














Praise for


The Space Between: A Memoir of Mother-Daughter Love at the End of Life


“A stunning, honest book about a mother and daughter at the end of life. Even as a Bereavement Care Specialist, Virginia Simpson was unprepared for the challenges and emotions inherent in caregiving. The Space Between offers hope to us all that despite struggles, misunderstandings, and hurt feelings, when two people are honest and never give up, love can heal even the most contentious relationship. This is a must-read: Touching, insightful, painful, and uplifting.”
—Claire Bidwell Smith, author of The Rules of Inheritance


“The Space Between is a moving evocation of grief therapist Virginia Simpson’s emotional bond with her aging mother, Ruth, and a poignant, clear-eyed account of her journey as Ruth’s caregiver during the last years of her life. In warm but unsparingly honest words, Simpson traces the many painful threads of her relationship with her mother--their shared grief over her father’s untimely death, their conflicts over the abuse Simpson had suffered at the hands of her brother, and their fear and resentment as the balance of power, tipped by Ruth’s failing health, inexorably shifted from mother to daughter. Just as honestly, she captures the deep underlying love, admiration and respect that she and her mother felt for one another--love that they found ways to express even in the midst of their pain. Some scenes in this book will inspire a shudder of recognition in readers who are or have been a parent’s caregiver; others recall the sense of mystery that attends the end of a parent’s life, and the grief that follows. Simpson’s memoir offers a testament to love’s enduring and transformative power throughout our lives and in our closest family ties.”
—Diane Guernsey, Executive Editor, Pulse—voices from the heart of medicine (www.pulsevoices.org)


“A beautiful, searingly honest book about the exhausting, yet rewarding, experience of being an end-of-life caretaker. Virginia Simpson was her mother’s primary caretaker for the last six years of her mother’s life and, in scenes that will be familiar to daughters and mothers everywhere, the two of them argue, rehash the past, clash and forgive one another and ultimately reach a place of deep love and healing. A must-read for daughters and mothers at all phases of life. Moving, insightful and uplifting.”
—Zoe FitzGerald Carter, author of Imperfect Endings: A Daughter’s Story of Love, Loss, and Letting Go (Simon & Schuster)


“The Space Between is an unflinching look at end of life, and in particular, the final days of one mother-daughter relationship. The tables turn on Bereavement Specialist Virginia Simpson when she is cast as caregiver for her mother and must reflect on her life’s work from a new and highly emotional vantage point. A poignant read.”
—Lynne Griffin, author of the novels Girl Sent Away, Sea Escape, Life Without Summer, and the nonfiction parenting guide, Negotiation Generation


“I found so much to connect with in Virginia Simpson’s poignant memoir of loving and caring for her mother, Ruth, during her final years. By exploring her own conflicted thoughts and feelings, Simpson gives tacit encouragement for other adult children to do the same. The Space Between shows us that growing older requires bravery and determination, as does caregiving. When we’re willing to speak honestly about the challenges on both sides, it can put us on the path towards a deeper connection with our parents, and our true selves.”
—Judith Henry, author of The Dutiful Daughter’s Guide to Caregiving


“In Virginia Simpson’s memoir, The Space Between, we’re invited into the intimate story of a mother and daughter in the waning years of their relationship, marked by misunderstandings often experienced by adult mothers and daughters. We follow her as she attends her mother’s end of life journey. Despite Simpson’s career and expertise with death and dying, she finds her mother’s decline painful and illuminating in ways she couldn’t imagine. As we walk in her shoes, we discover how conscious tending and moment-by-moment compassion create transformation and healing for them both, allowing them to say goodbye with love.”
—Linda Joy Myers, President of the National Association of Memoir Writers and author of Don’t Call Me Mother


“The Space Between spoke deeply into parts of my soul and psyche: the bereft, sometimes angry, daughter; the grief expert who was struggling with caregiving; the little girl who ached for an emotionally available parent; the adult daughter who learned forgiveness and compassion. Virginia Simpson’s vulnerability and transparency will walk you into spaces we often hold private; ones that when spoken aloud, unite and free us.”
—Susan Salluce, MA, CT, author of griefINK & Out of Breath


“Finally, a memoir of a mother and daughter’s love at end of life. The Space Between is a beautiful story that promises to stimulate a conversation about a daughter’s role during an aging mother’s end-of-life experience and the significance of compassionate healthcare professionals during that time. The strength of The Space Between is that even though mothers and daughters may feel guilt, self-doubt, shame, frayed, worried, scared, frustrated, drained, overwhelmed, or humiliated, at the end of life, all they want to feel is love.”
—Barbara Rubel, MS, BCETS, author of But I Didn’t Say Goodbye


“Many of us will face the confusion and heartbreak of helping elderly loved ones through their last days. In The Space Between, Dr. Virginia Simpson, an acclaimed bereavement care specialist, not only shares her own journey, but also focuses a lens on her difficult and evolving relationship with her aging mother. An empowering memoir, The Space Between is filled with insights and wisdom about this most human of experiences.”
—Lynne Morgan Spreen, author of the award winning Dakota Blue


“The Space Between is a thought-provoking and moving recollection of the final journey a daughter takes with her mother when forced to face the inevitability of mortality. It is about bridging the gap between generations, ones capacity for love and forgiveness, and personal courage that can be summoned when needed. It is a tale of two women who are headstrong, intelligent, prideful, gracious, forgiving, and bonded by typical mother-daughter love: exasperating, exquisite, eternal. It is an intimate journey of shared lives and history. I was touched by their vulnerability that ultimately led to emotional healing.”
—Kathryn Mattingly, award winning author of literary suspense novels Benjamin and Journey, and short story collection Fractured Hearts.
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The Space Between is a work of nonfiction. These are the true things that happened, based on my journal entries and memories. There are no composite characters but I have chosen to change some names and other distinguishing features in order to protect the identity and the right to privacy of other people. I have done my best to tell this story as accurately as possible.




In memory of my mother, Ruth,
with great love and admiration




Your Mother is always with you.


She’s the whisper of the leaves as you walk down the street.


She’s the smell of certain foods you remember, flowers you pick and


perfume that she wore.


She’s the cool hand on your brow when you’re not feeling well.


She’s your breath in the air on a cold winter’s day.


She is the sound of the rain that lulls you to sleep, the colors of


a rainbow.


She is Christmas morning.


Your Mother lives inside your laughter.


She’s crystallized in every teardrop.


A mother shows every emotion . . . happiness,


sadness, fear, jealousy, love, hate, anger, helplessness, excitement, joy,


sorrow . . . and all the while, hoping and praying


you will only know the good feelings in life.


She’s the place you came from, your first home,


and she’s the map you follow with every step you take.


She’s your first love; your first friend, even your first enemy,


But nothing on earth can separate you.


Not time, not space . . . not even death!
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PART 1:

PRACTICE ROUND


A practice round is played to allow a player to become familiar with a particular course, to differentiate it from the real round. But can one ever prepare for what lies ahead?





Chapter 1:

Practice Round [image: Images] Day One


It seems to me the best way we can manage the complexities about “mother” is not to remain in judgment of our mothers, no matter how hard that is. If we can find a way to stand in her shoes, and to learn who she was before she was a mother, we may find ourselves seeing her as a whole person, someone who had her own life, her own struggles and problems to solve.


—Linda Joy Myers, May 11, 2014


SUNDAY, JULY 4, 1999


My mother drives me crazy. She can send me from love to exasperation faster than my Uncle Henry’s Jaguar racecar could go from zero to sixty. I’m almost fifty years old, and you’d think by now she couldn’t exert this level of power over me.


“Mom, you can’t just think about it. You have to call your doctor. A possible blood clot in your leg is nothing to mess around with.”


Silence.


Part of me wants to hang up the phone, pack my little-girl red-and-black-plaid plastic suitcase, and run away to oblivion.


I don’t run. I stay because she’s my mother and she needs me.


It’s late afternoon, and inside, thanks to the air conditioner, my home is a cool, comfortable 68 degrees. Outside it’s 110, a typical desert summer day in Indian Wells, California. I’m stretched out on my sage-green chenille couch in the miniscule family room across from the kitchen. The ceiling is high, and light pours in through a rectangular window above French doors that overlook the backyard and kidney-shaped swimming pool. Maggie, my eleven-year-old Golden Retriever, lies on the floor next to me. She rests a lot lately, but I don’t take notice because I can’t remember a time when she wasn’t lethargic.


I don’t recognize this woman on the phone.


She wasn’t always this way. My pragmatic mother could be counted on to handle anything with steady, focused, calm determination. She used to meet life head-on.


When Mom was only forty-seven years old, Dad’s sudden death in 1961 left her widowed for a second time. She planned his funeral and, within two weeks, took over as a partner in his furniture factory. A year and a half later, the factory went into bankruptcy because Dad’s partner, Leo, understood nothing about business and Mom knew even less. She didn’t miss a beat. She dressed in beautiful knit suits and held her head high each day as she went to bankruptcy court. She never once showed a hint of fear or concern about our future. After the trial was over, Mom enrolled in school and began a whole new career as an insurance underwriter. Her courage and determination allowed us to keep our home.


“Mom, give me the doctor’s name and number and I’ll call him.”


“No.”


“What do you mean ‘no’?”


“No means no. I’m not going to tell you.”


Ugh! If I thought it would help I’d bash my head into a wall to alleviate this frustration and release the intense emotions that blow hard inside me as if carried by an impatient windstorm.


Dammit. She’s shut the door, sealed the vault, and negotiations are over. Under normal circumstances my mother can out-stubborn me any day of the week, but I’m certain her current situation is unlike anything we’ve dealt with before. If she thinks she’s won this round she is seriously mistaken.


“All right, Mom. Got to go. Call you later.”


“Okay, Ginni,” she says, her voice relaxed.


“I love you, Mom.”


“I love you, too.”


I hang up the phone and take a full tour of my home as though examining the furniture and artwork will yield the doctor’s name and number. Somehow it works and his last name pops into my head, which is a miracle because I never met the man, and Mom seldom speaks of him. They are in Los Angeles, and I live more than one hundred miles away.


I dash into the bedroom I use as a home office. The simple rectangle of a room contains a narrow three-shelf bookcase, secretarial chair, and long, blond desk that straddles two connecting walls. I slide into the chair, start my Mac, and commence an Internet search for every doctor in Los Angeles with the last name “Green.” An unseen something must be with me because I recognize the first name, Marvin, and immediately call him.


“Dr. Green’s answering exchange,” a smoky professional female voice with a tinge of the South answers after the third ring.


“Please, I need to speak to the doctor. My mother is his patient and I think she has a blood clot in her leg.”


“That doesn’t sound good. Dr. Harwitt, who works with Dr. Green, is taking his calls tonight. I’ll get hold of him right away.”


“I appreciate your help.” I give her my mother’s name and phone number.


“You just relax, honey. I’ll take care of everything,” the lady’s voice, sweet as velvet cake, reassures me. “I’ll call him right now.”


“Thank you.”


I press and release the button on the phone, tap in my mother’s number, and stand up. Maggie observes with disinterest as I circle the room while I wait for Mom to answer. As soon as she does, I tell her to expect a call from Dr. Harwitt.


“Oh.” She sounds like she just sucked on a lemon.


“Mom, I’m going to get off the phone now so your line won’t be busy when he calls. Call me after you talk to him.”


As soon as I hang up, I slump down in the chair and lift my hair off my neck to cool down. My shoulders are tense; the tightness stretches up my neck to the bottom of my ear lobes. I press the palms of my hand into my forehead and shake my head to try to get the tension out.


I’ve done what I can and have to wait. What if this is it? What if the clot moves and Mom dies? I’ve been afraid of this day since Dad died, and now it’s here, an unwelcome load of garbage dumped in the middle of my house. Much as you irritate me, Mom, I’m not ready for you to die! My eyes fill with hot tears that don’t spill but hang like an acrobat balancing on a tightrope. I uncurl my body and sit tall in the chair. I’m my mother’s daughter, and we do not fall apart in a crisis.


A sudden loud boom, bang, crackle rattles the window above the desk and I leap out of the chair. The rapid beat of my heart thuds hard against my ribs. I forgot it’s the 4th of July, and now the firework celebrations have started. When did night fall?


I’m alert and jumpy, like I’ve had too many cups of coffee. I go back into the family room and turn on the TV to distract myself, but the strategy doesn’t work. I check the clock every few minutes. An hour seems to crawl by slower than the past decade of my life. I can’t stand to wait any longer; I call Mom. Maggie sits by my side and I pet her head while I wait for Mom to answer. One, I’m composed; two, my breath speeds up; three, Now where the hell is she?; four, finally, she answers.


“Did you talk to the doctor?”


“Yes, he called.” She sounds bored and distracted. I imagine her lips taut and her aquamarine eyes focused and hard with an all-too-familiar look of exasperation.


“What did he say when you told him your symptoms?”


“He said it was nothing to worry about, and I should call Dr. Green’s office tomorrow morning and make an appointment.”


“Did you tell him about the pain in your groin?”


Silence.


“Ma-om,” I whine, like my old teenaged self.


“Virginia, let it go.” Her voice is hard as steel, a tone I recognize. She’s reestablished herself as the parent and the conversation is closed.


“Okay, Mom, but promise me you’ll call Dr. Green’s office first thing in the morning.”


“I promise.”


I don’t believe her but don’t push the point, and we say good-bye.


I call the doctor’s office as soon as we hang up and ask the kind lady with the southern drawl to tell Dr. Harwitt to call me A-S-A-P. Ten minutes later, the phone rings. I grab it on the first ring.


“This is Dr. Harwitt,” a pretentious, fustian voice says, and continues before I can respond, “Listen, there’s nothing to worry about. Your mother is fine.”


Is this guy an idiot? I would like to wring his arrogant neck, but I need him, so I won’t let him hear my frustration.


“She’s not fine. She has all the symptoms of a blood clot.”


“When I spoke to her, she described her symptoms and they did not sound critical to me. She can call Dr. Green tomorrow.” He talks the way adults spoke at me when I was a child and they didn’t want me around. How often did my parents say, Children should be seen but not heard?


I realize I’m not getting through to him, so I end the call with a simple thank-you-and-good-bye. The line goes dead, and for a moment I stand there. The sound of the fireworks has disappeared, and I am surrounded by silence. I scan the room but see nothing. I let Maggie outside to pee, then we pad across the house and into my bedroom, where I change into my sleeveless nightgown, climb into bed, and switch on the TV. Maggie jumps on the bed and cuddles next to me. It’s been just Maggie and me alone in this bed for a long time, and I no longer fool myself that having a man in my life would make this evening or what’s ahead any easier. I roll over and rest my head on Maggie’s body, hoping the drone from the TV will block out my worries and lull me to sleep.





Chapter 2:

Practice Round [image: Images] Day Two


What you say and do in a crisis matters.


—Ami Bera


MONDAY


I’m awake although my eyes are closed. I dread the thought I’ll be in the dark when I open them, so I keep them sealed and hope I can fall back to sleep. Despite the air conditioning, the room is warm due to its thin walls and inefficient vents. I throw the sheets off. The only sound is Maggie’s soft, rhythmic breath. I toss and turn, like the princess and the pea, unable to find a comfortable spot. I curl up and stay still as I wait for sweet unconscious sleep to embrace me, but sleep remains distant.


I wonder if my mother is okay. Perhaps this is part of the reason I can’t sleep—but the truth is, I can’t remember the last time I slept through the night. Probably sometime in the 1980s. I’ve read that insomnia is common in women once they reach their mid-to-late thirties. I squint over at the clock but the numbers are a blur. I search for my glasses. When I feel the temple, I grab them and slip them on. “Temple” is a funny name for the sidepiece that extends from the front of the glasses to the back and around the ears. I always thought of a temple as a place of worship. In a way I do worship my glasses, because they give the gift of sight to my very nearsighted eyes. If only I could see my future.


The clock glares 2:00 a.m. I should have known. It’s always 2:00 a.m. when I wake up like this.


I turn on the TV, set the sleep timer to turn off in ninety minutes, and watch a rerun of The Fresh Prince of Bel-Air, a sitcom starring Will Smith. The show is not funny, but the sound keeps my mind quiet—finally.
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Ribbons of sunlight stream into the room through the vertical blinds. I’m groggy, and it’s like my head is wrapped in cheesecloth. I’m always in a fog after a broken night’s sleep. I check the clock and it’s 6:00 a.m., so I get up, pad across the house, scoop coffee into the coffee maker, turn it on, and pad back to the bathroom to start the shower. I try not to look at myself in the mirror while I dry off. Those extra ten pounds are still there, and cellulite is spreading like a virus throughout my chubby thighs. Mom’s legs are long and lean with no cellulite, and although she’s only five foot three and I’m five foot seven, her legs are longer than mine. Her blue eyes change colors depending on what she wears, sometimes cerulean and other times emerald green. My dark brown eyes remain brown no matter what.


I wait until 8:30 to phone Mom. I pour the last bit of coffee into the sink and put my favorite mug into the dishwasher while I wait for her to answer.


“Did you call the doctor?”


“Yes,” she says, her voice robotic, devoid of all emotion.


“And?”


“They say he can get me in late this afternoon.”


Dammit! She needs help before then.


“Did you tell him everything?”


“Yes, Virginia, I told him everything.” I imagine she purses her perfect lips into a frown.


“Good.” I don’t trust that she did but decide I won’t push the point further, and we say good-bye. Without a second’s hesitation, I dash into my office, retrieve the scrap of paper with the doctor’s phone number on it, and punch in the numbers. I pace back and forth across the room.


“Dr. Green’s office,” a girlish voice answers.


I introduce myself and ask to speak to Dr. Green. The girl tells me he’s with a patient.


“This is urgent. I must speak to him right away about my mother. Please, get him!” Maybe I bark at her but I don’t care. My one last nerve is about to shred, and I am already stripped of all patience.


“One moment, please.”


Two minutes go by and a brusque man’s voice starts the conversation midsentence— “There is no rush. We’ve made an appointment for your mother this afternoon at three.”


Don’t these doctors ever say “hello?”


“Excuse me, Dr. Green. There is a rush.” I am determined to jolt him out of his complacency and get my mother into his office. “My mother’s leg is swollen and she is experiencing pain in her groin. If my mother says something hurts, then something is very wrong. She’s been your patient for a long time, so you must be aware my mother never complains. You need to see her right away.”


Dr. Green’s voice lightens and he says, “You’re right. Your mother never does complain. I’ll tell my nurse to call her as soon as we get off the phone, and we’ll fit your mom in the minute she arrives.”


“Thank you so much,” I say, my voice soft and sweet.


After we hang up, I sit down at my desk and take a few minutes to select an activity for tonight’s group for children between the ages of six and twelve who’ve lost their parents. Four years ago I founded The Mourning Star Center, a nonprofit that provides free support for grieving children and their families, and I lead all the children’s groups.


When I’ve decided on what I believe to be the perfect activity, I call Mom to check on whether the doctor has done as he said he would.


“I’m leaving for the doctor’s,” she says after I say hello. “I was at the door, on my way out, when the phone rang.”


“Okay, Mom. I won’t keep you. Call me as soon as you’re done. I want to hear what he has to say. Okay?”


She agrees, and after the “I love yous,” we hang up.


Two hours later, I stand at the kitchen sink and sip a glass of water as I stare out the window at the brown Santa Rosa Mountains and Ike’s Peak (named for President Eisenhower) in the near distance. The heat outside is so intense the air has a density that casts a translucent shroud over the mountains and sky. 108 degrees is unbearable in most places, but in Indian Wells—a small enclave seventeen miles southeast of Palm Springs, California— today is just another summer day. The real heat is still a month off, when temperatures will soar past 115 and never cool down lower than 100, day or night.


My shoulders are hunched high and tight. I have no idea what I think or feel. I’m not in denial. It’s just that my mother has always been healthy, and since I’ve never been in this situation before, I am left with only an ominous sense of what the next few hours are going to bring.


The shrill sound of the phone jolts me out of my reverie.


“Hi, Ginni,” Mom says when I answer. “I’m in Dr. Green’s office, and he’s putting me in the hospital immediately.” I hold my breath and lean against the counter for support. “He won’t even let me go home. He thinks I’ve got a blood clot in my leg.” She sounds like a serious little child—not afraid, just tentative and young. My mom would never tell me she’s afraid. She’s stoic, which means she never shows sadness or fear. Subdued anger, disdain, and sarcasm are okay for her particular brand of stoicism, but never the softer emotions. Even so, I understand my mother, and I sense the concern below her calm.


“That’s what I thought, Mom.” My voice is level so she won’t hear how tense and scared I am. It was one thing to think she might have a blood clot; knowing her doctor agrees is a whole new level of dreadful reality. “I’m glad he’s taking care of you. Which hospital?”


“UCLA.”


“Perfect. Call me as soon as you’re in a room so you can give me the phone number where I can reach you. I love you.”


“Okay. I love you too, honey.”


I freeze for a moment, shake my head to clear my thoughts and toss off the inertia. I create a plan of action. For the next few hours, I call everyone I can think of in my search for someone who will watch Maggie and a volunteer to answer the phones and take charge of the children’s groups. A girlfriend agrees to take Maggie, but only one volunteer can help, and she’s not available until Wednesday.


When Mom calls to gives me the direct phone number to her hospital room, I tell her I’ve made arrangements so that I can be there on Wednesday.


“I’m so relieved.”


“Why, Mom?”


“I called Peter, and when I told him I expected to be released by Friday and asked if he’d drive me home, he said that he and Ellyn would be away on vacation.”


I’m glad Mom can’t see my face, as I wouldn’t be able to hide the level of disdain I feel towards her firstborn, my older half-brother, Peter.


“I’ll be there as long as you need me, Mom.”


After we hang up, I feed Maggie and drive the five minutes to the Center in time to meet with my volunteers before the children and their parents come for this evening’s group.
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Four hours later, I slide into my white 1994 Lexus. When I turn the ignition key, the radio comes on to the sounds of Ricky Martin’s “Livin’ La Vida Loca,” which is ironic since my world is about to turn into living the crazy life—but without the upbeat, get-off-the-couch-and-dance fun music sung by a cute young Latin male.


I’m beyond exhausted and look forward to being home in my bed with Maggie at my side. I hope I get a good night’s sleep.





Chapter 3:

Practice Round [image: Images] Day Four


A lot of people don’t want to make their own decisions.
They’re too scared. It’s much easier to be told what to do.


—Marilyn Manson


WEDNESDAY


I pause at the doorway. My mother is sitting up in a white hospital bed next to the window at the far side of the room. The typical Los Angeles haze mutes the light of the sun but enough daylight seeps in to make the dull beige room feel less drab. A heavyset lady with curly gray hair snores in the bed closest to the door. Behind me a silver food cart pushed by a woman in green scrubs squeaks through the dreary hallway.


The head and foot of Mom’s bed are elevated, and her attention is on the TV set attached to the wall across the room. A silver pole with a hook holds a bag with clear liquid connected by a tube to her left arm. Her arm is dappled with deep purple bruises that make her look as though she has been punched in several places.


Mom doesn’t turn as I enter the room, and I wait until I am close before I speak so I won’t wake her sleeping roommate.


“Hi, Mom.”


She looks weary, and her silver hair is flat and matted in the back. Her blue eyes are glossy and paler than normal, like a washed out sky.


“Hi, honey. I’m glad you’re here,” she says with a weak smile. The smile reminds me of the smiles I see on the grieving children I work with, smiles that never reach their sad eyes. Despite the tube attached to her arm, she reaches out to me, and I bend over the metal rail on her bed and kiss her cheek, careful not to jostle anything. The white hospital gown with faded blue flowers drowns her tiny frame, and she reminds me of a small, fragile waif.


I walk around to the other side of her bed, pick up the metal chair near the window, and scrape it closer to her.


“How are you feeling?” I ask as I drop into the stiff chair.


“Call the doctor.”


“Call the doctor?” My head tilts to the right and my brow furrows. “Why?”


“Just call the doctor.” She gestures towards the phone with her eyes, and hands me a scrap of paper with Dr. Green’s name and number on it.


“Mom, just tell me what’s going on.”


She shakes her head, an almost imperceptible motion, and in a soft yet dramatic whisper says, “I can’t.” She turns her face away from me.


I sigh. “Okay, Mom, I’ll call him.”


Mom turns back towards me, and I pick up the phone that sits on the nightstand and tap in the numbers. She never takes her eyes off me, but her expression remains inscrutable. If she is scared, and I’m sure she must be, she doesn’t let on.


I’m surprised when the doctor, and not his receptionist, answers on the second ring.


I introduce myself and explain that Mom told me to call but wouldn’t tell me why.


“I’ve been waiting for your call.”


“What’s going on?”


“Your mother has an enormous blood clot, what we call a deep vein thrombosis. The clot starts in the back of her leg and goes up to her inferior vena cava. There are also a few clots in her lungs, but we aren’t worried about those. We’ve put her on a massive infusion of Coumadin, which is a blood thinner.”


I can feel my mother watch me. I’ve got a good poker face, so with no effort on my part, I maintain a neutral expression as I listen to the doctor’s words. My mother is also a good poker player, and her thoughts and feelings hide behind a mask of benign patience.


“Clots in her lungs are irrelevant?” I say with all the emotion of one commenting on the weather. Mom’s watchful eyes are like a weight and a responsibility. My mind is focused, my face a blank canvas, and my body still. My left palm rests on my chest.


“They are small. The real danger is from the huge clot. No one here has ever seen a blood clot this massive.” He pauses.


“Okay, Dr. Green. Go on.”


“There’s a procedure the hospital didn’t want to do because of your mother’s advanced age. They figured eighty-four is so old it wouldn’t matter if the blood clots kill her, but I pushed hard and was able to convince them to do it. Without the procedure, worst-case scenario, she’ll die. Best case, she will never walk again.”


The gentle firmness of his voice combined with the honest, forthright manner in which he gives me this ominous information makes me feel respected as a colleague in my mother’s care. I trust him and know we can work together.


“I can’t thank you enough, Dr. Green, for going to bat for my mother.”


“Thanks are unnecessary. Your mother is still a vibrant woman. The hospital staff doesn’t know her so they only looked at her age. I wasn’t willing to let them give up on her because of a number.”


“Well, I am grateful. Now tell me, what does the procedure entail?” I ask with as much aplomb as I can muster.


“They will go in through the back of her leg and insert a Greenfield stent, which will act as a filter and prevent the clot from moving to her heart, lungs, or brain. You need to understand this procedure is not without serious risk. Although this is her only chance, the procedure could kill her. But I want to be very clear with you. Even if she has the procedure, she can never live alone again.” He pauses for a moment and then says, “Your mother told me she wants you to make the decision for her. So, shall we do it?”


What a time for her to hand control over to me! My insides are now in a free fall, my stomach twisting and turning as though my intestines are being squeezed through my grandfather’s old-fashioned washing machine wringer, yet my face remains placid and my voice masks my alarm. I’m on autopilot crisis mode, determined to gather all necessary information so I can make a quick decision.


“Dr. Green, did you tell my mother everything you just told me?”


“Yes, of course I did.”


“Okay. Let me talk to my mom and get right back to you.”


“I’ll wait for your call, but don’t take long. We need to get her on the schedule as soon as possible.” His words are rapid and his voice has gone up half an octave.


After we hang up, I turn my attention to Mom and take her right hand in mine. “What do you want to do?”


She stares at me with the trust a child shows when she knows the parent can and will handle everything and make the world safe.


“You must decide.”


I know most people would take their time to think about all this, but I’m an action-oriented person who makes quick decisions once I have all the necessary information. I trust Dr. Green has told me everything I need to know. We are in a battle, and a slow decision could be fatal.


“Well, Mom, I don’t see there’s a choice. We’ve got to do what gives you the best chance of life and walking; so I vote for the procedure.” I nod my head in assent as I speak these final words.


“Okay,” she says without a moment’s hesitation.


I suspect she’d already made this decision but wanted to know I agreed.


Our whole discussion about the fate of her life has taken less than a minute. She turns her attention back to the TV and The Young and the Restless, her favorite soap opera. I don’t know what she feels. Perhaps I’m the carrier of all the worries for both of us, and once she passed the responsibility to me, she let go. My mother is not easy to read, even for me, and I’m the person closest to her in the world.


I wish my suspicions had been wrong, but Mom’s symptoms sounded like President Nixon’s back in the 1970s when the news announced he had a blood clot in his leg. I paid attention because I had a swollen leg, and when my doctor suspected a blood clot I researched the condition.


I call Dr. Green back and let him know we’ve decided to go ahead with the stent.





Chapter 4:

Practice Round [image: Images] Day Five


All women become like their mothers. That is their tragedy.
No man does. That’s his.


—Oscar Wilde


THURSDAY


Inside the hospital, it’s cool, the air laced with acrid smells of medical chemicals and cleaning fluids. Someone always seems to be mopping a floor. Food carts squeak as they are pushed down the halls, and people on their way to rooms make noise, but I focus all my attention on the soft sound of my mother’s breath as she sleeps. The change in Mom’s arms since yesterday is a shock. The mottled bruises have spread and congealed into the appearance of midnight-blue or eggplant-purple opera gloves that span the length of her arms.


Outside it’s a warm July afternoon and life goes on. People stroll the blocks of Westwood Village, innocent of the dramas and traumas that go on inside this hospital. Those lucky people walk the streets of my youth and happy memories. I’ve loved Westwood Village my whole life. When we were young, Mom and I would wander these same streets, look into windows, sometimes go inside and buy something, and always stop for lunch. In my twenties and early thirties, I’d come to Westwood to attend classes at UCLA, visit my therapist, go to The Bruin or Village to catch a movie, shop at Bullocks, or meet friends at Café Moustache, where I’d always eat a spinach crepe and chocolate soufflé.


But today there are no strolls, shopping, lunches, movies, classes, or therapy. Today I’m inside this hospital, a place where nothing seems to happen while the most profound aspects of life occur at every moment.


I’ve been at Mom’s side since 10:00 this morning, both of us in loud silence not talking about the procedure scheduled for 4:00 p.m.


When it’s time, two young men—one with curly, dark brown hair and a beard, the other a clean-shaven, shaggy-haired blond—wrap a white sheet around Mom and lift her out of the bed with as little effort as it would take to elevate a feather. Their movements are slow and meticulous. With gentle care they place Mom on the slender, stiff gurney. I study their every move from my vantage point on the opposite side of the bed as though my attention will assure they won’t drop her. Mom seems teeny, small as a child.


This is a seismic shift in our relationship. Me, the adult; her, the child.


[image: Images]


When I was a child and sick with bronchitis, the flu, or any of my other numerous childhood illnesses, Mom was my fantasy mother. I’d lie in my twin bed, huddled under the covers, about to call out for juice or something to eat, and before I could speak, she’d appear as if by magic, with my unspoken wish on the metal tray she held in her manicured hands. My favorite was fresh-cooked chocolate pudding, still warm, with a dark membrane of chocolate on top. I would tunnel under the layer of skin and save that part as a special treat for last.


Mom also brought me gifts. One was a paint-by-numbers set that let me pretend I was the new Rembrandt. Without the set, it was clear I had not inherited Mom’s artistic talent. And oh how I loved the books with bright cartoon characters. I read them while a record played the words. The Tortoise and the Hare was one of my favorites, with Bugs Bunny starring as the hare and Elmer Fudd as the narrator. A foghorn would tell me when to turn the page. Being sick meant I was safe: Dad didn’t yell at me and my older brother didn’t hit me. But better than that, it meant I was the focus of Mom’s love and attention.


Today it’s my turn, and I will not let her down.


I am ragged edges as she is taken away. I hold my body stiff, as though staying rigid will keep everyone safe. I walk in silence next to Mom as they wheel the gurney out of the room. I fight back the urge to jabber as we head down the empty hallway towards the elevator.


The silver doors whine apart as we approach, and I squeeze into a small space at the front of the elevator near the foot of the gurney. One of the men leans down and asks Mom if she’s okay. Other than his words and her shallow “yes,” we ride the cramped, gray box down in silence. The elevator seems to move at a sloth-like pace while we all focus on the doors in front of us.


Finally, it lurches to a stop and the doors whoosh open to reveal a new bleakness. The underbelly hallways and procedure rooms are stark and austere. The only sounds are the clang of steel instruments, the click of machinery, and the clack of feet in the hallway.


Once we’re in a small, curtained room on the left at the end of the hall, the young men are replaced by two middle-aged men in white coats—one chubby with black hair specked with white, and the other almost bald with only a few brown sprigs. The bald man stands across from me while the other one sits next to my mother, puts on tortoiseshell half-glasses, and turns his attention to some papers on a clipboard.
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