling again, staring through the window into the morning. What could be so interesting? Just a few boys, most around seven or eight, playing football in the street, nothing more. Dane hadn’t thought there were that many kids in the neighborhood. Suddenly, a dull pain throbbed in his head, probably from the rush of adrenalin and the race up the stairs.

			Dane checked his watch, grateful to find it was almost time for Sabine to arrive. She must have ideas about where to go from here. He took his father’s hands and pulled him to his feet.

			Even as a grown man, the eighty-five-year-old still had Dane by a couple of inches in height. Dane put his arm around Branson’s shoulder and thought about all the things that never change and all the things that do.

			“Let’s get you some breakfast, Pop.” Dane led Branson toward the stairs and stooped to pick up the Tron cycle as they went. “We need to talk to Sabine this morning.”

			By the time Dane got his father downstairs and into his favorite living room chair, Sabine was already walking up the front steps carrying two cloth bags of groceries in each hand. Dane patted his father’s hand and then opened the door for her.

			“Mesi, that’s all of them,” she said in a Haitian accent.

			Dane carried the bags to the kitchen and set them on the little table in the corner where his parents used to eat. His mom’s favorite pilgrim salt and pepper shakers smiled up at him, and he smiled back. Sabine opened the pantry and began putting away boxes and cans of food. Dane moved the bag of produce to the counter and opened the fridge.

			“Make sure you wash everything before you put it away. Your father might not remember to wash those apples if he gets up in the night for a snack.”

			Dane nodded and took the bags to the sink. “How is Pop doing?”

			Sabine put a box of pasta away neatly in the little pantry and closed the folding door. She shook her head. “It’s like the ivy and the oak, you know?”

			Dane grunted and folded down the grocery bags, stacking them on the counter.

			“These old couples, they’re so connected at the heart.” Sabine took the electric kettle and filled it from the sink. “Once one passes . . .” She placed the kettle on the base and set it to boil.

			“Just before you got here, he was watching the boys playing outside and tried to lean out the attic window. He bumped his head, but I patched it up.”

			Sabine nodded and took two tea bags from the cabinet above her. She looked back over her shoulder toward the front door and squinted. “I didn’t see any boys.”

			“They were just out there throwing around a football. They must have scattered when you drove up.” Dane sat at the table and ran his fingers through his hair. “The point is that Pop got so excited watching them that he opened the window. He was leaning halfway out before I got across the attic to close it.”

			“I’ll check him over after he has breakfast.” Sabine dropped the tea bags into the kettle, closed the top, and turned it off. “Mr. Branson is changing more than you might realize. He doesn’t talk as much anymore.”

			Dane looked into the living room. The back of his father’s head still rested against his chair.

			“I cook spicy food for him because he says he can’t taste anything.” Sabine drew three mugs out of the cupboard. “But he still doesn’t eat much.”

			“He’s not eating?”

			Sabine shook her head. “He calls me by your wife’s name sometimes now.”

			Dane blushed and shook his head. “I’m so sorry. He’s not like that.”

			Sabine smiled and dripped a little milk into two of the mugs before putting the carton back in the fridge. “I know. No worries.” She looked at the pot of tea, growing darker every second. “They say, ‘Once a man, twice a child.’”

			“I wouldn’t know.”

			Sabine shrugged, took up the kettle, held it over the trash, and dropped the tea bags in it. She poured each mug full and passed the one without milk to Dane.

			“Mesi,” Dane said, sipping the hot tea.

			Sabine raised one of the mugs to her lips, tested the temperature, wrinkled her nose, and set it back down. She pulled three ice cubes from the freezer, dropped them into the mug, carried it into the living room, and set it beside Branson.

			Branson looked up at her with a silent smile as she stroked his hair back from his face. Then she gently inspected the adhesive bandage Dane had used to cover the small cut on his father’s head, and she pulled tiny bits of crusted blood from his white hair. When she turned back toward the kitchen, Dane quickly looked away, through the kitchen window.

			Sabine washed her hands. She took the last mug of tea and sat across from Dane, in the same chairs where his parents had eaten dinner together for the almost thirty years that had passed since he moved out.

			“You want my assessment?” Sabine asked.

			Dane looked into his mug and shielded his eyes with his fingers. After steeling himself for bad news, he nodded.

			“It’s not long now. I’ve been in home care for almost fifteen years, and I’ve taken care of six families. This is just how it goes. Sometimes it’s very slow, and sometimes it’s fast. With your mother gone, it’s happening fast.”

			Dane gritted his teeth and nodded again.

			“Your father needs more help at night. He’s not safe by himself anymore. Your mother couldn’t do much to help him when she was here” —Sabine crossed herself— “but at least she could keep him from hurting himself or wandering around outside. He listened to her.”

			“Okay, fine,” Dane said, rubbing the heel of his hand into his eye socket. “What do I do?”

			Sabine carried her mug to the kitchen counter and set it down. “You can hire someone to be here at night. If the VA doesn’t pay for it, you can pay for it yourself.” She took the eggs, butter, and hot sauce from the fridge and placed them on the counter one at a time.

			“Hot sauce?” Dane asked.

			Chuckling, Sabine broke four eggs into a bowl and shook an ample amount of hot sauce over the yolks. “It’s the only way he’ll eat them.”

			“He always hated hot sauce. He used to act like ketchup was too spicy.”

			“Things change.”

			Dane drank the last of his tea, got up, and set the mug on the counter, trying to stay out of Sabine’s way. “I can’t afford to pay for care myself.”

			“Option two,” she said as she beat the eggs, “you can stay with him yourself at night.”

			Dane thrust his hands in his pockets and leaned back against the fridge. He crooked his head and saw his father slowly drinking tea, staring at the dark TV screen. “I’d have to talk to Muriel.”

			Sabine nodded, moving the eggs around in a skillet.

			“I’d need to leave at least half an hour earlier for work, and so would she.”

			Sabine lifted the skillet from the burner, flipped the mass of scrambled eggs with a spatula, and set it back down.

			“I don’t know if that’s a long-term solution,” Dane said.

			“Maybe not,” Sabine pushed the eggs around in the pan. She glanced at him. “How long do you think it’s going to be?”

			Dane clenched his fists in his pockets and tapped the back of his head against the fridge.

			Sabine drew two plates from the cupboard, and divided the eggs between the plates. She placed a fork on one plate and held it out to Dane, smiling. She rubbed his arm and took the other plate to Branson.

			Dane took his plate to the backyard and sank down to the concrete steps. He faced the patio and the abandoned basketball hoop where he had perfected his jump shot with hours of practice, hundreds of shots at a time.

			Not once could he remember his father coming out to help him, coach him, encourage him. Instead, he only criticized him or barked orders at him. The only time he recalled his father attending one of his games was during his short stint as the coach of Dane’s travel team, and after that one terrible season, never again. Not in junior high, not in high school, not in the state championship, not even in college when Dane had sent him tickets.

			But now everyone expected him to drop everything to babysit his father?

			Dane bit his lip. He couldn’t tell if the tightness in his chest and the heat in his eyes were grief or anger or sadness. Whenever he had wanted to talk about his mother over the past two weeks, Muriel and even Sabine were there to listen, but his father was essentially gone—if he had ever been there for Dane in the first place.

			And now Dane had to be there for him? To take care of him? It didn’t seem fair. Dane still had to sort through the rest of his mother’s belongings in the attic and seal every memory up, one by one, deciding what to keep from her eighty years of life and what to leave behind.

			But what would he keep from his father? What would he throw away?
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