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In memory of my parents

And of their parents

And of all those gone before



part one


LILACS

To thy happy children

of the future

Those of the past

send greetings

Inscription, Alma Mater sculpture

by Lorado Taft, 1929



I.


It was the end of lilac season, that brief, heady time. The long midwestern winter retreated, the sky was a blue vault unrolling forever, and the lilacs came on. The best were the old-fashioned lilacs that could reach seven feet tall or more, leggy, ambitious growers. There were newer varieties now, compact and smaller-scaled, advertised as better suited to yards with limited space. But they disappointed, because their fragrance was so much less. They didn’t make you want to bury your face in them or bring home staggering armloads of branches.

By mid-May, the lilacs would fade and dry into brown pods. Then would come spirea, pink-sprigged or with branches like white fountains. Then iris, all colors, rust and purple and pale blue and white, and gold with orange tongues. Then peonies and early roses. But the lilacs were both humble and extravagant, the true wild heart of spring.

The old lady who was dying had always loved lilacs, and her daughter clipped some of the woody stems from the backyard bushes and set them in a vase near her bed. She thought that the scent might still reach her. The old lady no longer spoke or opened her eyes, nor did she stir or call out. She had been like this for some days. The end could not be very far off, but it seemed to be taking a long time.

A hospital bed had been set up in the first-floor sunroom. The hospice nurse visited, and there were home care assistants who worked rotating shifts. The daughter spent time sitting with her mother, sometimes speaking or reading aloud, sometimes silent. She fielded calls from friends and other family members, she went through her list of things that had to be done. She had moved back into her mother’s house during this final illness, and so there was also her own house to run, a twenty-minute drive across town.

She made trips back and forth, bringing stacks of mail and bills with her. She left Post-it note reminders for her husband. At her mother’s house she slept upstairs, in the same room she’d had as a child, although she had been forced to buy new sheets for the bed. The old ones were sour with age and no amount of laundering and bleaching could get rid of the smell.

The house had been declining along with its owner for some time now. It would need shoring up and attention before it could be put on the market. Once the old lady died, there would be no need in the family for a big, expensive-to-maintain house. It would be sold, although this had not been discussed with the old lady beforehand, in order to spare her feelings and avoid the impression that the family was making coldhearted plans. Which they were, in fact, but these were necessary.

If you lived in a place long enough, as the old lady had, you grew used to it and saw nothing wrong. But the basement seeped water when it rained and the foundation bricks showed cracks. The daughter had called in a service to evict the raccoons from the attic, then someone else to seal up the place under the eaves where they got in. The plumbing was balky, the wiring needed an upgrade. The air in every room was stale with disuse and regret. The furniture had sat so long in one place that it had worn the carpeting thin. The heavy curtains held dust in their folds. Small black beetles lived in the kitchen shelves.

When her husband had died almost ten years ago, the old lady’s son and daughter had tried to get their mother to move to the excellent senior living facility in town. But this was the house where she had been a bride, a wife, and now a widow, and she had no wish to leave it. It had been a grand house and it was still solid and imposing, a dark brick built in the Foursquare style with a hipped roof and a front porch supported by stone pillars. The neighborhood had many such big old houses and was still considered desirable, with its shade trees and quiet brick side streets and its nearness to the campus. The town had grown outward over the years, like the rings in a tree trunk, from postwar bungalows to ranch houses to the daughter’s newer district with its mishmash of architectures: citified farmhouses, Colonials, contemporaries. Nowadays the most prosperous people built out on the edges of town, the farthest ring, where they could have attached three-car garages, media rooms, open-plan living spaces, and his-and-her bathrooms.

Once the lilacs by her mother’s bed had wilted, the daughter removed them, threw them out, washed and dried the vase, and set it in the pantry cupboard that held any number of other vases. She and her brother had made some effort at clearing things out when their father died, but there was a limit as to what their mother would allow, and now there would be that project to contend with as well. The closets, basement, and attic were full of old and worn-out items. Most things would be discarded or donated but first you had to sort through it all and depress yourself with the thought of how much of a life came down to useless possessions, how much there was of vanishing.

Although it was true that there was also the archive.

Both of her parents, her father in particular, had been prominent people at the university. Her father had been on the faculty of the law school for more than forty years. Much of her parents’ lives had centered around the familiar routines of a college town, its circumscribed news, its issues, its ceremonies. The parents had been boosters, donors, and later, benefactors. They had been a reliable presence at fund-raising campaigns, fixtures at alumni luncheons and receptions. They attended sports events, choral concerts, theatricals, lectures, welcome sessions for foreign students, homecomings, convocations. Her father had served on all the notable campus committees and in the faculty senate. He had received many awards and honors, all duly noted in his obituary.

After his death, a scholarship at the School of Law was named for him. And the university library archived his publications, his personal papers, and the plaques and framed proclamations, the distinctions that had charted and crowned his career. Archivists had sorted through it all, arranging and cataloging. Her father would have liked the idea of having his own well-ordered and climate-controlled space, preserved for all time.

There might be other items that could go to the archives; the daughter would keep an eye out for them and set them aside. Her mother had held on to a share of memorabilia, scrapbooks, and such. Her father was older than her mother and his memories of the university went back to the Great Depression when he was a student here. The monthly room and board at his fraternity house was eight dollars, and there were times he and the others struggled to come up with even that much. A loaf of bread cost ten cents, a bus ride a nickel. To hear her father tell it, it was a time of hardship cheerfully borne, when he and other students still managed to have their share of thrifty fun with dances, serenades, and hayrides. There were ice cream socials and organ concerts at the music building. They gathered to listen to the radio, they made fudge and popped popcorn. There were no cars on campus, no smoking allowed. (After some passage of time, this was again the case, although the language used now was “smoke-free campus.”) Certainly no alcohol, although this last was always announced with what seemed like an audible apostrophe: except for those times when . . . Women students had to be home by ten thirty at night, eleven on weekends, a view that carried over to the raising of his own daughter, and which had caused a certain amount of friction.

But that too had been such a long time ago.

His wife might not have her own archive, but she did have her own story. She was dreaming bits and pieces of it even now, lying in the hospital bed. Her story was not yet over because there were these final pieces to finish.

She had grown up and gone to college back east. She came from educated people who expected daughters as well as sons to better themselves and to make their way in the world.

She had met her husband when she arrived at the university to take an instructor position in the history department, her first teaching job. These were the war years, and as men were in short supply, the department was obliged to make do with whoever was available. She settled into her rented room and the routine of classes and grading papers and loneliness.

The war hung over everything, the excitement and dread of what happened in those unimaginable places half a world away, where bombs fell and armies marched and there were so many dead that they too were a kind of army. The war was a constant, solemn reminder of the many things larger and more important than any one person, certainly more important than yourself and your own silly problems.

The history department had her teaching a patchwork of courses: Medieval, and Intro to American, and one called the Golden Age of Exploration. She was on shaky ground with everything but the American, and kept waiting for her students to find her out and denounce her as a fraud. She was only a couple of years older than they were, and conscious of her lack of authority and credentials. But the students (mostly women, a few men either unable to enlist or waiting to be conscripted) were too distracted by the hysteria and romance of wartime to pay her much mind. They sat politely enough in class and turned in their blue exam booklets filled with haphazardly written answers.

It was her job to hold them accountable and to insist on standards of knowledge and scholarship, but it was difficult to be very severe with them. History was something that had already happened, and life, their lives, were in the anxious now. Most of the girls had boyfriends in the service, or at least wrote letters to someone away at war. The boyfriends wrote letters back from the places they were not allowed to identify. The girls followed the war in newsreels and radio broadcasts and looked at names on maps and pieced together a good notion of where the boyfriends were. There was an urgency to it all. Some of these romances ended badly, tragically. It was inevitable.

The whole country was at war. The war effort involved not just the obvious, the weapons and implements of war, the planes and bombs and tanks and trucks, but the manufacture of canvas for tents and for the webbing that was used for holding canteens, wood pulp for paper, fine optometry lenses for binoculars and scopes, leather for shoes, feed for animals, copper for electrical switches, great quantities of wire, of cable, of cement. All manner of commodities and substances were needed, scrap metal, rubber, aluminum, tin foil, cooking grease, all of it elevated and consecrated by the solemn necessity of war. Everyone was to do their part. People trained themselves to recognize the shapes of enemy aircraft overhead. They saved up to buy war bonds. The boyfriends came home on leave wearing their uniforms. The girls left school to marry them and wait out the war at one or another army or naval base. Who would care, at such a time, about the Golden Age of Exploration?

And yet history shifted underneath your feet, she knew that. The present was a dizzy perch that every so often began to spin and slide. If you built a plane you were also bringing into being the sheets of flame that sprang up in the bomber’s path, the ruined town, the ghosts that blew through it like rags of smoke, and then the town rebuilt and its memories put into museums. You held on to your life with both hands, you told yourself to pay attention to this moment, the here and now. But one minute passed into the next, and then the next, and at some point you looked back and everything was over and people called it history.

Anyway, at that moment in the here and now (which had in fact long since passed), she needed to slip into the shared bathroom and wash out her underwear in the sink with the bar of yellow soap that was provided. Then carry the bundle, wrapped in a dripping towel, back to her room, where she would hang it over the radiator to stiffen and dry. There were times you wished that history would just go ahead and swallow you down.

*  *  *

Her daughter too was thinking about history, in the sense of things lost, as she stood at the back door of her parents’ house looking out at the garden.

Her mother’s death would be hard, but it was almost harder going on about the business of normal living, more or less normal, until it happened. When her father died it had not been unexpected, exactly—he was by then a very old man—and it had gone quickly. A collapse at home, a trip to the hospital, his death the following day. Everyone should be so fortunate.

In her mother’s case there had been a series of setbacks, declines, crises, decisions to be made about interventions and treatments. The choices presented to you only gave you the illusion that anything made much of a difference. Was it a terrible thing to wish that it could all be over?

Like everything else here, the garden had been neglected. Once her parents had reached a certain age, the daughter had made a project of coming over to help with it. But just as she had uselessly nagged and prodded them about keeping the house up, her efforts with the garden had never been enough. Now she was going to have to hire someone, a landscaper or a maintenance company, to come and weed and cut things back and restore order.

The original beds and borders were choked with honeysuckle bushes and all manner of stalky and creeping weeds. In the daughter’s growing-up years there had been a grape arbor, long collapsed, its timbers now leaning against the fence, a few vines still bound to them.

You could lie on the grass beneath the arbor and look up at the grape clusters and the blue sky between the sifting leaves and feel as if summer would never end. She and her brother had been greedy and impatient for the grapes to ripen and had always picked some of them too soon, when they were thin and sour. When the fruit turned heavy and purple-red, they had raced the birds and wasps to get to it. The grapes were sun-warmed and slightly bruised and she had stained her chin with the sticky juice. She had never tasted any grapes that were as good since.

She had her own garden at her own house, of course, and she tended it and took pride in what she’d brought into being. But it never seemed as wild and splendid as the garden she’d grown up with.

She supposed she could get someone to prop the arbor back up and build new supports, if she decided it was worth it. The wild roses still bloomed. The lilies and the columbine had disappeared. A hydrangea had found a place it liked and had overgrown the ferns. Two huge weeping cedars stood at the far end of the lot, their shade black and dense. They would have to come down or at least be trimmed. Any grass that remained had turned thin and untidy.

Where to begin? The lilacs needed pruning and this was the time to do it, right after they had finished blooming. She didn’t stop to change into better clothes for yard work so as not to lose the impulse, but fetched the big clippers from the garden shed and went at it. It felt good to be outside, doing something vigorous and physical. She couldn’t reach the highest branches so she trimmed carefully lower down and was satisfied with the neatness of the job. Encouraged, she kept going, cutting back the nuisance growth, the trees of heaven and honeysuckle bushes that had taken root everywhere. They would have to be entirely dug up, but it was a start.

The day was warm but it wasn’t yet humid the way it got later in summer, when the air was so thick and gray it was a misery to even look outside. She found a square-bladed spade and turned over the dirt in the place where she remembered her mother planting annuals.

More than an hour later, she’d cleared enough of the garden to feel she’d reclaimed some part of it. She might get some flats of marigolds or verbena to make the yard look less forlorn. Less like the neighborhood haunted house.

The daughter was no longer young herself. A year or two past fifty. Her own children now grown. When your parents died, you lost your childhood, or at least the best witnesses to it. More and more she had difficulty not just remembering herself as a child—that girl with the dark bangs cut straight across her forehead, standing crookedly in all the pictures—but believing that she had been such a child, had not always been a fully formed adult, with opinions and a credit rating and a hundred distracted thoughts.

Along with the loss of the parents was the loss of the parents’ history, as it was told to you, as you understood it through their living memories, until nothing was left except the curious odds and ends in the house, like the songbook in the piano bench. “Ragtime Cowboy Joe,” “Song of India,” “Annie Laurie,” “Old Black Joe,” “Danny Boy,” and her father’s favorite, “The Sweetheart of Sigma Chi,” which he used to play with lush arpeggios, swaying a little as he sat before the keys.

She swept the walkways and put the garden tools away and went back inside. It was time for the home care aide to leave and there was a space of time before the next one arrived. Assuming that she in fact arrived. Sometimes there were lapses. Once this new aide was here, she could make a trip back to her own house. Her husband, Gabe, had not been entirely understanding about her extended absence, the disruption of essentials such as meals and clean laundry.

The aide who was leaving went through the checklist of what had been done and would need to be done and wished her a good evening. The daughter settled into a chair with a magazine. There was nothing else to do but wait and then wait some more. She kept expecting grief to seize her and make her weep, or some other normal reaction, but so far there was only exhaustion. The hospice service had a grief counselor who was available to family members after a death. Maybe by then she’d be more suitably bereaved.

A small fan blew across the foot of the bed, ruffling the sheets. It was the only noise in the quiet, quiet room. The sheets were tented with a kind of frame so that the nurse and the home care assistants could easily check her mother’s feet and toenails for discoloration. Discoloration was one of the signs that might mean the end was at hand.

It was strange to witness her mother’s silence. Her mother had always been one to keep a conversation going. She had a quick mind and a gift for easy speech. Her father had always joked that his wife was the one who should have been the lawyer, she could wear anyone’s arguments down with sheer persistence. Her mother had been silent only when she was unhappy or angry. So that now the silence made her daughter anxious, as if something must be set right. But what?

She said aloud, “You were a good mother. I hope we made you happy.” And then, because that seemed self-centered, self-important, she said, “I hope you were happy.”

Her words dropped into the small mechanical purr of the fan. She was embarrassed to have spoken. Usually she talked about normal, everyday things, like what her children were doing, or she read the less depressing newspaper headlines aloud.

The home care aide was half an hour late, but at least she came. The daughter spent some time going over what was needed. She said she would be back later this evening, after she had fixed dinner for her husband. The aide appeared to simultaneously listen and ignore her. This was the daughter’s least favorite aide, a slow-moving woman with a belligerent air, as if anything you said to her was an occasion for offense. There was always a logical, unimpeachable reason the aide gave as to why her chores were not completed, and the daughter suspected she prowled the house snooping into things when left alone. And, although she had to be imagining it, there was something smug and knowing in the woman’s attitude, as if to say, Afraid of a little death? I see it all the time. You don’t know the first thing.

Yes, she was imagining, or projecting, all that. The woman was simply disagreeable. But she was better than nothing, and if you called the agency to complain, that was probably what you would get instead: nothing. Anyway, there would be an end to everything soon enough.

The daughter, in a hurry as always these days, drove to her own house. It was a beautiful mild evening, with the trees just now coming into full leaf and the new grass looking cool and shadowy. She took a deep breath to steady herself and fill herself with calm and make way for the tasks that would come next.

She was tired of managing, coping, arranging, bearing up well. Maybe that was what real grief did, prostrated you, rendered you incapable of being so idiotically useful.

Just as she reached the intersection of one of the downtown streets, she happened to look to one side and see a man locking the front door of an auto parts shop, closing up for the day. A tall man, thin, with iron-gray hair. She only saw him from behind for a moment, she had not seen him for more than twenty-five years, but she had no doubt who it was.

She drove on without stopping. It was the damndest thing. That someone might turn up after all this time, perhaps had been in the same place all along without you ever running into them, ever looking up at the exact right moment. And with that one glance she had the extraordinary sense that she knew all about the life he had lived in those years, how he had changed and how he had not. The damndest thing, she kept saying to herself, turning it round and round in her thoughts. There was no one else she would tell about it.

Because she had a past too, much as it might be hard for people to believe.



II. LAURA


The lilacs were in bloom and she thought it would be nice to cut some and put them at her mother’s bedside.

The daughter’s name was Laura Wise Arnold. Arnold being her married name. (And daughter still for a little while longer.) Before her marriage she had been Laura Catherine Wise and she missed the particular chime of those pretty syllables. Maybe she should go back to it. Not a legal change, just for everyday use, like writing letters. People called themselves any old thing these days. Look at Lady Gaga or Caitlyn Jenner.

Or look no further than her own daughter, who had been christened Patricia Grace and called Patti. For a time in her teenage years she announced that she wished to be known as Vera. Vera, she was happy to tell anyone who expressed an interest (and many of those who did not), meant truth. As if her parents had conspired to name her after a lie.

Eventually her daughter had dropped both Patti and Vera and settled on Grace, which was still hard for her mother to get her mind around, as well as her mouth, but at least it was some part of her name that she wasn’t throwing away.

So she might if she wished begin calling herself Laura Wise again. Her husband wouldn’t like it and would see it as some kind of hostile act. And even if he had been the kind of man who was supportive and sympathetic, the kind who tripped all over himself understanding feminism and women’s issues—and her husband was so not that kind of man—other people would wonder what you were up to. They would wonder if you were making some pitiful effort to promote your unremarkable, insignificant self. Because what were older women meant to do with themselves, besides prop up everybody else’s lives and drink too much wine at book club meetings? No one, Laura was convinced, was as invisible and as easily dismissed as the tribe of women like herself, with short gray hair and glasses.

Perhaps she ought to leave her name alone and concentrate on her hair.

She was in the habit of analyzing herself and her impulses, or, if analysis sounded too grand, in the habit of second-guessing herself. Now she wondered what wanting to change her name might mean. Some restlessness or discontent surfacing unbidden? Simple caprice?

Or more than that. Her mother was now very ill, and while there had been any number of false alarms in the past, this looked like the inevitable end. A parent’s death was a milestone. It put you in a strange territory of fear, dread, ache, bewilderment. It made you greedy to get back to your own life, and then you felt guilty because of your selfishness.

Maybe she wanted to be a child again, Laura Catherine, a child who still had a mother.

She would be spending another night at her mother’s house, as had been her habit these last two weeks. Right now she was at her own house, waiting, with lessening patience, for Gabe to get home. The hospice nurse was scheduled to visit and Laura needed to talk with her. But first she wanted to tell Gabe what had to be done with the food in the refrigerator meant for his dinner. (Her son was not home either, but he was always out late and fed himself, as far as Laura could tell, from foods that came in Styrofoam containers.) Her husband was not accustomed to making an effort in the kitchen. It was easiest to prepare things for him. Or not easiest, but one of those trade-offs and calculations you made when nothing could be done entirely well.

Finally her husband’s car pulled into the driveway. Laura’s own car was parked on the street so she wouldn’t get boxed in by his. She met him at the back door, impatient to be on her way. “Hi, there’s barbecued pork, corn bread, and salad. Put the pork in a 350-degree oven for fifteen minutes and the corn bread for five. Don’t use the microwave, you’ll just dry everything out.”

Her husband pushed past her. If he was in one of his moods, she was just as happy to be leaving. He set down his keys and took a highball glass from the cupboard, filled it with ice from the refrigerator door, and fixed his usual bourbon with a splash of water. Just to be saying something, Laura told him, “There’s extra barbecue sauce, it’s in a square plastic container.”

He drank, set the glass down again. “Why thanks for asking. In fact, my day sucked.”

“I’m sorry. What happened?”

“Sales figures came out.”

“Bad?”

“Let’s just say, toilet territory.” He took another drink. Then picked up the bourbon bottle and poured out a small portion more, what he called floating it on top.

“Well,” Laura said, calculating how much longer the hospice nurse would be at her mother’s house, how much longer she could stand here without missing her entirely, “they can’t think it’s your fault. You told them they were pushing the pricing limits.”

“Has to be somebody’s fault. Might as well be mine.”

“Don’t let it be. Push back.” Gabe worked for a computer software developer as an analyst and marketer. He had begun in computer science, then made the switch to business. It was a decision that he now regretted. Laura tried her best to coax or console or suggest positive courses of action whenever it came up, which was often. But over time it had come to seem like Adam and Eve eating the forbidden fruit, a kind of original sin that could never be erased or remedied.

Gabe didn’t answer. By now her helpful suggestions were only made so that he would have something to ignore. And she didn’t have time to be ignored tonight. She went to him and kissed him lightly. “Oven at three-fifty,” she reminded him. “Why don’t you call me later?”

He allowed himself to be kissed, his expression ironic and knowing. He was growing round-shouldered, developing a bit of a stoop. One of those slight men who seemed to be curling up into themselves with age. Every time she noticed such things, she felt her critical eye turning toward herself. It wasn’t as if her own declining looks didn’t distress her. “Bye,” he said.

“Call me?”

“Sure.”

Laura left by the back door, started her car, and drove off. It would have been nice if he had asked her how her mother was doing.

At least the hospice nurse was still there. Laura found both her and the home health aide in the kitchen, drinking coffee. Which was not really a transgression, but annoyed her just the same. She would have liked to feel that someone else was on her side and backing her up, not turning into one more problem she’d have to manage. “How’s my mother?” she asked, and the hospice nurse said that she was about the same, and that she was just getting ready to go back in. “No, please, finish your coffee,” Laura said, not wanting any more explanations or semiapologies, and went down the hall to the sunroom.

Everything about what the hospice nurse called “the dying process” had been explained to Laura. It was all entirely natural, but understandably distressing for those not used to it. The fitful consciousness, swimming up from the surface of that state between sleep and death for brief intervals. The skin losing warmth and color. From time to time her mother opened her mouth in a way that, the nurse explained, did not indicate either a desire to speak or pain. The aides had coaxed sips of juice or broth into her, but she was losing the ability to swallow, part of the body’s breaking down. Everything possible was being done for her comfort.

Nothing could be done about dying itself.

“Hi Mom,” Laura said, sitting down and pressing her mother’s hand lightly with her own. She was aware of the nurse and the aide coming up behind her. They must have decided that the coffee was not such a good idea right now. The nurse had her paperwork to fill out and the aide made herself busy with tidying the room, and for a time the three of them were quiet as the late-afternoon sunlight lengthened and the east-facing sunroom grew shadowed.

Her mother’s eyelids fluttered and her eyes rolled back and forth behind the lids. The aide saw Laura move her chair closer, attending to this. “It doesn’t mean nothing,” the aide said. “A reflex. A muscle thing. Like when they start picking at the bedcovers.”

Laura said nothing. Who were “they”? It was no way to talk. The aide had only been here one other time and Laura already disliked her. She never seemed in a hurry to do anything.

“Everybody thinks they’re going to sit up and give a big speech and it just never happens.”

“Well, every patient is different,” the nurse said after a moment.

Laura wasn’t expecting any big final speech. But she wanted to believe that her mother was still here, in some way.

Laura had questions for the nurse about when it might be necessary to switch to the twenty-four-hour care, and the nurse said she did not think it was required at present, and that things might go on like this—that is, her mother would not die—for some unforeseen amount of time. She said again that every patient was different, as if this was a consolation. The nurse went through the availability and limitations of services as prescribed by the insurer. Laura knew all these by now. She had become fluent in the language of policies, exclusions, providers, and so forth. It was a part of her exhausting new knowledge.

The nurse suggested some respiratory therapy, comfort care, and Laura agreed that this might be helpful, and they talked about how soon this might begin. Laura liked the nurse, who was cheerful without seeming too brusque or matter-of-fact. She checked the patient’s vital signs one more time, then made ready to go.

Laura walked her to the front door, then, not wanting to go back into the sickroom while the unpleasant aide was there, took a pair of shears out to the garden and cut some of the lilacs. She gathered a reckless amount of them because what other use was there for them?

She found a vase in the pantry and arranged them, smashing the ends of the woody stems as her mother had taught her, so they would better soak up water. She carried them into the sickroom and cleared a space on the bedside table.

The aide said, “What are those for?”

“So she can smell them,” Laura said, not caring to explain herself even that much.

The aide didn’t answer, but her dismissive expression plainly said, Whatever.

Laura went back to the kitchen and was surprised when the aide followed a minute later.

“Did you want her to get a sponge bath tonight?”

“No, that can wait until morning.”

“What do you call those flowers?”

“Lilacs.”

“They do smell pretty.”

“Yes, they do.” She had begun making herself a cheese sandwich but now she stopped, waiting for the woman to leave.

“She seems like a real nice lady. Your mom.”

“Thank you.” Although how the aide might come to such a judgment about someone who neither moved nor spoke was unclear.

“Some of them turn nasty at the end. Won’t let you help them. Cuss at you. Of course they can’t help it. Their minds are gone. Be glad she’s not in that kind of state. Is your dad still alive?”

“No, he passed away.”

“I figured. So you been through this once already. That helps.”

Laura didn’t answer. How was that supposed to help anything? She felt the aide was hoping she’d share some confidence, or maybe break down sobbing, something that would make an interesting story she could relate later. She resumed making her sandwich. She was too hungry to keep waiting.

“Wish somebody gave me flowers. Well, I can dream. Ha.”

The woman’s name, Laura remembered, was Angela. She had short, slick hair dyed a profound black, and a way of squinting at you, almost leering, that might have just been nearsightedness. Laura said, “I’m going upstairs to get some sleep. Please come tell me when you’re leaving if I’m not down already.”

She waited while the woman, Angela, lingered in the doorway, seeming not to want to leave. “Did you need anything?” Laura asked her.

“Just, not to worry too much about your mom. She’s not going to have a bad time. She’s found a door and she’s working hard to unlock it.”

*  *  *

She, Laura, was her mother’s only daughter. Just as Laura herself had one daughter, the fluidly named Vera-Patricia-Grace. One daughter made for a certain claustrophobia, a push-pull of closeness and distance. Laura liked the idea of the Old Testament matriarchs who gathered their daughters to them for purposes of counsel or consolation. A whole tribe of daughters.

Instead, she and her mother had been their own small tribe. They occupied the female territory of the household, its daily maintenance and needs. Evelyn, her mother, was not enthusiastic about domestic matters. From time to time she announced that anyone who didn’t like whatever fish sticks or hamburger patties she served up could fix their own dinner. But she taught Laura how to scramble eggs and to be careful pouring out hot grease, how to pair socks together and roll them into a ball, and how to iron so that she could take over the chore herself. Evelyn bought Laura’s clothes and scrutinized Laura’s image in mirrors, not unkindly but with a certain objectivity. Laura came to understand that she was neither pretty nor homely, but a serviceable in-between.

They didn’t look alike. Not really. People would see them together and say things like, “She favors you around the forehead, just a little.” Laura was dark-haired and compact, while her mother was leggy and had fair, freckled good looks. It was said that Laura took after her father, and she supposed she did, although it wasn’t any striking resemblance. She went through a phase when she wondered if she was a changeling, or adopted, which was romantic and satisfying, until some undeniable family trait, like her allergies, collapsed the whole notion.

They were mother and daughter, even if uncertainly bonded. It was not as if they had any memorable, heart-to-heart talks. (At least, trying now to recall any, Laura came up empty.) Her mother was too detached, too often absorbed in things beyond her family to make occasions out of talking. But there was an ongoing conversation between them, bits and pieces at a time, when information was conveyed or implied. Such as, Laura should not think that being a girl who got good grades would be enough for people to take her seriously. Or the more modest reach of sexual appetite in females as opposed to that of ravening, insatiable males. Her parents were, after all, old-school about many things. Laura and her brother had been born to them later in life than was usual.

Or the time when she and her mother had been watching television, some show where a pretty actress fretted about keeping her boyfriend. (It was a girl program. Her father and brother were elsewhere.) There was a series of made-up obstacles, a happy ending, a wedding. The theme music jingled. Laura was relieved at the happy ending. She was still young enough to feel anxious as to whether the shows would provide them. There was also something that stirred and teased her about romance, even a make-believe romance, as if some unreliable promise had been made to her.

“Ah,” her mother said, nodding at the screen, where the happy couple were getting ready to exchange vows. “Two perfectly good young lives, ruined.”

“Ha ha,” Laura said, wanting it to be a joke.

“They’ll be fine until they start having children.”

“What?”

“Nothing.”

“Can I have some more Oreos?”

Her mother said, “No, you’ve had about enough for tonight.” She shut the television off and the picture faded to a point of light and winked out. She said, “I never planned on getting married. Even back when everybody felt sorry for you if you didn’t and called you an old maid. I was going to go on and get my doctorate and be a real professor.”

“But then you met Dad, right?”

“That’s right,” her mother said. “Saved by the bell. Now it’s time for you to get ready for bed.”

Why had her mother said such a thing? Perhaps she had been drinking wine, as she liked to do in the evening. Or she’d felt injured, resentful at something Laura’s father had done, or failed to do. Laura was aware that her parents were not always as harmoniously aligned as they appeared to others, when they hosted get-togethers or official university functions, and Laura and her brother sneaked sips of liquor and marveled at the unfathomable boredom of adult events.

Her father was used to running things: classrooms, meetings, departments, committees, and to having people pay attention when he spoke. His life had been a steady progression of goals achieved and victorious struggles. He seemed to grow more and more solidly righteous as he grew older, more and more certain in his pronouncements. Laura was still a child during the Vietnam War, when the streets turned angry, when protests and peace signs broke over the country, and the campus, in a cresting wave, when her parents sent her out of the room during certain portions of the television news. When stoned kids played stoned music and talked about the system, and feeding your head, and the doors of perception. How alarmed people were, and how outraged, at so much ridiculous, dangerous, gleefully obscene behavior! Some of it was just fashion, the hair and beads and hippie finery, but it signaled something much worse to people like Laura’s father, perhaps Communists egging the whole enterprise on for purposes of creating moral rot. He was quoted in the campus newspaper, in his capacity as head of the student honor court, as urging swift and certain discipline for antiwar demonstrators and other transgressors: “We seem to have become so broad-minded that our brains are falling out.”

At home their father threatened his young children with punishment if they committed certain terrible but unspecified offenses. “If I ever catch you doing drugs, I will personally call the police and have you arrested.”

“Oh you will not,” their mother said. “Why are you trying to scare them?”

“I’m keeping them from ruining their lives.”

“Children, don’t take illegal drugs. They’re bad for your father.”

“I suppose you’ll think it’s funny when they end up in jail, or in a mental institution.”

More than forty years later, taking her own son to his first stint in rehab, Laura would look back on this memory with grim amusement.

“Pity’s sake, Andrew, they’re nine and seven. Where do you think they’re going to get their hands on drugs?”

“They are actually dirty. It’s not just a figure of speech.”

“Who’s dirty? The students?” Their mother now both exasperated and mocking. “I don’t imagine you get close enough to them to tell. This is such a silly fit you’re having. You don’t like to have a bunch of pip-squeak students standing up to you. That’s what you’re really so upset about.”

Her father muttered something and left the room. Laura understood that her mother had won the argument, worn him down with her words. The argument between them continued, in one form or another, throughout their marriage. Her father issued opinions and pronouncements, and her mother undercut them. She did not always win, or ever win completely, since her father was still so unshakably himself, so armored with his importance in the world and the deference it paid him. But her mother sniped and shrugged and rolled her eyes often enough to unsettle him.

There was an imbalance between them. Her mother chafed against it. Had she always been so discontented? To which of them, her mother or her father, did Laura owe allegiance and sympathy? Her father might be more remote, difficult to entirely understand, but he was at least always the same. Her mother might go from happy, or at least her unremarkable everyday self, to sarcastic and resentful.

Why had they married? Why had they stayed married? Even people of their parents’ generation divorced, it wasn’t unheard of. When they were both older, Laura and her brother maintained the attitude that both of their parents were crazy, in their own ways. But that was glibness, and was only a way of not thinking about them.

Most marriages had their share of bad spells, or of just bumping along. Laura knew that now. Knew that most people stayed married in spite of the unhappy parts. They hung on and waited for things to get better, or they walled themselves off from each other, or built their enmity for each other into a solid and enduring structure.

Laura had never asked her mother for marriage advice. Maybe this was the deathbed speech she was waiting for. Her mother would rise up, clutch at her failing, fading heart, and deliver herself of some undoubted truth. And what would that be? I thought I loved him but I was wrong. Or, You do the best you can. Then you run out of patience. Or nothing at all. Words forgotten, wisdom canceled out.

*  *  *

If you lived in a small-to-medium city, like this one, for some number of years, or almost all your life, as Laura had, there were circles of people you knew, from the different layers of your life, different strata, like an archaeological dig. Fallen-away friends from middle school, old rivals, old sweethearts. Your brother’s old friends, rivals, sweethearts, etc. People you’d forgotten all about, until they appeared at your door, selling lawn care services or running for city council.

Of course the circles might overlap. Someone you knew from high school worked with the wife of your kids’ former soccer coach. Your waitress at lunch was the daughter of your parents’ lawyer. It was not unusual for Laura to make a trip to the grocery, or the library, and encounter one or two or more acquaintances. She liked having this network of known, interlocking people, this seemingly inexhaustible supply of connections. Even if you left town for a long time, when you came back there would still be some old neighbor, or your doctor’s receptionist, to bump into at Walgreens and share some agreeable conversation. People remembered you, asked after your family, told you who to call if you needed a plumber or an HVAC guy. It was a comfort, feeling that you knew a place and that it knew you.

But Laura was aware that there were other circles of people she did not know and did not care to know: the impoverished, the criminal, the casually dangerous young men cruising the bad neighborhoods in cars that throbbed and shook with music. Nor did she know the men in Hi-Viz shirts who worked on road crews, or the women you saw buying cigarettes and oversize plastic cups of soda at gas stations first thing in the morning, or the kids who drove in from the little towns organized around grain elevators and railroad tracks so they could party in the bars, or the Mexicans bicycling to work at the paper bag factory, or the half-grown girls at the mall with their looking-for-trouble clothes and makeup. She could not say she knew any of them. There was no occasion to do so.

Laura’s town, the one she’d always considered hers, contained the university, of course, its grandly shabby old buildings and the newer, more utilitarian structures of hulking brick, its lawns and statuary, athletic fields, frat houses, its rowdy district of bars and student apartment buildings. There were monuments, inscriptions, dedications that bore witness to the traditions of the place and those who had left their mark. The town had grown up around and away from this campus center, so that civic life was no longer entirely shaped by it. Although most people still had passionate opinions about the sports teams.

Some things about the university itself had also changed since her parents’ era, architecture and most everything else. One college summer Laura had a job moving old files from the dean’s office. She and her fellow workers spent a lot of their time plucking out the handwritten records of problem students who had been called in for stern conferences, among them young women who had been discovered in compromising situations and then had to divulge the details to the maiden ladies who served as their deans. Laura still remembered the best one: “Says she could not have had intercourse with girdle on.” They had all roared with glee.

Just beyond the university were districts of modest wooden houses with couches set out on the front porches, gravel driveways, shade trees in need of trimming. Students lived there, or older homeowners who’d had the students crowd in around them, or young families who had chosen the slightly eccentric over newer, pricier real estate.

Nowadays more and more of these houses were being knocked down and replaced with large and profitable apartment buildings. But when she was a kid, Laura used to ride her bicycle through blocks and blocks of such streets, which adjoined her parents’ grander neighborhood. She could not have said, then or now, why the little houses sided with old-fashioned green or white shingles, their blowsy yards planted with daylilies and phlox, their uneven porch steps spoke to her so strongly of mystery and possibility. It was as if someone might come out of such a house, or she herself enter one, and everything about her life would change forever.

When did you reach the point when you began counting up losses, rather than looking forward to adventures?

The downtown that people were always trying to revive, although so much business had moved out to the mall. Around the refurbished courthouse, a number of hopeful, short-lived shops and restaurants tried to take root. If you knew where to look, a second-story window still held an electric sign indicating the meeting room for the Knights of Pythias.

And past downtown, depending on the direction, were either districts of small houses that were not intended as anything other than inexpensive shelter, or else grand neighborhoods where the streets curved and circled and were called Something or Other Trace, or Way, or Court. And past these—or perhaps right up against their back lot line—were the farm fields of monotonous beans and corn, the few hedgerows that had not been turned into acreage. Here and there a stream running beneath a road through a concrete culvert. At the east edge of the county, a small, meandering river with its belt of woods, where people built getaway cabins. Habitat for fish, beaver, fox, deer, raccoons, coyotes, possums, hawks, wild turkeys.

Politics: Laura’s father voted Republican, her mother Democratic. The town divided up pretty much the same way, older business interests versus different varieties of center-left. Both sides found plenty of things in the local news coverage to infuriate them.

Weather you could complain about most of the time. Winters that made people say, “If hell was cold, it would be like this.” Sleet in spring, summers that didn’t let up, rain at harvest. And in between these, many days of ordinary beauty.

This was the place where Laura had been born and where she still lived, and she knew it too well to see anything remarkable in it.

In March, before the air had any hint of spring in it, Laura and her friend Becca went out for happy hour so that Becca could find a new boyfriend. They were work pals from their jobs at the university’s alumni association. Becca wasn’t a townie. She’d moved here from Chicago because she had wanted to put some distance between herself and her ex-husband, who she referred to as Popeye. Anyway, after the divorce she couldn’t afford the Chicago cost of living. She missed the city and her life there, or parts of her life, the parts that had involved money. She was trying to make the best of things in this new place. She was trying to have a good attitude.

She and Laura were the same age, although Becca made more of an effort with hair and makeup, so that she looked, if not younger, at least less resigned. She had a pretty mouth, a round little chin, and short, curly hair that she tinted different shades of honey or butterscotch. Every couple of weeks she talked Laura into one of these after-work excursions. She liked to say that she was through with men, but that seemed to mean men she had already met.

Laura didn’t mind being the wingman to Becca’s bomber pilot. It had its amusing moments, as when the men who approached them or offered to buy them drinks were people Laura recognized, people she knew a thing or two about, maybe knew they had someone waiting for them at home.

As did Laura. She nursed her one glass of wine through Becca’s two, then said, “I have to get back.”

“Aw.”

“Michael’s home with a cold, and if I’m not there, he and his father will kill each other.”

It was just something you said. You didn’t really mean it.

“Aw,” Becca said again. “They can’t be that bad.”

“You have no idea.”

“How’s it going lately?”

“OK. It’s like one of those signs they put up in factories: NO ACCIDENTS IN EIGHTY DAYS.”

“You’re amazing. An amazing mom. I hope somebody tells you that once in a while. I couldn’t cope the way you do.” Becca didn’t have kids, either from Popeye or the husband before him. It just hadn’t happened, she said, but she also volunteered that they hadn’t tried very hard, whatever that meant.

“Coping means I get out of bed in the morning.”

“Call home and tell them we’re going out for dinner and they can fix their own.”

“Sorry. I just can’t.”

“They’ll be the sorry ones when you get tired of doing things for them and they have to take care of themselves.”

Laura thought that was probably true. These days her family spun in a centrifuge while she tried to pull them back into the center. Michael, at twenty-one, was in college, or this time around junior college, trying to get through the basic courses. It was a start, or rather, a restart. A kind of probation, with all of them acting as if things were better (they were) and would stay better (perhaps). Michael was living at home, paying rent—one of the ground rules—and working the only kinds of jobs he could find. Convenience store clerk, waiter. His schedule kept him out late and made for the irritating sight of him eating breakfast cereal at noon in front of the television. He liked music, he wanted to do something with music. It was not the sort of career path that inspired confidence in his parents, but they had learned to pick their battles. Whenever Michael was home, smothered, amplified bass chords shook the house like the soundtrack of doom.

He was cheerful, creative, kindhearted, smart. A mischevious kid, sure, but in a lovable way, unlike his sister’s prickly brooding. And for an escalating period of eighteen months, he had ingested Adderall and Vicodin and cocaine and whatever else he could get his hands on—a polydrug user, it was called in the language of addiction—all of it washed down with alcohol. He had stolen checks from his mother’s purse, wrecked his own car and one of his parents’, lied about being high, lied about being sober, passed out on the front lawn in January, thrown up blood, needed IV fluids, B12 shots, legal representation.

They hadn’t seen any of it coming. How could you? There had been some of what was considered normal adolescent screwup trouble, then episodes of careless, sullen, evasive behavior. Then the all-out catastrophes, the confrontations, the promises made and immediately tossed aside. Who was he, or who had he always been, so practiced at lying, at anger, at horrible talk? Laura’s nerves were still shredded from all the emergencies and panics, and the effort of forgiving her son again and again. One night they woke to the noise of cupboard doors slamming over and over and found him barefoot and shirtless in the kitchen, his nose running and his hair standing up in wild, stiff patches from days of lying in his own sweat.

OEBPS/images/title.jpg
A4 CLOUD
in the SHAPE
of a GIRL

Jean THOMPSON

SIMON & SCHUSTER

NEW YORK LONDON TORONTO SYDNEY NEW DELHI





OEBPS/images/9781501194382.jpg
“Jean Thompson is a brilliant novelist. This is a moving tale %

of unforgettable characters, drawn with empathy and insight.”
—TAYARI JONES, author of An American Marriage

NPT
X

\

A\

ol
_—
Q)
-
h N
avr

[
L

;








