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Part One








 




Barb, our hospice nurse, has bluish teeth and frizzy black hair styled to look like a hunting cap. The skin around her eyes droops and when you talk to her, she takes too long to respond. She wears loose cotton blouses with patterns of clocks or vines. The woman needs to be startled. In one of the many fantasies I’ve concocted over the last few weeks here, I own a mess of owls and they wait, talons clutching the branch in their ornate cage. When Barb comes—when she looks past me to my mother, past my mother to that voice she listens to when she’s not listening to any of us—I will set them free in her face.

Barb comes every few days to clip my mother’s socks so her swollen feet will fit or to administer more morphine, more Percocet, more fentanyl. She’s building a boat to sail my mother out. She has no interest in my mother’s life, the thoughts she had, the cases she won, her family. Barb will build the boat of morphine and pillows and then I will have no mother and the days will be wordless and empty.

I sit on the bed in my childhood room, my cattle dog, Mercy, beside me, and wait for Barb to leave. Sun beats through the small window and skylights, warming the dog’s fur. I hold on to my toes. I’d like to ask Barb if she likes her line of work, if there is a particular thrill in being so close to it: someone else’s tragedy—how much she gets paid and if she thinks work like this will get her into heaven faster.

Barb must be single. I imagine that she goes home at night, takes off her blouse, unhooks her flesh-colored bra, unbuttons those pleated pants, and slides off her mushy sandals. Maybe she turns on one of her tribal CDs, the sound of drumming thrumming through her condo. Maybe she dances a hesitant little hand dance as she runs water in the tub, leaning into the bathroom mirror to inspect her eyebrows. Some nights she thaws chicken from the freezer and stir-fries it with frozen string beans and crinkle-cut carrots. Some nights it’s just cottage cheese and a glass of wine, her feet aching, the television filling her apartment with blues and grays and noise, keeping out the singing of the ghosts of all the people she’s sailed.

I can’t help thinking that when Barb dies, she’ll have to have a hospice nurse. Or maybe she’ll get hit by a car and not need one. But if she has a hospice nurse, I wonder what she’ll think. I wonder if she’ll comply with the way that nurse builds the boat or if she’s gotten used to a boat of her own making. I wonder if, in the end, there will be a duel between Barb and her hospice nurse, each struggling over planks and nails. Each trying to get to heaven faster.

“It needs to be where you can always find it,” Barb says. In the kitchen, I find my father rummaging in a drawer for some tape. He paws through a tray of pens and, finding the last dregs of a roll, secures the paper crookedly to the fridge. DO NOT RESUSCITATE, it commands. My mother sits rigidly at the table. Just a couple of days ago, with a weak chin and shaking hands, she signed her name.

Barb organizes her secret file. She looks at me, squinting a bit, as if she wishes she could shrink me down into a little figurine. She seems to understand that I will complicate the boatbuilding. You, she seems to say, look like trouble.

She gets up from the table. “’Bye, Jackie,” she says to my mother. She doesn’t bother with me. My father walks her out.

Once she’s safely down the hill and out of sight, we take our drinks to the deck, presumably to enjoy the sun. One of Barb’s hobbies is to mess with my mom’s meds, upping the doses until her jaw hangs slack and her gaze turns watery. But today Mom looks lucid. The afternoon light bleaches her skin, revealing the spattering of freckles across her nose and cheeks. Beside her, in old wooden planter boxes, are the remains of the summer flowers. They’re starting to turn gray, though the ferns among them are still vivid—green as a child’s idea of a crocodile, green as a crayon. The glass table has accumulated a thin film of algae from the wet Oregon winters. Everything here turns green eventually: moss on the roof, the pavement of the overgrown dog run, the trunks of towering fir trees. My mother can’t have coffee anymore because of the meds, and besides, her hands have started jerking (a new development—something to do with lack of oxygen). So my dad’s given her a big plastic glass of water which she asks me to set on the ground.

“The problem is, Jackie, that if the oxygen tubes come out, and you can’t get them back in by yourself, you’ll suffocate,” my father explains, working the rubbery grip of the wheelchair handle around and around.

My mother trains her eyes on the planter boxes. She seems to be willing the flowers to do something—jump or die, I can’t tell which.

She fell again—in the night when no one was with her. My dad and I both heard it: the thud. We ran from our respective bedrooms to find her dazed and annoyed on the navy rug, staring into the woven patterns of men with donkeys and carts like they caused her fall.

Falling is hardly the problem, and we all know it. Maybe the problem is God, the lack of God, the lack of mercy, of grace. She’s been sick nine years, since she was forty-six. So she takes all these pills and weaves around the house alone. She’s attached to tubes to help her breathe. She used to come home from work and run the dishwasher, slap chicken in apricot sauce, gripe about my father’s bad habit of leaving plum pits in glasses along the sofa’s back, provide our dogs with bones and bowls of mushy food. She’d prowl around after midnight, the late news droning, organizing stacks of bills and baskets of keys into some mom-system my dad and I inevitably messed up. She knew who to call if the roof sprang a leak, if the washer broke, if the little knob inside the fridge fell off. She hired friends of clients to help her move furniture or boxes. She made things happen. Now she’s been told she really shouldn’t go from the bedroom to the kitchen without the wheelchair and a chaperone.

We keep trying to talk about the problems, but we don’t know how. The minute we bring one up, it metastasizes. Maybe the problem is that we keep looking for a problem, something to fix or, at the very least, blame.

“I think we need a night nurse,” I say, because it’s concrete, a tiny dam to control one part of this flooding. And because the two weeks I’ve been here have proved we really need one.

My mother turns her scowl on me.

“Where’s Lily?” she asks. Lily, my mother’s new kitten, has eyes the same color as the table’s algae—and they’re huge, as if they belong on a much larger animal.

“I don’t know, inside somewhere.” The other cat, the old cat, Arthur, lies near us on the deck, next to my parents’ two vizslas on their ropes. Before the latest downturn, my mother worried over Arthur’s declining health. He’s lost about half his weight. You can feel the bones beneath his fluffy white fur. Recently he suffered a seizure and my mom sat him under his favorite lamp, nursing him back to health with soft food and soothing words. But right now, no one has energy to worry about the cat—the funny way he jerks his head.

“I think we should bring Lily out here with us.”

My mother keeps doing this. She must have a glass of tea right as I’m leaving the house to walk Mercy. She must have a particular cup that no one can find, a brand of chocolate that I have to drive all the way across town to buy. It’s a way of rebelling against the wheelchair, a way of continuing to feel effective. I know this. But I’m tired of running pointless errands.

“I don’t think Lily wants to come out,” I say. “Why don’t you pet Arthur?”

“Of course Lily wants to come out,” my mother says. She widens her nostrils, sets her jaw.

Before she got sick, my mother won arguments for a living. A trial attorney with a penchant for sleuthing, she found kidnapped children in foreign countries and brought the dirty men to justice; she secured back pay for harassed women, helped disabled sports stars play in the big leagues. My mother believes in yes and no, good and bad, right and wrong, justice and injustice. Unless my conviction matches hers, I won’t get anywhere.

I walk stiffly to the sliding doors and shove them open. Arthur follows me into the house, his back leg collapsing in as he lurches forward. Lily lounges on the sofa, licking her leg. She glances up at me, blinks, and begins her rattling purr. Outside, I plunk her on my mother’s lap. Her gray bathrobe creates a little nest. She scratches Lily’s ears and the kitten drools.

“Why does she do that?” my mother asks quietly. Lily flings her head up toward the sound of my mom’s voice and a little fleck of cat saliva sails into the air.

“What do you think about a night nurse?” my dad asks. He’s behind my mother. For a moment, he stops messing with the handle grip. He looks terrified. He’s looked this way for a year—his sideburns totally white, the skin around his eyes so soft that his eyeballs look like they might fall out.

Lily jumps onto the porch. I grab her and she gyrates in my hands, flipping her bottom half round and round like a propeller.

“Put her down!” my mother yells, shooting forward in the wheelchair. I drop the kitten. The kitten and I stand there, pressing paws and feet into the wood. “Stop trying to control the cat! You try to control everybody! Why are you so controlling?” Her arms and neck are dotted with red, her hair matted to one side. It looks like we’ve all been caught in a sudden windstorm, blown sideways for a moment, then frozen.

I feel an ache slowly bloom inside my chest. When it hits my throat, I start to cry. I can’t stand the way she’s glaring at me—as if I’m causing this decline. And so I spin around and run into the house, up the stairs to my bedroom in the loft. Mercy’s lost in her ray of sunlight. She perks up when she sees me and thumps her tail on the comforter.

 

No one comes up to the loft except me—no one ever has—so it hasn’t changed much in the ten years I’ve been gone. Green thumbtacks secure to the wall a Thai shadow puppet of a naked man made out of goat hide. A framed Lichtenstein poster—a relic from my parents’ first house, in Nashville—leans against a bookshelf. In high school I wove a peacock feather through the latch in the skylight. It’s ratty looking now, covered in dust. Pine needles sit trapped between the screen and the glass.

There’s a knock on the door. For a moment, I think it might be my mother. And this thought makes me absurdly happy—if she can get up those stairs, she’s not really as sick as she pretends to be and the secret will be exposed. Because I’ve always felt that somewhere in that failing, graying mother the healthy mom waits, the mom of my childhood who sang show tunes with too much earnestness, who dashed around to meetings in tailored skirts with matching blazers, who bought me body glitter and maroon tights and then shook her head when I wore them. If she could just force through this façade of illness she would emerge vibrant. She would realize that she could put on her nice checkered blouse, her jeans, and soft shoes, and walk with me downtown, past potted plants and children eating ice cream. The world, dumped over on its side, would assume its old shape, would restore itself to the world I knew before this, the world meant for my family.

But it’s my father. His hair sticks up in front, accentuating the lack of hair behind it. His stubble looks transparent, like slender pieces of plastic growing from his chin.

“Robin,” he says. He’s not used to playing the go-between. That has always been my mother’s job. “You need to go downstairs.”

“No,” I say, even though I know I’ll go. “I’m not here to get yelled at.” Mercy, sensing tension, gets out of the bed and disappears beneath it.

“I know,” he says, slumping against the banister outside the room. “Just go downstairs and talk to her.”

My mother is parked by the fireplace. She crosses her arms and clamps them to her abdomen. When pissed, she used to storm out of rooms, fling herself around corners, slam stacks of paper against the battered kitchen tile. You never saw her face, just her compact form disappearing, reappearing. Now I see the minutiae of rage—the way her lashes quiver as her eyelids spasm. The way she grinds her teeth.

“I’m sorry,” my mother says. She doesn’t look sorry, she looks like she’s just seen a tiny explosion out of the corner of her eye. “We don’t have time for this.”

This only makes me angrier—that we’ve all been placed at the mercy of her disease, that it’s trapped us in this house, warping even our arguments. It’s not an apology she’s giving me, it’s a reminder of the time constraint.

“Fine,” I say, pinching the skin on my arm. I can’t look at her. I wish I were back in Berkeley. I wish I were somebody else—one of my fresh-cheeked friends in graduate school who for the last nine years took time for granted. Someone who didn’t have to think about each day, whose cup of coffee on the deck in the morning didn’t feel so fucking temporal.

The kitten struts by us on her way to the litter box. My mother and I both stare. Lily feels it. She turns to look at us. She seems to be thinking something; there’s a spark in her eyes. Maybe she’s contemplating her power, her role as peace provider, distracter, dispenser of balm. I try to imagine what it would be like to be this kitten, to be helpless and innocent, to walk to the litter box completely in the moment. To feel warm and full and settled. To be loved in a simple, untarnished way. Lily narrows her eyes. Then, with her back to us, she squats and pees on the hardwood floor.

 


My mother got diagnosed the summer after my freshman year of college. My best friend, Camas, and I had recently moved to different states. We wanted to be together and we wanted to be poets, so we reunited that summer back in Oregon. When I first met Camas, sophomore year of high school, she wore long skirts in earth tones, baggy cotton leggings, and pretty silver earrings with little beads dangling down. In the first memory I have of us together, we are walking down High Street toward the converted chicken factory, which served as a covered market and food court, toting our satchels empty of books, cutting a class to go eat hash browns—a signature vice of mine. She was shy but intuitive, smarter than most of my other friends, interested in books and painting and scrawny boys who played music. A week or so later, I invited her to spend the night. For hours, we played guitar and burned incense and tried on thrift-store dresses I’d collected—paisley tunics, gauzy rhinestone numbers, or my favorite lime green 1920s shift with yellowing lace that I wore all the time over fraying jeans. Then, when night came, we put on trippy instrumental music and started talking. We dreamed about what our lives would mean, what kind of books we would write, whether or not art was life and what it felt like to be a tree. So often, when we were together, we lost track of time, talking and talking until our throats hurt. Together, it always felt we were on to something, some pulse that would carry us through life, making our existence more interesting than that of the beer-drinking, pot-smoking kids we went to school with. And that night, Camas looked out the bedroom window and saw a small light in the sky. A UFO! A secret message! We stayed up all night trying to figure out what it meant.

Camas went to Ohio for college and I went to Rhode Island and we wrote long letters to each other on old magazines or on weird Xeroxes we’d find in Kinko’s. I still have the ones she wrote, stored in envelopes made out of photographs, out of glitter and leaves. We missed each other, so we moved to the Oregon coast to follow our dream of being girl Kerouacs. I wrote elaborate nature poetry on cut-up paper bags in the mornings, washing fish guts off trays on the docks all afternoon, growing more and more disillusioned with the girl Kerouac thing. Camas worked an internship at a battered women’s shelter. The silver bullet trailer on loan from a friend’s family still had its original 1950s trailer furniture, which included a terrible mattress, half rotted out and filled with black specks. We stuck it in the back of the big Ford I was driving and rode around with it for a month, sleeping on a box spring, coils jabbing into our hips, until my mother was diagnosed with cancer and we returned to Eugene.

My memories of the first months of the disease are gone. Through a haze I see the cream-colored wall phone in the kitchen, hear my father’s voice yelling at me (he’d been vacationing in Spain with my mother and stayed to hike when my mom found the lump, thinking it was only a cyst). I can remember the texture of a journal with pink pages, the first thing I ran to when my mother said the word. I even remember what emerged that day, through the pen. A kind of begging with music to it. A feeling that I could change the story if I could get it on paper quickly enough.

Unhappy with the treatment in Eugene (the doctors had given a bleak prognosis, then messed up her radiation), my mother finagled a way to see a famous doctor at Memorial Sloan-Kettering Cancer Center in New York. A few times a year, she’d pack her bags and return to her native city: the narrow streets she walked down when she first met my father, the cramped Chinese restaurants that served cheap chow fun late at night. But the New York she visited after the diagnosis was different; instead of family and food, the trips featured a long wait in a sterile lounge. On modern end tables, waxy philodendrons sat next to Kleenex boxes. Stern-looking women doled out wait times from a giant laminate office station in the corner. I often took the train from Providence to stare with my mother at the women without hair—some old and regal in white gauzy outfits, some very young, crammed into tight jeans. After an hour or two, my mother and I would both exit the shells of our bodies. And though it took hours of waiting past our scheduled appointment, my mother never complained. She believed in this place. This doctor promised her ten years when the doctor in Oregon promised her one. If it took four weeks of sitting in the creamy room, listening to the flat voices of other women talk about antidepressants and bodywork against a sound track of classical music, she would do it without question.

Sometimes my father came with her, but in my memory it was just my mom and me in that lounge, awaiting what we silently hoped was a miracle, a new drug, a new test result, a new lymph system, new cells. After the upbeat meetings, which never lasted more than ten minutes (the elfin doctor in his clean spectacles telling her a new treatment had just been developed! Telling her to sign up for a clinical trial! Telling her to take Zoloft and lose weight so she could enjoy all these years he planned to give her!), my mother would take me out to the avenues. Once we squandered some cash on rhinestone eyeglasses. Once we ate dry black-and-white cookies in a fancy bakery. Once she grabbed my arm and ushered me into a small, crowded room full of women at little white tables, their hands under small whirring boxes.

At this point, I had graduated out of the 1920s shift into hand-knitted sweaters and wool army pants. No one in college had ever mentioned manicures; I’d never had one, never seen a manicure parlor. I lived in a communal house with fifteen other kids. We made our soup in pots the size of car engines, left messages for one another in an antique wooden Coke pallet, swapped clothes from a giant cardboard box in the water-bed room.

“Choose a color,” my mother said, touching the little black tops of the bottles.

My mother chose a ruby red for her toes and a dark magenta for her fingers. I watched a young woman my age get her nails painted so that they looked clean. I want that, I said. The manicurist carefully coated the base in pink, then with a steady hand, gave me perfect white sliver moons on every finger.

I never talked about the doctor visits with friends. I said I went to New York, I said it took all day. But I didn’t describe the tightening of my rib cage every time I saw a woman walking with Kleenex balled in her fist. I didn’t discuss the way it felt to see my mother unbutton her blouse, revealing a mass of purple scarring, a doughy body puffed from drugs. I showed them my nails, my new glasses, and they felt a little jealous of all my time in the city.

“My mom never takes me shopping,” they’d say.

After college, Camas moved to Brooklyn with her new boyfriend. When I came to New York to visit Sloan-Kettering, I sometimes stayed on her futon, needing time away from the cancer. One night her brother was having a party. It had been an awful day in the hospital and I could barely move my legs.

“You should come,” Camas said.

I wanted to go, but I couldn’t face it. All the people with their plastic cups, talking about internships and art installations as if so much depended on them, on their opinions, on their ideas about Brecht and sexual diversity. I couldn’t be around so many healthy people in their twenties, their eyes lit up with the frenzy of being young and lucky.

“I can’t go,” I said.

“You should really come,” Camas said. She, too, had graduated out of vintage dresses and long skirts and into fitted sweaters, still in earthy tones.

“I’m too tired,” I said.

The next night, I accompanied her to a bar in Harlem. We met her brother there and drank whiskey in the thick smoke. After two drinks, Camas shoved the table and accused me of being a shitty friend. I felt I was better than everyone, she said. I didn’t want to experience her life, talk to her boyfriend. I wanted to come to New York and be the center of attention, stay on her sofa and ignore the changes going on with her. I stared at her, stunned into calmness, tracing the rim of my whiskey glass with my thumb. My quiet further upset her and she ran out of the bar. In the subway tunnel, we sat awkwardly, waiting for a delayed train, pretending to work through whatever it was we were in. But I can still feel the feeling I felt that night—as though I had shrunken down to miniature and was being pulled further and further away from my life. I could move my arms, try to swim back to the world I’d entered a few years ago—the world of my twenties—but the motion got me nowhere. It simply exhausted me. I left the next day confused, remote, unable to explain myself.

 

About two and a half weeks ago, Suzanne called. “Robin, you have to come home. Your mother’s fingers are blue.”

I’d finally returned to Berkeley after a summer spent in Eugene, ostensibly to be with my mother for the end that didn’t come. I stood, phone crammed in between shoulder and neck, folding clothes. “What do you mean her fingers are blue?”

Martha and Suzanne, my mother’s law partners, had talked to a client who worked as a nurse. When the patient’s fingers turn blue, Suzanne said, there are no more than four days left. “You need to come.”


My boyfriend, Don, perched on the side of my bed as I packed a bag for four days. A green thermal shirt, two green T-shirts, a green sweater, and three pairs of jeans.

“Should I bring clothes for a funeral?” I asked him, staring at the closet.

“What?” he said. I fingered an old black skirt. I looked at him, his long fingers toying with themselves, his eyes wide and face blank. He looked like a child, like someone requiring a hug. I turned away.

“I don’t know,” he said. He stood and placed himself between me and the bag, holding his arms out as if he were available in case I wanted to faint gracefully into an embrace. I had no intention of fainting gracefully into an embrace. The idea of collapse in any form irritated me, as did the tears welling up in his eyes, shiny and helpless. I yanked the black skirt off the hanger. Then I let him hold me while he cried. But the only thing in my mind was when we should pick up my new dog, Mercy, who was being spayed at the vet’s, and where we could stop for gas on the way to the freeway, how we could make the drive in the least amount of time. I would pack food. I would fill water bottles. I threw the black skirt to the back of the closet.

The next morning, we picked up the dog. “You’ll have to take out those staples in a week,” the vet told us. I looked at Mercy’s shaved belly, the dark marks that held sides of her together. The vet must have noticed my hesitation because he warned me that if I didn’t get them taken out, they’d be covered by her skin, stuck inside of her permanently. We loaded her into the backseat and headed north.

As we summited the Siskiyou Pass, I felt something soar by, just out of reach, like a bird or a ghost.

“What if we’re too late?” I asked Don. I dug my fingers into the stitching of my car’s seat. He pressed his foot harder on the gas. The mountains loomed on either side of us, dark trees, vistas.

“No, we’ll make it,” he said, but his arms were stiff on the wheel. The lines on his brow grew deep and dark. “Give them a call.” My reception was out. Pricks of heat bounced up my neck. The dog woke up and began to lick her stitches, whining.

“I can’t call,” I said. “It doesn’t make any difference. We can’t get there any faster.” And I cried looking out at the craggy rocks in shades of orange and gray, the gashes of rivers, a vulture swooping by.

Six hours later, we pulled into the cul-de-sac. My stomach hurt. I dashed up the steps, careful to avoid skidding on the algae, imagining that when I flung open the red door, I would find silence, men with a gurney, my father sitting at the kitchen table over a glass of Scotch, his palms covering his eyes. But the house was full of women. “Robin!” Martha cried from the big orange sofa. “Hi hi hi! You got here!” The silver and bronze sculpture of mountains and trees hung boldly on the wood above the fireplace, catching circles of lamplight. My mother held Lily under a thick crocheted afghan. I went over to pet the kitten. My mother’s fingers looked fine.


“You two must be hungry,” Martha said, jumping up and clasping her hands together. She wore a short work skirt and transparent hose. The muscles of her long legs twitched. “What do you want to eat?”

Suzanne sat on the bench under the sculpture. She put her elbows on her knees and pressed the back of her neck. Her reddish hair looked dark and flat in the dim lamplight, like a slab of burlap. Martha shot her a look. Suz sat up straight, smoothed her slacks with her palms. “You want some food?” she asked.

“What are you doing here?” my mother asked when the rest of them went to the kitchen. “You have school.”

I met her eyes, which were unusually cold, as if challenging me to admit that I’d bought into the idea she would die, just like everyone else.

 

Tonight, Martha and Suzanne, have driven up to have dinner. My mom’s too tired from Barb and the afternoon fight with me to join us. My father bends over his plate, both elbows on the place mat, legs crossed so that his knee pokes over the table’s edge. His prize vizsla, Sol, rests his head on my father’s leg, staring at him lustily. My father is the only person I know who doesn’t fidget under the weight of another’s stare. For almost a minute I’ve been testing him, but he continues to eat his salmon, unfazed. He watches the center of the plate, or rather looks right through it to some other dimension where he prefers to exist.

Mercy comes tearing downstairs. A huge roar erupts as Sol sees her. He puts a red paw on her back and tries to fit his mouth over her nose. “STOP,” I roar back at him and he looks at me sideways, prideful. But he stops. Mercy waggles over, collapsing next to my chair.

“What about a South of the Border,” Suzanne says. “Like border collie. South of the Border…Collie! Or how about something with sour mix in it.”

Martha has her hands folded under her chin. She’s thinking.

“A Whisker Sour,” I say, momentarily breaking my gaze at my father to look at Suz. She’s sprawled over one of the wooden chairs, long-limbed, a smear of grease evident on the thigh of her brown slacks.

“Yeah!” Martha says. She scrunches her face. “Oh, that’s a good one!” My father manipulates a chunk of salmon off its silver skin, dragging it across the plate before getting it to balance on his fork. It’s a large piece of fish, the pinkness darkening as the candles flicker.

There’s nothing to do while my mother sleeps. I’m too anxious to get any real work done—I’ve dropped out of my graduate program to be here—and I haven’t been able to write fiction. I can’t imagine beyond this house, beyond what’s impending. It’s all too urgent. So I’ve announced that I am going to write a doggie cocktail book with a drink for every breed. Hair of the Dog, I’m calling it. Martha, Suzanne, and I have become a bit addicted to the project. My mother attempted to join in a few times, but she can’t think fast enough anymore.

“What do we have so far?” Suzanne says, leaning over me to see the list we’ve compiled: Jack Spaniel, Silky Perrier, The Chi-Chi Chow Chow, Pekinese Freeze.


“Lassie,” Martha says. “Lassie Come Home, no. Lassie on Ice. What alcohol starts with L? Lemon something? Limone. The Lazy Lassie. Lucky Lassie. Lacerating Lassie.”

“Yikes, Marth.” Suzanne pulls her chin to her neck to giggle.

“Sassy Lassie!” Martha says. “Sassy Lassie.” She leans over to watch me write it down.

“Your handwriting is just like your mom’s,” Suz says.

Suzanne and Martha shared a law practice with my mother for nearly ten years. Bright paintings covered the walls: nests of abstract pinks, figurative images of women with baskets in the desert. Masks of Suzanne’s face, made out of painted clay, hung boldly over the doors. Geodes, sage bundles, and pieces of blown glass cluttered their bookshelves, distracting visitors from the intimidating tomes behind them. My mom had the first office. The smell of nice things wafted into the waiting area: expensive perfume, leather, wood varnish. Her rosewood desk curved into an L. A leather briefcase leaned beside it, embossed with her initials. On matching bookshelves, photos in thick glass or ceramic frames stood beside puzzles of chickens and dogs. Me on top of windy Mount Shasta with my father, me in a bunny outfit in a photo booth, me in a vintage blazer and John Lennon glasses holding a piece of driftwood. She displayed my early attempts at woodcraft: a propeller plane, a sailboat. Glass paperweights held down pieces of paper. A giant glass diamond, a gift from my father’s mother, sat next to a gavel. Draped over her leather chair, a soft black jacket, a handwoven scarf. She worked for years after her diagnosis. She loved her clients, felt protective of her partners. She worried that without her, they’d screw up the books and sink.

Now her office belongs to a man named Charlie. The day they stopped saying her name when they answered the phones, my mother locked herself in the bedroom and cried.

Martha and Suz wear jade good luck charms my mother brought back from New Zealand years ago. They’ve canceled meetings and postponed cases. “We’re partners,” Martha will say when anyone remarks on how much time they spend at the house.

After dinner, Suz and I sit, brainstorming breeds while Martha and my dad take in the plates. I can hear the clank of porcelain against steel. One of them starts the dishwasher and the house fills with a methodical swishing.

“Have you gotten out of the house today?” Suzanne asks. “Or did Nurse Ratched kill your momentum?” She’s been on me to take my new dog, Mercy, to the park, to join a yoga class, go do some life drawing. When she suggests these things, she looks riddled with guilt, as if she knows before she speaks how pointless her suggestions are.

With the exception of accompanying Mom to the doctor’s office, I haven’t left the cul-de-sac in days. My father takes Mercy up the mountain every morning with his two big vizslas, eliminating the need for much more than a walk around the yard in the afternoon.

Martha settles herself next to me. Her skin could belong to someone twenty years younger. Silvery hair and a few smile lines near her eyes provide the only clues to her age.

“You should go to the movies!” Martha says.

Mercy’s leaning against me under the table and I scoot my chair back so I can drag her to my lap. She rests her body against my chest—she’s the same size as my torso—and her warmth seeps through my T-shirt.

 

My mother knew in early spring that the cancer had begun its victory lap. When she called to tell me that it spread to her liver, she couldn’t even get through the sentence. “I’m so sorry,” she kept repeating.

My mother is going to die, I thought, my mind on a loop. I need a dog. She’s going to die. I need a dog.

“You don’t need a dog,” my mother said to me. “That’s about the last thing you need. You need a dog like I need a hole in the head.”

That spring, after spending hours online and in bookstores researching breeds, I began to foster dogs for a rescue group in Berkeley. I had a roommate, Laura, in her third year of architecture school. We’d lived together for years, but these days she rarely came home due to the long hours required by her studio. Laura’s ambivalence toward dogs made asking this of her difficult. But she must have seen the need in my gestures, the way I sat hour after hour in front of a screen taking notes on breeds (pugs: funny, bad respiratory systems; pointers: high-strung, athletic). When I finally got the courage, she looked at me dully, held her cup of coffee up, and stared at the pattern on the porcelain. “Sure,” she said, glancing at our two cats sleeping on the rug. “If that’s what you want, go for it.”

Ollie, the first dog I brought home, had black skin around his mouth though the rest of him was chestnut brown. An indeterminable mix of breeds, he resembled a Labrador, but with the bone structure of a papillon. The first thing Ollie did, upon seeing my small dining room, the wool rug covered in cat hair and dust, was get sick in steaming piles. I sighed and surveyed the situation—he shivered and blinked. Fleas fell off when I dragged a nail down his back. He didn’t quarrel with me when I placed him in the tub. He submitted easily, tail between his legs. I ran a washcloth over his body until no more dirt came off.

“Oh my God,” Don said when he arrived. “You are ridiculous.” He sat next to me on the sofa to fondle the dog. I held Ollie like a baby, still swaddled in towels. “He’s sick,” I said.

Don shook his head at me. “No, you’re sick,” he said, and then began to scratch Ollie under the chin. The dog slowly closed his eyes.

“Wa-ow,” Don said. “So cute.” The next morning we put him in the backseat of my car, stopped for coffees, and took him to the dog park. I’d been so sad, so despondent, but that morning we all felt like wagging our tails. The sun shone brightly over the green rolling hills of the park and the air smelled of salt water and mown grass. Ollie threw his head skyward, breathing it all in, wagging his rump and nodding at other dogs. I felt the most normal I’d felt in a month. I felt like a girl in my twenties with her dog and boyfriend and coffee by the glittering bay. We let Ollie off the leash to toss a ball for him. He stayed close to us, fetching when we asked, politely dropping the ball at our feet.

But it was the first dog I’d ever fostered. I wasn’t ready to commit. I took Ollie to the adoption fair, where he wagged his tail and tilted his handsome face at the people walking by. A woman with a cape of black hair fell to her knees in front of him. “What a darling!” she breathed. I felt a jealous pang, but I walked away.

I spent the rest of the day crying. Don put his hands on my back and shoulders, but I couldn’t feel them. I’d lost Ollie and I would lose my mother, and life only let you see joy so it could steal it away.

Later that day, a friend asked me why I would deny myself the dog. I was about to go home for the summer, I said. I’d rented a studio so I could be with my mom in Oregon and this dog didn’t fit in with that plan. “Get the dog. Make it work,” she said.

I took the streets with the fewest stop signs, my heart pounding all the way to the adoption fair. “I want to adopt Ollie,” I said to the woman with the clipboard. She drew her unruly eyebrows together as she searched her records. “Sorry,” she said. “He got snatched up as soon as you brought him. He’s gone to a great home.” Again tears, right there on the sidewalk. “There are plenty of dogs out there,” the woman said. “Seriously, sister, it’ll be all right.” So I took home a rust-colored Belgian shepherd and named him Lyle. Once I left him outside for an hour and he chewed through the wooden patio table. Another time, I ran out to get something from my car and Lyle, in a desperate attempt to keep our connection, tore through the front blinds with his teeth so he could see me. At the dog park, he didn’t stay close; he darted off, collapsing in front of passersby with a flopping pink erection. I felt low those days, like my blood ran thick through its piping, and I hated having to kneel over Lyle with the leash, apologizing as I gestured to his privates. After a month, I looked long and hard at that dog and he looked questioningly back at me. And then, without tears, I loaded him in the car and took him to the adoption fair. Next came an Australian shepherd named Jasper who couldn’t sit still, couldn’t walk on a leash, couldn’t make eye contact. He jumped at the door, gobbled his food, slapped a giant speckled tongue this way and that. He wasn’t the one, either. Then I took in two Chihuahua brothers who seemed to have choreographed a routine: They would run and jump onto the dining room chairs, then onto the table. Once there, they would fling themselves toward the wall, dispensing arcs of urine as they jumped.

And after this slew of canines, I went to Oregon, to live in a rented studio. While there, I journeyed to the garages of backyard breeders, looking at pugs, halfway convinced that their snorting and smashy faces would distract me from my mother’s mercurial illness (which had stopped progressing briefly due to an experimental drug). But the breeders were all the same: smokers with floral couches and creepy gazes. I just couldn’t take home one of their dogs.

When I returned from that visit in August, I felt it was time to put an end to the yearning. Again, I spent hours online, this time looking only at shelters. I wanted to save something. And I’d decided I wanted, needed, an Ollie. Small and sleek, my dog wouldn’t need a lot of exercise and could fit in a carry-on bag so that I could fly to Oregon on a moment’s notice. And then one morning, I found a jpeg of a small golden dog, like a shrunken fox, in a shelter three hours east. I called and asked the adoption coordinator about him. “Oh, a handsome devil,” she said. “Is he friendly?” I asked. “Pretty friendly,” she said. “Maybe a little shy.” I didn’t listen to the hesitation in her voice.

The Merced County Animal Control was worse than I imagined—a series of trailers and cement dog runs filled with the sound of desperate barking. A woman shaped like a sausage waited to drop off a Chihuahua bitch that had become sterile and could no longer breed. The dog shivered on the reception counter as the volunteer processed paperwork.

Sure that the shrunken fox would come home with me, I’d paid for him in advance. But when the adoption coordinator brought him out of the cage, he didn’t look at me. He began to sniff the grass, every once in a while glancing up furtively. Instead of animal wisdom, he embodied paranoia. His little black nose worked over the blades, as if he wanted to burrow between them. We waved a plastic duck at him, but he didn’t take to it. The bark of a pit bull caged nearby got his attention and he barked back, shrill and obsessive. He barked and barked and barked. The woman waited for me to say something. I must have looked crestfallen under the big elm tree, my hands shoved into my sweatshirt pockets. I’d hung my heart on returning with a dog that day. I’d woken with that particular happiness I could never keep: I’m a girl in her twenties getting a dog! I’d trotted to the car that morning feeling like all my joints had been oiled.

The dog gave a few last barks before starting on the grass routine again. I shook my head, aware of a heaviness seeping back into my bones. “That’s not the right dog,” I said.

The adoption coordinator squinted at me. Her brown hair looked singed at the tips. She scooped up the shrunken fox. “What are you looking for, hon?” she asked. I told her I wanted an excessively loving and loyal dog. She turned toward the kennels.

Within minutes, a speckled dog with a pea head and barrel chest came squiggling toward me, her entire body electric with joy. She leaped onto me, licked my hands, and dropped to the ground, rolling belly up. I knelt next to her and she looked at me, pointing her narrow nose at my chin. At first she simply looked frantic, but as she calmed under my hand, a dullness flickered in her eyes. It remained only briefly, then disappeared back into the puppy brightness. A kinship so intense and so irrational surged. I named her Mercy, for Merced and for what we all needed then, what we all need right now, here at this table.

“I can’t go anywhere without Mercy,” I say. The dog presses her black nose into my neck and lifts her paw so it rests on my shoulder.

I don’t need to explain to Martha and Suzanne that I’ve vested Mercy with special powers. Even my mother says that Mercy will have to be the one to carry me past all this. I press my nose into her fur. Her smell—like moss and armpit, mud and river. I could live in it.

“It’s criminal that you can’t bring her to the movies with you,” Suzanne says.

“You should knit a cape,” Martha says. “Then you could hide her in it.”

“Or a fat suit,” says Suz.

“A fat suit,” I repeat. Suz starts to giggle again and grabs the stem of her wineglass. She takes a swallow.

“Man, your dad likes nice wine,” she says, turning her jaw toward the ceiling. “Gosh, darn.”

“Or why not just say she’s a guide dog,” Martha says, sitting up straight. She’s tapping a coaster on the table.

“Yeah! She is a guide dog,” Suzanne says. “Totally.” Suz leans in to scratch Mercy’s ears. “Mercy the guide dog’s going to get us all out of this pickle.” Mercy closes her eyes, and loosens her front legs so that she flops into a heap on my lap. We pet her and pet her, our strokes getting harder and more intense, as if petting Mercy will give us what we need.

 

“I just can’t believe she’s thinking about the movies,” my father says. It’s night now and he can’t see me standing in the hallway.

“She wasn’t thinking about the movies,” Martha says. “She was just talking.”

“Her own mother is dying and all she can think about is getting that fucking dog into the movies.”

“Richard, it’s not like that,” Martha says.


“Her and her fucking dog.”

I walk into his line of vision, and he looks away. Martha shakes her head at me. He inspects the hair on his hands.

 

My father’s father called today to see if we’d like to take him to lunch. He tries to be sneaky when he makes these requests. “Hello,” he yelps. He always yelps. “The food here is so terrible! Ham, they’re serving. Traif with gravy! What are your plans?” My mother urged us to go out. Her friend Krys was coming up to the house. “We’ll be FINE,” she said. I think she actually wants us gone. We’ve been bothering her with our planning, our need to discuss nurses and pills. She hates asking us for help with the wheelchair. She hates the way we mope. She’s constantly encouraging my father to hike, go to the store, get out out out out. Maybe she imagines that she can send Krys for bread—that for twenty whole minutes she’d be the boss lady again. She’d sit in the silent house, the high wooden ceiling above her, and tell her big red vizsla Sophie to come to her. She’d stroke Sophie’s ears, wheel into the bathroom, stare at herself in the mirror, run her hands through her thin hair, close her eyes. She might fold some laundry or sing off-key, take off her shirt and sit in the sun. For twenty minutes she would be alone, the house all hers, and no hands could touch her.

My father and I don’t talk as we peel out of the garage in his slick black car. I turn on the radio and let it talk for us as we make our way across town to where my grandfather lives, in an apartment overlooking a bend in the Willamette River. This part of town used to be grassy and wild when I lived here. Eugene sits in a lush river valley and the town peters out into fields and grassland. But this area has given way to my grandfather’s large retirement home and other sterile-looking buildings. Vinyl banners advertising riverfront patios drape across beige and white condominiums. He’s waiting for us in the large circular drive. He seems particularly compact, as if trying to cram his entire body into his dirty red Windbreaker. All around him, Canadian geese peck at the grass.

“Howareyou,” my grandfather says, curt. I lean in to kiss his cheek and smell a mix of old skin and citrus. His scalp, which I can see if I stand up straight, is as specked as a cardinal’s egg.

Before we left, my mother told me about a dream she had the night before. In the dream, men climbed up a pole to protect themselves in gunfights. These dream men would climb and twirl and always land on their feet, firing precisely. My grandfather turned up on the pole, swirling around it, his body like the metal of a fan blade, and he went faster and faster and then let go and landed on his feet. This impressed my mother.

I shove crap off the backseat so I can fasten my seat belt. My father’s car always contains unusual refuse. You might find shiny scrolls of paper with the jagged lines of a patient’s heart, a coiled and badly beaten stethoscope, sample boxes of medications with names in undecipherable medicalese, mud-encrusted dish towels, a stuffed goose with a hole in its beak—left by Sol.

“I got invited to Andrew’s Bar Mitzvah!” my grandfather says.


“Do you want to go?” my father asks, taking a curve very fast. I grab onto the headrest of the seat in front of me. “Dad. Jesus.” The speed of the car sends my grandfather’s head toward the glass of the side window, but he quickly recovers and turns to my father.

“I’m not going!” my grandfather yelps. “How can I go! They know I can’t go and they still invite me and then I have to send money! They all expect money from me because this child became a teenager or this one got married. And they don’t even send thank-you notes!” He shakes his hands in the air; they’re speckled, too.

“You’re not sending enough money,” my dad says, grinning. “There’s a minimum. You have to send enough money to get the thank-you note.”

After we are settled in the covered market, my grandfather sucks on his dentures and chuckles. Since the car ride, he’s been thinking. “A minimum!” He repeats this to himself again and again, over his lunch of runny egg salad, punctuating it with a high old-man giggle. “A minimum!”

“We’re FINE,” my mother says when I call. So we decide to capitalize on the time and take in a matinee. My father disappears into the bathroom and I hold out my arm to usher my grandfather down the dark aisle to a seat. I settle in and secretly envy all the people chomping popcorn and candy.

My family doesn’t partake in this sort of extravagance. Certain aspects of my father’s upbringing in Brooklyn housing projects have made their way into our life in Oregon, despite my parents’ professional success. In my life, I have probably ordered a soda at a restaurant four times. I rummage in my purse and find a piece of linty gum. My grandfather looks as though he’d be swallowed alive by the velvet seat if not for the enormous red baseball hat he found in the car. It sits cockeyed on his little bald head.

My grandfather’s afraid of my mother. And since she went off treatment, he has not been to see her. He hasn’t offered to help, he hasn’t sent flowers. My mother says that he has to come up to the house to say good-bye. It’s not because she wants to see him, not because she’ll miss the way he shuts down any emotional conversation, choosing instead to quote the Times at length or yelp about Herzl Street in the Brooklyn of his dreams, but because she knows how bad she looks, that her dark eyes are migrating to the sides of her head from all the narcotics, that her face is perpetually shiny and creased from the mask she uses for oxygen. Her hair falls in greasy clumps, she hunches over and can’t breathe. She’s a walking confrontation with decline. And she wants to shove this in my grandfather’s face. Even as she fades out of this world, she’s a trial lawyer, she’s obsessed with justice. And he’s behaved badly, so he has to pay.

My grandfather sighs, a sigh that says many things. It says: Finally I am in a velvet seat and out of that crazy car with your father who hates me. It says: What movie have you taken me to? It says: Robin, don’t ever grow old.

“Dad’s having a hard time,” I say. “I’ve been wondering, maybe, if there’s something we can do to help him.”

My grandfather shrugs hard, like there’s water on his back. I stare at him, willing him, for once, to say something sage.

“I think I know what I’ll do,” my grandfather finally says. The lights are starting to go down. I glance behind us for my dad. “I’ll tell him my problems.”

“How is that helpful?” I ask.

“It’ll take his mind off his problems.”

“I don’t think that sounds like a very good idea,” I say. “But my problems are so small!” my grandfather squeals. “The New York Times! I get these bills! They’re crazy!” He’s quite worked up now, which means he’s gone from a squeal to a shriek. “WHAT DO THEY WANT FROM ME?”

I wave at my father scanning for us by the doors.

“I still don’t see how that’s helpful. You could tell him that you love him.”

“Oh, Robin.” From his tone, it sounds like I’ve just spilled wine on a white carpet. “I told him yesterday I was worried about him!” His small eyes shine, his hands shine, spit glitters on his bottom lip. “I rely on him!”

It’s not the same thing, but I don’t have a chance to argue. The previews come on and my father sits beside me, thrusting his long legs out into the aisle.

My grandfather never asks about my mother, though sometimes he corners me to ask, “Robin, how are you helpful?,” to which I have no response. My grandmother died three years ago. For months afterward, my grandfather lit into my father every time he saw him.

You killed your mother! he’d scream, his high voice cracking, tissues wadded in his fists. She suffered at your hands!

My father, the doctor, couldn’t stanch the bleeding. And she was on hospice but she pleaded with my dad not to let her die like that and the bathroom was covered with blood—so much blood, how could she still be alive? Don’t let me die like this! And so my father called an ambulance and overrode hospice and they gave her transfusions until she just couldn’t take them anymore and she died, terrified and unprepared at eighty-nine. And my grandfather blamed my dad. He didn’t like the boat that sailed her out. Not that boat. Not without him in it.

 

Sometimes now, I will study my grandfather’s bent frame, his beaky nose, and try to imagine what he looked like as a young boy, curled in a twin bed, twisted in sheets in a tenement. His face looks so old now that it’s impossible to imagine it smooth. The closest I can come is an old sepia-toned photo of my father, his baby mouth revealing bright new teeth, the camera’s flash a festive fire in his eyes. I’ve never seen a photograph of my grandfather as a child, or of his father and mother. If I had photographs, would I be able to unravel the clues? Would I know why he stares off into a dark place when you talk to him? Why he turns off his hearing aid before dinner?

My mother and I often speculate as to why he does these things. In fact, just a few months ago we spent the entire two-hour drive from Yachats to Eugene winding through possible reasons. Is this his way of maintaining power? Is it deep avoidance of intimacy or authenticity? Is it some bizarre manifestation of insecurity, hard to recognize in someone so old? We never get anywhere and eventually my mother will throw her hands in the air, roll her eyes, and say: “This is such a waste of time! There’s no reason; he’s just nuts!” But I wonder, was there a distinct moment when he shut down? I think of his refusal to see my mother. Maybe the death of his own mother froze him in his tracks. She was young—younger than my mother is now. His father was a drunk and a gambler and the early 1930s were dark times. Her death sent him flying like a flare into a black sky. Maybe when he felt himself hurled out and fading, he decided that life was this: merely something to survive.

My father fled to Oregon when he became a doctor, convincing my mother to go with him. Unlike my grandfather, who attended shul every week, my father rarely went to temple. Instead he discovered mountaineering, the mineral smell of rock and snow, the burning of a glacier at sunrise. He strapped himself to ropes and packs and felt far from those cramped tenement rooms with radiator heat, with cupboards full of photographs and letters and records and packages of panty hose bought on sale at the drugstore. On a mountain, as night becomes dawn, you can see the sun and the moon on either side of you. You can actually see the passage of time.

And while he did this, while he was instructing me as I trudged up mountains after him, to straighten my leg so the blood could rush into my muscles—kick into the snow and lift, straighten, rest—as he was showing me his relationship to God, my grandmother stood in the spare room of their apartment and watched the Lincoln Continental they never drove, parked in a numbered lot below their building in Brooklyn. She woke three times a night to make sure it was still there.

Two years before my grandmother died, some distant cousins went to see them in New York. They’re old, the cousins said. They can’t live like that anymore.

My father refused to hear this. “Well, they can’t move here,” he declared. He wouldn’t discuss it. And so the problem fell to my mother. She said, “You’re getting older.” She said, “What’ll you do if something happens? Who will take care of you?” And my grandparents claimed they had nieces and nephews in Long Island. My grandmother had practically raised her dead sister’s son. Surely he would agree to help if no one else would. “Call them all,” my mother said, years of lawyering making her voice stern. “See if any of them will commit.”

They would not. And so, it was decided.

“You wouldn’t believe how terrible it was,” my mother said. She was sick then, but she didn’t look like she does now. She could still breathe. She wore blush on her cheeks and it sparkled. Her thick crimson shirt matched a pair of soft red sandals and a shiny red pedicure. We sat at the kitchen table. She’d just returned from packing the apartment in Sheepshead Bay. “I don’t think those two even like each other. That apartment was toxic. You should have heard the things they said.” My mother raised her shoulders, shuddered, and looked away. “I thought maybe if we could get them here your father would finally be able to reconnect with his family.” She set her teacup down and looked at me. “But maybe I was wrong.”

And they wouldn’t throw anything away. My mother packed boxes of toilet paper, bought on sale at Waldbaum’s, and paid to have them shipped to Eugene. Now there is a wall of toilet paper in one of my grandfather’s bathrooms. Since my grandmother’s death, he’s moved into a retirement home, but he took the toilet paper with him. The rolls, some of them yellow with age, go all the way to the ceiling.

 

Since the death of her own mother, my mother’s been more interested in Jewish rituals and rights. Though she didn’t go to services or keep a kosher kitchen, she helped the rabbi negotiate a better employment contract with the temple’s board and now the temple sends people to bring us food. Tonight, a woman named Rena will bring over fish garnished with capers and olives.

Rena hasn’t arrived yet, but I think she’s the one with glasses and blond hair. She’s in her fifties and my ninety-one-year-old grandfather, outside after Yom Kippur services, remarked that she looked just like an eighty-six-year-old woman who moved into his retirement home last week. Rena tried to be good-natured about this. My grandfather looked deranged and gleeful. The spit wad on his lips shone brightly under the streetlamp, the dark splotches on his face suggesting darker things beneath.

My mother is sitting in the den, watching the news, when the doorbell rings. Rena is indeed the blond woman with glasses. Dressed in a sharp black pantsuit and pearls, she struts theatrically into the den, her head held high (so brave!) to say hello to my dying mother. I know it’s a nice gesture, this. But she has never come up here before in the nine years of this dying. Are these people trying to bring us shards of grace? Or are they simply gawking?

When she leaves, we serve ourselves from her white baking dish, the handles slightly discolored. The fish has green olives, capers, pimentos, and figs and has been cooked to a sawdusty texture. My father, mother, and I sit at the small round table in the kitchen and push bits of it around and around. My mother makes little piles of capers, little piles of olives. Rena is not as experienced with these matters as we are. What dying woman craves capers?

 

In the morning I spend an hour in bed, unable to move any of my limbs because there are skylights above me and the rain is the first soothing thing I recognize. In this moment, there’s only the dampness in the air from the open windows and the smell of wet wood and cloud. And I want to be only these things: smell and skin.

When I finally get downstairs, my mother sits at the kitchen table, Mercy at her feet. She’s trying to puff morphine smoke from the blue nebulizer, but no one has filled it with morphine yet. She jerks it up to her face, misses her mouth, drops her hands to the table, and tries again.

Her fingers are blue at the tips.

“Why are your fingers blue?” I’m almost growling and a heat flashes into my head, making me feel woozy. Blue fingers—I try to remember exactly what Suz and Martha said. Four days? Starting when? When did this happen?

I must look demented, standing here in my nightshirt, my angry face creased from medicated sleep, my hair ratty, my feet bare. I must look as though I am about to seize her hands and shake them free of that awful color. And she glances down at the little blue contraption, its mouthpiece like that of a flute, puzzled and childlike.

“I ate blueberries,” she said.

 

Hospice has assigned us a bath aid. My mother calls her Brunhilda, though her name is probably Melody or Beth. Brunhilda barks when she speaks. She’s built like a bull. Whatever her failings, I’ll give her this: She is not trying to get to heaven faster. She seems to have very concrete desires. Today she suggests that we install safety railings in my mother’s glass shower.

“I have a beautiful shower!” my mother snaps. “And I’ll be damned if I ruin it with that shit.”

It’s true that my mother has a beautiful bathroom. She redid the floors many years ago in cream ceramic tile. An exposed wood ceiling slopes over a bathtub and on the wall beneath it she hung all the artistic attempts of mine that feature fish: a hammered tin fish I made in elementary school, a fish mosaic (extremely ugly) I made in college. My mother is a Pisces. Her towels are orange and thick. Ceramic mugs glazed in shimmering blue sit next to matching soap dishes and jars.


Brunhilda doesn’t like to get wet. She likes dying people who sit nicely in tubs with extendable hoses and hold on to safety railings while she wipes them with liquid antibacterial soap. I imagine her usual clientele are frail women with powder-colored hair, their faces free of blood, their bones nearly weightless. My mother is still very much in her body and no one, not even my dad, would be able to lift her over the lip of the bathtub to sit on the white plastic bench. So Brunhilda has to get in the shower with her and this means she must touch the spray.

Everyone finds this scenario irritating.

On her way out, Brunhilda stops to talk to my father.

“How’d it go today?” he asks. His voice has changed this year. It’s as though there are little bullets of lead hanging from his words. He holds a torn envelope and a bill. He appears to be studying them. Brunhilda’s face is hidden by very long, thick blond bangs and she wears the rest of her hair in a scalping ponytail.

“It was better,” she announced. “But I still got wet because you won’t put in an extendable hose.”

My father doesn’t look up. “Hazards of the job,” he says.

 

My mother’s friend Ellen arrives at the house bearing bags of groceries. My grandfather loves Ellen—not for her unfailing friendship to my mother, not for her comic timing or her ability to listen with her whole being, but because her father ran a catering business in Brooklyn. “He catered your Bar Mitzvah!” he shrieks at my dad. “Adler’s Catering! I can’t believe it! An Adler! All the way out here in Ory-gone!” He cannot get over the fact of this most recent exodus—Jews in the Pacific Northwest. When I began to apply to college, he shook his head at me pityingly. What college would admit a child—a Jewish girl child—from the hinterlands of Eugene, Oregon? Ellen sets the bags on the counter and gives me a meaningful hug, leans away, and grips my shoulders. “How are you, sweetie?” she asks. I smile and shrug.

Ellen used to be a chef, a fact I learned only recently in a conversation with my mother. She’s been an attorney for as long as I can recall. Tonight she unpacks the snow peas, shrimp, little jars of sauces. She’s brought the book she promised to bring—a little paperback full of Chinese recipes.

In February, my mother turned fifty-six. I’d come from Berkeley to celebrate with her. Birthdays, to my mother, always radiated joy. Even before she got sick, she reveled in marking the passage of years, in dreaming up gifts and writing sappy, loving cards that always made me feel both irritable and loved—irritably loved. “Don’t buy me anything,” she said. “I don’t need any more stuff. Just buy something for yourself.”

I tried not to pay attention, wandering around the shops in the covered market. I picked up bracelets embedded with amethyst, her birthstone. I ran my hand over expensive hand-carved bowls. She couldn’t leave the house. She didn’t want cooking gear. I looked at the flowers on display. They’d look pretty for a moment by the sink, but then you’d have to watch them shrivel and die.

The first gift I bought my mother with my own money was a pewter brooch of a storm cloud with tiny lightning bolts hanging from it by metal rings. My mother, in her Ellen Tracy and Liz Claiborne, never would have chosen it, but to me, at the time, it represented a connection to power—something my mother inarguably embodied. She opened the gift and exclaimed over it, kissed my cheek, and wore it pinned to her designer jacket for months, until the lightning bolts fell off. She still has it. The other day, when looking for a ring she thought she lost, I went pawing through the jewelry in her underwear drawer and there it was, gray and chunky, sitting amid much nicer pieces—my grandmother’s pearls, a heavy gold chain from my father.

I returned from the stores empty-handed. I liked my mother’s birthday. I felt a thrill when I got it right, like the time I gave her the journal I’d made for her, with collaged writing prompts on every page. Or the painted gourd with the African bead handle she kept on her fancy table. I knew she loved presents, loved beauty above most things. But I didn’t want to be left with a fancy salad bowl, an amethyst bracelet. After a few hours of this, I drove to the grocery store.

I spent the afternoon making and icing cupcakes. With as steady a wrist as I could muster, I wrote Happy Birthday Mom, a pink letter on each little top. I arranged them on a platter and stuck candles around the circumference, hiding the whole thing in the dining room. Later that night, I wheeled her into the kitchen. She sat at the table in her worn nightgown. I dimmed the lights and marched in wielding my creation. I smiled broadly, spoke with targeted perkiness. This was a birthday, a birthday. When I set the platter down in front of her, I had to blow out the candles because her diaphragm was damaged, paralyzed from crudely performed radiation, and she gripped the armrests of the chair and started to cry.

There’s so little we can do, so little that will plug, even for a moment, the hole that bleakness pours through. I have been begging her to come out to a restaurant for dinner. I want her to want to see the world. I want her to want. If she can still want, then we’ll continue to move forward. I try to get her excited about the farmer’s market. I tell her I need a sweater. I think of us in the past, walking downtown in the crisp Oregon fall, drinking coffee at outdoor tables and eating gyros. I cajole and repeat myself, but she shakes her head. And every time she says no to this, to me, it feels like my lungs are dipped in lead. “What would you want to eat if you could go out?” I finally asked her.

You cannot get shrimp with lobster sauce in Eugene. The Chinese restaurants here serve fried tempura or braised shrimp or shrimp nesting in greasy noodles, but the dish she most loves never appears on menus.

“No problem!” Ellen said when I mentioned it to her. She sounded thrilled to be invited up to the house; thrilled to do something for my mother.

“Here,” she says, bending over me. I have the snow peas washed and in the colander. “Let me show you a trick.” She takes a paring knife and cuts off the end of the pea, making it look like a little fish. I continue in this manner, creating a school of snow peas. The precision of this act soothes me. I could cut peas forever. We wash the rice. We lay out our ingredients in small bowls.


The last step, as we sizzle the shrimp in stock and cornstarch, is to spoon a dark sauce into the pan.

“That doesn’t look right,” I say when the white begins to turn a graying brown. The dish we’re aiming for is white, all white, streaked with eggs. When you put it over rice, it vanishes. Ellen goes bloodless, then bends over the little book.

“Oh shit,” she says. “There are two versions.” We’ve ruined it. “We can wash it off,” Ellen says, grabbing the handle of the wok. She wears the dull fearful hurt of the living in this house. None of us can ever do what it takes. We don’t have the magic we know we need.

“No,” I say. It’s already night, too late.

I walk into the bedroom and wheel her out. We ladle up rice and shrimp. Ellen is apologizing. My mother gazes at the food.

“This is the nicest thing,” she says. She looks at us as if we’ve handed her a plate of amethyst bracelets. Ellen continues to apologize and my mother looks at her, a look I know well, a look that makes her shut up.

 

It’s another day again and we’re having a hard time getting Mom to lie down. She can’t breathe when she’s horizontal—there’s too much damage to her diaphragm and lung. When Barb caught wind of this, she suggested we get Mom a hospital bed—another service that hospice provides, beds with buttons so you can sleep sitting up, beds with railings so you can’t get out of them. Today I moved the bedside tables so the guy could install it.

The guys from the medical supply place always smile wetly at me. I can never tell if they’re flirting or simply trying to be nice, but thinking about it gives me something to do. Some days I smile back at them. Some days I try a wry, knowing look. Today, though, the young man doesn’t look my way. He’s humorless and ruddy and blond and carries in the metal parts, then the poles. He sets these at the foot of my mother’s big cherrywood bed. Then he comes in with the mattress made of foam that remembers your body. My mother sits on the bed, watching, and I wait for her to crack a joke about the foam having a better brain than she does, but she’s in her black baggy nightgown and she just stares wide-eyed at the man, who nearly knocks a painting off the wall as he whams springs and poles into place.

He will not look at us, my mother and me, and finally he is done.

“That’s awful,” my mother says. And for a long time we sit, staring at the railings.

 

A few days ago, the oxygen guys’ truck broke down in front of our house. They were out there for a couple of hours, just sitting in the rare fall sunshine, listening to the radio. I went out to walk Mercy and of course she scooted over to them, wagging her tail wildly, rolling on her back, fainting. They petted her and made a fuss and said they loved dogs, especially ones that looked like coyotes. And Mercy jumped up and fainted again, grinding her back into the pavement. And the cute one looked up at me, right into my eyes, and in a quiet voice asked, “Is that your mom?” And I said yes. And he held my gaze and softly said, “I’m so sorry.”

And on top of all this, Arthur is dying. Arthur was supposed to be my childhood pet, though he always preferred my mother. He replaced Tinkerbell (named after the fairy, despite vehement eye-rolling by my mother), a pound cat that would hiss and spit the minute you came near her. If you ignored her warnings, she’d swiftly draw blood. “It’s because you named her Tinkerbell,” my mother would say.

When I was nine, we went on a family vacation and when we returned, Tinkerbell had disappeared. My father cackled delightedly and delivered graphic accounts of the housesitter’s rager. He claimed she barbecued the cat, serving kitty riblets to her sorority sisters. I ignored him and made yellow signs that my mother hung around the neighborhood. Tinkerbell never returned and, after telling my dad to can the riblet joke, my mother researched friendly cat breeds and found Arthur, a Himalayan, in the local paper. Arthur’s kitten-hood is documented thoroughly in plastic albums in my bedroom. I was a girl obsessed with his puffy whiteness, his vacant blue eyes. There are photos of me in Long Island with my cousins, dressed in a long black sweatshirt with rhinestones studded over the neckline and shoulder pads (a gift, my mother insists, from my aunt), clamping a squirming Arthur to my chest. Photos of my mother eating a sandwich, objecting to the camera in her face, the kitten standing on her shoulder. As he grew older, the cat chose a spot under a ceramic lamp in the living room and sat there, paws crossed in front of him, for most of many years.

Now this patient cat is seventeen years old and he’s locked in a bedroom downstairs with food and water and tomorrow morning, I’m pretty sure he will be dead. My mom’s friend Melinda says the cat and my mother will go together but I think the cat is going to beat her. He’s only bone under a thin skin and he doesn’t move when you touch him anymore. When he stands, one side of his body collapses and he starts to convulse.

My dad thinks we should put the cat down and leave his body at the vet’s, and maybe he’s right, but I keep thinking that at this point we have to have more respect for death than that. At this point, we will have to bury that cat under a tree in the yard with cans of cat food coated in gold. Or it will seem like we haven’t learned anything.

 

I’m sitting across from my mother in the kitchen, drinking coffee and reading about the humanitarian worker who was kidnapped in Iraq and the nine-year-old boy in Oregon who saw his stepdad kill his mother, when my mother says: “Oh no.”

I look up and there’s blood, bright against her soft lips, around the corners of her mouth. It’s a nosebleed, thick as paint. And I run for the Kleenex and we try to stop it but she can’t breathe without the tubes up her nose so we put them back and they begin to fill with blood, like celery when you put it in food coloring.

My dad is out doing errands; I have no idea how to get in touch with him. And it occurs to me that she could bleed to death at the table. Don’t cancer patients die of nosebleeds all the time? Or that she could clog the tubes and not be able to breathe and die that way. And now she’s going to die and I’m going to stand here and watch as she suffocates on a combination of tumors and blood.

But somehow she gets it to stop as I stand there, handing her Kleenex. And without seeming at all ruffled, she goes back to bed.

 

“I think you ought to change some of the doses.” Barb has arrived with her bag of meds and her paperwork. She tries to look official, presiding over her notepad, shielding her clipboard from me every time I crane my neck to sneak a look (what is it that she writes on that thing?), but she just ends up looking bossy. It’s crazy she’s the usher of death, what with her bad bangs and jowly cheeks. Where are her sequined heels? The black velvet cape such an usher should wear? Barb has decided that we need to up Mom’s pain medicine. Mom’s not complaining of pain, but what’s Barb to do with her bag of pills and patches? And Mom says okay, there is some radiating pain in her breast.

My mother’s worn a pain patch for years. It sends gentle doses of a morphine derivative into her bloodstream. Barb takes out a second patch and instructs us that it needs to be put on in the middle of the cycle of the previous patch. We have a little day planner and we make notes about this. It is, apparently, crucial that we don’t mess this up. But a day or two later, my father admits that he forgot when he administered the first patch. He stands over my mother with the gelatinous square of drug and scratches his cheek. “It was Tuesday, right? The day the bath aid came? Or was it Wednesday?” My mother stares at him, her brows raised.


You numbskull.

And there is this fact, too—a fact I can’t decipher. My mother told me that she asked my father to list the things he will miss about her when she is gone. My father refused to answer.

“Why?” she asked.

“Stoppit,” he said.

“Why?” she pushed. “I’ve been married to you for thirty-five years. You can’t think of a few things?”

“Jackie, stop.”

I can imagine what my mother wants him to say. She wants him to remember the big red tent they had on their honeymoon, the one with the shaded porch and walls for different rooms. She wants him to remember her sleeping in the sun on a grassy Swiss hillside. The sunburn she got in Mexico. She wants him to say he will miss the dinners, the salads with cucumbers, scallions, and tomatoes cut into wedges and the way she became irritated deveining shrimp. She wants him to remember her twenty-year-old skin, unblemished from surgeries and needles. The warm days after I was born and they felt they were the only ones in the world that had ever created a baby. She wants a catalog of trips they took, the daily comedies—like when they pretended to name a vizsla puppy Brick and went around the house yelling Brick, Brick, here, Brick until the dog was paralyzed with confusion and my mom couldn’t breathe she was laughing so hard. She wants him to say how much he will miss talking to her about work, about the quality of salmon and possible vacations, about me. There are a million moments that will end the day she dies and she wants this acknowledged. She wants him to imagine the empty bed. And she wants him to appreciate that it’s not yet empty.

But my father cannot meet her here. No matter how much she asks, cries, balls her fists.

“Why do you have to keep on with this?” he says.

 

“I need to talk to you,” my mother says. She’s sitting with the day planner at the kitchen table. She’s pissed and scheming, and she’s sulking a little. I take my juice and set it down, dramatically flinging myself into the wooden chair. “I can’t trust your father,” she says. She narrows her eyes as she looks at him, then widens them when she looks back at me. He’s by the sink, of course, watching. “I need for you to be in charge of the medications.”

My father pulls his lips tight. A weird kind of triumph sweeps over me.

Later we go into the bedroom so I can change her patch. She stands up and lifts her nightgown with shaking hands. I’ve not seen her rear in twenty years. It’s plump and perky—the only part of her body that hasn’t been wildly distorted. I smooth the patch down, careful to secure the edges. I try not to think about it. I look at the light fixtures, half-disks protruding from the wall, lighting sections of ceiling, leaving most of the room dim. And I think that I would like to die, right then, a flash of light, a burst of pain. Please. And just be spared.

 

In the morning, my father wakes me up to tell me he has to go out and I need to go sleep downstairs near my mother. I took two Xanax last night and I can’t understand him at all, I’m slowly rising out of a fog, too slowly, he’s already saying, okay then, and I know I’ve been given some instructions about the dogs and my mother and the phone but I have no idea what they are.

I walk downstairs to sleep in the pink bed of the spare room and it’s full of grit from my dad’s vizslas. I lie down and Mercy goes bananas, jumping all over me, playing tug-of-war with my hair. I want to cry; I’m still pretty fogged and I try to remember what those training books said. I flip her on her back and growl at her, but I’m too tired to sound convincing, my eyes are half closed, and who’s convincing in a pink tank top and purple underwear? She thinks I’m playing and twists out from under me, flying off the bed barking, racing around the room.

An hour later I hear my mother screaming. “ROBIN ROBIN!” I jump out of bed and run into the kitchen.

“What?” I’m still in my underwear, ready to perform valiant acts, ready to cut a hole through her trachea like I’ve seen on television or stanch bleeding with baking soda.

“Your alarm clock is going off,” she says. “And I need the morphine from my bathroom.” My heart sends little pinpricks to my fingers as I calm down and walk upstairs to shut off the beeping, pull on pants and a sweater. I check on the dying cat on my way to find the morphine. He’s lying on his side. I kneel over to see if he’s alive and place my hand on his cool body. He lifts his head, drags himself over to the water, and drinks.


Then I get the dropper bottle and go back to the kitchen to fix up the nebulizer. My mom can’t hold it still to puff from it; she’s shaking like mad, jerking. She can’t talk, either, and when I ask her a question she just looks angry and waves her hand in my face.

 

On the playground of Harris Elementary, Becca Hamill educated me about sex. We were in the first grade and Becca had it out for the deaf girl, Ella. I don’t recall seeing Ella inside the school, but at recess she always turned up, making the loudest noises and slamming boys on the heads and backs with a fist bedecked in a rhinestone-studded glove. Ella terrified me, but she irritated Becca, and every time Ella came by, Becca stuck her middle finger through a hole she made with her thumb and forefinger. Becca explained that this gesture meant fucking. At Becca’s house, during sleepovers, we would bounce up and down on her twin bed, watching the stuffed animals fly off and hit the floor, and Becca would freeze and say shhhhhh. Shhhhhhhh. She’d take my hand and we’d stand in front of her parents’ door and she’d claim she could hear the fucking sounds.

I never heard anything.

There were books, too. Since this was a hippie town, stray copies of Where Did I Come From? found their way to slumber parties. We all claimed to be grossed out, though who wasn’t secretly enthralled with the pictures, the pubic hair drawn on like grass? Of course, we also attended sex ed in the fifth grade, where Lance, our young redheaded teacher, drew our questions from a shoe box. When he drew the question “What does sex feel like?,” he sat on his stool for a very long time. His face turned a brighter shade than his hair and he squinted at the faded science posters.

“It feels…totally…incredible,” he said. The class fell into an awed silence.

My mom missed the boat. By the time she’d decided to sit me down for a sex talk, I’d finished fifth grade and knew all there was to know about foreplay and orgasm. However, she had no idea how sophisticated I’d become and I never dreamed of telling her.

We took a family trip to Hawaii. Ordinarily, my mother and I might journey down to the pool. She’d lie on a beach chair, a floppy hat on her head, large sunglasses making her look like a bug. She’d order a chi-chi and I’d order a virgin chi-chi and we’d relax. But today she had other ideas.

“Come, let’s sit on the patio,” she said, heading for her suitcase where much to my dismay, I’d seen a suspicious-looking book. Beige and textbooky, it had slender script on the cover alongside a photograph of a smiling mother and daughter. My mother had on her teacher face—a phony pertness in her brow and nose. She was going to educate me, talk to me about sexual intercourse in a high tone, like she was reading to me about Botswana, Mozambique. She was going to, in typical Mom fashion, talk about sex like it was geography.

I fidgeted in the plastic chair.

“Do you want to read aloud?” she asked, her voice melodious, aggravating. I became acutely aware of the dirt under the weave in the plastic furniture.

“I already know this stuff,” I muttered. She waited. Then, with a carefree shrug, she began to read, pronouncing each word with painful accuracy. I clipped and unclipped the seashell barrette that held up one side of my hair. I’d seen a group of girls on the beach and felt desperate to find them, to get a tan, to get away from my mom.

I thought we were done when we reached the last section but, to my horror, my mother alighted on the Ideas page. An Idea: Bring a set of colored pencils to your talk and, as a parent-child team, color in the larger-than-life illustrations of the fallopian tubes, the labia, the clitoris. My mother, rigid with goodwill, reached into her straw bag and pulled out a set of Crayola pencils.

“Mom,” I gasped.

“What?” she said, too loud, coloring in the clitoris lightly.

Blue. I haven’t forgotten that detail.

 

We’ve migrated to the living room. Lily loves the loose weave of my mother’s fancy upholstery and little loops of thread stick out all over, where she has clawed. I finger a loop, try to fit it back inside the tiny square hole it’s left. But my mom’s eyes are humming, she’s focused on my face. “Will you do it for me?” she asks. I shrug and give up on the loop.

It turns out to be a false request. I have no choice. I’m going to speak to the rabbi. He parks his Subaru in front of the house, blocking the mailbox. The mailman keeps getting pissed about this (what’s with all these CARS), but my mom says, sweetly, that the mailman can go fuck himself. I watch Yitzak climb the wooden steps slowly, as if his heels are made of concrete. He carries a prayer book under his arm.

My father’s gone out, so it’s just my mother, the rabbi, and me in the sunken formal living room. On normal days, two wooden chairs block the entry so that the dogs don’t pee on the thick wool rug. My mother’s back is rigid. The rabbi sits next to her, places his hand on her shoulder. I can’t look at him.

“How are you doing, Jackie?” he almost whispers. My mother’s eyes fill with tears. Three large windows look over the Subaru and the blocked mailbox and I wish I could float out toward them, down the hill, into the trees. My mother tells him that she’s stopped treatment, that she’s afraid, afraid for me. That I am not talking to anyone. The rabbi looks at me. I look into the whorls of paint in the closest painting. A girl with a violin. Her face is distorted, melonlike. Inside the gray of her dress I can see blue and orange and green. I can even see the little ridges the hair of the paintbrush left in each stroke.

“Do you have any questions for Yitz?” my mother asks. I feel her trying to bring me back, closer to her. She wants me to grab on to something, a buoy, a rope. Everyone keeps trying to throw me a rope, but there’s never a rope there when I look, just blue, just air.

“Well,” my mother says. She keeps adjusting the way she’s sitting. One of her slippers comes off and I watch her try to scoot it back on her foot. The slipper eludes her, inching slowly into the middle of the rug. Finally, I get up and grab it for her, stick it back on.

“Can you tell us, in Judaism, what happens to people when they die?” she asks. I feel a pressure in my chest. She’s asking this for me, she wants me to have this, something to think, someplace to look for her when she leaves me. I look straight at Yitz’s face. Such an old face for a youngish man. He is trying to reach me with his eyes, but I harden mine. He will not get in.

Yitz nods slowly and then looks away from me, out at the big pine tree in front of the house, out at his practical car. “There is a great energy in the universe,” he says, his cheeks hollow, his beard so still. He tries to empty himself, to ready himself for something deep and beautiful to come flooding in. “And when you die, you rejoin this great energy.”

I feel so many things at once, but most strongly I feel the overwhelming need to laugh. This is it? This is what you learn after years of rabbinical training, prayer, study of the rituals that make us human? That we join up with energy? No castles? No devils or angels? Just a feeling? Ha! Hahaha! How ridiculously accurate and perfect! How great!

 

Earlier this spring, the latest experimental treatment stopped working. The cells warped inside my mother, traveled to her liver, hovered around her lungs. I came home every other weekend and we would settle into the sofa and night would fall around us. My father went off to sleep, tangled in dogs, and my mother and I would watch interior design shows, rating the cleverness of transforming the console into two nightstands. And sometimes we would feel brave. Sometimes I would cry.
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