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In memory of my mother, Iris Yvonne Bialosky (1933-2020)

For my beloved sisters, Laura, Cindy, and Kim (in memoriam, 1968-1990)






What we call the beginning is often the end.

And to make an end is to make a beginning.

The end is where we start from.

— T. S. Eliot, Four Quartets, Part IV Little Gidding

It is love, not reason, that is stronger than death.

—Thomas Mann, The Magic Mountain








Note to the reader

This is a book made of impressions, memories, and stories, some my own, others told to me. In recounting the early years of my mother’s history, I depended on photos, intuition, research, and my own imaginings. This is not a biography of my mother. It is one daughter’s rendering informed by observation and bearing witness. In writing this book I’m aware of the uncomfortable experience of intruding on someone else’s private life. I am also cognizant that there are things I will never know about my mother. All of us hold our private worlds close. I have not attempted to capture the whole of my mother’s life, having chosen to write only about certain pivotal moments. I may have gotten things wrong, including some of the family history I have pieced together. Though I have struggled with whether to tell this story, I found myself unable to refrain, such is my belief that my mother’s experience of profound loss, heartbreak, and endurance will be inspiring to others.






1.

My mother has just died. It’s March 29, 2020. A cold, brutal late afternoon. No sun. Only a white lifeless sky. We’re on Long Island. We left the city for our weekend house two weeks ago and then Covid struck and with no end in sight to the pandemic, we’ve been isolating here. I think of Camus’s famous opening line in The Stranger. “My mother died today. Or maybe yesterday, I don’t know.” I, too, feel this strange distortion of time. Maybe because of Covid and because not only am I trapped on Long Island, but I’m far away from Cleveland where I grew up, where my mother died, and lived all eighty-six years of her life.

Outside, two construction workers are demolishing the old deck attached to our house. Everything feels out of whack. Through the window I watch workers, with masks on, strip down the floorboards of the deck, and like pallbearers, carry the warped strips of wood to the dumpster. We had planned for a new deck before Covid hit, hired an architect and a contractor, but now with the pandemic blazing it seems unnecessary and indulgent. There’s too much change, but it’s too late. We’ve already made the investment.

March is cold. I’m always cold. There’s a catch in my throat that won’t clear. A heavy weight that won’t lift. Part of me is in denial. How could my mother be dead? My son Lucas is with us when we receive the phone call. He’s twenty-five. “I’m sorry, Mom,” he says. “I can’t believe Mimi’s gone.” My youthful mother refused to be called Grandma. My husband, David, hugs me, and I cry into his T-shirt. This is my family. My tiny world David and I built brick by brick. We’ve had this house since Lucas was two years old and memories of his coming of age are everywhere. I know why some people think houses are haunted. It’s because a house takes on the personality of its owners. Even the old deck with its once flapping dark blue awning, sometimes holding up five or six inches of snow, torrents of rain, faded by sun, carries memories.

It’s a strange time to mourn the loss of one’s mother, when the entire world is mourning the crushing fatalities from the pandemic. It’s unreal. Soaking vegetables and fruit in the sink, wiping down cans, milk bottles, and groceries from the store before putting them away, wearing plastic gloves and masks. Straight out of a dystopian novel, the streets empty, everyone existing in a bizarre world of mourning and need for protection.

I pace the floors, I lie down. I take a long walk. I don’t know what to do with myself. How to calm down. Again, it’s the feeling of being estranged from my mother’s dying. If I was with her, perhaps the reality would sink in and I wouldn’t feel so disconnected. There’s a tight pang in my chest. My eyes burn. Sometimes I can’t catch my breath. Has it really happened? When I learned she was failing, I’d been in New York in lockdown. I wanted to be with my mother as she passed. The care home where she has lived for the last few years quarantined all visitors. If I want, I can pretend it hasn’t happened. I can close my eyes on death, try to go back to normal but then I’m brought back by its stark reality. My mother could be inscrutable, irrational, impulsive, willful, demanding. Certainly not a PTA-joining and cupcake-baking mother, rather a single mother who raised four daughters on her own. She was never ordinary.

It seems blasphemous. Preposterous, not to be allowed to attend my own mother’s funeral. Another devastation of Covid. I think of all the others mourning the deaths of their loved ones and not being able to bid them farewell, and it is as if we are travelers together on the River Styx in a weird state of limbo. I’m crying inside but tears won’t come. I fight with myself about whether I can still figure out a way to travel to Cleveland in the first month of a deadly pandemic. David’s judgment is less clouded by emotion. I speak to the rabbi on the phone who will preside over the funeral. In Jewish tradition the body must be buried within twenty-four hours. This is to give comfort to the soul of the deceased and quicken the journey to the next world. It also allows the mourners to begin the grieving process. He wants it to happen tomorrow.

For dust you are and to dust you shall return, from Genesis. The body must go into the ground and the mourners must help bury the body. But I won’t be there to take the cold visceral earth in my hands and throw it onto her casket, a ritual that symbolizes the body going back to nature and to its final resting place.

I ask the rabbi if, under the circumstances, we could wait a few days. I want to be there. The rabbi expresses his condolences and tells me what I already know but don’t want to accept, that it’s impossible without first being quarantined. He says he knows it’s hard for me not to be at my mother’s funeral, but there’s no choice. The virus is too contagious and dangerous. He’s the rabbi affiliated with the care home in which my mother resided, and he says that he knew my mother, that she was a sweet and lovely person. He briefly outlines the plan for her interment. No funeral service. Only a graveside burial. Only ten people are permitted. Everyone must stand six feet apart. The ritual of Kriah, the tearing of the cloth, a symbol of pain and grief; throwing dirt on the coffin, a mark of closure. Afterward the seven-day shiva candle.

In Judaism the period of Nisan is the first month of the Jewish calendar, and since Passover is the spring festival of liberation, it is a special time for our mother to pass over, the rabbi informs me. Ordinarily, when someone dies, there’s a thirty-day mourning period following shiva, but Passover cancels it to commemorate the month of rebirth. It’s days before the beginning of Passover. The story in the book of Exodus, of the ten biblical plagues where God commanded the Egyptians to suffer so that they knew who was in charge, comes to me. History repeats itself. A virus permeates the globe. Sooner or later, we, too, those of us whose lives will be spared, if we are vigilant in our seclusion or quarantine, or are lucky, will eventually be delivered, just as the Israelites were eventually delivered from slavery more than 3,000 years ago. But we are only slaves to a disease. Is it really a special time for my mother to die? I don’t know.

The rabbi asks me more about my mother and her life for the brief eulogy he is planning to deliver. He’s spoken to my other two sisters as well. The youngest of the four of us has been gone for years. I tell the rabbi that my mother was a loving mother. That she raised us girls on her own. That she lost her first husband, my father, when she was only twenty-five and then a daughter when she was in her fifties. As I speak to the rabbi, I realize there is so much I don’t really know about my mother, so much that I’ve never fully understood. She was monumental in my life. It was as if there were a cord from her heart to mine that was never fully severed. Who was she before she had me? What had she sacrificed to raise us? Born in 1933, what was it like to come of age in the forties and fifties, when so little was expected of women save to be wives and mothers? Suddenly there are no more words that I can say.



THE DAY OF the funeral I wake up. I’m confused. Foggy. We’ve been in lockdown. Day 20, or maybe 21. Days blur. Rituals are important. Especially during Covid. I crawl out of bed, dress, grab my coffee. Outside the workers have shown up again. I can see them from the windowed doors that open out to the deck from the main room of our barn-style house, in masks and thick long beige worker pants and coats covered with white sheetrock dust. In the early morning fog, they could be mistaken for ghosts. I wonder if their hands are cold. I hear the vibration of wood being stripped from the floorboards. It’s like the sound of a breaking heart.



I EAT A small bowl of granola, a boiled egg. I take a walk—walks have become essential during lockdown. I’m wearing my old and ratty winter jacket, long pants, boots, and a scarf around my neck. My lockdown outerwear. The ground is hard from the cold. The wind stings my eyes and face. A morning thrush calls its timeless sorrow. A screech and then a pause for two or three seconds and another screech, as if making the sound requires enormous strength. I hold on to it.

I walk down the long quarter mile road that leads to our house and is abutted by a horse farm—put in my earbuds, and an audiobook lifts me momentarily from a mournful world where people by the thousands are dying and others are living in quarantine or seclusion, losing livelihoods, loved ones, like I have lost my mother. Black birds rest on the wooden fence. The horses in their large pens I can see from one side of the road are wearing red wool blankets as they graze. Occasionally one will sigh or neigh and from our house I can hear their cries, carried by the wind. They, too, have become my companions.

This week I’ve been listening to Howards End, a novel by E. M. Forster about the privileged lives of siblings Margaret, Helen, and Tibby Schlegel; where they’ll reside once their lease is up is the crux of its plot. I’m at the part in the novel where Margaret has just learned of the death of her friend Ruth Wilcox and, through a letter from the care home where she spent her last days, discovers that Ruth has bequeathed her country house, Howards End, a symbol of the Eden of the past, to Margaret. I will be receiving no bequeathment. At the end, my mother had so little, her possessions long distributed or given away. Did my mother ever experience an Eden in which she was cast out? I want to stop time. To stop the funeral that awaits at eleven this morning. The sky is gray, the air cool and full of moisture. The wind picks up. Soon it will rain. I tie my scarf more tightly around my neck, walk a few more laps up and down the long road. Each day in lockdown I try to walk at least four or five rounds for exercise, then make my way back home.



IT’S SO QUIET in the house. Lucas is on the computer in his room. David is in his study working. When he hears the door open, he comes out and gives me a hug. He’s sad, too. We don’t speak. There are no words. I go into the bathroom to wash my face and dry my eyes. I must look pretty for Mom.

I dress for the virtual graveside burial in a black flowing blouse my mother would love, put on the sapphire earrings she gave me, lipstick—my mother never left the house without it. David changes from his now-that-we’re-in-lockdown sweats into a crisp blue button-down shirt and dark khaki pants. Lucas wears a pullover sweater. In Cleveland, a driver in a sedan arrives to pick up Laura, the only sister in Cleveland. Cindy is in lockdown in Connecticut. We sisters group-text (and occasionally Laura snaps us a photo) as the car drives through mostly empty roads to Mount Olive Cemetery in the Cleveland suburbs where my youngest sister, Kim, is also buried.

We switch from text to FaceTime, watching the burial on a 4.7-inch screen. In Cleveland, a pearl-gray morning of howling winds. Laura shows off her new sunglasses. We blow kisses. The sedan pulls up the long drive to the cemetery. It is one of the grayest days I remember. At 11 a.m. the service begins. Along with my sister are my paternal aunts, uncles, and cousins, all standing six feet apart and wearing masks. My mother’s maternal relatives—her parents, aunts, and uncles have already departed from the earth. Her younger brother is quarantined in Minneapolis. Through the window of my phone, a jerky kaleidoscope of cloudy sky, a small blue tent flapping in the wind, underneath a podium where the rabbi presides, a quick flash to the mahogany coffin soon to be lowered into the ground. It seems impossible that my mother’s frail body is inside it. Hundreds of gravestones like dominoes stand in the background, a few bare trees just beginning to bud. A bluebird skims the weighted sky. I look up from the tiny screen on my phone and out my own window in Long Island at a family of trees in the yard; their crippled, arthritic branches form a chorus of joining arms.

The rabbi, in his long black coat and black top hat, a white mask strapped over his face, speaks loudly, head dramatically raised to the sky over the demented wind. As a child I believed God was watching over me. I went to temple, and I listened to the rabbi and the rabbi spoke of God and throughout my childhood I spoke to God in my head, especially in times of anxiety and stress. God help me pass my math test. Make me as beautiful as my mother. Please God make so-and-so like me. Make Mom happy. The things girls say. The places we hurt.

As a child, I saw God as a replacement for my father who died when I was two. Now I still pray to God when I’m in crisis, scared. Prayer is a way to forestall anxiety. Jewish doctrine has, in my experience, been vague about the afterlife. My mother believed in reunion, that when she died her soul would be reunited with loved ones. In this moment, watching the rabbi pray to the sky as he says the Kaddish, this is a consolation. And though I do not have the imagination for that belief any longer, I will give it to her. It soothes me to think that in her dying, she was anticipating reclamation.

The rabbi conveys to the small gathering that Iris’s daughters, Cindy who lives in Connecticut and I in New York, have saved many hundreds, maybe thousands of lives by not traveling. I’m not so sure, but nevertheless, I’m briefly comforted. He recites an incantation of prayers and blessings in Hebrew over the relentless wind before he offers a more personal eulogy. Iris Yvonne Bialosky was a loving mother of four daughters, he says. He remembers the other central figures in my mother’s life, from her aunts, parents, and brother, along with her two sisters-in-law, her nieces, and nephews. He mentions that she worked in real estate and retail, and that she was loved by many, and then abruptly his eulogy concludes. I want more to be done and said for my mother, exactly what I don’t know, the end of a life—it’s too short, more should be said but it’s Covid and raining and there are no more words. What about my mother’s early years before I knew her, her marriage to my father, the loss of her mother when she was a child. How she was not financially secure or mature enough to take on the care of her daughters. How, as a woman coming of age in the early 1950s, she was ill-equipped for what befell her. Suddenly, as the rain is pouring on my roof in New York and on the black umbrellas in Cleveland and slapping the thousands of headstones, for all she has endured, my mother feels heroic and noble. Perhaps this is the moment when it occurs to me that I must write about my mother, make my own eulogy, and go on a quest to understand and capture the woman behind the mother who was often so unknowable to me. Motherhood is deep. We all must mourn our mothers. We must travel from the end to the beginning.



LAURA RISES FROM her fold-up chair and throws handfuls of earth on the top of the coffin, the first handful is for her, and then she takes a handful for me and throws it on the coffin lid, and then another handful for Cindy and the last for our sister Kimmy before the casket is lowered into the ground. Tears burn my eyes. “The Lord is my shepherd. I shall not want. He maketh me to lie down in green pastures…” the rabbi begins. “He maketh me to lie down in green pastures,” I repeat in my bedroom holding my phone in my hand, grateful for the psalm’s command, its authority. Yes, I, too, must lie down. Rain continues to fall as if the angels are weeping. I wonder, is she already an angel.



AFTER THE VIRTUAL burial, I say the blessing and light the seven-day shiva candle to begin the mourning period. I retrieved it with gloved hands the day before—the Jewish Center kindly left it in a plastic baggie outside on their porch. Later in the day, I take another walk. Put in my earphones. Howards End, chapter 12, Margaret privately mourns Mrs. Wilcox: “A funeral is not death, any more than baptism is birth or marriage union. All three are the clumsy devices, coming now too late, now too early, by which Society would register the quick motions of man.” The rain has stopped. I look up at the sliver of light parting the darkening sky.



DAYS AFTER THE funeral grief comes in waves. Mostly when I’m not expecting it, in the shower, setting the table, where I remember my mother telling me where the knife goes, and the wineglasses always above the knife. Day by day, as the workers tear down the deck, first taking away the metal poles and railing, I’m unsettled. Memories of my mother are still swirling; how the rewards of living were diminished by worries, regret about my mother’s difficult life, the push-pull of wanting to forget her, the need for my own freedom to build my own family, and my inability to let go. I’m nostalgic for all that has passed. I’m afraid of forgetting. My mother was hard to capture fully. I suppose all mothers are. Larger than life, they leave their shadows and absence. She was beautiful. She liked to laugh. She liked men. She loved her daughters. She was the mother I fought against and the mother whose history shaped every aspect of my life. In my mind, I picture my mother’s latching eyes. She’s still working her way inside me.



LUCAS GOES BACK to the city to quarantine in our apartment with his girlfriend. It’s hard to let him go.



DURING THE WORKDAY, David and I go to our separate quarters. Like John Cheever—who every morning dressed in his suit and tie, rode the elevator of his apartment building down to the lobby, and then took the stairs to his workspace in the basement, like clockwork—I go to my own newly formed study in Lucas’s bedroom, bookshelves packed with video games, trophies from sports, a few stuffed animals I’m not yet able to part with. I turn on my computer. Look out the window at the bare trees that have not yet begun to bud. What am I doing?

I’m grateful for the hours of tunneling in and distraction. But at night, my dreams are dark, complex, as if I haven’t really slept, my unconscious swimming in the sea of memory, bringing my mother to the surface as if my dreams are an underwater theater for my desire not to let her go. She’s obstinate. Has always been obstinate. There is a tear in the sky that I don’t know how to mend. What will the world look like without my mother to care for? My sisters and I have always been her safety net. As we moved through adolescence, we kept each other afloat. Then later, after we left for college, the roles slowly shifted, and we became our mother’s caretaker.

She passed on to me her delight in flowers, beauty, her voracious appetite for good food, art, and dreams for romance that sustained her through her many losses. Why, for so long, did her despair and sadness overwhelm me? Did she want to die? Had she had enough, finally unmoored from her suffering? How much does a daughter owe her mother? Did I do enough? These questions plague and distract me.

It’s the first time I am free from my mother’s dependence. There should be release, but I don’t feel it yet. I come outside Lucas’s bedroom to take a break. Watching the construction workers from the living room is good distraction. They toss the molded wood and remnants from the old deck into the dumpster in our driveway. David masks up and goes outside to talk to them. I offer them coffee or cold water. We chat about the weather and the pandemic; small talk keeps us afloat. The buzz of the drill and the saw cutting the wood for the new floorboards offer strange comfort. Perhaps because of the buzz of the drill I think of Emily Dickinson’s poem, “I heard a Fly buzz—when I died.”


I heard a Fly buzz – when I died –

The Stillness in the Room

Was like the Stillness in the Air –

Between the Heaves of Storm –

The Eyes around – had wrung them dry –

And Breaths were gathering firm

For that last Onset – when the King

Be witnessed – in the Room –

I willed my Keepsakes – Signed away

What portions of me be

Assignable – and then it was

There interposed a Fly –

With Blue – uncertain stumbling Buzz –

Between the light – and me –

And then the Windows failed – and then

I could not see to see –



Iris, too, willed her keepsakes, and signed away her assignables by putting her children in charge of her care. There was no other choice once she became sick and lost her independence. Did she meet her King? Did she feel the stillness in the room? Was she ready to let go?

Like a spy, I watch from the window glass the construction workers cart away the dumpster, like a deep casket that holds the bones of the deck, and the new construction begins. The construction is like a grand theater. I succumb to the sounds of the cutting of wood, the punch of a staple gun, the drill and churn of the cement mixer; leveling and measuring, the miraculous hum of a new structure being built. The two workers lay out the string line to mark the frame, dig holes for the steel posts, pour in concrete, cover the holes with plywood, cut and fasten 4 x 4 posts. I’m amazed by the care, artfulness, and precision it takes to construct the deck. I imagine if my mother were here, she’d be ordering them around like she used to do when she remodeled our house.

When bad weather keeps the workers away, David and I grow anxious for them to return. They offer not only distraction, but our only physical contact in this strange new world, though we must stand six feet apart and wear masks to speak to each other. While so much is falling apart, people losing jobs, dying, it seems indulgent to build a new deck, but at the same time life affirming. We must go on.



THE SCAFFOLDING FOR the new deck begins to take hold. I’m used to the banging, the buzzing of saws, the odd comfort of the drill. Now I’m looking forward to the new deck, a place to read or work in quiet; to listen to the rain fall. Sophia, our golden mix, curled in her outdoor chair, her chin resting on the cushion, eyes transfixed by mine. I’ll observe the stand of trees coming to blossom in spring shedding their rain of pollen. Witness the birth of green leaves in summer, watch as they lose their bond to the branch and cover the ground in the fall. In winter the skeletal branches reach to the sky like arms stretched overhead as if in praise. In the background it is the cacophonic sound of bird and insect life (the crispy music of cicadas, the buzz of bees and wasps) that offers company. It’s amazing how the world goes on, regardless of those we’ve lost. There was a tree in my neighbor’s front yard. It toppled over during a storm and was cut down, leaving a thick four- or five-foot trunk where a few healthy branches jutted out. Over time, the branches grew and spurred new ones. I, too, am waiting for new growth.



EVENTUALLY, THE FLOORBOARDS are laid, the roof that stands on pillars built (we decide on an open wooden high ceiling instead of an awning), and the smell of fresh cedar in the air we breathe, as if the deck has taken on its own life and miraculously finds harmony and equilibrium in its setting. Blue birds and red cardinals take a moment of sanctuary landing on the beams that hold its railing. Bees and wasps join the chorus. Spring turns to early summer and the lavender and hydrangeas slowly bloom, etching away the haunted ghosts of winter. The nature of grief. Some days you don’t feel it. No pain. No sudden weeping. It works its way silently.

I stand on the sturdy new deck, three times bigger than the old one, and watch the tree branches swaying in an orchestration conducted by summer wind. Through the brush I witness a deer and her fawn nuzzling against her, pheasants weighed down by their size, flapping their wings to rise and escape our barking dog. Sophia is on the hunt. It’s her nature. She sniffs for the scent of moles underground, when she finds one, she rolls her head side to side in the mud, listening, then begins to frantically dig, catches one in her mouth and doesn’t want to let it go. We have to pry open her mouth to release it. Cruelty from beauty. I can’t blame her. I look up to the sky. Some days it is vast, others the clouds hang low almost to the ground. My mother’s spirit won’t leave. Is she telling me to immortalize her life, from the end to the very beginning? The tear won’t yet mend. Like Emily Dickinson, I hear a fly buzz by.






2.

Acall from the hospice nurse early on Saturday morning, March 28, 2020. Iris is eighty-six years old. She has a 102-degree fever. Restless, uncomfortable. Morphine. Further decline. A restriction has been lifted from the visitor ban from two weeks ago. Laura, my older sister, has been living in Cleveland for a year and is allowed into the care home as long as she wears a mask and doesn’t go anywhere other than my mother’s room. My other sister, Cindy, and I are furloughed respectively in Connecticut and New York in lockdown. Laura group-texts once she enters our mother’s room, its walls covered in framed photographs of her family and the floral paintings she created in the arts and crafts room when she was still in assisted living. Mom looks terrible, Laura texts.

The care home tests Iris for Covid and tells us the test results are negative. I don’t believe them. Covid has struck other patients at the care home. The pandemic is raging. Why my mother’s sudden fever? The nurse tells us she is dying. It’s only a matter of time. Hospice is with her. I always imagined that when my mother’s time came, I would be by her side, as she slipped away. I think she would have wanted all three of her daughters surrounding her to ease her departure. Now it sinks in that this won’t be possible.

There are things I want to say to my mother. I want to tell her that I’m sorry that her last years have been unpleasant and compromised. I want her to forgive me for not living closer to her in the last years of her slow dying. I want assurance from her that she knows I have done my best. For her to give me a sign that she is ready. This is magical thinking because now she can’t articulate her thoughts into full sentences. Only a word or two, a nod.

Covid prevents my travel. Flights are restricted. If I drive, I’ll have to quarantine for fourteen days before I can enter the care home. By then, my mother will be gone. I pace my bedroom to quell my anxiety and distress. I’m still searching for other alternatives before resigning myself to the inevitable.

Laura will have to be the lone Charon guiding my mother toward the River Styx. During the hours of limbo, waiting for her to pass, I recline on the chaise lounge in my bedroom with my phone next to me, waiting for further news and listening to the rain fall on the roof. I knit my Covid poncho, allowing the reality of my mother’s dying to slowly slip in. I don’t fear for my mother to die, for her body to leave us; I want her to go, to be at peace—she is frail, uncomfortable, and unable in the last weeks to eat or drink because swallowing causes pain. It is time for her to pass to the Elysian Fields. I want her to be in tranquility, to no longer suffer from bodily and spiritual discomfort and to no longer be lonely. I’m not afraid for my mother. But I’m afraid of who I will be without her. Only later will I understand that she hasn’t left me. She’s more a part of me than I comprehend.

Outside daffodils have shot up, waving their crowns; forsythias in their crude and blinding crimps of yellow burst forth, as they did every spring in the yard of my childhood home. I’m not ready. Grief crawls up my throat.

FaceTime: my mother under a white blanket, white thinning hair pulled back, hollowed eyes, sculpted cheekbones, the flannel blanket tucked over her body in her room at the care home. Her face reminds me of a painting I can’t recall, maybe by Rembrandt. Lucas and David briefly join the FaceTime with us three sisters. We reminisce. How she stood over me to make sure I meticulously dried every piece of lettuce for the salad for her elaborate holiday dinners. Never put bottled condiments on the table. Kept a suitcase of antique toy cars and trucks she collected at flea markets in her house for when my toddler son and nephew came to visit. We sisters remember Laura’s teenage bedroom with posters of Marilyn Monroe, John Kennedy, Herman’s Hermits, The Beatles, and other celebrities my mother curated as wallpaper (as an adolescent I used to stare lustfully at the poster of the young Marlon Brando on a motorcycle), instructing the painter for hours on where to plaster each poster because she was prone to change her mind, a quirk I sadly inherited. Now I remember more, Paul Newman with those soulful eyes, sexy Brigitte Bardot, The Mona Lisa with a bouquet of colored flowers in her lap (the only color on the black and white walls). My mother’s beautiful kitchen with the copper pots hanging over the sink and her Fiestaware from her flea market days. Lucas tells Mom that he remembers how when we came to visit in Cleveland, my mother would take him to the playground where I played as a child. “I love you, Mimi,” he says. Tears swell. My throat catches. I tell my mother I love her, too, that she’s been a wonderful mother. What I mean is, under the circumstances in which life presented itself to her, but that I don’t say. I did not always think she was wonderful. I don’t know what else to say. Laura says she thinks she can hear us.

Last text from Laura a few hours later.

Five p.m., March 29. Mom is gone.

Laura sends us a photo. My mother’s white, thin hair falls to her neck, her skin is gray, her mouth open as if caught in a sigh. She is dead but she won’t leave me.

The white flannel blanket covers my mother’s frail body. At least she’s warm, I irrationally think. I can no longer look at the photo of my mother’s gray haunting face. The photo of death. Of a body whose soul has passed. I want to remember her vivid eyes before she got sick. I wonder if they washed her before they took her. I wonder who dressed her. I wonder if she would want to wear her wedding ring when she is entombed underground, but we want to keep it to remember her. There were so few things that she owned. I am mad that I was not with her to hold her hand as she took her last breath. After the FaceTime I go into the bedroom and lie down. I’m weighted to the bed. I can’t move.

I try to hold my mother’s passing soul in my body. Or perhaps her spirit has not quite left us. In Judaism the Kabbalah states that the soul is granted a glimpse of God’s Divine presence before death. The soul experiences a deep sense of peace and serenity as if it is preparing to return home. The Talmud says that we run to the world to come. Those great rabbis, before they died, declared out loud the souls of the dead that would accompany them to the heavens. Because my mother is a believer, I imagine my father, my sister, my great aunt Harriet, my mother’s mother, and her father, ready to receive her.






3.

Iris is eighty-five when the social worker calls my office in New York City at the publishing house where I’m employed as an editor to tell me they’re transferring her to a new unit. It is winter of 2019. For the last seven years Iris has been living on the Menorah Park Campus. When she first moved to Menorah Park, she dwelled in one of the campus’s assisted living facilities called Stone Gardens in her own apartment. When she could no longer manage her daily care, she was moved to the Weinberg Unit for skilled nursing care. And now, as her disease has progressed further, the nursing facility is deploying Iris from the Weinberg Unit to the Fairmount Unit. “It’s the place where they send the residents to die,” Fran, my mother’s private aide, tells me over the phone when I give her the news. My mother is in the last stages of Alzheimer’s.

I plead with the social worker not to send her to Fairmount. After years in Weinberg, she’s finally comfortable there. The social worker explains that now she requires two aides to lift her from her wheelchair to the toilet, to shower, to get her out of bed (her body goes limp), and the Weinberg Unit is not staffed for the care required. She’s no longer able to hold herself up. If she slumps in her wheelchair, someone must sit her upright. She’s lost control of her legs to stand. I understand the need to move my mother to another unit where she can get better care, but I don’t want to accept her condition, nor do I want to disrupt her since she has settled into the routine of life in Weinberg.



TO HELP MY mother adjust, Cindy and I travel to Cleveland. From our respective homes, we both catch early Saturday morning flights; sometimes mine is so early that I fall asleep in the Uber on the way to the airport. We have our own ritual. We’ve been traveling back and forth to Cleveland for years, more often since she’s been sick, and as her health continues to diminish, we go once a month. After check-in, we meet at the Delta Sky Club, picking at toasted English muffins with peanut butter, slices of fruit, a slippery hard-boiled egg, bracing for the visit. How will she look this time? Will she remember us? Be more diminished? Will her hair be washed, her nails manicured?

After the plane touches down in Cleveland, we wheel our overnight bags to the food court at the airport to search for fresh bagels or pastries to surprise her with, stop at the kiosk for a bag of peppermint patties, Mom’s favorite, some almonds for sustenance, then take the airport shuttle to the rental car park. With Cindy as the designated driver, we begin the forty-five-minute journey to the care home, bracing ourselves for what’s to come. We’ve traveled to Cleveland so many times during the ten years that my mother has been ill that we could navigate through Cleveland Hopkins Airport blindfolded.

Once we enter the sliding glass doors of Menorah Park, the stench—a combination of urine and warmed-over cafeteria food, or is it the smell of decay—makes me gag. I’ve always been sensitive to smells. To the left of the foyer is a desk where a security guard stands, and then an information desk. Behind an open window sits the receptionist, closely observing what visitors bring in since Menorah Park is a kosher institution. Once we got busted for taking in a non-kosher pizza (we figured out how to bring it back in by putting the pizza box in a tote bag). I am still getting used to my mother living in an institution with restrictions. Her life has already become restricted enough, and I want some small privileges for her.



WHEN YOU ENTER Menorah Park’s building, you’ll find a medium-sized lobby with a row of synthetic dark purple couches, a room that is meant to make one feel comfortable, where family members can sit, relax, wait for a driver. Tucked in the corner of the lobby are a few empty and broken wheelchairs. On one side a security station. The floor is covered with a purple-burgundy smash of carpet that belongs more on the floor of a disco than the vestibule of one’s last resting home. The vibe is outdated, ready for a re-do. Along one side of the room stands a fake player piano. A stuffed dummy of a musical maestro in a tuxedo is flopped over the keys. It reminds me of an image out of a Fellini movie, life as mere circus and charade. Look, it’s the jester of the dead playing his last sonata. Is it meant to be funny? Cute? A joke to entertain the grandchildren? How to describe the ambience. It’s not like a country club or a cozy living room like some other nursing facilities—it’s a touch kitsch. We look at each other, shake our heads. We try to lift the mood, push our happy buttons, knowing our mother will be thrilled to see us, but it’s hard.

We walk through the foyer to the ladies’ room to make use of its facility, apply a touch of lipstick, brush our hair, to look pretty for Mom. I see women my mother’s age in their eighties leading independent lives, still able to converse, to be active, to be the leading ladies in their own world. Why did my mother get this terrible disease? There are no sure answers. I’m still perplexed by how we got here, how we assigned our mother to a care home. How we didn’t realize when she moved into assisted living seven or eight years ago, able to walk, converse, and have her meals in the dining room, just how much the disease’s slow progression would steal from her. Denial is a powerful coping mechanism.



ENTERING THE FAIRMOUNT Unit is like entering a horror movie or a dark painting by Blake or Goya. Residents are hunched over their chairs, some fallen onto the table in the main dining hall. Others with their ghostly heads down and mouths hanging open. There is a special room for the residents on feeding tubes. They recline in stretchers with a flexible tube connected to their nose or belly. Stroke victims live here, too; one is a young man, maybe he’s fifty, with brown skin and unbearably sad, dark, penetrating eyes—they are his only mode of communication—he’s unable to feed himself or speak, his arms are contorted, and his head rests on one side of his wheelchair. Others wear mitten-like open-toed slippers on their feet and terry cloth mittens on their hands so that they don’t injure themselves. My mother refuses them when offered. She’ll only wear the soft black shoes with the Maryjane straps that I have brought for her. Dignity is still important to her. She won’t see herself like the others. But surely dignity must also be important to my mother’s fellow travelers on this unit, and my heart breaks to see these dwindled lives where the life force has weakened.

In the main room of the unit the nurse stands at attention at her rolling station doling out meds and typing data—weight, food intake, body temperature—into her computer. She’s tall and stern, with an Eastern European accent, maybe from Poland or the Ukraine. Stoic. If I ask her a question about my mother, how she’s been doing, if she’s eating, if she still cries—one of her aides told me that sometimes my mother cries out of sadness or loneliness or despair (it is hard to know) and asks for her daughters—her replies are cool, quick, emotionless, and then it’s back to the computer. I’m reminded of Dante’s Divine Comedy, of the inevitability of death. Of the strength required to be a passenger as souls begin their journey toward God. Perhaps because the nurse is surrounded all day by people who are sick and dying, and by their difficult and critical relatives, she needs to steel herself, focus on doling out meds and taking temperatures. We call her Nurse Ratched in homage to the character from One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest. Thinking of the film, Cindy wonders what would happen if we gave the residents some gummies. Humor helps us to keep a distance from the suffering around us.



THE RESIDENTS ARE parked in the main dining room, the more lucid watch television, some are asleep, others nearly comatose, as if they are ghosts already roaming in the realm of the shades. I tell Cindy that it’s like entering hell’s first circle, the state of limbo in Dante’s Inferno, a holding place before death:


No tortured wailing rose to greet us here

but sounds of sighing rose from every side,

sending a tremor through the timeless air,

a grief breathed out of untormented sadness,

the passive state of those who dwelled apart,

men, women, children—a dim and endless congress.



We laugh uncomfortably and then take a deep breath. It’s hard to believe our mother’s life has come to this.

At lunchtime, aides serve the meals, some residents are spoon fed. After their duties are complete, the staff might be grouped at one table, texting on their phones or talking about what they did the night before, running a play-by-play of a Cavaliers’ game—Clevelanders are passionate about the Cavs. The TV, always on, scrolls through game shows, Lifetime movies, news, and sports. For the residents of the Fairmount Unit, time is “a silent sister… a column of mercury without a scale,” as Thomas Mann wrote in The Magic Mountain, his 1924 novel about life in a sanitarium in the Swiss mountains for those suffering from tuberculosis.

As I began writing this book, by coincidence I was listening to the audio version of The Magic Mountain—all thirty-seven hours and twenty-seven minutes of it—one of the classic novels on my to-be-read list, not realizing how it would become a lens for me to consider the nature of my mother’s life in an institution. The novel is about what it’s like to live institutionalized in a place where life exists in its own separate reality.

Like the sanitarium in Mann’s novel, there is eccentricity among patrons of the Fairmount Unit. One woman holds a doll and combs her hair. Another scribbles with crayons on a coloring book and continually attempts to get the aides’ attention. A hunched-over man occasionally bursts into song.

The residents appear to be in a state of melancholy. My mother is, too.



I FIND IRIS among the others in her wheelchair, her head slightly lowered, staring into space before she sees us. I wonder about what time must be like for her now that she’s nearing the end of her life with only her daughters’ visits to look forward to. To the young, time is an endless road. So much want, desire. Later, as we age, time is something to savor. “Life is desire, and desire is life,” writes Thomas Mann in The Magic Mountain. Mann considers time to be circular and writes “we measure time by a circular motion closed in on itself, we could just as easily say that its motion and change are rest and stagnation—for the then is constantly repeated in the now, the there in the here.” Death is the novel’s central preoccupation and problem. Hans Castorp, the protagonist, is safe on the Magic Mountain, sheltered from the suffering and decay of society in Europe before the First World War. For the seven years in which he resides there he loses his sense of time. In essence the mountain “quarantines him,” as my mother, too, is quarantined in an institution.

Like the characters in the Berghof sanitarium of The Magic Mountain, the residents in the Fairmount Unit live a hermetically sealed and ordered life. There is no stopping the progression of the body’s demise. Though the residents in their wheelchairs, weakened by illness, numb from lack of stimulation, mostly sit staring directly in front of them, or with their heads bowed, they are still alive. Still part of the process of life. Even after a person expires, Mann writes, the dead partake of life processes in much the same way that a leaf slowly dies, expiring eventually into particles, and being absorbed back into the earth.

Hans Castorp falls deeper under the influence of the Magic Mountain the longer he stays at the Mountain’s sanitarium. The days go by one after the other and soon he can’t remember how long he’s been away. His cousin Joachim tells Hans, “You wouldn’t believe how fast and loose they play with time around here. Three weeks is a day to them.” And Hans falls under this spell of timelessness, existing in an “eternal now.” The residents live in a place where most have come to die. Iris, too, is living in an eternal now.

Like Alzheimer’s, there was no cure for tuberculosis during Mann’s era, though the mountain’s residents live under the illusion of one. The two doctors on staff take their patients’ temperatures daily as if they have some control over their fate. The residents are bound by their illness. They give up their past lives, past relationships, and enter a new life of ideas, a new society of people, they form bonds, even have love affairs, as people move in and out of the institution. Some, of course, die there. Residents take the horizontal cure wrapped up in their blankets and enjoy the vistas, mountain walks, company, decadent food, wine, and spirits, even cigars, away from historical events and the everyday responsibilities of living in the world below the mountain.

Up on the mountain, life is bountiful, a utopia. Hans Castorp, engaged by his walks through the mountains, by what he learns from his companions about himself, about life, love, literature, ideas, loses all sense of time, falls into the mountain’s snowy trance, and eventually becomes part of the timeless spirit of the mountain, a metaphor for the meaning of existence and eternity. The sanitarium is a microcosm of life itself for those confined there.

Iris is in a trance of sorts, her own magic mountain, where consciousness is fluid. I think of it as a stream, a swirl of snow, no longer regulated by months and years, by the way in which we each form our own narratives of who we are. She’s winding down, down, down. I’m not sure she can take in or follow the narratives and plots in literature, but nevertheless I sometimes read her a poem or passages from a book I’m enjoying when I visit. I know she can still take in the beauty of a flower, the face of a loved one, the sound of words.

Here each day is especially like the last. Time is organized into a strict schedule revolving around three meals. Residents are woken up, dressed, wheeled into the main room for breakfast by seven or eight. After some napping in their wheelchairs following a trip to the lavatory, lunch begins at eleven thirty back in the main room, then another activity, an endless stream of television to view, chair naps. Dinner begins at four thirty. Before bedtime, the residents are offered a snack, some nights a cup of pudding, a popsicle, ice cream bar, or cookie. After dinner, residents are taken one by one from the main room to be bathed, or if it isn’t their shower day, face and hands cleansed with a washcloth. The aides brush their teeth, change them into their gowns, ready them for bed by seven thirty or eight to sleep and the same day begins again the next morning. Perhaps the same schedule every day is comforting. I hope so.



WE SLOWLY APPROACH Iris’s table to surprise her and tap her shoulder in greeting—Hi, Mom, we call out—and she recognizes us. She’s slightly hunched in her wheelchair, wearing a royal blue blouse. She perks up, her head crowned with shiny white hair cut close to her chin with her glasses strung on a chain around her neck. It’s as if the lights have been turned on in a dark theater. We embrace her and give her hugs. “Jilly, Dee Dee,” she calls out, her pet names for us since childhood. Tears sting my eyes. She remembers us. “I’m so glad you’re here,” she says. Iris is sitting at a two-seater table in the main room, a turquoise terry cloth bib pinned over her blouse. All the residents wear them as they await their meal. Sitting across from her is a woman who has lost her teeth and wears a hairnet. Why must patients sit across from each other at the table when they are unable to converse? It’s awkward. I make a note to ask the social worker if Iris can be moved to a different seat where she can face the television or a window. As we greet my mother, some of the other residents look on, wishing, I think, for the same attention. I look at them and share a sympathetic smile. I wish there was time to say hello individually but all our attention on these short visits must be given to our mother.
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