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for my father






One

I pull into the desert town at sunset feeling empty. I felt empty the whole drive from Los Angeles and hoped that my arrival would alleviate the emptiness, so when the emptiness is not alleviated, not even momentarily (all emptiness-alleviators are temporary), I feel emptier.

“Help me not be empty,” I say to god in the Best Western parking lot.

Since I don’t turn to god very often, I feel self-conscious when I do. I’m not sure what I’m allowed to ask for, and I worry that I shouldn’t want the things I want. Are my requests too specific? I should probably ask to simply be happy doing god’s will, though I’ve heard it said that when you’re doing god’s will you feel like you’re flowing with a great river, not against it, so it seems like the happy feeling should just come naturally.

Earlier today, a friend texted me a quote by Kierkegaard: “Life is not a problem to be solved, but a reality to be experienced.”

Ordinarily, I’d do nothing more than mark this kind of text message with a heart, maybe respond with the word yesss, and move on. But because of the low place I’ve been in, I saw the quote as a life raft, as though I were a small version of me adrift in a bowl of milk and the quote was the lone Cheerio I had to grab onto.

Halfway between LA and the desert town, I stopped at a Circle K to pee and get some beef jerky. On the public toilet, I tried to meditate using the Kierkegaard quote as a mantra, but the quote only made me feel worse. I realized that I was doing the exact opposite of what the quote suggested: trying to solve a problem, the problem of me and my mood, rather than just experiencing it. But how do you just experience things?

In addition to the beef jerky (Jack Link’s brand, Sweet & Hot) I bought a large cup of black coffee and two cans of Red Bull Sugarfree—a decision that is now coming back to haunt me in the motel parking lot. Some bad electricity is going down in my nervous system, and I can’t tell what’s caffeine-induced sensitivity and what could be a real physical problem. When I look at the glowing blue WELCOME sign, it appears to be vibrating.

The Best Western is at the edge of town, and beyond it lies nothingness: a desolate stretch of sand and rock, peppered with dead brush, all the way to the hills. I play it fake cool to the dust, casually unloading my black duffel from the trunk. But my hands are trembling.

Am I dying?

This thought triggers an unexpected surge of tenderness, as though I am a child who needs comforting.

In the settling dusk, I try to think of a positive self-affirmation, the kind that one woman I know has written on Post-its stuck to her bathroom mirror (a behavior that makes me judge her as a person, though there’s really nothing wrong with it and I wish I didn’t).

What I come up with is: You have a good reason to be depressed.

The phrase serves as a soothing reminder that my doominess isn’t baseless. I am going to clutch it like a blankie as I move through the gloom—deeper and more alarming than my typical sea levels.

My raison de depression, if I were to convey it briefly in an e-mail, is thus:


Hi!

Five months ago, my father was critically injured in a car accident. Unfortunately, he is still in the ICU. As a result, I am overextended and cannot fulfill your request at this time.

Best,

me



One nice thing about a tragic situation is having an excuse to say no to everything. Nothing says Don’t ask me for shit like ICU. It’s simple, effective, succinct. At the same time, my prevailing compulsion is to recount every stage of the whole ordeal—as though by omission, I’ll fail to convey the prolonged awfulness of the situation, or worse, I’ll lose some of the time in which my father and I have existed on Earth together.

When asked, “How are you?” (never a good question) I keep bursting into monologue: his accident, his broken neck, the aspiration, the sedation, the surgery, the failure to wean off the ventilator, the prolonged unconsciousness, the tracheotomy, the awakening, the bronchoscopy and five-second death, the second death, the Decision, the really awakening, the weaning success, the collar, the sound of his voice, the pneumonia, the falling unconscious again.

Sometimes, mid-monologue, I catch myself calling my father’s tracheal tube a “trach” and his ventilator a “vent”—a breezy familiarity that disgusts me, as though the life-support machines are now my friends. For the sake of narrative clarity, I do my best to organize the flood of events into temporal subheadings like Unconsciousness One and Resuscitation Two.

During the period of Unconsciousness One, my younger sister and I went to visit our father in the ICU most evenings. Through our tears we smiled at the nurses, feeling righteous and kind. What devoted children we were! What bringers of light! From our mouths burbled fountains of I love yous. We could not stop saying it if we tried.

We “tucked him in” each night, reading aloud from Pat the Bunny, The Great Blueness, and other bedtime classics from our faraway past. We sang “Puff the Magic Dragon” and “The Bear Went Over the Mountain,” the ventilator swishing behind us for rhythm.

It is easier to have an intimate relationship with the unconscious than the conscious, the dead than the living. As my father slumbered, I created a fantasy version of him—resurrecting the man from my youth, before his depression set in. I re-entered a world of home-cooked stews, tobacco smells, cozy sweatshirts, plants, and birds; a realm of warmth and worldly cynicism, where I was always on the inside of his sarcasm.

My father is more at ease with children than with adults. At twenty-one, I was surprised to find that I could be a them—displaced beyond the gates of his prickly emotional garden. Now, at forty-one, I told myself a new story: if my father survived, if he awoke and had some kind of meaningful recovery, then I would have the father from my childhood back.

But I am no longer a child.

When my father regained consciousness, he wouldn’t make eye contact with me. I looked at his hands and feet instead. The feet were easy: calluses, freckle on big toe, him. But looking at his left hand was like seeing him naked, like I should have to ask permission first. What was once his dominant hand—his scrawling, gardening, cooking, and hauling hand—now lay limp, with nails overgrown and skin covered in purple blotches. Gently, I took his hand in mine. He allowed me to hold it for a few seconds. Then he pulled away.

“He probably doesn’t know who we are,” said my sister.

But I took it personally, and in the periods of consciousness that followed, I mounted a new campaign to connect with him.

It had taken me years to see clearly that I was not the cause of my father’s depression. Still, I never stopped hoping that I could be an exception to it. Now the accident was a second hurdle to overcome, and I wanted to be the magic daughter. I’d live in that garden once more.

But before I could take root, my father fell unconscious again. This time, I fled to the desert.

I’m here at the Best Western for a week under the pretext of figuring out “the desert section” of my next novel. If I’m honest, I came to escape a feeling—an attempt that’s already going poorly, because unfortunately I’ve brought myself with me, and I see, as the last pink light creeps out to infinity, that I am still the kind of person who makes another person’s coma all about me.






Two

I chose this desert town as the scene of my escape because it’s the fictional home of a cartoon bighorn sheep that enchanted both my father and me in my childhood. Whenever I see the town on a map, just north of the Mojave Preserve and south of Death Valley (in the valley of Death Valley, you might say), it makes me smile.

According to Google, the town now has two non-chain restaurants—a ’50s diner and a Mexican automat—plus a Wendy’s, a Jack in the Box, and other highway fare. There’s a general store and trading post, an alien-themed gift shop, a small Route 66 museum, a dinosaur park, and a Target. There are five motels.

I was pleased to discover online that one of the motels is a Best Western. I love a Best Western, so much so that I’m a rewards member (though I’ve never earned enough points for a free night). It’s an underrated motel—rivaled only by the Holiday Inn in terms of bang for your buck, plus the satisfying in-room comforts you’d find in more upscale hotels: soft sheets, fluffy towels, square lampshades. The Best Western is cozy but anonymous; simple, yet not depressing. Just about the only thing lacking is that they no longer give you the little motel notepad and pen.

Every Best Western lobby has a few unifying design rules, at least as far as I’ve observed, and this Best Western is no different:


	Where wood can be fake, make it fake.

	Where linoleum can be used, use linoleum.

	If a geometric shape can be incorporated into any wall, rug, or floor tile, it’s going in.



My check-in experience has the efficiency I’ve come to expect from a Best Western, coupled with a dash of added warmth that I find soothing, even stimulating, without being claustrophobic. This is thanks to the attention of a woman at the front desk whose name tag reads JETHRA. And Jethra is very much my type.

She is shaped like a ripe tomato. Her BEST WESTERN: BECAUSE WE CARE polo shirt exposes so much wonderful cleavage that it’s hard to believe there’s more breast terrain left to go beneath the shirt. But there they are. Then comes her voluptuous belly.

Jethra’s fake lashes show their glue. Her nose is jolly, mouth wide. To her waist hangs a mass of hair (extensions, I think)—jet black—with half an inch of solid gray showing at the root. This I forgive her immediately, as she looks to be about my age—and I know how hard it is to keep it all together.

Using one very long pink nail as a dispatching tool, Jethra slides a small pile of forms across the fake wood counter that divides us. On her inner wrist is a tattoo with the name VIKTOR, and I wonder whether Viktor is her husband, or an ex-boyfriend, and if she could also possibly be into women (maybe it’s her son).

“Now,” she says. “These are your Grab N’ Go breakfast bag selections sheets.”

She has a throaty accent, something Eastern European–sounding.

“Make sure to fill one out every night and bring back to desk before nine p.m.”

“Okay.”

“Nice breakfast. I don’t want you to miss.”

“I won’t.”

“You get a choice of fruits: apple or orange. Breakfast sandwich I don’t recommend. Kellogg’s cereal with milk better, or bagel with cream cheese. Bagel okay, not great. I’d stick with Kellogg’s. Then a yogurt. You like yogurt?”

I nod.

“Not me,” she says. “I like blueberry muffin instead. It’s a good muffin, if you like blueberry muffin.”

“I like blueberry muffin.”

“Get the muffin.”

“Okay.”

“Maybe you do muffin tomorrow and see how it is. If the next day you don’t feel like muffin? You do granola bar.”

Jethra’s BECAUSE WE CARE shirt doesn’t lie. She really does care. I feel warm inside—like when I get a massage or go to the gynecologist and I know the person is just doing their job, but I can’t help but feel turned on by the attention.

“Room 249,” she says, handing me a key card. “Down the hall and make a left. Wi-Fi password is on key slip. Indoor pool is open twenty-four hours, nice pool. You need extra towels, blanket, sheets, anything, you call desk. Do you like aliens?”

“What?”

“Do you like aliens?”

“Totally,” I say, though I’m really more alien-neutral. “You?”

“I love them. We’re only two hundred miles from Area 51. We get a lot of UFO-seekers; that’s why I asked.”

“Oh—”

“Don’t forget. Grab N’ Go breakfast bag selections sheets by nine.”

I thank her, then make my way down the hall to my room, taking note of the ice machine and vending machines for later. I also pay close attention to the art lining the hallway walls, because this is where every Best Western establishes its individual flavor.

Best Western artworks are always photographic in medium, but the subjects chosen for representation depend on the geographic location of each motel. In this way, the art serves as little winks—reminders that we are here, not just in a Best Western, but in a Best Western in a place (in this case, the California high desert).

On my way to the room, I pass a sun-dazed mesa, a sand-dune panorama, one cowboy, two buttes, and a pack of coyotes.

Once inside the room, the desert theme continues, but with more of a “disco Negev” flavor to it. On the walls: a shiny square-and-rectangle pattern (geometric shapes)—less wallpaper than gold wall laminate. On the rug: same pattern, but make it camel. The glossy blackout curtains take a different turn with concentric circles and curlicues in shades of lime green and olive. But the whole motif comes back together with several framed close-up shots of botanic desert puffballs (healthier-looking than any desert puffballs I saw on my drive in).

It’s less neutral than I’d like it. I prefer blank spaces—like I’m living on a cloud, or nowhere. Aesthetically, I feel pretty at home in my father’s ICU room: the empty white walls, a single window looking out at the sky. Yesterday, the nurses even had the lights dimmed and quiet, classical music playing over a speaker system I’d never heard them use before. Spa-like.

I thought, This is kind of nice.

I felt envious, then immediately ashamed of the envy (who envies a man unconscious from pneumonia?), the way I do when I see this one woman nodding out on the sidewalk in front of Ralphs supermarket. Whenever I see her there, absorbed in a beatific inner world, I can’t help but stare—like I’m trying to siphon off some of her heavenly high through my eyes. It’s a good reminder that I’m still an addict, actually, because a normal person probably wouldn’t look at this poor woman covered in sores and think, Wow, that looks amazing. But I see past her sores to the memory of a feeling now lost to me. I see surrender.

This is how it was for me in my father’s hospital room yesterday. I wanted a sickbed of my own. I wanted to be laid out in white sheets, everything taken care of for me, and let go. Unconsciousness-envy.

I kept imagining my father saying the words, Cool and comfortable. Cool. Comfortable. I don’t know where those words came from, but I felt as ashamed of the words as I did of the envy feeling—like it’s wrong to give language to a dying man. But I couldn’t stop thinking it. Cool and comfortable. Cool. Comfortable.

Room 249 is, if overdecorated, definitely cool and comfortable. The air-conditioning unit is already humming, set to a generous sixty-eight on the wall thermostat. I like that the bed is a king, and that there’s a tiny kitchenette with a mini refrigerator, microwave, and coffee maker with little pods of coffee. It dawns on me that I feel good.

Maybe because I feel good, I give myself a doom check, and of course, the moment I do this, I don’t feel good anymore. A surge of fear moves through me, and I feel my chest tighten up, heavy and tight at once, like I’m wearing a bra made of lead. I take three very deep breaths, and each one is harder to draw in. I can’t tell if I’m getting enough air.

To center myself, I focus on one of the puffballs on the wall. The puffball goes psychedelic in my anxious vision, zooming in, then out. I cannot remember why I am here. It’s an alien feeling (an aliens feeling?). It’s a loneliness, dark blue. I came to the desert because I wanted to be alone. Now that I’m alone, it’s not what I want.

I need to talk to someone. Who? I guess I have people I could call, but I can’t think of anyone who won’t hold me to a feeling. People are such a commitment. I would “reach out” more often if everyone promised not to check in again later. That’s how they get you. Your tragedy = their ticket to texting every day. Then it becomes about their drama. It’s always the people you don’t want to be there for you who are there for you.

I could call a customer service representative. I have the 1-800 number for GoDaddy saved to my phone. Recently, my author website got hacked—taken over by an ad for dick pills. At first, I felt violated by the hacking. Then I forgot about it. Then the publicist who works on my books asked if I knew that my website is now an ad for dick pills. I lied and said no. She sent me a link to a $250 GoDaddy software program. It’s supposed to stop bad things from happening to your website. I bought the program and installed it. Nothing happened.

I pick up my phone and immediately I’m soothed by the light of the screen. I call the 1-800 number and prepare my spiel: dick pills, software, nothing. A computer answers the phone. The computer welcomes me to the system. It asks me to start making choices: my customer ID, my PIN. Do I look like someone who knows her customer ID and PIN? I begin hitting the number zero repeatedly on my phone. Every time I hit zero, the computer says, “Entry not valid.”

“Talk to human,” I say.

“What can I help you with?” says the computer.

“Talk to human!” I say louder.

“I’m sorry, I didn’t get that.”

“Hu-man!”

The computer remains unfazed. But as though I have summoned him, I receive an incoming FaceTime call from my husband.

My husband is a human.

Do I want to talk to my husband?
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The Mexican automat is dark and loud enough for me to be totally anonymous. I enjoy eating alone in a black hole. I’m perfectly content to eat by myself in public, so long as the restaurant is crowded. There’s solitude in a crowd.

This place is packed with younger, hipper LA people who came up from Joshua Tree (peasant dresses, wide-brim hats). People who call the desert “the dez.” I’m wearing the same sweaty T-shirt and shorts I drove out in, plus my father’s old army jacket. It still smells like him: smoke, coins, and mulch. I haven’t worn it since I was a teenager, but tonight I felt like I needed the armor.

I like the automat situation: that you order by app at the table rather than interacting with an actual human. Server interactions are the prime time for any latent self-consciousness about dining solo to bubble up, and a server would push margaritas at a place like this (as a sober person, I don’t need the upsell). There’s a fixins bar, where you can help yourself to as much salsa as you want (also fortuitous, as I prefer my condiments free-flowing). On the walls are displays of saloon-kitsch ephemera: animal skulls, old license plates, a giant neon pink cactus.

I love a cactus. This is a fact I don’t usually admit to because they’re so popular in design nowadays, and I’d rather support an underdog. Secretly, I’d hoped to see some big ones growing wild in the desert on my drive to town. But I saw none.

Using the computer at the table, I call in my order (wet chicken burrito with extra guacamole and a Diet Coke). Then I google “cactus California” on my phone.

According to the Internet, the cacti indigenous to this area are squat little furry things with cute names like “pineapple.” The one on the wall (tall with arms) is called a Saguaro, and it lives in Arizona and Mexico. There are rumored sightings of wild Saguaros growing on the California side of the Colorado River, though people on the r/botany subreddit are fighting about whether this is true.

A user named masterdon911 writes: SAW ONE IN PALO VERDE MOUNTAINS LAST SEPT IN BLOOM AND I HAVE RECEIPTS!!!!

To which u/pollinatr1x writes: they don’t bloom in september they bloom in may and june so screaming in all caps about cactus you obviously did not see is literally just a cry for attention

I’ve gotten interested in taxonomy lately (at least enough to google “cactus California”). I’m just starting to learn about plants. I was always good with animals, but I killed every houseplant. But recently, it finally clicked that they’re living things, not just decorative objects. Surprise: they really do need sunlight and water.

Now I can’t stop buying them. I have to rotate plant shops out of shame (the way I used to rotate liquor stores). My house is filled with dozens of demanding young needy asshole plants. The plants are in control, not me. I’m living in a botanical orphanage.

It’s also clear that I’m using the plants to try to control the uncontrollable. I wouldn’t say I believe that buying just one more plant will keep my father alive (I do). But the language of plants is his language, and I want to share it.

My father knows the names of all the native Los Angeles plants—even the non-natives: Golden yarrow. Italian cyprus. Bougainvillea. Cherry laurel. Hummingbird sage. Oleander. Bird of paradise. Jacaranda. Lemonade berry. Night-blooming jasmine. Sequoia. Spanish lavender. I still can’t tell a jasmine from an oleander, but the names make me feel close to him.

I’m deep in the r/botany Saguaro conflict thread (u/convivialkatie: Dated a hardcore saguaro-truther for 4 years and I can attest the breakup was not pleasant) when I receive a text from my mother:


DADDY AWAKE!



I am stunned by the little gray bubble on my screen. Suddenly, everything feels very light.

My father is awake! I want to shout to the other diners, waving my phone like a torch.

But just as quickly as it came, the exuberant feeling passes. Next comes guilt. Should I drive back to LA?? I ask my mother. NO, she writes. Stay there! I don’t know what’s going on.

My mother hates a change in plans. She’s descended from a long line of Jewish superstitionists; bad omen experts. If you carry an umbrella: drought. If you don’t: monsoon. In this case, I am the umbrella, and any sudden movements on my part will cause a reversal in my father’s condition.

For our ancestors, such a jinx was corrected by intoning the Yiddish word kinehora: a sort-of knock-on-wood that translates to “no evil eye.” But my mother puts her own spin on the kinehora, using the word to mean the evil eye itself, and any form of positive thinking is sure to bring the kinehora on. Life getting better? “No kinehora.” Believe you have redeeming value as a human being? “Don’t kinehora yourself.”

I ask my mother if she’s there at the hospital with my father. NPpt, she writes. Not allowed because particle machiinw.

I have no idea what she’s talking about. I try calling her, and of course, she doesn’t pick up. So I call the ICU.

The man who answers the phone has a voice like André the Giant: deep, muffled, like someone is holding a pillow over his face. He needs a translator. I’ve yet to ever meet André in person on the ward, but whenever I call, I get him—the ultimate gatekeeper—and only the first in a series of obstacles to reaching my father’s nurse: shift changes, meal breaks, patient emergencies.

I leave my number with André and expect that I will hear back from my father’s nurse sometime next year. But just as my burrito is put down in front of me, I get a video call from the hospital.

I pick up, and on the other end is a nurse I’ve never met before, at least as far as I can tell by her hair (purple). The rest of her is covered in something that looks like a hazmat suit. I don’t ask about the suit, instead leading with a compliment about the hair (treat her like a celebrity; might need her) and then transitioning right into fact-checking my mother’s statements: the consciousness, the particle machine, the not-allowed-in. Is it all true? The nurse verifies the accuracy of the report.

“He’s awake and on steam inhalation,” she says. “He still has antibiotic-resistant pneumonia. We can’t have any visitors coming in and then spreading it to the rest of the ward.”

“Oh.”

“But you can talk to him if you want. Do you want to talk to him?”

The volume at the automat is rising steadily. Somebody just put “Gasolina” on the stereo.

“I do,” I say.

I hear the nurse talking to my father. She sounds like she’s talking to a little kid.

“You want me to hold the phone?” she asks him. “Oh, you want to hold it? Wow, look at you!”

I feel nervous. I want to say the right things to him. Perfect things. A pep talk, but not too peppy. Healing words.

My father’s waxen face appears on the screen. I feel my breath catch in my throat. It isn’t how skeletal he has become, or the change in his coloring, that rattle me every time I see him. It’s the missing mustache. I still expect him to have his mustache.

For forty-one years, I never saw the man’s upper lip. Now, they keep shaving him. I’ve taken to writing messages on his dry-erase board. Dear grooming, leave mustache alone! I tell myself I’m doing it for him, that he doesn’t want to be seen without it. But he hasn’t said a word about the missing mustache. He’s always known what was under there: that blank stretch of skin between nose and mouth, beneath the furry patch where I assumed he began and ended. It’s me who needs the mustache.

“Hello!” I say to him, too cheerfully.

Hi, he mouths back at me.

I’m taken by the simple Hi. I’m so taken that it might as well be a full recovery. It’s a miracle Hi.

“Guess where I am?” I ask excitedly.

I tell him the name of the town, but he shakes his head.

“Bighorn sheep country!” I say.

No sign of recognition.

“How are you doing?” I ask.

Immediately, I regret the question. How do I think he is doing? He stares at me.

“Sorry,” I say.

What? he mouths, looking annoyed.

“I was just apologizing for asking how you are doing,” I tell him.

He points to his ear, and I realize it’s not the question that’s annoying. He can’t hear me over “Gasolina.”

“I’m at a Mexican automat,” I say. “Mex-i-can aut-o-mat.”

He shakes his head again, baffled. I realize that I have needed to cry all day.

“I’m going to let you go,” I say, feeling the tears coming.

Doom is maybe just a trapped sob, I tell myself. Remember that.

My father nods a little, and the screen wobbles. Then his face slides out of view. All I can see is the very top of his forehead, shiny, and the catheter bag hanging overhead.

I call out a thank-you to the nurse, my voice very high, like a child’s. But Nurse Purplehair must be distracted, or maybe she has left the room, because there is no response. Only the monitors, beeping.

“Thank you!” I call out again to the white ceiling.
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I’m getting in the car when my husband FaceTimes me again. This time, I pick up.

“Hey,” he says. “Just checking to see if you’re okay.”

“I texted before to say I was.”

“I wanted to see your face. Make sure you didn’t end up on the ID channel.”

Sometimes when a person who loves me expresses care, I feel oppressed. With my husband, it’s like having two people hovering over me: him and his mystery illness. Tonight, his breathing is so loud that it could be a whole crowd pursuing me.

The breathing is a new symptom. The other symptoms were there from the beginning, from the onset of the flu-like illness that came over him like a tidal wave nine years ago and knocked him down beside me. When that wave receded, these symptoms remained: Persistent low-grade fever. Debilitating fatigue. Stomach cramps and diarrhea. The inability to work. The inability to walk more than a block.

Over time, I have gotten used to those symptoms (sort of). At least, I am mostly able to pretend that I have gotten used to them. I am also somewhat used to the rhythm of his waves. While there is never a full respite (he’s never “well”), the illness has its own patterns. When a big wave hits, he goes down for three months in bed. These periods become more frequent every year. When we are between waves, we can do small things together like eat dinner in a restaurant, sit on the beach, go to a store. I try to be grateful for the between times.

But the breathing symptom is destabilizing in its newness, a shape-shifter. It penetrates the veil of acceptance (or feigned acceptance) I have constructed. It touches new feelings (or old feelings I wish not to feel).

On the inbreath, he makes a wet shhhing sound, like he’s underwater, suffocating. The inbreath is frightening. On the outbreath, he makes a fainter ppp ppp ppp with his lips. This sound enrages me. Then guilt. What kind of person gets angry at her husband for breathing?
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