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Getting Rid of Mama

By Liz Dolan

Urgently having to pee, Roz fumbled with the latch on the folding gate of her fenced-off kitchen. A legion of barking dogs came running at her from every direction, imprinting her tan slacks with muddy paw prints. “Jesus. What the hell?” she bellowed. “Okay, okay, fellas, calm down.” She sidled past the counter. “Take it easy. Good doggies, good doggies.” 

At that moment she heard Lil roar from the yard, “I’m not Jesus.”

“Take these mutts outside,” cried Roz. “How many times do I have to tell you?” Obeying a shrill whistle from Lil, the dogs thundered out of the kitchen through the open sliding glass door, hip-checking each other. “I told you to keep them out of the house,” Roz screamed as she returned to the kitchen. Lil, a tall, slender brunette in J. Crew shorts, who had emerged from the back yard, stood with her two hands rolled under her chin like paws. “I’m alpha dog,” she said.

“If I had known you were a dog fancier when I first met you, I wouldn’t have bought you that drink,” Roz whimpered, pushing back her disheveled, wiry hair as she searched for a damp cloth to wipe the paw prints off her slacks. “I broke my best nail.” Even though she complained about the dogs, Roz knew the kennel provided much needed extra income for them.

“Look, Sweetie, I didn’t know you’d be home so early.”

“They shouldn’t be in the house ever. Ever. The dogs gotta go. They stress me out.”

“It’s not the dogs who stress you out; neither is it the dogs who have to go and you know it. It’s your Mom who has to go.”

“Does everything have to come back to the same topic? I’m so tired of it.” 

“How about a drink to cool you off?” Lil asked, as she scrubbed her hands and talked to her partner’s reflection in the mirror above the sink. “Coke or bottled water? Your mother has lived with us for six months; she’s no longer sick.”

“Water. Now I’m itchy.” Roz began to scratch her forearm. Roz sank into a dining room chair as Lil handed her water and a nail file.

“Did I ever tell you me and Mom used to watch The Early Show every night when I was a kid. We’d place our TV dinners—she never cooked—on tray tables and wait for the syncopated theme.”

“Yes, you have told me; I remember that show.” 

“We’d sit on the Castro side by side and laugh and weep; we loved the two-box- tissue films. That was after my father left. ”

“Have you finally decided why he left?” Lil sat down opposite her and rested her forearms on the pine table.

“Other than that my mother is impossible, no. She told me so many different stories…. I think she repeated plots she saw in movies. Once she told me he was a bomber pilot shot down over Tokyo. I’m sure that was from a Van Johnson movie, Forty Seconds over Tokyo. Don’t even think she knows the truth now.” 

“I doubt that very much, Roz, knowing your mother. And she’s not so impossible; it’s the two of you together that’s impossible. You’re always arguing. Quite frankly, if things don’t change around here, it’s not going to be your mother or the dogs who leave; it’s going to be me. Soon.”

Just then a door opened and Roz’s mother in a purple caftan and gold slippers, white hair streaming down her back, shuffled past them puffing a cigarette. “Is Lucky in the kitchen?” she asked Roz, ignoring Lil.

“No, Ma, he’s out in the kennel. I asked you not to smoke in the house, Ma.” Her mother puffed harder. As long as she could remember, Roz had been begging her mother not to smoke.

“Are you sure?” 

“I’m 99 and 44/100 percent sure.” 

“He always nips at my ankles; I hate him,” her mother replied, knocking ashes into the sink. 

“Can’t say that I blame you.” Roz looked at Lil.

“Ma, this is Lil—she lives with us, remember?” Her mother walked toward the gate and fiddled with the latch until Roz relented, rose, and opened it for her. “When are you gonna learn, Ma?” She kept calling her Ma as though she was testing her for a maternal instinct. 

Her mother reached into the pocket of her caftan and tossed Lil a Tootsie Roll. “Happy Rosh Hoshanah,” she said. 

“Happy New Year to you, too,” Lil replied, as she unwrapped the treat. “Sorry, I forgot; you’re sweet.” 

“Not so sweet,” Roz said swigging her water as though it were a Dewar’s. “She forgets we’re no longer in Brooklyn.”

“Lil’s not Jewish, Ma; the whole world is not Jewish, Ma,” Roz pressed her lips together on the M. “God, I think I’m grinding my teeth.”

“Another goy,” her mother said, surveying the kitchen for attackers. “You drag me from the city to this God-forsaken place and all I see is goyim.”

Actually, Lil had no religion.

Lil had sold her condo near the Philly Museum of Art and moved to Delaware with Roz a year earlier. They met at a cocktail party given by a mutual acquaintance. The next day they had lunch in an Italian restaurant in South Philly and a friendship was formed. Within six months they had become partners. Before she met Lil, Roz had careened from one romantic disaster to the next. Every neurotic female on the planet seemed to seek her out. She always blamed her luck on her insane childhood, but when she met Lil she finally felt she had found someone whose feet were firmly planted on the ground. 

Roz had childhood memories of her mother dragging her around Avenue L in Brooklyn looking for her father and his secret liaisons. She thought her mother had watched too many movies and had an overactive imagination. Sometimes Roz wondered if she was the one with the vivid imagination. Did all the insanity of her childhood really occur? Did she really hide in the alley with her mother by her father’s butcher shop and wait for him to hang up his bloodied apron and retrieve his fedora from an S hook? Did they actually follow him to Mrs. Manelli’s building and hide under the staircase until they heard him clomping down the stairs? Or was it all a part of some weird movie they had watched together?

“Why did I come to the kitchen?” Roz’ s mother asked as she opened the fridge and stared at it like it was a Picasso; then she closed the door, turned around and shuffled back to her bedroom. 

“I forget all the time, Mom; just retrace your steps.”

“Is she ok, Roz?”

“Miffed because I’m not paying attention to her. She loves to annoy me.”

What really galled Roz was that her mother treated Lil like an intruder. She knew she became a child again in her presence and they would argue about everything. She also realized it wasn’t good for either of them or for her relationship with Lil. She knew Lil was at the end of her rope with both of them. When her mother first came she was too ill to argue, but as she recovered her strength her feistiness returned and the two of them together sparred like pit bulls. Lil tipped back her chair and reached over to get the newspaper from the counter.

“Every so often, she says, ‘It’s time for Lil to get her own place and take her dogs with her. She’s a big girl.’”

“Mama,” I say. “Lil lived here before you.” 

“Are you listening to me, Lil, or planning your grocery list? Does anyone or any animal in this house ever listen to me?” Roz thought of the joy she and Lil had experienced when they first moved to the beach. Each evening, rain or shine, they walked for miles on the sandy shore. 

“I can multitask, you know.” Lil continued to turn the pages and check off items. “Come on, Roz, I know how you avoid talking about what’s really bugging you. Have you ever really spelled it out for her, really?” Lil reached over and took Roz’s hand into her own. “Look at me, honey.”

Roz looked into Lil’s eyes; she always felt safe when she did that. “One night we were watching The Children’s Hour. Have you ever seen it?” 

“Yes, with Shirley MacLaine and a vicious student.” 

I said to my mother, “I love Lil the way Shirley loves Audrey.” She never skipped a beat and said, “Shirley was exhausted and totally confused. She really wanted James Garner. Who wouldn’t?”

“Roz
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