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Deborah Cummins (1949–2023)


This memoir reflects the love, caring, and devotion that Deborah bestowed on her loved ones. My Barnie’s unique strength of character and unselfishness radiates throughout this beautiful narration of a heartbreaking journey.


—Robert Cummins









Give sorrow words; the grief


that does not speak, whispers the


o’er-fraught heart, and bids it break.


—William Shakespeare













PREFACE





On a sunny July morning, half a continent away from where I lived, my brother’s obituary was being written.


Joseph Anton Bolda Jr. Born February 25, 1962. Died July 9, 2007.


Dates. The easy bits. And the matter-of-fact inclusion of his survivors, of which I was one, as were my parents, my sister, Joe’s wife, his two young children.


Education also merited a mention: Shadow Mountain High School and Northern Arizona University. Though not requisite but so noted were a few high marks of a career “in the wine business,” the pursued interests in skiing, hiking, and biking, and a love of the outdoors, mountains, and the Arizona desert.


None of which tells the whole story of a son, brother, husband, father. A life compressed into a newspaper’s single paragraph.
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Death is an everyday occurrence . . . until, of course, it happens to someone you love.


It is a day that separates itself off like an errant cell breaking away, up to no good. A day forevermore attached to the irrevocable. Naturally, memory-worthy dates preface it: dates of first symptoms, early exams and scans, and a doctor’s initial warnings preceding a diagnosis of liver failure. Dates followed later by attempts to fill in the blanks, of countless, it seems, beginnings and endings.


A death is a survivor’s beginning, though she may not recognize it yet. With a death she so yearns to refuse, she must begin again and again to recognize grief is universal, and hers, though intensely individual, is not more extreme, unusual, or special. She must remember there is no going back to a day or date, wondering how, if the smallest thing had been changed, as though it were as simple as mapping in the mind a left rather than a right turn, the ending could’ve been different.
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The day my brother’s life ended, my journey began. As a survivor. And as a maker with words, a reluctant examiner.















I

THE LAST OF THE BEFORE


















The Last of the Before





Rather than beginning at the end or going back to the beginning, let me start here.


Rome. A warm Sunday morning in late April 2007. A woman, a solo traveler, sits at an outdoor table at the Bar Marzio. She’s snagged a ringside seat on the Piazza di Santa Maria de Trastevere. At her fingertips, a drained cappuccino, the flaky remains of a cornetto in its waxy paper sleeve, the Herald Tribune she’s not yet opened.


She looks up from her spiral notebook just as the campanile bells of Santa Maria toll out the commencement of Sunday Mass. Opposite her, beyond the scallop-rimmed fountain splashing its water into a deep basin, a man in a suit trots up the wide stone steps, yanks open the cathedral doors, a toddler tucked under one arm. Over the cobbles, a pair of vendors bump their carts and wheeled suitcases laden with scarves and made-in-China jewelry of “authentic” Etruscan design they’ll soon hawk on a bridge crossing the Tiber. A middle-aged Italian woman, a fashionably dressed bella figura precariously perched on stilettos, hurries past, pushing a stroller in which her bambino gums a fat wedge of pizza. Two teenage girls, shrugging off their backpacks, slump onto the fountain steps and pass a cigarette between them. Across the piazza, the green shutters of a top-floor window bang open. A bare-chested man leans out, hoists his hands in what can seem like a bottomless reservoir of insulting Italian gestures, and shouts down to the soccer-playing boys using his double wooden door as their goal. They laugh and give the ball a last kick, a loud resounding thud.


All of this is duly noted and recorded as the woman at Bar Marzio, pencil in hand, again bends over her notebook.
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I am that woman. Or, rather, was.


The present tense is tempting, as though time had not yet been cemented into the hard-and-fast past. An attempt, perhaps, to distance, remove, and maybe even absolve myself.


So let me be clear: I was that woman. Having an unusually commitment-free spring, I’d come to Rome to stay in an apartment my husband, Bob, and I had rented previously. I was solo for a couple of weeks before he arrived and we’d head to Umbria.


As a solitary woman traveler of late middle age, I’d already learned I was largely invisible except—but only slightly—to the waiter who plunked down a fresh cappuccino with his customary brusqueness and a mere “Signora” acknowledgment . . . after he had heard my “Ancora” as I tapped my finger against my empty cup. If not invisible, I could have been anyone. Even, possibly, a woman open to reinvention.


Beside me, chairs scraped back as a young American couple in athletic shoes and baseball caps took the last available table.


“It’s such a beautiful day. I say we do the Palatine Hill and maybe the Colosseum. We can save the museum for a rainy afternoon.”


“So does that mean you’re wishing for rain, my dear?” the woman said, as she removed her hat and shook her long hair loose. Reaching up to scrape it back into a fresh ponytail, she looked my way but quickly turned back to the menu card. However, not before I saw in her expression a look of, what, sympathy? As though I was not alone by choice?


Hunkered over a map spread atop their small table, they went about planning their day’s itinerary. I already knew where I was heading, my decision having no impact, being of no consequence to anyone else. I’d leave Bar Marzio, cross Ponte Sisto, and see where my footsteps led. Perhaps I’d turn onto Via Giulia and pass beneath Michelangelo’s arch dripping with wisteria. Eschewing the map I carried in my tote, I’d follow the advice of writer Anthony Doerr—“You find your way through a place by getting lost in it.”—and surrender myself to the warren of narrow streets winding through the centro storico near Piazza Navona, small vicoli that defied the inner GPS instincts of a woman reared on her native Chicago’s gridded street logic.


But I cannot say with any factual certainty where my footsteps led that afternoon. As has been too often the case, my journal as an aid to that time period’s reconstruction is of little help. Where I wound up, I can no longer recall. I’m pretty certain it wasn’t at the Roman Forum, which had become familiar ground for me, and where, if given the choice and having the gift of time, I knew not to head with a busy weekend’s heaving press of people snaking up the Via Sacra toward the Colosseum. Throngs of antenna-toting tour guides and folks hoisting cameras, seeming not so much to situate themselves in the continuum of time but outside the flow of it, took photos against memorable backdrops, perhaps for a Facebook post that announced, “I am here.” Or on some future day would proclaim to a viewer, “I was here.” The proof, even if downloaded, copied, and saved, would likely not, given our digitalized age, make it into any tattered family albums and would become lost, like ashes carried away by wind and current.


In Rome, I’d already learned that the past seems ever-present. It’s just outside the door, within easy reach. It resides in the temple fragments and columns, dwells at the bottom of the ruts on Via Sacra, exhales from the holes of the Colosseum’s walls where white marble slabs once hung, crouches in the dark gaps between the ancient stones of the streets I was headed for. A historical past that is known, interpreted, passed on . . . a past capable of being vividly imagined but not open to being amended or altered.


At Bar Marzio, on that morning I’d chosen to start, in a willed effort, to savor the present, I had picked up my notebook to record what I observed in the piazza. It’s likely, too, that in contemplating time as Rome insisted I do, bits of the past rose up like flotsam riding a current. But mostly, and my notebook attests to it, I mused about the future. Almost recklessly foolish, I indulged in speculating how, by being alone voluntarily, I was somehow practicing for the future, for a possible future without Bob, which, given our fifteen-year age difference, a seemingly helpful insurance agent referring to actuarial tables had recently encouraged me to consider. But to entertain that by sitting alone, contemplating time, I could somehow prepare for such loss, or worse, practice for it? As if such a thing were possible, like breaking in a new pair of shoes or trying on a jacket to check the fit?


As I bent over my notebook, the American couple folded up their maps, having agreed to head to the Spanish Steps. Within the quiet of an inner dialogue in which I might raise the question So where shall we go today? the silent absence of a response resounded. So perhaps it was then I projected, So maybe this is how it might be or maybe even will be? Perhaps to the couple, particularly the woman, who seemed unable to stop fiddling with her hair, I appeared as a late-middle-aged woman, comfortable and confident, having no need for a map, who requested her check—“Il conto, per favore”—with accomplished pronunciation and inflection; who had no mistakes she had to cop to and no need to examine her past; and who offered no clue she was precariously balanced between the exhilaration of being without obligation to anyone else in her day’s decisions and terrified by such absence.


All easy to pull off with the knowledge that Bob would join me in a few days.


I started with a Sunday morning at Bar Marzio because I had been so foolishly naive to think, even if momentarily, that I can rehearse and experience loss preemptively, as if there’s such a thing as anticipatory grief.


I had yet to fully recognize that the kind of loss I was contemplating was not something merely bumped into in the dark and then I could go back to sleep. It was the real deal to wake up to again and again.


And when it comes, grief is never what it’s imagined to be.













A Day in May





My suitcase was still parked by the front door. I’d yet to shuffle through the mail piled on the kitchen counter. But I was already on the phone with, surprisingly, my brother’s sister-in-law, Jenna.


I could barely summon a picture of her—long brown hair and a little pudgy? Vaguely, I remembered her from my brother’s wedding in Phoenix nearly fourteen years before, her smile almost permanently affixed. She was the kind of person who, I imagined, hitched a conga line of exclamation points to nearly every sentence of an email. How did she get my number? Did anyone on my family’s distant Arizona home turf know she planned to call?


Jenna launched right in. “I’m worried about Joe. I think you need to call him. Maybe he’ll listen to you.”


“What’s going on?”


“He’s bad. Really bad. He’s lost more weight.”


“But he seemed to be doing better when I talked to him before my trip,” I said, as if Jenna, a near stranger, would know I’d been away. “And he looked good in February when I was out there.”


That was indisputable, wasn’t it? Someone with a serious liver problem would surely have looked worse.


“Oh, that. It was all a show for you. Trust me. The haircut. The fact that he’d shaved. I don’t think he’s gotten his hair cut since. He looks terrible. It’s like he doesn’t care anymore.”


Holding the phone to my ear, I moved into the living room. Sunlight streamed through our large front window. Just outside, azaleas were almost punishingly bright with bloom.


“What do the doctors say?”


“I’m not sure he’s even following up with them. He refused to go to the last appointment with the specialist.”


So it had come to this. I was getting new, important information from a woman I barely knew. “Jenna, where is Joe now?”


For months my brother had been shuttling back and forth between his house in Phoenix and my parents’ in the Prescott foothills where, over the winter, even my father had finally acknowledged that Joe’s illness had become more serious. I’d also learned then that my brother’s marriage was in trouble.


Jenna said, “He’s back at home, with my sister and the kids. But I don’t think that’s working out so well. You know how my sister can be.”


Actually, I didn’t. Not really. Over the years, by mutual design, my sister-in-law Carol and I had seemed to ensure our paths seldom crossed.


“Honestly, being at home may not be the best thing for him right now. I really think it would help if he got away for a while. Maybe you can get him to come up to Chicago for a visit. I know you’ve offered.”


In the past few months, I’d extended many invitations to my brother. Now that he was no longer able to work, I’d even sent him a check for an airplane ticket and made inquiry at a small residential hotel just a few blocks away.


“That way, you can have some privacy but still be in walking distance of us, the movie theater, the park, and the lakefront. The studios are small but they have kitchenettes.”


If he accepted, this would be the first time in decades we’d be together for any measurable time. It seemed like a chance for him to rest, get stronger, and, far from Phoenix, gain a different perspective. Somehow, here, on my turf, doing ordinary things—Had we ever as adults just gone to a movie together?—there’d be greater clarity, better answers. And, yes, I, the Fixer, could make a difference.


Instead, since my last trip to Arizona in early February, there’d been phone conversations . . . long calls to my parents’ house in Prescott where he’d lived for several weeks, whether voluntarily or forced to depended on who was doing the telling. When Joe was asked the question, he said, “Oh, it’s like a roller coaster. One day she loves me, the next day she wants me out.”


On these phone calls, I was never sure who the “real” Joe was. Was he the clear and alert one, almost cheerful and hopeful, as he’d been in February, admitting that he was getting better and now it was a matter of seeing the docs, taking his meds, sticking to a low-fat diet, watching his intake of protein, and not drinking? Or was he the muted voice I struggled to hear, the rambling sentences and the unfinished thoughts, which, I later learned, meant his ammonia levels had probably spiked?


From my seat at the window, I looked up. Bob had entered the living room, car keys in hand.


About to leave for the grocery store, he asked, “Everything okay?”


Nodding, I motioned for him to go on ahead. I’d fill him in later on what wasn’t okay, like Jenna now saying, “Deb, this is different. Joe is getting weaker. It’s like . . . I don’t know . . . he’s giving up. I don’t think he’s listening to any of us, not even the doctors.” She sounded like she was choking back tears. “I’m afraid. I’m really afraid for him.”


My suitcases were still at the door, on the threshold, just sitting there, unattended, looking unclaimed. Coming upon them, it would be unclear if someone was on her way in or out, leaving or returning, a journey ended or about to begin. But Jenna’s phone call was making it clear that a beginning point for serious concerns was well past, and I had yet to play catch-up.


Secure in my carry-on was my journal I’d written in while away—penciled musings about permanence and impermanence, the beginning of an essay about the many ways Rome messed with my notions of time, and copious notes pertaining to place—essential, I’d thought, for work I’d recently started and was envisioning as my next book. I’d even gone into elaborate detail describing how, in a restaurant one hot afternoon, I’d observed another solo diner at lunch, a sixty-something Italian man who, in spite of the temperature and without a bead of sweat, wore a wool tweed jacket and silk tie while meticulously peeling and eating a banana with a fork and knife. But within all those pages, among so many words, there was scant mention of Joe.


The indictment was clear. The evidence rested with my note-taking, my recollected musings. While away in Italy, I hadn’t thought much about him.
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Joe was only nine when my parents, surprising everyone, hauled him and my sister, Chris, cross-country in their sudden move to Arizona. Newly out of college, with my first job and a shared apartment in the city and lacking any desire to uproot to the distant Southwest desert, I stayed behind.


In the years that followed, Joe and I pursued separate paths, the distances between us increasingly untraversed. Until the past few months, we’d seldom spoken at such great length on the phone. Our estrangement was a kind of mutual, self-inflicted indifference. But even without frequent and direct communication or correspondence—Carol signed all holiday and birthday cards and tried to make Joe’s signature look different from hers, as if anyone would be fooled—I knew that he, my little brother Joey, was in the world. I needed to know he was here, on the same planet, of this life, even if separate and apart, a physical presence with clamor in his head, blood pumping in his veins, all brain synapses firing.


And I must’ve believed—Why not?—that some future possibility was still out there, some circumstance or event in which we might be propelled to seek common ground, to find some crossing points, to bridge distances created by time, geography, and neglect, by years of indifference and our radically different views, particularly in politics and faith. It hadn’t helped that Carol and I shared a mutual disregard, even with only minimal exposure, that seemed to intensify over the years. It did little to explain and clear away the evidence.


I’d offered my sick brother a place to stay and opened my wallet. But just as easily I’d flown to Rome and left behind my good intentions, as though they rested at the bottom of a packed bag I’d forgotten to take along. Worse, I’d swerved from a newly attempted attentiveness to near disregard. Walking those streets in Rome, I was the selfish, globe-trotting sister.


Had the trip occurred at some later date in whatever time I had no need yet to identify as “after,” what words would have filled my journal’s pages? Surely, I wouldn’t have needed the ruins of an ancient city to trigger thoughts about transience or redefine fragility and ephemeral. Perhaps instead of just hoisting my camera and taking photographs of Rome, I’d have carried some photos with me.


Like the one of Joe on the back porch swing at my parents’ house in Prescott, a photo I was told later was taken in January 2007, less than two months before Joe’s forty-fifth birthday. Unposed and seemingly oblivious of the camera pointed at him, he’d been captured in silhouette, looking out to the scrub-covered hills that extended beyond my parents’ yard, his cheekbones angular, pronounced, the skin across them taut, his cheeks hollowed out, much of his hair gone gray. He was an aged and aging man, with the face of someone living with and within pain, whose body had likely been lobbing warning signs for a lot longer than he’d let on. Who, in this photograph, revealed the barest hint of resignation, not the defiance he showed later, inexplicably refusing to see the specialist in spite of our urging, a resistance that was perhaps his last act of independence, of ambition and intention.


That I didn’t come to possess this photograph until months after my Italian trip didn’t let me off the hook. I could’ve slipped into my suitcase the photograph I took in early February when I’d asked my parents and Joe to pose together at the entrance of the Hermosa Inn where, on the initial afternoon of my visit to Arizona, we’d all met for lunch. It was the first time I’d seen my brother in nearly a year. And, having only heard about his illness, having his appearance described to me but without any verifying images, I had no idea what to expect.


Slowly, as though attempting to camouflage any pain or discomfort, he unfolded himself from his little Mazda as my parents and I waited. How relieved I felt, seeing, mostly, the brother I knew—thinner certainly, but his skin more tan-looking than jaundiced yellow, his cheeks fleshed out a bit, his hair looking newly trimmed and freshly washed. He wore jeans and a black, zip-neck shirt he’d obviously taken some care in choosing.


“Hey, Sis.” He cracked a big smile as I stepped forward and stood on tiptoes to embrace him. He responded with one of his quick, hard hugs in which it had always felt that, without much effort, he was about to lift me off my feet. But none of that now.


Briefly, beneath my encircling hands, I felt his shoulder bones jutting from his back. Staggered by how vulnerable and unprotected he seemed, I took a step away. My hands now clasped his upper arms. Reluctant to let him go, I wanted to anchor him in place, to try to cement in my mind’s eye a glimpse of the fit young man he’d been not so long ago—the marathon runner, skier, hiker of mountain and desert still surfacing in spite of his wedding band dangling from a silver chain around his neck. Though symbolic of his troubled marriage, it was mostly the slipping-off-the-finger result of significant weight loss.


“Let me get a picture,” I said, urging Joe and my parents to pose.


“Now? Here?” my father asked.


“Yes, now. Right now. Over by the entrance.”


A photograph that had to be taken that instant, as though time itself were unstoppered, running out, with opportunities draining away. And yet, of the photograph that resulted with the three of them backdropped against a blossoming prickly pear and a tangle of bright-pink bougainvillea spilling over an adobe-like wall, my brother posed between my parents, all three of them grinning, it looked as if this were any occasion, as if in the months ahead, there’d be plenty of time for more memorializing of the picture-taking kind. Not once did I think, This is the last time we will do this. It never entered my mind.


Perhaps my sudden, urgent need to hoist my camera had also been a wish to record the evidence and bolster my relief. Here was proof Joe had turned a corner, was on the right track. And, not so incidentally, proof that I, the picture-taker, had traveled to Arizona specifically to see him. The good sister checking things out . . . before skipping off to Rome.


Listening to Jenna, I’d taken a seat overlooking our small front yard with its thick sprawl of ground cover, unclipped boxwoods and viburnum, an outlier in a neighborhood of well-tended lawns. A sparrow repeatedly poked around in the euonymus and then flew up to a branch of our large black walnut, up and down, again and again, as though attempting to retrieve something lost.


Periodically, Jenna paused, waiting for an interjection, trying to make this more of a dialogue. I felt my face growing hot.


“So, can you call him?” Jenna asked.


“Yes, of course. I can. I will.”


I’d turned my back on the suitcases in the foyer, but the verdict was in.


For all those weeks away, about my brother, I did not remember to remember.













The Facts, Please





After a diagnosis, any of us can go online and gather articles, study statistics, obtain the correct medical terminology, stockpile proper acronyms, view images of our damaged selves, and find the proof that our human bodies are not a total mystery.


A sister half a continent away from her ill brother had secondhand information and whose brother didn’t offer up medical terms or even a specific liver disease diagnosis because . . . why? He didn’t have one? He was in denial? He’d come to rely on his wife or in-laws who accompanied him to appointments and gathered the facts? She could look things up and learn the following . . .


The human liver weighs three pounds. A large, meaty, reddish-brown organ on the right side of the belly, protected by the rib cage, it consists of two large sections: the right and left lobes. The liver’s main jobs are breaking down harmful substances, filtering and removing waste products from the blood, and storing nutrients and vitamins. It also metabolizes drugs, secretes bile, and makes proteins that are important for many functions, including blood clotting. Working with the gallbladder, pancreas, and intestines, the liver helps digest, absorb, and process food. Just as our heart beats, our brain’s synapses fire and snap, and our pupils dilate, all without any need for our willful say-so, the human liver filters, detoxifies, and makes protein. Or, like Joe’s, it doesn’t.


A liver can be damaged in a variety of ways. It can become inflamed, usually due to hepatitis but also by way of allergic reactions, obesity, and heavy drinking. Cirrhosis of the liver, a type of long-term damage, causes permanent scarring. A cirrhotic liver cannot function properly and usually leads to liver failure.


Generally, it’s not known if a liver is damaged until problems get serious. Early symptoms of fatigue, vomiting, diarrhea, and abdominal pain are easily overlooked or point to other causes. Not so easy to ignore or confuse are the later symptoms: jaundice, itching, easy bruising, mental confusion, malnutrition, the abnormal accumulation of fluid in the abdominal cavity known as ascites, and, when indicated by liver panel tests, elevated levels of bilirubin and ammonia in the blood.


Yet these facts didn’t answer all of my questions. They didn’t explain how this happened. They didn’t make clear where to assign blame.
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Later, in the report of the medical examiner, there will be other facts.


“The body is of a normally developed, slightly jaundiced, 5’11”, 150-lb., light-skinned man whose appearance is consistent with the reported age of forty-five years.” It will not include the fact that, at 150 pounds, this man had lost nearly forty pounds, nor will it conclude that his “gray-and-brown scalp hair at 2.5 inches long” suggested he may have needed a haircut.


I will learn that his “natural teeth are present and in good condition,” that his “abdomen is protuberant.” I will read, “The chest is unremarkable.” But I will refuse and I refuse still to think that what beat inside that chest, Joe’s heart, individual and singular, was anything but remarkable.


Of that heart I will learn that “the aorta has slight atherosclerosis,” a condition that, unchecked and possibly worsening, could have contributed to his eventual death had he lived a normal lifespan of another thirty years.


I will read of what is revealed through “serial sections of the cerebrum” and “transverse section of the brainstem” after the skull was sawed open, the brain exposed, lifted out, and sliced in a bright room with instruments clattering against a cold, unforgiving metal table. My brother’s brain, after being hoisted to a hanging scale by a pair of cupped hands, weighed 1,625 grams.


These were facts I never thought I needed to know.


Perhaps I don’t need to know. Maybe too many facts are just that: too many.


And yet these facts are necessary for what was simply laid out in a handy, recognizable Roman-numeral outline. The pathological diagnoses were jaundice, ascites, gallbladder disease, and a collapsed left lung due to fluid with bacterial culture positive for pneumonia. I will learn after consulting a medical dictionary of bacteria from the gut when the liver is no longer filtering properly and prescribed amounts of lactulose no longer help the body absorb toxins.


More simply stated, the cause of death was end-stage cirrhosis due to chronic alcoholism.


The fact I want to refuse. Alcoholism.


Alcohol abuse versus what had surfaced in one of his doctor’s assessment reports: “chronic alcohol use from two decades in the wine and spirits industry.”


Abuse versus use. Words and their meanings that, in the stance I feel I must take, are not separated by too fine a distinction.


Alcoholism. A fact that didn’t square with other facts. How, for example, Joe was not a falling-down drunk. He’d held a series of good jobs, supported his family, ran marathons, and possessed numerous friends.


Small solace resided in the fact that “high-functioning alcoholics” abound. In our workplaces, pews, sports clubs, and families, we rub shoulders with them all the time. Drinkers who deflect, camouflage, and fly under the radar. Who, if not unmasked, seem to do remarkably well for many years, unless, of course, their livers give out.


But at forty-five? Didn’t it take decades to destroy a liver? Wouldn’t there have been more warning signs?
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My mother was certain she had the right facts. She knew where to assign blame.


Not armed with the smallest bit of Internet-sourced information or by way of a question posed to a doctor, she declared, “Rh negative. Bilirubin. All that jaundice. It messed up his liver.”


We’d heard the story for years with its rudimentary elements: my mother Rh negative; Joe, her youngest child, born premature at just four-and-a-half pounds; and the mix-up in the test of blood drawn from the umbilical cord. My mother was Rh positive, not Joe. His tiny body turned bright yellow with jaundice before anyone noted the mistake, his bilirubin levels spiking off the charts, his red blood cells dying, his liver enlarged. What should’ve been a diagnosis of Rh incompatibility was missed. And, once detected, the decision, based on evidence long ago lost, that an exchange blood transfusion would be too risky. Thus, with the modest measures then available, the wait-and-see approach was used.


A tiny preemie grew over the years into a robust man who climbed, skied, biked, and ran.


No reason to give the liver a second look.


No reason to think that a mother, decades later, might be onto something more than wishful thinking.
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For how many years, and having no idea what it meant, did I love the word bilirubin simply for the sound of it? This word had played a key role in my mother’s telling the story of my brother’s birth. This word gave the story and its teller an unmistakable authority. It was a sort of benign-sounding but somewhat exotic word that, using it and having heard it often, somehow stamped our family history and my brother’s survival with something special.


I’d elevated bilirubin beyond its decidedly mundane, if essential, definition as a waste product of the normal breakdown of red blood cells that passed through the liver and was eliminated from the body, high levels of which cause jaundice and almost always point to an improperly working liver. Never did I dream that one day I’d need to know this or that its levels would need to be watched so closely. Nor did I realize that reaching beyond the elements of a family’s near mythical story, I’d search for new facts. I needed to know that Rh disease is a serious condition but less common today due to advanced screening of an Rh-negative mother and her unborn child, minimizing danger. But if Rh disease did occur and a mother’s blood antibodies waged battle against her unborn son’s positive red blood cells, he would still try to compensate by releasing immature red blood cells, which could cause the liver to enlarge, resulting in potential liver damage.


Potential liver damage, to which I insert potential long-term liver damage.
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Sometimes a belief transforms into fact. When, for example, I, like my mother and, increasingly, my father and sister, needed to believe and found it easier and more implication-free to become convinced that rather than possible booze abuse, it was a failure of detection and treatment at Joe’s birth that jump-started my brother’s eventual decline, the ticking time bomb he carried into his strapping adulthood.


Accepted: A compromised liver. A liver predisposed. Rejected: the predisposal toward alcohol abuse within our family history.


Clearly, any undetected at-birth liver damage could not undo or change the ending. But it allowed for predisposition and the possibility of a seemingly sudden onset and its inexplicably rapid trajectory in which recovery options were so quickly and cruelly diminished. A compromised reasoning that saved us—me—from having to accept what I could not. I somewhat ironically adopted an alcoholic’s power of deflection, of shifting the focus away and toward something less painful—yes, my brother drank, but the cards were stacked against him. The kind of relief, perhaps, that comes to the family of a longtime alcohol abuser when, after a medical examiner slices open the stiff body, it’s discovered the cause of death was in fact hypertension.


All deaths must have an official cause by what, forevermore, we’re known to have died from. The dead can do nothing to change it—in some cases, a stamp of guilt or rippling shame.


If only I could strike chronic alcoholism from cause of death. And strike what else I wish I didn’t know: “The body is received in a zippered body pouch secured by evidence seal number 246933.”


It was as if Joe had been an anonymous homicide victim bagged and tagged on the street and not a brother, a son, who’d collapsed at home, died in the shower, his body discovered by his father, the shower still running, the water cold.













A Last Good Time





Driving back to Prescott from Flagstaff one winter afternoon three years before Joe’s death, he and I had come down out of the mountains and foothills on a long flat stretch of highway crossing a scrubby, open semi-desert landscape that did little to hold my attention. I better appreciated the expansive sky, the way, in a stiffening wind, the massing clouds swiftly passed overhead, although it seemed as if the sun were in passage, ducking in and out of the clouds, alternately plunging the road ahead from bright light into deep shadow.


Up in Flagstaff, our father was being treated for a staph infection in his spine, likely the result of an open hand wound that had not been cleaned properly after he’d worked in the yard. Not until he could barely walk or move his neck had he sought treatment, soliciting a neighbor to drive him to the emergency room. From there, his condition so severe, he was airlifted to a Flagstaff hospital for immediate surgery. Meanwhile, my mother, less than two years after her life-altering stroke, was recovering at home from a cracked pelvis. She’d fallen when one of the legs of her metal walker got tangled in a throw rug that she insisted on keeping at the kitchen sink. I was between teaching gigs and able to fly out, unlike my sister, Chris, who’d just started a new job where she lived in Wisconsin and had a young son at home. Each day, I drove up to Flagstaff to see Dad, consult with doctors, and then headed back to Prescott to care for my mother. One afternoon, Joe came up from Phoenix to join me.


He was sitting in the passenger seat, his near six-foot frame accommodated by my small rental car only if the seat was fully pushed back. He wore a black, puffy down vest over a red flannel shirt. When he’d arrived at my parents’ house, I’d been surprised by his weight gain. His face was uncharacteristically round and full. He had a gut. His running days, I’d long ago surmised, were over. Also abandoned was the vegetarian diet he and Carol had pursued for many years with the fervor of converts.


I’d already been filled in, if somewhat vaguely, about his recent embrace of a church, its denomination unknown to me, but clearly of some fundamentalist or evangelical stripe.


“What’s up with that?” I’d asked my father in prior phone calls.


“It’s some church that Carol got involved with.”


No surprise there. As with their previous dietary habits and exercise regimens, my sister-in-law’s fingerprints were all over this.


“It has a private Christian school and that’s where Matt is going. Or I guess you’d call it that, if junior kindergarten means you’re in school. It’s sure expensive, though.”


“Is Joe actually going to church, too?”


“Yep. And whenever he comes up, he brings some pamphlets for me to read.”


This was a first. Joe, best I knew, had never gone to church services, not even back in Illinois. By the time he came along, our devoutly raised Catholic father had long before abandoned his churchgoing, and my mother, with just a glancing exposure to Presbyterianism at an early age, didn’t press it. Unlike my sister and me, Joe hadn’t been subjected to meatless Fridays, confessional Saturdays, long hours of catechism class, drills, and rote memorizations requisite to marching down the aisle of St. Jude the Apostle for First Holy Communion.


But now, surprisingly, here he was: a believer, a tither.


Bad enough that so much evangelicalism had inserted itself front and center in recent national politics, with many of its followers swearing to be ardent upholders of the US Constitution while ignoring those pesky parts about the separation of church and state. Or that for some time Joe had obtained his staunchly held political views via his in-laws, who were as seemingly devout to Fox News as any religion. All this was quite removed from our blue-collar, solidly Democratic roots in Chicago where, for years, during Richard Daley’s reign, our grandfather had been a precinct captain. And where, even without campaign signs hammered into our lawn, no one ever had to ask my parents who they voted for, nor our family’s electricians, carpenters, and millworkers.


At least on our afternoon drive, I didn’t feel the need to wonder how Joe felt about the proliferation of climate change deniers. For all his newfound faith in a sinner’s redemptive promise of a hereafter, it was hard to imagine he’d sanctioned the neglect of this world, an absence of stewardship that seemed to suggest it was okay to use up all the trees or allow the ice cap to melt before being whisked up to a better world elsewhere.


But I did wonder what he now newly believed and how it had happened.


For several minutes following our shared impressions about Dad’s progress and what the doctors had reported to us, and after our somewhat aimless conversational drift, we’d fallen into an uncomfortable silence.


“So,” I ventured at last, “I understand Matt’s going to a new school.”


After Joe extolled its many virtues, I asked, “And you’re going to church?”


As my brother began describing and explaining, but, other than the repeated inclusion of the word Christian, failing to provide me with something on which I might hang a label, I recognized I was in foreign territory. How did a man who’d never struck me as someone with an “examined life” get to this place? How did someone like Joe achieve conversion? What had to be embraced; what, perhaps from the front of the church, hands raised, had to be pledged? What had to be copped to in order to become—my brother’s term—a “true Christian”? Were there stepped programs or a ranking of virtues or sins, like a Catholic’s distinguishing between venial and mortal?


In my brother’s church, what was forbidden? Could the kids still dance? Was Harry Potter banned from the school library? Had Elmo been excluded from its video offerings? Did his church adhere to the belief that homosexuality was nothing more than “sexual deviance”? I didn’t wonder at the time about what such questions said about me, my lack of understanding, and intolerance. Among his fellow churchgoers, there surely were productive citizens and good parents, folks who, like my brother and like me, pushed carts down grocery aisles, cheered sons and daughters from the sidelines, and erupted into smiles at a stranger’s kindness. And who, not so incidentally, cheated on their spouses. Or gambled. Or drank.


As though reading my mind, Joe said, “My pastor knows about my job.” At the time, his job was as a top-producing wine salesman. “And he’s okay with it.”


Meaning what? I didn’t, but maybe should’ve, asked.


As we sped along, closing in on Prescott, the odometer was toting up the miles. But time felt stalled, like the sun behind mountains when you’re waiting for sunrise.


“I’m on our church’s landscape committee,” my brother said. “We have a lot of work to do. The building’s new, and there’s not much planted around it.”


I imagined a gravelly patch, a newly striped parking lot, a small church with bright light and rows of pews, stacks of hymnals, and the walls unadorned except for a crucifix.


“So who put you on to this place?” I asked. “Carol? Her parents?”


His in-laws, Joe conceded, were still devout Catholics. “But,” he added, “they’re happy for us. They understand our beliefs.” And yes, it was Carol’s idea to check out this church after she’d learned about it from a gym friend who, like her, was upset over public school policies and had begun to explore opportunities other than homeschool.


Making it clear that he’d not been coerced, but his upper body seeming to tense up as though bracing for a fight, Joe declared, “I know I’ve come to the right place, Deb.” And he added, “I pray every day.”


It could’ve stopped there. It had become clear that interrogations were not welcome, no matter how polite and well-intentioned, which, perhaps, mine were not.


“Do you read the Bible?” I asked.


“Of course.”


I confess: I don’t know my Bible.


Still, I asked, “And you think everything in it is fact? What about its conflicting messages?”


I glanced over. He’d bowed his head, his attention seemingly riveted on his black vest’s zipper. Was this when I noted, or am I just remembering now, how his leg had been jittering nearly the whole ride back, like that of a fidgety kid who has to use the toilet or a man eager to reach for something he needed badly?


“What are you asking me, Deb?”


What was I asking? What did I want from this conversation? Was I trying to make it into an argument, a debate I felt confident I could win? If so, to what end? Couldn’t I have tried being happy for him and left it at that?


I’d long before this stopped noting the landscape we were passing through. I now stared straight ahead. Joe, too, was keeping his eyes on the road, as though vigilant, my driving no longer to be trusted.


“You’ve mentioned salvation several times,” I said.


“Yes. I do believe I’ll be saved.”


“I don’t really know what that means. Saved from what?”


He offered no explanation. I took the plunge. “You can’t mean . . . What I mean is, if the end, the whatever you call it”—I stumbled over the words—“the rapture? End time? If that occurred, you’d be saved, and I would not?”


“Yeah.”


“Like right at this minute, in this car?”


“Probably.”


“Oh.”


Up ahead, a long, straight stretch of road bisected the desert, and though the terrain on either side had looked nearly identical with its scrubby shrubs and yucca, it suddenly seemed as if some kind of before-and-after demarcation had taken place. As Joe and I sat in silence, I had flashes of the pavement suddenly buckling, splitting open, my car being swallowed up, sucked into a pit of flames. Or would there be a bright flash, a bolt from overhead, smoldering ash floating down, flames and destruction all around, and, next to me, just a few shredded pieces of my brother’s vest, perhaps his singed Nikes, all that remained after he’d been whisked skyward?


My brother? A possible end-timer? Or, in the more common political parlance I was familiar with, one of those kooks or nuts? He’d been going to this church less than a year. How had this happened?


While our common interests, few as they’d often seemed in recent years, usually intersected over talk of wine and good restaurants, I’d long believed Joe and I still shared an appreciation of the natural world and the wild things that resided there. My brother, who studied forestry at NAU in Flagstaff before dropping out his sophomore year and who, had he continued, might’ve pursued a path to help nurture and restore the wild. Best I knew, he still cared about such things. Maybe one day, besides agreeing on a good vintage of California pinot noir, he and I would take a long walk together, open ourselves to some part of the world no human hand had made, feel sunlight press its warmth on our backs, and admire a sunset that required no sermon or choir. Our only certainty would be that a creative power was at the heart of things. Our shared prayer would possibly be three lines from Navajo poet Luci Tapahonso: “Bless me hills / this clear golden morning / for I am passing through again.”


Instead, driving the road that did not buckle, beneath a sky that in its bright blue and billowing nimbus suggested no malice, we were traveling where I no longer wished to go. I kept my mouth shut. It was my brother who got in the last word.


“Deb, I hope you’ll respect my belief.”
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In the years that followed, Joe and I never made reference to that afternoon, not even during our many long-distance phone conversations in his last months, when I’m sure that, though he believed in an afterlife, he’d not lost hope of living in this life. I didn’t ask him if he was still a member of the same church. He never allowed, at least not to me, that his illness was a part of “God’s plan.” I’m not sure how I’d have responded if he had. Though his pronouncements may have been fewer and more toned down, faith, I believe, was still a comfort to him.


Still, our exchange on that afternoon drive years before Joe’s diagnosis was something I’d not been able to forget. For me, it had become a sort of fulcrum, a pivot point in our relationship. Perhaps too conveniently, I made of it a wedge, a way to justify our growing estrangement I did little to change. I allowed the differences between us, as exemplified by our exchange in the car, to somehow absolve me of my failure to attempt bridging the gap between us.


Perhaps our conversation—particularly the “end-time” moment—belongs to the category of memories, and their stories we choose not to excavate, preferring to leave them belowground, untended, and out of sight, the way in Rome certain excavations are sometimes not undertaken for fear of damage to existing structures, to the seemingly functional surface of things. But then, unexpectedly, a relic may be unearthed, like a significant first-century mosaic tile that halts progress on Rome’s decades-long project to extend an underground Metro line. Or, much more mundanely, a family’s relic surfaces, like the old, empty cigar box collaged with clipped magazine photos, one of the little family gifts I made one Christmas decades ago when I was a broke college student. A relic that somehow on the last night of my visit to Arizona in February wound up at the center of the kitchen table. An object I had forgotten about, had no idea still existed, was even embarrassed that it had been kept and significance still attached to such a crude and amateurish effort. Yet there it was, inexplicably hauled into the light the last time I was with Joe, though I did not know that then.


My parents, Joe, Chris, and I were sitting at the kitchen table after dinner. A clutter of empty take-out Chinese food boxes littered the counters. We’d come inside to eat after a couple of lazy hours lounging on the patio. Present all afternoon had been the unspoken and unrecognized—my brother’s illness, his and Carol’s estrangement, and the shaky ground beneath both. Also in attendance was resentment and recrimination, including mine toward Carol and in spite of my not knowing what she may have been through, the probable frustrations with my notoriously passive brother, though his passivity had surely for many years served as a welcome yin to her yang.


As dusk approached, someone switched on the overhead light fixture shaped like a wooden wagon wheel. Somewhere—on a placemat, a calendar, a wall plaque—an emblem of a bright-red apple gleamed. Conversation was winding down as the inevitable goodbyes of my last night waited in the wings. Then somehow the cigar box was introduced, and, as though they were somehow tethered, it prompted us to retreat to the safest of memories . . . those couple of summer weeks we had spent at my uncle’s cottage in Michigan during much of my childhood, the only vacations our family ever took.


Suddenly, we pivoted to shared stories. First, how my somewhat dark and exotic, half-Italian “bad boy” cousins, Bobby and Timmy, brothers who were forever losing or breaking something, managed to disengage a stalling outboard on their father’s new boat only to watch it sink out of sight. In another, Dad reminded us how he and his fishing buddies had been caught in a skiff by a sudden storm on Lake Michigan far from the Saugatuck breakwater.


We invoked the strenuous hikes up Mount Baldy in ankle-deep sand, the seemingly obligatory visit to Dutch Village in nearby Holland, Michigan, where, ignoring the sad kitschiness of it, we wiggled our feet into clunky wooden shoes to be photographed in front of a windmill, as though it were the Eighth Wonder of the World.


We relived the stomach-lurching dune buggy rides and the summer’s first taste of fried lake perch. Ordinary times that with summoned choruses of “Do you remember . . .?” and “Who could forget . . .?” transformed them into the extraordinary.


The heavy, laden air snapped and crackled with energy. We thumbed our noses at whatever lurked in the corners. We unshackled our hands from the yoke of time to brush a thin layer of mythmaking veneer onto the commonplace. Spanning gulfs of time and distance and divergent paths, we reminded ourselves, “Yes, we were once a happy family. Here is proof.”


We retreated to a shared past when Joey hadn’t been born yet or was a mere toddler. We had to fill in some of the blanks for him, in stories that were now his to pass on, although, unbeknownst to us, for too short a time. Sitting at the table where the cigar box, like a repository, reigned, Joe listened, his face bright with his signature crooked smile. A new animation lit up his eyes, an eagerness for another story, for what was yet to come.


Recognizing something I did not want to end, I found myself growing more forcefully exuberant. I willfully extended each remembering or tried to summon a new one with, “Don’t you remember, Dad, how you . . .?” Or “Joe, listen to this. You’ll love this . . .” It was as if I was playing my intended role, how for this alone I’d flown halfway across the country to orchestrate. And that this had all been preplanned, our retreat to a time in our shared past when our family’s youngest couldn’t remember such details but seemed hungry to know them: “Who was Pat? Where was that river? Who drove the boat back, Dad?”


In such telling, we didn’t have to be reminded of, didn’t have to face the unknowable and possibly grim future. We left the future behind. For a couple of hours, we hauled the past into the radiant present. Everything still treatable. Still reparable.













Reading the Sky





In late May 2007, I was a little past midway into what had become an annual journey from Chicago to the Maine island cottage where, for almost a decade, I’d been spending most summers—a nearly 1,300-mile drive that I typically completed solo in just two days. Usually, my driving trips were merely fraught with road construction delays or a serious thunderstorm’s driving rain, neither of which was hampering me as I sped along the New York State Thruway.


Sipping my coffee, fumbling with the radio dials, and eyeing my speedometer, I’d found myself musing on an essay I’d begun the previous month. In it, I’d asked, “When do you know you’re at the beginning of something? Or that something has come to an end?”


I’d gone on to observe that, were I an ancient Roman seeking answers to such questions, I could’ve looked to augury—the divination of omens interpreted by augurs who studied the flights of birds. To them, a flock’s sudden swerve either left or right held meaning. Certain cackles and caws helped signify the will of the gods, as did the pecking patterns of sacred chickens—the fowl that, ancient Roman writer Pliny declared, may have once held “the supreme empire over the empire of the world.”


In ceremonies known as “taking the auspices,” augurs didn’t predict the future but interpreted signs that might foretell the fate of some specific action. A flock of birds turning one way signaled the time to prepare for battle. A turn in the other direction advised postponement, portents that any leader ignored at his peril.


I’m no augur, but I do watch birds.


In Maine, I’d become a devoted observer of crows. At first, I had no choice.


Crows are hard to ignore. They have no respect for property lines or clocks, and they’re loud, especially at dawn. Many mornings, especially in the weeks just after my seasonal arrival in late May, I’m again convinced the island’s entire crow population has convened outside our bedroom windows. I’m not especially convivial before light has fully entered the sky, and I could do with fewer wake-up calls from my feathered friends. I’ve also long wondered just what on earth do crows have to converse about, and so raucously, at such an hour? Still, I’m an admirer. Crows delight and puzzle me as they swagger across our yard, looking like avian sheriffs with holsters buckled to their hip, or from a nearby tree they seem to study my every move in the garden, emitting low, guttural rasps of approval or a clacking-beak reprimand when it appears I’m about to do something stupid.


But absent any augury skills and despite my close observations of crows, I did not know—I couldn’t know—that midway into my drive east, my mother had begun to play a larger role in the unfolding narrative of family illness in far-off Arizona, especially since nothing had hinted at it in February as she sat across from me at a table beneath a wagon wheel light. There had been little reason to suspect that my brother was not the only one with imminent trouble on the horizon. Confident that things were now moving ahead in a positive way, he had shifted his focus to visiting me in Maine instead.


But as an incoming call to my cell phone broke into the peaceful confines of my car, along a route that had become so familiar to me I’ve often claimed I could drive it in my sleep, the focus again shifted.


“Aw, Deb,” my father said, “it’s your mom.”


“What do you mean? Is she okay?” I eased my foot off the gas pedal and slipped into the right lane. Two 18-wheelers barreled past.


“She’s at the hospital. They’re doing more tests.”


“Why? What happened?”


“All day yesterday she kept complaining about her stomach. She said she had pains and couldn’t get comfortable. It got worse last night. I finally called an ambulance.”


How many times had I told my parents to dial 911 at the first sign of trouble? Years before, when my mother had her stroke, she’d apparently been exhibiting symptoms—slurring her words and having trouble raising a spoon of ice cream to her mouth. She went to bed early and she and my father only understood how serious things were at 1:00 a.m. when she woke, tried to get up to pee, and fell to the floor, unable to move her right side.


“They think it’s her heart. Something wrong with a valve.”


“That doesn’t sound good.”


“Yeah, I know.”


But he didn’t know. Though I peppered him with a barrage of questions—“A valve problem, Dad? But what does that mean? Can it be fixed? Will she have to have surgery?”—he had few answers. He had never been the most reliable purveyor of accurate information. Even if he thought he was listening carefully, he was really waiting for the results . . . the plan . . . the action of what-comes-next. What, in their wisdom, the doctors would do next. And how, when it came to issues with Mom, he would fit in. As though he were a walking GPS, he fixated on the route he’d take to the hospital or clinic, the best times of day to travel it, the busy intersections he’d avoid if he could. Other specifics like the medical terminology of a diagnosis or even the names of drugs had never been his strong suit. After a stent procedure in his leg for pulmonary arterial disease, he’d told me the doctor had prescribed Novocain.


“Why on earth would he give you that?”


“Okay, so maybe not Novocain, but it sounds something like that.”


Another time, he’d told me about visiting his neighbor Dick, who’d just returned home from an angiogram—or at least that’s what I inferred from Dad’s description.


“You know, one of those Roto-Rooter things they do to your heart.”


“Is Joe there?” I asked, as I pulled into a rest stop. Clearly, this was not the conversation to be having while humming along at 70 mph on the thruway.


“He’s out. He said he was taking a drive up in the hills.”


“Oh, does he do that often?”


“Pretty often. I think he stops somewhere. He says he goes for long walks.”


That made sense. I could see him out there. Walking. Being in a landscape that spoke to him was as familiar as a Maine island’s shores and wooded trails had become to me. Maybe there was a lake up that way where he and Dad had fished on weekends. Some place of retreat. Or maybe he hiked among the Granite Dells, a place I’d driven through once and had to concede with my jaundiced view of the Arizona landscape that it was indeed quite beautiful. But little of where my brother might go held any specificity for me—places that, in their unfamiliarity, were not merely strange to me, but unknown. Places where he might be drawn, but which I knew nothing about. And the man walking them alone, his collar turned up against the chill of a higher elevation, possibly in need of a shave and a haircut—about him I knew woefully too little.


“So, when Joe gets back, have him call me, okay? Maybe by then, you’ll both know more from the doctor.”


Ironically, just two days before, my phone conversation with Joe had not focused on him. After talking briefly about his most recent doctor appointment and new prescribed diet, he said, “Geez, Deb, you ought to see what Mom eats. It can’t be good for her. Her idea of a salad is some kind of creamy dressing with a few leaves of iceberg lettuce. Yeah, she cooks, but I swear, I think she’d be just as happy with bread and butter. No, make that butter with bread.”


Of course, it’s easy to sling rocks at someone else’s habits or addictions when they’re the very ones we’ve abandoned or kicked. Was there a more righteous crusader for no smoking than the former smoker? From what I’d gathered, Joe’s surprising shift over the years from stringent vegetarianism had carried him all the way to the opposite spectrum, to the red meats and fatty foods that may have contributed to his current health problems. A symptom of general indifference or neglect? The by-product, perhaps, of a busy job, a working spouse, and two kids that tempted him toward the convenience of burgers or even, he’d once sheepishly confessed, Taco Bell. Or the result, perhaps, of his many years in the beverage and hospitality industry, the increasing work-related focus that revolved around food, wine, and dinners out, when reaching for and hoisting a glass of wine took precedence over whatever else, perhaps mindlessly, went into his mouth.


But there had been something else in that phone conversation with Joe. An underlying, unspoken current, revealed, possibly, in a photograph only unearthed much later. Taken by my father, the photo appeared to chronicle life at home back when Joe, becoming more alarmingly ill, lived with them . . . Dad’s idea of a semblance of normalcy. It was a snapshot proof that his youngest child was recovering in the warm embrace of his parents’ kitchen. In it, Joe was at the sink washing lettuce. Mom, propped against her walker, was at the stove. She was making dinner, wearing her bathrobe . . . evidence of what Joe had claimed.


“Mom doesn’t leave the house much. She takes a lot of naps. Many days, she just stays in her robe, or in, you know, one of those things she calls housedresses.”


Evidence of my mother’s tilt toward probable depression that over the past few years she’d refused to acknowledge or do anything about. Evidence of what Dad ignored or had become blind to, although maybe we’d all been complicit in a willful ignorance.


If I’m to be honest with myself, I didn’t just fail to see the signs sitting at a table beneath a wagon wheel light—I looked away. Away from the puffiness in her face, her overall weight gain, the goblet in front of her brimming with red wine. I didn’t question when her chosen form of self-medication had started up again.


Our mother, so good at giving advice, so free to criticize what Dad ate and cite every instance of a diabetic no-no, who thought her annual wellness checks were a “waste of time,” who, after taking prescribed antidepressants for a mere handful of days, tossed them out, saying they did no good and that what she really needed was something for anxiety. Who’d more recently dispensed to Joe some Ambien when he couldn’t sleep, certain that there were no issues of further liver damage, no concerns of toxic interaction with his prescribed meds. All of which, upon learning about this, prompted me to drop any guise of tolerance, and spout, “So, Mom, I must’ve missed it growing up. Whenever it was you got your medical degree.”


But before all this, as if he were an augur, my brother, who fretted over her health, sounding peeved and even angry at times or with deeply heaved sighs, resigned, had read the signs. Maybe it was a matter of his understanding her better than either my sister or I did. Or that he more quickly forgave her any shortcoming. Our mother, with her sorrows, her increasingly protracted life, and negative outlook of recent years, was a burden that pressed down hardest on him, her youngest child. Joe, who, after my parents moved to Arizona when he was only nine, had grown up in a place, a house, a family dynamic so different than mine. And who, clearly, was more linked to his mother in genetic and hereditary ways . . . her youngest child, the preemie, the child she almost lost.


And now, his mother’s emergency in a time of his own scary illness, when he’d have to prop up Dad, too. It was a heavy lift. Possibly even a tipping point?
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Though augury had long gone the way of chariots, I had learned that birds gathering in the skies above the Eternal City still attracted attention with their flight patterns. One early evening, I’d almost concluded a familiar route back to my rented apartment. I’d climbed a series of old stone staircases and walls to stand atop a large, semicircular parapet high on the Janiculum Hill. As usual, my attention was riveted on the view of Rome’s historic center, of myriad rooftops, church domes, bell towers, the remains of the Forum and Colosseum, a view extending to the distant hills studded with umbrella pines black against brittle blue. This time, however, a great massing of starlings high overhead was part of the mix. Joining other observers with their faces tipped skyward, I was mesmerized by how hundreds of starlings coiled, funneled, tumbled, and banked. A true spectacle emerged as they unwound like trailing scarves, and then, suddenly, often with sharp, rapid turns, snapped back together, plunged toward earth, before swerving away, gathered and rising. All synchronous, in admirable, even breathtaking, precision. An aerial ballet choreographed, but by what? How to explain this phenomenon of what, I later read, can top ten thousand birds stretching into quarter-mile bands?
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<«

. . . unputdownable and unforgettable.”
—Andrea Hollander, author of And Now, Nowhere But Here
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