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Note to the Reader


Everyone in this book has been given a pseudonym, with the exception of a few public figures and myself. In some cases, distinguishing details about these individuals have been changed as well. Furthermore, while I have made a good-faith effort to convey the truth or essence of everything that I recount, certain events and scenes have been compressed in order to better meet the needs of the story. Finally, as is the case in all memoirs, dialogue is by necessity an approximation, especially in scenes from the distant past.

imperfect

endings

Don’t leave me alone in the twilight

Twilight is the loneliest time of day

—THE BAND





View


JANUARY 2001

I don’t have to answer the phone. On my knees in the bathroom, daughters just settled into the tub, I have the perfect excuse to ignore it. Let the machine pick it up instead. But I push off my knees and head for the door, my brain several steps behind my body as it usually is by this time of day.

Only then do I pause, reluctant to leave the steamy warmth of the bathroom, the giddiness of my naked children who are lolling at one end of the tub, pouring water on each other. At four and eight, Lane and Clara are hardly at risk for drowning, but I remind them to be careful—keep the water in the tub, hold off on the shampoo—and step out into the bedroom.

Shading my eyes from the blinding late-day sun, I cross the room, glancing out at the glimmering strip of the San Francisco Bay and, just beyond it, the hazy outline of the Golden Gate. Four years on the West Coast and this view of water and sky still thrills me.

I pick up the phone, annoyed with myself for answering it, sure it’s someone calling to either sell me something or beg something from me.

“Oh, there you are! Have I caught you at a bad time?” It’s my mother. Her voice sounds cheerful and a little excited, as if she has good news. “I was just looking at my calendar and wondering if you could come to D.C. the first weekend of February.”

“I’m not sure. I’ll have to check. What’s up?” I drop onto the bed, heart beginning to clamor. I know what’s up.

“Well gosh, honey, I’ve been trying to find a good time to end things as you know, and I was hoping that weekend might work for you. I haven’t called your sisters yet, but of course I want them here too. And your girls if you can bring them. I’m still working out the details, but—”

“Jesus, Momma,” I hiss, cupping my hand over my mouth so Clara and Lane can’t hear me. “You make it sound like a family reunion!”

“Well, there’s no reason to get huffy, Zoe,” she says. “I can’t plan anything unless I know you girls are available. Can you just take a quick peek at your calendar?”

“No, I can’t! I’m in the middle of giving my kids a bath, I don’t have my calendar, and I can’t think about this right now.”

“Fine.” Her irritation is palpable and for a moment there is silence. “So when can you call me back?”

I want to say never. I will never call her back if she insists on talking about killing herself. But I think of her lying alone in her big empty bed, of her dying alone because her daughters weren’t willing to show up, and my petulance turns to shame.

“I’ll call you tomorrow.”

“Okay, sweetie.” Her voice is cheerful again. “That would be great. Talk to you then!”

I stand up and look out the window, the sounds of splashing and laughter faint in the background, as if my daughters—or, for that matter, my entire life—had just receded into the distance. I watch the last burning rays of sunlight disappear behind Mount Tamalpais, the vast, glorious landscape slowly turning from gold to gray.



Arrival


MARCH 2001

Despite my assurances that I’m perfectly happy to take a cab from Dulles Airport, my mother insists on hiring a car to pick me up. The driver is a slim, good-looking man in a dark suit, so sleek and well groomed that I’m immediately conscious of my wrinkled Gap capris and unbrushed hair.

“Any bags?” he asks, voice as smooth and carefully modulated as his appearance. He glances around the baggage claim, now teeming with fellow passengers from California, most of them as casually dressed and disheveled as I am. Funny how they’d seemed perfectly presentable at the boarding gate in San Francisco, but here at Dulles, under that self-important wave of ceiling, we’ve all turned to bumpkins.

I indicate my scuffed leather tote overflowing with spare clothes, books, and a large box of See’s assorted nut chocolates—a gift for my mother—and to my embarrassment, he takes it from me. Together we make our way out of the terminal.

Sliding into the back of his gleaming black Town Car, I collapse against the thickly cushioned leather seats and close my eyes. Maybe this car service thing was a good idea after all.

“So, how’s Mrs. Draper?” the driver asks, turning to look at me. “We haven’t heard from her for quite a while.”

“My mother?” I sit up, blinking my eyes, which are blurred and sticky from my contact lenses. “Uh, about the same, I’d say. Just staying a little closer to home these days.”

“Hmm.” He seems to consider my response and I wonder if he thinks I’m holding something back, which of course I am. But I can’t exactly say, “Oh well, you know, my mother’s pretty focused on dying right now. She just can’t quite figure out how to do it. In the meantime, she’s taken to her bed.”

The fact is, none of us had taken her very seriously last summer when she first started talking about ending her life. Diagnosed with Parkinson’s in her mid-fifties—almost twenty years ago—she was tired of the endless drug cycles, the constant revving up and slowing down, the inability to stay in one state long enough to just forget the damn disease. But kill herself? It seemed unlikely. My two sisters and I chalked it up to a mild depression and near-pathological need to be in control.

But then she joined the Hemlock Society and began proposing actual “death dates,” the most recent being May first. (The previous two were abandoned due to the lack of a “good, solid plan.”) And this weekend she’s arranged to have a volunteer from the Hemlock Society’s “Caring Friends” program fly in from Oklahoma to discuss how they might help her do the deed. He’s due in tomorrow morning.

“Well, I’m real glad to hear she’s all right,” the driver continues, thoughtfully. “We were talking about her just before she rang yesterday, wondering if she was okay. We used to pick her up two, three times a month. Take her out to Baltimore to see her aunt. She’s a special lady, your mom.”

I’m touched that the driver—his name is Derrick—has asked about my mother and called her “special,” although I realize Capitol Car and Limo may have been merely wondering whether to close the file on her. On the other hand, I’ve seen her inspire this kind of interest and affection from strangers my whole life.

My mother has a doe-eyed, romantic quality that people find irresistible: Men want to protect her, women want to be her friend, and everyone agrees she’s stylish and beautiful. With her dark eyes and hair, her prominent cheekbones and chin, she looks like Jackie Kennedy, only a taller, rangier version, not so coiffed and demurely feminine. Even now, with her spine buckled from osteoporosis, her face gaunt and shuttered from illness, she projects an appealing Victorian fragility.

What’s funny is that this image of her couldn’t be further from the truth. My mother’s shy and vulnerable demeanor belies a stubborn, unsentimental nature. Although quick to admire people whose intellectual or artistic accomplishments she deems worthy, she can be casually brutal in her assessments of friends and strangers alike. My entire life I’ve heard her describe people as “terribly angry” or “not very bright,” and she once remarked about her own goddaughter that she hadn’t amounted to a hill of beans. Yet somehow this quality is never apparent to people outside our family. Even her closest friends seem to view her as a frail and exotic flower permanently in need of their care.

The conversation tapers off as we speed up the long, unlit parkway that runs beside the Potomac River, and I’m grateful for these last few moments of darkness and quiet. My oldest sister, Katherine, will be at my mother’s house by now—she flew in from Rhode Island earlier today—and I’m glad she’s here but also nervous about seeing her. Relations between us have never been easy and they’ve become especially fraught since my father’s death seven years ago.

Closing my eyes against the onslaught of passing headlights, I can’t help wishing it was my other sister, Hannah, meeting me here.

“I can’t do it,” Hannah said when I called to ask. “Dan has to travel to Toronto for a music festival, Fiona has a school play, and I’d have to take Evie with me. And, frankly, flying with Evie is a nightmare.” Hannah’s two-year-old was famous for throwing up on planes. “Besides, if Momma sticks to her current plan of killing herself on May first, I’ll be down there soon enough.”

“But what about the Hemlock guy?” I asked her.

“Death’s little helper?”

I laughed. “Actually, I think they’re called exit guides. But whatever he’s called, Momma wants us there when he comes.”

“I’m sorry, Zoe. You’re going to have to deal with this one by yourself.”

I wanted to remind her that I’d been to D.C. for ten days in February while she hadn’t been since Christmas, but I couldn’t bear for there to be any friction between us right now. Just fifteen months older than me, Hannah has always been my closest ally in the family, but since my mother started this death and dying kick, we’ve become like two halves of the same brain. A cross-continental support network of two. “Maybe I’ll see if Katherine can come,” I said finally, trying not to sound reproachful.

“Don’t hold your breath. I doubt Katherine’s going to show up for Momma’s death any more than she did for Poppa’s. Why ask her?”

But I did ask her, and to my amazement, Katherine agreed to come.

My stomach lurches as the car swings onto Key Bridge and heads toward the glowing lights and cobblestone streets of Georgetown. I focus on the sound of the tires, the cool touch of glass against my forehead. A dread, so familiar that it’s almost comforting, fills me as we make the ascent up Wisconsin Avenue, past the soaring, lit façade of the National Cathedral, and then onto Ordway Street.

I peer up at my mother’s enormous gray stucco house, looming like a dilapidated ocean liner over the street below. The front door swings open and Katherine steps out under the bright porch light. Her hair, fair like mine, reaches almost to her waist. She stands, eyes shaded, looking down the wide slate stairs at the overgrown ivy bank spilling onto the sidewalk. Her posture is tense and watchful, as if she’s been waiting for someone to come and take her away. To rescue her from what lies inside.



Prescription


“You made it,” my mother says in a small, happy voice as I walk into her bedroom. After giving me an awkward hug in the hall, Katherine had headed back toward the kitchen. “How was your flight?”

“Fine. No major delays. Just the usual run-of-the-mill annoyances,” I say, going over to the bed to kiss her. Her sheepdog, Bruno, leaps up, barking ferociously at my approach, and then, recognizing me, wags his tail and flops back down on the bed. My mother reaches up and grabs my shoulders. Her grip is tight and surprisingly strong, although I can feel the deep tremors running through her arms.

Releasing me, she sinks back onto her pillow. I pull the thick blue and white quilt back around her shoulders and adjust the cord to the oxygen tank next to her bed. Despite her strong features, her still-lovely cheekbones, she looks oddly childlike with the pink ruffle of her flannel nightgown framing her face. Her once dark and luxurious hair lies flat against her head and I notice that the gray has crept almost to her ears. After forty years of meticulously coloring her hair, my mother is finally going natural.

“How’re you feeling?”

She wrinkles her nose. “Well, I was trying to make this darn list all day for that Hemlock fellow who’s coming tomorrow and now my arm and shoulder are killing me.”

“What list?” I ask, instantly wary.

“They ask you to give a summary of all your medical conditions. So they can evaluate you.”

“You mean, decide if you’re sick enough to die?”

I say it lightly but deliberately, wanting to hurt her. I realize I’ve been half-expecting her to chicken out, cancel the appointment, and am angry that she hasn’t. I could be at home right now enjoying a quiet Friday night with my husband, Jack, and my children, instead of back in D.C., embroiled in my mother’s suicide plans.

But she only laughs. “Yes, exactly. They don’t want you killing yourself if you’ve only got a hangnail.”

I smile, concede. I haven’t seen my mother this chipper for weeks. “Well, I hope you came up with a worthy document.”

“My problems are actually pretty impressive, you know.”

It’s true. My mother has congestive heart failure, asthma, chronic pulmonary disease, osteoporosis, arthritis, and low blood pressure, which causes her to occasionally and unexpectedly pass out. But Parkinson’s is still the biggie and there’s no question it’s getting worse. She’s had several episodes of aphasia—basically a Parkinson’s-induced brain logjam that renders you incapable of speech—and has recently begun experiencing bouts of uncontrolled writhing, or dyskinesia, that indicate her Parkinson’s meds are beginning to fail.

She also suffers from the occasional memory glitch or crossed wire. In one particularly disturbing episode last summer, she insisted I was born on New Year’s Eve because she remembered “all the nurses were having a party and couldn’t be bothered with me.” I was, in fact, born in late March. Dementia is a common side effect of Parkinson’s and these moments frighten and mortify her.

“I do know. It’s amazing you’re still around.”

“Right. Well, of course, that’s the problem.”

Out of both wit and energy now, she shuts her eyes. Her features instantly retract, giving her a blank, stern expression like the statues of the dead saints in the underground vaults of the National Cathedral, where my friends and I used to wander after school. It’s an expression I’m familiar with from watching her sleep (so unlike the lax softness of my children’s sleeping faces), and I realize that our conversation has been exhausting for her.

Glancing over at her bookshelves, I skim across the familiar titles: Who Dies?, The Good Death, The Tibetan Book of Living and Dying, and, of course, Final Exit by Hemlock Society founder Derek Humphry. There are even multiple copies of her favorites so she can hand them out to friends. My husband calls it the Library of Death, which is more appropriate than he realizes. Hidden behind those books, on a shelf just below eye level, are sixty tablets of Seconal, a potent sleeping aid. More than enough to cause permanent sleep.

It was last June when my mother and I went to see Dr. Harmon, a local psychiatrist and prominent member of the Hemlock Society. My mother had just joined the society, and someone in their Texas headquarters had suggested she approach Dr. Harmon to see if she was a good candidate for “self-deliverance,” as Humphry calls it, and, if so, to request a prescription for Seconal.

I agreed to go with her, although the idea of my mother committing suicide was pretty theoretical back then, kind of like our yearly disaster drills in Northern California meant to prepare us for the “Big One.” Still, I was impressed that she’d found this death-friendly doctor and made an appointment with him.

Driving to Dr. Harmon’s office on a tree-lined residential street near Dupont Circle, my mother kept looking over the notes she’d scrawled on the back page of her weekly planner and I could see that she was nervous. She hates public speaking and likes to prepare herself before meetings and even phone calls. I had more than once found cryptic comments like “ask why angry” with either my or one of my sisters’ initials next to them on her calendar.

“Don’t worry, he’s going to love you,” I whispered as we walked up the path to Dr. Harmon’s pretty, white-shingled house. “Just be your normal, charming self.”

“Thanks,” she said drily, clutching my arm. “If it was only that easy.”

We were almost at the top of the stairs when a woman in somber, nondescript clothes and an old-fashioned bouffant hairdo came through the door. I pegged her as a retired government secretary or administrator from one of the drab apartment buildings on nearby Connecticut Avenue. She hurried by without looking at us, leaving a palpable cloud of melancholy in her wake.

A tall, white-haired man appeared and waved us into a large, comfortable room with sofas and bookshelves. He was relaxed and gracious—not what I’d expected at all. I wondered why this attractive, likable man was so deeply involved in the world of sickness and death. A traumatic experience with a parent or spouse? A patient? Or perhaps he was anticipating a difficult death himself, although he looked healthy enough, youthful and fit despite the white hair.

“So,” he said, smiling at both of us. “Why don’t you tell me why you’re here?”

My mother’s jeans-covered knees did a little dance at the edge of the sofa, where she had perched looking precarious and uncomfortable. It took several throat clearings before she said, “I wanted to talk to you about ending my life. Or at least having the option to end it.”

“I understand.” He gave her a kind smile. “Can you tell me why you might want that option?”

My mother glanced over at me and I nodded encouragingly. “I’m seventy-five. I’ve had Parkinson’s since my fifties and, as I’m sure you know, it’s a degenerative disease. Things have gotten much harder for me in the last year—even walking is getting difficult. And it’s only going to get worse.”

Once again she paused, pushing down on her knees with her elbows to keep them still. She looked small and hunched, her still-abundant dark hair overwhelming her pale, sharply boned face. I hated seeing her so vulnerable and added, “My mother has some other medical conditions she wanted to mention.”

She smiled gratefully and went through her list of ailments—the heart problems, the asthma. When she finished, we both looked over at Dr. Harmon, who sat, fingers laced and resting against his chin, clearly waiting for her to continue.

“I don’t …,” she began, then stopped.

“Go on, please.”

“I don’t know when I’ll be ready to end my life, but I feel like there’s going to be a time when I don’t want to go any further. I can see what lies ahead.”

“Can you tell me what that is?” Dr. Harmon said softly.

“Well, I’ve belonged to a Parkinson’s support group for years. Several of the people in my group have died. Friends of mine. They were in very bad shape at the end. Completely helpless really. I don’t want to go through that.”

I’d known about the support group, but this was the first I’d heard about any of its members dying. I felt an unexpected surge of tenderness.

“Let me ask you something, Mrs. Draper,” Dr. Harmon said, leaning forward and giving her a serious look. “Would you say you’re depressed?”

“No.” My mother gave a little toss of her head, as if to demonstrate her point. “I do feel lonely sometimes. My husband died a few years ago and my children live in other cities. But I have friends and I don’t believe I’m depressed.”

Dr. Harmon turned to me. “How about you? Do you think your mother is depressed?”

I wanted to say, yes, of course she’s depressed. Why else would she be talking to you about ending her life? But I simply said, “No, I guess not. I would say my mother’s unhappiness is pretty reasonable given her situation.”

“Okay.” Dr. Harmon placed both his hands on his knees with a brisk slap, as if getting ready to rise. “You’ve come to get a prescription for Seconal. Am I right?”

“Yes,” my mother said, the word exploding out of her as if she’d been holding her breath. “That’s exactly right.”

“Good. I’ll write it for you and you can get it filled today if you wish. Wait a couple of months and then get it refilled. Your third refill should be two months after that. We don’t want to alarm the pharmacist. In the end, you’ll have sixty pills, plenty to cause death. If you have any other questions, I’m happy to answer them.”

My mother looked over at me, clearly pleased, but I felt a strong urge to argue with the charming doctor. I was still reeling from the abrupt interjection of Seconal into the conversation, the bald mention of death. Was there really nothing more to discuss before he ran off for his prescription pad?

“Um, well, I have a question,” I said, avoiding my mother’s gaze. “I’m not exactly clear how you make the decision to give—or not give—someone a prescription for Seconal.”

“That’s an excellent question,” he said, sitting back in his chair and giving me his crinkly-eyed smile. “I don’t give prescriptions to everyone, but your mother is dealing with a very serious disease that, as she knows, is going to worsen over time. And I don’t believe she should have to live any longer or suffer any more than she herself wants to.”

I nodded, still wary.

“I don’t believe she’s in a state of acute stress or depression,” he continued, “and you’ve confirmed that for me. She also seems mentally competent and fit. If I had any question about this, I wouldn’t give it to her. The woman you passed on your way in, for example, came for the same thing and I said no.”

I pictured the drab woman who’d passed us without speaking and couldn’t help asking, “Why did she want it?”

Not expecting him to answer, I was surprised when he said, “She was recently diagnosed with a degenerative eye condition that will eventually lead to blindness. Understandably, she was upset. But I didn’t think it was the right time for her to make such an important decision.”

“But you do think it is the right time for my mother?” I persisted, still amazed that he could be so certain.

“Yes. I do.”

“Momma?” I say softly, coming closer to the bed and letting my hand fall on her arm. “I’m going to go get something to eat. With Katherine. I’ll come back and check on you in a little while.”

“That would be nice, Zoe. Thank you. You can leave the light on. And Zoe?”

“Yes?”

“I’m glad Katherine’s here … you too.”

“Hmm.” I lean over and kiss her forehead. “See you soon.”

But I don’t leave. I stand, watching her sleep, thinking of all the conversations we’ve had about various ways to die since that meeting with Dr. Harmon. Overdose on Seconal or morphine? Get someone from the Hemlock Society to help her, or do it on her own?

The strange thing is that, as a child, I was obsessed with exactly these sorts of questions. I drove my family crazy asking: Would you rather be shot or burned? Drowned or hung? Dropped from an airplane or left in the desert with no water? The grotesque nature of these questions was as lost on me then as it is lost on my mother today.

I reach over and smooth my mother’s hair, taken by a sudden fear that she’s going to die tonight and I’ll be left with all my doubts and grievances, my unbecoming anger.



Silver Dagger


SPRING 1967

We were playing Riding School with three large wooden sawhorses in the backyard when my mother came around the house looking cross.

“Girls! I just got a call from someone down on Newark Street. They’ve got Puppy and Bowser. They found them knocking over garbage cans. Which one of you let them out?”

We turned and looked at the gate that led out to Ordway Street. It was standing wide open. The three of us had been in and out of it numerous times to pick cherries off the tree that grew on the bank outside the yard.

“Katherine? Hannah? C’mon now. Whoever let them out has to go get them—now! I have the address right here.”

I had no idea when the dogs left, but I remembered seeing Hannah’s dog, Bowser, sniffing something down by the front sidewalk. Had I let them out?

But my mother wasn’t looking at me. They were not my dogs. I couldn’t get a dog until next year when I turned eight. It wasn’t my fault.

“Hannah, you know you let them out,” Katherine said in her bored, it’s-all-the-same-to-me voice. “So you better run and get them.”

“Oh God, Katherine, you’re such a liar!” Hannah yelled, turning to glare at her. “If anyone let them out, it was you. Besides, Bowser wouldn’t run away if Puppy didn’t go first. You go get them.” Hannah’s dark curly hair was plastered to her pale face and there was dirt and cherry juice on her chin. We’d been playing for several hours and for once, Hannah and Katherine had been getting along.

Katherine just looked at Hannah, her eyes half-closed, smiling her bored smile and tossing one of her long blond braids behind her shoulder.

My mother watched this, looking deeply annoyed.

“Zoe?” she said, turning to me, her voice less angry. “You tell me. Which one of them let the dogs out?”

My face felt stiff and hot and I could sense both my sisters staring at me. I hated it when my mother did that, made me tell her what happened after they got in a fight or broke something or let the dogs out. But I was the one she trusted, the good one. The one who told the truth.

Except she was wrong, I wasn’t good—or truthful. I wanted to tell her this, but I knew she’d be disappointed. So I pretended I was good so she would love me the best and think I was special.

“Um, I th-think it was Hannah,” I said, looking at the ground, bracing myself for Hannah’s wails. “But I’ll go help you get them,” I added quickly, looking over at Hannah, hoping she would understand. Telling on Katherine was out of the question.

“Good girl, Zoe.” My mother was pleased with me. “That’s very nice of you.”

I watched Hannah stalk out of the yard. I wanted to run after her, tell her I was sorry, but I didn’t.

“So you want to play some more?” Katherine asked. She was also pleased with me.

“No thanks,” I replied. I didn’t feel like playing.

“Suit yourself.” Katherine disappeared around the side of the house after my mother, and I was left all alone.

I lay down on the grass and looked up at the sky. I felt small and flat under its wide, empty glare. Underneath me, the earth began to spin. I didn’t move. If I did, I might fall off and be lost up there forever.

The air was full of dust and mothballs and the smell of dog. It got in my nose and made my eyes water. Katherine’s dog, Puppy, lay pressed against my legs at the end of my sleeping bag, gently snoring. I wondered if Katherine was mad that Puppy was on the floor with me and not with her up on the bed, but I didn’t ask.

I was the favorite sister. Katherine liked to pick a favorite sister to sleep in her room and it was pretty much always me. She and I would listen to records after the lights were out, after my mother told us to go to sleep. My favorite record was by Joan Baez. I always imagined that I was her, singing:

Don’t sing love songs, you’ll wake my mother

She’s sleeping here right by my side

And in her right hand, a silver dagger

She says that I can’t be your bride

We also listened to the Lovin’ Spoonful and Bob Dylan, but Joan Baez was my favorite singer and “Silver Dagger” was my favorite song. I liked to imagine my mother with a silver dagger, ready to jump out from behind the bed and protect me.

Katherine’s room was big and dark. It sat by itself off the large second-floor landing. On both sides of the landing, separated by a door, were two sets of adjoining bedrooms with a bathroom between them. Hannah and I slept in one set of bedrooms, and my parents slept in the other; their second bedroom was my mother’s “study.” I felt sorry for Katherine because she was all by herself in the middle, with only the empty landing and all those closed doors to keep her company.

Our house was big and ugly. On the outside it looked like a gray box. Inside, the walls were shiny and white and there wasn’t much furniture. The year before my parents had built a big room where our back porch used to be. It had high ceilings and large, triangular windows. We called it the Big Room. My mother said it was modern. She said that flowery pillows and big couches were fussy and old-fashioned. They reminded her of her grandparents’ house. But I thought maybe I’d like a house like that, where I could curl up and read without worrying about all that empty space at the top of the walls.

Katherine’s room had high ceilings, too, but I felt safe in here. Having Katherine near made me feel brave. I didn’t have to worry about robbers and ghosts the way I did in my own room. Katherine wasn’t afraid of anything.

Sometimes I felt bad about leaving Hannah by herself, next to my empty room. Katherine liked to say mean things about Hannah when I was in her room, and soon I said them too. We talked about how vain Hannah was, how she always looked in the mirror and tried on my mother’s clothes and was such a goody-goody.

Lying there talking, Joan Baez singing on the record player, I felt daring and grown-up and wise. Katherine was eleven, four years older than me, and I knew I must be special to be her favorite.

But sometimes she said things that shocked me, like the night she told me she hated our father.

“You do not,” I said, feeling a little less tough and happy. “I mean, you might get mad at him, but you don’t hate him.”

“Yes, I do,” she said curtly. “I hate him. He’s a jerk. He always acts like such a hotshot when we have parties, making everyone tell him how great his cooking is and showing off on his stupid guitar.”

I thought about the way my parents’ friends clapped and nodded and sometimes danced when my father brought out his guitar or put on the latest recordings of him playing drums with his jazz band. Did they really think he was showing off?

“Well, I don’t think he’s so bad,” I said, finally. I was willing to bad-mouth Hannah, who was my best friend, but I was not ready to criticize my father, who terrified me.

“Oh, you’re just scared of him,” Katherine said, and I could hear her disgust in the dark.

“Uh-uh,” I said. “That’s stupid.”

But it was true. I was also scared of her. But I could never say this out loud. To anyone. Not even Hannah or my mother.

All men are false, says my mother

They’ll tell you wicked, lovin’ lies

The very next evening, they’ll court another

Leave you alone to pine and sigh



Big Sister


I find Katherine at the kitchen table reading the newspaper while Rosa, my mother’s Chilean caregiver, carries platters of food to the table. Katherine looks very much as she did at eighteen: hair parted in the middle; long, pretty face free of makeup; and the kind of clothes—wrinkled khakis and running shoes—that reveal her complete disdain for anything associated with fashion.

It was always so. While my middle sister, Hannah, and I fell headfirst into every major style trend of the last twenty-five years—spiked hair, too much eye makeup, shoulder pads and cargos—Katherine watched from the sidelines in her baggy T-shirts and outlet store jeans. In a way, I admired her lack of vanity, but I also felt it was a message to the rest of us, especially my mother, that she stood apart, unwilling to engage in the family’s petty concern with appearance.

She barely looks up as I come in and give Rosa a kiss on the cheek, nearly weeping with happiness at the sight of the perfectly roasted chicken, foil-wrapped baked potatoes and salad laid out on the table. My mother has remembered to provide food, and even arranged for Rosa to cook my favorite meal! This makes me extraordinarily happy: in some small but vital way, my mother is still taking care of me.

Opening the fridge, I spy white wine and beer and the sparkling cider that Katherine likes to drink. I think of all the times I’ve arrived here with my daughters, all of us exhausted, frazzled and hungry, only to watch my mother vaguely pull cans of chicken broth from the cupboard. Had all my stern lectures about the trials of traveling across country, especially with young children, finally sunk in?

I ask Katherine if she’d like cider and, glancing up from her paper, she says, “Sure. That works for me.” Filling up her glass, I have an urge to tell her she should appreciate this food and drink, that it’s hardly standard protocol. But then I have a terrible thought: What if my mother did all this—the chicken, the cider— because Katherine is here, and it has nothing to do with me at all? What if she had no idea this was my favorite meal and did it to please Katherine? Even though my sister has visited my mother maybe once in the last year, while I’ve come repeatedly.

The total unfairness of this makes me jerk the cider bottle upright, releasing a spray of yellow bubbles across Katherine’s paper.

“Whoa, watch it,” she says, pulling the paper away as if I might decide to spill more cider.

“I didn’t mean to,” I say, sullen despite myself. “Get it yourself the next time.”

She laughs. “Well, aren’t we in a good mood.”

Rosa hurries over with a dishrag and stands between us wiping the table. “So, girls,” she says. “Everyone ready to eat? You both hungry, no?”

“Starving,” I say, smiling down at her. Despite her big bosom and brightly dyed red hair, Rosa is a tiny woman, barely five feet tall, and I’m amazed she can get my mother to the portable commode by herself. Although she’s lost three or four inches of height, my mother is still a tall woman, at least five foot seven.

Rosa watches while Katherine and I help ourselves to generous amounts of food. “I’ll go check on your mother, okay? See if she wants anything to eat.”

“Okay, Rosa,” I say. “Thanks. How’s she been recently?”

“Well, she’s sleeping a lot more. Still eating pretty good. I just wish . . .” She pauses, then rushes on. “I just wish she didn’t talk about dying so much. All those books she has—death this, death that. Everything death. I love your mother, as you know. Like she was my own. I never want to say anything bad about her, but—”

“Don’t worry, Rosa,” Katherine says, rolling her eyes as she spears a large piece of potato and puts it in her mouth. “It’s never stopped us.” I shake my head at her. I’m not above complaining about my mother, but sharing a laugh with Rosa at my mother’s expense is pointless. Rosa adores my mother. Since moving in to take care of her, she’s turned her own husband down when he wanted to visit from Chile and, despite my mother’s recently hiring a young Jamaican woman to relieve her during the day, it’s been difficult to persuade Rosa to take time off.

“I just don’t think it’s healthy, that’s all. I tell her, Mrs. Draper, you shouldn’t think about dying all the time. You have so much good in your life. Your friends. Your daughters. Your beautiful grandchildren. Why do you want to die? Why?”

Katherine and I both stop eating. This is the exact question I’ve been posing to my mother for weeks, with no satisfactory reply. I’m strangely hopeful that I will, at long last, get an answer. “So what did she say?”

“She says she doesn’t want to live like this. In bed. Sick all the time. That she has nothing to look forward to except getting worse. That it’s no way to live.”

I nod, disappointed. I’ve heard all this before. The trouble is, these reasons don’t add up for me. I understand why she’s afraid—the Parkinson’s endgame isn’t pretty—and I’m sympathetic to that fear. But my mother’s life is not without its pleasures: she has a small group of smart, interesting friends who telephone and come visit; she enjoys her food; she reads The Washington Post every day and watches the nightly news on PBS. And, as Rosa pointed out, she has three daughters and six grandchildren. Why not enjoy what she has instead of relentlessly plotting the end?

“It makes me worried,” Rosa continues, tugging at the dishcloth. “I think sometimes she might be … planning something.”

Instinctively, I avoid looking at Katherine, afraid she might say something flip or, worse yet, confirm Rosa’s suspicions. To prevent her from speaking, I say, “I wouldn’t worry, Rosa. I think she’s just a little anxious. All those books and talk are just a way of making her feel more in control.”

“Yeah, she’s big on control,” Katherine says.

Rosa looks worriedly at Katherine, but I give her a reassuring smile and, after a moment, she leaves the room.

“Guess she doesn’t know about Mr. Death coming tomorrow,” Katherine says, scooping up another mouthful of food.

“Momma told her it was Poppa’s cousin coming to visit,” I say, assuming she will think this is funny. Her response surprises me.

“Oh, that is so typical,” she says, dropping her fork with a clang. “Asking us to lie for her— and pretend to Rosa. That’s just sick, Zoe. If she’s going to plan her suicide with this guy, then she’s going to have to deal with people knowing about it and that includes Rosa.”

“Jesus, Katherine, you don’t have to be the big defender of truth and justice. I think it should be Momma’s decision how much she tells Rosa. And as you can see, Rosa’s not going to be happy about it.”

“Listen, Zoe.” She narrows her eyes at me. “You may be willing to play along with her little games, but I’m not. I agreed to come down here this weekend, but you can’t control what I do now that I’m here.”

“Whoa, slow down a minute. Rosa is Catholic. If she knew how serious Momma was about killing herself, she might quit. And that would make our lives, especially my life, a lot harder. It took us a long time to find her.”

Katherine stares at me. I force myself to hold her gaze, something that’s not easy for me. After all these years, I still find my sister intimidating.

“It’s just Poppa and his affairs all over again,” she says finally, but her tone is detached, as if she’s lost interest.

Ready to fight, I’m thrown by this unexpected shift and, before I can stop myself, say, “Yeah, well, your telling Momma about those didn’t exactly solve their marital problems. She obsessed about them for years after he died.”

Katherine smiles and takes a sip of cider. “Zoe, Zoe. Always trying to protect the guilty. Even if it means lying your head off and keeping everyone’s dirty little secrets.”

“Fuck you.”

Katherine laughs. “Gosh, it’s like old times around here.”

Furious, I get up to clear my plate with half the food still on it. I know I’m being childish, but I doubt Katherine ever intended to tell Rosa about my mother’s plans; she just wanted to remind me that she was still in the game, that nothing had been conceded despite her physical absence.

“You know, Zoe,” she says, calmly, as if nothing’s happened, “I do think Momma has the right to die if she wants to.”

“I do too,” I say, wondering if this is true. “But it’s not just a question of rights. It’s about whether or not it makes sense.”

I stop. It made perfect sense to my mother, so who am I talking about? Myself, obviously. And the reason it doesn’t make sense to me is that I don’t want her to die. More important, I don’t want her to want to die. Her willingness to consider it makes me feel inconsequential, like I’m not worth sticking around for. But I can’t admit this to Katherine; it’s not the kind of thing we say to each other.

“I just don’t think she’s that badly off,” I finish, lamely.

“Well, it’s not up to you—or me—to decide that. Why not keep an open mind, see what the man has to say? If Momma’s serious about ending her life, we should respect that.”

She’s right, but standing at the sink, rinsing the food off my plate, I can’t think of a single example of Katherine expressing a desire to respect our mother’s wishes. And yet, I know that this distance she maintains with our mother—her reluctance to visit or call—arises from some serious old hurt. Conflicts between Katherine and our parents were a constant when we were growing up, and one of the tenets of Katherine’s identity is that her childhood was a misery. Our parents didn’t understand her; they didn’t realize how unhappy she was in school; they made her feel stupid when she was, in fact, extremely bright but dyslexic—the list goes on. While she’s never said it explicitly, I assume it’s why she’s stayed out of the caretaking rotation with our mother all these months, and why she stayed away when our father was dying.

OEBPS/images/line.jpg






OEBPS/images/9781439154212.jpg
imperfect
endings

a daughter’s tale of life and death

Zoe FitzGerald Carter

SIMON & SCHUSTER
NEW YORK LONDON TORONTO SYDNEY








OEBPS/images/copy.jpg





