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To Kristina, Peter, and Jamie. 
And to all of you who helped our family through.





    When I was three years old, my mother learned she had an aggressive form of breast cancer. Each day she sat for hours at our dining table, her dark hair tied back, surrounded by stacks of paper covered in dense, technical paragraphs. I watched from the kitchen doorway as she researched every available treatment: conventional, alternative, Hail Mary.

Over the next four years she consulted doctors, specialists, homeopaths, and healers. A surgeon cut the cancerous flesh from her body. She adhered to rigid diets and swallowed a mountain of pills. She flooded her body with chemotherapy and carrot juice. She was always looking for a way to survive.

When I was seven, the materials on the dining table began to change. Wrapping paper and ribbons took the place of highlighted pages as her arms worked busily under the dark fuzz of her shorn head. Scissors swished through gift wrap. Paper creased under her fingers. Ribbon was cut to length with one snip. Knots came together with a tiny creak. Swish, crease, snip, creak. She had begun assembling two chests of gifts: one for my older brother, Jamie, and one for me.

Into the chests went presents and letters for the milestones of our lives she would miss—driver’s licenses, graduations, and every one of our birthdays until the age of thirty. When the chests were full, my father carried them up to our rooms.

Each time I opened the chest, I could inhabit a shared reality, something she’d imagined for us many years earlier. Like a half-remembered scent or the first notes of a familiar song—each time, a tiny glimpse of her.

For years after her death, the pink cardboard chest sat on the floor of my childhood bedroom, and I would open its lid to run my fingers over the rows of neatly wrapped packages, each with a card threaded on thin, curling ribbon. Envelopes thick with typed pages were clearly labeled in my mother’s tidy handwriting, an invitation wrapped up in a warning: nothing should be opened before the proper time. Back then, the chest was too heavy for me to lift.

Over the last twenty years, the chest has traveled with me across a continent, moved from state to state and apartment to apartment, always the first thing I found a place for as the moving truck pulled away. It has lived in crawl spaces and in the backs of closets; my instinct is always to protect it. Tuck it away. Every year the chest has grown lighter.

Now only three objects remain inside.






PART ONE

The thing I’d always dreaded happened on a Wednesday night. I was watching Jamie play Warcraft. I liked watching him play computer games; it was how he best tolerated my presence. I could be near him for a long time, watch his dark head bent in concentration, feel his laser-beam focus, smell his comforting boy-smell, and he wouldn’t tell me to go away. He was fighting a band of orcs armed with broadswords while crude digital sheep watched the battle from the edges. Jamie delighted me by clicking on a sheep to make it say, “Baa Ram Ewe.” Then he clicked on it some more to make it explode. My father came into the room and said that we should come upstairs.

Jamie had unsaved progress and didn’t want to stop playing.

“In a minute,” he said, swinging at another pixelated orc.

My father gently took his arm. “Come on,” he said, in the smooth, rounded vowels of his English accent, slightly faded after more than twenty years in California.

“Will you JUST—?” Jamie twisted his arm away.

After he’d saved the game, Jamie and I followed our father up the gray-carpeted stairs and into our mother’s bedroom. I couldn’t immediately make sense of what I saw, even though I’d imagined it many times.

She lay where she had for months, in the hospital bed we’d set up in her room. Rain knocked on the windows. Slowly I reached out a hand. I wasn’t afraid, but I didn’t know a better word. To touch her now was to touch a mystery. She was not cold, but the source of her warmth was gone. What was left was an echo, like the memory of a burn. I looked at Jamie and his face knocked the breath out of me. He knelt by the bed and reached out to touch different parts of her, her leg, her hand, her cheek, as if he was looking for something. He gently drew back one of her eyelids.

“Are you trying to make her look more alive?” I asked.

He shook his head, laid his cheek against her belly, and sobbed. I didn’t cry. I’d been crying for years, and now, it seemed, I was dry. A part of me even felt relieved. I was so tired of being afraid.

My father lifted her body and carried it into his bedroom, the one they used to share, so the IVs and other medical equipment could be cleared away. I was surprised by his strength. I’d never seen him carry her when she was alive. Now the women in the family would wash and dress the body. My mother had told me this would happen. It was a ritual she had performed for her mother, and subsequently asked to be done for her. My mother’s sister Antoinette, her cousin Sandy, and her friend Sobonfu all beckoned me into the room. At age eleven, included among them, I learned I was a woman.

We took off her oversized T-shirt with the slit cut up the back. By this time, she only wore oversized T-shirts with slits up the back because they were easy to pull on and off without sitting up. This one had a picture of a duck taped to a wall and said Duck Tape. She lay naked on the bed, looking not so much like my mother as like a record of what had been done to her. Her left breast puckered with a long horizontal scar, and the nipple was missing. Another long scar ran along her spine from the surgery to repair her broken back. A plastic medicine port made a little hill in the skin of her chest. Her face and body were puffy from steroids. Her hair was short from a final round of chemo, and faint scars showed on her forehead where a metal halo had once been screwed into her skull to treat the cancer that had spread to her brain. She was like a road map, I thought. To where, I didn’t know.

Someone filled a bowl with water. We dipped cloths into the bowl and sponged her skin. She was cooler now, losing heat with each minute. I fought the impulse to cover her back up, to lie on top of her, keeping the warmth in a little longer. Already time was moving rapidly. It slipped through my fingers like the water, hard as I tried to make the seconds stretch.

I noticed a mole on her chest, and tried to memorize its exact shape and location. I noticed the light stretchmarks sketched around her breasts and belly, mementos of two pregnancies. I noticed the delicate ridges on her fingernails, and the deep lines of her palms, and wished I could read them. Maybe they told a story with a different ending. The glowing green display of the CD alarm clock caught my eye: it was 10 p.m. on a Wednesday. We should have been watching Star Trek.

My mother had been a skinny, dark-haired teenager when the original Star Trek series first aired. Like many girls her age, I imagine she harbored a crush on Captain Kirk, played by a young William Shatner. When the show’s sequel, The Next Generation, began airing in the late eighties, our family watched religiously. From as far back as my memory goes, the four of us would pile onto the battered brown faux-leather couch, as the words “Space, the final frontier,” uttered in Patrick Stewart’s Royal Shakespeare Company baritone, reverberated from our black boulder of a television. These words signaled that, for the next hour, my family would surround me, all safe. My favorite character was the ship’s counselor, Deanna Troi, and I dreamed that one day my straight, dirty-blond bangs would transform into her gorgeous mass of midnight curls.

For me, the show also opened up a new concept of time. In Star Trek, time was something that could be altered and molded and reworked. If the Enterprise exploded, I knew, someone would have to go back in time to fix it. A thousand times, in my imagination, I sank through layers of time to the moment when my mother’s cancer began, and plucked it out before it could take root.

After The Next Generation aired its final episode, my mother began allowing me to stay up late with her on Wednesday nights to watch Star Trek: Voyager. My adoration for Voyager’s commanding officer, Kathryn Janeway, far eclipsed what I’d felt for Deanna Troi. Janeway’s starship had been lost in a far-flung quadrant of the galaxy, stranding her crew thousands of light-years from home. Voyager was a saga of homesickness, and I’d been homesick for as long as I could remember, not simply for a place or a person, but for a world in which my mother wasn’t going to die. And Captain Janeway had straight, dirty-blond hair.

Wednesday after Wednesday, my mother and I watched the crew of the USS Voyager hold their own in the Delta Quadrant, and knock out another obstacle in a journey that was projected to take more than seventy years. At first, my mother and I watched while sitting on the couch together. Then we watched side by side in her hospital bed. And finally, when she was no longer awake, I watched from her bedside and held her hand. She would miss the final episode by three months.

And so, at 10 p.m. on Wednesday, February 7, 2001, I was washing my mother’s body, and wishing I could turn on Star Trek. I looked into the faces of the other women, and I knew that I’d never be able to explain to them why I wanted to switch on the TV. Why I wanted to sit with my mother one more time as the opening credits sent the lights of novas and warp engines across our faces. Why, especially in that moment, I needed to know that some things were still the same. Why I craved another understanding of time. I’d never be able to explain to them that we’d all been on a journey together for years, me and my mother and Captain Janeway and Voyager, a journey home that we knew might take our whole lives.



Ten days later I turned twelve.

I woke early to a quiet house and, like the previous ten mornings, wondered if I’d dreamed it. Maybe, if I opened my door and walked down the gray-carpeted hall to the room next to mine, I’d see her lying there, IVs dripping, machines humming, breath stirring the air around her sleep. That morning, like the last ten mornings, I lay in bed until the wondering faded away. This was real. This would be real for the rest of my life. This would be real after I died.

I swung my bare legs out of bed. I was wearing one of the nightgowns she’d made for me. Every summer she made three: two long-sleeved, one short-sleeved, two cotton, one flannel. Every year she’d make them one size larger, carefully lining up the front pockets so they blended perfectly into the pattern. This one was too small, because for the last two years she couldn’t see well enough to do the sewing, and she couldn’t sit up to use the machine. It dug in under my arms.

My mother and I shared a birthday, and any other year I would have run down the hall and crawled into her bed. My father would have brought us hot chocolate or a bunch of flowers, and called us “the birthday girls.” My mother would have squeezed me and said, as she did every year, “The best birthday present I ever got.” Instead, I stayed in my bedroom, delaying the moment I would have to open my door and find her gone.

For months the cardboard chest had sat on the floor of my bedroom, and I had tried to ignore it. During those months, the chest had represented a future I’d hoped would never come. Now I moved slowly from the bed and knelt beside it. I drew the latches back one at a time, making the moment last. When I lifted the lid, the first thing I saw was a large black spiral-bound sketchbook with two red pears on the cover. My breath came faster as I pulled it out and opened it to the first page.


Dearest Gwenny

A record of letters and keepsakes put by to acknowledge and celebrate significant life events. I’ve made this record for you just in case something happens to the letters and keepsakes themselves. The pen I used to write this record I also give to you and may it give you pleasure.

Love, Mommy



Clipped to the binding was a green and gold fountain pen, the kind that used wet ink. I pulled it free, feeling its surprising weight in my hand. Tears blurred the words on the page in front of me. My mother had shown me the sketchbook years before, and, like the chest, I’d pushed it to the back of my mind, another tool I didn’t want to learn how to use. I measured its thickness in my fingers, and pressed it to my ribs, hungry for the words promised inside.

Beneath the sketchbook, the chest’s contents came almost to the lip. Boxes of different shapes and sizes fitted together in a three-dimensional puzzle. Taped inside the domed lid, a thin sheet of graph paper catalogued the chest’s full contents. I ran my finger down the list. Birthdays gave way to graduations to marriage to children. Beside each item, a checkmark showed it was present, accounted for.

I searched the top layer of packages until I found the one marked Gwenny’s 12th Birthday. It was a cardboard box patterned with seashells, tied with pink, curling ribbon. Holding it in my hand, I felt the first sharp twinge of curiosity to see what my mother had chosen for me. I untied the ribbon and opened the box.

Inside I found a small brass ring in the shape of a flower with a tiny amethyst set into the center. Amethyst was our birthstone. The back of the card said, Happy Birthday darling girl! pg. 8, and I flipped through the creamy white pages of the sketchbook. On the top of page 8 was a photograph of the ring, and beneath it my mother had written a handful of sentences.
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Dear Gwenny,

This was my second birthstone ring. I always wanted a birthstone ring when I was a little girl and begged Granny Liz for one. Eventually, she relented and we selected a pretty little ring at a local jewelry shop. I loved it more than I can say. One day, when I went swimming at the Terrace Plunge, I wrapped it up in my towel for safe keeping. When I came back from swimming, it was gone. I was devastated. G. Liz and I found this replacement at Cost Plus in San Francisco. I hope you like it too.

xox Mommy



The ring fit my right index finger. I slid it on, and tried to imagine my mother slipping the same ring onto her finger for the first time. I tried to hold her in my mind like that, a little girl, guilty over losing the old ring, grateful for the new one. More than three decades separated that moment from this. I was born the morning my mother turned thirty-seven. On this day, she would have been forty-nine. I held the sketchbook open on my lap, and traced the marks from her pen. Her words, written to bridge the gap between us, cut through space and time. I read them again and again.




    I don’t remember learning my mother was sick. My memory clicks on sometime after the day she came back from the doctor with the news that the lump in her breast wasn’t a clogged milk duct left over from breastfeeding me. I don’t remember the blue and white house where we were living when it happened, apart from the blurry outline of a splintery wooden jungle gym and bedroom wallpaper with ducks around the top. Somewhere in that house there must have been a tiny black-and-white puppy, a ranch runt with a strong herding instinct and two different-colored eyes. But Tippy comes to me only as a full-grown lady dog, the white stripe on her nose covered in dirt, her mouth full of rubber tubing ripped from my father’s sprinkler system, tail a-wag. The puppy, like the diagnosis, is lost to the primordial ooze of before.

The house I do remember was a pale-gray two-story hiding its face behind a curtain of purple wisteria. It had a generous porch set with white wicker furniture, and a brass mailbox next to the front door. A few doors to the left stood the grand mansion where Pollyanna was filmed in 1960, and in which my grandmother had made an appearance as an extra. When we moved in, Granny Liz still lived a block and a half down the road. My mother, like a sea turtle, returned to the place where she grew up to raise her own family. Our new house was much larger than the one we’d left, with four bedrooms, a two-car garage, and a swimming pool in the backyard, financed by a recent inheritance on my mother’s side. We moved in soon after her cancer diagnosis, on my third Fourth of July.

My mother painted the four bedrooms a shade like watercolor sky. I was going through a princess phase, and my father thrilled me by hooking a tent of gauzy mosquito netting above my polished-pine twin, which made me feel exactly like Disney’s Jasmine, minus the tiger.

My brother and I shared a bathroom and a wall. Jamie’s room would come to hold an imposing collection of Legos, along with shelves of Dungeons & Dragons miniatures at various stages of painting. I was jealous of his imaginary worlds. He could spend hours alone in them, insulated from the anxiety about my mother’s health that was already dividing and multiplying inside our house. My own games of make-believe were haphazard, vague chapters of “my bed is a pirate ship” or “mixing magic potions out of dirt.” I was allowed provisional access to his rarefied multiverse. He didn’t mind if I watched while he painted or read, as long as I didn’t say anything. I craved his attention like air, and a single word or glance, grudgingly bestowed, could sustain me for hour after blissful hour. He called me Gwenny, after Queen Guinevere from his favorite movie, Camelot; and even though I was Genevieve on my birth certificate, his name stuck.

The street out front was a wide avenue lined with magnolias, maples, and ginkgoes. One end led to the main road into downtown Santa Rosa, the other to the local cemetery. Each Fourth of July, for as long as they lived there together, my parents threw a block party on the street in front of our house. My English expat father loved the American Independence Day, but insisted on flying a Union Jack flag alongside the Stars and Stripes.

It was still legal to set off your own fireworks, and all down the street families sat in the road making tiny, bright explosions. The air smelled sharp and potent, like the head of a match. Uncle Jonathan (called Uncle Q) was the youngest of my mother’s three brothers. He always arrived while it was still light, carrying bags of his homemade pyrotechnics. Matchstick thin himself, he would save the casings from last year’s fireworks, and pack them with the explosives from Piccolo Petes so that they went off like artillery fire when you were least expecting it. He’d always had a soft spot for combustibles. As a teenager, he’d been rumored to blow up mailboxes with cherry bombs along that very street.

I can picture our dog Tippy, skittish from the fireworks, lying unusually still, a taut black-and-white stripe on the ground. As the sun set, Jamie and my older cousins would each be allowed to light a sparkler. They’d run and twirl and write their names, burning bright momentary sketches into the gathering dark. Granny Liz, having walked the two hundred paces down the street from her house, would sit straight-backed in a folding chair, a tartan blanket covering her lap and a pair of oversized spectacles (she called them “spectaculars”) sticking their curved arms back into her short, silver-threaded hair. My mother’s sister Antoinette would be sitting nearby.

My father, in khaki shorts and tall white socks, would be lighting the barbecue, a smoking tower of newspaper collapsing toward the coals, a row of chicken quarters lined up for charring. My mother would ready the hose in case either the barbecue or the Frankenstein-ed fireworks got out of hand. She’d be alert, taut like Tippy, allowing the rest of us our fun while preparing, always, for disaster.


    The first steps in my mother’s treatment were a single mastectomy to remove the entire right breast along with the tumor, and a reconstruction to fill the empty space it left behind. A long pink scar replaced her nipple, like a mouth with lips sucked in, sealing off, we hoped, the threat inside. At first, my parents would only say that she was sick. Later they explained that, even though her surgeons had been thorough, her age (only forty) and the aggressiveness of the cancer meant that it would likely come back. Her doctors recommended radiation, then chemotherapy.

For weeks after my mother came home from the hospital, I refused to leave her side. I followed her from room to room, even into the bathroom, afraid she might vanish in the time it took me to blink. During those weeks, I watched the long oval of our dining table disappear under piles of paper. Each day she’d sit for hours, highlighting journal articles and thumbing through stacks of printed pages.

“It was one of the most difficult decisions of my life,” she’d say a few years later, looking into the lens of a camera as she recorded a video message for my brother and me, “what I was going to do to fight the cancer. I spent six weeks reading and researching and talking and praying. I made the choice to have surgery, but not to do the conventional treatments that were recommended to me. I felt that I would not be able to withstand the toxicity of the treatment. I felt that it would make me too sick and I wouldn’t survive it. I don’t know whether that was true or not; it is what my intuition told me was true.”

Instead, she sought out a private, alternative treatment program known as the Gonzalez Protocol.

Dr. Gonzalez told my mother a cure was possible, but only if she had no outside clinical intervention of any kind: no tests, no scans. Any other doctors she visited would have to work within the parameters he set. While on his program she followed a strict vegetarian diet, took up to a hundred pills every day, and gave herself twice-daily coffee enemas. She also bought a General Electric Champion juicer, a massive thing of beige plastic and enamel that claimed an entire countertop. She ran a whole bag of carrots through the Champion daily, and drank full glasses of the frothy orange glop.

“It’s anticarcinogenic.”

I asked her what that meant.

“It prevents cancer,” she said, “and carotene also helps you see in the dark.”

I tried a few sips of the orange sludge. I thought it tasted like tree bark. Later I went outside to test my night vision, but nothing seemed different. I suspected this was just another grown-up ploy to push vegetables.

My mother drank carrot juice until her hands and face turned orange. The next year, in preschool when we scribbled pictures of our families, all the other white kids would use the orange crayon for skin.

“But my mom’s really orange,” I’d announce, “so it’s realistic.”

It was the nineties, and my parents were true believers in ho-meopathy and natural remedies. They owned and operated a small beverage company, an early pioneer in the use of nutritional additives. It was called Mrs. Wiggles Rocket Juice and their slogan was “Nutrition for your mission.” Jamie and I, together with Uncle Q’s daughters, Jessie and Tori, haunted the big warehouse where juices like Gingko Think and Spirulina Smoothie were mixed, bottled, labeled, and packed. The four of us would compete to see who could stay longest inside the walk-in refrigerator, our teeth chattering, our fingertips slowly turning blue. There was one glorious room filled with heavy cardboard boxes stacked in enormous mountains that we would scale to the top, or rearrange into elaborate fortresses. The air at the juice company smelled like a rainforest: damp and sweet and alive. In my father’s office, a long board hung on the wall with every Rocket Juice label they’d ever produced. Each one had a tiny rocket ship hidden somewhere in the design, and I stared at them until I could find every single one.

At home in our kitchen, everything was organic. We didn’t shop at Safeway, like my friends’ families. Instead, Jamie and I trailed our mother through the narrow aisles of Community Market—the local independent health food store—which sold things like lentils in bulk and smelled of beeswax candles and vitamin powder. For mild ailments, we visited homeopathic doctors for brown glass vials of arsenic and opium, diluted and compressed into tiny white sugar pills we dissolved under our tongues. No one in our house drank, smoked, or ate processed foods. We exercised. We flossed. We were a poster family for healthy living; except one of us was sick.

If I close my eyes, I can still see my mother sitting at our dining room table, her eyes down, a mug of lemongrass tea steaming beside her. She leans forward on brown, freckled arms, poring over the results of clinical trials, snipping articles from magazines. More than anything in the world, I want to throw my arms around the woman at the table, and whisper what I know about the future into her ear: that Dr. Gonzalez does not have the answers she’s looking for. That despite all her intelligence, her effort, her instincts, she is putting her trust in the wrong person.


    When I was four, we got a parakeet named Davey who was yellow and green with little blue spots on his cheeks. He had a white domed cage with a chalky cuttlebone and a bell hanging from a piece of yarn. He also had a mirror, but we had to remove it when he started challenging his reflection to wing-flapping contests that shook the whole countertop. His primary feathers stayed clipped down close to the wing, so we left his little white door wedged open, and he could flutter around the house, landing on fingers, shoulders, heads.

Davey spoke in tiny squeaks and chirps and head tilts. I learned to mimic them exactly so I could repeat back whatever he said to me. He spoke and I repeated, over and over, him training me, instead of the other way around. I never knew what we were saying, but I was sure it was something secret and beautiful. He would take my finger gently in his beak and turn his head to look up at me with eyes that were the size and color of black sesame seeds. Occasionally Jamie would interrupt our conversations to say cheerfully, “Chirp chirp, little twerp!” and then wander away again.

At noon, when both hands pointed to the artichoke at the top of our kitchen clock (which had vegetables instead of numbers around the edge), I would barrel in the door from preschool, and Davey would sing out a greeting. His chirps signaled that I had survived another morning away from home. Five days a week, my mother dropped me off at First Presbyterian Preschool, a block and a half from our house, and every morning I screamed, sobbed, and begged her not to leave me there. I clung to her with arms, legs, and teeth.

“Please!” I’d shriek after her retreating back, restrained by the strong arms of a teacher. “Please come back!”

Separating from my mother felt like walking around without my skin. I knew that her life was in danger, and I was terrified to spend even a few hours away from home. What if she died while I was gone? I didn’t trust anyone else to keep her safe.

At school, I wandered from room to room, occasionally playing, mostly staring at the big black clocks that hung over every door. When the school day ended, I’d rush outside, climb to the top of the jungle gym, and stare over the playground fence toward my front gate, focusing all my energy on making my mother appear beyond it.

One summer Davey developed a mass on his leg and we took him to the vet to have it removed.

“He has to have surgery,” my father said in the car.

My mother joked, “Do you think they’ll put a tiny gas mask over his beak?”

I imagined him gowned and sedated on a tiny operating table while masked figures hovered over him with toothpicks and tweezers. He came home without the lump, but the cancer was already inside his hollow bones.

Davey had always slept in my room, but after the surgery my mother moved him into hers because I sometimes forgot to take the bath towel off his cage in the mornings, leaving him in perpetual night. Suddenly he needed things I couldn’t give him, like medicine and sympathy. I knew I should feel sad about my bird’s bones, but the bones were invisible, and so I couldn’t manage to feel anything about them at all. Like my mother, Davey didn’t look sick. He still had all his bright feathers and the same inquisitive look in his sesame eyes. He would still land on the top of my head and poop and fly away, making a sound like high, whistling laughter.

If cancer was invisible, that meant anyone could have it. I imagined it creeping from person to person like head lice. They talked a lot about head lice at my school.

“No,” my mother said, “you can’t catch cancer from Davey, or from me. It’s just something that goes wrong inside.”

One morning my mother came into my room with something in her hands, and pushed back the princess mosquito netting to sit on the edge of my bed.

“Last night Davey seemed very anxious and he was flying all around his cage. So I took him out and I just held him against my heartbeat, and that seemed to calm him down. We stayed like that for a couple hours, and then I couldn’t feel his heart against mine anymore, and I knew he’d died.”

Looking at the bundle in my mother’s hands, I sensed what was about to happen and my whole body tensed against it. I didn’t want to see. I half-closed my eyes, as if that would let in only part of the truth, but she folded back the cloth and there he was, between the dark rims of my eyelids, all yellow and green and still.

“You can touch him,” she said.

Very slowly, I put out a stiff finger and stroked the soft speckled feathers.

On Davey, death looked ancient. Reptilian hoods covered both his bright eyes and I noticed, as if for the first time, his scaled legs and curved claws. He looked smaller and a little alien, like sixty million years of evolution asleep in a cloth in a hand on my bed. For a long time my mother sat there, letting me cry, holding that ending in her palm.

We buried Davey in a formal ceremony in the front yard. We shoveled his grave beneath a box hedge, and marked it with a little wooden cross. I sprinkled sprigs of daphne, pulled from bushes in the back garden, on the turned earth before we lowered Davey in. Around him we laid fronds of millet and a cuttlebone: his favorite things. I cried, and everyone said a few words, and all the time I felt my mother’s eyes on me.

Each time Davey had molted over the years, my mother had collected the fallen feathers from the bottom of the cage and put them in a clear plastic box full of little square compartments, the same kind she kept her many pills in. There were long graceful primary feathers with their tips cut at a sharp angle; there were downy chest feathers of lemon-butter yellow; and in the smallest compartment she kept her favorites: the tiny cheek feathers with their little dots of blue. She said she might use them in an art project one day.

My mother had always held on to things. The drawers and cupboards of our house were full of shells and stones collected on long walks, old letters and birthday cards, photographs piled into shoeboxes. Even things like wrapping paper and plastic yogurt containers were kept and reused. But as her illness progressed, I read new meaning into her saving. Over the coming years, I considered every leaf or flower she picked up and pressed between the pages of a book, every piece of old ribbon she rolled neatly into a ball, every stray button she placed in her sewing basket to be a good omen. To me, each one signaled her belief that she still had a future.


    The theme for my fifth birthday party, the first one I can remember, was Alice in Wonderland. I still have one of the enormous invitations my mother made out of construction paper to look like the Mad Hatter’s gray topper. Inside, a cast list assigned every guest a character. The children were the Cheshire Cat, or the Caterpillar, or Tweedledee. The grown-ups were a pack of playing cards. I, of course, was Alice.

My parents recruited Granny Liz to drape long reams of butcher paper across our front porch, and paint them to look like the entrance of a rabbit hole. My father, as the White Rabbit, rented a full bunny suit from the local costume shop—Disguise the Limit. My mother constructed a set of flamingo croquet mallets from plastic golf clubs that she stuck into the legs of hot-pink nylon tights. She gave them round heads and soft little bodies of quilt batting, separated by long necks. She finished the flock with felt feet and beaks and rolling googly eyes. They lay ready on the back deck, next to a brace of Styrofoam balls wrapped in faux fur hedgehog bristles. On the day of the party, I stood on the front porch in my blue dress and pinafore, waiting for everyone to arrive.

The guests came in face paint, felt ears, and furry tails, and we gathered in the dining room for cake and milk. My father had printed out the script from the scene in the Disney film where Alice stumbles upon a mad tea party, and my mother had constructed a giant pocket watch out of cardboard and covered it with gold foil. While Jamie (the March Hare) and our mother’s friend Nancy (the Mad Hatter)read their lines, we acted out the sequence in which the guests fill the White Rabbit’s watch with butter, then tea, then jam. Afterward we played croquet, using our flamingos to knock the hedgehogs through white wickets driven into the lawn.

My mother had dressed as the Duchess’s cook, a tall chef’s toque on her shiny dark hair and a white apron around her waist. She moved among us through the backyard, occasionally shouting, “More pepper!” as she rattled confetti over someone’s head from a giant shaker made from an empty coffee can. She was forty-two that day. She’d tell me later she’d been looking forward to her forties. She’d seen the new decade as a chance to shed old grudges and expectations, and begin a more authentic chapter.

My memory has both preserved and polished the day of the party, buffing away any rough edges. On that day, it seemed possible that my mother’s treatments would work. She looked well and strong, standing on the back deck in her white cap and apron, surveying the results of her labors. She had planned and executed the birthday party the same way she managed her complex cancer treatments, the same way she did everything: meticulously, tirelessly, in exquisite and excruciating detail.
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