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For Gil, Jake, and Sophie,

who bring endless love and laughter into my life







Self-deceit is a strong fort.

It will last a lifetime.
Self-truth is a lightning bolt lost as I grasp it.

And the fires that it grasps can raze my house.


You ask me to yearn after truth, Lord,

But who would choose to be whipped with fire?


Unless in the burning there can be great light,

Unless the lightning that strikes terror

Lights enough to show the boundaries

Where terror ends,

And at the limits, still enduring and alive,

Shows me myself

And a hope no longer blind.




—Mahzor for Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur,
A PRAYERBOOK FOR THEDAYS OFAWE
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Two fires taught me lessons about my life, two fires separated by nearly six decades. The second fire was mine, but the first was my father’s, and it happened in1931, when he was fourteen years old.

My father, Abraham David Fishman, was a short boy with large dark eyes, a Buster Brown haircut, skinny arms, and bowlegs. He was the youngest of four children living in a dreary, two-room apartment on Flatbush Avenue in Brooklyn. Abie’s father was long dead. Abie’s mother was a walnut-faced woman with the shape of a fireplug, who pursued her small family’s survival with brutal tenacity. It had taken Minnie Fishman—an immigrant from Russia—three decades in America to reach the pinnacle of all her hopes: her own dry goods shop stocked with everything from bolts of fabric to ladies’ undergarments.

There had been other fires in Minnie Fishman’s stores, but they were a dim and mostly forgotten part of young Abie’s experience. The fire that changed his life, the one that became indelible, took place on Christmas Eve, a night of plummeting temperatures before a dusting snow.

As usual, Abie was helping his mother and sister in the store. Even though they were Jews (by birth, if not by practice), Christmas was an important season for the Fishmans, a time to sell to the Italian immigrants who had moved into the neighborhood. Because of the holiday they had been busy sorting and organizing merchandise until midnight. As they prepared to lock up, Minnie ordered Abie to bring in the empty cardboard boxes he had stacked in the alley that morning. Abie didn’t understand whyhis sister, Fanny, older by five years, was pulling the paper stuffing from the boxes and spreading it across the floor. Or why Fanny and Minnie were whispering. Or why they ran out to hush him up when he whistled a John Philip Sousa march as he cranked up the awning.

At home, two short blocks away, Abie and Fanny were hurried into bed. Their mother pretended she had been sleeping when the police came pounding at the door. Terrible news: Her dry goods shop was blazing. The Fishmans ran back up the street they had just come down. Abie saw the yellow-orange flames flicking through the broken windows. The new snow touched his eyelids.

Minnie Fishman wailed in despair, holding her head between her hands and rocking it back and forth as if to deny the awful thing that was happening to her. The Irish policemen nodded in sympathy. The poor Widow Fishman. To think of such bad luck at Christmastime.

Minnie Fishman was an expert at self-induced fainting. She crumpled right on the spot, and the policemen shooed everyone away so they could minister to the fallen widow. Unnoticed, my father stepped back into the protective shadows of the night. He felt the heat, and when he smelled the oddly familiar stench of burning cotton, the scrim of childhood lifted. At fourteen, Abie Fishman was now old enough to see clearly. As the flames grew and destroyed all of Minnie Fishman’s unsold and insured merchandise, the drama that formed my father’s character, the story of his life, began.

My fire happened fifty-six years later. At that time I did not know about his fire. I’m sure that in a way he didn’t really know about it either. My father had dedicated himself to leaving his past behind. He had been a poor boy, and now he was a wealthy man. Doggedly he had used his wits and his will, tackled life’s adversities, and won. He had gained the trust and admiration of other wealthy men who turned their money over to him so he could double and triple its value in real estate investments. He protected their profits with clever foresight and a rigorous manipulation of the federal tax codes. He did not break laws, but he found the gray areas where interpretation could be argued. My father knew he was smart, and he relished his intelligence. Sometimes he would muse proudly about how we peripatetic Jews had developed our splendid brain pool by constantly having to pull up stakes and move on with nothing butthe cargo between our ears. At other times, in a less sanguine mood, when a cranky antagonism overcame him, Abe Fishman would explain that the reason he had resolutely turned his back on his Jewish roots was because the words “Jew” and “poor” were synonymous to him.

The date of my fire was October4,1987. When I got the call, I was working in my eighth-story office, the back half of a converted loft in the Tribeca section of downtown New York. From that perch, where I had a sliver of a view of the Hudson River, I ran my own small documentary production company, which had won a respectable number of awards for programs that investigated injustices done to women and children. That was my niche.

I could never manage to eat much before the sun went down, so during-the daylight hours caffeine kept me going. The phone call came at eleven-thirty in the morning, about the time I had finished my third cup of coffee. A neighbor who lived a quarter of a mile down the road from our country home, a small farmhouse in the town of Brookford, Connecticut, had spotted smoke pouring from our chimney. Maybe it was only something wrong with the furnace, but to be on the safe side she had summoned the fire department.

I telephoned the house, hoping to talk with the firemen as soon as they arrived, but each time I dialed, the phone was busy. I called the operator. She put me on hold while she checked the line. I stared at the second hand on my watch as I waited for her return. In a minute and forty-two seconds she was back. Our phone line had shorted out. I might want to call the local fire department to have them go over and take a look. Just a precaution, she assured me. Better to feel secure.

Panicked, I called my husband, Josh. At eleven-thirty in the morning he’d be holed up in his cubby in a corner of the newsroom of The New York Times poring over the pile of photographs that were under consideration for the next edition of the newspaper. Josh’s job was to select the pictures of the politicians, heroes, and criminals that illustrated The Times each morning. He would have preferred to be the one taking the photographs, but the truth was his temperament was more suited to coping with the frenetic pace of the newsroom than it was to being out on the streets of the city battling other newspaper photographers for the best shot.

“The house in the country might be on fire,” I said quickly, getting in the crucial information before he could bark at me for calling.

“Annie, I’ve got to get into the front page meeting.”

“Josh, did you hear me?”

My second line was ringing. I put Josh on hold while I picked it up. It was our neighbor, confirming that indeed there was a fire. At that very moment our beloved country house, the place that had depleted our small savings nine years back, the run-down Colonial we had joyfully restored to its original simplicity, the peaceful retreat where we had brought our children when they were newborn babies—our home and refuge from New York City life—was burning out of control.

Three hours later (an hour for Josh to meet his photo deadlines and two hours for us to drive northeast at a terrifying speed) Josh and I fell silent as we rode up the last hill to our house. I had been biting my cuticles raw for the last hour of the drive, and now I dropped my smarting hand over Josh’s as he shifted into a lower gear. He did not look away from the road, but he opened his long fingers to enclose mine.

Pickup trucks lined the road in front of our house. They belonged to the local men who coped with town emergencies—the men who manned the town ambulance, drove snowplows and salt trucks through frigid winter nights, put out fires. These men would come at any time of day or night to pull a neighbor’s car out of a snowbank or to ferry a child with a broken arm thirty miles to the nearest hospital, accepting only a handshake for thanks. We always sent our donations to the volunteer fire department, the ambulance service, the town recreation committee. We enjoyed the contact we had with these men, all Brookford year-round residents, but we generally saw them only when we needed some help with electricity or plumbing, or when we went into town to do errands. Even though they had certainly fought for our house with the same ready courage they would have used to protect their own homes, we were not at all prepared for the sudden intimacy of having them move through our bedrooms with hoses.

From a hundred yards off, we still saw no signs of a fire, but as we closed in, the blackened and broken windows looked like hollow eyes. Exploded sofas, scorched chairs, soaked mattresses, burnt sheets and blankets, were strewn across the vibrant green lawn, and the white clapboard siding showed black plumes where the smoke had seeped from within.

The fire had been extinguished, but a handful of firemen had remained behind to be sure no hidden cinder reignited the flames. It had rained briefly, and the rising smoke, driven back down by the mist, became a film of soot that covered the lawn, the house, everything. We stepped across the moat of broken glass and up to a kitchen door that was no more. The town fire marshal, Norman Jukes, and a man who introduced himself as“Eddie Shank, the fellow the insurance company sent to help you out,”dropped back to let us go on alone—the bereaved making our first inspection of the ravaged corpse.

The house was a dark cave. Water dripped from the ceiling, down charred walls, forming obsidian pools on the floor. The smells were powerful—acrid smoke, melted plastic, burned wool. As we stepped ahead I remembered once traveling down deep into a coal mine and the feeling of sinking into earth, falling farther and farther away from light and breathable air. That’s what it felt like now as I stepped into my blackened home. My eyes were watery with shock, not tears. My throat constricted around a filament of breath. I started to shiver uncontrollably. Josh took my hand and held it hard.

The fire had been halted just short of the kitchen that formed the south end of our house. Cooking was one of our favorite family activities each weekend. Josh made pie crusts and fresh pasta with our two children; I made soups and stews, since I was only good at cooking things in which the careful measurement of ingredients didn’t matter. Now the kitchen looked like the inside of an abandoned backwoods shack that had been left neglected for years. The pine cabinets were blistered and cracked. Threads of soot hung from the ceiling. The floor was piled with sodden bedclothes that had been pulled off the mattresses as they were carried out to the lawn.

The children’s playroom was directly above the kitchen. It was the only other room the flames had spared. Josh and I stopped at the top of the stairs to stare at the strange scene that looked like a fairy tale in which toys had been granted a few minutes of life and then frozen in midaction. The intense heat had stretched Barbie’s plastic arms, which seemed to reach out for love. He-Man’s bulbous muscles had bubbled up and then collapsed to flab. The Fisher-Price tape recorder had cracked open and disgorged a spaghetti of brown tape.

Then I saw the wall covered with our children’s drawings. At the center were the self-portraits they had drawn the previous Saturday afternoon.Eli and Hannah had stretched out on the playroom floor on long sheets of white butcher paper while Josh and I traced around their small bodies with red markers. Kneeling above their outlines, they industriously crayoned in the details of their imagined selves. Seven-year-old Eli, who was lanky like Josh and had his unruly black hair, had turned himself into an astronaut. Nine-year-old Hannah had made herself into an Olympic gymnast, complete with a red-white-and-blue leotard and a gold medal hanging around her neck. Hannah took after me in looks and temperament. We were wiry, small-boned, with frizzy, straw-colored hair, and we were both edgy by nature.

Josh and I walked up to these two life-sized portraits. Ragged black tributaries ran through them where the built-up heat within the walls had seared the paper. It was a terrifying vision of what could have happened to our children had we been sleeping in the house when the fire broke out. I pressed my hand across my mouth to keep myself from moaning.

“You were lucky, Mrs. Waldmas.” The insurance man came up behind me and slid his arm around my shaking shoulders.“I’ve gone into houses where the children were lying dead in their beds.” I quickly pulled away from him. I had never met Eddie Shank or seen his pockmarked face before.

Beyond the playroom, the section of the house that had contained our bedrooms was a gaping hole. The remaining, singed ends of the thick eighteenth-century beams were like amputated stumps. We lifted our eyes to the wide opening in the roof above. Soft rain drifted in and wet our faces. We peered down three stories to the mounds of burned debris collected in the basement. The fire marshal, joining our slogging inspection, pointed his flashlight into the darkness below.“There was a short in your basement wiring. Should always have the wiring checked in an old house. That’s the thing, isn’t it? Electricity’s a force of nature.”

“The trouble is, people don’t like to think they’re sleeping in a tinderbox,” Eddie Shank chimed in. He was wearing a blue satin baseball cap, which he pushed back. One of his front teeth had a gold cap, and he ran the tip of his tongue over it.

Norman Jukes went on,“City folks buy themselves a nice place to escape to in the country and never imagine it can bring them troubles. By the time I’m on the scene, sorry to say, it’s too late to take the necessary precautions.”

I folded my arms and pulled them in tight against my ribs. My muscles ached from cold and lack of breath. The gray afternoon was still wet, both inside and outside our blackened house, and I had not stopped shivering. I would have liked to lean into Josh, to find comfort against his long body, but Josh was standing at a calculated distance. I suppose he knew instinctively that this wasn’t a moment to reveal too much of ourselves.

“Was that what caused Shelly’s fire? Was his fire electrical, too?” Josh asked. Shelly Weiss owned a small sandwich shop and bakery, the Brookford Café, one of the few businesses our small town could support. Just over two weeks back, in a fire that raged before dawn, Shelly’s place had burned to its cement foundation.

“Still lookin’ into that,” Jukes said. “That one’s still under investigation.” It was clear he deemed it professionally inappropriate to offer anything more.

“I see,” Josh said.“Shelly had a fire, we had a fire.”

I studied my husband. Shelly Weiss was the only Jewish merchant in Brookford, and as far as we knew, we were one of the only Jewish families. Was Josh looking for a connection?

Norman Jukes must have realized what Josh was thinking.“Come on down to the basement, Mr. Waldmas,” Jukes suggested. “I’ll show you where the copper wires fused from the electrical short. It’s pretty straightforward once you see it.”

I followed behind the three of them as they set out on their mission. They climbed over rubble that had fallen when the floors above collapsed, then bent their necks to get a view of what remained of the basement ceiling, where the scorched electrical wires were still tacked in place.

There it was, the evidence of our neglect. Two frayed ends hung down from the spot where the copper wires had melted through the insulation. Norman Jukes showed Josh how they had fused into small, hard lumps. The only thing that could cause that sort of copper fusion, he explained, was the extreme heat of a short circuit—the same powerful heat that would ignite a fire.

“See how the short burned the basement ceiling right above it?” Jukes pointed to where the basement stairs had been.“Stairwell makes a natural draw, like a chimney. Sucks the fire right up through the house, where there’s plenty of fuel to keep it going. Once the heat blows out the windows,the oxygen comes in and the fire builds fast. Bad luck the short wasn’t down there further.” He tipped his head back toward the garage door. “Wouldn’t have had such a natural draw the way it did with the stairs right here. That’s the way it is with fires. Luck always has its part, good or bad.”

I watched as the three men shook their heads, commiserating for a moment over the powerful combination of nature and bad luck. As the afternoon waned and grew colder, our future felt colder, too. I could see ahead to an exhausting project of insurance negotiations, cleaning, reconstruction. For a moment we were all silent in the dripping cold of the basement. The only sound I registered was my own teeth chattering, like a relentless windup toy.

In spite of our shock and disorientation, we were obliged to discuss the insurance claim procedures with Eddie Shank. “I’m the adjuster assigned to your calamity,” he told us now. “From here on in, you work with me.” He instructed us on how we were to “secure” our house before leaving “the premises.” Any vandalism or further damage that occurred because we failed to take the correct precautions could invalidate our policy. Once he received the fire marshal’s written report, he would contact us and inform us of our next steps.

“That’s it?” I asked.“We just wait?”

“You don’t give us some sort of check here to get us started?” Josh asked.

Eddie Shank smiled.“You watch too much TV.”

It was dark and well into the evening by the time, with the help of a couple of the volunteer firemen, we had boarded over the broken windows and doors with plywood we purchased from the local lumberyard. Our fingers were numb and our faces black when we finally climbed back into our car and set out for New York. I thought about Hannah and Eli, who would be getting ready for bed about then. That morning I had hastily arranged to have the college student who picked them up from school most afternoons stay with them until we got back. I had instructed her to say nothing about the fire. Now I wondered how I would tell them what had happened to our house, to their bedrooms, their toys, their drawings.

We drove on into the cheerless night without even a crescent moon to light our way. Cold and fear had stiffened every muscle in my body, and I pulled the children’s blankets from the backseat and wrapped up in them,drawing myself into a tight ball, my knees to my chest. I was still in a state of shock, and for many miles I couldn’t think or talk. Josh was silent, too.

Eventually, as the heat in the car warmed me, I settled into the mental work of trying to put the day’s events into some kind of perspective. I tried to make myself focus on the thought that however horrible it was, we had seen the worst of it. We had already begun to make things better—boarded up the house, begun our dealings with the insurance adjuster. I reasoned that was the best way to see it, a thousand small steps we would have to take to get back to where we started. In time the frightening images would fade from mind. Though the fire had caused enormous damage to our home, we were all safe. That was the truly important thing. But with that thought fear came back—what if we’d been there when the flames broke out? And then another fear—what if we hadn’t seen the worst of it? What if there was more to this fire than we knew at this point? Finally I couldn’t keep silent anymore about the question that was sitting like a bear between us.

“Do you believe it could really be possible?”

“What, Annie?”

“Arson. That somebody actually set that fire.”

Josh scowled. Even the question made him angry.

I pressed on. “Not just arson—anti-Semitic arson. That’s why you were questioning Jukes, wasn’t it?”

“Two fires in two weeks, both Jewish property—the coincidence is pretty hard to miss.”

“But here in Connecticut? It’s unthinkable.”

“Unthinkable? You thought it. I thought it. Clearly Jukes thought about it, too. He was awfully eager to show me that short.”

“But there was a short.”

“Yes, that’s what it looked like.”

“That wasn’t enough for you.”

“Annie, I don’t know anything about electricity and fire. All I know is that it’s a pretty weird coincidence.”

“But I love it in Brookford. Nothing like this could happen there.”

Josh kept his eyes fixed on the dark highway ahead. He was tense, irritable.“We’ll take things one step at a time.”

“But it’s our home. I don’t want to leave it,” I protested against what Josh was choosing to leave unsaid.

Nine years ago we had come upon our beloved, quiet town, set among dairy farms and apple and peach orchards, completely by accident. Our Volkswagen Bug broke down on Route84, and we had to be towed off the highway by a wrecker. We ended up spending the night at a local bed-and-breakfast while we waited for a part to be trucked in the next day. In the morning, wandering around the village green, we noticed a bulletin board with a small card offering a“fixer-upper” on the outskirts of town for an unbelievably low price. With nothing else to do while we waited for our car, we phoned the broker and were driven out to see the place. The house had been abandoned for several years, and the owner was willing to accept almost any offer we could manage. We called our bank in New York, asked them to transfer our savings into our checking account, and wrote out a check on the spot. It was an impulsive move, but I was pregnant with Hannah, and impulsivity fit our frame of mind. Later we learned that a small group of wealthy Boston Brahmin families owned land on the eastern end of town, but they kept to themselves around their large private lake down a long dirt road, and we never met any of them. Eventually we did meet a few other young New York couples who, like us, had stumbled onto adjacent towns and fallen in love with the isolation of this distant corner of northeastern Connecticut. As the years went by and our lives in New York got ever more harried making a living and taking care of our growing children, the house in Brookford became our treasured escape.

The night closed in around us. I studied Josh’s grim, soot-smudged face, and decided not to point out that he was driving too fast. I was sure he was still thinking about the possibility of an arson motivated by anti-Semitism. Though Josh was resolutely secular, he was deeply convinced of the vulnerability of all Jews, a worldview inherited from his father, Józef Isaiah Waldmaski of Lódz, Poland.

Józef had been a photojournalist in Poland during the1930s as the Nazis rose to power and encouraged Polish Catholics to give free rein to their long-standing anti-Semitism. The Catholics were particularly resentful because Jews were leaving their shtetls and crowding the Polish cities. Józef ’s passion was taking portraits of these forward-thinking Jews, who were willing to tackle the twentieth century and were making important contributions in the arts, academia, medicine, and music. His photographs appeared weekly in the Lódz newspaper Lodzher togblat, until onenight an angry mob of Catholics who hated the Jewish advances that Józef ’s photographs celebrated broke into his shop, stole his treasured photographs, and made them into a bonfire in the street. Six months later, depressed and bitter, Józef booked passage to America, where he became Joseph Waldmas and made an adequate living taking wedding photographs. When Hitler invaded Poland in1939, the sister and mother Józef had left behind were rounded up and eventually joined the three million Polish Jews annihilated by the Nazis. Józef ’s message to his own children reflected his personal experience: There would have been no Hitler if there had been no willing accomplices; Jews must never let down their guard in a Gentile world.

“Josh, can I tell you something? The weekend when I drove into town and saw Shelly’s Café burned to the ground, the first thing that popped into my head was the fact that Shelly’s Jewish, and that we’re Jewish, too. I didn’t tell you because I figured it was silly paranoia. It’s not like I’ve ever felt the slightest bit of prejudice against us in Brookford. I’m sure people know we’re Jewish, but I doubt it really matters to them.”

“Of course it matters to them.”

“But no one here is going to set fire to a house because the owners are Jewish.”

“Why not?”

“Josh, sometimes you’re such a New York Jew, seeing anti-Semitism lurking behind every bush.”

“Weren’t you the one who brought it up?”

“Then what if we find out it’s true?”

Josh glanced over at me, and then turned back to the road. I knew he was sparing me the full force of his pessimism. We had already been through enough for one day.

“Josh?”

“We’d have to leave.”

“I don’t want to leave.”

“You’d stay there knowing someone tried to burn your house down because you’re Jewish?”

“Then I don’t want to find out it’s true,” I answered petulantly.“I really don’t want to know.”
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October was destined to be a month of bad news. Less than two weeks after our fire, I had an unsettling phone call from my father in California. My father and I were very close, and we talked almost daily. I knew his moods almost as well as I knew Josh’s. After I hung up, I had a hunch he wasn’t telling either himself or me the whole truth when he described the “minor medical procedure” scheduled for the following week. He said it had something to do with a pill he had taken that may have irritated his stomach lining and caused a small polyp that the doctors would have to remove. He announced that he was going off to his ski house in Mammoth for the weekend.“I’ll be damned if I’ll hang around L.A. all weekend waiting for them to jab me with their knives.”

My father had been a single man for nearly thirty years, ever since my parents separated when I was twelve. There had been a hundred girlfriends, but none, as my father liked to say, was a“keeper.” I was his oldest daughter. I knew about my father the kinds of things a wife knows about a husband—when his irritability was fear, and when a second phone call that same day to check on an idea for Eli’s birthday present was the most he could manage in the way of a direct request for help.

“So what is this procedure exactly?” I asked.

“I don’t know. They say it’s no big deal, so I believe them.”

“You sound a little worried.”

“Naw.” I could see him, three thousand miles away, pushing his hand through the air to put me off. I picked up a photograph from my desk. Myfather was carrying nine-month-old Eli in a backpack. They were both grinning.

“I can’t wait to test out my new skis. Can you believe they’ve already got a foot of snow in October?”

“So we’ll talk on Monday then.”

“Monday, Tuesday—sometime next week when things quiet down.”

“Maybe we’ll talk on the weekend,” I suggested.

“If you need me, you’ll call me,” he said, and abruptly hung up.

With a little hair dye at the temples, my father appeared to be a man of fifty-five and often lied about his age to his lady friends. But only a month before this suspicious phone call, my sister, my two brothers, and I had organized a grand family affair to celebrate his seventieth birthday.

Generally my siblings and I depended on our father to bring us all together, particularly since our mother had opted out of the maternal role shortly after their divorce, and had tended, ever since, to keep a protective distance from the family. Without our father’s prodding I’m not sure my siblings and I would have gone out of the way to see much of one another. It wasn’t only that we had settled in four different cities and were busy with our own lives. It was also that we had inherited some of both our parents’ skittishness about intimacy. It took three months of phone calls to agree to hold my father’s seventieth birthday party in Minneapolis, equal traveling distance for each of us.

Tony was the oldest in the family, and lived in San Diego near Sally and his three children. I came next, and Tony and I were the only ones who had produced grandchildren so far. Tony was a tough case himself; he had our father’s short stature and brusque, prove-it-to-me demeanor. Professionally Tony had followed in Abe’s footsteps and was bent on making himself rich as a real estate developer. My other brother, Charles, two years younger than me, was quite different from his older brother. Charles was strikingly good-looking, though it didn’t mean much to him, and he was soft-spoken and innately gentle. Charles majored in forestry in college, and now worked for the Bureau of Land Management monitoring logging on public lands. He had married two years ago, and he and his wife, Sissy, lived in Washington, D.C., where Sissy worked as a public school teacher. My sister, Ellen, the youngest in the family, was the most distant from the rest of us, and the most private about her life. Ellen ran acenter for women students at the University of Colorado. She was a solitary soul, a jogger, a hiker, and a cross-country skier. She had Charles’s good looks, but she was still single at thirty-six, since she seemed to share our mother’s view that for women marriage led to misery.

We rented rooms at the Minneapolis Hyatt and took the hotel’s small private dining room for the birthday dinner. Though there were only the four of us and our families, we dressed to the nines to please Abe, a man who was not easy to impress. Ellen had tracked down a string quartet from the Minneapolis Conservatory of Music to play a baroque rendition of “Happy Birthday,” and we all chipped in on a beautiful silver picture frame because the surprise and highlight of the celebration was to be a photo shoot in which all of Abe Fishman’s progeny would gather around him. Though he wasn’t convinced that any one of us truly loved him, we were his pride and purpose in this latter stage of his life.

On the night of his party we gave Abe the silver frame and told him to show up in the lobby the following morning at8A.M.Tony pulled up in a rented van, and we piled in and drove across the river to the factory district of St. Paul. We had gotten spruced up for the photographs, and my father had dressed up, too. Clearly he had pried the basic information out of one of us. While he liked the intention of a surprise, he was deeply uncomfortable whenever he did not know exactly what was coming.

We rode up a clanging service elevator and stepped into a loft equipped with tiers of professional lights, rolls of colored backdrops, a female assistant dressed in black spandex, a makeup artist, and a hairdresser. The photographer we had hired generally did advertising shoots, and we had asked him to treat my father as one of his best clients. A linen cloth had been spread over a long table. There were pitchers of fresh orange juice, platters of bagels and lox, and an iced magnum of champagne. My father’s eyes widened, and then he smiled.

Abe Fishman liked fine things, discreet signs of wealth, things done “right.” He had schooled himself in California wines, European holidays, and the likes and dislikes of wealthy women who wore small jewels. As he calmly watched the flurry of activity, he looked supremely natty. He was a small man, tight-muscled, compact, and always tan. He favored leather vests, freshly pressed open-collared shirts, and immaculately creased slacks. He never wore suits, and he never wore a tie. He carried a thin walletin the breast pocket of his vest, and in it there were always five crisp one-hundred-dollar bills. He was a man who paid his own way and generally picked up the tab, no matter who his guest or what the occasion. My father did not wish to be beholden to anyone. He habitually summed up any new situation and placed himself in charge of it, scanning the scene for whatever he needed to master, new information to store, mechanical or financial things he could study, dissect, command. My father had a speedy mind. He could do The New York Times crossword puzzle in the time it took an ordinary mortal to tie his shoes. He had two favorite pieces of personal wisdom of which he reminded us constantly: “Fortune favors the prepared mind,” and “Every crisis is an opportunity.” He had both sayings printed and inserted into Chinese fortune cookies, and he kept a glass bowl of the cookies on his living room coffee table for unsuspecting guests.

It was quite a trick to get five squirming grandchildren to stay still long enough to please the photographer, who was used to dealing with professional models and inanimate bowls of vegetable soup. In the end it was that very lack of control that made the photograph so wonderful. Before each flash of the strobe, one grandchild or another would wrap an arm or leg around some parent or aunt or uncle, taking possession or getting ballast, indifferent to the perfectly balanced family fresco the photographer envisioned.

And there stood Abe Fishman, the pint-sized patriarch, at the very center of it all, delighted to have all this life around him. He knew we were not perfect, that we had our marital difficulties, and that we harbored doubts about him and about each other. He didn’t point out our faults or demand that we be different. He never had. He had confidence that we would work out the difficulties of our lives in due time. He wished for our happiness, that we be good parents, that we do better at living peaceful lives than he had done. Abe Fishman worked hard for his outward appearance of calm, but he knew—and we knew—that inside, where his blood pulsed, he was a relentlessly driven man. He had enough self-knowledge to recognize that such drive and whatever was behind it weren’t necessarily good for health or marriage. He had his mantra for us, “Be happy, be yourselves.” The truth was that we had all inherited some of his relentless drive.

The family photograph was in my mind’s eye as I dialed my father’s internist and longtime friend, Max Greenberg. My father invested Max’s money in successful real estate ventures; Max took care of my father’s insides. Max came to the phone right away, leaving a patient waiting in his examining room. I told him about my conversations with my father and my fear that the little “polyp” he described was something more serious than he was letting on. Max was relieved to get my call and to allow me to persuade him to break his promise of secrecy to my father. I was the oldest daughter, after all, and Abe had no wife; under the circumstances my father’s request to keep the information a secret from me was simply not reasonable.

As I suspected, Max Greenberg was concerned about cancer. My father had come in complaining about stomach pains and difficulty swallowing. Max had ordered a preliminary endoscopy, which revealed suspicious lesions in the lower esophagus. They biopsied the tissue, but the results were inconclusive. To know for sure Max had insisted on a second, deeper endoscopy to discover whether there might be a stomach tumor. By Monday, when my father returned from his weekend skiing, he would be told definitively whether what they found was benign or malignant. If it turned out to be malignant, a surgeon would cut open my father’s stomach on Tuesday morning at dawn.

“I’m sorry, Annie,” Max said. He had known me since I was a teenager.“It’s a damned lousy situation.”

I got on the phone right away to my three siblings to tell them what I had learned, and for the rest of the evening the phone calls flew across the country as the four of us discussed what we should do. Each one of us commented that it was lucky we’d had the birthday party and taken the photograph. We puzzled over the questions that faced us: Would he be more comfortable imagining we didn’t know? Should we fly to him immediately? Why hadn’t he told us the truth?

My father professed himself to be ruthlessly truthful. Though he was “creative” in business and tax matters, he never cheated. In fact, it sometimes appeared that good and evil were polarized in his mind with almost religious fervor. According to his personal ethic, he was a man to be trusted, a man who rigorously resisted the ever-present temptation to pocket that extra little bit of uncounted profit that was routine in realestate. If real estate was his vocation, this was his avocation: to prove he was a moral man.

On Sunday night I telephoned my father to say I was flying out to Los Angeles the next day to be there in case it turned out he had to have the operation on Tuesday.

“What operation?”

“To take your—” I paused, then decided to use his word, “polyp,” instead of my word,“tumor.”“To take your polyp out.”

“You mean the test?”

“Pop, Max says it’s an operation.”

“You spoke to Max? He took your call?”

“People care about you, Pop. I care about you. Anyway, I’m coming. I spoke to Ellen. She’s coming out, too.”

“Ellen?”

“Sure, Pop. She wants to be with you, same as me.”

On the flight from New York to California I listened to the Jupiter Symphony on my headset and cried. As promised, Max Greenberg had called that morning with the test results. The tumor was malignant. The flight attendant passed by several times, checking to see if I was all right. I suppose flight attendants are used to people crying on airplanes on their way to sickness, death, funerals. The problem was I had let myself be tricked by my father’s youthful appearance into imagining he was immortal. Sometimes, sensing the fragility of my denial, I would force myself to contemplate the idea of his death, but it was beyond my comprehension, impossible.

Perhaps one reason my feelings for my father were so intense was because of my mother’s deep antipathy to being depended on by anybody. When the last of us went off to college, she marked it as the day of her emancipation and commemorated it each year by sending Mother’s Day cards to all four of us, a joke I didn’t think was funny. Once we were all gone, she moved into a small cottage overlooking the ocean in Laguna Beach and spent her days painting the seascape until she achieved a measure of fame as a local watercolorist. She was happy at last, now that her days weren’t complicated by demands. Her visits to her children and grandchildren came in short, semiannual bursts. She could take just so much human interaction before she had to return to the isolation of herlife, like a Peruvian Indian who lives at high altitudes in the Andes, and can stay for only short visits at sea level before the oxygen-rich air begins to kill him. My mother used her answering machine to screen all her calls, on the pretext that she was engrossed in her painting. The truth was that she needed to prepare herself to talk with people. The only way to get in touch with her was to leave a message and wait for a call back. Dutifully, I had telephoned to tell her about my father’s malignant tumor. My parents hadn’t lived together for twenty-eight years—it had probably been a dozen years since they had seen each other or spoken—but, still, I felt she would want to know this news that would deeply affect the children and grandchildren they shared. Following the prescribed drill, I left a message on her phone machine and was taken by surprise when she returned my call within minutes. She wanted to know all the details, but I barely knew much myself.

“He never smoked or anything,” she said.

“Mom, it’s stomach cancer, not lung cancer.”

“He always had a nervous stomach.”

“Ellen and I are going to L.A. to be with him.”

“Good, good. I wish I could be there myself.”

“We’ll let you know how it goes.”

“I guess I shouldn’t call him.”

“Not right now.”

“Let me know if I can help in any way.”

“Sure, Mom.”

When I hung up I had to talk myself down from the call, as always. It was easy to get tricked into thinking she really would go out of her way to help in some way. I suppose she wanted to believe that herself. But I knew that the moment she hung up, any such impulse would disappear.

I suppose my determination to be a different kind of mother from my own was what had made me glum on Monday when I had to say good-bye to Hannah and Eli and tell them I was uncertain when I would return.

“Can’t Grandma take care of him?” Eli asked.

“Honey, you know they haven’t lived together in years.”

“But Grandpa’s sick,” Eli protested, knowing, as he always seemed to, the essential right and wrong of things.

“And that’s why I have to go take care of him,” I said, skirting the issue.

Hannah folded her arms. “Why can’t Aunt Ellen go stay with him? She doesn’t have kids she’s supposed to take care of.”

“Honey, I’m not going only because he needs someone to stay with him. I want to be there with him. He’s my father and I love him.”

“More than us?” she demanded, her frizzy hair backlit by the low sun as she stood on the sidewalk watching Josh put my suitcase into a cab.

“You know that’s a silly question.”

Her eyes filled, and I pulled her to me. We held tight, two bony bodies,-until Eli pried us apart for a hug of his own. I climbed into the taxi, and Josh drew the children close to him. As they waved good-bye, I pressed my face to the window, watching even after I couldn’t see them anymore.





My father was waiting at the same United Airlines gate where he had awaited my arrival a hundred times over the years. He kissed me and took my backpack, and we walked the long blue-and-yellow-tiled corridor to the baggage claim. We had made this walk each time I returned from some adventure or from college, or, as now, when I visited him from my own home three thousand miles away. Usually he was the one checking me for changes, but now I studied him and saw that he was already much thinner than he had been in Minneapolis a month ago.“Hard to eat with this damned thing irritating my stomach,” he said when he caught me examining him.

I wondered how to let him know I knew about his cancer. Of his four children, I was the one to whom he was most likely to confide his worries. After all, I was the one who had always mediated family matters when our mother was no longer interested. Many times I had maneuvered my proud and defensive father back onto speaking terms with one of his children as we all battled our way out of adolescence to adulthood.

My father and I were side by side with our eyes fixed on other people’s luggage going round the carousel.

“So, how are you feeling about tomorrow?”

He cocked his head the way he did when he presented business options to investors.

“Two possibilities. I’m going to live or I’m going to die. We’ll find out.”

It was a relief to me that this first bit of truth emerged so simply. Later, when I looked back on those early days, I saw the way truth has its owngeology. It’s like a pool of black oil that flows to an open pocket formed in layers of rock. It lies there for a while, spreading slowly, seeking a new crack to seep through. Then it penetrates farther, to another layer of rock that holds and keeps it until a new fissure is found. And then it moves again.

My father drove us north on the San Diego Freeway in his silver Porsche, a prized possession. He liked control, and he liked driving. He was never, ever at ease as a passenger in anyone’s car.

“I called Josh after you left, to check your flight time. He told me he’s considering hiring a private fire investigator to look at your house.” My father knew our initial worries about arson.

“He’s not completely confident in the fire marshal’s report,” I said casually, not wanting to give away my irritation at Josh’s ploy of trying to enlist my father on his side of the argument we’d been having. To me, the fear of anti-Semitism seemed a bit ridiculous in the light of day. Brookford was an idyllic New England village, not some backwater Mississippi town. My concern was getting the insurance settlement resolved as quickly as possible so we could start rebuilding.

“Second opinions are always good,” my father advised.“It’ll cost you a couple of hours, maybe a couple of hundred dollars, but you’ll get some peace of mind.”

“Everyone has assured us that the town fire marshal knows his stuff. They say electrical fires are pretty common in these old New England houses. We were foolish not to redo all the wiring when we remodeled the kitchen. Unfortunately, it didn’t occur to us at the time.”

“You ought to rule out arson,” my father persisted in the bossy tone that always succeeded in putting me on edge.

“It’s been ruled out by the fire marshal.”

“You don’t want to let something slide because it might be upsetting.”

“I’m an adult, Pop. I can handle this.”

We drove on in an irritated silence until I said, “By the way, I called Mom to tell her about your operation.”

He looked away from the road to me.“Why the hell did you do that?”

“I thought she’d want to know.”

“Why?”

“Maybe because she’s our mother—maybe because she used to be married to you—”

“I don’t want to hear this,” he said, turning back to the highway.

Ellen arranged for someone to step in for her and run the women’s center for the week, and she arrived in Los Angeles later that evening. That night the three of us sat out on my father’s patio at the top of Beverly Glen within a stone’s throw of the winding ribbon of Mulholland Drive. We lay on wooden chaises, and the air was clear and warm as we looked out at the jeweled Los Angeles landscape. We had turned off the patio lights so we could see the stars, and the darkness let us talk.

We spoke of small subjects and big ones, putting aside for the night the strains in our relationships. Ellen and Abe had always been ill at ease with each other because Ellen had chosen to side with our mother’s view of why the marriage didn’t work, blaming my father for his obsession with work and money. I had taken our father’s view of things, that my mother’s self-centeredness had made it impossible to be married to her. Those allegiances had defined the terrain of our family life. Perhaps because he lived the closest to our mother, Tony tended to line up with Ellen. Charles, who lived on the East Coast, generally lined up with me. Ellen often patronized what she regarded as my boring choice of a middle-class family life, husband and two children, though I knew she envied it as well. Even though she had sided with our mother, she was jealous about the inevitable result—that our father trusted me more.

The upsetting news of his cancer diagnosis had pushed aside these old tensions, at least for now. We laughed at my father’s corny jokes and dreadful puns, and we ate chocolate ice cream straight from the H‰agen-Dazs container, passing a silver spoon back and forth. At midnight we still weren’t sleepy. Why sleep when time was newly precious? My father put his hands behind his head and talked about his life, his pride in his children and grandchildren, his business successes, his ability even at seventy to ski from the moment the lift opened until it stopped in the afternoon. He wanted to build an addition onto his ski house so all of us could come at the same time. He had loved the reunion in Minneapolis.

“I’ve been considering letting that young fellow I took in deal with more of the day-to-day business. He’s a Brooklyn boy, like your old man here, a real Yiddishe kopf. Of course I’ll still keep a tight rein on things, but the point is I won’t have to go in so often. I’ve put that off too long. At last, I’ll have some real time to myself.”

“That sounds good,” I said encouragingly, but I was struck by the plaintive sound of what he’d said. He rarely spoke of his regrets.

Around one in the morning, knowing we had to leave for the hospital at seven, I suggested we get some sleep. At the sliding glass door, my father put his arms around us. “I’m glad you kids came out, though you really didn’t need to disrupt your lives.” He hugged us a little harder than usual.“You two are really something, traveling all this way for me.”

Over the next months there were a number of specific moments when one detail would predict what lay ahead. The moment would stand out so starkly that it commanded both attention and an internal process of adjustment to the change. The first of those moments was watching my father wheeled away on a gurney, the metal sides pulled up as if he were a baby in a crib. I held his hand until we got to the chrome-plated swinging doors, the gleaming portal to the miracles of medical science. This was where we would have to leave him, to trust him to the efficient orderlies in pale green hospital garb. But we were our father’s daughters— we trusted no one.

He had been telling us jokes and making us laugh while we waited in the prep room for his turn to go. When they came to wheel him out, he still commanded authority, instructing the orderlies about the angle they needed to get the gurney through the narrow door. But out in the hall, when the orderlies lowered the head of the gurney and my father lay flat, his arms already pierced with needles, he tightened his lips and went silent. I loved him in that shocking moment, when I saw him vulnerable as never before. I thought of a photograph he had taped to his dressing mirror: He is a young boy standing on the beach at Coney Island. His blue jeans are rolled above his knees, the sleeves of his shirt are rolled above his elbows. One arm is bent behind his back, his fingers gripping the other arm, which hangs down beside him. He’s smiling, an easy, contented smile. His hair is combed over his forehead, touching down between his bushy eyebrows. His eyes burn as bright as embers.

We waited for hours in the family room at the hospital. I paced, read back issues of People, traded uninformed predictions with Ellen. The tension of waiting put Ellen and me right back into our old relationship, cautious of each other, distant. I noticed that even though she was wearing sneakers, blue jeans, and a T-shirt like me, she managed to look puttogether and beautiful. She was tall and had our mother’s high cheekbones, smooth auburn hair, casually erect posture. I am short, frizzy-haired, a sloucher; jeans and a T-shirt make me look like a sloppy teenager. I wondered if my sloppiness would somehow affect my father’s fate, give the message to the powers that be that I didn’t care enough. I scoured my mind for ways I could tip the balance back. I could promise to temper my awful habit of sarcasm. I could promise never to argue with Josh or be short-tempered with my children. But who was I making these promises to? With whom was I striking my bargain?

I watched Ellen flip the pages of her magazine and felt lonely. I calculated the time it was in New York, almost the end of Hannah and Eli’s school day. Bonnie, their baby-sitter from Barnard College, would be standing in the huddle of adults waiting on the sidewalk for the children to be dismissed from P.S.87. I let my mind alight on that moment, the anticipation I felt when I was the one waiting for the glass door to swing open. Even when I was tired or irritable, as soon as Hannah and Eli ran out and jumped on me for their hugs, I always felt restored, and I knew that no matter what kind of mother my own mother had been, it was past history and my own family was steeped in love. I’d walk home with my children up Amsterdam Avenue, past the Hispanic men camped out playing cards in front of bodegas, listening to salsa on small radios, as Hannah and Eli interrupted each other, overflowing with the indignities and triumphs of their day.

I tapped Ellen on the shoulder to tell her I was going to find a pay phone to call Josh. I wanted to ask him how things had gone that morning getting the kids out of the house and to school. And I was curious about whether he had reached Eddie Shank, the insurance adjuster. We had finally received his letter outlining the steps we had to take to pursue our claim. I had decided to ask Josh about whether he had done anything further about hiring an independent fire investigator. Though I had put my father off, his comment about letting upsetting things slide had stuck. Not that he couldn’t be a master of denial himself. When my father didn’t want to look at something, he could be as impenetrable as a Brink’s truck.

As I waited for Josh to pick up, I checked myself in the dark reflection of the glass booth to see if I really looked as unattractive as I felt next toEllen. In the early morning as we hurried to leave for the hospital, I had clipped my hair back into a barrette. With my hair pulled away from my face like that, I looked like a fledgling sparrow. I unsnapped the barrette and flicked my hair free so the thick mass of it would hide me.

When Josh didn’t answer, I left a message on his voice mail.“Waiting sucks.”

It was four interminable hours before the surgeon appeared at the waiting room door. I saw him before he saw us; I saw him recompose his expression into cheerfulness.

He settled on the arm of the couch to give us his report, using the back of his prescription pad to take us through the steps of the procedure he had completed. He had peeled a“golf-ball-sized tumor” away from the posterior wall of “the stomach.” (Did he mean my father’s stomach or some lonely organ lying at his mercy on a chrome table?) He had detached the tumor from the lower esophagus, where it had lodged and was growing through. I imagined he was recalling the details of the surgical report he had dictated as he informed us that65percent of my father’s stomach had been discarded. With the golf ball metaphor and the number65, I had the nasty thought that this surgeon with his bronze tan was taking us blow by blow through the holes of a golf game. The surgeon said that, happily, he had been able to reattach the esophagus, which meant my father could continue to eat like a human, but, unhappily, the cancer might have already entered the nearby nodes. The nodes were“the body’s subway stations.”The cancerous cells could hop on a subway car, travel through the lymph system to any destination they chose, and then hop off again and multiply. Chemotherapy and radiation could help all that, the surgeon assured us as he concluded his presentation. He tucked his prescription pad back into his pocket and put a hand on each of our shoulders.“Your father is a lucky man to have two such beautiful daughters.” Once he’d swung back through the doors that had delivered him, I replayed the first face I’d seen—his irritation that this one wasn’t a winner, the almost imperceptible nod as he reminded himself that even a surgeon as great as he could do only so much if people came to him too late. Later on, when my father dubbed this coldhearted man“Dr. God,” I understood his anger.

In the ICU Ellen and I stood on opposite sides of the gurney where our father lay with tubes going into his mouth and nose. His face wasdrawn in pain. His lips were as cracked as the dry earth I had once seen at the Dead Sea. At the sound of my voice, his eyes fluttered open momentarily. Around him clicking and sighing machines breathed on behalf of weary, cut-up bodies, including his own. Too many patients were crowded together, too many gurneys parked at scattered angles, leaving no room for privacy or pride.

I took a piece of ice from the pitcher beside his bed, and, asking his permission when he couldn’t possibly answer, I put the ice to his lips and rubbed it there until a drop of water formed. I used my index finger to guide the drop through his parched lips. The corners of his mouth turned up slightly in relief. Was he relieved because I had met his need or because when he couldn’t speak, I had heard him?

I knew that for my father’s sake I must not show any sign of fear, though the sight of him so tubed up and utterly helpless was shocking. I didn’t need to be upbeat—he would not ask that—but he did need to know that things were being managed. If he couldn’t control the world, the next best person for the job would be a direct inheritor of his DNA.

I put my lips close to his ear.“I love you, Pop. You’re doing fine.” In my imagination I heard him ask the critical question—did it work out? Am I going to live? I took his hand from under the sheet and brought it to my cheek, once again seeing the young boy in the Coney Island photograph, the hopeful boy who had doggedly survived to become my father.

When he closed his eyes to sleep, I told Ellen I wanted to try to reach Josh again. She had already made the calls to our mother and two brothers. I left Ellen to watch over Abe in the ICU and went looking for a pay phone. By now Josh and the children would be home.

Hannah picked up on the first ring. Had she been standing guard for my call?

“It’s Mommy!” she screamed like the town crier.

Eli came running, and I had to listen while they fought over the receiver. Josh picked up on another extension.

“How is he?”

“He’s resting now,” I said obliquely, knowing by the silence that either Hannah or Eli had won and was listening in.“The operation’s over. It will be a few days before we know anything more.”

“Are you coming home?” Eli asked.

“In a few days, honey. Grandpa sends you a big kiss. He wants you to make a drawing for his hospital room.”

“I’ll draw him and me on top of Mammoth Mountain.”

“He’d like that. Ask Daddy to put it in the mail so Grandpa can get it right away. Now let me speak to Hannah. And remember how much I love you.”

“As much as the number of drops of water in the ocean?”

“Even more than that.”

Hannah took the phone and said,“I want to talk to Grandpa.”

“He can’t talk yet. But he asked me to tell you that he loved the poem you sent him about his birthday party. He put it in a frame. It’s right on his desk.”

“Did you tell him I’m going to be a poet when I grow up?”

“I certainly did, and he said he’s sure you’ll do it.”

“I’m going to dedicate my first book to Grandpa since he always liked my poetry.”

“Can I tell him that too when he wakes up?”

“Tell him it’s not just because he’s sick. I really mean it.”

“I need to talk to Daddy now, Hannah. I’ll talk to you tomorrow.”

“You said you’d come home tomorrow.”

“Hannah, you know I didn’t.”

She hung up the receiver without saying good-bye to make sure I knew she didn’t like my answer.

“She sure knows how to push my buttons,” I said to Josh.

“She’ll survive.”

“It doesn’t look good for my father.”

“What did they say?”

“We’re waiting to get the report, but the doctor said the tumor had grown through the stomach wall. If it’s in the nodes, it’ll be in the liver in a matter of time.”

“Does he know?”

“Not yet. I don’t look forward to his reaction.”

“Your father’s a realist, Annie.”

“This may be a little too real, even for him.”

For two days he was in and out of consciousness, but every time he opened his eyes either Ellen or I was at his side. Sometimes the nursessent us out of the ICU while they took advantage of his sleep to wash him and check his dressings; it would be a betrayal of his trust if they inadvertently let his daughters see his genitals while he was sleeping. Once, when he was awake but still kept mute by the plastic tubes, a nurse came in and asked me to step outside so she could check him. I got as far as the door when I felt a powerful yank on my mind, like a cane hooked around an actor’s neck in a silent-movie comedy. My father had sent his thoughts directly into my cerebral cortex. Instantly I turned back. Unable to speak, he was asking—no, demanding—that I stay.“Pop, they want me to leave while they wash you. I’ll be right outside the door. I won’t go anywhere. Is that okay?” His eyes dropped as if he were considering whether this was good enough. Then he nodded, and I left to stand out in the hallway and take in yet another stunning moment.

Ellen and I monitored our father’s stay in the ICU of St. Catherine Hospital like marines on watch, taking turns sleeping, exchanging information at the door to the ICU as we traded off. Between courageous efforts to smile for our benefit, he would grit his teeth in pain. When enough tubing was removed so that he could try to talk again, he complained in a small, hoarse voice that the nurses yelled in his ears. The nurses took no offense at this. They knew about the rage of powerful men robbed of their dignity. My father, a short man, once poor, was probably among the worst of them.

At last he was transferred from the ICU to a private room on the oncology floor, a determinedly cheery, sun-drenched place with yellow walls and pin-striped curtains. The windows faced the smooth, azure Pacific Ocean, where the horizon faded to a milky blue. Cortés and Balboa had once regarded that horizon, imagining their future. When my father looked out now, did he imagine his own future—whatever and wherever it would be?

As planned, my brothers both arrived in Los Angeles to join the hospital room vigil as we waited for the tissue evaluation in the pathology report that would decide my father’s fate. Five thousand times a day Abe Fishman demanded to know when his damned doctor would show up with the results. We were learning that waiting and cancer are synonymous. The challenge was learning how to wait and still make your lungs breathe in and out.

As he regained his strength, my father grew more agitated. We hadn’t pulled the curtain to the right position. There were too many flowers, not enough ice cubes in his pitcher, too much noise in the hall. The juice beside his bed smelled sour. The television was at an angle where sunlight coming through the window cast infuriating patches of opaque gray. Abe Fishman pointed imperiously in one direction and another and sneered at our failures to anticipate his needs.

Dr. Samuel Hopkins, aka Dr. God, wore civilian clothes when he arrived at last for the bedside session. He sat and bent one narrow knee over the other so that his Armani slacks crept up his leg and revealed the garters that held up his black socks. He nodded at his patient’s improving appearance, the confirmation that he, the talented surgeon, had done a splendid job. Then he wove his fingers around his bent knee and asked a question certain to tick my father off. “Tell me, Mr. Fishman, have they been treating you right?”

“That’s not the point,” my father informed him, undaunted by the humbling, flowered hospital garb that he was required to wear. “How come it takes so goddamn long for your people to check out a few cells under a microscope? This isn’t nuclear physics, for God’s sake.”

“I’m only a lowly surgeon here, Mr. Fishman. You’ll have to take that up with the nuns who run the place. Myself, I’ve never had the courage to question them.” He smiled at my father, waiting for appreciation of his attempt at humor.

“I’m assuming you’re here to talk about the pathology report,” my father replied, turning the hospital room into his own executive office.

“Yes, Mr. Fishman. I’ve gone over the results.”

“Give it to me straight.”

Dr. Hopkins looked back toward the four of us leaning against the walls, waiting silently.

“They’re my children. They can handle this.”

Hopkins accepted this statement of his patient’s wishes.“Mr. Fishman, as you know, the tumor in your stomach was malignant. We were able to get most of it out, but unfortunately some of the tumor was so deeply embedded in the stomach lining that we were unable to remove it all. In addition, we saw clear evidence that the cancerous cells had spread to adjoining lymph nodes. The pathology report shows that the cancerouscells are relatively undifferentiated, which tells us they are quite young. Given the extensive growth and the large size of your tumor, this indicates a type of cancer that is extremely aggressive. It’s impossible to know how long you’ve had this cancer, but it’s certain that it’s growing fast. The oncologist will come by later today to discuss your options for treatment. As your surgeon I advise you to elect the most aggressive course of radiation. Unfortunately, we don’t have much luck with stomach cancers. The problem is where they’re situated, right there at the center of things. Untreated, you might have six months to a year. If you’re very lucky, maybe two.”

I don’t know which one of us in the room gasped. I know it was not my father. His face closed down, slowly but surely, a door shutting on an uninvited stranger.

Hopkins pushed back.“We should be able to get you out of here by next Friday. It all depends on when we can get you eating solid foods. You’ve still got a good-sized stomach in there. Your job is to get it working like the old one. I’ll come by tomorrow morning to check on you.”Hopkins turned and left, not looking any of us in the eye.

My father lifted his hand and waved us out of the room. We filed out, saying nothing, and walked on down the hall, no destination. Ellen was already sobbing. Perhaps the distance she had kept between herself and her father had dawned on her with full force.

My older brother, Tony, shook his head.“That doctor is an asshole.”

Charles was more philosophical. “I guess when you’re seventy you stand a chance of getting dealt out of the game.”

“We shouldn’t leave him alone too long,” I said. No one answered, so without waiting for their agreement, I turned back.

My father was staring out the window when I came to his door. I asked if I could come in, and he didn’t answer. I went in anyway and sat down in the chair the surgeon had pulled up to the bed. Since my father still did not look my way, I was free to study him. The skin of his cheeks, which only weeks before had been taut and tan from racing his bike and skiing, was now withered and yellow. A stubble of gray around his chin gave him the appearance of a tired Chinese elder, and his hair, pressed up by the pillow, made a little plume above his head. He seemed profoundly sad. He was up against the facts.

I stared at him and thought, Well, here he is, my father, and he’s goingto die. I had slipped through a door into a room where new knowledge was kept. I couldn’t even recall what room I’d left behind, what blissful ignorance. My father, this man before me, with eyes that would not blink, tendons making columns around his long neck, bony legs draped with hospital sheets, bare toes sticking out—this was my father, who would soon die and be no more. I sat as motionless as he. What could we do?

“Pop, this is a time when you’ve got to be a fighter.”

“I’m tired,” he confessed.

“Tomorrow you won’t be so tired.”

He shrugged. It was completely unlike my father to shrug. He always knew what he thought, wanted, was prepared to do. He would count off the steps of a well-thought-out plan, raising his thumb first and then his fingers one by one, laying out the concrete elements of a strategy carefully conceived to achieve his goal. Fortune favors the prepared mind. Fortune favors. I leaned forward and tried to hug him, but at that moment my father wasn’t accepting any hugs.

That afternoon I went to Robinson’s Department Store to buy him an electric shaver. His accustomed brush, blade, and shaving cream were too much for him to manage, and he was weary of being ministered to by nurses. A soft-rock station was piped in overhead as I moved along the swimsuit racks to men’s toiletries. Carly Simon sang,“You’ve got a friend.” The tears spilled out of my eyes with no warning, as if someone had tilted a pitcher of water down my cheeks. What a stupid, dumb song, I told myself, my tears unstoppable.





Ellen was discouraged by our father’s withdrawal. She said it was so unlike him that it felt like the first sign of death. I suggested she give him twenty-four hours.“He needs some time to hit bottom, but he’ll be back.” At ten the next morning he called us all into his hospital room for a family meeting. He was sitting up in bed, his hair neatly combed, his face clean shaven, his chest bare with his IVs and feeding tube sticking out of him as if he wanted to show us that there was nothing to be afraid of in cancer. Here was his flesh, as strong and good as ever. Some repair was needed. That was all.“There are two possibilities,” he announced.“Either this thing is going to beat me or it won’t. But I’ll be damned if I’m going to sit here countingthe tiles in the ceiling. I’m back in. I’m going to fight. And it’s because of you guys. You’re what makes me want to fight.” His eyes drifted to the family portrait from his seventieth birthday, which we had placed on a table in his closest line of sight.“I didn’t ask any of you to come out here. God knows, I did my damnedest to keep you away. I told myself it was because I didn’t want to worry you. The truth is I was afraid to find out you didn’t care. I know it sounds ridiculous. But that’s me. That’s my problem.” He spread his hands in a gesture of apology.

“Fighting sounds good to me.” Charles nodded.“I’ve got a suggestion.”

“What’s that?” Abe Fishman asked his youngest son, the child least like him.

“We approach it the way you taught us to approach any problem. First we get information. Then we consider our options. We’ll find the top experts in the country. We’ll use our minds. We’ll use our wills. Isn’t that the Fishman way?”

We decided to go meet the experts as soon as Abe was well enough to travel, but I needed to do a little of my own research before heading back to my family in New York. On the way to the airport I stopped in on my father’s new oncologist, Dr. Michael Armadas. There is a handoff in cancer treatment—from the internist who makes the diagnosis, to the surgeon, who takes the first, radical steps, to the oncologist, who oversees the highly uncertain efforts of containment. It was easy to see which aspect of his personality had drawn each of my father’s doctors to his specialty, or perhaps how the experience of it had shaped him.

Dr. Armadas and I were the same age—forty—but it was clear that seeing so much dying at close range had made him older. His shoulders were rounded forward from his hours of bending toward patients who could only whisper. In the hospital I had noticed that he always made some sort of physical contact with my father, a touch on the shoulder, a handshake, but his eyes stayed focused at a middle distance, as if he were already preparing for loss.

Dr. Armadas looked kindly at me across his desk in the tiny office sandwiched between his examining rooms. Though he had seen me a number of times in the hospital dressed in jeans and a T-shirt, I decided to wear a dress for this visit to his office. I wanted to present myself as the sort of person he could be frank with, even though the way I sat with myarms wrapped around the backpack I used for a purse must have let him know that I was not ready to be an orphan.

He rubbed his temples with his thumb and forefinger, taking a moment to draw his attention away from his waiting patients. Then he opened his palm against the stubble of beard that had grown in the long hours since he’d rested last.“How are you doing with all this?” he asked.

“Okay, I guess.”

“You two are very close, aren’t you?”

I nodded. I was afraid if I answered this question out loud, I’d cry.

“I’d like to keep him in the hospital for a little while longer. If he decides to opt for radiation, I want to get some weight back on him before we start.”

“I’m sure once my father makes his rounds of the cancer gurus, he’ll make his decision quickly. He likes to get all his information first.”

Michael Armadas smiled and nodded. “Yes, I’ve gotten that impression of your dad.”

“I like information, too,” I said.“I guess I’m my father’s daughter.”

Of course he knew why I had come. He glanced toward his windows, where the blinds were drawn, then looked back to me.“I wish there were more I could tell you. I can give you the percentages, but they don’t help much. It’s not a good situation any way you look at it. Perhaps this is the best way to say it to you. In the last year I’ve had six patients with stomach cancer. Today not one of them is living.”
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