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“If you want to understand any woman you must first ask about her mother and then listen carefully. . . . The more a daughter knows the details of her mother’s life—without flinching or whining—the stronger the daughter.”

Anita Diamant
 Prologue, The Red Tent






 INTRODUCTION

In the summer of 2004, I moved my eighty-six-year-old mother from Edenton, North Carolina, where she was a well-known and much-loved musician, into an assisted-living facility near my house in Charlotte. I had no idea what the next few years of my life would be like, but I guessed they might be difficult. They were more than difficult. They were gut-wrenching, sometimes grieffilled years—and yet also more rewarding and soul-stretching than I could possibly have imagined. Sometimes in the throes of despair, I would write essays about what I was going through when I could find the energy. Then I began to think that sharing my experiences of dealing with an elderly parent might be helpful to others who were just embarking on this adventure—as reading about the experiences of others had been helpful to me.

So I started out to write a book about taking care of my mother. However, I found that I could not write about my elderly mother without writing about my younger mother. I couldn’t write about my sacrifices without writing about hers. And I couldn’t write about being a daughter without writing about being a mother. Then there were all the others who played such important roles in this journey: my brothers, my husband, my daughter, my friends both living and dead, even my dog. Mostly, I realized I couldn’t write about the present without writing about the past.

This is my spiderweb of a story. I have kept the real names of my brothers, my mother, myself, and many of my friends—with their permission. I have changed the names of my husband, his family, and our daughter out of respect for their privacy. I am sure they do not share my perspective on all the events that I describe. This story is my truth. Theirs may be something entirely different. I have also changed the names of the various places where my mother was housed over these years. Some of them were fine. Some were awful. I learned a lot about the way we treat our elderly and our caregivers.

One day while driving in my car, I heard an interview with Terry O’Neill, president of the National Organization for Women, on the NPR show Here and Now. O’Neill said that “the best marker of whether a woman will live in poverty in her old age” is motherhood. I was shocked. “Being a mother is the one factor that correlates strongly with living in poverty in old age,” she said, adding that we don’t have policies in this country that support caregivers. O’Neill noted that caregiving is largely unpaid and largely done by women.

For my mother, Social Security represented her only income in her old age, other than what my brothers and I contributed. That, I discovered, is not uncommon. According to the Social Security Administration, about 90 percent of all elderly women live solely on Social Security. In addition, women live longer than men and their Social Security payments are less. Few elderly women have private pensions. Another scary statistic: by 2030, one in four American women will be over the age of sixty-five. I will be one of those women.

And what does this mean for the women who are doing the caregiving? According to a study by the Commonwealth Fund, 25 percent of women who care for a sick or disabled family member  rate their own health as fair or poor, and more than half of women caregivers have one or more chronic health conditions. I can attest that while taking care of my mother, I often neglected my health for lack of time, energy, and money. The study also states, “Nearly one-third of all caregivers (31 percent) report a decrease in their family’s savings because of caregiving responsibilities. Overall, two of five women caregivers devote more than twenty hours per week to caring for a sick or disabled family member.”

Although my mother has always been a very private person, she understood my desire to tell our story. I have tried to paint a broader picture of her than the emotionally fragile old woman she became in her later years. She was so much more. In addition to possessing a wide-ranging intelligence, she was kind, generous, fun, and extraordinarily talented.

The centerpiece of this story is my mother’s requiem, a composition which she wrote as a memorial for two young men who died in separate accidents. This book is also my requiem for friends I have lost, for my mother, and for the long chapter of my life that ended somewhere in the midst of all these events.






 ONE

PRELUDE

 Remember thy servant, O Lord.
 Her hands are quiet now,
 She moved in quiet rooms.
 Her silence now has found her,
 Fragile and translucent as a shell polished by the sea.

Rosalind MacEnulty
 An American Requiem





 ONE

SEPTEMBER 2009

My cell phone starts singing “Love Me Do” at seven in the morning. I’ve been awake for an hour, lying in bed, thinking, wondering what to do about my crumbling house and my crumbled marriage—abandoned like an old broken sofa by the side of the road. The sound of the phone so early brings on a rush of adrenaline. What now? It’s my daughter, Emmy, in a quandary about a paper that’s due in an hour. I’m almost grateful to be given a problem that I can handle so easily. I get up and shoot her some suggestions by email. Emmy is in college now and rarely needs my help anymore, but her moment of desperation brings me back to all those times when she was younger—when she forgot her homework or lost her keys or had some other mishap and I always ran to the rescue.

A couple of hours later, my friend Darryl calls. He’s agreed to go play Scrabble with my mother on Tuesday and Thursday evenings since I have late classes to teach. He wants to know if I’ve seen my mother this morning. I haven’t.

“Well, she wasn’t doing well at all last night,” he says. “She was very slow and only able to come up with three-letter words. Then, when it was time to go, I asked her if she wanted me to take her upstairs. She said no and then she said yes. So I started to walk with her to the elevator. She was wheeling herself, and she turned and went in the other direction. I tried to correct her, but  she insisted I was wrong and when I tried to push her wheelchair to the elevator, she began to fight me.”

Oh God, I’m thinking, picturing my tiny mother, her mouth set in grim determination, her silver head lowered like a bull, and her hands with their purple bruises clutching the wheels of her wheelchair. And poor hapless Darryl, ever the gentleman, trying to convince her to go the right way.

“I finally let her go in the other direction and then after she couldn’t find the elevator, I pushed her the right way but by then she was very upset.” And this too, I can imagine: the resigned despair in her eyes, the fluttering hands, the hangdog look, and the inarticulate stammering.

“Yes,” I say. “Every time she goes to the hospital she comes back a step lower. I’ve no idea what to do.”

And it’s true. I’ve no idea what to do. They surely won’t keep her at the Sanctuary indefinitely if she’s that diminished. They do have a memory care unit—a locked door at the end of the hallway. I’ve never been inside, but I’ve heard sounds: people calling out, people laughing sometimes, or crying.

It reminds me of a story by Ursula Le Guin that I often assign to my students called “The Ones Who Walk Away from Omelas.” Le Guin describes a happy, almost perfect society—except for the neglected child kept chained in a basement. This is the price that has to be paid in order for the society to be as delightful and orderly as it is. Everybody studiously ignores the horrid basement and the unspeakable cruelty in which they are all complicit. Though I know the memory care unit is not a bad place nor run by bad people, still, I have ignored it with the same suppressed horror as the people in Le Guin’s story ignore the child in the basement.

But why am I even thinking about the memory care unit? We can’t afford that. She’d most likely have to go to one of the nursing homes where the lumps of flesh are gathered in their wheelchairs,  dozing and drooling and occasionally looking up to ask where they are and if you will take them home.

Then I pause and wonder: maybe it’s the new prescription the doctor in the hospital gave her. So I call her family doctor and ask him to “d.c.”—discontinue—that medication. Maybe I can buy her a few more months. If she can just make it till February 21 when I plan to take her back to the church in Jacksonville, Florida, to hear her music one more time. Her requiem.






 TWO

NOVEMBER 1982

I sit in one of the pews of the Church of the Good Shepherd, an Episcopal church in Jacksonville, Florida, where I grew up. Blue velvet kneelers are propped up in front of each wooden pew. So many times I knelt here as a child, not praying but somehow enjoying the meaningless ritual—stand up, sit down, kneel, sit down, kneel, sit, stand. Religion was cloaked in secrets and mysteries. When you know the ritual, you’re in. I liked being a member of that secretive club.

But I am no longer a child. I am twenty-six years old. I have been a heroin addict and a recent resident of the Florida Correctional Institution for women. I have even more recently graduated from college with high honors. I have a teaching job at a community college and am thinking about going to graduate school. It feels right to return to the fold this Sunday evening to be present at a performance of my mother’s requiem—her masterwork. I am not here out of love for sacred choral music. I am here out of gratitude to the woman who stood by me and waited while I explored the realms of degradation and despair and then who helped me get back on my feet.

I gaze around at the stained glass pictures. It’s evening now so the light does not shine through them, and their brilliant colors are muted and dull. Small square and triangular stones make up  the floor of the aisles. These floors always fascinated me with their odd hieroglyphs. I inhale the stone smell, old with a fusty sort of holiness. It has been a long time since I’ve been to my mother’s church.

I stopped going regularly when I was about twelve. Before that I had to go because my mother was the organist and the choir director, and I couldn’t stay at home alone. Besides, I liked being in that Gothic castle with its secret passageways, dungeons, and sequestered rooms full of pipes for the organ. The choir was my extended family. My godmother was a soprano in the choir. My godfather a baritone. The rest of them were like assorted aunts and uncles. I even adopted the church secretary as my grandmother.

Then I became a teenager, and figured I didn’t need all that family anymore and damn sure didn’t need to have some stupid God preached at me every Sunday. Of course, as Episcopalians we weren’t exactly fire and brimstone, but the liturgy entailed telling God how worthless we were and how thankful we were that his Son died for our sins. And none of it made any sense to me. I was too young to have committed any sins anyway.

But in the ensuing years life has done me the favor of kicking me around a bit, and though I still don’t get the dying-for-mysins bit, I have now committed some grievous sins of my own, and I have come to believe that something larger than me exists, something ineffable. I’m not sure, however, that it lurks in this big stone building with its stained glass depictions of ecstatic saints and doubting disciples. Or maybe it is here. Maybe it’s everywhere, like they say.

My brother John (or Jo as we call him in the family), wearing tails and looking magisterial, comes down the aisle, bearing the conductor’s baton. An orchestra awaits him. My mother is seated at the console of the big organ with its four keyboards and its row of foot pedals. The choir is robed and ready. The concert begins.

My mother has always composed. At Yale she studied with the famous composer Paul Hindemith; he told the dean that she was his most promising student. In her professional life, she’d written original arrangements for her various choirs to sing and a couple of commissioned musicals, and she’d even rescored the music for The Lost Colony, an outdoor drama in Manteo, North Carolina.

Marriage to my father, however, had kept her early ambitions in check. My brothers said that he threw her compositions in the fireplace when she was younger. She told me that the most crushing thing he ever did to her spirit happened one time when he came into the music room of our house and found her working on a composition. Overhearing the work, he sneered and said, “That’s facile, isn’t it?” He did much worse things, but his snide comment about her work stung the most.

Tonight is her vindication. She’s written a piece from her heart, a requiem for two young men. The men (both in their early twenties) died in separate accidents within a couple of weeks of each other. They were sons of close friends of hers. As a woman with sons of her own, as a friend, as a human being, she was deeply affected by this sudden, inexplicable loss of promise. “Why do people die so young?” she wondered. “Why am I still alive?” Not being a particularly religious person, she couldn’t fall back on that old standby: God’s will.

I’m sitting in the crowded church, listening to this strange, sometimes atonal piece. It doesn’t sound like traditional church music; the voices are haunting. The saints in their stained glass prisons hold their breaths and listen. Do the dead gather to hear the music written in their honor? The list on the program includes more than just the two who inspired it. There are about thirty names of various church members who have died within the past year. I know a few of them.

And am I thinking about the dead I have known? Two of my  cohorts from the bad old days died from drug overdoses. Other acquaintances died in drunk driving accidents, and others might as well be dead, locked away for years. No, I am not acknowledging them or any of the others. I am only looking forward. I have stepped out of my dark past, but I haven’t really found my place in the world, and I have no idea that resurrecting this piece of music will become my mission more than a quarter of a century later.






 THREE

AUTUMN 1989

I place my lips around the regulator, take a breath, and fall back off the side of the boat into the greenish-blue water. My hair floats across my face as I turn belly down and swim toward the bottom. The water is murky, churned-up sand making a thick filter. I look for my dive buddy, Joel, and spot his fins waving languidly. He’s swimming toward the reef. A thin layer of water seeps into my wet suit and begins to warm me.

The current pushes and shoves. The surface is choppy, and my stomach didn’t like the ride out. I’ve always been prone to motion sickness, so scuba has been a challenging hobby, but in the past, as soon as I’ve gotten below the surface, my stomach has relaxed and I’ve been able to enjoy the serene beauty of the coral reefs or the wrecks. Not today. The egg biscuit I had for breakfast taps on the door of my esophagus. I remember my dive instructor advising, “Don’t puke in your regulator.”

I can no longer hear the purr of the boat engine. The only sound is the steady stream of bubbles pouring out of my regulator. I check my air tank and see that it’s about three-quarters full. I’m not enjoying the dive. My stomach won’t unknot. I feel tired and can’t see much of anything. We’re above the reef; a few random angelfish slide by. I swim alongside Joel and our eyes meet through the masks. He makes the okay sign, and I make it back.  I’m not really okay, but since this is such a crummy day, I can look forward to a short dive.

A strong arm pulls me back on the boat. My feet with the fins on them are unwieldy. I feel like a clumsy dinosaur until I slip my buoyancy compensator and the tank off my back.

“How are you doing?” Joel asks, pulling off his mask.

“I’m still seasick,” I answer. “I don’t understand why.”

“Well, it’s kinda rough out there.”

“Not that rough.”

I lean back and don’t say anything else. I’m too sick to talk. The other divers are all back on board, and I can hear the boat engine roar as it’s pushed full throttle. Once the boat starts speeding over the waves, the tossing will lessen and I’ll get a little relief. Joel sits beside me and pats my arm. Joel is an editor at the newspaper where I work. My boyfriend, Hank, is out of town, a fairly common event, and Joel is one of the people I pal around with when he’s gone.

Joel and I put our gear into the back of his car and make our exit from the dive park at Marathon Key. My stomach has finally begun to settle down and I’m hungry. We’re driving along US 1 with the wind blowing through the windows and the sun jackhammering through the clouds. We stop at a little Cuban roadside joint for coffee and subs.

“Feeling better?” Joel asks. I nod.

“It’s funny,” I tell him. “The other day at aerobics class I got so tired. I couldn’t even finish the class. And then today . . . well, I’ve never stayed seasick once I got in the water.”

I gaze at palmetto bushes on the other side of the road. A yellow cat slinks under the table. It looks like a scrawny version of my own cat, Monster, who found and adopted me the day after a bad abortion six years earlier.

“Oh.”

“What is it?” Joel asks.

“I know why I’m sick,” I tell him, setting down my media noche on the round mosaic table. “I’m pregnant.”

 

As I sail down the escalator at the San Francisco Airport in my long black coat, I look into Hank’s eyes and I am reminded of smoky topaz. I slide into those eyes and find myself ensconced in a warm dark place. When Hank looks at me, he sees a woman carrying a burden. He sees cells multiplying, growing fat, thickening against him like a wall.

Hank kisses me when I reach the bottom, not a passionate kiss, but a soft dry kiss. He is shy about kissing in public places, even here in this airport, but he kisses me, and the glow I feel keeps the chill away, the chill I have felt coming like a long delayed winter. He takes my suitcase from the carousel in baggage claim and tosses it into the trunk of a rental car.

I close my eyes when we get in the car. I had no idea that I would be so tired, that pregnancy would be like a drug, that it would fall on me like the San Francisco fog into which we are driving.

“There’s damage from the earthquake everywhere,” Hank says. “We’ll have to stay at a hotel here by the airport. All downtown is closed.”

“Mmmm,” I answer and nod against the cool windowpane. Then I rouse myself and say, “Not the best time to take a vacation to San Francisco, I guess.”

“It won’t matter,” he says. “We’ll go up north and see the mountains, maybe drive into Nevada.”

 

Hank grew up in California, but we live in Florida. Our yard is a rain forest and our swimming pool is an emerald pond. When it is not emerald, but chlorine-doused blue, we drink Cointreau and  loll in the water in the moonlight. We are not married. He travels for a television network. I work for a newspaper. We planned this trip to California months ago—long before the earthquake happened, before the pregnancy. I told him the news on the phone. I knew he would not be happy about it.

 

In San Francisco we eat prawns, we buy sourdough bread and Ghirardelli chocolates, we laugh at the seals in the bay because they remind us of our dog, and we drive down windy little streets and visit Chinatown. We appear to be blissfully in love, but we both know that it may be the last time in our lives we ever feel like this.

We leave San Francisco and drive north through small California towns. We steal an apple from an orchard and share it, the sweet juice dripping down our chins. We eat seafood in Eureka and stay in the oldest hotel in town. We drive to Mount Shasta and hike through virgin snow. We stop wherever we see rocks and streams. He collects water in a canteen he has had since he was a Boy Scout. I sit by the stream, my long black coat fanned on the rock, and drink the cool water from his canteen. The air around me is a fresh new skin. Every single moment seems to be amplified, like the slow motion of the cinema; every moment deepens and widens and holds more than just time.

As I am standing by a grape arbor above Jack London’s house, a rainbow stretches across the sky like the trail of a running goddess. I can see the beauty, but I cannot feel it. Hank has grown silent, and I am like someone inside an upturned glass. People will wonder why I am so sad. He’s just a man, they’ll say, and not a very good one if this is how he treats you. But I am still the fatherless girl, the girl who stuck needles in her arms and straws up her nose and drank her way to oblivion until I found the one person who could drive away the demons.

After we visit Jack London’s house, where we see two startled deer and the charred ruins of Wolf House, we head west into the desert. The unspoken fear that has dogged him ever since he learned I was pregnant has caught up to us and clings to his back. He realizes that I am not going to change my mind. I am going to have this child.

We catapult into gaudy, glitzy Reno. I am perpetually hungry. At three in the morning we eat in the hotel surrounded by gamblers edgy to get back to their games. We glower at each other with raccoon eyes. His ragged fear has turned into rage. My passivity has evolved into stony stoicism. The handshake is over; we retreat to our corners.

We go to Virginia City—dirt and dust and a cold wind blowing by brown shops selling turquoise jewelry. We pace along the sidewalks, saying nothing. Then I see a dusty cemetery with toppled tombstones. In the cemetery I stare at tiny little graves, and I can’t help thinking about the last time, my legs up in stirrups, the tube inside me, the sucking sound, the sudden inerasable pain. The hemorrhaging afterward.

We get back in the car, and his pain spills out of him like oil.

Why, he wants to know, over and over again, why must you do this? Why, I ask, why can you not accept this?

“I want you out of the house,” he says.

“Fine,” I answer.

And before I know it we are barreling down a desert highway, the Sierras looming up beside us. I look at the dusky mountains and the hills that look soft and rounded as if patted with two soft hands. I see the thrusts of earth, the long lines of sediment sticking out at an angle showing the pattern of a fault line. This scenery is the result of old upheavals. That’s how it is. You can start off with everything looking one way, and then something happens, and the landscape is changed forever.

I remember that I fell in love with him because he was so different from every other man I’d ever met. He didn’t care about my past. He gave me freedom to come and go. He never said anything he didn’t mean. He had a gentle side that he kept hidden behind his humor. Now I am wishing he were more like other people—that we were more like other couples who get married and have children and are happy about it.

Finally, we pull over and stand outside the car watching the sun shoot purple streamers of light as it sets over the desert. The sand reflects the sky like a still lake. The beauty makes me think there must be a God, so I ask for a miracle, but nothing happens.

The sky blackens. Hank does not look at me.

We get in the car and head to LA where he leaves me in a hotel room with a plane ticket home. When the door shuts behind him, I stare at nothing for a long time. Then I go into the white tiled bathroom, take off my clothes, turn on the water in the bathtub, and sink down.

I think about my mother—she wasn’t perfect, but I never knew anyone who tried harder to be a good mother. Alone, she raised three children, supporting us with her musical talent. Her mother, Skipper, raised four children by herself during the Depression. Skipper was one of the first women to be a licensed riverboat pilot. She worked as a cartographer during World War II. My mother’s paternal grandmother supported her son after her husband ran off to be an actor. She worked as a reporter and a probation officer for the courts where her son later served as one of the most powerful judges in Connecticut.

I realize I come from a long line of strong women at least as far back as the Puritans in the sixteen hundreds, who left everything they had known and boarded ships to come to America. They and their daughters would lose husbands and children to wars and diseases. Some of their granddaughters would go to college.  One of them would become a famous poet. They worked. They persevered.

I don’t want to be like them, I’m thinking, as the warm water rises around me. I don’t want to have to be strong. But I might as well wish for brown eyes instead of blue. The earth may be breaking apart under my feet, but the resolve of generations before me and of the new one inside me is leading me to solid ground.






 FOUR

MAY 1992

Hank calls. He’s changed his mind. He sends money and presents for the child he hasn’t met. His mother writes me a letter. He sends a check to help with my expenses. I agree to meet with him.

Two years earlier I had moved with my three-month-old daughter to Tallahassee and reenlisted in graduate school to get a PhD. I figured if I was going to be a single mom, being a college professor was better than working twelve-hour days as a freelance journalist. I qualified for food stamps and Medicaid, I taught classes for very little pay, and my mother sent money.

On Derby Day, Hank, who has gotten a pilot’s license, flies a small rented Cessna to the airport in Ocala, Florida, halfway between Tallahassee and Fort Lauderdale. I drive down with my two-year-old child in the backseat and meet him at the airport. I’m not sure how to respond to him. I’m not even sure how I feel about him anymore, but he’s here, and he has a legal right to be a part of his child’s life. I’m willing to give him a chance.

Hank gets in the front seat, spins around, and takes one look at the child.

“Who are you?” he says.

She stares at him with brown saucer eyes that match his own; at that moment they fall in love with each other, and our fates are sealed. Hank sells his house and moves up to Tallahassee with us.

One day when we pull up to the babysitter’s apartment, Emmy gets out of the car, looks at Hank, and says, “Hank, love you.” Then she slams the door and runs inside to play. He’s the first person she says that to.

A year after our reunion, we get married at a little wedding chapel in Lake Tahoe and come home with a couple of coffee mugs that say, “The Party’s at Harvey’s.” These are our wedding mementos.

 

My mom had retired from her myriad of jobs in Jacksonville and moved to Edenton, NC, and we’d make occasional forays up there to visit. The drive from Tallahassee to Edenton took an eternity. My mother also came to visit us in Tallahassee at least once that I can remember. I know this because I have a picture from when we went to the opera.

In the picture I have of her from that visit, she is standing by the fountain in front of the auditorium at Florida State University, wearing a dark green velvet dress and holding the hand of fouryear-old Emmy, who has one leg out in an arabesque and is balancing on the wall of the fountain. My mother is heavier in this picture than she had ever been before—solid, seemingly immovable.

My mother became old in fits and starts. Every time I saw her, I noticed some surprising new mile marker. On this visit I discovered she could no longer keep up with me when we walked anywhere. I found I needed to walk very, very slowly. Her heart, she explained . . .she had congestive heart failure. I was nonplussed. She had never had anything wrong with her heart before—except a murmur she’d had since birth. The past twenty or so years she’d been an inveterate walker. That was her exercise, a way for us to spend time together, to talk and laugh. And now, all of a sudden (or so it seemed to me), we were cr-aw-ling. We had become characters in a movie, moving in slow motion, each step exaggerated  and excruciating as the world seemed to stop spinning in space. Of course, I hadn’t planned for this when I got her and Emmy in the car to go to the opera. I had carved out just enough time for us to speed over to campus, find a parking space, and sprint to the opera hall. We barely made it.

During this visit, I kept thinking there was some way to “fix” my mother. At the time I had come across a set of five exercises called the Tibetan rites. A man who had supposedly discovered them in Tibet said that these exercises would have old bodies dancing like teenagers.

“Here, Mom, just do this,” I said. So with my agile thirtyseven-year-old body, I demonstrated the rites in the living room of our little ranch house. Spinning was the first one. I got my mom to slowly spin three times. (You’re supposed to build up to twenty-one.)

After the third spin, she was out of breath, and a bright red blood spot suddenly bloomed in her left eye. Shit, I thought, I’ve killed her. She’s had an embolism or something. But my mother survived whatever it was. Of course, she was a big disappointment to me, having gone and grown old like that. Where was my playful friend?

This is the last picture I have of my mother without a walker. The Buddhists teach impermanence—an idea that still confounds me. In my mind my mother is permanently laughing and vigorous, physically strong and intellectually at the top of the mountain. But today (many years later) as I sit on my front porch on a chilly autumn morning, yellow poplar leaves carpeting the ground, I am aware of my own mortality slowly ticking away. My doctor has informed me that my bones have already begun the process of deconstructing themselves. One day my daughter will look at me in shock and dismay as I can no longer keep up with her. And I—this I of this moment—will be just a ghost in her mind.






 FIVE

APRIL 1999

Hank doesn’t want to leave Tallahassee. We’ve been fairly happy here in the land of the canopy road. I have my friends, Hank has his work, and Emmy goes to a small private school where the children never have homework or tests and yet still learn as much as kids in the state-sponsored gulags.

Now Hank is being offered a job in Charlotte, North Carolina. Oh, please, I silently intone, please, accept the job. I’ve lived in Florida all my life, and the opportunities for me to make a living in this college town with its cup running over with PhDs are just about nil. The one full-time teaching job I had thought I might get went to one of my friends instead.

So when Hank says he has the possibility of a real job with benefits and a salary and not as much travel, I’m ready to start packing. For one thing, Charlotte is only five hours away from my eighty-one-year-old mother, and I want to see her more than just the couple of times a year we now manage. He’s leaning in that direction but first we have to take an exploratory trip to North Carolina.

 

Hank, Emmy, and I are in Hank’s truck with Jaxson, our black labrador retriever. Jaxson is a sweet, dumb moose of a dog with one invaluable ability. He knows how to become invisible. This is  an essential skill for a dog to have if you are going to be sneaking him into hotel rooms and other places where large beasts aren’t welcome. That first night we check into a cheap motel room on Independence Boulevard, which we will later learn is the ugliest street in Charlotte. A security guard stands at the top of the parking lot, watching as Hank and I lurk around, putting our things in the motel room, waiting for an opportunity to sneak the dog in while Emmy stays in the Blazer with the beast. With his full beard and bulging belly, Hank has an uncanny resemblance to Fidel Castro. We must surely look like we are grifters with a dead body to dispose of.

The suspicious security guard wanders down past Hank’s old Blazer while Hank and I watch from the motel room doorway. He peers into the window of the truck and sees an adorable eightyear-old girl who smiles angelically at him and waves while the ninety-pound dog lies at her feet on the floorboards as silent as stone. We laugh about this for months to come. Our little con artist. We couldn’t be prouder.

Although Hank isn’t happy about the move or the idea of getting up and ironing clothes to wear to work every day, he takes the job. I get a full-time teaching gig at a nearby college. The move is a tough one, but necessary. For one thing, I’ve got a souvenir from my days as an addict—a sometimes debilitating case of hepatitis C. Eventually I need to do something about it, and that something will surely require health insurance. So we find a pretty two-story house with a porch and a creek in the backyard, and we settle into our new lives in suburbia as if we’re normal people.

Neither Hank nor I really have the hang of this marriage business. I don’t know what his excuse is. He comes from a nuclear family unit, headed by two upstanding Orange County California Republicans. But I have only had the example of my mother and my two older brothers, all of whom did time living with my railing, egotistic, alcoholic father, who (luckily for me) left when I was three. I should perhaps mention the stepfather experiment that didn’t work out so well either. Shortly after my mother married this man, he developed a taste for vodka, lots and lots of vodka, and for my teenage babysitter. My mother didn’t repeat the experiment after he skulked out of our lives.

When Hank berates me for not making enough money, I shrug my shoulders and go on doing what I love to do: writing and being involved in various unprofitable artistic ventures. He doesn’t like to socialize, and I could hang out with people all day. He’s a staunch Republican (though not the church kind), and I am definitely not (though I am fond of certain offbeat churches). But we’re affectionate with each other and faithful. He’s not a big drinker, and I gave up the last of my legion of bad habits soon after he came into my life. He keeps me sane. When the demons start to close in, he makes me laugh and they disappear.

Our favorite holiday is Halloween. Our first Halloween in Charlotte, Hank and Emmy carve a pumpkin. Hank draws the face and then shows Emmy how to cut it.

“That’s good, babe,” he says even when she lops off the jacko’-lantern’s tooth.

Hank uses his electronic ingenuity to create two glowing eyes that peer from the bushes of our house. He and Emmy make ghosts out of old sheets to hang from the trees, and I allow spiderwebs to accumulate on the porch. We know how to do this much.

 

My mother and I talk on the phone nearly every night. We have always been close, even when I was at my most awful. When I was a teenager, I started doing drugs like a lot of kids in my generation. The difference between me and most other kids was that I was an overachiever. I had to do more and harder drugs than anyone else—cocaine, heroin, Dilaudid, morphine. I fell in love with  drugs and built a fortress around myself with them. Throughout those years my mother somehow never gave up on me. She bailed me out of jail. She sent me to drug programs. She told me over and over again, “This is not you. I know who you are.” Finally, after my stint in prison, the love affair lost its luster. Then I met Hank on a video shoot in Miami (I was the production assistant, he was the “genius” engineer), and he swept away any vestiges of the old druggie that lingered inside me.

Now that we live in North Carolina, I am able to see my mother more often.

My mother was always smarter than anyone else I knew. The damage to that blade of intellect occurred offstage. The years are blurry. In 1997 she had to have an operation on her back. Something went wrong. She had to have another surgery, and the second surgeon said that the first one had not completed his work. Her spine was actually wobbling. The end result for my mother: two surgeries and a life sentence of painkillers and a walker.

During this time my brother Jo went to Edenton and lived with her. He took care of her as she had done for him when he had lymphoma back in 1991. When he flatlined she happened to be at his side; she ran out and summoned the doctors and nurses who brought him back from his peaceful interlude on the other side. It wasn’t the first time she’d saved the life of one of her children.

People have asked why we didn’t sue the surgeon who, in addition to leaving her spine wobbling, nicked a nerve, causing her to be in pain for the rest of her life and confined in a cage-like walker. But apparently, in North Carolina, a doctor has to intentionally screw you up before you can actually sue for damages.

“If there’s a fire, you don’t have to prove arson to make an insurance claim,” my mother said after yet another attorney turned down her case. “Why can’t there just be insurance for medical accidents?”

At this point I don’t understand how drastically things have changed since the operation. I only know that she doesn’t travel well anymore. Ever since the surgery Mom has lived on little pink pills. Ever since the surgery, her life has been difficult and often lonely. Her pain eats away at me. But at least I am closer now.






 SIX

THE 1960S, JACKSONVILLE, FLORIDA

When my mother lifted her hands, music happened. Those hands summoned the voices of singers, waved on orchestras with a thin white baton, and elicited the dulcet tones of a Bach fugue from a harpsichord, the Wagnerian state trumpets from her fourkeyboard pipe organ, and the intricate harmonic gymnastics of Rachmaninoff from her Steinway grand piano. When I picture her from those days, she is always pitching forward with an armful of music, plowing through life relentlessly from one rehearsal or performance to another.

Wednesday night was always choir rehearsal night. Always. Although over the years she sometimes had bouts of asthma or migraines, she was never sick on Wednesday nights or Sunday mornings, when she sat at the helm of the enormous pipe organ and directed the choir with one hand, her other hand and her feet steadily pouring out music. She generally dozed off during Sunday sermons. Music was her religion.

When she practiced her piano at home, her eyes would close as she swayed with the music; I would watch mystified as she drifted away from me. She told me that sometimes when she played, she would feel as though she were floating outside her body. It scared her a little.

I was my mother’s sidekick. My father had gone off to mess up the lives of other women, and my two older brothers had graduated from high school and left home by the time I entered first grade.

Mom wasn’t a great cook; we preferred restaurants. At the Derby House, I turned the salt and pepper shakers and the napkin dispenser into an ongoing story about a princess and a prince and a castle. I didn’t like to stay home with babysitters, so she brought me to rehearsals. She got no child support until I was seven, when my dad, the son of a wealthy industrialist, had finally received some of his inheritance. Even then she had to take him to court and he was hard-pressed to part with that seventy-five dollars a month.

The very best part of my childhood was growing up in the theater. Jacksonville had two community theaters and one dinner theater. My mother worked at all three of them as the musical director. In community theater, the actors and singers were not paid, but the musicians were, and theater work was a significant piece of my mother’s livelihood.

The Little Theatre was my favorite place to be in the world. During the first weeks of rehearsals, I would make a nest in a loft piled high with black curtains, silks, and materials for costumes and sets. For a child there was no more perfect place to daydream or to eavesdrop on unwitting adults.

Once rehearsals moved downstairs to the stage, I’d sit in the middle of the house, an audience of one. Night after night, I watched the shows: South Pacific; Kiss Me, Kate; Mame; and my favorite—Gypsy! Being a stripper seemed like a fine profession to me. I watched in awe as the actresses came out in their skimpy stripper costumes and bumped and grinded their way across the stage.

My mother had a closet full of black dresses for the orchestra pit. She was often the conductor and the pianist. She wore Estée Lauder perfume or Jean Nate bath splash. Each evening she carefully applied her “face”—foundation, rouge, eye shadow, mascara, and the essential red lipstick—before heading out for the night, with me in tow. She had an aura of elegance and power that enveloped me.

Once or twice a week, she’d get her hair done in a beauty salon until the styles finally moved away from that shellacked helmet look. A hairdresser once made her wait too long, and she stormed out of the beauty shop with her hair wet and stringy. When she shopped, she always told the clerk to “charge it.” She had impeccable credit.

Wherever we were, people fawned over my mother.

“Oh, Roz, that was simply wonderful,” I heard over and over again after performances and church services. She was gracious when the compliments came, but didn’t seem to care much about praise. She was always moving on to the next thing.

Adults would often lean over and ask me, “Are you going to be a musician like your mother?” My mother and I might exchange a quick glance before I adamantly shook my head “no.” We both knew the absurdity of the notion. I had no intention of patterning myself after her. In my eyes, she had already perfected the role. Besides, I simply wasn’t musically inclined. My mother says I did have perfect pitch as a child. I could identify notes on the piano and knew a third from a fifth chord, but I knew even then that you had to love something with all your being to play music the way she did. I much preferred to be outside, stomping in mud puddles and staring into the leafy branches of trees, rather than sitting inside at a piano for hours at a time the way she did—and always had.

We did give music a shot. I had piano lessons, guitar lessons, violin lessons, flute lessons, and even voice lessons. Though my mother arranged for these various lessons, she didn’t seem particularly dismayed that they didn’t take.

We discovered that I had a natural talent for the theater. When I went on stage, something clicked. But what talent was there wasn’t enough to overcome the slide into depression and self-destruction that I took during my teens. One rejection and I was through with theater.

The only thing, the only lifeline, was this: putting words down on paper. So while my mother played the piano, and later while my daughter sang in the children’s choir or took piano lessons, I settled down to wait somewhere with a book or with a pen and a notebook, and my mind left the building.






 SEVEN

AUTUMN 2000

It only takes me a year to lose my teaching job. Not that I really lose it. I was hired as an instructor, a full-time untenured position, to teach creative writing and composition classes. I applied for the tenure-track creative writing position, which was unfilled at the time. After a series of interviews, they gave it to a guy who did not have the creative publications or awards that I had.

They tell me I can still keep the instructor position and teach four composition classes a term while the new guy teaches the creative writing classes I just taught. Fuck that, I think.

It’s not exactly like what happened to my mother when she graduated from Yale. There was a teaching job open at the University of Miami in Ohio, and the dean of the school of music at Yale recommended my mother for the position. She applied and received a letter back saying, “Your qualifications are certainly impressive, but you can understand that we want a man.”

My mother never did work full time at a university. She taught at a public high school for a few years to try to help my stepfather get through law school. That didn’t work out so well, and she was glad to dump the job as soon as she could.

So I will be like my mother in that regard, I guess. I’ll do a little this and a little that and create some sort of a living out of it. Hank is not happy about my plan.

It turns out that this is a good year for me not to have a full-time gig, anyway, for this is the year that I am finally going to get my mother to stop nagging me. I am going to see if I can get my hepatitis C cured.

 

Sometime in the 1970s I contracted hepatitis C—most likely in a shooting gallery on the Lower East Side of Manhattan. By the 1980s I had cleaned up my life, and I thought I was pretty much rid of my past. But around 1990 I realized I had an adverse reaction to even the smallest amounts of alcohol. It was easy enough to quit drinking, but a few years later I became desperately fatigued on a regular basis as the disease, which had lain dormant for a couple of decades, began kicking up its heels.

So now that I am on Hank’s insurance, I contact a leading specialist in the treatment of hepatitis C, and we schedule a liver biopsy. The biopsy hurts like hell, but when the nurse asks me if I want something for the pain, I tell her, “No, ‘something for the pain’ is what got me into this mess in the first place.”

After the biopsy, the doctor tells me I will have to give myself shots of interferon three times a week for six months. He says there are side effects to the treatment, including and especially depression. The alternative is that I will likely develop liver cancer.

I do my first shot at the doctor’s office so that they can make sure I am doing it correctly. I pinch the skin on my thigh and jab the needle in.

“You’ll probably experience some flu-like symptoms,” the doctor’s assistant tells me.

I take Emmy to her choir rehearsal that night—the first one of the season—and join the other parents for the annual meeting in the fellowship hall. Suddenly, as we’re sitting there listening to the kids perform their new songs, I begin to shake uncontrollably.

Oh, this doesn’t look good, I think. How can I get Emmy out  of here and go home? I slip out of the meeting through a back door and stand outside, shivering in the August heat. I begin to sing James Brown’s “I Feel Good” to convince myself I am okay. Finally the interminable meeting ends and Emmy comes out and finds me.

“Are you okay?” she asks.

“I feel good,” I tell her as my trembling hands attempt to open the car door.

On the way home, I continue to sing “I feel good” as loudly as I can. I am crying and shaking with my terrified child in the passenger seat. When we get home, I sink into a hot tub of water filled with lavender bath powder while Hank, who never really believed I was sick until tonight, takes care of our daughter.

I am so delirious that I am not sure what year it is. That night I relive my years as a junkie. I am baptized in the waters of the past, immersed, drowning, former comrades and forgotten crimes resurfacing to leer at my beaten body. When dawn finally arrives, I have new respect for the phrase “dark night of the soul.”

After that I give myself the shots at night so that I will sleep through the side effects. I never get the crazy chills again, but I need to sleep extra on the day after the shots.

At least my fatigue is predictable during the treatment. I know which ones will be good days and which will be “bed” days. More importantly, the six-month treatment gives me time to forgive myself. Perhaps the side effects of the medication—fatigue, shortterm memory loss, skin rash, and hair loss—create some sort of unconscious penance for the irresponsible way I once treated my faithful body.

 

In October 2000 my friend Kitty from Tallahassee visits us because she needs to see the doctors at Duke University for some experimental stem cell treatment. Kitty, who is in her early thirties, has  stage four breast cancer. In Tallahassee, it was a tradition for Kitty to wear a witch costume and give out candy on Halloween while we took Emmy trick-or-treating. She’s the only one of my friends accepted by Hank, the only one with whom he feels comfortable enough to actually let her stay in our house overnight.

While Kitty stays with us in Charlotte, she and I spend our days sitting on the couch and watching the leaves fall outside the tall windows that look out onto the woods behind the house. Kitty says we’re wearing lead suits. But this time with her is one of the most peaceful interludes of my entire life.

Kitty, whose curly dark hair is only now growing back from the last round of chemo, dresses up as “chemo-witch” for Halloween. Emmy, who is also dressed as a witch, could not be happier. We come home from trick-or-treating, make caramel apples, and share the spoils. Jaxson snatches a candy bar and eats it, wrapper and all. When Kitty goes back to Tallahassee, she strides onto the plane, wearing a mask that she has decorated with cat whiskers, to protect herself from germs.

I probably should do the same thing, but I don’t have her panache. The hepatitis C drugs mess with my immune system. For Thanksgiving we go out to California to be with Hank’s family and I catch a cold on the way out. I am pretty sure I am going to die in the land of the shopping mall as I lie comatose in the guest room. I don’t die. But I do get numerous sinus infections, my fingernails grow ridges, and every time I take a shower, handfuls of my hair pile up over the drain. I get a cut on my finger that won’t heal for months. But I never, ever get depressed, even though depression is supposed to be a major side effect of the treatment. I just keep counting off the shots.

Three months after I start treatment, I take a blood test. The technician screws up, causing blood to bubble out of my vein like a fountain when she takes out the needle. Emmy looks on, horrified. That’s probably the day she decides she will never take drugs. I survive the blood lab people, and a few days later I get the results in the mail.

That Christmas we go to see my mom in Edenton. One of Mom’s friends has gone away for the holidays and we’re staying at her gorgeous house on the Albemarle Sound. Christmas Day I give my mother the piece of paper with the results in a decorated envelope. When she reads “Test results for hepatitis C—negative,” she starts to cry. I have three more months of shots to inject just to be sure.
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