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PREFACE 

CAN YOU SEE ME NOW?



 What superpower would you like to have? 

a. flying

b. super-human strength

c. invisibility

d. x-ray vision

This question appears often on social media personality tests and online dating sites. I can 

always answer with no hesitation:  c. invisibility.    

While the question is asked in a light-hearted manner, my speedy answer isn’t as 

amusing. And it isn’t totally theoretical. Since this is the jumping off point to a collection of 

personal essays—my collection of personal essays-- invisibility probably shouldn’t be quite so 

appealing. Yet for much of my early life, it seems I cultivated this state. Often, when an old 

friend introduces me to someone either older or younger who grew up in the same small town in 

Iowa as we did, this semi-stranger won’t have any memory of me. She might remember my 

brother, a year older, first chair of the trumpet section, suave barbershop quartet tenor, solid first 

baseman and National Honor Society member, but she seems puzzled at my existence. When did 

I graduate from high school? Who were my parents? While I don’t remember consciously 

wishing to be unseen at the time, the evidence points to my skill at achieving it.   

I seemed to always be looking out of windows, my nose pressed up against a screen in 

summer or my breath fogging the picture window glass in winter. I was the watcher, never the 

one to be watched. What was behind this wish to stay unseen? Could it have been something as 

simple as being the second child, a girl, standing in the shadows of an overachieving older 

brother?  
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My brother was eighteen months older than me, one grade ahead of me in school. He did 

everything first—he had the good and bad teachers before I had them, rode a bike, started piano 

lessons and band first, memorized the Gettysburg Address and all the state capitals before me.  I 

watched him carefully. I always knew exactly what was coming up because he got there first; 

there was rarely any opportunity for me to break new ground. We were different though—he was 

practical and matter of fact and stoic. I was dreamy and imaginative and cried easily. I also was 

certain that my parents liked him best and the worst thing that I could ever imagine happening 

when I was a child would have been for him to die, leaving me as my parents’ only child. They 

would have been disappointed, I was sure. As we entered high school, he embraced the limelight 

even more and I stepped back further and further into the shadows, convinced that I couldn’t 

play by the rules he had established. 

Or might this wish for invisibility be something as complicated as being the daughter of 

an alcoholic, one who adeptly hid her drinking from almost everyone? My mother was PTA 

president, Blue Bird Troop Leader, School Board Trustee, Planning & Zoning Commissioner 

and Church Treasurer—so many important titles with their capital letters. She knew everything 

about everyone in our neighborhood and kept a close eye on pets, the children of working 

mothers, home improvement projects, high grass and weeds and suspicious cars. And yet, she 

was a master at hiding who she really was, at masking whatever it was that only a gin and tonic 

could restrain and suppress. Growing up, I only saw her with a drink in her hand before dinner 

and it is only as I look back that I see the Dixie cups of clear liquid placed strategically behind 

kitchen cabinet doors. I debate with myself: if I didn’t know the extent of her drinking until my 

late teens does this exclude me from adult-child-of-an-alcoholic status? Is this kind of like 
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wondering if the tree falling in the forest makes a sound if no one is there to hear it? Perhaps I 

learned the fine art of concealment without ever knowing that I’d signed up for the class.  

I sometimes saw what power written words had to make the invisible seen. As a senior in 

high school I wrote a piece (I didn’t know to call it an essay then) on what it felt like to be the 

child of a school board trustee, on how I often tried to blend into the background when 

controversy arose. There was plenty of that during those eight years that my mother served: a 

popular high school band director was fired and an unpopular football coach kept his job. My 

mother talked to us candidly of these issues, so I usually knew more than the average student, 

more than I was ever allowed to tell. I learned at an early age that not everything was black and 

white and had to live without the usual luxury that teenagers have of allowing their passion to 

easily override and color logic and facts. I also talked about how some teachers weren’t entirely 

comfortable with the children of trustees in their classes, how they assumed we would report any 

little infraction or perceived injustice to our trustee parent.  

My English teacher asked for permission to share this piece with some of her colleagues 

and I shrugged my assent. During my junior year, the journalism teacher had silently allowed 

other students (afraid that I might rat out their attempts to uncover corruption and malfeasance 

within the school administration?) to make me so uncomfortable about being on the school 

newspaper that I had finally quit. She stopped me one morning in the hall as I passed by her 

room and said “I’m really sorry, I just didn’t think it mattered that much to you. I had no idea 

you felt that way.” This seemed akin to saying she had no idea I felt at all. No idea that I was 

even there before she read my words. Being seen felt unsettling and the ability to make a reader 

feel some way they hadn’t before they read my words felt more risky and precarious than 

triumphant. 
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*  *  *  * 

That was the year, my twenty-eighth, when I was discovering that not all of the 
promises would be kept, that some things are in fact irrevocable and that it had 
counted after all, every evasion and every procrastination, every word, all of it. 

From “Goodbye to All That” by Joan Didion 

Less than a year before I would turn 50, on an October evening almost a year after my 

father had died, I was in Iowa visiting my mother and went out to dinner with a group of old 

friends from high school. A few of us came home to my friend Beth’s house to sit around the 

fire-pit listening to the younger brother of an old friend play the guitar. I hadn’t known the guitar 

player well in high school, or seen much of him in the years since. We drank and sang and talked 

about creating art and music and poetry and not giving up on the things that made you feel 

present and alive. His thing was playing the guitar, so he played in bars and restaurants, 

organized bands, gave guitar lessons at night and farmed during the day; it wasn’t a hobby, he 

worked seriously at his music, not because of hopes of discovery and fame but just because of 

what he could create, the presence of music that wasn’t there before. And each day he could get 

better at it. With each glass of wine, more of the mist hiding what I’d left behind seemed to 

dissolve. 

The next morning I had the worst hangover I’d had in decades and after surviving the 

waves of nausea and dizziness that ebbed and flowed until early afternoon, I walked to the 

cemetery to visit my father’s grave and sat silently looking out into the brown, dead corn fields 

for an hour while the cloud-muted sun lowered in the sky and the ground grew damp and chilly. 

My dad had always loved a good mystery, a spy thriller or a military biography, but would have 
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wrinkled his nose if presented with a book of poetry or essays, so it wouldn’t have done any 

good to try to explain what I was considering and ask him what he thought. I walked back to 

Beth’s house, made a quick trip to visit my mother at the nursing home and returned to begin 

researching graduate writing programs in Texas.  

While I had written a poem here and there, perhaps a few journal entries that might have 

wanted to be personal essays, I had abandoned any idea of creating something with words that 

resembled literature more than 20 years ago. I’ve never believed in the wisdom of snap 

decisions, in overnight transformations or faith healing, but that night by the fire-pit wiped out 

all the intervening years and seemed to gently set me down back on the path that I’d been on 

when I was in my early twenties and I kept walking.   

Sometimes I questioned the direction of this path. I was surprised to be the oldest person 

in my classes, since in my two previous graduate programs, the age range was always quite 

varied. Even as an undergraduate, there were invariably a few “non-traditional” students in my 

classes, but not this time. When meeting with an advisor to map out a degree plan for my M.A. 

in Creative Writing and telling him what my other graduate degrees were in, he tilted his head 

with a quizzical frown and said, “oh, usually people do this the other way around—they get the 

degree in English and then decide to be practical and do something where they can get a job.” 

I’m still not sure if I focused on this age difference more than other students or not. But the 

message seemed clear: writing, like New York (according to Joan Didion), was for the young. 

I’d chosen poetry as my genre since it was where I’d started before, though the last genre 

I’d written in seriously was creative nonfiction. It turned out that the poets were cliquey, with a 

group of “cool girls” who seemed to look through me most of the time. One of them took great 

pleasure in marking up the punctuation on my poems. I’ll admit to not being totally certain of the 
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different types of dashes available to me as a writer and when to use each one; normally this lack 

of knowledge would lead me to research, yet I almost stubbornly resisted, perhaps just to spite 

her. She would also scrawl “trite” on any show of emotion or sentimental leaning. It is likely that 

she did this to everyone, but at the time I took it as a sign of her resentment that I was taking up 

space in this workshop, that I had less commitment (or right) to this world since I’d once walked 

away from it. 

After two semesters of poetry workshops, I took my “out of genre” workshop in creative 

nonfiction. Unlike the poets, the creative nonfiction students seemed more accepting and 

inclusive, while still a little puzzled at my presence. I had somewhat insightful and useful things 

to say that were actually listened to attentively. It was obvious that some of my storylines and 

things “at stake” weren’t ones they could identify with, but most of them could still focus on the 

craft. Ironically, my professor felt that I wasn’t showing enough emotion and no one accused me 

of being trite and sentimental. One of the photocopied essays that our professor passed out early 

in the semester was “Goodbye to All That.” I hadn’t read this essay since I’d placed the 

collection it was contained in, Slouching to Bethlehem, at the top of the bookshelf during my last 

move. As I re-read the essay this time, I concluded that there was not a lackluster, filler line in 

the entire essay. It all counted: every evocative image, every probing and retreating sentence, 

every sculpted phrase and precise word. 

Throughout the essay, and as she accomplishes through so much of her work, Didion 

alternates between sketching in light pencil a haunting sense of regret, of longing and desire, 

then painting lush, vivid images that engage and stretch and excite the senses:  the taste of a 

peach, the lustre of yards and yards of yellow theatrical silk drenched in an afternoon 

thunderstorm, the smell of a particular perfume or jasmine soap or spicy crabs boiling. I would 
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venture that it was her ability to create those images, to evoke that emotion, that led me to 

understand (no, to feel) when I was first introduced to it at nineteen, the power a writer wields to 

connect the minds and emotions of readers.   

I had fallen in love with words, especially Joan Didion’s words, during my second year in 

college, perhaps with a fervor redirected from falling in love the year before with a boy who 

hadn’t loved me back. I read so many of the lines in this essay over and over again and shook my 

head in wonder. What I felt wasn’t reinforcement or corroboration of something already 

experienced, a form of empathy or identification with a story or an emotion; instead what I felt 

seemed a harbinger of something to come, something I was certain, (or afraid) that I would feel 

someday. I was somewhat obsessed with what I perceived as my mother’s regrets in those days, 

and with her drinking, and was trying to run as fast as I could to escape her fate. But what if I 

couldn’t? Didion put this fear to music. I was absolutely certain back then that I could never 

create anything so lovely and also that I would never read anything in the same way again. It was 

heady, dizzying and slightly overwhelming. It was a place that I went to, like New York, and 

while Didion escaped to California, I became lost in these words for a very long time, hypnotized 

and paralyzed by the idea that I might someday look back on what I couldn’t have.  

As I’m thinking back now, my reaction to the line above, about how “it had all 

counted….” seems curious, because at nineteen, nothing, or very little at least, is irrevocable, 

right? But I would return to this line over and over again through the years, as if testing it, 

dipping my toes in the cool running stream to judge the depth and the current. At 24, unpacking 

books in a mobile home just across Lake Pontchartrain from New Orleans, watching my baby 

and toddler, born just 18 months apart, building shaky block towers and bridges on the floor 

around me, my writing time dwindling, I searched through the worn pinkish-orange paperback 
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with the title and author lettered in gold for the line that had been such a beacon. I couldn’t 

always remember at first which essay it was even in or exactly what it said, but I knew when I 

found it. I saw it as a test, something to weigh. Did things count yet? Yes, there were some 

things that were irrevocable at that point in my life, mostly those two little children building a 

city at my feet. But so much was ahead and unwritten, it seemed.  

Still in Louisiana, I went back to graduate school to study library and information 

science, hoping to finish my degree before my children started school. I found a sense of 

belonging and meaning in public service, in helping to connect people to information and 

literature. I came from a family of people in the helping and service professions so this felt right. 

It kept me on the sidelines: needed, yet only partially visible. We moved to Texas, added a third 

child to the family, and I spent the next 25 years writing grant application narratives and well-

reasoned and convincing administrative memos that advocated for change and innovation. Often 

I would tell myself that I would “return to writing” someday, not fully realizing that my writing 

was always essential to success in my career; it was just that none of it ever used the word “I.” It 

was safe. It was useful and productive. Even my resumes and performance evaluations seldom 

used the first person “I.” It was all about the organization, what the team achieved, how the 

community was changed. I would sometimes pick up a copy of Best American Essays or Best 

American Poetry at the library and after reading just a few pages would flip to the end and look 

at the birthdates of the writers, verifying that yes, so many of them were suddenly younger than 

me now. 

During those 25 years, I would pull out “Goodbye to All That” again and again, search 

for the line, and remember when I first read it, of the feeling of being nineteen and of knowing 

that nothing that I’d done yet really counted. Now it counted. If I were to believe Didion, it had 
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always counted, every moment, from the very first “That was the year...” At some point, I saw 

that the line had become a self-fulfilling prophecy, that it was too late, that I would be filled with 

regret forever for what I’d given up. I shelved the book at the top of the bookcase in my family 

room, the one that took dragging a chair over to reach, and enrolled in a graduate program in 

Public Administration and spent the next several years reading about cities and suburbs and 

urban sprawl. I worked harder at leading my work team to better service, more important 

outcomes. 

As I read that line again, now enrolled in this new graduate program in Creative Writing, 

I shook my head in amazement, but the feeling sprang from a different place, perhaps from the 

acute perception that, like Didion, I had made my escape from my New York. Yes, it had all 

counted, but so did what was ahead. At the end of the semester, I switched genres to creative 

nonfiction.   

I still often felt frivolous and out place, too old and clumsy, too visible, like the elephant 

in a room. Perhaps I served as a cautionary tale for the other students of what might happen to 

you if stopped writing before turning 30. I would wince when I read stories of what “real 

writers” did to maintain their schedules when they had children to care for, how they worked 

three part-time jobs and still made time to write. It seemed that I gave up so easily, so why 

should I get to go back to it now? I was sure that was what everyone thought. Or maybe it was 

just me. No, I’m certain it was everyone. Yet some days I felt that I belonged, brave enough to 

tell myself that perhaps it is not just years and years of constant and committed practice and 

study beginning when you’re 18, that makes a 50 year old a more successful writer, a “real” 

writer; perhaps its also years and years of living. 
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I did not write anything of real consequence that first workshop, or even the second. I 

continued to struggle with allowing myself to appear on the page, instead thinking that I was 

writing about my mother, my son, about my hometown. Old habits were hard to break. I 

hesitated for quite awhile to write the title essay to this collection, “Failure to Yield,” where I 

pulled out into an intersection in front of another car, and as a result found myself broken and 

very visible. There is probably no place where any of us are more the center of attention than 

when we lie on a gurney in an emergency room, surrounded by medical personnel shouting out 

strings of letters and numbers. I was something to repair and, even worse in my estimation, 

someone judged to be at fault. This might naturally lead to a happy, well-resolved tale of 

recovery and growth but it only seemed to be that. Through many drafts, I was often still denying 

what the story was about and still just trying to see rather than to be seen.  

Draft after draft, as I have worked at assembling this collection of my work, it seems 

incomplete without this preface. Maybe readers will see this essay as an excuse: Why I Didn’t 

Write. And even if I am entitled, will the world be a better place if I am writing or if I’m working 

in local government? It seems selfish to choose what might seem to many to be such a solitary, 

self-focused profession over a life of service, doesn’t it? At nine o’clock one morning I am 

leaving a breakfast meeting where I gave a presentation to two school superintendents, three 

police chiefs, two city managers, and the United Way and YMCA Directors to inspire them to all 

support an initiative to get children to read on grade level by third grade. They are enthusiastic 

and sign up: mission accomplished. On the drive back to my office, I am searching for a word 

with the right syllable count for a sonnet I am writing about migraine headaches and when I find 

the right word this seems like a larger triumph than the breakfast meeting success.  
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In the meantime, I often feel caught between these worlds; a traitor to “the many,” to my 

belief in service if I quit one, a traitor to myself if I let the other go. It takes me many years to 

fully realize, perhaps until right now, that the words of other writers have saved me so many 

times, validated my own feelings, rescued me from isolation or taken away my shame. Is this not 

a service? And yet, choosing between the two is agonizing. One minute I am researching Ph.D. 

programs and plotting my escape from a full-time job and the next I am negotiating a miraculous 

truce between an activist group planning a special event and the small business owners who will 

lose money because of the event. I drag out completion of my thesis because of the long hours of 

my job, working all day and coming home to walk the dogs and then sit in my office to write 

most nights for a couple hours, except for the many nights when my job spills over into the 

evenings too. Weekends can be good for a luxurious four or six hours of writing while ignoring 

the yard work and grandson living just 45 minutes away. I feel that I am fighting for this, 

fighting every day and that often the enemy I’m trying to vanquish is myself, the mother who 

loves her children, the public servant who wants to serve, the writer. How can I want to erase one 

of these things I am so good at? I want to be the perfect grandmother, the perfect public servant 

and the perfect writer. These are not “excuses” for not writing—they are who I am. I move in 

and out and linger between worlds. I struggle to stay in focus. Can you see me now? 

* * * * 

As I am writing this introductory essay, I am building a bookshelf. Actually, I hired a 

carpenter, or someone who seemed to be carpenter, to build a wall of built-in bookshelves for 

me. Nine months after moving to California from Texas, I bought a new house, and since then 
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my books have mostly been sitting in moving boxes and plastic tubs, clustered around the place 

where I knew I wanted to have bookshelves, but my cash flow is low, so I wait and study 

pictures on Pinterest. After a few months of saving, the bank account shows an appropriate 

cushion and so I quickly solicit recommendations from neighbors and find a carpenter. In 

retrospect, while he may have rightly labeled himself  “handy,” his knowledge of the kind of 

carpentry that creates functional things using wood may have been exaggerated. 

But he has all the right tools and he builds the eleven-foot high, ten-foot wide wall of 

shelving, mostly to my specifications, or rather, the specifications an architect friend of mine 

(who, sadly, is living back in Texas and isn’t there to supervise the implementation of the 

brilliant design). The carpenter and I debate for a while by text on whether to use pine or poplar 

and finally decide on poplar. I ask him just to build the shelves and I will paint them to match the 

glossy white fireplace on the opposite side of the room. In two days, the wall of shelves is 

complete, with arches at the top that match perfectly the doorway that they are adjacent to. I 

marvel at their perfection and imagine my books, pictures and mementos placed artfully on them. 

In my old house in Texas, my books were in no fewer than five locations—some in my bedroom, 

some in the office, more stuck on shelves at the end of a hallway, some in the family room and a 

few in the trunk of my car. In my rental house here in California, I could put many of my books 

on built-in shelving in the living room, opposite of where I sat to watch TV or read or eat in the 

tiny house and I grew to love living with my books and vowed to do it in this new home too. 

For the first week after construction, I am busy at work, leaving early and returning home 

late, and just pass the shelves and sometimes sit for a moment in the semi-dark room in the 

rocking chair to admire them. I am so in love—such a great idea to do this. Only one thing 

bothers me about the design—while there are four sections of shelves, there is not a vertical 
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divider between them, just four pieces of decorative trim separating the arches and running from 

top to bottom. My architect friend from Texas, after seeing the pictures I send him, calls and asks 

where the vertical dividers are: “did that guy ever really build bookshelves before?” Perhaps you 

should have gotten on a plane and come and supervised the construction yourself, I tell him 

petulantly. What’s done is done. But that’s ok, I insist to myself, it just gives me more flexibility 

in arranging things, and I order bookends from Amazon. In the meantime, I research the right 

kind of paint for bookshelves and go to the hardware store at the end of the week to buy the 

paint, primer, painter’s tape, sandpaper, caulking and paint rollers.  

 On Saturday, after struggling with this preface, I retrieve all the supplies and the 8-foot 

ladder from the garage, download an Anne Lamott audiobook to my phone and begin the 

caulking process.  It seems like such a monumental task—11 feet high and 10 feet wide. 4 

sections wide and seven shelves high. As anyone enters my house, they won’t be able to miss it. 

The eight foot ladder is six feet past my comfort zone for being away from the floor. As I 

examine the edges between the boards and the wall, the boards and the floor, the boards and the 

ceiling and between the boards themselves where they meet, I notice gaps, some of them large. I 

quickly run out of caulking. I begin to apply the tape to the wall since I want to keep the back of 

the wall a flat Shaker Beige shade while the bookcase itself will be a semi-gloss white. As I’m 

taping, again, I note the unevenness of some of the boards, the way they don’t always meet 

neatly. I am starting to fall out of love.  

 The taping process seems never-ending and I teeter on top of the ladder. The wood 

smells good, like what I imagine poplar smells of, though I have no idea. But the smell is fresh 

and woody and not like anything else inside my house. I stop and text my daughter that I am 

spending a lot of time on a ladder and just in case something bad happens, she might want to text 
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me from time to time to check in. There is one place in a far corner that I can’t quite reach and 

give up on since no one will see it. After an hour, I run out of tape and caulk and a trip to Target 

to get groceries and caulk and tape is in the offing. As I squeeze the last of the white goo from 

the tube, I wonder if my carpenter was really so inept, or if all tasks involving wood are so 

imperfect. Wood is, after all, such an unyielding form to work with. Tomorrow I’ll sand it all 

down, removing the finger marks and ridges of caulk into something that will hopefully look like 

wood.  

I begin to realize as I am noticing the flaws of my beloved bookcase that it will look 

different when my books are on it. I am listening to Anne Lamott, after all, so my perspective is 

slanted toward those thoughts that comfort and console. I did not have these shelves built as a 

work of art to stand empty in my house; they are not a piece of sculpture, I tell myself. They are 

something that will hold what I put on onto them. When my books, including the one with the 

pinkish-orange cover and faded golden letters, my mother’s old typewriter, my daughter’s 

paintings, my cousin’s pottery, my great-aunt’s painted china, the family photos, are placed in 

just the right way to hide the cracks, the shelves will look different. I’ll be the only one who 

really knows what I went through to get them this way. I tell myself not to be so judgmental.  

I am also thinking that this is probably a pretty mediocre metaphor for the essay-writing 

process, but before I go to Target, even before I wash the flakes of white silicon from my hands, 

I stop and write this. Lopate instructs in his introduction to The Art of the Personal Essay, “the 

essay is a judgment, but the essential, the value-determining thing about it is not the verdict (as is 

the case with the system) but the process of judging.” I am not the only one who searches for 

meaning in this way, putting together words that make sense and order of the most mundane 

tasks. I crave this order. And despite my ever-present tendency to move toward the shadows, to 
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even become a shadow, I let the words fill me in, trying to provide color and texture to the blank 

spaces, those gaps and crooked pieces I am still trying to understand. I will continue to struggle 

to make something beautiful out of the flawed and imperfect things that I am built from, that I 

have been given and that I am.   

16



PART II 

"FAILURE TO YIELD": ESSAYS 
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Blue China Plates 

I am searching for blue china plates.  
I see them through a kitchen window and it is snowing.  

It is 1979 and I am trying to put these lines into a poem. The plates, no not the plates, but 

the words, seem to have come from some place I can’t explain. I want to make them into a 

metaphor, a symbol, but I sense that this would not be right. I don’t know when they first 

appeared on my page, but I know the sound, the roundness, the blue of the words; I repeat them, 

believe in them:  I am outside, looking in through a kitchen window and it is always snowing. 

**** 

It is Christmas break, 1978 and Beth and I are home from college, riding the four lanes 

with Pete and Jeff, who will both go on to do time in the Iowa State Penitentiary within the next 

decade, one for dealing drugs, the other for assault with a deadly weapon. Outside the car there is 

a blizzard, but I would rather be here than home with my parents; my father reading, my mother 

drinking. Beth and I are in the back seat of the green Pontiac Grand Prix and the guys are in the 

front because it has always been completely clear that this has nothing to do with romance or 

even sex.   

It is Saturday night and we buy beer at the Derby gas station just before the midnight 

cutoff. Mark, the station attendant, who plays chess sometimes with my brother at our kitchen 

table, looks concerned. I roll my eyes, signaling don’t even bother. We drive up and down the 

four lanes, looping through the Hy-Vee parking lot to cut cookies in the snow, spinning laughing 
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dizzy high. We head out Highway 1 a few miles, turn onto a farm road and park at the gate to an 

abandoned barn to smoke a joint, leaving the wipers on high to stop the snow from blanketing 

the windshield.  

Coming back to town I can’t see the road, can’t even see the darkness of the night 

through the swirling snow that has become a smothering menacing blue. Pete seems unconcerned 

and so I don’t imagine the not so implausible scenario, the alternate ending to this story: the car 

half in, half out of a steep ditch, miles from anywhere, the snow mounding over the car’s roof as 

we sink slowly into the ditch.  

In town there are almost no cars on the road and the police chief rolls his red light to 

signal us over. He peers into the back seat of the car and sees me, the daughter of his bowling 

buddy and Beth, the town hardware store owner’s daughter. He tells us we should go home. Pete 

and Jeff are polite and respectful and he has no reason to know that they’ve each dropped a tab 

of acid earlier in the evening.   

**** 

It is early 1979 and I have known this boy, Joe, with his hands in the tight back pockets 

of my jeans, before I knew much more than how to hop from circle to circle on the stepping 

stones connecting our grandmothers’ houses. We pretended the stones were islands. Now, I am a 

freshman in college and he is a junior in high school. We move in a jerky tandem, as I lose badly 

at ping-pong against Amy, my roommate, the slick white ball skipping too quickly off the 

chipped green edges on my side of the table. I am wearing my black college sweater with golden 

embroidery and my hair is long and dark and loose. We are all singing to the radio: Lady let me 
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take a look at you now you’re there on the dance floor making me want you somehow….. and I 

hope that maybe Joe does, that he remembers our islands, our joined hands as we leaped high 

into the air. 

Not quite a year later, the day before Christmas Eve 1979, the first snow of winter comes 

late and is drifting slowly in just as the basketball game lets out and I leave Beth’s car to get into 

Joe’s blue Ford Mustang at a stoplight. We drive aimlessly, stopping here and there to remove or 

reposition coats and sweaters and jeans and boots. When he pulls into my driveway at 2 a.m., 

making deep tracks in the soft snow, I have worked up the courage to draw a line, to ask him to 

choose me over the sweet blonde girlfriend who plays the clarinet and wears his letter jacket with 

the orange and black band letter on it. For a time, a long time, I think of everything following 

this night in 1979 as after.   

I work at the restaurant all day the next day and think that if he is waiting for me after 

work, as he often is, everything will be the same, but it is four years until I see him again and 

nothing is the same. 

**** 

It is early spring in 1980 and I am certain that I either want to kill myself or to get on a 

bus and spend a year crisscrossing the county. I crave the passivity of a bus, the anonymous 

paper ticket printed with only a destination. Not being. Not being chosen. More than once, I walk 

back and forth in front of the Greyhound station at the corner of Dubuque and Court in Iowa 

City, furtively trying to peer inside. The window is frosted and dirty and I can’t see anything, so 
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I never go in. It seems too risky. Opening the door might start something that couldn’t be 

stopped. 

My father drives me the thirty miles back to my dorm before church on a Sunday 

morning in early spring because we both know that I need to be away from my mother. We say 

nothing for the entire trip. I go to my room and touch the blue and white capsules buried at the 

bottom of my laundry basket. I picture myself not dying all the way.  

I wander downtown to the theatre and sit in the dark through three showings of a movie I 

will never remember. Trudging through wet spring snow, I get back to the dorm and my 

roommate is holding Bible study. For a time I go to her Bible studies and evangelical retreats. 

For a time I think that maybe God saved me from freezing to death in a blizzard with two guys 

tripping on acid. I think that there must be a reason. I stay at school on the weekends and also 

through the summer, avoiding my druggie friends at home. I study history and philosophy and 

linguistics. I write poems about hands that are like fish, blue china plates, men waving from 

trains.  

*** 

It is early 1981 and the process of making blue porcelain plates fascinates me:  the heat, 

the poison, the things artists died for in the name of color, for the creation of something 

breakable and blue. I think that this might be a different kind of love, though one with even 

greater risk. Potters failing to take proper precautions faced death by cobalt poisoning, each blue 

breath a pull down a cold tunnel, away from the tentacles of the blazing kiln that snakes up the 

side of the mountain.   
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Their faces, sketched in caricature, appear later brushed onto a temple window, onto the 

cheek of an apple fallen in the merchant's orchard, rolling toward the edge of the plate, so blue. 

I have always been searching for blue china plates.  
I am outside, looking in through a kitchen window and it is still snowing. 
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Letters on Resurrection 

I sometimes dream that my dead parents are alive and well, living a parallel life 

somewhere sunny, unaware of their own demise. Often they are sporting jewel-toned jogging 

suits and seem completely free from the diagnoses of Alzheimer’s (my father) and alcoholism 

(my mother). I used to feel obligated to turn these dreams into poems. What else to do with them, 

after all?  Like most dreams, they are a haphazard mix of things that have really happened, things 

that I wanted to happen and things that make no sense at all. I am willing to overlook the 

disarray, to dive into the inexplicable and breathe it in, just to be in my parents’ presence again. 

The poems generally start out as unsuccessful lyric poetry, sometimes aspiring to be a 

sonnet or a villanelle, but I struggle with the line and the rhythm and at some point, in frustration 

or perhaps just resignation, I draw out the lines longer and longer until I think of them as a kind 

of correspondence that I am having with myself. I slip them into the same white box where I 

keep the old letters that my parents wrote to one another before they married, my mother in 

Chicago, my father in Iowa. Like those letters, they seem to be communication between worlds, 

a hope that someone is listening.   

I say the dreams are about my parents, and generally both are in the scene. But if you’ll 

look closely they’re about my mother. In my dreams and in real life, my father has always been 

the conflict that gives my mother’s plot twist. What if he hadn’t happened to her?  If she had 

chosen differently her life might have turned out another way, a better way, for her at least. She 

might even still be alive today. Of course, if she had chosen differently, I wouldn’t exist. 

*** 

The old folks in the nursing home are fascinated by e-commerce, lining their 
purchases up, carefully separated by shiny yellow lucite bars. My father wants to 
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buy an old girlfriend from high school; my mother, a purple sweater with jeweled 
buttons and a bottle of Seagram’s.  Sadly it turns out that (being dead) my father is 
not eligible to buy anything according to the head nurse. Not even a prayer or at 
the very least a small plea-- pale yellow, used. 

My mother is certain that Beulah Temple’s kitchen is down the hall to the 
right from her room in the nursing home. Pots and pans rattle and steel wool 
scratches. These women.  So much sink-time. Fold and refold the dish-towel, always 
just slightly damp. The smell of grease and lemony Joy soap floats in a bubbly 
cloud past the doorway, down the hall. 

From the cloud, a woman in a pink terry cloth robe shuffles behind her 
walker right up to my mother’s chair, peers at her intently and asks, “Well are you 
ready to try it? 

My mother squints back, “What?”  

The woman answers: “To go home of course!”  As if home might be a ride 
on roller coaster or an African safari.  My mother politely (always so politely) 
declines and the woman mutters and turns, shaking her head-- so much wasted 
time!  She shuffles out of the room. I wonder what I would have done if my mother 
had lifted up and filed along. 

**** 

My family made frequent trips to Chicago when I was young and my mother planned and 

directed these trips skillfully. It was a four-hour drive from our small town in Iowa to the city 

and we would travel in for the day to see a Cubs game several times each summer. Every other 

year, when we didn’t take a two-week vacation “out West” we stayed in Chicago for an entire 

week in August, visiting the museums and the Lincoln Park Zoo, seeing more Cubs games and 

shopping for school clothes at Marshall Fields. I don’t remember when the trips started—perhaps 
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when my brother and I were as young as four and five and could sit through at least seven or 

eight innings, plied with hot dogs and peanuts and Coke at carefully scheduled intervals. 

My mother knew how to get a taxi. She knew which El route to take. She knew that if 

Pizzeria Uno was packed you could usually get a table at Pizzeria Dues. She knew detours when 

there was heavy traffic. She knew that you could go to a movie in the middle of the film and then 

stay for the next showing and see the part that you missed. In the city, movies played constantly, 

offering darkness that you could retreat into at any point in time. In our small Iowa town there 

were two showings an evening and one on Saturday afternoon. You had to be there when the 

show started or you couldn’t find a seat and after the first show was over, the lights blazed on 

and the staff hustled everyone out to make room for the second show ticketholders.  

One evening when I was twelve, on a late August trip to Chicago, my father and brother 

went to a preseason Bears game, and my mother and I saw The Godfather, beginning at the 

middle of the movie. I am still not sure what she was thinking, taking the child who covered her 

eyes when the Road Runner ran off the cliff or when the Wicked Witch demanded the ruby red 

shoes from Dorothy, to see a movie where a man wakes up to a bloody horsehead in his bed. 

Watching The Godfather today brings back the after-taste of chocolate malt along with a tinge of 

nausea and confusion, feelings which I stoically squelched at the time because I was also 

overwhelmed with a sense of wonder and awe, a realization that my mother was letting me enter 

what her life might have been in the city, of girls’ nights out, of taxis and bright lights and busy 

sidewalks, of grownup movies. 

In the late 1940’s, after she graduated from college, my mother left the small southeastern 

Iowa town she grew up in to live in Chicago for almost eight years, working as an office 

manager for an advertising firm. She was home for the weekend in the spring of 1956 when my 
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dad, eight years older than her 28, a divorced father of two sons, spotted her at the end of church 

choir practice as she was picking up her younger brother, and asked “Who is that beautiful girl?” 

For the next 18 months, they wrote letters and met on weekends.  Their letters begin once 

a week or so in April of 1956 and end on an almost daily basis in mid-September of 1957 when 

they were married. I read them all one snowed-in winter weekend when I was twelve or thirteen. 

After my mother’s death I carefully put the letters in date order and read several every day. My 

mother was often flirtatious and inviting, smart and funny. My father was earnest and newsy. She 

was also pretty loaded much of the time on gin and tonics and as I read I begin to measure her 

level of intoxication by the loose and sprawling quality of her usually invariable cursive script. 

You aren’t “bothering” me with your letters.  Or do you mean that you’re getting tired of 
writing?  Actually, I’m afraid I’m beginning to look forward to them.  I don’t believe I’ve 
ever gotten acquainted with a person through the mail before.  Usually, you know the 
people you write to very well- but it’s unusual—and I like the unusual.  You see, in the 
advertising world, you live with so much glamor and sophistication that it’s a pleasure to 
know that there are still other kinds of people in the world.  For instance, this week I got 
the shock of my life—in my world few things shock anymore—the head of the agency 
who’s rather drifted into taking me to lunch once each week during the past weeks 
actually told me over lunch (Thursday) at the most talked about place in town (French 
menus, etc.) that he was in love with me.  A man of 60! What a life! I was so upset that 
I’m afraid I worried Mother Thursday nite because I called her and told her.  And now 
I’m burdening you with my problems—sorry.  Anyhow, if you see me with minks and 
diamonds, you’ll know what happened, but I assure you that temptation isn’t very great.  
Some people would say I’m foolish. 

I apologize for making this so long—I just got carried away with my problems—
sometimes things are a little overwhelming, you know. (May 20, 1956) 

My mother’s name at birth was Mary Justine. Her first name came from one 

grandmother, her middle name from the other. I knew that she was “Mary” growing up because 

every once in a while, people we would meet at the grocery store would call her that and others 
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might call her “Mary Justine.” My father asks her about this early in their correspondence and 

she responds: 

Its been 10 years since I started using my middle name—and my first name seems hardly 
to belong to me anymore. Many people shorten is to “Jus” which I like. Most people at 
the office call me that. (Oct 7, 1956) 

Recently I discovered just how thoroughly she banished Mary. Her will says only 

“Justine.” Even her death certificate gives “Justine” as her first name, leaving the middle name 

space blank, so I would assume that all of her medical records were filled out this way. 

Collecting on an old forgotten insurance policy of my father’s has been difficult since it gives her 

legal name as “Mary.” I want to go back in time and tell her “Mom, you can’t just decide what 

your name is going to be. This is going to be a problem someday.” 

I know very little about Mary and I often wonder why she needed to banish her so 

thoroughly. Yet, as I read through the letters, I find that I know these stories of “Justine in 

Chicago” so well:  the soldier-lawyer home-town boy she loved but refused to marry, Mr. 

Briggs, the 60 year old advertising exec who also wanted to marry her, the gay couple she played 

bridge with, the married couple, Alice and Skip who lived across the hall, the copywriters and 

artists that she had dinner and drinks with, the sunburns from the beach on Lake Michigan. These 

are the tales she tells my father during their courtship, the same ones she told me as a child. We 

were both eager followers of this storyline. After I’ve read the letters through for the second 

time, it occurs to me that she shares nothing of her childhood here—no memories of being five 

and falling off a bike, of high school jokes, or even family vacations-- the letters are full of her 

work life, furniture and food choices, nights out, her roommate’s wedding plans. Feeling sure I 

must have missed something, I try a third time and still find nothing of her past. 
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What I know of Mary is this: She was the eldest of three children with two younger 

brothers, one born when she was six or so and the other when she was thirteen. She was the 

piano accompanist throughout high school—the one who played for all the school and church 

choirs. She went to college in the 1940’s, majoring in political science, when going to college 

was not necessarily something that women did, especially those from small Iowa towns. In the 

old pictures, she always seemed taller than her five and half feet, perhaps because of her artistry 

at the application of rollers and hair pins and hairspray to make her dark hair rise and float a 

couple inches above her head in smooth velveteen black waves. She claimed that she had a 

crooked face from a forceps delivery, but any imperfection seemed to me to make her practiced 

smile charmingly asymmetric and unique. Pictures in high school and college yearbooks 

displayed the same perfect hourglass figure in tight sweaters that she still kept well into her 

fifties. 

By implication, which my mother practiced as an art, I deduced that her mother suffered 

from depression when my mother was a child and, as a result, stayed in bed a lot, which must 

have left Mary to take care of the house and her younger brothers, though she never directly 

complained of this and her younger brothers never seemed as affectionately attached to her as 

they might have been to someone who was a mother-figure to them as they grew up. My high 

school friends would often enviously remark on how little was expected of my brother or me in 

the way of household chores. Throughout our childhood and into our teenage years, my mother 

repeated often that she wanted us to have time to “be children.”  Perhaps this was time she felt 

she never had, though she never came right out and said this.  

 The expressionless, overweight brown-haired woman in the pictures of my mother’s 

childhood are identified as my grandmother, but they bear no resemblance to the elegant silver-
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haired sophisticate who carefully counted calories, rode her bike daily, travelled to places like 

Greece and Egypt and came back from wintering in Florida each Spring with new card games for 

us all to play. She continued to beat all of us, her daughter and sons, my brother, cousins and me, 

soundly at croquet well into her nineties. But as beautifully and amiably as she played the part of 

my grandmother, my mother seemed to know a different woman, though she would only rarely 

let this slip. There were silences between them, most notably after my grandfather was not 

around anymore to serve as their buffer. For almost four years while I was a teenager they 

managed to co-exist in the same small town without speaking after a clash over my brother’s 

manners (or lack thereof, according to my grandmother).   

I learned many years later from my father, that this was not the first silence between 

them. After my mother moved back to her hometown and married my father, her mother didn’t 

speak to her for weeks after seeing her walking into the state-owned liquor store that was 

adjacent to the grocery store. According to my father, this happened more than once and when I 

examine my memories through this filter, I remember walking the half-mile to my grandparents’ 

house with my mother when I must have been around six or seven and my grandpa was in the 

driveway, washing the car. He seemed to always have a kind smile on his face and his eyes 

sparkled at his grandchildren, but on this occasion, he seemed sad. Both he and my mother 

glanced often at the house as they talked and I sprayed the car with the hose. I remember that I 

was puzzled when we finally left without going into the house where my grandmother must have 

been. My mother always implied that her mother’s disapproval of her came from a general belief 

in the evils of alcohol, yet I never heard my grandmother voice this. If this wasn’t true, then the 

other option that I’m left wondering about is if my grandmother disapproved of the combination 
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of my mother and alcohol, that there was some strong reason, some pattern of behavior occurring 

long before I was born that caused her to react so strongly. 

Mary and her brothers called their father “Papa,” which was odd for our Midwestern 

upbringing. She said it started as a joke, copying a neighbor family from “out East” and it stuck. 

He was a dairy farmer, a banker, the County Treasurer for a time, and a devout Christian, always 

asking my brother and I what we had learned in “Sabbath School.” He was undoubtedly the 

parent she felt the most affection for. He died of a faulty heart valve when I was eight and even 

years after his death, she said “Papa” as if she enjoyed the way her lips came together to make 

the sound, as if each expulsion of “P” was a celebration, a note of music. As I compile what I 

know about Mary I realize that it adds up to very little, and I wonder if I should have listened 

better, asked more, or if she had simply erased it all along with her first name. 

In contrast, I thought I knew a lot about Justine. I knew that she loved these things:  Her 

father, Chicago, jazz, the mountains, red roses, three year olds, baseball, maple nut butter 

creams, and politics. She hated:  dandelions (spending hours sitting on the lawn with a knife, 

cutting them out of our yard) and mayonnaise, which once gave her food poisoning after buying 

a tuna salad sandwich from an automat when she lived in Chicago. 

The summers we didn’t go to Chicago we drove West. For two weeks we would get up at 

dawn and drive until almost dinnertime. The point of these trips seemed all about what we could 

see out of the car window—the mountains, the ocean, Old Faithful, Estes Park, Yellowstone and 

the Grand Canyon. My father would drive and my mother would sit in the front passenger seat 

and read from the AAA guidebook, pointing out the landmarks, the mountains, the desert, the 

bears and the deer, all of it, while my brother and I argued over the radio station and tallied 

license plates, competing to find plates from all fifty-two.  She planned these vacations 
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meticulously, collecting pamphlets from AAA all winter, plotting our route and making motel 

reservations at cheap, yet clean and safe motels, always with a pool for my brother and me to 

swim in at the end of each day. It occurs to me now, that she also must have budgeted carefully 

during each two-year period, putting away a little here and there from our one-paycheck budget 

to be able to afford those two weeks of beauty, to buy the sight of mountains rising on the 

horizon. 

**** 

During the first summer of my parent’s correspondence the Democratic National 

Convention was held in Chicago and immediately following, the Republican National 

Convention took place in San Francisco. Both conventions were often the topic of discussion in 

their letters. 

“Of course I have an opinion on the candidates.  I intend to vote for Eisenhower 
this fall even tho I wish they could get rid of Nixon.  But I’m sure they won’t—he’s 
much more the Republican party than Ike.  They have to please that old right wing 
of the party.  I became so angry hearing them yesterday afternoon when Leonard 
Hall was saying that Nixon was so well liked by Republicans.  That’s probably 
true but someone should tell the Republican party that they themselves can never 
elect a president of the U.S. themselves because the Democratic party has the 
majority.  Therefore their ticket has to appeal to the Democrats and independents 
as well as their own party… I think the Republicans are really trying to get the 
women’s vote—Ethel Merman is singing now and June Powell sang the National 
Anthem!” (August 20, 1956) 

I am shocked at her Republican leanings since she always insisted that she was a 

Democrat at heart. She claimed that she officially belonged to the Republican Party in our small 

town only because she felt that most of the Democrats were “odd” and she didn’t want to caucus 
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with them. While I may not have seen it at the time, it seems likely that my mother worked hard 

at being what would be considered a “normal” person in our small Iowa town, that is, a person 

who would not be gossiped about at bridge clubs and morning coffee groups, who would only 

stand out for positive achievements. The other kind of people, the kind you didn’t want to be, 

were talked about in eyebrow raises, cocked heads, eye rolls and sentences that trailed off, either 

to meaningful silence or laughter. I often wonder if her own disappearing-to-bed mother might 

have been one of the subjects of those raises and rolls and silences, or if even as a child, she 

worked hard to hide what didn’t seem quite right about her mother.  

My parents took on helping roles in the community and completed them conscientiously. 

My mother was my Bluebird troop leader, the PTA president and School Board Trustee. My 

father was a part-time Justice of the Peace and the Treasurer of his Thursday night bowling 

league. She and my father would have been considered pillars of the church, my mother teaching 

preschool Sunday School classes, my father singing in the choir and both of them serving as 

church financial officers. Despite our every-Sunday-without-fail church attendance, dictated by 

having to collect and count the offering, religion seemed very much a Sunday “job” to them, not 

much different than Bluebirds and PTA, rather than a belief that colored our lives between 

Monday and Saturday. I wonder now if they chose these responsibilities carefully, avoiding roles 

like Deacon or Elder where they might have to profess in words the faith that they either didn’t 

truly feel or were reticent to express out loud. I was never sure which one explained their silence. 

**** 

Like most resurrections, they are here to teach me something, I know. When I 
open the door, they are both puttering: Mother with the autumn leaf napkins and those 
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tiny bowls of candy corn; Dad with church account books and stacks of dimes. His strong 
fingers, always more comfortable gripping a pig slapper in the hog pens, pinch the silver 
towers with deliberation, shifting them into neatly planned enclaves on the card table.  

I watch them both for days, trying to figure it out: they wear velour zip-up 
jackets and walk every day, breathing deeply together. She doesn’t hide Dixie cups 
of gin in the spice cabinet. He eats more salmon and remembers that he doesn’t 
smoke anymore. I am glad to see them but dread having to go through the dying 
part all over again. 

No matter what anyone says about the miracle of it all, coming back from 
the dead really just means another death.   

In Sunday School, we learned that the important thing about Lazarus was 
not really about Lazarus. They rolled the stone from his tomb and he peered out, 
stumbling down those twenty-four steps barefoot and draped in stinking grave 
cloths. He must have felt confused and at first thought it was all about him. He and 
the sisters, Mary and Martha, dined with Jesus a time or two and then came the 
more important resurrection and Lazarus was lost in the shuffle of the next thirty 
years: Marseilles or was it Cyprus?  His second death told and untold.  

The lesson always seems to be something about faith and if that’s the case I 
do believe in them.  

Any day now I expect to see them off on a cruise, watch them clinking 
glasses of sparkling grape juice from the balcony and wonder as they get smaller 
and smaller if they will return.  A death at sea?  Or if, like Lazarus, there could be 
alternate versions of the story: set afloat in a lifeboat after a shipboard fire or 
AWOL from a port excursion to Montego Bay, drinking rum and smoking in a pink 
beach front bar. 

**** 

I don’t remember ever thinking of my parents as a couple. They were a team sometimes 

when they needed to be, like on Sundays when, as church treasurers, they had the job of counting 

the Sunday offering. They were not synchronized, however; they simply each had their jobs. My 
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father counted; my mother recorded. The most intimately I ever saw them touch was in their later 

years when one of them would have had recent cataract surgery and needed the other to help 

apply nightly eye drops. 

After high school, my mother dated a man who fought in World War II; his wartime 

letters were kept in the attic in our old house, in a box next to my parents’ letters, but at some 

point before her death they disappeared, as if this part of her life was better left off the record. 

The man went on to become a lawyer, with a big house on the boulevard, the most prestigious 

area of town, and had large handsome sons (one much older than me and one slightly younger) 

who went off to the naval academy. In response to a letter from my father where he has evidently 

shared too much with her, she writes: 

Now that I’ve said this much (and thought a lot more), I’m not sure just what I’m trying to 
say.  I guess it’s just that I’m working against my own interests and trying to warn you 
away.  If I succeeded, I wouldn’t be happy about it because I like you and I like being with 
you.  It’s very strange how I write more than I can usually talk.  It was with a letter that I 
slammed the door—I’m glad I did now because I’m sure I wouldn’t have gotten the things 
from life that are important to me from the man— the only man I ever have loved.  I 
imagine, small towns being what they are that you know to whom I am alluding.  I’m glad 
I did it now and I think I’m a better person for it.  I have a theory that the more you go 
through in life, the better you can understand other people and their problems.  I think 
that’s why I’m so successful in my job because it’s essentially dealing with and 
understanding people.  Anyhow, Dick, you frightened me, I guess. (August 7, 1956) 

He writes back the following day: 

I knew that you had had your troubles some place along the line but what they were or 
how serious I wasn’t sure but then that was your business. I had mine that is to be sure 
and I’m not at all proud of them and I’m sure they are not too different than other people.  
Maybe you think I have a lot of nerve in expecting someone to fall in love with me after 
not being able to make a marriage of 14 years last, but somehow I’m just hard headed 
enough to believe that it wasn’t all my fault it didn’t last and that I’m still very capable of 
leading and helping someone else lead a happy normal life. Maybe I shouldn’t have 
brought this out in the open so soon as I did?  If you would rather I would stay away and 
let things drop that will be strictly up to you. (August 9, 1956) 
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Of course, she didn’t let things drop and when she married my father 13 months later, she 

left Chicago and moved back to her hometown. Her boss, the one who had been in love with her, 

promptly married the woman that took her place as office manager. They always sent us 

Christmas cards, the two of them posed with their racehorse. In my young adult years, when it 

seemed that everything was colored by lust and love, I would often puzzle about why my mother 

did it, why she married my father:  was she truly in love, or was she just tired? Was it a choice or 

a surrender? Did she get from my father something that she couldn’t have gotten from the first 

man? And what about those things she said she’d wanted and gotten when she gave up her first 

love—the ever-changing bustle of the big city, the freedom to do as she pleased, the affirmation 

of her competence and skill in managing people? 

Today was a very good day for me—Pete called me in for a conference on suggestions to 
stop errors going clear through the Production department and then Jim came in 
frantically because he needed some help. Its nice to know that they both feel the way they 
do about me—I must inspire trust or something. Actually I’ve always thought that if there 
were a fairy queen to grant only one wish I’d never wish for happiness, love, money or 
any of those things—I’d ask for wisdom, like Solomon.  

During their correspondence, on a Sunday night she writes to my father that she plans to 

come to Iowa the following weekend and then two days later changes her mind and says she’s 

leaving on Thursday to spend a week in the Bahamas instead. On rainy mornings, she often 

talked of how she was so happy she didn’t have to stand in the rain to catch a bus and go off to 

work; that she was quite content, even grateful, to stay home and do laundry and iron and 

vacuum. But was she just trying to convince herself of this? She writes at one point: 

Your weekend last weekend sounded nice—every once in awhile I get that yearning for 
small town life.  I don’t know whether I’d be happy living that sort of life now, or not, but 
I guess that old saw about the other side of the fence is pretty true. 
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Because I read the letters when I was younger, I know that there is one letter missing 

from the box, the one written the day after they slept together for the first time in my mother’s 

apartment in Chicago. My mother became flustered and removed this letter when she found me 

reading them and I pretended that I hadn’t already read it, so that she wouldn’t launch into an 

explanation that might prove embarrassing to either of us (mostly me). I wonder today if she 

immediately destroyed it or if she kept it hidden in a drawer for awhile, forgotten, until she found 

it one day and realized it had lost its power or she had lost any memory of feeling what she had 

felt back then. In October 1956, she had written: 

I won’t write again because you won’t get this until Tuesday and I’ll see you Thursday 
nite.  I’ll make a reservation for you at the hotel for Thursday nite so you can check in 
when you get in.  If Helen goes home, if we make a few rules and if you could stand 
sleeping on the couch perhaps you could stay here the next two nites. After all it does 
seem rather silly to pay for a hotel room when you could sleep here.  It’s a little risky for 
both of us but then I’m sure we’re both old enough to be able to stick to a few rules.  

Evidently the rules worked well for several months, until February 1957, which was the 

approximate time of the missing letter. 

Like most young children, I saw my parent’s lives as mere background noise to my own. 

But as I look back now, I see the shapes and patterns shifting and changing in ways that were 

either never talked about, or were discussed long after the children were asleep. We were a one-

car family when my brother and I were young and in our pre-school years, we would often walk 

with our mother to houses a block or two away for morning coffee with women who were wives 

of my father’s high school friends, couples who had been close friends of he and his first wife. 

On the weekends we would all sometimes drive to the houses of friends from this circle. These 

friends generally had high school or college aged children, so these morning and weekend visits 

weren’t popular with my brother and me. The most we might hope for as entertainment would be 
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a friendly dog or cat. Then in our early elementary school days, these people all but disappeared 

from our lives, replaced by couples from my mother’s new bridge club and the church coffee 

group. Since she gave up so much, was this his required sacrifice? 

At some point in my teens, I came to believe (and perhaps still do) that my mother had 

fallen in love with the minister of our church. He was an educated, articulate man, with a Ph.D. 

and always wore a neatly pressed suit; my father was a livestock buyer, spending his days from 6 

a.m. to 6 p.m. in overalls and boots, herding hogs bought from local farmers in and out of a semi-

truck. He had two years of junior college, enjoyed reading Agatha Christie and other mystery 

writers and was a competitive bowler and golfer. In his high school yearbook pictures and army 

photos, he was athletic and dark and handsome, though as a lover of meat and potatoes, his 

middle had thickened into a decided paunch as he aged. People liked him. He was modest, a 

good listener, an avid follower of all local and regional sports teams and had a smile and a joke 

for everyone. He was neither a complicated man, nor an intellectual.  

My grandfather died when I was eight and the minister’s presence seemed to comfort my 

mother. I remember him visiting the house a great deal after my grandfather’s death. I’m not sure 

how uplifting God might have been to her at that time or any in her life, so I have to assume that 

it was the man who was a comfort to her, not any spirit. He was a rising star in our 

denomination, writing articles and presenting at conferences, and he left our small town for a 

much larger city in the West when I was in the last years of elementary school. We visited his 

family once on one of the “out West” vacations. He sent Christmas cards and letters to my 

parents up until their death and as I unpacked boxes of old cards and letters after her death I see 

that she saved each one.  
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**** 

When they were alive my parents used the microwave only for soup and the VCR 
as a tray for drinks.  So I am surprised at the laptop computer and laser printer on the 
desk.  My mother, sober at first glance, is puzzled when the printer refuses to obey her 
emphatic mouse-clicks so I spend my last hours before waking on a Tuesday morning 
teaching her to troubleshoot the printer. 

“Printers are dumb creatures,” I say.  “When they act up, you just unplug them, 
wait thirty seconds and reinsert the plug. They will return to being who they should be.” 

We look at each other for a long time and I know what I want to say and so does 
she and as usual we are quick at recognizing what is maybe an irony or even sometimes a 
metaphor but not inclined to unpack it, as my graduate school professors might say.  

But she promises to remember this; she nods solemnly. 

“I cannot always be there to help you with these things,” I say.  “Unplug.  Don’t 
be afraid.” 

**** 

My parents had a drink every night after my father got home from work, usually a gin 

and tonic for my mother and a whiskey and water for my father, mixed in short amber tinted 

glasses.  She stood at the stove, cooking, and drank hers; my father sat in his recliner in the living 

room, read the paper while watching the news and drank his. On the rare occasion when we went 

out to dinner, they had martinis with olives. These were the only times as a child that I ever saw 

my mother with a drink in her hand. In retrospect, I now see the Dixie cups placed in strategic 

places throughout the house and realize that the clear liquid in them was probably not water.   

Almost every letter that she sent my father in those early months mentions that she is on 

her second gin and tonic or talks brightly of ten martini evenings with copywriters or artists. 
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Much later, in his seventies, when we are having one of those late night “what are we going to do 

about your mother” talks, my dad tells me that he “should have realized.” I’m never sure whether 

he is referring to her drinking, or to the fact that when he asked her to marry him, to leave the 

city and come home and raise a family, to give up everything she had become simply because 

she loved him, that she would most certainly regret it. 

My mother was probably what the popular medical media today calls a “functioning 

alcoholic.” She functioned fairly well throughout our childhood, probably limiting her intake of 

alcohol because of her many responsibilities, and of course the expectations, the need to always 

be on the right mark on stage. But then my brother and I grew up and the responsibilities 

dwindled to the house and dandelions in the lawn and occasional civic and church concerns and 

assignments. When we were children and teens, usually the after dinner hours were filled with 

homework and PTA or school board meetings, concerts or sporting events, and phone calls. On 

trips home as an adult, these hours were empty and I found my way out of the house as early as I 

could after dinner. Toward the end of the meal she would begin to confront, argue, harp, 

complain and insinuate, without ever raising her voice, though the hard edge of each word would 

become sharper and more exacting as dinner went on. Sometimes the topic was politics, 

generated by some evening news story, but it could be about something as simple as the 

neighbors parking their car in a different place. Once started, she was relentless and I left earlier 

and earlier, feeling guilty at deserting my father, but happy to be sitting in my friend Beth’s 

kitchen watching her cook a late dinner and then staying for a movie and MASH reruns and only 

returning to my parent’s home long after they had gone to bed.   

Then in the morning, over a cup of coffee and a cigarette, my mother in her pink 

housecoat and freshly Johnson baby creamed hands, everything was different.  We sipped our 
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coffee and talked and talked. She meticulously planned what was for lunch and dinner, keeping 

all my favorites on the menu, told me stories of old friends and neighbors and listened to me talk 

of my children and my job. In the later years, when I watched the levels on the bottle of whiskey 

or gin fall, I was amazed at how she showed absolutely no sign of a hangover since more than 

three glasses of wine in an evening tended to leave me hovering over a toilet, with a massive 

headache the next morning. 

“But then I irritate other people, I know, because I always feel good—very seldom do I 
have bad moods. As I was telling Phyllis the other day (she’s the Asst. Office Mgr.) I 
haven’t had any black spells for 2 or 3 years but the last 3 months I’ve had 2 or 3.  That’s 
your fault because you’re creating an emotional problem and a conflict (Note: I’ve had 2 
gin and tonics now)  But that just goes to prove that its emotional problems that create 
moods….. Another reason I never have moods is because I’m afraid I never take myself 
too seriously—and then I don’t ever regret anything I’ve ever done in my life either.  In 
other words, I have a horrible superiority complex and I’m the first to admit it.  But it 
makes life so easy for me—that way I never expect much of other people so they don’t 
ever disappoint me.  On the other hand, I try to look for the best and it usually appears.  
What a long philosophical discussion! (August 20, 1956)   

I am listening to a chick-lit audiobook about a suburban housewife addicted to pills. 

Having dabbled in painkillers from time to time in periods of stress (and sometimes pain) I 

recognize the main character’s rationalizations. I listen to them and scoff inside, yet I know that 

I’ve said the same things to myself. I am not truly an addict, according to the rehabilitation 

professionals I’ve come across in dealing with both my mother’s and my son’s addictions; my 

risk bar is set too low. I’m simply following the examples I was shown as a child for dealing 

with my emotions: take a drink, take a drug. Swallow. Where the story falls down for me is at the 

point when the heroine is playing AWOL from rehab and is in a friend’s bathroom with a 

handful of pills. Her six-year old daughter is on the other side of the door. She chooses her 

daughter over the pills and goes back to rehab.  
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I will always know that I wasn’t enough for my mother to make that choice, and at the 

same time know that it had nothing to do with me. 

Eventually, she lost the ability to make any choice. When she and my father couldn’t take 

care of themselves anymore due to the collision of their diseases, my brother and I, in 

consultation with the social workers in their retirement community, moved them both into the 

nursing home.  And since nursing homes don’t generally provide a bottle of Jack Daniels every 

day, the flow of alcohol stopped and delirium tremens began. Ten days into the process she was 

near death and admitted to the hospital. My brother and I agreed to allow them to insert a feeding 

tube to medicate and feed her since she was unable to eat. This brought her back and she lived 

for six more years in the nursing home, mostly blind from macular degeneration, unable to walk 

due to a crumbling spine and slowly, very slowly, bleeding to death into her gut. 

*** 

Killing the orchard turned out to be harder than anyone thought. After they 
emptied the irrigation pipes each taproot reached deep for the water, pulled hard, drew 
every drop from clots of dirt that parched to dust. The heartwood began to dry roast, then 
cooked layer after layer, year after year of bark, inside to out, until the bark bent and 
splintered, the branches curled, grasped, finally let go of everything they held. 

The oranges and lemons rotted on the ground, hard brown pellets for the rats to 
suck on as they mourned their lost temple, the limbs they leaped between. Even the rats 
expected it to end much sooner. 

I remember this as I watch my mother die after the whiskey is taken away. Her skin 
thins, cracks and tears, but only oozes blood like sap: a seven year bleed.  Two blind 
eyes, red-veined and bulging, her only fruit. The flowery bathrobe, her husk.  
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How much easier it might have been to drive in the bulldozer, rip out the roots 
from the earth, smash the still ripe oranges deep into the dirt. Leave the sweet earth 
sticky and wrecked. 

*** 

Toward the end of my second year in college, I must have been talking to my parents on 

the phone after receiving notification about the full tuition scholarship that I’d received for the 

next year and about my inclination to go to summer school for the next two summers and finish 

college a semester early. Two days later I found a letter in my dorm mailbox, a single piece of 

manila stationary with my mother’s distinct cursive handwriting.  

How very nice!  And you’ve worked hard for it. 

But it isn’t free you know (the scholarship, I mean). It’s private money and somewhere, 
someone is investing in you because they know that for our present society to exist it is 
necessary. When your hands someday have money—remember to re-invest it on the best 
brains in the country. 

Are you sure you don’t need a slight rest? 3 more semesters and 2 summer schools 
crammed to the brim look a little rugged to me. Another semester instead of the 2 summer 
schools (plus a little spending money—you’ll get tired of being broke that long) would 
give you a little more time and energy. 

You could still take a creative writing class like you did last year and drive over one day 
a week.  Of course, I admit that I’m probably “grinding my own axe.” After 20 years, I 
really miss having you around.” 

Not knowing what the letter might hold, I had ripped it open and read it while walking 

through the hallways. I walked faster and faster, ignoring anyone I met along the way, inserted 
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my key in the lock and pushed through the door and sat down in the middle of my dorm room 

floor and sobbed until my roommate found me there a half hour or so later.  

I couldn’t tell her what the matter was. In fact I’m not sure that I fully recognized then 

what it was about the letter that wrenched those sobs from me. I don’t know that I could have 

expressed then that my mother could only manage to say that she loved me in this veiled way 

and even then, could only say it on a piece of manila stationary. Or that I had begun to already 

know what might become of her someday—that she was choosing to leave me, a drink at a time 

and that these words that sounded so kind and maternal were just a reminder of what I would not 

have someday; they irked and jangled and gnawed painfully. I had already begun the process of 

breaking away from her before she could leave me and the severed edges were raw. 

I went to summer school that summer and I never went home during the entire 10-week 

session, not even for the Fourth of July holiday. My mother drove the 30 miles to Iowa City 

every week on Wednesday and took me out to lunch, picked up my dirty laundry, delivered clean 

laundry and took me to the small corner grocery store to buy food. We must have talked; I must 

have told her about how I had to do my Financial Accounting homework everyday without fail 

and it took me two hours and about my Women and Religion professor’s parents who were 

living through the hottest summer ever in Texas, about how my poetry professor loved my work 

and how I liked my new job in the library and perhaps I wanted to go to graduate school for 

library science, that I was riding my bike every day all over the city. She must have been 

concerned with the twenty pounds I lost that summer, the same twenty that I had gained over the 

last two years while smoking pot almost daily and binge eating Oreos and Cheetos in response to 

unrequited love but she never asked, just made sure I had soup and bread and peanut butter and 

apples since I’d opted out of a meal plan that summer.  I remember it as a good summer for 
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me—I got A’s in all three classes, remained drug-free, physically fit and, for the first time in 

several years, was more excited about the future than I was frightened. 

I have kept this letter for the last 35 years and during much of that time, I thought I was 

keeping it because of what it said about her; only recently do I see what it says about me:  I went 

to summer school. A year later I got married, gave birth to a grandson that she adored and then I 

took him away from her and moved to Louisiana and then to Texas. We wrote letters about the 

weather and our houses and my children. She and my dad would visit each Fall and Spring, 

arriving on a Tuesday afternoon and leaving the next Monday morning. My mother baked 

brownies, read to the children, retired to bed early and always had the coffee brewed in the 

morning when I got up to go to work; my dad would rake leaves in the Fall, tell jokes and tease 

his grandchildren, plant flowers in the Spring and go out to buy donuts every Saturday, just as he 

had each weekend when I was growing up. 

We loved each other imperfectly, but perhaps the difference and also what was the same 

between us is that I blamed her for this failure and perhaps she did too. 

* * * 

I have been divorced for several years now, after a marriage of thirty. In the last 35 years 

I have moved from Iowa to Louisiana to Texas and most recently, to California.  I live in a house 

where mountains rise up on the horizon outside my bedroom window and both front and back 

yards are full of roses of all colors. Some mornings I wake up to see deer or wild turkeys or 

skunks in my backyard and I hear her voice calling “Hurry, come look…. Are those turkeys? Oh, 

look at those two smaller ones, do you suppose they’re babies?” 
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I know that I see these things with my mother’s eyes, that despite our focus on license 

plates and music and swimming pools, my brother and I learned to recognize the beauty outside 

the car windows.  

During the last move, while sorting through old boxes from my parent’s house I found a 

passage written in her characteristic script on a piece of scratch paper, the kind she made grocery 

lists on. It reads:  

Always remember that happiness and love need not die till you do—life renews itself if 
you allow it to, as surely as the year comes back to spring after winter.  Some years are 
not so good as others—sometimes you love less, sometimes more—and you can never be 
sure that the best is not still to come.  (p. 318) 

It is a familiar passage, a hope for a resurrection, and after a few moments I recognize it from the 

series of books by Elswyth Thane that she gave me to read to try to get me engaged with history 

when I seemed hopelessly bored with memorizing dates and wars, a series that began during the 

Revolutionary War and ended with World War II. I have read each of these books at least two or 

three times. I had loved this passage from Kissing Kin too. My mother was not a sentimental 

“jotter” as I often am. This is the only piece of paper I found in my mother’s boxes that was not a 

letter or some other purposeful document.   

I try to imagine when she stopped believing this, when it became evident to her that 

spring was not coming. Because she did; she stopped looking outward and when she died there 

was no happiness, no love left, not one single thing that gave her joy or simple pleasure, not the 

plumping of a pillow or the taste of coffee in the morning or the tug on her blanket from a 

grandchild. Winter cold. Every once in awhile I pause to wonder if there was hope there and I 

just didn’t see it; if it was the desperation and moments of fleeting hope, not the absence of hope, 
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that made her reach for a drink, and then another and another, to turn inward and let the fortress 

of respectability that she had built so carefully, fall away. 

And yes, I wonder how many of my own decisions are in response to what she chose and 

what those choices taught me. I often battle the urge to reach for something-- a drink, a drug-- 

that will take away any anger or disappointment or anxiety and this is, without a doubt, what I 

learned from her. I left a life in Texas that I had built for 28 years that could have flowed 

peacefully into a calm and wave-free rest of my days, with perhaps more than just a tinge of 

dissatisfaction. I wonder how many things I have left behind, running from the fear of becoming 

her. Or maybe it was just the person I thought she was. For many years I obsessed over what 

might make her stop drinking, yet I find that I understand very little about what made her start 

and my lack of understanding probably wouldn’t have surprised her.  Perhaps it was what she 

wanted. 

How’m I doing for filling the pages?  Dreams, wishes—if I’m not careful you’ll end up 
knowing the real me.  Of course you never “really” get to know another person—not 
even if you live with them for 50 years.  The mind won’t ever allow oneself to let another 
individual to completely see what makes it tick.  I always think of that movie, The Seven 
Veils and its allusion.  The whole thought is that with your family you take off a few, with 
a lover more but that that last one is never taken off. There’s always a last barrier that 
can never be crossed.  And everyone has to face themselves sooner or later—everyone 
dies alone. (Jan. 30, 1957) 

* * * 

My brother fell in love with a girl he met in college who lived in Chicago and he moved 

there after graduation, married and raised two children, living just north of the city. He is four 

hours or so away from our hometown, and yet he never made the drive to tie up loose ends, such 

as our parents’ safe deposit box and their small and getting smaller each year due to service 
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charges bank account. With plans to attend a conference in Chicago, five years and one month 

after our mother’s death, I propose to arrive a couple days ahead of time from California so that 

we can drive out to Iowa and take care of these details. I am not surprised when, after initially 

agreeing to this, he suddenly has something at work that has to be done that day. For a time, 

when our parents were alive, we were sometimes uncharacteristically able to break out of our 

legacy of stoicism and detachment; now that they are gone the veil seems to have fallen again. 

We are the adults now and perhaps the thought of that brings us uncomfortably close to how our 

parents lived their last years. Better to not talk about any of it. I rent a car and travel on my own.  

After crossing the Iowa border, rain begins to patter on the windshield and seven miles 

from my hometown the intensity picks up and the livestock trucks approaching from the other 

way slam large hard sheets of rain on my windshield. I keep both hands on the wheel and think 

that perhaps the heavens are crying so that I don’t have to, that this must be symbolic. Or 

something. As I drive through town, noting how little has changed in the last five years, the rain 

softens to a light sprinkle. I meet an old friend for lunch and by the time we emerge from the 

restaurant, it is simply hot and humid; stifling, in fact, and I want to escape and drive to my air-

conditioned hotel room thirty miles away in Coralville, buy a bottle of my favorite Chardonnay 

with a screw top at the Hy-Vee wine store and read a novel while watching MSNBC talk shows. 

But I have to do what I came to do. 

I stop by the lawyer’s office first to obtain the right legal documents and then I collect the 

safe deposit box stash, which consists of my parent’s birth certificates and marriage certificate, 

my grandfather’s will, my father’s divorce decree from his first marriage and receipts from 

several cashed in certificates of deposit which illustrate what an expensive thing ending up in a 

nursing home for the last six years of your life can be. The only document that contains any 
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semblance of sentimentality is a two-dollar bill that my father’s father carried in his wallet after 

the Great Depression, to show that he would never be broke again. I close their bank account and 

get a cashier’s check for $257.00, which I have no plans of sharing with my brother since it will 

just cover the cost of my rental car and hotel. I had hoped to find something more, something 

unexpected that would explain something about them both, something that would make me 

understand and make it right that they had spent their lives together. A joint safety deposit box 

seemed to be a place that should hold something like that and a bank vault could be something 

like a modern-day cave, couldn’t it? Where a rock could roll away and someone emerge who 

might be my mother?  Resurrections are, after all, for the people left behind to bear witness. If it 

wasn’t for us, who would the miracle be for?   

I don’t realize until I am home in California what I did find in my hometown, what the 

journey to empty the box revealed: with every stifling breath of sticky air, I finally understood 

what she must have suffered most days, how badly she must have wanted out and what it cost 

her. When was it that she understood that she chose this and now there was no way out, not 

under the rules that she had to play under? She very carefully raised both my brother and I to 

believe that we had all the choices in the world and did such a perfect job of conveying this that I 

never fully understood that she did not have the same choices.  

My hometown is filled with good church-going people, with a well-stocked library and a 

YMCA, a swimming pool and great hiking trails, with a somewhat uncharacteristic abundance of 

thespians and artists and musicians and even an authentic Italian café. I called it home for many 

years, traveling back and forth every few months until she died, never staying away for long, 

only realizing after she was gone that what I called home was actually my mother. I often said 

that perhaps my parents (or maybe it was just my mother) had miscalculated: they never raised 
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either my brother or me to stay there; they spoke proudly of where we had gone, of what we had 

accomplished. But of course, this pretty much guaranteed that they would live the last years of 

their lives without us, that they would die alone.   

In my dreams, the ones I hold on to, hoping not to wake, she is alive, which I suppose 

might mean that I want to resurrect her; but perhaps what I’m seeking is my own renewal, my 

acknowledgement of the pieces of her that I bring with me-- the beautiful ones and the ones that I 

often turn away from because they are too ugly. The pieces are sharp and they hurt, sometimes 

even the ones that are beautiful, sometimes especially those. I would like to think that she knew 

that she would always be with me. I have her piano and the small purple bench with the soft 

chenille upholstery that she laid me on for my baptism pictures. I have the uncomfortable orange 

chairs she wrote to my father about picking out for her apartment in Chicago. I have the dishes 

that she and my father registered for at Macy’s when they married, though I finally gave up using 

them after noticing how blackened and scratched they had become. Before moving to California, 

I took them out to the patio, covered each plate with a towel so as not to be pierced with flying 

shards of stoneware, and smashed them to pieces with a hammer. Careful not to slice my fingers, 

I load the pieces into a small plastic bin. I plan to mortar them into a mosaic someday, perhaps a 

small pathway leading through the roses.  

The roses, the roses, I said. 

I write her a letter about flowers she will never see, to say them in pinks and reds 

And whites and even orange, in petals, in words curvy and delicate and torn  

I want them to bunch and spread into a bouquet filling up the dark hole in her vision 

the ruined way she must look at the world now.  Behold each one before it falls.  

The shed petals mound and mix and settle with dirt, turn brittle and finally nothing 

because the roses, the roses, she said.   
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The Killing 

Two amber feet, three toes each dangle from the shovel blade. The dogs leap and nip as I 

shift it higher. 

No! Haven’t you done enough? 

I note the ankles, delicate and unboned, the splay of toes, the way the scales bend and 

slide together into something like skin. More alien than avian. Feathers might have saved it, 

served as a buffer from the teeth, but there was only down, a flightless fuzz. Drool and mud 

matted around a plumpness beginning to purple and swell.  

Would I have felt better if I hadn’t seen it running hard, two dogs in pursuit, all beak, 

spindly legs and fright? Would it help to name the small creature? To say my dogs killed a 

heron? A pelican or a hawk? Or would the name imply a closer relationship, too much 

understanding, and with it-- responsibility? 

They are good dogs. Their game was simple. Stop it from moving: chase bite shake to 

stillness. There are certain things you just let happen, that it’s foolish to even try to stop, right? 

(Teeth sinking, bones bending). I was so far away, too far away to stop it, yet close enough to 

think I could see the yellow terror in the little creature’s eyes.  

After the chase I nestled a bucket over the body and went into the house, put on lipstick, 

selected low black heels for the day, then traded them out for clogs to wear back into the yard, 

more suitable for a quick burial. I am late for work but I can’t just leave it there. It seems 

shameful, the body in the yard, having to clean up, like leaving a parent lying in a nursing home 

in a far away state, (skin tearing, bruises blackening, blood pooling slowly in the belly) and 
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waiting to travel home to tie up the loose ends someday. Are all deaths somehow connected or 

do I work too hard to contrive these links? 

When I return to the yard with the shovel, all is silent and I know the bird’s mother is not 

there, that she’d abandoned the test flight, a failed fledging. Did she even try to save her 

baby?  Is there no chirp or shriek that means Feel the lift of the wind.  Rise or die? Or even: 

Don’t run.  

Did she wait at all before flying back to the pond at the park? Was she perched on a tree 

branch watching until the last movement stopped, or did nature not require it? As I shovel the 

body to rest in a trash bag, I mutter a few scrambled words (peace, sleep well, sorry), a disjointed 

prayer that I know, that I intend, will absolve me from nothing.   
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Spring in Iowa 

Spring 2012: 

The landfill in Iowa City was burning the week of my mother’s funeral.  The rising 

smoke cautioned us from miles away as my son and I finished the thirteen-hour drive from Texas 

and we speculated on the cause as we drove closer and closer. The mountainous puff of smoke 

on the horizon seemed to signify something, a giant smoke signal warning of… what? It was 

Monday and the desk clerk at the our hotel in Coralville, the smaller city next to Iowa City, 

explained about the landfill, stressing that there was no danger to anyone; it was under control 

and the prediction was for it to be burned out before Thursday, though this would turn out not to 

be true.   

My mother’s death, like the burning of the landfill, had defied prediction. During her last 

six years spent in the nursing home, several times her blood count had dipped so low it seemed 

impossible that she was still alive and then I would drive from Texas to Iowa expecting to be 

there when she took her last breath, just as I had been for my father. But then she would start 

eating more and would rally, somewhat. She didn’t rally this time and her death seemed sudden 

and unexpected, to my brother and me, at least. A nurse called me toward the end and put the 

phone up to her ear and let me tell her that I loved her and that I would be there very soon. At the 

time that I said it, I felt only truly certain of the second statement. She died that evening and I left 

for Iowa the next morning. 

Spring 2006: 

I had always wanted to say, to be able to say, that my mother died from alcoholism, that 

the straight line between drinking and dying has a sharp arrow at the end of it. I wanted there to 

be consequences. In truth, she had been completely clean and sober for the six years preceding 
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death and the cause of her death may or may not have been directly related to her alcohol 

consumption. My brother and I conferred often by phone in those months leading up to the 

spring of 2006, when things were really bad and the retirement community social worker from 

Iowa was calling me in Texas every couple days because of a minor car accident or my father’s 

confusion in the grocery store or my mother being unable to get out of bed due to back pain. My 

parents lived in a retirement community that offered a continuum of care, from single-family 

homes, to apartments, to assisted living and ending in a critical care nursing facility, so there 

were options available for their care just a few hundred yards away from their small house. My 

brother and I speculated in that resigned and ironic way we had of talking about her drinking, on 

whether our mother was trying to drink herself to death before our father’s dementia became 

truly untenable. Unfortunately, their race, if that’s what it was, ended in a tie and my brother and 

I scheduled a long weekend to manage their move from the house into the skilled nursing 

facility. We got them settled into their rooms, spent a day with them scrunched into 

uncomfortable chairs watching NCAA tournament basketball, and then left the rest to the 

medical professionals and went back to our families and jobs in Illinois and Texas, promising to 

call, to visit very soon. 

As I look back on this time, I often wonder how my goal-oriented, problem-solving 

nature impacted my parents’ last years. Their situation was a problem that needed a solution. Our 

parents can’t live by themselves anymore? Then it must be time to move them to the nursing 

home, to get them more medical care. In my defense, the community’s social worker and nurses 

were also promoting this concept and had persuaded my parents to acquiesce to the move 

“temporarily” in order to stabilize their health. My mother’s back pain wouldn’t allow her to get 

out of bed some days and my father was confused without her there to direct his day to day 
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activities. In hindsight, I tell myself that I should have put my life in Texas on hold for a few 

weeks or a few months and moved in with them; perhaps enjoyed the last days that my father 

still recognized me and could talk coherently. Maybe I could even have supplied my mother with 

Jack Daniels in measured doses. Would this have mattered or would it just have deferred what 

was inevitable? Our parents spoken intention in living in this community was to ensure we 

wouldn’t require their help, but I wonder if any of us had understood what that might mean? 

The nurses told me later that my mother’s doctor had probably underestimated her 

dependence on alcohol when she was admitted to the nursing home, that even though he 

prescribed her medication to alleviate the withdrawal symptoms, it was probably not enough. 

And that because of his skepticism regarding just how much whiskey she might be downing 

every day (straight up, poured into tiny Dixie cups that she hid in kitchen and bathroom 

cupboards), she was very near death within ten days of her enforced and sudden sobriety. As a 

result, I was on my way back to Iowa from my home in Texas for the second time that spring to 

try once again to fix what had gone terribly wrong, since it would seem I hadn’t gotten it right 

the first time. 

So each day I got up at 7:30 am and digested the Des Moines Register along with a 

banana and a cup of coffee. Des Moines was about to open a new downtown library with a green 

roof; Tom Vilsack was governor and his wife, a former teacher and librarian said intelligent 

things about education that made me, the liberal librarian crusader, feel happy that I was living, 

even temporarily, in a state with a Democratic governor. It was 2006 and presidential hopefuls 

for 2008 were already making test runs to Iowa. I read the letters to the editor and the job ads, as 

if my life there was real.  
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After breakfast I walked a half-mile from my parents’ house to the football field to run 

round and round the track, counting the laps to make three miles. From the track, I could see into 

the backyards of the adjacent neighborhood and many mornings would see the mother of one of 

my high school friends tending her backyard: planting, watering, clipping, raking, moving dirt. 

From the unhurried way she moved, it was obvious that this was part of her routine, a designated 

hour or so that filled up the day, ordered her life, made it more beautiful. Everything stayed in 

place because of her careful tending. In the confident, yet languid way she moved from bush to 

flower, from tree to potted plant, the way she wielded a rake and a watering can, it was obvious 

that she knew where she was and what she needed to do to keep her balance. She seemed so sure 

of everything and I was both fascinated and resentful of this order and confidence, the color and 

beauty produced by her work.   

By the time I showered and dressed it was mid-morning and I would grab a diet soda 

from the refrigerator and pop a Darvocet (generously prescribed, with refills even, by my 

mother’s primary care doctor for my alleged neck pain caused by too many long drives). On my 

way to Iowa City I would stop at the nursing home and kiss my father on the forehead while he 

napped and answer a few polite but prying questions from the other residents about my mother’s 

condition since HIPPA privacy regulations had severely stymied their information pipeline. Then 

I’d drive the 30 miles to Iowa City. The best days were when I’d pushed the pace at the track the 

day before and the ache in my thighs and calves would begin to pulse and I would flex the 

muscles to test the pain. It was good to feel my muscles, to know that they hurt and to feel the 

hurt begin to melt away under the current of synthetic opiates, as I belted out ballads, 

harmonizing with Kelly Clarkson’s new song on my iPod:  I will not make the same mistakes 
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that you did / I will not let myself cause my heart so much misery /  I will not break the way you 

did, you fell so hard. The drive, with the high kicking in, was the absolute best part of the day. 

 I’d decipher which of the mega-parking garages had spaces open, carefully write down 

the garage number and level and then wind through the confusing mass of wings built on wings 

that is University Hospitals, finally ending up in the Med-Psych ward where I had to sign in, 

show ID and surrender my purse in order to enter the locked doors. As explained to me by my 

brother, who had overseen the first couple days of my mother’s stay here and had very quickly 

put up his protective shield of nonpolitically correct irony and wit, this was the ward where “they 

put crazy people who have medical conditions that, at the moment, are more serious than their 

craziness.” When delirium tremens becomes life threatening, evidently this qualified for 

admittance. 

Those first few days, she would be parked in the hall across from the nurse’s station in a 

large reclining wheel chair, hooked up to various bags and tubes that were, according to the 

doctors, supposed to help with her withdrawal symptoms. Because of the angle of the chair, it 

wasn’t all that surprising that a lot of the time she thought she was at a dental appointment. In 

fact, during her entire stay, she would never be quite certain of where she was or why she was 

there, no matter how many times I explained it to her. Sometimes this would result in 

conversations where she would tell me to go look for my father who must be waiting outside the 

dentist’s office to pick her up and me arguing that this wasn’t the case. With lips pursed and cold 

eyes, she would order: “Just go look for him.”   

“But Mom, we’re not at the dentist’s office.”  

“Just go look.”   

“But……”   
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“Just. Go. Look” 

I would finally give in and disappear around the corner for a few minutes, feeling ridiculous for 

acting out the delusion, only to come back and report that he wasn’t there, and silently to myself, 

that he never would be there, that he’d never be picking her up from anywhere ever again, 

somehow wanting that to be her fault too. 

It was always curious to me, both while she was in the hospital, as well as later in the 

nursing home, how my mother, always so practical and factual in her previous life, existed in this 

between world where she was never quite sure where she was, though she would not openly 

admit this. She sometimes used various clues to decipher her location, such as the position of her 

body in the reclining wheel chair, conversations and noises around her and the presence of 

particular people. She thought that her roommate at the hospital was a friend of mine, which 

explained why we were all there in the room together, of course. Actually, the roommate was a 

meth addict; a sweet young brunette in her early thirties, who moved to Iowa from California-- 

something about a boyfriend and a trailer in the country owned by his brother and since my 

daughter was in college in California, we chatted amiably about weather and geography. She 

didn’t tell me the part about the meth addiction, but this was fairly obvious from the way her 

teeth had thinned and narrowed and in some spots, disappeared completely.  This dental 

evidence, combined with the ward we were sitting in, added up to meth. 

This lack of precision about place never seemed to bother my mother very much, either 

then or later. I sometimes wondered if it wasn’t a clever coping mechanism—after all, if she 

didn’t know where she was, she wouldn’t have to know where she was. If she didn’t want to 

know that the medicine her doctor gave her to combat her body’s outrage at the sudden alcohol 

deprivation didn’t work very well and she’d stopped eating or drinking and almost died until 
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they admitted her to the hospital and gained our permission to insert a feeding tube…. well then, 

she didn’t need to know all this. My brother and I did not have that option-- we heard the reports 

each day from the doctors on their rounds and understood it all in great detail. About the feeding 

tube, we asked each other over and over: Should we let them insert the tube? What would she 

have wanted? We searched our memories for a time when she might have talked about whether 

artificial means of prolonging life were what she wanted. In the end, we consented. For the next 

six years we would ask ourselves if we’d made the right decision, if what came after was truly 

what she wanted, or if her body’s declaration that a life without whiskey wasn’t worth living was 

the right one, the one we should have heard and accepted. 

My brother returned to his home and job near Chicago a couple days after my arrival. 

While she slept, I sat alone in her room, pretending to read, but the sounds of the ward made it 

practically impossible to do anything without the constant reminder of place and context and this 

left very little room for any noise in my head besides the hum of incredulous, wordless outrage. 

The man across the hall was named Chad; I knew this because he referred to himself in the third 

person. When he behaved (as defined by the nurses) he was allowed to have a TV with an 

attached VCR wheeled into his room so that he could watch Scooby-Doo videos. The only time 

Chad was silent was when Scooby was on, so it was a choice between listening to Chad 

complain loudly about the absence of the TV or to Daphne and Shaggy and the gang. For many 

days he was simply a voice, and when I finally glimpsed him wheeling his IV pole down the hall 

I was surprised to see that despite his adolescent falsetto voice, he resembled a middle-aged 

Clark Kent much more than Scooby-Do’s sidekick Shaggy, as I’d originally envisioned. Most 

days he violated the nurse’s code of conduct by refusing to eat, throwing utensils, or not staying 
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in his room. When this happened, the TV was wheeled away and Chad proceeded to wail for one 

more chance, just one more chance.  

As I sat there listening to the wailing, watching my mother sleep and simmering with 

anger, I was certain that no parent should ever make a child endure this. The words were like a 

chant in my head— No more chances, no more chances, no more chances. Not ever. I was sitting 

in a locked hospital ward bombarded with the sounds and smells of anguish and nonsense and 

illness and it was all her fault. No more chances, no more chances, no more chances. The words 

looped inside my head. No more No more No more. At that moment I hated her for making me 

endure this act of keeping her alive and to do it in the way that she taught me:  politely and 

patiently, with an ever concerned smile on my face that hid everything inside and a drug tamping 

the anger down gently when it bubbled up to the surface. No more.  And yet, I was powerless to 

stop any of it. 

With the nourishment from the feeding tube, she seemed to slowly return to a degree of 

engagement to the world and the routines of the ward. When the tube was removed, I would help 

her eat lunch, always coaxing one more bite, and watch her drift off for a nap, then wait for visits 

from the many varieties of therapist who made rounds in the afternoon hours. To the physical 

therapists she was, not surprisingly to me, unresponsive and uncooperative. While gardening and 

housework always kept her slim and active and I rarely remember her sitting down during the 

day when I was a child, she never saw much point in exercise simply for the sake of fitness. The 

occupational therapist visits were a bit more entertaining and while I was allowed to watch the 

various tests the cheery blonde with always tired eyes gave her involving money and silverware 

and numbers, I was forbidden from helping her with the answers, even though she would often 

look to me for hints. We never talked about her drinking, or rather her lack of drinking. Around 
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3:30 each day I would kiss her goodbye and head for home, pop another Darvocet along the way, 

getting to the nursing home in time to sit with my father for his dinner.   

Did I ever acknowledge the fact that I was casually popping prescription drugs while 

picking through the rubble of my mother’s addiction to alcohol? If pressed, I would have 

defended my need for those large white bitter tasting caplets. There were large and small muscles 

in my body that often radiated pain from too much driving, too much sitting on straight-backed 

hospital chairs and daily running on an asphalt track. Wasn’t my life difficult enough at the 

moment? Didn’t I deserve a break from the physical pain due to the mental distress I was going 

through? Fortunately, the pills and the high they produced allowed me to conveniently dodge 

most opportunities for such introspection that might have led me to admitting that the pills had 

nothing to do with physical pain, that they allowed me to swallow my anger, to silence it and be 

the ever-present, caretaking (and silently judgmental) daughter of her elderly mother. The pills 

were a mask, one that felt good on the inside and looked good on the outside and yes, they were 

an irony and I was fine with that.     

Dinner at the nursing home was a noisy and chaotic event. Shirley, one of my parents’ 

church friends, a sensible and genial farm wife, who had occupied the church pew behind us all 

through my childhood, also had Alzheimer’s and she and my father usually sat at the same table.  

Silence, possibly medication-induced, had almost immediately replaced the confusion and 

paranoia caused by his disease when my father had moved into the nursing home several weeks 

ago; however, Shirley would talk constantly, usually about, as well as to, her oldest son, 

William. She had a basket of clothes that she liked to fold and refold and a small rag doll that she 

would alternately twist and cuddle. I silently watched what their lives had come to: the spoonfuls 

of pureed peaches and carrots and sips of milk that often dribbled out of their mouths onto bath 
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towel-sized bibs, the patronizing encouragements and sometimes sharp remonstrations spoken 

from young nurses aides who were feeding the patients. Though the atmosphere of the nursing 

home wasn’t much different than that of the Med-Psych ward, the anger that I felt for being there 

was absent here; there was only sadness. 

After dinner at the nursing home, I would usually drive my car to the Hy-Vee grocery 

store parking lot at the north edge of town and call, as I referred to them, “the people who 

weren’t there,” otherwise known as my brother and uncles, to report in. This was the only place 

in town I could go to get a reliable cell phone signal. My uncles both left Iowa shortly after 

college, one settling in Nebraska and the other in Virginia. They were both very “born again” 

and Southern Baptist despite their more liberal Presbyterian upbringing, and were not aware of 

my mother’s addiction, as far as I knew. My mother’s parents had been strict teetotalers, so when 

the family got together, there were no wine glasses or drink tumblers on the table, and it 

probably wouldn’t have occurred to my uncles to question the Dixie cups of clear liquid as being 

anything other than sips of water. Explaining it all seemed to take much more energy and 

honesty than I could muster at the moment and I rationalized that there was really no good 

reason to confound their perception of their older sister just to generate some empathy for her 

situation (or mine), so these conversations focused on the current medical crisis, the lack of 

nourishment, the possibility of small strokes, etc.  

By this time, my friend Beth was home from work. She would undoubtedly have fixed 

dinner for me every night, and often I would acquiesce since it seemed to make her happy to be 

taking care of me. Other nights I would fall back on bologna on crackers or a Lean Cuisine. 

Sometimes she would return to the nursing home with me to visit my father and we would take 

Mac, her golden retriever along and pace the halls of the nursing home with dog and father. 
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We’d return to her house and curl up in blankets on the couch and watch TV with her husband, 

who rather obviously wished I had more friends left in town. 

In those days, her house was also the only place that I could connect to my email and pay 

some sort of vague attention to what was going on at work or home, though I don’t remember 

trying very hard to do this. One of my assistant directors was receiving acting pay to fulfill my 

responsibilities and the Family and Medical Leave Act safe-guarded my job. In six weeks, I told 

them, I would return, certain that I could “fix” all of this in that amount of time. My youngest 

son was in danger of not graduating from high school because he couldn’t be bothered with 

showing up to school much of the time. My last words to his father were “please just make sure 

he graduates.” I’m sure my absence was used for leverage to this end, as in “do you really want 

to make your mother’s life more difficult right now?” 

The days seldom varied, with a few exceptions. On Sundays I usually went to church, just 

as I had growing up, even though I hadn’t been to a church in Texas in years. At first my parents’ 

church friends were sympathetic and supportive, constantly inquiring as to their health. Towards 

the end of my stay, most just smiled vaguely from across the aisle. One of the couples had been 

to visit my mother late one afternoon after I’d gone home and it seems likely they were puzzled 

and concerned by the meaning of the locked ward. My parents had been church treasurers for 

thirty years and my mother taught the preschool Sunday School class. People knew her, though 

perhaps not as well as they had thought. She drank at home, never in public, so it seems entirely 

possible that no one suspected. Truth be told, I’d lived in the same house with her and did not put 

the pieces of the puzzle together (the little cups of clear liquid in kitchen cabinets, the 

unreasonable lectures and diatribes at dinnertime, the early bedtimes) that exposed the extent of 

her drinking until I was seventeen or so, though my brother claims to have known much earlier.  
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Today, I think that the accepted term for my mother during those years of my youth was 

“functional alcoholic,” an oxymoron if there ever was one, from my perspective. Of course, the 

idea of “functioning” means: you raise your children and pay the bills and mow the lawn. You 

take cookies to the PTA bake sale and show up for every little league game and band contest. 

You make sure your children are dressed in clean clothes and have their homework done and 

never ever hit them or even yell very much. What “functioning” doesn’t include: acknowledging 

sadness or anger or disappointment or fear. Crying is met with a frown and being sent to your 

room. You can never let other people get too close because they might guess your secret, smell 

what’s in the Dixie cup. As a child, I had learned a lot about how to “function,” that is to ensure 

that the rest of the world believes that I have everything together, to ensure, that if I’m seen at all 

(and often I tried my best to stay invisible) that the surface of my life seems as shiny and smooth 

as a commonplace piece of chrome and equally opaque. 

For my mother, at some point, that functional coating, the shiny chrome surface started 

getting thinner and thinner and the alcoholic part larger and larger, bulging out and cracking the 

surface for more people to see. Perhaps I was naïve and everyone—the bridge club, the 

neighbors, the coffee circle--had always known, but I don’t think so. As an adult, I was often 

very casual and forthcoming about my mother’s alcoholism to friends and co-workers in Texas, 

but I had been trained well—in this small town, in my parents’ world, I would never have said 

the word “alcoholic” to anyone other than my closest friends and now, of course, to the medical 

professionals. I would sometimes question my status as an “adult child of an alcoholic,” and just 

how much my mother’s drinking shaped who I became. After all, I didn’t really know about her 

drinking until I was almost an adult. This must be similar to that tree falling in a forest question, 

right?  If you don’t know that your mother drinks, how much can it influence you? Looking back 
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now on how zealously I conspired to keep my mother’s secret within her little world, I have no 

doubt that the tree fell. 

The last week of the six, after she’d been moved back from the hospital in Iowa City to 

the nursing home in our hometown, I spent most days and nights packing up boxes for Goodwill 

and sorting photographs. We had all agreed—my brother and I, the social worker, the retirement 

community director, the head nurse—that neither of my parents would be returning to their 

house, so its ownership would return to the retirement community and it would be sold to a new 

resident.  Perhaps at some point, we thought then, my mother might recover physically enough to 

move to the assisted living section of the community.   

So at the end, or in the end (which I realized later was really the beginning), I cleaned out 

the their house, making multiple trips to the alley behind the Goodwill Store.  I slipped three 

boxes of my mother’s stainless steel pots and pans in the back seat of my brother’s convertible 

when he wasn’t looking even though he said he didn’t want anything from the house. I pulled 

photographs from ten albums and made one chronological album that spanned the 78 years of 

her life for my mother to keep in her room. I carefully printed lists with phone numbers on them 

in large letters—mine, the uncles, my brother, my friend Beth. I made a chart with the pictures 

and names of all of the grandchildren, their birthdays and ages and where they lived. On the last 

day, when the county auctioneers were making their sweep through the house to pick up 

appliances and furniture, they found me sitting cross-legged on my mother’s cedar chest in the 

bedroom with my cell phone, wiping tears and my running nose with the bottom of my T-shirt 

while I gave my teenage son instructions on how to take the body of our elderly golden retriever 

to the vet to be cremated, after he’d come home from taking his father to the airport to find her 

dead on the patio. 
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Every once in awhile in those last few days, as well as for scattered moments through the 

next six years, she would seem like her old self again—usually in the morning, after a bath and 

shampoo when her skin would be sticky soft with lotion and she would smell like Johnson’s 

baby cream, like she had every night before bed. She would ask about one of my children. She 

would tell a story about something that she and her cousins did as children on her grandmother’s 

farm or would ask to sit in the chair by the window and watch the children in the nursing home’s 

daycare center playing outside. Then I would think optimistically that the medicine and good 

food and physical therapists and all that would make her better and that perhaps she could move 

into one of the little apartments in the retirement community, where my grandmothers had lived 

the last years of their lives and I would talk to her on the phone every Sunday evening and send 

her funny cards and lots of pictures and I would visit and we’d drive around town looking at new 

houses, stopping for lunch by the fountain in the park, maybe even going to the library where she 

would remind the librarian that her daughter managed a “big library.”. 

That never happened, of course, and when I think back, I truly wonder if ever, when my 

brother and I became the engineers of our parents’ last years, we had an idea of how it might turn 

out. Maybe it was a case of being careful what you wished for. My mother was finally sober, but 

she had no use for the various therapies focused on improving the quality of her existence; she 

vacillated between being angry and just being pitiful. She would stubbornly stare off into space 

when the physical therapists asked to lift a leg or an arm for exercise. When the nurses didn’t 

answer her call button to visit the bathroom or fill her water cup immediately, she would wring 

her hands and repeat “Help Help Help” in a loud monotone until someone arrived to assist. My 

father was safe here, yet three days from the day he entered the nursing home, he completely 

stopped talking and simply gazed at me kindly but without any recognition when I spoke to him. 
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Here, they were well-taken care of, amongst people who had known them their entire lives, I told 

myself.  So finally, after six weeks in Iowa, I supervised the loading of the piano into a U-Haul 

and after kissing my parents goodbye once again, got in my parents’ car and followed the U-

Haul driven by my husband, from Iowa back to Texas.   

I was home in time to pick up the urn from the vet with the dog’s ashes in it, place it on 

the bookshelf and whisper: “Sorry, Zoe, I know you must have thought I was never coming 

back.” I adopted two lab puppies-- one black, one chocolate, planned a dual graduation party for 

my son’s high school and daughter’s college graduations, began sketching out a place for a pool 

in the house we’d moved into nine months earlier and at work, kicked off construction of a new 

branch library. My Darvocet prescription ran out soon after the return and I powered through 

some sleepless nights, doubled up on coffee in the morning, soda in the afternoon and soon was 

only occasionally wistfully remembering the drive to the hospital, the pain and the high. That 

summer, most nights I would sit on my patio in the evening watching the lab pups tumble down 

the hill in a tangled mass of teeth and ears and paws, and it was impossible, so absolutely 

impossible, not to laugh at the sight. 

Spring 2007: 

My mother had always visited the library each week and checked out four books that she 

and my father would read—mysteries, spy thrillers, political biographies-- trading them back and 

forth according to likes and dislikes and returning them a week later in exchange for four more. 

Reading was a habit, a way of filling the evenings, but it was also a joy for them, I think. We 

often traded author’s names that we liked and discussed the latest bestsellers. When macular 

degeneration struck several years before she entered the nursing home, making out the print on 

the page became more and more difficult, though she continued her library trips up until that 
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spring of 2006. Ever the librarian, I was sure that audiobooks would be the answer to improving 

my mother’s quality of life, since it had begun to seem more and more unlikely over the last year 

that her mobility or other aspects of her health were going to get better. Books would certainly 

cheer her up, I thought. On my way to visit that spring I stopped at the Target in Iowa City and 

spent an hour carefully examining each boom box model for ease of use, and then moved on to 

Barnes & Noble for an audiobook of one of her favorite authors.  

 “See, Mom, this is simple, the play button is green and the stop button is red.  The 

yellow button will eject the CD. This is really easy—and it will tell you when you need to 

change discs.” As I was explaining the simplicity of button pushing, I was also remembering the 

long distance phone calls while I was in graduate school, asking my mother, who had been both 

a school board member and a municipal planning and zoning commissioner to explain to me in 

painstaking detail about millages and sales tax percentages and other public finance concepts that 

seemed so foreign and complicated to me back then, but which she could adeptly analyze and 

break down for me with such patience. And here I was teaching her how to press color-coded 

buttons. 

I put the first disk of the book in the player, put it on her bed tray and pressed the green 

button. We both listened to the beginning of latest Harlan Coben thriller, or I did at least.   

After five minutes, she said, “Turn that thing off.  It’s distracting.” 

Over the next three days, I tried the book over and over again, each time searching her 

eyes carefully for some spark of interest, a recognition that this was just like reading, but none 

appeared.  

One of her other loves had been the Chicago Cubs and if asked how much baseball meant 

to her, I could easily recount a moment of extreme embarrassment when I was probably nine or 
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ten. My friends and I were watching Dark Shadows and playing Monopoly in the living room, 

and my mother, who had been ironing clothes and listening to Cubs baseball on the radio in the 

kitchen, suddenly burst into the living room waiving her arms in the air and yelling “Billy 

Williams just hit a grand slam home run!  Cubs win!!!” My friends snickered and rolled their 

eyes at such a display of glee from an adult, not to mention the fact that in the 1960’s baseball 

was worshipped by dads, but not so much by mothers, and I tried to cover my embarrassment 

and giggled along with them. Now, watching Chicago Cubs baseball games received similar 

levels of enthusiasm as audiobooks, though I sat through many games in her room, pretending 

that she was really watching, sometimes even planning my time with her to coincide with game 

time, entering the room with an enthusiastic, “Its time to watch the Cubs, Mom!” As she gazed, 

stone-faced, at the TV in her nursing home room as Harry Caray belted out Take Me Out To The 

Ballgame, I remembered the joy in her face and the triumphant way she waved her hands in the 

air: Cubs win!! 

Winter 2009: 

One thing I never knew until my uncle told the story at lunch after my father’s funeral 

was how my parents met in the Spring of 1957. I had always been told that they met “at church,” 

which I guess technically was true, but not the whole story. My uncle, 13 years younger than my 

mother, was nearly 16 at the time and sang in the church choir. My father, eight years older than 

my mother and also ahead of her by one marriage and two children, had an amazing tenor voice 

(my mother remembers all the girls “swooning” when he sang at Wednesday evening band 

concerts when she was a child). He was recently divorced and had moved back to his hometown 

to live with his parents and was, of course, singing in the choir. My mother was home for the 

weekend from Chicago and had been asked to pick up her little brother from choir practice on 
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Saturday afternoon. As she waited in the church pews for practice to conclude, my father spotted 

her and remarked to those in the vicinity, including my uncle:  “Who is that beautiful girl?” He 

secured an introduction and within nine months they were engaged to be married. 

She was beautiful, with an hour-glass figure, shapely legs, wavy dark hair and a wide 

smile, though she always insisted that she had a “crooked face” because of a forceps delivery.  It 

was a unique beauty, perhaps slightly askew. Beyond that beauty, she believed in education and 

public service and she loved jazz and the Chicago Cubs and three year olds. She was a talented 

pianist but like most women of her generation she ironed clothes more than she indulged or 

enjoyed her talents. When I was younger, I would look at the pictures of her from college, from 

her post-graduation trip to Europe and her time in Chicago in awe, as if she were a movie star. 

One of my favorite pictures was with two friends, all three in tight through the chest Iowa 

sweatshirts, posing during the winter on the frozen surface of the Iowa River near campus. The 

other girls just look cold, but under a mound of wavy dark hair, with a hand on one hip, she 

beams warmth and life and I still smile back at her. Well into her forties, she could don a shapely 

black dress, pearls and high heels and embody all the glamour that I was sure, as my ten year old 

self gazed at these picture, I would never possess. 

My father was a livestock buyer for a meat-packing company and spent his days 

convincing farmers to sell hogs to his company rather than another, supervising the loading of 

the hogs into semi-trucks and back to his stockyards and then eventually in another truck off to 

the slaughterhouse in Davenport. Instead of turning to high-pressure sales techniques to achieve 

this, he was simply himself:  honest, caring and friendly; more of a good listener than a fast 

talker. Alzheimer’s changed this and he became combative and loud. In order to keep my father 

in the nursing home with my mother where he was known and loved by all, we allowed them to 
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medicate him to the state where he became silent and unresponsive. At first he walked 

constantly, tickling his fingers along the walls as he went, then he just slept. The alternative to 

the heavy medication would have been a secure, locked Alzheimer’s wing in some distant and 

awful facility, away from my mother and everyone who knew him. After three years of this, he 

stopped breathing, very peacefully (much the way that he lived) with my brother and me at his 

side. When we told my mother he was gone, she nodded sadly and said that she wished she could 

go to the funeral, but she didn’t expect she’d be able to.  Despite her misgivings about her 

mobility, we loaded her into a padded blue vinyl wheelchair, borrowed the nursing home’s 

wheelchair-lift equipped van and transported her to the funeral home.   

In the picture that we took of the entire family together at the funeral home, her 

wheelchair is parked in the midst of her children and grandchildren, but she seems alone, not 

connected to any of us around her, something that I suspect now she always feared would 

happen. In several letters to my father when they are dating she talks of never really being able to 

know another person, about how we all die alone. She wears a pinkish orange long sleeved 

sweater to protect her fragile skin, black knit pants that we safety-pinned at the waist to keep in 

place. Her thin strands of shoulder length straight iron-gray hair are combed neatly back and her 

glasses seem oversized on a thin, almost skeletal face. Her hands are folded neatly together on 

her lap. She does not look sad; her eyes hold no expression at all. She is no longer beautiful. In 

the many houses I have lived in, I always hang the old pictures of my mother from college, my 

mother in Europe, my mother with my brother or me as babies, on my walls and scatter them 

over my bookcases. I am still captivated by them. I keep this one too, positioned on my bedroom 

dresser where I will see it everyday, a dozen times a day, and I have wondered why it fascinates 

me, why I study it so carefully. Finally, as I compare it to one of the others, trying to see the 
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connection, I realize that my mother is not there. It is a picture of a body left behind, discarded 

and wasted and empty. And yet I faithfully, for years afterward, made the drive to Iowa every 

few months, to visit my mother who was no longer there. 

Spring 2010: 

On one of my quarterly visits to Iowa to check in on my mother, my twenty year old son, 

having little else to do at the time, was assigned to go along.  In the months before, he and his 

best friend, a boy who had spent as much time in my house as any of my own children over the 

last 15 years, had both confessed to an Oxycontin addiction. Rehab seemed like such a large 

step, one for “serious” addictions, so we prescribed a regimen of strict supervision combined 

with nightly Narcotics Anonymous meetings. Since my son didn’t have a driver’s license due to 

a DUI conviction the previous year, I would take him each night, watch him go into the building 

and wait in the parking lot until his return an hour later. He’d stolen from us, both money and 

valuable baseball cards that his father had carefully collected for over twenty years, and he’d lied 

continually about his whereabouts and his addiction. Despite that, we were certain that our 

careful, watchful routine would solve the problem. Much later, I’d find that he never really 

attended the meetings, just sat in a courtyard outside the building until they were over. 

So it seemed like a good idea for him to go to Iowa with me for the long weekend and 

visit his grandmother in the nursing home, perhaps to see that addiction didn’t have a happy 

ending, as well as to ensure he didn’t have the opportunity to stray while I was gone. About a 

third of the way there, in Kansas, there is a McDonald’s rest stop on I-35. Oklahoma and Kansas 

and Missouri tended to blend together on these 13-hour drives, but the reason I’m certain of 

being in Kansas is the gift shop just inside the door, by the restrooms, that stocks Wizard of Oz 

memorabilia. My son wanted to use the restroom, but I only wanted fries and found that actually 
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seeing the inside of fast food restaurants on these trips tended to get in the way of my enjoyment 

of the food, so I let him out, instructed him to meet me on the opposite side of the building and 

proceeded to the drive through window.   

Waiting in the line of cars, I eyed the bottle of Advil that he had brought along for his 

toothache. I could say that opening it was a random or idle gesture, but it was an intentional act 

of distrust, of disbelief that he could get better. After all, my mother never had, not by her own 

doing, at least. Inside, of course, amongst the Advil were 3 pills that were most definitely not 

Advil. At that moment, I pictured myself pulling away from the drive through and back onto I-35 

headed north to Iowa, leaving my son waiting on the other side of the rest stop next to the T-

shirts and coffee cups and charm bracelets of Dorothy, the Tin Man and Toto, waiting for me to 

appear. I wanted to do it; the wish fell over me like a black veil. I had never wanted anything 

more. 

But I stayed. In the parking lot I yelled and cried and I said to him everything I had never 

said to my mother. That he was going to die if he didn’t stop. That I had absolutely no trust left 

in him. That his lies were destroying our family. His eyes got big and round when I told him I’d 

thought of leaving him there; he may have sensed how close to that I really was. A year earlier, 

staying hadn’t been an option. When he’d totaled his car and the hospital called us, his father and 

I had dutifully followed the green dashed line from the reception desk in the emergency room to 

his cubicle. When we’d arrived a policeman had been there beside the bed and informed us that 

our son was under arrest for DUI, that an open bottle of vodka had been found in the car after 

he’d rear ended the car in front of him and that we couldn’t stay with him. We stared blankly, not 

quite understanding the idea of not being able to help our child, to watch over him. He was our 

youngest, the “baby” of three children and his older brother and sister had slid so neatly past the 
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drinking and drug intersections with only a few slight detours and redirections. The policeman 

was adamant that we couldn’t stay so we retraced our steps, wordless and confused, following 

the dashed line, each dash a step further from where we should have been. 

Spring 2011 

I sat in my car checking voice mail after reclaiming my phone from the check-in desk 

following a visit to my son in the drug rehab hospital. I listened to a message from my mother’s 

nurse in Iowa, saying that despite the message from yesterday containing assurances that my 

mother hadn’t broken anything when she fell, a closer look at the x-ray determined that there was 

a hairline fracture in her left hip. They had shipped her off in an ambulance to University 

Hospitals in Iowa City for surgery. Would my brother or I be able to come? 

Sitting in the car, staring off across the highway to the salvage yard and the car wash, I 

first realized then that I had always assumed that someday this would be over. My mother would 

have finally succeeded in ending her life and there would be a funeral and my brother and I 

would be orphaned and sad and a little bit angry, but then it would be over. However, because of 

where I’d just come from I knew that there wasn’t going to be an end. Having to sit beside 

someone’s hospital bed and listen for the in and out of breath, to feel worry and blame, sadness 

and anger at the same time and wonder which one is the right emotion-- I wasn’t ever going to be 

able to say well, that’s done. And now to pronounce that I wanted it to be over, that I was tired of 

it, that I just couldn’t do it anymore would be even more unthinkable than it had ever been 

before.   

 Since my brother was only four hours away to my thirteen, he made it there for her 

surgery and required time in the recovery room. Over the phone, as I drove, he updated me on 

progress. After the surgery, they had put her in Intensive Care because she seemed unresponsive. 
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She would seem conscious, but stare silently, almost stubbornly, into space when asked 

questions. Since she’d been quite chatty prior to the surgery (most likely enlivened by a dose or 

two of morphine), the doctors feared a stroke. My brother informed them that this current state 

was actually quite normal. The nurses tried to give her medicine orally and she refused this, 

spitting the pills out, so again, it was feared that something might be interfering with her 

swallowing mechanism. I reminded my brother that she had never been able to swallow pills 

(don’t you remember how she would cut them into pieces, even when we were kids?).  I sighed:  

“Have them crush the pills and put them into a little cup of apple sauce or pudding.” Everyone 

seemed so pleased when it worked like a charm and by the time I had arrived, the hospital had 

already begun the usual assembly line of therapists (respiratory, occupational, physical, etc.) 

designed to move her back from the hospital to her nursing home. 

Three days after the surgery, the nursing home sent the van to transport her back and we 

made the drive together.  On arrival back at the home, the nurse on duty asked me to leave for a 

moment so that she could assess the patient’s physical and mental condition. Having been 

through this numerous time before, I knew this included a careful cataloging of bruises and tears 

in her paper thin skin, as well as questions about time and place and life story. This was a new 

nurse that I hadn’t met before and she wasn’t acquainted with my mother either, knowing only 

the medical information on her chart. She came out to the hall later and said that my mother told 

her that she’d graduated from the University of Iowa with a degree in political science in 1945 

and had then moved to Chicago and was an office manager for a large advertising firm for eight 

years. The nurse related this with a skeptical smile and said that she wanted to know how much 

of that might be true so that she could assess, as she put it, my mother’s connection with reality. 

She cocked her head quizzically when I told her that it was all true. I could have also added that 
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she was PTA president when I was in elementary school, Blue Bird troop leader, Sunday School 

teacher, a school board trustee and that she and my father were church treasurers for over 30 

years and managed a multi-million dollar building campaign for a new church building.  She’s 

not just a chart that says “dementia due to chronic alcohol use,” I wanted to say. She’s not just a 

drunk. But perhaps I didn’t believe this, completely. I was still ashamed to say out loud what she 

became, and that I too, had a hard time making the connection between this woman in the 

nursing home and my mother. Instead I turned back to her room, made sure that her water and 

nurse-call button were within reach and said that I needed to make the other side of Kansas City 

by dark. I kissed her forehead goodbye and began the drive back to Texas again. 

Spring 2012: 

For the funeral, my son made the drive with me again since he was unemployed and still 

had little else to do; my husband had moved out of our house the month before, our marriage 

somewhat a casualty of blame for our son’s addiction; my oldest son couldn’t get away from 

work, but my daughter would fly into O’Hare later that week and drive over with my sister-in-

law and cousins. The morning we were scheduled to meet with the funeral home director, my 

brother, who had momentary flare-ups of genealogy fever said that he wanted to try to find a 

couple of the old cemeteries outside town that our father used to take us to and would meet my 

son and me at the funeral home.   

We had all chosen, my brother’s family and mine, to stay in Coralville, next to Iowa City, 

thirty miles or so from our much smaller hometown. For the last six years of visiting my parents 

in the nursing home, I had usually stayed with my friend Beth, in her house two doors down 

from the house I grew up in, but the month before she had married again and moved away to 

Baltimore, so I’d lost my spare bedroom, my home base and calm place in the middle of the 
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sometimes very awful, but usually just silent and sad, wreckage of my parents last years. My 

brother, the first class business traveler, chose Coralville because he refuses to stay in any hotel 

that is not full-service. I would not have minded much staying in the no-frills Motel 6 in our 

hometown, but for the sake of camaraderie, decided to stay further away, across the street from 

his upscale hotel. I would be next to the trail that went over the Coralville Dam and could run 

each morning over the bridge to the dog park, as I had during the times my mother had stayed in 

the hospital in Iowa City and needed me to be close by. The small moments of joy found in 

watching the retrievers and shepherds and corgis romp seemed like something I might need in 

the days ahead. 

As predicted, the landfill was still burning when we left Coralville on Tuesday morning 

and we drove away from the dark mountain of smoke. I decided that we would get to town early 

and stop by the nursing home to pick out clothes for the burial. I parked in the familiar parking 

lot and suddenly was struck with the irony that, for the last six years, I had come here to see, first 

both of my parents, then just one, and had never hesitated to enter, in fact often I had been 

anxious to get there, despite the fact that no one ever seemed very glad to see me. But now, I just 

sat and tried to breathe. 

“I don’t think I can do this,” I finally said. 

My son looked a little puzzled and slightly anxious. He said doubtfully, “Yes, sure you 

can.” 

I felt fairly sure that this was not actually a pronouncement of his certainty of my 

strength, but just that he needed me to be able to do it. So I did, avoiding eye contact with the 

nurses at their station who were fortunately on the phone, turning down the familiar hallway to 

the left, breathing in the familiar blended smell of OxiClean and old coffee, pushing the door to 
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her room open and then shut behind us. I sat on the bed that had been stripped of sheets and 

blankets and took few deep breaths, assessing the emptiness of the room. It was just a room, I 

told myself. I got up and began rifling through hangers in the closet, looking for her favorite 

green sweater and just as I found it a nurse I had known for the last six years, one of my 

favorites, pushed the door open and was surprised to find us here. I explained our errand—to 

pick out the clothes—while staring fixedly at the closet rather than on her kind, sad eyes and she 

went to find a bag to put the clothes in. 

The next three days were spent solving the last of my mother’s problems, the final things 

she would ever need from me. Before taking on the tasks of the day, each morning I ran over the 

bridge to the dog park and smiled at people and their dogs. I packed up the odds and ends in her 

room as well as cleaning out the storage locker in the basement and tried to figure out how I'd get 

her two favorite orange chairs back to Texas in my mid sized SUV.  We picked out a casket and 

decided on the times for visitation and the funeral. My brother fortunately remembered to bring 

the file with the obituaries that my mother had written for she and our dad. I picked out music for 

the service-- How Great Thou Art (her father’s favorite) as the opening hymn and You'll Never 

Walk Alone, the Barbara Streisand version, to end with. I inserted the latter at the last minute, 

perhaps as one last retort to what I still saw on many days, as her choice, her retreat into a bottle 

and away from us. You taught me what it was like to walk alone, Mom. No one would really get 

the irony but me, after all. There were cousins from Virginia and the uncle and aunt from 

Nebraska to meet and eat and drink with. After the funeral and the gravesite service, we all had 

one last lunch together at the Pizza Ranch on the edge of town, then drove back to Coralville, 

loaded everything in the car and began the long drive home. It was Thursday afternoon and the 

landfill was still burning, the heat and the flames incinerating all those things that had already 
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been given up and thrown away, the things that people thought they didn’t really need, the black 

smoke rising and seeming to express in large angry puffs: this used to be yours.  We left the 

smoke behind and drove to the east and then the south. 

Spring 2014 (Texas): 

“In order to dive deep into drug usage it requires you to make serious choices that 
belittle all other aspects of life.” 

“It’s a disease. No one would choose to live this terrible, lonely life.” 

“Addiction is a behavior, an out of control behavior and a selfish one” 

“If you expect someone who is addicted to make rational productive decisions thinking 
they have a “choice” you will be waiting awhile.” 

“Addiction is not selfish its STUPID. And I am personally tired of the notion that 
addiction is a disease.  Its not.  It’s a conscious choice to begin using, even when the 
dangers of doing so are well documented.” 

“No one makes people take the initial plunge and doing so does reflect your choice of the 
high over the people in your life that you care for.” 

“Where is our compassion?” 

--Reader comments from a social media posting after another celebrity overdose. 

One of my most watched (note I don’t say favorite) movies is When A Man Loves a 

Woman—that Meg Ryan flick where Meg is an alcoholic housewife who hits rock bottom and 

leaves the kid at the dry cleaner but Andy Garcia loves her anyway. I always questioned whether 

my dad loved my mom anyway too, but after hearing my uncle’s story at my dad’s funeral I 

suspected that he did. Mary Karr’s Lit is also a favorite, as is any biography of former Texas 

governor and recovered alcoholic Ann Richards. In fact, it’s entirely likely that the only 

biographies or memoirs I’d ever read in the first fifty years of my life by choice had been ones 

written by former addicts.  
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Those stories of getting sober have always been like fairy tales to me on my most cynical 

days, how-to manuals during optimistic times. Perhaps if I studied them long enough I could 

figure out why some people get clean and others don’t. I wanted to know this. Because the thing 

is: some people do get sober. Sometimes forever. Sometimes at least for a short while. If 

addiction is a disease, do they have a lesser strain of the disease, or is there some sort of moral 

fiber or strength of character that makes the difference? (And if this is so, if strength and will can 

cure the disease of alcoholism, then why not cancer?) I’ve come to believe that there must be an 

element of choice, of will, of internal strength here that has nothing to do with the quality or 

length of treatment, or even of sheer luck. But if that’s true, does it also leave open the 

possibility of external responsibility, that perhaps the addict wasn’t loved enough, or that the 

people in their lives, their daughters, their mothers, just weren’t loveable enough to make getting 

sober worth it? Maybe they just didn’t try hard enough or they gave up too soon? 

One of the things we were taught in “Family Education Saturdays” when my son was in 

rehab was that there is a difference between addicts and abusers of drugs and alcohol. Some 

trigger in the brain that makes “non-addicts” stop when the risk is too high. (But what is too 

high, truly? Maybe for some of us it means lying to the doctor about our true level of pain, for 

others it means stealing your father’s valued collectibles, for others it means murder and 

prostitution). According to the wisdom doled out there, while I sometimes have the capacity to 

abuse substances, I am not an addict and probably won’t become one. My risk bar is set low. At 

the time, this registered as a bit of a disappointment to me, because if that was true, it meant that 

I hadn’t simply made the choice to not be an addict, couldn’t claim that I understood that 

struggle. I wasn’t one of them. I didn’t have the right to judge.  
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We also learned that sometimes when an alcoholic gets sober they end up in a “dry 

drunk” state where even though the substance of choice is gone, they have not made the 

“emotional or internal changes required to become sober.” Perhaps that was the source of my 

mother’s irritability, depression and sporadic memory loss; or maybe, as the doctors sometimes 

conjectured, she had suffered a number of small strokes that dulled areas of her brain when she 

going through the DT’s. And equally likely: the brain cells might have already have been killed 

off by the pint or two of Jack or Seagram’s every day and this was what was left, i.e. alcoholic 

dementia. But this wasn’t what she died of, ironically. She died because of a lack of blood, 

because of a slow bleed, supposedly in her intestines—a bleeding polyp or even a cancerous 

tumor that might or might not have been caused by her drinking. 

My son holds down a full-time job again, working in a warehouse, retrieving HVAC 

parts for shipment. He has regained his driver’s license, lost again after a second DUI the week 

after he was released from rehab. He still often lies when the truth would probably be just as easy 

and most days smokes weed or drinks a beer or two or three; sometimes he visits and is the 

charming and funny son I’ve always known. We watch Grand Slam tennis tournament finals 

together and reminisce about our days, when he was between 11 and 16, of traversing the state 

together for USTA junior tennis tournaments: 

“Remember, Mama, that tournament in Wichita Falls when I qualified for Champs when 

it was like 30 degrees and I was just getting over pneumonia? I can’t believe you let me play 

that!” 

“Yeah, you’d go into those coughing fits. On Sunday morning the kid you were playing 

kept coming to the net and asking if you were ok. It was a great distraction! But the coldest was 

at Walnut Creek in Mansfield that December when you and John were playing doubles….” 
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“And I hit that one forehand that no one even saw…….” 

“All I wanted was for that tournament to be over, we did not care whether you won or 

not. Barb and I had scarves and mittens and winter coats on and you and John were in T-shirts 

and you refused to even wear a hat and insisted that you couldn’t play in gloves!’’ 

We can go on and on with these stories-- the long drives, the ever present and energetic 

sound of balls bouncing and strings snapping and smacking. When the stories end he goes back 

to his father’s house where they both deny that he is anything other than a recreational drinker 

and frequent weed-smoker. I ask myself if I should I have set more limits, given him more 

direction, loved him more (how would that have even been possible?) His childhood friend has 

been through multiple rehab stints and has been sober almost a year now, with a job and a new 

girlfriend, but according to the text messages on my son’s phone when he last left it at my house, 

that sobriety is slipping once again. Yes, I read his phone when he carelessly leaves it lying 

around, poke through the trash in his truck when I borrow it to move large things, watch closely 

what he drinks and what he eats or doesn’t. I tell my son frequently that his self-medication, the 

beer and the weed, is a lie, a crutch for something he is not facing, something that is burning him 

inside. He doesn’t like hearing this, and it’s likely that I see him less because of these words. 

Love does not end where the chemicals create colored splotches on CAT scans, where 

tissue begins to atrophy and when the neurotransmitters begin to fire in slow motion. Those 

mutations cannot erase the past, cannot change, or blacken it, not really, but they obscure it for a 

time, sometimes a long time. I understand more of this now, as I work slowly back through my 

mother’s life, through the pictures, to return to the place where my anger doesn’t burn and 

blacken and ruin everything, to where she is present in her body, in her eyes, even if there is little 

joy there. To where I don’t blame her for wanting to leave me behind. 
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For those of us studying the CAT scan colored splotches, this waffling between choice 

versus disease only makes our heads swivel round and round, makes us hope the spin lands on a 

definitive answer, the right answer, the one that lets us live with what is left behind. I am left 

with scenes like this that I play over and over:  It is spring, late in April of 2006 and there is sun 

streaming through the window on an afternoon where I sit by her bed in the locked Medical-

Psychiatric ward (where people whose minds are sick go when their bodies are sicker) as we are 

talking of how nice it will be for her to return home soon after her weeks in the hospital. She 

says with a sly smile, “And we can sit on the back porch with your father and watch the birds--

maybe the cardinals will be back--and we’ll see the sunset and have something nice and cool to 

drink, can’t we?” She draws out “nice and cool” and makes it sound so beautiful, so delightful, 

and I want to be sitting there with her, watching the red birds and the orange sunset and drinking 

it all in. 
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My Friend's Mother 

We both start before it gets too hot. My circles are larger than your circles. Your watering 

can is pink and swan-shaped and you guide it through graceful strokes, a hard plastic puppet 

swimming through air, from the bed of candy-striped petunias to the newly staked crepe myrtle 

around to the red trumpets of mandevilla then down to the clumps of peonies and back up to 

baskets of showy mauve bougainvillea.  

I am back home in Iowa tending to ill parents and I walk past your house to the high 

school running track each morning to run twelve times around the quarter mile black-cinder 

circle. Even with the July heat, I need this routine, this hour of punishing my body every 

morning to ready myself for the chaos of the rest of the day: the spilled lunch trays, the angry 

silences, the sundowning. From the first turn in the track I can see clearly into your backyard. 

You live alone in the gold-colored split-level now. Your husband, my friend’s father, 

died early of a heart attack soon after we were off to college. Your daughter and I had gone to 

opposite sides of the state by then and I sent a card to you both, a sad awkward message scrawled 

inside. We left behind the afterschool tutoring sessions where she taught me about the 

measurement of triangles and circles and I explained what it meant to declare war and sign 

treaties. The Sunday afternoon tennis matches, the Friday nights spent watching movies in your 

downstairs den—those were our high school scenes and we all had moved on to another play. 

You don’t have to try as hard at everything now, do you? But I am sure, even though I 

haven’t been inside your house for over twenty years, that no dishes sit idly in the sink, that two 

hunter green fringed towels hang neatly folded on the rack in the first floor powder room and 

that each golden pillow is plumped perfectly at opposite ends of the couch in your formal living 

room. Your husband was a banker, a smiling father of two in a neatly pressed bow-tied suit. 
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Your lives always seemed so perfectly choreographed with all the props set neatly in place and I 

envied this then, but wonder now, looking back from a different seat: what might have happened 

after the audience filed out? 

The blooms flourish, you make sure of this-- watering, pruning, shaping. I wonder if 

ever, bending to pick up a fallen Red Eden from the trellis, the petals soaked with dew, torn and 

splayed on the patio step, you imagine what we never saw, what happened far away from us all 

and is detailed so precisely and dispassionately in the online police report: your daughter’s flight 

from her husband’s anger, her body twisting through the air in an arc over her own basement 

stairs (he was that strong), her knee smashing against the last step right before her forehead 

smacked the cement, petals of blood blossoming around her head.   

What did you tell her after, as the bruises turned from red to purple to black, as the 

stitches bonded her skin, as her bones knit and hardened? Did you find a way to allow this 

ugliness to live amongst the perfect blooms, the flawless order? 

I run faster. My distance and your penance are circles that will never touch. 

You tilt the neck to an overflowing pot of geraniums but the swan is empty and you leave 

it, beak balanced precariously on the back step and go inside. My circles are slower now and I 

can’t take my eyes away from it all, away from the carefully tended garden, all those petals, the 

redness spilling out everywhere and no one there to stop it. 
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Failure to Yield 

The day after the accident a team of men in uniform were wheeling me around the 

nondescript corridors of some basement, evidently for various tests and experimentations where I 

had to be moved from my gurney to a testing table and back again. Loaded with morphine and 

without my glasses, the signage was indecipherable, the men’s faces blurred and featureless. My 

near-sightedness melded with and intensified the drugs I’d been given and ominous shadows 

grew and changed shape as we rolled through the hallways. I struggled to make sense of where I 

was and how I came to be there; the right answer was elusive, hovering just right outside the 

edges of my memory. I tried but couldn’t hold the explanation in place long enough for it to stay 

in focus. The act of lifting and lowering my body from one hard surface to another caused 

excruciating pain, and I had no real rationale for that either. Unable to come up with a logical 

reason for being there, I became convinced that I must be a prisoner and that these men in green 

scrubs were plotting to kill me. 

As I planned my escape, I zeroed in on the IV by which I was tethered.  If only I could 

get loose from this I would have a chance of escape, I reasoned. So while my captors were 

debating some detail regarding the medical machinery I was being placed under I furtively 

schemed to pull my IV out of my arm. I wedged a fingernail under the adhesive tape, loosening it 

around the edges where it held the tubing in place, wiggling the needle a little from side to side 

to sample the pain. Finally I gritted my teeth, closed my eyes, and pulled. My eyes popped open 

and blazed triumphantly when the tape ripped from my skin and the needle pulled free, spurting 

drops of blood that quickly soaked into my gown. Where I was planning to go, I’m not certain, 

but it seemed like such a victory!  I studied the inkblots of blood as they spread and lightened to 

pinkish-purple on the thin blue fabric of the hospital gown. The men scrambled to staunch the 
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bleeding and peppered me with questions as to why I would do this. I was belligerently silent and 

learned later that the consequences for my triumph were even more tests as they considered the 

possibility that a head injury might have caused my odd behavior. Later it became clear that it 

was more likely the morphine that led me to into these rebellious fantasies where bits of truth 

lurked and darted away. 

Back in the intensive care unit after the tests were complete, the nurse, a young Hispanic 

man with serious dark eyes and black curls spilling out from a hairnet designed to hold them in, 

kindly tried to explain to me that I’d been in a car accident, that I was in a hospital where they 

were trying to take care of me. Despite my drugged haze I remember distinctly answering back 

to him “you don’t know what its like, to have totally lost control of who you are…” This was 

perhaps the truest thing I said for many years. I remember his puzzled, pitying expression as if 

this was not what he had expected me to say and he was searching for the context in which this 

answer belonged. 

**** 

On an early December afternoon in 2001 when the radio stations had just begun playing 

Christmas music all day (I remember this because there were so few things that made me 

momentarily happy that fall and this was one of them), I was on the way to look at a rental house 

that I hoped would make my thirteen year old son eager to live with me rather than with his 

father. I took a shortcut through a familiar neighborhood next to my apartment complex that led 

out of the quiet neighborhood street to a curving, busier, four-lane connector that bisected two 

neighborhoods. I stopped at the stop sign, looked left, then right and pulled out into the 

intersection, not seeing the car rounding the curve from the left until my car was well into it’s 
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path. Later I thought: if only I had looked right first and then left. Did I linger too much on the 

look to the right? The car was driven by a sixteen year old who most likely panicked and veered 

her car the same direction that I was swerving, hitting my driver side door with such force that 

my car rolled over and I found myself hanging upside down, held in place by my seatbelt.   

At first I believed that I never lost consciousness, but this may not be completely true. 

The details described here are what I remember and the timeline holds large gaps. Perhaps there 

is also a difference between not being conscious and capable of remembering and not wanting to 

remember. I do recall wishing that I had blacked out, that this was one of those fictional 

accidents where you anticipate the impact, but feel nothing and then wake up in the hospital the 

next day, blissfully strung out on drugs, with all the stitches sewn and broken bones set in casts. 

Instead, at times I seemed almost hyperaware of everything around me including the unavoidable 

conclusion that this was all my fault: failure to yield the right of way. 

Pain radiated from my left hip where it was held by the seat belt, so I struggled to unstrap 

the belt and finally tumbled down onto the ceiling of the car.  A girl, possibly the driver of the 

other car who turned out to be without any injuries at all, stuck her head in the broken window 

and asked if I was okay and said that she had called 911. Situated in kind of a hunched position, I 

held my leg in close to my body to try to keep the pain at a low hum, and waited. I imagined that 

I had “just dislocated” something in my hip but was certain that it could all be popped back into 

place neatly, though probably painfully. I couldn’t quite feel my left big toe, but nudged my shoe 

off and noted that I could wiggle it. Sirens came closer, stopped and then a paramedic crawled in 

through the window of the car and spoke in a confident, reassuring voice about “getting you out 

of here in no time” and put a blood pressure cuff around my arm. At one point the paramedics 

covered me with a heavy sheet as they sawed through the metal door. It hadn’t even been dusk 
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when the car rolled, yet when they brought me out it was dark and there were small groups of 

onlookers scattered up and down the street underneath the glow of streetlights. 

Amid my protests that I wasn’t hurt “that badly,” the paramedics gave me a choice of two 

nearby trauma centers in the adjoining larger cities to the east and west.  I chose west and as the 

helicopter landed in the middle of the street, again I argued about the mode of transportation. A 

helicopter seemed like such an over reaction to something that I still desperately wanted to be a 

minor incident. As the paramedics loaded me into the helicopter, they realized that my leg, which 

I’d been holding up and in, with my knee bent to a peak, must be straightened out in order to fit 

through the door. They kindly asked me to put it down and I tried, but it hurt. I’d been holding it 

like this since being pulled me out of the car. I couldn’t do it; I mutely refused. They were 

momentarily perplexed. Finally, one of them placed a hand on my thigh and pushed firmly down, 

his face averted from mine. My leg flattened out and I heard the scream that rose from me echo 

out into the evening air and settle upon the clusters of people gathered around and for once I 

didn’t care that they all could hear how much it hurt and I made the scream higher and longer 

and louder. The door closed and we took off.   

**** 

At the end of the year 2000, after 19 years of marriage, I had decided that we would have 

an amicable divorce. We separated at the beginning of 2001; my husband moved in with a friend 

from work and I stayed in the house with our three children who were 18, 16 and 12 at the time. 

According to the plan, we would keep the house until all the children finished high school; I 

would live there until our daughter graduated; my husband would then move back in while I 
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moved out until our youngest son graduated. Finally, we would sell the house and be done with 

it. 

Does it matter to the telling of this story why I wanted a divorce? There can’t be more 

than just a handful of reasons, really, why people decide they can’t live together anymore. Ours 

was one of those reasons. Actually, it was probably many of those reasons. When I first begin to 

write this, it seemed that the whole story might hinge on whether I could provide that answer. 

After all, so much of what happened during this year and in the decade to come, seemed to center 

on this break in our marriage. Because of this, coming up with a good reason, a justification, 

seemed important.  

I could say that it was all about cause and effect. After I got married and had children I 

felt that I’d lost myself somewhere along the way, given up all the things that were truly me. 

Since this happened after I got married it made logical sense that the marriage was the cause. 

That I might be able to recover what I’d lost while still married did not occur to me. I could say 

that my husband lost trust in me and began to examine and scrutinize my every move, as if to try 

to discover why I wasn’t who he needed me to be, why he did not seem to be anyone that I 

needed at all, much less wanted. I was no help in this endeavor because the secrets I was keeping 

from him about myself I kept from myself as well. The more he prodded and analyzed, the 

further I pulled away. We were sure that we hid our arguments well from the children, but one 

day I saw a stain of disillusion and derision for our marriage in my oldest son’s eyes and in 

something he said and this was more than I could bear any longer. And perhaps this is what it 

came down to: the fact that we’d hoed and raked and buried and excavated and reburied things 

for so long that I no longer had any respect for either of us.  
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Despite our (or my) agreed upon plan, when our oldest son, a senior in high school that 

year, became depressed and distraught about his future and his graduation seemed questionable, 

my husband moved back into our house in May, against my protests. We hadn’t hired lawyers, it 

was still his house legally and it seemed that there was nothing I could do. I sat in the back yard, 

smoking, until everyone was asleep, no longer caring that supposedly none of my children knew 

that I had started smoking again several years before. I let the darkness close in on me, feeling 

powerless to stop the shadows, or anything else.  

In the middle of that summer I impulsively planned my own escape, borrowed money 

from my parents, moved my daughter, about to enter her senior year in high school, and I into an 

apartment, hired a lawyer and filed for divorce. Our youngest son, in junior high at the time, 

stayed with his father. As the months went along my husband and I sat on the outside stair to my 

second floor apartment and talked in low bitter tones of joint custody and visitation and child 

support while my daughter sat inside and noted that no one was arguing over where she would 

live. While we’d always insisted that we would never drag our children into any legal tug-of-

war, he had our son write a statement that he wanted to remain living with his father. Standing 

outside a courtroom, my lawyer showed me the piece of paper with my son’s poorly formed 

printing (more third grade than eighth), weaving up and down on the page, and I felt as though 

I’d been punched in the stomach.  For several days I stopped breathing every time I pictured it: 

“I want to live with my dad.” 

**** 

A decade or so after my helicopter ride, my youngest son, at the time in his mid-twenties, 

broke a bone in his foot sliding into a base during a softball game and called to ask me to take 

90



him to get a boot to keep the fracture in place. That is, he wanted me to pay for the boot. After 

getting off the phone with him, I relayed the story to his sister, who was spending the afternoon 

at my house. I remarked, “Yeah I guess I’m really lucky that I’ve never broken a bone.”   

“Really, Mom… really?  Are you lucky?” She glared at me and stormed out of the room. 

Oh.  That.  And I knew that she was not just saying “Really, Mom, how can you just 

constantly deny that you went through all of that, ignore it like it never happened?”  But just as 

much: “Really, Mom, how can you deny everything that I went through?  How I was at 

gymnastics practice and when I got out I had to see the dozen calls on my cell phone from the 

police department. How I had to move us from a second floor apartment to a first floor 

apartment, had to go to the wrecking company and get all of your stuff from the totaled car and 

see it and imagine you in it, how I had to fix your meals and make sure you took your medicine 

and empty your bedpan and help you get into the shower.  How I thought you might not walk 

again, or that you might even die? How I had to go back to school after Christmas break and 

worry about leaving you alone and what might happen if you fell. How I wondered if I’d be able 

to go away to college or if I’d need to stay here and take care of you? How I had to think that it 

was all my fault because you were driving a rental car that you weren’t used to because of my 

stupid parking lot accident?” 

When the police were asking who they could call while I was trapped in the car, I gave 

them her number, though I didn’t want to. She was so unlike me: emotion always bubbled up so 

near the surface and I envisioned that she would immediately fall apart at the news. Since my not 

yet ex-husband would have been on his way home from work and I didn’t want them to call the 

house and get my thirteen-year-old son, she was my only option. Thanks to my ever-present cell 

phone contacts list I didn’t remember any other numbers. She was teaching gymnastics at the 
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recreation center and I suspected that she wouldn’t have her phone with her so it was no surprise 

that they didn’t get through. From the hospital ER I finally gave them my husband’s number. 

The nurse who placed the call returned with the cordless phone in his hand and gave me a 

puzzled look, saying that he gave “the man who answered” my name and said that they were 

calling about me and that he said that I didn’t live there and he didn’t know me. The nurse 

looked at me like he was considering the need for a mental health consult. I sighed: “Yes, we’re 

separated and he’s angry but you need to get him to listen, he probably thinks you’re a 

telemarketer or a bill collector or something; just tell him why you’re calling.” 

And he did finally listen. My husband and my daughter’s best friend picked her up and 

along with my youngest son they all came to the hospital and camped out with pillows and 

blankets in the intensive care waiting room for the next few days. I recall very little about those 

first couple days in intensive care, though remember being told that I had shattered my hip and 

pelvis and had a collapsed lung. I was in intensive care for two days and then moved to a room in 

the orthopedic ward and confined to my bed for the next five days while awaiting surgery to put 

the bones back together again. I also remember my husband asking me during one of those first 

days if it was all right with me if he stayed, if he helped take of me. I would assume that I said 

yes because he was there, playing the role of normal everyday caretaking husband to the medical 

staff from then on. 

At one point I woke up to feel the end of a metal rod protruding from the side of my 

knee. Later I learned it was supposed to help pull the bones back into some semblance of the 

shape of a hip so that the surgery would be easier. Cables connected the rod to weights hanging 

at the end of the bed. Three hours past the last dose of pain meds, the relentless pull of the 

weights became unbearable, causing a tug of war between the opposite poles of my body and I 
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would beg whoever was in the room to unhook the weights for “just a little while.”  My husband 

and daughter had learned how to do this and they would sometimes give in, though usually a 

nurse or doctor would come in and catch them and sternly explain once again the importance of 

keeping the traction in place. I also had a tube inserted in my chest to re-inflate my lung. I 

avoided looking at these foreign objects protruding from my body. It was harder for me to think 

about the rod through my knee and the tube piercing the wall of my chest than it was to imagine 

the pieces of bone shifting and crunching like gravel around inside me. At least I couldn’t see 

them. 

I had moments of lucidity, and even practicality. I asked my daughter to talk to the 

apartment manager and see if we could move to the vacant first floor apartment right below us. I 

said over and over again that I didn’t want my elderly parents, my father in the early stages of 

Alzheimer’s, my mother in the later stages of alcoholism, to travel from Iowa to Texas. My 

brother came instead from Chicago and I remember telling the nurse that he was coming and that 

we were going to watch the Iowa Hawkeye basketball game together the night before my 

surgery, but I don’t actually recall watching the game with him. It had seemed like such a normal 

thing to do together; we’d grown up watching these games as a family. But I remember little 

about his actual presence; it was simply his job to go back and tell our parents that I would be 

fine, that they should stay put. I look back now and think how cruel this must have seemed: don’t 

come, Mom and Dad, you’ll just make me feel worse. 

**** 

For the next few weeks, I had dreams, not that I was on a helicopter but that I was a 

helicopter, circling tall buildings, circling and circling, never allowed to land. The sharp dips and 
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climbs into the air made me dizzy. In addition to the helicopter dreams and my earlier delusions 

that I was being held prisoner, I also described in great detail to a friend via phone about the 

“Little House on the Prairie” characters, complete with bonnets and frilly aprons that I saw while 

in the CAT scan room after my lung collapsed for the second time and another tube had to be 

inserted to re-inflate it. On my third or fourth day in the hospital, despite my immobility, I 

managed to retrieve the phone from the table beside the bed and called work to let them know 

that I wouldn’t be coming in, that I wasn’t sure where I was, but I was all alone with no one to 

help me. This was when they stopped the IV morphine and switched to injected synthetic 

opiates. 

I wasn’t allowed to get out of bed that first week and was only allowed liquids to eat. The 

orthopedic trauma surgeon, who everyone agreed had the most dreamily handsome sixteen year 

old boy face, visited daily. When he wasn’t there, we speculated a lot about how old he really 

was, adding up the years from medical school and internships and not quite believing the result. I 

repeated everyday that I wanted to have the surgery now. He patiently responded everyday that 

this was a complicated surgery and he wanted to make sure that all of his team had sufficient rest 

and preparation to perform at their best. As I look back now, I find this a stunningly effective use 

of bedside “don’t worry the patient” manner: rather than mentioning my loss of blood from 

internal bleeding, my lung that wouldn’t stay inflated for some unknown reason, and the floating 

pieces of my hip, he blamed himself for the delay and I never questioned this. The night before 

the surgery when he visited he brought a plastic model of a hip, along with some metal hinges 

and screws and evidently demonstrated what he would do to put me back together again. While I 

thought I hung onto every word and understood, I was shocked to look at my x-rays several 

months post-surgery and see the number of screws and plates inserted in my hip. It’s clear to me 
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now that I had very little understanding of the complexity of the surgery, of the shattered pieces 

that had to be put back together. 

Always the goal-oriented, solution-focused woman, I never questioned that I’d be put 

back together again as good as new. Your hip is broken? The surgeon puts it back together again. 

Much later, my family told me that there had been a reasonable degree of doubt about this. 

Despite the surgeon’s apparent youth, “the talk” in the intensive care waiting room, relayed to 

me by my family, was that he was the best there was. (Years later I was elated to see him on TV 

as the surgeon who had repaired an American Idol contestant after a motorcycle accident). The 

four-hour surgery went well and after two weeks in the hospital, on the day before Christmas 

Eve, I was released and told not to put any (repeat any) weight on my left leg for the next three 

months at least. I couldn’t drive. I couldn’t take a bath or change my clothes without help. 

Because of the wound where they’d inserted the tube to re-inflate my lung, I couldn’t use 

crutches and instead had to use a walker. I constantly felt like my foot was on fire due to nerve 

damage. The half-numb feeling that I’d immediately had in my big toe and ball of my left foot 

remained; the doctors said that the nerve might regenerate, but it never did; the flames evidently 

signified the nerve’s death, not rebirth. 

**** 

One Christmas a few years ago I asked for the entire TV series ER on DVD and then 

tucked it away in a drawer saying that when I had knee or hip replacement surgery someday, or 

maybe a hysterectomy or something with the requisite six weeks of recovery time, I’d have 

something to focus on. I was determined I would “do recovery better” if I ever had to do it again 

because I thought I’d failed miserably at it the first time. I spent a lot of time repositioning a bag 
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of ice on my foot to try to put out the fire from the dying nerve. The one bright memory of this 

time was that I was able to stay up all night and watch the Australian Open tennis tournament 

live, as it happened on the other side of the world. The only thing I could read was Jane Austen. 

My youngest son and I played endless games of Yahtzee after school each day. Every once in 

awhile there would be an outing to the mall or a gymnastics meet or tennis tournament and my 

son proudly became an expert at folding and unfolding the wheelchair on these occasions. 

Usually these outings would end with tearful exhaustion and an extra pain pill in the car on the 

way home. 

I closed my eyes a lot. I avoided mirrors because I had lost so much weight that it hurt to 

look at myself; every once in awhile I would forget and look up into the big mirror in the 

bathroom as I was hobbling through the doorway and I’d wince at the sight. I avoided looking 

out the window when travelling to doctor’s appointments because I might see someone running 

along the sidewalk, or we might pass a school running track. I couldn’t imagine how walking, 

not to mention running again, would ever work and sometimes would dream about walking 

across the room and wake up with the same sense of wonder and incredulity that I might have at 

dreaming about skydiving or zip-lining. I did not read email from work for so long that my 

network password expired and I had to call the system administrator to change it and she called 

back and gave it to me:  restmore$. I still didn’t read email much because I guessed correctly that 

they were purposely not copying me on anything important. 

I have a picture that was taken the week before the accident of my boss and co-workers 

and me standing in front of the Christmas tree that we’d just put up in our library administrative 

office. This is the picture that probably everyone has that they think of as “before.” I had a 

characteristic way of holding my hands in front of me in those days, not the usual fingers 
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interlaced neatly like a basket, but interlaced the opposite way, the tops of my knuckles pressed 

together and my fingers jutting out sharply in a V, as if I’m determined to look as awkward and 

ill-posed as possible even while just standing idly. As local government employees, we are all 

prominently sporting our post-9/11 security badges, which most of us just keep in an outer 

pocket of our purses or jackets now to be able to avoid the metal detector in the municipal courts 

building. In the picture I am wearing the same blue and burgundy plaid blazer with the blue 

suede elbow patches that I was wearing the day of the accident, the one that I never wore again 

because in the E.R. they ripped out the sleeves and the shoulders in order to take it off of me 

without moving my neck. I remember the disappointment at hearing the seams rip because I’d 

just bought it at a Black Friday sale. 

**** 

We tried so hard to believe that the accident that broke me apart put us all back together 

again. When I was released from the hospital, we had agreed to not further the divorce 

proceedings or make any decisions until I had recovered completely. My husband was a frequent 

visitor at the apartment and substitute caretaker when my daughter assigned him the job. The x-

rays early in March showed healed bones and I began to walk again, a little at a time and by mid-

May had put away the crutches and the walker. I bought a German Shepherd puppy and named 

her Grace. The anger from the divorce procedures seemed far away and everything seemed new. 

There was a moment, an instant at the fork in the path when I felt like either choice could work, 

that even if we were apart we could keep what was good between us, what seemed good for all 

of us. And yet… what if we couldn’t and it all went bad again? What would break this time? I 

chose the road back, not for me (I told myself), but because he had never been ready to let go and 
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it was the easier course to take.  It was what they all-- my husband, my children, even the 

neighbors and the dog-- wanted and I was tired. I was learning to walk again. There was only so 

far that I could go. 

**** 

 We fixed up the house that we’d lived in for ten years, put it up for sale and bought a 

new house in the city where I worked. We saw a marriage counselor for a dozen or so visits over 

that first year back together again, a warm, yet businesslike woman in her fifties, plump, with 

salt and pepper puffs of hair and a Maine accent. The only memory I have of those visits, other 

than the explosion of mauve flowers in her waiting room, was from a session that I had alone 

with her when she remarked, “He really does love you, you know?” I pondered how to respond 

to that and think that I ended up saying nothing at all. 

As a child and teen, I was the slightly chubby kid who desperately hoped to be out sick 

on the days that running was required in gym class. I blamed this on poor lung capacity caused 

by long vacations locked in the car with two smoking parents. When I was in my mid-thirties and 

quit smoking myself for the second (and almost final) time, I was determined to become a runner 

and doggedly worked my way up to 5-mile runs on the recreation center track. I was proud of 

this transformation from chubby out-of-breath kid to runner. My surgeon had said that it “would 

not be a good idea” if I ran regularly again, but I became bored with walking and decided to try. 

Sure enough I could run just fine, though the next day I’d barely be able to walk. So I’d pout for 

a few months at the unfairness of this, try it again and pout again for a few more months. This 

cycle went on for a several years. Just to be sociable with a group of managers at work, I started 

going to Pilates on my lunch hour and after several months of twice a week classes, I was 
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surprised to discover that strengthening my core suddenly made running possible. Who would 

have thought it was that simple? Inner strength.   

I ran 5Ks, a few 10Ks, then two half marathons. People who knew about the accident 

seemed impressed but concerned, always asking how my hip was. I brushed their concerns aside, 

usually rudely. I rarely told anyone new what had happened. What I’d gained physically seemed 

inextricably linked to what I’d given up, or perhaps not what I’d given up, but what I’d given up 

on. I could not possibly be brave or strong because the choice I made at that fork in the road was 

made out of fear, not out of strength. And it was based only on a belief in love, a yearning for it, 

not on the emotion itself. 

I began to figure out a way to build the same emotional strength through trial and error, 

pull and tug, win and lose. I began to write again and went back to school, planning for the life 

that I’d planned out before I’d gotten married. While we coasted through the first few years after 

our reconciliation, distracted by children and careers, we began drifting back into old patterns. I 

was emotionally distant, focused on work and writing, ill parents and our youngest son’s drug 

addiction. My husband was jealous and suspicious, always questioning where my focus was if it 

wasn’t on him. I blamed him for not taking our son’s addiction seriously enough; he blamed me 

for focusing on our son’s addiction and my mother’s alcoholism too much. I never said aloud to 

him: “You said this was what you wanted, you wanted this” but it seemed to echo at the end of 

every argument. 

As much as I could, I avoided stories of couples married sixty years who died within 

hours of one another, those desperate love songs and sad movies and when I couldn’t, I told 

myself I didn’t really want that kind of blind, desperate attachment anyway, that the abandon felt 

in love must be similar to morphine, a blind belief in what couldn’t possible be real. It was that 
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incredible, dramatic, worth giving up everything for feeling, something worth ripping out a 

needle and spilling blood for.  

Though I was writing again, I avoided the topic of the accident. I told myself that I didn’t 

write about it because it happened during the late autumn of 2001, just three months after the 

towers came down. What right did I have to my personal pain after such collective anguish? Yet 

I finally admitted to myself that I didn’t write about it because if I did, I would not be able to 

avoid talking about the fact that I was in the middle of a divorce on the day I found myself 

hanging upside down in my car, suspended by my seatbelt, and that after I recovered from the 

accident, I stopped the divorce proceedings and moved back in with my husband when the lease 

on my apartment expired. We said all the right things and were both convinced it was the right 

thing to do. But I knew at the time, just as I do now, that it was not the hard-fought reconciliation 

of two star-crossed lovers, the path to greater understanding and a more perfect marriage. It was 

a giving-in to what everyone else wanted, a response to what could happen if you don’t fail to 

yield to someone else’s needs. 

While we teetered on an edge, we never seemed to fall. I began envisioning a rest of my 

life that was washed in a rose-colored contentment: me at my desk writing or sitting by the 

fireplace reading; my husband downstairs watching the History Channel before going out to 

mow the lawn; both of us tutoring in the local GED program on Tuesdays and Thursdays after 

we retired. Just when I acknowledged that perhaps I could be who I wanted to be, could stand 

alone even while standing reluctantly alongside, I came home one night and found half of the 

closet empty. 

**** 
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During the time I was recovering from the accident I was always concerned about blame. 

I knew that I was to blame. I looked left, then right, then straight ahead and put my foot to the 

accelerator. I was already too far when I saw the car coming around the curve. I remember 

accelerating, swerving and momentarily thinking “that was a close one” right before I felt my car 

rolling over. 

Later, I said to everyone, whether they asked or not, that the other driver must have 

panicked and swerved the same way that I did because I was certain that I was well out of the 

way. I don’t know if this true. Later I went back to look at the intersection to figure it out, to plot 

the path of my car and hers, to calculate the point of impact and what tipped the car. I found that 

the picture of it in my head-- my justification, my excuse-- didn’t match up. I knew that it was 

still my fault but I still needed something that explained it. I would repeat the story over and 

over: Left, then right, she came around the curve from nowhere. Maybe she was going too fast? 

Maybe the road was just badly designed? I waited for the police to appear at the door with a 

citation, something for me to pay, something that would go on my permanent record, but no one 

came. During my recovery, I received an envelope in the mail from the rental car company that 

owned the car I’d been driving and was momentarily terrified, thinking that it might be some sort 

of legal action for totaling their car. Upon opening it, I realized that it was simply an 

advertisement, an invitation for me to rent from them again.   

In reading an early draft of this story, many years later, my writing professor seemed 

puzzled with my acceptance of blame, saying “it was just an accident,” that there was no fault. 

This is a new idea to me, even though in our family we refer to it as my “accident.” But this idea 

that there is no fault seems novel, though slightly suspect. Even in an accident, doesn’t it have to 

be someone’s fault? I think of how ridiculous that question sounds and then wonder if this might 
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also be true of my wish, so many years earlier, for an end to our marriage. Was there a good 

reason or was it simply an accident; did I turn our lives upside down in response to a perceived 

danger, something I hadn’t fully taken the time to see? If that was true, was this all, everything 

that came after, the good and the bad, still my fault? And as I tried to figure this out, was I 

stalling myself at an intersection, looking left and then right and also back, always behind me, 

over and over and over again? 

**** 

In that year after my recovery from the accident, as we were cleaning house in 

preparation for selling it, we ran across our son’s red spiral notebook from eighth grade 

Language Arts.  They had been required to write daily journal entries and my son’s last entry for 

the semester, a response to a prompt about the best day of his life read:  

My mom and my dad were getting a divorce and arguing over who I would live with. I 
wanted to stay in my house, I loved my mom but I didn’t like going to see her in the 
apartment. She got into an accident and we thought that she might die but she didn’t.  
She got out of the hospital just before Christmas and we didn’t get any presents then but 
we were all together so it was ok. Then after she got better and could walk again she 
and my dad told us they were going to get back together again and it was just like 
Christmas all over again though a million times better. That was the best day of my life.  

We read it and read it again. What better reward was this for our sacrifices, for all that we 

had been through? And so I had carefully saved this notebook, as if it were a talisman, a ticket 

that would grant me entrance through doorways leading through a life that was almost, so very 

close, to what I wanted. 

I am cleaning out desk drawers in preparation for another move and find the notebook 

again. We’ve been divorced now for several years. Sharing a bottle of wine on my patio one 

night after the final decree, we agreed that, despite the final outcome we weren’t sorry for those 
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ten years after the accident. But maybe we were just in the habit, by that time, of saying those 

kinds of things. I think about it for a long time. I picture my son finding the notebook someday, 

skimming through the pages to figure out why it might have been saved, and scrutinizing his 

youthful scrawl. I wonder at how he will remember that year of the accident and what came 

after, the happy part or the sad part, the truth or the lie? Will he know which was which? Do I?  

With this new consideration of what the word accident might represent, I find myself 

reflecting on the idea that our lives might be just a series of accidents, of random collisions, ill-

considered choices, geography and luck and also of time spent looking right and then left and 

then right again; forward and back and back even further, fearing what might happen (or what 

has already happened), to us and to others, if we choose to move out into the intersection, to risk 

shattering into a million pieces. Or sometimes fearing even to move out far enough to be seen, 

where others might recognize your space and your right to occupy it, to choose to be where you 

are. 

I stare at my son’s words, not sure what this notebook means to the person I am now. It 

was once a reason, a loving emblem for staying put, for yielding the right of way and stepping 

back, for looking back. I step forward and drop the notebook into the trash bag along with the old 

birthday cards and the cancelled checks. 
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