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Part One 

Breakfast on the fly was cold Pop Tarts and the remains of a warm diet soda. I was on I-

80, doing seventy-five, on my way to Dad’s house in Sonoma, instead of ticking things 

off my own weekend to-do list. Vacuum. Clean out the refrigerator. Patch my daughter’s 

favorite jeans. Watch an old movie. Maybe I wouldn’t have done any of it anyway, so 

what difference did it make. A tank of gas, Pepsi for coffee, cold pop tarts instead of 

toasty ones and having the freedom to choose. That’s what.  

I drove with one hand, the other alternately breaking off bits of strawberry Pop Tart, the 

kind with white frosting and colored sprinkles, while hunting for a decent radio station. 

Why were the CDs always in the house when I needed them in the car? You’d think after 

over a year making this same drive most weekends, I’d have it together. Get up in time 

for a decent breakfast. Read the newspaper and pack the car for a road trip. Wishful 

thinking. That was my excuse.  

My sister Iona and I were supposed to alternate weekends. That was the agreement. But I 

couldn’t remember the last time she’d gone. I swished soda between my teeth, no bubbles 

to mask the artificial sweetener, and swallowed. I’d been for skipping a week. It wasn’t 

as if Dad cared whether we came or not. Iona had agreed with me but then she’d tried to 

call. He hadn’t answered the phone the last few days and now she was worried. Not 

worried enough to check it out for herself but convinced that I should. “He needs you,” 

she said. As if Dad ever needed anyone. She would have gone, or so she said, but she had 
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plans with the latest man in her life. I hadn’t met this one. The rate she went through 

boyfriends, I never would. Iona didn’t ask if I had anything going. Typical.  

Our father shattered his wrist retrieving the mail, just tripped up his feet somehow and 

fell, whacking his hand on the concrete curb and crushing it with his body. Physical 

therapy didn’t accomplish much and he never recovered full use of that hand, his painting 

hand. What he really needed was a housekeeper, someone who wasn’t a two-hour drive 

away. But he didn’t have the money for it and neither did we. He was indignant when I 

suggested Meals on Wheels. “That’s for old people,” he’d said. Dad was eighty-three. 

My cell phone bleeped. I swiped my fingers on my cutoffs and held the phone to my ear.  

“Where are you?” Iona said.  

“Champagne brunch on the river,” I said. “With Brad Pitt. You hear? He’s left Angie.” A 

red pickup was riding my ass. I showed him my middle finger and stepped on the gas. 

“Sissy, you promised,” she said. 

I could see her perfect, symmetrical face pucker.  

“Don’t get your panties in a bunch,” I said. I hated when she called me Sissy. It was cute 

when she was three and I was eight. But that was a long time ago. 

“What if he’s fallen down,” she said. 

“So sign him up for that beeper or whatever it is.” 

“Sissy.” 
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“Settle down. I’m halfway there. My word is my bond.”  Whatever that meant. I 

rummaged for crumbs in the bottom of the Pop Tart packet. Should have brought the 

whole box. It was going to be one of those days. Stuffing the hole in my belly was the 

only recourse. 

Iona exhaled with relief. Girl was so gullible. She was twenty-seven for God’s sake. 

You’d think she’d have figured out how sarcasm and other subtler forms of 

communication worked. But she hadn’t. The nuances escaped her. Which was too bad. 

She missed my best material.  

“Where would he be?” she said. “Why doesn’t he answer?” 

“Bet he’s got a new girl friend. He’s at her place, living the life of Riley.” It was possible. 

Dad was a hot topic not too many years back. Growing up, our friends’ mothers had plied 

him with coffee, cookies, tours of the house and yard. Embarrassing but there were side 

benefits. It was easier to sneak treats from the kitchen, or cash and cigarettes from an 

untended purse, while the adults were absorbed in suggestive banter. I liked to think 

that’s all it was. 

“Who’s Riley?”  

“Oh Iona,” I said, in my best condescending big sister voice. Not that I really knew. It 

was just one of those things Dad used to say. From the context he was envious. This 

Riley character had a good life. A life we wanted. I switched lanes, three, four, five times, 

weaving around a caravan of cars doing the speed limit. Some people. And there was 
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mister red pickup alongside me, a pint-sized redneck, low in the seat. Both my hands 

were busy. I wagged my tongue at him.  

Iona sighed.  “Look, I gotta go. Marcus is waiting in the car. Call me when you get to 

Dad’s.” 

“Marcus. Are you kidding me?”  

“Be nice,” Iona said. “I think he might propose. He’s got the look.” Iona collected 

wedding proposals. If Marcus popped the question, he’d be number twelve. Me? Once, if 

you count when Shelley’s Dad said, “Let’s do this.” I didn’t.  

“We’re going on a picnic,” she said, breathy, as if it was all so very new and exciting, as 

if she didn’t do this dance at least twice a year. “I bet he’s going to ask me on the beach, 

water tickling our toes, wind in our hair. He’ll have a bottle of champagne on ice in the 

trunk. And a ring the size of Gibraltar to slip on my finger.” 

“What movie is that from?” I said.  

“There’s a movie?” she said, perky with interest. “We should get the DVD. Bring it to 

Mom’s tomorrow night. We can watch it together and plan my wedding.”  

I really, really needed more Pop Tarts. 

Visiting Dad had risen on my list of least favorite things to do. It was up there with 

swimsuit shopping and putting on panty hose. It wasn’t helping him that I minded. The 

chores, laundry, cleaning, shopping, were sort of soothing. He was the difficult part. I 
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guess I’d hoped he wasn’t still mad at me for getting pregnant senior year and missing 

college. But he’d picked up right where we left off. It wasn’t always that way. 

Dad and I used to be pals. When our parents divorced, I stayed with him. Iona went with 

Mom. Through most of high school Dad and I were bachelor roomies, going about our 

business, wisecracking over coffee in the morning, beer and smokes at night. We’d share 

tales of the absurd and ridiculous. Vivisecting Mom and Iona was a favored sport.  

A cluster of fast food restaurants beckoned. I exited the freeway, leaning into it, taking 

the curve like Mario Andretti. The red pickup sailed on past. C’est la vie. It would never 

have worked out anyway. I didn’t do small men. Too hard on the ego. Ha. As if. The 

soda had burnt a hole in my gut. A vanilla milk shake would put out the fire. I pulled into 

the drive-through at Carl’s Jr. and rolled down the window. Hot air flooded the car. The 

milkshake was sweaty and cold in my hand and smooth going down. 

# 

I sidled up to the curb in front of Dad’s house and hugged the steering wheel. The milk 

shake had put me over the edge. I was a pig, a fat, disgusting pig. I opened the door, 

unstuck my thighs and hung my head, wishing for a miracle, wishing I could puke. I 

wouldn’t. There wasn’t time. My body held onto things if I let it.  

Douglas was a bedraggled cul-de-sac on the outskirts of town. Dad’s house, a nursing 

home on the opposite side of the street and a run-down apartment building, the kind with 

sheets instead of curtains and saggy couches on the front porch, were all that was left of 
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what had once been tidy rows of World War II-era cottages. The others had been razed 

and put to grapes. Dad refused to sell. He could have used the money. But it was more 

gratifying to be a thorn in some wine conglomerate’s side. Up and down the street, not a 

soul stirred. A lone crow circled overhead, scouting for prey between the vines. The 

house that had been my high school home was forlorn, windows closed, curtains drawn. 

The wood siding was faded and peeling, newspaper inserts and solicitations from 

unlicensed gardeners littered the dry lawn. I’d once thought it was quaint and bohemian. I 

was proud to bring friends home. Was it always so sad and I hadn’t noticed? 

The sun beat down on my head as I scuffed up the driveway, flip-flops slapping the 

pavement, and climbed the three steps to the front door. I knocked. Nothing. I knocked 

again. He was in there. I could hear the television.  

“Meals on Wheels.” I rapped on the opaque panel of etched glass alongside the door.  

“Bullshit,” he yelled.  

“Publisher’s clearinghouse. I have a check for a million dollars with your name on it, Mr. 

Lazar.” 

“Jesus H. Christ,” he bellowed. “Hold your pants on.” 

It always took him awhile to get to the door. I’d asked for a key so he wouldn’t have to 

get up. He’d pretended not to hear the question. Dad threw the door open and stood there, 

flat-footed in saggy athletic socks, blinking at the light of day. The cat scampered past 

him and out into the yard. Dad squinted over my shoulder. 
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“Where’s the pretty one?”  

“Jesus, Dad, It’s hotter than Hades out here.”  

“You know,” he said, and I waited for some pithy observation, “some women shouldn’t 

wear shorts, ever.”  

“Love you too, Dad.” I tugged at the uneven hems of my hacked-off jean shorts and 

brushed crumbs from my t-shirt. He had a point but it was too hot for sweats and no way 

was I squeezing into jeans on the weekend. Not for him. Not for anyone.  

Dad snorted. It was his go-to retort. Depending on inflection, a snort could mean most 

anything—amusement, disgust, boredom, commiseration. Resignation that time, I 

thought.  

The cat, a spooky black and white, zipped back inside. 

“You growing mushrooms in here.” I reached for his arm to help him navigate the 

obstacle course of books, magazines, and old newspapers piled on the carpet. He pulled 

away from me, peevish, like a kid in the crosswalk embarrassed to hold his mother’s 

hand. “How about some light Dad, so you can see where you’re going.” 

He snorted. Suit yourself. I clicked on one of the lamps on either side of the couch as he 

eased back into the recliner, gripping the armrests to steady himself.   

My father was rumpled and hunched, his shoulders caved, his expression cramped and 

suspicious. The skin on one hand was purple with broken blood vessels. The stain 
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continued beneath his shirtsleeve. I thought of covering that knobby hand with mine, 

wrapping my fingers around it, giving it a squeeze. But we didn’t touch. We never had. I 

knew from old photographs that he’d once held Iona and I and that we’d sat on his lap. 

But I couldn’t remember how that was. One memory did stick. I was walking alongside 

him, both our arms swinging. I was at that in-between age, not quite a teenager. His hand 

brushed my shoulder and he jumped clear to the other side of the sidewalk, tripping on 

the curb, landing in the street. I kept my eyes on the ground all the way home, my face 

red with shame. 

I crossed to the kitchen, soiled glasses piled in the sink, a plastic sack filled with cans. I 

nudged the garbage sack with my toe. A can rolled onto the tacky linoleum. Instant 

breakfast. Chocolate. He’d always had strange eating habits. He’d eat one food 

exclusively for a few weeks then switch to another, bananas, PB&J on Wonder Bread, 

Cheerios. He insisted that over the span of a year he got all the nutrients he needed. The 

fridge was empty, except for a few lonely condiments in the door rack and a half loaf of 

bread that was more green than brown. I rummaged in the cupboards.  

“How about I warm you some soup?” I held a can of Progresso at arm’s length and tried 

to make it look enticing. “No dents.” 

He turned the TV up. 

“When did you eat last?” No response. “You need to keep your strength up. Did you even 

have breakfast?” 
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“What is this? The Spanish Inquisition.” His eyes were fixed on CNN where a story 

about the new Pope was on a continuous loop. “You need to eat something,” I said. 

“Can’t,” he said.  

“Sure you can.” He bared his pink gums like a grinning chimpanzee. “What happened to 

your teeth?”  

“My bridge broke.” 

“Ah,” I said, “Hence the instant breakfast.” 

“How perceptive of you.” 

“I’ll go buy more.” 

“What’s the use? The Grim Reaper has my number.” 

“While you’re waiting for him to get here, how about a trip to the dentist,” I said.  

Snort. Good one. Dad winced.  

I wondered how long he’d been in pain.  “How did it happen? Did you fall?” He was 

intent on the television. “If you’d told me sooner, I could have gotten you in to the 

dentist.” 

“And how’s the dragon lady?” he said. “Fearsome as ever?” His eyes flashed bright in the 

gloom and met mine for a nanosecond. I knew he was only trying to change the subject. 

But I couldn’t resist. I sat down on the couch beside his chair and set the can of soup on 

the coffee table. 
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“Mom’s fine,” I said. “She means well.” Us and them. This was familiar territory. 

He snorted. The hell she does. Who gives a shit? I’m not worth the effort.  

“And you, Dad?” He waved a regal hand as though the shabby surroundings were his 

mighty kingdom. “Living the life of Riley,” he said. And I couldn’t help it, I laughed. 

That one got me every time.  

“Dad, you need someone to check in on you couple times a week.” He clicked through 

the channels. “I can’t do everything just coming on the weekend.” 

“So don’t. No one’s asking you to.” He turned up the volume.  

“If you fall and break something like before,” I said, raising my voice to be heard over 

the TV, “You’ll be back in the nursing home.” 

He glared at me. “So that’s what this is about. You want to stick me in a home. Your 

mother put you up to this, didn’t she?” 

“No. What do you think would happen if someone from county health saw you like this?” 

“Now you’re threatening me? You tell your mother. Over my dead body.” 

I stepped out onto the back deck to slow my heartbeat. There was no use getting angry. 

He was what he was, stubborn and irascible. I tried to treat it like background noise. It 

didn’t always work. My sister Iona was more sentimental. She’d cry and that really 

pissed him off.  
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I scanned the dry hills beyond. One deep breath and then another. I found the number in 

my phone and left a message on the dentist’s after-hours answering machine, requesting 

an emergency appointment.  

I washed and dried the dishes, swabbed the counters, carried out the trash and 

recyclables, dumped and changed the litter box, called Iona, left a message, Dad was fine, 

only still dying, like the rest of us. I turned the phone off. She wouldn’t like that turn of 

phrase.  

I rummaged around for beer. I’d left a case two weeks previous. He couldn’t have 

finished it off. I found the box under the table and brought two cans with me into the 

living room. I reasoned beer had some nutritive value.  

“It’s not cold,” I said.  

“The cold hurts what’s left of my teeth.” 

I sat on the couch. Cat, that was the cat’s name, jumped into my lap, circled and settled in 

for a nap. Dad squinted at her. 

“Ingrate,” he muttered. “I’ll take you back where I got you if you’re not careful.” 

I snorted. Amusement. I had a lump in my throat that wouldn’t go down. Nostalgia.  

I leaned back against the cushion, tired and prickly from the heat.  

My father’s paintings hung floor to ceiling in the living room and in every other part of 

the house. When we all still lived together, Mom had only hung a few, ones that went 
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with the couch, the dining table or her precious rugs. The paintings had been accessories, 

touches of décor. The rest had filled the attic and the garage. Now they were everywhere, 

with no method to their placement. Different shapes and sizes, styles and color palettes 

were intermixed, abstracts next to portraits, next to fuzzed landscapes and stark geometric 

constructions.  

When I was a girl I thought my father was a world-famous artist. I’d flip through his 

magazines and art books. With each turn of the page I expected to see his face and 

glossy, color photos of his paintings. On trips to museums and galleries I pestered him to 

take me to the Jules Lazar exhibit. He’d give me that look. Proud. Sad. I didn’t know. By 

ten, I understood that it took more than creating art to be famous for it. But I still believed 

it was only a matter of time before the rest of the world figured it out. He was a great man 

and that made me the daughter of a great man. During high school, when it was just us 

two, I cooked for him, not well, things like spaghetti and hamburgers, cleaned and 

shopped so that when he got home from his day job, teaching mathematics and art to 

pimply-faced troglodytes, his words, there was nothing to distract him from what I 

considered his true calling. I didn’t think about time running out, about life’s possibilities 

constricting at some point. He’d seemed ageless, full of purpose, his hands rarely still. 

But he’d been old enough to be my grandfather. And then, when he could no longer rely 

on his hands, he aged ten years in two.  

The lone house at the butt end of the cul-de-sac was his private museum. A museum 

dedicated to one unknown artist. If it burnt to the ground, it would all be lost. As if it 
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never was. My chest was tight. If I tried to speak, I would cry, and I wouldn’t cry in front 

of my father. Tears were disgusting. Tears were for sissies.  

I guzzled beer and touched the can to my cheeks, wishing it were chilled. The house 

wasn’t air-conditioned. It didn’t get hot enough in Sonoma to warrant the expense. There 

was the illusion that closer to the coast, a cooling breeze could be counted on to flush the 

air and bring relief. You waited. Watched the horizon. And waited. It was the setting sun 

that brought relief. And sometimes not enough. 

“You should have stayed with that man,” Dad said. 

“There was a man?” I said. 

“Seriously,” he said. “What was so bad?” 

“He didn’t love me.”  

Snort. Love. Bah humbug. It’s overrated.  

# 

My daughter Shelley and I lived in the River Walk Apartments on the banks of the 

Sacramento River. Top of the stairs. They called it a waterfront unit and charged fifty a 

month more for it. You could see the river if you climbed onto the roof. Otherwise, the 

view was the riprap side of the levee. We moved there, from an older, less desirable 

complex, when I promoted to committee secretary. We had two bedrooms, one bath, and 

a combination living room, dining room, kitchen. The location was ideal. She could ride 
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her bike to school, get to her friend Rachel’s house, the grocery store and the library and I 

could work late when I needed to.  

I trusted her alone. I had to.  

A wall of cool, curry-scented air hit me when I opened the door.  

Shelley was at the stove, pouring a can of coconut milk over a mountain of veggies and 

tofu. She’d been vegetarian for over three years, since sixth grade, after a school field trip 

to a farm. I hadn’t thought it would last or that she’d at least make exceptions for 

pepperoni pizza and the chicken strip basket at Dairy Queen. She rattled the box of Pop 

Tarts. “Don’t tell me this was breakfast.”  

I didn’t. 

I dropped my purse in one of the dinette chairs, poured myself a glass of white wine from 

a screw-top bottle in the fridge, had a swallow and then another. I took my hair down and 

shook it out, put my arms around Shelley’s waist, rested my chin on top of her head. She 

just fit. I thought she’d be tall, like her father. She was a perfect five foot two, eyes of 

blue, only they’re hazel, like his. She shrugged me off. 

“Get out. I don’t want your hair in my food.” She pulled a long, wavy strand from a piece 

of broccoli and flicked it away. I refilled my glass, swirled it and sighed.  

“You okay, Mom?”  
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“It’s just my Dad,” I said. “All alone in that moldering heap. And he’s so, what’s the 

word I’m searching for, appreciative.” 

“So don’t go,” Shelley said. 

The curry was good, smooth and comforting. Though I would have added potatoes and 

served it with rice. Shelley asked if we could go to Bookworm after dinner. Two of the 

three books she’d been assigned for summer reading weren’t at the library.  

“You need them tonight?” 

Leaving the house wasn’t on the list of things I planned to do that evening. It was a short 

list. Read. Sleep. Sleep some more. I set my fork down, opened my mouth to tell her no, 

how about tomorrow. Shelley perched on the edge of her seat, hopeful smile, waiting.  

“Sure,” I said. “Why not.”  

And once I’d decided on it, I didn’t mind so much. It appeased the I’m-such-a shitty-

mother voice in my head. It was Shelley’s summer break and I hadn’t taken a day off 

work yet. And, added bonus, there was the prospect of an oatmeal cookie from the coffee 

shop next door. Grounds had the best oatmeal cookies in Sacramento, filled with plump 

raisins and crunchy, toasted walnuts. 

“Proud of you,” she said. 

“Me? What for?” 
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“Looking after that old sourpuss. You do way more than your share. You should make 

Iona go.” 

Shelley was right. But even if Iona promised she’d visit Dad, she likely wouldn’t. I’d 

hold off making any plans worrying about it and in the end I’d be the one to go. It was 

less stressful to just do it. I held out my hand and wriggled my fingers at Shelley. She 

tapped my fingertips with hers, our dainty version of a high five. 

“Proud of you,” I said. I made a silent promise. We’d take that road trip to the Grand 

Canyon we’d talked about for years. No more Pop Tarts and milk shakes. No sugar of 

any kind, not a taste. Starting tomorrow. After the oatmeal cookie. 

“We’re going vegan,” she said. 

“Oh?” 

“I saw this movie. You know how they treat cows and chickens in this country?” 

I twisted my damp hair into a loose bun, fastened it with two pencils, pulled on a pair of 

sweats. Shelley watched me from the doorway, arms crossed over her chest. She shook 

her head.  

“No, Mom.” She gave my get-up the once over. “Just no.” 

She flipped through my closet assessing each item’s potential before pushing the hanger 

aside. A long dress, spaghetti straps, in a lightweight jersey knit, a gift from my mother, 
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met with her approval. I never wore it because my bare thighs audibly swished and 

slapped in the heat. Such was the paradox of the perfect summer dress.  

“Please Mom. You never know.” 

# 

Bookworm was large and well stocked for an independent. There were comfortable 

chairs in the corners and at strategic locations within the stacks. Shelly made a beeline for 

fiction. I grabbed a few mysteries to skim. Smooth jazz, not the chaotic kind that plucked 

my nerves, played in the background. I dropped into a great muffin of a chair and opened 

an old Agatha Christie I’d already read half a dozen times. I loved the texture of virgin 

paper between my fingers, the orderly arrangement of sentences and paragraphs down the 

page. I settled in. The chair hugged me like an old friend.  

I couldn’t shake the image of Dad alone in that dark house. He couldn’t stay there like 

that. Not for much longer. Something bad was bound to happen. But he’d never agree to 

move into senior housing or even consent to someone taking more regular care of him. It 

was months before he’d stopped actively resisting the little I did for him. The battle 

would be fierce. And Iona wouldn’t be much help. I’d have to be the heavy. Again. I 

closed my eyes. Concentrated on the music.  

“Mom,” Shelley said. She shook my knee. “Wake up.” I blinked at the overhead lights. 

And Then There Were None lay splayed on the carpet. I stretched my arms overhead, 

laced my fingers and yawned at the ceiling. “Sorry, long day.”   
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“And two glasses of wine,” she said. I wiped the sleep from my eyes, forgetting my 

mascara. “Nice, Mom.” Shelley bugged out her eyes. Her head twitched to one side. A 

new tic, or she was trying to tell me something. I was never good at charades. She pursed 

her lips and shuddered. I knew that one. I was hopeless. 

A youngish man, skinny black jeans, crazy spiked hair, was the apparent reason for her 

discomfort. He stood behind and to the right of her. I sat up straighter and smoothed the 

rumpled dress over my thighs. He was familiar. I tried to place the face, angular and 

world weary, pale with dark eyes. 

“Dessandra?” he said. Not many people knew my full name. “Is that you?” 

“Patrick?”  

I hadn’t seen him in over ten years. He was thinner and paler than I remembered, but it 

was definitely Patrick. I stood, wobbly, stomping to get the circulation back in my legs. 

The stupid dress was up in my ass. I gave it a surreptitious tug. Shelley’s flared nostrils 

told me it wasn’t surreptitious enough. 

“You look great,” he said.  

“Yeah, right.” I snorted. That was a crock.  

“Your mom never could take a complement,” Patrick said to Shelley. He turned to me. 

“She looks just like Michael.” 

“So she does.” Shelley had her father’s hair and eyes and his generous mouth.  
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“I hope you didn’t think I was some weirdo talking to her.” He stooped to pick up the 

book I had dropped. 

I knew Patrick before Michael. We had honors English together junior year. We liked the 

same books, laughed at the same things and agreed on which of our classmates were 

ridiculous. Michael lived next door to Patrick. I’d see him come and go. They’d shout 

out, “hey.” One afternoon Michael came over for help with an essay.  

“School isn’t really my thing,” he’d said, with an unapologetic shrug. “Not like Señor 

smart.” He’d given Patrick a gentle nuggie. 

Study sessions with Michael, lounging on the bed in Patrick’s messy room, became a 

pretty regular thing. He paid us back with pizza. In good weather, the three of us would 

go for a drive in Michael’s pickup truck, up some winding country road. We’d park, sit in 

the truck bed, me in the middle, smoke a joint and point out stars in the night sky. 

“Anyway, I just wanted to say hi,” Patrick said. He reached for the two paperbacks 

Shelley held clutched to her chest. “I’ll ring those up for you.” 

We followed him to the cash register. Shelley’s eyes were full of questions. Patrick 

wasn’t like her father’s other friends. It wasn’t a stretch to find him working in a 

bookstore. Patrick had loved anything to do with books, the opposite of Michael whose 

interests ran more to jet skis and dirt bikes.  

“So you live in Sacramento?” I said, with that ‘why would anyone live in Sacramento if 

they had a choice’ inflection.  
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“I’m taking classes at UC Davis. What’s your excuse?” 

“I work over at the Legislature.” 

“That sounds exciting.”  

“I’m just a secretary. But, yeah, it is pretty interesting. Hectic during session.” I handed 

Patrick my credit card. He rubbed his thumb over the raised letters of my name before he 

swiped it. “Nice hair,” I said. His was dyed a dull, monochromatic black. The spikes gave 

it a punk rock Statue of Liberty crown affect.  

Shelley jabbed me in the ribs. I jabbed her back. 

“Yeah, I know,” he said, blushing. That hadn’t changed. Patrick had always blushed easy. 

“This friend of mine does hair. I’m her hair model. It’ll wash out.” The credit card 

scanner spit out a slip of paper. He set the receipt on the counter, turning it to face me. 

“What ever happened with your Dad?” he asked. His fingers drummed absently on the 

wood counter.  

“He’s still there. Same house, same agreeable personality. I saw him earlier today.” 

“Did he ever get famous?”  

“Nope.”  

“That’s too bad. He was good.” 

I couldn’t tell if Patrick meant to be sarcastic. Most people, when I bragged about my 

Dad and how he was this great, unsung artist, smirked or gave me a patronizing smile. 
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Michael got tired of hearing about my Dad this and my Dad that. “He’s your Dad, for 

God’s sake, so of course you think he’s great,” he’d said. And maybe Michael was right. 

I didn’t talk about the art anymore. My father was old. His hands too cramped to paint. 

Nobody cared. Why should they? 

“No, really,” Patrick said. “I was an art major. I’ve seen a lot of modern art.” 

“I thought you were English literature.” 

“That too. And philosophy. Now it’s creative writing.” 

He blushed, again. Shelley, who checked out of most conversations involving old people, 

meaning anyone over twenty-five, was paying close attention to Patrick. I figured it was 

the hair. 

“There was this one time.” He leaned forward, elbows on the counter so we were eye to 

eye. “I came by your house for some reason. I don’t remember. Anyway. The garage 

door was up. Your Dad was in there building frames or something. He said take a load 

off. You had that old couch in your garage.” I nodded. The broken-down couch was still 

there, likely with rats nesting inside. I tugged at the dress, wishing it didn’t show every 

bulge. “We had this talk. I don’t know. It bounced all over the place. How life is absurd if 

you think about it. Why we do anything at all when it makes no difference. The whole 

grain of sand on the beach and what if the beach is an illusion.” Patrick pushed off the 

counter and shook his head. “All the big existential questions. Oh, and he gave me beer.”  

“That’s my Dad.”  
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Another customer got into line behind us. “Hey, we should have coffee sometime,” 

Patrick said. 

I nodded. 

“It’s really great to see you.” 

“Same here.” 

“What’s your number,” he said. I told him. He tapped the number into his phone and 

pressed dial.  

My phone bleeped. “Got it,” I said. 

Shelley’s gaze had bounced between us like a ping-pong ball over the net. I hoped she 

wasn’t conjuring our first date. Shelley thought I was lonely. She’d scoped out several 

potential prospects for me, a neighbor, the divorced father of one of her friends, and the 

nice grocery store checker at our regular market. It was embarrassing. I’d asked her to 

stop. 

Out on the sidewalk, the evening still sticky with heat, I peered through the lit window of 

Grounds and contemplated my reward in a glass cookie jar on the counter. Shelley didn’t 

say anything, with words. I felt her disapproval all the same. She knew about the Pop 

Tarts. She’d kicked at the empty milkshake cup and the fresh candy wrappers on the 

floorboards. Her imagined distain was enough to take the fun out of further gluttony.  



 23 

Driving down L Street towards the freeway onramp, I sifted the outside air with one 

hand. I tucked the skirt between my thighs, aware of their puckered girth and the extra 

tummy roll where the elastic waistband on my underpants, too big to qualify as panties, 

dug into my flesh. Like most things my mother gave me, the dress was a bad idea. 

Running into Patrick made it worse. He’d known me before. I jabbed at the radio buttons, 

jumping from one sound snippet to the next. A headache began to gather behind my 

eyeballs. 

“Jeez, Mom. Settle down.” Shelley batted my hand from the console. 

I had thought Patrick would be my first boyfriend. But it didn’t happen that way. One 

afternoon Michael showed up at my locker and asked me out. “Just you,” he’d said, with 

his hands jammed in his jean’s pockets. “I mean, you know, no Patrick.” It was 

unexpected. At school Michael hung out with the popular crowd. I didn’t know him 

outside of Patrick’s house. 

“Why me?” I’d asked him. 

“I never can tell what you’re going to say.” Michael dug at the linoleum with one boot. 

“In a good way. It’s something to look forward to.” 

It felt like the right answer. I asked Patrick if he minded. “Don’t be a crazy person,” he’d 

said. “I wondered when you’d figure out he only comes over when you’re there.” 

“Really,” I said. 
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“Really, really,” Patrick said. And we hugged. He smelled like the thrift store where we 

foraged for vintage cloths, old postcards and albums from the sixties.  

Patrick was the one witness to our marriage, a classy affair in the Washoe County clerk’s 

office, no blood test required, all-you-can eat Mexican buffet to follow, his treat as best 

man, only man. When I left Michael, most of our friends took his side. Patrick didn’t take 

sides. He just went off to college and never really came back. He’d left a few messages 

over the years. I hadn’t returned his calls. I preferred that he remember me the way I was. 

Tears gathered behind my eyes. I fought it. Crying clogged my sinuses, which made my 

head hurt worse. I slapped the steering wheel with my palm.  

Shelley pulled out her ear buds.  

“You okay, Mom?” 

“Allergies,” I said, snuffling. “Grab a tissue from my purse, would you?” Shelley 

rummaged in my bag, pulled a tissue from a small pack. 

“He was pretty cool,” she said.  

“Patrick?” 

“No, Mom. George Clooney.” I blew my nose and dabbed at my eyes. “He likes you,” 

she said. You never notice when a guy is checking you out.” I snorted. There’s a reason 

for that. 
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Senior year, when I told Michael I was pregnant, I expected him to be angry or freaked 

out, like I was. He’d picked at his fingernails, always gritty with dirt from working for his 

father’s landscaping business.  

“Well okay,” he said. “Let’s do this.” 

I thought he meant have an abortion, which was what I’d planned on. 

“I didn’t want to go to college anyway,” he said. “What do I need it for? I can make 

enough money to support us right now.” 

So we got married, on my eighteenth birthday. Neither of us told our parents until the 

deed was done.  

I parked outside our apartment complex, killed the lights and reached for my purse on the 

floorboards near her feet. Shelley’s face glowed yellow in the light of a street lamp. 

“You crying, Mom?” 

“Damn Sacramento Valley allergies. We should move to the coast.” I blew my nose. 

“That’s what I’ve been trying to tell you,” she said. “We need to get out of this cow 

town.” 

On our tiny patio, barely big enough for two webbed garden chairs, I offered Shelley a 

beer. She scrunched up her face and waved the bottle away. “Very funny, Mom.” There 

was just no corrupting her. I set the second bottle beside me. It wouldn’t go to waste. 
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There was no hint, yet, of the Delta breeze. The air was still but alive with the see-saw of 

crickets, bullfrogs, the thrum of a hundred television sets and the occasional startle of a 

rice rocket sputtering down Pocket Road. Our chairs faced the levee and the imagined 

river beyond. I closed my eyes and pressed the cold bottle first to one lid and then the 

other.  

“When’s the last time you saw your Dad?”  

“Awhile,” Shelley said. “Maybe six weeks. I don’t know. Since before school let out, 

right?” 

I’d asked if she wanted me to drop her at her father’s house when I visited Dad earlier 

that day. Michael still lived in Sonoma. But she’d said her stepmother didn’t like 

surprises and she’d rather hang out with Rachel anyway. I didn’t press. I figured Shelley 

was old enough to decide for herself. And it was his battle, not mine. 

“You need to get back to him about that trip.” 

Michael had a timeshare in Hawaii. He’d asked Shelley to spend a week with his family 

and e-mailed me about it, which was how we usually communicated. It was cleaner that 

way, less chance of a pointless flare-up. Twelve years and it still sometimes felt raw.  

I was surprised she hadn’t jumped at Hawaii. Shelley loved to travel, any excuse to get 

out of Sacramento. I finished the beer in my hand, set the empty down and reached for its 

mate. The coeds from downstairs stumbled up the path, laughing and talking loud enough 

that the whole complex could hear what a great time they were having. They struggled 
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with the front door lock and turned the stereo on as soon as they got inside. Saturday 

night. Party time. I hoped I still had a pair of earplugs in the bedside table. 

“You hear me?” I said. 

“Yeah, I know,” said Shelley. 

“You should go. I’ll be fine.” I worried that she stayed home because of me. Out of some 

sense of loyalty or solidarity.  

“It’s not that.” She kicked off her sandals and rested her feet on the railing. “I just feel 

like she doesn’t really want me to go.” 

“Meredith?”  

“Uh huh. It’s like I’m a guest at their house, her house. When she introduces me to 

people, like at the grocery store or whatever, it’s always this is Abby and Julia’s half 

sister. Meredith makes such a big deal out of it. Like she wants to make sure everyone 

knows I’m not hers. I mean I sleep on the foldout couch in the living room.” Shelley’s 

voice was thin and shrill. “Their faces are plastered everywhere, all the fancy family 

portraits and years of school photos. Dad keeps me in his wallet and one on his desk.” I 

winced. That was partly my fault. I wasn’t good about photos and hadn’t sent him a 

school one in years. “And if I ever mention you, like that we went somewhere or if she 

says I like that sweater and I say you got it at Macy’s, or whatever, it gets really quiet.” 
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“But your Dad’s not like that.” 

“No, but he doesn’t do anything about it either.” Her voice cracked. “So if I go I’m afraid 

it will be super awkward. I mean, when they take photos, like on the beach or whatever, 

will she ask me to stand outside the frame so I don’t spoil the picture? Will they put me 

in the sofa bed? A week is a long time, Mom.” 

“You want me to talk to him?” Her head bobbed in the dark. “Yeah, would you?”  

“Sure, I’ll call him tomorrow.” The picture of Meredith as wicked stepmother perked me 

up some. I tipped my head back. The night sky was an enormous bowl. The barest breeze 

touched my cheeks. The girls downstairs had opened the windows. “All the Single 

Ladies” streamed from the stereo. A blender whirred. Michael would be snug in his 

beautifully landscaped home in the suburbs with his perfect, petite wife, and Patrick, my 

old friend, was somewhere nearby and I hadn’t known.  

“Hey, how about some ice cream,” I said.  

“Vegan,” she said, with that teenage edge to it.  

“I thought that was tomorrow.” 

# 

Sunday morning, I shut myself in the bathroom, sat on a stack of towels and leaned back 

against the door. I closed my eyes to clear my head. It was stupid. Years had passed since 

there was any real drama between us. Yet whenever I talked to Michael I felt anxious. He 
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brought out the insecure teenager in me. A glass of wine would have helped. But it was 

too early for that. 

Meredith answered the phone. I asked for Michael. 

“And who’s calling please?” she said. 

She knew my voice. But Shelley was right. Meredith always threw a little sass into it to 

remind me Michael was hers. Her hand muffled the sound but I heard her clear enough 

when she called out, “Mike, it’s her.” Maybe I was just as silly as she was. I couldn’t 

help being gratified that she still considered me a threat. I didn’t think I ever had been. 

“What’s up?” he said. “Shell asked me to call,” I said. “About Hawaii.” 

He said if I was worried about the money, he’d cover the flight and everything. I told him 

it wasn’t that.  

“She’s nervous about how it will work with Meredith and the girls. Shelley thinks it was 

more your idea to invite her and maybe Meredith would prefer she didn’t go. She doesn’t 

want to be in the middle of something.” He cleared his throat. A door closed. I wondered 

if he was like me, holed up in the bedroom or maybe his office.  

“Thing is,” Michael said. “Shelley isn’t making this any easier. You know what I mean?” 

“Not really.” 

“She takes after her mother,” he said. 

“What does that mean?” 
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“Look,” he said, and he sighed. “I love her and all. She’s sharp as anything. Like her 

mother.” I took it as a backhanded complement. “But damn, she’s stubborn too.” He 

didn’t say it, but I heard it all the same, stubborn, like her mother. “It’s like Meredith and 

her got off to a bad start and now it’s too far gone between them.” 

“So you’re saying Shelley’s instincts are right. Meredith would prefer she didn’t go.” 

Michael didn’t answer. I figured I could guess what he was thinking. He wanted to do the 

right thing and include Shelley. But he wanted to keep his wife happy too. And there was 

no use pointing out that Meredith was a grown woman and could reasonably be expected 

to make more of an effort. That was ground we’d covered half a dozen times in the eight 

years they’d been married. Meredith preferred to make believe his first marriage didn’t 

count, that Shelley and I were some aberration of his youth. “He only married you 

because he had to,” she’d said early on. There was more to it than that but there’d been 

no point getting into it with her.  

“How about this,” I said. I stretched my legs out in front of me. “Maybe you could take a 

few days and do something just with Shell. San Diego. Monterey. It doesn’t have to be 

far. She loves camping.” 

He said he’d think about it, a euphemism for clearing it with Meredith. I mentioned about 

running into Patrick to shift onto neutral ground. Michael said they didn’t cross paths 

much anymore. It had been years. 
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“I always thought he was so smart,” Michael said. “I figured he’d go places with that big 

head of his. Be a professor or something.”  

Patrick got an insurance settlement when his father died. It wasn’t huge, but enough that 

if he lived frugally he didn’t have to work much to stay in school.  

Looking back, I guess a lot of what went wrong with our marriage was my fault. It was a 

difficult pregnancy, like having the flu for nine months. Keeping food in my mouth 

seemed to help. So I packed on a few pounds. Snort. So it was seventy-five, eighty, hell, 

ninety tops. After she was born, it was worse, in great part because she was a tiny baby, 

only five pounds of that seventy-five plus was my baby girl. Some days I barely made it 

out of bed. I schlepped around in a ratty robe and uncombed hair, only rousing to feed 

and change her. Michael would ask what was wrong, what he could do. I didn’t know. I 

couldn’t say. And just him asking made it worse. I would never admit to my mother I 

needed help and Michael’s Mom told me to shape up. “Look at you,” she’d said. “Nearly 

a year and still in maternity clothes.”  

When Michael started to stay out with friends after work and then a few times didn’t 

come home at all, I couldn’t even blame him. He was enjoying a freedom I thought I’d 

never see again. I was the one who’d wanted to go to college. I was the one who’d 

wanted an amazing life.  

After their first daughter was born Michael’s wife called me to say they couldn’t afford 

child support and was I okay with that. I wouldn’t stoop to argue money with her. When 

Michael took over his Dad’s landscaping business, he expanded into Napa and up the 
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valley. With all the wineries going in, business was good. Now that they could afford it, I 

figured Meredith worried I’d come after them for eight years of back child support. I 

didn’t plan to. I was proud I’d made it on my own.  

Shelly was up, rummaging in the kitchen, likely reading labels to see if any of our cereal 

was vegan.  

“Hey,” Michael said. “You doing okay? Shelley need anything?” 

“No, we’re good,” I said.  

“If you run into Pat again, tell him I said hey. The three of us had some good times back 

in the day.” 

I wriggled my bare toes in the shaggy area rug. Through the door, out in the living room, 

Shelley turned on the TV, Sunday morning cartoons.  

“I’m real proud of you, Dess.”  

I snorted. Yeah, right. More than likely Meredith told him to stroke my ego, as emotional 

insurance.  

“No, serious. You raised a great kid.”  

We ended the call. I turned on the fan and cranked the water in the tub full blast. 

Sometimes I wondered if I’d make a mistake. After Shelley and I moved out, he broke it 

off with the girl he’d been seeing. And for over a year he tried to win us back. Maybe if it 

hadn’t been one of the girls from high school, cheer leader, popular, all the things I 
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wasn’t and would never be, maybe then I could have put it behind me. But I’d see her on 

the street, in a store, in a car driving past and I knew I’d always compare myself to her 

and come up short. I’d wonder if he thought of her, if he transposed her face, her body 

onto mine when we made love. Knowing how I was, I wouldn’t do that to myself. I 

couldn’t. Not that it mattered anymore. I was glad of one thing. He hadn’t cheated on me 

with Meredith. She came later. 

Shelley knocked at the door. “You okay, Mom.” 

“Yeah, I’m good. Be right out.”  

# 

When Shelley and I arrived for dinner that evening, Iona and our mother were already 

seated in a booth. Iona flickered her fingers at me. Mom had her nose in a cocktail glass. 

There was a man wedged between them. Iona’s boyfriend, I assumed. She shouldn’t have 

brought him. It was supposed to be a family meeting. I’d left messages for them both 

earlier that day. We needed to talk about Dad. I’d made an emergency dental appointment 

for Tuesday, the soonest I could get. I didn’t want to use up all my leave hours looking 

out for him. Either Iona needed to commit to helping more or we should pool our money 

to hire a caretaker. 

We usually had dinner at Mom’s on Sundays but her kitchen was being remodeled. 

Faustino’s, the restaurant where we’d agreed to meet, was upscale Italian. Shiny wood 

floors, wispy foreign waiters in black pants and crisp white shirts and an expanse of 
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mirrored glass. Wherever my eyes landed, the reflected image of a manatee bounced back 

at me.  

I liked to think my baggy gray cardigan covered the zone of vulnerability, from under the 

bust down to the knees. I hadn’t been so heavy since the year after Shelley. I blamed a 

bad breakup with a guy I knew wasn’t worth it. That was two years ago. Not that I 

needed a reason. If I didn’t get a grip, the zone would encompass all of me, head to toe. 

I’d have to wriggle into a giant tube sock before I ventured outside. And then the day 

would come when I couldn’t leave the house at all. I’d be a grand piano. They’d lift me 

out the front window with a crane when I died.  

Shelley and I wove through the tables. I held my chin high and led with my chest. 

Unassisted cleavage was the one obvious benefit of carrying an extra fifty pounds. More 

often than not, a man’s gaze began and ended there.  

“What in God’s name are you wearing?” Mother said. “You’ll have a stroke in this heat. 

Take that blanket off and button up.” She patted her bony breastbone and lowered her 

voice to a stage whisper. “The girls are about to escape.” 

“Told you, Mom,” Shelley said. I rolled my eyes at my daughter. 

Shelley sat down beside Mom. The bench seat farted as I slid in next to Iona. I put out my 

hand and leaned across the table, “I’m Dessandra, Iona’s sister.” 
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“Ah, the infamous Dessandra.” Marcus winked to show he was joking. I hated him 

already and the fact that she’d brought him to a family get together was worrisome. I 

figured she must be serious about this one. 

“Don’t let me forget. I got your mother a juicer. It’s in the car,” Mother said to Shelley. 

She lowered her voice. “Just read the Dr. Oz book. She should start with the three-day 

fast. She’ll lose up to ten pounds right of the bat.”   

“I’m right here,” I said. 

“I was speaking to my granddaughter.”  

“Would you like to share any of my other shortcomings with Iona’s guest.” I flagged 

down a waiter for a drink.  

“Don’t be churlish,” mother said. 

“No seriously, Mom. I’m falling out of my dress. I’m fat. What else you got? Oh, sure, 

my love life. I’ll save you the effort. No, I have not met a nice doctor or dentist since last 

Sunday. Matter of fact, I’m in a satisfying physical relationship with my plumber.” 

“Is that any way to talk in front of your daughter?” 

“Don’t worry Grandma,” Shelley said. “We don’t have a plumber.”  

I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. “Sorry, let’s start over.”  
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Iona put her arm around my shoulders and gave me a squeeze. I picked at a French roll, 

still warm in the middle, slavered a chunk with butter. Shelley glared at me. I hadn’t even 

ordered and already I’d blown it.  

“Starting tomorrow,” I said to Shelley. “I promise.”  She rolled her eyes. 

I described the condition of Dad’s house and his health. Mother nursed a cocktail. I had 

long harbored the belief that under all the bluster our parents still loved one another and 

that if he really needed it, she would help. Neither had remarried and even after nearly 

twenty years, Dad always wanted to know what the “dragon lady” was up to and Mom 

invariably asked about that “nasty man.” She still sent him Christmas and birthday cards, 

cartoons and articles cut from the newspaper. He wasn’t big on correspondence, or any 

form of communication, but I’d find the things she sent pegged to the refrigerator or on 

one of the side tables near his chair. 

A waiter filled our water glasses and took our order. I went for it. Fried ravioli appetizer, 

linguini in clam sauce, figured I’d have dessert too. Why not enjoy a last supper. It made 

much more sense to start a new diet with a new week. 

“Dad’s going to starve to death or, like you said Iona, he’ll fall and break something. We 

can’t just wait for it to happen.” 

“Aren’t you over-reacting,” Mom said. “You do that, you know. Doesn’t she do that?”  

Iona and Shelley nodded. I glared at my daughter. Ingrate.  

“You should see the place, Mom. You’d be shocked.” 
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“I doubt it. He’s never cared about his surroundings, animate or otherwise. And how is 

this my problem? Do you think he’d lift a finger to help me?” 

Not good. I’d counted on Mom’s superior resources. I didn’t really have income to spare. 

“Iona?” I said. My sister wouldn’t look at me. She fiddled with the silverware. 

Marcus cleared his throat. “Perhaps it’s not my place to speak,” he said. I snorted. 

Understatement. “Iona and I have talked about the situation with your father.” She folded 

and refolded her napkin. “And I have concluded that he is what we call a cancer.” I 

dropped my fork. “Excuse me?” I said. “Not in the way you’re thinking,” he continued. 

“But in terms of being an aggressive and chronic source of negative, unproductive and 

ultimately malignant energy in your lives.”  

“He’s our father,” I said, sputtering gin and tonic. “In the biological sense,” Marcus said. 

I huffed. No, duh.  

“Ask yourself a few questions,” he said. His tone was calm and professorial, patiently 

leading me to new knowledge. “Do you feel that it’s a healthy relationship? Does he 

appreciate what you do for him? Are you expecting some psychic reward?” I dunked a 

crispy ravioli in marinara and devoured it in one bite. “And think about this. None of you 

is under any spiritual or even ethical obligation to continue the relationship. You’d be 

surprised how empowering that realization can be. The cord can be cut quite cleanly. He 

continues on as he is. And the three of you are freed of a perceived obligation, a 

relationship that has become diseased.” 
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“Oh this is good,” Mother said. She guzzled the last of her drink and held it up to signal 

our waiter. “Tell us more, doctor,” she said.  

“Doctor?” I said. “Doctor of what?” 

“Marcus is a psychiatrist,” Iona said. He brought her hand to his lips. “That’s how we 

met.”  

I thought I knew all there was to know about my baby sister. But she hadn’t confided 

about seeing a shrink. Blood heated my face from the inside out. “Excuse me. I think I’d 

better hit the restroom before our food arrives. Iona?” I yanked her by the sleeve.  

The ladies room was all marble and polished steel, with a mirrored wall that was hard to 

ignore. As soon as the door closed, I rounded on Iona.  

“What the fuck? He’s a total quack. Can’t you see that?” 

A toilet flushed. Iona put a finger to her lips. It was an effort not to slap it away. 

“Last time we talked you pestered me to check on Dad and now you don’t give a shit. I 

thought we were in this together?” 

“Dad always makes me feel so stupid,” she said, her mouth pouty as a child’s. 

“And you think it feels good when he always wants you, the pretty one.” 

I ignored the nosy old bat that emerged from one of the stalls and proceeded to wash her 

hands with deliberate thoroughness. 
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“It’s just, well, Marcus says a lot of my problems are because of Dad. That maybe I can’t 

heal unless I put him out of my life. At least for awhile.” 

“Heal? Really. Have you been brain-washed?” 

Iona primped in the mirror, unconsciously turning her face first to one side and then to 

the other. She sucked in her cheeks, opened her eyes wide and lifted her chin to lengthen 

her neck. She was checking out her angles, practicing the best shots for the camera, 

something she’d done for so long it was reflexive. Every mirror was another opportunity 

to get it right.  

“Well?” She avoided my eyes in the mirror. The studious hand-washer didn’t. 

“He says you’re a cancer too.” 

“And you listen to this shit? Are you fucking kidding me, Iona? He’s manipulating you. 

And don’t you think it’s kind of unethical?” The old snoop sniffed, tossed her paper 

towel in the trash and left us. 

“Oh, I don’t see him professionally anymore. I only had the one appointment. He referred 

me to a colleague.” She fluffed her hair and arranged it on her shoulders. I folded several 

paper towels, wet them at the sink and blotted my forehead and cheeks. “So I gather no 

proposal yesterday?” 

She raised her ring hand, considered her splayed fingers and sighed. “Marcus says I’m 

not ready. He says I choose emotionally unavailable men because I want to marry my 

father.” Half a dozen greasy ravioli began to churn in my gut. 
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Iona was nine when our parents split up. Dad called her his “pretty girl” and occasionally 

patted her glossy head. But he was never the kind of father you visited on alternate 

weekends. If she did visit it was with me, while he did what he always did, putter in the 

garage, lock himself in his studio, smile absently over dinner. 

“So I’m on my own. Is that the deal?” 

“Don’t be mad, Sissy. I hate it when you’re mad.”  

“I guess you won’t have to worry about that anymore. I’m a cancer, right?” Iona flew 

from the bathroom, choking on her tears. I went into a stall. Closed the door. Sat on the 

seat and rummaged in my purse for something to get the bad taste out of my mouth. 

“Mom, you still in here.” It was Shelley. 

“Yep.” I crumpled my candy bar wrapper and stuffed it in the sanitary disposal bin. 

“Iona and that creepy old guy left. It’s just me and Grandma.” 

# 

The newspaper predicted the temperature Monday would top one hundred. When I 

crossed the Capitol grounds just before eight, it was still bearable. An aggressive squirrel 

hunched in the path and stared me down. I gave him a wide berth. A gardener tending the 

roses wished me a good morning.  

I worked for the Assembly Committee on Agricultural on the fourth floor of the Capitol’s 

new wing, a warren of offices six stories high. We lacked the high-ceilings, antique 
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furniture and museum-caliber paintings of the old Capitol, but the views of the grounds 

were gorgeous. 

The job was sometimes stressful. When the Legislature was in session we worked long 

hours, staying until floor session and committee hearings ended, whether that was five, 

ten or midnight. Still, it was the best job I’d ever had. I had enough money to pay the 

bills. I could shop TJ Max instead of Goodwill and I didn’t have to grovel to my mother 

for cash to make ends meet. I’d even been putting something aside each month for a 

down payment on a condo or duplex. If I held onto the job, we might be in our own home 

before Shelley graduated high school. I was even starting to think I might ease my way 

into college now that she was older. Take a class or two each semester. Get a degree 

before I hit forty. Move out of the clerical ranks before I was too old to care. Snort to self. 

Dream big.  

 I stowed my lunch, leftovers from Faustino’s, in the small refrigerator. It was just me 

and Carmela in the outer office that week. We’d have to spell one another on the phones. 

The two other secretaries were taking vacation. 

Carmela’s desk was closest to the door. She was Chairwoman Lutz’ appointments 

secretary, a job I didn’t envy. Lutz was notoriously hard on staff. Carmela was the one 

person in the office who could sometimes dish it back at her and get away with it. She 

didn’t bother to look up when I said, “Good morning.” I took her grunt for a greeting.  

My cell phone trilled my latest ring tone, “She’s a Brick House.” 
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“You said it,” Carmela muttered. 

I rummaged in my purse for the phone. By the time I found it in my sweater pocket, the 

call had ended. No message. But I recognized the number. It was Patrick. I’d call him on 

a break. Or not. I’d been replaying history ever since we ran into him. Pointlessly 

speculating where I might be if I hadn’t gotten pregnant at seventeen. Michael and I 

would likely have moved on to other relationships when I went to college.  

“Walt wants to see you,” Carmela said.  

“Now?” 

“No, next week,” she said. “What do you think?” 

“Rough weekend?” 

Carmela harrumphed in response. We actually got along fine. Her minimalist approach to 

communication made the office feel kind of homey.  

There was a job announcement for an entry-level committee analyst on my chair. Lutz 

had fired another one the last week of session. That made three in one year. Norris, the 

young guy she fired, had tried to explain why she should vote no on a controversial water 

quality bill. We all knew she planned to support it. When she said, “Don’t try to confuse 

me with the facts, I’ve already made up my mind,” he thought she was joking. She 

wasn’t. When he didn’t take the hint, she told him to clear out his desk.  
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Legislative staff, myself included, were at-will employees. We could be fired for no 

reason, no documentation required. Senator Lutz seemed to enjoy the privilege more than 

most.  

“What’s this job flier doing on my chair,” I said, sitting down and stowing my purse in a 

desk drawer. 

“I’m still waiting on your application,” Carmela said.  

I harrumphed, trying to outdo hers. 

“I mean it,” she said. “You got more on the ball than that Norris.” 

Carmela thought I wrote as well as some of the analysts. Walt, our Chief of Staff, 

sometimes had me do letters. And it was true that the drafts the professional staff gave 

me to finalize for his review oftentimes required more editing than typing.  

“You think every analyst in this building has some fancy college degree,” she said. 

I snorted. We were pretty sure that some of the women in the building, maybe even a few 

guys, got their jobs in return for services rendered, services that had nothing to do with 

analyzing or drafting legislation.  

“I’m not just talking about the whores and hussies,” she said. “You know Kathy up in 

Environmental Quality?” I nodded. “She started working for Senator Craft straight out of 

high school. Look where she is now. And you know she’s nobody’s eye candy.” I folded 

the flier and slipped it into my bag. 
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Walt Larson was our Chief of Staff. Some called him the twenty-first Senator. No matter 

how hard he tried to keep out of the press, he was quoted as often as most of the 

Legislators. Whenever his name showed up in print, we tried to confiscate all the papers 

but Lutz would find out eventually. “Who the hell elected you to office?” she’d yell. He 

didn’t bat an eye. Walt got her more important legislation signed into law each year than 

she had any right to. And I think she knew it. 

I knocked softly on his doorframe. He looked up, eyes myopic behind thick lenses.  

He nodded at a chair. “Just set those on the ground.” I moved a six-inch stack of analyses 

and several bundles of newsprint bills tied with string. It was a minor miracle he found 

anything in his office. But he always laid his hand to just what he wanted. 

“I thought I should explain these notes a little before I gave you this to type.” He handed 

me a background paper related to logging in old-growth forests and pointed at a series of 

red check marks he’d made in the margins. “These citations aren’t right. But George is 

out this week. I can’t reach him to clean it up. I thought you might take a crack at it.” 

“Sure, no problem.” Floor to ceilings shelves in Senator Lutz’ office held all the volumes 

of California code and the implementing regulations related to the laws that generally 

came before her committee. She was in her district office, or more likely, playing golf, so 

I’d have full use of her library. 
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“It should be fun,” I said. “Something different.” He turned to his desk, my cue to return 

to mine. “Mr. Larson?” I had trouble calling him Walt to his face. “I wondered if I could 

take half a day off tomorrow, to drive my father to the dentist.” 

“Is that how long it takes these days?” His delivery was so dry I never knew when he was 

serious. 

“Well, yes,” I said, stammering. “He lives in Sonoma.” 

“I see,” he said, nodding as if he were mulling it over.  

“I should be back by one.” He nodded absently and picked up his red editor’s pen. I took 

that for yes. 

I worried this dental appointment would lead to others. Likely my father needed some 

teeth pulled. Someone would have to get him to appointments and stay with him while he 

recovered. I took a deep breath. One day at a time. No use getting strung out over what 

might happen in the future.   

# 

I got to Dad’s just past eight on Tuesday, an hour before his dentist appointment. I’d 

called the night before to remind him and to suggest he might want to shower and change 

his clothes. He hadn’t answered the telephone so I’d arrived with enough time to pester 

him to get decent for the dentist’s chair.  
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I knocked at his door. Rang the bell. Inside the house the cat yowled. I rang the bell 

again. Put my ear to the door. The television was on. He didn’t respond to my promises 

of a hot pastrami sandwich or a cash prize. I tried the knob, it was locked, and resolved to 

wrestle his keys from him and make a copy whether he wanted me to have one or not.  

I went around back to check if the slider was cracked, which it sometimes was so Cat 

could wander in and out. The side of the house was a junkyard mess. The garbage can 

needed to be put out. I should have done it on Saturday. I watched where I stepped. It was 

black widow country and I was in flip-flops. Piles of building materials from past DIY 

projects littered the side yard, wood slats, roofing shingles, ceramic pots, perfect nesting 

habitat for a reclusive spider and her sack of eggs. 

I stepped up onto the porch, its redwood planks now faded and buckling. Dad had built it 

our first year in the house, along with the abandoned chicken coop at the back of the lot, 

and a sturdy tree house up in the one oak. He’d surprised me with the tree house. I was 

too old for it. I wondered if he hadn’t noticed. Yet it came in handy for stashing a bottle 

or smoking a joint. He wouldn’t have minded but I kept up appearances for friends. 

The sliding glass door wasn’t open, but it was unlocked. I stepped inside. It took a 

moment before my eyes grew accustomed to the dim. The TV droned in an empty room. I 

switched it off. 

“Dad, you here? It’s me. Dessandra.” 
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My voice echoed in the television’s wake. Dad’s paintings seemed to strain from the 

walls so that the room shrank around me. I rubbed at my bare arms, goosepimply with 

nerves despite the heat. A black shadow shot past and out the sliding door. It was Cat. 

Even so, my heart raced. I crossed the room and unlocked the front door. Silence ticked 

all around me.  

“Dad,” I said, tentative at first, and then louder, “Dad?” My voice bounced back at me. 

The house was dark with an unpleasant, tangy odor. I blamed it on Cat, who was back 

inside, rubbing up against my leg, purring like a stubborn little engine. I stooped to pat 

her and thought I heard something in the back of the house, a scraping, something, and 

then a moan, yes. I tripped over Cat on my dash down the hall. I was unprepared and yet 

somehow not surprised by the tableau on the bathroom floor. It was exactly what we’d 

predicted.  

Dad lay beside the bathtub, knees bent, legs tucked in a loose fetal position. His head 

rested on one outstretched arm as if he’d just laid down for a snooze. The smell hit me 

when I kneeled beside him. Damp stained his pants and spread as a crusted, dry puddle 

on the linoleum beneath him. His eyes opened. They were opaque and unfocused. His 

parted lips were cracked and dry.  

I pulled the phone from my back pocket, fingers clumsy on the tiny numerals. I punched 

911, something I’d seen done hundreds of times in movies and on TV, but oddly, luckily, 

had never had to do myself, had never known whether it worked the same in real life. I 

smoothed the lank hair away from his eyes while speaking to the operator, answering 
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questions, what is your location, 890 Donald Street, what is his condition, is he breathing, 

yes, is he conscious, I don’t know, any signs of injury, not that I can see. I heard my own 

voice as something separate that carried on without me. 

I raised a glass of water to his lips. And only then knew I was shaking. Water sloshed 

onto the floor. His Adam’s apple bobbed as if trying to get at the water. I wet his lips. He 

worked his mouth like a gasping fish, struggling to form words.  

“Take it easy, Dad.” It was some other woman speaking. She was calm and patient while 

I was near paralyzed with panic. His jaw clicked and his mouth moved. I leaned closer, 

gagging at the smell as I fought the impulse. 

“No,” he said, his voice a dry, desperate croak. One stiff hand grabbed at my shirt. “No 

ambulance.”  

Off in the distance, growing closer, louder, came the high-pitched whine of a siren. 

“No,” my father repeated. “Quacks, charlatans, and you.” His eyes closed. His grip on me 

loosened and his hand dropped to the floor.  

# 

I waited in the busy emergency room lounge at the Santa Rosa Kaiser. I hated myself for 

it, but the pragmatic side of me couldn’t help thinking, what now? It wouldn’t be a half-

day here and there for appointments, come down Saturday to clean house and restock the 

beer. I hunted in my purse for the job announcement, unfolded it, and flattened the 

creases across my thigh. Driving down that morning I’d thought about what it would be 
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like to be a committee analyst. I pictured myself briefing the Senator and sitting beside 

her when the bills I’d analyzed were heard in committee. Depending on what happened 

with my father, I’d be lucky to hang onto the job I had, let alone compete for something 

more demanding. 

A melodious, female voice called for Dr. Moody, Dr. Moody, please report to Pediatrics, 

Dr. Jones, Dr. Jones, please report to the ER. Gray-faced parents, husbands, wives and 

friends came and went, jittery with nerves and coffee, and more than anything else, there 

were old people, shriveled bodies and confused, frightened eyes, wheeled in by 

uniformed emergency response personnel, without family or friends to wait for them, 

residents from one of the town’s nursing homes.  

After hours and innumerable tests it was determined Dad had internal bleeding and 

infection. His white blood cell count was dangerously high. He was rushed into surgery. I 

did laps from the cafeteria to the lounge and back, following the colored lines like a 

subway map that led the way to radiology, pediatrics, oncology and other points of 

medical interest. I skimmed the tattered magazines in the waiting room. Brad hadn’t left 

Angie but George Clooney was available. The paparazzi followed us from a classy 

restaurant to his waiting car, frantically snapping photo after photo. I’d worn something 

frothy to conceal my curves. I snorted. What curves? I’d have the body of a super model. 

It was my fucking fantasy, for God’s sake.  

A frowzy middle-aged woman in the next seat gave me a furtive glance and moved to a 

chair on the opposite wall. The dentist’s office called. I let it go to voicemail. The 
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receptionist left a message, huffily informing me of the missed appointment, the missed 

emergency appointment they’d rearranged the doctor’s schedule to accommodate. 

Walt was in a meeting when I called. Carmela said she’d let him know I wouldn’t be 

back that afternoon. I talked to Shelley and left several messages for Iona who didn’t 

answer or call me back. I stared at the blank screen and snorted. Oh, yeah. How could I 

forget? I’m a cancer.  

When I walked outside for some fresh air, it was disorienting to find that the sun had 

gone down. It was another still, summer night, the sky a deep blue pinpricked with stars. 

Santa Rosa cast a small ring of light upward. I imagined my other life, my hard-fought 

independence, receding and this one taking its place.  

Just past six, my father was finally admitted to a room. As I entered, an aide was 

removing his roommate’s half-eaten dinner tray, uneaten peas rolling in brown gravy.  

My father was still beneath a thin blanket, eyes closed, hands crossed over his chest, like 

a body in a casket, posed for viewing. The skin on his face was stretched tight over 

jutting cheekbones and the strong, square line of his jaw. Even in sleep and after all he’d 

been through, his expression was stubborn and resolute. I imagined I could hear his 

thoughts. Sadistic butchers. They won’t take me without a fight. 

Tubing snaked from under the covers to a bag half-filled with milky urine. An IV drained 

into his bruised arm. I drew up a chair. Closed my nose to the hospital smells, antiseptic, 

yet alive with sickness, with death. The nurse had warned me that he would still be 
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feeling the effects of sedation, compounded by the morphine that dripped into his arm. 

He might not be cogent. I shouldn’t stay long. 

“Hey Dad,” I said.  

He turned to my voice, his gaze searching, unfocused. “It’s you,” he said, without 

enthusiasm. 

“You were expecting a visit from the Pope?” I said. 

“How in hell did I get here?”  

The effort to speak made him cough. I poured some water into a plastic cup and held the 

straw to his lips.  

“I called 911.” 

“Great,” he said. “That’s just great.” He closed his eyes. 

“You would’ve died.”  

He tried to snort. It came out a strangled cough. “Jaw hurts like hell. And here.” He 

touched his scalp and winced. “Feels like they scoured my throat with a bottle brush.” 

His arms, streaky with bruises, flaccid skin on bone, swam in the loose hospital gown.  

“When did you fall?” He scowled, forehead bunched, struggling to make sense of the 

question. “In the bathroom. I found you on the bathroom floor.” 

“Who said you could come inside?” 
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“Cat.”  

That brought a feeble snort. Good one. But still, no excuse for trespassing.  

He didn’t remember falling. I’d seen him last on Saturday. Judging by the mess he’d been 

lying in, it was possible it had been that long. If it weren’t for the dentist appointment, I 

wouldn’t have been back until the coming Saturday. I reached for his hand. He flinched 

at my touch but didn’t tug it away. Perhaps he didn’t have the strength. 

It seemed the morphine had finally kicked in. The muscles in his face relaxed. His 

forehead softened and he almost seemed to smile in his sleep. In the other half of the 

room, a television murmured, the bed’s occupant slack-jawed, staring fixedly at he 

screen.  

“Strangest thing,” he said. His eyes were closed, his voice dreamy and faint. He wasn’t 

talking to me. I leaned closer to catch his words. “I must have died. The Valkyrie came 

for me, to haul me off to Valhalla.” When I was little he read me stories, myths and 

legends of other lands, other times, too strange and archaic for a child to comprehend, but 

I’d hung on every word, on the sound of his voice. “Great, strapping Norsewomen,” he 

muttered. Big women frightened him. He’d told me that, with a sour look, so that I 

understood I was already too large for my own good. “I rode in their chariot.” He 

clutched handfuls of blanket. Tears bloomed in the corners of his closed eyes. “The 

doctor’s bloodied hands inside me. She told me to look into her eyes, an angel, golden 

hair, light everywhere.” His voice faded as his breath deepened, and he drifted into sleep. 
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I supposed he was delusional. Rescued from the messengers of death by a golden-haired 

angel who was likely the anesthesiologist, a nurse or a doctor, someone with a job in the 

operating theater. Whatever she was, whether figment of his frightened imagination or 

not, she’d seen him through the surgery and brought back the storyteller I remembered 

from so many years past, if only for those brief moments when his mind was addled with 

morphine. 

A blonde nurse bustled into the room. Her name was Sandra and she said she would be 

there through the night if he needed anything. His woke at the sound of her voice. His 

eyes tracked her movements as she consulted the white board on the wall, which told her 

his name and other details, numbers and symbols that held little meaning for me. 

“Mr. Lazar,” she said, “Can you hear me?” He nodded. “Good. On a scale of one to ten, 

ten being the highest, what’s your current level of pain?”  

“Fifteen,” he said, forcing a brave smile for her benefit. 

Sandra pulled the curtain between the two beds. She adjusted the IV and patted his arm. 

“That should help.” She checked his blood pressure and temperature, refilled the water 

cup from a pink plastic pitcher and asked if there were anything else he needed. 

“What more could I possibly need?” he said feebly. “I have you.” 

“Your father is a gem,” she said to me, straightening his covers. She moved to the end of 

the bed and felt his feet. “Ice cubes,” she said. She wriggled a pair of hospital socks onto 

his feet, unfurled another thin blanket and tucked it close to his body.  
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“You are too good to me,” he said. 

“It’s my pleasure,” she said.  

I envied their easy patter, the way my father glowed for strangers with whom there was 

no complicating past or future.  

# 

It was seven when I left the hospital. Time enough to drive home before it was full dark. 

Shelley would still be up. I could go to work early, get in a few hours before coming 

back. It wasn’t as though Dad were waiting for me. Driving 101 south, it hit me. He 

could die. If he asked for me I wouldn’t make it back in time. There were things that 

needed to be said. Before it was too late. That he forgave me. That he loved me. 

Something. Anything. Very little would have been enough. I exited the highway and 

pulled into a McDonald’s parking lot to call Shelley. 

“I should stay here,” I said. “Close to the hospital.” 

“Yeah, makes sense,” she said. “I’ll be fine.” 

“You sure?” 

“Why wouldn’t I be?”  

“Just asking.”  
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“Jeez, Mom, settle down. It’s no different then you coming in at three or four in the 

morning. Besides, what would you do if you came home now? We’d watch some TV and 

go to bed. Right?” 

Since I was already there, I went through the drive-through. I ate without tasting. The 

food was gone and forgotten by the time I pulled into my father’s driveway. A blast of 

putrefied air hit me when I opened the unlocked door. I opened all the drapes and 

windows, ashamed by how neglected the house was. I did what I could, saving the 

bathroom for last. I tried not to breathe as I scrubbed my father’s stain from the linoleum. 

Cat watched from the doorway, her raised tail curled and twitching.  

I retreated to my old bedroom and lay on the bed. The air that sieved through the screen 

was marginally cooler, with a hint of dry grass and citrus. Cat lay beside me, her belly 

round with fresh kibble. She purred beneath my absent-minded hand. The room was little 

changed since I’d left it fourteen years ago. Forgotten books on a shelf. A corkboard with 

photos, ticket stubs and restaurant napkins, all reminders of Michael. A school textbook 

I’d borrowed from Patrick on the bedside table. Chemistry. Likely his mother had to pay 

for it so he could get his diploma. I liked to think my father kept the room as it was in 

case I came back. More likely he simply hadn’t needed the space for anything else.  

I rolled onto my side to face the open door. Out in the hall, on the far wall, a life-size 

painting of a purple man filled the doorway. He wore a medieval helmet. Nothing else. I 

used to imagine my naked knight galloping into battle to defend my honor then swooping 

me off to be his bride.  
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Mom hated the painting. Dad hung it in their bedroom in the old house where it was 

reflected by the mirrored closet doors no matter where you stood. There were arguments 

about it, a rarity at our house where discord was usually soundless and simmering. And 

then the painting disappeared. When we moved to this house Dad hung it outside my 

bedroom. If he’d hoped I’d react like Mom, he was disappointed. I was relieved it hadn’t 

been destroyed. I’d had nightmares where she hacked at it with a kitchen knife.  

He watched me from the hall like he always had, peering at me through the eye slit in his 

armor. I wasn’t so sure anymore that he had ever been my champion. The empty house 

shifted and shushed around me. The paintings whispered, a low murmur that coursed 

through the spaces between the walls. Coming home to my father’s lonely house wasn’t 

so easy as I had imagined. 

 I opened my phone, hoping I’d missed a text from Iona telling me she was on her way or 

that she would relieve me in the morning. But there was no such text, no such phone 

message. Patrick had called again. He’d left a message this time: How about that cup of 

coffee or a drink. Oh, this is Patrick in case you didn’t know. Bye. 

I sat up on my knees and took a photo of the naked knight with my phone. I sized it to fill 

the frame. Without stopping to think my way out of it, I texted the photo to Patrick, with 

a note, remember him? I got that queasy feeling like in second grade when you passed a 

note to a boy and didn’t know whether he’d share it with his buddy and they’d point and 

make fun of you or if he would give you that secret smile and send back a note of his 

own.  
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My phone bleeped.  

Of course I do, his text said. Where are you? 

Dad’s. 

You okay? 

I stared at his words, deciding what, if anything, to respond. No more than ten second 

later the phone rang. Funky soul music broke the quiet. The cat leapt from my lap, setting 

her claws into my leg for traction. I jumped and fumbled with the phone. 

“Hey,” I said. “Sorry to bother you. I wake you up?” 

“You kidding,” he said. “I’m writing that best seller.” 

“Yeah?” 

“No, just shifting between a blank screen and a game of solitaire. That painting sure takes 

me back.” 

Sitting in my old bedroom. Patrick’s once-familiar voice after so many years. Years that 

were gone and would never come back. And my father would die. If not tonight, then 

soon. My chest was tight with tears pressing to come out. I didn’t want to be that girl who 

calls some guy late at night and pours her heart out. Pity me. I’m miserable and all alone. 

Make me feel better about myself.  
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“Look, I’m sorry,” I said. “I’m kind of a mess. I can’t do this right now.” I ended the call 

and held the dead phone in my hand. It bleeped. Another text. We don’t have to talk. 

Show me another one. 

What? 

Show me some paintings.  

I blew my nose on my t-shirt and dabbed at my eyes with it. I stumbled into the narrow 

hallway, made even more so by the patchwork of paintings that covered the walls. Even 

backing up as far as I could to one side, the walls were too close together to fit any of 

them into the screen.  

I tried the door to Dad’s studio. It opened. My last years at home, he’d kept it locked, 

even when he was inside. Living alone, I supposed it hadn’t mattered anymore.  

It was the one room in the house that didn’t smell like cat and decay. Instead, there were 

the odors of canvas and paint and the benign dust of neglect. Paintings in all stages of 

completion lined the four walls. Everything was as he’d left it when he fell the time 

before. Brushes, their bristles stiff and bent, set in a long-dried glass of water. Scrunched 

up tubes of acrylic paint, pencils, pastels and sketches littered the desk.  

He’d done a handful of self-portraits over the years. One I’d never seen before was up on 

the easel. My father’s face, his eyes black obsidian chunks, lips a bitter line, chin tucked 

to block a blow. His likeness was suggested with thick, angry swatches of black, dark 

blue and red. I took its picture and sent it to Patrick. 
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The phone rang. I accepted the call but didn’t speak, just hung there with the phone to my 

ear. “I couldn’t just text,” Patrick said. “Anything would have sounded lame. That is such 

an amazing painting. God he’s changed since I saw him last. It’s awful to see, but the 

portrait is so damn good.” He stopped. Waiting for me to say something. I’m sure he 

heard my breath, thick from crying. “We don’t have to talk,” he said. “Just walk through 

the house. Give me the tour like a docent in a museum. Please.” 

“You don’t have to do this,” I said. 

“Don’t think for a minute it’s for you. I’d drive to San Francisco to see these. Hell, I’d fly 

to New York City.” 

I snorted, more of a half laugh. He was just being nice. That was the Patrick I 

remembered. He’d been a good friend. And now that I thought about it, he had always 

seemed to get it about my father and I.  

“Is that one still over the kitchen table? A girl sitting on a chair. It was always my 

favorite.” 

“You remember?” 

“Of course I do,” he said. “Put me on video.” 

I walked down the hall and through the living room, holding the phone. The changing 

image danced in front of me. I stopped before the one I called Girl on a Green Chair and 

stepped back so she filled the frame. It was my father’s favorite too. I’d shared my meals 

with her for nearly four years. 
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“This one?” I said. “Yeah,” he said. “Something about her always got to me. She’s 

lonely. Right? Waiting for someone, her lover, someone special outside a Parisian café. 

She knows he’s not coming but she’s not ready to give up. She’s still there. On the wall, I 

mean. So I guess she hasn’t given it up yet.” 

“You’re nuts,” I said. I’d forgotten how he had a story for everybody. Wherever we went, 

he’d tell me about the people around us. What they did for a living, what they dreamed 

about, the bad things they’d done and never repented. I returned to the living room where 

a complex shaped canvas, covered with a series of linked geodes hung the length of the 

couch.  

“That’s hard-edge,” he said. “I read about it in a modern art history class. Do you know 

when it was done?” 

“Late sixties, I think.” 

“Yeah, makes sense. That’s when it was hot on the coasts, New York, San Francisco and 

LA.” 

“He lived in San Francisco at the time,” I said. “Before Mom, before me. Well, duh.” 

There were several others in the same vein, straight-edged shapes, triangles, rectangles, 

and more, the colors chosen so that images receded or seemed to have dimension, some 

of them shifting, becoming an open box, then a raised tower, like an Escher optical 

illusion.  

“You could arrange these by genre,” Patrick said, “That would be very cool.”  
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It was what I used to imagine doing. My father and I would stand together in the center of 

a large room in a gallery. Clean white walls, polished wood floors, the respectful hush of 

people progressing from painting to painting, my father’s paintings that filled the room 

and others glimpsed through the doors at either end.  

“Remember how I used to brag about him to anybody who would listen. I was so sure he 

would be famous one day. I could see it.”  

“It could still happen,” Patrick said. 

I snorted. Not bloody likely. 

“I’m serious,” he said. “Your Dad is the real deal.” 

“You and me are the only ones who think so.” 

“Here’s how I see it,” Patrick said. “The paintings are one thing. They’re good. They 

really are. For me, some of them have that transcendent quality. Like that girl. Fifteen 

years and I can’t forget her. And the self-portrait you just showed me. I’ll never be able 

to get that face out of my head.  

“This stuff is all so subjective. Once the experts decide it’s good then it’s good. Simple as 

that. That may or may not happen for your father. In his lifetime. In yours. Or ever. What 

makes him an even greater artist and man, really, at least to me, is that he kept at it, 

regardless. All his life, in a fucking vacuum. Can you even imagine how incredibly hard 

that is. And brave. And now look what he has to show for it. It’s an amazing legacy. 



 62 

“ Hey, don’t cry. You have a right to be proud of him.” 

I blew my nose. I’d had similar thoughts many times. But my own murky regrets for my 

father were inextricably mixed up with resentment.  

“I’m pushing thirty-five,” Patrick said. “And what have I accomplished. I’m a part-time 

clerk in a bookstore. I’m nowhere as a writer and my inheritance is about gone. It sounds 

stupid, but I’d planned on being a big deal writer by now. Awards, best sellers, rave 

reviews, the works.” 

“You’re young. You still have still. My father’s eighty-three.”  

“Yeah, that’s another thing. Your father had already been at it for something like forty 

years when you and I met. I remember how he was, so alive, a new idea every day and 

anxious to get at it. I give myself another couple years, five tops. Then I’ll chuck it, give 

up on this writing crap and get a real job. I’m not like your father. I can’t do this without 

getting something back.” 

“You had that short story published, about the guy who goes to Spain to write a novel and 

spends a year visiting every bar in Madrid.” 

“You saw that?”  

“Yeah. I liked it. It was good. And funny. Reading it was like hearing your voice.” 

“One story in an esoteric literary journal years ago. I bet twenty people read it, and most 

of them were relatives.” 
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“And me.” 

“Besides, that wasn’t even a story. That was yours truly. Halfway around the world and 

doing what I do. Procrastinating, drinking myself stupid, throwing a pity party. I could 

paper my bathroom with all the rejections I’ve gotten. And the thing is, I’m pissed and 

insulted for a minute, but then I reread what I sent, and I get it. I’m not that good.” 

“But your novel. It’s going to be great. I know it will.” 

“There’s no novel. Only thousands of pages of self-indulgent crap about a guy a lot like 

me who wants to write a novel and thinks up a million reasons why he can’t. Who wants 

to read that shit?”  

I rummaged in my purse for my charger and plugged it in before the phone died. “Don’t 

be so down on yourself,” I said. 

“I could say the same to you,” said Patrick. “Wish I was there.”  

“Yeah?” 

“Maybe all that real art would inspire me.” 

“We could dust the paintings and check the frames for bug nests and mold.” 

“Very tempting,” Patrick said. “Very tempting.” 

# 
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Dad’s doctor was just leaving his room when I got to the hospital Wednesday morning. I 

approached him in the hall. Dr. Kline said my father had had the abscess for some time. 

He was on an intense regimen of antibiotics. And, at his age and general poor health, 

complications were likely.  

“Didn’t you notice anything? He must have been in a lot of pain,” the doctor said.  

“That’s Dad. He never complains. He’s,” I searched for a word that wouldn’t make me 

sound more insensitive that he already thought I was, “He’s very private.”  

“That’s not what I hear from the nurses,” Dr. Kline said. His eyebrows drew together in a 

stern V. “Your father has a tremendous sense of humor. You’re lucky to have him.” 

If I had a cookie for every time someone told me I lucked out in the dad department, I’d 

have a whole lot of cookies. It was all true. People exclaimed his wry wit, keen 

intelligence, and how handsome he was for his age. He was all those things and more. 

When he chose to be. 

Dad’s eyes were closed when I entered the room. I sat in the chair beside the bed. If 

anything, he seemed more shrunken than the day before, little left now but the husk and a 

beating heart. If the face in that most recent self-portrait was bitter and broken, he was 

now further yet down the tunnel, resigned, the end in sight. It was a face he would never 

immortalize. 

“Where’s your sister?” Dad said. His voice was weak and raspy. He strained to see 

around me, looking for Iona. 
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“The pretty one?” I said.  

Snort. Hey. That’s my line.  

“She couldn’t get off work.” 

“What do you mean? She works for your mother.” 

“Indeed.” 

“Figures,” he said. “That woman is a malicious harpy.” 

“Iona?” I said. 

Snort. Another good one. “Ah well,” he said, with a tired sigh. “She’ll come when she’s 

ready.” I didn’t tell him she planned to excise him from her life. 

“How are you feeling, Dad?” 

“Like hell warmed over.” 

An aide cleared his untouched breakfast tray, such as it was, only post-surgery liquids. 

“Delicious,” he said, to her, with no trace of sarcasm or irony. “Couldn’t have been 

better.”  

The aide, young and with a sweet, caring face, touched his arm, wrapping it with her 

hand. “He’s our favorite patient,” she said. And the rest washed over me. You are so 

lucky. I bet he broke a few hearts in his time. I nodded. “I know. So very lucky.” 
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It was quiet after she clattered down the hall, pushing a loaded cart. He closed his eyes. 

Perhaps wanting me to think he was asleep and slip away. It was tempting, easier that 

way. 

“You were a great artist.” I corrected myself. “You are a great artist.” If there were 

unspoken words that needed to be said, those were some of mine.  

“Who said you could snoop around my house?” He coughed, a deep hack that seemed to 

start in his lungs. I moved his water closer. 

“You’re as good as half the artists in the MOMA,” I said. It was something I’d thought so 

many times. Not restricted to the MOMA. There was so much modern art. Some of it I 

got. Some I didn’t. Some I didn’t understand how it got there at all. 

My father didn’t snort. Or make any sound. Only squeezed his eyes shut very tight so that 

creases fanned from their corners. It was what I sometimes did when I didn’t want to let 

the tears out.  

“Only half?” he said, a dry, nearly inaudible croak. I leaned closer, not sure I’d 

understood. “Excuse me?” 

“The MOMA. You said I was as good as half the artists in the MOMA.” I pretended to 

reconsider. “Well, okay, you’re better than three quarters,” I said. “That Picasso. You 

have to admit. He’s pretty amazing.” 

Snort. Opportunistic chameleon. Shameless womanizer. 
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We were back on familiar terrain. I squeezed my eyes shut very tight. 

# 

I was on the rolling highway leaving Santa Rosa by a little before noon. With luck I’d be 

in Sacramento by half past one. In the hospital I’d worried pointlessly about what I’d 

missed at work and at home. Now that the distance stretched between my father and I, he 

occupied my thoughts. The fear that he might fall and no one would find him in time had 

already played out, now I worried he would lapse into unconsciousness before I got back. 

And I’d only just started speaking the truth. Even if he never said a word in return, I 

would have his expressions, his snorts and sighs, to interpret for years to come.  

I stopped at a fruit stand to check messages. There was only one. Walt said I should take 

the time I needed and that I only had one father, an unexpectedly personal comment 

coming from him. The adrenalin of the last twenty-four hours had worn off. I lifted an 

arm and inhaled a whiff. Passable.  

The possibility that I would hear from Patrick lurked behind the front line of my 

thoughts. I considered myself in the rearview mirror. It had been a mistake to show him 

what an emotional basket case I was, no better and perhaps even worse, than any high 

school melt down he’d seen me through. But just like back then, he had his own demons. 

We understood one another. That had always been our bond. 

And like then, I didn’t need to impress him. It wasn’t as if I’d thought Patrick and I could 

be more than friends this time around. Not really. The few girls he’d obsessed over back 
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in school were wide-eyed beauties with willowy limbs. Snort. So not me. And even if it 

had been within the realm of the possible back then, it wasn’t anymore. Patrick may not 

have gotten his act together yet in a lot of ways, but if you liked the effortless, tousled 

intellectual look, he’d perfected it.  

I eased the seat back to lessen the pressure on my stomach. The sky had grown dramatic. 

Dark clouds churned and thickened, promising a freak summer storm. I wouldn’t have to 

wash the car after all. I wished for thunder and torrents of water, some sign from the 

heavens that foretold love and passion in my future, like in the movies or books where 

lightening crackles over the moors as the hapless heroine runs headlong into her destiny 

and her lover’s arms, which were usually one and the same. 

I called Shelley. Her phone rang several times before she answered. When she picked up 

I asked what she was doing.  

“Making out on the couch with Justin Bieber,” she said.  

“No, really.” 

“Guess.” When I said I didn’t have a clue, she said, “Watching TV, Mom. Rachel went 

camping with her family. They invited me, but I thought I better stay here.”  

“Why?” Camping with a friend sounded better than hanging around the apartment. 

“What, you want to get rid of me?” she said. 

Out the windshield a woman struggled under the weight of an open crate of produce. She 

glowered up at the sky and quickened her pace. Heavy drops hit the windshield, a 
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random, sloppy patter that gained intensity. Rivulets of dust and grime snaked down the 

window.  

“You okay if I stop by the office before I come home.” She didn’t answer right away. “If 

you need me to come home, I will.”  

“I’m not ten, Mom. I don’t need you to come home. It’s just. Oh, never mind.” 

“No, what. Tell me.” 

“I called around for this vegan cookbook I want,” she said. “They have it at Bookworm. 

They’re holding it for me. I was thinking we could go.” 

I raised my ass off the seat and tugged my jeans out of my crotch. My lady parts were 

numb. “I hope this doesn’t have anything to do with Patrick.”  

“Well,” she said. “He is working today.”  

“No match-making, sweetie. Not with him.” 

“Why not? He likes you. You like him.” 

“He’s an old friend. As you may have noticed, I don’t have that many. Besides, we talked 

on the phone last night. It would be weird to drop in on him so soon.” 

“Mom, that’s major. Why didn’t you tell me? So, who called who?” 

I supposed it was a little of both. I’d leapt into the breech by sending that first text. He 

crossed the distance between us by calling. Oh God, I was acting like a teenager. I hoped 
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it was only the majestic sky that had me off balance and that I wasn’t actually crushing 

on a man half my size. A man who used to share my tissues in the movie theater and who 

wrote poetry for that chick that sat between us in World History, poetry he never gave her 

because she was out of his league, but that he sometimes let me read. I had thought it was 

callow and also wonderful, not so much the poems but that he wrote them at all.  

The rain petered out. Sunshine lit the water pooled on the hood. I tossed the phone in my 

bag, buttoned the top button on my jeans and crossed the parking lot to the store, dodging 

oily puddles. Back in the car with a diet soda and a bag of Fritos, I called Iona. For once 

she picked up. 

“Don’t yell at me,” she said. 

“Hello to you too, so I’m guessing you got my thirty messages.” 

“Sissy.” 

“Look. We need to talk. Face to face. No Marcus. I’m going in to work for a couple 

hours.” I checked my watch. “Meet me at that café on L Street at five. Be there. Or I 

swear to God, I’ll hunt you down.” I knew she could make it. She did gopher work for 

Mom’s real estate business. And it had to be a public space. Otherwise I’d lose patience, 

tell her what I really thought and she’d burst into tears. 

# 

It was two o’clock when I hit the split where I-5 and I-80 meet. I was minutes from the 

downtown. I didn’t look my best in yesterday’s hair and jeans. Snort to self. 
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Understatement. I should have gone home for a shower and a change of clothes. But it 

would have taken too much time. I wanted Walt to see that he could count on me.   

The hordes of civil servants who occupied the park at noon, power walking the perimeter 

in sensible shoes, were back at their desks. The grounds were now inhabited with tourists 

and the blissfully idle. Mothers pushed baby carriages, hugging the shade and groups of 

school children trampled the grass, oblivious of the heat, while lovers huddled on park 

benches with their heads close in conspiracy. If I were with Patrick, we’d speculate what 

they whispered.  

The Capitol building up ahead, with its wide marble staircase and colonnade, was a 

white-hot beacon. Staff dressed more casually during the summer recess but even so, my 

jeans and t-shirt were a bit outside the parameters. Sucking in my gut, I kept pace behind 

two women I recognized from shared elevator rides. They wore summer dresses in Easter 

egg colors, painted toes peeking out from strappy sandals. That was summer casual. 

I waited at the elevator bank in the lobby, across from the Governor’s office where two 

security guards kept mute watch, one stationed on either side of the massive wood doors. 

Those around me were intent on their personal missions. I didn’t exist. Would any of 

them be remembered in one hundred years for the work they thought was so very critical? 

Fifty years? Or even ten? I doubted it. I was pretty sure I wouldn’t be alone in anonymity 

though I may have been one of the few who already knew it. 

Just as the elevator doors closed, a particularly unctuous lobbyist I’d privately dubbed the 

greased ferret slid in beside me. His black hair was slick as a seal’s, that and the pointy 
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eagerness of his face had earned him the nickname. His real name was Roland Apnea. He 

worked for the dark side, big industry, and was a frequent visitor in our office. The 

elevator wasn’t near packed enough to plausibly ignore him. He pushed the button for the 

fourth floor, my floor. 

“How’s your father?” he said.  Carmela must have told him. She thought he was 

handsome, in a Rhett Butler sort of way.  

“On your way to see Walt?” I said, practicing civility. It was hard to keep a serious face 

with a weasel.  He nodded. “I’ve got a few questions about the water quality hearing.”  

“Who’s the client?” I’d thought his clients were more petro-chemical than agriculture.  

“Montgomery Farms. New account.” That explained it. As we exited the elevator, Apnea 

walked alongside me.  

Carmela stood to give me a hug, a rare gesture that caught me off guard. She lost both her 

parents earlier that year, within three months of one another. “That’s enough now,” she 

said, disentangling herself and nudging me away.  

The ferret studied Walt’s closed door. Several message slips were already taped to it in an 

orderly line, Carmela’s handiwork. He leaned in to read the particulars. “Don’t get any 

ideas,” she said. “Those are in priority order.” 

“Who set the priorities?” 



 73 

“I did.” It was never a good idea for an advocate to get on an appointments secretary’s 

bad side, and especially not Carmela’s. She controlled access to the Senator and Walt. 

Piss her off and you might never get an appointment again. “If it’s about a hearing or a 

bill, and that pretty much covers the gamut, I bet Dessandra here could help you,” 

Carmela said.  

I hadn’t expected that.  

Apnea flashed her a smarmy smile. “Can’t hurt,” he said.  

“I’m pretty sure I can manage to take down the particulars,” I said, smarting a little at his 

lily-livered vote of confidence. “So you don’t have to go through the whole song and 

dance when you do get in to see him.”  

Apnea was concerned that one of the witnesses on the agenda would be a lightening rod 

for other extremists. The hearing could get unruly. We might need police protection. I 

figured it wasn’t public safety he was worried about but rather the negative public 

relations impact for his client. I pulled a copy of the agenda from a folder on my desk. 

“We can’t disinvite her,” I said. “That would be worse.” I suggested a panel might be one 

way to go, particularly as I’d heard she didn’t actually live in any of the affected 

communities and there weren’t yet other public interest representatives confirmed to 

testify. Apnea cupped one elbow and nodded thoughtfully. He suggested some names. I 

wrote them down and promised to talk to Walt, who I knew would have thoughts of his 

own, not tied to the interests of the ferret’s or anybody else’s clients.  
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He thanked me, bowed to Carmela with a swoop of his hand, and left.  

“Now see,” she said. “No big deal to you. But I couldn’t have said any of that. It would 

never have occurred to me.” 

I didn’t really get why Carmela was acting like my personal cheerleader. Over the years 

we’d worked together, our relationship had run hot and cold and she controlled the 

temperature. Sometimes she was surly for no discernable reason. Other times she could 

have been my best friend or my mother. I figured her life outside the office wasn’t a piece 

of cake, though she almost never talked about it.  

I riffled through the background paper I was fact checking for Walt and found the place 

where I’d left off the previous morning. It seemed impossible that only a day had passed 

but according to the calendar it was still Wednesday. Time was fickle. At work it 

travelled at the usual rate, but the events related to my father proceeded at their own 

erratic pace, and that sometimes seemed to drag on forever and other times to compress 

and pass in the blink of an eye.  

I pulled some volumes of code from the Senator’s office and carried them to my desk, 

thick leather-bound volumes of the Health & Safety Code.  

“You got something for me?” Carmela said. 

“What? Was it my day for donuts?” 

She tapped her wristwatch. “Only two more days to get your application in.” Carmela 

read off the minimum qualifications, as if I needed a reminder, ending with the one that 
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stated, “Years of relevant experience, including, but not limited to, knowledge of the 

legislative process, may be substituted for education.” Though it wasn’t required, the 

analysts typically had at least a bachelor’s degree. Many had graduate degrees as well. 

Walt had a background in the law and a degree in civil engineering. He knew the science. 

The special interest groups couldn’t bullshit him with their expensive lawyers.  

I knew the legislative process. I’d fixed more analyses and sets of amendments than most 

and I’d proved I could work under pressure. I’d heard Walt say that a good committee 

secretary was worth two analysts, maybe three, because without him or her, the whole 

operation would screech to a halt. His words.  

“What the hell. You got a blank application form for me.” 

“It’s about damn time,” Carmela said. 

# 

When I got to Drip, Iona wasn’t there yet. I ordered the decadent milkshake concoction 

masquerading as a coffee drink that was pictured in a poster on their window. Whipped 

cream frothed through the hole in the rounded plastic cap. Strings of caramel made a 

webby pattern on the insides of the clear cup. I’d wanted to ask the barista just to spoon 

in it, never mind the drizzling, but I restrained myself. 

I found a small table against the windows, one with a good view of the crosswalk that led 

from the Capitol to L Street. My drink was tasty. A garden-variety vanilla milkshake 

would have been even better.  
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When Iona was ten minutes late, I checked my cell. Nothing. I’d wait another five. The 

pedestrian light turned green for the third time. Iona, a stick figure in a floral romper suit 

and sunglasses the size of goggles, bobbed in the tide of off-duty staffers bound for the 

parking garage or the pubs and restaurants on K Street. A portly suit held the door for 

her. She waved at me from the front before ordering, her usual finger tinkle.  

“God, I love it down here,” she said, as she slid her plain iced coffee onto the table. She 

stirred a pink packet of artificial sweetener into it. “I can smell the power.”  

I snorted. That’s just me, honey. 

“All these influential men,” she said, considering the view out the window.  

“And women.” 

“Oh, you know what I mean.”  

“More pompous suits.” I sucked on my straw. “Does Marcus know you’re here?” 

“I don’t tell him everything,” she said. I snorted. I’ll bet you do. 

“You sound just like Dad when you do that,” she said, and her face drooped. 

“Look, Iona, it’s for real this time.” She blinked her big, made-up eyes at me. “You 

called it. I don’t know how long he’d been lying there when I found him. It was horrible.” 

Iona pressed a napkin to her lips. Her eyes were wide and moist. “And then the surgery. 

He’s weak and frail. I doubt he’ll be going home anytime soon. It will be the nursing 

home again for who knows how long. And then, when he does go home, he’s going to 



 77 

need regular help. I don’t know how mobile he’ll be.” She dabbed at her eyes with the 

napkin. “We need to figure this out. There’s nobody else to do it.” 

“I love him.” Iona’s chin puckered. “I guess I do. I don’t know.” 

“It doesn’t matter if you do or you don’t, he’s your father and he hasn’t got anyone but 

us. 

“I had my first session with the new therapist Monday. A lot of stuff is coming out.” She 

blew her nose. “When I talk about Dad, the way he was when we were growing up, and 

how he is now, you know, the way he’s always so negative and distant, like we aren’t 

really there at all, Claude says Dad is likely somewhere on the Asperger's continuum.” 

“And this is breaking news?” I said.  

“Well yeah, I always thought he just didn’t like me,” she said, her voice cracking.  

I reached for her hand, trying to keep her from losing it.  

“It’s just, maybe you can’t understand this because you’re always so strong.” I choked on 

my drink. “I feel so fragile.”  

“He gets to me too,” I said. “But I don’t agree with what Marcus said, about how easy it 

is to cut family ties.” Big snort. If it were so easy, you think I’d still be wasting my breath 

on you. “Dad didn’t choose us any more than we chose him.” I’d read something like that 

in a hospital waiting room. Still, it struck me as true. “Besides, if he does have 

Asperger's, or he’s autistic, or whatever, then he can’t help how he is.” 
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“I want to remember the few good memories I have,” Iona said. A tear coursed down her 

cheek. “How he used to take us to the playground in the Plaza.” I was pretty sure it was 

only once. “And how he took us for ice cream.” True enough. He liked ice cream. Fudge 

swirl. 

“What am I supposed to say when he asks for you, Iona? Like he did this morning. You 

should have seen his face. He wants his pretty girl.”  

She blotted her eyes, checking the tiny mirror in her makeup kit. She put the sunglasses 

back on. “This isn’t only about Dad,” she said. “Maybe you can’t understand because 

you’ve always been so independent.” I snorted. You mean perennially single? “I could 

never have left Michael the way you did, no matter how bad it was, not with a baby to 

take care of. You were brave.” She took off the shades to look me in the eye. I studied my 

fingernails. “I’m almost thirty,” she said. “I can’t afford to screw this relationship up. 

When my looks go, what have I got?”  

“Do you him?”  

“Sure I do.” Iona watched a young man hailing a cab on the street outside our window. 

She sighed. “He reads me articles about psychology and other things I should know. 

Sometimes it’s kind of boring. But I know it’s for my own good.” 

“How’s the sex?” She hadn’t said. Usually Iona was quick to gloat, particularly when I 

was in a protracted dry spell. To hear her tell it, every guy she’d been with was 

“amazing” and there had been a few.  
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“Good,” she said, chewing her lip. “Not amazing.” I stifled a snort. “You can’t live on 

sex,” she said. I didn’t point out that some people did. “I have a practical side, you know. 

You reach a certain age and you’re ready. Who you marry isn’t only about finding your 

perfect soul mate. It’s about who you’re with when you reach that point in your 

maturation.” I didn’t ask if that was from one of the articles Marcus read to her. 

“Sounds a lot like settling.”  

“You always twist what I say.” Iona took a sip of her coffee and shook her hair. “I knew 

you wouldn’t understand. You’re like Dad. Instead of silver linings you see dark clouds.” 

“Just come with me once, so I don’t have to keep making up stories about you.” I said. 

“Tell Marcus we’re shopping in San Francisco. Or something.” I hoped that when she 

saw how diminished our father was, she wouldn’t be able to turn her back on him. There 

was so little left to fear or resent. 

She hesitated. “Please, Iona.” I reached for her hand again. My sister was always a sucker 

for a soft touch. We both were. Another tear gained momentum and ran down her cheek. 

I handed her a tissue. 

“Okay. I’ll do it,” she said. 

I walked Iona to her car, which was parked at a meter on L. We hugged. It was a day for 

hugs. Most of mine weren’t. I trudged through the heat to my parking lot at the east end 

of the park. My sister may have given up on finding someone she really loved. I hadn’t. It 
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was unlikely to happen and perhaps becoming more so as time passed. Still, I didn’t plan 

to give up.  

I’d thought Michael was the one. And sometimes still worried he was.  

The steering wheel was too hot to touch. I cranked up the air conditioning and wet a 

napkin from a bottle of warm water to swipe it down.  I hadn’t thought so when he said it, 

but my father was right. Of the two of us, I was still was the starry-eyed romantic at 

thirty-two. 

# 

When I got home Shelley was in her room, reading. 

I sat on the edge of the bed, drew circles with the crown of my head then rolled it side to 

side. I don’t know if it ever actually worked, but I imagined with each crack and pop, I 

loosened the vise that gripped my spine and tightened throughout the day. Shelley closed 

the book. Her knees flopped over and rested against my back. She asked if we could eat 

out. There was a new place she wanted to try. Ethiopian. I said, “Sure, give me a minute. 

I’ll take a quick shower. Got the address?”   

Shelley was navigator. As it turned out, the restaurant was across the street from 

Bookends, which I realized after we had already exited the freeway onto J Street. If I’d 

been a little more mindful I would have asked for the street address before we were three 

quarters of the way there.  
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“I can just run inside and get the book after dinner,” Shelley said. “You don’t have to 

come.” That would have been even more awkward and she knew it. He’d ask how she got 

there or see my car idling outside. 

We shared a big platter of food and a basket with rolls of spongy flatbread instead of 

silverware to scoop up the different stews. The restaurant was crowded for a weeknight, 

noisy with music and overlapping conversations. It was a relief to sit and have no 

particular agenda, no favors to ask, no bad news to receive or deliver. I sipped a glass of 

wine. 

“Proud of me,” I said, reaching across the table and wriggling my fingers. “What’d you 

do?” Shelley withheld her fingers until she knew. 

“Exercised a little restraint with Iona. I didn’t raise my voice, swear or call her any 

names. She says she’ll go see Dad.” Shelly tapped my fingertips. “That’s great,” she said. 

“You could try that with everyone, you know, like all the time.” 

I clinked her water glass with my wine glass. “Yes, mother,” I said. She told me Michael 

called to invite her on a short vacation, a long weekend, this coming Saturday through 

Monday. I asked her where to.  

“Some resort up in Bend, Oregon,” she said. I bet it was the golf resort Michael’s father, 

my ex-father-in-law, had gone to for a yearly get together with a group of his cronies. I 

hadn’t known Michael golfed.  

“And you want to go?” I said. She shrugged. “Guess so. I mean I should, right?” 
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“It’s beautiful country up there. I bet there’s lots to do and you’ll have your father to 

yourself.” Coming up so quickly, I figured it was probably a trip he’d already planned to 

take, with some of his own cronies. I hoped he’d find enough time away from the golf 

that she didn’t feel as much of a third wheel as she would have in Hawaii with his wife 

and kids. I’d make sure she packed her summer reading books. 

“So I need you to drive me to the airport on Saturday,” she said. “He booked me a flight 

and e-mailed the information. He’ll pick me up from the airport in Oregon. Is that going 

to work, with Grandpa and everything? It’s early in the morning, so that’s good. Right?” 

“We’ll make it work,” I said. 

After a second glass of wine, I thought what the hell, taking half an hour to walk around 

and clear my head wouldn’t be such a bad idea. I paid the bill and we crossed the street to 

the bookstore. I stepped up onto the curb and saw Patrick through the plate-glass window. 

My stomach was unsettled. I blamed it on the unfamiliar food, all that spongy bread, 

soaked with wine and spicy sauces. 

Patrick looked up when we came through the door and waved us over. There were a 

dozen or more people browsing but was no one in line at the register. I wondered how 

these bookstores stayed alive. People acted as if the store were an extension of their 

living room. They smudged the new books with sticky fingers. Broke their spines. And 

left without buying anything. Snort. I should talk. I’d spoiled my share of new books. 
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“Hey, I hoped you’d make it,” he said. He reached for the cookbook on a shelf behind the 

register. I gave him my credit card.  

Patrick asked about my father, if there was any news since last night. I gave him the short 

version. I felt like I’d spent half the day just telling people about it, rehashing old ground. 

But it wasn’t only that. After how we’d been on the phone, falling back into the easy 

intimacy of adolescence I was self-conscious, not sure how to act. I knew by his 

expression that I’d been too brusque and impersonal.  

This was hard. We may have been old friends but we were old friends who didn’t really 

know each other anymore. Ten years was a long time. And he’d changed as much as I 

had. The changes looked good on him. Big difference. I’d never felt at a disadvantage 

with him before. It wouldn’t have occurred to me. Patrick handed me back my card. I 

signed the slip. It was stupid. But my hand was a little shaky. I shoved my wallet into my 

bag. 

“Can you stay a minute?” Patrick said. He turned to the shelf where the vegan cookbook 

had been, pulled down a heavy stack of art books and set them on the counter. Two 

paying customers lined up behind Iona and I. 

“Take these to one of the tables,” he said, nodding towards a nook near the window 

where there was a couch, a couple of chairs and a big coffee table. “I’ve been thinking 

about those paintings all day. Check it out.” 
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The books were big and beautiful, the coffee table books of my youth with bright colored 

photographs on slick white paper, reverent biographical details of the lives and lifework 

of Magritte, Diego Rivera, de Chirico, Mondrian, Kenneth Noland and Frank Stella. He’d 

flagged particular paintings in each with yellow sticky notes. Shelley perched beside me 

on the couch. I started with Rivera, who seemed the most far-afield to me. But I could see 

what Patrick meant in the few paintings he’d flagged, a simplicity in some of Dad’s 

portraits, women in particular, who with their wide flat feet and stolid figures might have 

stepped out of one of Rivera’s murals of laborers and campesinos. I smoothed my hand 

over the cool, glossy pages and experienced the same excitement as when I was a girl 

turning the pages of my father’s books.  

One of the books included several artists classified as color field or hard-edge. As I 

turned to the first marked page, Patrick joined us. He dropped down beside me. When he 

leaned forward for a closer look, our thighs touched. It crossed my mind to pull away. 

But I didn’t. Simultaneous with that impulse came the thought that moving implied I was 

uncomfortable, that his thigh against mine meant something. That kind of pointless, 

stupid-making anxiety was why I hated dating. Not that we were.  

“So these are the most obvious.” Patrick flipped through a few by Kenneth Noland, Frank 

Stella, Ellsworth Kelly and others. “But here’s what really impresses me.” He pulled his 

phone from his pocket, opened the first photo I’d sent, the one of the Purple Knight. He 

set it on a Stella. “The background is hard-edge, right? Pure abstraction.” I nodded. The 

male nude was painted against an impersonal landscape of crisp lines and sharp corners. 
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“But the figure and the helmet are representational, if bizarre, even surrealistic.” He 

opened the Magritte book and flipped through a few pages, his well known giant green 

apple that filled a room and others. “You see?” he said. 

Shelley bounced on the cushion beside me. She picked up Patrick’s phone for a closer 

look. “Grandpa’s is like both of these put together,” she said. 

“Yeah, right?” Patrick said, his voice animated, excited. He shook my knee. My mind 

registered the width of his thigh next to mine. “This is very cool,” he said, leaning in so 

we made more of a circle with Shelley, me smushed between them. “I’ve been looking 

through art books all day.” He lowered his voice. “It’s been pretty quiet around here. 

Your Dad reminds me of so many artists. Parts and pieces. But the way he puts it all 

together feels fresh. I mean, I know he painted some of these forty, fifty years ago, but 

still. He was combining styles and elements in a way that I haven’t found in any other 

artist of his time, or since. His is a stylized merging of hard-edge with the kind of images 

you expect from the surrealists, de Chirico, Dali, Magritte.” 

“You really know this stuff,” I said. He shrugged. “A couple classes and field trips.” 

Patrick turned to the front desk. A mother and her young son made their way to the 

register. “Duty calls,” he said.  

I leafed through the remaining books. These were many of my father’s favorite artists. 

And I could see what Patrick meant. It wasn’t that he had copied anyone, but more that 

he’d been inspired by and was a part of these various schools of art. The way the French 

impressionists are both lumped together as similar yet clearly distinguishable from one 
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another. Not that anyone knew my father’s work belonged to these movements or ever 

would.  

Patrick had given more thought to Dad’s work as art than I ever had or could. He wasn’t 

faking interest to make me feel better. He was drawn to it, as I was, though for different 

reasons. For me, the paintings were the most outward manifestation of my father that I 

would ever see. I didn’t know what they meant or if they meant anything at all. But they 

were powerful all the same, sometimes beautiful, cold, alienating, regretful, hopeful, so 

many things. All those feelings and more were bound up in the images he’d left on 

canvas. 

I made a neat stack of the books. A young woman, small, but clearly a woman, not a girl, 

pushed through the double doors and strode to the register with a confident swagger. She 

was edgy, for Sacramento, poured into black jeans, tattoos lacing her bare arms. Her 

flaming-orange hair was close-cropped. She didn’t walk into the stacks but rather behind 

the counter, an employee I assumed, one of Patrick’s coworkers. He turned to her and 

they kissed. Not the casual peck I imagined an edgy girl might bestow on any male 

acquaintance. No. She pulled him to her, a proprietary gesture that made me look away. 

“Time to go,” I said to Shelley. She was watching them, her mouth slightly ajar. I thrust 

half the books into her arms. “Cute couple,” I said. And they were. The girl was petite 

and pretty, a modern-day Audrey Hepburn.  

We brought the books to the counter. I thanked Patrick. He introduced us to his girlfriend, 

not calling her that, only her name, Andy. Snort to self. Of course it is. And he blushed. 
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But that was just Patrick. She hung onto him with one finger laced through a belt loop. 

They matched, and I supposed I was happy for him. He’d been rejected so many times in 

high school. No, that wasn’t true. He’d never worked up the nerve to approach a girl. 

He’d overcome his timidity in the intervening years. It was stupid. I had no right or 

reason to be but I was disappointed.  

# 

Thursday around eleven, I came home to pick Shelley up after working a few hours. She 

wanted to come with me to visit her grandfather. Not a bad idea since she’d be gone for 

three days. The last update I’d gotten from the hospital had been guarded. 

I changed into sweats for the drive, catching an unfortunate full-body view of myself in 

my underwear in the mirror on the bathroom door. I was convinced that particular mirror 

added twenty pounds. I sucked in my gut and then pushed it out to its fullest extent and 

rubbed my distended belly. Nice. I could have been near term. I’d been deluding myself 

that I was content as a Beluga whale. Comparing thighs with Patrick was a graphic wake-

up call. Meeting his perky little girlfriend was overkill.  

Sitting on my bed, shoving my feet into sandals, I called the hospital one last time before 

we hit the road. The front desk put me through to the nurses’ station on my father’s floor. 

I recognized the voice of the woman who picked up, an officious, matronly type who 

generally softened when I asked about Dad. The clackety-clack of her fingers tapping 

computer keys replaced the elevator music.  
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“I’m calling for an update on a patient’s condition. Jules Lazar in room 202B.” 

“Just one moment, please.” She put me on hold. I was back with the wobbly show tunes. 

I assumed she was juggling calls. The music cut out. On the other end of the line, paper 

rustled. She cleared her throat. “And to whom am I speaking?”  

“His daughter,” I said. “I was in last night. I called this morning. We spoke.”  

“I’m sorry, Ma’am. We’re not authorized to share any patient information with you.” I 

assumed there was some mistake. Staff was busy. She’d confused me with someone else. 

“But you did this morning,” I said. And last night and the day before. “According to his 

file, we aren’t authorized to discuss the patient’s condition with anyone.”  

“Can you at least tell me if he’s alive?” She lowered her voice, and whispered, “Yes,” 

before she hung up. It had to be some mistake. Or perhaps it was a blunt hint. Don’t call 

every two hours.  

I’d texted Iona before work, asking her to join Shelley and I. Her reply had just come in. 

“Sorry, can’t, driving documents to Lincoln for Mom. Next time. :-)” My fingers 

smacked the tiny screen, “More important than seeing your father for what could be the 

last time.” 

“You want to rephrase that, Mom?” I hadn’t noticed Shelley sneak up behind me. “Not 

tactful enough?” 

“Not tactful at all.” 
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“Then you do it, madam ambassador.” I tossed Shelley the phone. She read me the text 

she’d composed, “Saturday then? I’ll keep you posted,” before she hit send. 

“Very mature. You should do all my communicating.” Not that I believed it would make 

any difference with Iona. I’d been kidding myself to think my softer approach had turned 

her around. I’d only succeeded in many it easier for her to say no. I rummaged in the 

kitchen for road snacks. My phone, still in Shelley’s hand, bleeped. I asked her to check it 

for me. It was possible Iona had changed her mind.  

“Who is it?” I said. 

“Patrick,” she said, with a smug grin. 

“What’s he say?” 

““Free for lunch?” See, he wants to see you. He can’t get enough.” 

“He’s just interested in the art. Which is fine. No, it’s great. Tell him we’re on our way to 

Sonoma.” Shelley’s fingers tapped the keys. It amazed me how kids could type faster 

with two fingers than I could with eight. The phone bleeped almost immediately.  

“He says he wants to come with you one of these times.” Her fingers hit the keys before 

I’d formulated a response. “What’d you say?” 

“That would be great. I’ll call you tonight. :-)” 

“Shelley. You know I don’t do smiley face.” I reached for a couple granola bars.  
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“I already got it covered,” she said. “Bananas and grapes.” She crinkled her nose at the 

granola bars. “Cookies in disguise. Empty carbs. Sugar through the roof.” She slung her 

camera over her shoulder. It was a nice one, expensive, a birthday gift from her father. 

She carried it everywhere.  

# 

Dr. Klein, with a chart in his hands, was with Dad when we arrived. We stood in the 

doorway. Sensing us, the doctor turned from the bed and frowned.  

“Is it alright if your daughter hears this?” he said, looking down on Dad.  

Father scowled. Seeing Shelley beside me, his expression softened. He grunted, a 

noncommittal sound that seemed to communicate, ‘sure, why the hell not,’ more than 

anything else.  

“You’re not doing as well as I’d like,” Dr. Kline said. 

Dad muttered something unintelligible. 

“What was that?”  

“You and me both.” He enunciated each word with exaggerated clarity.  

Shelley stifled a laugh. 

“The antibiotics seem to be doing their job. But you’re weaker than I would have 

expected at this point. Are you walking unassisted?” 
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“Is that a trick question?” Dad said. Shelley giggled through her hand. The doctor tried 

another approach. He placed a hand on the covers. “Lift your legs.” 

“I can’t even sit up,” Dad said glumly. 

Doctor Kline nodded, his brow knit. “You’re in no shape to go home yet. It might be days 

or weeks. It’s hard to predict. We can give you another day or two here. But without a 

medical reason to keep you in the hospital you’ll be discharged to a nursing home for 

physical therapy and to build your strength up.” 

Dad’s dark eyes flashed, deep frown lines radiated out from his mouth.  

“I know you want to go home,” Kline said. “But you couldn’t manage. Could you?”  

“Nasty man,” father said, at the sound of Dr. Kline’s footsteps down the hall. “I can take 

care of myself but then what would the nurses do?” I pulled a second chair closer to his 

bedside so Shelley and I could sit.  

“Do you know why no one will talk to me anymore?” 

He spoke to the ceiling, avoiding my eyes. “They asked about ‘next of kin.’ They must 

think I’m dying.” He sighed deeply. “They want to know who to call to retrieve my sorry 

carcass.” His bony arms, pinpricked and damaged, lay limp on the covers. “I said I had 

none. It seemed like the thing to say at the time.” He closed his eyes.  
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I squeezed Shelley’s hand. A technician wheeled a cart carrying trays of tiny bottles for 

drawing samples into the room. I took Shelley to the cafeteria for a drink. We sat in the 

plastic chairs. “You okay?” She nodded. “Why does he say those things?” 

“I guess he feels like he’s on his own.” He was just being truthful. That it was also 

spiteful was, I hoped, only collateral damage. They’d asked for next of kin and he’d 

never felt kinship with anyone, never had that sense of belonging to a particular tribe. 

Perhaps he didn’t know how. 

When we returned to his room, his demeanor was less drear. “And how is my favorite 

granddaughter,” he said. He looked from her to me, puzzled, eyes and forehead bunched. 

“She’s pretty. How did that happen?” 

“It’s a miracle. But you know what they say. Good looks sometimes skip a generation.” 

He huffed, a subdued one. I gathered it took too much out of him to snort. 

“I suppose you’ve let my house burn down?” he said, wheezing. 

“Everything’s fine.” If he hadn’t looked so pitiful, clasping the blanket like a frightened 

child, I would have gotten in a dig about his nonexistent next of kin taking care of things 

for him. “I wondered, since you won’t be coming home for a least a few more days, if I 

should find someone to keep an eye on the place. I can’t come down every day.”  

“So don’t,” he snapped.  

“What about Cat.” 
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“Take her to a field. Let her loose. She’s scrappy,” he said. “Everyone seems to think I’m 

dying. If I am, I’ve got no business keeping a cat.” 

Shelley opened her mouth to protest. I shushed her with my hand. His lips were dry and 

cracked. I handed him the water cup. He couldn’t hold onto it. His hand was as stiff and 

cumbersome as a leather mitt. I took the cup from him before it spilled onto the covers 

and brought the straw to his lips.  

“I’ll make sure she’s fed,” I said. “And I’ll visit the paintings.” It was a silly thing to say. 

But they felt animate to me. Besides Cat, they were the only things that brought life into 

that house.  

“Burn them,” he said, his mouth drawn thin and tight. “They’re no use to me now.” 

“No way, Grandpa. I love them.” Shelley stood up close beside the bed so that he 

couldn’t ignore her.   

“Then take the ones you like,” he said. “Have a bonfire with the rest.” He glared at me. 

“Invite your mother. She can gloat.”   

“You did them for a reason,” Shelley said, her voice quavering. He snorted. Did I? She 

looked away, tears in her eyes.  

He reached for a scoop-mouthed plastic jug. I hadn’t noticed it nestled beside him under 

the covers. He was off the catheter. Dad gripped it by the handle and held it up like some 

kind of macabre trophy. 
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“I need to pee.” He pressed the call button. “It’s a two-man job. One to hold the jug 

steady and the other, well, I don’t think you want to watch.” Shelley looked to me, 

alarmed. I took her hand. 

“For the love of God, why didn’t you leave me on the floor.” He addressed his lament to 

the ceiling tiles.  

# 

“I always sort of thought you were exaggerating about Grandpa,” Shelley said.  

We sat at one of the small tables by the front window at the Whole Foods market. It was 

still too hot to sit outside. Wilted shoppers crossed the tarmac. Shelley had a concoction 

of quinoa, kale and pine nuts while I went for comfort, a generous wedge of quiche with 

buttery crust. Likely desert would be in order. Vegan was out of the question.  

“Maybe I was sometimes. But I think it’s gotten steadily worse. He must feel really awful 

to act like that with you around. I know he loves you.” 

She chewed thoughtfully. She didn’t look convinced. “Don’t feel bad, Mom. I’m glad I 

came. It wasn’t what I thought. But still. Do you think he really want to die?” 

“He must feel that way right now.” I dreaded the move to a nursing home, which now 

seemed inevitable. A death sentence, that’s what he’d called it the last time when he’d 

made it back home. This time the outcome wasn’t so certain.  
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I texted Iona that Dad wasn’t improving and that his spirits were low. Snort. 

Understatement. How’s that for tactful. 

After eating, we went to his house. Watered. Checked on the cat. Emptied the mailbox. 

Shelley and I sat on the back porch where there was the slightest breeze off the hills 

beyond. Cat moved from one of us to the other, before deciding my daughter had better 

hands.  

“You wouldn’t do what Grandpa said, would you?” Shelley scratched behind Cat’s ears. 

Her purr was the steady hum of a beehive.  

“Of course not. He didn’t mean it. He loves that silly cat, maybe more than any person.”  

Shelley eased the cat off her lap. Standing, she dropped to one knee, removed the cap 

from the camera lens and took several shots of Cat from different angles. She turned to 

the mountains where high, white clouds frosted an impossibly blue sky. “I thought I’d 

take pictures of him, you know,” she said, “With you, sort of a family thing. But it didn’t 

seem right.” I nodded. “I guess I want to remember him the way he was before, when I 

was little. He was so big to me, larger than life,” she said. 

“Same here,” I said. 

“What if he never comes home?” I shook my head, not yet ready to concede that 

eventuality. “He will,” I said. 

We put down extra food and water in case I didn’t make it back Friday. It was almost the 

weekend. No excuses then. Iona would have to come. I wondered if her absence was one 
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of the reasons Dad felt to alone. I pictured myself heaving her into the car against her 

will. I had size and strength on my side. Snort. Not a pretty picture. But it might be fun. 

Inside the house, Shelley began opening drapes. 

“Don’t honey, I need to close up so we can head for home. I’d like to make it before 

dark.”  

“Can’t I take photos of some of these paintings, Mom? Please.” 

With all the drapes parted and the room open to the light, the paintings were illuminated, 

as they hadn’t been in years. Locked in that cellar of a house they’d been spared the sun’s 

fading rays. Fine spider webs and dust coated their surfaces like a hair net. I stood before 

the one Patrick said he loved. The Girl on the Green Chair. It was funny, not funny ha-

ha, but funny strange and somehow ironic. These lonely paintings, this neglected gallery 

had been more cosseted in the last few days than in the prior ten years, if not ever. I 

wanted to show them to Patrick this way. The colors were brighter, the images more 

vivid, the lines in the hard-edge paintings more crisp and sure.  

And it was strange to think that I didn’t even know whether my father would be pleased 

to be compared so favorably with artists he revered or would the suggestion, perhaps 

even the knowledge that anyone had dared consider his paintings that closely, offend 

him. What is the impulse I wondered, and could not fathom, that drives a man to spend 

his life creating things only to want them destroyed? Why wouldn’t he want them to live 

on in others’ eyes, even if the audience were a small one. 
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Shelley was content, humming and changing position as she considered each painting 

from different angles. I checked e-mail. Carmela had sent me an update. Only ten 

applications for the job so far. I didn’t want to know who they were. I’d helped Walt 

screen resumes for prior openings, weeding out the ones with no apparent background. I 

would likely have weeded myself out. Iona called for an update. I fought down irritation 

that she wasn’t with us, thinking how Shelley, sometimes the clearer head between us, 

would react. She’d consider it an improvement that Iona had called of her own initiative. 

I tried to do the same.  

“But you do have to come, Iona,” I said. “I’m not just being a bossy big sister here. Ask 

Shelley. It’s not good.” 

I watered the roses that stubbornly came back year after year in spite of being neglected 

and a potted lemon tree that likewise had refused to die. I tracked Shelley down in my 

father’s studio. She’d set her camera down on his desk and was carefully flipping through 

the paintings stacked in the closet. I peered over her shoulder. It was hard to see them 

well, the light didn’t reach into the closet and they were packed too tightly together to 

fully separate one from the next. From the little I could see, I knew they were mostly 

ones he’d done after I left home, for I recognized very few. 

“Can I take them out?” she said, eyes shiny with the excitement of discovery. I was just 

as curious. It would have been unthinkable if he weren’t in the hospital. He wouldn’t 

have allowed it. He wouldn’t have wanted us in the room at all.  

“Let’s make sure we remember how they were, so we can put them back the same way.” 



 98 

We worked without speaking, communicating with glances, touch and by pointing at 

each one as we extricated them from the closet, a task made more difficult by the closet 

doors. Some were beauties. We knew it instantly and the room was charged with our 

wonderment. We set them all around the room, leaned up against the four walls, then 

stood in the room’s center, slowly turning full circle to take in our private show. 

“Mom, are you okay?” 

My fingers were black with dust. I swiped my eyes with the back of my arm. “I don’t 

understand. Why would he hide them?” 

A self-portrait I remembered was among the paintings we took from the closet. I’d called 

it the Green Man for obvious reasons. He’d painted his face a sickish green, the color of 

children’s modeling clay. The hair and assertive brows were pitch black. The background 

was red, which gave the composition a garish, nightmarish feel. When I was in high 

school it used to freak me out. His expression was stern and all seeing. It hung over the 

mantle then and I imagined those black eyes followed me, like the paintings in the 

Haunted House at Disneyland, where the eyes are cut out and a mysterious someone or 

spirit spies on you from behind. Often I had good reason to feel guilty, stumbling in 

stoned or drunk, not that he would have noticed or perhaps minded. But the Green Man 

did. I’d leap from the entryway to the hall, desperate to avoid those eyes. 

It must have bothered him too to hide this likeness away in the closet. 
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Looking at that green face so many years later, I wasn’t frightened. I saw something 

entirely different. The eyes were keen and observant. The mouth and jaw strong and sure. 

He confronted himself straight on. No boxer’s crouch. No fear tingeing the eyes red. I 

took a photo with my phone. Texted it to Patrick. 

“I remember that one,” came the reply.  

I turned the canvas to see what was on the back. J LAZAR 1968. My parents hadn’t even 

met. There was so much I didn’t know about him. So much he’d never told. So many 

things it had never occurred to me to ask about when there was still a chance he’d 

answer. 

“We should hit the road,” I said to Shelley.  

“Can’t we stay,” she said. “I haven’t touched the hall or his bedroom yet.” It had already 

been over two hours. Her face was flushed from working in the hot, stuffy house, her 

eyes sharp with determination. Once Shelley got going on something, she was compelled 

to complete it. And she was a perfectionist. She’d taken dozens of photos of each 

painting in the search of the one. She hustled into the hall and threw open the doors to the 

linen closet. “Look,” she said. “And there’s the coat closet by the front door. “And the 

garage. 

“Please Mom. You know how you always say there are some things you’ll regret if you 

don’t do them. What if the house did burn down and all this was gone forever.” She made 

it sound like hidden treasure. “Or what if Grandpa, what if he.” She couldn’t finish. Her 
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face puckered with tears. I hugged her in the narrow hall. The hall I’d slunk down so 

many times on my way to bed, the light on under his studio door, knowing not to knock, 

knowing not to call out “goodnight.” Then we were both crying, my dirty hands on her 

shirt, her dusty hair in my nose.   

“And what if Patrick’s right,” she said. Hers sobs had turned to hiccups. “It would be a 

crime not to save them. We have to, Mom. We have to.” 

I stroked her hair. “But we don’t have to do it all tonight. We can stay over and finish 

tomorrow.” 

“What about work?” she said, wiping sticky wet hairs from her face. 

“It will be there.”  

# 

“You haven’t touched your tray,” the morning nurse said. “Just feeling a little bit off.” 

Dad raised his chin when he spoke, stretching his neck like a baby bird reaching for food. 

“But it’s your teeth, right Dad?” I turned to the nurse. “He can’t chew.” 

“She exaggerates,” Dad said, with a feeble flap of one hand on the covers. “We’ll just 

have to bring you something more tempting, won’t we?” The nurse unwrapped the blood 

pressure cuff from his arm. 
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I doubted he’d eaten anything since he was admitted. At lunchtime Shelley and I brought 

him a milkshake. He took a sip through the straw and made a sour face, “So sweet. How 

could anyone drink this?” 

“Quite easily,” I said. 

I saw the desire to snort, to make some derisive comment about my eating habits. It was 

there in his eyes. But it never came. He sunk more deeply into the pillow, surrendering to 

it, breathing heavily through an open mouth as though it took all his strength. When we 

stood to leave, I kissed his forehead, something I wouldn’t have dared do even a week 

earlier. He didn’t push me away or say anything hurtful. He didn’t have it in him. Even 

his eyes had lost their bite. They had a vague, faraway look, as though a part of him had 

already left the room. 

On the drive back to Sacramento, Shelley asked if her grandfather was trying to starve 

himself. He was stubborn enough to do it but I didn’t tell her that. We’d had a good night 

in a motel just off the Plaza. We ordered Chinese takeout, and stayed up late watching old 

movies on the television, ones with sappy, happy endings. It was strangely cathartic to 

cry over the kind of heartache that was easily understood and easily remedied. Neither of 

us mentioned my father. We didn’t have to. He was with us all the time. 

In the morning we’d spirited two paintings from the house. I felt as though I had 

contraband in the trunk and drove like an old woman, afraid I’d be pulled over and 

ordered to open the trunk and explain where we got the art. Snort. In an alternative 

universe. Shelley had wanted to load up the car with as many as we could carry because 
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of what he’d said about taking what she wanted and burning the rest. I was more 

cautious. His whims could be mercurial.  

Shelley started with a stack of paintings she set aside while we put all the others back 

where we’d found them. When we were done, I told her to pick just one. She settled on 

an abstract painting of a woman, a Jackson Pollack/impressionistic blend. The 

background was created with layers of dripped paint. A nude woman, with multi-hued 

Medusa locks blown horizontal, appeared caught up in the eye of a psychedelic tornado. 

We named her Witchy Woman. 

I chose the Green Man. My first instinct was The Purple Knight but he was too large for 

the car and far too visible besides. We hadn’t pulled him from any forgotten hiding place. 

Last, I threw a stuffed portfolio into the trunk, without taking the time to look through it, 

only enough to know it was filled with sketches and figure studies. I’d found it at the 

back of the broom closet and doubted it would be missed. I was anxious to get it home.  

“Call me if anything happens with Grandpa while I’m gone,” she said. Shelly set her bare 

feet on the dashboard and examined her polished toenails. “It’s weird, Mom. The way he 

was last night. It makes me love him even more.” 

“I know what you mean.” 

“What was he like when you were my age?” 

I tried to think back. The last two years we lived together, when he grew increasingly 

more solitary and private had skewed my memories. It wasn’t that way at the start. “He 
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could be wonderful,” I said. “Sometimes, at night, he’d be in his studio. I’d take him a 

cup of something hot, tea, cocoa, and a cookie. I used to bake a lot of cookies.” Shelly 

smiled, leaning her head on the seatback. “I’d sit on the futon, with my back to the wall, 

my big feet up on the cushion.” I reached for her big toe. She pulled it away, laughing. 

“He’d keep right on working, filling in a lozenge of color, mixing paint, swirling brushes, 

anything, I just loved to watch. His hands were, I don’t know how to say it, so perfectly 

capable. I was sure he could do anything. 

“The best was when I’d made something. I used to do these stylized busts of women. Just 

doodles. Pencil sketches. Wild Afro hair. Neck bangles. Impossibly big eyes. I’m pretty 

sure they were horrid. But he’d take whole minutes to study one, with that small smile he 

had. He’d say he liked how I’d done the mouth, or the chin was very good. He’d make 

suggestions. I could shade the side of the nose for more depth. He’d demonstrate what he 

meant. I could work on proportions. The best was when he asked if he could keep one of 

my drawings. He said it was to show his students what someone else their age had done.” 

My speed had slowly crept up to seventy. I moved back into the right-hand lane, eased up 

on the gas and took a swig from a water bottle. 

“What else,” Shelley said. 

“He usually walked after supper. Up the road into the hills where from the top you could 

see the town or skirting the cow pasture, all the way to the Plaza and back. I’d go with 

him sometimes and we’d fall into step like two trailblazers.” Shelley laughed. “He’d 

pause, then I’d pause. To watch a line of cows headed home or to track a hawk soaring 



 104 

overhead, riding the current. We’d both look. He might point. He might smile.” I stopped 

to breathe, to concentrate on the road slipping out from under me.  

“You okay?” Shelley said. For a moment I couldn’t speak, only nod, a tiny bob of my 

head, my eyes straight ahead. She handed me a tissue. “It sounds so silly now,” I said, 

“Inconsequential.” Shelley was curled on the seat, feet tucked under like a doe in the 

grass. She shook her head. “It doesn’t at all,” she said. “Why did he stop being like that?” 

I blew my nose. “Maybe he didn’t,” I said. “Maybe I stopped waiting, and listening.” 

At Vacaville, I exited and pulled into a drive-through for a milk shake. Without apology 

or justification. I didn’t ask if she wanted anything. I knew better. But as I rolled down 

the window to order she asked me for some sweet potato fries. Their smell filled the car. 

“Why?” she asked, after I merged back onto the freeway. “Why what?” 

“Why did you stop listening?” I swallowed a sweet mouthful. “It was junior year, I think. 

Before that I didn’t really have friends. Not that I saw after school. Then I met Patrick. 

And we hung out, mostly at his house. His mother was great. If I was there studying 

she’d bring us a snack. If I stayed later, listening to music or watching reruns in the 

family room with Patrick and his little sister, she’d ask me to dinner.  

“When I got home, Dad would be in his studio, like always. And it felt different to just 

barge in on him. I didn’t know what to say. It was so dark and quiet after being at 

Patrick’s where the lights were on, and people talked over dinner. And not just pass the 

peas.” 
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“And that’s how you met my father,” she said. I nodded and set the milkshake in the cup 

holder between our seats. I snatched a fry from the greasy sack in her lap. “Yeah, he was 

next door. And very hot.” 

“Mom.” 

“Well he was. But it wasn’t only that.” 

“What was he like?” Shelley had laid the seat back to stretch her legs. I shook her knee. 

“Big and boisterous. I don’t mean fat. He was one of those people who commanded your 

eyes. You know what I mean?” She nodded. Hers were bright, listening. “You knew the 

instant he walked in the door. Patrick’s mother would light up. We’d hear her crow, 

“Michael, it’s you,” as if she’d been waiting just. Patrick’s sister Jenny would follow him 

to wherever we were, tugging at him until he picked her up and swung her around.” 

When he chose me I felt like an entirely different person. I wasn’t afraid or shy or any of 

the things I thought I was. There was no weirdness, no wondering what to say, no 

worrying what people thought of me. “I guess it’s true what they say about being 

attracted to your opposite,” I said. 

“No kidding,” Shelley said. I batted at her. “I wasn’t that much of an awkward geek.” 

She hunched her brows and frowned. The skeptical face she’d learned from me. We were 

on the Yolo bypass, fifteen minutes from home.  

“You ever see them anymore?” 

“Who?” 
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“Patrick’s mother and Jenny. They sound nice.” I sucked on the straw. Turned on my 

blinker to pass a truly old woman inching along at forty-five. “Yeah, they were. I guess I 

didn’t feel right going to his house anymore after I, after,” 

“After you got pregnant with me?” she said. I nodded. I’d figured she knew. But we’d 

never really talked about it. “Yeah, then,” I said. “They were so normal and his mother 

had been so kind to me. Maybe she wasn’t, but I thought she was disappointed in me.” 

“Were you?” she said, her voice small and distant. 

“Disappointed?” I reached for her hand. She didn’t return the pressure. “Sure, at first. I 

was young. I thought I’d go to college. Have adventures. But once you were real to me, 

that changed. It got difficult with your father. But I never regretted you. Not ever.” I held 

onto her hand. “You believe me, don’t you? 

“Meredith told me,” she said. 

“Told you what?” 

“You know. That you got pregnant in high school and Daddy had to marry you.” 

“Fucking bitch,” I said. It just came out. Shelley burst into laughter. “What?” I said. She 

was laughing too hard to speak, the kind of manic laughter that could turn to tears. “I’m 

sorry,” I said. “It just makes me so mad. What I regret is not what happened, but how the 

things I’ve done ended up hurting you.”  
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She shook her hands like shedding water. “It isn’t that,” she said. “Then what?” 

“Meredith is such a fucking bitch.” 

# 

Saturday morning, driving Shelley to the airport, we were both quiet, in the good way. 

Tranquil. Talked out. It was only three days, really two and a half, but we’d never been 

apart that long. I thought of all the things I could get caught up on while she was away. 

But back at the empty apartment, after I’d hung my father over the couch where I could 

easily see him from the kitchen, I couldn’t summon the motivation to do anything.  

When I woke from a nap, my first thought was Patrick. I’d never called him back. I’d 

said I would. Or rather Shelley had said I would. Being the weekend, I assumed he’d 

have plans with his girlfriend. But I should at least make the connection. Phone calls 

were a commitment to a conversation. I texted, “Coffee? I’ve got tons of new photos.” 

He’d know what I meant.  

My phone rang. It was Patrick. 

“You like Indian food?” he said. 

“Who doesn’t?”  

“Andy.”  

Ah, the girlfriend. He’d slipped in a reference so I didn’t get any ideas. Point taken. This 

wasn’t high school anymore. 
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# 

We met at an Indian restaurant in a West Sacramento strip mall, next to a twenty-four 

hour liquor store. I left the laptop in the trunk, thinking I shouldn’t pressure Patrick. If he 

wanted to see more of my father’s paintings, he’d ask.  

Sitting at a table for two against the wall, I was conscious of him as a man, separate from 

the teenage boy who’d been my best friend when we’d both been relative loners and 

found one another deconstructing As I Lay Dying and For Whom the Bell Tolls.  

“You hear from Shelley?” he said.  

“Yeah, she texted from the airport. That she got there. Found her dad. Everything’s 

good.” 

Patrick and I were alone for the first time in over ten years, sitting too straight, fiddling 

with the silverware, and talking about Shelley, with that awkward bonhomie of a first 

date. I snorted. Bonhomie. Really? 

“You going to share?” he said.  I looked up from the menu. “You going to tell me what’s 

so funny?” he said. “That’s what it means when you make that little noise with your nose. 

Right?” 

“What noise?” 

He blushed and rolled his eyes to the ceiling. “Come on, you know. You always did that 

little piggie snort.” I bugged my eyes out him, making a show of being indignant. “Like 
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you just did. But you used to tell me what was so funny or sometimes I called it. Never 

mind. Stupid thought.” He tugged at his hair, another familiar mannerism, and returned to 

studying the menu. 

“Bonhomie,” I said. He set the menu down. “I was thinking how this was strange,” I said. 

“Being with you. Not really knowing you anymore. And how I felt the ‘awkward 

bonhomie of a first date’. You know. How you put on an act for the other person, all 

cheerful and conversational. And it struck me it was a bizarre word to pop out of 

nowhere. From some book I read. Who knows where these things come from.” 

“Bonhomie.” We said it simultaneously and laughed. Real laughter, not the ‘look at me, 

I’m happy, aren’t I a fun date’ kind.  

“I figured it was something like that,” he said. “You were the first person I knew that 

admitted they had a voice inside their head. It was like when we were talking, you had 

this whole separate conversation going on with yourself. And sometimes it was way more 

interesting than the other one.”  

“Was I that crazy?” I said. 

“You trying to say you don’t do it anymore?” I swatted him with the cloth napkin. 

Our waiter stood beside the table, pad in hand, ready to take our order. We weren’t ready. 

We weren’t ready the second time either.  

There was a decade of personal history to catch up on. Jenny was in vet school. His 

mother remarried. Iona was working her way through every available man in Sacramento 
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and a few who weren’t. My mother was as self-involved as ever. He’d lived with a 

woman through the college years, which for him hadn’t ended when hers did. By year 

six, with no end in sight, she asked him to move out. 

“I knew what I wanted,” he said. “To be a writer. She said that wasn’t a career. I said true 

enough, it’s a vocation. She said I was splitting hairs. Which I suppose I was. Anyway 

it’s a long time ago now.”  

We dug into a sizzling platter of chicken, lamb, peppers and onions. I made him swear 

not to tell Shelley. Dairy was one thing. But meat was traitorous. 

“I called you, you know,” he said. I asked when. He shrugged. “The first time was when I 

heard you moved to Sacramento. I tried again maybe five years ago. Your Dad gave me 

your number.” I widened my eyes, surprised. “Yeah, he never answered the phone so I 

drove over to the house. He was in the garage. And we,”  

I guessed at his next words, “And you had a beer.” 

“Yep. Corona. Two now that I think of it. He hadn’t aged much yet. He just seemed, I 

don’t know, kind of lonely and less introspective. Like he appreciated having someone to 

talk to. I followed him into the house. The paintings had reproduced.” I laughed. The 

curry was hot. I gulped my water. “They were fucking everywhere,” he said, “this total 

jumble.” I nodded. “That’s how it is now. A dusty, fly-specked jumble.”  

“Your number was right by his phone.” 

“Really?” 
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“Really, really,” Patrick said. “So why didn’t you ever call me back. I know it was maybe 

kind of stalkerish of me. I must have left twenty messages. But it’s not like you didn’t 

know me.”  

I set my fork down and twisted the napkin in my lap. He looked hurt. Forehead rumpled, 

an off-center smile. I didn’t know what to say that wouldn’t make it worse. 

“I figured you were in a relationship or something,” he said. “That’s why I kept saying 

about just old friends and all that. Some crazy, long rambling messages. I scared you. Is 

that it?” 

I shook my head. “No, of course not. I just,” I couldn’t look at him. I studied my lap. I 

snorted. Bad idea. Jesus, wear something that showcases your tummy rolls, why don’t 

you. Oh, I did. 

“What?” he said, raising his voice and dropping his fork so it clanked against the 

porcelain plate. The happy couple at the next table looked at us askance. They put their 

heads together, whispering. 

“God, Patrick, do I have to say it?” He just stared at me, and tilted his head to match the 

smile. “I was embarrassed. Okay? I am embarrassed.” 

“Why?” 

“Look at me. I’m a fat pig. I bet people think I’m your mother.” The nosy couple was 

darting glances again. “They’ll tell you.” 
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He slumped in the chair with a heavy sigh. His chin rested on his chest. It was his turn to 

study his lap. He’d worn a black t-shirt that clung to him just enough to suggest ribs and 

muscle. Patrick had missed a few meals while I’d been away. Without looking up at me 

he reached a hand across the small table. It hung there. Inches from me, fingers 

outstretched. My eyes welled with tears. I swiped them with the back of my arm. Raised 

my hand to his. He clasped mine and held on. 

“I’m sorry,” I said. 

“No.” He sighed and sat up, our two hands twined on the tabletop. “I guess I’m sorry. I 

should have guessed it was something like that. I mean you’re, you’re you.” 

“So you get it, right?” 

“No. I don’t get it. I understand you do this shit to yourself.” He let go my hand and 

cracked his knuckles. He’d tried to teach me because I thought it was cool. I never could 

do it. “I’m going to tell you a secret,” he said. “It’s a secret only because you don’t know 

it. I bet everyone else did.” He stabbed one of the sweet Gulab jamun balls with his fork 

and pushed the dish with the other one closer to me. “You were the most beautiful girl in 

our high school.” 

I snorted. No, it was beyond that. I gagged on his words.  

“You still are. Beautiful, I mean. You are. You think a few pounds changes that?”  

I held up my hands in protest. “Don’t. Please. I’m not asking for pity. I just told you why. 

It is what it is.” 
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He grabbed two handfuls of hair, and shook his head, letting his lips go rubbery and slack 

like a wet dog. “Why do you think Michael fell in love with you? Because you’re smart, 

and funny. Or because you’re quirky. Maybe because you’re not like anybody else in the 

world? You think that’s why? Well, it isn’t. He was the best-looking guy and he wanted 

the best-looking girl. I’m not saying he didn’t love you. I’m just saying that’s what 

brought him to my house in the first place.” 

“That’s really sweet, Patrick. I appreciate it. I do. That you care enough to say something 

like that. But you knew me then. Until you, I read books under the tree outside the 

chemistry lab at lunch everyday. I didn’t have a single friend. Hmm. Now that I think 

about it, I still don’t.” 

“I said you were beautiful,” he said. “I didn’t say you were Miss Congeniality. I didn’t 

say you weren’t incredibly weird, dare I say fucked up.” I snorted. Not once. Not twice. A 

series of them, like Patrick said, little piggie snorts that morphed into laughter.  

“Friends?” he said, and he reached across the table. “Friends,” I said. And we shook on it. 

# 

The following Wednesday, a week after he’d been admitted, the hospital released Dad to 

a nursing home, Manor Oaks in Sonoma. It wasn’t a Medicare-covered expense so it 

saved one hundred bucks if I did it as opposed to the hospital using one of their transport 

vehicles. Besides the money, they’d have to strap him securely in the back for his own 

protection, still in the wheelchair. It sounded more like a straight-jacketed lunatic being 
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delivered to the asylum, so I’d agreed to do it. I’d called on the telephone the intervening 

days and pestered the woman at the nurses’ station enough that she promised to tell me if 

he was worse. No details because she wasn’t authorized but she’d answer those basic 

questions, yes or no.  

Iona had visited on her own on Sunday and we drove down together to pick him up from 

the hospital and check him in to Manor Oaks. Shelley had been willing to come but I 

thought she’d seen enough. And knowing how Dad felt about the nursing home, I was 

anxious enough without worrying about the damage to her psyche. 

When checkout time arrived a nurse removed Dad’s IV and helped him shimmy into a 

Depends, which she euphemistically referred to as his ‘incontinence pants.’ When that 

didn’t bring any kind of snort, I knew Dad was hurting. With an effort, we eased him 

from the bed into a waiting wheelchair. She pushed him out into the hall and maneuvered 

the chair parallel with the wall, out of the way while the hospital bustled around us. 

“Keep a close eye on him,” she said, to Iona and I. “Just this morning when I was 

changing out the sheets I set him in a chair and went about my business. No more than 

five seconds, next thing I know he’s on the ground. I didn’t hear a thing and he never said 

a word. Did you, Mr. Lazar? He was just lying there staring up at me.” She patted his 

shoulder. 

“I knew you’d help me eventually,” Dad said, his voice muffled into his chest. His head 

lolled forward, too heavy to lift, like a newborn’s yet too big to gently cradle with one 

hand. “Wait for the paperwork,” she said. “Someone will be by to sign him out.”  



 115 

So we waited. Dad’s head seemed to droop lower and lower. It was no wonder he’d slid 

onto the floor. I held one shoulder and Iona the other to keep him from pitching out of the 

chair. It was hard to have any kind of conversation with his head virtually in his lap and it 

felt disrespectful for Iona and I to chatter away as if he weren’t there. She stared at me 

wide-eyed and pointed at his rounded neck, at the raised knots of his spine that began at 

the base of his skull and continued down his back, the topmost bumps exposed by the 

thin hospital gown where it gaped open. She held on more firmly while I retied the loose 

strings. 

Eventually the paperwork was signed and a candy striper, a tidy white-haired woman 

who looked as old as Dad, accompanied us down the elevator and out to the curb.  

“How are you holding up, dear?” she said, kneeling down and peering up into his face. 

“I’m not,” he muttered, drily, “To tell you the truth, I’ve seen better days.” She chuckled 

and patted his arm.  

Iona and the candy striper held onto him while I raced to get the car, fast as my chubby 

legs would carry me. 

Dad sat beside me, strapped into the passenger seat. Iona was behind him, sitting forward 

on the seat holding him as best she could. My father, a man so private I couldn’t recall 

seeing him without a shirt, was out in broad daylight in the flimsy gown, gaping open in 

the back, non-skid socks with a pattern of raised white bumps on their soles, and an adult 

diaper. I eased the open gown closed over his rounded back to cover the gathered 

waistband. I gripped the steering wheel and left the parking lot. It felt wrong, even 
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perverse, that I couldn’t be given a telephone update, they weren’t authorized, but the 

hospital had no qualms releasing him into our highly unskilled care. I regretted the 

decision but it was too late. 

“Thank you,” I said to Iona, finding her eyes in the rearview mirror. “I’m so glad you’re 

here.” And I was. Even though she was terrified and doing a poor job hiding it, her eyes 

round and fixed, her lower lip quivering every so often as if it was all she could do to 

hold back the flood.  

The drive from Kaiser in Santa Rosa to Sonoma was gorgeous, picture perfect. We 

weaved through rolling hills, past wineries, fashionable restaurants and rural estates. I 

imagined the lucky suckers who lived that life. I snorted. Now that’s the life of Riley. I 

wanted to share the thought with him. He might have laughed. But I couldn’t bring 

myself to rouse that stooped head. 

Sunlight flickered on his gown, a pattern of dancing spots created by light filtering down 

through the leaves of the tall trees that formed a canopy overhead. He mumbled 

something unintelligible. Iona stuck her head between the seats.  

“What did you say, Dad?” she asked, looking up at him as the candy striper had. He 

raised his head, just enough to speak more clearly. “The sun. So nice.” And she lost it. 

Pressed her face to the seat back, biting her lips so he wouldn’t hear.  

He mumbled again, I didn’t catch it, then louder. “Take me home.” 
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We looked at each other in the mirror. I didn’t know what to say. She didn’t either. I 

understood. It was the same home he’d recuperated at when he shattered his wrist. He’d 

called it a death house where blind-eyed lunatics shrieked in the halls. He’d said they 

bayed all night so he couldn’t sleep.  

“We can’t, Dad,” I said. 

“If you wanted, you could,” he said, his voice raspy and forced.  

I thought of all the logical things to say. What a nurse or his doctor might say. “It’s just 

until you get stronger, until you’re walking again,” I said. “Right now, you need so much 

help.” I pictured a beetle on it’s back, helplessly wriggling it’s six spindly legs.  

“If you wanted,” he repeated, fainter, giving up.  

In the nursing home parking lot, the asphalt was molten and sticky. I pulled up near the 

entrance. Iona ran inside for a wheelchair and someone to help lift him from the car. I got 

out and opened the passenger door. Dad leaned into me as I eased his stocking feet to the 

ground. His breaths were now deep and labored. I worried he’d pass out from the heat.  

An orderly in light blue scrubs followed Iona back to the car. A young guy with a 

clipboard joined them. He introduced himself as Steven, the Activities Director. He 

shook my hand. A slight handshake, more of a swipe, so barely there I wished he hadn’t 

bothered. He hunched down beside Dad. 
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“Mr. Lazar,” he said, looking up into his face, squinting to shut out the sun. Steven spoke 

slowly and louder than necessary, enunciating each word. “Can I call you Jules? Is it 

alright if I do that?” 

Dad’s muffled snort and follow-on mumble into his chest were inaudible. I thought he 

said, “Call me whatever the hell you like,” but I wasn’t sure and it would have done no 

good to share it.  

“And how are we today, Jules?”  

If he could have, Dad would have looked around and asked who the hell else Steven was 

talking too. I was tempted to say it for him but restrained myself.  

“Can you hear me, Jules? How are you doing?” Steven repeated, even more slowly, with 

the patience of practice, as though Dad’s difficulties with communication had anything 

whatsoever to do with his hearing. 

Steven stood. He clasped the clipboard to his chest. “Is this his usual affect?”  

“Excuse me?” I said, not grasping his nursing home speak, wishing they would just get 

Dad the hell out of the hot sun. 

“Is this how he usually presents himself?” Steven said, turning his studied textbook 

patience on Iona and I. The orderly hoisted Dad into the wheelchair, with a good-natured, 

“heave, ho, here we go” as if he were another sack of potatoes.  
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It was on my tongue to lash out, to ask Steven if this was how he usually presented 

himself, because if it was, he was an ignorant, officious ass. “No,” I said, matching his 

patient, forced sincerity. “This is not his usual affect. He’s beat. It’s been a hard day. He 

needs to lie down.” 

“So, he’s usually more responsive? Does he still speak?” Steven said. “I speak,” Dad 

said, his voice a muffled croak. 

Iona was a basket case. I wasn’t much better. We held hands like when we were girls. 

The orderly wheeled him inside. Nearly doubled over, he couldn’t see much. Perhaps the 

routing lines on the speckled linoleum, rolling wheels, busy feet in white nurses’ shoes. 

He couldn’t have missed the myna bird shrieks of a woman positioned in the middle of 

the reception area, rigid but for her periodic, desperate screech. Dad had called it. He’d 

known just how it would be. And surely he smelled the disinfectant, insufficiently 

masked by the cloying odors of institutional food, the air around us close and thick.  

Thankfully, I don’t think he noticed the half a dozen wheelchairs positioned in an orderly 

row, their inhabitants dozing, mouths open, or staring, unblinking, unseeing at the 

landscaped garden beyond the window. He’d known. They were the blind-eyed. And the 

others, hands trailing the wall, eyes vacant, moving without purpose. Harder still the 

occasional clear, comprehending eye. Terrified that this would be their last stop.  

In that moment I was glad my father was near doubled over, blind to his surroundings 

and unable to stare me down. I didn’t want to see the anger and that same terror in his 

eyes.  
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# 

Iona begged for a drink. Something strong. I didn’t put up any resistance. We dragged 

into a new place on the Plaza. One that served every imaginable martini combination and 

some that weren’t so imaginable. I sunk into a chair with a view of the park across the 

street, more dappled sunlight, two boys skate boarding past, their wheels thunk thunking 

over the cracks in the sidewalk, close, closer, receding. 

“God that was awful,” Iona said. I raised my glass. We clinked.  

I checked my phone for any messages from Shelley or from the office. I hadn’t missed 

anything. When I’d asked, Walt was fine with me taking another day off. He’d shrugged 

and said, “Best if you were here all next week, though. My annual backpacking trip.” 

He’d blinked and smiled absently in my general direction as I stood in the doorway, his 

sight so poor he seemed to focus on something behind or straight through me. I wondered 

how he’d fare in the backcountry lugging two-weeks’ provisions when he couldn’t see 

clearly beyond the reach of his hand.  

I scrolled up to one of the texts Shelley sent from Oregon. A photo of her and Michael, 

his arms loose around her, guiding her golf swing. I handed it across the table to Iona. 

“They smile the same,” she said. “He’s still handsome.” She zoomed in with her fingers. 

“Bit of a beer belly, though.” I snatched the phone back and peered at the photo. There it 

was. I raised my glass and we clinked again.  
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“So what’s up with Marcus?” I said. “Nothing really,” she said. “I told him Dad was my 

Dad, for better or worse, cancerous or otherwise.”  

“Good girl,” I said.  

“Anyway,” she said, “I don’t think he’s the one. I hooked up with Claude the other 

night.” 

“Your therapist?”  

She hunched her shoulders and managed to make a shrug seem coquettish. There was a 

guy behind me. I didn’t have to look. I’d only met him the once, which was more than I 

saw of most of her prospects, but I’d sort of gotten used to the idea of Marcus, of Iona 

having someone stable. I snorted. That was a crock. Marcus was a pompous ass. No, he 

was something far worse. He’d manipulate my sister into joining some crazy cult. He’d 

make her a sex slave. Or maybe that was the cult. I snorted and sprayed Iona with my 

second Cranberry Citrus Surprise.  

“You look so much like Dad when you do that,” she said. 

 

 

 

 




