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CHAPTER 1

PHONE CALL

My phone rang Friday afternoon with a call from an Unknown Caller, and I almost didn’t answer it, but I did. “Hello?”

“This is Joyce, the nurse practitioner at your mother’s primary care office. We spoke last week.”

“Yes. Thanks for calling.”

“I wanted to catch you before you flew back to Seattle. I checked, and we have her final biopsy results.”

We’d been waiting for the results for seventeen long days. I said in a low voice, “What did it show?”

“I’m sorry to say, we have confirmation she has cancer.”

We said goodbye, and I went to have a conversation with my mother that we thought we’d never have. Sipping tea, we talked about end-of-life decisions and what she wanted. We continued the conversation over dinner, eating leftover fish tacos.

Mom said, “You’re willing to talk about death, and I guess it’s because you had cancer.”

I nodded. “Yes, and I worked in nursing homes, hospitals and people’s houses with sick and dying people after you cut me off financially.”

She pursed her lips, looked down and suggested we not revisit negatives from the past.

Life is confusing and strange, because you wouldn’t think I’d help my mother after my parents refused to have a relationship with me for several years. But it is the right thing to do, and I’m treating her with kindness because I’d like my kids to do that when I’m older. If I ignored, I’d have more time on my hands but less self-respect. 

CHAPTER 2

LEGS LIKE JELLO

One day, I called my mom and we chatted. When I asked how my father was doing, she mentioned he was in the hospital. I bit my lip. “He’s in the hospital? Why didn’t you call me and tell me?”

“His legs were like Jello. He couldn’t stand up, so the neighbor helped me get him in the car, and I drove to the emergency room.”

“Call 911 next time. And let me know right away. When did this happen? This morning?”

“No, four days ago.”

“He’s been in the hospital for four days and you didn’t tell me?”

“Well, I’ve been busy. I’ve been doing things.”

I hung up, called the hospital and spoke with the charge nurse. She said my father had acute renal failure. When I told Mom his diagnosis, she said, “How do you know that?”

“I spoke with the charge nurse, and she told me.”

“Well, all I know is his legs were like Jello.”

I called my dad in his hospital room, and he said in a choked-up voice, “I’m alone here. Your mother hardly ever comes to see me.”

I blew out a breath, recalling how my husband rarely left my side when I was in the hospital. “I’m sorry you’re going through that. I’m flying down, and I’ll be there when you’re discharged.”

Later, I asked my mother if she had avoided going to the hospital and seeing Dad because of what her father went through. It’s weird to think about now, but in the 1960’s, my grandfather was in the hospital for many months with prostate cancer before he passed away. For some, a hospital isn’t a place to heal and get help, but where one goes to die.

CHAPTER 3

GET BACK TO THE DORMS

I flew out to Eugene to take classes at the University of Oregon, and my parents shipped my yellow bicycle by train. I slid into a seat at an orientation session being held for transfer students and soon noticed a guy with curly brown hair in front who raised his hand and asked questions. We bumped into each other later in the student union, where the movie Animal House was filmed, and we talked. 

I’d grown up in a strict Christian household in the Midwest, and bicycling in the Oregon rain, with every turn of the pedals, I wanted to explore what I’d missed. I became friends with the young man who asked questions, and a month later, I moved in with him. His nickname was “Easy” because of his easy-going nature and how he liked to laugh.

But my parents had seen the movie Nashville, and they were sure my new boyfriend’s nickname was because of his many romantic conquests, although that wasn’t the case. Mom sent me a handwritten letter with lots of underlining, telling me I was living in sin and to “get back to the dorms where you belong.”

The letter smelled like judgement and reeked of the lifestyle I left behind when I flew out to the West Coast. I was learning to make my own choices and enjoying cooking and making my own yogurt in a little house not far from campus.

My mother sent a second letter saying if I didn’t move back to the dorms where I belonged, they’d cut me off financially. The letter had a mean, strident, angry tone, so much so that the curly-haired man still remembers it, and I do too. I think I tossed it in the trash with the potato peelings.

My folks had paid for the first quarter’s tuition, but that flew by fast, and I was on my own. For the rest of my undergraduate education, I worked graveyard shifts as a nurse’s aide, filling in at hospitals, nursing homes and in people’s houses. The best job I had was at the Student Health Center on campus, where students who were ill stayed overnight. Wiping up vomit from drunk students was disgusting, but at around four in the morning, a heavenly scent of homemade cinnamon rolls made with butter and brown sugar wafted up from the kitchen and filled the halls.

I made friends with a nurse on duty, who had a fondness for chocolate pudding pies. We invited her, along with her boyfriend, over for dinner with another couple, and I heated water for spaghetti in a big black canning pot. It took ages for the water to boil, and our guests were growing hungry and glassy-eyed. We finally did eat, sitting on the floor around a brown tablecloth, using second-hand plates and silverware from Goodwill.

We became best friends with the couple who lived next door and got puppies around the same time. I wanted a Norwegian Elkhound, and we drove out to Crow, Oregon (isn’t that a fabulous name for a town?) and brought the puppy home. It was odd that we didn’t see photos of the proud dog father on display, just the mother, and soon we learned my Norwegian Elkhound was part German Shepard. I was incensed because I’d paid a whole twenty dollars for the pup.

A banjo-playing friend moved into an apartment across the parking lot, and when I baked bread, friends would appear at the back door, knocking and asking for a slice. We’d cut the loaf, spreading butter over each piece, and moan at the mouth-watering flavor. All was right with the world.

Another friend revealed he’d been a bank robber, and we shrugged. He said he’d used a cap gun, so it wasn’t really a big deal. He shouldn’t have been charged, and we all nodded.

But the couple with the dog next door started to rebuff friends, insulting them and sending them away one by one. The husband called me petty, and said we couldn’t be friends anymore or hang out as couples. My boyfriend was cut off a few weeks later for some perceived personality defect. It turned out the accuser was still seething angry at his farming father for making him ride a tractor and plow fields as a youth, ruining his hearing, among other offenses.

We moved to Springfield, across the river, which turned out to be a serious error in judgement, because we only had bicycles for commuting, and it was a long ways. I knew we’d made a mistake two months in, riding at night on an unlit bicycle path by the river in a white dress to a hospital gig, where I was filling in for a shift. I scraped together the money I’d saved from waitressing when I graduated early from high school. I hadn’t touched it and thought I’d take a backpacking trip to Europe that I’d always dreamed about.

Instead of flying off to see foreign sights, I bought a used 1962 VW camper bus. We were set. We camped on the Oregon Coast during Spring Break with our dog. Listening to rain patter on the roof of the camper van at a state park, eating gingerbread at a café, I smiled at the young man with curly hair and knew I’d made a good choice, by picking him over my parents.

CHAPTER 4

WORK WITH MY FATHER

My dad took me to hardware stores on Saturdays. Mom took me to high school, church, shopping and to see my friends. One day, long before take your child to work day, I hopped in the car with my dad and we went to his work. I wore knee length soft leather boots with fringe at the top, a rust-colored suede skirt and a blue and yellow striped turtleneck. Clothes were very important to me in high school, so I remember what I wore.

My dad had talked at the dinner table about the price of sugar going up, and how he had made a mistake and bought sugar at what turned out to be the peak price. He had been admonished at work for buying two or three railcar loads of sugar before the price went down and not foreseeing the future.

My father had a pharmacy degree, and he worked for Parke-Davis, a pharmaceutical company, as Vice President of Purchasing. I remember cowering in a corner of the dining room when I was sick, and he came at me with a spoon filled with some new flavor of cherry cough syrup being tested at work. It tasted awful, a sweet, cloying taste that sticks to the back of your throat, even after you drink a glass of water.

If we had a sore throat, we were told to gargle with Listerine, another product from my dad’s company. A bee sting? Benadryl was just the thing to take.

Anyway, I went into downtown Detroit with my dad and walked into the office building by the Detroit River. My older brothers and I heard our dad’s work stories at the dinner table, before he sat by the stereo and did his “homework” to catch up on reading.

That day at his work, we ate lunch in the executive lounge, if
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