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A Note to the Reader

Welcome to the Departure Lounge is a memoir written over the course of ten years. I have relied on my own observations and memories, though a few stories were reported to me. I have taken the liberty of shaping the scribbled accounts in my journal into a narrative. Unavoidably, the contributions of my brothers and sisters, additional relatives, and friends to the care of my mother and stepfather are not fully reflected in my rendering, and some events have been simplified in service of clarity.

Further, to avoid identifying details, I changed names and identifying details for people, names for most businesses and institutions, and names for some locations. The location Greystone Gallery, in chapter 7 (“To Her Health”), is a fictionalized composite, drawn from my memory of several galleries patronized by my mother over the course of many years.

And I'd like to acknowledge that for many family caregivers, coming up with the money to provide for aging parents is a crippling concern.

Meg Federico




Chapter One
I DEMAND AN AUTOPSY!    

[image: ] was sitting at my desk plowing through bills when the phone rang. My stepsister, Cathy, never called unless we had “problems.” Her father, Walter Huber (age eighty-two), and my mother, Addie Henry (age eighty-one), after a dramatic and sometimes bruising courtship, married a few years ago. Not one of the eight offspring (me and my four siblings, Cathy and her two) in our newly blended family was pleased about this union, but there was nothing we could do about it. After all, our parents were grown-ups.

At present, Addie and Walter were escaping the New Jersey winter, vacationing in West Palm Beach, Florida, where, Cathy informed me, Mom stumbled and fell and hit her head on the curb. A stranger, seeing the two old people in a state of emergency (a fairly common sight in Florida), kindly called an ambulance for Mom and packed Walter into a taxi.

The ambulance paramedic, recoiling from Mother's ninety-proof breath, scribbled ETOH all over her medical forms. ETOH is medical jargon for ethanol. In Mom's case, it meant martinis.

While Mom was out cold, the ER staff tried to pry information out of Walter, who was upset and couldn't remember anything. Suddenly, Mom sat bolt upright on the gurney and yelled, “I demand an autopsy!” before passing out again.

“I'm not getting an autopsy!” Walter roared. “You have to be dead to get an autopsy!” Apparently, after the nurses got him calmed down, they shipped him off to an emergency Alzheimer's unit (which they also have in Florida), where he had been locked up for three days before he finally divulged Cathy's number. She was now on her way to retrieve him.

I called St. Stephen's Hospital and finally got Mom. “Oh, hello, dearie,” she said brightly, as though I just happened to call as she bounded off the tennis court. “Isn't this a bore? I could leave right now, but to be safe I thought I'd get a few tests done.” She sounded peachy. “A lamp fell on my head at the hotel, but really it's nothing. A big old Biedermeier lamp!” Like any good liar, she added the Biedermeier bit to make her story plausible. The facts were irrelevant; I wasn't going to win any arguments against that lamp.

Watching my mother for the past few years had been a lot like watching a blindfolded lady ride a unicycle on a tightrope. You can't take your eyes off her as she wobbles up there completely unaware that she's fifty feet above the ground because she can't see. And if you attempt to point out her peril, she thinks you're trying to ruin her career. Just when you're sure she's going to plunge to her death, the blind lady yanks the bike upright. “See?” she says. “You worry too much.”

I did worry. I'd been worried for years, because one day Mom was going to fall. It would be a terrible accident I could not prevent, and she might just fall right on top of me.

Then later that same day, Cathy called again, from the Sunshine State. Our problems were getting worse. “You better get down here. This hospital is not exactly Columbia-Presbyterian, and frankly I have my hands full with Walter.” The emergency lockup ward for stray dementia folks was like a holding cell. Walter's suitcase had been ransacked and his wallet emptied, and he was so distraught he'd forgotten how to use the toilet.

“The food here isn't as good as the other places,” he confided to Cathy, presumably referring to the swanky four-star resorts he and Mom patronized. “And that fellow is not very interesting,” he said, indicating his roommate, who could only burble.

I lived in Nova Scotia, a thousand miles from Mom's house in New Jersey and a lot farther than that from West Palm Beach. I had a job (fund-raising), three children (a son, fourteen; two daughters, twelve and eleven), a husband (Rob), and a dog. My mother was going blind, and as she gradually lost her eyesight she began to drink even more heavily than she had before. Sometimes Walter drove her to the ER, where she got stitched up and was kept overnight for observation. Sometimes an ambulance was required.

I rarely heard about these accidents from Mom because she didn't want me to know. One of her remaining gossipy friends would report the gory details of each debacle with keen enthusiasm.

“I'm glad your father didn't live long enough to see this!” declared my informant.

I didn't bother to point out that if Daddy weren't planted in the family plot, Mom would not be running around with Walter.

If the situation sounded bad enough, I jumped on a plane. But it had to be sufficiently dire to warrant the turmoil: getting time off work, lining up babysitters, convincing my skeptical spouse we had to spend the money. Of course, it's very hard to tell, long-distance, how bad things really are. My half sister, Alice, lived in New Jersey not that far from Addie, but I hated to ask Alice to shoulder Addie's predicaments. (Alice had recently dealt with her own mother's illness and death—she'd fulfilled her filial duties.) My brothers and my sister all lived a plane ride away; we had to jump through hoops and pass through time zones to get back home. I was usually the first responder on the crisis management team because my flight was the shortest.

But back to West Palm Beach. First the good news: Walter was diagnosed with Alzheimer's disease. That he had it wasn't good, but finally -a doctor had said so. Frankly, I'd always found Walter scary. One minute he was calling Mom his “beloved Bride,” the next he was shaking his fist at her, red-faced and swearing. If I was around, he'd yell at me, too. And he drove on the wrong side of the road. When I tried to talk to Cathy about him, I got nowhere. “He's always been like that,” she'd say. I naïvely thought that an expert medical diagnosis would change things for the better. Now, instead of running around loose, Walter would be managed. By experts.

The bad news was that over the course of the next few days, my mother went from her bossy self to an “unresponsive state,” and the hospital offered no explanation. I hit the phone lines and frantically briefed my brothers and sisters, choreographed a quick departure (babysitter, dog walker, tuna noodle casserole), and got on a plane. As the jet thundered down the runway, I had no idea if, on the return trip, I'd be drinking martinis with Mom in executive class or accompanying her home in a box.

I had a five-hour layover in the Continental terminal at Newark Airport, which is not my favorite place because years ago, quite possibly in the exact spot where I sat waiting for my flight to West Palm Beach, my father dropped dead of a heart attack. I was getting married and on the day before my wedding, my oldest brother, William, was flying in for the big event. Dad invited me along for the ride out to the airport, but I didn't want to get stuck in the backseat of the Buick while he drove Mom crazy by telling her how to drive. The whole reason she was driving in the first place was that Dad couldn't see an elephant if it was seated on the dashboard. On the other hand, Mom was so accustomed to his insistent navigation, she couldn't get anywhere without him: Dad hunching forward in his seat telling her to watch the road, Mother sighing dramatically to let him know she was just letting him think she was taking orders—I couldn't stand it.

So I told Dad I had a few last-minute bride-type errands—and while Dad was dying, I was in a department store buying a beige slip.

When my stupid errand was finished, I sat drinking tea in the kitchen with Frances, the black lady who had pretty much raised me. She fiddled with cut flowers for the guest rooms, humming, “Loh de doh,” under her breath, as she had for as long as I could remember. I hummed that song myself sometimes: Loh de doh. “They must have hit traffic,” I said to Frances.

Then William called to say that Dad had had a heart attack. Airports have defibrillators stationed all over the place now, but twenty years ago they did not.

“It doesn't look good, honey,” he said from a pay phone.

For years, Dad had never gone out of the house without a vial of nitro tablets in his pocket, but in the end they didn't save him. Who knows if he even had time to get one into his mouth? I thought of him hurrying down the concourse with his crookedy old-man walk and then falling, collapsing, while people like me looked on.

Maybe those people still tell the story about the time they saw the old man drop dead in the airport.

My mother didn't miss a beat. By the next morning she had a huge mess on her hands because cases of wedding champagne were being delivered at the back door, as the first of the funeral flowers were arriving at the front. Confronting the real disaster—namely, life without Dad—would have to wait. The rest of us could afford to go numb, but Mom had to move into action.

She stationed herself in the dining room with a yellow legal pad and a very sharp pencil, her blouse crisp, the stiff collar framing her face. The platinum wedding band on her finger looked obvious and sad. As I slid into a chair, Frances placed a hot cup of coffee in front of me. We didn't say a word to each other, because those were the dining room rules.

Mom tapped her pencil and frowned at her long list. She must have figured that Dad would die first; he was so much older than she was. She had probably planned the funeral years ago or at least thought about it, because she was big on planning ahead. Looking up at me, she jumped right in.

“Darling, your father's favorite suit, the blue pinstripe he wanted to wear to your wedding? It's fresh from the dry cleaner. Would you mind, terribly, if he was buried in that suit?”

“Of course not, Mother.”

“Now, the dress I was going to wear to the wedding is navy and it isn't low-cut, really. It's just as appropriate for a funeral, so would you mind if I—”

“Of course not,” I said. Mother gripped her pencil with both hands, before releasing it to target another item.

“Darling, the wedding caterers? Well, I asked them to handle the funeral reception. They're all set to make the tortellini and the—”

“That will be fine,” I said, as she checked that item off her list.

“And if we slice it in the kitchen and serve it directly on plates, no one will recognize the wedding cake.”

I gulped. I did not want those mourners eating what they thought was just some nice white cake! My father was dead and my wedding was canceled. I wanted to stand on a cliff and throw the cake—all three layers, plus the plastic bride and groom—into the ocean while everyone watched and felt sorry for me.

“Of course you can, Mom,” I said.

“About your wedding, dear—it's terrible. Your father would be so distressed about it, if he knew.” Mother gazed at me tenderly, and I felt the tears well up. “But it is really so convenient that everyone is already on their way. Saves a lot of phone calls.” I choked on my coffee.

Within a day, the entire event had been transformed from wedding white to bereavement black, with the exception of one small detail. I couldn't reach the wedding photographer, who was probably out taking pictures of some other bride and groom, who'd never know how lucky they were.

“Candid Shots of Dad's Funeral will look nice on your coffee table,” said William as he chewed on a slice of ham. Funeral hams were now arriving along with the flowers, and Mom sent the champagne back. “Tasteful black leather, gold lettering, and the date—now, wouldn't that be a conversation piece?” he asked through another large mouthful. In our family, everyone eats and makes wisecracks rather than messy displays of grief.

“That is not funny,” I told him, but I laughed.

Of course there is no such album, because I managed to cancel the photographer at the last minute. Then, figuring there was no point in waiting, Rob and I ran down to City Hall and got married. In lieu of a celebration, my entire extended family—all seventeen of us— descended on Black's funeral home.

Every room in the converted Victorian house displayed caskets, discreetly backlit and adorned with real flowers. Gleaming wood and polished brass created a corporate atmosphere. We chose the “Executive,” which seemed fitting for the businessman my father had been. On the day of his viewing, dressed as though ready for a day at work, he looked a lot like he was lying in a large desk drawer.

The grandchildren feigned terror at the sight of a dead body, but poked at Dad's face when no one was looking, then climbed underneath the coffin, where they played comfortably out of the way in a world of their own.

The reception after the burial was crowded and noisy. People juggled their drinks and plates of tortellini, salad spilling over the edge. But Mom stood in her navy-blue dress, smiling and nodding with a polite disinterest that deflected the slightest intimacy. Without Dad, Mom was stranded. Once or twice I saw her eye the crowd, exasperation crossing her face: Now, where has he gotten to? Then she remembered, and her shoulders sagged. A gloss of manners and poise held her together so effectively that my cousin thought Mom didn't care. But, to me, those sagging shoulders said it all.

And poor Rob—as he ate his incognito wedding cake, people kept pumping his hand, saying, “Congratulations, we're so sorry.”

Now I wish I had a few photos. Just one or two.

Frankly, there are some events that you simply cannot be prepared for—and this trip to Florida would soon prove to be one of them. When I landed in West Palm Beach, my luggage did not. I stepped into the warm, balmy air with nothing but the clothes on my back. I should have seen it as an omen. Losing my belongings would be nothing compared to the chaos of the next few weeks.

When I got off the hospital elevator, a nurse stood staring at the floor, while a doctor waved a chart in her face yelling, “After he got stitched up, he was supposed to go back to jail!” Dirty linens piled up in the corners, garbage cans overflowed, stacks of charts at the nursing station threatened to collapse. Families crowded around doorways, straining to see the relative on the bed. A young woman in a blue uniform dragged a laundry bin behind her, bumping into walls. A teenager pushed past her on a skateboard. Phones rang, monitors beeped, and televisions gabbled.

Mom was prone and immobile on a hospital bed crammed into a tiny room. Her face, collapsed in sleep, was unnaturally yellow from the disinfectant slopped over a blue-and-brown bruise that spread from her jawline past her ear, as though she'd gone down in a bar fight. I was dumbstruck at the sight of her, so broken and diminished. I lifted her hand to my cheek. Her nails, always filed and buffed, were dirty. In such a state of neglect, who would want to recover? I'd go into a coma, too.

Like Diana, the “People's Princess,” Addie was the “People's Aristocrat,” at least as far as the town of Oldhill, New Jersey, was concerned. When Addie arrived, tidy and tasteful in her alligator pumps, a silk scarf knotted at the collar of her sensible camel-hair coat, everyone from the gas station man to the bank president perked up. Her propriety, tempered with a conspiratorial twinkle, gave people a lift as she said her “How do you do” 's. Wherever she went, a murmur of appreciation followed.

“Your mother is such a lady,” people said. “Real class.”

The slit of a window let in the Florida sun, illuminating a couple of Trollope novels and a technical book on archaeology on the windowsill. Mom never traveled without her books. When she was younger, a whole suitcase had been dedicated to her vacation reading. Within the family, of course, the People's Aristocrat was harder to take, determined as she was to make us all into aristocrats, not to mention intellectuals, by insisting on strict codes of etiquette and comportment and a stiff reading requirement: a book per week or no TV.

The figure on the bed was not my brilliant, beautiful, know-it-all mother. This was vegetable Mom, who might never recognize—or contradict—me again. I shook her gently by the shoulder, but she was way down deep, beyond my tears. I sat looking at her for a long time.

Finally, I took a little walk down the hall and located the supply closet. No one noticed as I commandeered a mop, bucket, sponges, and rubber gloves. I dusted, scrubbed, and scoured Mom's room, as if by exorcising this tiny bit of territory I could get some kind of meaningful grip. I stopped periodically to look at Mom, but she remained unchanged and unreachable.

“They paying you to work here already?” said a familiar voice. William stood in the doorway holding a grocery bag, a cardboard tube, and flowers. He was a remarkable sight even to me, his little sister. Dressed in red boxing shoes, leather pants, a white formal shirt, and a silver-and-black-striped tie, he had a baseball hat pulled down over his eyes, and his skin had the purple cast people get when they spend too much time on airplanes. The mop clattered to the floor as I threw my arms around him.

William is ten years older than I am. By the time I was five, he was being shipped off to camp in summer and boarding school the rest of the time, so I grew up without him. But one Christmas when I was a teenager, he caught me smoking a joint. The bathroom was filled with smoke as I anesthetized myself against the annual Christmas Eve party. The baked lasagna, the aunts and uncles bellowing “Good King Wenceslas,” and my cousin playing the tuba—it was all too much to bear. When William busted me, I was terrified until he said, “Give me that or I'll tell. And put another towel under the door.”

Like Mom, William knows everything about everything and is very generous with his opinions. He writes poetry, mysteries, and opera librettos, which makes him an endangered species. He is serious about cooking, eating, culture, and girlfriends, and he is ultimately sympathetic even to his enemies, which might explain why all his ex-girlfriends once got together and threw him a party.

“I've been trying to find a doctor. Any doctor,” he said, sticking a bouquet of yellow chrysanthemums and blue freesia into the water pitcher and dumping oranges into the plastic throw-up bowl. He pulled a poster of Seurat's “Sunday in the Park” painting out of the tube and taped it to the wall. “I never liked these people,” he said, regarding figures so stiff they couldn't possibly be enjoying themselves, not even the dog. “But I didn't have a choice; it was either them or The Scream.”

The atmosphere was much improved. If Mother woke up, she might feel like living. William plopped down on the bed. “Hi, Mom,” he said, leaning over her. “How're you doing?” Mom blew little frothy bubbles and snored. “You don't say,” he said, patting her. “I'm pretending you can hear me.”

He unwrapped a turkey sandwich and handed me half. “All I know is, one minute she's commanding the troops as usual and the next time I tune in for a report—this. The nursing notes are illegible and the doctors have vanished. I can't find out what's wrong with her.”

Mom looked peaceful, as peaceful as a baby. Then a little frown crossed her face, followed a moment later by a very bad smell. I sniffed and gagged before I connected the dots. William and I turned to each other, horrified.

“Mother, how could you?” William said. “How indiscreet.” Mom wheezed gently.

I hit the call button. When no one showed up, William went in search of help and returned with bad news. “There's only one guy on the floor, and he can't get over here.” We waited for a while, then waited some more. It was a very busy afternoon out there—heart attacks, uncontrollable bleeding, a knife fight between a man and his wife's ex-husband. We had no choice but to clean up Mom ourselves. “Come on, you've raised kids and I've had puppies,” William said, and we plunged in.

I'd never considered the mechanics of changing a grown-up's diaper, and I'd certainly never thought I'd get my first chance on Mother. It was a good thing she was oblivious because William and I were clueless. Somehow we bumbled through the exercise without dropping her on the floor.

A lifetime later, Mom lay pristine in her bed, breathing in and breathing out, unknowing. My brother slumped on the chair in front of me, his elbows on his knees and his chin in his hands. We had exhausted our bravado. “Well, I hope they aren't feeding her prunes,” he said. When we were growing up, we were often confronted at breakfast by little glass dishes of nasty prunes that Mother forced us to eat. She was obsessed with our bowel movements. Now it looked like we were going to become obsessed with hers. William rubbed his face. “We have got to get her out of here. I don't want to make a career out of this.”

But it didn't take long before coping with Mom did begin to look like a career—I kept meeting new people: nurses, physical therapists, a guy who made his living renting out wheelchairs. I couldn't remember who said what without taking notes, and I ended up with a collection of barely legible scraps. But at least I had those, because people who did not seem relevant at the time turned out to be a big help later on. I managed to capture the name and number for almost every smiling or frowning face. William, Addie, and I were in uncharted waters and who knew when we might need a favor. So I made a point of thanking every person I met, like a store credit I might need to cash in later.

This was not the glamorous part of West Palm Beach. The shopping centers, hotels, nursing homes, and funeral parlors were all the same: three-story white buildings with parking lots. This was the authentic part of town, the slummy section just before the hospital, with Rott weilers chained in yards, laundry on the line, and men sitting on stoops midmorning, smoking and shooting the breeze.

William and I got Hershey bars and notebooks at a candy store that also sold guns and pictures of Jesus. Any problem, regardless of complexity or magnitude, would fit in that notebook. The simple act of writing my name and phone number on the front cover cheered me up.

William and I moved into a motel located directly behind Rebecca's Naked Ladies nightclub, which, we were told, was famous for strip sirloin. We sat around a little chlorinated pool in the dark, ate pizza, and watched beetles and moths fly into a big blue zapper while we invented elaborate schemes to get Mom back to New Jersey, dead or alive. We could do nothing but speculate because we had no facts. You naïvely believe you'll be able to make good, sound decisions if you can just get the facts.

While I was sleeping on my board-like motel bed, Penny, a tiny Filipino nurse, had been up all night with Mom. In the morning, she intercepted William and me in the corridor. “Four A.M. she want ice cream. She want go home. She get out of bed and head for door.”

“So I take it she woke up,” said William.

“She plenty awake.” Penny energetically propelled us forward.

Mother was tied to the bed in a Posey, a restraint device akin to a straitjacket. She smiled wildly, propped upright on a stack of pillows.

“Ha! Ha!” Penny said. “See. We brush hair. So pretty. We put on lipstick.” Mom was electrified. Her eyes were all lit up and flashing. Her hair, full of static, flew around her head, and her mouth was bright red and smeared.

“Ha! Ha!” Mother crowed, imitating Penny, her eyes glittering as she swiveled her head from side to side like a bird. “Purse, purse. Purse!” She glared at William, who, undone by Mother's disturbing transformation, backed toward the door.

“You be good, Mommy. Stay in bed,” Penny said. Mom, suddenly as docile as a bunny, gave her an obedient smile. “I take Posey off if you watch her,” Penny said to us. Like fools, we nodded in unison.

Penny untied the Posey while I rummaged around in the closet and found Mother's small black patent-leather purse. She snatched it and dug through the contents, finding her wallet and waving it around, scattering credit cards on the floor.

“How is the man up there?” Mom asked William as she pointed to the ceiling.

“Quite well, as far as I know,” William said.

“I shot him in the head.” Then she dropped her purse and began picking at the sheets. “Tell the caterer there will be fifty of us for lunch.” The way she said “for lunch” was distinctly Katharine Hepburn's “fah lanch.”

“And tell that man I'll shoot him again. Where has he gone to?”

“Boy,” William said, “where are the Marx Brothers when we need them?”

“The limo is ready—hurry hurry!” Mom thrashed around in the bed, trying to get up.

“No, no, honey!” yelled Penny. “You stay in bed. You be good mommy.”

“High heels, black hat!” yelled Mother, straining, her hands outstretched toward the closet. “Lincoln Tunnel!” Penny put one hand on Mom's chest and expertly retied the Posey. Mother rolled back and forth, cackling and hooting. William and I were so unnerved, we bolted.

We fled to the smoking lounge, an airless, windowless dump in the hospital basement, patronized exclusively by cancer patients and doctors. With cigarettes wagging in their mouths, these doctors did not resemble their counterparts on daytime TV. One with shaggy hair and a beard looked an awful lot like Doctor Moreau.

“Do you think Mom will stay like this?” I asked William as he lit a cigarette.

“One minute she is unconscious, the next she's nuts. So who knows?”

“Those doctors—that's who knows,” I hissed, pointing in what was, I hoped, a covert fashion. But before we had worked up the gumption to corner them, they stubbed their cigarettes out in the bucket of sand provided, and slithered off through the doors.

“One of those learned colleagues has to start talking to us,” said William, mimicking Mother's loony laugh. “Ha! Ha!”

The company that owned St. Stephen's Hospital was trying to shut it down. The clientele—guys from jail and poverty-ridden inner-city families with no health insurance—were bankrupting the operation. A recent court order was forcing the hospital to remain open, but the doctors were rarely on site. The hospital was run by nurses, orderlies, and security guards, none of whom knew anything about Mom.

I started walking into offices introducing myself, asking for help, scribbling in my notebook, and learning that when they give you a business card, they're trying to get rid of you. Wandering the corridors, I finally found a social worker who thought Mom had been discharged the day before. “I'll get right on it for you,” she said. “How long will you be here?”

I'd told my husband I'd be gone for about a week, which had seemed long enough to deal with anything, even a funeral. But now, I had no idea. “Well, I guess I'll be here until Mom goes home,” I said, not knowing when that would be.

Cathy, meanwhile, had gotten Walter out of the Alzheimer's joint and had flown him back to New Jersey. Now, in addition to her kids, husband, job, and dog, Cathy also had to worry about Walter, who could not be left to care for himself. For years, Mother had been covering for him, just barely, but those days were over.

“Where's my Bride?” he asked Cathy repeatedly.

“She's in the hospital, Dad. She had an accident.”

“She did? Nobody told me!” Walter and Cathy had this conversation for weeks.

Mother, meanwhile, was getting worse. “Where are my slaves?” she yelled at the nurses and orderlies, mostly people of color.

“You really cannot say that!” I whispered forcefully. Mom may have harbored some rather snobby ideas about class and breeding, but she was not a racist. When I was a girl, she took me to hear Martin Luther King, Jr., knowing how important he was, knowing we would be the only white people in the church.

“Slaves!” she yelled, louder. Mom depended on decorum (even when she was drinking), and part of her knew her behavior was anything but decorous as she wet the bed, clawed at the orderlies, and screamed mean, hurtful things. More than once, I locked myself in the bathroom and cried, for all of us, because it was so sad.

On a good day, we had silly conversations to the tune of A. A. Milne. “Here comes nursey nursey nursey!” Mom said.

“Bringing your coffee coffee coffee,” I said.

“Happy happy happy!” Mom sang.

The weird thing was, I kind of liked her this way. She was nutty, which was very disturbing, but she was also warm and simple. Ordinarily, my mother was so damn complicated, anything she said required decoding. But this mom was vulnerable, crazy, and available. “You're my honey bunny one-y,” she crowed and, absurdly, I swelled up with happiness as if my addlepated mother actually meant it. The sweetness was heartbreaking. I hated to leave her for even a minute.

The situation wasn't moving forward. The orderlies didn't bother to clean Mom's room because we were doing it. One lady, thinking I worked there, asked me to clean her mother's room as well. I showed her where the supply closet was and told her to help herself. And we kept waiting for doctors who did not show up.

“Mommy, come home!” my daughter sobbed on the phone. She hated the babysitter, whose enthusiasm for my family had waned with each extra day of duty.

“What about us?” asked Rob, his padding and insulation wearing thin. A week had gone by with no end in sight. “Can't you hire someone to look after Addie? She can afford it more than we can afford this useless babysitter!”

My boss, at the end of her rope, said, “We really need to talk.”

If I packed up and left, I was a bad daughter; if I stayed, I was a bad mother. But, for me, bad-daughter guilt trumped bad-mom-spouse guilt. Practically speaking, I had plenty of time to make up for being a bad mom, but with the sand running out of the hourglass, hardly any time left to be a good daughter. I told myself the kids would survive. I told Rob I had no choice, and neither did he.

After days of no-show doctors and no plan, it dawned on me that we could hang around cleaning Mom's room and meeting interesting people like Penny forever. As long as Mom's insurance was paying, no one was going to hand us an exit strategy. We had to make it happen.

“You go after the floor staff,” I told William. “I'll tackle the doctors.”

I borrowed William's cigarettes and went in search of those shy, elusive creatures in the smoking lounge. The scary one with the beard was Mom's neurologist. I batted my eyes at him and pretended to smoke.

Mom's neurologist, it turned out, had fled to Florida after being hounded by malpractice suits in Connecticut. His wife got custody of the kids. “Now I'm paying a divorce lawyer, too,” he complained, like the most dejected man on earth. Malpractice or not, he was my only hope. I poured on the sympathy, and he promised me a CAT scan and his pager number. When we parted, he squeezed my hand and said, “Call me Peter.”

The other doctors were harder to catch. I lay in ambush outside the men's room and loitered in the coffee shop. But even after three separate coffee dates, the wall-eyed trauma doctor wouldn't give me a straight answer. I was convinced Mom had had a stroke, but he wouldn't support my diagnosis for fear of getting sued—if he hadn't been already. Eventually we made a deal: While not saying the word stroke, we agreed she had a big pool of blood sloshing around in her head, swelling and putting pressure on her brain and clotting. Her craziness was partially from this trauma and partially from alcohol abuse. If she didn't drink and didn't fall, Mom might, over time, recover.

With the determination of a field general, William captured the real power brokers: the nurses, social workers, and secretaries. Flowers arrived at the nurses' station. Pizza and sushi materialized in the staff lounge. A huge box of cookies in Mom's room pulled in the orderlies. William gave the social worker a box of chocolates, and a fifty-dollar phone card went to Penny.

Mother's room turned into the social hot spot, and she got plenty of attention as a result. The windows sparkled, the floor gleamed, and many extra pillows, towels, and pitchers of ice water showed up.

In a day, we knew everyone's life story. Donna was a single parent, trying to upgrade her nursing skills. Billy was part Sioux and had traveled all over the country, working his way from city to city through the ERs and sending money home to his mom. Penny, who lived with eleven children and two grandchildren in a three-bedroom apartment, was putting her oldest son through college. Helen, an orderly, worked three jobs while her husband was in detox, again: “I think he might make it this time.”

Hospitals are full of the wounded and the damaged, and plenty of them just work there.

The plan was to get Mom admitted to Brookside Hospital in New Jersey. On our end, we'd hound our hospital in Florida for a discharge. Alice agreed to hound the hospital there, pulling every string she could. The paperwork was overwhelming. Signatures were required from all the doctors at St. Stephen's who had so much as walked past Mom's door. After chasing them from floor to floor to no avail, I was tempted to grab the microphone at the nursing station and page them myself.

We needed a doctor in New Jersey who'd “accept delivery” to get her into the hospital there, but we couldn't contact her beloved doctor—he was on vacation in Florida—so we got one out of the Yellow Pages. Finally, after we ran around both hospitals day and night with clipboards and pens, all arrangements were complete.

Mom had to travel lying down, so we rented a medical transport jet (also from the Yellow Pages) and charged it to her American Express card. William looked through Mom's suitcase and discovered a wrinkled skirt and blouse, which he deemed inadequate garb for invalid air travel. “Something concealing and dignified,” he said as I accompanied him to Dillard's, a large, upscale department store. Within moments we found ourselves adrift in an entire floor of lingerie.

The Large and Luscious Women's Collection (for the far end of the alphabet) featured steel-cable engineering that rivaled the Brooklyn Bridge. These support garments did not cringe in beige; they confronted us in neon pink, purple, and green, and were more suggestive than a gymnastic troupe of naked women.

William was mortified. He had never been exposed to this side of the feminine mystique, which inexplicably embarrassed him more than changing his mother's diapers. We escaped to the monochromatic men's department, where we bought Mom a black velour bathrobe from a nice bland man in a toupee.

The day of our departure, Mom rejected the bathrobe in favor of the wrinkled skirt and insisted on panty hose. Getting her into those was a lot like dressing a cat, but if panty hose would ensure her compliance, I was willing. She also demanded her black straw hat, suitable for tea with the Queen. We were a sight: me in my stained and ragged clothes; William resplendent in baseball hat, sunglasses, and white aviator's scarf; and Mom wrapped up like a mummy, wearing a hat, and strapped to a gurney

After almost three weeks, the days of fresh flowers and phone cards




































































This book is dedicated to those we take care of, and to those

who take care of us; to the memory of my mother,

without whom my life would not have been.
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