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OHIO
NOVEMBER 1998


Forty-eight-year-old Steve was lying in his bed upstairs, staring at the ceiling, talking to himself, replaying the events over and over. How his dad couldn’t catch his breath. How he’d crawled on his hands and knees to his bedroom and Steve had to help him into bed. He was white as a ghost, and Steve told him he looked like he might pass. But his dad wouldn’t let him call the ambulance until it was too late.


His older sister, Sylvia, had burst out sobbing on the phone after Steve told her. That Dad had passed away. Pulmonary embolism. She kept moaning and just couldn’t believe it.


“Dad wasn’t even sick. How could this happen? Just like Mom.” And then she cried even harder.


Steve told her he’d done everything he could. Then took it back. “But maybe I didn’t. I should’ve called 911 right away. But Dad wouldn’t let me.”


“It’s not your fault,” she’d said. “You did all the right things, Steve.” Still, he couldn’t let go of thinking that somehow he was to blame. Now the whole family was here, probably to decide his future. He wished they’d all just go back to Los Angeles and leave him be. He could hear them talking in the living room below, but could not make out what they were saying. He was sure it was about him. He wondered out loud if they still would let him live in the house. “What if they sell it? Make me find an apartment? Or put me away?” Steve kept hoping it was some mistake, a bad dream, but he’d attended the memorial service that day and realized that life as he knew it was over.


Steve heard footsteps coming up the stairs then his younger brother, Scott, calling him.


“Yeah?”


The converted attic ran the length of the living room and their parent’s bedroom on the first floor. It used to be Sylvia’s when she was in high school in the sixties, and nothing had changed. Still one half bath, oval braided area rugs scattered on light oak flooring, pale blue walls (now dingy), and built-in bookshelves filled with high school memorabilia: yearbooks, Steve’s trophies from his track star glory days, Scott’s swimming medals, and pictures of Sylvia as cheerleader and home-coming queen in high school. The books ran the gamut of years, from Make Way For Ducklings, The Boxcar Children, Hardy Boys and Nancy Drew mysteries, to textbooks and novels.


Scott walked toward Steve’s twin bed and stood at the end. He affectionately squeezed Steve’s loafered foot a few times. “You been sleeping?”


“Not really, too much going on.” Steve glanced at the shoe where Scott’s hand was resting. “I forgot to polish my shoes today.”


Scott took his hand away and laughed. “But you remembered to shower and shave.”


Steve smiled at him. “Only when I have to. So what do you want?”


“Will you come to the living room for a minute? We want to ask you something.”


“Do I have to?”


“That’s why I came to get you,” Scott said. “Nothing to worry about.”


Steve eased himself upright and followed his brother to the living room. He plopped in the overstuffed chair where he always sat, the upholstered arms worn thin, darkened from body oil, much like his elbows where thickened patches of dry skin were permanently stained gray. Steve didn’t like to bathe more than once a week and even then it took coaxing. But today he actually looked groomed and well dressed: camel corduroy slacks bunched from the leather belt cinched under his large belly, blue and white striped Polo dress shirt without food stains, and tasseled oxblood loafers. Blinking under his horn-rimmed glasses, he looked around at the faces peering at him. “I suppose you’re wondering why I called this meeting.” His dad’s old line, and he sounded just like him.


Everyone chuckled.


“We were thinking that you’d probably want to stay here to live,” Scott said.


Head tilted, his elbow resting on the chair arm, Steve twirled the hair on the top of his head with his index finger. “Yes. I want to stay here. It’s my home. And yours. And Sylvia’s.” He gestured toward his sister. “We grew up here.”


“We didn’t think you’d want to live in Los Angeles, near us,” Sylvia said.


Living arrangements for Steve were the first priority. He couldn’t manage on his own, and none of them thought that he’d adjust well if he moved to Los Angeles. Even his psychologist said that although he’d probably adapt in time, the shock of moving to a totally new environment might trigger a setback at best, but at worst, a psychotic episode requiring hospitalization. Schizophrenics often become confused, disoriented, reclusive, and delusional with too much stimulation or change. It was agreed that it would serve him best to remain in his childhood home, where he’d been living with his parents the past fifteen years. Now that they were gone, Scott and Sylvia needed to find someone to live with him. Sylvia’s husband, Adam, had come to the rescue when he suggested his sister, Nancy. She seemed ideal—that she’d even think to ask what Steve thought of the idea was more consideration than the family had expected. Steve was rarely asked what he wanted, unless it was food: creamed corn or peas, mashed or baked potatoes (always mashed), beef stew or spaghetti.


“I’d hate Los Angeles. How could I even drive there? I’d have to live with you.” Steve mumbled to himself. “You probably wouldn’t want me anyway.”


Adam turned to Steve, “I was talking to my sister, Nancy. She needs a place to live and—”


“Nancy,” Steve said. He vaguely remembered that Adam had a sister who lived nearby. “Isn’t she your older sister?”


Adam nodded. “Right.”


“We thought you’d need someone to live with you,” Sylvia said. “Someone to do the grocery shopping, fix meals, clean, and pay some bills.”


Steve stared at the floor. Seconds passed in silence while he processed what she said. “Yeah, I can’t do those things.”


“She’d be willing to move in with you,” Scott said.


“Well, I’ve never met her, but I’m sure she’s a nice person.” He turned to his brother-in-law, “If she’s anything like Adam.” Steve and Adam had known each other in high school. His hands fluttered in front of his chest as he spoke. “Does that mean I could still live at home?”


“Affirmative.”


“Wow, Scott, ‘affirmative.’ This is a meeting.” Steve mumbled something unintelligible to himself.


“We need to call her back and let her know,” Sylvia said. “I know this is sudden, but we need to decide soon.”


Steve looked over at Adam who held the cordless in his hand waiting. One thousand one, one thousand two, one thousand three. “Oh. If that’s the only way I can stay here. Where would she sleep? In Mom and Dad’s room? That would seem weird—a stranger in their room, well, not exactly a stranger, but I don’t know her. When would she move in?”


“We don’t know yet,” Sylvia said. “I guess as soon as she can. That way you won’t be all alone.”


“Can I meet her first?”


Sylvia suggested that Nancy come by for dinner the next day.


Adam called his sister back. She said she’d be glad to come tomorrow for dinner. “Hey, Steve, do you like dogs?”


Steve rolled his eyes. “Nancy has a dog? Is it a big dog? I hate big dogs. They scare me. The Baldwins’ boxer chased me all the way home once when I was little.”


“Maybe that’s where you got your start,” Scott joked. Steve was a state champ in track. Scrapbooks upstairs were filled with local newspaper articles from thirty years ago about “the gazelle who was definitely Olympic material.” He was the talk of the town and college coaches from Florida to Massachusetts. Scholarship offers poured in and then went away. His test scores were too low.


Adam explained it was a small dog, a Pekinese. “His name is Sammy.”


“Aren’t they really ugly with buggy eyes? Don’t little dogs bark a lot? I can’t stand yapping. What if it urinates in the house? Or worse?” Steve wasn’t comfortable using slang for bodily functions. He either skirted the topic altogether, simply excusing himself if he had to use the restroom, or used more polite terms. He lit a cigarette and stared at nothing.


“I’m sure he’s house-trained,” Scott said. “Maybe a dog will be nice to have around.” Scott had heard dogs could be a calming influence for the elderly, but the mentally ill? Even though Steve had a soft heart for animals, Scott wondered if the dog would be safe with him day in, day out.


Steve relented. “What choice do I have?”


Scott excused himself. “Duty calls,” he lied. He walked to the backyard and took a few deep breaths to calm down. To think how lucky Steve was that a family member would be willing to live with him (although Nancy had no idea what was in store for her), someone trustworthy and reliable to look after the house and cook his meals—it was such a long shot to find anyone at all and so soon. Yet Steve had no idea. So frustrating. He wasn’t as patient with Steve as Sylvia was, and probably never would be. Maybe because Sylvia and Steve were so much closer in age, three years to his six. But she hadn’t been around when Steve had his first psychotic break. She was married and out of the house by then, and Scott was starting high school. It was constant turmoil at home. He never knew what to expect when he walked through the door, so after school he stayed at his friends’ homes or his girlfriend’s as long as he could. As he described it, “We went from the Cleaver family to the Addams family.” Scott took a deep breath and went back inside to join the family.
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With Thanksgiving two weeks away, everyone helped (mostly Sylvia and Scott’s wife, Amanda) to fix the traditional holiday meal, since none of the immediate family would be there to spend it with Steve. The weather was balmy for November, with an invigorating crispness in the air. While the turkey was roasting, they all decided to pitch in and rake leaves, a family chore during childhood, except for Steve who didn’t like manual labor. “My meds make me sweat too much,” he claimed.


Their dad had loved to do yard work, to be outdoors. Although sometimes he grudgingly raked the leaves—which could be three feet deep if he didn’t stay on top of them—a big job since the yard was a quarter of an acre. He’d planted the pin oak trees, now over eighty feet tall, and the hemlocks that encircled the back patio when the house was built in 1950. He grew roses and peonies and photographed them all; their mother planted crocus, daffodils, and lily of the valley, and in summer hung baskets of red geraniums.


Nancy suddenly appeared in the backyard with a wriggling, panting Sammy in her arms. Sylvia decided that Steve was right—it had to be one of the ugliest dogs she’d ever seen. His breathing was so labored he sounded like he was snoring or had a cold, probably due to the flattened, Pekinese-squashed nose, a characteristic of the breed. Nancy was quite lean in her baggy, pale blue sweats and quilted pink parka with a fur-trimmed hood, and several inches taller than Sylvia, who was five foot five. Her short cropped haircut, resembling a cloche hat, accentuated the round, oversized glasses that magnified her jesting brown eyes.


She released Sammy, who ran around the yard in a fury, then she gave Adam a big hug and turned to greet the rest of the family, “Can I join in the raking? Haven’t done this in forever!” Sammy ran through the piles of leaves, which everyone got a kick out of.


“Remember when we made leaf forts in the ditch by the road and hid when a car was coming?” Scott asked.


Scott’s six-year-old daughter looked surprised. “But you could’ve been hit by a car!”


“Never thought about that. It was different then. We didn’t even wear bicycle helmets.”


“But it wasn’t at night,” Sylvia said. “Those were the days when you could burn them, too, like a big bonfire.”


“Where’s Steve?” Nancy asked. “Can’t wait to meet him.”


“He’ll join us for dinner. Speaking of, let’s go inside. It’ll be ready in about thirty minutes,” Sylvia said.


They set their rakes against the side of the house by the sliding glass door and settled in the family room. Conversation was lively and flowing, with much reminiscing about their dad. They shed tears, laughed about his habits—like how he carried a pill vial filled with peanut butter wherever he went and how easily he laughed at himself. They recalled his archive of family movies, at least fifty reels on 16mm film documenting their childhoods, with magically appearing titles, such as letters spilling from a child’s hand, and dream sequences of department store Christmas scenes superimposed while Steve and Sylvia pretended to be asleep.


Adam said he’d missed his calling. “If he’d gone to Los Angeles, he’d have been a movie director.”


Steve sauntered in. “You talking about Dad’s movies? Maybe we could watch some tonight.”


“Great idea! I’ll set it up,” Scott said.


Nancy stood and walked over to Steve. “You must be Steve.”


He stuck out his hand and nodded. “That’s me. And you must be Nancy.”


“Do you want to meet Sammy?” she asked. “Oh God, I think I left him outside! C’mon, Steve, let’s go find him.”


Steve followed her to the backyard.


After about ten minutes, Sylvia and Adam got up and looked for them from the picture window. Steve and Nancy were standing at the far end of the yard and seemed engaged. Steve was bending down, petting Sammy.


“Looks good,” Sylvia announced. “Let’s hope he’s on board for this.”


“He’d better be,” Scott said.


Steve and Nancy returned to the family room a few minutes later with Sammy in tow. They sat next to each other on the sofa.


Scott and Sylvia exchanged an expectant glance.


With uncharacteristic poise and self-assurance, Steve suddenly spoke up. “I have to get this off my chest. I have something to tell you about Dad.” The room went quiet and all eyes were on him. “He made me promise not to tell you, but I guess I can, now that he’s not around anymore. Last year, after Mom died, he told me I had to drive him to the surgery center to have his turkey gobbler fixed.” Steve pulled at the excess skin at his Adam’s apple.


They all looked at each other wide-eyed, mouths hanging open.


“What?” Sylvia asked, dumfounded. “Dad wanted plastic surgery?”


Scott burst out laughing. “I can’t believe it. Why would he want to do that?”


“It’s true.” Steve’s voice went up an octave. “I can prove it. The medical bills are hidden in his underwear drawer. I’ll show you.” He disappeared to the bedroom and returned with papers, handing them to Sylvia.


“Dad spent fifteen hundred dollars for his own vanity?”


“It’s totally out of character,” Scott said.


“He even tried to talk me into getting rid of all the fat around my neck. But I said no way am I letting them use a knife on me!” Steve couldn’t wear ties, which only came up on the rare occasion when he’d accompanied his dad to church, because none of his shirt collars could button over his enormous neck.


Adam winked. “Maybe he had a female friend.”


“Widow Briggs. That’s what he called her.” Steve looked at Scott. “You know, Frank Briggs’s mom.”


“He had a girlfriend?” Scott asked.


“No, not a girlfriend.” Steve rolled his eyes. “He’s too old. He went over to her house a few times to practice his trumpet is all. She played the piano, so they did duets for the church sometimes.”


“Maybe he just wanted to feel better, or meet someone else,” Sylvia said. “He was pretty depressed after Mom died. Sometimes he’d call me and get all choked up, saying how sorry he was that Mom never met his mother. They’d even planned a trip to Nebraska to meet her, but she died before they left.”


“I don’t remember that,” Scott said.


Steve looked annoyed. “You guys interrupted me. I was trying to tell a story.”


“Sorry.”


Steve explained how worried he was on the drive home from the operation. “Dad was so pale and weak, and he could hardly talk.” Steve winced as he related the jagged cut across his Dad’s throat. “I thought it was all over. I was sure he was going to pass.”


It was still hard to imagine their tight-fisted, eighty-two-year-old father, who didn’t seem to care about appearances and what other people thought, was vain enough to spend money on facial surgery. Unless he really was trying to be more attractive for someone else.


“He must’ve really been depressed. And then to get caught up in that lottery scam this year,” Scott said.


“I tried to tell him these guys who called every day were probably a bunch of scam artists,” Steve said. “But Dad always knew better than me. He was so much smarter.”


Dinner was ready, and they settled in the dining room, still chatting about their dad’s little secret. Nancy sat between Steve and Adam. “I guess if you really don’t want anyone to find out about your secrets, you’d better destroy the evidence,” she said.


Steve marveled at the spread of food. He seemed comfortable and chatted easily with Nancy, which was unusual during a meal. Most often he ate by himself because he didn’t want the pressure to make conversation.


As the plates were being filled, Nancy looked at Steve. “Do you want to tell them or should I?”


Steve had already started eating. He nodded to Nancy, “You can tell them.”


“Well, I know you’re all waiting to hear this,” Nancy beamed. “Steve and I decided to be roommates. I can move in next week!”


Relief came over everyone, but mostly Sylvia. She was the designated trustee, as stated in their parent’s will. Even with Scott’s support, she’d be the one in charge of monitoring the household, and from two thousand miles away.


“Great news,” Adam said. “I just knew you two would work it out.” He stood and clinked his glass. “I’d like to propose a toast to your mom and dad who are watching over us now, smiling and happy that our families have joined together to take care of each other. And Steve, here’s a wild thought, who’d have ever imagined back in high school that someday I’d be living with your sister and you’d be living with mine?”
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Nancy had just learned she’d have to move out of her friend’s guest house in two months. She’d always handled the curve balls thrown in her path, but this time she was striking out looking for a place to live. She had too much pride to sound desperate or too eager to her baby brother, who always seemed to have his life so together. With Adam, she kept her cards close to the vest, giving him the overview without the emotion. For her, this news was almost too good to be true—living rent-free with Steve. She’d told Adam she could probably move in about a week. (So much for not seeming too eager.) She didn’t have much furniture, so it shouldn’t take longer than a day. Anyway, she couldn’t afford to take off work at the grocery store for more than that, since she wouldn’t get paid. At least her thirty-year-old daughter, Lisa, and son-in-law would help her move—she could always count on them.


Things had been looking up two years ago, when Nancy had moved in with the love of her life, an honest, generous man who took good care of her (he gave her a new car), wanted to marry her (as soon as his divorce was over), and had a professional career (he was a mechanical engineer). And then her usual luck reared its ugly head. Her man got a brain tumor and died within four months. Before his divorce was final. So his wife got everything, even the car that was still in his name, and Nancy was penniless once again, barely eking out a living with her hourly wage at the grocery store.


Which reminded her, she needed to get cardboard boxes for packing. Today would be good; she’d meet Steve’s psychologist (Sylvia’s idea) and go to lunch on Sylvia’s tab. A glimmer of hope peeped through the tiniest crack in the wall that always got in her way, the wall she couldn’t climb over or go around, the wall that rose so high it blocked all the light. But not today. Today she actually felt like getting out of bed, even though the room was so cold she could see her breath. The damn space heater didn’t work for beans. At least I’ll have heat again, she thought.


At the last minute, Lisa was joining her mother to meet Steve and the psychologist. No matter how good things looked on the outside, Lisa wanted reassurance that her mom’s safety wasn’t in jeopardy. Her mom had a habit of leaping and asking questions later, then wondering why her life was in turmoil. When Lisa asked her if Steve had ever been violent, Nancy didn’t know—it never crossed her mind to ask. After meeting Steve, Nancy couldn’t fathom he’d be aggressive or capable of hurting anyone. He seemed like such a gentle soul, so deeply bruised by life’s disappointments that he must’ve crawled inside and refused to come out again. Nancy could relate. She’d been feeling the same way for over a year.
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It was almost noon, and Steve was still asleep upstairs. Sometimes he slept all day. Sylvia was making one of his favorite desserts, instant chocolate pudding, while she waited for Nancy and Lisa to arrive. Should she wake him up so Nancy’s daughter could meet him? He was usually grumpy and non-communicative for the first hour, so she thought better of it. Maybe after lunch. She suddenly thought of his meds and wondered if he’d taken his morning dose. The pill tray sat on the dining room table, surrounded by a dozen pill vials that was like a maze she’d have to navigate—she needed to write down what they were, the proper dosages, and how often he took them. She walked to the table and looked at the plastic tray divided into seven rows with each day of the week printed at the bottom. Each row had several small square slots with hinged flaps containing the day’s doses. Steve took his pills twice a day. She and Scott joked that ‘flaps up’ was a good sign, because Steve never closed the lid after he took his meds. She saw that the flap for the morning dose was closed; the pills were still there. She’d have to wake him up before leaving.


Nancy’s singsong voice called out. “Yoo-hoo, anybody home?”


“Come on in, I’m almost done here,” Sylvia said.


Sylvia suggested that Nancy show Lisa the backyard and let Sammy run around.


“He probably has to do his business anyway.” Nancy was all smiles, the gap between her two front teeth on prominent display. She set him on the floor, cooing in a baby talk voice as they headed outside, “C’mon, does Sammy want to see his new home?”


Sylvia took the opportunity to run upstairs with the pill tray. “Steve?” She stood at the side of his bed. “Steve? It’s time to get up.”


Steve groaned. “I’m too tired.”


“You haven’t taken your meds today.” She stood by his bed with the tray in hand. “Here.”


“What are you, my nurse? I can’t take them without something to drink.” He usually took his meds with a couple of swigs of milk straight from the carton.


Sylvia hesitated.


He rolled on his other side away from her. “I’ll come down in a minute.”


“I made chocolate pudding for you. It’s in the fridge.”


“Thanks.”


“Nancy and her daughter are here.”


He groaned again. “What for? Is she moving in today?”


“No, not yet. Remember I told you that we’re going to meet with Dr. Rita? And then we’re going to lunch.”


“Do I have to go?” he asked.


“No.” Sylvia waited a moment. “Take the tray back where it belongs. I’ll take them when you leave,” he said.


Since he slept in most mornings, the recommended twelve-hour span between doses was haphazard. Sylvia worried he’d fall back asleep, but what could she do? She went downstairs and put the tray back on the dining room table then she joined Nancy and Lisa in the backyard.


“What a great yard. I bet you guys had fun growing up here,” Lisa said with a slight Ohio twang.


“Oh, we did.” Sylvia told them how it used to be a gathering place for the neighborhood kids, how summer afternoons meant wiffle ball games, badminton, red rover, or hide-and-seek. “We used to erect tents with sheets draped over the clothesline and sit on the ground in our own private hideout and eat bologna sandwiches.”


“Wonder Bread, I bet,” Nancy said.


“With Miracle Whip,” Sylvia laughed. “And potato chips and cherry Kool-Aid.” She told them how in winter, with the snow piled several feet deep, they’d rush excitedly outside and flop on their backs to make angels, roll giant balls for snowmen, or pull each other on sleds down the snow-covered street.


“How was Steve when he was little?” Nancy asked.


“Normal,” Sylvia said. “He was the family funny guy, easy going, and very popular in grade school and high school.”


Nancy shook her head in disbelief. “It’s so sad.”


“Pretty scary,” Lisa said. She had two young children. “Just when everything seems normal, you get slammed.”


Sylvia suggested that they go back inside to show Lisa her parents’ bedroom, where Nancy would sleep. They went through the family room, up three steps to the small kitchen (room for no more than three or four), and the doorway that opened directly into the dining room, which joined the living room at one end. It was a small house, a bungalow, and just a few steps to two bedrooms that were separated by a short hallway, with a bathroom in between. Sylvia couldn’t imagine how her parents raised three children with one bathroom so tiny that only one person could fit at a time.


“Is there a cable TV connection?” Lisa asked chuckling. “Mom loves her soaps and Perry Mason reruns, plus a hundred other cable stations.”


“I need to get it installed,” Sylvia said. “Dad was still using rabbit ears.”


“That would be great,” Nancy said. “I’m deciding how to arrange my bedroom furniture. Do you mind if I take the pictures off the walls?”


“Of course not,” Sylvia said. “You need to make this your home now. Hang whatever you want.”


Loud barking could be heard from outside. “Oh my God, I did it again.” Nancy ran out of the room laughing, “I left Sammy outside!”


Lisa rolled her eyes at her mother. “You’d forget your head if it wasn’t attached.”


Sylvia told them they’d better leave for the appointment. “What will you do with Sammy?”


“If I put his bed in the bedroom and shut the door, could he stay here while we’re gone?” Nancy asked.


Oh brother, Sylvia thought. If the dog started barking, Steve would freak out. The house was small enough that anything could be heard from practically anywhere on the main level. There was no way the dog could stay there without Nancy. “Actually, Steve will need to get to know Sammy while you’re with him. It wouldn’t be a good idea.”


“Where is Steve?” Lisa asked. “I was hoping to meet him today.”


Sylvia explained that he was still asleep upstairs.


Nancy said leaving Sammy in the car was no big deal, that she wasn’t thinking when she brought him along. They left for Dr. Rita’s, who had her practice in her home only five minutes away.





3



Sylvia took the scenic route by the lake, which was a quarter of a mile down the street from their house. “It’s not cold enough for ice yet, but by January the whole lake is usually frozen over.”


“Can you ice skate on it?” Lisa asked.


“If it stays cold long enough, you can. We used to ice skate every winter. They open the boathouse and have a fire going to warm up. I’ve heard the garden club provides cocoa and cookies now.”


“Would we be allowed to use it?” Nancy asked.


“As long as you’re a resident, which you’ll be soon enough,” Sylvia said. “And you can swim and take row boats out in the summer. Just sign in at the boathouse—Lot 44.”


Lisa remarked on the quaintness of the winding, tree-lined streets and the large historic homes surrounding the lake. “I never knew this place existed.”


“Lots of people don’t,” Sylvia said. “And it hasn’t changed since I was a kid. Silver Lake still has only about two thousand residents.”


“No wonder Steve doesn’t want to leave home,” Nancy said.


Sylvia pulled into the driveway of Dr. Rita’s two-story house. Dr. Rita greeted them warmly at the back door. White-haired, barely five feet tall, and shaped like a fireplug, she sort of waddled as she guided them into her comfortably furnished office. Sylvia introduced Nancy and Lisa, and they took seats on the couch across from Dr. Rita.


“I’m happy that Steve will have someone within the family to live with him.” Dr. Rita smiled at Nancy and handed out three business cards. “Steve has become quite special to me. We’ve been working together for almost nine years. Please call me any time if you have questions or concerns.” She looked at Sylvia. “Your parents were the exception to most I’ve known who’ve had to cope with the sudden onset of schizophrenia in late adolescence. They gave your brother the consistent, loving care and attention a person with this illness so desperately needs.”


“I appreciate your saying that,” Sylvia said. “I used to think they catered to him too much.”


“Many think ‘tough love’ is the way to go and push them out the door—the exact opposite of what should be done. Your parents never did that or listened to anyone who might suggest they should.”


Sylvia cleared her throat. “How do you think he’s dealing with them both gone?”


“That’s a good question. It’s a little soon to tell, but people who suffer from this illness are emotionally flatter and unable to empathize the way many of us do. They often don’t experience grief at the same level we would, but I’m sure he’ll miss them greatly in the coming weeks and months as the reality sinks in. He adjusted rather well to the loss of your mother because he still had your father at home with him. In a way, he became a comfort to his father.”


Sylvia still worried that Steve had gone through too much too soon—both parents dying essentially in front of him within eighteen months. She wanted Dr. Rita’s assurance that Nancy would be the right influence for him, but she didn’t know how to address that here. “How do you think he’ll deal with Nancy moving into their bedroom?”


“Do you want me to move into the other room instead?” Nancy asked.


“Oh no. He understands where you’ll be,” Sylvia said.


“Sylvia’s right. Steve is capable of adjusting to the change,” Rita said. “He might seem a little anxious at first or reclusive, mostly because he’ll worry about saying or doing something inappropriate.”


“What do you mean, ‘inappropriate’?” Lisa asked.


Rita laughed. “Steve’s sort of a gentleman—prim and proper, if you will—so nothing of a vulgar nature, I assure you. He can be ill at ease when speaking and may use words that are too blunt then he senses he said the wrong thing and apologizes.”


Sylvia turned to Nancy, “For instance, he told me I looked like I’d gained weight then quickly said, ‘That was the wrong thing to say, wasn’t it?’”


“He’ll be fine,” Rita said reassuringly. “The change will probably mean he’ll want to sleep more, but it has nothing to do with you personally, Nancy. Overstimulation wears him out also. His father wasn’t much of a talker, and they led a fairly quiet life, so it’s important that the noise level, like phone chatter and frequency of visitors, is kept to a minimum.”


Lisa looked at her mom. “Mom’s a talker. So what happens if he’s over-stimulated? Does he ever get violent?”


Nancy sat up straighter. “I’ll be at work five days a week, so he won’t have to worry about me!”


“Steve hasn’t had a history of violence, but those with severe paranoia who aren’t on medication can be so delusional they might become violent,” Rita said. “Their sense of reality is distorted, and they may see others as a threat.”


“How can I be sure he’s taking his medication?” Nancy asked.


Sylvia explained the pill tray (flaps up) and the importance of checking that it’s filled, as well as reminding him twice a day to take his pills. She said that Steve keeps track of what he needs with the pharmacy and takes pride in monitoring this himself. Sylvia didn’t mention how recently he’d started taking on this responsibility—just within the past year after their mom died.


Rita asked Nancy if she had a consistent work schedule so Steve would know what to expect with her comings and goings. Unfortunately, her schedule changed weekly, but she said she’d do her best to request more routine daytime hours and would write it down on a calendar so he’d know ahead of time. Sylvia brought up his poor eating habits since their mother had died. Their dad didn’t cook anything but pancakes, and he brought leftovers home for Steve from restaurants. She asked that Nancy prepare balanced dinners and make sure there was food in the house. Lisa joked that her mom’s specialty was Hamburger Helper.


Nancy put her hands on her hips. “I make a pretty mean pot roast, young lady.”


“But what will you do with Sammy when you’re at work?” Sylvia turned to Dr. Rita, “Sammy is Nancy’s Pekinese.”


“How wonderful. He’ll have a dog to keep him company.”


Sylvia would have to trust Dr. Rita on this one.


“I fill his food and water bowls and take him outside to go before I leave for work. He’s used to it, so he’ll do fine.” Nancy’s tone was typical of Midwestern good cheer and eagerness to please. “And Sammy loves people.”


Rita suggested a follow-up appointment for Steve and Nancy after Nancy got settled. When the session ended, Sylvia had the feeling there was a lot more to discuss but figured there’d never be enough time for her to feel completely at ease before flying home. She could always call Dr. Rita to ask her impressions. At the moment, she just hoped Steve was up and had taken his meds. They decided to stop for fast food and eat at home since Sammy was with them. When she pulled into the driveway and hit the garage door opener, she saw that his car was gone. “I guess we missed Steve.”
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They pulled into the garage and got out of the car. Sammy bolted toward the driveway with Nancy running after him. “You crazy dog. If you don’t behave, I just might let you keep going!” He barked and ran in circles like he wanted to play, and Nancy went along, teasing him, darting in different directions, giggling like a school girl. Her fun nature and silly antics made Sylvia think of her own mom: playful, a little ditzy even, but she was good-natured and had common sense when she wasn’t feeling overwhelmed. Sylvia didn’t have much to go on yet, but Nancy’s immediate regard for what Steve thought about her moving in was a positive sign that her heart was in the right place. Maybe Steve would feel right at home with her.


“This could go on for a while,” Lisa said. “That dog has her wrapped.”


Nancy called out, “He just needs to run off a little steam. We’ll be right there.”


Sylvia had the lunch bags from Wendy’s in her hand. “No problem. We’ll go in so the lunch doesn’t get cold.” She went straight to Steve’s pill tray in the dining room and saw the flaps were up—he’d taken his morning dose. The tray and pill containers took up one end of the dining room table so they settled in at the opposite end. Sylvia went to get plates from the kitchen.


“We don’t need plates, do we?” Lisa asked. “Mom usually uses paper ones anyhow.”


“Uh, sure, I guess so. If you want paper plates, I think we have them.”


“Naw, don’t go to any trouble on our account. We’ll just eat out of the wrappers.” Lisa picked at her fries, then gestured toward a sorority photograph of Sylvia that hung framed on the wall at the end of the dining room—bare shouldered, the same broad smile, bangs sweeping across her forehead, and classic, straight auburn hair that hung chin length, tucked behind her ears.


“Eons ago, in college.” Sylvia made a mental note to ask Steve what pictures he might want on the walls—any of him were noticeably absent. When their brother Scott had become an international model ten years ago, their mother hung him all over the house. She cut pictures out of magazines and taped them on curtains, doors, and mirrors, and if she was able to get a glossy, she had it blown up and framed. Scott had told her he was embarrassed. No matter how many times each of them tried to tell their mom, she scoffed at the idea that this might make Steve feel even more invisible and worse about his life. After she died, Sylvia, Scott and their dad took them all down.


“You don’t look that different except your hair has blond highlights now,” Lisa said.


Sylvia said she appreciated the compliment and thought how her life had turned out nothing like she would’ve imagined back then: love affair, divorce, financial ruin, single parent for twelve years. Her twenty-two-year-old son was a drug addict. She didn’t even know where he was right now. But of course, Lisa knew none of this. “I’ll probably be hiding the gray until the day I die.”


“Weren’t you a queen or something?”


Sylvia grabbed a couple of placemats and handed one to Lisa. “Homecoming, in high school.”


“And Uncle Adam had a crush on you, but you didn’t know he did?”


“That’s what he says. I’m a year older, so I didn’t pay much attention—only into upper classmen, you know.” Sylvia and Adam became reacquainted after attending a multi-class high school reunion, her twenty-fourth. They fell in love and after a three-year, long distance relationship, they decided to marry. But Sylvia had to relocate, leaving her precious Oregon to move to Los Angeles where Adam lived. It was a difficult decision since her son, Trevor, was still in high school and her daughter, Alice, was in college at Oregon State. Then tragedy struck. Several weeks before the wedding, Sylvia’s ex-husband, Tom, her kids’ dad, was killed in an automobile accident. The excruciating turmoil of her children’s pain (and her own) threw doubt on their plans to move forward with the marriage. Sometimes Sylvia felt like she was paying the price for following her heart instead of her head, a lesson she thought she’d learned from her torrid love affair almost twenty years ago. Except Adam was truly a kind-hearted, loving, generous man.


Sammy came running into the dining room. Steve brought up the rear.


“Look who I found!” Nancy announced, extending her arm toward Steve.


“I wasn’t lost,” Steve said. He bent down to pet the dog, “Here, Sammy.” Sammy’s bug-eyes fixed on him, tongue hanging to the side of his mouth, all out of breath. “Good dog. Good Sammy,” he said quietly, stroking his back. Sammy slipped out from under Steve’s hand and reached his paws up on Lisa’s leg, begging. Steve abruptly stood up like he forgot something. “I’m sorry,” he reached his hand out, struggling to remember her name. “You must be Nancy’s daughter.”
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