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For every mother and daughter who know just how complicated it can be










Thirty-seven years ago


“ALI ALLIGATOR?” MY MOTHER whispered as she crept into my room, slipped under my heavy quilt, cuddled up next to me on my twin bed. I was eight years old, a big girl, too old for mommy snuggles, but still, when she pressed her body against mine, I sighed with contentment and tucked myself tight against her.


We fit perfectly together, she and I. So perfectly that I wasn’t sure where I ended and she began.


“Are you asleep, my love?” she asked. “Or are you playing possum?”


I opened my eyes a tiny bit, enough to spy the numbers on the clock on my nightstand: 2:15.


My mother often worked late in her studio, sometimes stayed in there all night, painting. But every so often she’d take a break, come into my room, wake me up, so eager to show off her latest work that she couldn’t wait until morning. Some nights she’d wake me up and ask if I wanted to bake cookies with her, or drive to the all-night convenience store for ice cream and root beer to make floats.


Now she ran her fingers through my hair, down my back, bumping them along the knobby bones of my spine; my mother’s fingers, I knew without looking, were stained with paint. They smelled faintly of turpentine, like the rags in her studio—flammable, an accident waiting to happen.


She put her face up next to mine, cheek to cheek. “I know you’re awake,” she said, and then I smelled it, distinct from the faint turpentine scent. Her breath was thick with gin: a boozy evergreen scent that reminded me of a forest of Christmas trees.


Her fingers worked their way over the back of my nightgown, tracing shapes, making letters to spell out words. It was a game we played, she and I. A can-you-guess-what-I’m-spelling game.


I felt the familiar letters:


I-L-O-V-E-Y-O-U


I smiled, wriggled back closer to her.


“I do,” she said, her words slurred in a way that made my stomach start to hurt. “You’re my perfect girl. Too perfect for this world. Sometimes I think…” Her words were thick and strange. “I think I should have spared you. Drowned you at birth, maybe, not let you suffer the things that are to come,” she cooed into my hair.


My heart pounded so loud and hard that I was sure she could feel it, ringing like an alarm bell.


She pulled me closer, squeezing all the air out of my chest.


I couldn’t get away, even if I wanted to.


I imagined I really was drowning, being pulled under, holding my breath, lungs screaming for air.


I thought of the knife I had tucked under my pillow: it wasn’t just any ordinary knife; it was a magic knife, because I’d cast a spell on it, charged it by the light of the full moon, purified it with salt water and birch smoke. I called my knife Descender, because any evil beings I conquered with it would descend back into the dark and shadowy place they’d come from.


I believed in magic then. I believed that everything had a spirit and energy that I could listen to and draw from, that rocks and plants could speak to me, that the geese flying overhead carried messages and were harbingers of things to come. And I believed that there was good and there was evil and they were curled up around each other, intertwined like thick vines. Sometimes it was hard to tell which was which.


I did other things to keep myself safe too. The ring of salt around my bed, the Bible Aunt Frances had given me for my sixth birthday tucked under my pillow beside the knife. It was a children’s Bible with pictures. Noah’s ark was my favorite page: all those animals boarding the big boat, two by two. I’d stare at the illustration, worrying over it, sure the lions would eat the goats, the horses would trample the rabbits—and where were the smallest creatures, the millipedes and the worms? How would they be saved?


I held still, listening to my mother breathing.


In and out. In and out.


If I held still and played possum, she might just go away. Or pass out beside me, maybe.


In the morning, I’d tell myself it was just a dream. That I’d imagined her coming into my room, whispering these things. It wouldn’t feel real anymore in the light of day when I was looking at her across the breakfast table. It would be impossible to believe this had happened when my mother, all lit up with morning light coming through the kitchen window, smiled and asked if I would like raspberry jam for my toast (which she’d kindly cut the crust off of, just the way I liked it), if my older brother, Ben, wanted extra peanut butter. If I dared ask her about her visit in the night, she’d call me a silly goose for making up stories. Then she might suggest some fun adventure for the day, like the time we took the train into the city just for chicken gyros, or the time we turned our living room into a circus and tried to get poor Lucky, our cat, to walk the tightrope.


But now I just concentrated on holding still, kept my eyes clamped shut.


I imagined I was dead. Buried deep underground, dirt in my mouth, roots tangled in my hair. I told myself that maybe my mother really did drown me when I was an infant. I imagined her sitting there on top of my grave, shoulders stooped under the weight of guilt and sorrow, talking down through six feet of earth to her dead baby girl in a rotten coffin.


“I should have saved you from all of this,” my mother whispered. I felt a warm, salty tear drip onto my cheek.


She lifted the back of my pajama top.


Hold still, I told myself.


I’m dead, I’m dead, I’m dead.


“I have a secret,” my mother said, voice soft, confessional. “Do you want to know?”


I felt something dig into my back, hard and sharp.


A fingernail?


A claw?


The tip of a blade?


I imagined it: something sharp and shiny about to be driven in at the soft place between my ribs, where it would be pushed all the way down to my heart and split it in two.


The pressure intensified, as did the stabbing pain. I felt her tracing a design: not a letter this time, but a circle, a spiral that went on and on, being etched right into my skin. Something with no beginning. No end.


I bit my lip to keep from crying out, and my eyes flew open.


“Mama, please,” I whimpered.


Please stop. Please go away.


That’s when I saw it: the shadow cast on the wall by my mother, backlit by the filtered moonlight coming in from the window.


Only this was not my mother.


Not anymore.


My scream seemed to fill the whole room, the whole house, the whole universe.


I reached under my pillow and grabbed the knife.










ONE [image: ]



THE ANGEL WAS IN a thousand tiny shards.


It had slipped from my hand and shattered before I even realized what had happened.


“Damn it,” I muttered.


I was precariously balanced at the very top of the stepladder in the corner of the living room, where I’d been trying to hang it up. The clear glass angel hovered there in the shadows every year at Christmastime, watching over us as we trimmed the tree, sipped eggnog, sat through sappy Christmas movies, then oohed and squealed as presents were opened on Christmas Day; a strange, emotionless observer, a passive spy.


The truth was, I kind of hated the angel. I thought she was ugly (her eyes were bulbous, insect-like) and more than a little bit creepy.


But I hadn’t meant to smash her.


“Ali? Hon? You okay?” Mark called from upstairs.


“Fine,” I chirped back, climbing down from the ladder and picking up the largest surviving piece: the angel’s head. Her large pupilless eyes stared at me accusingly: How could you do this to me?


Christmas music played from the holiday classics music channel on the television—at the moment, it was a saccharine-sweet version of “Let It Snow! Let It Snow! Let It Snow!” Mark insisted on the music, saying it helped set the mood.


He wanted everything to be perfect when the girls got home from school: the boxes of ornaments out, the tree ready to decorate, the house smelling of gingerbread cookies, Christmas music playing. He’d even put a festive red Christmas ribbon on the poor dog.


This was the day Mark most looked forward to all year—Decorating Day. He even took December first off from work for it, as if it were an actual holiday. I bucked up and tried not to spoil it for him. Really, I did.


“Tradition,” Mark said again and again, telling me how important it was for the girls, that we were creating memories that would last their lifetimes, traditions that would be passed down to their children and their children’s children.


Moxie, our six-year-old black Lab, lay on her bed in the corner of the living room looking somewhat dejected in her big red bow. She had lifted her head at the sound of the angel crashing to the floor, then, seeing all was well, gave a sigh and settled back down.


“Let It Snow!” turned into “A Holly Jolly Christmas,” and I couldn’t help myself—I snatched up the remote and turned off the TV.


It was only the first of December. How was I possibly going to live through twenty-four more days of enforced jolliness without cracking? Twenty-four days of being called a grinch, of trying not to buckle under the spoken and unspoken pressure to not ruin Christmas for the girls by letting the cheerful façade slip.


That pressure wasn’t just from my husband. My best friend, Penny, who lived right next door, was almost as bad. Though she and her wife, Louise, called themselves tree-hugging, earth-goddess-loving pagans, she was right up there with Mark with the holiday cheer. The two of them were thick as thieves this time of year. I loved them both, but I couldn’t wait for our household’s Yuletide spirit to wane. And, to add insult to injury, I received a nice royalty check twice a year from my most successful project as an artist: the children’s book I’d done three years ago, Moxie Saves Christmas. It was a simple but cheerful story about a homeless black Lab—modeled after our own Moxie, of course—who showed a stressed-out, busy family the true meaning of Christmas. I’d illustrated it with my woodcuts, simple black-and-white prints I then hand-colored in places. The book, which I’d printed myself in a limited number for family and friends, took off. People shared it. Word got out. Orders poured in. I had more copies printed, and before I knew it, I was approached by a publisher who offered me more money than I would have believed possible—exponentially more than I’d ever made selling cards and prints at local shops and galleries. At the urging of my more successful artist friends, I found an agent and soon had a two-book contract: Moxie Saves Christmas and the follow-up I’d promised, Moxie Saves Halloween. And just like that, with one simple picture book that was only supposed to be a last-minute gift for family and friends, I was permanently linked to the holiday I couldn’t stand.


Holidays in general had not been cause for celebration when I was growing up; they filled me with anxiety and dread, which had sunk their roots down deep. At least the second book under contract featured a holiday I did like. And our older daughter, Izzy, a fan of anything even remotely ghoulish, was excited by the Halloween book. At sixteen, my young goth wasn’t especially easy to impress, so anything that brought us closer was something to celebrate. Now all I had to do was finish the project.


The Boston Globe had come to do a feature on me two years ago, taking lots of photos of me and Moxie in my studio and, of course, in front of the Christmas tree. Mark had gone all-out decorating before they’d arrived. I cringed when I read the article—the way the reporter had described our house as a magical winter wonderland complete with dancing sugarplums, antique glass ornaments, and pine garlands filling the house with the scent of the forest.


“You must love Christmas,” the reporter had said.


And I had clenched my teeth and given a big smile. “Why, yes,” I lied. “Yes, I do.”


I’m a gifted liar.


Mark had started a goofy tradition of buying one special ornament each year that was supposed to symbolize our lives in some way. That first year, it was a graduation cap. Each year it was something new: baby’s first Christmas when Izzy was born, a little house to celebrate when we bought the farmhouse, a stork when I was pregnant with Olivia, a black Lab the year we adopted Moxie. He was always on the lookout at craft fairs or when we went on vacation, always searching for new ornaments and trinkets to add to the ever-growing collection.


Now our entire attic was stuffed with boxes of them, and a corner of the basement as well. When Mark asked if we could store some of the bigger pieces in my studio, I’d put my foot down. The small barn out back wasn’t only my printmaking studio—it was the one place that was mine and mine alone. Penny was one of the few people I let visit without permission. The house rule was that no one was allowed to come disturb me there when I was working. The barn was a chaotic jumble of tables, the antique printing press I used, all my tools, tubes of ink, and drawing supplies. The walls were covered with tacked-up sketches and prints. The barn was my refuge. No Christmas decorations allowed.


“What happened?” Mark asked now as he eyed the broken angel. His tone was slightly accusatory, as if I might have thrown the poor unsuspecting angel onto the floor and stomped on it. His gaze moved from the ornament’s head in my hand to the shards scattered across the floor like bits of crushed ice.


He had not once fallen for the ruse of me being the Christmas Queen. He saw me for who I truly was and somehow loved me in spite of it.


“I was up on the ladder and it just slipped out of my hand.” I gave him an apologetic shrug. “I’m sorry I’m such a klutz.”


The angel had been from his childhood. When his parents died, Mark inherited all of their Christmas decorations (as if we really needed more), and he delighted in opening the boxes each year, regaling me and the girls with the story behind each one.


“That angel came from a trip my parents took to Germany,” he reminded me, looking like he might actually cry, blinking his long brown lashes.


He was wearing his day-off uniform: Levi’s and a flannel button-down—red and green, for Decorating Day. His face was a little flushed from his many trips up and down the stairs. He was nearly forty-five years old, and I’d known him since he was nineteen—over half our lives. Sometimes I still saw traces of that skinny, wide-eyed boy I’d met at a party freshman year at UVM who had books of poetry stuffed in his coat pockets.


“I’m sorry,” I said again.


And I was. Sorry I’d destroyed a memory of his happy childhood. That I was ruining Christmas already.


My cell phone rang in the other room. It was plugged into the charger in the kitchen. “I’d better grab that,” I said, relieved to have an excuse to walk away. I hurried to answer it. Probably Penny, calling to borrow something.


When I grabbed my phone and glanced down at the screen, I wished I hadn’t run to answer it. Consoling Mark about the broken German angel was a thousand times better than this. I contemplated not picking up, but I knew he’d call back, so it was best to get it over with.


“Hi, Paul,” I said, trying to sound as chipper as possible. “How are you?”


“Hi, Alison. I’m… okay.” He didn’t sound okay, though. He sounded tired. “And you? I hope you and Mark and the girls are well?”


Paul had been my mother’s assistant for over fifteen years now, handling every aspect of her business and personal life. He arranged her travel, interviews, gallery and museum events, and all sales of her artwork. Paul even sent me and my brother cards on Christmas and our birthdays, signed Love, Mom in handwriting that was clearly not hers. He lived in the carriage house on her property in Woodstock and was always by her side, regardless of which city or exhibition.


She would be lost without him. And he, I knew, would be lost without her. In fact, he had been in a pretty bad way before she took him in. They’d first met at an AA meeting, where Paul, who’d come from nothing and sunk himself into heavy drinking at a young age, ended up after losing his hundredth contract job as a construction worker after one too many benders. I was concerned when my mother informed me she’d hired a complete stranger as a spare hand around her home and studio, but she laughed at my worries, said I didn’t understand AA culture, the bond they shared.


She’d eventually helped Paul to get his GED and associate’s degree, mentoring him with care to become her full-time assistant. I’d enjoyed watching his transformation over the years, from a guy in a ripped Carhartt jacket who wouldn’t meet your eyes when you talked to him to a self-assured, worldly man who ran my mother’s life and business and wore custom-tailored suits. He spoke of my mother like she was his hero, his savior. Her world had become his life.


“We’re all fine,” I said to Paul now, dreading whatever was coming next. From time to time, he called to extend an olive branch (something I was sure was entirely his doing and had not come directly from my mother), inviting me to a party or event, telling me my mother would be thrilled if I could attend. I never did these days; I always managed to come up with a perfectly reasonable excuse: sick kids, work deadlines, other obligations. “I wish I could,” I’d say. “Please send Mother my regrets.”


I used to go. Back when I let myself believe my mother might genuinely want me there. Back when I let myself hope that it might be possible for us to have a more normal mother-daughter relationship.


I remembered the last event of hers I’d attended—an opening at a gallery in New York about five years ago. Paul had insisted that I come, telling me it would “mean the world” to my mother if I did. So I’d bought a nice dress, new shoes, even had my hair cut. I took the train down to the city, and when I got to the gallery and caught my mother’s eye, she’d looked mystified. “Alison? What on earth are you doing here?” she’d asked. I stammered out an explanation, that Paul had invited me. “I see,” she’d said, angry eyes searching the room for him. “Well, you might as well help yourself to some wine.” Then she’d scooted off to talk with a small group of sleek, sophisticated art appreciators who, within seconds, were all laughing at some charming thing she’d said.


I ended up sullenly drinking three glasses of wine while I watched her work her way through the crowd, seemingly doing all she could to keep as much distance as possible between us. I’d studied her paintings: an unsettling series of landscapes with anatomical parts tucked in here and there—a tree with lungs, a lake with a terrifying mouth and stomach, a mountain covered in eyes. I’d felt like an idiot, in my frumpy outfit that seemed so fancy when I’d gotten dressed at home in Vermont. Paul had made himself scarce and didn’t reply to my furious texts. I slipped out of the gallery without saying good-bye to either of them.


“Alison, the reason I’m calling…” He paused. “It’s your mother.”


Well, obviously. Christ. What was he going to invite me to now? A cruise? A mother-daughter spa day in Saratoga?


“She’s ill,” he said.


My mother had never been sick a day in her life. My brother always said even viruses were frightened of her.


Ben had never even attempted to hide his resentment of our mother. He refused to forgive her for those things that had happened years and years ago. He even blamed her for our father’s suicide.


As an adult, I had defended her to my brother. I reminded Ben that our mother’s own trauma and alcoholism were behind that behavior—that raising two kids on her own after such a tragedy had been difficult. I believed she’d loved us in her own way and done her best.


“You should give her another chance,” I told him. “She’s changed. She’s sober now.”


Ben was quick to tell me I was a fool for forgiving her. That I needed to stop making excuses and see the truth: our mother was manipulative and cruel, and what she deserved was something closer to the nine circles of hell.


“Ill in what way?” I asked Paul now. I clicked back through the calendar in my brain, trying to remember when I’d last spoken with her. Texts were always easier for me—the last time I remembered actually speaking to her was back in July, when I got a little tipsy on my birthday and called, asked her if she even knew what day it was. And she’d laughed, said of course she did, then told me the story of her twenty-hour labor.


I blinked, phone pressed against my ear.


July.


Had it really been that long since we’d spoken?


“She has cancer,” Paul said. There was a pause. “Pancreatic cancer.”


The room seemed to sway. I lowered myself onto one of the stools at our breakfast bar. “That sounds bad,” I said.


“It is,” he said. “It’s kind of a worst-case scenario, Alison. It’s stage four. The doctors…” Paul’s voice faded. “They say there aren’t a lot of options at this point, other than keeping her comfortable. We’ve been to every specialist. The best of the best. They all agree—it’s just spread too far for surgery or chemotherapy to make any difference.”


In the other room, a singer warned, He sees you when you’re sleeping, he knows when you’re awake.…


“Did they say how long she has?” My voice came out wispy and meek.


Paul took in a breath, then exhaled. His voice was shaky. Was he crying? “Not long. A matter of weeks maybe. A month or two at the most. She’s in bad shape, Alison.”


I felt the walls closing in around me, the whole world pressing down, making me feel small and crushed.


“Where is she?”


“Columbia Presbyterian. I’m with her now.”


I sucked in a long shaky breath, trying to get my head around all of this, to let it sink in.


I looked up, saw Mark there, holding a string of tangled Christmas lights, watching me. I must have looked bad, because he set down the lights and came toward me, concerned, mouthing: What is it?


The old steam radiator in the living room clunked and hissed. I glanced over at the refrigerator, covered in the bright, cheerful drawings Olivia had done, a photo of Olivia and Izzy holding hands and jumping off the dock at the lake last summer. The house smelled of balsam fir and the gingerbread cookies Mark had been baking. It felt warm and safe and like a place where nothing bad could touch me.


“She’s asking for you, Alison,” Paul said.


I closed my eyes. Just like that, I was five years old, holding her hand in mine as she walked me into kindergarten. I was crying, begging her not to leave me there, to please, please, please bring me back home.


She got down on her knees, there in the hallway in front of the kindergarten classroom. She looked me in the eye and said, “You won’t be away from me. Not really. You’ll be here at school, making friends and learning, and I’ll be home painting, but really we’ll be together. Do you know why, Ali Alligator?”


I’d shaken my head, tears dripping off my face onto my good first-day-of-school dress.


“Because we’re connected, you and I,” she’d said. “Close your eyes. Can’t you feel it? There’s an invisible thread going from me to you, so we’ll never be without each other. Not really.” She wiped the tears from my eyes. “So go on. No more crying. Be my brave trouper. And if you get sad, if you miss me, close your eyes and remember the thread. No one can break it. Not ever. Not even one of us. We’re bound.”





“WHAT IS IT?” Mark asked again in a whisper as he moved closer, put a hand on my back.


I clutched the phone to my ear, listened to Paul breathing, to the background hospital noises behind him.


“Tell her I’ll be there as soon as I can,” I promised.


I hung up and looked down at my hand. I was still holding the head of the broken angel, gripping it so tightly that the jagged glass on its neck had cut my palm. She stared back at me, her face sticky with my blood, her eyes taunting: Got you back.
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I PAID A SMALL FORTUNE to catch the last direct flight of the day from Burlington to New York and landed at JFK a little after eight, then hailed a cab to Washington Heights with my overnight bag slung over my shoulder. The city made me feel panicked and tiny. The buildings were too tall. The streets and sidewalks too full of people and noise. There was a reason I lived in Vermont—the land of no billboards, in a town where everything shut down at six p.m. I needed to be in a place where I could hear myself think. I had enough overstimulation in my own mind; I didn’t need it in my surroundings too.


I texted Paul when I arrived at the hospital, and he gave me directions to the unit my mother was in. I made my way along the polished corridor to the elevators and stepped on, inhaling the hospital smells—antiseptic, hospital food, and sorrow (if sorrow had a smell). I felt, as I always did in hospitals, as if I’d entered another world with its own rules, its own climate and air, sights and sounds. The elevator was crowded with people in scrubs and white coats, with visitors carrying flowers and food. I don’t think of myself as being claustrophobic, but it was too much—the small space, all those bodies in it, the jolting movement of the elevator, the smell of stale coffee.


Paul was waiting for me in the hall when I got off the elevator, looking like he’d just stepped out of the pages of GQ—an even tan, freshly cut dark hair, khaki pants and a pale-blue button-down that looked like it had been custom-made. He didn’t look like he’d aged a day. In fact, he never did. Perhaps he’d look thirty forever.


He even smelled amazing when I hugged him: like expensive aftershave, clean cotton, warm leather.


“How is she?” I asked.


He answered with a wordless sigh and a grim shake of the head.


“Paul,” I said, hesitating but needing to ask the question, needing to know. “Did my mother really ask for me? Or was that actually you?”


I couldn’t face the idea of walking in blind, seeing the surprise or dread or disappointment on my mother’s face. I wasn’t up for rejection. Not now. Not here.


“She asked for you. Several times.” He looked a little pained by this, as if hurt by the realization that he alone wasn’t enough for her.


I nodded. “It’s just… well, you know, she and I…” I wasn’t sure how to go on. My eyes pricked with tears, and I swiped them away.


“Alison,” he said, taking my hand. He didn’t seem to know what else to say.


I cleared my throat. “So there’s nothing they can do? No treatment options?”


He shook his head. “You should talk to the nurses and her doctor, of course, but really, there’s nothing. It’s about keeping her comfortable at this point. Palliative care, they call it.”


I took in a breath. Looked down the hall at a nurse rolling a cart into a room. Heard the mechanical beeps and hums, the low hush of voices, the ding of call bells going off. The overhead lights were too bright, too harsh, the floor too shiny and polished.


“They want to send her to hospice,” Paul said.


I nodded like any of this made sense to me.


I was going to lose my mother. I’d spent years telling myself there would be time. That we could fix things somehow, that I could have the mother I’d always longed for. And now here we were, nearly out of time.


My chest felt tight. I forced myself to take a deep, slow breath.


“But the thing is,” Paul said, “she’s refusing to go. Says she doesn’t want to die in a sterile, unfamiliar place surrounded by strangers.”


“Can she go home? Receive care there? Aren’t there private nurses or something?”


Money wasn’t an issue. My mother had done just fine for herself financially. More than fine, actually.


Paul was silent for a minute. His eyes darted away from my face and fixed on the gleaming waxed floor. “That’s an option, of course. But as I said, she doesn’t want to die surrounded by strangers.” There it was again: that hurt look, maybe even slightly bitter. Surely he didn’t believe my mother viewed him as a stranger.


“Well, what is it she wants?”


There was a long pause. I heard more beeping, voices, a doctor being paged for a call on line two. Somewhere down the corridor, a patient moaned, low and ghostly.


“I think you should ask her,” Paul said, looking down the hall rather than at me. “She’s right down there”—he nodded—“room 412. I’m going to go down to the cafeteria and see if I can find a sandwich or something. Want me to bring you back anything? A coffee?”


“Coffee would be great,” I told him. I’d had two cups of it on the plane and was already queasy and jittery, but the idea of hot coffee comforted me—something to help ground me. He turned and headed to the elevators. I watched him go, then walked along the hallway in slow motion, steeling myself, breathing in the hospital smells.


When I reached room 412 at last, I hovered in the doorway and peeked in, wondering what little drama I was about to step into and become a part of.


I hadn’t seen my mother since Aunt Frances’s funeral back in April. As I looked in at her now, it was as if she’d aged twenty years since that day only months ago. She was thin to the point of being skeletal, pale (not a trace of makeup), and even her hair looked sad and limp. She was wearing a faded hospital johnny and her body beneath it reminded me of a just-hatched baby bird; she looked that small and weak, that vulnerable.


I wanted to go to her, put my arms around her, shield her from whatever harm might come her way, from death itself. I wiped at my eyes, hating my own weakness and vulnerability, knowing my mother would never approve of such nonsense.


No more crying. Be my brave trouper.


I felt it then, the invisible thread that she’d once promised was there, keeping us linked together.





I SOMETIMES THOUGHT about Ben’s theory that our mother had never wanted children. But she had been different once. When our father was still alive.


She was moody and reclusive at times, hiding out in her studio for hours at a time. But never cruel. Not until later, when the drinking started.


Once, Ben and I watched the old black-and-white movie Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde, and from then on that’s how I saw things with our mother. There was Good Mom, opening the bottle of gin, sipping at the potion until her whole self changed and she was transformed into Bad Mom. Mom who said she wished we’d never been born, Mom who pinched us, Mom who once twisted Ben’s arm so badly she broke it.


The first time I met Bad Mom was right before my father died. I came home from school one afternoon in first grade, and my father was out at the store. My mother came lurching into the hallway, reeking of gin, looking perplexed and angry. Her hands were covered in red paint, which I thought at first was blood. Had she hurt herself? Or done something terrible?


“You,” she said. “What are you doing here?” as if the bus didn’t drop me off every day at the same time.


“I… I just got home from school.”


“Who do you think you are?”


How was I supposed to answer? Don’t you know? I’m your Ali Alligator, remember?


“No one,” I said softly, confused.


She cackled and stumbled toward me, stabbing her index finger into the center of my chest and leaving a red paint mark on my thin T-shirt. “That’s right,” she said, swaying like a snake. “You’re no one. Now get the fuck out.”


She had never spoken to me that way before. I’d heard her snap at my father on occasion after too many drinks, but never me or Ben. And nothing close to this. Biting my cheeks to keep from crying, I turned, school backpack still on, and ran out to the end of the driveway, where I sat and waited until my father came home.


“What’s wrong?” he asked when I threw myself at him, sobbing.


He rocked me in his arms and kissed the top of my head, his face buried there like he was breathing me in. “What’s wrong, Moppet?” he said softly. “What happened?”


And I didn’t know what to say, how to explain that the woman inside was not my mother. Not anymore.





I STOOD IN the doorway of room 412, looking in at my mother in her hospital bed.


She turned, sensing my presence, maybe feeling the tug on her end of the thread.


“You,” she said, and I held my breath as I waited for her to ask me what I was doing there.


Who do you think you are?


No one.


But then her face twitched into a grin, her lips looking pale purple against her waxy skin. Her eyes, sunken in her small face, were rimmed with dark circles.


She looked so different than she had the last time I’d seen her, I wondered if it was really her at all.


“Yes, it’s me,” I said, stepping into the room, then moving slowly toward the bed.


“I wasn’t sure you’d come,” she said. Her pale-blue eyes stared up at me, studying me.


“Of course I came.”


Was I supposed to hug her? Take her hand? Kiss her cheek?


I wasn’t sure what was expected, so I just stood there awkwardly, holding my bag. The room smelled like antiseptic with something spoiled beneath it, like rotting fruit.


Her left arm was hooked up to an IV. She had wires running out of her gown to a monitor that displayed green and red squiggles and numbers.


“You had every reason not to,” she said.


“Well, here I am,” I said, almost defiantly.


“Your brother wouldn’t have come.” And I knew she was right about that too. That Ben lived on the other side of the country wasn’t lost on me. He had come east to our wedding when Mark and I got married, but there was a reason he’d made his home in California. “Not that I would ever ask him to.”


“Well, I’m not Ben,” I said.


“Indeed you’re not,” she said, then asked, “Have you called him yet, to tell him the news? Ding-dong, the witch is almost dead?”


My throat tightened. “No,” I said. “And when I do tell him, that’s certainly not the way the conversation will go.”


I’d thought about calling Ben but had decided to wait until I’d visited her, once I had more details.


She stared at me, narrowing her eyes. It was the way she used to look at me to see if I was lying. And she was always right. I know you better than you know yourself, she used to say.


“No, I suppose not,” she said. “He might say something along those lines, but you never would. You’ve always been my good girl, my trouper, haven’t you? Loyal to the end, no matter what.”


I wasn’t sure what to say, so I gave her a weak nod.


“I’ve never understood it, you know,” she admitted.


“What?”


“Why you still talk to me at all.”


“Because you’re my mother. And I love you.” The words felt strained. Rehearsed.


She only smiled, but it was a thin smile. An I don’t believe you smile.


Our mother had done a lot of horrible things, things fueled by her alcoholism, but she was no monster. She wasn’t going to win any mother-of-the-year awards by anyone’s standards, but I believed she’d done her best. She was a brilliant artist who gave us drawing lessons, taught us to make lemon chiffon pie, danced with us in the kitchen, did silly scavenger hunts on our birthdays, took us on little adventures.


One time we even played hooky from school and she drove us five hours to Cape Cod for fried shrimp. It was during one of her good periods, no drinking, lots of art and adventures. As we drove, she described the little seafood shack she and her best friend, Bobbi, used to go to every summer when she was growing up. “The best fried shrimp on the whole planet,” she’d promised. She worried it might not be there anymore, might have closed, but it was still there, exactly the way my mom remembered it. “It’s like time stopped here,” she said. “Like I just stepped up to the window with Bobbi, and we’re kids again.” She reached for my hand, although I wasn’t sure whose hand she was reaching for: Bobbi’s? Mine? It didn’t matter to me; what mattered was how tightly she held on as we marched up and placed our order.


“Can I get you anything?” I asked now, forcing the words out through my tight throat. I saw the pitcher of water on her rolling table, the empty Styrofoam cup, which, for half an instant, became one of the cups we all drank from that day on the beach—as if time had bent back on itself and I was a little girl again. “Water? Juice? Anything?”


She shook her head, closed her eyes.


I wished Paul would hurry back, carrying coffee. This would be easier if he were here.


If anyone were here.


Mark had offered to come with me, but I’d insisted I was fine on my own. He’d taken me in his arms, done all the proper husbandly things after I told him the news. His arms around me had felt good—real and solid. I loved the way he smelled of tea-tree oil soap and the spicy aftershave he used.


I’d leaned into him, feeling numb, hollowed out inside. A woman on autopilot.


“I don’t know what I’d do without you,” I’d said.


Wasn’t that what I was always saying?


Even back in college when we first started dating, I knew he was the one because of the way he grounded me, encouraged me to do something with my wild, flighty ideas despite my insecurities. He had pushed me to do my first show in the student gallery, and I’d landed a crucial internship with a well-known printmaker in Provincetown because Mark had encouraged me to drive up and meet the artist, show him how badly I wanted the job. Even the Moxie book would not have existed without Mark’s cheerleading and encouragement. My husband believed in me, and that helped me to believe in myself.


This afternoon he’d helped me pack, booked me a flight, reminded me to bring my toothbrush, a book for the plane, a few granola bars, some Tylenol just in case. He’d asked several times if he should come along, but I insisted he should stay home and be with the girls, decorate the tree, keep things as normal as possible. He’d agreed, but promised to save the tree trimming and decorating until I got back from New York. When I told him that wasn’t necessary, he’d insisted, said it was important to do it as a family. Tradition and all of that.


“Why are you here?” My mother’s words brought me back to the present. Her eyes were open again, staring at me.


I felt dizzy, the room swimming slightly, the edges of things becoming fuzzy. She looked almost see-through. Like a woman made of glass, as breakable as the angel I’d dropped earlier.


I looked down at my bandaged hand, remembering how Mark had led me over to the kitchen sink to rinse my cut, then pressed a paper towel over it, saying, “You need to be more careful.” How when he’d pulled the paper towel away, the bright-red bloodstain looked like a Rorschach blot—a moth. But a moth with a stinger. A wasp-moth, dangerous but beautiful.


I blinked at my mother, hearing Mark’s voice. Be more careful.


Part of me wished I could backpedal, scramble out of the room, pretend I’d never gotten the call from Paul. But another part of me longed to be there, to make my mother see that I would do anything for her. To show her that I’d forgiven her for the terrors of my childhood.


I remembered all the times, when she was drunk and angry, that she’d called me a worthless girl. Maybe I was there to prove I wasn’t so worthless.


If she acknowledged I was worthy, would that deep feeling of worthlessness inside me stop sucking everything up like a black hole? It was what any therapist worth their salt might say.


I took a breath. “Paul called me,” I said, keeping things matter-of-fact, as my mother and I did these days. It was strange to always feel like I was making small talk with the woman who’d raised me.


“Yes, obviously. But you didn’t need to come.”


“Of course I did. You’re sick. And Paul said you were asking for me.”


She smiled at me. “I was scared, you know. That you wouldn’t come.”


Her honesty surprised and unsettled me. I’d never heard my mother admit to being frightened of anything.


I gazed down at her on the bed. She looked both very old and very young. I saw myself in her. I saw my daughters in her. I had my father’s dark hair and eyes, but both my girls and I shared my mother’s body type: tall and slim with narrow shoulders and an oval face with a pointed chin.


My mother’s eyes teared up, and my chest clenched. There it was again, that urge to wrap her in my arms, to protect her.


She picked at the edge of her sheet, worrying the fabric between thin, gnarled fingers. “I know there’s a lot of history between us, Alison.”


My heart beat faster, and I swallowed the bitter lump I felt building in my throat. Why had she called me here?


She reached a hand over the railing of the hospital bed; I took it in my own. Her hand was frail and cold but gripped me back with a strength I wasn’t expecting. With that one touch, I was a little girl again, being led off on an adventure with my mother—the grocery store, a museum, a trip to the playground. No matter where we went, my mother’s hand around mine made me feel safe, like I was where I was meant to be.


We’re connected, you and I.


“I have something to ask you,” she said, gripping my hand even tighter. “Something I have no right to ask, but I’m going to ask it anyway. And I don’t want an answer. Not right now. I just want you to promise you’ll think about it. Can you do that, my darling girl?”


My mind spun. Was she going to ask for my forgiveness? For a favor? One last dying wish?


“Of course,” I said, the words tumbling out. “Anything.”










THREE [image: ]



WHEN I WAS NINE years old, my mother played the cruelest trick on me. She often did things like this, telling me jarring lies just to get a reaction: that we’d lost the big gray house we lived in, the only home I’d known in my life, and were going to have to start living in her car; that she was sending Ben and me to live with old Aunt Frances, so I needed to go pack my bags; that she’d gotten rid of Lucky the cat—taken him out to the other side of the highway and dropped him off at a farmhouse there.


This time, she told me my brother was dead.


He’d gone to school and hadn’t come home, which wasn’t unusual. He often stayed overnight with friends—he did his best to be out of the house as much as possible. My mother and I had dinner. I went to my room to read until bedtime and she went to her studio.


She woke me up later that night to tell me she’d had a phone call and had terrible news. She sat on the edge of my bed and stroked my hair. She was turned away, her face in shadow. It was just before midnight. I could see the glow-in-the-dark hands of my windup alarm clock, hear it ticking like a mechanical heartbeat.


“There’s been an accident,” she said. “Your brother was riding home on his bike. A car swerved. The police said he was killed instantly.”


I felt all the air go out of me, and I was unable to get any back in. Everything went out of focus.


And then I started to scream.


She turned toward me, watched me for a minute, smiling, then began to laugh. “I’m only fooling,” she said. “Your good-for-nothing brother is alive and well at Ryan’s house. They’re probably eating Devil Dogs and watching porn right now.”


“Why would you do that?” I asked, pushing the words out between sobs. “Why would you say something like that?”


She laughed. “I did it for your own good. To teach you a lesson.”


“What lesson?”


“You need to be less gullible. You can’t believe everything you hear, Alison.”


I stared at her in complete disbelief. She’d said and done horrible things before, even told little lies to mess with me, but this was a whole new level.


I never told Ben what Mom had done. Even to this day, he didn’t know.


I told Mark about it once, back when we were first dating, sharing a bottle of wine, confessing secrets. I think I was testing him, seeing how much I could share with him before I scared him off. Lucky for me, Mark didn’t scare easily. This all happened before Mark met my mother. He already knew about the scars on my back. The names she had called me. But this story seemed to bother him more than any other.


“My God,” he’d said. “Your mother was a monster. That is just sick. Who does that to a nine-year-old?”


When he finally did meet her he had been civil, and remained so, but over the years he’d never gone out of his way to develop a real relationship with her. He was very protective of the girls when they were around her too—rightfully so.


Now, as I told him about my mother’s request, I watched my normally unflappable husband nearly fall off his chair.


“Here?” Mark sputtered. “She wants to come here? To stay with us?”


We were sitting at the breakfast bar, sipping tea as I did my debrief from the whirlwind trip to New York. It felt good to be home. When we had our 1893 farmhouse renovated, we’d kept as many of the original details as we could: the hardwood floors, the beautiful wooden banister (now hung with pine garland), the original doors and window trim and moldings. We’d replaced most of the other fixtures and systems and knocked down walls to open up the space.


My favorite part of the house had always been the kitchen, with its wide-plank pine floors, deep soapstone sink, and modern granite countertops. I breathed in its soothing atmosphere to regain some calm, hands around the cup of herbal tea Mark had made me.


I was exhausted. I’d stayed at the hospital until well past the end of visiting hours, tossed and turned in my hotel bed, then caught an early flight home. I nodded at Mark, looked around at the home and life I’d carefully built, full of real and solid things. But our old brick farmhouse now felt like a hastily built house of cardboard and cheap glue, a movie set ready to collapse around me.


My mother had never once come to visit us at the farmhouse in the nine years we’d lived here. She’d come to our apartment in Burlington well over a decade ago, when Izzy was a baby. She’d shown up unannounced, peered at little Isabelle for the first time, leaned close, pronounced her “an acceptable child” (which made Mark laugh out loud), then had a cup of coffee and made backhanded small talk—what a quaint little apartment, it’s nice that you’ve got the windows to make it feel bigger than it is, perhaps if you took down those dark blinds that would help too. And then she was on her way.


Mark and I later referred to it as the “hit-and-run visit.” When we saw her after that, infrequently over the years, we never went to each other’s houses. When we visited her in Woodstock, she put us up in an inn, and vice versa. I was grateful to not have to return to my childhood home, to not have to watch my girls walk through the rooms where I’d suffered such unspeakable things back when I was their age. I was sure the walls of that old dark house held memories of every terrible thing that had happened there, that my daughters would feel it, the horror of my past pushing down on them, its own kind of haunting.


During our infrequent, brief visits from my mother, we went out to eat, toured maple sugar houses, explored galleries and shops. She never really spoke to the girls, only eyed them warily. She occasionally brought gifts for them, but they were all wrong—meant for children either much younger or older than they were. She gave Olivia a delicate blown-glass swan when she was only three; Izzy got a dollhouse when she was twelve and well over playing with dolls. It was as if she didn’t understand children at all.


Mark frowned at me across the breakfast bar. “You’re kidding, right?”


“I’m not.”


“Oh my God.” He rubbed his face.


“I know. It’s crazy that she even asked. But she said Paul would set everything up: hospice care, nurses, whatever we need. I almost said no on the spot, but she insisted I wait to give her an answer until I’d thought it over and talked about it with you.”


“And this all came straight from her? Not Paul?”


I nodded. “She said she wants a chance to try to mend our relationship. She doesn’t want to die with things the way they are between us.”


“And what did you say?”


“Not much. I was kind of shell-shocked.”


“Wow. Understandable. As if you didn’t have enough screwed-up mother issues already,” he said.


“Thanks for the profound analysis, Dr. O’Conner,” I said with a grim chuckle.


He smiled. His PhD was in literature, but I still got a kick out of calling him doctor.


Mark taught English at a private high school an hour away—a job he loved but for which he was vastly overqualified. He’d done a stint teaching at a prestigious New England college, but he’d hated the politics and found the students dull. The Farmstead School suited him. It was an alternative school for kids with behavioral issues who’d struggled academically. Somehow Mark found a way to get all of these kids to love writing. I loved watching him with his students, the way he came alive around them.


Mark reached over, rubbed my shoulder. “What do you want to do?”


“I honestly don’t know,” I told him. “Part of me wants to run screaming, and another part of me wants to believe that having her here would give us one last chance to make things right between us. And the truth is, she’s got nowhere else to go.” Ben certainly wasn’t about to take her in.


Mark sighed. “She’s got Paul.”


“He’s not family,” I said. “He’s someone she pays.”


He opened his mouth to say something more, then seemed to change his mind.


“Isn’t this what family does? Or is supposed to do, anyway?” I asked. “Take care of each other?” My husband had grown up in a big, loving Irish Catholic family from Connecticut; I looked to him to teach me how normal families ought to work. Our own marriage and family life was a beautiful but careful dance we did, with me following his lead.


“Yeah,” Mark agreed. “It is. But your family situation is… unique.”


“If by unique you mean my mother was incredibly fucked-up at times, then yeah,” I agreed. I reached up over my shoulder and touched my back.


He knew what was hiding under my warm wool sweater: the tangled network of scars I kept carefully hidden, wearing T-shirts at the beach. My brother, Ben, had similar scars on his own back, likewise my mother’s handiwork. Ben, like me, had kept his scars carefully concealed. We’d never discussed it. Maybe that was our way of surviving with her: to pretend everything was normal.


When I became pregnant with Izzy, I cried and cried, told Mark I was terrified to be a mother; it was almost as if I’d been waiting my whole life for my own craziness to come creeping in.


“That’s not going to happen,” Mark had promised. “You are not your mother.”


I had nightmares about it, though. Dreams in which I went sneaking into my daughter’s room to whisper terrible things to her, to cut designs into her back with the point of a blade. I’d wake up in a cold sweat, terrified.


Whenever the girls caught glimpses of my back—I’d worked hard to avoid revealing it to them—I told them I’d been in an accident as a child.


I’m a gifted liar.


Maybe it was the reality of those scars on my back, but I felt apprehension blooming inside me like a dark flower. “It’s a terrible idea, isn’t it? I should call my mother right now and say no.”


Mark took in a deep breath and held it. Then he looked at me with such love, such understanding in those warm brown eyes that I felt my whole body relax. This man knew me better than anyone else.


“Ali, you’ve told me a lot of stories about your mother, some of them just plain horrific. But not all of them were, right? There were some happy memories too. Like the scavenger hunts? The silly riddles? The art lessons?”


“That was all before my father died, before—”


“I know. I’m just saying that the person you remember, the one who was good and kind and made you fall in love with art, she’s still in there somewhere.”


I wanted to argue, but he was right. Hadn’t I seen a trace of her in that hospital room?


“I worry that if you say no, she might die without you two resolving your issues. You’ve been given this one final chance to process everything that happened between you, to make peace with it. I don’t want you to have any regrets.”


I looked at my sweet, always glass-half-full husband. Was it really possible? To make peace?


“This isn’t one of your Hallmark movies, Mark. This woman isn’t going to come breezing in and see the true meaning of family just in time for Christmas.”


He laughed. “I know. But she’s your mother, Ali. And it’s her dying wish. She wants to make things right before she goes. Don’t you think we should give her the chance to do that?”


“What about the girls?” I asked. “What will it be like for them to have a sick old woman they hardly know dying in their house? A woman who, let’s face it, can be pretty frightening even in the best of health?”


Mark thought a minute, stared down into his mug of tea. “It’s true that the girls hardly know their grandmother. It would be a gift for them to spend this time with her. Think about it, Ali. My parents are gone. Your father died when you were young. Your mother is the only grandparent they have left. And I think having her here will not only let them get to know her, but teach them an important lesson about forgiveness. That this is what we do with the people we love—we take care of them no matter what.”
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