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Praise for The Family on Beartown Road
“Cohen has written a frank, funny and unexploitative memoir. . . . It’s hard not to be charmed by her simple, straightforward style.” —The New York Times Book Review
“A triumphant epic of coping.” —The Boston Globe
“Cohen’s amazing reserve of humor and honesty in the face of adversity . . . recall such classics of domestic perseverance as Anne Lamott’s Operating Instructions.” —Time
“A touching memoir . . . What makes the book so sympathetic is Cohen’s lack of self-pity and the straightforward tone. . . . [A] superb chronicle.” —People
“A healing journey . . . a potent articulation of the ties between one generation and the next.” —The Washington Post Book World 
“Cohen’s book is . . . a fascinating exploration and mapping of the human mind’s trajectory over the course of a life.” —Elle
“Cohen blends a journalist’s straight-talk style with a novelist’s skill in imagery and timing. . . . [She] finds poetry and beauty in the quotidian.” —The Seattle Times
“Beautifully written and moving, this compelling memoir will be enjoyed by all readers.” —Library Journal
“An important source of support and comfort for those struggling with the emotional turmoil associated with tending a sick loved one.” —Psychology Today
“The book is poignant and sad, funny and real, and highlights what is universally nutty about living with other people.” —Melissa Fay Greene, author of The Temple Bombing and  Praying for Sheetrock
“Its strength lies in its power to inspire hope. Alzheimer’s is a dreadful disease, but Cohen shows there is beauty in its depths.”
—Oakland Tribune
“Cohen writes a lyrical, simple and unsentimental prose. . . . A warm, triumphant and high-style memoir.”
—Milwaukee Journal Sentinel
“Cohen . . . captures the irrepressibility of a young child and the poignancy of a man nearing the end of his life in an incredibly touching story that examines aging and family responsibility.”
—Booklist
“By turns harrowing and funny, sweet and sad. It ultimately leaves the reader with not only a greater understanding of the extreme pressures family care-taking causes for individuals . . . but also of the positive, even joyous outcomes that such circumstances present.” —Albuquerque Journal
“The adventure and peril of everyday living captured in language that’s light, beautiful, and razor-sharp.” —Kirkus Reviews (starred review)
“Moving yet unsentimental . . . Cohen’s fluid prose lifts her forceful story to a higher level, making it a tribute to her father and her family.” — Publishers Weekly

Prologue
0–40–80
Those were our ages the year my father came to live with my baby and me. We span time neatly—add forty to each of our ages and arrive at the age of the next. There was something about our circumstances over the course of that year that seemed choreographed, as if to make a point.
This is the story about how our three lives came together for a time in rural New York. It is also the story about the human mind in three of its stages. My daughter’s learning curve was a near vertical incline. She began to grasp the most subtle insinuations; she did not miss a single sliver of light falling on the living room floor nor fail to greet one without an expression of surprise and her characteristic “Hi!” or kiss. It seemed she learned new words and then phrases by the hour, then began stringing them together into things that resembled sentences. Then she acquired the beginnings of real speech, with all the subtleties of tone and language.
My father, at the opposite end of the parabola, seemed almost sievelike, leaking words, ideas, concepts, and feelings. He would grow tongue-tied and fumble for the names of things and people. A proud man, masculine in the way that is common for those of his generation, he was at first embarrassed to ask for help. He would talk around the gaps, make up for missing words with other words. But the shame was soon overcome by the fear of not knowing. Then the questioning became incessant. He wanted a map of the world, with instructions for all things.
My daughter was a typical baby, learning things at exactly the pace the textbooks predict. My father was diagnosed with mid-to-late-stage Alzheimer’s disease, a malady that I would learn affects more than 4 million Americans and is poised to claim a shocking 14 million by the year 2020. It robs him daily of what he knows, what he loves, and what he has experienced. And it is robbing us of him as he transforms little by little, from a person who knows us to one who does not.
During the time this was written I lived in between these two people at life’s two poles—in every sense. The child of one, the parent of the other, caretaker of both, I lived in the small space between their needs, between the snowy and, later, lush green confines of the front and back yards of our house, between learning and forgetting.
Just like my age, my cognitive abilities seemed to be set dead center between theirs. I began to notice how I learn things. I began to notice, also, how many things I forget. I came to feel I was trapped there in the midlife of the mind, recognizing each day what a bright country I had come from and what a dim one might lie ahead.
I celebrated all my daughter’s firsts. Likewise, I had to mourn all my father’s losses. There were numerous coincidences. She said “Mama” on the same day he first asked me who I was. She said “Baby Aba”—her name is Ava—the same week we received our census and my father looked for a long time at the form before asking me his own name.
Our situation, connected by blood, by memory, and by circumstance, gave rise to the most shining example I have ever seen of the human mind’s course, as it winds through the territory of a life.

chapter 1
Dream Detection
Sometimes at night I lie awake for hours beside my baby daughter, Ava, cupping her head in my hand. Maybe I am imagining, but sometimes I swear I can feel it: I can feel her dreaming. The sensation upon my fingers is less than a vibration but more than stillness. A something-in-between-nothing-and-something, vague but true. I imagine I can feel my daughter’s mind becoming.
Touching her head in this way comes naturally to me, an instinctual rather than a conscious act. I do it because I am afraid of our circumstances as winter approaches. And because I understand now how delicate a mind is, the many ways in which it can fail a person.
When I was a child, whenever I felt upset, overwhelmed, unsure of my actions or that my thoughts were racing too fast to catch them, I developed the habit of placing my hand on my forehead. It has a calming effect, as though in doing so I can actually slow my mind down, fully possess it, or redirect its course. Just as I touch my daughter’s head, at times when I wake from a particularly vivid dream, I have found myself cupping my own forehead. My hand on my head seems to help me better recall my dreams, as if it is an umbilicus from the sleeping world to waking, a bridge.
Just when I feel my daughter’s dreams begin to swirl inside my palms, she often twitches or smiles or mumbles things that are not quite words but that, judging from her expressions, are sometimes serious, sometimes amusing. That is my favorite thing—when she laughs in her sleep. Never at any time—not when I first held her, wet and new, not when I comforted her when she was teething, not even when I fed her by breast—have I felt as close to my daughter as I do when I touch her dreams.
Down the hall from where we sleep lies my father. I know when he dreams, too, because in his sleep he shouts and whimpers, declares and rages. He begs for my mother. He pleads. He shakes the bed. His dreaming is very busy.
Yet listening to him I have this thought—that if I were to place a hand upon his forehead I would not feel a thing. There would be no subtle almost-vibration, no activity within that brain that once graded reams of undergraduate term papers, lectured about abuses of migratory laborers, charted trends in factory employment and union membership. That mind that once won him a fellowship to Harvard to study industrial relations would be startlingly silent. I fear that touching the forehead of my father, a professor emeritus of economics, I would feel nothing. Rather than signs of a mind’s activity, his dreams seem like echoes of a past intelligence. His voice in the night is a habit, a reflex. He calls out because he can. That is all.
The baby dreaming beside me is acquiring all the cognitive processes that will guide her in life. My father has Alzheimer’s disease; time, place, people, and events all blur and dissemble for him. It has stolen almost all of his connections to life.
Just as I have considered the mechanics of dreaming, I have begun to think about thinking. Thinking about thought is a peculiar experience. When it is someone else’s thought it is mostly conjecture, because no person is privy to that most private space of another. When it is my own thought it is confusing and sometimes scary. I can detect both the strengths and the flaws in my mind, its laziness and gaps and the great trough of forgetting that opens between certain events. And it occurs to me, when I sense this canyon of lost memories snaking through my life, that I hate forgetting. I hate it more than anything—sorrow, indifference, hunger, cold. It takes and takes, a robber who absconds with ideas, names, dates, prized moments, song lyrics, stanzas of poetry, recipes, the punch lines of jokes. It steals what a person truly owns; it takes the life he has lived, leaving him stranded on the island of the present.
Forgetting is my only real enemy. And it is taking my father in fits and starts, in chunks and in slices, stretching out the pain of loss unbearably.
But forgetting lives in our house now like another person. It is always hungry. I go into my husband Shane’s painting studio, where the canvases sing with color and seem so immune to erasure, and I wonder—when will it encroach here? Someday will he forget the way cadmium meshes with black, the lovely moment of approaching a freshly gessoed canvas, the way he spits on his fingers and rubs the chalky color from pastels into a muted shadow on a face?
I watch myself forgetting to pick up toothpaste when I am shopping, forgetting to give my father his medication, forgetting the date, forgetting the capital of Tennessee. It is insidious.
My daughter does not yet know enough to forget. Each thing in her mind is a bright new resident, firmly affixed and special. She remembers where the cookies are, gets excited when I approach the jar. She points at a carton of chocolate milk on the left side of the refrigerator behind the juice. She is just beginning to approach speech; still, she communicates remembering very well. While we are surprised that she can remember so much, she is nonchalant. She has been alive under a year, yet she acts like she has always known these things. For Ava, remembering comes naturally, like a sneeze, a hiccup.
She is learning so fast now that I cannot keep up with all she knows. She is learning her body. Not with words, but locations. Say “nose,” and sometimes, I swear, she points at her nose. Say “tongue” and out hers pops. Did I teach her the location of her tongue? When did I do that? I rack my brain for a recollection of an instance of tongue instruction, but none comes to me. If I did, I have forgotten it. But she hasn’t.
One recent night as I lay beside her, watching her laugh at some secret amusement as she slept, my father walked into the room. He saw me there, touching her head while her subconscious laughter pealed forth. I waited for him to comment, to say something about her laughter, about my hand on her laughter, about her beauty, there on the pillow, a mass of dark curls spread out around her face. Instead he seemed embarrassed, as though he had walked in on a private moment. As though her joyful sleep were something intimate he should not have seen.
“Look,” I said, inviting him into her beauty. “She laughs in her sleep.”
He walked over and glanced down, looking at Ava laughing and sleeping.
“You know,” he said, considering her, “I was thinking about that same thing recently. That funny thing. But now it’s gone.”

chapter 2
Before
Not so long ago we were just a family, like any family. We lived in New York City. I worked as a reporter at the New York Post and also wrote stories, essays, articles, and the occasional poem at a desk in the corner of our bedroom while Shane painted in the living room. The day our daughter was born, we walked the four blocks from our apartment to the hospital. Twenty-four hours later we returned, rolling Ava along in a stroller. One day we were two people, the next day we became three.
The following summer we strapped our daughter into a Snugli and took her to street fairs, parks, Indian restaurants, and an island off Greece. We saw all the other families, with their new babies, looking like us, doing what we were doing. Being a family like other families, doing family sorts of things, was a good feeling. It felt right.
I met my husband, Shane, in 1995 in the tiny town of Gallup, New Mexico, where I was living then. I first saw him at a party. It was instant. We moved toward each other and then stayed there. It was the easiest thing. There wasn’t even anything resembling a date. We met and then were. It didn’t require discussion.
I fell in love with his sense of humor, the whimsy and intelligence in his paintings that filled a loft in a storefront on the main street of town. I fell in love with the smell of his shirts. It was weeks before we revealed even the most introductory information about each other. By then, it was too late.
Shane is fifteen years younger and, by society’s standards, entirely inappropriate for me. When we met, he’d assumed I was younger and I thought he was older. We liked the same music, food, books, and movies. We both liked to get in our cars and drive, straight into nowhere, without destinations or maps. We ventured into forests and canyons, through Navajo country, where the wind sculpts rocks into whimsical forms, and onto the Zuni reservation, where the broken hills are striped red and white with mineral deposits. Within two years we were married and moving to New York City to pursue our careers in writing and art.
But when we had our daughter, Ava, two years later, it was suddenly important to us to get back to a rural place, like the one where we had met. New Mexico seemed too far from New York City, so we started driving on weekends through New York State, Pennsylvania, Connecticut, and New Jersey, looking for newspapers where I could work and real estate where we might live. When we saw the old farmhouse on Beartown Road, near a medium-size paper that had offered me a job, it seemed destined.
It is a small white house, floating on the top of a hill in a sea of lilacs and hydrangea. It has creaking floors and leaded windows and a generous porch with two chairs on which we imagined spending long, lazy summer afternoons, drinking iced tea and reading novels. It has a tree for a swing, two more trees perfectly spaced for a hammock, and a huge loft space for Shane’s paintings. It is a simple house, farmer-built. There is nothing fancy about it, but it is solid—a place where you think things will go right, people will love each other, and children will grow up happy and healthy. From the minute we walked through the rooms we knew it was for us. All of us.
Our family seemed to increase every day. The cats came to us on their own as cats do. First came Lulu, found in the rain in Manhattan before we moved; then, six months after we arrived came Milo, a long noodle of a cat who slips out of your arms as though oiled, a gift from Samme Chittum, a fellow journalist and friend, who had made the same career trek from Manhattan to the Binghamton paper; Twyla—later to be nicknamed Twy-twy—turned up one day on our front porch. Soon after came the dalmatians, Samo and Franny—a sister and brother we bought from the Shumachers, breeders down on Tunnel Road.
Life seemed idyllic. The world of my own childhood, of nightly slipping between clean, sun-dried sheets, having dined on meals made from my mother’s favorite recipes, pressed between pages of her dog-eared copy of The Joy of Cooking, was repeating, in my life.
Night was a time of dark sugar, safe and sweet. My family curled inside it, myself between the warm bodies of my husband and baby, my father’s shredding brain over a thousand miles away. From time to time, as we slept, someone would roll over and toss an appendage somewhere over someone else. My husband’s arm would wrap around my waist. The baby would fling a leg over my arm. She tucks her toes beneath me the way I used to tuck my toes beneath my sister when we were small and slept together. And she breathes like my husband, in short, irregular snores.
I didn’t know how sacred that sweetness was, nor fathom how quickly it could disappear. I had no clue how disaster could smack into a life and change everything.
But it did. It hit, and night and everything else would never be the same.
Daddy came to live with us in the sticky heat of August. I got the phone call from my sister, Melanie, late in the summer of 1999. Earlier that year Melanie had moved with her two children into my parents’ home in New Mexico. It had become clear by then that something was wrong. My father was not himself. And my mother, whose health was failing, was not able to care for him alone.
We’d noticed the creeping changes in him for some time. After several fender benders, and fearful of his declining driving skills, my sister and mother convinced him to turn over the car keys in 1997. It was a battle. He got really mad, insisting that after fifty years he was a better driver than ever. But in the end he acquiesced. I believe he recognized that he had become dangerous behind the wheel.
No one dared say the word. We circumvented it daily, the way you might avoid a homeless person raging in the subway. We mastered the euphemism. We said things like “mixed up,” “confused,” “spacey,” and finally “unsettled” to describe him during those nights he walked from room to room, opening and shutting closet doors.
The house my mother had always kept antiseptic-clean and pin-neat had begun to swirl in papers and opened files. Clothes were strewn over the floor, drawers left open. Things were getting lost more and more frequently. His yellow urine stains could not be scrubbed out of the carpets near the bathroom, no matter what my mother tried. Caring for both of them, each with their own needs, was more than my sister—a single working mother—could handle.
What’s more, my sister told me Mommy and Daddy were fighting—horrible shouting matches that ended with my mother in tears. “I don’t want my kids to hear it,” my sister said. “It’s awful, she screams at him and throws things. Then he gets mad and yells back. She keeps calling him stupid.”
That was the first moment his disease became real to me. Before my sister told me about my parents’ fights, it had been fuzzy—an  if, a perhaps. In an instant it grew a shape. It became a thing, but a terribly unknowable thing, like a black hole in space. My parents were not the sort of parents who fought. They’d always agreed on everything. That my mother would ever call my father stupid was inconceivable.
They say black holes are invisible but that people know they are there because of their effect on the things around them, the way they chew up stars and galaxies. I knew Daddy’s disease was real because of the way it was consuming our world, the people around him. My mother.
She had always worshiped my father and, in fact, had tended the hearth of his intelligence almost professionally for decades. She had typed the books he wrote. She filed, she annotated, she whited-out. She edited, rubber-banded, and paper-clipped his intelligence. She gave up her own jobs, as an administrator, a grant writer, a teacher, a potter, to be his assistant, his behind-the-scenes helper. This change in him, from brilliant to befuddled, defied everything she knew. “Stupid, stupid, stupid!” she yelled at him several times a day.
Stupid was a strange word to hear from our mother. We were not stupid. We didn’t know people who were stupid. We didn’t call people stupid. It was foreign, a piece of linguistic shrapnel that had no place in our lives.
Our house had always been an intelligent house. Our family walked around inside it knowing things. The way some families play touch football or ski together, we exchanged facts. My mother’s passion was crossword puzzles. From time to time she’d shout out queries, like “What was Jean Valjean’s resort?”
From another room in the house, two or three of us would yell back, “Sewer.”
“Creator of Mrs. Sarah Battle?”
“Lamb.”
“No, starts with E.”
“Elia,” Daddy would say. “His pen name.”
He knew the hard ones. That she had taken to calling him stupid was unfathomable.
“I can’t take care of both of them,” my sister said in that fateful phone call.
“Please, please,” she asked, “take Daddy.”
Take Daddy.
It was a request that I, like so many adult children, had never anticipated—to “take” one’s parent. Especially my father, my fiercely opinionated, intellectual father.
My parents are not the sort of people one imagines taking anywhere. They took themselves places. To London and New York in theater season; to Russia, Sweden, and Norway on cruises; to St. Croix in the winter; to the annual economic conventions where my father would give presentations before the leaders of multinational corporations. They took themselves to their favorite places, like the Golden Nugget, in downtown Las Vegas, where Daddy played low-stakes blackjack all night and my mother played the nickel slot machines. My parents went there every year, sometimes more than once. They knew the name of the chef.
In fact, in my experience, it was my father who took us places. He took the whole family on his sabbaticals and teaching assignments abroad. We’d lived in Venezuela, Bolivia, and Puerto Rico. He’d taken me to Israel with him, to a conference on international labor relations, when I was thirteen, and to field hockey practice when I was in high school. When I was in college at the University of New Mexico, where he taught, he used to take me to lunch at the Faculty Club, where a man named Gus would grill us hamburgers over charcoal.
You don’t “take” my father. He takes you.
But not taking Daddy was an even more inconceivable thing to consider. What was the alternative? My sister said she couldn’t handle living with both my parents. My mother had agreed.
“Take him,” she reiterated.
“Of course,” I said. Of course I would.
Daddy had come to all my ice-skating and ballet and piano recitals when I was little and clapped even though I was dreadful. He whispered my lines to me when I played Christopher Robin in the Albuquerque Children’s Theater production of Winnie-the-Pooh. He brought my sister and me dolls from all over the world, Thailand, Kenya, Japan. And he’d always been good for a double pat on the back (but not hugs or kisses, he was not demonstrative that way) when I’d needed one.
To turn him away was impossible. So we took Daddy.
I discussed it with Shane. We were up for it, we made plans. We were even getting excited. We would give him Ava’s room at the end of the hall and move her into the smaller room near us. Then he would have the view out twin windows down Beartown Road of the valley that filled every morning with mist. We would get a subscription to The New York Times and  The New Yorker, his two favorite things to read. We would cook brisket, we’d stock the kitchen with rye bread and pastrami. We’d get better mustard.
After all, we had only one child and there were two of us. My job as a journalist wasn’t quite as demanding as my sister’s job in telecommunications. I could wear jeans to work; she had to put on suits and stockings every day. And we had this house we’d just bought, with more than five acres in the rural country-side of Broome County, New York. We took Daddy because it felt like the right thing to do. The good thing.
I had no idea.

chapter 3
The History of Love
Ever since I can remember, my parents were in love. Their love was its own country. It had pastures and mountains and valleys and streams. Each day they walked through it, marveling at its beauty. They were the kind of parents who kissed.
Julia and Sanford Cohen. Their love was a busy thing. It was public, and it had plans. They would frequently talk all night long, in excited voices, about politics, education, economics. But mostly they talked about each other. The second marriage for my father and the third for my mother, they could not get over their enormous luck in finding each other. When we went to restaurants, they picked tables where they could sit side by side and hold hands. Sometimes they embarrassed us. They’d peck or hug at parent-teacher meetings at our school, in open view of our friends. They looked lovingly at each other in airports, as though they had just met after long separations. My sister and I lived on the periphery of their great, lucky love. It was not that they didn’t love us, too—they did—but we fit in around the edges and corners of their feelings for each other.
My mother told me at an early age that they had children because “it was the thing to do then.” Other people were having children, so they did. But once we arrived, full-blown humans, with cuts and pimples and dentist appointments, I think they were sort of flummoxed. They never failed to attend to our needs and undertook the most formal route of parenting, with private schools and piano lessons, conversational French and summer music camps. But it was an effort. My mother seemed incredibly drained by it. It took her away from my father’s side, from attending to him, her life’s work.
I always had the feeling my mother was burdened by my very presence as a child. That somehow, just by being, I was distracting her from something important she needed to do. When I was sick, it seemed to annoy her. When I accomplished something, she would take a deep breath as though preparing herself for the task of congratulating me.
She often lost her temper completely. Both my sister and I recall the dreaded hairbrush that she used to spank us. It was never a planned punishment, but rather a spur-of-the-moment thing, usually wielded when we talked back to her. I remember that sometimes, when I really thought I deserved, as she put it, “a good smack,” I would not get one. Then out of the blue, if something I said was interpreted as “fresh,” one would come, swift and stinging. There was a mystery to it. I would wait for my mother to tell my father about it when he came home from work. I waited to hear her version of the important punishment event that occurred in his absence. She rarely did. When he got home, a door seemed to open to her real life. She quickly put the contents of the other life out of her mind.
If I ever reminded her I knew her secret, that she wasn’t really enthusiastic about her mother role, she would wait until my father came home and then begin to cry. She would let him coddle her and talk sternly to us. I always appealed to my father’s sense of fairness. But there was no fair arbitration to be had when it came to my mother. He would listen to other sides, but he doggedly stood up for her. It was frustrating, because there was another person there who would have weighed the words spoken and brokered peace as he did in the outside world. But in the case of my mother, there was no diplomacy, no fair hearing. It was cut-and-dry. “Be nicer to your mother,” he’d say. “Go apologize.”
And so I have apologized to my mother all my life. I still do it today, out of habit. Whenever she takes offense at some small thing and cries or gets upset, I say I am sorry. I do it for my father, as though he could still order it, as though his instructing voice were right at my back. But it isn’t, and my mother knows it. She is beginning to see that she is on her own. I think it must be terrifying for her.
When my father’s mind began to loosen its grasp on the world, my mother’s love quickened. It grew wings and teeth and extra hands. As he lost abilities, she seamlessly took them on, absorbing the responsibility for all the things he was failing to do. It exhausted her, but she didn’t say anything to anyone. She became stoic. She made do.
Their lucky love, too, was changing, forcing them into a landscape of alienation and isolation. To my parents, whose entire life journeys had been predicated on the constancy of the known, such an unknowable state was not unsettling, it was devastating. Panic became a fellow traveler. My mother felt deceived. How could my father have something—even a problem—she did not have? How could he go so far away without her? It was unthinkable.
My father’s intellect had defined him as a man. It also defined him as a husband. The loss of Daddy’s mental acuity was confounding to my mother. If he no longer knew who he was, who was she? What then, when he no longer knew her? It was beyond unthinkable. It was an abomination.
Bringing Daddy to live with our family seemed necessary to all of us. When my sister called and told of us of Daddy’s decline and Mommy’s inability to cope with it, we’d thought, What better place for him than with us, his family, with our animals and nature? Shane flew out to New Mexico and drove back with him in Daddy’s blue 1985 Volkswagen Jetta, which was covered in dents and dings, souvenirs from the last days of his driving career. One door had had a handle knocked off. Another was not openable. The car was like a map of his decline, dent by dent. Daddy brought a few suitcases. The rest of his belongings were boxed up and sent on separately.
I do not know what it was like for my mother the day Daddy left. She did not tell me, and I did not ask.
For a time things seemed calm as we settled into our new life with Daddy. Shane dug a pit in the backyard and we grilled hot dogs and hamburgers over coals. We went on long drives down country lanes and sang to amuse Ava, which seemed to work out well for Daddy, too, who chimed right in, remembering most of the words to “The Itsy-Bitsy Spider” and “Old McDonald Had a Farm.” Ava sang along with the “E-I-E-I-O” part. Every time she uttered it, Daddy would say, “How about that!”
But the house on Beartown Road, it turned out, was not the solution for Shane. While I worked as a reporter at Binghamton’s daily newspaper, covering the night police beat and local events, he had agreed to be a stay-at-home dad. With Daddy’s arrival, the stay-at-home job became increasingly difficult. Ava was learning to walk and had a particular attraction to the steep staircase, and Daddy asked questions all day long: Where is Mother? What is my job? Where is my money? How much money do I have?
“Excuse me,” Daddy would politely say, “but could you please inform me of the whereabouts of my wallet, my passport, and the most direct route to Cleveland?”
By the twelfth round each day, Shane had had enough.
The house on Beartown Road, too, was far from the buzz of life in New York: friends, all-night diners, galleries, museums, and pot dealers who deliver ounces faster than you can get a pizza. Too far also from the red hills of New Mexico. Shane had hiked those hills every day. He began painting them obsessively, along with wistful cityscapes, on huge canvases in the Beartown Road studio.
Nine weeks after Daddy arrived, Shane decided to leave us. He said he had to go because I was angry too much. And because it was so stressful, taking care of Daddy and Ava.
“I’m not happy,” he said.
And so, late in October 1999, twelve days after Ava’s first birthday, Shane took eight hundred dollars and our 1987 Jeep Cherokee and drove back to Gallup.
The morning he left, the trees were burning with autumnal gold and there was a hint of frost icing the grass. Daddy, Ava, and I stood on the front porch and watched him drive away. The baby said, “Bye-bye, bye-bye, Da,” and opened and closed her fist backward to wave, the way babies do.
When we went back inside, Daddy asked me where Shane was going.
“Gallup, New Mexico,” I said.
“That is a long trip. Does he have enough money?”
“I think so. He has about eight hundred dollars.”
“That should do it,” Daddy said. Then, pausing: “Who is he, anyway?”
“He is my husband,” I said.

chapter 4
The Beginning of Memory
Suddenly, the world is dangerous. The trees wave their dying leaves in the wind like red flags, as if to say, “Warning.”
I try to heed, to preempt disaster. I start with signs.
Taking black markers, I make cue cards, instruct with directions. I try to think of everything. I write BATHROOM side by side with a drawing (crude, I admit) of a toilet. For the hallway and stairs, more signs with arrows. To get outside, two arrows: one pointing down, one right, toward the front door. What if there were a fire? Such signs could save his life.
I gesture and say, “Daddy, this is the way to the bathroom.”
“Oh, right, right, this way.” He walks into the laundry room.
“No, over here.” I physically orient him. “See here. This sign tells you.”
“Clever,” Daddy says. “You thought of that?”
“Yeah, pretty good, right?”
“Brilliant.”
Daddy can be sarcastic sometimes, wry, subtle, a master of the double entendre. But is this sarcasm? I want it to be. But I cannot tell for sure.
I walk him nightly to his room, which I have labeled with a sign that says SANDY, short for his given name, Sanford, and hand him his pajamas. On his dresser I have placed three pictures: one of Melanie, from her high school prom; one of him standing in a soldier’s uniform beside his brother, Sol; and one of me, when I was eight years old, that had been on the desk of his office for years. I hang another, of him and my mother, on the wall. I want him to feel familiarity in this room. I am hoping that he will eventually come to recognize it as his.
In the beginning, it was Shane who changed his clothes and prepared him for bed each night. Now I do it. I pull down the sheets and blankets and watch him get in. Then, I pull the covers over his shoulders. If I do not do this he will sleep on top of the bedding or beneath the thin top coverlet, cold and uncomfortable, all night long. I learned this when I went to wake him one morning and found him lying in a fetal position, shivering, with nothing over him but a shirt.
After he’s in bed, I put Ava down to sleep. I read her stories from her books: Good Night, Sleep Tight, Roosevelt Rhino; Flu fy  Bunny; and Goodnight Moon. From the time she was about eleven months old, she has insisted on only these three books before she goes to sleep. She has learned the sounds of certain words and phrases in them. She recognizes elements in the pictures, like when Roosevelt Rhino takes a bath in his book. Ava loves baths. When we get to that page, she always perks up.
The other night, when I was midsentence, she announced, “Bubble!” Roosevelt had taken a bubble bath, her favorite kind. He also has a yellow plastic duck, like she does. On another day she chimed in with a little ambient noise: “Quack, quack!” Sometimes she says, “Quack, quack,” before we even turn to the page with the duck.
She is anticipating. She is remembering.
She makes me wonder when remembering begins, just as now I am forced to consider when, exactly, it ends. I am sure that there are academics who have studied this, measuring response time to certain stimuli and so forth. But I wonder when the memory of feelings starts, like love. I think Ava began feeling love the moment she saw our faces, Shane and me, standing over her in the nursery at Beth Israel Medical Center in Manhattan. She blinked hard, and although the baby books say it happens much later, I could swear she smiled. And ever since then, our faces, in pictures or in real life, are her home. So in my own anecdotal way, I suppose I am asserting that memory begins just after birth, when a child sees its parents for the first time.
Sometimes I wish I believed that remembering could come later, because there are things in our lives now I would rather Ava forget. There is a page in the story of Roosevelt Rhino that has been worrying me particularly, when Roosevelt’s parents come up to say good night and his daddy’s slippers “tip the broken stair.” I always skip that part now. I don’t want to make her more aware than necessary of our new daddyless circumstances. When I sing her “Hush, Little Baby,” I have edited the line “Daddy’s gonna buy you a mockingbird” to “Pop-pop’s gonna buy you a mockingbird.” Pop-pop is what she calls my father.
Sometimes I put Ava to bed first and Daddy helps me get her down. He sits beside her while I rub her tiny baby back. Once I asked him if he could remember the soldier story, one he made up, which was my favorite from childhood. “How does it go?” he asked.
“It starts out, ‘The war had ended,’ ” I said. “ ‘A soldier was on his way home alone.’ ”
“Oh right, right, right,” he said. He ceremoniously cleared his throat. And then he said the words: “The war had ended. A soldier was on his way home alone. He was passing through many countries. He went through the country of snow, the country of daisies, the country of delicious potatoes, and the country of very, very tall trees.”
We both sat silently for a moment, appreciating his accomplishment, as though he had just remembered the specifics of the theory of relativity. How many times must he have recited those words all those years ago? The soldier story was still there. The beginning was all he remembered, but it was enough. Ava had already fallen asleep.
Tuck-tuck. Night-night. Little baby goes to sleep tonight.
Mornings are my biggest challenge. Dressing Ava and Daddy and myself, feeding everyone, walking
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