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Once again for Grace Carley



We do not what we ought;

What we ought not, we do;

And lean upon the thought

That chance will bring us through.



– Matthew Arnold


Part One

Kate


One

I FIRST SAW her standing near my mother’s coffin. She was in her seventies – a tall, angular woman, with fine grey hair gathered in a compact bun at the back of her neck. She looked the way I hope to look if I ever make it to her birthday. She stood very erect, her spine refusing to hunch over with age. Her bone structure was flawless. Her skin had stayed smooth. Whatever wrinkles she had didn’t cleave her face. Rather, they lent it character, gravitas. She was still handsome – in a subdued, patrician way. You could tell that, once upon a recent time, men probably found her beautiful.

But it was her eyes that really caught my attention. Blue-grey. Sharply focused, taking everything in. Critical, watchful eyes, with just the slightest hint of melancholy. But who isn’t melancholic at a funeral? Who doesn’t stare at a coffin and picture themselves laid out inside of it? They say funerals are for the living. Too damn true. Because we don’t just weep for the departed. We also weep for ourselves. For the brutal brevity of life. For its ever-accumulating insignificance. For the way we stumble through it, like foreigners without a map, making mistakes at every curve of the road.

When I looked at the woman directly, she averted her gaze in embarrassment – as if I had caught her in the act of studying me. Granted, the bereaved child at a funeral is always the subject of everybody’s attention. As the person closest to the departed, they want you to set the emotional tone for the occasion. If you’re hysterical, they won’t be frightened of letting rip. If you’re sobbing, they’ll just sob too. If you’re emotionally buttoned up, they’ll also remain controlled, disciplined, correct.

I was being very controlled, very correct – and so too were the twenty or so mourners who had accompanied my mother on ‘her final journey’ – to borrow the words of the funeral director who dropped that phrase into the conversation when he was telling me the price of transporting her from his ‘chapel of rest’ on 75th and Amsterdam to this, ‘her eternal resting place’... right under the LaGuardia Airport flight path in Flushing Meadow, Queens.

After the woman turned away, I heard the reverse throttle of jet engines and glanced up into the cold blue winter sky. No doubt several members of the assembled graveside congregation thought that I was contemplating the heavens – and wondering about my mother’s place in its celestial vastness. But actually all I was doing was checking out the livery of the descending jet. US Air. One of those old 727s they still use for short hauls. Probably the Boston shuttle. Or maybe the Washington run...

It is amazing the trivial junk that floats through your head at the most momentous moments of your life.

‘Mommy, Mommy.’

My seven-year-old son, Ethan, was tugging at my coat. His voice cut across that of the Episcopalian minister, who was standing at the back of the coffin, solemnly intoning a passage from Revelations:


God shall wipe away all tears from their eyes;

And there shall be no more death, neither sorrow

Nor crying, neither shall there be any more pain;

For the former things are passed away.



I swallowed hard. No sorrow. No crying. No pain. That was not the story of my mother’s life.

‘Mommy, Mommy...’

Ethan was still tugging on my sleeve, demanding attention. I put a finger to my lips and simultaneously stroked his mop of dirty blond hair.

‘Not now, darling,’ I whispered.

‘I need to wee.’

I fought a smile.

‘Daddy will take you,’ I said, looking up and catching the eye of my ex-husband, Matt. He was standing on the opposite side of the coffin, keeping to the back of the small crowd. I had been just a tad surprised when he showed up at the funeral chapel this morning. Since he left Ethan and me five years ago, our dealings with each other had been, at best, businesslike – whatever words spoken between us having been limited to our son, and the usual dreary financial matters that force even acrimoniously divorced couples to answer each other’s phone calls. Even when he’s attempted to be conciliatory, I’ve cut him off at the pass. For some strange reason, I’ve never really forgiven him for walking right out of our front door and into the arms of Her– Ms Talking Head News-Channel-4-New-York media babe. And Ethan was just twenty-five months old at the time.

Still, one must take these little setbacks on the chin, right? Especially as Matt so conformed to male cliché. But there is one thing I can say in my ex-husband’s favor: he has turned out to be an attentive, loving father. And Ethan adores him – something that everyone at the graveside noticed, as he dashed in front of his grandmother’s coffin and straight into his father’s arms. Matt lifted him off the ground and I saw Ethan whisper his urination request. With a quick nod to me, Matt carried him off, draped across one shoulder, in search of the nearest toilet.

The minister now switched to that old funeral favorite, the 23rd Psalm.


Thou prepareth a table before me in the presence of mine enemies; thou anointest my head with oil; my cup runneth over.



I heard my brother Charlie choke back a sob. He was standing in the back of this sparse congregation of mourners. Without question, he had won the award for the Best Surprise Funeral Appearance – as he arrived at the chapel this morning off the red-eye from LA, looking ashen, spent, and deeply uncomfortable. It took me a moment to recognize him – because I hadn’t seen him in over seven years, and because time had worked its nasty magic, rendering him middle-aged. Okay, I’m middle-aged too – just! – but Charlie (at fifty-five, nearly nine years my senior) really looked... well, I guess mature would be the right word, though world-weary might be a little more accurate. He’d lost most of his hair, and all of his physique. His face had become fleshy and loose. His waist bulged heavily at both sides – a spare tire that made his ill-fitting black suit appear even more of a sartorial misjudgment. His white shirt was open at the collar. His black tie was dappled with food stains. His entire countenance spoke of bad diet and a certain disappointment with life. I was certainly on cordial terms with the last of these concepts... but I was still stunned at just how badly he had aged, and that he had actually crossed the continent to say goodbye to a woman with whom he had only maintained nominal contact for the past thirty years.

‘Kate,’ he said, approaching me in the lobby of the funeral chapel.

He saw my face register shock.

‘Charlie?’

There was an awkward moment when he reached to hug me, then thought better of it and simply took my two hands in his. For a moment we didn’t know what to say to each other. Finally I managed a sentence.

‘This is a surprise...’

‘I know, I know,’ he said, cutting me off.

‘You got my messages?’

He nodded. ‘Katie... I’m so sorry.’

I suddenly let go of his hands.

‘Don’t offer me condolences,’ I said, my voice curiously calm. ‘She was your mother too. Remember?’

He blanched. Finally he managed to mumble, ‘That’s not fair.’

My voice remained very calm, very controlled.

‘Every day for the last month – when she knew she was going – she kept asking me if you had called. Towards the end, I actually lied, and said you were phoning me daily to see how she was doing. So don’t talk to me about fair.’

My brother stared down at the funeral home linoleum. Two of my mother’s friends then approached me. As they made the requisite sympathetic noises, it gave Charlie the opportunity to back away. When the service began, he sat in the last row of the funeral chapel. I craned my neck to check out the assembled congregation – and briefly caught his eye. He turned away in acute discomfort. After the service, I looked around for him, as I wanted to offer him the chance to ride with me in the so-called ‘family car’ to the cemetery. But he was nowhere to be found. So I traveled out to Queens with Ethan and my Aunt Meg. She was my father’s sister – a seventy-four-year-old professional spinster who has been devoted to the destruction of her liver for the past forty years. I was pleased to see that she had remained sober for the occasion of her sister-in-law’s send-off. Because on those rare occasions when she was practising temperance, Meg was the best ally you could have. Especially as she had a tongue on her like a pissed-off wasp. Shortly after the limo pulled away from the funeral home, the subject turned to Charlie.

‘So,’ Meg said, ‘the prodigal schmuck returns.’

‘And then promptly disappears,’ I added.

‘He’ll be at the cemetery,’ she said.

‘How do you know that?’

‘He told me. While you were pressing the flesh with everyone after the service, I caught him on the way out the door. “Hang on for a sec,” I told him, “and we’ll give you a ride out to Queens.” But he went all mealy-mouthed, saying how he’d rather take the subway. I tell you, Charlie’s still the same old sad asshole.’

‘Meg,’ I said, nodding toward Ethan. He was sitting next to me in the limo, deeply engrossed in a Power Rangers book.

‘He’s not listening to the crap I’m talking, are you, Ethan?’

He looked up from his book. ‘I know what asshole means,’ he said.

‘Attaboy,’ Meg said, ruffling his hair.

‘Read your book, darling,’ I said.

‘He’s one smart kid,’ Meg said. ‘You’ve done a great job with him, Kate.’

‘You mean, because he knows bad language?’

‘I love a girl who thinks so highly of herself.’

‘That’s me: Ms Self-Esteem.’

‘At least you’ve always done the right thing. Especially when it comes to family.’

‘Yeah – and look where it’s gotten me.’

‘Your mother adored you.’

‘On alternate Sundays.’

‘I know she was difficult...’

‘Try genteelly impossible.’

‘Trust me, sweetie – you and this guy here were everything to her. And I mean everything.’

I bit my lip, and held back a sob. Meg took my hand.

‘Take it from me: parents and children both end up feeling that they’re the ones who landed the thankless job. Nobody comes out happy. But at least you won’t suffer the guilt that your idiot brother is now feeling.’

‘Do you know I left him three messages last week, telling him she only had days left, and he had to come back and see her.’

‘He never called you back?’

‘No – but his spokesperson did.’

‘Princess?’

‘The one and only.’

‘Princess’ was our nickname for Holly – the deeply resistible, deeply suburban woman who married Charlie in 1975, and gradually convinced him (for a long list of spurious, self-serving reasons) to detach himself from his family. Not that Charlie needed much encouragement. From the moment I had been aware of such things, I always knew that, for a mother and son, Mom and Charlie had a curiously cool relationship – and that the root cause of their antipathy was my dad.

‘Twenty bucks says Charlie-boy breaks down at the graveside,’ Meg said.

‘No way,’ I said.

‘I mightn’t have seen him in... when the hell did he last pay us a visit?’

‘Seven years ago.’

‘Right, it may have been seven years ago, but I know that kid of old. Believe me, he’s always felt sorry for himself. The moment I laid eyes on him today I thought: poor old Charlie is still playing the self-pity card. Not only that, he’s also got hot-and-cold running guilt. Can’t bring himself to talk to his dying mom, but then tries to make up for it by putting in a last-minute appearance at her planting. What a sad act.’

‘He still won’t cry. He’s too wound tight for that.’

Meg waved the bill in front of me.

‘Then let’s see the color of your cash.’

I fiddled around in my jacket pocket until I found two tens. I brandished them in front of Meg’s eyes. ‘I’m going to enjoy taking your twenty off you,’ I said.

‘Not as much as I’m going to enjoy watching that pitiful shithead weep.’

I cast a glance at Ethan (still buried in his Power Rangers book), then threw my eyes heavenward.

‘Sorry,’ Meg said, ‘it just kind of slipped out.’

Without looking up from his book, Ethan said, ‘I know what shithead means.’

Meg won the bet. After a final prayer over the coffin, the minister touched my shoulder and offered his condolences. Then, one by one, the other mourners approached me. As I went through this receiving-line ritual of handshakes and embraces, I caught sight of that woman, staring down at the headstone adjoining my mother’s plot, studying the inscription with care. I knew it off by heart:


John Joseph Malone

August 22, 1922 – April 14, 1956



John Joseph Malone. Also known as Jack Malone. Also known as my dad. Who suddenly left this world just eighteen months into my life – yet whose presence has always shadowed me. That’s the thing about parents: they may physically vanish from your life – you may not have even known them – but you’re never free of them. That’s their ultimate legacy to you – the fact that, like it or not, they’re always there. And no matter how hard you try to shake them, they never let go.

As my upstairs neighbor, Christine, embraced me, I glanced over her shoulder. Charlie was now walking towards our father’s grave. The woman was still standing there. But once she saw him coming (and evidently knowing who he was), she immediately backed away, giving him clear access to Dad’s plain granite monument. Charlie’s head was lowered, his gait shaky. When he reached the gravestone, he leaned against it for support – and suddenly began to sob. At first he tried to stifle his distress, but within a moment he lost that battle and was sobbing uncontrollably. I gently removed myself from Christine’s embrace. Instinctively, I wanted to run right over to him – but I stopped myself from such an outward show of sibling sympathy (especially as I couldn’t instantly forgive the pain that my mother silently suffered about his absence over all those years). Instead, I slowly walked towards him, and lightly touched his arm with my hand.

‘You okay, Charlie?’ I asked quietly.

He lifted up his head. His face was tomato red, his eyes awash in tears. Suddenly he lurched towards me, his head collapsing against my shoulder, his arms clutching me as if I was a life preserver in high seas. His sobbing was now fierce, uninhibited. For a moment I stood there, arms at my side, not knowing what to do. But his grief was so profound, so total, so loud that, eventually, I simply had to put my arms around him.

It took him a good minute before his cries subsided. I stared ahead into the distance, watching Ethan (having just returned from the toilet) being gently restrained by Matt from running towards me. I winked at my son, and he repaid me with one of those hundred-watt smiles that instantly compensates for all the exhausting, endless stress that is an essential component of parenthood. Then I looked to the left of Ethan, and saw that woman again. She was standing discreetly in an adjoining plot, watching me comfort Charlie. Before she turned away (again!), I momentarily saw the intensity of her gaze. An intensity which made me wonder: how the hell does she know us?

I turned back to look at Ethan. He pulled open his mouth with two fingers and stuck out his tongue – one of the repertoire of funny faces he pulls whenever he senses I am getting far too serious for his liking. I had to stifle a laugh. Then I glanced back to where the woman was standing. But she was no longer there – and was instead walking alone down the empty graveled path that led to the front gates of the cemetery.

Charlie gulped hard as he tried to control his sobbing. I decided it was time to end the embrace, so I gently disentangled myself from his grip.

‘Are you okay now?’ I asked.

He kept his head bowed.

‘No,’ he whispered, then added: ‘I should’ve, I should’ve...’

The crying started again. I should’ve. The most agonizing, self-punitive expression in the English language. And one we all utter constantly throughout this farce called life. But Charlie was right. He should’ve. Now there was nothing he could do about it.

‘Come back to the city,’ I said. ‘We’re having some drinks and food at Mom’s apartment. You remember where it is, don’t you?’

I immediately regretted that comment, as Charlie began to sob again.

‘That was dumb,’ I said quietly. ‘I’m sorry.’

‘Not as sorry as me,’ he said between sobs. ‘Not as...’

He lost control again, his crying now ballistic. This time, I didn’t offer him solace. Instead, I turned away and saw that Meg was now hovering nearby, looking dispassionate, yet waiting to be of assistance. When I turned towards her, she nodded in the direction of Charlie and arched her eyebrows, as if to ask, ‘Want me to take over here?’ You bet. She approached her nephew, and said, ‘Come on, Charlie-boy,’ linking her arm through his, ‘let’s you and I take a little walk.’

Matt now relaxed his grip on Ethan, who ran towards me. I crouched down to scoop him up in my arms.

‘You feeling better?’ I asked.

‘The toilet was yucky,’ he said.

I turned towards my mother’s grave. The minister was still standing by the coffin. Behind him were the cemetery’s grounds-keepers. They were keeping a discreet distance from the proceedings, but I could still tell they were waiting for us to leave so they could lower her into subterranean Queens, bring out the earth movers, plug the hole, then head off to lunch... or maybe the nearest bowling alley. Life really does go on – whether you’re here or not.

The minister gave me a small telling nod, the subtext of which was: it’s time to say goodbye. Okay, Rev., have it your way. Let’s all join hands and sing.


Now it’s time to say goodbye to all our company...

M-I-C... See you real soon...

K-E-Y... Why? Because we like you...

M-O-U-S-E...



For a nanosecond, I was back in the old family apartment on 84th Street between Broadway and Amsterdam. Six years old, home from first grade at Brearley, watching Annette, Frankie and all the Mouseketeers on our crappy Zenith black-and-white set, with the round picture tube and rabbit-ears antenna, and the imitation mahogany cabinet, and my mom staggering towards me with two Welch’s grape jelly glasses in her hand: Strawberry Kool-Aid for me, a Canadian Club highball for her.

‘How’s Mickey and his pals?’ she asked, the words slurring.

‘They’re my friends,’ I said.

She sank down next to me on the couch.

‘Are you my friend, Katie?’

I ignored the question. ‘Where’s Charlie?’

She suddenly looked hurt.

‘Mr Barclay’s,’ she said, mentioning a dancing school to which adolescent prep school boys like Charlie were dispatched, once a week, screaming.

‘Charlie hates dancing,’ I said.

‘You don’t know that,’ Mom said, throwing back half of her drink.

‘I heard him tell you,’ I said. ‘I hate dancing school. I hate you.’

‘He didn’t say he hated me.’

‘He did,’ I said, and turned my attention back to the Mouseketeers.

Mom threw back the rest of her drink.

‘He didn’t say that.’

I think it’s a game.

‘Oh yes he did.’

‘You never heard him...’

I cut her off. ‘Why is my daddy in heaven?’

She went ashen. Though we’d been down this road before, I hadn’t asked about my dead father for nearly a year. But this afternoon, I had arrived home with an invitation to a Father/Daughter evening at my school.

‘Why did he have to go to heaven?’ I demanded.

‘Darling, as I told you before, he didn’t want to go to heaven. But he got sick...’

‘When can I meet him?’

Her face now betrayed despair.

‘Katie... you are my friend, aren’t you?’

‘You let me meet my daddy.’

I heard her stifle a sob. ‘I wish I could...’

‘I want him to come to school with me...’

‘Tell me, Katie, that you’re my friend.’

‘You get my daddy back from heaven.’

Her voice was weak, tiny, diminished.

‘I can’t, Katie. I...’

Then she began to cry. Pulling me close to her. Burying her head in my small shoulder. Scaring the hell out of me. And making me run out of the room, terrified.

It was the only time I ever saw her drunk. It was the only time she ever cried in front of me. It was the last time I asked her to get my father back from the celestial beyond.

‘Are you my friend, Katie?’

I never answered her question. Because, truth be told, I never really knew the answer.

‘Mommy!’

Ethan was squeezing my hand. ‘Mommy! I want to go home!’

I snapped back to Queens. And the sight of my mother’s coffin. I said, ‘Let’s first say goodbye to Grandma.’

I led Ethan forward, sensing that all eyes were on us. We approached the shiny teak coffin. Ethan knocked on it with his small fist.

‘Hello, Grandma. Goodbye, Grandma.’

I bit hard on my lip. My eyes filled up. I glanced at my father’s grave. This is it. This is it. An orphan at last.

I felt a steadying hand on my shoulder. I turned around. It was Matt. I shrugged him off. And suddenly knew: it’s me and Ethan, and no one else.

The minister gave me another of his telling glances. All right, all right, I’ll move it along.

I put my hand on the coffin. It felt cold, like a refrigerator. I pulled my hand away. So much for grand final gestures. I bit my lip yet again, and forced myself to stay controlled. I reached for my son. I led him towards the waiting car.

Matt was waiting by the door. He spoke quietly.

‘Katie, I just wanted to...’

‘I don’t want to know.’

‘All I was going to say...’

‘Do you speak English?’

‘Would you please listen...’

I started grabbing the car door. ‘No, I will not listen to you...’

Ethan tugged my sleeve. ‘Daddy said he’d take me to the IMAX movie. Can I go, Mommy?’

It was then that I realized just how shipwrecked I was.

‘We have a party...’ I heard myself saying.

‘Ethan will have a better time at the movies, don’t you think?’ Matt said.

Yeah, he would. I put my face in my hands. And felt more tired than I had ever felt in my life.

‘Please can I go, Mommy?’

I looked up at Matt. ‘What time will you have him home?’

‘I was thinking he might like to spend the night with us.’

I could see that he instantly regretted the use of that last pronoun. Matt continued talking.

‘I’ll get him to school in the morning. And he can stay the next couple of nights if you need...’

‘Fine,’ I said, cutting him off. Then I crouched down and hugged my son. And heard myself saying, ‘Are you my friend, Ethan?’

He looked at me shyly, then gave me a fast kiss on the cheek. I wanted to take that as an affirmative answer, but knew I’d be brooding about his lack of a definite response for the rest of the day... and night. And simultaneously wondering why the hell I’d asked that dumb question in the first place.

Matt was about to touch my arm, but then thought better of it.

‘Take care,’ he said, leading Ethan off.

Then I felt another hand on my shoulder. I brushed it off, as if it was a fly, saying to whoever was behind me, ‘I really can’t take any more sympathy.’

‘Then don’t take it.’

I covered my face with my hand. ‘Sorry, Meg.’

‘Say three Hail Marys, and get into the car.’

I did as ordered. Meg climbed in after me.

‘Where’s Ethan?’ she asked.

‘Spending the rest of the day with his dad.’

‘Good,’ she said. ‘I can smoke.’

While reaching into her pocket book for her Merits, she knocked on the glass partition with one hand. The driver hit a button and it slowly lowered.

‘We’re outta here, fella,’ Meg said, lighting up. She heaved a huge sigh of gratification as she inhaled.

‘Must you?’ I asked.

‘Yeah, I must.’

‘It’ll kill you.’

‘I never knew that.’

The limo pulled out on to the main cemetery drive. Meg took my hand, locking her thin, varicose fingers with mine.

‘You hanging in there, sweetheart?’ she asked.

‘I have been better, Meg.’

‘A couple more hours, this entire fucking business’ll be over. And then...’

‘I can fall apart.’

Meg shrugged. And held my hand tighter.

‘Where’s Charlie?’ I asked.

‘Taking the subway back into town.’

‘Why the hell is he doing that?’

‘It’s his idea of penance.’

‘Watching him break down like that, I actually felt sorry for him. If he’d just picked up the phone towards the end, he could have straightened out so much with Mom.’

‘No,’ Meg said. ‘He wouldn’t have straightened anything out.’

As the limo approached the gates, I caught sight of that woman again. She was walking steadily towards the cemetery entrance, moving with fluent ease for someone her age. Meg saw her as well.

‘Do you know her?’ I asked.

Her answer was a couldn’t-care-less shrug.

‘She was at Mom’s grave,’ I said. ‘And hung around during most of the prayers.’

Another shrug from Meg.

I said, ‘Probably some kook who gets her giggles loitering in cemeteries.’

She looked up as we drove by, then lowered her eyes quickly.

The limo pulled out into the main road, and turned left in the direction of Manhattan. I fell back into the seat, spent. For a moment there was silence. Then Meg poked me with her elbow.

‘So,’ she said, ‘where’s my twenty bucks?’


Two

AFTER THE CEMETERY, fifteen of the twenty graveside mourners returned to my mother’s place. It was quite a squeeze – as Mom had spent the last twenty-six years of her life in a small one-bedroom apartment on 84th Street and West End Avenue (and even on those truly rare occasions when she entertained, I can’t remember more than four people in her home at any given time).

I had never liked the apartment. It was cramped. It was badly laid out. Its southwest position on the fourth floor meant that it overlooked a back alleyway, and was rarely in contact with the sun. The living room was eleven feet by eleven, there was a bedroom of equal size, there was a small en-suite bathroom, there was a ten-by-eight kitchen with elderly appliances and scuffed linoleum. Everything about the apartment seemed old, tired, in desperate need of updating. Three years ago, I’d managed to convince Mom to get the place repainted – but, like so many old West Side apartments, this new coat of emulsion and gloss simply added another cheap veneer to plaster work and moldings that were already an inch thick with decades-worth of bad paint. The carpets were getting threadbare. The furniture was in need of recovering. What few so-called luxury items she owned (a television, an air-conditioner, an all-in-one stereo unit of indeterminate Korean origin) were all technologically backward. Over the past few years, whenever I had a bit of spare cash (which, it has to be said, wasn’t very often), I’d offer to update her TV or buy her a microwave. But she always refused.

‘You have better things to be spending your money on,’ she’d always say.

‘You’re my mom,’ I’d retort.

‘Spend it on Ethan, spend it on yourself. I’m fine with what I’ve got.’

‘That air-conditioner is asthmatic. You’re going to boil in July.’

‘I have an electric fan.’

‘Mom, I’m just trying to help.’

‘I know that, dear. But I am just fine.’ She’d give the last two words such pointed, tetchy emphasis that I knew it was useless to pursue the issue. This topic of conversation was closed.

She was always denying herself everything. She hated the idea of turning into a burden. And – being a genteel, yet fiercely self-respecting WASP – she loathed the notion of being a suitable case for charity. Because, to her, it implied personal failure; a collapse of character.

I turned around from where I was standing in the living room, and caught sight of a cluster of framed family photos on an end table next to the sofa. I walked over and picked up a snapshot I knew all too well. It was of my father in his Army uniform. It was taken by my mother at the base in England where they met in 1945. It had been her one overseas adventure – the only time in her life that she ever left America. Having volunteered for the Red Cross after college, she’d ended up as a typist, working at an outpost of Allied Command HQ in suburban London. That’s where she encountered the dashing Jack Malone, cooling his Brooklyn heels after covering the Allied liberation of Germany for Stars and Stripes – the US Army newspaper. They had a fling – of which Charlie was the byproduct. And they suddenly found their destiny spliced together.

Charlie approached me. He looked down at the photograph I was holding.

‘Do you want to bring this back with you?’ I asked.

He shook his head. ‘I’ve got a copy at home,’ he said. ‘It’s my favorite photo of Dad.’

‘I think I’ll take it then. I don’t have too many pictures of him.’

We stood there for a moment, wondering what to say next. Charlie chewed nervously on his lower lip.

‘You feeling better?’ I asked.

‘Fine, yeah,’ he said, averting his eyes as usual. ‘You bearing up?’

‘Me? Sure,’ I said, trying to sound unfazed by having just buried our mom.

‘Your son’s a great-looking kid. Was that your ex?’

‘Yeah – that’s the charmer. You’ve never met him before?’

Charlie shook his head.

‘Oh yes, I forgot – you missed my wedding. And Matt was out of town during your last trip here. Nineteen ninety-four, wasn’t it?’

Charlie ignored that question, and instead posed another:

‘He’s still something in television news, isn’t he?’

‘He’s now something very big. Like his new wife.’

‘Yeah, Mom did tell me about the divorce.’

‘Really?’ I said, sounding surprised. ‘When did she tell you? During your annual phone call in nineteen ninety-five?’

‘We spoke a little more than that.’

‘Sorry, you’re right. You also called her every Christmas. So, it was during one of your bi-annual phone calls that you discovered Matt had left me.’

‘I was really sad to hear about that.’

‘Hey, it’s ancient history now. I’m over it.’

Another awkward silence.

‘The place doesn’t look very different,’ he said, glancing around the apartment.

‘Mom was never going to make it into the pages of House and Garden,’ I said. ‘Mind you, even if she’d wanted to do up the apartment – which she didn’t – money was always rather tight. Thank God the place was rent-stabilized – otherwise she wouldn’t have been able to stay on.’

‘What’s it now a month?’

‘Eighteen hundred – which isn’t bad for the neighborhood. But it was always a scramble for her to meet.’

‘Didn’t she inherit anything from Uncle Ray?’

Ray was Mom’s well-heeled brother – a big-deal Boston-based lawyer who maintained a starchy distance from his sister. From what I could gather, Mom was never particularly close to him when they were growing up – and they grew even further apart after Ray and his wife, Edith, voiced their disapproval of the Brooklyn Mick she had married. But Ray did live according to the WASP code of Doing the Proper Thing. So after my dad’s premature death, he came to the financial aid of his sister by offering to pay for the education of her two children. The fact that Ray and Edith had no kids of their own (and that Mom was Ray’s only sibling) probably made it easier for them to foot this hefty bill over the years – even though, when we were younger, it was pretty clear to Charlie and me that our uncle didn’t really want anything to do with us. We never saw him. Mom never saw him. We each received a twenty-dollar savings bond from him every Christmas. When Charlie was at Boston College, Ray never once invited him over to his Beacon Hill townhouse. I also got the cold shoulder while I was at Smith and dropping into Boston once a month. Mom explained his aloofness away by telling us, ‘Families can be odd.’ Still, fair credit to the guy: thanks to him, Charlie and I were able to attend private schools and private colleges. But as soon as I graduated from Smith in ’76, Mom saw no more money from her brother – and she was always short of cash for the rest of her life. When Ray died in ’98, I expected Mom to come into a little money (especially as Edith had pre-deceased her husband by three years). But she received nothing from his estate.

‘You mean, Mom never told you that Ray left her zilch?’ I asked.

‘All she said was that he had died.’

‘That was during your nineteen ninety-eight phone call, right?’

Charlie stared down at his shoes. ‘Yes – that’s right,’ he said quietly. ‘But I didn’t know she’d been cut out of his will like that.’

‘Yeah – Ray left everything to the nurse who’d been looking after him ever since Edith went to that big Episcopalian church in the sky. Poor old Mom – she always got shortchanged on everything.’

‘How did she manage to pay the bills?’

‘She had a small pension from the school. There was social security... and that was it. I offered to help her out, but, of course, she refused me. Even though I could have afforded it.’

‘You still with the same ad agency?’

‘I’m afraid so.’

‘But you’re some senior executive now, aren’t you?’

‘A senior copywriter, that’s all.’

‘Sounds pretty okay to me.’

‘The money’s not bad. But there’s a saying in my business: a happy copywriter is an oxymoron. Still, it passes the time and pays the bills. I just wish Mom had let me pay some of her bills. But she was adamant she wanted nothing from me. The way I figure it, she was either running an illegal canasta game, or she had a lucrative Girl Scout Cookie racket going on the side.’

‘You planning to close up this place now?’ Charlie asked.

‘I’m certainly not going to maintain it as a museum.’

I looked at him squarely. ‘You know you’re out of the will.’

‘I’m, uh, not surprised.’

‘Not that there’s much in her estate. Just before she went, she told me there was a bit of life insurance and some stock. Maybe fifty grand tops. Too bad you didn’t make contact with her six months ago. Believe me, she didn’t want to cut you out – and she kept hoping against hope that you’d make that one call. After they told her the cancer was terminal, she wrote you, didn’t she?’

‘She never mentioned in the letter that she was dying,’ he said.

‘Oh, that would have changed things, would it?’

Another of his evasive over-my-shoulder glances. My voice remained level.

‘You didn’t answer her letter, and you didn’t answer the messages I left for you when she was in her final days. Which, I have to say, was strategically dumb. Because had you shown your face in New York, you would now be splitting that fifty grand with me.’

‘I would never have accepted my share...’

‘Yeah, right. Princess would have insisted...’

‘Don’t call Holly that.’

‘Why the hell not? She’s the Lady Macbeth in this story.’

‘Kate, I’m really trying to...’

‘Do what? “Heal wounds”? Achieve “closure”?’

‘Look, my argument was never with you.’

‘I’m touched. Too bad Mom’s not here to see this. She always had these far-fetched romantic notions about everyone making up, and maybe seeing her West Coast grandkids again.’

‘I meant to call...’

‘Meant isn’t good enough. Meant means shit.’

My voice had jumped a decibel or two. I was suddenly aware that the living room had emptied. So too was Charlie, as he whispered, ‘Please, Kate... I don’t want to go back to the coast with such bad...’

‘Charlie, what the hell did you expect today? Instant reconciliation? Field of Dreams? You reap what you sow, pal.’

I felt a steadying hand on my arm. Aunt Meg.

‘Great sermon, Kate,’ she said. ‘And I’m sure Charlie now completely understands your point of view.’

I took a deep steadying breath. And said, ‘Yeah, I guess he does.’

‘Charlie,’ Meg said, ‘why don’t you go find yourself something alcoholic in the kitchen.’

Charlie did as commanded. The squabbling children had been separated.

‘You okay now?’ Meg asked.

‘No,’ I said. ‘I am definitely not okay.’

She motioned me towards the sofa. Sitting down next to me, her voice became conspiratorially quiet:

‘Back off the guy,’ she said. ‘I had a little talk with him in the kitchen. It seems he’s been juggling some very major problems.’

‘What kind of problems?’

‘He was downsized four months ago. Fitzgibbon was taken over by some Dutch multinational, and they immediately canned half their Californian sales force.’

Fitzgibbon was the pharmaceuticals giant which had employed Charlie for the last twenty years. Charlie had started out as a San Fernando Valley sales rep, then gradually worked his way up to being Regional Sales Director for Orange County. And now...

‘Exactly how bad are his problems?’ I asked.

‘Put it this way – he had to borrow money from a friend to buy the plane ticket back here.’

‘Jesus.’

‘And with two kids in college, financially speaking, things are hitting critical mass. He’s in really grim shape.’

I suddenly felt a pang of guilt. The poor idiot. Nothing ever seemed to work out Charlie’s way. He always had this unerring talent for making the wrong call.

‘From what I gather, the marital front is also pretty choppy. Because Princess isn’t exactly being the most supportive of spouses...’

Meg suddenly stopped talking and gave me a fast nudge with her elbow. Charlie had re-entered the room, his raincoat over his arm. I stood up.

‘What’s with the coat?’ I asked.

‘I’ve got to get back to the airport,’ he said.

‘But you just arrived a couple of hours ago,’ I said.

‘I’ve got a big meeting first thing tomorrow,’ he said sheepishly. ‘A job interview. I’m, uh, kind of between things at the moment.’

I caught Meg’s glance – imploring me not to let on that I knew about Charlie’s unemployed status. Isn’t it amazing how family life is an ever-widening web of petty confidences and ‘please don’t tell your brother I told you...’

‘I’m sorry to hear that, Charlie,’ I said. ‘And I’m sorry I boxed your ears before. It’s a bad day and...’

Charlie silenced me by leaning forward and giving me a fast buzz on the cheek.

‘Let’s keep in touch, eh?’ he said.

‘That’s really up to you, Charlie.’

My brother didn’t respond to that comment. He simply shrugged sadly and headed to the front door. When he got there, he turned back towards me. A look passed between us. It only lasted a nanosecond, but it said it all: please forgive me.

In that sad nanosecond, I felt a surge of pity for my brother. He appeared so bloated and battered by life; as trapped and cornered as a deer staring straight into the oncoming headlights. Life had not worked out for him – and he now radiated disappointment. I could certainly sympathize with his sense of letdown. Because, with the serendipitous exception of my son, I was not exactly a walking advertisement for personal fulfilment.

‘Goodbye, Katie,’ Charlie said. He opened the front door. I turned away from my brother and disappeared into the bathroom. When I came out two minutes later, I was relieved to see that he’d left.

Just as I was also relieved that the rest of the assembled mourners began to make their goodbyes. There were a couple of people from the building, and some old friends of Mom – increasingly frail women in their seventies, trying to make pleasant chit-chat, and appear reasonably spirited, and not think too much about the fact that, one by one, their contemporaries were vanishing.

By three, everyone had gone – except for Meg and Rozella, the large, cheerful, middle-aged Dominican woman I had hired, two years ago, to clean Mom’s apartment twice a week. She ended up being a full-time nurse after Mom checked herself out of Sloan-Kettering.

‘I’m not dying in some beige room with fluorescent lighting,’ she told me the morning her oncologist informed her the cancer was terminal.

I heard myself saying, ‘You’re not dying, Mom.’

She reached out from the bed and took my hand.

‘You can’t fight City Hall, dear.’

‘The doctor said it could be months...’

Her voice remained calm, strangely serene.

‘At the very outset. From where I’m sitting, I would say three weeks maximum. Which, quite frankly, is better than I expected...’

‘Must you always, always look on the bright side, Mom?’ Oh Christ, what am I saying here? I grasped her hand tighter. ‘I didn’t mean that. It’s just...’

She stared at me critically.

‘You’ve never really figured me out, have you?’ she said.

Before I had a chance to offer up some weak refutation, she reached out and hit the call button by her hospital bed.

‘I’m going to ask the nurse to get me dressed and help me pack up my things. So if you wouldn’t mind giving me fifteen minutes...’

‘I’ll get you dressed, Mom.’

‘No need, dear.’

‘But I want to.’

‘Go get yourself a cup of coffee, dear. The nurse will take care of everything.’

‘Why won’t you let me... ?’ I suddenly sounded like a whiny fourteen-year-old. My mom simply smiled, knowing she’d checkmated me.

‘You run along now, dear. But don’t be longer than fifteen minutes – because if I’m not gone by noon, they charge another full day for the room.’

‘So what?’ I felt like yelling. ‘Blue Cross is picking up the tab.’ But I knew what her response would be.

It’s still not fair to take advantage of a good, dependable company like Blue Cross.

And I would then wonder (for around the zillionth time) why I could never win an argument with her.

You’ve never really figured me out, have you?

Damn her for knowing me too well. As usual, she was right on the money. I never understood her. Never understood how she could be so equanimous in the face of so many disappointments, so many adversities. From the few hints that she had dropped (and from what Charlie told me when we used to talk), I sensed that her marriage hadn’t exactly been happy. Her husband had died young. He’d left her no money. Her only son had estranged himself from the family. And her only daughter was Ms Discontented who couldn’t understand why her mom refused to scream and shout about life’s many letdowns. Or why, now, at the end of her life, she was so damn accepting, and would think it bad manners to rage against the dying of the light. But that was always her fortitudinous style. She never showed her hand, never articulated the inherent sadness which so clearly lurked behind her stoical veneer.

But she was certainly right about the timetable of her illness. She didn’t last months. She lasted less than two weeks. I hired Rozella on a twenty-four-hour care basis – and felt guilty about not being with Mom full time. But I was under insane pressure at work with a big new account, and I had Ethan to look after (being pigheaded, I also didn’t want to ask Matt for any favors). So I could only squeeze in three hours a day with her.

The end was fast. Rozella woke me at four a.m. last Tuesday, and simply said, ‘You must come now.’

Fortunately I had already worked out an emergency plan for this exact moment with a new-found friend named Christine – who lived two floors above me in my building, and was a fellow member of the Divorced Moms Club. Though Ethan loudly objected, I managed to get him out of bed and delivered him to Christine, who immediately put him back to bed on her sofa, relieved me of his school clothes, and promised to deliver him to Allan-Stevenson that morning.

Then I raced downstairs, got the doorman to find me a cab, and told the driver that I’d tip him five bucks if he could make it across town to 84th and West End in fifteen minutes.

He did it in ten. Which was a good thing – as Mom went just five minutes after I walked through the door.

I found Rozella standing at the foot of her bed, sobbing quietly. She put her arms around me, and whispered, ‘She’s here, but not here.’

That was a nice way of saying she had slipped into a coma. Which, honestly, was something of a relief to me – because I was secretly terrified of this deathbed scene. Of saying the right, final thing. Because there is no right or final thing to say. Anyway she couldn’t hear me now – so any melodramatic ‘I love you Mom!’ proclamations would have been for my benefit alone. At a momentous moment like this one, words are less-than-cheap. And they couldn’t assuage the guilt I was feeling.

So I simply sat on the bed, and took Mom’s still-warm hand, and gripped it tightly, and tried to remember my first recollection of her, and suddenly saw her as an animated, pretty young woman holding my four-year-old hand as we walked to the playground in Riverside Park, and thought how this wasn’t a significant or crucial memory, just something ordinary, and how back then she was fifteen years younger than I am now, and how we forget all those walks to the park, and the emergency trips to the pediatrician with tonsillitis, and getting picked up after school, and being schlepped around town for shoes or clothes or Girl Scout meetings, and all the other scheduling minutiae that comes with being a parent, and how my mom always tried so hard with me, and how I could never really see that, and how I hated my neediness towards her, and wished that I could have somehow made her happier, and how, back when I was four, she would always go on the slide with me, always sit in the adjoining swing, rocking back and forth, and how, suddenly, there we were, mother and daughter swinging higher into the sky, an autumn day in ’59, the sun shining, my world cozy, secure, loving, my mother laughing, and...

She took three sharp intakes of breath. Then there was silence. I must have sat there for another fifteen minutes, still holding her hand, feeling a gradual chill drift into her fingers. Eventually, Rozella gently took me by the shoulders and stood me upright. There were tears in her eyes, but none in mine. Perhaps because I was just too paralyzed to cry.

Rozella leaned over and shut Mom’s eyes. Then she crossed herself and said a Hail Mary. I engaged in a different sort of ritual: I went into the living room, poured myself a large Scotch, threw it back, then picked up the phone and dialed 911.

‘What kind of emergency do you want to report?’ asked the operator.

‘It’s not an emergency,’ I said. ‘Just a death.’

‘What sort of death?’

‘Natural.’ But I could have added: ‘A very quiet death. Dignified. Stoic. Borne without complaint.’

My mother died the way she lived.

I stood by the bed, listening to Rozella wash up the dishes from the wake. Just three days ago Mom lay here. Out of nowhere I suddenly remembered something that a guy named Dave Schroeder recently told me. He was a freelance magazine writer: smart as hell, well-traveled, but still trying to make a name for himself at forty. I’d gone out with him twice. He dropped me when I wouldn’t sleep with him after the second date. Had he waited until the third date, he might have gotten lucky. But anyway... he did tell me one great story: about being in Berlin on the night the Wall was breached, then coming back a year later to find that that monstrous structure – the defining, bloodstained rampart of the Cold War – had simply vanished from view. Even the famous Customs Shed at Checkpoint Charlie had been dismantled, and the old Bulgarian Trade Mission on the eastern side of the Checkpoint had been replaced by an outlet of Benetton.

‘It was like this terrible thing, this crucial cornerstone of twentieth-century history, never existed,’ Dave told me. ‘And it got me thinking: the moment we end an argument is the moment we obliterate any history of that argument. It’s a basic human trait: to sanitize the past, in order to move on.’

I looked down again at my mother’s bed. And remembered the soiled sheets, the sodden pillows, the way she would almost claw the mattress before the morphine kicked in. Now it was neatly remade, with laundered sheets and a bedspread that had just come back from the dry cleaner’s. The idea that she died right here already seemed surreal, impossible. A week from now – after Rozella and I packed up the apartment, and the Goodwill Industries people hauled off all the furniture I planned to give away – what tangible evidence would be left of my mom’s time on the planet? A few material possessions (her engagement ring, a brooch or two), a few photographs, and...

Nothing else – except, of course, the space she would permanently occupy inside my head. A space she now shared with the dad I never knew.

And when Charlie and I both died... ping. That would be it for Dorothy and Jack Malone. Their impact on human life rubbed right out. Just as my lasting imprint will be Ethan. For as long as he’s here...

I shuddered, and suddenly felt very cold, and in need of another Scotch. I walked into the kitchen. Rozella was at the sink, dealing with the final dishes. Meg was at the little formica kitchen table, a cigarette smouldering in a saucer (my mom had no ashtrays in the house), a bottle of Scotch next to a half-filled glass.

‘Don’t look so disapproving,’ Meg said. ‘I did offer to help Rozella.’

‘I was thinking more about the cigarette,’ I said.

‘It doesn’t bother me,’ Rozella said.

‘My mom hated smoking,’ I said. Pulling back a chair, I sat down, then reached for Meg’s packet of Merits, fished one out, and lit up. Meg looked stunned.

‘Should I alert Reuters?’ she said. ‘Or maybe CNN?’

As I laughed, I exhaled a lung full of smoke.

‘I treat myself to one or two a year. On special occasions. Like when Matt announced he was leaving. Or when Mom rang me up in April to say that she had to go into hospital for tests, but she was sure it was nothing...’

Meg poured me a large slug of whiskey, and pushed the glass towards me.

‘Down the hatch, honey.’

I did as ordered.

‘Why don’t you go off with your aunt,’ Rozella said. ‘I’ll finish up here.’

‘I’m staying,’ I said.

‘That’s dumb,’ Meg said. ‘Anyway, my Social Security check just cleared yesterday, so I’m feeling flush, and in the mood for something high in cholesterol... like a steak. So how about I book us a table at Smith and Wollensky’s? Have you ever seen the martinis they serve there? They’re the size of a goldfish bowl.’

‘Save your money. I’m staying here tonight.’

Meg and Rozella exchanged a worried look.

‘What do you mean, tonight?’ Meg asked.

‘I mean – I’m planning to sleep here tonight.’

‘You really shouldn’t do that,’ Rozella said.

‘Understatement of the goddamn year,’ Meg added.

‘My mind’s made up. I’m sleeping here.’

‘Well, if you’re staying, I’m staying,’ Meg said.

‘No, you’re not. I want to be here by myself.’

‘Now, that’s nuts,’ Meg said.

‘Please listen to your aunt,’ Rozella said. ‘Being by yourself here tonight... it is not a good idea.’

‘I can handle it.’

‘Don’t be so sure about that,’ Meg said.

But I wasn’t going to be talked out of this. After paying off Rozella (she didn’t want to accept any additional money from me, but I shoved a hundred dollars into her hand and refused to take it back), I finally managed to dislodge Aunt Meg from the kitchen table around five. We were both just a little bit tipsy, as I had matched Meg Scotch for Scotch... and lost track somewhere after the fourth shot.

‘You know, Katie,’ she said as I helped her into her coat, ‘I really do think you are a glutton for punishment.’

‘Thank you for such a frank assessment of my shortcomings.’

‘You know what I’m talking about here. The last thing you should do tonight is be alone in your dead mother’s apartment. But that’s exactly what you’re doing. And it baffles the hell out of me.’

‘I just want some time by myself. Here. Before I clear the place out. Can’t you understand that?’

‘Sure I can. Just like I can understand self-flagellation.’

‘You sound like Matt. He always said I had a real talent for unhappiness.’

‘Well, fuck that social-climbing bozo. Especially as he has a proven talent for creating unhappiness.’

‘Maybe he has a point. Sometimes I think...’

I trailed off, not really wanting to finish the sentence. But Meg said, ‘Go on, spill it.’

‘I don’t know. Sometimes I think I get things really wrong.’

Meg threw her eyes heavenward.

‘Welcome to the human race, sweetheart.’

‘You know what I mean.’

‘No – actually I don’t. You’re successful at what you do, you’ve got a great kid...’

‘The best kid.’

Meg pursed her lips – and a momentary flicker of sadness crossed her face. Though she rarely spoke about it, I knew that her childlessness had always been a quiet source of regret for her. And I remembered what she said after I announced I was pregnant: ‘Take it from me. I mightn’t have tied the knot, but I’ve never been short of guys. And the vast majority of them are useless, weak-kneed assholes who run a mile when they work out you’re an independent broad. In fact, the only good thing a guy can ever give you is a kid.’

‘Then why didn’t you get yourself knocked up?’

‘Because back in the fifties and sixties – when I could have done it – the idea of a single-parent family was about as socially acceptable as supporting the Russian space program. An unmarried mom was immediately labeled an outcast – and I just didn’t have the balls to handle the heat. I guess I’m a coward at heart.’

‘I think the last thing I’d ever call you is a coward. I mean, when you get right down to it, I’m the coward in the family...’

‘You got married. You’re having a kid. From where I sit, that’s brave.’

She immediately changed conversational tack. We never spoke about her childlessness again. In fact, the only time she let down her guard on the subject was at moments like this one – when mention of Ethan would be accompanied by a hint of ruefulness, which she would then banish in a New York second.

‘Damn right, he’s the best kid,’ she said. ‘And, okay, the marriage tanked. But hey, look what you got out of it.’

‘I know...’

‘So why get so down about things?’

Because... oh God... I don’t know how to begin explaining that most ambiguous, yet all-encompassing of emotions – a pervading frustration with yourself, and with the place you’ve landed yourself in life.

But I was too tired – and too blotto – to get into this issue. So I simply nodded in agreement, and said, ‘I hear ya, Meg.’

‘Too bad your mother didn’t raise you a Catholic. You’d make one hell of a penitent.’

We headed downstairs in the elevator. As we crossed the lobby, Meg slid her arm through mine, and leaned on me for support. The doorman hailed a cab. He opened the door and I helped her inside.

‘I hope the hell all that Scotch will knock you out cold,’ she said, ‘’cause I really don’t want you to be sitting up there, thinking, thinking, thinking...’

‘There’s nothing wrong with thinking.’

‘It’s dangerous to your health.’ She clutched me. ‘Call me tomorrow – when you’ve emerged from the Twilight Zone. Promise?’

‘Yeah – I promise.’

She looked at me straight in the eye.

‘You’re my kid,’ she said.

I went back upstairs. I must have stood in front of the apartment door for at least a minute before my nerve returned. Then I let myself back in.

The silence inside was overwhelming. My initial thought was, flee. But I forced myself to go into the kitchen and put away the last of the dishes. I wiped down the formica table twice, then dealt with all the kitchen surfaces. I got out some Comet and gave the sink a good scrub. I found a can of Pledge and dusted every item of furniture in the apartment. I went into the bathroom. I tried to ignore the peeling wallpaper and the large damp patches on the ceiling. I picked up a toilet brush and went to work. Then I turned my attention to the bath, scouring it for a good fifteen minutes, but was unable to lift the deeply ingrained rust stains around the drain. The sink was even more rusted. I must have spent another quarter of an hour manically scrubbing it... oblivious to the fact that I was doing all these domestic chores while still dressed in a really good black suit (an absurdly expensive, absurdly chic Armani number with which Matt surprised me five Christmases ago – and which I later realized was a major guilt gift, as Matt hit me with Surprise Number Two on January second by announcing he was in love with a certain Blair Bentley, and had decided to terminate our marriage, effective immediately).

Eventually I could take no more of this washer-woman act, and slumped against the sink, my white blouse drenched, my face beaded with sweat. The heating in Mom’s apartment was always turned up to sub-sauna levels, and I suddenly felt in desperate need of a shower. So I opened her medicine chest to see what soaps and shampoos I might purloin. I was suddenly confronted with around ten bottles of Valium, and a dozen vials of morphine, and packs of hypodermic needles, and boxes of enemas, and the long thin catheter which Rozella had to insert in Mom’s urethra to draw out her urine. Then I noticed the packages of Depends Adult Diapers stacked in a corner under her vanity table, on top of a plastic bedpan. I found myself thinking: somebody, somewhere, manufactures and markets all this stuff. And, Jesus, their stock price must always be buoyant. Because if there’s one great certainty to life, it’s this: if you live long enough, you will end up in a Depends. Even if you get unlucky and, say, contract uterine cancer at forty, chances are that, towards the end of your terminal drama, you too will need a Depends. And...

I was suddenly doing what I swore I wouldn’t do all day.

I can’t remember just how long I cried – because I was inconsolable. The emotional brakes were finally off. I had surrendered to grief’s unbridled rage. A relentless deluge of anguish and guilt. Anguish because I was now all by myself in the Big Bad World. And guilt because I had spent most of my adult life trying to dodge my mother’s clutches. Now that I had permanently escaped her, I wondered: what the hell was the argument between us?

I gripped the sink tightly. I felt my stomach surge. Falling to my knees, I just managed to reach the toilet in time. Scotch. More Scotch. And a surfeit of bile.

I staggered to my feet, brownish drool dripping from my lips on to my good black suit. I returned to the sink, turned on the cold tap, shoved my mouth under it, and rinsed it free of vomit. I grabbed the king-sized bottle of Lavoris mouth wash on the vanity table – why is it that only little old ladies buy Lavoris? – unscrewed the big plastic cap, poured around half-a-pint of that astringent cinnamon-flavoured gargle into my mouth, swirled it around, spat the lot into the sink. Then I lurched to the bedroom, pulling my clothes off on the way.

By the time I reached Mom’s bed, I was down to my bra and tights. I rifled through her chest of drawers, looking for a t-shirt... but then remembered that my mom wasn’t exactly a member of the Gap generation. So I settled for an old cream-colored crew-necked sweater: very Going-with-Tad-to-the-Harvard/Yale-Game-Fall-’42vintage. Pulling off my underwear, I pulled on the sweater, stretching it down to just above my knees. It reeked of moth balls, and the wool felt itchy against my skin. I didn’t care. I threw off the bedspread and crawled in. Despite the Florida-like heat of the apartment, the sheets felt eerily cold. I grabbed a pillow and clutched it against me, clinging on to it as if it was the only thing on earth right now that could give me ballast.

I suddenly had an overwhelming need to hold my son. I suddenly started to cry. I suddenly felt like Little Girl Lost. I suddenly loathed myself for this burst of self-pity. I suddenly wondered why the room was beginning to tilt and keel like a boat in choppy waters. I suddenly fell asleep.

Then the phone started to ring.

It took me a moment or two to drift back into consciousness. The bedside light was still blazing. I squinted at the elderly digital clock by the bed – so 1970s that it had mechanically flipping numbers. 9.48 p.m. I had been asleep for around three hours. I lifted the phone. I managed to mumble...

‘Hello?’

... but my voice was so thick with groggy sleep that I must have sounded semi-comatose. There was a long pause on the other end. Then I heard a woman’s voice.

‘Sorry, wrong number.’

The line went dead. I put the receiver down. I turned off the light. I pulled the covers over my head. And called an end to this fucking awful day.




End of sample
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