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			Dedication

		

		
			For my daughters, with so much love and gratitude
 for the gift of being your mother. 

			To my mother, may your spirit soar above the clouds.

		

	
		

		
			1

			January 1, 2011, was my fortieth birthday. Most people cringe at the thought of turning forty, but not me. Years of struggle and sacrifice had culminated, and it was now time to enjoy life. Turning forty marked my transition from struggling to thriving. With my much-adored twin three-year-old daughters, a long-term relationship, and a job that met my needs, I was comfortable. My basic needs were met. Two days prior to my birthday, my mother, Marion, celebrated her sixty-first.

			We weren’t close. I lived with her until I was four, and I can count the number of times I saw her since. Twenty times between the ages of four and ten, and seven times after that. Before I was old enough for kindergarten, she dropped me off with my father and pulled away in an old beat-up, rusted white pickup truck with Mitch behind the wheel—Mitch who eventually became her second husband and ultimately changed the trajectory of my life.

			I didn’t call my mother for Christmas or her birthday in the months before I turned forty. What little obligatory need I’d felt to call her on the other side of the country had flown out the window three years earlier when I’d given birth to my own children. Instead of coming to meet her new grandchildren, she splurged on a trip to Ireland, the “homeland” as she liked to call it.

			

			Admittedly, her decision to not come didn’t upset me. I was probably dodging a bullet by not having to deal with her. Nonetheless, it felt like another slap in the face. That slap freed me from any sense of obligation toward her. From that point forward, it was up to her to reach out to me. I was more concerned with being a good mother than a good daughter to the woman who abandoned me some thirty-six years earlier.

			The Christmas right before my fortieth birthday had been tainted, but I was determined to make a go at enjoying life and making it what I wanted it to be. I worked so hard and sacrificed over the years, sometimes working three jobs to put myself through college. Working sixty-plus hours after graduating first with a bachelor’s and then a master’s degree to ensure my success. Now I was also balancing motherhood with the daily demands of life.

			Prior to my birthday, I procrastinated renewing my license, partly because, well, who wants to go to the DMV and spend hours waiting—especially during the holidays, and partly because I liked my driver’s license picture and hated to give it up.

			The DMV worker, a man of moderate build with a worn face, was probably pushing sixty. He called me up to the counter without much acknowledgment. “Next.”

			I walked up to the counter.

			“Give me your old license,” he droned.

			I glanced at the picture of me, taken ten years earlier, and reluctantly handed it to him as if I were surrendering my youth.

			He looked from my license to me, his eyes widening like he was suddenly noticing me for the first time. “What happened?” he blurted.

			

			“Life,” I replied, somewhat taken aback by his candor. But it was true. Life had sucker punched me, and that picture reflected the result.

			The DMV worker looked back at the picture of who I used to be and handed it back. “We aren’t supposed to do this, but I’m going to let you keep your expired license.”

			I stared at the photo of what used to be an attractive version of myself. “Thank you,” I said.

			I left with a new ID, and the old one was tucked into my purse as a memento of my youth.

			So, my fortieth birthday came and went unremarkably. I received no calls from my family—including my mother—but I did get a few calls from a handful of friends. I delighted in my children, who were delighted it was my birthday.
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			It was January 2, 2011, the day after my birthday, and I received a call from my uncle, Larry. He, along with a few others, was supposed to come over for Christmas dinner but canceled that day, citing some stomach bug going around. He was also one of those who didn’t call me on my birthday the day before.

			I cut to the chase. “What’s wrong?” I stated to break the heavy silence.

			He responded with a nervous laugh. “Why does everyone think there’s something wrong when I call?”

			Another brief and uncomfortable silence followed. “Anne,” he began hesitantly, “your mother was diagnosed with lung cancer a couple of weeks ago.”

			“What?” I replied, stunned.

			“She had tightness in her chest and thought she might be having a heart attack so she drove herself to the hospital. They found out it was cancer. They don’t know how far along it is and are sending her out for further tests and to start chemotherapy.”

			I knew this day would come but didn’t expect it for another ten years or more. 

			

			“Your mother didn’t want to tell you yet, but I think a child has a right to know,” he said hesitantly. “I would appreciate if you don’t tell her that I told you so she’s not angry with me.”

			“Okay,” I replied. “I won’t say anything.” I paused and stared out the dining room window, watching the palm fronds in the front yard sway in the gentle breeze. “I’ll call her to wish her well for the birthday she just had, then she can tell me. But I won’t say anything to her about the cancer.”

			I wasn’t angry that my mother had opted to not tell me about her diagnosis. I understood why. She perceived me as a “foe” not a “friendly.” That was the dynamic of our relationship from the moment I was born. I had come to terms with my mother’s inability to accept that she had abandoned me. Because of her guilt, shame, and fear of how others would judge her for abandoning me, Marion never told people she had an adult child. The shame and guilt she perceived from her parents, her siblings, and everyone who crossed her path prevented her from acknowledging my existence in her life. Marion used the crutch of how becoming pregnant with me derailed her life. She was a promising artist who dropped out of college and married my father, who did not live up to her expectations of providing the lifestyle her successful father had.

			As an adult, my grandmother and I developed a relationship that was more aligned to a parent-child relationship than a grandparent-grandchild relationship. I don’t think Marion cared so much that I was closer to my grandmother than her. I believe it was that my grandmother was closer to me than to her that bothered her. So I was unfazed that my mother deliberately decided not to tell me about her illness and didn’t want my uncle to tell me either. In fact, she only chose him to speak with about this.

			

			Marion shared with him how she drove herself to the hospital a week prior to Christmas for chest pains. While she drove to the emergency room, she lit up not one, but two cigarettes while ignoring the tightness in her chest. When she got to the hospital, the doctors ran some tests and ultimately diagnosed her with lung cancer. The attending physician discharged her later that day and told her to follow up with an oncologist to start chemotherapy.

			The problem was she had no insurance to cover it and no funds to pay it. She lost her source of income weeks earlier because she could no longer work. Fatigue and a lack of appetite over the past several months resulted in a massive weight loss. Hindsight is always 20/20, and it was now clear what had been going on.

			I always expected one day she would become ill and need help. However, I did not expect it would be when she was only sixty-one and I was forty. Not while I worked a full-time job, maintained a house, and raised twin three-year-olds.

			A little while after I talked to my uncle, I called my mom. “Hi, Mom,” I said. “Happy birthday and Merry Christmas. Sorry for not calling sooner, but I was very busy with the girls.”

			She replied, “Happy birthday and Merry Christmas to you as well.” Her tone of voice sounded part happy, part surprised, and part suspicious that I was calling her.

			She mentioned nothing of the recent diagnosis and issues she was dealing with but certainly sounded down and out. I kept the conversation to a normal tone and length as though I called without knowing what I knew.

			Two days later, my mother called me and told me the news. I let her tell me all she knew and listened to everything she said, this time truly concerned for her well-being. She had no money and none coming in. I told her I would send her money to help cover her rent and expenses while she applied for disability. The hospital had started her application for social security disability and state insurance.

			

			My mother’s calls started to come daily. They were mostly to vent, as there was no progress being made toward starting treatment because she had no insurance coverage.

			A week or so later, on one of our-now routine calls, my mother told me at her most recent oncologist appointment, they decided she would be admitted to the hospital. She further informed me her oncologist had told her he wouldn’t discharge her until she had the state insurance coverage to get the required treatment she needed out of the hospital. In the meantime, she would be able to receive the chemotherapy and diagnostic testing while in the hospital, as they could not deny her medical care while admitted.

			I had to rely on Marion’s report of accounts. She was hesitant to let me speak with the medical staff involved with her care. I had experience working in similar settings and understood how social services and medical care were predicated on applications for services such as disability and Medicaid, and I knew how easily it could be delayed for months. But I also knew how to keep the process moving. I pushed the issue with my mother to let me speak with the hospital staff on her behalf, and reluctantly she agreed.

			Once she was admitted to the hospital in downtown Phoenix, I spoke with her assigned social worker to get her insurance, disability, and treatment approved. I also wanted to get an idea of her prognosis. Was her illness in the early stages that could respond well to treatment, or was it in the final stages where time was limited and treatment would be futile? How would I manage this from the other side of the country? For how long? Those questions stayed in the back of my head. I reminded myself the social worker assured that the doctors would know more in a couple of days, and in the meantime, Marion would get started on the chemotherapy regimen and diagnostic tests.

			

			I made it a practice to call her daily on my lunch break. This time was also spent making necessary follow-up calls to agencies during their office hours. There was an old wooden picnic table where the sidewalk ended near the local dog park down the street from where I worked. I walked there, sat on the old wooden bench, and made the calls regarding my mother, her treatment, and the progress of her applications. I wanted to ensure they received what I sent the prior day and were processing it, as opposed to it collecting dust and falling to the bottom of the to-do pile. I knew all too well how someone in dire need of services can be stuck waiting and their application delayed because staff struggled to get through their inbox. So, I became a thorn in those people’s sides that would motivate them to finalize the application and get it off their desk.

			One afternoon, to my surprise, the hospital insurance worker actually picked up the phone. “Hello. This is Kate. How may I help you?” was her exasperated greeting.

			“Hi, Kate,” I responded. “This is Marion’s daughter, Anne. How are you?”

			“I’m fine, Anne.” She answered distractedly. I could hear the shuffling of papers and closing of drawers. “How can I help you?”

			“I was hoping you could tell me the status of my mother’s application and what’s needed, if anything, to finish processing it?”

			“Anne, there aren’t any changes at this time. We’re still just waiting.”

			

			“Okay, then. When do you expect to hear something further?” I asked.

			“It will probably be at least two to three days. I can’t guarantee it, but that’s my best guess.”

			“Okay, then. Thank you. I’ll check back with you then. Have a great day.” This wasn’t the news I wanted to hear, but it was clear that waiting was my only option.
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			It was hard to pinpoint the date to leave to see her. As a working mother of toddlers, timing is everything, and time is precious and not something you have enough of to go around. I wanted to time it right so the days there had value in being effective in arranging my mother’s health care needs, but I also worried if I waited too long, she might pass away before I went.

			After several unreturned messages, I was finally able to get the social worker on the phone again. “Hi, Amy. This is Anne, Marion’s daughter. I’m wondering if you have an update on my mother’s illness?” I inquired.

			“So, your mother’s tests came back, and the doctor was able to identify the stage of her cancer.” She paused for a moment and then continued. “She’s stage four non-small cell lung cancer that has metastasized to her brain.”

			“Oh,” I replied. I sat on the wooden bench, suddenly feeling deflated from the information shared.

			Amy continued rattling off treatments and procedures and next steps that I barely processed. It was terminal, and although I couldn’t get a firm answer how long my mother was expected to live, I finally cajoled or annoyed a response out of the social worker. “Your mother is all over this hospital, and most people on this floor aren’t able to get around like her. I don’t know how long she has, but it is most definite that when she dies, it will be from this cancer.”

			

			While Amy’s response still left me with uncertainty as to a time frame, I gathered from that response and the online research about life expectancy and concluded she probably had a few months at best. It would be okay to wait to see her in a couple weeks, so I decided to go for two weeks in mid-January with my girls. I was doing my best to time the trip to coincide with her release from the hospital so that I would be able to establish services for her after her hospitalization, which would not be started until she was discharged.

			My adorable three-year-old twin daughters, Emma and Catherine, had never been on an airplane. Despite spending a couple of weeks preparing them for the trip, the girls didn’t do so well on the flight to Phoenix. We were all relieved when we landed at our destination.

			From the airport, we went to the hotel to drop off our bags, and I drove to the hospital to see Marion. The nursing staff smiled at the girls and gave them tons of attention. They were to meet their grandmother for the first time. It seems my mother was responding well to the chemotherapy and she was all over the hospital, rarely staying in her room. As such, she was not in her room when we arrived.

			I spent some time with the staff nurse trying to get an idea of how she was doing and when they thought she would be discharged. The application for the state’s insurance needed finalizing. Once she was approved, she would be able to access all her treatment out of the hospital and return home. The holdup was with the hospital’s social service staff, who were not responding to my calls over the past week to try to get this expedited quickly. Hopefully, showing up in person would help speed up the process. It was late in the day, so I would deal with that first thing in the morning, but for now the girls and I sat in Marion’s room and waited for her to return from her ventures, which apparently she was known for. So, while my mother was on her deathbed, she was not on her literal deathbed.

			

			Fortunately, we didn’t have to wait too long for her to arrive, and she walked in wearing a hospital gown under a thick robe she had brought from home and a pair of white pleather sneakers. My mom appeared to be in good spirits. It was the first time I had seen her since her father’s funeral five years earlier on her birthday. For some reason, they scheduled his service on her birthday. Apropos of who her family was.

			My daughters, each holding one of my hands, looked up at her and I looked down at them and said, “This is your grandmother.”

			They both ran toward her, and each clutched one of her legs at her knees and they looked up at her face. “Hi, Grandma.”

			She looked down at them and seemed to enjoy the attention she was getting, not so much from my girls but from the staff and others around. “Hi, girls. How was your flight?”

			They replied gleefully, “Fine, Grandma.” Three years old or not, that flight was anything but “fine,” but I was happy they were putting it behind them so quickly.

			My mother went down to the cafeteria to get a strawberry-banana smoothie she discovered they made. She loudly slurped the last of it through the straw. I assessed her and felt a slight sense of relief. Amy’s voice echoed in my head. “Your mother is all over the hospital.” A slight smile and chuckle came over me.

			I took in my mother’s appearance. Her hair was longer than I remembered her wearing it in the seventies when that was the style. Somewhere in the muddled mix of the grays and whites was her natural hair color of light brown, which I had never seen before.

			

			She had aged so much in the last five years. She appeared some twenty years older when only five had passed. I leaned over and gave her a quick kiss on the cheek and an awkward yet gentle hug.

			She glanced at the empty smoothie she had tossed in the garbage can and asked, “Would you like to go get one? They’re really good.”

			Having no other plans than to visit with her, I asked the girls, “Do you want to get a smoothie with Grandma?”

			They responded exuberantly. “Yes, yes, yes! I want a smoothie, Mommy.” They jumped up and down while each pulled on one of my arms as though I asked if they wanted to go to Disney World.

			I looked at my mother and said, “Okay. Let’s go get some smoothies.”

			We exited the cancer floor and walked past the nurse’s station. My mother was holding hands with my daughters. A staff member asked, “Who do you have there, Marion?”

			She replied, “These are my granddaughters. Say hello, girls.”

			They responded on cue with their usual enthusiasm, “Hi.” They continued to walk toward the elevators a few steps behind me.

			I peered back over my shoulder. My mother was enjoying being fussed over by my daughters and the attention she received from others because of them. I was happy to see the visit off to a good start and my girls enjoying themselves. Perhaps they will have some fond memories of their grandmother when they grow older, I thought to myself.

			

			The social worker was quite right; my mother was all over the place, and I could understand the staff’s annoyance in having to deal with her and me as well. It was a cancer unit in the hospital, and my mother was not as sick as the rest on the floor, not to mention I knew my mother’s personality, and she was not going to be voted anyone’s patient of the year. Although she might make the most memorable patient top contender’s list. So, my mother, full of pent-up energy in her pajamas and robe, had wandered the hospital and found all the nooks and crannies worth knowing about. She discovered the cafeteria and a juice bar that made the strawberry- banana smoothies and a lovely atrium area in the middle of the hospital to sit outside. We continued toward the elevator. Well, this isn’t half bad so far.

			The elevator doors opened and it was a little more than half full, including a nurse asking those who got on what floor and subsequently pushing the button for each of them. We proceeded in with other people behind us. As the doors closed, my mother’s anxiety was palpable and her eyes darted around quickly from person to person. The elevator glitched and shook slightly, then stopped without any evidence as to why or what cause.

			“Is this thing going to plummet to the bottom?” My mother asked in a panicked and agitated tone.

			The nurse quickly picked up on her anxiety and asked my mother, “Do you want to get off?” She pressed the door open button on the elevator panel.

			Marion looked back at her and retorted, “Yes, yes. I do. Come on. Let’s go.” She pushed her way through the other people and off the elevator.

			Phew, avoided catastrophe. She wasn’t necessarily wrong about getting off anyways, and I was glad she didn’t proceed into a verbal tirade on a packed elevator with my daughters holding each of her hands. I looked at my daughters reassuringly. Hold on, girls. We’re in for a bumpy ride. I smiled and winked and blew each of them a kiss.

			

			We took the next elevator down to the first floor and followed my mother as she navigated her way to the juice bar. We ordered three smoothies, one for her and two for my daughters and me to share. She showed me around, pointing out her favorite sections of food within the cafeteria, and then we headed to the atrium area, which was a peaceful retreat from the hospital, albeit in the midst of it. It was triangle-shaped with a lovely two-tiered planter that weaved around the open area with only a few white metal tables and chairs. There were two large automatic doors at opposite ends of the atrium, and the remainder was walled off several floors up but opened to the sky above. It was a lovely retreat for such a somber place.

			Emma and Catherine ran around in circles, burning off the energy they had accumulated throughout the day. Several pigeons flew into the area, most likely seeking food from those who sought respite there or noshed on their meals. It was a good spot for a pigeon. As the pigeons flew to the ground, my children darted toward them, giggling at the chance of catching them. Now their running had a purpose—catch a pigeon. The game was on.

			With the girls entertained, I sat with my mother and asked her about everything she needed to do so I could make a mental list of what to accomplish. Now I could help get her paperwork done for her insurance, so she could be discharged from the hospital and receive her chemotherapy and radiation treatment as an outpatient. That was my first and primary goal. In the meantime, I asked her if she needed anything, and she said she would like some things from her house. I made a list as the girls continually circled the pigeons, attempting to unsuccessfully corral them.

			

			We finished the smoothies and we chatted, discussing what she wanted and superficially talking about what she was going through without any feelings associated with it. I don’t know if she was uncomfortable, but I was.

			The girls started winding down and losing interest in the pigeons, so I called them over to us. They immediately came to me and each took one of my hands. We headed back up to Mom’s floor in the elevator, certain to avoid the elevator in question from earlier, and walked my mother to her room.

			The shift was changing, and I felt it was time for the girls and me to leave for the evening. “Say goodnight to Grandma, girls,” I said. They each hugged one of her legs at the knee again, and she gently patted them on their backs.

			Her voice replied in a softer and higher pitch, as people so often do with little children, “Bye now.” I watched, wondering what my children made of their grandmother.

			When we arrived the next day, my mother was out getting a chemotherapy treatment. I took advantage of her absence and was able to track down the social worker, Amy, who was trapped in her closet of an office. She seemed to intentionally avoid me the prior day, but I was determined to see her today and tackle the paperwork that had stalled for my mother’s health insurance.

			Amy and I met briefly, and she was able to direct me to the hospital’s administration department so that I could meet the staff who was responsible for processing her insurance application, which was essentially where the bottleneck had occurred. Emma and Catherine followed along quietly, as thankfully, I had let them burn off their energy first thing in the morning at a nearby playground.

			

			We waited for the assigned staff to come out to meet with me. I had attempted to reach this woman by phone and had left her multiple voice messages over the past couple of weeks with not much success, but now she could not so easily avoid me. After about a half hour of waiting, she finally made her way to the front office to meet with me.

			“Hello, Tammy. I’m Anne, Marion Sheetz’s daughter, and these are my two children.” I reached out, shook her hand, and continued. “Now that I’m here for a couple weeks, I wanted to stop by and see what was needed to finish processing her application so my mother can move forward with her treatment.” I tried to not show the impatience in my voice and remain cordial, although I’m not sure I was successful.

			“We still need some financial documentation to prove her lack of any source of income, and then it has to be reviewed by the manager for authorization,” Tammy replied. She handed me a handful of forms for my mother to complete.

			I shuffled through the forms, knowing I could complete these in a day, two at most. I glanced up at her and asked, “When these are all returned, how long will it take to review them and get a final decision? I know you can’t say definitively, but just a ballpark estimate, how long?”

			“Two to three days, maybe.” She paused and added, “If everything needed is received. Don’t hold me to that, though.”

			“I understand completely. Thank you so much for taking time from your busy to schedule to meet with me in person. I’ll have these back to you in a day or two at the most. Have a great day.” I reached out and shook her hand again, then turned to the girls and ushered them to the door.

			I thought my mother would most likely be back in her room by now, so the girls and I took the elevator back up to her room. She was getting ready to head downstairs for her daily routine at the hospital. The girls ran to her, each latching onto a leg, saying in unison again with enthusiasm as three-year-olds do, “Grandma!”

			

			She leaned down and patted them each gingerly on their backs, then took each one in each of her hands. “Do you girls want to get a smoothie?” she said to them in a grandma tone I had never heard from her.

			They jumped in excitement and they both said enthusiastically loud, “Yes!” On the way out, I couldn’t help but notice she was enjoying the attention she was getting from all the staff watching her interact with my daughters, but they were getting some attention from her, and I thought perhaps on some level they might recall these days when they were older, even if it was bits of what had taken place, and remember having a doting grandmother.

			We rode the elevator down to the main floor again and headed to the juice bar in the cafeteria. “Three strawberry-banana smoothies, please,” I said to the young cashier as I handed her a twenty-dollar bill.

			After we collected the smoothies and all three of them had a straw in their mouth, we headed to the atrium area where we had been the prior afternoon. Emma and Catherine immediately picked up where they had left off with their game of catching pigeons after they deposited their smoothies on the table in front of me.

			“Mom, I have all the paperwork that needs to be completed for your insurance to get approved,” I said, and handed her the forms. “We can work on them today so we can get this finished tomorrow at the latest. It’ll probably take a few days after we submit them before you get the approval.”

			

			“So I can get out of here in three to four days?” she said energetically.

			“We’ll see, Mom.” I knew she was getting impatient with being there and wanted to get home, and I didn’t blame her. “I would say at least three to four days, and be prepared for longer than that. These things take time,” I finished, trying to temper her impatience.

			I pulled out the list I had made the day before and started adding to it. I half-listened to my mother tell me about her chemo treatment and the details of her day. She seems to be tolerating it well, at least for the moment.

			The conversation moved on to her hair. Marion’s hair had been cut by the hospital staff to make a wig out of her natural hair. It was a free service offered by the hospital. “It’s much lighter and easier now. I don’t know why I didn’t cut it sooner,” she told me as she ran her hands repeatedly through her shortened bob cut.

			“I like it, Mom. It’s always been a good cut for you.”

			As we were discussing her hair, a staff member who worked in the small department for making wigs came out to the atrium.

			“There you are,” the young, energetic woman dressed in scrubs stated. “I’ve been looking for you all over. The nurse said I might find you down here. Your wig is ready to be picked up,” she finished and she glanced at me with a smile.

			I’m not quite certain how it happened, but before I knew it, I had agreed to go with the woman to pick up the wig while my mother stayed in the atrium watching my children play with the pigeons. I went along blindly without giving much thought to it, but as we neared the office, I panicked. What have I done? I left my children with my mother unsupervised. She’s a patient in a hospital, and I left them with her. When the woman told me it would take a minute to find the wig, my internal panic escalated!

			

			What if she left them there and walked away? The panic was taking hold. Why would you leave your children with your mother? I began to challenge myself. How stupid of you! I continued the internal berating and I thought of leaving and telling the woman I would come back later for it, but right then, she came out with the wig in a pink mesh bag. I quickly pulled forty dollars out of my purse and gave it to her, thanking her with a quick smile for doing this for my mother, all the while trying to get out of there as quickly as possible to return to my children.

			The walk back seemed so much farther than it did getting there. I picked up my pace without turning it into a run, taking a few steps like a jog here and there. As I rounded the corner, I feared that my children wouldn’t be there. I reached the sliding glass doors and they slid open. I took in the exact same scenario as when I had left some ten minutes earlier: My mother sitting at the table sipping on her smoothie while my children were running after pigeons. I let out a huge sigh of relief. My children were fine, and as far as I could tell, they had had no ill interactions with my mother while I was gone. I made a mental note to not leave my children anywhere with anyone. They would come with me wherever I went on that trip.

			I handed my mother the wig and she pulled it out of the pink bag and held it up in front of her. I’m not sure what her take was on it, but I think the forty I donated would have been better spent toward a synthetic wig. I imagine she ultimately felt the same because when she later lost her hair, I never saw her wear that wig. Her hair was not the healthiest of hair, as she was not the healthiest of people, and it didn’t make for a nice wig. My mother’s cancer most certainly was a direct result of how she had not taken care of herself, and it reflected in this wig made of her hair. She stared at it for a minute, made some comment as she always did—my mother had an opinion for everything—and carelessly shoved it back in the bag. Maybe it was the confrontation of what her hair really looked like or that she would be facing losing her hair at some point, but she didn’t seem to like what she saw and quickly put it away, both literally and figuratively.

			

			My mother was beginning to feel the effects of the chemo and wanted to go lay down. We rode the elevator up to her room, obtained the keys from her to her place, and the girls and I parted ways with her, so she could rest and we could head out to tend to the tasks on the list.

			Her phone rang a drum beat that had an ominous quality to it. She picked it up, looked at the number, and then placed the phone back down, letting the phone continue to beat the drums. “Bill collectors,” she said to me.

			Marion had somehow managed to buy a house prior to the market crashing a few years earlier. She most likely had obtained one of those no-qualifying loans that required refinancing a couple years later or having to pay unaffordable payments due to a high interest rate. A year earlier, she was about to be foreclosed on and subsequently was moving out of it, but not prior to the house mysteriously having a fire in it as she vacated the property. Subsequently, she received calls from bill collectors looking for money, and she had set the ringtone to the jungle drums beating, not unlike the sound of the drums when the natives had placed the woman on a sacrificial mound for King Kong to take as they summoned him to her. My mother’s sense of humor was dry and sarcastic, and I had inherited that from her. I would’ve chosen the same ringtone if I were in the same situation. We both found humor in the horrors of our lives, and so my mother had set a ringtone of ominous jungle drums beating, summoning the horror to signal a bill collector calling her. I snickered at the irony.
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